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PROLOGUE - THE LAST NIGHT ON EARTH










November 4th 2023  Denver, Colorado, United States

The last night on Earth




I was eight years old when the cultivators first arrived.

It was a Friday night, a fun time to relax and chill after a boring week at school. Dad was in the living room with Mom, watching a movie. My older sister, Jess, pretended to be watching the movie with them, sitting the wrong way on the love seat, dangling both legs over the padded armrest as she thumbed away on her cell phone. 

I played Minecraft in the adjoining computer room, just out of sight and earshot of the PG-13 movie. That’s why it took me a few extra seconds to realize something was wrong. I was too busy clicking away at blocky pixels to notice the loud beep of the emergency broadcast warning.

It was only when my mother let out an alarming gasp, did I look up and see all three of my family members standing and gawking at the flatscreen on the wall. My heart sped a little as I joined them, confusion turning to apprehension as I entered the living room.

My dad, a plumber by trade who sported a grey-streaked beard and a beer gut, upped the volume on an Asian-American anchorwoman on the news. She was visibly distressed, but clearly doing her best to remain professional as she read from an unseen teleprompter. 

“…reports as far as Australia, China, parts of the Middle East. As far as our sources can confirm, this is a global phenomenon we are witnessing.”

“What’s going on?” I asked my mother.

She didn’t respond to me, her hazel eyes wide as they remained glued to the TV.

“Mo—”

“Shut up, Max!” my sister snapped. 

Normally I would have snapped right back at her, but something in the way she said it caused me not to. That strange tremble of fear in her voice said to do exactly what she said. So I did. And for the next thirty minutes I stood in dead silence as I watched the end of the world play out on the TV.

The first anomaly detected were the golden pagodas floating in the sky. Minutes of chaos ensued as footage rolled in from TikTok and YouTube stars filming the strange objects. It took them a few minutes more to realize they were not in the sky, but in space. 

And getting closer.

White House press secretaries and Department of Defense personnel came on next, blubbering about the sightings, mostly trying to downplay it. That’s when the first of the attacks happened. I can’t recall which country was first. Indonesia? China? It didn’t really matter. 

They all folded just the same. 

The only thing I truly recall were the images on the TV screen. It was like something out of a bad sci-fi movie. I watched the snow-capped peak of Mount Everest get cleaved off like a watermelon being sliced by a katana. Later I learned that the actual truth wasn’t too far from that. 

A shaky image of an aircraft carrier taken from a helicopter, I assumed, came next, depicting a man-sized figure hovering over it, suspended by nothing. It was an old man as far as I could tell, with loose flowing white hair and a matching beard that undulated as if underwater. Robes made of some unknown, sparking material moved in sync with the beard as three golden rings rotated in a circular pattern behind him. Missiles and anti-aircraft guns fired on the old man at point-blank range, only to detonate prematurely as they collided with an unseen barrier expanding several meters around him. After the assault, he raised his hand and huge bolts of purple lightning crackled from the sky, shaking the footage with static as they struck the deck of the carrier. Huge explosions engulfed the vessel and a hundred thousand tons of steel upended and sank into the sea.

Another image caught a woman with cat-like ears, wielding a sword against a battalion of tanks, slicing through them like they were made of Play-Doh. A group of warriors in ancient bronze armor and spears faced off against a company of modern-day soldiers with assault rifles and tactical gear…the warriors won. At one point some country panicked and launched a nuke, I think, but as it detonated the enormous mushroom cloud was consumed by a vacuum, generated from the palm of a bare-chested old man wearing a rusted crown who flew through the sky like a Greek god.  

My young mind didn’t know how to make sense of it all, still in that stage of deciphering fact from fiction. They were like superheroes to me, or supervillains, I suppose. I kept waiting for the real superheroes to appear. To arrive at the very last minute and save the day, just like in my comics.

But no heroes came that night and things only got worse.

Reports of strange creatures began to appear. Giant leviathans crawling out of the sea, wildlife mutating and attacking people in the streets. The footage grew more and more graphic as the editors, I assume, gave up and let the reports stream in uncensored in real time. There were ghastly scenes of carnage my young mind couldn’t handle, and I recall my mother pulling me to her chest at one point to shield me from it. 

But she couldn’t shield me from the sounds. I can still hear those screams to this day.

Yet strangely it was still all just like a movie to me at the time. Unreal. 

Perhaps almost…not real. Or so my young mind sought to protect itself.

Only when I saw the reactions of my family did the reality of the situation finally hit me and my heart began to race. I vaguely remembered my sister crying and my mother desperately trying to console her despite the tears streaking down her own face. My father was as I’d never seen him before. The blue-collar tough guy reduced to a man trembling and fearing for his family’s safety, yet not having the slightest clue as what to do.

He stayed fixed to the TV as if waiting for answers. 

Only when the lights flickered and the power cut off, did he finally spring into action.

“Everyone, get to the truck. Grab what you can. Now!”

“What?” my mother cried. “Where the hell are we going to go, Steven?”

“I don’t know!” my father fired back aggressively, but more out of fear than anger, I could tell. He then composed himself a little. “Look, we can’t stay here. We need to get out of the city. Maybe head into the mountains or something.”

“Steven, it’s November!”

My father ignored her. “Kids, grab your things now. Come on! Move it!”

That’s when I finally began to cry.

The next ten minutes went by in a flurry of sobs, tears, and hasty confusion. By the light of cell phones, we tossed canned goods, sleeping bags, and whatever we could think of into the back of my dad’s plumbing truck parked in the garage. I remember packing my iPad, some comic books, and a stuffed walrus named Sammy that I was growing too old for, but that night, I clung to like he was my very last friend on Earth.

After wrestling the garage door open with no power, we hopped in the truck and my dad gunned it in reverse and onto the street. It’s hard to remember what happened next, because there was a loud bang and my head flew into the side of the car door. 

The blaring sound of an unyielding car horn woke me and I realized I must have blacked out for a moment. My head hurt and felt wet when I touched it.

“Mom?”

My mother was there in an instant, already outside the truck, helping me and Jess out of the wreck with tears in her eyes. My sister was screaming and crying almost hysterically, causing me to do the same when I saw blood gushing from her nose, having smashed it into the back of the headrest. 

When my mom finally got us out, I saw a convertible had slammed into the back of the truck, spinning us in a 180. My father was outside yelling at the driver, a guy in his 20s that was holding his own head and bleeding while shouting aggressively in my dad’s face.

Fear and pain paralyzed me. All I could do was cry and cling to my mother and sister.

“It’s alright, babies,” she said, trying her best to console us. “Everything’s going to be alright.”

I stared up at her and the vacant, fear-soaked look in her eyes did the opposite of fill me with comfort. I looked past her instead to the night sky beyond. In that odd moment I recall never seeing the stars so vividly before. The entire street was pitch black, with only the sound of sirens filling the cold November air.

Then I saw it.

One of the golden pagodas floating in the sky. It had looked so fake on the TV, but now with my own eyes, it looked both real and unreal. It was small yet huge, looming like a second moon in the sky. The moon itself was also odd-looking, tinted a deep orange-red. Small objects streamed out of the pagoda like a trail of ants and in the sky, shooting stars whipped by like lightning.

The blaring car horn must have alerted something, because the next moment an object the size of a semi-truck dropped violently out of the sky. It decelerated rapidly, stopping just meters before impacting the ground. It was shaped vaguely like a sailing ship, made of what looked to be wood with a mast and sails of stiff, white cloth. A loud humming emitted from several glowing rocks lining the bottom of the hull.

All of us grew silent then, even my dad and the man arguing with him.

My breath caught as a gangplank lowered from the strange craft and visions of all the horrors I’d witnessed flashed through my mind. Two men in black robes trimmed with jade descended the plank, curved scabbards held tightly by their sides. They looked somewhat Asian to me, but darker skinned, like Malaysian perhaps. A woman then followed behind them and as soon as she looked in our direction, my blood froze with an inexplicable fear.

Her face was what you’d think an angel would look like, narrow with elegant features, her skin so pale it was nearly paper white. In the darkness she seemed to produce a light of her own, accentuated by her silvery eyes. Her body was as slender as her face and moved with a grace that made her float more than walk in her silver robes. Her platinum hair was pinned in a top knot and held in place by a small crown of jade and gold. 

I could hear only sniffles from my sister as the woman approached us, flanked by the two men with swords and although I could see no sword of her own, something told me she was far more dangerous than the two men with her.

They shared quick glances between themselves, speaking in a clipped language I didn’t understand. Finally, the woman took hold of a small jade bead on her necklace and began speaking into it. While her lips moved, sound came from the bead itself in perfect, accent-less English.

“This One is known as Silver Tear, Seventh Warden and Silver Leaf sect elder, Chief Administrator for Cultural Appropriation of this…” She paused and whispered something to one of the men who whispered something back. “…of this planet formerly known to you as Earth. You are now wards under the protection of her divine majesty, Third Princess Lunalah, Two Hundred and Fifty-Seventh heir to the Imperial Yee Dynasty.”

 No one said anything, stupefied by what the woman had just said.

The guy in the car made a sudden break for it, his fight or flight response choosing the latter. He got all of five steps before one of the men literally flashed across the street twenty meters to reach him and stomped him into the tarmac with a swift kick to the back of his thigh. The man cried out, wailing in pain, cursing about his leg being broken. 

My sister shuddered against me, whimpering even more. “I want to go home…”

The silver-eyed woman spoke again. “You are mortal savages unfamiliar with our ways. Thus, only due to your tremendous ignorance, shall This One pardon your transgressions for not showing proper respect. This one shall spare your lives, but you will pay for this insult with something else.”

“What?” my dad said. “What are you—”

“Luckily This One has need of what you possess.” She then turned to her subordinate. “Deliver the children to me.”

“What?” my mother screamed. “No!”

Her cries went unheeded as the other man zipped across the distance to us and grabbed both my sister and I by the arm. We screamed and struggled in unison, our feet skidding across the asphalt as he dragged us towards the vessel.

My father let out a primal cry as he rushed the man. 

He slammed a fist into the back of the man’s head and suddenly his eyes shot open with pain like he’d just punched a bowling ball. He cursed, grasping his wrist, but that didn’t stop him from trying again. He lunged into the man with a shoulder tackle. My mother joined him, screaming as she thumped the man repeatedly on the back. 

“You can’t do this!!” my mother screamed hysterically. “Max! Jessie!”

The man finally pushed them both aside with a gentle sweep of his arm that somehow threw them back ten meters across the road, slamming them forcefully into the side of the truck. It was Jess and I’s turn to cry out now, wailing for our parents. They stirred slowly, stumbling to get back on their feet, but both clearly had broken bones or more.

“Mom! Dad!” 

My vision blurred as I cried uncontrollably, tears filling my open mouth with salt. Just as we were being dragged up the gangplank the silver-eyed woman stopped and gripped my sister forcefully by the chin to stare directly into her bloodied face.

“Not this one,” the woman said. “Too old. She will remember too much. Never learn our ways. Leave her.”

The woman stared into my face next and pinched her slender brows together curiously. “How old are you, boy?”

I’d always been small for my age, but I prayed that somehow, just this once I’d look older than I was. I steeled myself, purposefully trying to hold back my sobs. 

“Twelve,” I said. 

The woman smirked, amused. “Clever, but not very wise. You barely look half that age. You’d have been better off saying seven. Even then you’d be too old.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “I’m eight! I’m really eight!”

She chuckled. “This one has spirit. Take him. He may have potential to assimilate even at his age.”

“No!” I cried. 

My sister screamed, reaching out for me as they pushed her down the gangplank. “Max!”

Our fingers barely touched before they pulled us apart. I screamed my lungs out, crying for my sister and my parents. As the gangplank raised my father made a desperate last attempt to rush the boat. He got halfway up the gangplank just a few feet from the silver-eyed woman, fist cocked with a punch. In a flash, one of the men jabbed him lightly in the stomach with his scabbard, causing my father to keel over with blood leaking from his mouth.

“Daddy!”

My sister and mother rushed to his side, cradling him as he wheezed in pain on the ground. 

“Shall I kill him for attempting to lay hands on you, Lady Silver Tear?” 

The man’s words caused my heart to stop. I looked desperately up at the woman’s cold, steely eyes. 

“No,” she said finally before gazing at the sky. “The Bloodmoon is nearly formed. The aberrations shall come to devour them soon enough.”

I didn’t know what that word meant but images of those frightful monsters came to my mind and I began to wail uncontrollably. “No! Please, no! Don’t leave them! Mommy! Daddy! Jessie!”  

“This One will waste no more time here,” Silver Tear said as she turned her back to me to depart. “Go.” 

With that, the gangplank was secured and the craft began to rise. I dashed to the side of the boat, screaming over the railing for my parents and sister, my stomach sick, my mind filling with the horrors of what would soon happen to them.

 I cried out for them futilely, their figures growing smaller and smaller in the darkness as the screeches of monsters began to fill the night. 











CHAPTER 1










Year 14,754 of the Imperial Yee Dynasty, Native Housing District, Jurin Province, Planet Terra

Twelve years later…




The final memory of my sister and parents flashed through my mind as I endured another hard slap of bamboo across my back. My bare skin screamed, but I refused to let my mouth do the same. I gritted my teeth instead, breathing hard through my nose in a vain attempt to diffuse the pain. I balled my shackled hands into fists, squeezing the wooden stump between my legs and arms as the public flogging continued.

“Two!” the robe-clad Enforcer shouted as he struck me again. “Three!”

The count continued up to eight. By that time, the overweight Enforcer was desperately out of breath and half the population of the Native Housing District had gathered to watch. The Enforcer’s face was concealed behind a black veil, the same color as his robes, but by his sloppy build and the force of his strikes, I knew he was Terran just like the rest of us. 

That made him all the more pathetic in my eyes.

But although he was the one administering the strikes, the true instigator of my punishment was the low-tier Foundation Realm cultivator smirking behind him, Li Fet. Li looked human at first glance. He could pass for a middle-aged Asian man with a broad face and double chin, but a closer inspection would reveal a slight point to his ears, pegging him as one of the many alien races the Yee Dynasty had conquered over the millennia.

Li Fet looked down at me smugly as he approached the stump, hands behind his back. “That was to let you know that I am not joking with you, Chun. Now I’ll ask you again. Where is my money?”

“And I’ll tell you again,” I said, huffing through my nostrils. “I lost it gambling.”

I probably shouldn’t have said that. Sassing him in front of an audience would cause a loss of face that would demand a lot more than an eight-tap beating. But to hell with it. I was having a bad day and was on a roll.

Li Fet ordered more strikes for my insolence and the Enforcer got back at it.

Through grunts of pain and watering eyes I saw her looking back at me in the crowd. In all honesty, she was probably the only one truly looking at me. The rest were shuffling by and pretending not to look. After all, a frown of sympathy or disapproval could land them on the stump next to me.

But Yu Li had nothing but concern in her deep brown eyes as she stared back at me from the edge of the public square. She was a couple years younger and from the old world like I was. I asked her once where she came from, and she thought California, but was too young when they took her to truly remember. Her sandy brown hair and tan complexion said she was Hispanic though. In her arms, her baby cried. A newborn barely three months old now. 

Yu Li had named her Su Ling.

The enforcer finally ran out of steam at 21 and by that time my back was raw and screaming for ice. My body trembled with the pain, my forehead dripping sweat onto the dusty asphalt that used to be the center of an intersection in old downtown Chicago. Or so the old maps said anyway. 

“Perhaps now, Chun, you will answer more sensibly. Where is my money?”

He said my Yee name with the alternate tone that changed its meaning to stupid. It was a joke I’d grown accustomed to from the time I was force fed the Yee language in Foundational school at the age of nine or so.

I forced myself into a submissive tone to respond—my back couldn’t suffer another loss of face today. “This One lost it gambling, honorable Li Fet. This One will have double the rent for you next month. This I swear by the heavens.”

 Li Fet nodded, seemingly appeased. He then shouted for all the crowd to hear. “Let it be known that Li Fet is a merciful landowner. I have spared the life of this irresponsible wretch for two moons. Let any of you fall behind in payment and you shall receive the same just and merciful punishment.”

As if on cue, the entire gathering performed small bows of thanks towards the cultivator for his great demonstration of grace. 

“Release him,” Li Fet said and then lowering to me he whispered, “this month is your back. Next month, will be your head.”




*	*	*




The Enforcer threw my overcoat at me after he pushed me back into the crowd. I winced trying to pull it on over my throbbing wounds. That’s when Yu Li suddenly grabbed my arm and pulled me to the side.

“Hey, take it easy. This freaking hurts, you k—”

“What are you doing?” she said, cutting me off in a hushed whisper while bouncing Su Ling on her hip. “Are you crazy?”

“What are you talking about?”

“I mean, why did you give me all of your money if you were short yourself? If I knew you were giving me your rent money, I wouldn’t have even asked much less taken it!”

I chuckled through the sting on my back. Yu Li had come looking for me the day before. She’d run out of silver a week after payday as usual. I’d stuffed the entire contents of my coin purse into her palm no questions asked.

 “Look, don’t worry about it,” I said. “You haven’t been able to work because of the baby. How else were you going to pay? Unless you wanted to be the one on the stump back there.”

I gave her a cocky smile and Yu Li looked at me with an infuriated scowl, before quickly huffing out a sigh and then pulling me into a hug that made me wince again. 

“I don’t deserve you,” she said. “Thank you, Chun. As soon as I can find someone to look after Su Ling, I’ll pay you back double. I promise.”

“You bet you will,” I said, but I had no intention of asking for a single Wen of copper back from her. Yu Li was about the closest thing to family that I had––a younger sister to me.  “And you should be making plenty soon. You were close to breaking through the 9th Tier of Body Refinement and into the Foundation Realm before you had to quit school, right? Nothing but big money after that.”

She huffed out a laugh, bouncing Su Ling who started to fuss. “Don’t remind me. I’ll never be able to show my face in that place again. I’ll be lucky to ever break through on my own at this point.”

What Yu Li said was probably true. Cultivation took years of focused meditation and training to absorb the ambient energy of the universe and refine it into the usable form of Qi. Higher-level techniques could make the process faster, but that only came with formal education and training. Trying to break through to the next realm of cultivation, from mere Body Refinement to Foundation Establishment, took massive amounts of Qi and mental focus. For Yu Li, now with a kid, it was probably next to impossible. Still, I wasn’t going to let her get discouraged over it.  

“Hey, who needs ‘em,” I said, folding my arms. “Bunch of control freaks in that school anyway. Besides, it’s supposed to be all self-study past that point, right?”

Yu Li laughed. “This from the guy who still hasn’t broken through the 7th tier of Body Refinement yet.”

I shrugged with a smile. “What can I say? I like living up to my name.”

We both laughed until an intrusive voice came from behind me.

“And what name would that be?” 

The voice was familiar and caused my lip to curl. If I had been able to break through to the 9th Tier of Body Refinement like Yu Li, I’d probably be able to sense the massive well of Qi to my rear.

But dumbass as I was, I sensed nothing. 

Except the stink of arrogance.

I turned about slowly, careful not to lift my gaze too fully to meet the eyes of the cultivator as I performed an obligatory bow. “Young Master Hein.”

He was about the same age as Yu Li, fair skinned and dressed in the robes of nobility from one of the minor families within the greater Silver Leaf Clan. His baby face wore a smile of confidence that only wealth and privilege could provide. Two other similarly aged boys were with him, dressed in the same air of refinement. The three of them stood out like flies in congee being in the middle of the Native Housing District, but perhaps only those of even higher status would truly care about them being here.  

“Master Hein,” Yu Li said, performing a small curtsey that made my stomach sick. “You do recall my friend Chun, don’t you?”

The prick had met me at least three times already. 

“Ah yes,” he said with an exaggerated smile. “Chun!”

The three boys laughed at the great joke and I humored the young master with a smile. “Good one.”

“Yes, of course I remember you, Chun,” he said, patting me on the back and I resisted the urge to wince as the sting set my brain on fire. “Chun here was an upperclassman of Yu Li. Sadly you had to drop out of the Foundation academy quite early, didn’t you, Chun?”

He wore a smirk that caused his two friends to grin. 

If I bought into the same cultural norms that they were accustomed to, the loss of that much face would force me to have to challenge him right there on the spot. But as a mid-tier Foundation Realm cultivator, Hein’s strength, young as he was, would make even the likes of Li Fet, ‘the gracious landowner’, quiver.

“I did,” I answered simply with a smile. “Like I said. I live up to my name.” 

The three laughed again and I simply grinned, playing the fool. 

“Anyway,” he said, turning from me and gesturing towards Yu Li. “Did I not tell you that there were great beauties amongst the natives?”

This caused Yu Li to grin and blush, while Hein’s lackeys nodded like idiots, stroking their peach-fuzzed chins. 

I hated this guy, even though he was likely Su Ling’s father. Although Yu Li had never admitted it, not even to me. To this day she’d never said who the father was, which made the answer all the more obvious. To have a concubine at Hein’s age was revolting, but to father a child was even more so. Plus, as detrimental as it was to Yu Li, it was perhaps even more so to him. If people who mattered ever found out, that was. 

But the fact that he’d brought his friends to parade her about was a testament to the likelihood of that ever happening. The thought caused ire to burn deep in my soul. I wanted to snatch him by the collar and pound him in the face until he explained why Yu Li had to ask me for rent money while he flew home every night to the great gold pagoda in the sky.

But I knew the answer.

Hein wasn’t rich; his family was. At his young age, there’d be no decent reason for him to be giving money to a young mother in the Native district. Not that his family would miss the paltry sum that would allow Yu Li and Su Ling to live a good life. No, his lack of financial support stemmed from an even deeper rut of depravity.

Hein didn’t pay…because he didn’t have to.

My temples throbbed with simmering anger as I watched him continue to flirt with her. 

Yu Li was merely a thrilling pursuit to him before, but now she had become a proof of conquest to show off to his friends. It sickened me. All Yu Li could do now was pretend that Hein had no obligation to her at all—to keep his secret and allow him to save face before his family, in hopes that one day he would honor her discretion with a show of charity.

Damn cultivator society. And they call ‘us’ the savages? 

My hands balled into fists and I became acutely aware of how much anger and hatred was welling up inside of me. I wanted to lay this bastard low for what he’d done and if it wasn’t for the fact that he or any one of his family members could kill me in an instant, I’d probably go for it too. He’d robbed Yu Li of her innocence. Ruined her future. But worst of all.

He had stolen Yu Li’s heart.

“Perhaps some tea?” Yu Li offered. 

Hein smiled and nodded along with his friends. 

She finally extended the offer to me, but I shook my head and made sure I didn’t let my disappointment or anger show as I put on a smile. 

“No,” I said. “I have to get to work. I’ll see you later.”




*	*	*




Rain fell as I ran through the old streets of downtown.

I welcomed it as it soaked through my overcoat and cooled the rawness of my back and the anger burning in my soul. By the time I neared the city’s edge however, the coat started to chafe and I began to regret choosing today to tell Li Fet that I didn’t have his rent money. 

Towering edifices of the old world lay in crumbled ruin all around me as I made my way east towards the fields. Skyscrapers with shattered windows, abandoned storefronts painted with graffiti and strewn with old banners for the Tournament of Mortal Champions last year. Even remnants of rusted war machines and burnt-out cars littered the streets, which were now overgrown with tall grass and weeds. 

The entire place was a dump, but the cultivators had no need to beautify this part of the city. It instead was home to those unable to afford even the paltry rent of the Native Housing District. Meanwhile the cultivators themselves dwelt within the golden pagoda that hovered eerily several hundred feet above the old city. Even in the grayed out, rain-drenched sky it glowed with the otherworldly light of a second sun. Small crafts and high-tier Core Realm cultivators flew back and forth from it, looking like flocks of tiny birds from this distance.  

I assumed that it was one of the same that had arrived to attack us that night. I wondered just how many there were now, each one hovering over the ruins of major cities from Old Earth. Regretfully, such details were never mentioned in any of my Dynasty reeducation classes, where my traumatized, young mind was forcibly remolded to conform to the society of our new cultivator masters.

My first re-education consisted of learning the hieroglyphic-like script of the Yee language, and then from there learning about the hierarchy of cultivation and the ranks of power within them. The five realms of Mortal-level cultivation: from Body Tempering, Foundation Establishment, Core Formation, Sacred Soul, Lesser Deity and then beyond.

I realized now that the superheroes I saw on TV that night were perhaps of the Lesser Deity Realm, on loan from the central planets at the core of the Dynasty’s domain. That godlike figure that stopped the nuke for example was likely some elder half-brother of the current Yee Princess that now ruled our world. Big bro doing little sis a favor by clearing her newly gifted planet of its native pests.

That’s what most of them saw us as.

Pests to be eliminated with a few to be tamed as pets.

Apparently, while humans were common throughout the universe, the aptitude to detect and cultivate Qi was not. Our species, now dubbed Terran, was woefully inept at it, earning an overall D rating on average. That meant that less than 10% of the population could truly aspire to become Qi cultivators.

Maybe that’s why we excelled at science and not magic in our past. 

Magic, I thought, chuckling. That’s what it still all was to me. 

Yu Li had fallen into that lucky 10%, which made it all the more infuriating that Hein had ruined her chances at a better life in this new world. As even a low-tier Foundation Realm cultivator she could find a decent job as an artisan or crafter. Maybe even more if she were allowed to continue her education, or God forbid, participate in that stupid Tournament of Mortal Champions that promised true Yee citizenship to the winner. She’d be able to join even a sect then.

But for me? I knew I was a dumbass when it came to Qi early on. 

Chun had become my schoolyard nickname by the age of 12, as did the daily beatings that came with it. But the feeling was mutual. I despised not just the cultivators, but the very idea of the thing. Sucking up the life force of the universe for selfish gains? To hell with that. Maybe that’s why I had no aptitude for it. It just rubbed me wrong, in the worst kind of way. My entire family died for their savage gluttony and I wanted nothing to do with it.

Still, this was my reality now.

And angst didn’t pay the bills.








CHAPTER 2







Banners with directions to the Jurin Province proving grounds littered the dirt road as I passed through the lush farmlands on the outskirts of the city. Wheat, rice, vegetables; every crop you could think of was grown by the farming sects, which, despite their low ranking in terms of martial status, more than made up for it in terms of economic power and control. Most of what was left of humanity worked here now, slaving away in the sun for paltry sums of silver per month. Some of the farmers waved to me as I passed by, a few of them older than I was. They could still make a decent living in time, maybe even cultivate if they had the aptitude.

But for a Qi-less wonder like me, my prospects for employment were much worse.

I approached the wooden structure that housed the guard post of the City’s eastern gate. It was the shape and size of a small barn with a roof but no walls. Already I could see cultivators from various sects milling underneath the shelter, while guides and handlers were being assigned to them for their excursions beyond the wall.

I was one such handler.

And I was late.

I picked up the pace and hoped the supervisor wouldn’t notice as I slipped into the routine with my fellow guides. The giant pagoda that floated in the sky provided one more vital function besides being a secondary sun for our dreary city. It created a protective barrier that shielded us from the effects of the Bloodmoon. Everything beyond the low stone wall marking the edge of the barrier was a no man’s land. The realm of monsters, demons, and spirit beasts. And it was my job to guide Qi-hungry cultivators through it each day.

“I told him your dog died,” whispered Mu Lin—one of my co-workers—as she rushed past me and pushed my uniform into my arms.

“Again?” I said, as I slipped it on over my overcoat.

“I told him you had three.” She then paused thoughtfully. “Well, I guess that means you only have one left now. So don’t screw up again, okay?”

I chuckled at that. Thank God for Mu Lin. 

The slightly stocky Indian girl with glasses was another old Earther like me. If not for her and my other co-worker, Lee, I probably would have given up on this world a long time ago. Lee was already leaving the compound, tethered to a trio of cultivators from the Golden Sparrow Sect. He spotted me and gave me a head nod and eyeroll that told me to look out for the boss.  

The boss in question was named Sumatra: a tall, gray-skinned mountain of a man from some other world. I looked over at him and the big, bald-headed bastard laughed and then made a “boohoo” gesture, by rubbing his knuckles under his eyes.

Geeze, what an a-hole, I thought.  

I acknowledged the gesture with a slight nod and wave, wanting the day to be done with already. 

“Well at least he’s not punishing you,” Mu Lin said with a grin, as she fiddled with a backpack full of provision, maps, and other essentials for venturing into the wild. I did the same, wondering where and how far this day would take me, or if I’d even make it back at all.

Most times only highly seasoned Core Realm cultivators were allowed permission to venture into the Bloodmoon zones for a large fee and a small tax on whatever they would bring back with them. It was actually the planet’s main source of income. So much so, that the Dynasty propaganda that the cultivators had actually come to Earth to save it from the Bloodmoon, seemed almost laughable now. I wouldn’t be surprised if they caused the damn thing. Either that, or they had found an ingenious way to turn a cataclysmic, species-ending event into an opportunity for profit.

Both possibilities sickened me.

Apparently, Earth had now become to the Yee Dynasty what the Caribbean was to the old world. A distant locale with exotic attractions for cultivators to come and ascend to new heights. 

For me that meant tagging along while visitors from other worlds tore apart monsters by day and then retreated to the safety of the protective barrier by night, avoiding the full influence of the Bloodmoon which turned the already scary monsters into even scarier Demons. Sometimes though, overzealous young masters like Hein would hire tours just to show off to their friends. The result was usually the cultivator running off while the handlers were killed by creatures far too powerful for them to be messing with. Or it could be as simple as people ventured too far out and got caught outside the barrier when night fell.

Regardless of the cause, there were a multitude of ways to die if you ventured out alone, which made our job dangerous, yet essential. You’d think with a combination like that it would pay a lot to be a handler and in the old world it probably would have, like that Alaskan fishing show I used to watch on TV. But in a hierarchical society, there was no need to pay. You simply left the dangerous jobs to those without the wherewithal to do anything better.

“So, who we got today?” I asked, looking at the small handful of cultivators left.

Across the shelter from us was a group of three locals from the Fire Bird Sect, known by their flamboyant red and orange robes. Joining them were two other cultivators who looked like they were from off world. One was a man who wore monk’s robes with a bald head and a long wispy beard. He looked to be in his eighties, which in cultivator terms could mean literally ten times that for his actual age.

“Hey, how powerful is he?” I asked, nudging Mu Lin. 

Unlike me, Mu Lin was already a Foundation-level cultivator who did this job by choice, not default. A chance to “learn from the masters,” as she called it, before she applied to some fancy post-Foundation school to become a scholar. I didn’t care about any of that, but with her skills, Mu Lin could gauge a cultivator’s relative strength just by looking at them. For me, it was an easy way to ensure that I got attached to someone skilled enough to not end up on the wrong side of a spirit beast’s jaws. Plus, I knew she got a bit of a kick out of it too. 

Mu Lin squinted at the old man while adjusting her wire-framed glasses. “Really strong. Low-tier Core Realm at least. Perhaps 3rd or 4th tier even.”

“Looks like I found my guy,” I said with a smile.

“Who said you’re going to get him?” 

I was just about to start haggling with Mu Lin, when the last cultivator suddenly stood from a crouched position and caused me to do a double take. It was a woman, but she was a good head taller than my boss Sumatra, who himself was a head taller than me. She looked to be built like him too, muscles on top of muscles with the same dull gray skin. She wore a leather breast plate and tartan instead of robes and strapped to her back was the largest sword I’d ever seen, nearly as long as she was tall and as thick as a plank of wood.

“What the hell is that?” I said in a hushed whisper, fearful she might hear me.

“I don’t know. Sumatra’s big sister?” Mu Lin said with a grin.

“You can have the old guy. I’ll take her. How strong is she?”

Mu Lin squinted again and a puzzled look flashed across her face. “Huh? I think she’s mortal.”

“What?”

“I can’t detect any Qi concentration in her at all. I thought she’d be high-tier Foundation Realm cultivator at least, looking like that.”

I shook my head. “You’re telling me she’s not a cultivator?”

Mu Lin shrugged. “I don’t think so. Maybe she’s just really big and strong?”

I looked at the giant woman again, who was alien even for this strange world in more ways than one. Her skin was covered in ritual scars or tattoos and her face, which might have been pretty once, was covered in the same. In fact, the only thing feminine about her was the shock of messy white hair that spilled to her mid-back. 

“Nevermind. I want the old dude back. I don’t care how big and strong you look. No way you’re going to survive out there against a pack of raplings without Qi Body Refinement. How did she even get a pass?” 

“Beats me. But I guess the silver talks as usual?” Mu Lin said, jutting her chin towards Sumatra. 

I thought about that for a moment. One had to take certain tests to even qualify for a Bloodmoon pass. But even after that there was the fee, which would be about ten years’ worth of wages at my salary. I glanced at Sumatra. I’d seen the bastard make these kinds of exceptions before—turning a blind eye to an “extra” guest if the group tipped a little “extra” coin. Maybe this was the same. A favor for a fellow countrywoman from his home world. 

Man, the corruption here never ends.

But then something else occurred to me. If Sumatra truly had done something like that, then he was not just putting that woman’s life in jeopardy, but our own. 

A slow ire began to build in my gut as my eyes narrowed at him. Had he sold our lives for a few extra Taels of silver? I watched as he joked and cajoled with the Fire Bird members, buttering them up for a healthy tip. Why wouldn’t he do it? All he cared about was the money. And if a couple of natives had to die to give some muscle-headed idiot a crack at a swift death, then why not? I bit my lip the more I thought about it, drawing the coppery taste of blood.

Suddenly the giant woman snapped her head to the side, as if someone had just called her name. She then turned about fully and her slate-gray eyes fell directly on me. I stiffened, unnerved by the sudden movement. An uneasy feeling then came over me as she continued to stare, her face made of stone. 

Then, as quickly as it happened, she turned away again and focused back on Sumatra. 

“Wow, that was creepy,” Mu Lin said. “She must have overheard you or something.”

“Overheard me say what?”

Mu Lin shrugged just as Sumatra called us over.

“This is Chun and Mu Lin,” he introduced us. “Two of my best handlers. Since it’s so few of you, I’ll give you both of them for the price of one if you travel as a group. What do you say?”

The cultivators began to confer with one another, discussing how they’d split the cost between them. I felt slightly relieved. Maybe Sumatra wasn’t as bad a guy as I thought he was. At least he was trying to group us all together with the real cultivators for protection.

“No,” the tall woman suddenly said. 

That caused everyone to pause.

Sumatra chuckled. “What do you mean, no?”

“I need no guide. I’ll travel alone.”

“You can’t do that, I told you already, there are rules,” Sumatra said, and then he added something else, slipping into another tongue that I didn’t understand. “Vul wert ist?”

The woman responded in the same language and a heated discussion took place between them, ending with both of them looking frustrated. Finally, Sumatra shook his head, huffing out a long sigh. “Look, the Imperial Guard patrols the proving grounds. If they find someone without a handler, it’ll not just be your head but mine. It can’t happen.”

A few more tense seconds passed as the woman’s eyes narrowed. 

“Fine,” she said eventually and then her gray eyes fell on me again. “I’ll take this one.”

I expected Sumatra to protest some more, but then he paused a moment before slowing nodding. 

“A fine choice,” Sumatra said with a smile before giving me a wink. “No one is better than Chun here.” 








CHAPTER 3







I cursed non-stop in the back of my mind as I huffed down the forest trail like a madman.

Why did shit like this always happen to me?

I bit my lip, pumping my hands into fists that I wanted to bury into Sumatra’s face. I made a vow that if I ever did make it back alive, I’d do just that. The satisfaction of pummeling that greedy, gray bastard would be well worth the reciprocation it would no doubt bring. I glanced over my shoulder at my so-called cultivator.

The giant oaf of a woman hadn’t said a word since we departed. She lumbered along with slow, deliberate steps, which, due to her height I suppose, matched my own hurried pace quite easily. And that was fine with me. Standing still for too long was a surefire way to attract the kind of attention I just didn’t want today. 

As for where I was headed, that was something I hoped to keep a mystery for as long as possible. Before we had left, the woman didn’t give very specific instruction as to what she was looking for out here in the wild, but what she did say, caused me to tense and Mu Lin to grow pale with fright. 

“Take me to wherever the strongest monsters lie,” was all she’d said. 

That had sealed the deal for me. This woman was either delusional or suicidal and I wanted nothing to do with her. Thus, I made a concerted effort do the exact opposite of what she’d said. The barrier was marked by the low stone wall ringing the city, but from years of taking cultivators into the Bloodmoon zone, I knew there was a residual effect that spread slightly beyond it. It was a thin sliver of perhaps only a quarter mile or so wide, a space where the monsters wouldn’t dare approach during the day. At night that was a different story, especially on a full moon where the demons would sometimes attack the barrier en masse.

This meant I was now spending my time trying to wind a long yet imperceptible loop within that thin space. If this woman was truly delusional then hopefully she wouldn’t even notice and I could waste the day away and chalk the lack of monsters up to simply bad luck.

The terrain we were currently traversing through was helpful in that regard. What used to be the suburbs was now transformed into a juvenile forest, with young spruce and oak trees vaulting through the rooftops of decades-old duplexes and apartment blocks. The semi-uniformity of it all gave the forest an indecipherable sameness that hopefully I could keep backtracking through unnoticed.

But that wasn’t my only task. 

Most of the monsters in this area were not the truly mutated kind, like those found deeper in the wilderness. They were usually C rank and lower and more like giant animals, which was perhaps another side-effect of the barrier’s influence. Still, giant beasts were no joke. Once I’d come across a giant stag the size of an elephant. It took a group of five Foundation-level cultivators to bring it down and none of them walked away unscathed. Against something like that, Bodybuilder Barbie and I wouldn’t stand a chance.

So while I navigated, I also actively tracked and scouted ahead. 

What I lacked in Qi detection, I more than made up for in wilderness survival skills. It was mostly just survival instinct at first, but now after nearly five years of doing this crap, I had developed a sixth sense as what to look for when it came to seeking out prey and ensuring you didn’t become the same. 

Traces of stool, hoof prints, even a broken twig were all telltale signs I could use to decipher exactly what type of creature had passed, its direction, and how long ago. But where I’d be normally using those skills to follow a beast, I was now using them to do the exact opposite.

After a few hours of doing this a loud thunk! suddenly came from behind me.

“This is far enough.”

I turned to see the woman had planted her massive sword into the ground. 

I stiffened and feared that she might have figured out my ploy, but I was actually more impressed that she had finally decided to say something after all this time. “What do you mean?”

“You heard me. You can leave now. Go back to the city. I told you I need no guide.”

I didn’t know what to say for a few seconds. Should I really just leave her here? Not like I could stop her from doing so anyway if she so chose. Non-cultivator or not, the woman was still three times my size. But crazy as she was, I couldn’t just leave her here to die.  

“Look, lady. I really can’t let you stay out here. You need to come back with me. It’s not safe.”

“Do I look defenseless to you?”

I really didn’t want to answer that question, because the truth might give her the wrong idea. “It doesn’t matter what I think you look like. My friend could detect your Qi concentration, or more accurately, your absence of it. We both know you’re not a cultivator. And trust me when I tell you that you will not survive out here as a mortal.” And then I added, to hopefully convince her further, “We both won’t.”

“What you say may be true. I may not survive,” she said with a subtle smile. “We shall see. So long, young man.”

I sighed, frustrated. “Lady, please. That pal of yours Sumatra might not give a damn if you get killed out here, but I really can’t have that on my conscience. So please come back with me, okay? Please…”

Her eyes softened as her smile grew warm. “You have a kind heart, don’t you? Tell me, young man, do you believe in destiny?”

“What?”

The woman stared up at the sky. “I knew my path would lead me here, to the furthest reaches of the domain, but never would I have imagined, that it would lead me also, to the embers of an unkindled Flame.”

What? Was that a freaking poem? “What are you even talking about?” I really didn’t have time for this. “Look, lady, we really just need to—” 

“I sensed your anger from before the time we left and it’s only grown since then. A deep seething rage building up inside of you. Tell me…if you had the strength to match that rage. What would you do with it?”

“What?”

“You heard me. If you had the strength to become a cultivator. To put into action the rage burning in your heart, what would you do?”

“I don’t underst—”

“Humor an old woman…please. Tell me what is it that ignites your [Frenzied Flame].”

I licked my lips wondering if this was some kind of trick or mind game by the strange way she said it, but she sounded completely sincere too. More than that I could feel a sudden burning in my chest, like a memory bringing on a heated resentment and anger. My mind began to churn. 

What would I do if I had the strength of a cultivator? 

My first thought was of Sumatra and punching him in the face without fear of retaliation or reprisal. Then I thought of Hein and doing the same. That sparked an even greater resentment as I thought about how much he’d ruined Yu Li’s life and got away with it scot-free. The hypocrisy and injustice of it all. The entire cultivator society and their arrogant sense of superiority and privilege. The society they imposed upon us in the name of saving us, forcing us to rely upon them by destroying our world.

“I’d burn it all down,” I said. “I’d rip every damn pagoda right out of the sky. I’d free my people and crush the cultivators for what they’ve done to us.”  

“I see,” she said. “And what have they done? Tell me what it is that drives your fury? Tell me your [Sorrow and Pain].”

My mind began playing backwards, reliving the torment and humiliation of my short adult life. I went back further to my teens, facing the ridicule and abuse of privileged young masters eager to remind me of my place. My earlier years as a young child, terrified and alone, filled with the constant fear and confusion of being thrust into a world I just didn’t understand. And finally, to that night twelve years ago, where an eight-year-old me had my life torn apart.

That last glimpse of my parents and sister flashed through my mind again. I relived every second, my young psyche shattered by the terror and grief of knowing how horribly my family soon would die.

Mommy… Daddy… Jessie. 

I had tears in my eyes now, the deep pain pulling me back through time. I looked up at the woman. “What is this?”

She merely nodded. “Thou art indeed an unkindled Flame, a frenzied spirit, tempered by struggle and sorrow, fueled by rage and pain.”

She said it like a poem again and something seemed to open up inside of me. 

“I will make you an offer that can change your destiny, unkindled one, if you so choose. I can reveal to you a path to strength, but you must be willing to sacrifice everything for it. Even your life.”

“What?”

She then turned from me and withdrew her sword from the ground. “I plan to remain here until the Bloodmoon rises and will face the Demons that come for me. I do not know if I will survive. I do not care. I will fight them regardless. For this is my path. My Dao. If you wish to follow the same, then come with me, and bear witness to what you may become…if you survive. Else, leave now and be in peace.”

I wiped my tears, trying to understand what she’d just said. “Wait, you came out here just to see if you could survive or not? You don’t even know if you can? And you want me to hang around with you to find out?”

The woman smiled. “You still have doubts. I understand. My strength is not something I can reveal without recourse, but just know that Qi is not the only path to power.”

“What do you mean?”

“Cultivation can take many forms, but few travel the path that is difficult and narrow. Qi may be the widest and swiftest route to progression, but it is not the only.”

I huffed out a caustic laugh. “Yeah, well…wouldn’t matter to me anyway. I can’t cultivate Qi.”

“Neither can I…” 

She then reached into a pouch at her side and produced a metal ball that fit within her palm. “Take this…” 

She tossed the ball to me and when I caught it, I realized it was much larger and heavier than I first thought, being closer to a shotput in both weight and size. I winced, barely cradling it as I absorbed the throw. I looked at it more closely in my palms. It was completely smooth and made of a highly polished metal like chrome or steel, but it seemed to weigh even more than steel would.

“What is it?” I asked.

“It contains instructions that will guide you on this path. Follow them and you will gain strength and power… even immortality… the same as the cultivators you so despise.”

Was this for real? 

“How do I open it?”

“You don’t. But if you wish for it to reveal itself to you, then follow me. When the Bloodmoon rises, we both shall see if we survive or not. If this is not something you can do, then return to the city now.”

I looked hard at the giant woman, trying to decipher if she was a sage or merely insane.

“Think not long on this, unkindled one. There is neither shame nor glory in either choice. Let your destiny be your guide.” 

She then hefted the massive sword onto her shoulder and began heading deeper into the forest.

A rush of conflicting emotions filled me as I stared down at the metal orb. Could this thing really teach me a different path to cultivation? Or was this woman still just a delusional and/or suicidal freak? Mu Lin said she sensed nothing from her, and I trusted Mu Lin. But I couldn’t deny the strange sense of conviction and memories I’d just experienced either. Still, was I really willing to risk my life on just that? She clearly didn’t seem to care much about her own. 

I hesitated a moment, before finally shaking my head. 

No, this couldn’t be real. And I couldn’t trust my life to a stranger from off world who I’d just met either. Hell, I didn’t even know her name!

“Spend a night outside the barrier?” I huffed out a scoff. “I must be as crazy as she is to even think about it!”

I took one last look at the giant crazy woman, wished for her a painless death and then tossed the orb aside as I turned and walked away. 








CHAPTER 4










Sweat beaded on my brow as the late afternoon heat took hold.  

I tried not to let the strange encounter play on my mind as I made my way back to the gate. A small part of me worried about what Sumatra would say when he saw me returning without her. No doubt he’d panic about losing his position or something. Ironic that losing both a handler and client was perfectly acceptable and even preferable to losing just the client. With no witnesses to report the facts to the authorities, almost anything could be written up as death by misadventure within the Bloodmoon zone.

A sudden flash of lightning stirred me out of my thoughts, followed by an immediate boom of thunder. I at first thought it was another rain shower approaching but the sky above was still clear as day. 

The thunder came again and this time I saw the lightning itself. Not a vertical flash but horizontal, up on a small hillside perhaps less than a quarter mile away. Squinting, I saw figures in red and orange robes dancing back and forth using martial techniques and qinggong.

It was the Fire Bird Sect members that were a part of Mu Lin’s group. The lightning flashed yet again and this time I saw it emanating from the old man who had joined their group as well.

I figured they must have stumbled upon something. I was about to pay it no mind and start off for the gate again when a new sound caught my ear in between the cracks of thunder. A sudden high-pitched scream. 

Mu Lin. 




*	*	*




My legs pumped like pistons, driving me up the hill side. I wasn’t a cultivator, but I’d completed most of the Body Tempering Techniques they forced upon us in school. That made me what was perhaps an Olympic-class athlete back in the old world. I prayed that would be enough to get me there in time. In the few minutes that it took me to reach the hill, I’d heard Mu Lin cry out at least twice more, but after that there had been only silence.

My worst fears began to take hold as the silence continued, but I rejected them immediately. No, she’d be alright, I told myself, but I couldn’t deny the facts either. Mu Lin was here with not just one but four high-tier cultivators. For her to have screamed like that, they had to have run into something so powerful that even the four of them combined couldn’t handle it.

The list of things capable of that was quite short in my mind. A corpse demon, or a reaper beast perhaps? Nothing that should be this close to the barrier. But whatever it was, it was already far too powerful for me to even make a difference. Yet still I pressed on. I had to help my friend. I crested the rise where I saw them fighting earlier and my mind did a double take when I saw the huge swath of blood spilled all over the ground.

My fears grew stronger. 

“Mu Lin!” I called out for her.

No answer.

I followed the blood. Someone had been crawling on their stomach, the trail leading to a tree with faint and shallow breathing coming from behind it. Please don’t be you, Mu Lin. I rounded the trunk and was somewhat relieved to see it was the old monk gasping and wheezing on the opposite side. But my relief was short lived when I saw that his insides had been torn out. I wanted to retch immediately from the stench of his bowels. He could barely register that I was even there.   

“Old man…” I stooped down to him. “What did this to you?”

I feared to think what his answer would be, but his eyes were already glazed and growing fixed. “They… they took it…”

“Took what? Who?”

“My core…”

What the hell…?

I looked at his stomach again. It indeed wasn’t a gore or bite wound, but the clean cut of a blade. His innards too looked like something had been pulled out from inside of them. I thought back when I saw the sect members fighting on the hillside. Were they actually fighting each other? 

“Did the Fire Bird Sect members do this to you?” 

I’d heard of such things before. Murderers who would rob Core Realm cultivators of the solidified lump of Qi they had spent decades or even centuries cultivating. They could fetch high prices on the black markets, but the punishment for such a crime was steep. It could bring down the wrath of entire sects or the empire itself. Were the Fire Birds really that stupid?

I waited for a response, but the old man kept going on about his core as he continued to bleed out and die. I didn’t have time for this. 

“Hey!” I shouted to get his attention again. “Where’s the girl? Where’s Mu Lin?”

He merely kept babbling.

Screw this… I didn’t wait for him to respond any further. I needed to find her.

I drew on my skills of the wild to piece together what had taken place. It was a chaotic scuffle that had ensued, but through the chaos I began to make sense of the conflict. The three members of the Fire Bird Sect must have surrounded the old man, gotten behind him perhaps. Even out-numbered though, it was surprising that they were actually able to defeat him if he was as powerful as Mu Lin had said.

That increased my concern for Mu Lin. She was a cultivator, but she was more a scholar than a fighter. I left the dying old man and followed the trail, looking for any trace of her. Eventually I found something: the faintest sliver of her thick, dark hair. I tracked it further, where she looked to have broken into a run and I did the same.

 I descended the leeward side of the hill and eventually heard voices.

“Do it, just make sure she can’t run again. The little bitch is quick.”

My heart thundered with panic at the sound of that. I dashed into the small copse of trees where the voice had come from, just as a muffled cry filled the air. I finally saw Mu Lin about a hundred feet away, surrounded by the three Fire Bird Sect members, their orange robes now stained with a deeper shade of red. One of them, who was bald, held Mu Lin from behind, his hand cupped over her mouth. Her glasses were missing and tears streamed from her eyes. Just in front of her, another man with a thick beard was busy driving a sword deep into her thigh.

“Not too much!” the last man, who was white haired, and much older than the other two said as he began removing his robes. “I don’t want her bleeding all over me.”

My mind snapped, realizing what he was about to do. “Get away from her!”

I charged forward, no weapon in hand but I didn’t care. I was going to tear them apart with my teeth if I had to. The cultivator holding Mu Lin glanced up, but merely grinned as I bore down on him.

“Look! The other one showed up! Guess it’s a two for one special, just like Sumatra said.” 

He began laughing at his own joke and the slight distraction was enough for Mu Lin to sink her teeth into the flesh of his palm.

“Ah! You filthy bitch!” 

He let loose his hand and Mu Lin yelled.

“Chun, just run! They’ll kill y–!”

The cultivator coldcocked her hard across the temple and her body hit the ground like a sack of rice. 

“Mu Lin!”

She wasn’t moving.

An uncontrollable rage filled me as I watched her lying there either unconscious or dead. I fixed my sights on all three of the cultivators as I ran towards them and suddenly nothing else mattered to me besides their deaths.  

The sect member with the beard lunged at me with his blade from thirty feet away, moving so quickly that he was behind me before I knew what happened. I didn’t even feel the pain until a moment later when a huge gash opened up in my side. I belched blood as my body lost all strength and I collapsed to my knees. Jeering laughs came next, as if I’d just become the latest source for the trio’s entertainment.

“You’re as stupid as your name, you dumb bastard,” the man who cut me said while standing over me. “You really think you can do anything to stop this? The best you can do is watch your lady friend enjoy the last moments of her life, right before we take yours.”

I heaved and wheezed, shaking with rage as the pain in my side zapped all strength from my body. But as my blood began to pool on the thick grass, a new strength began to take hold. I thought back to the giant woman and her offer and wished I could have that power right now. As a cultivator, I would slay these scum no matter how powerful they were.

No, forget that. I would slay them now! 

A primal grunt escaped my lips as I forced myself onto my feet and then drove my head deep into the bearded man’s stomach. It was like headbutting a wall and I saw stars, but the move must have surprised him too, because it was enough to make him lose his balance for a second. I felt another surge of energy within me as a desperate thirst for violence and vengeance took hold. I lashed out with my fists and hands, clawing at his throat, and managed to tear off a piece of his beard.

“Gah!” he cried. He then volleyed a kick into my stomach, and the world spun as he sent me tumbling backwards and onto the ground.

As I lay there heaving on my back, a smile crept onto my lips. I raised the clump of hair in my hand as if in victory. “See? You’re not so tough. I’ll tear you all apart. Even if it’s piece by piece.” 

Somehow saying that made it feel like it was true and a renewed strength returned to me. 

“Beat the hell out of him!” the cultivator said, rubbing the hole in his beard. “Don’t make his death quick!”

All three came at me at once and my world became a shitstorm of blood, gore, and pain. It was all I could do to merely cover my face with my arms. I cried out as the blows fell, but something inside me made me laugh instead of wail, which only goaded them on further. It was a beating far worse than any I’d received at the schoolyard or in the square. Each blow felt as if delivered by a hammer. My ribs snapped, my arm broke. The world began to tunnel into blackness. 

I refused to let it fade…. not until… somehow… I killed them all… 

Then abruptly the pummeling stopped.

After a few seconds I cautiously pried open my eyes to see why. When I did, I saw all three cultivators had now turned their backs to me to face the giant woman standing behind them.

She’d returned, but as for how she got here this fast I didn’t know and didn’t really care. There probably wasn’t much she could do against the three of them anyway. But maybe, between the two of us, we could kill at least one of these sick bastards before we both died. That’d be enough for me. One final, well overdue act of retribution against the cultivators before my sad joke of a life finally came to an end.

The thought made me smile. 

It was a nice thought. 

A shame I couldn’t move anymore.

The older cultivator snorted as my vision began to darken further. 

“Looks like it’s going to a be a three for one special today, boys,” he said. “Too bad you’re as worthless as these damn Terrans, you big bitch. I wonder how much you even paid that idiot Sumatra to let you come out here and die.”

“Hey, we should get it back from him,” the bearded man said. “She’s got no core to sell. He should owe us for doing this.”

The murderous scum. Even their sensible ideas sickened me.

“She looks strong though.” The bald man dropped into a martial stance, the air around him stirring, undulating his robes with Qi. “Let’s see how long she lasts.”

He leapt into the air with a claw-like weapon in his hand, spinning like a top.

“[Fire Eagle meets the Mountain]!” he cried. 

The giant woman didn’t even try to move as he raked the claw hard across her face, the Qi-infused technique sending blood flying. Then in a blur, her hand snatched him right out of the sky, gripping him by the neck.

“[My Turn],” she said, before burying her forehead deep into the man’s face with a sickening wet crack. The back of his bald head exploded from the force of the hit, sending its contents spraying into the air. 

Holy shit…!

A deathly silence took hold as the woman dropped the cultivator’s body unceremoniously to the ground. “Well…I hope that lasted as long as he thought it would.” 

A palpable sense of horror and dread descended as the remaining two cultivators backed away, their eyes widening in fear. I stared at the giant woman wide-eyed myself, but not with fear. My heart swelled with an unbelievable sense of awe and disbelief instead. The man she just killed had been at least a high-tier Foundation Realm cultivator. To do what she just did, everything she said had to be true.

Everything…

An immense pressure thickened the air as she drew the massive sword from her back. A sensation of hate and rage filled me like never before. But it wasn’t coming from within me. It was coming from her. Her eyes blazed with a light of their own as she let out a feral cry.

She rushed forward, her massive body moving with a speed that seemed impossible. She leapt and spun in the air with her greatsword in tow. The two cultivators barely managed to leap to the side with qinggong as she brought the blade crashing down where they’d stood just seconds before. The sword sundered a tree in two, throwing dirt and debris high into the air. She roared, taking huge swipes of the air, leaving a trail of destruction behind her as she chased after the cultivators. 

“Hold nothing back!” the older one cried. “She must have a beast core!”

The two cultivators began using martial techniques of their own, slinging flames from their palms while desperately trying to keep their distance from the woman. One summoned a spinning wheel of fire that hit her dead in the chest. She hollered with irritation, but little more. Nothing they did seemed to slow her down. In fact, the opposite seemed true. The more they attacked her, the more vicious and incensed she became. 

“It’s no beast core!” the older cultivator screamed, his voice high pitched with panic now. “She’s a Berserker!”

As he said the name everything clicked. Her ferocity and rage. Her brute strength and raw power. I felt every ounce of the primal energy coursing through her as the battle played out—the power resonating within me, seeming to almost fill my own veins.

The Fire Bird members kept their distance, peppering the giant woman with Qi techniques from afar. Although they didn’t seem to be harming her, she wasn’t able to catch them either, it seemed. Finally, the woman stopped and lifted her sword towards the sky. 

“[Furnace of the Frenzied Flame]…” 

As she spoke the words, the entire sky darkened and became streaked with veins of yellow fire. I thought that perhaps I was hallucinating from blood loss at first, but then the cultivators reacted to it too, glancing about in abject terror.

“A pocket reality!” one of them cried. “She possesses an inner world!”

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but when I looked to the woman again, she appeared to have transformed. She looked even bigger than before. The tattoos on her body had turned into some kind of ethereal armor, metallic bracers and pauldrons floating just above her skin, which had now turned a deep shade of red and on either side of her head, a set of bull’s horns had emerged. 

Releasing a savage howl, she drove straight into the cultivators with superhuman speed, fear locking them in place. It was all they could do to scream and lash out wildly with techniques and weapons. The woman took a sword strike deep to her chest and a swath of flames right to the face, but she pressed on unfazed. Then with a single cleave of her massive sword, she cut them in two at the waist, killing them instantly. 

The woman stood there breathing heavily as she stood over the severed bodies, her eyes wild as if still craving more. In that moment, as I beheld the fearsome being of raw anger and rage, I knew what it was that I needed to become. 

If I wanted to fight against the cultivators, to avenge my family, to protect my friends, then I would need that same strength. As the darkness finally took me, I made a vow. If somehow fate allowed, I would become what she is.

I would become a cultivator…I would become a Berserker.

 





CHAPTER 5










Imperial Yee Palace, Li Wan Province, Planet Terra




Third Princess Lunalah, Two Hundred and Fifty-Seventh heir to the Imperial Yee Dynasty, studied the Qi-infused tablet hovering before her while sitting in lotus position upon her gilded throne. Hovering about her, six jade urns, each filled with the remnants of ancient artifacts centuries old, circled her body slowly, constantly imbuing her with their essence. She cycled her Qi through them, refining the Qi further through her meridians before feeding it slowly to the secondary soul found deep within the solid core of her Dantian.

She did so without thinking, her abilities now so advanced that she could cultivate passively while her present mind focused on something else. In this case, the Qi tablet hovering before her, now held her attention. Across its marbled surface, charts and figures from the latest commerce reports flashed by as she mentally scrolled through its contents.

She was not impressed by what she saw.

“Arrival figures have decreased again this month, explain.”

Through ornate windows, the first rays of dawn spilled onto the jade-infused marble of the imperial throne room floor. Seated on ornate cushions upon it, the six members of her imperial cabinet looked towards her with apprehension. Her question was directed at Wui Lang, the Minister of Commerce. 

The tan-skinned Dharmian was thin even for his lanky race, his back—arched from decades of inactivity as a scholar—seeming to only emphasize the fact. Besides that, he was near indistinguishable from a human, appearing as a man in his middle years. His gray-streaked hair was grown long and pinned in a topknot, but his beard was shorn short and dyed red, as was the custom of his people. It was something Lunalah prided herself on—to allow for small semblances of indigenous cultures to coexist within their own. Diversity made for a more interesting tapestry to behold. 

“Your majesty,” he said in his frail and quivering voice. “Despite the subsidies you have graciously afforded, the expense to reach here by vessel from the core worlds is still not proving insignificant. Despite our efforts, those who embark on the voyage are still very few. In addition, we rely upon the word of return travelers to attract new prospects. With so few arriving, growth is expected to be slow. But with time, I believe we will—”

“You are wrong!” Lunalah snapped. Her voice resonated powerfully within the throne room, causing the urns to glow faintly with the passive strength of her heightened Qi. 

 “It is slow, because so few visitors ever leave.” She then spun her Qi tablet for them to see. “Already there are seven more reports of off-worlders lost to the wilds in Jurin and Zhan Provinces alone. How are we to attract more cultivators from the core worlds if none return with a good report?”

Her cabinet ministers all lowered their heads at the rhetorical question.

So useless and weak, she thought. If not for their various position of rank within the major sects, she would have long since replaced them. But the tendrils of feudal tradition ran deep within the empire. How ludicrous was it that those decrepit old sect patriarchs and elders in the core worlds could exact their influence even here.

“My apologies, your majesty,” Wui Lang finally spoke, prostrating himself before her. “You are correct, of course. But unfortunately, the figures do not tell the full reality of the story.”

Her eyes sharpened, flaring with Qi. “You dare to contradict me?”

“This One would never imagine to do such,” Wui Lang said in an even more obsequious tone. “The truth is, your majesty, the majority of cultivators who arrive are not from the core worlds. Those who can afford the voyage do so from only the neighboring planets. Most are but mid-tier Core Realm cultivators at best. But the beasts grow stronger with each moon. As you well predicted long ago, this planet is a place for higher-tier immortals to advance. I am certain that once we complete construction of the Omni Gate and create a bridge to the core worlds, immortal cultivators will venture here and we will see extremely high returns.”

Lunalah brooded inwardly. What Wui Lang said held logic, but it still did not sit well with her. To simply accept such losses was a sign of weakness. “And what is the status of the gate construction?” 

Xi Liu, a former general and mid-tier Core Realm cultivator within the Iron Mountain Sect, spoke with a deep and authoritative voice. “Ahead of schedule despite the resource issues we encountered last year, your highness. The mines in the southern continent have proven fruitful, with the extraction of over a hundred Jin of high-quality spirit stones each month. We anticipate completion in now only nine years instead of twelve.”

Nine years. A mere blink in her lifespan of nearly 300, but to suffer losses for so long was unacceptable. She was already but a Third Princess of a Sixty-Fourth concubine, given the scraps of her father’s domain to cultivate and control. To produce nothing after two decades would be a loss of face that she could not bear to suffer before even her siblings, much less her peers within the lower courts of the core worlds. 

She had held high hopes for this planet, but she was beginning to lose sight of that hope.

The indigenous species of humans she had found here were somewhat advanced. Although, they had advanced in the wrong direction, choosing to follow the mundane arts rather than the divine. Few such civilizations lasted long. Some would even progress to the point of space travel as this one had, through complicated and convoluted means. But like a man holding his breath underwater and then diving deeper to somehow find air, their advancement could end only in folly. 

It was the duty of the Dynasty to find such backwards worlds and save them from their own conceit and ignorance before they destroyed themselves. Within her short lifetime alone, the Dynasty had successfully integrated three such civilizations, one which had remarkably expanded to populate its moon before being enlightened with the gift of cultivation. 

This world was no different. It held potential. And it supposedly possessed something of even greater value. 

Supposedly.

The species of this world held remarkable growth capability. A natural accelerant of some kind perhaps born from their mundane roots. Her father, the Great Soul Emperor of the Yee Dynasty, had sensed it decades ago. He had gifted her this knowledge in advance of her making the voyage across the stars from the core worlds. These were a frantic people, constantly on the edge of their short mortal lives. If they could learn to progress in cultivation, the same rate at which they progressed mundanely, then who knew what prodigies this world could eventually produce. 

So far however, it was proving fruitless. 

The mortals of this planet were weak. D class at best. It had been over a decade already and no prodigies had emerged from the schools or the tournaments. That meant the value of this world now lay only in its flora and fauna which shared the same characteristic as the humans but were perhaps more fruitful in that regards. Under the influence of the Bloodmoon the monsters and spirit beasts had grown exponentially, some already to the point of developing their own highly sought-after cores. 

These monsters were now her only means of saving face. 

“Min Wei!” she called.

The fair-skinned woman with ruby hair and crimson eyes, indicative of her high ranking within the inner core of the Fire Bird Sect, snapped upright. “Yes, your highness?”

“As Minister of Culture, I commission you to venture to the Core Worlds as my envoy. Once there, deliver this message to the lower courts.” Min Wei immediately produced her Qi tablet and began scribing. “The Planet Terra, sovereign domain of Third Princess Lunalah of the Yee Yu Lun Clan, shall hold a special tournament to take place in conjunction with the annual Tournament of Mortal Champions. One hundred high-tier Core Realm cultivators are invited to participate. All expenses, including travel, shall be paid for by her royal majesty, Third Princess Lunalah. The winning prize shall be 100,000 spirit stones.”

Wui Lang’s mouth fell open. “Your majesty! If I may, the royal treasury can scarcely—”

“I am well aware of the state of our treasury. Put the Omni Gate on hold for a year if you must. It will take far too long to help us at this rate. If we are to be successful as a new arm of the empire, then I will need for this planet’s bounty to be known throughout the core worlds. And what better way than to host a tourna—”

Something abruptly interrupted her thoughts. A sudden burst of energy. It was distant and faint, yet somehow very distinct. Like the opening of a sudden void in existence that should not exist. 

“Did you sense that?”

Her cabinet stared back at her as if she were mad.

It was a foolish question. 

None in her cabinet were over two hundred years old and most had not surpassed even the middle tiers of the Core cultivation Realm as yet. But Lunalah—who had long since awakened her nascent spirit and had now broken through to the higher tiers of the Sacred Soul Realm—possessed the Qi sensitivity to detect what she had. Closing her eyes, she cycled her Qi through her meridians and then further through the circulating jade urns, heightening her senses to their peak.

She felt it again, a strange, chaotic energy.

Was it an awakened demon? Or a devil?

Surely the Bloodmoon had not advanced to that stage as yet?

She focused again, seeking a location. Far to the west it seemed. 

As the general location settled in her mind, she reopened her eyes and accessed a planetary map on her Qi tablet. Jurin Province. Why was she not surprised? Those western continents and their inhabitants were even more barbaric and uncivilized than the rest of the planet. It was why she had set her capital within the eastern continents, whose lineage was clearly descended from the Yee progenitors who seeded the universe eons ago. Or so the holy scriptures said. She glanced again at the reports of the missing off-worlders. Was there a connection perhaps?

“Under whose domain is Jurin Province? The eastern district specifically.”

“That would be the Silver Leaf Sect, your majesty,” Min Wei answered glancing down at her tablet. “Lady Silver Tear. She is Seventh Warden of the Eastern District.”

Lunalah grimaced. She had relegated that troublesome Sect to those barbaric provinces for a reason. She hoped that decision was now not returning to bite her.    

“Send Lady Silver Tear word to increase security within the city, especially the Bloodmoon zones. There is something amiss within her domain.” 








CHAPTER 6







I awoke slowly to the fading hue of twilight. 

It took me a moment to stir at first, but when I recalled my last unearthly vision of the giant woman and the frightful beast that she had become, my eyes popped wide open. I found myself still in the wild and it was nearly night. My heart jumped with alarm as I sat upright. I immediately winced from the action, a stabbing pain shooting through my side and arm. Glancing down, I found my torso wrapped tightly in green bandages that seemed to be producing a heat of their own. At the same time my left arm was cradled in a makeshift sling made of the same material. 

As my thoughts coalesced, I glanced about in another panic. Mu Lin!   

To my instant relief I found her lying asleep on the grass next to me, her leg and head dressed in the same green bandages. 

“You’re awake.”

I turned to the voice that called from behind me and saw the tall silhouette of the Berserker woman leaning against the stone wall of the city’s protective barrier. She had transformed back to her normal self again, it seemed. No more horns or red skin. 

We were now several miles from where we were and I nearly asked how we got here, but that was a stupid question. A couple of lightweights like Mu Lin and I would have been no problem for someone like her to carry.

I instead did something else that I would have considered quite stupid just a few hours ago. Over my twelve years of forced integration into the Yee Dynasty, I had learned the customs and practices of the cultivator empire. The concept of face, of showing respect, and I despised every bit of it. But for once in my life, I truly understood what it meant to show respect towards someone you truly considered worthy of it. 

I huffed out a groan as I repositioned myself on my knees and performed a painful one-armed kowtow before the giant woman, touching my forehead to the grass.

“Honored warrior,” I said with the highest order of tonal respect I could utter. “I beseech you to become my master. Take me with you now. I am ready to face whatever is out there. I want to gain your strength. To become what you are. Please teach me. Train me to become a Berserker.”

A low chuckle was all I heard in response.  

“Arise,” she finally said. “There is no need to honor me so.” She then stepped forward and crouched before me, bringing herself closer to my eye level. “I will not become your master and I no longer need for you to come with me.”

I looked up at her, confused and more than a little concerned. Had I already missed my chance to accept her offer? The thought caused my blood to pound in my ears with the fear of loss and regret. “Please, I just need—”

“You’ve already achieved a breakthrough on your own,” she said, cutting me off. “And besides. You most certainly would have died if you came with me.”

Now, I was really confused. “I don’t understand…”

“Perhaps this will help…” she said. Then, reaching down, she offered something to me in her large hand. “You seemed to have dropped it.”

There in her palm was the metal orb again, but it appeared to be glowing now and on its surface were thousands of tiny characters, etched in the finest print. 

“It changed,” I said, cautiously taking it from her. I resisted the urge to try and read what was written there. It had to be several books’ worth of text.

“No. It hasn’t changed. You have. I but stirred the embers of your Frenzied Flame in what I spoke to you, but you managed to kindle it all on your own by mastering the first step of the [Death Mastery] Technique. You have gained mastery over the fear of uncertain death. Congratulations.”

“Wait, what?”

 “When you fought those sect members, your fury overcame your fear and death no longer mattered to you. And I must say, you put up a good fight, considering.”

“You were watching me?”

She nodded. “You took the first step of [Death Mastery] all on your own. Also, I cannot train you to become a Berserker. No one can. To become a Berserker one must master this first step. Thus, you are one already now.”

My head suddenly felt light with euphoria and disbelief. 

Was I really already a Berserker somehow?

I didn’t think of it consciously at the time, but I supposed she was right. I glanced at Mu Lin. I was really only trying to save her, but I knew deep down I couldn’t, but still I wasn’t going to let that stop me. Not anything. Not even death, apparently.

 “When I invited you to join me, in truth, that was all I was intending to do. To help you reach this first step of enlightenment.”

“How was that supposed to work? Didn’t you just say that I would have died if I went with you?”

“Indeed you would have. And thus I wouldn’t have taken you if you had agreed to go.”

“Huh?”

“If your conviction would have driven you to say yes then you would have broken through and kindled your Frenzied Flame, the same as you have now. But I see your destiny has perhaps an even greater path laid ahead of you. Your ascension came through struggle and pain and on your own terms. You are well on the way to following your own Dao already.”

“Damn,” I said. “And pardon my language, but…you really said all that cryptic crap just to try and help me?” 

She smiled. “I did. But clearly, I failed. As well I should have, perhaps. The Path of the Frenzied Flame is a solitary one, after all. One can only advance according to their own effort and struggle.”

I shook my head with a little laugh. “Yeah, I’ve got to be honest with you. Trying to encourage me like that did kind of the opposite. I thought you were crazy. Maybe if you had hacked a tree down in one blow or turned into that demon goddess or whatever, I would have believed you.”

She chuckled, her deep laugh lines creasing her face in a matronly way. “It wouldn’t have worked then. I was intentionally vague for that reason. If you knew my true strength, you’d have no reason to fear death. And that was my spectral form you saw by the way.” She then paused, her eyes squinting and shifting to the side in thought. “Or perhaps it was a step too far. Perhaps in your mind it was not uncertain death, but certain?”

I thought about it as well. “I think you’re right. I’ve never seen any cultivator survive a night out here. But seeing your spectral form…I don’t know. I’m starting to think you could be the first.”

 “Perhaps,” she said with a laugh. “I hope you are right. I hope also you see now why I would make a most terrible teacher for you.”

I laughed along with her. This close, I could see now that what I first thought were ritual scar or tattoos, were in fact real scars of battle, the three fresh slashes across her cheek no exception. 

“So, you’re saying all this to say that you won’t become my master…got it.”

“Not just won’t. Can’t. A Berserker has no master, we have no sect. Even the manual I have given you, is but a guide. Rage, pain and struggle are our only true teachers.”

“I see...” I said, nodding. To be honest, I kind of liked the idea. “Better than joining a Sect, in my opinion. I would have despised the idea of having to do that to learn how to cultivate.” 

“And they will despise you equally. Qi cultivators look down upon Dao cultivators such as we. Berserkers especially.”

I nodded again, liking how she kept using the word ‘we’ but…was I really a cultivator already? I mean, I hadn’t even learned anything yet. “How do I know if I can really cultivate? I never could before.”

“Well, you can sense it, can’t you? The power of rage, pain, and fear?”

I thought back to when I was watching her fight the sect members, the intense rage I felt exuding from her. “Yeah, I think so.” 

 “What you felt, that is our form of Qi. The essence that we use to refine into our own frenzied energy. In time and with diligence you will learn to cultivate your own Frenzy and use it to strengthen yourself.”

“I see.”

“But keep your Flame well hidden, kindled one. As I said, Berserkers are hated and feared amongst all Sects. Reveal your strength only when necessary or when you can be assured there will be no witnesses thereafter.”

The way she said it made me think of how quickly and definitively she had dispatched those three sect members. “I understand.”

“But they fear us with good reason. It is a narrow path we tread…” She then stood from her crouched position, rising to her full height again. “Many who travel the path grow addicted to the power of the Frenzy and are eventually consumed by their own Flame, becoming Demons. It is why there are so few of us. Your Frenzy must always be tempered with Struggle. This is the core of our Dao. As an elder practitioner, the best advice I can give you is this: trust and follow the path of Frenzied Flame, but ensure the Struggler wrestles always with the Demon. Without struggle there can be no true growth, only descension into madness.”

I swallowed a little when she said that, wondering if I had just joined a pathway straight to hell.

“But fear not,” she said, perhaps noticing the look on my face. “I would not have shared this path with you had I thought you apt to fail. It is why I asked first, what it is you would do with this power. And I believe that you shall find struggle in great abundance in the path you have chosen. To exact retribution against the Dynasty and free your world from its control, will bring you many hardships indeed.” 

I chuckled a bit nervously. It was easy to spout lofty goals when you were fired up, but in truth I didn’t know where to even start or if it was even realistic at all. I would commit myself to thinking more on it later, I decided. Gaining power was one thing, but I would still need a plan. Even if it was as simple as being able to protect Mu Lin and Yu Li as a start. Perhaps yanking the pagodas right out of the sky was a bit ambitious for now…but hell, I watched an old man swallow a nuke with his bare hands. 

Anything was possible with cultivation…given enough time.   

“And what is your struggle?” I asked and then added quickly. “If I may ask…that is.”

She looked up slowly at the darkening sky. “I seek to slay a god.”

I nodded slowly with a low whistle. “Yeah, that sounds a hell of a lot more badass than mine.”

She suddenly laughed out loud and the sheer volume of it frightened me. “I do enjoy your humor and company, kindled one. It is not often I can speak so freely.  Oh… and speaking of your struggle, I have something else that may aid you.”

She reached again into her pack and handed me something wrapped in a rune-covered cloth. When I opened it, a crude blue gemstone illuminated my palm with miniature crackles of lightning bouncing within its crystalline surface. 

My chest tightened. “Is this what I think it is?”

“A lightning core,” she said. “I found it within one of the Fire Bird members’ possessions. I assume it came from the monk who was with them.”

An image of the dying old man flashed through my mind and I said a short, mental prayer for his passage. “Poor old guy. But really… I can’t take this thing. The enforcers will detect it a mile away. That’s like, instant execution, I’m pretty sure.”

She chuckled. “Perhaps you are not ready for that level of struggle as yet, but fear not, the cloth that it is wrapped in will mask it from the Qi cultivators.”

Okay, that was good to know. “Fine, but still, what am I supposed to do with it? I can’t use it right?”

She shrugged. “I have no idea, but yes, you have no use for it in a traditional sense. As neither do I. As Dao cultivators our energy comes from the adherence to our path, not Qi. But it is valuable to many, especially to those who seek the power of concentrated Qi for breakthroughs to higher realms of cultivation.”

“Yeah, I’m sure those Fire Bird dickheads had the same idea.”

She laughed loudly again. “You use such strange and colorful language, kindled one. Still, you’ll need to decide what is best to do with it. Overthrowing a 14,000-year-old dynasty sounds like a big task, though. I just thought some extra resources might be helpful.”

It was my turn to laugh now. “Well, thank you. I guess.”

I wrapped the core tightly in the cloth and stuffed it into my sling. It still felt like I was holding a bag of cocaine in a customs line, but I guess I’d have to deal with it later.

“Thank you also for bandaging me,” I said as I stood shakily to my feet. “You did a good job.”

“You can thank your friend there.” She nodded towards Mu Lin. “She came well prepared. These bandages are expensive. Hopefully you will both mend quickly.” She then looked back to the sky, where the stars were now almost formed. “You should both return to the gate now. It is not far from here.”

I nodded. “Are you still going to stay out here and wait for the Bloodmoon to rise?” 

“Yes,” she said. “The [Death Mastery] technique I mentioned earlier is one of our core tenets. You cannot break through into higher realms of cultivation without advancing it. Your next advancement will be to gain mastery over the fear of certain death. At higher tiers you will fear no death at all. The last step is known as the Wish for Death.”

I chuckled. “Death wish. Makes sense.”

She smiled. “It’s why I came here. Like you, I must achieve a breakthrough on my own. I must go well beyond facing certain death if I am to advance.”

“What stage are you at now, if I may ask?”

“I’m within the 9th tier of the Lesser Deity Realm.”  

My eyes bulged and I nearly choked on my own spit. “What? Are you serious! You’re a god?”

She chuckled. “Demi god,” she corrected. “But by morning, who knows? I’ll either be ascended into the next realm of the heavens or dead.”

My mind was still whirling. That glimpse of her in spectral form was perhaps just the tiniest fraction of her true strength. Suddenly I had the urge to still go with her, if only just to see what she was in her true unbridled state.

“Perhaps my destiny leading me here to find you is a good sign. It’s no small coincidence that I meet an unkindled Flame on a newly cultivated world, right before my final attempt at ascension. It’s confirmation, I believe, that I will be leaving this world shortly … one way or the other.”

I still didn’t really know this woman at all, but the way she said that caused a sadness to fill my heart. I suddenly had a million questions to ask her. How long did it take her to reach this stage? What was this spectral form and the inner world those cultivators spoke of? Where was her homeworld even? But there wasn’t time for any of it. Still there was perhaps something more important that I could ask her.

“Please. What do I call you? I don’t even know your name.”

She smiled. “My name is Threja. But you may call me simply sister, or big sister if you like. We are brethren now. Fellow cultivators of the Frenzied Flame. And you, little brother? What shall I call you?”

“My name is Chu… my name is Max,” I said. 

“Max.” She nodded as if committing it to memory. She then cupped her hand over her fist and performed a mid-tier bow, signifying us as equals. “I wish you well on your path, Brother Max. I will look forward to if destiny shall ever see fit to make our paths cross again.”

“As do I, big sister.” I performed the same bow but couldn’t help but do so ever so slightly lower than her own. “I pray for your ascension.” 

“Thank you,” she said. She found her sword and hefted it onto her shoulder, but as she turned to walk away, she paused briefly again. “Oh, and congratulations once more.”

“On what?” I asked.

“On your own ascension.”

“Huh?”

“You’ve broken through to the first Tier of the next realm. You are now a Foundation-Realm cultivator.”  








CHAPTER 7










A giddy excitement filled me as I hobbled towards the city gates.

Even the extra weight of Mu Lin, slung over my shoulder in a fireman’s carry, didn’t seem to slow me down. Luckily most of the damage was limited to my torso, leaving my legs relatively functional. Luckily? The logic of that was probably backwards, but whatever, the pain was still there as a reminder of how close I’d come to actually dying. Each shuffled step was a lesson in agony but with my newfound knowledge it was also a chance to cultivate.

Or so I hoped.

I could still remember the basics of the nine tiers of cultivation mastery within the Body Reformation Realm and the grueling exercise regime that came with it. The first five tiers were relatively mundane and were devoted to bringing the body to its peak performance through physical effort alone. 

1st  Tier, Breathing Exercises.

2nd Tier, Muscles Refinement.

3rd Tier, Bone Strengthening.

4th Tier, Skin Hardening.

5th Tier, Organs Refinement.

I suppose I was a natural athlete of sorts because those tiers came somewhat easy to me in school. The endless running and the repetition of basic martial forms, the lifting and carrying of weights. Even my routine beatings, I suppose, had added to my Bone Strengthening and Skin Hardening mastery. The next few tiers were a bit more challenging for me, though. The 6th Tier was the Focusing of Mind which involved meditation and studying mantras. Although I had struggled with the memorization at times, I got the practice down at least. The next tiers however I knew in theory only, but I could see them clearly laid out in my mind.

7th Tier, Meridian Opening.

8th Tier, Meridian Channeling.

9th Tier, Qi Perception.

I was stuck on the 7th Tier, knowing where the meridians were on the body, but no matter how much I meditated I could not sense them, much less open them.

Until now.

If what Threja had told me was true, then I had not just skipped the 7th and 8th Tiers of mastery and mastered the 9th Tier of Qi Perception—or our version of Qi perception anyway—but I had also broken through to the First Tier of Foundation Mastery, which was Qi Gathering.

So, for the last half mile or so, I had been testing the theory out, trying to detect the pain coursing through my body. I didn’t think I could detect anything at first, the pain running through my side so sharp that it caused me to hiss with each step. Finally, I tried to ignore the pain, focusing my mind on something else, the same way I had endured the beating in the square by focusing on my childhood loss. I knew I could slip into a state where I could feel almost nothing at times. I tried that, but the effort of trying to walk while at the same time balancing Mu Lin kept breaking my focus.

It was too much, I thought. I could passively transport myself to someplace else when someone else was causing the pain, but not when I seemed to be causing it myself. I needed something simpler perhaps, something more focused.

I thought back to something Threja had said and paraphrased it within my mind, turning it into a mantra of sorts. A Berserker has no master, we have no sect. Rage, pain, and struggle are our only teachers.

I repeated it over and over again with each step, but then I personalized it some more.

I am a Berserker. I have no master, I have no sect. Rage, pain, and struggle are my only teachers.

 I continued until I began speaking it aloud and hearing my own voice seemed to reinforce my belief. “I am a Berserker. I have no master, I have no sect. Rage, pain and struggle are my only teachers.”

Suddenly I began to feel something. The pain was still there but I could detect something else as well. A prickly sensation that was almost like pins and needles began forming on top of the pain. I focused on that as my chanting continued and the more I did the more pronounced it became.

Holy crap, am I really doing this? 

I tried not to let my excitement break my focus as I sought to attempt the next tier of mastery. If I could sense this energy, could I now try to gather it? 

I knew the theory as to how, by redirecting it through the meridian points of the body and gathering it at the central point known as the Dantian. I knew where it was: three finger widths below and two behind the navel, but it was a bit like trying to drive a car by reading only a book and also having no idea of the basic concepts, like what a steering wheel looked like, or what a hand brake was. I knew the meridian points and could sense them now, but I didn’t know how to match what I was sensing to the mental images of them in my mind.

The energy flowed wildly as a result, sometimes concentrating in a single leg or arm, or bouncing in between. But I was really doing it. I was cultivating my own Qi! Well, sort of. Threja had called it something else. 

Frenzy…

Normal cultivation absorbed the life force energy of all things and then through refinement turned it into your own personal form of energy: Qi. But the Qi was flavored by the particular process used—no different than how the lightning core had taken on the characteristics of the martial arts form that monk had practiced for perhaps most of his life. If this tingling sensation was Pain Qi, then how exactly did I go about processing it into Frenzy?

I knew where the answers lay. 

The metal orb was now almost burning a hole in my backpack for how desperately I wanted to put everything else aside and just dive into it. I was almost tempted to read a few verses now, but with the Bloodmoon on the rise I needed to get both Mu Lin and I to safety.

Still, the fine script I’d seen on its surface reminded me of the complicated cultivation manuals that they used to force us to memorize in school. I had hated it at the time. It was pointless to me after all, plus I had an axe to grind against the whole damn system. But now it was a godsend. I at least knew the basics to start to attempt to understand this new form of cultivation and my thirst for knowledge had me on the brink of turning into a bookworm.

But even more than that there was the elation of feeling true power. To finally feel for myself what was simply ‘magic’ to me before. The things I just couldn’t do, were now possible.

 I can now do this, I thought. “I can actually do this!”

“Ugh, Chun…” Mu Lin suddenly groaned. “What are you shouting about?”

“Mu Lin?”

“What’s going on? Put me down...”

The tingling of the pain energy quickly dissipated as I lost focus and the full-on regular hiss-through-your-teeth pain returned. I stifled it as I stooped to rest Mu Lin as gently as I could against the side of the barrier wall. The sun was nearly gone now, and the shadows stretched long across the ground. It hadn’t really registered before, but it had been at least 4 hours or more since we fought with those sect members.

Mu Lin was still opening and closing her eyes groggily and holding a hand to her head. “What happened?”

It took me a moment to answer, not knowing quite what to say. As she lay there in the grass against the fading light though, I realized that I had never really seen her without her glasses before. I also wondered why she even wore them at all, but I supposed even Body Refinement mastery could only take you to your peak natural ability. It would perhaps take her reaching the 3rd Tier of Foundation mastery or Qi Body Refinement to enhance her eyes to the point of not needing glasses anymore. But without them, I realized for the first time how pretty she was. Deep sparkling brown eyes, a slender nose and highset cheekbones despite the couple of extra pounds. I immediately felt like a bit of an asshole though for looking at her in that way, especially in the state she was in.

“Hey, are you okay?” I said and then more importantly added, “Do you remember anything?”

It took her a few more seconds to come around, but then her eyes shot open. “Those men! The Fire Bird members, they killed the old monk and ripped out his core! Where did they—”

“It’s okay, they’re gone now.”

“How? What happened to them?” Her eyes then darted back and forth, growing even wider as she studied me. “Heavens, Chun! What did they do to you? You look awful!” 

“Thanks,” I said with a cheesy grin. “But don’t worry, I’m okay, and they’re all…” I paused a moment, pondering just how much I should share with her. Telling her about Threja being a Berserker and killing them was probably a bad idea. “…they’re all dead,” I said. “I managed to get them to chase me and I ran them into a rapling nest.”

“You what?” she said, her dark brows pulling together with a furrow of skepticism. “You actually managed to do that?”

It felt bad as hell lying to her, so I just gave her a sort of nod. I probably should have picked a more plausible monster too. Raplings were dog-sized lizards that hunted in packs; faster and more vicious versions of a Komodo Dragon that could also spit fire. Against a normal human, even one was deadly, but they were only D-rank monsters, which meant against three cultivators at the level of the Fire Bird members were, even a pack of them would give only a ‘lively’ challenge at best. Still, I had to stick to my story now. 

“Yup.” 

I could tell her scholarly mind was already ticking away behind those dark eyes of hers, tearing my story apart. Mu Lin probably knew all this ranking stuff and comparative power levels way better than I did. The imperial government had published rankings on all the known creatures in the wilds. If there was one thing I could say for the cultivators, it was they liked to categorize damn near everything. It was like an endless dick measuring competition that crossed all segments of their society, from cooking to the magic kung fu I could now wield. Or at least I soon hoped to wield anyway. I wondered if it was kind of racist or something to say magic kung fu these days. People didn’t even use the word kung fu anymo— 

“Chun! Did you hear me?”

“What?” I said, realizing it was lost in my own thoughts.

“I said are you sure they’re all dead? For what they did to that old man, they’d want no witnesses. Trust me.”

“Yeah, I’m sure.”

“Gods, I hope so…” She breathed out a sigh and seemed to calm down some. “I’m not sure they even were true Fire Bird Sect members. They were more like thugs.”

I shrugged. “Hey who knows what kind of ilk they fill their outer disciple ranks with these days?”

“Come on,” she said. “We need to go and report this.” She then glanced up at the twilight sky. “Nine hells! It’s this late? Why are we even out here talking, Chun? We need to get to the gate! Quick!”

“Come on then, let’s go,” I said, welcoming the shift in focus.

I lifted her up and was about to hoist her over my shoulder again when she stopped me. “No, let me ride on your back. Your shoulder digs into my stomach too much carrying me like that.”

I did as she asked and after a few painful winces from her as she locked her wounded thigh about my waist, she then wrapped her arms around my neck while I supported her weight the best I could with my good arm. 

I then started my shuffle again, enduring the full pain without trying to cultivate this time. Luckily there wasn’t much farther to go anyway and the lights from the gate were already in view. Still, I pressed on with relative speed as the wind picked up and the echoing howls of unnatural creatures drifted upon it. The eerie sound had my imagination stirring. Normally, hearing them at night would have reminded me of my family again, but for some reason it didn’t give me that same sense of fear anymore. Perhaps it was my [Death Mastery] kicking in or something, but I thought instead of Threja and wished her well against her soon-to-be demonic foes. 

 “Thank you, Chun,” Mu Lin suddenly whispered softly and her grip around me tightened with what I supposed was a kind of hug, her face nestling into my back. “You saved my life.”

I heard her sniffle a little and then realized she must be crying. With the initial shock wearing off, I guess the full impact of the trauma she’d been through was just now starting to take hold.

“Hey, I don’t know if I can take credit for that,” I said while cracking the cheesiest smile I could, hoping that she could hear it in my voice. “Running blindly for your life from three maniacs and then having the misfortune of diving right into a rapling nest just happened to work out for me this time.” 

She laughed and I counted the lie well worth telling to change her mood. 

I then added to soothe my own conscience a bit and perhaps give credit where credit was due, “I guess you could chalk it up to some divine intervention being involved.”

She laughed again and then as if our minds were connected, Mu Lin said: “Hey, what happened to your client? The big giant woman.”

“Dunno,” I said. “She ran off after a bit. Guess she was hell bent on going at it alone.”

“Seriously? What an idiot. I guess that’ll be the last we’ll ever see of her.”

I chuckled half-heartedly, the thought bittersweet. I then stared out into the darkness. “Yeah, I guess so.”

As we finally approach the light of the gate, I saw something that made my chest tighten. I had been preparing myself for dealing with Sumatra—the big idiot was no doubt going to throw a fit when he saw us returning without the clients, but never did I expect to see him like this.

Standing just outside the gate, he was surrounded by no less than ten enforcers and one high-ranking member of the Imperial Guard, who also appeared to be a member of the Silver Leaf Sect. 

“Oh crap,” I whispered as my heart rate sped…

The lightning core tucked away in my sling seemed to start burning a hole against my arm. My stupid bag of cocaine in a customs line analogy had just become very, very real.








CHAPTER 8










Shit, shit, shit, I cursed.

I thought about trying to toss the core, but we were already too close.

I wished I had thought to climb over the wall earlier or tossing it over the wall at least. Not that I could have scaled the barely twelve-foot wall in my condition, much less with Mu Lin. And forget tossing it. I honestly had just forgotten I even had the damn thing! And who would have expected an actual Imperial Guard to show up like this? We’d lost a group of nearly ten cultivators before and it took the enforcers over a month to show up just to sign the paperwork.

I was beginning to wonder if my struggles against the Dynasty was about to start in earnest. 

“Mu Lin? Chun?” Sumatra rushed forward ahead of the Enforcers, both his face and countenance dark with rage. “How in nine hells did you two make it back? What happened? Where are the clients?”

I couldn’t tell if he was putting on a show for the Imperial Guard or not. The guard in question was dark skinned and looked to be in his early thirties. He didn’t look like one to mess about with either. Looking back to Sumatra, I realized that I could actually sense the rage coming from him. Or was it truly rage? It looked like rage but as I sampled the energy itself it, tasted? different. It was actually more like…fear.

“Yes, indeed…” The Imperial Guard stepped forward, casually asserting his authority over Sumatra. “Tell me what transpired. Where are the cultivators who hired this excursion?”

“The three Fire Bird members,” Mu Lin began, “they a—” 

“All died,” I spoke over her, giving her thighs a quick squeeze, signaling for her to keep quiet. “The off-worlders too. Mu Lin’s group came across a rapling den with a broodmother. Me and the other client happened to be close enough to try to assist. There had to be over a hundred of them. None of the cultivators survived.”

I tried to control my speeding pulse and prayed Mu Lin knew how to keep a poker face. Not that they even played poker anymore. I checked on Sumatra and as I suspected his ‘rage’ turned quickly to a look of confusion and then suspicion. 

“How the hell did you both survive then?” he said.

I glanced at the guard. There was only one thing I knew that would convince him of my fantastical story. “We survived…because we are weak…”

Both their eyes shot open then. 

“…and because we are cowards.”

“Explain,” the guard demanded.

“The cultivators stayed to fight,” I said. “The monk with them even protected us, but when he got us to safety, we both fled fearing for our lives.” 

The guard seemed to consider this for a moment and then nodded. “So, you abandoned your posts and your clients?” He then huffed out a snort through his nose. “Typical. You natives truly are spineless and weak.”

I released a sigh within. He’d bought it. 

“Also incompetent,” he added and then turned to Sumatra. “How is it that your handlers led a group into such dangers? Have you not trained them in the study of rankings?”

It was Sumatra’s turn to come up with a lie on the spot now. 

“It was the monk,” he said without missing a beat. “The off-worlder. He came looking for enough spirit stones to break through to the Sacred Soul realm. Mu Lin, she did her job. I’m sure of it. She gave them what they wanted. Ain’t that right, Mu Lin?”

I nudged her subtly again and she spoke in a quivering voice. “Y-yes. They wanted a challenge.”

I noticed the Guard’s countenance shift and I quickly covered for her with another lie. “It was the broodmother. That’s what changed everything. Right, Mu Lin? What was it, a C-class right?”

“Yes,” she said, sounding a bit more confident. “It was a C-class together with the hundred or so D-classes combined. That would have been the equivalent of an A-Class encounter. It was clearly unexpected. That’s what shifted the battle.”

Sumatra’s poker face was on now as he gave a nod. “Cursed luck is all.”

“Where did this take place?”

“Beneath the underpasses,” I answered first, giving a general area that was within the range of our travels.

He raised a brow.

“Sorry, the ruins that are about ten miles or so to the southeast.”

I had used the old Earth term purposefully to throw him off, following up with something even more vague.

“And you can show me this area?” he asked.

“Not right now, of course,” I said, hinting up at the Bloodmoon. “But perhaps in a few weeks when I heal, sure.”

I was glad that I had picked raplings now. They were a transitory breed. If I did have to follow through with that ‘tour’ of the crime scene, I could simply claim the broodmother must have moved on.

The guard didn’t look satisfied, but he didn’t seem too suspicious either. 

“Search them and let them go. I suppose the wounds they have received is punishment enough for their failure.” He then turned to Sumatra. “For you, however. I shall be submitting a review of your records to the Warden. There have been far too many mishaps of late.”

Sumatra gave a bow of humility before the guard. “Yes, of course.”

My heart pounded in my throat as the group of enforcers approached us. I lowered Mu Lin from my back and a trio of them quickly began poking and prodding us while a couple more began rummaging through our backpacks. I wished that I knew some kind of Berserker technique to swallow up the fear rising in my stomach, because I was afraid it would soon show on my face. 

“Hey, take it easy,” I said with an exaggerated wince. “These are fresh wounds.”

“Shut up!”

The prodding continued, getting dangerously close to my sling. I tried to keep the core pinned between my elbow and my body as inconspicuously as possible. The enforcer searching me was just about to start poking inside it, when another one of them called out, “What’s this?”

The enforcer in question was holding the glowing metal orb in his hand.

Shit, I thought. I didn’t know which was worse: finding the orb or finding the core.

I dropped my jaw to try and make something up when a voice called out.

“Hey, you found another one. Congrats.”

Everyone turned to see who had spoken. 

It was Lee.

The somewhat tall, red-haired kid with freckles and a lazy smile winked at me, encouraging me to play along with whatever he was concocting. 

“Yeah, I did,” I said. “What luck huh?”

“And what is it?” the guard asked. 

“It’s one of those Bocce balls, right?” Lee said and I nodded to him in confirmation, playing along, even though I had no idea what a Bocce ball was.

Lee turned to the guard and gave a small bow. “Apologies. It’s an ancient game from our world. You need a bunch of them to play. Chun here has been collecting them.”

Thank goodness I didn’t say anything stupid. I forgot that to everyone else this thing still just looked like a shiny metal ball. And thank goodness for Lee. I owed him a solid for sure with that save.

The guard rolled the orb in his palm a few seconds before shaking his head with a scowl. “It is no wonder your kind is so weak. Wasting time playing games.” He tossed the orb back into my backpack. “Get them out of my sight.”




*	*	*




We got about a mile away from the gatepost before the tornado of questions began. 

“What the hell was that, Chun?” Mu Lin demanded, who now rode on Lee’s back instead of mine. “You had me lying to an Imperial Guard!”

“Whoa, you guys lied?” Lee said, cracking a grin. “That’s kind of nuts. What did you lie about?”

“You don’t want to know,” I said. 

Lee probably wouldn’t care anyway. He never took anything too seriously. It was one of the reasons I liked the guy so much. 

“Why do you say that?” Mu Lin shouted. “And why did you stop me from telling them what really happened? Those men were dangerous. The Fire Bird Sect needs to take responsibility for what their members did!”

“What did they do?” Lee asked.

“Nothing, don’t worry about it.”

“They didn’t do ‘nothing’! They tried to—”

“Okay stop,” I said, coming to a physical stop as well. 

We were still out in the middle of the fields and after dark so hopefully there wasn’t anyone in earshot, but I lowered my voice anyway. “Alright Lee, for your sake this is what happened. Those three Fire Bird members killed the monk and then stole his core. Then they tried to kill Mu Lin to cover it up.”

“No shit?” Lee said, his eyes widening. 

“Yeah, but then I led them into a rapling nest and they all died.”

“Oh, so that part was true?” 

“Yeah, pretty much,” I lied.

“That’s crazy.” 

“But the main point is this. They seemed to know Sumatra pretty well. They were talking about him and stuff.”

“When?” Mu Lin said. “I don’t remember that.”

“You were knocked out by then. Anyway, I don’t think Sumatra was expecting us to come back, Mu Lin,” I then added for emphasis. “Any of us. You noticed the first thing he said when he saw us? ‘How in the nine hells did we make it back?’ Plus I don’t think he was expecting the Imperial Guard or the enforcers to be there either. He was pissing his pants just as much as we were just now.”

“I still don’t like the idea of us lying to an Imperial Guard, Chun. We could get into big trouble for this! And I don’t need anything that’s going to mess up my chances of getting into the academy. Or that will get me thrown in prison!”

I had to remember that not everyone hated and mistrusted the cultivators like I did. Most didn’t, in fact—all of them taken too young to remember life before the attack. Or what little they did remember was wiped clean by years of social reprograming. To Mu Lin, the Dynasty wasn’t an oppressor, it was a savior that was protecting us from the Bloodmoon and giving us a path to immortality if we worked hard enough. 

Her goals and aspirations were far different than mine. Maybe even opposed. 

“Hey,” I said. “We were lying more to Sumatra than to the guard. We can’t let him think that we know too much. Chances are he was in on that deal. Maybe all these botched tours have been his doing. That off-worlder has no clan or sect to back him up here. If he goes missing, who’s to know any better? Or even care?”

“We know,” Mu Lin said. “And we should care. If they are doing something illegal like this, then we need to expose it.”

I sighed. “Mu Lin, there’s no other witnesses besides us and the bodies will be eaten before morning. No evidence. You think they’ll believe the word of two Terran commoners against the likes of the entire Fire Bird Sect?” 

Plus, I have the damn core on me, so that wouldn’t look too good, now would it? I almost added. But I wasn’t going to put my friends in any more danger than they already were. The fewer people who knew about both the core and the orb the better. 

I guess my suffering in solitude is beginning already, I thought with chagrin.

Mu Lin frowned but seemed to accept the logic after a bit. “So what should we do then?” 

“We do nothing,” I said. “We take what really happened to our graves. So long as Sumatra doesn’t find out that we know, we’ll be safe. Plus, I think he’ll have his hands full with the authorities now anyway. By the time we’re fit to get back to work, hopefully this will all have blown over. Just be careful taking excursions involving any off-worlders, okay, Lee?”

“You bet.”

“And thanks,” I said. “For covering for me. How the hell did you know about that game? Is it real?”

“Yeah, it’s real,” he said. “Pretty fun too. So what is it anyway? Really.” 

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I just thought it looked kind of cool.”

Lee stared me a moment before laughing out loud. “Seriously? You really are an idiot, Chun.”

I grinned and laughed with him.

Being a Chun was a far better explanation than the truth for sure. 

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get home.” 








CHAPTER 9










We made it back to the Native Housing District within an hour and Lee offered to take Mu Lin home while I headed for my own hovel just across the square. I was stiffening up something awful now. I wanted nothing more than to dive into my cot and start reading the orb, but I needed something in my stomach if I was going to survive the night.

The square was now filled with night vendors and the smell of wood smoke from their wok fires cause my stomach to growl. The light din of conversation mixed with the airy notes of a zither somewhere off in the backdrop, creating a welcoming atmosphere, especially when returning from the desolation of the wild.

I dropped a few pieces of copper for a bowl of rice, pickled vegetables, and a thin strip of braised pork. Finding a table, I powered through the meal with the voracity of a starving man, my chopsticks clinking against the bowl. As I ate I idly thought of how back in the day, we’d call this Chinese food, but now it was just food…and pretty shitty food at that.

Glancing up at the glowing pagoda, I wondered what they dined upon every night. Perhaps the same stuff, I figured, but likely infused with Qi to make it taste ten times better. I was just about finished when a loud raucous laughter drew my attention across the square to a group of cultivators playing dominoes.

“No frigging way,” I said, when I saw who it was.

There was Hein and his two buddies, shitfaced and slamming dominoes onto the table. But that’s not what really irked me. Yu Li was there also but not seated with them. She was instead placing bowls of rice liquor onto the table, grinning and laughing at their jokes. Su Ling was on her back, slung in a harness and screaming her head off. Hein and his friends seemed oblivious to it, and just kept on laughing and drinking while she served them.

Had those pricks been here all damn day? 

By the exasperated look on Yu Li’s face, I would say that they had. For a split second, I almost considered just letting it be. I may have unlocked my Frenzied Flame but I still didn’t know jack about magic kung fu yet. But who was I kidding? It just wasn’t in my DNA to allow something like this to go on. And besides, I didn’t give a shit about death anymore. I was on my feet and halfway across the square before I knew it.

There were at least a hundred-odd people in the square and the closer I got, the more I saw the appalled looks on all their faces. They were as disgusted by Hein and his friends as I was. And Yu Li pandering to them like a damn slave while her baby was screaming brought up a wave of heated anger in the pit of my stomach.

I couldn’t even focus on it properly, but it felt different now. 

It wasn’t just emotion.

I was feeling Frenzy.

“Young Master Hein,” I greeted him, sans the bow. “Still here I see.”

“Oh, look! It’s Chun!” Hein slapped his hands together laughing. “Welcome, my boy!”

Yu Li looked up with a nervous smile, but it vanished immediately when she saw my bandages and sling. “Chun! What happened?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Just a rough day at the office.”

“The what?”

I had to remember that not everyone remembered the old colloquialisms from Earth. Sometimes it didn’t translate too well either. “Nevermind. I’m fine though.”

Worry and concern flashed through her eyes as she tried to bounce Su Ling on her back. “Are you sure?”

“Getting kind of late, isn’t it?” I said directly to Hein. “Think maybe it’s time to start packing this up?”

“Don’t be foolish, the night is just starting.” He then reached sloppily into his robes and threw a few Wen of copper onto the table. “Yu Li, fetch us more wine. We’ll entertain this oafish friend of yours.”

His two friends started laughing again.

Yu Li began reaching for the coins, but I slammed my hand down on top of them, making the dominoes jump. “How about you go get your own damn wine and then get the hell out of here?” I said. “Or better yet, why not just get the hell out of here period? Like right now.”

“Chun!” Yu Li exclaimed, her face white with fear. 

A bit of chatter died down as a few people close by overheard what I’d said. I could sense the anger boiling off of Hein as well as his two friends as they stared at me in silent outrage. I tried to match them with a stare of my own, feeling the Frenzy filling me with confidence and resolve.

Hein’s hand moved so fast that I felt it before I even saw it. The ringing backhand across my face sent me flying back through a couple of tables and landing hard on my side. 

“Insolent dog!” he screamed. “You dare to give me commands! Teach him a lesson!”

They were on me in a second. I winced as Hein and his buddies kicked at my bandaged sides and through the pain I vaguely mused what the chances were that I was receiving my second beating of the day from three cultivators. I focused on my meridians, trying to turn the pain to Frenzy as I endured the pounding. 

“Master Hein!” Yu Li cried. “Please stop!”

She reached out to him, catching Hein by his sleeve. The cultivator wheeled on her, a look of disgust on his face as he raised his hand high to strike. “Don’t interfere, you bitch!” 

As his hand came down, something inside me snapped and an image of a raging fire appeared inside my head. I was up on my feet in a flash and threw a punch straight into Hein’s jaw. It felt like I was punching a wall as his head snapped back. The punch must have hit harder than he expected though, because he touched his face slowly in disbelief. 

I felt a surge of rage erupt inside of him as he literally flew at me with a martial strike.

He froze in midair as he delivered two rapid kicks to my chest that sent me sailing into a couple more tables behind me. Steel flashed as he drew his sword and then from twenty feet away, he suddenly appeared before me, moving without moving, in a sudden burst of Qi.

Even his friends let out gasps of panic as he drew the sword back, ready to plunge it into my chest. Strangely, I didn’t care and leered at him all the same. The look must have unnerved him slightly, because I felt a pang of fear bubble up inside of him, disrupting his rage and resolve.

The entire square was watching now.

Deathly silence took hold.

He glanced at the crowd as he continued to breathe heavily while standing over me. Finally, his body loosened. “You will count yourself lucky that This One’s station is too high to snuff out a wounded and insignificant commoner such as you.”

There it was. What he was really afraid of. The loss of face.

He spat on me instead, but with a flick of steel I felt something sharp slice my cheek. A few seconds later, the hot wetness of fresh blood poured from it. 

“Take you that,” Hein said, staring down at me with a hateful glare. “Let that scar remind you each morning of your place and how merciful I was to have spared your pathetic life today.”

If he was expecting some kind of groveling, he wasn’t going to get it. I grinned at him instead as I touched my cheek. 

One down, one thousand more to go, I thought. I’ll catch you up yet, Big Sis.

Hein finally sheathed his blade and then stormed out of the square with his two lackeys in tow, kicking tables over as they left.

“Childish pricks,” I spat.

A murmur of cautious conversation resumed as everyone tried to pretend like nothing had happened. A woman came up to me and handed me a cloth to press against my cheek, giving me a smile as she did so. It was then that I sensed a different kind of energy flowing through the crowd. It was fear but slightly different, fear mixed with anger and resentment both.

I felt the same spilling off of Yu Li as she stooped down to me.

“What the hell was that, Chun? Are you crazy?”

I gave her my cheesy smile again. “You’re always calling me that.”   

“Do you have any idea what you’ve just done? You’re lucky he didn’t kill you. Or all of us for that matter. What are we to do now if he returns still vexed? Or brings one of his family members with him? Did you think of that?”

I huffed out a sigh. I thought at first that maybe I had instilled some kind of defiance in the crowd. But it was the opposite, it seemed. They were more scared than ever from fear of retribution and their anger was directed at me. I understood their fear, but I just didn’t feel it the same way anymore.

“Let them come,” was all I said. 

I got myself off the ground and an old man tipped his straw hat to me. He wasn’t Terran but he didn’t look like a Yee citizen either. A lowly commoner just like us. 

“Well at least someone did something,” he said.

I smiled. That made it all worth it, in my mind.

“Go take care of Su Ling now,” I said to Yu Li. “She sounds hungry.”

 

*	*	*




I left the square with Yu Li and half the Native Housing District drilling holes into my back from their stares. I could tell she was still pissed off something proper, but I didn’t really care. I did what needed to be done and had taken the beating to pay for it.

One day she’ll thank you, I hoped.

But she wasn’t wrong to be afraid either. None of them were.

Who knew what Hein or his family might do once word got out? But that just got me to focus more. Once I had reached my small 10-by-15 room in the retrofitted Days Inn hotel, I quickly stashed the lightning core under a floorboard and then whipped out the orb.

Finally, I thought. 

There was nothing like lighting a fire under yourself for motivation. My body would have liked nothing more than to fall dead asleep from the exhaustion and pain. But a new thirst was running through me now. I stared at the tiny script until it began to make sense, characters superimposing themselves within my mind. If Hein was going to return, as I was sure he would.

Then I was going to be prepared. 

 








CHAPTER 10










I stayed up half the night reading and then resumed as soon as I woke again the next morning. By noon I had consumed at least half the scriptures while scanning lightly over the rest. By that time my brain felt fried, but after having reached the 6th Tier of Body Refinement and Focusing of the Mind, I thought I had committed a fair potion of it to memory as well.

The introduction spoke to me especially, reminiscent of my first conversation with Threja.




“Thou art indeed a kindled Flame, a frenzied spirit, tempered by struggle and sorrow, fueled by rage and pain…” -Unknown




Shura 1

Think not that we speak for the Flame, for the Flame of Frenzy has no master nor does it seek to create masters of its own accord. We who speak, have through consult agreed to these doctrines, not by direction, but through independent revelations of the Flame. Know with confidence then, that these words are true and are fit for enlightenment along your path.




Shura 2

They call us Berserker, we who follow the Frenzied Flame. Let us embrace the moniker, for it instills fears in our enemies. And fear is our strength. 




I noted that the Yee word for Berserker was made of two separate characters. The word for demon combined with the word struggle. The demon that struggles, literally. The first few passages or Shuras were close to what Threja had explained to me already, warning of the dangers of becoming addicted to Frenzy and going full Demon. But the pendulum swung the other way as well. Too much failure, defeat, and hardship without the fury of the Demon and you became what was known as a Waning Ember and if that continued you could extinguish your Flame completely, becoming unkindled yet again. I feared what hardships you’d have to go through to reach that phase of demoralization. 

Once I’d read enough of the philosophy, I had moved onto the parts I more eagerly wanted to know. Practical application. There were three distinct forms of energy that I could detect at my level as a 1st Tier Foundation-level cultivator. Pain, Fear, and Rage. I could also begin gathering them and convert them into Frenzy. At the next Tier up I’d be able to channel it efficiently to all parts of my body and at the 3rd Tier I would be able to start using Frenzy to strengthen my body.

That became the goal for me.

I needed to reach 3rd Tier as quickly as possible if I wanted to stand up to the likes of Hein, or any true cultivator for that matter. And the more Frenzy I could gather the faster I could reach that breakthrough. But the key to gathering Frenzy lay in the techniques.

There were a multitude of techniques listed under each tier, broken up into stances and actions. After a brief summary, which described the technique and its purpose, the manual then used a series of diagrams to show exact body positioning and movements to perform the technique correctly. Scanning through the list of basic techniques under Foundation Establishment, I found a few that caught my eye.




[Frenzied Flame] – the most basic of all techniques within the Berserker’s domain. Use it to instantly channel your internal energies of Fear, Rage, and Pain into Frenzy. Evoking this technique can also stir the embers of an Unkindled or even reignite the fallen Flame of a Waning Ember. 




[Fear the Flame] – the simple baring of one’s fangs is sometimes all that is required to defeat one’s foe. Gather your Frenzy and with a mere look or phrase, exert your dominance and feed from the fears of your enemies or bolster the resolve of your allies.




[Mask of the Despised] – take heed always, kindled one, for the hatred of the Frenzied Flame is great amongst those who follow the path of Qi. Use this technique to mask your strength while in their presence, for their own arrogance shall paint you as a mere fool, simpleton, or dull brute in their eyes. Use this to your advantage to move freely among them while posing no threat.




[Lust for Battle] – not a true technique, but a trait shared by all kindled of the Frenzied Flame. The drawing of blood in battle, even one’s own, can trigger a burst of Frenzy. And to slay one’s enemy will produce even more so. Yet take heed, kindled one, for the pull of the bloodlust is strong and the need to draw blood can easily extend to a friend as well as foe, if left unrestrained. Let not the Demon within you take full control.




[Struggler’s Resolve] – the path of the Struggler is forever filled with tribulation. This technique will convert your Frenzy into an iron will of determination that even others can feel and see.  




[Indifference] –Think not, dear kindled, that your power lies in aggression and hostility alone. To induce rage and fear in others can be many more times as effective, for nothing offends the proud and powerful more than indifference. Use this technique to withstand attacks and to demoralize your foes through your apathy when you disregard even their strongest techniques with a scoff.




This all sounded cool as shit. It was like reading an instruction manual on how to be an absolute badass. As I read through the details of each technique, I found the most subtle actions were involved. A well-timed turn of the head or even where and how you held your hands all mattered. Thinking back to Threja, everything she did was perhaps a different kind of stance or technique, even the way she walked. I understood also why she had used that poem on me now. She had used the [Frenzied Flame] technique to help ignite my Flame and thinking back I did kind of feel something ‘open up’ inside of me when she did that. 

Under the 17th Shura, I found something else of interest.




On Empathy

Think not, dear kindled, that your strength lies only in your fury. While fury is what is beheld by others, your true strength lies in your empathy. Your ability to sense the pain, fear, and anger of others can be your greatest asset.




Below it were listed three techniques that all had similar functions and names. [Your Pain is my Strength], [Your Fear is my Strength] and [Your Rage is my Strength]. By focusing on certain meridian alinement sequences, I could actually absorb the Pain, Fear, and Rage energy of others and refine it into Frenzy of my own. There was one catch though. I couldn’t just suck up random emotions, if that’s what they really were. The trigger had to be me.

I was beginning to understand the limitations of the Dao route now. Qi cultivators could just meditate and suck up energy willy-nilly. I, on the other hand had to work for it. There were other limitations too, a few listed in the 3rd Shura which outlined the philosophy of the Frenzied Flame.




Shura 3

Know this, kindled one. A Berserker can never back away from a challenge, or an injustice which ignites one’s Flame. Even if victory is unlikely, press forth, for even in defeat, survival is never your aim. The destruction of your enemy is all that matters. If destruction is yet impossible you may retreat to gain more strength and return once again, but return you must, until victory or death. But to turn your back on a challenge or injustice, untested, is to stray from the path of the Flame.




That sounded a bit hardcore. And maybe the first verses about these revelations coming from the Flame itself were right too. I didn’t need to read any of that to already feel that same way in my soul. The same way how I didn’t even think to back down from challenging Hein in the square no matter the cost. But I don’t think I would have reacted the same way if I hadn’t already ignited my Frenzied Flame. But just below the text there was a technique that seemed tailor made to deal with not backing down from a fight.




[Odds Against Me] – there is no greater thrill than a challenge. Without challenge, without struggle, there can be no progression. The cowardly prey on those who are weaker to ensure easy victory, but the Berserker seeks to oppose strength far above his own. When facing greater odds, either by strength, numbers, or both, this technique will generate enormous amounts of Frenzy by suppressing your inner fears and unleashing your Flame’s full potential. The power of this technique is limitless, bound only by the strength of your foe and your ability to withstand him.




Holy crap…limitless? That sounded like some kind of cultivation hack. I made a note of it to study it fully later. I then saw another technique that looked a bit familiar.




[My Turn] – a retaliation technique used best when combined with [Indifference]. Unleash a mighty burst of Frenzy with your next strike by releasing the stored Pain energy of any previous attacks endured. 




The image of that savage headbutt Threja unleashed on that cultivator flashed through my mind. I wondered if she had used [Indifference] before it, taking that claw technique right to the face. Probably. She didn’t even try to block it. I wondered also why she’d spoken the phrase as I didn’t see it as a requirement within the instructions of the technique itself. After a bit more searching, I found the answer under the 76th Shura.




On Evocation

It is not necessary to proclaim thy stance or technique, but a well-timed phrase may enhance a technique’s outcome by manyfold, and further instill fear in others. Do so sparingly, however, for there is no impact greater than a word unexpected.




So that’s why cultivators were always yelling out their attacks and shit, I thought. I always found it somewhat stupid to tell your enemy exactly what you were planning to do next, but I guess it made sense within this context. Who cared if the guy you were attacking knew you were going to pummel him with “Flaming Qi Fist” or whatever if you stood a better chance of killing him with it?    

When I got towards the end of the manual, I found an entire section devoted to the [Death Mastery] technique.




[Death Mastery] – the fear of death grows only stronger the closer ones gets to immortality. Power over this fear defies not only the Heavens, but mocks it to its face. Consider it no small wonder then, dear kindled, that your path shall be blighted with misfortune, for the Heavens are not lightly mocked. In exchange for this rebuke, you shall enjoy the bounty that is clarity of mind, body, and soul in places where others falter and fail. Your words and actions will instill fear and respect in others and your Flame will burn yet brighter with each evolution, heightening the potency of all your abilities. 




It seemed [Death Mastery] was a core passive ability just like Threja had said. I confirmed the higher forms of [Death Mastery] existed in the manual also: [Mastery of the Fear of Certain Death], [Fear no Death] and [Death Wish]. The instruction of how to achieve each one was vague, but I probably wouldn’t have to worry about obtaining them to break through to the next cultivation realm any time soon.

 My curiosity got me and I began skimming ahead through the manual for the [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame] Technique I saw Threja use to transform into her spectral form, but I didn’t see it. Perhaps the manual didn’t teach up to a level like that or maybe as the introduction said, there were some things that came as a revelation of the Flame all by themselves. As I flipped back to start reading through again, I contrastingly found a technique that I could perhaps take advantage of right away.




[Pain soothes the Frenzied Flame] – Pain shall be in abundance upon your journey, but think it not a means of loss and suffering only. Gird thyself with this technique to mend thy wounds with the very pain that they cause. 




Now that sounded useful, especially in my current state. I spent the next two hours focusing only on that, practicing the meridian opening techniques as I sat in lotus position on my cot. After a while, I was finally able to feel the Pain in my arm convert into Frenzy within my Dantian. Following the next instructions of the technique, I then used that Frenzy to focus on mending my arm. I couldn’t tell if it was working completely or not, but just as I was starting to hone my focus a knock came at my door.

Releasing a huff of irritation, I quickly stashed the orb then glanced between my bamboo shades to see who it was. Yu Li was standing outside.

“What’s up?” I greeted her casually as I opened the door.

She smiled as she looked up at me, Su Ling on her hip. “I’m ah… doing the wash. Was wondering if you needed anything done.”

I chuckled inwardly. This was typical Yu Li. She was nothing if not proud—her inability to ask Hein for money perhaps the most bone-headed example of that. But I knew her love language. Her offering to do my laundry was her way of saying sorry. It was probably the closest I’d get to a real apology, so I accepted it and gave her a pile of my soiled clothes.

“You need anything else?” she asked, peeking into my hovel of a room.

“No, I’m good.” 

She nodded and turned to leave, but then paused at the doorway. “Hey… thanks by the way,” she said. “For what you did last night. I know you were only trying to help. And I know Hein can be a little over the top too sometimes, but….”

She didn’t finish her sentence. 

I couldn’t believe it. Even after nearly striking her she was still in love with that clown.

“You know you can do a lot better than him. You deserve better. Su Ling too.”

Yu Li huffed out a sad little laugh. “What? Better than a young master? If only.”

I felt a sudden pain growing inside of her and I realized then that it wasn’t love she was feeling towards Hein, but desperation. When she finally left, I returned to my cot with more on my mind than just cultivation. 

The rules of this world had warped her thinking. Perhaps everyone’s thinking. She and everyone else just didn’t see a way out. That’s why they feared so much and did the nonsensical things that they did. Frenzy built within me as I curled my hand into a fist. The only rule the cultivators truly respected was the rule of might. To give Yu Li even the hope of a better life, I had to show her that one was possible by growing more powerful than the ones who oppressed us, starting with our fat landlord and going right up to the damn princess if I had to.

But I had to be smart about it too.

The world was fixed within a giant pecking order now and I was on the bottom rung.

Pick the wrong fight too soon and someone much higher on the food chain could easily swoop down to snuff me out. Not that I cared about dying anymore. But Yu Li and Su Ling, hell even Mu Lin and Lee—they all deserved a better life than what they knew was even possible.

And I’d have to show them that possibility.

But to do so, I’d needed to become strong, both quickly and quietly.

I used the Frenzy building in my gut to speed the healing of my arm while I contemplated my options. There was a lot to think about. But one thing was certain. It wouldn’t be enough to merely overpower the cultivators. 

I needed to outsmart them as well. 








CHAPTER 11










Over the next four days, I focused on creating my master plan while studying the orb, cultivating Frenzy and practicing every technique I could. I started with the stances, repeating the small movements over and over by shifting between them. I then added in some of the more advanced techniques, which involved just a bit more movement but mostly all internal opening and closings of meridians. It actually became more of a mental workout than physical to memorize each sequence correctly. I began by doing just ten repetitions of each technique at a time, but then slowly worked my way up to doing fifty before having to take a break. During the breaks I would ‘rest’ by cultivating more Frenzy to mend my arm.

I kept the routine going, hour after hour, day after day.  

By the third day my arm had stopped hurting and by the fourth I amazingly had full use of it again and could even perform a push-up or two in between my technique practice. 

Although I had expected a somewhat faster healing process using the technique, I was honestly shocked by just how effective it was. Cultivation was way more powerful than I even thought. I had expected my arm to be in a sling for weeks, but now it had nearly fully healed in only days. The gash in my side was still coming though. Although I felt it getting better with my constant use of the [Pain soothes the Frenzied Flame] technique it would perhaps take a bit longer to heal than my arm. Or maybe I just needed a lot more Frenzy.

I found that while I could generate some Frenzy on my own using the [Frenzied Flame] technique and focusing on what happened to me in my past, the results were minuscule. It seemed that, just like with the limitations of the absorption techniques, I needed active, real-time interaction to make it work. 

So much for brooding my way to immortality, I thought. 

On the plus side, the cut on my cheek was scabbing over nicely and would add a fine bonus to my [Fear the Flame] technique once it formed a scar, or so the finer details of the technique explained anyway.




When using the technique, seek always to impose your might through the beholding of your form alone. A hulking physique is superior in this regard and wear not elaborate robes or thick armor, for they are a sign of weakness or the reliance on artifacts. Display instead your bare form and let your enemy see the scars of battle you have already survived and how willing you are, to endure yet more, to ensure his defeat. 




Yup, Threja had gotten that one down pat, I thought. 

 I read further into the manual seeking the best ways to progress and generate Frenzy. While I couldn’t find anything specific, I did find somewhat of an answer hinted at in the 189th Shura.




Shura 189

Think it no mystery that many Flames are kindled upon the field of battle, for there is no better place to harness one’s strength than within the throes of combat.




That’s all it said, but the message was pretty clear and made a lot of sense too. Getting into fights, getting my ass kicked and eventually kicking other people’s asses was probably the best way to generate Frenzy. I cracked a grin. Too bad I hadn’t learned the [Your Rage is my Strength] technique before picking that fight with Hein. I probably missed out on massive amounts of Frenzy with how badly I pissed him off.

Still, getting into random fights with cultivators probably wasn’t a good idea. Immortal pecking order and all that. I had already painted a bullseye on my back and maybe for the whole neighborhood too. No way could I go adding more without gaining more strength. But how do I gain more Frenzy without getting into actual fights?

 And then it hit me as quick as Hein’s backhand to my face. What the hell was I thinking? Cultivators traveled light-years to come here and do just that, to train not by fighting people, but monsters. And my job gave me front-row access.

The thought caused my Flame to stir. 

Not that I would expect to generate much rage fighting a monster, but I’m sure a lot of fear and pain might be involved. I grinned like a maniac and suddenly understood Threja’s suicidal thinking a bit more. I couldn’t wait to get back to work now. Although I’d need to find a weapon of some kind first. And then I’d need a way to sneak it in and out of the proving grounds with me. Or maybe I could throw it over the wall and just stash it outside. But then I’d also need a way to somehow find and fight my own monsters all while hiding it from my client. 

Okay slow down, I told myself. One problem at a time.  

 Before I could even think of doing any of that, I needed to heal up and then at least get strong enough to not die in a single bite from something. And to do that I needed to reach the 3rd Tier and Qi Body Refinement. Or Frenzy Body Refinement for me, I supposed. But I’d studied the orb and there wasn’t anything that spoke specifically to that. It was written like an advanced text where the basics of cultivation methodology was already assumed to be understood and well known. And while I had a fairly good understanding of the Body Refinement Realm from school, I got kicked out long before the Foundation classes. Maybe I was doing something wrong. Or was missing something completely. Hell, I didn’t even know how to tell when or if I had broken through to the 3rd Tier or not.

I sighed and wished I hadn’t been such a dumbass back in school.

But there was one person I knew who definitely wasn’t a dumbass when it came to all this stuff. I cursed myself for not going to visit her sooner and for more reasons than one. Bouncing out of my cot, I threw on a freshly laundered overcoat compliments of Yu Li, and then headed for the door.

It was time to go check on Mu Lin.




*	*	*




I realized I hadn’t been out of my room in days. Yu Li had continued to ‘apologize’ by bringing me dinner each night from the square. And thank goodness for that too. I had almost considered investing in a stove and cooking pot just so I could stay in my room and keep studying by cooking my own food, but that type of thing was more suited for country living, like the people who lived and worked on the farms. In urban areas like these, there just wasn’t the space for it, plus I’d probably just end up burning down the place eventually. It was much easier and cheaper to buy freshly cooked meals from the vendors each day.

Plus, they knew how to cook and I didn’t.

The whole concept made me think about just how much the cultivators had set us back as a people. We had the damn Internet and DoorDash, and now here we were living like peasants back in the Dark Ages, eating half-rotten meat and cooking with wood and fire. I often wondered why that was. The cultivators had achieved space travel, yet still they forced their society to live in such a crude and backwards way. Or at least that’s how we were forced to live, down here on the surface. I glared up at the giant pagoda again. 

Perhaps that’s how the cultivators truly maintained their control.

It was mid-afternoon now and as I walked through the square, I felt several sets of eyes fall on me. I knew most everyone by name and they knew me, but when I greeted them they either looked away quickly or pretended they didn’t see me at all.

I didn’t even need to sense their fear to know what they were thinking: Dead man walking, here’s the guy who’s going to get himself killed by the Silver Leaf Sect and take us all with him.  

I tried to use [Your Fear is my Strength] on them but either I hadn’t mastered the technique quite yet or their fear just wasn’t the right type to absorb, or maybe range was a factor. Didn’t matter though. That kind of fear was a shitty way to collect Frenzy, I decided. 

I recognized the old man who had tipped his hat to me earlier however and he gave me a friendly smile and a polite bow. Strangely I sensed fear from him as well. But it was different. If fear tasted like lemons, then this was more like lemonade. I almost dismissed it as just an oddity at first until I recalled the description from the [Fear the Flame] technique. With my Focus of the Mind mastery I could recall the text with near perfect clarity.




[Fear the Flame] – the simple bearing of one’s fangs is sometimes all that is required to defeat one’s foe. Gather your Frenzy and with a mere look or phrase, exert your dominance and feed from the fears of your enemies or bolster the resolve of your allies.




If Fear could also work on your allies, then maybe this was a positive form of fear… like reverence maybe, or respect, or awe? Whatever it was it felt kind of cool and when I tried [Your Fear is my Strength] again as I passed by him, I was rewarded with a tiny burst of Frenzy.

That put a bit of pep in my step, both literally and figuratively as I sent the Frenzy directly to my still slightly aching legs. 




*	*	*




Mu Lin’s place was just a block or so over, past an abandoned gas station and nestled within what was once an apartment block, but to get to it, I had to pass through the central market first.

The familiar scent of wood smoke from the food vendors immediately caught my nose, mixing with the more earthy aromas of livestock and fresh produce brought in from the farms. There were perhaps a few thousand people in the large open space, that I think used to be the parking lot of a strip mall. The sounds of buying and selling echoed through the air—shouting and haggling, the squealing of pigs and the crowing of roosters before they were quickly silenced by the falling chop of a cleaver. It was a den of chaos and confusion, yet somehow the exchange of coin for goods occurred seamlessly and without turmoil or strife. That was perhaps due to the Imperial Guard who stood watch over the market as well as the black-veiled enforcers who roamed through the crowds.

I stayed well clear of them, more from habit than from having a lightning core being stashed on me this time. I pushed against the sea of bodies as I passed by carts piled full of various herbs, vegetables, and grains. There wasn’t a lot of variety, but what was there looked fresh. I found someone selling persimmons and dropped a few coppers to buy a bag full. 

A cultivator yelling at the top of his lungs drew my attention. He was dressed in the neutral-colored robes of the imperial dynasty, beige and off white and stood on a small dais. Flanking him were several enforcers who kept a watch over the crowd while thrumming their bamboo clubs on their palms.

“Tired of being a commoner? Wish to join a sect and gain immortality?” he shouted while tossing sheets of paper into the crowd. “Find your courage and fight in the Tournament of Mortal Champions! Become a citizen of the Dynasty!”

I was about to steer clear when the cultivator leaned forward and slapped one of the sheets of paper to my chest. “Hey! You look like a scrapper!” he said, pointing at the scab on my cheek. “Take it. Many offers of citizenship this year. A special event too. You might be victorious. Who knows?”

I gave him a polite smile and bow in front of the enforcers and then gave the paper a quick glance before tucking it away into my overcoat. It was the same crap as every year, except there was some special expo with high-level cultivators coming from the core worlds. I suppose that could be entertaining, but for me that probably meant a whole lot more work as a handler. Then the thought hit me. More excursions made for more opportunity for me to train and fight monsters. That could be a good thing. 

As I strolled away, a smirk of confidence curled my lip. I didn’t need to join their damn sects to become immortal now. I had my own path to power. Still, an opportunity to battle low-tier cultivators might be a good way to grow my skills too. 

Or a good way to expose yourself as a follower of the Frenzied Flame, I thought more sardonically.

I sighed. Too bad the prize wasn’t something more valuable, like tons of money. It might be worth the risk then. But citizenship? To hell with that. I was trying to tear down the Dynasty, not join it. Just as I was about to leave the market, I spotted something that caught my attention far more than the tournament did.

An artisan cultivator from one of the smithing sects had set up shop. This was a rarity of sorts as most of the smiths stayed within the artisan district, selling their goods there. But from time to time, one would venture out to sell their wares on the road. There were no weapons to be had of course. As ‘lowly commoners’ we weren’t able to carry real weapons. But what constituted a weapon was all in the eye of the beholder. 

“Afternoon,” I greeted the man with a short bow. “How much for that woodcutting axe?”

The man glanced behind him to his collection of logging and farming tools on display. He was middle aged and fit-looking, with a good bit of muscle and a completely bald head. He had a beard but part of it was patchy, which kind of reminded me of that cultivator I had fought. But the hair didn’t seem to be pulled out. On closer inspection it looked like the patch was due to a burn and the scar tissue had now scabbed over, preventing hair growth.

“That one is half a Tael,” he said.

“That much?” 

“It’s made with Qi-imbued steel. 2nd-Tier grading.” He lifted the axe, which had a sizable shaft but a relatively small blade. Not ideal, but it would do. As I took it from him, it felt much lighter than I would have expected it to. 

“You could cut forever with that blade,” he said, smiling at his own handiwork. “It will never dull. Hells, with an axe of this quality, it will practically chop the wood for you.”

I handed it back to him. “Seems nice, but a bit out of my price range. Got anything a little cheaper?”

He jerked his head back as if offended. “I only produce quality wares. And for a good price. You cannot find cheaper. Besides it’s barely a week’s wage!”

Or a month’s rent, I thought to myself. I barely had enough money left to eat for the month, much less afford this. Still, what he said was true. A Qi-infused tool like this was rare to come by, especially at this price. I laughed inwardly at my predicament. If there was an easy way to convert that lightning core into cash, I could probably afford to buy the whole damn district, but here I was sweating over half a Tael.  

“How long will you be here?” I asked.

“Just for today,” he said. 

That figured. 

“Hold it for me then. I’ll be back for it later.”

I left the market with no idea how I was going to afford it, but if I’d learned one thing from Threja it was to not let an opportunity pass. One way or another, I was going to get that axe and then I was going to go fight monsters with it.

The human variety too.  








CHAPTER 12










Rapping on Mu Lin’s door, I stood back a bit and waited while some commotion came from inside. 

“Who is it?”

“It’s me,” I said.

“Chun? W-what are you doing here?”

What am I doing here? “What kind of question is that? I came to check up on you. See how you were doing. Bought you something too. Come on, open up.”

“Um…”

There was a pause and then a curse came from behind the door.

“Mu Lin?”

I could sense fear coming from her as well. What the hell was going on?

I was just about to start banging on the door again when slowly it opened and Mu Lin poked her head outside.

“Hey,” she said somewhat sheepishly. Her face was flushed and it looked like she had just climbed out of bed. She didn’t look too thrilled to see me either. I was just about to ask her what was wrong, when slowly she swung the door open fully and then let out a sigh.

There standing timidly behind her was another girl.

She looked close to Mu Lin’s age or perhaps a bit older, but she wasn’t Terran like us. She was a cultivator and from a well-to-do family by the looks of her robes, which were black and trimmed with copper. She was fair skinned, Asian with bright green eyes and had a pretty if not nervous smile.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” I gave an apologetic bow. “I didn’t realize you had company. I could just drop these off and come back—”

“No need,” the girl said quickly, performing a small bow of her own. “I was just leaving. You must be Chun. Mu Lin has told me much about you. It’s quite amazing what happened to you both… with those raplers.”

“Raplings,” Mu Lin corrected her. 

“Yes, raplings.” The girl smiled. “Mu Lin said you carried her back to the city while wounded. That was very heroic of you. Especially as a mortal. Impressive.” 

I raised a brow at Mu Lin. How much had she told this girl? And who the hell was she anyway? But Mu Lin kept her gaze between her feet as she stood to the side to let me in.

“I’m Xi Xha, by the way,” she said, introducing herself. “I’m pleased to meet you. You look much older than Mu Lin said.”

“Yeah…” I didn’t know quite what to say to that. I brushed it off with a laugh. “Must be the beard growing in. I’ve been stuck in bed healing up, so I haven’t shaved in a few days.”

It was the truth. My face was now covered in a light stubble from studying and cultivating constantly.

She smiled again, studying me with her green eyes. “I like it. It suits you well, I think.”

“Thanks…” I said as another awkward pause took hold.

“Thanks for coming,” Mu Lin said to Xi Xha. “…to check on me. I’ll see you again… sometime?”

“Yes, of course,” Xi Xha said, bowing again. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Chun.”

With that she left, leaving Mu Lin and I in another strange and awkward silence.

“It’s not what you’re thinking,” Mu Lin said with an eye roll as she limped to close the door.

“What?” I said. “What am I thinking?”

“I know what you’re thinking!”

“What, that you had a friend over?”

“She’s not a friend.”

I thought back to how flustered or perhaps embarrassed she looked when she opened the door just now. I’d never taken Mu Lin for being attracted to girls, but maybe it kind of made sense. As pretty as she was, I’d never seen her with any guys before. “So, is she your girlfriend then?” 

Mu Lin huffed out a sigh. “See, I knew it was going to look weird like that to you.”

“Look weird like what?” I said. “And why ‘to me’? It’s okay if you like girls. I don’t care.” 

“It’s not that,” she said with another sigh. “Look, I’m comfortable with who I am. And yes, as much as I’d love for someone as gorgeous as Xi Xha to be my girlfriend; one, she was clearly more into you than into me just now and two, she’s not even a girl.”

Okay, that was two shocking pieces of information all at once, I thought. But I took it in stride. “What do you mean, not a girl?”

“I mean she’s older than you are. Like almost forty or something. She’s an inner disciple from the Sacred Scroll Sect and works at the Academy.”

“Oh… no shit?” I handed Mu Lin the bag of persimmons. “I brought those for you, by the way. I know how you love ‘em.”

“Oh! Thanks, Chun!” she said, sounding genuinely appreciative as she looked inside the bag. She pulled one out and bit into it right away. “Mhmm, so good… anyway…she’s not really supposed to be here and having contact with me and stuff.”

“Why not?” 

“She’s kind of coaching me to pass the academy entrance exam. If I manage to score high enough to get in, her family is willing to sponsor me for citizenship. Then I can get free tuition. She may even be able to get me into her sect as an initiate.”

As much as I couldn’t get with the idea of joining a sect or becoming a citizen, I honestly felt happy for her and it sounded halfway normal as well. No martial tournament or cooking with wood and rocks. Like real civilization again. “That sounds like a pretty good opportunity actually.”

“It is, but it’s also one I shouldn’t have.”

“What do you mean?”

“Xi Xha works for the academy so if anyone found out she was even friendly with me, much less tutoring me, it could mean her losing everything. Normally I’d go to meet her somewhere more discreetly in the artisan district. But with my leg she decided to come here. I told her not to, because she’d just stick out like a sore thumb around here, but whatever, she came anyway.”

“Don’t you stick out like a sore thumb over there?”

“Hell no,” she said, lowering her brows at me. “I do have proper clothes, you know. I don’t dress like a bum like you and Lee all the time. But anyway, she insisted to still come because the exams are only a few weeks away. I just didn’t want anyone to see us together around here. It would look way too conspicuous her being in these parts. If word got back to the academy, I’d never forgive myself. So that’s why I was acting kind of nervous at the door.”

 “I see,” I said, nodding, but something else didn’t quite make sense to me either. “Why’s she doing all this?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean… it would probably make more sense if she actually was your girlfriend or something, but why’s Xi Xha taking such a risk to do this? To help you. Are you paying her or something?”

Mu Lin laughed with a mouth full of persimmon. “With what money?”

I shrugged. “Just finding it a bit hard to believe, that’s all. Cultivators aren’t usually known for looking out for their fellow man.”

She scrunched her brows together, looking almost offended. “Xi Xha’s not like that.”

“How do you know? How long have you even known her? And how’d you even meet anyway?”

“Look,” she said with a huff of agitation. “She came to teach a special class in Foundation school one day, like a year ago. I talked to her afterwards, told her I would love to do what she did and she said she could help me. And about six months ago she started doing just that. Helping me. That’s it.” She then rolled her eyes at me. “Not everyone’s a money-grubbing ahole like Sumatra, y’know?”

“Okay, okay, fine.” I raised my hands in surrender. “I just want you to be careful is all. Speaking of Sumatra though,” I said, eager to change the subject. “Have you heard anything from him lately?”

“Yeah, Lee popped by and said he’s acting really stressed out because there are enforcers there every day now. Not like before with just the spot checks every other month. He said Sumatra wants us back to work pronto because things are starting to get hectic. I told him I was going to need another week to rest. You seem to be doing okay though? Hells, you look even better than before you got beat up.”

“Yeah.” I stretched a bit. “Guess I’m a quick healer. Another week and I should be good to go too. Give old Lee a break.”

Mu Lin chuckled. “I’m sure he’d be glad to hear that.”

“Hey, there’s something else I was wondering if you could help me with,” I said.

“What’s that?”

I explained to her the issue I was having understanding the different tiers of the Foundation level and what it took to break through them. She responded by raising one of her thick brows at me. 

“Since when do you care about this stuff?”

“I’m trying to help a friend,” I said honestly, thinking of Yu Li. 

She shrugged. “Okay,” she said while adjusting her glasses. “First you need to understand there is a major difference between advancing between realms and advancing between tiers.”

“All right…”

“Realms are limited by breakthroughs. You physically can’t do anything of a higher realm until you reach that breakthrough point. But tiers are more fluid. You can essentially attempt to do anything within the 9 tiers of each realm, but you just might not be that successful at it until your gain experience, or enough Qi, or strengthen your body enough or whatever. But you can still do it. Or try to do it, anyway. Some people have been known to almost kill themselves trying something way too advanced for them.” 

“So why did people keep saying I was stuck on the 7th Tier?”

“Because you still are,” she said, and her tense made me realize that I had used the past tense by accident. “That’s as high as your natural ability took you. Here let me show you.” She then hopped up and grabbed a well-thumbed text from a small bookshelf on her wall. She flipped through the pages to some tables and showed them to me. 










	
Realm


	
Level/stage/Tier


	
Qi Cultivator 







	
Body Refinement


	
1st


	
Breathing Mastery





	

	
2nd


	
Muscle Refinement





	

	
3rd


	
Bone Strengthening





	

	
4th


	
Skin Hardening





	

	
5th


	
Organs Refinement





	

	
6th


	
Focus of Mind





	

	
7th


	
Meridian Opening





	

	
8th


	
Meridian Channeling





	

	
9th


	
Qi Perception





	

	

	




	
Foundation Establishment


	
1st


	
Qi Gathering





	

	
2nd


	
Qi Channeling





	

	
3rd


	
Qi Body Refinement





	

	
4th


	
Qi Mental Refinement





	

	
5th


	
Qi concentration





	

	
6th


	
Qi Manifestation (internal)





	

	
7th


	
Qi Manifestation (external)





	

	
8th


	
Qi Condensing





	

	
9th


	
Qi Hardening





	

	

	




	
Core Formation


	
1st


	
Core Formation





	

	
2nd


	
Core Body Refinement





	

	
3rd


	
Core Mental Refinement





	

	
4th


	
Core Density Refinement





	

	
5th


	
Inner Soul Detection





	

	
6th


	
Inner Soul Focus





	

	
7th


	
Inner Soul Refinement





	

	
8th


	
Inner Soul Projection





	

	
9th


	
Secondary Soul Germination










“These are all the realms and tiers up to the Core Formation realm,” she said while running over her finger over the tables. “Once you have a breakthrough and advance to the next realm, you have access to the abilities within that realm and can start training in any or all them. They call it breakthrough when you master one of the tiers but that’s just nomenclature. There is nothing physically separating them like how it is with the realms, so you don’t go through them sequentially.”

“Wait… so I could master 8th Tier before 2nd Tier?”

“Technically yes, but not really in practice. Not because you couldn’t attempt it. It’s because to do anything of the tier above, you usually need the skills of the tiers below it.”

I thought on that some more. “So, hypothetically, if my friend were to say just have broken into the Foundation realm. They could start Qi Body Refinement right away?”

“Well sure,” she said and then added with air quotes in a stupid voice, “‘your friend’ could do that but it just wouldn’t be very efficient, because to refine your body with Qi, you first need to a) gather it”—she pointed to the First Tier— “and then b) channel it.” She pointed to the Second Tier. “But in practice that’s what you’re supposed to do anyway. You focus on the actions of the highest-tier function you can manage, which naturally encompasses the actions of all the tiers below it. That way you progress faster with everything.”

I thought about that for a moment. 

Shit, she was right, I realized. I had been Frenzy body refining all along just by healing my arm using the [Pain soothes the Frenzied Flame] Technique. I was gathering Frenzy, channeling it to where I wanted it to go and then using it to enhance my physical form.

I couldn’t contain the smile on my face, so much so that it made Mu Lin frown.

“Why are you grinning like that?” she said, eyeing me warily.

“Hey, you mind if I borrow this for a bit?” I pointed to the textbook. “To help my friend?”

She rolled her eyes again. “You’re lucky you brought me persimmons. Go ahead. Just don’t lose it. It’s worth a lot.”

“I know.”

“And hey,” she said as she got up to let me out. “Xi Xha stays between us, okay?”

I smiled at her. “We got bigger secrets to keep than that.”

“Don’t remind me,” she said with a sigh. “See you later, Chun.”

I laughed at her joke and we said our goodbyes.  

As I walked out of her apartment building I was feeling like I was on cloud nine. I was already there. I was already doing it. I was strengthening my body with my Frenzy. I just needed to find a bigger source of Frenzy so I could do more of it. I knew there was a whole section on Body Refinement in the orb too, that I had skipped over earlier. But I could go back to it and focus on it in earnest now. 

I was so caught up in my own head that only when I felt the huge wall of rage coming from ahead of me, did I stop to look up. I had been wondering how to find more Frenzy, but it seemed the Frenzied Flame had already put some in my path. A smile came to my lips as I picked up my pace to meet my destiny. There, waiting for me at the end of the block was Master Hein.

 And about a dozen armed men.    

 





CHAPTER 13







  

First rule of engagement? I thought. Assert dominance.

That was the plan.

I casually unbuttoned my overcoat and let it fly open as I approached, showing off my still-bloodied bandages for all of them to see. Using [Your Rage is my Strength] I channeled into the hatred pouring off of Hein and began turning it into my own. It was nasty-tasting stuff and it felt like I could almost vomit from it, but once refined, Frenzy was Frenzy. 

I used it as I changed my step to take on the passive form of [Fear the Flame]. I wasn’t too sure how well it was working at first, but the closer I got, the more I could sense tiny pockets of fear start to exude from the other men in the group. 

Unfortunately there seemed to be a limitation on just how much I could target with [Your Fear is my Strength], but I focused on the closest two men to me that I could, and used my [Frenzied Flame] technique to convert their fear into even more Frenzy to keep both techniques going while still swaggering with [Fear the Flame].

I was grateful now for how much I had practiced these techniques over the last four days.  At the moment, I was juggling what I would have considered a mid-level workout. Whether I could keep my focus and fight while doing all this though…

…well, I guess we’ll see, my inner Berserker spoke to me with a leer. 

It was either time to fly or time to die.

I scanned over the men Hein had brought with him.

They all wore similar garb, simple pants and overcoats the same gray and black of Hein’s clan colors of whatever lower branch of the Silver Leaf Clan that he was. But they looked unkempt and undisciplined, all of them holding what looked like thick broomsticks in their hands. 

They were likely low-level outer disciple members or initiates from their sect. Little more than glorified thugs like those Fire Bird Sect members turned out to be, albeit many tiers lower than them in terms of strength. They were more like sect member wannabes right off the streets. And I supposed they would have to be to be falling directly under the authority of a youngster like Hein.

Still there were still a dozen of them and they had sticks and there was just one of me.

I smiled inwardly as I tried to recollect the complex activation of the [Odds Against Me] technique. This would be a great time to test it out.

“Chun, Chun, Chun,” Hein chided me theatrically in front of his crew. “So this is where you’ve been hiding? I paid your square a visit earlier and you were nowhere to be seen. Luckily one of my men spotted you running into that rat hole back there. I hope you’re not trying to avoid me.”

“Avoid you? Never. I just didn’t think you’d come back around for another punch to the face so soon.”

“Silence!” one of the men shouted and swung his stick at me.

I forced myself not to react to it, taking the full swing of the hit right to my side with [Indifference]. I managed not to wince from the pain but instead increased my smile as I channeled the flux of Frenzy right into further healing my wound. This must have pissed them off because six of them jumped in and started beating me with their staffs. I grimaced and grunted, taking the hits, shielding my head with my forearms. One of them hit me in the back of my legs and I buckled, falling to one knee. 

It hurt like hell as they continued to wail on me, but I was used to beatings and gauging from the force of their hits, these guys weren’t Foundation-realm cultivators…most of them probably weren’t even true cultivators yet at all. But I gladly sucked up all the Frenzy they gave me, cultivating it into my aching muscles and skin. When they finally backed off Hein came to stand over me, hands behind his back. 

“You do take very long to learn, don’t you, Chun?”

I used [Indifference] to keep my face neutral as I looked up at him. “So are we done here? Or did you come looking for me for a reason?”

He seemed put off by my direct questioning, and I could sense his anger as he paused, trying to formulate some kind of witty comeback perhaps. He eventually seemed to give up though and just said plainly, “I came to give you an opportunity to apologize to me.”

I chuckled. “Don’t expect that anytime s—”

“It won’t be now,” he cut me off. “And it won’t be here. As I told you before, This One’s station is above beating a wounded dog, like you.”

“So I guess theirs isn’t?” I said with a grin as I gestured to his now out of breath men with a jut of my chin. The comment went over the head of half of them, but a few I could see paused in thought, grimacing as they realized Hein had just insulted them as well.

“I will give you a month to fully heal before you face me,” Hein said, quick to move on. “In that time, I’d encourage you to reflect on your future and how you’d wish for it to unfold. If you are uncertain as to how it will unfold, then let me educate you now, Chun, in the future I see for you.”

“I’m all ears,” I said with a grin.

“One month from now I will visit your hovel of a square. There you and Yu Li, before the full assembly of your people, will prostate yourselves before me and apologize for your insolence and disrespect. Then your entire square will apologize to me and thank me for my patience and mercy for sparing your lives.” 

Fresh ire built within my soul, quickly flashing into Frenzy as it touched my inner Flame. I didn’t mind him messing with me like this, but pulling Yu Li and the rest of the neighborhood into it really got my blood boiling. The only thing that showed on my face however was a leering smile of [Indifference]. “Sounds like you’re setting yourself up for a big disappointment.”

“I warn you, Chun, that should you refuse to apologize, I would be within my right to beat you to death for disrespecting the authority of the Silver Leaf Clan. Do you understand me?”

I shrugged. “Sounds fair.”

He grimaced as I gave him another smile. 

“Gui Zu!” he shouted and a thick, muscular-looking guy with a goatee stepped forward. “Give Chun here a reminder of the date so he won’t forget. Something that should take a good month to heal.”

I chuckled as I slowly stood to my feet. “I’m glad you brought someone who looks like they can finally do some damage. Take your best shot, big man.”   

I grinned at him with a jut of my chin and the man, Gui Zu, became enraged. He rushed at me with a yell, using some kind of martial technique.

“[Wheeling Spin!]” he cried, twirling the staff behind his back for extra force and speed.

I didn’t try to duck as I saw the hit coming. 

I turned my head towards it instead, as if bored, stiffening my body with [Indifference]. Pain exploded through my jaw as I took the hit, the staff snapping in two with the force of the technique. My lip burst and blood flew. But I kept focus on my own technique, maintaining my form, not a reaction on my face. I spat out a piece of my tooth on the ground, using [Fear the Flame]. 

Gui Zu’s eyes went wide as fear exuded off of him. He looked at the broken stick and then back at my face, no doubt trying to figure out how I was still standing.

“Oh, you’re done?” I said as I casually took a step towards him. “Guess it’s [My Turn] then…”

As I said the words, I released the technique and all pain in my jaw subsided as an immense burst of Frenzy exploded inside me. I sent it with an uppercut straight to his chin, so fast that he didn’t even have a chance to raise the other half of his staff to block. My knuckles cracked under the force of the hit, but I lifted him right off the ground and sent him flying back behind the rest of his comrades ten feet or more. He hit the ground in a heap out cold or maybe even dead for all I knew… or even cared.

Huge amounts of fear began dripping off of Hein and the rest of his men as whispers of shock and disbelief rippled through their ranks. 

“What was that?”

“Is he a cultivator?”

“I think he killed Gui Zu with a single strike!”

“How? He’s just a mortal, isn’t he?”

I tasted both lemons and lemonade, some of them actually impressed and in awe of what I’d done. I sucked it all up regardless, replenishing all the Frenzy I had just released in that massive one-tap hit. I then stepped towards Hein and the bunch of them backed away from their master, moving in unison like a school of fish.  

“Let me tell you now, Master Hein, what’s actually going to happen in a month’s time.” I channeled my Frenzy into [Fear the Flame]. “When you show up for your apology as planned, and you will show up, you’re not going to get one. You’re going to get a punch to the face instead and end up like your man Gui Zu back there. Maybe you’ll even be dead, who knows? That’ll be up to how well your body is attached to your head. But this will be your future, no doubt. You can count on it.”

I could sense his insides quivering, reacting to my technique, producing even more fear.

“Now if you’re too chicken shit to face this destiny, I understand,” I continued. “So I’m going to give you one last opportunity to change it—by killing me right here and now, while you still can. In a month’s time you won’t be able to. So the choice is yours.”

I didn’t even need to sense the sudden anger rushing through him, the piercing glare in his eyes said it all. I stood unmoving as his hand flexed, wishing for his blade. But I had him in a checkmate and he knew it.

He’d already proclaimed in front of his men that he had given me a month to heal and to apologize to him. To go back on his word now and kill me defenselessly in cold blood would be a loss of face that would not only undermine his own word, but highlight his own cowardice, acknowledging that he was indeed afraid that what I said might come true. 

I waited a good half a minute and when he didn’t say or do anything, I nodded.

“Good…” I gave him a bloodied grin. “Glad to see you’re not as big a pussy as I thought you were, Hein. See you in a month.”

As I turned my back and walked away, his rage went off the charts. 








CHAPTER 14










My hand and jaw were begging for ice by the time I made it to the markets. I went to one of the more expensive fishmongers who could afford to buy the stuff from the artisan sects who controlled the precious commodity and asked if I could borrow a little. The woman had a look of revulsion when she saw my face and probably gave me the ice just so I could stop bleeding all over her catch.

I wrapped the ice in a cloth she gave me and pressed it soothingly to my jaw while also using [Pain soothes the Frenzied Flame]. My innards felt spent from all the channeling and I could feel my cot beckoning me. No more studying tonight, I thought. My body was calling the shots now and I had abused it for too long. But there was still one last piece of work I needed to do. I approached the tool smith from earlier and he had the same look of revulsion on his face as the fish monger.

“What did you do?” he said. “Try to rob someone to get the money?”

“Eh,” I mumbled with my busted jaw. “Was just setting a date for a future engagement.”

He furrowed his brow. 

“Nevermind. You said that axe was half a Tael. Only a week’s wage, right?”

“I told you I’m not staying here long. Especially not a week. Pay now or forget it. I’m done my rotation through the districts. I’m headed home tonight.”

“I’ll pay you with a week’s worth of work then.”

“Eh?”

“You heard me,” I said, borrowing a line from Threja’s vocabulary. “You’re a smith. You must have a furnace to run. A lot of wood that needs chopping. Maybe even a tree or two? Or some iron that needs lugging here or there?”

I probably could have found a dozen other ways to scrape together the half-a-Tael I needed to buy the axe, but I needed to obtain resources that went far beyond mere money now. I’d just signed a check I knew I couldn’t cash when it came to Hein. Not yet anyway. 

As annoying as the little punk was, he was still a Foundation Realm cultivator with years more experience than I had. More than that, he was a clan member in the Silver Leaf Sect, which meant he’d been trained in mystic kung fu since before he could even walk. Still, I was pleased that I’d stuck to my path. No backing down. Now all that was left to do was to gain the strength to back up my words and for that I needed opportunities that would provide me with the means to grow. 

“I’m not looking for an apprentice,” the man said.

“And I’m not looking to be a smith. I’m just looking for some hard labor to pay off the debt for obtaining that fine piece of Qi-steel right there.” I pointed to the axe. “So can you help me out?”

I focused what little Frenzy I had left into [Struggler’s Resolve].

I recalled its description in my memory and hoped it would work.




[Struggler’s Resolve] – the path of the Struggler is forever filled with tribulation. This technique will convert your Frenzy into an iron will of determination that even others can feel and see.  




After staring at him with it for almost a minute, he finally just threw his hands up and said, “Alright fine. My forge is in Misato Village, in the artisan district, right on the edge of the forest. I suppose I could use an early restocking of the lumber piles before winter sets in.” He then wrote something on a piece of paper and handed it to me. “Show that to the enforcers when you arrive. It’ll grant you permission to enter the district. Tell them you are looking for Master Edrik.”

I smiled and gave him a bow. “Thank you, Master Edrik. I’ll be there first thing in the morning.”




*	*	*




I knew something was wrong the minute I entered the square.

The normal amount of people were there, but it wasn’t lively, or at least not anymore. It looked like I’d just missed a party. But not the good kind. Food and splinters of wooden furniture lay strewn all across the ground. A few of the storefronts lining the square had their windows busted in and people were milling about as if in a daze. Then came the familiar sense of hate and fear as all eyes turned on me.

Something wet and slimy hit me on the back and I saw a rotten peach hit the ground next to my foot. I turned to see one of my neighbors, a black girl around Yu Li’s age scowling at me. 

“There he is! It’s him!”

The crowd riled up and began pelting bits of random crap at me while shouting in a fervor.

“Go apologize now!”

“You did all this to us, Chun!”

“Look! Hein must have beaten him already!”

“Apologize to Master Hein!”

“Apologize, you dumb bastard!”

Through the chaos, Yu Li found me, grabbing my arm. “Chun, look at this! They all hate us now!”

I noted then that even Yu Li was being pelted by the fruits and vegetables as she cradled Su Ling to her chest, the baby crying and adding more confusion to the chaos. I shielded them both as best I could as the physical and verbal assault continued.

“What happened?” I said. Although I didn’t really need to ask. I just needed confirmation. “Did Hein do all this?”

Yu Li scowled and then crouched down to pick something off of the tarmac. She thrust it into my hands and when I looked, I saw it was a printed leaflet.




Residents of D Block, Native Housing District 




In one month’s time, I shall return to this domain for an official apology from the two offenders, Chun and Yu Li, who have tarnished my honor and insulted my family. As a community, you shall, at noon, gather to witness this event and shall also apologize for harboring such insolent natives within your sect. Upon apology from all parties, I will be merciful and pardon these transgressions. Should any party fail to apologize, however, there shall be further consequences.




The merciful Master Hein of the Silver Leaf Clan




I laughed out loud the moment I finished reading. No wonder he’d been so pissed-off when I checkmated him. He didn’t just announce his ‘Apology Party’ to his men, he put it in writing and sent an invite to the whole damn square. “That ass went through the trouble of making flyers? No wonder it took him four days to come and—”

“Chun!” Yu Li nudged me with her elbow. “Are you even here right now? Look at all this. Look at what you’ve caused!”

I let out a sigh. Something else stirred within me as I endured my neighborhood’s collective ire. Sadness. As much as I was trying to do all this to protect them, they still couldn’t see past the fear and I couldn’t blame them. I’d done nothing to earn their trust as yet, but I would. 

I picked a table from off its side and jumped on top of it. 

It made me an even bigger target and the pelting increased.

“Hear me out!” I shouted to them. When they wouldn’t stop I converted some of that ire in the air into Frenzy and then repeated again with [Fear the Flame], “Hear me out, I said!” 

The result was immediate.

The pelting stopped and they all looked me like I was some kind of madman. And hell, maybe they were right. I then switched to [Struggler’s Resolve] to hopefully convey that what I was about to say next was indeed my word. 

“I know you’re all angry and maybe scared too,” I said. “But you’re right. What Master Hein did here today, was indeed all because of me.” And totally unacceptable, I wanted to add, but I didn’t want to take the speech in that direction. “I take full responsibility for what has happened. And as such, I will promise you this. I will on that day one month from now, be here to take full responsibility for everything. And when that day is over, I promise you that you will no longer bear the ire of Young Master Hein.”

The reception went about as well as I figured it would.

The curses and food throwing resumed along with a call for me to apologize right away. But it didn’t matter. I had made my proclamation and my path was now bound by my own word. I jumped off the table and landed next to Yu Li.

“Don’t worry about this. I got a plan.”

“A plan?”

“Best get Su Ling out of this mob,” I said, pushing her towards the safety of an overturned vegetable cart. “They’ll calm down eventually.”

I didn’t wait for her to respond and instead drew everyone’s friendly fire by throwing my hand into the air and waving to them with an asinine smile. The word Chun was spat out like a curse as I parted the crowd and made my way towards my apartment, enduring their insults with [Indifference] and shoring my mind with [Struggler’s Resolve].

I smiled inwardly at the abuse though. 

I’m on my way, Big Sis.

I’d found my first struggle on my path towards greatness. And with the amount of Frenzy I’d need to unleash to defeat Hein, I was probably going to need as much struggle as I could endure to keep the Demon in check.




*	*	*




After getting a quick wash in the communal bathroom, I crashed onto my cot and let the pain of the day finally sink in. My jaw felt like it was the size of a house and my body was on fire from all the pain. As I started to stiffen up, I thought I could feel just the tiniest bit of Frenzy still present within me. It wasn’t being generated by anything though, and yet there it was—a small flicker of Frenzy tucked away in the hidden Flame of my Dantian. I smiled. I realized I had just managed to take my first step towards Frenzy storage. It wasn’t much, but it was a start and one day, Flame willing, it would grow to become a solid core. 

The small progress filled me with a renewed vigor and somehow I got the energy to roll out of my cot and retrieved the orb. I know I’d already promised myself not to study tonight, but I just couldn’t help it. I had a full day of hard labor ahead of me, a neighborhood that hated me and a mid-tier Qi cultivator who probably wanted me dead.

I had to use every second I had to stay one step ahead. I found the section on Body Refinement and studied as much as I could before my eyes finally grew heavy and I drifted off into oblivion.  








CHAPTER 15










Master Hei Dong surveyed the interior field of the tournament grounds from atop the highest seating platform in the arena. Even this late in the day, the sunlight still seemed a sufficient source of lighting, not requiring the addition of Qi stones or lanterns. That would do well to cut down on cost. And it was not a bad view from here either, he supposed. The seats could perhaps fetch the price they were seeking, but he didn’t particularly like the way the field itself was shaped. It was a large rectangle instead of an oval. The primitive Terrans had built this place long ago to play a sport they called ‘football’ which ironically did not involve using one’s feet at all apparently, or so some mortal had explained to him once. 

Such idiocy, he thought. If Hei Dong were to have it his way, he would have demolished the entire structure and built a proper arena from the ground up. But time was limited now and the smaller yet more well-suited arena that they used for the local tournaments would not be large enough to house the crowds they anticipated. Throngs of cultivators from around the planet and perhaps even the core worlds would soon find their way here. 

He just prayed that the space would be sufficient.

As if to tempt his fate, a small skiff appeared over the lip of the stadium awning and hovered swiftly towards him. Three people rode atop it, but only one was of any significance at all. His heartbeat sped as the craft hummed to a stop before him and a gangway lowered for the passengers to disembark. 

Two mid-tier Core Realm cultivators stepped off first, the men dressed in simple black robes with jade trim. Just behind them came a woman of modest stature but of exquisite grace, elegance and beauty. Her silver eyes and hair matched her sparking robes and as she approached, Hei Dong fell to his knees to prostrate himself before her.

“Venerable sect elder,” he said. “This One is pleased that you have arrived.”

Lady Silver Tear gave only the slightest nod to acknowledge his greeting. “Arise nephew-in-law, there is no need to show such respect. We are not here on sect business now. You may address me plainly by my imperial office. We are here to discuss Dynasty matters, are we not?”

“Of course,” Hei Dong said, rising to his feet. He bowed again, bending deeply at the waist this time. “Apologies. This One welcomes you, Seventh Warden.”

“Thank you, Vice-Warden,” she said, addressing him by his imperial title as well. “Please, show me what you have prepared.”

Hei Dong went through the small speech he had rehearsed for hours, giving Lady Silver Tear an overview of how he envisioned the grand tournament would be laid out. From where the officials would be seated, to commoners and mortals and how each function of the event would be handled. “There will be teams of enforcers that I will train personally to assist with the event coordination. Each team will be overseen by an Imperial Guard. The common workers shall all be Silver Leaf Sect members of course.”

“Very well and the Qi stone projectors?” Silver Tear queried. “The Princess wishes to give an address from the capital to open the tournament.”

Hei Dong blanched. He had honestly given no thought to the devices at all. In the normal arena they were permanently affixed to the awnings, but here there were none. “Oh? Her majesty will be making an address?” he said, desperate to shift the focus of her question. “We are only hosting a preliminary round for the invitational event, are we not? I didn’t think the princess would go through the trouble.”

“Why do you think it is only via Qi projector?” she said as a look of irritation flashed across her face. “I’m certain she will visit the Eastern provinces in person.”

“No doubt,” Hei Dong said with an agreeable scoff, careful to show where his true allegiance lay. He then glanced at the skiff and had an idea. “At any rate, we shall be mounting the Qi projectors on skiffs. They will circle the arena slowly to give every spectator a good vantage.”

Silver Tear’s eyes lit up with a smile. “How very novel. I knew I could count on you to bring something special to this event, Vice-Warden.”

Hei Dong let only the smallest of smiles touch his lips but inwardly he grinned profusely. He was nothing if not clever. His ability to rise from a lowly outer disciple, to wooing and marrying one of Silver Tear’s great nieces to become not only an inner sect family member but now a Vice-Warden of the empire was a testament to that. But he had to work hard to keep his position. He was not gifted in martial talent like his wife, being a mere artisan and crafter, but his cunning and quick wit had seen him through many dangers and adversaries on his way to the top. Earning and maintaining Lady Silver Tear’s favor was now key to his protection and success.

“I aim to serve and please, Seventh Warden.”

“What of the concessions and preparation areas?”

“Perhaps I can show you from the air?” Hei Dong suggested, gesturing to the skiff.

She smiled, again looking pleased. Once boarded, one of her men worked the controls at the rear of the craft and took them high above the arena. Hei Dong cycled his Qi to maintain his balance, ensuring his footing with one of the rudimentary stance techniques. For Silver Tear and her retainers, the act was perhaps subconscious, but for a low-tier Core Realm cultivator and artisan like himself, Hei Dong needed to focus to not get swept from the skiff like some Qi-less mortal.

The vantage from the skiff gave a true depiction of the vastness of the city they had claimed. It still amazed Hei Dong that mere mortals had even built it. Still, it reeked of their mediocrity and there was nothing splendid nor beautiful about it. Merely functional. Perhaps in a century or so it would more resemble their home world of Utara. But there would be much work needed to remold this crude world to resemble Utara’s elegance.

Hei Dong actually looked forward to the challenge.

He pointed to the blocks of small buildings surrounding the arena. “We shall clear those areas and make stables to house the major sects. Any dignitaries will have private quarters available to them, for an additional fee of course. The major culinary sects will also have their own area designated for food preparation. Meals for the concession stalls shall be delivered to the stadium and stables alike, all from the same area. It should cut down on our costs considerably.”

Silver Tear nodded, seemingly impressed. “Sounds very efficient.”

“I have also ensured that all pricing will be in local currency. The vendors will accept silver and copper only. That way the foreign guests will be forced to convert their spirit stones at the money lenders. I estimate we shall earn a good return by doing so.”

“Excellent,” she said. 

“I also took the liberty of ordering 200,000 Taels of silver and 1 million Wen from the imperial bank to bolster the local currency supply. I expect to see much wealth in circulation once we fill this arena.”

“I hope so as well, Hei Dong.” She gave him a firm nod of approval before signaling for her men to return to the arena. 

Inwardly, Hei Dong breathed a massive sigh of relief. He had pleased her. His position and safety had once again been secured. As they approached the platform they had left, he spotted one of his men waving to the skiff with both arms.

It was a young steward he had put in charge of erecting the commoners’ stables. When the man saw who was on the skiff with him, his eyes shot open widely and he immediately fell to his face in a kowtow.

“One million apologies, illustrious sect elder!” the man said with his face to the floor. “This One would never have been so bold as to have gestured in such a brash manner had I been skilled enough to detect your presence from afar. This One begs your forgiveness.”

 As Hei Dong disembarked, he turned and was about to fall to his knees next to his subordinate to beg for forgiveness as well, but Silver Tear merely chuckled. “Arise, young one. You may thank your Master for your forgiveness today.” She then looked directly at Hei Dong. “His message seemed urgent. I hope it’s not a problem with the preparations.”

Hei Dong felt like pummeling the fool for his timing. Lady Silver Tear was just about to leave with a good report of the progress. He steeled himself for whatever the steward was about to say next. “What is it then? Why were you beckoning so?”

“Apologies again,” he said, rising to his feet. “It is your son, Master Hei Dong. He arrived below and asked to summon you urgently.”

“Oh?” Silver Tear said from behind him. “I hope it’s not something sect-related then.”

The steward shook his head. “I do not know, illustrious sect elder. He did not say.”

Hei Dong fumed inwardly, but he kept a nonchalant smile on his face. “I’m sure it’s just some childish matter, Seventh Warden. Hein is still but a lad, after all.”

“Ah yes, young Hein.” She smiled in a more familial way that put Hei Dong somewhat at ease. “That one always did have my niece’s temperament. How is she by the way?”

“Rhi is well, my lady,” Hei Dong said, addressing her more casually now as well, thankful for the shift in the conversation’s tone. “I will certainly give her your regards.”

“Please do. And your eldest? How is Fia? She must be old enough to take part in the senior matches by now.”

“You know her all too well.” Hei Dong smiled. “She is the image of her mother. She will be competing in the Gold Bracket this year.”

“I shall look forward to seeing her compete then. Hopefully she will slay many of her rivals. And some of our own,” she said with a grin. “In these times of peace, the tournaments are our only chance to openly decimate the other sects. Ensure she shows no mercy in the arena, Hei Dong.”

Hei Dong gave a bow. “She is her mother’s daughter. I needn’t say a thing.”

Silver Tear let out a sharp and callous laugh. “Very well. Do take good care of my niece now, Hei Dong. And her son. You know her temperament when it comes to the welfare of her precious baby boy.”




*	*	*




Hei Dong swelled with anger as he clambered down the steps of the arena to the vacant lot just outside. There waiting for him was his son and a dozen or so initiates, one of them lying prone in a wooden hand cart. 

“Hein!” he called sharply.

The boy straightened with alarm before dropping to one knee in a bow. The initiates followed suit, falling to both knees and pressing their palms to the ground. Hei Dong looked at the initiate in the cart. The man was still breathing it seemed, but unconscious, blood dripping from a mouth full of shattered teeth.

“What is the meaning of this!” he demanded. “You interrupted a very important meeting with the sect elder just now.”

“Apologies, Father,” Hein said. “But I needed to show you this immediately.”

“Show me what?”

“How weak these initiates are. Their incompetence has shamed me. I demand to have better representation of our sect accompanying me while I’m in public.”

The boy was making no sense at all. “What is it you mean?”

“A filthy, native mortal did this!” he shouted, gesturing to the man in the cart. “How can we allow such weakness to stand within our ranks, much less deign to act as my protection?”

“A mortal?” Hei Dong looked at the wounded man again. “How did this even happen? Where were you? Not in those slums again, I hope! I told you already to stop wasting time there!”

The boy’s face turned red with anger and wounded pride, no doubt shamed at being bawled at in front of the initiates. Hein raised his eyes in a glare. “Father, a member of our clan was assaulted. Be it by a mortal or not, it demands a response. But as it is but a mortal, it is far below your station to address this. I will deal with it personally. All that I ask is for your support.”

For a sliver of a moment, Hei Dong saw his own cunning reflected back at him in those dark eyes. He had no idea what Hein was really up to and frankly he was far too busy to care. It was probably a squabble over some lowly native whore or something. Whatever it was he had no time for it. “What is it you want of me, Hein?”

“Allow me permission to punish these initiates for their failure by dismissing them all,” he said. “And then allow me to command but two of my sister’s disciples in their stead.”

The initiates couldn’t contain their gasps of shock, but they remained obediently on their knees. Hein was indeed his mother’s child, Hei Dong thought. Born into privilege and power. But Hei Dong had to work for his. It was only a few short decades ago that he had been the one on his hands and knees awaiting the words of a master who would soon decide his fate.

“Come with me,” he said. 

He led Hein away from the men, far out of earshot. The boy looked furious, but he was getting far too old to be sulking like a child. It was time he had some instruction. 

“Young Master Hein,” Hei Dong addressed him formally. “The initiates and outer disciples of this family were put under your charge. Their failure is a reflection of your own incompetence as a leader.”

Hein’s mouth fell open as if he’d been slapped in the face.  

“You have clearly been too soft on them, or not been paying attention to them at all. You must learn wisdom if you are to command men and derive the best from them. You wished to dismiss them all just now, but you do not throw out an entire pot of rice for a few burnt grains. Heed me now. This is what you shall do.”

“Yes, Father,” Hein said, casting his eyes to the ground.

“When the wounded man awakes, punish him severely in front of the others for the embarrassment he has caused. And then dismiss him. But him only. Say to the others that you have decided to show mercy and will give them a second chance. This will bolster their fear of you and will cause them to work ten times harder for your approval. This will in turn improve their performance and themselves.”

A sly grin came to Hein’s face, seeing the logic. “You are very wise, Father. Thank you. But…what of my sister’s men? Surely you can make her spare at—”  

“I will allow you only one,” Hei Dong said. “And you shall receive the very worst of her disciples.”

“The worst?” He looked indignant.

“Yes,” Hei Dong said. “Your sister will agree to this because it will also give her an opportunity to openly humiliate and punish the weakest of her disciples by demoting him to your charge. As with your group, it will cause her remaining disciples to fear her more and incentivize them to better themselves to avoid a similar punishment. She may even thank you for the opportunity.”

Hei Dong felt that familiar sense of satisfaction as his cunning turned a small problem into a significant means of strengthening the sect. It was maneuvering such as this, that allowed him to cripple, oust, and even assassinate rivals far more skilled with a blade than he. He had won Rhi’s affections and hand in marriage that way. He wondered if Hein would ever develop this same cunning, like his sister had, or if he would remain a mere simple-minded brute like his mother. 

“Thank you, Father,” Hein said with a bow while grinning. “This will do for now.”

Hei Dong grimaced. The little brat was beyond spoiled. 

 “Get out of my sight,” Hei Dong said coldly, reinforcing that this was discipline and instruction he was administering, not pandering affection like Hein was used to receiving from his mother. “Never disturb me with this trivial native commoner nonsense again. I am far too busy for it. Interrupt me again and the punishment administered shall be your very own.”  

  








CHAPTER 16







 

The next day I was up and out the door before dawn.

I skipped getting breakfast in the square to avoid another one-sided food fight and sat down for a bite to eat in the central market instead. I sacrificed a few more coppers for a thick bowl of noodles and a pork bao, wolfing them down before the sun came up.

The artisan district was about ten miles away and I decided to try and jog it despite my full stomach. It was a mistake. By half a mile my side was cramping and I felt like throwing up. I pushed on regardless and used my new-found well of stored Frenzy to send some energy to my side and legs.

The result was amazing. 

My pain subsided instantly and I found I could almost hold a sprint for a minute. But as soon as the Frenzy depleted, I was back to holding my side and walk-running again. I stopped every now and then to catch my breath and after about two miles, I guess my food had digested well enough so that I could run somewhat normally again, with only a slight pain in my side. I was actually surprised at how good I felt overall. The massive amounts of Frenzy I had channeled into healing my wounds must have lingered while I slept or something, because although my side hurt from my cramping stomach, the pain from the gash in my side was nearly gone and even my busted lip didn’t look too bad. 

I tried using my memories of Hein to stir my Frenzied Flame and produce more Frenzy, but just like before, memories could only do so much. I even tried using the pain from the stitch in my side, but it seemed self-inflicted pain was no good either. Still my Frenzy seemed to refill after about ten minutes or so and I rewarded myself with another burst of sprinting.

I then gave up trying to brew my own Frenzy and instead just eased into a slow jog and set my mind to recalling what I had studied the night before. It did wonders to take my mind off the discomfort in my side as I recalled the chart outlaying the various stages of progression for Frenzy Body Refinement. Similar to normal Body Refinement, there were various categories and different stages to each. With my Mental Focus I envisioned them in my mind as I ran through the mostly deserted streets towards the artisan district.










	
Body Refinement Category


	
Stages


	
Description







	
Muscle Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases your passive casual strength and your ability to do damage through Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you will have the strength of ten men. At 5th stage you are able to snap iron as easily as twigs in your palms. Train by infusing Frenzy with strenuous exercise. 





	
Reflex Sharpening


	
I to V 


	
Increases the swiftness at which your body moves and reacts. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can snatch arrows out of the air. At 5th stage you are able to run faster than a swallow and move a blade quicker than the eye can see. Train by infusing Frenzy into quick attacks and actions which test your speed and coordination.





	
Body Hardening


	
I to V


	
Increases the durability and hardness of your skin and bones. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can resist flames and the blows of dull objects. At 5th stage your body has become as strong as iron and can resist most blades and even arrows. Train by using Frenzy to mend your broken skin and bones. 





	
Internal Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases the body’s ability to withstand prolonged exertion, toxins and the strain of high-level Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can consume strong spirits without intoxication. At 5th stage your body can utilize multiple techniques at once without ill effects. Train by using Frenzy to mitigate the effects of toxins and by performing techniques that use high bursts of Frenzy. 










Just looking at how much I had to grow was both daunting and exhilarating. I also realized that I was probably playing with fire by using some of those techniques I’d used yesterday when I faced off against Hein. I nearly broke my hand when I punched that Gui Zu guy with [My Turn]. It meant I would need to focus on Body Hardening as well as Muscle Strengthening if I wanted to put my full damage potential to use. But Internal Strengthening seemed just as important. In fact, according to the orb it was one of the limiting factors to everything. Unlike Qi cultivation which relied mostly on stored Qi to be used for techniques, Frenzy could be produced instantly and used in vast quantities regardless of storage. The drawback of course was you usually needed to be in a life or death situation to generate that kind of Frenzy. But the limit to how much Frenzy you could wield was really up to what your body could take.

I was lucky I didn’t end up breaking my arm or worse punching that guy. But the thought of that made me only more eager to get to training and to progress. I had a date with Hein in a month and I figured I’d need to reach at least 3rd stage in all the categories to stand a fighting chance.

The scenery changed considerably when I reached the edge of the artisan district. City blocks and burnt-out cars were replaced with well-manicured orange-blossom trees and winding paths as I entered what used to be a park. A group of enforcers stopped me at the gates, but after showing them the letter from Master Edrik, they let me go after threatening me with their bamboo clubs and warning me not to make any trouble.

Punk-ass enforcers, I thought. But the tiny bit of indignation that stirred within me, caused a little flicker of Frenzy to surge. I grinned and quickly diverted into another sprint, training my Reflex Sharpening ability once again.

I headed in the direction Master Edrik had told me, northeast towards the edge of the district, which was bordered by a large forest. The forest itself was still under the protection of the barrier, but as I gazed on it from afar, it looked as thick as the forests in the wilds. Small houses made in traditional Yee architecture dotted the area, each of them seeming to run a small industry of some kind.

One house clearly belonged to a potter by the number of urns and jugs on the lawn, another had a small farm growing what I think were spirit herbs. There were bright flowers and things that looked like lemon grass and rosemary. I waved to the young woman working the field, but she gave me a distrusting look. She then quickly looked away and went back to tending her crops. She began pushing a plough that would likely have needed two oxen to drag through the earth, but she did so all on her own, moving it with ease.

I had to admit, cultivators were amazing at some things. It was no wonder they didn’t need machines, factories, and AI like we did in the past. A cultivator working as a farmer could probably produce in a month what normally took a whole year. Not only could they use their Qi to push a plough faster than a tractor like that woman did, but they could use it to speed the growth of the crops as well.

Too bad most of them are assholes, I thought. A Qi-based society could be pretty amazing if they believed in things like basic dignity, fairness, and human rights. I laughed at myself. Since when did I become a social activist? Besides, these people had existed like this for over 14,000 years. They were beyond changing, probably beyond saving too. 

I passed through a small village square next, where many of the artisans were setting up stalls to sell their goods. The people there were surprisingly a mixture of ethnicities and cultures. While most were still Yee, there were also humanlike races from other worlds, like the tall tan- skin Dharmians and even some from Sumatra and Threja’s home world. Most distinctive however were the Naja people who looked human but had cat-like ears. They made up at least a quarter of the crowd of a few hundred or so people in the market.

I drew quick stares; my ratty clothes and thickening beard probably pegged me for a native right away. Maybe the busted lip too. While no one was overly offensive to me, they weren’t quite friendly either, staring at me with a confused sort of interest, as if to say, “who let you in here?” 

I sampled the air with my Flame and caught the slightest sense of fear amidst their mild disdain. Using [Indifference] to keep my head straight, I quickly converted it into more Frenzy to apply towards my gains. I thought then that it probably wasn’t surprising that most of the people here were of the ‘conquered’ variety. Just like Yu Li, being simply gifted as a cultivator was no guarantee into the martial sects. And most people didn’t want to follow that path of brutality anyway. It was far easier to become an artisan’s apprentice and earn your way into one of the crafting sects instead.

 I stopped to ask a Naja man where I could find Master Edrik and after looking initially surprised that I had spoken to him, he flicked his ears and then pointed in a general direction. “Edrik’s place is beyond the end of this path. Keep going till you reach the forest. You can’t miss it.”

After thanking him with a bow, I performed another quick jog and true to what he’d said, just beyond the village square, which was in a sort of cul-de-sac, I found a small dirt trail and followed it to a stone-walled house with a smoking kiln in its front yard.    

The distinctive ring of hammering metal filled the air as I approached and there in the dusty front yard was Master Edrik, pounding away at a glowing piece of steel atop an anvil. As he worked the material, his eyes seemed to glow with a faint light of their own and I noticed with each strike of the hammer there was more than just natural sparks flying. If I could detect Qi, I’m sure it would be pouring out of him.

“A man of your word,” he said without looking away from his work. “You’re here early. Good. Lysa! Bring the axe!”

A moment later a woman appeared from inside the house, brandishing the axe in both hands. She appeared middle aged, but still quite youthful, with a head of thick dark hair and sparkling blue eyes. She handed me the axe while giving me a warm smile. “Here you are, son.”

“My wife will show you what to do,” Edrik said, still focused on his work. “That axe has a spring attached to it, by the way. That means, it stays here at the end of the day. You give me a good week’s work, and it’s yours to take home at the end. Fair deal?”

“Fair deal. Thank you, Master Edrik.” I bowed again.

“This way, ah… what was your name?” the woman, Lysa, asked.

“You can call me Chun,” I said. “Where do I start?”  

Lysa showed me to the back of the house where a bunch of thick logs were placed sloppily next to an old stump. Just behind it was a lean-to that was only a quarter filled with split firewood.

“Have at you,” she said with a playful smile, nodding to the logs. “You can fell another tree from the forest if you run out.” She then leaned closer with a whisper, “And thanks by the way. Edrik likes to do damn near everything himself, but a little extra help around here would do wonders.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said, giving her a smile.

When she left, I couldn’t help but think how nice she was, and how lucky Edrik was to have found such an attractive wife. I hoped I’d get so lucky one day. I grabbed a thick log and placed it on the stump. I had chopped my fair share of firewood in my life, but this time I was going to do it in flair.

It was time to cultivate my Frenzy.




*	*	*




I chopped wood for three hours straight. 

The axe was as light and sharp as Edrik had claimed and it made short work of the logs, but I wasn’t focusing on production. I was instead channeling whatever stored Frenzy I had into my blows. I’d go in savage bursts of about a minute at a time before the Frenzy ran out and then I’d have to chop normally while I tried to focus on mere memories to fill my small well of Frenzy back up. 

It was admittedly not as productive as I was hoping it would be, but it was doing something. When I had split enough logs, I carried as many as I could at a time to the lean-to, using Frenzy to build my muscles. It was slow going in terms of cultivation though. I had to work normally for ten minutes waiting for more Frenzy to build, just to get a minute of cultivation in. I started trying different ways to try and generate the Frenzy. I tried to think of the log as my enemy, painting it with Hein’s face in my mind. While it was satisfying to some extent, it still wasn’t generating much Frenzy. 

I was starting to understand now why cultivation took so long, especially for Qi cultivators. While their energy source was always present, they had to wait days for their Qi reserves to fill before they could perform techniques, or so Mu Lin’s textbook had explained anyway. I at least had the ability to generate and use massive amounts of energy. I just needed the right catalyst. Unfortunately, Edrik and his wife were turning out to be too nice to help me in that category.

A few minutes later, as if to prove my thoughts, Lysa came out of the house with a sweating glass of ice water mixed with lemon slices. “Thought you might be thirsty.”

“Thanks,” I said, taking it from her. The cool water, hinted with fresh lemon and sweetened with what tasted like honey, was just the kind of thirst quencher I needed. I let out a sigh of satisfaction after gulping nearly the whole thing down. “This really hits the spot. Thanks again.” 

“You work very fast,” Lysa said, surveying my progress. “And you’re welcome.”

As she smiled at me, I started to taste lemonade again, but it wasn’t coming from the glass. As I saw the way she was staring at me, I took a risk and decided to test something out. Slowly I began undoing my shirt. “Sure is hot out here. I need to cool down.”

I’d always been pretty slimly built, but after cultivating for the last week and healing myself with Frenzy, I noticed that I was getting pretty cut. I did a little flex and gave her a smile as I handed her back the empty glass and sure enough there was another burst of lemonade again.

Holy crap… I thought. Was I turning the old girl on? 

Okay, so maybe it was a little pathetic to farm Frenzy by getting Mrs. Edrik’s motor running. But hell, I could tell she wasn’t really interested in me like that. This was more like her looking at a fireman’s pinup calendar or something. And heck, maybe I could pay old Edrik back in more ways than one by doing so. 

I used [Your Fear is my Strength] to generate a good portion of Frenzy and quickly channeled it into my muscles. I then had another idea. 

“Time to speed this up,” I said, giving her a wink. 

Lysa cocked her head at me quizzically. 

I took two logs and stacked them on top of one another.

I then hefted the axe onto my shoulder with [Struggler’s Resolve], mimicking the way Threja used to carry her sword. Then with a yell I leapt into the air and channeled my Frenzy into a swift downward strike. 

[Two-Log Chop!], I thought in my head.

The axe split the logs with a massive thwack! sending splinters flying.

Lysa let out a yelp of shock which quickly turned into a squeal of delight as she clapped her hands together for me, lemonade flowing like a waterfall. I lapped it up as I performed a little bow and gave her a cocky smile. 

She then gave me a mischievous grin. “Can you do it again?”

I spent the rest of the afternoon entertaining Lysa with my over the top antics, using the Frenzy she gave me to train both my reflexes and my strength as I performed chop after chop. After all the screaming, even Edrik came around to see what all the fuss was about. He was much harder to win over, but after pulling off my first three-log chop, he eventually gave me a little chuckle before heading back to his anvil. 

By the end of the day the wood pile went from a quarter to a third full.

“Looks like you might have to start taking down some trees soon,” Edrik said as I handed him back the axe. “You did a good job. Come the same time tomorrow.”




*	*	*




I left early again the next morning, but this time I was smart enough to run on an empty stomach and got breakfast once I had reached the artisan’s square. I’d gotten a good night’s sleep too, after spending only a couple hours studying right after having a meal with Yu Li and Su Ling. Yu Li was still upset by the whole apology thing, but I reassured her that it was all going to be fine.

By the time I reached Edrik’s place I saw that my inclination might have been right. The two were beaming and Lysa kept giving Edrik constant pecks on the cheek that he pretended not to like. I chuckled when I saw it. Such a cute and happy middle-aged couple—they reminded me of my parents a bit.

I set to chopping wood and again focused on honing my reflex and strength by chopping multiple logs at a time. With a small but steady flow of Frenzy thanks to Lysa’s cheerleading, I found myself able to work faster and faster, chopping more wood and carrying more weight with each load. By the end of the second day the lean-to was half full. By the third day three quarters. In between chopping wood, I helped with other chores around the house. Moving large baskets of ore for Edrik. Digging a new foundation for an expansion to the house that he hadn’t gotten around to yet. I was dog tired by the time I jogged home each night, but after a few hours of study and a good night’s rest I woke up completely rejuvenated again.

By the fourth day I’d run out of logs to chop and had to set about getting some more.   

After gaining some Frenzy from Lysa, by moving around some baskets of steel with my shirt off, I then headed into the forest to quickly use it before it dissipated. I had decided the night before that I was going to teach myself a new technique, which I was tentatively calling [One-Cleave Chop].

Maybe it was kind of a stupid name, but like the log thing it was just a literal description of what I was planning to do. I planned to focus on being able to fell a tree in a single two-handed cleave. I started with small saplings that I knew I could cut down easily, building my swinging technique and confidence.

I then found a small tree that was about three inches thick. 

“[One-Cleave Chop!]” I shouted with Frenzy and my axe went clean through.

I felt a little burst of accomplishment by doing that.

From across the distance at the house I heard clapping coming from Lysa.

I laughed. She was too far away for me to gather any Frenzy from her, but her encouragement was enough for me to try a bigger tree. I one-chopped about three more about the same size, and then managed to chop one down that was about 4 inches before finally spotting a tree that was as thick as a telephone pole. Could I do it? I wondered. I thought about it for a bit before deciding that it was way too big and started instead looking for a smaller tree.

Something strange happened then.

I felt something inside me diminish. 

Like my Flame had been suddenly quenched with a bucket of water.

What the hell…?

I looked back at the bigger tree again and suddenly felt my Flame reignite.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. Did I just subconsciously make the tree a challenge I couldn’t back down from?

I looked at how thick it was. Maybe four or five of those massive chops and I could do it. But one? I shook my head and immediately felt my Flame diminish again. Ah screw this. I started to walk away and the feeling grew even worse. 

What am I doing?

I looked back to the house and saw Lysa eyeing me in anticipation. Damn, I had an audience too. I couldn’t back down now. I walked back to the tree with my axe on my shoulder. I recalled Shura 247.

“Remember, oh kindled,” I recited the verse aloud. “A Berserker’s courage comes not from his confidence in victory, but of his disregard for defeat.”

I squared up on the tree, not caring if I succeeded or not. But I sure as hell was not going to back down. Still the tree was thick and the [Odds were Against Me]. As I thought the phrase, I opened my meridians in the sequence of the technique and suddenly from nowhere a huge rush of Frenzy burst from within me. 

I let loose a feral cry as I spun with the axe.

“[One-Cleave Chop!]”

My entire body screamed in pain as my blade hit the bark. Time seemed to freeze as every bone in my arms seemed to break. Then in a sudden burst of heat and energy, the axe drove straight through the tree trunk with a sudden explosive Bam! Wood splintered and flew, the sound as loud as a thunderclap.

I stood shakily, my feet still moving with the momentum of my swing. A loud creaking sound filled the air as the huge trunk began to tilt and fall. My heart was pounding as loud as Edrik’s hammer in my ears and I felt lightheaded. I looked to Lysa and saw her starting at me in shock, before suddenly jumping up and down, clapping her hands in glee. Residual Frenzy surged through my body, suddenly making my stomach feel sick.  

I tried to hold my axe triumphantly in the air as the world darkened. Blood then filled my mouth and nose as every organ in my body seemed to explode. I vomited noisily on the ground as my legs gave way.

The last thing I remembered seeing was the expression on Lysa’s face change from elation to fright as the tree and I fell together as one.








CHAPTER 17










I awoke groggily to Lysa and Edrik standing over me. 

“Are you crazy, boy?” Edrik glared down at me, blue sky and clouds playing backdrop behind him. “Looks like you damn near killed yourself. Tree almost fell on you too.”

“Oh, yeah…?” I croaked, my mouth still full of blood. I leaned to the side and spat it out. “Sorry.”

“Come let’s get you inside,” Lysa said. “I don’t know how you did that, but you fainted something awful. Have you eaten much today?”

“Yeah, I had some breakfast.”

I looked over my shoulder and saw the thick tree trunk lying not a few feet from me. I wasn’t quite sure who won the battle, me or the tree—maybe it was more of a tie. 

“Must not have been enough,” Lysa said. “Come on. Get into the house. Now.”

I followed her orders and after cleaning me up a bit, Lysa sat me at a table and then popping into her kitchen and returned with a bowl of stew and some bread. When I tasted the stew, it was like heaven in my mouth. Savory and spicy and filled with chunks of meat, I gulped it down, realizing I hadn’t eaten something that tasted this good in ages. Maybe there was even Qi in it. After I’d finished, I felt ten times better and my body complimented the meal with a large burp.

“Excuse me,” I said. “Lysa, that was wonderful. Thank you.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

My eyes grew suddenly heavy then and I felt like passing out again. 

“Let’s get you a nap,” Lysa said and before I knew it, she’d led me to the living room and tucked me into a small cot next to the fireplace. I stared for a moment at the flickering flames, my freshly cut wood being put to use.

 I was out in seconds.

 When I awoke sometime later, the embers in the fireplace were just barely glowing and from the window it looked to be late afternoon outside. Both Lysa and Edrik were there, sitting in comfortable-looking rocking chairs sipping from steaming mugs of what I imagined was tea.

“There he is,” Lysa said with a smile. “How are you feeling, love?”

I sat up, half wondering where I was. I only briefly took notice of everything before in my stupor, but now looking at their living room it was like being transported back in time, to an Earth 12 years ago. The furniture looked all hand crafted and made to a more western design, like something you’d expect to find in a log cabin. Landscape portraits hung on the walls and the wood floor was covered with a thick and cozy rug. I stretched and all the pain I’d felt earlier was gone. 

“I’m feeling great to be honest,” I said. “Sorry for passing out like that. Don’t know what came over me.”

“Yep, trying to chop a tree down in one go will probably do that to you,” Edrik said with a chuckle. He then squinted at me. “I didn’t take you for a cultivator at first, but you must be to have done that.”

I should have known this would catch up to me eventually. I probably shouldn’t have tried to push my limits in front of Lysa, but the path was the path. “I’m not really,” I said as honestly as I could. “My friend lent me a book and I was just trying something out. Probably shouldn’t have.”

I gave a smile and they laughed. I wasn’t sure if they believed me or not, or if they simply didn’t care. Either way that’s all they mentioned of it, and I was glad for that. We chatted a bit more over some tea and I asked about the furniture and even the food. Lysa told me she made it all herself, crafted it in the traditions of their homeworld which was a place called Ulm. It had been renamed of course, and was home to some other Yee Princess now. I found that they had bounced between several cultivation worlds before finally settling down on Earth about eight years ago. 

“Master Edrik,” I said after a while, “tell me something. How is it you’re able to live like this?”

He raised a bushy eyebrow at me. “How do you mean?”

“Like you don’t seem to worry about following the culture of the dynasty at all. You’ve kept your own. How is that?”

“It’s not easy,” Lysa said. “You’ve got to be willing to sacrifice.”

“How so?”

“Well, we wouldn’t be able to live like this in the imperial city,” Edrik said.

“The imperial city?” It was the first time I’d heard that term. 

He pointed to the sky. “Up there. As a citizen that’s where we’re all supposed to be. But if you’re willing to give up some luxuries you can live a simple life according to your own code. Own your own land. Cost us damn near everything to buy this plot, but it was worth it for us.”

I nodded and thought about my own situation. “That doesn’t seem possible for me. For any of us.”

Lysa gave me a sympathetic frown. “I’m sure it’s hard for you and your people. It’s been well over a century for us now, so those old wounds are long since closed, but trust me when I say it. It will get better with time. And I’m sorry we had to come to your world to do it, but coming here has given us hope for rebuilding some of what we lost on our own. I’m sure you can too in time.”

A bit of ire stirred within me. “I don’t think I can settle for that.”

“What do you mean?” Lysa said.

“I mean I want it all back,” I said.

Edrik laughed. “What?”

“You heard me,” I said, making the vow more to myself than to them. “I’m going to take it all back one day.”

Edrik looked at me strangely as if not sure if I was being serious or not. Finally, he just laughed. “Ah, the invincibility of youth. You keep that spark for as long as you can, son. Whatever you need to believe to get you through.”

I chuckled. “I’ll certainly try.”

But I had more than a spark. 

I had a Flame.

And I was going to do more than just get through. 

I was going to succeed…or die trying.




*	*	*




I finished the tea and took another glance out the window. There was still plenty of daylight left. “Well, I think I’ve rested enough,” I said. “Time to get back to work.”

“Why don’t you take it easy for today,” Edrik said. “Go home, rest up, finish off tomorrow.”

He was probably making sense, but somehow from that brief rest and food I was feeling better than ever. I stood and felt like I could go on for hours. I wondered then if I’d just had a breakthrough of some kind. The thought made me eager to get back to my axe to find out.

“No, I’m good,” I said. “Plus, I owe you for sleeping on the job.”

They laughed with me as I cracked the joke and then I made my way back outside. Grabbing the axe, I headed back to the tree and began hacking it into man-sized logs about six feet long. There seemed to be a bit more Frenzy stored in my Dantian than there was before and when I used it to pick up the log, it felt as light as a pillow on my shoulder. 

“Holy shit,” I said. I must have reached stage two of my Muscle Strengthening or something. Even the smaller logs I had been chopping before felt heavier than this. And this was at least five times their size. I lugged the giant logs back to the house two at a time, enthused by my new-found strength.

I then went to work, breaking the logs down into smaller ones, before finally chopping them into firewood. I practiced my homemade axe techniques with each one and sure enough I was cutting even faster than before, my reflexes perhaps at stage two now as well. When I regained some Frenzy I tried a [Three-Log Chop] technique on the thick tree trunk and managed to cut it over halfway.

Definitely stronger, I thought. But it wasn’t mere physical strength either, it felt like I could actually put more Frenzy behind my techniques as well. I thought back to the excruciating pain I’d felt after executing the [Odds Against Me] technique and wondered if I’d increased my Internal Strengthening level as well. Something was different for sure. But I wasn’t going to attempt another [One-Cleave Chop] anytime soon. 

Maybe I should have called it [One-Chop Cleave]? I thought absently. Yes, that had a better ring to it. 

“[One-Chop Cleave],” I decided with a nod.  

I went back to the forest to harvest more trees when the logs ran out. I chopped them normally, without the use of Frenzy and even with my casual strength and speed I was making short work of the job. As I worked my mind wandered and I thought about what Edrik and Lysa had said about being able to carve out your own destiny. If their lives were any example, it certainly wasn’t something to scoff at. They seemed at peace and comfortable. For me, it was almost like being with normal people again.

“Own my own land,” I pondered to myself. 

I thunked my axe into a log and sat down next to it to contemplate the idea for a while. Owning my own land and living free and peacefully like Edrik and Lysa was certainly appealing, but it wouldn’t get me to my goal. Still there was an idea there that might lead me closer to it. To buy land would cost a ridiculous amount of money, but amazingly I had that already. The lightning core had to be worth over a thousand spirit stones. Maybe even more. With that much money, I could buy the whole of D block from our fat landlord, Li Fet, and maybe even Mu Lin’s block too. 

It could be a start for us.

As a people, living in our own way, on our own land again.

But there were a few problems too. One, I had no idea how to offload a hot commodity like the lightning core. The world of cultivators was a cut-throat one and that was when they were acting above board. To dip into the seedy underworld of black markets and criminal cultivators was to venture into the dangerous and unknown.

My Flame, not surprisingly, flickered brightly at the idea.

But even if I did manage to hawk it without ending my journey prematurely, I couldn’t just buy the land from Li Fet. Not without becoming a citizen first. I released a dreaded sigh as I fumbled in my overcoat pockets and found the crumpled-up flyer for the Tournament of Mortal Champions. I had loathed the idea of joining the dynasty before. 

It was against my very principles and ideals.

But perhaps it was time to become more strategic. I couldn’t just fight my way to the top. At least not yet. Not until I became as strong as Threja, or stronger even. Till then, I had to play the game and get wins where I could. And having a place to truly call our own would be a start to reclaiming the Earth.

I checked in with the Flame. 

It seemed to like the idea.

I was still on my path. 

I focused on the flyer again and formulated a new goal. Defeating Hein was now just the warmup. 

I had a tournament to win.




*	*	*




When I resumed work, I had a new vigor. I had so much to accomplish and seemingly so little time. My mind was moving so fast formulating ideas that I didn’t even realize how much work I’d done until I packed away the latest batch of chopped firewood and realized the lean-to was now full.

I let Edrik know and when he came by to have a look he let out a long whistle. “I have to admit. When I gave you the job I didn’t expect you to get but half of it done. Looks like I’ll be set for two winters now.”

I chuckled, handing him the axe. 

“You keep it,” he said. “The day is done and so’s the job.”

“I still got a day left.”

Edrik smiled and patted me on the back. “We’ll call it a bonus. Come wash up and have supper with us before you go.”

Lysa put on a spread like I’d never seen before. There was more of the lovely stew, plus some grilled pork to go along with more of her freshly baked bread. Edrik then cracked open a bottle of homemade cider, that was fizzy and had a hint of both apples and pears. We laughed and talked while we enjoyed the meal and for the first time in years it felt a bit like home again. I asked if they had any children and they had not just children, but great-grandchildren now spread all over the empire. It was a bit mind boggling to think of it like that, but when you could live hundreds or thousands of years, a family never truly died, it just got bigger and bigger. I suppose that was also why the dynasty had to simply keep expanding. If people didn’t die naturally then what other option was there than to simply grow and grow.

We finished up with a freshly baked pie filled with nuts and raisins and when we were done, Lysa gave me a piece to take with me wrapped in a napkin. 

“You take care of yourself, son.” She gave me a warm hug as I stood at the door to depart. “You come back to visit anytime. We’d love to have you.”

“Thanks so much, both of you. You have no idea how much you’ve truly helped me.”

They really had, too. I’d managed to cultivate and break through to new tiers of power, I’d found a new purpose to better accomplish my goal, but most importantly I’d met them, people who made the world worth living in again. I vowed to myself to seed the same kind of peace once I took back the Earth. 

But I had a heck of a long way to go before then.

“Here you go,” Edrik said and pressed something in my hand. “Another bonus.”

When I looked, there was a crescent-shaped lump of silver in my palm. “A full Tael?”

“I figured you did about three weeks of work, so with the axe, I say we’re square.”

“Master Edrik, thank you so much!” I gave him a bow of respect but he didn’t return it. He instead held out his hand and grabbed me by the wrist when I extended my own in kind.

“This is our custom,” he said with a firm grip. “You take care of yourself, lad. And if that blade ever needs sharpening, or if you need any smithing done, you know where to come.”




*	*	*




It was well after dark by the time I started my jog home.

Before I left, I used some rope and a few pieces of firewood to fashion a makeshift backpack of sorts, looping the axe through the rope beneath the bundle of chopped firewood on my back. While the axe wasn’t illegal for me to carry as a commoner, it certainly might draw unwanted attention just holding it openly in my hands. The wood gave me the perfect guise of a woodcutter returning from work with his tools upon his back.

The streets were especially dark and barren as I entered the patch of no-man’s land between the Artisan District and where the Native Housing District began. The Bloodmoon was on the rise, slowly replacing the darkness with an eerie red glow.

I stared up at it and wondered for a moment just what it was. What gave it the power to turn normal animals into monster and demons? I suppose I might never know, but I was going to take advantage of it tomorrow. I had my axe and my newfound strength and tomorrow I was going to increase it even more by killing mon—  

A loud thunk! came from behind me and I stopped, wondering what the hell it was. It was extremely close, like right behind my ear. Glancing over my shoulder to the wood on my back, I could see a long, slender object sticking out of one of the logs, like a metal chopstick or pin.

 A sudden vip! cut the air and my right shoulder exploded in pain as another pin flew out of the darkness and hit me with the force of a baseball bat. Before I even could react, a shadow sprinted towards me at a speed unimaginable. It was all I could do to raise my forearms in a block as the figure leapt at me. I felt a rib crack as I got hit by what I imagined a speeding car would feel like. I flipped end over end like a rag doll, firewood and axe flying into the air as I landed hard on the asphalt.

I glanced up and saw the figure was now at a standstill some thirty feet away, the same distance that kick had sent me. The person was small whoever they were, covered in tight-fitting black apparel like the Enforcers wore, but this was no enforcer. The face was concealed like one though, their head wrapped in black bandages, leaving only the space around the eyes uncovered. In one hand was a fist full of pins, laced between the fingers, in the other a slim blade that glinted crimson in the moonlight.

I was probably screwed. I had no idea who this was, but it didn’t seem like a pompous-ass cultivator like Hein or one of his flunkies. This was more like one of the Fire Bird members I’d fought out in the wild. A mid-tier Foundation Realm practitioner at least, possibly more. My Frenzied Flame consumed my inner fears as my heart hammered in my chest, but I shrugged it all off with a smile of [Indifference].

“Well, shit,” I said as I spat out a wad of blood. “I didn’t realize you all had ninjas in the empire now.”

I didn’t get much of a rise from the stupid joke. The word ‘ninja’ probably didn’t make sense in Yee anyway. But although they didn’t have a name for them in Yee, martial assassins dressed all in black was an all too common sighting in the bad parts of town. And now one of them had come for me. 

“This One heard you had a big mouth.” A woman’s voice, young but authoritative, oozing with confidence. The lady assassin then flexed her Qi, her weapons glowing with a silvery light as she dropped into a martial stance.

“Let’s see if I can shut it for good.”














CHAPTER 18










I cycled my Frenzy as I slowly picked myself off the ground, an amused grin on my face. I didn’t have much Frenzy stored in my Dantian and the pain in my body was already being utilized for healing. If I wanted even a chance at killing this woman, I needed to start generating more Frenzy and fast.

I started by channeling my meager reserves into [Fear the Flame] as I casually pulled the pin out of my shoulder, using [Indifference] to not show any reaction on my face. “Damn…guess I shouldn’t have pissed off the knitting club,” I said as I tossed the ten-inch pin to the ground.

Still no rise out of her. Guess I needed to be more direct than stupid jokes. 

“Before we start, I need to ask you a question,” I said, locking my eyes with hers. “Are you sure you want to do this, sis?”

The woman let out a little scoff. “Your vacant bravado does not impress This One. I know exactly what you are. A mere mortal commoner playing at games you do not understand. You should feel lucky to have your life taken by one such as I.”

“Is that right? And does ‘this one’ have a name?”

“I don’t share my name with dead men.”

I nodded. “I’m assuming Hein sent you then. Guess he’s a pussy, after all.” 

I chuckled as I undid my overcoat, slowly peeling it off to reveal my fresh wound and the jagged scar across my ribcage. I idly mused that this might be a great opportunity to add some more scars to my collection, if I survived, that was. I did a quick check of my surroundings. The axe was a good ten feet away, firewood scattered all around me. We were in the middle of the street, just behind us a busted-up gas station and across from what looked to be a used car lot, full of half-torched vehicles. 

“Fine,” I said. “Listen carefully, ‘nameless’ one. I’m not trying to impress you with bravado. I just want to be sure you know what you’re getting into. Because once I reveal what it is I truly am…I’ll have no choice but to kill you. Do you understand?” 

I backed my words up with [Struggler’s Resolve] and I sensed a touch of fear finally bubble up within her. It was just enough to fortify my body with [Indifference] as I quickly converted her fear into Frenzy. 

What I’d said was still mostly bullshit though. I had found new strength, but I didn’t know jack about how to fight. The most they taught us in Foundation school was some Tai Chi crap and maybe how to do a backflip, but I wasn’t good at either. This woman on the other hand was a trained assassin sent by Hein, a man who wanted me dead.

Truly the [Odds were Against Me].

As I completed the technique a well of Frenzy surged from within me and I used it to further bolster my defenses, reinforcing and hardening my skin while increasing the healing of my wound. I had no finesse, no skill. If I were going to kill her, it was going to be by brute force alone. And that was just fine with me.    

“Go on then, if you’re so sure.” I grinned at her and prepared myself for death if this was to be the end. “I’ll let you take the first swing.”

There was a second of hesitation from her, fear and uncertainty increasing, but then with a blur she suddenly disappeared.

“[Third Heaven! Silver Cross Strike!]”

The words echoed with power and something flashed past me. Blood and pain erupted from my side as the woman reappeared several feet to my rear, her sword raised with the follow-through of her technique. A wound opened up deep in my side and I tasted more blood in my mouth, but I held my form with [Indifference]. She was much faster than I had expected and that martial attack was no joke either. Had I not advanced to the second stage of Body Hardening perhaps and fortified my skin with Frenzy, I doubt I would have survived it. 

But survive I had.

The taste of blood cause something new to trigger within me, a new source of Frenzy emerging as the [Lust for Battle] kicked in. I let out a gleeful cackle and the woman looked at me like I was possessed.

“[My Turn], bitch!” 

I grabbed the closest log and flung it at her with a huge burst of Frenzy.

It flew like a missile and her eyes widened with shock as she flashed to the side to avoid it. The log slammed into the door of a parked car behind her, making the entire thing bounce on its wheels and burst its windows as the piece of wood lodged halfway through the door with a massive crunch of metal.  

Shit, I thought, amazing even myself. 

The woman had a similar reaction, a bit of lemonade mixed with her fear as she glanced behind her. I used the opportunity to scramble to my axe, snatching it up just as several silver pins hit the ground around me, one of them piercing me in the back. 

I howled with rage and pain as I dashed towards her, wild swings from my axe cutting the air ahead of me. She backed away from me with quick flashes of Qi, shooting needles at me the same time. I ignored them with [Indifference] as I pressed on, taking two right to the chest. I felt a sudden weakness inside, but somehow the surge of Frenzy and bloodlust kept me on my feet.

“Pathetic!” she said with a disdainful laugh, dashing past me with her movement techniques and slicing at my leg. The cut was painful but not deep. I kept after her and she did it again, while still throwing pins and cackling, toying with me I realized. Rage burned inside me, fueling me with more Frenzy as I growled and gave chase.

She dipped between the parked cars, forcing me to slow down. I yelled and cursed at her, jumping over the cars and pushing a couple of them out of the way with a massive kick, like I was breaking down a door. 

She returned to the street then and still, I couldn’t catch her. After over a minute of chasing my Frenzy was starting to wear thin. She was playing smart. Keeping her distance while egging me on, waiting for me to tire out. I had to end the stalemate soon. Go for broke. All or nothing with no regrets. I delivered what was left of my Frenzy into my meridians to increase my speed and leapt into the air, targeting not where she was, but where I expected her to be with her next backstep.

“[Three-Log Chop!]”

I brought my axe down upon nothing, missing her by a hair. Shit! The asphalt exploded, sending rocks and debris high into the air as a spiderweb crack formed a five-foot crater around me. My axe was stuck in the ground and as I tugged on it, the woman disappeared again.

“[Fifth Heaven! Seven Point Strike!]”

The woman flashed around me faster than I could see, sharp pain coming from each slash of her blade. It was no taunting cuts this time. It was all I could do to try and maintain focus, sending my remaining Frenzy to my skin as my [Indifference] technique finally broke and failed. I cried out and dropped to one knee, clinging to my axe as pain exploded through my entire body. Weakness sapped my strength as blood poured from me like a stream, forming a pool at the bottom of the crater I’d made. The pain was enough to almost cause me to black out and I could feel numbness taking hold as my vision darkened.

No…not yet…I told myself. She’s still alive…you can’t stop…not until she’s dead…

“You have strength, I’ll admit,” the woman said as she suddenly reappeared about ten feet in front of me. Her statement caused a welcome bit of lemonade to flow from her and I gobbled it up hastily with [Your Fear is my Strength], but it was barely enough Frenzy to keep me alive. She then slowly unwrapped her head dressing, revealing her face. There was nothing remarkable about her, save for her eyes, which at this distance I could now see were a silvery gray and intense with focus.

“And you take a good beating as well,” she continued, “but you are as skill-less as a child playing with a toy.” Her tone then became smug with arrogance. “Do you know how many men I’ve killed, little boy? Men of both strength and skill? Foundation Realm cultivators much higher tier than my own have fallen to the quickness of my impeccable blade techniques. And here you, a mortal savage from a backwater seed world, would dare have the gall to declare that you shall be the one to kill me?” She flash-stepped forward, stabbing me twice through my chest in rapid succession before spitting right in my face. “You are not even worthy of death by my hand, you filthy worm!”

I tried to keep focus, my body trembling as I looked up at her. “Then why did you come? Did Hein promise to free you from his harem if you did this? Or, shit, with that ugly face, maybe you had to do it just for him to let you in.”

Anger exploded within her as her face twisted with rage. “Silence your filthy mouth!”

She wheeled on me in a flurry and I expected to feel the slice of her blade across my throat, but I felt the hard slap of her palm across my face instead. Blood spurt from my burst lip and I careened to one side with the force of the blow.

“You are not even worthy of knowing my name, you wretch.” She glowered at me as her rage seethed and I sucked up every bit that I could, replenishing my Flame. “But I will tell you, so that you know who ended your miserable little life and put you in your grave. I am Zu Tien of the Silver Leaf Clan, Inner Sect Practitioner and Tenth Blade of the Silver Shadows Enclave. I do this task for Young Master Hein not for his favor or honor, but only to regain my own and to restore my place at my true master’s side. This is the only reason that I have come to kill someone as weak and insignificant as you.”

The anger welling up within her was immense. There was some deep resentment there and I’d only scratched the surface it seemed, but it was more than enough for me. As I siphoned it from her, I regained a bit of my focus, but my body was failing me, perhaps even beyond repair, but I had to push on.   

I had but one chance at this. She’d proven her superiority when it came to fighting and now I was near death if not dead already. The [Odds were Against Me] like never before. The thought caused a new surge of Frenzy within me, spewing up from somewhere deep inside my soul. I quickly diverted it into both speed and strength, steeling myself with [Indifference] as I dropped [Pain Soothes the Frenzied Flame] and allowed myself to feel the full brunt of my wounds. I nearly fell over from the pain, my breath becoming a labored wheeze. 

“That’s a cool story, sis….” I strained to talk normally. My brain was on fire with the intensity of my wounds, each one a burning, pulsing volcano of pain. I opened my meridians to perform two techniques at once. I wasn’t sure if my body could handle it in my current state, but I didn’t care. I was probably dead anyway and this was the last thing I could do to try to ensure she ended up the same. “I’ll be sure to tell Hein that you died whining about your wounded pride like the little bitch you are.”

Her face contorted with a scowl of indignation and rage. “You insolent shit!”

The insult spiked her anger, creating the last bit of Frenzy I needed to let it all fly. I spun in a flash, using [My Turn] and [One-Chop Cleave] at the same time. The move surprised her, but she was quick enough to react at just the last second, but not quick enough to avoid the technique completely. My axe hit something hard and a horrified shriek filled the air as blood flew everywhere.

Zu Tien screamed again and again, staring in mortified disbelief at where her left hand used to be. Blood pulsed in streams from the twisted clump of bone and sinew that ended at her wrist. The sight caused a new rush of Frenzy within me as my [Lust for Battle] returned. I released a savage cry as I focused on nothing but killing her, my axe swinging wildly. 

The woman’s pain and fright became my own, a new vigor filling my veins with Frenzy instead of blood. I caught her once more on the arm and then her side, before she stirred from her state of shock, and began defending herself with the sword still in her good hand. Sparks flew as our blades met, the force of my heavy strikes enough to make her wince and slide across the ground as she blocked them. 

Every curse-filled statement she’d made returned to me, fueling me with more Frenzy from my own source of rage. I watched her face change from grimaces of pain to outright fear and terror as I wailed on her relentlessly, chopping at her again and again. An exhilaration filled me like never before, like the Demon within me had finally slipped free of the Struggler’s hold. The intoxicating rush of exceeding Frenzy. I was barely in control of my own thoughts, as I chopped with abandon. It was all the woman could do to block me with her blade, her martial skills as good as she’d said to keep up with the speed of my hacking. 

Zu Tien finally seemed to come to herself, as if realizing she was in a battle of attrition she could not win and that she had other skills at her disposal. She disappeared in a burst of Qi, backstepping from me twice to put her about forty feet away. She stared at me a moment, a confused sort of shock on her face, as if unable to make sense of what had happened to her and how. Finally, she sheathed her sword and grasped her wrist to stem the flow of blood as she turned tail and ran.

“Come back, you bitch!” 

I started after her, my inner Flame demanding her demise with hatred and bloodlust.

But it wasn’t just the Flame. She’d seen what I could do and there was no telling what that could lead to now. She moved with lightning speed, utilizing both Qi and qinggong, jumping up the side of a building and running across the roof. There was no way I could catch her. 

I pointed the tip of my axe to her back instead and screamed as she disappeared into the night. “Know this, Zu Tien, you one-handed whore! You’ve been marked and I will finish what we started here today!”

My Flame stirred with the conviction of my words, the promise of her death strengthening my path. But if I was ever going to fulfil it, I somehow had to now stay alive.

Frenzy boiled within me in an amount I had never had before. I was sure it was the only thing holding me up, but it would dissipate in time and I was still a mile or so from home. I found my overcoat and took off running in a sprint, burning precious Frenzy while still trying to conserve what little I had left…just to stay alive. 








CHAPTER 19










I was half dead and nearly out of gas by the time I stumbled through the mostly empty square to try and make my way to Yu Li’s. What few of my neighbors were still outside all turned a blind eye to me, not one of them offering to assist as I slowly bled out and died. I guess seeing me with a busted jaw was one thing, but seeing me sliced up like this was probably something no one wanted to be a part of. Even the cool old dude with the hat could give me but a grimace of sympathy as I shuffled by. Still, I welcomed the shunning. The Struggler was back in control it seemed, which was probably a good thing. I could barely remember what happened clearly after I’d cut off that bitch’s hand, the Demon nearly taking full control. 

I’d have to be careful not to let that happen again.

Yu Li screamed, waking Su Ling, when she finally opened the door from all my banging. I could barely even say anything to her as I stumbled inside. “Need… some help. Get a doctor.”

“Chun!” Yu Li yelled. “What is this? Who did this to you?”

I dropped my bloody axe and reached into my pocket for the Tael of silver. “Use this. Go on, I’ll watch Su Ling.”

I couldn’t really remember what happened next. I collapsed in a sort of heap as darkness took me today for the third time that day.

Time passed. 

Yu Li was suddenly there looking over me, holding Su Ling with an anxious look on her face. An old woman knelt on the floor next to me, dressing my wounds.

I went in and out…glimpses of consciousness.

Bandages and stitches, ointments and pain, then finally…sleep. 




*	*	*




Master Hei Dong bristled with irritation as he stormed behind the servant leading him to the training wing of the compound. He often considered himself a patient man and in most things he was. Why was it then that when it came to Hein, his patience always seemed to wear thin? It was as if the boy sought to provoke him intentionally.

Or perhaps he was simply expecting too much of the lad.

At over eighty years old, it was sometimes hard to recall what it was like to be young. Or perhaps at his age, getting roused from his sleep in the dead of night was something Hei Dong could no longer tolerate.

 Muffled moans echoed from down the corridor ahead. When Hei Dong entered the training hall, he found Hein already on one knee bowing to him. Beside him was the disciple from his sister’s enclave, Zu Tien. The girl was on her knees, trembling with what could only be tremendous pain as she cradled her left wrist, which was now little more than a bandaged, bloody stump.

“What has happened here!” Hei Dong bellowed.  

“An accident, Father.” Hein lowered his head to the floor in a kowtow. “I was sparring with Zu Tien and managed to sever her hand. She is truly as weak as my sister predicted.”

Hei Dong looked to the girl. Her body trembled with more than just pain, her eyes burning coals of anger and resentment. 

“Is this true?” Hei Dong said. “Speak freely, girl.”

Zu Tien’s face twisted into a scowl as long seconds passed. Finally she spoke, spitting her words out as if they tasted bitter in her mouth. “It is true. This One…was careless. This One, underestimated the boy’s strength and ferocity.” 

Hein snapped his head towards her as if wanting to slap her. And he probably would have if not for Hei Dong’s presence. But Hei Dong allowed the insult. Calling him a ‘boy’ was more than appropriate in this case. 

“This One begs your forgiveness, Master Hei Dong.” Zu Tien lowered her head in a kowtow. “It will not happen again.”

Hein let out a harumph. “Zu Tien has clearly shown she is not competent. She is not worthy to be my sister’s disciple nor my own. I request to have her expelled from the sect immediately for her weakness.”

Hei Dong could sense the chaos in the girl’s Qi, her spirit struggling internally. Hein was well skilled with a blade, trained in the sacred arts of the Silver Leaf Clan by his mother from birth, the same as his elder sister Fia some ten years before him. Fia in turn had trained Zu Tien for barely five years, but as a member of her inner enclave of Silver Shadows, her skills were superior to most. Hei Dong would consider her a good match for Hein in terms of skill, just a step lower perhaps. Where they differed greatly however was in their cultivation base. Hein held much greater internal power, benefitting from the enhancement pills that only being a family member could afford.

Hei Dong glanced at Hein. The boy was clearly lying, as was she. He wouldn’t put it past him to have used a Qi-focused technique on purpose to punish the girl for losing to her in a match. Him requesting her dismissal further reinforced the idea—an open attempt to hide the shame of his defeat by a subordinate.

“I will not allow it,” Hei Dong said. 

Hein raised his eyes defiantly. “But she is a cripple now!”    

“True and your sister will never take back a cripple into her fold. Thus, Zu Tien remains your responsibility now. Permanently.”

The girl, Zu Tien, let out a sharp gasp or perhaps even a sob as tears streamed down her cheeks. Hei Dong pardoned her pitiful display of weakness. She had indeed suffered a great loss this night. But loss could be cultivated into great strength if given the right motivation.

An inner grin came as his cunning went to work. He would once again turn the boy’s folly into a means of strengthening the sect.  

“Give Zu Tien a month to heal and recover. In that time, you shall personally retrain her to overcome her loss.”

“What?” Hein said indignantly.

“That is not all. She will then retrial. If Zu Tien is unable to match the least of her former peers, she will be removed from the sect.” Hein’s countenance softened a little, seeming to agree with the consequence. “But you also will lose your position, Hein.”

The boy’s eyes widened.

“If she fails, then you will become your sister’s disciple instead, taking Zu Tien’s place as the 10th Blade of the Silver Shadows.”

“What? Father, that’s completely unacceptable! I am your heir. I will not be made subordinate to my sis—”

“I have spoken!” Hei Dong said, silencing him. “And the choice to become Fia’s subordinate will be completely your own. Fail your subordinate and she will fail you. It’s as simple as that.”

Hei Dong paused to let his words sink in for the both of them. 

“You will learn to take better care of this family’s assets, Young Master Hein. And you will start by cleaning up the messes you make.”




*	*	*




I awoke not knowing where I was for a moment. Warm blankets covered me and from the light that spilled into the room from the small window overhead, I figured it had to be morning. Memories came back to me. The assassin. The unleashing of Frenzy and the chopping off of her hand. And then somehow making it to Yu Li’s.

I tried to move but my body felt like it was cast in concrete. 

I raised my head a little and saw Yu Li tending to Su Ling in the corner, rocking the infant to sleep in her arms. I kept quiet until she finally laid the child to sleep in the simple wooden box that served as her crib.

“Hey,” I said, my voice raspy, my throat sore. “Got any water?”

When Yu Li turned to me, her mouth fell open and she quickly rushed to my side. “Gods, Chun!” she shouted in a hushed whisper, trying not to wake the baby. “I can’t believe you’re awake. What the hell?”

“Yeah, I know. I’m sorry about last night. I didn’t know where else to go. Didn’t have a whole lot of time to come up with alternatives either.”

“Last night? Try four nights ago. You’ve been asleep for almost five days, Chun.”

“No shit?” I tried to move again and saw what I thought was early morning light was actually late afternoon. “No wonder I’m so stiff.”

Her brows lowered into a scowl. “I have the urge to beat the crap out of you right now. What did you get yourself into? You nearly died! You’re damn lucky I was able to find someone to help you.”

“Yeah, thanks for that. Did the Tael cover it?”

“What happened to you? Was it Hein? Did you do something else to provoke him?”

Her glare said it all. She’d put two and two together alright, but was coming up with five instead of four. Forget that Hein had tried to kill me, what really mattered was that I must have done something to have earned it.

I guess she wasn’t technically wrong there either, but screw her for even thinking that.

“No, it wasn’t him,” I said, being technically honest with her as well.

She narrowed her eyes. “I know when you’re lying to me, Chun.”

I sighed. “What do you want me to say?”

“I want you to say that you’re going to stop all this.”

“Stop what?”

“Whatever this is that you’re doing, Chun. You’re getting beat up like every other day. No one even knows where you are. You know your coworkers came by looking for you? They said you hadn’t been to work all last week. Supposed to be out recovering. But I saw you running out of here every morning last week. So where were you even going?”

“Don’t worry about all that.”

“Hey, look at me.” She grabbed me by the chin, forcing my eyes to meet hers. “I know you’re trying to do this to protect me. Just like you always have. And I love you to death for it. But this isn’t the schoolyard anymore. And Hein isn’t some schoolyard bully. He’s a young master of the ruling clan of this entire province. Do you have any idea what that means?”

I gave her a cocky grin. “Enlighten me.”

She fumed and threw a cloth full of Su Ling’s burp juice right at my face. “Will you at least try to take this seriously?”

“Okay. I am. I am,” I said, tossing away the puke-smelling cloth. “Man, that’s disgusting. Hey, how about that water?”

Yu Li rolled her eyes but got up to fetch me some in a metal bowl. The water tasted like heaven going down my throat and as soon as it hit my stomach, I felt it rejuvenating me. Without asking, Yu Li brought me some cold rice and vegetables. I downed the food like I hadn’t eaten in days and technically I guess I hadn’t.  

When I was done, Yu Li let out a flustered sigh as she collected the empty bowls from me. “I’m going to go and apologize to him.”

“Who, Hein? What are you going to do? Fly up to the pagoda and start looking for him?”

She cut her eyes at me, but other than that didn’t entertain my stupid rhetorical question.  

“He’ll listen to me. I know he will. When we’re alone he always does. Whatever you’ve done, I’m sure I can get him to forgive you for it. We’ll just smooth this all out. Then we can just go back to normal, like nothing ever happened.”

It was the saddest words I’d ever heard. 

“Are you even listening to yourself? Back to normal? What even is that? Him treating you like a damn slave while he yaks it up with his pals?”

It was kind of a low blow, but she needed to hear the truth. To my surprise, she didn’t get angry but instead spoke in a measured and serious tone that hit me right back with a gut punch. 

“It’s better than him killing you, Chun.” 

I resisted the urge to counter right away and let her words sink in. Yu Li was one of the first people I met in Foundation school. I’d stopped a bunch of Yee kids from picking on her one day, teasing her for her darker skin and curly hair. A few days later, she came to my rescue in the classroom, telling off the entire class in perfect Yee for making fun of me for struggling with the words. We’d been looking out for each other ever since. And while her idea of talking to Hein was ludicrous to me, that’s all she was trying to do really. Protecting me the same way I was trying to protect her.

 “Don’t worry. Hein isn’t going to kill me,” I said.

“He will if you keep pushing him.”

She said it with no anger, only concern. 

It was my turn to sigh now. “Yu Li, I know everything you see me doing must look absolutely crazy to you. But you’re just going to have to trust me that I know what I’m doing. One day you’ll see that we don’t need to settle for this. And I won’t stop fighting until you can see that dream for yourself.”

“What dream? What fighting? What are you even talking about?”

I thought a while longer, pondering what I should share with her and what I shouldn’t. The less she knew the better, of course. But this was Yu Li not Mu Lin. She was like a sister to me and I owed her some kind of explanation for what the hell I was doing. “I’m going to enter the Tournament of Mortal Champions. And I’m going to win.”

Yu Li’s eyes darted back and forth, searching my own as her brows lowered in disbelief. “You’re actually serious, aren’t you? Have you really gone and lost your damn mind?”

“Maybe. But I’m still doing it anyway. I’m going to win my citizenship and then I’ll buy this place from Li Fet, the whole damn block. We won’t need to worry about being pushed around ever again after that.” I then looked over to Su Ling. “None of us.”

“Are you hearing yourself? Now who’s the one being completely stupid? Buy the block, win the tournament? Did you see yourself four nights ago? You don’t know how to fight, Chun. All you know how to do is get your ass kicked and somehow survive.”

Ouch, that one kind of hurt, but she had a point too.  

Yu Li fumed and stood. “Look, I don’t know what’s going on with you, Chun, but if you’re on some kind of self-destructive crusade, I don’t want any part of it. Don’t come back here if you get yourself messed up again. You hear me? I have a baby to think about. And I can’t take care of Su Ling if I have to worry about babysitting you too.”

Funny that she said it like that, but I suppose after the last five days I couldn’t argue. I tested my body again, cycling my Frenzy. To my surprise it responded with a pleasant warmth and took away all the aches. I then sat up and after a brief, sharp pain, my body felt fine. It was like it was breaking out of a cocoon or something. I then stood fully, enduring the stretching of tightened skin and the popping of stitches, grimacing instead of screaming by using [Indifference].

Yu Li looked up at me like I was a walking corpse. “How are you even standing right now?”

“Guess it wasn’t as bad as it looked.”

But truthfully, I was wondering that as well. Had I just broken through to the third stage of Body Hardening from healing all those wounds? It certainly felt like it. But there would be no way to test it until I fully healed.

I stretched in a yawn as I looked down at my bandages. They were caked with old blood, still needing to stay on for another day probably, but I could move around at least. I hobbled towards the door, grabbing my axe that was beside it.

“I’m headed out, Yu Li. Thanks again for taking care of me. I’ll let you know when I win the tournament.”




*	*	*




I blocked out an earful of angry yelling as Yu Li called me an idiotic, selfish prick from behind, predicting my death if I didn’t give up on my stupid dream. I continued to pay her no mind as I slowly made my way back to my apartment, the Struggler firmly in control with its [Resolve].

I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised by her reaction. It was probably a perfectly normal thought process she was going through. And she wasn’t wrong either. I’d fought that assassin Zu Tien to a stalemate, but it wasn’t because of my skill and she’d damn near killed me in the process. 

As I entered my apartment, I wondered for a moment if I should pack up my stuff and relocate. I was a marked man now after all and Hein knew where I lived. But then again, he’d had five whole days to kill me easily in my sleep if he wanted to, but he didn’t. It was probably for the same reason that Zu Tien had attacked me in the middle of nowhere while I was all alone.

 Hein wanted no witnesses to my execution. Far better for me to simply disappear and not show up to our apology party out of ‘cowardice’, than for him to reveal his own by killing me prematurely in front of everyone. And besides, if I was going to own this place one day, I was going to have to defend it too. And you didn’t do that by running away and hiding like a little bitch.

I plopped down on my cot, pulled out the orb and began searching for answers.

As much as I’d progressed in my training, I now felt woefully ill prepared for what lay ahead. Zu Tien had pretty much kicked my ass, and Hein was likely far more powerful than her. And in the tournament, there were going to be people far more powerful than Hein. 

Yu Li was absolutely right.

The only thing I was getting good at, was getting my ass kicked. 

If I was going to beat Hein and win the tournament, then gaining power and Frenzy alone wouldn’t be enough.

Somehow…I had to learn how to fight.








CHAPTER 20










The next morning, I woke up feeling a little bit better about life.

My body had healed completely and when I removed my bandages my skin was covered in a mosaic of wicked-looking scars. I huffed out a laugh.

Guess I should thank that crazy bitch for helping me level up, I thought.

But it wasn’t just my own ability that had healed my wounds. Whatever medicine that old woman used on them must have helped a ton too. It made me wonder just how much assistance the likes of Hein and other rich cultivators had enjoyed in their cultivation journey by the use of expensive elixirs and pills.

It was the whole reason this planet even existed in the cultivator ecosystem after all. Rare materials from the monsters were used to make such items. Threja had said that I couldn’t use them to gain Qi like most cultivators did, but apparently they could still help me with stuff like healing faster. Which was a good thing as I’d probably need to do a lot of that from now on. While I was fairly confident Hein wouldn’t attack me here in the square, he now also knew I wasn’t just a mortal now either. That meant that if and when the next sneak attack came, it might be from someone much stronger than Zu Tien. 

Which meant I needed to get skilled right away. 

As I started a morning routine of push-ups and calisthenics, I mentally recalled what I had gleaned from the orb the night before. I had searched the verses for anything on fighting techniques or martial styles, but as with my search for cultivation fundamentals, there were none. The text was an advanced manual, assuming one already possessed such skills. The best advice I could find was in the 321st Shura. 




Shura 321

On weaponry…




We who follow the Frenzied Flame are not bound by sect nor tradition when it comes to our weapon of choice in combat. Be it a closed fist, a short blade, or a mammoth hammer, all weapons can be used to channel one’s Frenzy into the defeat of his foe. Yet take heed, kindled one, for some are more effective than others. For this reason, eschew the bow or any means of attacking from afar, for such will never satisfy the cravings of one’s bloodlust. Choose instead that which brings you close to your foe and that which can withstand the full might of your fury. And think not that every blade can withstand your might. In time, even the strongest of weapons will be brittle in your grasp. The metal from which you doth glean is essential, for it alone can withstand the forge of the Frenzied Flame. Choose then carefully your weapon of choice and when all is understood, forge your own totem of rage with it, and mold it in the image of your choice. 




Although it was talking mostly about weapon choices and the last bit was a bit hard to understand, the basic concept was clear to me. The path of the Frenzied Flame was open to any style of combat. Unfortunately for me I knew none, but at least that left the options wide open. Not that I could use anything but the axe for now. Did they even have an axe fighting style? I wondered.

I wasn’t sure but I knew somebody who would know. As I dressed for work, a new sense of urgency filled me. I needed to catch Mu Lin before she left on her first excursion of the day.




*	*	*




The sight of the guard post was almost alien to me as I approached the eastern gateway. New buildings had been erected with amenities such as a storage and changing facility and even a small infirmary, it seemed. A number of enforcers were on duty and there was a line of patrons waiting to be served.

The bright morning sun was starting to bring on the heat of the day already and many of the cultivators took shelter under the barnyard-like roof of the pavilion for shade. There had to be at least a couple dozen or so of them and from off world it looked like, many of the cultivators wearing the robes of sects I didn’t recognize. Scrambling in between them were the more familiar uniforms of handlers, rushing back and forth under the orders of Sumatra who was barking them out over the general din of the crowd. 

I took advantage of the chaos and slipped in unnoticed, joining my fellow handlers with prepping for the work for the day. As I stuffed my axe into a backpack, a sudden rush of excitement ran through me. I’d been so focused on my lack of fighting skill that I’d nearly forgotten my other path to progression. While I needed martial skill to fight cultivators and win the tournament, from my years of experience as a handler, I was pretty sure that when it came to fighting monsters, brute strength and power reigned supreme. 

And for that I’d grown considerably since the last time I had ventured into the wilds. I had reached second stage in Muscle Strengthening, Reflex Sharpening, and Internal Strengthening from all my log chopping, and thanks to my scuffed battle with Zu Tien had reached third level in Body Hardening as well. All told I was in pretty good shape to tackle my first monster, I hoped.

Although I still needed to figure out a way to do that while also handling a client. Before any of that though, I needed to find who I was looking for. I feared that Mu Lin may have left already as I began scanning through the crowd, but finally I spotted her towards the rear of the prep area, stuffing provisions into several sets of backpacks.

“Hey!” I called to her and as she turned about, her eyes widened with shock and surprise. 

“Shit! Chun!” She ran to me and gave me a hug, squeezing me hard, before stepping back and staring at me much the same way Yu Li had yesterday, like I was a dead man come back to life. “Man, it’s good to see you. Are you even okay? You were like in a coma or something when we came to see you. What happened to you?”

“Kind of a long story but I’m all good now. How about you? How are you feeling?”

“Feeling great,” she said with a smile. “I’m all healed up, but it’s been crazy around here as you can see.” She gestured to the line of cultivators waiting under the pavilion. “You should probably go see Sumatra about getting assigned, he’s been asking about you too.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Chun!” a voice came from behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Lee approaching with a big goofy grin on his face. He was in uniform and already attached to a group of cultivators it seemed, but he rushed over to quickly to give me a bro hug. “Damn, man! What happened to you?”

“Hey, like I told her,” I said. “A long story. But I’m all good now.”

“You’re telling me,” he said with a laugh as he playfully squeezed one of my biceps. “When’d you get all this? You’re starting to catch up to me, bro.”

Both Mu Lin and I laughed at that. Lee was as skinny as a pole. 

“And speaking of catching up, let’s do that later, yeah? I’ve got to head out now,” Lee said, thumbing towards his group of cultivators. “You guys stay safe out there.”

As I waved to him, I noticed he joined up with another handler I didn’t recognize. In fact, there were a lot of new faces in uniforms that I didn’t know. “How many people are working here now?”

Mu Lin shrugged as she went back to distributing the provisions amongst the backpacks. “It’s like someone new shows up every day. Guess doubling the wage will do that.”

My eyes widened. “We’re getting double pay?”

“Oh yeah, you weren’t here. Sumatra announced it last week. Double pay leading up to the tournament. Oh, and other new rules too. No more solo handlers leading groups. We have a buddy system now. Think the Dynasty enforced that one after our little mishap.”

“Yeah, no doubt,” I said, marveling at all the new handlers. Maybe hooking up with a total noob could be a way for me to sneak away and kill monsters while I left them with the cultivators someplace relatively safe. “Hey speaking of tournaments. You know my friend I’ve been helping with cultivating, right?”

“Yeah?” she said, not looking away from her work. 

“Well, they’re thinking about maybe trying it out. You wouldn’t happen to have any books on fighting styles that they could borrow, would you?”

Mu Lin stopped packing and looked at me like I’d just asked her how to use chopsticks.  “Well of course I do, Chun,” she said sarcastically. “I just happen to have a sacred training manual lying around in my crappy apartment.”

“Okay, so how would I get one then?”

“You mean how would ‘your friend’ get one?” She shook her head at me. “Chun, is that what really happened to you? Did you try out for the tournament or something?”

“No,” I said, but then I felt a bit bad for lying to her while still asking for her help so I added, “But I might.”

She merely laughed. “Well, I suppose even you might have a shot in the Wooden Bracket, I guess.”

“Wooden Bracket, what’s that?”

“It’s like the shit-tier league. Most sects pick up their initiates from there. It’s for people who kind of suck at cultivating but are physically pretty strong, so yeah, you might just have a shot, Chun.”

“Gee thanks,” I said, but couldn’t help but chuckle a little at her ribbing. “What are the other brackets?”

Mu Lin looked skyward squinting. “Think they go Wood for dummies, Iron for Foundation level, Gold for Core, Jade for Sacred Soul Realm and anything above that is considered the Diamond Bracket, I think.” 

“Damn,” I said, realizing just how low on the totem pole I was at the moment. “So anyway, if I want to learn how to fight to complete in this shit league or whatever, how would I get a manual?”

“You don’t, Chun.” Mu Lin paused, tapping her finger over each backpack, recounting something. “Why do you think so many people join the Wooden Bracket in the first place? They’re all trying to get into a sect just to learn how to fight. That’s the only place martial styles are taught and the texts are kept like supersecret. You’d probably have to be a high-level inner disciple or something to even glance the actual texts.”

“Come on, you’re telling me I have to join a sect to learn kung fu?”

“Learn what?”

“Nevermind.” I huffed out a sigh of irritation. Gaining citizenship on my own terms through the tournament was one thing, but groveling before cultivators to join a sect? “I don’t know if I could stomach that.”

Mu Lin shrugged. “Well unless you want to try your luck in the Jianghu, it’s the only way.”

“In the what?”

She gave me that chopstick look again. “Damn, Chun, were you like completely asleep in school? The Jianghu, the underworld. Like the black market and gangs and stuff?”

That sounded a hell of a lot more appealing than joining a sect, and plus I needed to figure out how to offload the lightning core eventually anyway. “So how would I go about doing that?”

“What?” Now she looked at me like I was just plain crazy. “Like I would know? Why don’t you ask your pal Sumatra over there, he seems pretty shady. But it’s a bad idea all around, Chun. I was just using it as an example. I didn’t mean it literally.”

“So they don’t have black market manuals then. They don’t exist?”

She rolled her eyes. “Well of course they do. But it’s not like something you can just go and buy.”

“So how do you get one?”

“I don’t know.”

“Come on, you’re a scholar. You know everything about everything.”

“I’m telling you,” she said again, sounding a bit irritated, “I don’t know.”

“Well, who would know then?”

“I—” Then she paused a moment, her mouth still open while she glanced to the side in thought. “Actually, Xi Xha might know.”

“What? Really?”

“Yeah… she mentioned before that the university has contacts within the Jianghu. It’s how they get a lot of their rare texts and artifacts sometimes.”

“Think you can ask her for me then?”

“Me ask her?” She laughed. “I’ll do you one better. You can ask her yourself. I’m sure she’d jump at another chance to see you again.”

I raised a brow. “What do you mean?”    

“You and that stupid beard of yours must have made quite the impression on her. She asks about you like every time we meet now. She even wanted to come and see you when you were laid out.”

“No shit?”

“Yeah, it’s really kind of bizarre if you asked me.”

I laughed. “Well, can you tell her to meet me after work then? Maybe in the central market?”

“What? I can’t just summon her like that. She’s not at my beck and call, you know?”

“Can you try please? It’s kind of urgent.” 

Mu Lin sighed but finally nodded. “Okay I’ll send her a note. Like I said, for you she’d probably do it.”

I could only laugh. “Thanks, Mu Lin. I really appr—” 

“Well, if it ain’t the damn miracle twins reunited again.”

I didn’t even need to look to know it was Sumatra, his big booming voice coming from behind me. As I turned to face him, I couldn’t help but flex a little [Fear the Flame] as I stared him in the eye. “Hey boss. Long time, no see.”

He jerked his head back slightly irritated, but other than that didn’t seem too affected by my technique. Not that I was pushing it with much Frenzy anyway. 

“I see it took you twice as long to heal up as her.” He jutted his chin towards Mu Lin. “Guess you’re made of weaker stuff.”

“Yeah, I guess so,” I said with [Indifference].

He squinted and I could sense more irritation coming from within him. “You’re damn lucky that I need all the help I can get right now, or I would have fired your ass.”

“Yeah, you know how I am when it comes to luck, boss.”

He flinched as I used [Fear the Flame] again. “Alright, enough with the bullshit. You two aren’t working together today. I got too many damn new people to get trained up. Mu Lin, you’re heading out with the two new girls, Di Ling and Xian Shu. Make sure they know all the D-class monsters in the book before they return today. If they don’t, tell them they’ll be fired.”

Mu Lin straightened and gave him a proper bow. “No problem. Will do, boss.” 

“As for you, Chun, come with me.” He turned and gave me a shit-eating grin while looking back over his shoulder at me.

“I’ve got a special assignment for you today.”








CHAPTER 21










As I approached the line of cultivators following behind Sumatra, I could see one of them was standing toe to toe with the Imperial Guard on duty. He was dressed in sky blue robes, with purple and gold trim and wore a golden hat shaped like a half-crescent moon on his head. He was Yee and in his twenties by the looks of him, but his style of robes was different to any I’d seen before. Far more flowing and ‘priest-like’ if I could put a word to it. Just behind him were two women about the same age and dressed in similar-looking gowns. They wore small tiaras that pinned their dark hair in tight buns and their makeup was thick and painted, vibrant red lips and blue blush on pale white skin.

But it wasn’t the beauty of the women or the funky dunce-cap-looking hat that really caught my attention. It was instead what the cultivator was yelling into the guard’s face.

“It’s bad enough that I’ve had to pay full price for my concubines,” he shouted. “But now you wish me to pay admission for my porters as well?” His face contorted with a sneer. “They are not part of my entourage. They are my property. How else are we to travel in the sedan?”

He jutted his hand at a carriage resting on the ground not far from him, four poles sticking out the sides instead of wheels. Sitting on the ground next to it were four tired-looking bastards whose job it was to carry the damn thing, I imagined. It had a roof, but no sides, the openings covered with see-through mesh curtains. Two couches faced each other on the inside, the space big enough to seat four. 

“A thousand apologies,” the guard said in a lackluster manner without so much as a bow. “Perhaps you may consider travelling without it. The terrain is not well suited for a sedan.”

“Such is not fitting of my station! I am here by royal invitation. I will not be subjected to this inconvenience.”

“Then perhaps you’ll consider paying.”

“Sen Cho!” the cultivator shouted and then glanced down to a short, middle-aged man with a graying beard standing next to him. “Remind this person again, who I am.”

“Yes, master.” The man, Sen Cho, bowed his head before looking to the guard. “Officer, you are perhaps unfamiliar with royalty from within the inner core worlds. This is Young Master Li Gong Qui of the Heavenly Cloud Clan. Second in line to succeed his father, Thai Gong Qui, Grand Patriarch of the Frozen Cloud Sect. His mere presence here should be an honor worthy of a hundred kowtows. And yet you choose to quibble over mere trivialities? I am certain Her majesty, Princess Lunalah, would not be pleased to hear that a royal guest from the core worlds was treated in such an undignified manner by one as lowly as you, a common guard.”

I could sense the guard’s insides bubbling with fear, but his expression remained stone cold. “Again, a thousand apologies. But by order of her majesty, all who enter the—”

“Must I summon the princess herself to tell you?” Li Gong Qui shouted. “Do you not understand who I—”

“Exalted young master!” Sumatra rushed before the cultivator, speaking in an obsequious tone I’d never heard him use before. He then bowed deeply, holding his clasped hands high above his head. “This One proposes a solution. Please allow my handlers to act as your porters. They will gladly ferry you into the wilds and safely back again. They will come at no extra charge to you, of course.”

The bastard. I should have seen that one coming.

Li Gong Qui glanced at Sumatra and huffed out a scoff. “This One is pleased by your proposal, sullied one. I will instead file only a complaint with your local Warden and not alert the princess to your transgressions.”

Sullied one? I expected to see some measure of disdain come from Sumatra at being called that, but there seemed to be no register of it at all. He instead replied without missing a beat. 

“Young Master, I assure you that after your experience today, you will find no need.” Sumatra grinned and hammed it up by gesturing to me. “Today you will be served by the great Chun here.”

“Chun?” The cultivator let out a short laugh. “Is it a jest?”  

He turned to smile at his women, sharing the joke and they obliged him with grins and giggles. 

“Yes, a jest,” Sumatra said, clapping me on the shoulder. “But despite the name, Chun here is one of my most experienced handlers. He’ll lead you to the materials you’re looking for and keep you out of harm’s way. Ain’t that right, Chun?”

He prompted me with a slap on the back, and I used [Indifference] to ignore the disrespect, performing a bow that stirred fresh Frenzy in my soul. “This one is honored to serve such a unique and incomparable cultivator such as you, Young Master Li Gong Qui. It is clear only a sullied one such as the great Sumatra has the insight to glean your true worth.”  

I used [Struggler’s Resolve] as I said it and the result was Li Gong Qui glancing at me warily before cracking a smile and then nodding, simultaneously baffled yet satisfied by my choice words of praise. I still didn’t understand the connotation of ‘sullied’ though. Didn’t that mean dirty or scuffed? Maybe it was referring to his race.  

Sumatra leaned down to me and whispered, “Hey, stop with the bullshit. If you hadn’t noticed, these people are damn rich. So don’t screw this up like last time. You understand?”

I had the urge to deliver a [One-Chop Cleave] to the entire lot of them, my ire building in my gut, but I settled for the free Frenzy instead. I supposed the free work out carrying their lazy asses wouldn’t hurt either. But more irritating was how this was going to affect my extra-curricular activities. I was planning on skiving off and killing monsters today, not babysitting three new handlers and entertaining the likes of a literal asshat like Li Gong Qui.

The three handlers in question joined me, all of them Terran and much younger than I was, all around sixteen or so. They gave me polite bows, respectful of a senior, producing small quantities of lemonade.  

“Now that that’s settled, let us be away then!” Li Gong Qui said.

“One moment,” the guard said and then pointed to Sen Cho. “What of his fee?”

Li Gong Qui’s brows lowered with irritation again. “He is not a guest. He is my man servant!”

“And what is his purpose? Is he to ferry you as well?”

“He manages my affairs, which will include what I shall decide to tip this establishment at the end of this already unpleasant ordeal.”

“In that case.” Sumatra grinned as he threw an arm over the guard’s shoulder. “I’m sure we can work out something less than half price.”




*	*	*




It took a few more minutes of haggling before they settled on a quarter of the entrance fee for the old man. In that time, I got to know the names of my new handlers. Two of them were brothers, a couple of curly-haired kids named Ren and Rho. The third was blond haired and called Yi Fu. 

When Sumatra had said special assignment, I was expecting another death trap, but this shit was possibly worse. Already I could feel my ire feeding me with fresh Frenzy as I tried to figure out how I was going to carry the sedan while scouting at the same time. I finally organized our quartet to make it happen, me taking the front end of the sedan with Yi Fu while the two brothers carried the back end.

The youngers groaned as we lifted the sedan for the first time, but it didn’t feel very heavy to me at all. Even with four people onboard, my casual strength at Second Stage Body Strengthening was enough to lift my portion without any strain. I couldn’t say the same for my comrades though and as we left the gate and navigated into the wild, I could hear them puffing with exertion already.

I played tour guide to provide my team opportunities for breaks, stopping to point out random stuff like an old diner and an abandoned train station when I noticed them getting tired. The cultivators seemed amused at first but by the third stop Li Gong Qui lost his patience.

“Sen Cho!” he shouted.

“Yes, master.”

“Inform the boy of the quarry we seek. I tire of these mortal distractions.”

“Handler,” Sen Cho said, peeking through the curtain at me. “My master seeks a core from the creatures here. Take us to find one.”

“A core?” I didn’t know the books as well as Mu Lin did, but I knew cores were rare and found in B-rank monsters and higher. “I doubt you’ll find that here.”

“Well tell him that’s what I’ve come for.”

“That’s what my master has—”

“I heard him,” I said, readjusting the sedan roughly on my shoulder to give them all a slight jostle. “What cultivation level is your master?”

“What was that?” Li Gong Qui said. “Does the boy dare question my strength?”

“My Master wishes to know why you have asked this question?”

“Are you just going to keep repeating whatever he says?”

“Answer now!” Sen Cho said more forcefully. “What you have asked is of great offense to my master.”

I released a sigh as more Frenzy stirred, but I masked my irritation with [Indifference]. “The reason I asked is because I need to be sure I don’t put your master against something too strong for him to handle. I’ve seen creatures here kill even Core Realm cultivators before.”

Li Gong Qui laughed. “Tell him then, Sen Cho.”

“Young Master Li Gong Qui has already broken through to the high tiers of the Core Realm. But that alone is no measure of his true strength. He has mastered the sacred arts of the Frozen Cloud to the highest tier and in only three years. He is also favored to win the tournament within the Golden Bracket. I am certain any beast found here will be no match for him.”

I almost had the urge to put that to the test, but I had my own objectives today. 

“Here’s what I can do,” I said. “There are creatures known as belrugs in a swamp near here. They’re like giant toads. Your master should find them easy to kill. There’s a small chance one may contain a core.”

“A small chance?” Sen Cho said.

“Yes, but there are lots of them. So he’ll have lots of chances to try. Maybe he’ll get lucky.”

It wasn’t complete bullshit. Belrugs were D-class monsters, but I’d heard a rumor that someone had found a core in one once. In that case, it was likely the core of an unlucky Core Realm cultivator who’d somehow got eaten by one, but the odds were still the same, I guessed.

“Just tell him to get us there quickly,” Li Gong Qui said. “I grow impatient. I have travelled a week across the stars to experience this world’s bounty and I will not be kept waiting a minute longer!”

“My Master says to get us there qui—”

“I heard!”

I used my frustration to drive us along faster. Most cultivators were dicks in general, but these people from the core worlds seemed over the top even by cultivator standards. It reminded me of something I used to hear my father lament about all the time, about how celebrities were worshipped on the screen but in real life they could be complete assholes due to how much money they had. I was too young to consider any of that at the time, but now I could definitely see a parallel between cultivators and the rich and famous of old Earth. Their wealth made them arrogant, but cultivators weren’t just rich either, they were powerful as well, both literally and figuratively. They were constantly vying for power and position amongst themselves. Endless pissing matches to proclaim self-importance, as if to ward off one another from even attempting a challenge. 

In a world where anyone could literally challenge someone to a deathmatch to determine who was truly on top, I supposed having an air of constant threat and superiority was perhaps a defense mechanism of sorts. 

It still didn’t make them any less annoying to me though.   

As we crested a small rise, Yi Fu looked like he was about to pass out next to me, his hair matted to his forehead with sweat, his mouth open and panting.

“Here, take a break,” I said and shuffled over to take the full weight of the front end of the sedan from him. “Go help the guys in the back.”

 As I balanced the two poles between my arms in a military press, I felt the slight burn of exertion take hold, my muscles tensing and bulging. I used some of my stored Frenzy to feed into my workout, strengthening my body some more. 

I heard giggles behind me coming from within the sedan. I couldn’t see what the two women were doing, but I imagined they were sneaking a peek at my sweat-glistening arms through the curtains. The gushes of lemonade from them confirmed it. I converted it into Frenzy and used the energy to power me along. 

I swapped the three kids in and out, giving each one of them a break for five minutes or so while the other two carried the back and I continued to carry the front solo. It gave me a much better vantage to track and keep on the lookout for predators as well and after about an hour we reached the site I was looking for.

“This is it,” I said, lowering the sedan.

We were atop a small cliff overlooking a vast swamp filled with dead trees and stagnant water. The entire swamp was ringed by cliffs of varying heights, almost as if the entire thing were the remnants of some great meteor strike. And hell, with the cultivator attack twelve years ago maybe it was. There were already a couple of belrugs hopping around below. They were each about the size of a small car, with brown leathery skin, pocked with bumps and warts.

“They are revolting,” one of the women said as she approached the edge of the cliff. “Master, you must kill each and every one of them. They are an offense under the heavens and to me!” 

Li Gong Hui laughed. “They seem more an irritation than a challenge. Ask the boy if he is certain these things contain cores.”

Sen Cho cleared his throat. “The Young Master—”

“Yes, there’s a chance.”

I turned about to face the group, putting on [Struggler’s Resolve] to ensure they paid attention. “Where we are now is relatively safe. The belrugs can’t climb this cliff. In case you get overrun, be sure to just climb back up here.”

“Over run?” Sen Cho said.

I pointed to one of the large thirty-foot-high mounds of mud and debris laying deeper into the swamp. “You see all those big hills over there? Those are belrug nests. There can be hundreds of them inside. They’re cannibalistic in nature, so when you start killing them, they’ll attract more who want to feed. If you start killing them too close to a nest you can find yourself in the middle of a feeding frenzy. Would not recommend.”

Li Gong Qui smiled. “That sounds like something worthy of my prowess. Let’s test these fiends.”

Before I could give another word of warning, the cultivator leaped off the twenty-foot-high cliff and performed a somewhat graceful midair spin as he literally floated to the ground in a puff of frost and snow. He withdrew a short staff from within his robes as he approached the edge of the swamp and immediately three belrugs began leaping towards him. They moved surprisingly fast for their size, covering over fifty feet in just a couple of hops.

“Young master!” one of the women cried with alarm.

But Li Gong Qui merely laughed. “Fear not, Su Wen. Witness the true majesty of the most advanced Frozen Cloud techniques.”

He didn’t crouch into a martial stance like I was expecting him to, but instead waved his hand in a series of formations, the staff glowing with Qi as he did so. “[Binding Frost]!”

A small avalanche of ice and snow erupted from the staff and blanketed the three belrugs as they closed in on him. They froze in place, their limbs trapped in ice as they croaked and struggled to free themselves.

Li Gong Qui then raised his arms high. “[Crystal Rain]!”

A small white thundercloud formed above the toads and with a crack of thunder, shards of jagged ice began pelting them from above. Blood and ichor spewed as the beasts burbled and croaked violently, their bodies torn apart as if by machinegun fire. After a few seconds it all stopped, the air then cleared and the belrugs lay there dead.

Su Wen leapt into the air clapping along with the other woman, whose name I’d gathered was Lai Qi. 

“Well done, master!” Lai Qi shouted to him while cooling herself with an ornate fan.

Li Gong Qui let out another laugh. “Child’s play. I barely had to expend much Qi at all for that.”

I had to admit, it was somewhat impressive. I wasn’t quite familiar with his sect or style, but most cultivators I knew used weapons when they fought. This was the first time I’d encountered a cultivator who was more like a mage. 

“Let’s go, guys,” I said to my team and began edging my way around the side of the cliff. 

The smell of blood was strong in the air, but it didn’t seem to trigger my [Lust for Battle]. I guess I needed to be involved in the blood spilling for that to occur. I pulled out a small skinning knife and sliced open one of the belrugs along the stomach. After holding my nose, I worked through the foul-smelling guts and found the small sac-like organ that I was looking for.

“Did he find a core?” Li Gong Qui asked, looking over my shoulder. 

Sen Cho shouted from atop the cliff, “Handler, did you find a core?”

“Tell him no!” I shouted back, irritated.

Shit, how asinine could these guys get? I showed the organ to my handlers. “This is the gall bladder. It stinks like hell, but it’ll attract these things even more than their blood. You guys find the bladders in the other two. We’ll make a trail of them leading up the closest nest over there to keep a steady stream of them coming.”

They all nodded to me with quick bows. “Yes, boss.”

We got to work while Li Gong Qui entertained his concubines with more magic tricks, creating a mist of foggy ice to keep them cool. Once we got things into place, I washed my hands in the filthy water and waited to ensure my trap was working. It took about ten minutes but slowly belrugs began to emerge from the nest and hop their way towards us. 

Li Gong Qui went immediately into action, again immobilizing them with his [Binding Frost] technique, before dispatching them [Crystal Rain] when there were several of them, or using a more focused attack called [Ice Lance] when they were solo. The technique looked exactly as the name sounded, producing a javelin of ice that pierced the beasts through like they were made of paper.

I supervised Ren, Rho, and Yi Fu as they butchered the newly fallen belrugs, ensuring they knew how to retrieve the gall bladders and place them before setting my mind to what I’d been itching to do since I’d gotten the axe in my hands.

“Alright you guys seem to have this covered,” I said to them. “It looks like he’ll make short work of that nest. I’m going to go scout out the next one. I won’t be too far away, just yell for me if something happens. And remember to get everyone back up the cliff where it’s safe if something does.”

“I can call you with this,” Yi Fu said, holding up a small whistle around his neck. 

“Guess that makes you in charge.” I gave the kid a grin. I then cupped my hands to my mouth, shouting, “Sen Cho, tell your master I’ve gone to find him more belrugs to kill. Yi Fu will keep an eye on you.”

I left while he was still repeating the stupid message to Li Gong Qui who was well within earshot of me. I picked up speed once I was out of sight, using Frenzy to get me quickly around the edge of the swamp. I found another belrug nest and circled to the far side of it, ensuring Sen Cho and the women couldn’t see me from atop the rise.

I removed my backpack and pulled out the axe. 

“Finally...” I said. It was time to kill some monsters.

A new excitement filled me as I waded into the ankle-deep water of the swamp spying my first belrug. It was a good fifty feet away, but my movement entering the water must have alerted it and it began hop-splashing in my direction. The logical side of my brain went immediately into panic mode, conditions from years of being a weak, mortal handler running away from predators when out in the wild. 

But my Flame ignited, flash converting my panic into Frenzy. 

I charged at the beast, axe firmly in hand, releasing a battle cry. I channeled my Frenzy into my reflexes as it hopped to land on top of me. I leapt to the side, the beast shaking the ground as it landed next to me, missing me by just a foot shy. 

I spun with [One-Chop Cleave], catching the belrug in the shoulder. Blood erupted as my blade sliced clean through, causing the monster to burble and more Frenzy to surge as my bloodlust kicked in. It hopped again at short range, the belrug’s huge mouth opening to engulf me whole. I backed away at the last second, but its jaws clamped down on my arm. I cried out, expected to feel the needling pain of its tiny little teeth biting into my flesh, but I felt only the pressure of its bite, nothing more.

A new awe filled me as it tried to thrash me around, but I held my ground, boosting my strength with my Frenzy. “Third Stage Body Hardening, bitch!” I shouted into its face before letting loose a cackle.

I felt near invincible as I hacked away at the beast at close range, impervious to its jaws, blood flying everywhere. I freed my arm and doubled up on my grip, spinning with another [One-Chop Cleave]. The beast fell to the side with the force of my hit and I followed up with a [Three-Log Chop] right to its skull.

Bone and brains spattered with a sickeningly satisfying Skrunch! 

A tremendous amount of Frenzy surged through me as I landed my first kill, my [Lust for Battle] going out of control. I quickly cut open the belrug and found its gall bladder, tossing it towards the nest to lure out some more. 

As I waited for them to come, I cultivated the massive excess of Frenzy into my muscles and then pushed what was left over into my dantian, expanded it further and increasing my stored Frenzy capacity. 

Two belrugs came bounding out of the nest next, fighting over the gall bladder before smelling the blood of its fallen kin and leaping towards me with hunger. I had no hatred for these things, so I couldn’t generate any Frenzy from that. And I didn’t fear them as much either from already killing one, but taking on two of them at once caused some room for doubt. Were the [Odds Against Me] now?

The idea channeled fresh Frenzy into my system and I used it to lash out at the belrug closest to me as it tried to pounce. I flew into a literal Frenzy as blood sprayed from my attacks. I tried to focus on avoiding the belrugs’ bites as they lunged at me, but fighting two at once had only partial success. One of them managed to slam into me from behind, and I fell face forward into the muck and mire. I turned over just in time for one of their huge mouths to slam over the top of me.

My heart rate spiked at the thought of my demise, filling me with indignation and rage instead of fear, fueling my Frenzy further as I refused to die before this thing did. I wedged my axe in between its closing jaws and grabbed hold of its slimy tongue, ripping it right out of its throat with a vicious war cry.

“Die, you shit!”

I got to my feet and leapt into the air, using the Frenzy-burst from my kill and channeled all of it into a single [Three-Log Chop]. The tip of my axe found the beast’s spine and in a huge volley of energy, the belrug split neatly in two, as if sliced from the sky by a giant cleaver.

I marveled at my own destruction as the two halves fell apart, blood and guts everywhere.

I was still considered a low-tier cultivator in terms of progression, I figured, but I don’t think I’d ever seen a cultivator that level pull off what I just did. A high-tier one maybe. Or a Core Realm for sure. But was Frenzy that much more powerful than Qi?

I didn’t waste time to think on it as my Frenzy began to dissipate. Luckily there were already more belrugs on their way to the feast. I quickly cultivated the excess into my muscles but utilized the rest for pure reflexes as I engaged the next group of toads. While their bites couldn’t break my skin, I still made every effort to avoid their jaws. Not only was it developing my reflexes and fighting instincts, but unless I could actually get wounded, there really would be no gain from getting bitten anyway. 

A new understanding of cultivation and progression clicked inside of me. I couldn’t just will my Frenzy into whatever attribute I wanted to grow stronger. I had to earn it, through blood, sweat, and tears.

I lost track of time as I went into a near autonomous mode butchering the belrugs, using my [Lust for Battle] Frenzy from their deaths to quickly kill the next in line and keeping them all coming by throwing their guts towards the nest.

I was so engrossed that I only faintly heard the blow of Yi Fu’s whistle.

Shit. 

I was soaked in blood and mud, but I didn’t have time to clean it off. Luckily there seemed to be more mud than blood at the moment. I stowed my axe in my backpack as I snatched it up, and then took off running in a Frenzy-fueled sprint towards the cliff. As I crested the rise, I saw Yi Fu and Sen Cho running towards me, their faces white with fear and panic.

“What happened?” I said.

Yi Fu pointed behind him. “The cultivator! He blew it up!”

I looked to Sen Cho. “What’s he talking about?”

Sen Cho looked as equally distressed by my blood and mud-covered attire as whatever it was he was about to tell me, but quickly he snapped to his senses. “Young Master Li Gong Qui grew rightfully impatient with the small amount of creatures emerging from the nest. So he sundered it open with his [Divine Avalanche] technique.”

“Rightfully impatient?” I couldn’t believe this shit. There had to be hundreds of belrugs crawling around out there now. I looked to Yi Fu. “Hurry and get everyone up the cliff! Even if it’s a ton of them they’ll still have a hard time getting up here.”

“No that’s not it,” Yi Fu said, tears of panic in his eyes. “The cultivator killed all the belrugs already. There’s something else that came out of the nest. Something huge!”

Real panic took hold of me now, fueling my Frenzy as I raced towards the edge of the cliff. There below me towards the middle of the swamp was something the size of a school bus. Its head was flat and smooth like a tadpole and its body long and sinewy, ending in a tadpole-like tail. Blaring waves of heat poured off its orange-red skin as torrents of flames spewed from its mouth as it unleashed an ear-shattering roar.

The flames hit a wall of ice that seemingly appeared from nowhere.

Just behind it was Li Gong Qui, straining under the exertion of maintaining his technique as the flames continued to roar against it. At his sides were the two women, Su Wen and Lai Qi, their hands aloft, strengthening the ice wall with Qi techniques of their own. But what really caused my heart to drop, was the sight of the two young handlers, Ren and Rho. The brothers cowered for dear life behind the three cultivators, holding each other as they huddled on the ground. But worst of all, there was nowhere for them to run. All five of them had their backs against a towering cliff face, the giant monster seconds away from roasting them all alive.

And then with a sound like thunder, a massive crack formed within the ice wall.

 





CHAPTER 22










I didn’t have time to think or pick sides.

I was running off the cliff in a leap before I knew it. In some other time and space, I would have been gleeful to see the annoying cultivators die within the jaws of the beast, but now they were the only things keeping those two kids from getting killed.

I thought as fast as I ran, kicking up mud and water in my wake as I weaved between the hundreds of belrug corpses Li Gong Qui had already slain. The creature was a fire salamander, but as for what rank it was, I didn’t know. C Rank? B Rank maybe? I’d never even seen one of them before, much less fought one.

And if Li Gong Qui was having trouble holding it back, there was a pretty good chance I was going to die. The thought fueled me with Frenzy. I somehow had to kill this thing before that happened. 

A wave of heat hit me as I got closer, the glow of its scales hot like coals on its back and sides. The beast suddenly spun about, whipping its thick tails towards the ice wall and with the sound of a thousand falling panes of glass the wall shattered, sending the cultivators flying into the cliff face hard and landing next to the boys. They were still moving, but just barely it seemed, all of them either dazed or unconscious.

There was no way I could defeat this thing. 

It was too large.

Too powerful.

But I was going to fight it anyway.

As [Odds Against Me] kicked in, I felt a tremendous surge of Frenzy like never before. The passage of there being no limit to the technique came to my mind, its power limited only by the strength of my foe and my ability to withstand it. I focused on those words like a mantra as I let out a massive war cry and leapt into the air, aiming at one of the creature’s large, clawed feet.

My [Three-Log Chop] struck what felt like steel, but it gave way under the force of my strike and I cut straight through one of its claws. The beast reeled as I drew its attention, but I didn’t stop there, using the well of Frenzy churning inside me to propel me quickly under its belly. It felt like I was running under a broiler as I chopped upwards at its underscales, using pure rage to try and make a dent. 

I had to get it away from them. 

That was the only thought in my head.

Then something struck me from the side, sending me tumbling over the swampy terrain. I realized a half-second later that the beast had spun again and slapped me with its massive tail. My bones ached, but if not for my Body Hardening, I’m sure I probably would have been killed just now.

In another brief moment of clarity, I looked to the cliff. Sen Cho and Yi Fu were still up there. If I was going to try and defeat this thing I needed to go all out and for that, I needed to be out of their sight. And to do that, I had to lead it away from the easy meal of the knocked-out cultivators and my handlers by somehow keeping its attention. The beast was still somewhat facing me, its mouth a roaring furnace of heat.

I used [Fear the Flame], channeling my Frenzy into a primal scream of rage that I hoped would sound like a predatory challenge. The monster focused on me entirely then and I could sense something coming from within it. An anger of some kind. Had it actually responded to my technique like a human would? There was definitely some kind of intellect behind those dark reptilian eyes.

Then I realized this wasn’t just a monster.

It was a spirit beast.

A creature with an awakened soul of its own.

I didn’t know if that helped or hurt me in the long run, but I was going to use it to my advantage now. I channeled [Your Rage is my Strength] to feed from it as I hurled part of a sunken tree log at it. The monster snapped it out of the air, revealing multiple rows of needle-like teeth in its jaws.

“Come on and chase me so I can kill you, you giant piece of shit!”

I shouted the curse with [Fear the Flame] hoping to enrage it more as I turned tail and ran towards another belrug mount in the distance. The ground trembled beneath my feet, confirming my technique had done its job and the giant monster was now giving chase. As I lost sight of Yi Fu and Sen Cho, I poured on the speed with Frenzy, distancing myself from the monster’s jaws.

A wave of heat and flame washed over me as a loud roar came from behind. I screamed in shock as my vision was blinded by it, but through the heat I somehow kept running. When I finally turned to glimpse the beast, I could see several of the dead trees were now on fire, as was a portion of my clothes. 

Holy shit, I thought as I patted out the flames. Did I just survive it breathing fire on me?

I thought back to the Shuras and sure enough the third stage of Body Hardening did give me some kind of immunity to flames. I laughed out loud. “Thank you, Zu Tien, you ugly one-handed whore!”  

I switched direction and instead of running from the beast, turned to charge at it with a renewed vigor in my soul. The sheer size of it was intimidating enough to keep my Frenzy going with a constant stream of fear, but I didn’t feel it myself. All I felt was the rage of bloodlust as I determined to kill this giant monster with everything I had.

I got in another chop at its stubby leg before the creature lunged at me with a giant bite. It took all my wherewithal to redirect my Frenzy into my reflexes and somehow I managed to duck just under its jaw, enduring another broiling wave of heat from its underside. 

Instinct took over and with its head so close to me, I scrambled right up on top of the thing. The sensation of walking across hot coals consumed every inch of my body, but [Pain Soothes the Frenzied Flame] helped me endure it. Grabbing onto one of its thick scales for support, I wielded my axe in one hand and began chopping savagely into its thick neck.

“Die! Damn! You! Die! Die!”

My words came out like a staccato mantra, reinforcing the strength of each chop. [Odds Against Me] and my [Lust for Battle] then seemed to combine as I let the Demon loose from the Struggler’s control. I was either going to cook to death on this thing or kill it and now was my only chance.

Rock like scales and blood flew as the creature whipped me from side to side. I screamed like a madman, hammering away with my axe like I was a blacksmith striking an anvil. I finally lost my grip and was tossed to the muddy water, landing about twenty feet away from the monster.

A strange sort of hissing filled the air as I raised my head to look back at the salamander. One side of the beast’s neck had been cut wide open, a jugular exposed from my hacks. Fresh blood gushed from it by the gallon, but as soon as it hit its glowing scales, it flash-evaporated in large plumes of steam. The beast staggered towards me drunkenly, all the fight taken out of it, slowly dying from my mortal wound.

I felt much the same way, all my Frenzy spent and my body refusing to generate any more. A loud cry then filled the air.

“[Divine Avalanche]!”

The words echoed like thunder as Li Gong Qui appeared over the top of the belrug nest, flying on a cloud of icy condensed Qi. From above the salamander, what looked like the inverted peak of a frozen mountain top appeared and then promptly fell out of the sky. It collapsed onto the beast with a tremendous boom and the shock wave sent me skidding across the swamp a good thirty feet or more. 

A huge wave of cold air came with it, soothing my blistering skin. 

When the frost cleared, I saw the beast’s torso was twisted at odd angles, the residual heat of its scales sizzling against the huge chunks of ice that had impacted its body. It didn’t move.    

The fire salamander was no more. 




*	*	*




A haughty and triumphant laugh came from Li Gong Qui as he hovered over the salamander’s body, admiring his handiwork. A few moments later Ren and Rho, along with the two women, rounded the side of the belrug mound, followed closely by Yi Fu and Sen Cho. The two women cultivators made short work of any belrugs greedy enough to emerge from the nest and when they were done, they quickly gathered beneath where Li Gong Qui was still hovering in the sky.

To my amazement, Su Wen clapped and cheered at seeing the giant monster’s corpse, like it was a stuffed animal she’d just won at a fair instead of the deadly beast that had nearly killed her a moment ago. Lai Qi joined her and Li Gong Qui landed in between the two women, enjoying a victory kiss from each of them as he grinned with pride.

“Your skill is unmatched, young master,” Su Wen said, beaming. “You defeated the beast in a single technique!”

“That I did,” he said and then his eyes fell on me, a look of amusement on his face. “And This One thought the beasts here would be too strong for me. Witness now, Chun, what it means to be a royal cultivator of the Frozen Cloud Sect.”

The women laughed, pointing at me jeeringly, causing a sickening ire to build in my gut.

I’d just saved all their lives and here they were mocking me?

It was enough to make my blood boil and wish for all their deaths, but I restrained myself with [Indifference]. I needed to let the Struggler take back his control. The Demon had to be contained and in the end, I welcomed the humiliation.

Because it meant I’d won.

I had pretty much killed the beast with none of them being the wiser, the cultivators’ own inflated egos ignoring or perhaps refusing to believe that a mere mortal could have done anything worthwhile in the situation at all. And under the circumstances, that suited me just fine.

But not everything I did went unnoticed by all.  

“You were brave to have distracted the beast when you did,” Sen Cho said as he helped me from the ground. “And you are lucky to be alive. My master needed time to prepare his ultimate technique. You should be thanking him for saving your life.”

“Indeed!” Li Gong Qui said. “Bow to me now, all of you. Show This One respect for saving your lives.”

The women and Sen Cho were the first to fall to their knees. My juniors quickly followed suit, well indoctrinated in the ways of the cultivator’s world. But I hesitated, every being in my body wanting to rebel and thumb my nose at the arrogant, clueless bastard. But I swallowed my hate, fueled it into Frenzy and dipped my forehead into the mud in a kowtow.

“You are all welcome,” Li Gong Qui said with a smug and satisfied smirk. “Now chop this beast open. I want to know if it possesses a core.”




*	*	*




The bastard Li Gong Qui turned out to be as lucky as he was arrogant. After regaining some of my strength, I together with my junior handlers went about the mammoth task of dissecting the salamander. It took about an hour of hacking away with my axe, but I finally exposed where its center would be and sure enough, there inside was a small red nugget about the size of a golf ball of raw unrefined monster Qi.

Li Gong Qi laughed and tossed it in the air like he was a child playing with a new toy once he had it in his hands. “My ascension is at hand, Sen Cho!” he said gleefully. “Come, we must away. I need to find an alchemist to brew this into an elixir at once.”

“Congratulations, master,” Su Wen said. “You have earned a great victory today. The very heavens guide your path towards ascension.” 

“Indeed,” Sen Cho said, nodding in agreement. “But honorable young master, the affinity of this beast was clearly of the fire aspect. Its Qi would be in contrary to your own, would it not?”

Li Gong Qui’s face went blank for a moment, as if just realizing he’d made a huge miscalculation. His features then contorted into a scowl as he glared at Sen Cho. “Do you think me a fool, Sen Cho? Do you think I do not know…that I cannot use this core? At all?”

The words came out punctuated, bitter with hostility, the realization clearly just dawning on Li Gong Qui himself.

Sen Cho lowered himself to the ground immediately. “I would never dare, Young Master! Surely This One is not wise enough to understand your great logic of brewing the core into an elixir.”

“You surely do not!” Li Gong Qui grimaced.

“Perhaps I am also not wise,” Lai Qi said meekly. “But, Master, please tell me, what is the logic of creating an elixir from this core. Its fire will surely not meld with your spiritual core.”

Li Gong Qui looked on the spot again, his face growing tense with anger. “Sen Cho! Tell her! Clearly you must not be such a dullard as to not understand why I would suggest such a thing.”

Sen Cho’s mouth fell open. “I…I.”

I couldn’t believe what I was witnessing. Li Gong Qui looked like he was about to hit the man. “Answer her! Answer her, now!”

I stepped forward using [Struggler’s Resolve] bowing my head slowly as I stepped next to Sen Cho. “What Sen Cho was no doubt about to tell you, Master Li Gong Qui, was that by refining the fire salamander core into an elixir you could fetch a much higher price in the markets when you sell it. And with that money you could then purchase a similar-grade elixir that is more attuned to your spiritual core.”

Li Gong Qui looked at me dumbfounded for a moment as did Sen Cho. I then nudged the man and Sen Cho bowed once more. “Yes, of course! That was what I was going to say. You are most wise, young master.”

Li Gong Qui nodded with another smug grin. “That’s right. Now let us be off to the alchemist as I said. I must fetch the highest price for this to afford my elixir of ascension.”




*	*	*




The trip back to the gate was brutal. With all my adrenaline worn off, I was actually starting to feel the few hits the salamander had landed on my body. Thinking back, I wondered if I was maybe a half step to level three in my Reflex Sharpening to have avoided the beast as I had. Or maybe I was just getting better at avoiding getting hit in general after fighting all those toads. 

Either way, I was struggling as much as my comrades as I hauled the sedan chair solo from the front again. Thankfully, Li Gong Qui’s constant gloating about how impressive he was to single-handedly kill the belrugs and salamander kept me fueled with a steady flow of Frenzy. It made me wonder just how many cultivators were not only arrogant but incredibly stupid. His bizarre handling of the situation with the core still baffled me. 

I was also kind of baffled at how quickly I’d come up with a solution for the problem, saving Sen Cho’s skin by saving his master’s stupid ‘face’. Perhaps all my studying of the orb and the cultivation manual was progressing my mental refinement as well. There were not as many categories when it came to mental refinement. As I tried to recall just how many there were, the table from the manual appeared with crystal clarity in my mind’s eye.










	
Mental Refinement Category


	
Stages


	
Description







	
Mental Capacity 


	
I to V


	
Increases your ability to store, retain and recall information. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you have the ability to recall small portions of information with complete clarity. At 5th stage you are able to recall several tomes’ worth of information with clarity. Train by memorizing techniques, texts and transcribing the same. 





	
Mental Quickness


	
I to V 


	
Increases the swiftness at which you can recall and correlate information you have retained. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can quickly recall and correlate information, even under duress. At 5th stage you are able to perform complex computations with ease and correlate information with the subconscious mind. Train by performing calculations or split decision making while under duress. 










I could definitely see how I’d been passively training my Mental Capacity all along just by studying, but I wasn’t quite sure how I was enhancing my Mental Quickness. Maybe just my thought process while I was fighting was cultivating that. By the descriptions, I figured that I was perhaps already near the third stage of Mental Capacity and perhaps the second stage of Mental Quickness. I noted there was nothing mentioned to train one’s wisdom, which made sense after meeting the likes of Li Gong Qui. No matter how smart you were, wisdom and common sense were different. No fixing stupid. 

Having now advanced not only my body but my mind, it had me wandering just how far I was progressing through my Foundation training. As I subconsciously carried the sedan, I pictured the Foundation table in my mind.










	
Realm


	
Level/stage/Tier


	
Qi Cultivator 







	
Foundation Establishment


	
1st


	
Qi Gathering





	

	
2nd


	
Qi Channeling





	

	
3rd


	
Qi Body Refinement





	

	
4th


	
Qi Mental Refinement





	

	
5th


	
Qi concentration





	

	
6th


	
Qi Manifestation (internal)





	

	
7th


	
Qi Manifestation (external)





	

	
8th


	
Qi Condensing





	

	
9th


	
Qi Hardening










I was still considered a low-tier Foundation cultivator perhaps, but I was speeding along. And like I’d experienced, my equivalent power in Qi was perhaps at a much higher tier in terms of effectiveness. Although, I hadn’t even begun to test the mastery of Qi or Frenzy manifestation as yet. Li Gong Qui was clearly a master of that though and demonstrated how powerful and godlike cultivators could become at the manifestation stage. I though back to Threja and wondered if her spectral form was some kind of manifestation of her Frenzy.    

Slipping further into autopilot, I began cycling my Frenzy while practicing my Mental Capacity, searching through the mental images of the orb that were now imprinted into my mind. At first, I had doubts as to whether I would be able to recall anything with any sort of reliable clarity, but as I focused, I found that I could see the Shuras as clearly as if I were staring at the orb itself. 

I searched for manifestations and found them in the 453rd Shura.




Shura 453




On Manifestations 




Whether they be internal or external the use of concentrated Frenzy to produce physical manifestations must be well thought, for while they may well exceed the limits of mortality, they may undoubtedly mark you as a follower of the Flame. Take note also, that if sufficient strength is reached, the sight of your manifestation alone may be enough to crumble your foe’s resolve into complete despair. At higher levels of Frenzy, manifestation may even be used persistently. 




I thought about how those Fire Bird members starting panicking when they saw Threja’s spectral form and understood immediately what the text was talking about. A big risk, big reward kind of thing when it came to revealing your ‘true’ form. The text then listed several techniques below it.




[Iron Core] – (internal) use concentrated Frenzy to temporarily form a layer of protective armor around vital organs and bones to withstand tremendous blows. 




[Death’s Door] – (internal) should you suffer a fatal wound use concentrated Frenzy to replace any bodily function that is lost. 




[Iron Skin] – (external) use concentrated Frenzy to temporarily form a layer of hardened armor on a specific part of the body. Use defensively to avoid critical strikes or offensively on the knuckles, feet, or palms when fighting unarmed. 




I then noticed three external techniques were lumped together. 




Marks of the Berserker




Take special care when utilizing the marks. While initially only one Mark may be used at a time, higher levels can sustain as much as two. In very rare practitioners, all three marks can be manifested, but take heed, as such will quickly Frenzy thy Flame towards complete madness.   




[Mark of the Beast] – (external) take on the likeness of a frenzied beast, greatly increasing one’s reflexes and speed. 




[Mark of the Giant] – (external) grow in physical size, greatly increase all of one’s physical strength and power.




[Mark of the Demon] – (external) take on the likeness of a demon, greatly increasing the potency of one’s Frenzy and the effectiveness of Frenzy techniques. 




Considering how tall Threja was compared to even Sumatra, I wondered if she had been running Mark of the Giant permanently. And perhaps her spectral form was a mix of Mark of the Beast and Mark of the Demon. Just the idea of gaining that much power had me itching to try it out the next time I got to fight monsters, but I’d have to figure out how to concentrate my Frenzy first, since all the techniques seemed to call for it.

 Still the idea of new growth and power ignited my Flame with a passion to progress like never before. The body enhancing was amazing enough, but the manifestations were more like real superpowers. I chuckled inwardly at the thought of one day being able to withstand even Li Gong Qui’s [Divine Avalanche] technique with a smirk of [Indifference].

One day, I thought to myself. One day.   

I was so lost in my own head that I didn’t even realize we had reached the gate until Sumatra’s voice boomed from ahead of me.

“What in the nine hells happened to you, Chun?” he said with a laugh. “You look like shit. And is that mud or shit on you?”

I had half the mind to tell him it was shit and then smear it all over him, but it was half dried now anyway and the blood had oxidized, turning a shit-colored brown. “Yeah, welcome back home to you too, boss.”

Li Gong Qui went onto another bragging session as soon as we laid down the sedan, drawing the quick attention of the Imperial Guard and enforcers who immediately seized the core for inspection and began haggling with Sen Cho about paying taxes.

“Elder brother Chun.”

I paused and turned at the unexpected title. There standing behind me in a line was Ren, Rho and Yi Fu. They all performed a coordinated bow in front of me, bringing forth a fresh burst of lemonade. 

“Thank you so much for taking care of us today,” Yi Fu said. “You saved all of our lives.”

The brothers Ren and Rho nodded emphatically with quick bows. “Yes, thank you, elder brother! We both hope to be as courageous and strong as you one day. You are an amazing handler. Please allow us to work with you again.”

I wasn’t too sure how much the kids had actually seen. I figured not much since they didn’t really say much earlier, but perhaps they had been holding it in until they were off duty and away from the cultivators. 

I played off the compliments with [Struggler’s Resolve].

“Hey, I just got lucky out there today. But you all did great too. Nice working with you. We’ll team up again for sure.”

That caused more gushes of lemonade as they grinned at me in admiration and then ran off together, recounting tales of their first day on the job. As they left, another voice came from behind me. 

“They speak the truth.”

I looked back to see Sen Cho. The manservant had finished haggling for the taxes to take the core it seemed and was about to depart, Li Gong Qui and his two concubines already waiting for him in the sedan as the normal porters prepared to haul them away.

“I’m not certain how you did it,” he said. “But I’m glad that you did. Please take this…” He then thrust something heavy into in my hand. “For saving my master’s skin.” He then winked at me. “And my own.” 

He smiled as he left, joining Li Gong Qui in the sedan.

When I looked, there was the large, crescent-shaped lump of a five-Tael silver coin sitting in my palm.




*	*	*




I could barely contain my excitement as I waited for Lee and Mu Lin to return from the field. When they finally did, I called them over immediately. 

“Damn, Chun,” Mu Lin said with a disapproving shake of her head. “What happened to you today. You look like shit again.”

Lee laughed in agreement. “When does he not look like shit?”

“Nevermind all that,” I said. “Did you get the message to Xi Xha for me?”

“Yeah, I sent it earlier,” Mu Lin said. “She’ll meet you in the central markets in a couple of hours.”

“Well, I need you to send her another one. Tell her there’s been a change of plans.”

Mu Lin’s eyes narrowed like she wanted to kill me. “What!? Do you know how much trouble I went through to—”

“Tell her we’re all going to meet her, but in the restaurant district instead.” I then showed them the coin and their eyes nearly fell out of their heads. “Food and drinks are on me, guys. We’re hitting the town tonight.”   








CHAPTER 23










I used the next two hours to get ready. After the day I’d had, I couldn’t believe it wound up ending so well. I headed back home and dumped off my gear before getting a quick wash, ridding myself of most of the mud and blood. I kind of wanted to invite Yu Li to come with us, but I decided against it. For one, she still wasn’t even speaking to me yet and two, she had no one to look after Su Ling and where we were headed was no place to take a kid. 

Still, I reminded myself in advance to bring her back something nice and to tuck away next month’s rent money inside of it. I still couldn’t believe how easy it was to think like that now. I had enough money for three months’ rent for both of us and plenty to spare. Maybe I was splurging a bit going out tonight, but damn it, for what I’d been through today, I deserved a little celebration and R&R.

I even deserve a hot bath, I decided.

I got out of the tepid water, threw on some fresh clothes and headed for the bath house closer to the center of town. Most of the folks in the square still looked at me cross-eyed as I passed through but I didn’t care, I was on top of the world right now. I stopped at the money lenders in the central market and broke up the coin, my purse never feeling so heavy as I left with four and a half Taels of silver and almost 500 Wen of copper. I was careful to stash it in a rented locker when I hit the bathhouse. 

I’d been to the baths only a few times before, on the rare occasions when I had the extra coin to spare. But now, not only could I enjoy a nice soak in some expensive herbal bath salts that helped soothe my body, but I also had a massage. The young girl who performed it gave me a nice bonus of lemonade too, frequently complimenting me on my muscles as her hands glided over them. 

I used her lemonade to add even more. 

When I finished, I decided to treat myself further and got a haircut and shave. I kept the beard but instructed the barber to trim it neatly, especially since Mu Lin said Xi Xha seemed to be into it. I then looked at my hair. I had grown it long and kept it pinned back in the customary Yee fashion that most people wore it. Not out of style, but necessity. I couldn’t afford to go to a barber every month and I didn’t have the skills to cut it myself. But now that I had some cash, why not? I told the barber to cut it short on the sides and leave a bit on top. By the time I finished instructing him with exactly what I wanted, I felt like I was looking at my old self again when I gazed in the mirror. A younger, and perhaps cooler, version of my dad.

I ended my self-indulgent splurging spree on a trip to the tailors and waited for half an hour while the artisans made me a fresh set of clothes suitable for a night out. Nothing too flashy to tip people off that I’d come into a lot of money, but ten times better than the old rags I wore to work each day. By the time I met up with Mu Lin and Lee, their jaws nearly hit the floor when they saw me. 

“Holy shit, Chun!” Mu Lin said, her eyes peeled wide like she was looking at an alien or something. “Is that really you?”

“Now you’re really trying to show me up,” Lee said, ruffling my short haircut playfully. “Who is this badass and what did you do with our Chun?”

I laughed, flexing with a little [Indifference]. “Come on, guys. Let’s have fun tonight.”




*	*	*




The restaurant district wasn’t a true district per se. More like a sub section of the city center. The portion we had access to as natives was perhaps considered within the rougher part of town, but compared to where we lived, a visit to the restaurant district was like a trip to Las Vegas. 

Qi-powered signs lit up the night like neon, joined by strings of lanterns hung across the street. The atmosphere was already lively with music and laughter from the sizable crowd. There seemed to be a mixture of people here. While most were commoners or low-tier citizens of the empire, I spotted a few cultivators that stood out in their fine robes and dress, some of them even accompanied by an entourage of beauties and manservants, like that idiot Li Gong Qui.

The usual enforcers were on duty as well, but they didn’t seem to be eyeing the crowd as oppressively as they did in the market district. After a few minutes of crowd watching, Mu Lin began hopping up and down, waving to someone.

“There she is! Xi Xha! Over here!”

When I turned to see Xi Xha stepping through the crowd, I thought I was looking at a fashion model. Her hair was pinned up elegantly and her makeup was flawless, the look all pulled together in a sheer-fitting black gown. When she caught sight of me, I figured the feeling must have been mutual, because her lemonade hit me like a tidal wave. 

“Oh my,” she said, her gorgeous green eyes stared at me with a hunger. “You look… Even better than I remembered, Chun. That hairstyle is so Terran. I love it.”

That caused a laugh to come from Lee and a bit of irritation to come from Mu Lin. 

“Thanks.” I gave her a smile and a polite bow. “It’s nice to see you again as well, Xi Xha.”

“A new friend?” She gave a bow to Lee. “I am Xi Xha.”

“Pleasure,” he said bowing as well. “I’m Lee. I work with these two idiots.”

“Come on, let’s get going,” Mu Lin said, dragging both Lee and I by the arm. “This idiot is starving.”

Xi Xha helped us pick out a nice restaurant that specialized in seafood and I dropped two hundred Wen on the meal in advance. The place was half full, but big enough to seat at least fifty. The wait staff hauled large platters of amazing-smelling food while a small group of artisans played Qi-infused tunes on zithers and fiddles. The music added to the relaxed ambiance and by the time our food arrived we’d already finished off a bottle of rice wine, entertained the entire time by Lee’s stories of his adventures in the wild. 

As I drank, I used the energy coming off of Xi Xha to train my Internal Strengthening by nullifying the alcohol in my system. I suppose it was a waste of booze and a good buzz, but I was probably getting something more worthwhile out of the deal in the end. If I could break through to the third stage of Internal Strengthening, the power of my Frenzy techniques would probably increase four-fold. 

“You all live such adventurous lives,” Xi Xha said. “I feel almost embarrassed to say what it is I do all day.”

“Don’t you teach?” I asked. “That probably makes far more of a difference to society than what the hell it is we do.”

I then gave them a redacted version of my adventures with the great Li Gong Qui, which had them all in stitches, especially Xi Xha when I reenacted Li Gong Qui’s ridiculous use of Sen Cho as his mouthpiece.

“I guess some people are just like that,” Xi Xha said, still beaming with a laugh. “Especially from a core world. They’re a different breed.”

I chuckled. “Tell me about it.”

As the food came out, they placed it in the center of the table on a lazy Susan. Mu Lin, Lee, and I tore into it like starved prisoners, while Xi Xha picked through with far more etiquette and poise. Family-sized platters of noodles, shrimp, crab, duck and pork—we sampled it all with black vinegar, mustard and hot sauce, the food tasting better than anything I’d eaten in ages. It even gave Lysa’s home-cooked meal a run for its money. We laughed, drank and ate, Mu Lin on one side of me and Xi Xha on the other. I could feel Xi Xha inching closer to me as the evening went on, using every opportunity to pat my hand whenever she laughed at one of my stupid jokes.   

Suddenly Mu Lin stiffened next to me, squeezing my bicep in a death grip. I was about to ask her what was wrong, but I sensed the fear in her even before I saw what she was looking at. And when I did, I completely understood why she had tensed up. Just entering the restaurant were three men in red and orange robes.

Fire Bird Sect members. 

“Hey, it’s okay,” I whispered to her. “They got nothing to do with us.”

But it probably wasn’t just the thought of them somehow learning about our little secret that had her all shook up. Mu Lin had experienced a rough trauma through them and just seeing them was obviously some kind of trigger for her now. But I’d spotted a few Fire Bird members in the district already, so I didn’t think much of them coming in here. Maybe it was the fact that it was three of them that was triggering her as well.

But they didn’t look like the same type that had attacked her in the wild. These guys all looked young and sloppy. No better than the clowns Hein had brought with him to intimidate me.

 I whispered to Mu Lin again, hoping to alleviate her fears. “Tell me how strong they are.” 

Mu Lin leaned forward, adjusting her glasses. “Hmm… one of them is barely Foundation level. The other two not even Foundation level, I don’t think.”

I gave her a smile. “See. Nothing to worry about. You’re even stronger than those guys.”

“What are you two whispering about?” Xi Xha asked playfully.

“I was just asking her where your favorite tea house was,” I said quickly, throwing her off the subject in case she heard anything. “But Mu Lin said she wouldn’t tell me until I took her there first.”

“What!” Mu Lin shouted in protest.

I cracked a cheesy grin causing the whole table to laugh while Mu Lin continued to feign anger. “I did not say that! Xi Xha, don’t listen to this idiot.”

I kept an eye on the Fire Birds as the jokes and laughter resumed. They were weak, but something did strike me as odd as I watched them. They didn’t find a table to sit down. Instead, they seemed to be going from table to table, bothering the patrons about something. I couldn’t tell exactly what they were doing, but a few of the people gave them bows before handing over a few coins.

“So, I was most surprised when Mu Lin said you wanted to see me,” Xi Xha said distracting me from my Fire Bird watching, as she ran her foot atop mine.

I didn’t need the lemonade spewing from her to sense what she thought my motives might have been and at the moment she wasn’t entirely off base either, but the truth wasn’t something I could talk about openly. Still perhaps I could kill two birds with one stone. “Yes, it’s something a bit sensitive though. I’d originally planned this to be a more intimate affair, just you and I, but I owed these guys a night out.”

Xi Xha laughed after I smiled to let her know I was hamming it up.

“You sure did owe us!” Lee blurted while downing another cup of wine. “To the Chun!”

“The Chun!” Mu Lin laughed, clinking glasses with him. 

“Well,” Xi Xha said. “I did enjoy the company and the meal. But the night’s still young. Perhaps we might find some time to talk afterwards?”

Her hand touched my knee under the table, her soul oozing so much lemonade I was having a hard time converting it all into Frenzy. I gave her only a subtle smile though, containing myself with [Indifference]. “Perhaps.”

That caused even more lemonade to flow.

Just as I was about to suggest we all call it a night, a palm slammed onto the table.

“Looks like someone’s having a good time, eh?”

I glanced up and sure enough, it was the barely Foundation-level Fire Bird member. He seemed to be the leader, the other two stepping back. He was tall and wiry, sporting a goatee and shaved head that reminded me a little of the dude Threja had headbutted straight into the afterlife.

“What’s it to you?” I said, leaning back in my chair with [Struggler’s Resolve.]

His features instantly contorted into a scowl, clearly not expecting my response. 

“Don’t you see these robes? The Fire Birds are the protectors of this domain, your first words to me should be words of respect.” He then snorted out a laugh. “But since you all look like shit-ass Terrans, you probably wouldn’t know that.” He then looked to Xi Xha. “Except for this one. What are you doing with this trash, pretty lady?”

Xi Xha surprisingly didn’t cower, but she didn’t stand up defiantly like I did either. She instead let out a tired sigh before clasping her hands in a bow. “Honorable Sect member. How delighted we are to see you providing protection for us tonight.”

“See that?” The man looked at me with a wide smile. “That’s how you show respect to the Fire Bird Sect. Live and learn, Terran. Now since you’re all first timers, you probably don’t know about the tax either. Your protection comes at a cost and we’re here to collect it.”

I looked to Mu Lin. She seemed to be almost hyperventilating next to me.

Lee was frozen in between bites of his chopsticks. 

Xi Xha leaned over and whispered to me, “I’m sorry, but this is normal. A few Wen from each of us should do.”

Ire built within me. To hell with that shit. 

I looked around the restaurant. Still only half full. 

“How about we make a little wager instead?” I asked.

“What did you say?”

“You heard me. I wager you all the coin you just collected from the patrons in here. I’ll match it. If you win, you get it all. If I win, I get it all. What do you say?”

The guy’s eyes bulged as anger pumped his insides. “You dare challenge me, you filthy commoner?” 

I grinned at him with [Fear the Flame]. “Challenge? If that’s what you want to call it, sure. I’m just talking about a little friendly competition. Entertainment if you will. Unless you don’t think you can win, of course.”

“Win at what?”

“An old Terran game. Called face slapping.”

He paused and then laughed. “Is this a joke?”

Face slapping had its own connotations in Yee society, but I was talking about something very literal. Something I had seen on a YouTube video once, back when the world still made sense. Although a face slapping competition probably wasn’t the best example of that.  

“No joke,” I said. “We take turns slapping each other in the face. One slap at a time. Last one standing wins.”

All three of them laughed now. “You must be an idiot. Do you even know who we are?”

“No, not really,” I said with [Indifference]. “Don’t really care either. So you want to play or not?”

That caused a swell of anger to come from the Fire Birds and fresh fountains of fear to come from my friends. I lapped it up all the same. “How much you got in that purse? Unless you’re afraid of losing it all.”

Now, it’d become more than just a challenge. Now he had to save face as well. 

He grimaced. “I doubt you’d even have this much coin.”

“Try me.”

He smirked and dropped the equivalent of two Tael on the table.

Much to his surprise and my friends’ dismay, I reached into my purse and matched it. 

“What are you doing?” Mu Lin said in a hushed whisper. 

I stood. “Let’s go then. This should be fun. I’ll let you go first.”

He laughed. “The weaker should go first. That means you, asshole.”

I shrugged. “Fair enough.”

The entire restaurant went quiet as the guy then shouted: “This dumb Terran has challenged me to a face slapping match. Can you believe that? I’ve allowed him to go first. I hope this entertains you all. It should be quite short.”

Fear filled the room and I drew it all in, but not for my first hit.

“You ready?” I said.

“Do your best, weakling.”

I drew back my hand and released a grunt of effort as I struck him with what I hoped was only half my strength. The loud slap resonated throughout the restaurant. It had the effect I hoped. The guy barely flinched and then belly laughed along with his buddies. 

“Easiest two Tael I’ve ever made!” he proclaimed. “Prepare yourself.”

He wound up as I presented my chin, bracing for the hit with [Indifference].

I barely felt it, but I went with the momentum of the slap, it echoing much louder than my own. I feigned weakness as I rubbed my jaw, pretending to stagger. He looked amused, but a bit off put that I was somehow still standing.

“That was a good hit,” I said, rubbing my jaw. “You ready?”

The crowd were on their feet now. Screams and yells were spilling from the patrons as was some lemonade. The music started back up and I egged it on with a clap of my hands. What started out as a showdown was slowly turning into a form of crude entertainment, which was exactly what I was hoping for. I used [Struggler’s Resolve] to rile them up more. Now that I’d established this as some kind of sportsmanlike competition between two men, him taking it any further than that if he lost would result in a loss of face he couldn’t afford.

And that meant it was now safe for me to slap the shit out of him.

He snorted. “I went way too easy on you. Go ahead then. My next hit will be the last you’ll ever taste.”

I leaned back and struck him with all of my casual strength, trying not to kill him.

The force of the hit was enough to knock him sideways and crash into the table next to us. The patrons at the table jumped up in alarm, but more than a few cheers came as well. 

I sensed anger boiling within him as he straightened himself, his face fixed in a sneer. He didn’t say anything this time and immediately wound up for his hit. And then I sensed something else welling up inside him, something familiar. 

Something that smelled like… Frenzy?

The slap hit me so hard I saw stars, distracted by what I’d sensed. I didn’t even have time to use [Indifference] as the blow sent me straight to the floor.

I lay there for a moment, the room spinning with cheers and jeers. Mu Lin, Lee, and Xi Xha were all standing over me. Xi Xha knelt down, stroking my face, asking if I were okay. Fear poured from her as concern filled her green eyes. 

But I was more concerned about what it was I’d just sensed. It was still lingering there within him. It wasn’t Frenzy exactly, but was something like it. Far more raw and when I tried to siphon some of it, it tasted bitter like death in my soul. 

Like Dark Frenzy if I could put a word to it.

The man laughed triumphantly, reaching for the coins. “Know your place, you filthy Terr—”

I slapped my hands over the coins as I pulled myself back onto my feet. “Not done yet. It’s [My Turn]!”

The room burst into cheers, rooting for the underdog, filling me with Frenzy.

I had no idea what strength this guy truly possessed, but I let it all fly. 

I clocked him so hard he did an involuntary cartwheel before crashing into the table next to us out cold. The same kind of Frenzy-like energy came from the other two as they lowered reflexively into a combat stance. But I backed it off with [Fear the Flame]. 

“You two want to go next?”

They looked at each other, and their Dark Frenzy was replaced with regular old fear. 

“Didn’t think so,” I said as I scooped half the coins off the table.

All fear turned to lemonade as wild cheers filled the room, especially from Xi Xha who was staring at me now like I was her own personal hero. And hell, maybe I had been for about a minute. 

I tossed half the money to the two remaining Fire Bird members. “Give all these people back their money. And when he wakes up, tell him to think twice before messing with Young Master Hein of the Silver Leaf Clan.”

Both their eyes widened before immediately dropping to the floor with a bow. 

“Great apologies! It won’t happen again, young master. We didn’t know who you were. The Fire Bird Sect would never dare to disrespect the Silver Leaf Clan so.”

I looked back to Lee, Mu Lin, and Xi Xha, their faces blank, their eyes still wide with shock.

“Let’s get out of here.”




*	*	*




“Oh, my shit, bro! I can’t believe you did that!”

Lee was laughing like a madman, slapping my back while gushing with lemonade. Xi Xha was more reserved in her admiration, giving me an amused smile while holding onto my arm, but her lemonade was gushing all the same.

Mu Lin however looked back towards the restaurant warily, fear bubbling up inside of her. “Are you sure they’re not going to come looking for us?”

“Not with the name I just dropped. Come on, you saw their reactions for yourself, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, who the hell even is that?” Lee asked.

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “I dunno. Some asshole probably.”

Lee laughed again but I wondered if I had just caused some kind of trouble for that prick Hein by doing this. I sure as hell hoped so. 

“Well, it’s been a fun and eventful evening,” Xi Xha said. “But I do have class to teach in the morning. So, I must bid you all good night. Would you mind escorting me home, Chun? Perhaps we can have that talk along the way.”

I smiled at her. “Sure thing. Lee, you’ll make sure Mu Lin gets home okay?”

“I got you,” Lee said with a slick grin, giving me a bro hug.

I hugged Mu Lin as well, but she gave me the stink eye. “Careful now. That’s my teacher, okay?”

I laughed, ruffling her hair. “See you tomorrow.”

Xi Xha then extended her arm. “Shall we?”




*	*	*




Xi Xha took me through a section of the central district that I had only occasionally visited before. The whole area was considered the low-class entertainment capital of the city and that went for all kinds of entertainment. The Qi-lit signs slowly shifted from restaurants and eateries to bars and brothels. I had to force myself to keep my head straight as the various service providers displayed their ‘wares’ out front. Luckily, having Xi Xha on my arm kept most of them at bay, especially the guys who were always more brazen than the ladies. 

“So you wish to make contact with someone in the Jianghu?” Xi Xha said, repeating my request. “That’s why you wanted to see me?”

“Well Mu Lin said you might have some contacts there.”

Xi Xha chuckled. “You perhaps made a few of your own just now.”

“What? The Fire Bird members?”

“They do control much of it. But I’m intrigued. What are you looking to do?”

I made sure we were out of earshot of anyone before I spoke. “I’m looking to buy a manual on fighting styles. I want to compete in the tournament.”

Her eyes widened but the smile on her face only increased as did her flow of lemonade. “You’re quite the risktaker aren’t you? But by the way you handled those Fire Bird initiates, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“So, can you help me?”

She stopped and took both my hands in hers as she turned to face me. “Is that the only reason you wanted to see me tonight?”

Her confident smile already knew the answer and I wondered if Xi Xha didn’t have some scholarly ability of her own to detect lemonade. Still, I played it cool with [Indifference]. “Primarily. But I do like to kill two birds with one stone whenever I can. So, I guess I should apologize for inviting Lee and Mu Lin on our first date.”

Xi Xha laughed as I gave her a cheesy grin. 

“Oh, is that what this was?” 

“You tell me. If you liked it, it definitely was. If not…”

Her smile didn’t leave her face as she wrapped her slender arms around my waist, rubbing her body against mine. “How’s this for an answer.”

Her lips found mine as she stood on her tip toes. By her eagerness, I could sense she’d been wanting to do that for a while. When we pulled apart, she was still smiling. “You know, I heard they have rooms in these places that you can rent for a night.”

Xi Xha sure wasn’t the shy and quiet type, but I wasn’t complaining. Taking this ‘route’ home through the red light district was probably no coincidence either and I didn’t need my powers to catch the intent of her overtures all night. I had to remember that while Xi Xha looked young, she was a grown woman nearly twice my age. This wasn’t the start of some puppy love romance. Xi Xha was looking for something else. 

And I was fitting to oblige her.   

“Is that so?” I gave her a grin, and then feeling slightly like one of the gigolos on the street next to us, flexed with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “You paying?”

A flush of lemonade came from her as she gave me a wicked smile.

“Let’s see if they’ll give us a couple’s discount.”

And with that Xi Xha took me by the hand and led me into one of the establishments.  

  





CHAPTER 24










Xi Xha woke early the next morning to continue what we ended up doing late into last night. By the time we finished, she collapsed onto my chest, both of us breathing heavily as the first rays of dawn peered through the windows from outside.

“Ugh, I have to get going,” she said with a groan. “I really do need to teach classes today.”

“Same… well, kill monsters, not teach kids.”

She laughed giving me a quick peck on the cheek while tickling my abs with her fingertips. “Thanks for the great night.”

“Thank you,” I said with a grin. As I watched her getting dressed, I had to admit that Xi Xha was in many ways nothing like the person I expected her to be. My first impression of her intentions when it came to Mu Lin especially. “Hey, thanks for what you’re doing for Mu Lin, by the way. I know you’re taking a big risk by helping her. It’s really nice of you.”

She smiled as she slipped on her underclothes. “Mu Lin’s a smart girl. She deserves a chance at the academy. She may even surpass me. Take care of her for me, out there, will you? She’s so close to being able to pass this exam. I really hope she can focus.”

“Yeah. Timing’s not great for that. Work is picking up like crazy with all the off- worlders coming in for the tournament.”

“I can imagine.”

“Speaking of which… you never really answered me. Can you help me out or what?”

She laughed, shaking her head. “You really are something, you know that? But who am I to stand in the way of a man and his ambition? Yes, I can help you, Chun. But the most I can give you is a contact. From there you’ll be on your own. Are you sure you want this, though? These can be dangerous people.”

I flexed with [Struggler’s Resolve], showing off my scars while giving her a cheesy grin. “Does it look like I fear danger?”

She laughed with lemonade again, playfully whipping one of her stockings at me. “Give me a few days. I’ll arrange something. I’ll contact you through Mu Lin.”

“Thanks.”

I then thought back to those Fire Bird members and that strange Frenzy I felt coming from them. I still had no idea what it was. Could they have been unkindled? All three of them? Maybe I wasn’t the only Berserker here, but three altogether seemed unlikely. Although I had no idea how likely or unlikely finding another Berserker even was.

 I gazed at Xi Xha as she fixed her hair. If there was ever a chance to ask an expert on the matter, now was the time. It was a risk but screw it. I was already risking enough just trusting Xi Xha with the Jianghu connection. 

“Hey, have you ever heard of Berserkers before?” 

She paused, looking at me bemused. “That’s an odd question.”

I quickly came up with a lie. “A client I was with mentioned them once. I’d never heard of them.”

She chuckled. “I’d be surprised if you had. I don’t think anyone has even seen one of those Daoists in centuries.”

“Centuries?” Perhaps Berserkers were not as wide-spread or well known as I had assumed.

“From what I can recall, yes. They were quite an obscure group. More the realm of myth and legend now.”

“I see. And what’s a Daoist?”

“Sorry. I forget you might not know these terms.” She rushed about, kicking on her sandals. “They’re like… knock-off cultivators that utilize unorthodox practices. Usually form cults and such.”

“Cults. Are they illegal?”

“Illegal? No. Well some may be depending on what they practice. Some artisans are Daoist, but martial Daoists like the Berserkers you mentioned are rare and not tolerated. That’s why the Dynasty put an end to them centuries ago.”

“How would you even recognize one?”

 She laughed. “I truly do not know. But I must go.” She leaned down to give me another kiss on the lips. “We should do this again sometime.”

I smiled at her. “Definitely.”

She then gave me a wink. “But next time, let’s just skip the dinner.”




	*	*	*




After Xi Xha left, I meditated a bit on what she’d said. While the warnings from Threja and the orb were quite pronounced, perhaps they were both speaking from a more historic perspective, especially considering how old Threja might actually be. According to Xi Xha, Berserkers seemed more like boogie men from the past. Although knowing that didn’t mean I was going to start advertising my Frenzied Flame, it at least made me feel a bit better that no one would instantly point at me and shout “Berserker” if I pulled off something a mortal shouldn’t be able to do.

Although those Fire Bird members did just that, I mused. 

They were able to peg Threja for exactly what she was. Perhaps that had given me a false impression about how commonly known Berserkers were. But after having experienced that strange Frenzy, maybe they knew something about Berserkers. Xi Xha just said they hadn’t officially existed in centuries, but could the Fire Birds be some secret sect of Berserkers?

It didn’t quite gel with my Flame though. First, Berserkers didn’t have sects. And what I sensed was ‘like’ Frenzy, but it definably wasn’t the exact same thing. If Frenzy was wine then what I tasted from them was more like vinegar. The same substance just corrupted. It made me wonder even more exactly what the hell it was.

But one thing was clear. They must have found a way to mask it somehow. Unless only I could detect it due to my Flame. Something else became clear to me too. While people might not recognize me as a Berserker right away, a guy with no Qi cutting loose like I could, was eventually going to raise enough brows for people to start looking deeper. Plus, if I was going to pull off competing in the martial tournament at anything above the shit-tier league or do anything significant for that matter, I’d have find some way to explain my abilities.

Hell, even last night I’d gotten lucky that those three Fire Birds were less than Foundation Realm. Me knocking one of them unconscious could be explained away. But I wasn’t always going to get so lucky, and my path wouldn’t allow me to back down from a challenge.

As I thought some more, the beginnings of an idea started to take form, but then I realized I was already late for work.

“Shit,” I cursed. I’d have to ponder that some more while on the trail. Right now, I needed to get to killing more monsters.




*	*	*




 Sumatra gave me the usual shit for showing up late, making fun of my new haircut especially. I ignored him with [Indifference] and went straight to work with my three handlers from the day before. Today’s client seemed of the sane variety thankfully. A low-tier Core Realm cultivator from off world who used a spear style she called the Heavenly Lance. When she told me that she wanted something to test her agility, I took her past the swamps to an estuary that was home to horse-sized crabs and man-sized birds.

The birds were for her. They were quick and annoying things, like giant angry seagulls that attacked in mobs. It proved the perfect prey for her, keeping her on her toes with her flashy spear techniques. The beaks and livers were also valuable and once I showed my guys how to harvest them, I set them up in an assembly line to process her seemingly never-ending stream of bird corpses as she went to work. Satisfied they had everything under control, I then skived off to go ‘scout’ for more prey.

When I got far enough away from all of them, I went to work on the crabs.

They were a lot faster than the belrugs and their pincers proved able to pierce my skin after one of them managed to snag my forearm right before I cut off its claw off. I used the opportunity to build more Frenzy from the pain and then utilized that to add to my reflexes and strength.

It dawned on me then that if I were able to use [Iron Skin], I might have been able to withstand the claw attack completely. That got me to focus on developing concentrated Frenzy. Recalling the chapters from Mu Li’s Foundation manual, the process of concentrating one’s internal energy involved a sort of refinement technique. That meant cycling my Frenzy through various meridians and purifying it before eventually compressing it into my Dantian.

I set that as my next goal. 

As an hour went by, every few crabs I gave myself a break to try compressing my Frenzy while it was still freshly circulating within my body. Finding a nearby bay-leaf tree, I sat upon the branches in lotus position as I focused on my meridians. 

Opening my mind’s eye, I visualized the process of my Frenzy circulating through my body. I imagined it being like heated water running through pipes and as the pipes passed beneath the pores on my skin, the heat was enough to let the bad parts evaporate away, leaving pure concentrated Frenzy behind. After about ten minutes of this I forced it all into my Dantian and imagined the walls of my mystic core squeezing down on it.

Sweat beaded on my brow as I strained with the process, trying to cycle in more concentrated Frenzy to increase the pressure. I wasn’t sure how long I was at it, losing all sense of time as I focused on nothing else. And then with a strange ‘pop’-like sensation, the pressure in my Dantian suddenly decreased. 

Shit, I thought. Had I just ruptured it or something?

As I fearfully tested my Frenzy again, I found that everything still worked fine, but where my Dantian had once been full, now it felt like my Frenzy barely filled a tenth the volume it had before. When I sampled it however, it was like taking a shot of straight plum wine.

“Man, that’s powerful,” I said, my eyes squinting.

Had I just done it, though? Had I just made my first batch of concentrated Frenzy?

Hopping out of the tree, I set about fighting a new crab, utilizing my techniques from my stored Frenzy alone. Sure enough, I could perform far more techniques than I could with the small amount of Frenzy in my tank. Once I killed the crab, I used the fresh Frenzy from my [Lust for Battle] to cultivate and concentrated some more. 

It was a slow-going process as the crabs took some time to fight and kill. But their quick movements and hard shells forced me to make use of both evasive defensive skills and strong axe techniques to bust open their hard shells. This cultivated both Body Strengthening and Reflex Sharpening at the same time. 

Once stored in a concentrated state, I found my Frenzy seemed to be stable within my Dantian. With it now half full, I experimented a bit and found that I could use it normally, greatly increasing the number of techniques I could perform, or I could chug the stuff straight and greatly amplify a single technique.

But I wanted to do more with it than that. 

After taking a break to make a brief check on the cultivator and my guys, I decided to move locations, finding her even more birds to kill. Thankfully they seemed a decent challenge for the cultivator and she was happy to stick with the same quarry.

By the time I managed to get back to crab killing, I was eager to put my concentrated Frenzy to use in the form of a manifestation technique. I spent a good half hour studying the meridian technique for [Iron Skin] from memory and when I figured I had it down, I set up for a test. 

Turning to the tree I was sitting in, I focused on a branch that was a good five inches thick. Exhaling, I focused directing my concentrated Frenzy to the heel of my palm. The technique lasted only a second, but it felt like it had worked. There was no visual confirmation of it though, just the feeling of my hand becoming as hard as rock. 

“Time to really test this out,” I said, squaring up with the tree.  

I leapt into the air, performing [Two-Log Chop]. Mind reeling, I applied the complex meridian sequence to perform [Iron Skin] at the same time. My hand hit the tree and I cried out as if felt like every bone inside it shattered.  

“Ah, shit!” I swore, dancing around in a circle while holding my swelling hand. “Dammit!”

What the hell was it with me and trees? I thought. The branch in question looked none the worse for wear, my hand instead taking the full brunt of the technique. Thank goodness I didn’t use [Three-Log Chop]. I focused my concentrated Frenzy on healing as I dissipated the pain.

After twenty minutes I worked up the nerve to give it another go. 

One thing was clear, this technique had very tight timing. If I was ever going to make use of it, I would have to be very fast at its execution. That made me think of the value of Mental Quickness as an attribute. If I wanted to be able to perform multiple techniques in quick succession, I’d definitely have to increase my prowess within it.

Once I was ready, I jumped into the air once more, performing both techniques near simultaneously this time. Concentrated Frenzy flowed into my palm and my entire hand went numb just as it struck the tree branch. With a splintering crack it broke in two, not quite a clean chop, but what was left was hanging by only a sliver of bark.

My heart pumped vigorously as the remnants of the technique surged within me. 

I looked at my hand, expecting for it to start throbbing again, but there was nothing.

No pain at all.

I smiled with satisfaction. 

I could now successfully use manifestation techniques, but more than that, I realized that I had just reached mid-tier in my Foundation Realm training.




*	*	*




I practiced the technique a few more times, getting down the timing just right before deciding to call it quits for the day. I rounded up my troops and the cultivator, stuffing our backpacks full of bird livers and beaks before heading back for the gate in the mid-afternoon sun. 

As I led the way, I thought more and more about how quickly I was progressing, but I was about to hit a wall soon. While I was now able to hack down a tree with a damn karate chop, the more powerful I became the more danger there was of revealing my secret to the world. When I was just starting out my skills could easily be interpreted as just a very strong mortal, but now I was really getting into true superhuman territory. 

I would soon no longer be able to progress easily if I couldn’t start acting out in the open. At least somewhat anyway. As we neared the gate my brain was nearly fried trying to think of a solution. How did people even detect various Qi levels anyway? Was it similar to how I detected Frenzy? Perhaps I could ask Mu Lin. 

A strong sense of déjà vu hit me as I approached the gate. I recalled how panicked I was trying to hide the new-found gifts I’d just received from Threja, just a few weeks ago. I was starting to feel that way permanently now. Like at any moment I could be exposed.

And then a wild and radical thought occurred.

An idea maybe. But could it work?

As we got inside, I rushed around looking for the only person who could answer that question for me.

“Mu Lin!”  

I found her knee-deep in backpacks, stowing supplies for the next day. She frowned when she saw me.

“Dammit, Chun! You made me lose money.”

“Huh?”

“I bet Lee you weren’t going to show for work today, but I guess you just came in late as usual.”

I laughed. “Yeah, that was a pretty wild night.”

“Yeah, it was. Thanks for taking us all out.”

“Hey, are you busy tonight?” 

“What, again?” She shook her head. “No way. Go check Lee. I barely dragged myself through work today. I’m going straight home and going to sleep.”

“No, no,” I said. “I want to come over.”

She looked at me like I was stupid again. “What part of ‘going home and going straight to sleep’ did you not understand?”

“Seriously, it won’t take long. I have something I want to show you.”

She furrowed her brow at me suspiciously now but there was some curiosity there as well. “Show me what?”

I grinned, throwing off my uniform. “You’ll find out when I get there. See you in about an hour.”








CHAPTER 25










After making sure my three handlers were all set for the next day, I stopped briefly at home before heading to Mu Lin’s. With a quick change of clothes and some money in my pocket, I then stopped at the central market for some more persimmons and a jug of rice wine. 

“Yo, I’m here!” I called while banging on her door.

Mu Lin answered after a few moments, bags under her eyes, “I was praying you weren’t still coming.” 

“Here,” I said, presenting her the bag of persimmons.

She took the bag and tossed it onto her bed before plopping down next to it yawning. “Okay, so what’s so important? And if it’s got anything to do with Xi Xha… I don’t want to know.”

“Huh?” I said, but then laughed when I recalled she’d last seen Xi Xha hanging off my arm while leaving with me the night before. “Nah, nothing to do with her. But if you want to know, after you left, we had a great time. Especially—”

“No!” Mu Lin shouted, covering her ears while closing her eyes. “Don’t want to know. Don’t want to visualize anything.”

I laughed again, pleased with her predictable reaction. Not that I was really going to spill the beans on that night. Mu Lin still needed to respect Xi Xha as her teacher, after all.  “Okay, I don’t want to keep you too long. I just need to ask you a few questions first.”

“Fine, but hurry up, I’m tired.”

“Alright, how do you actually go about sensing the strength of other people’s Qi?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, can anyone do it? Or is it just a special skill that you have as a scholar? And can you sense different types?”

“I swear you ask the weirdest, most random shit sometimes, Chun.”

“Humor me, please. This all has a point, I swear.”

She sighed gazing upwards in thought. “Yes, but it depends. Yes. And yes, sort of.”

“Huh?”

“Look, yes, anyone can sense Qi once they’ve reached 9th Tier in Body Refinement, but it’s a skill like any other. The more skilled you are, the more sensitive you become to small amounts and at greater distances. What my additional skills as a scholar allow me to do is to quantify that sensitivity.”

“Like how you’re able to tell if someone is just Foundation Realm or mid-tier Core Realm from a distance?”

“Exactly. But it’s sort of like an art. I don’t have some magic meter that pops into my head when I see someone. You just get a feel of what relative strengths are like after a while. The better you get, the better you are at doing it from a distance too.”

“Okay, so for most other people, they’d have to be really close to sort of detect what level a person truly is?”

She breathed out heavily again. “Yes. Why is this important?”

“I’m getting to it. And can you detect like different flavors of Qi? Like if it’s fire or ice based?”

Mu Lin looked genuinely intrigued by the question, tapping her chin. “That’s like an even deeper level of sensitivity. I can’t yet, but maybe Xi Xha could, if she could really study the person, but it’s kind of a moot skill to have.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because you can usually figure out a person’s aspect by the techniques they perform or hell, even the names of their styles are dead giveaways. Path of the Icy Blade, Way of the Fiery Talon, blah blah blah.”

I nodded, considering that for a moment. “Will definitely need to take that into account.”

“For what?”

Shit, I’d said that out loud. “For what I’m about to show you. You know I’m thinking about entering the tournament, right?”

“Yeah…which, full disclosure, I do have money on, by the way.”

“What? You and Lee are betting on me again?”

“I’m not going to tell you the odds and which side I’m on so don’t ask.”

I chuckled. “Damn, I thought you guys were my friends.”

“Nope, you’re just our entertainment,” she said deadpan with a smirk. “Speaking of which, will you get on with it? I’m falling asleep here. And I still have plenty of studying to do later.”

“Okay, okay,” I said. “So anyway. You know the book you lent me?”

“You mean the one I lent to your friend?”

“Yes…my friend. Anyway. I thought about what you said about the shit-tier league and I wanted to give cultivating another shot. So, I started studying the book and I think maybe I’ve had a breakthrough, but I can’t be sure. Can you…study me to see if you can sense anything?”

“Seriously?”

I nodded, slipping my hands into my pockets and then leaned forward with a look of determination on my face. “Just tell me when you’re ready.”

She shrugged with another sigh. “Okay.”

As she leaned forward adjusting her glasses, I cycled my Frenzy within me. “Sense anything?”

“No. Why are you standing with your hands in your pockets like that?”

“Shush! It’s the only way I’ve been able to focus doing this.”

She rolled her eyes, shaking her head. “Well, it doesn’t seem to be working, Chun.”

As I maintained my focus with [Struggler’s Resolve] I fumbled with the lightning core wrapped loosely in the rune-covered cloth in my right pocket. Feeling for its rough surface, I exposed a small sliver of the core.

“Anything?”

“Nope.”

I exposed a little bit more. 

“Anything?”

“I told you n—whoa!” She suddenly leaned forward, her eyes shooting open. “What the hell, man?”

“What? Is it working?”

Her eyes darted back and forth. “It’s fluctuating but damn, Chun! You did it! You actually did it!”

“How strong?” I said, straining my voice artificially. “I’m pushing it. Want to see what my peak is.”

She got off the bed, staring at me like I was a rare specimen at a zoo. “Foundation Realm, mid-tier even? Chun, what the hell, man? How did you do this?”

Perfect! I thought. I collapsed in a heap, rolling my eyes into the back of my head. 

“Chun!”

I felt like an ass faking in front of Mu Lin like this, but it was all necessary. Now that my test was successful, I needed to protect her from the truth. I made a mental picture of the exposed area of the core as I circled it with my thumb and then covered it fully with the cloth again.

“Chun!” Mu Lin shouted again, trying to rouse me.

As she shook me, I stirred, hoping to look bleary eyed when I stared up at her. “Damn, what happened?” 

“You passed out.”

“Did you see anything? Did you see my strength?”

“Mid Foundation. But…” She stared at me again. “I don’t sense it anymore. What the hell was that?”

“Maybe it was just a fluke,” I said. “Or that elixir I bought just didn’t work.”

“Wait, you spent your money on an elixir?”

I shrugged, knowing she would take the bait. “Well, I figured I needed something to help get me across the line. Do you think it worked?”

“Holy hell, Chun. I don’t know what kind of elixir you can buy for under five Taels, but that stuff was likely complete shit. You’re probably lucky to be alive.”

“Yeah, but it worked, didn’t it?”

“Temporarily, I guess.” She shook her head at me. “Hey, you’ve got to promise me you won’t do something dumb like this again, Chun. That’s seriously dangerous stuff. Where’d you even get it?”

Shit, I didn’t think that far ahead yet. “Probably best you don’t even know. But I hear you. Guess I just got desperate, that’s all.”

She kneeled down next to me. “Desperate? Desperate about what?”

I didn’t really want to pull on Mu Lin’s heartstrings with this, but I supposed I was being honest in a way. It was a bit of a desperate gambit that I was playing at here, even if she didn’t understand the full context. 

“You’ve found your way out, Mu Lin. And I’m behind you 100 percent to see that you succeed. But I need to find my own path to freedom.” And then I couldn’t help but adding, “To all of our freedom.”

She crinkled her nose at that quizzically, but then her eyes softened as she nodded. “I understand, man. Just don’t try so hard. Cultivation takes time, you know? There’ll be another tournament next year. If that shit-tier elixir somehow gave you a breakthrough then take that as a win, but don’t gamble on it anymore. You’d be gambling with your life. Just keep studying and training. That’s the best way to progress. No shortcuts.”

I smiled at her. She didn’t even realize how applicable those words were to me. “Thanks, Mu Lin.”

As I faked struggling to get up off the floor, I reached for the jug of wine. “Hey, I bought this in advance to celebrate my ascension. Go get some cups.”

“Didn’t you just say you were trying to help me pass my exam? I’ve got to study!”

“Come on. One drink.”

She rolled her eyes and brought us back two bowls which I generously filled with the rice wine. 

“To freedom!” I toasted.

She laughed, clinking our bowls together. “To freedom and a clear head when I come to later.”

We gulped down the wine laughing together.

“Hey, you know what?” Mu Lin said. “I don’t know what’s gotten into you these last couple of weeks, Chun, but you really are changing. And for the better, I mean.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said with a half-drunk head nod. “Here’s to you, Chun. May you always be the amazing, implausible, unpredictable miracle of reality that you are.”

I could only laugh. “To Chun!”




*	*	*




Phase one of my plan was a complete success. 

The concept worked.

I could use the core as a means to mimic having a Qi Foundation. But now came the hard part. Phase two. Before I began, I stopped by the market again and picked up a crab and shrimp dish before heading to Yu Li’s. It wasn’t the restaurant-district quality like I had envisioned giving her earlier, but it was still pretty good. 

When I knocked on her door to surprise her with it, her eyes said she was still a little mad at me, but as soon as I gave her a grin and she smelled the food, her features melted into a smile. Salt and pepper seafood was her favorite. We had dinner together and she even enjoyed a little bit of the wine, mindful that she was still breastfeeding. We didn’t discuss the tournament again and ate mostly in silence, just enjoying the food while entertaining Su Ling. Which was fine by me. When I was about to leave, I slipped her a Tael of silver.

“For the next two months’ rent,” I said.

Her mouth hung open a little bit. “Chun, how are you getting all this money?”

I shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Work’s been good lately. Don’t worry about it. I even have enough for my own rent this time.”

She shook her head as I laughed it off and then she pulled me into a hug. “You’re a crazy idiot but I love you, Chun. Thanks for looking out for me again.”

“This is just the start.” I grinned at her. “Like I said. We’re going to own this place one day.”

She smirked at me, but more playfully this time. “You know, I’m actually starting to believe you.”

I felt a bit of lemonade come from her as she said it, genuine admiration and faith in her words. It was a welcome primer for what I knew had to come next. After saying goodbye for the night, I locked myself in my apartment and prepared.

I started by feeling for the core in my pocket, unwrapping it to the point I had memorized with my thumb. When I pulled it out, I saw that barely a tenth of the core was exposed. That was good. It meant I’d still have a good bit to sell afterwards. 

Scoring around the core with my skinning knife, I focused my Frenzy to saw at the hardened crystal. Small bits of lightning still flashed within it and I wondered if it was a good idea to even try breaking off a piece of this thing. Nothing in the manuals said you couldn’t break a core in two, but I didn’t suppose it was a very common activity either.

I was just going to have to find out. 

“No guts, no glory,” I said to myself as I held down the core and raised my axe above it to strike. I channeled my Frenzy as I brought it down and with a flash of lightning my axe bounced off of it. Shit! Steeling myself with [Struggler’s Resolve] I focused again and this time raised the axe even higher. 

Sweat beaded on my brow as I aimed at the small sliver of blue crystal at the edge of my fingers. One slip and I was joining Zu Tien’s club. Releasing a breath, I let the axe fall.

“Two-Log Chop!”

With a loud crack the axe slammed down, the small piece of core flying off with a clean break. My heart was pounding with relief and exhilaration. Wrapping up the core, I grabbed the sliver that had bounced onto the ground. It was the size of a Wen coin and perhaps twice as thick, small sparks of lightning running through it.

Phase two completed, I thought.

I grabbed the jug of rice wine and began chugging to prepare myself for phase three.

I didn’t know much about the human anatomy, but I’d skinned enough animals and monsters in my life to know the various layers of skin and how deep they went before you hit muscle. I was counting on that knowledge now to pull off the unthinkable—burying a piece of someone else’s core under my own skin. I prepared a needle laced with thick thread in advanced and then downed half the jug of wine.

Exhaling, I grasped my skinning knife, pinched a piece of flesh just below my navel.

And started cutting. 




*	*	*




I came to on the floor sometime later, wallowing in a pool of my own blood.

Fiery pain immediately engulfed my stomach and I cried out in a moan as I curled into a fetal position. I’d forgotten just how much pain truly hurt without the mitigation of rage and Frenzy. Looking at how much blood I’d lost, I was perhaps lucky to still be alive. I’d drunk the wine to steel my nerves more psychologically than anything else. Taking blows in a fight was one thing, but willfully cutting into your own stomach took a whole new kind of mental fortitude. The wine had worked, I’d done it, but I didn’t give thought to how hard it would make trying to sew myself back up afterwards.

[Struggler’s Resolve] saw me through the worst of it and I trained my Internal Strengthening to burn off the alcohol so I could give myself a crude stitch or three. Considering the condition I was in, I did a half-decent job, I figured. 

I decided to leave cleaning up the mess until the morning. I was way too zonked out now. Pulling myself into my cot, I lay there still in pain but with a smile on my lips. Phase three was complete. I now had my mask. As I touched the tender area below my navel, I figured it would leave a rather nice scar that would be camouflaged by all the rest.  

I was one huge step closer to my dream. 

The training wheels were off.

I could now cut loose as a full-blown cultivator. 

Tomorrow, once I healed up, it was time to sign up for the tournament. 








CHAPTER 26










Master Hei Dong sighed warily as the three cultivators entered through the gates of his family compound, each one clad in the orange and red robes of the Fire Bird Sect. Two inner disciples flanked a master who walked in the center, a tall man with a flowing, gray-streaked beard and hair to match. His slim features bordered on being gaunt, almost sickly in appearance, his age of someone in his seventies. His eyes shifted about the courtyard hungrily as Hei Dong approached, as if he were taking stock of Hei Dong’s wealth by counting the number of ornate statues adorning the front yard alone. 

Hei Dong was flanked by his own entourage of skilled retainers. In this case it was two disciples from Fia’s cohort, the women dressed in dark robes as was the signature of the Silver Shadows Enclave. He came to a stop before the trio of Fire Bird members and plastered on a pleasant smile. 

“Master Lo Feng, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit so early in the morning?”

Lo Feng, the local sect leader of the Fire Birds, clasped his hands and performed a customary bow. “The pleasure is certainly all mine, Honorable Vice-Warden. My thanks for entertaining me unannounced.”

Hei Dong noted he had referred to him by his imperial title rather than his sect position, a clear indicator of what this visit was about today. “I always have time for old friends.”

Lo Feng smiled, a predatory-like gesture that barely concealed the contempt behind it. “I bring a gift.”

“Oh?”

At the snap of his fingers, one of his disciples stepped forward and unwrapped a piece of ornate cloth to reveal a glittering chunk of metal within it. The man held it towards him, head bent low. Hei Dong couldn’t contain the stirring of his Qi at the immense power exuding from the material.

“Aurorean Silver,” Lo Feng said with a wry smile. “I’m sure the old smith in you would find great use for such a thing.”  

Hei Dong grimaced inwardly but yet smiled. The old bastard knew him well. He had forged Hein’s blade, the Silver Tear Talon, from a similar material decades ago. This much Aurorean Silver was likely plucked from the corpse of some unsuspecting off-worlder and smelted down to conceal its origins. But Lo Feng’s reason for gifting him this was perhaps two-fold. One was clearly for a favor he still had yet to ask, but the other reason was to deliver a backhanded insult; a reminder that Hei Dong was not a martial artist, but an artisan crafter who got by upon the protection of his wife’s family.

Hei Dong accepted the gift regardless, the saving of face demanding it. “You are most considerate, Master Lo Feng. I’m sure I will find use for it indeed. Although these days my formal duties call me much farther away from the anvil than I would like.”

Hei Dong smirked, hinting that his power was seated in things far superior to either martial or artisan prowess now. He held the strength of office. Something that could cause even a high-tier Core Realm cultivator like Lo Feng to bow to him.

“Wouldn’t we all wish for more time in a day if we could,” Lo Feng said chuckling. “And I know yours is limited, what with all the preparations for the tournament.”

“Indeed,” Hei Dong said, waiting patiently for the man’s request. 

After a few seconds of silence, it inevitably came.

“I note that there have been no contracts for the tournament security issued as yet.”

“Why would you expect such, Master Lo Feng?” Hei Dong answered him quickly, leaving no room for negotiation. “It’s not a normal tournament this year. It’s sponsored exclusively by the Dynasty. Security will be imperial.”

Lo Feng snorted. “Even though it is to take place squarely in our territory?”

Hei Dong seethed inwardly. He’d expected this conversation as soon as he had selected the venue. Lady Silver Tear allowed the Fire Birds to control most of the surface city and the illicit trades that transpired therein, but during the tournaments their control was officiated through another form of appeasement—warranting them a security contract to keep peace and order over the less savory masses.

“The ruling comes from the princess herself.” Hei Dong merely shrugged. “There will be no security contract this year.”

“Is that so?” Lo Feng folded his arms slowly. “Does the Silver Leaf Clan not hold favor with the princess? Surely, local sensitivities can be communicated and respected by the throne. I’m certain manpower alone will be an issue. Does the Warden even possess enough Enforcers to police such an event?”

“Any shortfalls will be filled by the Silver Leaf Clan this year, Master Lo Feng.”

The cold, sharp words came from behind him. 

Hei Dong didn’t need to look to see who it was. Stepping next to him was his wife, Rhi Dong, still a radiant beauty at over eighty years old, sharp features and flawless, pale skin, but she was nothing more than a right meddling woman at the moment. Her silver eyes glinted with delight as she leered at Lo Feng, their color matching her long hair which flowed to her mid-back in a warrior’s braid.

Lo Feng replied with practiced grace, performing a bow. “Ah, Lady Silver Moon, the true beauty…and strength of the Dong family.”

Hei Dong held his tongue at yet another backhanded insult, but his wife foolishly lapped up the false praise, smiling cockily. “This One is pleased at your recognition.”

Hei Dong matched Lo Feng’s obsequious tone. “My dearest wife, what a pleasure it is for you to come and see Master Lo Feng off.”

“Oh, is our conversation at a close already?” Lo Feng said.

“I can’t see much reason for it to continue.” Hei Dong smiled but his eyes remained fixed in a deathly stare. 

Lo Feng chuckled. “Well, I suppose we should be thankful that security will fall into the hands of the most powerful Silver Leaf Clan this year. As perhaps it should. After all, the more intolerant segments of our fine city may find much dissatisfaction with the grip the princess has placed on our tournament this year. Surely a much stronger security force will be needed to combat the inevitable unrest it will bring.”

Rhi Dong frowned, her tone then becoming grave. “What is it you speak of, Master Lo Feng? Is it a threat?”

Hei Dong sighed inwardly; the woman had foolishly taken his bait. At times he wondered if she was any better than Hein when it came to subtlety and tact. “No threats are being spoken here, my love.” Hei Dong smiled at her to save face. “Only Dynasty matters.”

He emphasized the word and gave her a penetrating stare to convey she was overstepping her bounds. Miraculously she caught on and smiled back at him. 

“Very well, dear husband. I will leave these small matters to you as the Vice-Warden.”

“Thank you.”

As his wife turned to depart, Lo Feng, perhaps sensing an opportunity for discord, struck again.  “Strange that Dynasty matters would involve so much of the Silver Leaf Clan’s involvement this year,” he said. “One would almost think the Lady Silver Tear is trying to push aside long-standing agreements and traditions just to personally take advantage of the huge bounty to be had this year.”

Rhi Dong turned about sharply. “You dare to make such an accusation of my clan’s honor? Of the Lady Silver Tear herself?”

Lo Feng grinned. “A thousand apologies, Lady Silver Moon. If you mistook my words as an accusation, please forgive me. It was a mere observation from my own personal perspective. If I am wrong, please do correct me.”

“That will be enough,” Hei Dong said, sensing his wife’s Qi shifting violently inside of her. “These matters cannot be discussed nor remedied here.”

“Indeed they cannot,” Rhi Dong said, her eyes narrowing to slits. “But if Master Lo Feng feels aggrieved, then perhaps he should petition the courts for a Trial by Might. With the tournament approaching he would be sure to find a venue and we would most certainly entertain defending any claim he would bring against our house.”

Curse the woman, Hei Dong thought. He needed to deescalate this quickly. “I am sure Master Lo Feng would have no need to go through such troubles. Any losses this year can surely be recouped in the following—”

“No, no,” Lo Feng said. “Your honorable wife speaks wisely, Vice-Warden. What better way to demonstrate to the princess herself, that the rules of imperial civility penetrate to even this far-flung region of her domain. After all, gone are the days of sectarian violence in the streets born of petty disputes and retribution. Are they not?”

His words were filled with venom, but Rhi Dong seemed to lap them up with a fervor. “I am certain your sect is most grateful for those days to be behind us, for we know who would prevail in any such dispute. But the Silver Leaf Clan stands ready to embrace the modern era. If you wish to put forth a champion for your claim, we will match it in a Trial by Might. My daughter Fia is competing within the Gold Bracket this year. I am certain she would relish the opportunity to put any one of your members to the test in a trial.”

“So be it,” Lo Feng said with a smirk. “We have members competing in the Gold Bracket as well. My very nephew, Hong Feng, would certainly be a good match for your Fia.”

“Consider it settled then,” Rhi Dong said. “If you wish to push forth in this silly matter, we stand ready to contest it.”

Lo Feng looked to Hei Dong directly. “I will prepare a manifest of what we estimate we have lost this year in income. Expect a writ from the magistrates.”

The Fire Bird Sect leader performed a bow, which Hei Dong begrudgingly returned. Once he had departed, Hei Dong dismissed the two Silver Shadows before turning his full attention to his wife.

“What have you done, woman?” he said, vexed. 

She merely leered at him. “What you should have done ages ago, my dear husband. The Fire Birds grow more brazen with their demands each year. It is time we remind them who holds their leash.”

Hei Dong shook his head while releasing a sigh. “Do you have any idea how much we rely upon them to keep this city afloat? And I’m not talking about the tournament. I mean the rest of the year. There’s barely enough commerce to keep anything in working order. If not for the shadow economy within the Jianghu, we’d all be living like the damn Terrans.”

“You fret too much, my love,” Rhi Dong said, stroking his cheek softly. “The Fire Birds will be allowed to continue in their vocation. Only next year, Master Lo Feng will come groveling on his knees before you, begging to serve, instead of wearing that smug grin on his ugly face.”

“And Fia? Would you risk her life over this?”

Rhi Dong let out a sharp laugh. “I often forget these ways are still yet foreign to you, love. Our Fia is bristling at a chance to claim her own honor within the clan. Even more than placing in the Gold Bracket, I’m sure she would relish the opportunity to strike down the nephew of a rival sect leader to defend Lady Silver Tear’s honor.”

She was probably right, but it was a distraction he scarcely needed at the moment. 

“Then I shall leave you to see to it, my love,” he said. “I have much yet to do to ensure this tournament is a success.”

“And it shall be.” She smiled at him before kissing his cheek. “No one is more clever than you, Vice-Warden Hei Dong. And no one is stronger than our Fia.”      











CHAPTER 27










I surprisingly woke up early the next morning.

I even had a few minutes to spare to clean up my mess before heading to work. My wound still pained me something awful, despite me spending every drop of Frenzy I had on mending my skin back together. Maybe due to the fact that it was a self-inflicted wound, my Frenzy wasn’t affecting it as much. Which kind of made sense. Either that or the Qi in the core was affecting it maybe. But although it wasn’t fully healed, I felt like I had achieved some kind transformation last night—and not just the figurative kind. Perhaps my Internal Strengthening had finally increased to stage three from burning off all that wine. I’d have to wait before attempting any techniques to confirm that though. The last thing I needed was to bust open my stitches and have a sliver of lightning core fall straight out of my guts.

That meant taking it easy for today. 

At work, I headed into the field with my usual trio, leading a group of four mid-tier Foundation Realm cultivators to find some rare crafting materials for advancement. With no plans for advancement myself, I spent the day teaching my handlers the basics of tracking by finding a C-class monster that would give our clients what they were looking for.

We ended up spending the morning on the trail of a giant boar which we finally managed to corner at the base of an old quarry. We stood back as the four cultivators went at it and true to the ranking books, they were able to take it down pretty easily as a group. They appeared to have a great time doing it though. I guessed nothing made you feel more powerful than kicking the shit out of a giant spirit beast.  

I had to admit that the day was somewhat enjoyable for me as well, just doing my normal job and teaching the new handlers some of my skills. The way their eyes gleamed with interest and their appreciativeness for me taking an interest in them was a satisfaction that couldn’t be beat.

Except for the free lemonade that came with it, of course.

But by the time we finished up for the day, I was itching to get on with what I was really planning for today. After spending a few minutes catching up with Lee and Mu Lin, who had, not surprisingly, shifted the odds on her bet due to my ‘breakthrough’, I bid them both farewell and headed off towards the arena.




*	*	*




The Official Jurin Province Arena was located in the southern part of the city, a few blocks away from the restaurant district. Being late afternoon, the streets were already abuzz with people transitioning from the markets to the fields, while simultaneously the food vendors assembled to take the farmers’ places, setting up shop for the night.

I practiced my use of [Mask of the Despised] as I sauntered through the crowd, my steps slow and ponderous, more out of necessity due to my wound than anything else, but it was just like how Threja used to walk. That made me think about her for a moment, my one-time mentor and brief friend. I prayed that she had made it, that she was out there kicking ass in the celestial realm somewhere. I wondered what it was like in the worlds beyond. Perhaps I would find out for myself one day.

The outside of the arena was already packed with people by the time I arrived. So much so that I wondered if I had missed something or if this many people were a normal occurrence this time of day. My question was answered when I got close enough to see that the people waiting outside were actually in a queue.

“Hey, what is all this?” I asked a middle-aged guy standing in front of me. 

He glanced back at me warily, as if not wanting to speak once he saw that I was a Terran, but I kept staring at him with [Struggler’s Resolve] until he eventually said something.

“The qualification matches,” he said. “They started early this year. Didn’t you hear? It’s half price to get in if you come early.”

I honestly had so much contempt towards the tournaments before that I avoided everything about them completely in the past. Now I was beginning to regret that I hadn’t paid a bit more attention. “So, you’re just here to spectate?”

The man chortled. “Do I look like a fighter to you?” 

“So where do the fighters go to sign up?”

The man looked me up and down a moment, sizing me up, and then after producing a squirt of lemonade, pointed to a much shorter queue a distance away, towards the side entrance of the arena. “Go there. Good luck.”

As I approached the new queue, I could definitely tell there was a difference between the types of people in this line versus the last. Most were young men that resembled the initiates Hein had brought with him: late teens, rough around the edges with a desperate hunger about them, a few women too. I supposed I was no different. 

But what really surprised me were the number of damn kids in the line. There were at least twenty of them, all looking around twelve or so. Some of them were standing with whom I assumed were their parents, most of them farmer-looking types and dirt poor by the quality of their dress. 

As I entered the line, more than a few sets of eyes fell on me, the only Terran in the bunch. They sized me up like the old guy just did, but there were no words spoken or lemonade to be had. We were competitors already, it seemed. As I got closer to the front of the line a huge Qi-infused placard displayed the information I was looking for.
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I scanned over the list and wondered what the hell was the difference between the different classifications of citizenship. I’m sure I must have learned it in school at some point, but I’d be damned if I could recall what any of them meant now.

I wasn’t expecting the entrance fees either. One Tael was starting to feel like a whole lot of money again. As I scanned the various brackets, I couldn’t help but feel at the bottom of that totem pole in my mind. An overwhelming sense of despair overcame me for a moment, the Struggler suppressing my Flame. 

My meager goal at the moment was only to acquire citizenship just so I could carve out a foothold in the cultivator’s world. A place for Terrans to call our own while I further advanced and grew strong enough to launch my true plans for liberation and rebellion against the empire. But if I was going to be strong enough to pull any of that off, then winning an event like even the Jade Bracket would have to be like child’s play to me.

And I felt a million miles away from that right now.

“You native?” a voice called from ahead of me, snapping me out of my depressing thoughts. It was a heavyset man dressed in imperial robes, one of three attendants standing behind a counter serving the would-be participants in queue. He then squinted at me in a way that reminded me of Mu Lin. “That’s some Qi you have. What are you? An artisan?”

“Uh…” Shit, I guess this guy really was like Mu Lin. I thought quickly, grabbing hold of my axe and spinning it in the air. “Yeah, I am. I’m a Foundation Realm Woodcutter. I study the path of the Falling Tree. Even mastered the [Three-Log Chop] technique in only one day.”

I grinned, turning it all into a joke, and the man huffed out an amused snort. “The hell are you doing here then? Or do you really know how to use that thing and are looking to qualify for the Iron Bracket?”

I glanced over my shoulder to see if anyone else was within earshot. “To be honest with you, I have a question about the different levels of citizenship.”

“What do you mean?”

“What do they give you?”

The man eyed me like I was trolling him or something. “Are you truly so ignorant?”

I bowed, pressing my palms together. “Please, This One apologizes for his ignorance. If you can explain to me what each one—”

“Class-C citizenship grants you eligibility to enter into a martial sect or imperial service,” he said. “But I would be puzzled if you entered the tournament for just that.”

“Why? What do you mean?”

“A crafter of your progression could gain the same through apprenticeship with the artisan sects easily, I would imagine.”

“Really? Can you own land with a C-class citizenship?”

“Own land?” He then nodded his head back in an ‘Ah-ha’ gesture. “So that’s why you want in the tournament. To own land.”

“Yeah.”

He smirked at me. “An ambitious one for your kind.” 

I didn’t know what he meant by ‘your kind’ exactly, but the condescending connotation was clear. Still, he was helping me out, so I wasn’t going to throw a fit about it—just yet. 

“Yeah, I’m looking to achieve a lot of stuff,” I said.

The Berserker in me couldn’t help but flex [Fear the Flame] as I said it, imagining my future self, swooping in and destroying the whole damn arena one day. I had to play the game for now though. This was a marathon not a sprint.  

“Only B-Class and A-Class citizens can own land,” the man said.

I looked up at the board. That meant I had to enter the Iron Bracket, not the Wooden Bracket. Although I had figured that much as soon as Mu Lin had called it the shit-tier league. Nothing good could come from something with a name like that, but I had to confirm it regardless. “What else does B and A class give you?”

The man shrugged. “Lots of things. B-class citizens can hold higher levels of imperial office or become inner disciples with a martial sect, travel between cities. A-class citizens may own property within the imperial city itself and are allowed access to travel freely throughout the entire empire.”

“Damn…like space travel?”

He scoffed at me, as if that were an impossibility that I shouldn’t even be considering. 

“So how do I sign up for the Iron Bracket?”

He raised a brow. “You don’t just sign up. You’d have to qualify first and then pay the fee. You know anything about fighting?”

“A little but not too much,” I said honestly. Still needed that damn manual, I thought. “What do I have to do to qualify?”

“It’s all up there.” He jerked his thumb at the board behind him. “If you want to compete in the Iron Bracket you’d have to have ranked within the top 20 of the Wooden Bracket within the last three years, but you’d need to qualify for even the Wooden Bracket first. You look strong and your Qi concentration is impressive for a Terran, but trees don’t fight back. You sure you’re up for this?”

I grinned at him. “Hey, you’d be surprised what a tree can do to you.”

He chortled. “You’re a funny one.”

“What do I need to do to qualify for the Wooden Bracket?”

“Place top five in a fifty person all-for-one match.”

“All for one? You mean like a Battle Royale?”

“I have no idea what that means.”

“I mean does everyone fight at the same time?”

“Yes. Fifty enter, last five standing qualify.”

Damn, that sounded brutal, especially considering all the kids involved, but it seemed a good way for me to qualify without gaining too much attention. I casually felt for the tenderness of my wound—tonight probably wasn’t a good night to try it though. I could barely manage a slow walk, much less fight. “I’ll come back later for that.”

 “Later?” The man laughed. “Don’t know if there will be a later.”

“What do you mean?”

“The Wooden Bracket opens next week. The qualification rounds are nearly over. Only ten more spots left. That means two more qualifying matches. We have over forty already for a match tonight.”

“So what about tomorrow?”

He shrugged. “It’s early yet. If fifty more show up, we’ll have enough for two matches and be completed tonight. Or if not enough show, then you may get lucky if you come early tomorrow to get a spot.”

“Shit,” I swore. 

Bad timing, but on second thought it was perhaps my Flame guiding me here. I hadn’t given much thought to even signing up for the tournament until I implanted that core last night. If I’d waited, I would have missed the opportunity completely.

I glanced around at my would-be competitors—desperate washouts and overachieving young masters in training ten years my junior. I could barely walk, much less fight and tonight was pretty much my last opportunity to qualify.      

I huffed out a sigh. This wasn’t how I envisioned my public debut, but nothing worthwhile came easily, I supposed. As I prepared to take the plunge, I couldn’t help but think how aptly Mu Lin had nicknamed the Wooden Bracket. 

Tonight was going to be a shitshow indeed.








CHAPTER 28










The official led me into the lower depths of the arena where I was assigned a number and given a sort of uniform to wear. It was nothing more than plain white shirts and pants, similar to a karate gi. After I paid to stow my gear, they assembled all of us together and another attendant took us to a large room filled with racks of weapons all made out of wood.

“Listen carefully!” the woman shouted to us from the front of the room. “You are about to enter the qualification round for the Wooden Bracket. As the name suggests, this is a non-lethal match. If you kill someone, you will be disqualified and will face a similar fate via trial. You may choose only one weapon. Also, you will be required to wear a mask. You may select any mask you wish. This mask is not only to conceal your identity, but to conceal the identity of others from you. Be it a brother, uncle, or cousin, the people you enter the ring with will be your enemies and you must fight them as such. No preference is to be given.”

The atmosphere in the room shifted to one of complete focus. With a statement like that, I expected to see a few of the younger kids perhaps grow uneasy, but the opposite seemed to be true. The kids, which made up more than half the group were the ones with the set jaws and steady eyes. The dropouts instead were filled with nervous energy, sweating, and fidgeting. Perhaps some of them had been through this before—and had failed. 

“If you leave the ring, you are out,” the woman continued. “If you are thrown out of the ring, you are out. If you are injured to the point of debilitation, you will be tagged by an official and will be out. And of course, if you are knocked unconscious, you will be out. The last five competitors will qualify for the Wooden Bracket. A bell will sound when that point is reached. Until you hear it, you are to fight.”

Those were the extent of the rules, it seemed. With that the woman then told us we had ten minutes to select our mask and weapon and to assemble in the arena for the match. There was a wild scramble as she departed, the competitors bum-rushing the weapon racks. Wooden straight swords and staffs seemed to be the weapons of choice for most. As I picked through the equipment, I finally found something resembling an axe, although it was a bit smaller, more like a hatchet. Good enough, I figured.

The masks were various assortments of demons, gods and spirit beasts, all made of wood and painted colorfully to the point that you really couldn’t tell one from another easily, even though they were all quite different in shape and form. Someone bumped into me from behind as I was reaching for a mask. I turned to see a little girl of about twelve or so staring up at me, long brown hair with hazel eyes. The look on her face was one of disdain, her brows lowered into a scowl. 

“Let me see your mask,” she demanded.

“What?” 

“I said show me your mask, Terran.”

What the hell was this?

My Flame stirred within me as I stared back at the girl, but I hid my seething with [Indifference]. I was perhaps growing so comfortable with my success that I’d forgotten what kind of world I was still in. This wasn’t just some little girl. This was likely some prodigy cultivator as arrogant and shitty as Hein was. 

“Why?” I asked.

“So I can pick you out,” she said. “You seem the strongest here, besides me. Although I don’t know how.” She wrinkled her nose at me, like I smelled bad, no doubt sensing the power of my hidden core. “I will deal with you first. Your very existence offends me.”

Holy shit. I didn’t think I’d ever be in a situation where I wanted to beat the crap out of a kid before, but the world of cultivators was filled with endless surprises, it seemed. Giving her a smirk, I casually showed her my mask, a red-faced bull. “You’re defeating the point of these things, but challenge accepted.”

The girl lifted her chin defiantly. “You clearly think too highly of yourself. I shall take pleasure in putting you in your place.” She then showed me her mask, a green bird of some kind. “Remember this, so you will know it is me who defeats you.”

I chuckled and then used some of the stored, concentrated Frenzy within me to trigger [Fear the Flame]. “Can’t wait, little girl.”

Her eyes widened in shock and for the briefest of moments, she became just a kid again, frightened by something she didn’t understand. But as quickly as it came it went, the look of shock replaced by a twisted scowl that would give Hein a run for his money.

“You will pay for that insult, Terran. Count yourself lucky that this is only a Wooden Bracket match.” 

She turned her back in a huff before disappearing into the crowd of white uniforms, but then she reappeared, jumping atop one of the weapon racks.  

“This is a warning to all of you old people,” she shouted, quieting the room. “If you value the use of your limbs, you’ll leave the ring immediately when the match starts. We’ll be coming for all you weaklings first.” 

We’ll? 

 As she donned her mask and jumped down, I noticed at least three other girls do the same, all of them wearing green-colored masks. What the hell was this shit? The mean girls club? I nearly laughed out loud at the absurdity of it all, but used [Struggler’s Resolve] to keep my emotions in check.

The last thing I needed was to bring more attention to myself.

I then thought back to that fool Li Gong Qui and his constant boasting. This was perhaps the same pre-emptive defense mechanism at work here—using intimidation to cull the weak and put doubt in the minds of the strong. The sad part was, she was still just a child yet able to wield such sinister weapons of manipulation already. And it got results too. I could sense fear from more than a few people in the room after she’d said it. 

What kind of messed-up world was this? I thought.

It was a clear reminder of my path.

This was why I despised cultivators.    

No—correct that. Why I despised martial cultivators in particular.

My path got even more clearly defined as they led us into the arena. Qi-infused lighting blinded me as I entered the ring, the sound of the crowd alive with the pounding of drums and cheering voices. There had to be well over three thousand people filling the stadium—a stark reminder that this was what counted as entertainment these days.

They lined us up on an elevated stage the size of an Olympic swimming pool, the boundaries clearly defined by a five-foot drop to the floor. Faded brown patches of dried blood littered the white canvas, so much so that it looked beige in some areas.

An announcer took to a megaphone and shouted for the crowd to stand.

As they did, the all too familiar chorus of the imperial anthem began to play. The crowd stood firmly at attention, singing along, but I refused to mumble the words like I usually did, my face concealed behind the mask. Once it was over the huge Qi-illuminated screens hanging off the awnings began to play something that made my stomach even sicker.

“Her Imperial Majesty, Third Princess Lunalah, graciously provides your entertainment for this evening,” the announcer boomed over the images of the princess in her regal attire on screen. She was what many Yee called a ‘fairy’, a woman of such unearthly beauty that she transcended being human anymore. It wasn’t hard to agree with the sentiment either. Her features were so well crafted they looked surreal, her hair literally golden and her eyes which were a deep jade, glittered like precious stones. The announcer then continued: “This preliminary match of the 12th annual Tournament of Mortal Champions commemorates the great vision of the true savior of the planet Terra; the wise and almighty visionary leader, and father of our beloved princess, His Imperial Majesty, God Emperor Yin Yee!”

The screen changed to an illustrious image of the supposed God Emperor himself, seated on a massive gold and jade throne set against the backdrop of a billion stars. His features were ancient, his beard long and white but his eyes were like shimmering emeralds. I couldn’t tell if they were mere special effects for the production but I would guess they weren’t. The image then shifted to a view of the Earth from space with the moon in the foreground, its gray surface slowly being eaten up by a plague of red carpet slowly engulfing its surface.

“The Great God Emperor foresaw that the vile scourge of the Bloodmoon had reached even this far-flung planet, but he took mercy on the mere mortals of this fledging world. He sent his most beloved daughter, Princess Lunalah, to oversee the protection and survival of the Terran people by granting them the gift of cultivation to fight against the Bloodmoon.”

The images changed to scenes on Earth with people dying to monsters. Moms and dads ripped to pieces in front of their children before they too were consumed by the beasts. It was almost too real for me to watch and I found myself reliving the horrors of my eight-year-old self again. The clips were likely made after the invasion was over, real people being sacrificed to the monsters for the sake of propaganda. A big show was made of one of the pagodas descending from the sky with the princess herself flying out of it, decimating a giant, three-headed dragon single handedly with a powerful beam of golden light emitting from her palm.

“With her great strength, Princess Lunalah defended the helpless mortals of Terra from the creatures spawned by the Bloodmoon and now her towers stand vigil over these bountiful lands.” The final image zoomed in on the heart of one of the giant pagodas where a giant yellow crystal, the size of an iceberg was suspended within it. “Let us be grateful for the God Emperor’s great vision and his daughter’s strength and courage, without which we would not be able to exist upon this fair world. All praise the mighty Emperor! All praise his beloved daughter, Princess Lunalah!”

The crowd clapped in response and I reluctantly forced myself to do the same, my inner Flame igniting with something I hadn’t felt since meeting Threja—the genesis of my pain and anger taking hold. Rage filled me as the lies I’d been fed my entire life flooded back to my mind; the ignorant masses, Terran and Yee alike, lapping it up like fools. I looked around at my competitors and they ceased being just dropouts and kids to me. 

They were the enemy indeed and they would pay for what they did to my family.

For the sake of my greater goal, I only had to stop short of killing them.

But that left plenty of room for everything else.

The bell rung and I ignored the pain from my stitches to grab some kid in an owl mask next to me and sent him flying straight out of the ring with a throw. I regretted it immediately, the flexing of my torso sending lightning bolts of pain through my stomach. 

“Damn it!” I cursed. I flushed my body with Frenzy to soothe the pain yet still it wouldn’t subside. I was beginning to think that not being able to use Frenzy to heal the wound wasn’t a result of it being self-inflicted. Perhaps it was some kind of interference from the lightning core itself, after all. 

But I didn’t have time to think about that right now.

I avoided a strike to my head by a guy wielding a staff, jerking my head to the side. I pummeled him in his gut with a sucker punch, lifting him off the ground before finishing him off with a hatchet strike to his leg, causing him to cry out in pain. Two youngsters then leapt onto him from behind, pulling him to the ground before beating the hell out of him with the edges of their wooden swords.

Holy crap, these little bastards are vicious! I thought. The image was surreal, like something out of a horror flick. I caught sight of several other older competitors being mobbed by the youngsters, three on one in most cases. And it wasn’t just the little green bird bitch and her friends, it was all of them, as if they all instinctually knew to prey on the weak. Or maybe Green Bird Girl’s speech had given them the idea. A teen cried out as a boy half his size bent his leg backwards at the knee with a powerful kick. He fell to the floor screaming hysterically, right before the boy kicked him off the mat like he was a fish flopping on a pier. 

Something struck the back of my calf, sending my foot flying high into the air. I fell hard onto my back, winded, just in time to see Green Bird Girl following through with a sweeping strike from her wooden sword. Before I knew it, two of her friends jumped onto my arms, pinning my forearms to the ground with their knees, two more jumping onto my legs. I cried out in pain as I flexed to get them off and then nearly puked as Green Bird Girl slammed on top of me, sending both her knees into my stomach.

“Gurgh!”

It hurt like hell even through my Body Hardening, all of them perhaps using their Qi to hold me down. Green Bird Girl raised her sword into the air and then jabbed its tip repeatedly into my chest like a woodpecker going to town. The blunt force was probably enough to shatter bones and rupture organs. If I wasn’t Stage Three in Body Hardening already, she would have killed me for sure. 

And then I heard it.

A high-pitched giggle coming from behind her mask. The creepy little bitch was enjoying the hell out of this! I suddenly snapped, my inner rage flash converting into Frenzy as [Odds Against Me] kicked in. I compressed it into concentrated form and hardened my torso with [Iron Skin]. Her blows became ineffectual and with a primal burst of rage I slammed my arms together, pulling both little girls with them to careen into the Green Bird Bitch. Their heads knocked together, disorientating them, and I siphoned a satisfying measure of pain from them all. 

Clenching my gut with one hand, I got to my feet and whipped out with my wooden hatchet at one of the girls, winging her in the arm. She cried out and I grinned with satisfaction, certain I had broken it. I lashed out again, but she was nimble enough to avoid my strike this time. More competitors flew in from nowhere, forcing me to back away from Green Bird Bitch and her gang.

I switched up my tactics as the scene grew chaotic. I couldn’t move fast with this damn core wound and these kids were all faster and more skilled than me anyway. I channeled my Frenzy into [Indifference] and [Iron Skin]. Then, laughing like a madman, I used [Fear the Flame] as I casually sauntered through the fray like a juggernaut. 

I took hit upon hit, ignoring them all. Then when one of the kids made the mistake of over committing to a desperate attack, I snatched them with a grab and pulled them in for a devastating [Two-Log Chop] to the arm or legs. Frenzy flowed freely from the broken bones and I lost count of how many little kids I grabbed and how many sword swipes and wooden staffs were broken across my head. The numbers began to dwindle and the visibility on the mat cleared. Blood stains were all over the place, a broken mask and a stray tooth here and there. 

I finally caught sight of the Green Bird Girl and her gang again, assaulting another victim the same they had me. He was on his back already, two girls holding down his arms, a third on his leg. Green Bird Bitch was at the side, preparing for her cannon ball leap onto his stomach. But then she did something strange.

She spun in place, pulling her feet tight together in a martial stance, her sword held behind her back. Then with a loud shout, she thrust her palm towards the guy on the ground.

“[Breath of the Storm]!”

A huge gust of wind swirled from behind her, whipping her gi like a hurricane as she directed the wind through her palm. It hit the guy as well as the other girls with the force of a speeding payloader, knocking them all off the edge of the mat some twenty feet away. 

Her high-pitched cackle filled the air as she rushed to the side of the mat to look down at them.

“Zin Cha!” one of the girls cried out from off the mat, pain cracking her young voice. “Why have you done this? We were all supposed to advance together!”

“Because you’re all too weak,” the girl, Zin Cha, said contemptuously, spinning the air with her Qi. She then began to laugh. “Why are you complaining anyway? You never had a chance. You should all be thanking me for allowing you to leave the competition so freely. I’ve spared you all a far more painful and humiliating defeat by my hand.” 

There it was. Another young Hein in the making.

As she turned her back to them, my insides erupted into flames. To hell with this cultivator world and that little girl in particular.

This little bitch had to be stopped!

I felt a stitch pop loose as I went all out, channeling my Frenzy into speed as I closed the thirty-foot distance between her and I in a single bound. The gasp of shock that came from behind her mask was all worth it, as I grabbed her arm like a vice. I held her by the wrist of her sword arm, dangling her in the air before me as she punched and kicked ineffectually off of my hardened skin.

“Let go of me!” she screamed and then her frustration elevated to the point of curses. “You filthy Terran! How can one of you be this strong?”

“News flash, kid,” I said as I channeled [Fear the Flame]. “We Terrans aren’t as weak as you think.” I then spun her about, facing her away from me. “Now, I’m gonna give you something that you should have gotten in your terrible twos, you rotten little bitch.”

The Green Bird mask stared over her shoulder at me. “What?”

Using the flat of my hatchet blade like a paddle, I gave Zin Cha the Green Bird Bitch the ass whipping of a lifetime. She cried out more from shock than pain at first, but her screams of outrage and protest quickly turned to sobs of embarrassment as I pressed on and then sure enough, after a dozen or so spanks, the arrogant, miniature cultivator reverted to being just a twelve-year-old girl again.

“Let that be a lesson to you,” I said as her sobs continued, tears streaking down the edge of her mask. “Treat others with respect and you might just be worthy of something other than qualifying for the shit-tier league one day.”

I knew she had no idea what I was even talking about, but I didn’t care. I tossed her like a rag doll off the mat and she landed right next to her pals. They all pounced on her like something out of a nature show—a pack of rabid wolves ripping apart one of their own. They punched and kicked her, screaming obscenities until an official finally broke them apart. 

It was a wonderful sight to see.

As I turned about, I saw a half dozen competitors standing silently behind me.

The fear pouring off of them was immense and I used it to further bolster my presence as I rested the wooden hatchet on my shoulder. “I count six of you. That means there are two too many of us, boys. If you all want to take me on at once, feel free. But either way, only five of us are making it through. Maybe less…if you push me.”

I sensed the fear in them increase as they stared back at me. A few of them then looked to each other. And then, the next thing I knew, a frantic six-man brawl broke out in front of me.  




*	*	*




The fear of the other competitors turned to lemonade as the final bell rang. Two of their comrades lay on the ground, unconscious, but the battle was over. The crowd stood to their feet cheering and whistling for our victory and the officials encouraged us to raise our weapons to lap up the glory. My powers didn’t have the range to sample the crowd, but I could hear the faint chanting of “bull-man” coming from within the bleachers.

After rushing us off the mat, I got cleaned up and noticed the bloodstain leaking through the front of my gi. I repatched the wound as best I could and was thankful it hadn’t turned out worse. But with as much Frenzy as I was pumping just now, it had to be the lightning core blocking my powers to heal. I guess I’d have to splurge on some medicinal herbs or something to speed the healing the natural way. Or maybe I could ask Mu Lin to swipe me some of those expensive green bandages from off the job. 

“Well done, number 47,” the same guy from earlier greeted me as they led us back to the enrollment counter outside. “You’ve qualified for entrance into the Wooden Bracket. Only two things remain to secure your spot within the tournament.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“First, the fee, of course. It will be one Tael of silver. You do have that much, right?”

I resisted the urge to throw it at him as I placed the lump of silver on the counter. “Hey, can I keep that same mask for the rest of the tournament?”

The man shrugged, looking at me like it was a strange request. “I suppose.”

“Good,” I said. “What’s the second thing?”

“Your name. What is it?”

I didn’t have to think long. Tonight was a new eye-opener for me. My macro plans of fighting against the empire and liberating the Earth would take tactful strategy and patience; working within the system until I was finally strong enough to break it.

 But here, in the arena…here I was free to unleash the raw fury in my heart. Free to make pay the ones I hated the most—the proud and arrogant cultivators that callously killed my family and destroyed my entire world.

“Max,” I said as my Flame flared brightly within me. “My name is Max.” 

As I left the counter my new twin sets of goals solidified within my mind. 

In the outside world, I would fight for the justice and freedom of my people.

But in the ring…I would have my revenge. 








CHAPTER 29










I stopped by the market on my way home and after spending my last full Tael of silver on a ‘potent’—according to the alchemist vendor, anyway—healing balm, I was officially broke again. 

The cost turned out to be worth it though. The next morning my wound had finally sealed itself up and with the additional aid of some bandages kindly ‘donated’ by Sumatra’s medical supplies at work, I was pretty much mended by the end of the day.

After work, I paid another visit to the arena as a spectator. The qualifying matches for the Wooden Bracket were over, but there was still plenty of action to be had in the ring. Without an official battle royale match, the arena was transformed into an array of smaller rings where individual combatants faced off.

 Most were groups of two or four, set up for sparring and using wooden weapons. I watched with keen interest as the cultivators went back and forth, trying to memorize their martial forms as they jousted with one another in a choreographed dance of blocks, feints, and parries. 

The practitioners weren’t using any form of Qi as far as I could tell, besting one another with pure skill alone. A hunger grew inside of me the more I watched. I was able to bulldoze my way through the qualifiers thanks to the strength of my Flame, and I could probably do the same for the Wooden Bracket itself too—face-tanking hits and winning by brute force.

But that wouldn’t cut it for the Iron Bracket.

There my adversaries would be able to match my power and it would all come down to martial skills. Skills that I severely lacked at the moment. The point was driven home as a far more interesting match took place. A large area was cleared next to the mats and an official in imperial robes took to a megaphone at its center to make an announcement. 

“By order of the courts, this Trial by Might, entered into by practitioners of equal ranking, is hereby sanctioned by the throne,” the official declared. “May justice be served and the victor lay claim to end this dispute. The result shall be enforceable by Her Majesty’s will. I will now read the writ as prepared by the magistrate.”

The announcer then went into details about the dispute. It took forever to read out, filled with background details laying out the justice being sought by the aggrieved party, but in the end, it all boiled down to something as trivial as not showing proper respect at a dinner party. I nearly laughed when I heard it, but when the two cultivators took to the ring, the matter became deadly serious.

The bell rang and the two men went at it with a ferocity that I’d only seen out in the field. Flames met lightning bolts as the two faced off, both of them clearly Core Realm cultivators at least. They moved so quickly it was hard to keep track of them, sweeps and kicks interlaced between clashes of their straight swords. The battle went on for nearly half an hour and by the time they were finished, the clay surface of the arena was scorched with the collateral destruction of their combined Qi. Bloodied and battered, one of the men finally conceded and then both were hauled off on stretchers.

 So this was the cultivator’s version of people’s court, I mused with a chuckle. Sanctioned duels to the death to settle petty differences.

 I wondered why Hein didn’t try to drag me into something like this, but then I figured it’d probably be an even greater loss of face for him to challenge a mortal in a formal setting like this. Or maybe it wouldn’t be possible at all considering the official had mentioned the two men being of equal ranking.

But whether that meant social status or cultivation ability I wasn’t sure. 

Still, it reminded me that Hein would likely be in the top tiers of the Iron Bracket if he were in the tournament. And, as entertaining as it was to watch cultivators beat the living crap out of each other over dumb shit, I wasn’t going to learn how to fight this way. 

I needed that manual.




*	*	*




The opportunity to obtain it finally came the next day, with Mu Lin passing me a message from Xi Xha. 

“She said to meet her after work,” Mu Lin said. “She didn’t say where, but she said you’d be able figure it out.” She then rolled her eyes. “Whatever that means.”

 I cracked a grin. “It means she wants to charge me twice.”

Mu Lin’s eyes widened. “What? She charged you money?”

“Not exactly.”

Mu Lin scrunched up her face and used her air quotes again. “What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?”

I merely laughed but didn’t bother to explain. 

A few hours later I was lying in bed with the lady in question, succumbing to the drowsiness of post-coital bliss. I was thankful I’d found the remedy to my core wound problem the day before. It would have been a tragedy not being able to satisfy Xi Xha on the account of a tummy injury. And a self-inflicted one at that.

“So…do you trust this guy?”

I asked Xi Xha the question as she was getting dressed, me staring at the name and address on the piece of paper that she had given me. Xi Xha looked over her shoulder at me with a furrowed brow as she buttoned her shirt.

“As much as you can trust anyone associated with the Jianghu, I suppose.”

“How do you know him?”

She gave me a sly grin. “The same way I know you.”

Damn, I thought. I guess Xi Xha got around, but I wasn’t going to judge. I looked at the details on the card again: Kai Wong, River City Tea House, 8 o’clock. “How will I recognize this guy?”

“You won’t. But he’ll recognize you.” She then gave me a wink. “You’re a bit easier to describe than he is.”

I gave her a look of mock offense. “What are you trying to say?”

She laughed and blew me a kiss. “Not too many Yee men have a body like yours. Or such a handsome face.”

“You sure you’re not just attracted to Terrans?”

“I’m sure I’m attracted to at least one,” she said with a smile. “Now stop flirting with me or you’re going to end up being late. Kai Wong won’t appreciate being kept waiting and neither will the people he’s taking you to.”




*	*	*




I arrived at the River City Tea House with ten minutes to spare. It was in the middle of the restaurant district and as I entered my senses were overwhelmed with the aromas of steamed dumplings, noodles, and the constant cacophony of clattering china. The din was so loud that people had to shout over it as they conversed. Servers circulated around the room filled with dining tables, setting down tea pots, cups, and saucers filled with steamed delights.

 One of the servers looked at me strangely as I entered, like I wasn’t supposed to be there. But with a quick flex of [Struggler’s Resolve] he immediately seated me next to a table with a bunch of old men playing dominoes while smoking Qi-infused herbs.

I ordered some tea while I waited, the old men pretending not to stare at me while they continued their game. A few patrons were less discreet about their perturbance at my presence. An older, heavy-set man in particular kept glaring at me while pointing and whispering to his friends. I kept sipping my tea and stared right back at him. 

Eventually the fat bastard got up and started walking towards me.

Ah shit, here we go again.

I refused to look up at him as he came to stand next to me. I sipped my tea with [Indifference] instead. Eventually he grew impatient, the anger boiling over inside of him.

“You need to leave. This is no place for your kind.”

“Your name Kai Wong?” 

The man looked puzzled. “My name is none of your—”

“Well if it ain’t Kai Wong, I ain’t got shit to say to you, friend.” I fueled my words with Frenzy, triggering [Fear the Flame]. “Now, I suggest you go sit back down and enjoy your tea, else you’re going to start pissing me off. And you won’t like me when I’m pissed off.”

My Flame burned brighter, reinforced by my adherence to the path. The man reacted to my technique with a mixture of anger and apprehension. I stared him in the eye and could sense the conflict there. He was being called out by a Terran commoner, but I was no longer just a mortal. This close to me, he could no doubt sense the power of the lightning core within me and was probably trying to backpedal, weighing up the cost of losing face to a Terran or the risk of trying to teach me a lesson.    

He chose the latter.

His clumsy punch moved like slow motion to me, but I let it hit me anyway, fortifying my jaw with [Iron Skin]. His wrist buckled and he cried out in shock and pain, shaking his hand. 

“Nine hells!” he screamed.

I gauged his strength by the force of his hit—a low-tier Foundation Realm cultivator at best. I stood slowly as he continued to nurse his hand and he looked up at me like I was something that shouldn’t exist.

“You finished?”

His mouth fell open lost for words. 

“Oh…so you are finished…”

I swiped the teapot off the table and smashed it against the man’s head with [My Turn]. The scalding hot water puffed into a cloud of steam as he cried out in a wail of agony. With a swift kick, I knocked his feet from under him and he crashed hard onto the wooden floor, causing every cup and saucer in the place to jump.

All noise ceased as the patrons froze, only the pathetic cries of the man filling the void of silence. The man’s friends stood up, but I cast a glare at them while pouring concentrated Frenzy into [Fear the Flame.] “Anyone else want to tell me that I should leave?”

The silence extended for a few seconds more, my aura of fear permeating the room, and then like someone hit the play button again, the conversation and the clinking of china resumed. No one even looked at me, except for the guy’s friends who bowed apologetically to me before collecting him off the floor.

“You must be Chun.”

I turned about slowly to see a man dressed in black robes with a neatly trimmed beard. He looked at the man being carried away. “Looks like you had a bit of trouble, but Xi Xha did say that you could handle yourself.”

“When there’s cause for it,” I said. “You must be Kai Wong.”

He pressed a fist into the flat of his palm and I did the same in greeting.

“Now, please don’t hit me for saying this,” he said. “But I really do think you should leave.” 

As he turned to exit, I downed the rest of my tea and then dropped a few coppers to my server. 

“For the teapot,” I said and then followed Kai Wong outside.




*	*	*




Two things dawned on me after my brief visit to the River City Tea House.

One, they made pretty damn good tea. And two, when it came to cultivators, strength trumped everything, even racism and classism it seemed. If I’d done something like that as an outsider in some redneck bar back on old Earth, the whole place would have turned against me and kicked the crap out of me. But just like those six competitors who chose to fight against each other instead of against me, or even how Green Bird Girl chose to betray her friends, cultivators would rather do anything besides team up, it seemed. Solidarity was non-existent. It was every man for himself and only strength reigned supreme. 

Even when that strength came in the form of a lowly outsider like me.

I smiled with satisfaction at the investment of my fake core. The thing was paying dividends already. For a mortal to defeat a cultivator was an affront that needed to be stomped out at all costs. But for a cultivator to best another cultivator, even as a Terran, it was simply the way of the world.

I pondered these things in silence as I followed Kai Wong deeper through the side streets that made up the backside of the restaurant district. Heat from kitchen woks flooded the narrow alleyways where chefs smoked on breaks, or cut the heads off live ducks and chickens while letting their blood run into the gutters.

“So where are you taking me exactly?” I asked.

“Xi Xha told me what you were looking for,” Kai Wong said. “I’m taking you to a place where you can find them.”

“The manuals, right?” 

“Yes. And I hope you have the money to afford them. They are not cheap.”

“Not on me,” I said. “I’m not stupid. I’m here to make a connection, not get robbed.”

Kai Wong huffed, but I couldn’t tell if he was amused or insulted. Maybe neither.

After a few twists and turns, we arrived at a nondescript black door at the back of a red brick stone building.

“This is it,” he said. “And I would advise you assume better manners than you did in the tea house. There would be no pardon given for insolence here.”

“Wouldn’t be asking for any,” I said, unsure if I was liking this Kai Wong dude or not. He rapped on the door and a bald man with a goatee, dressed in orange and red robes opened it.

“I have a buyer,” Kai Wong said, but the guy at the door was already looking at me funny. And then the recognition hit.

“Hey,” I said, pointing at him with a grin. “You’re the cartwheel guy.”

“You!” he shouted his eyes going wide. “You damn cheat! I want a rematch! And you’re not Young Master Hein!”

I shrugged. “Never said I was. I just advised you not to mess with him.”

Kai Wong folded his arms, bemused. “You two know each other?”

“Not really.”

“You owe me money, you bastard,” the Fire Bird said. “I’ve been busted down to door duty because of you!”

“You want to play again? Regain your honor?”

 “No time for games,” Kai Wong said. “Whatever this is, it will have to wait. We’re here to see the boss, Du Mak. He should be expecting me.”

The Fire Bird member, Du Mak, flared his nostrils at me, his anger building within him. I sensed that strange Dark Frenzy coming from him as well. “This isn’t over. I’ll have that rematch. Whatever the hell your real name is.”

With that he turned and led us both inside.

A narrow corridor opened up into a sizable training compound, complete with a ring and weapons mounted on the walls. A lion’s den of angry faces greeted me as at least fifty or so Fire Bird members briefly stopped their training regime to size me up.

I could read the confusion on their faces, each of them looking at me as if to say, ‘What the hell is a Terran doing here? And why the hell is he so strong?’ Or that was what I imagined they were thinking anyway. I played it all off with [Indifference] and that seemed to only infuriate them more. But more than their disdain, I sensed that same Dark Frenzy coming from within all of them. 

What the hell was it? And could they sense mine as well?

Before I could ponder the question further, Du Mak took us through to a back room where a trio of cultivators were drinking and smoking at a small table, women seated on their laps. The women pandered to them, laughing at their crude jokes while the men gambled, playing some kind of card game.

“Wait here,” Du Mak said and meekly shuffled over to the trio, bowing low before them. A burly man with a thick beard and a deeply receding hairline ushered Du Mak forward. Du Mak whispered into the man’s ear and the cultivator’s thick brows raised in surprise before shooting down in a scowl. He glanced over at us and then threw his cards onto the table with disgust. Finally, Du Mak beckoned us over and I followed Kai Wong’s lead by performing a deep bow before the cultivators.

“Thank you for this meeting, Master Hong Feng,” he said. “This man is Chun. He is the one who wishes to make the purchase.”

Master Hong Feng eyed me in silence for a moment, perhaps examining the strength of my core. “Whores…leave us.”

The women instantly shot up and exited the room, one of them tossing me a bit of lemonade on the way out. The man Hong Feng eased back into his chair, taking another draw on his pipe as he looked me up and down.

“So,” he said, his voice coarse and gravelly. “Tell me why a Terran is looking to study martial techniques from a book.”

I shrugged, meeting his stare. “I dunno. Guess I like to read.”

He chortled. “Perhaps you’ve just had no luck joining a sect.”

“Not interested in joining a sect,” I said.

“Maybe you haven’t found the right one yet. Du Mak here told me what you did to him in the restaurant last week. I didn’t believe him until just now. Having a look at you, I may be willing to take you on as an initiate if you can pass a trial.”

I couldn’t sense if he was being sincere or not, but I laid on [Struggler’s Resolve] to make my intentions crystal clear. “Appreciate the offer, but just looking for a manual right now.”

“I see.” He stared at me a moment more. “And what do you plan to do with this knowledge?”

“Win my citizenship in the tournament.”

I kept it as clean and simple as that. 

“Ah… ambitious. You would make the empire proud. A conquered native pursuing the track of citizenship. I’m sure you’d be the stuff of Princess Lunalah’s wet dreams, or at least the star of her next propaganda broadcast.”

He laughed at his own joke, but I didn’t respond any further, not sure if the anti-imperial sentiment was some kind of bait or not.

“What type of manual do you seek?”

“What types do you have?”

He snapped his fingers and one of the men at the table got up and then returned a moment later with a large chest. He placed it on the table and Hong Feng flung it open, revealing what had to be over a hundred manuals within. They were all stored neatly with the spines facing upwards, their titles on display.

“Come and see,” he said.

My heartbeat sped as I approached. This was the secret knowledge I’d been craving. I scanned over the books, trying to find what I was looking for, but my heart sunk a little when I didn’t see anything obvious. “You have anything pertaining to axes?”

“Axes?” The man who brought out the chest snorted in amusement. “An ancient weapon. Not very common now.”

“I can’t be too picky on what I can get my hands on.”

The man ran a finger across the spines and then pulled a book free. The title read Basic Infantry Weapon Techniques. “You should find it in there.”

As he handed it to me, I flipped through the pages and saw three different weapons within: the spear, the mace, and sure enough the last one was the war axe. I hid my inner smile. What I needed was in my hands. As I scanned across the remaining books within the chest, I saw all manner of techniques and styles. Crimson Fire Spear Technique, Lotus Fan Blade, Earthen Hammer. I almost wished I could take them all., but one of them caught my eye in particular—a book labeled simply: Lightning Techniques.

I pondered a moment. I had no idea if I could even learn such a thing, but I had a lightning core in my stomach. I could at least learn enough about the techniques to bluff my way through any challenge to the origin of my powers in the future. And hell, if I could actually manage to pull off a lightning bolt I wouldn’t complain. 

“How much is this?” I asked, pointing to the book.

“Interesting choice,” Hong Feng said, pulling it out of the chest and handing it to me. “150 Taels for that one. I’ll throw in the other manual for 20. Now… I’m very much interested in how someone like you will be able to afford all this.”

“I’m just shopping for prices right now,” I said.

“What?” one of the men at the table shouted, his anger swelling within him. “You dare to waste Master Hong Feng’s time?”

“Not waste…I’ll be back with the money.”

Hong Feng merely laughed. “Is that right?”

Initially I was going to offer the lightning core as a trade, but it didn’t take a genius to figure out that these were probably the same guys who arranged stealing the damn thing in the first place. And offering it back to them with a slice cut out of it probably wasn’t a good idea. I hadn’t figured out a backup plan as yet. Maybe I could use Kai Wong to sniff out a different buyer. But as for right now I needed to end this interaction.

“I’ll come back tomorrow. I’ll have the money then.”

I bowed and prepared to leave, but Hong Feng raised his hand.

“Wait. I have a proposition for you,” he said. “You’re one of Sumatra’s guys aren’t you? The great Chun.”

My insides shook at the mention of my nickname. 

Hong Feng belly-laughed along with his gang as my hackles went up. I was only speculating about Sumatra’s involvement before, but this was full-blown confirmation. And if Hong Feng could somehow sense the unique flavor of the lightning core within me, then maybe the jig was already up. Just too many coincidences there. I channeled my building apprehension into Frenzy before funneling it into [Indifference], maintaining my poker face.

Hong Feng’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, come now. No need to be so offended. Sumatra said all your friends call you that in jest. Don’t they?”

“No offense, but you’re not really a friend.”

The cultivator grinned and I felt a huge swell of Dark Frenzy growing within him. “Indeed we are not. But I have something you want. And you are in a unique position to give me something that I want. Plus, you’re a unique sort of fellow in general. Someone I might be willing to invest in.”

I wasn’t sure what he meant by that, but there was no way he’d take interest in a mere Terran commoner. He either suspected I knew about the missing lightning core, or he somehow could sense my Frenzied Flame—perhaps both. Either way I had to play it cool.

 “What are you talking about?”

“I have need for handlers to take care of specific clients from time to time,” he said. “Having a man like you on the inside would make things run a lot smoother. Especially with all the new safeguards Her Majesty has put in place.”

Shit…he wanted me to help them kill cultivators out in the field. But I couldn’t let him know I knew that much. I just shrugged. “That doesn’t sound too bad.”

“Good, good,” he said. “So you’ll agree?”

“I get both of these for doing that?” I held up the books.

“Not to keep,” he said. “I’ll loan them to you. For a year. And you’ll give me a year’s service in return.”

Damn, this was really sounding bad now. I didn’t want to be involved with ilk like this, but no one said the path to immortality would come with clean hands. Although when it came to cultivators like Li Gong Qui, I would gladly assist. But it wasn’t really them I was concerned about. It was the other handlers.

 I thought some more. Perhaps this could be a good thing. If I were the contact, then at least I could ensure that my people would be protected no matter how bad things got. Right now, it was left to Sumatra to pick which handler went with which client, and they would just kill the handlers to leave no witnesses. This way at least I could control the outcome. Plus, I needed the books. Whatever would come with this, I’d just have to work it out.

“Fine,” I said. “You have yourself a deal.”

“Good.” Hong Feng smiled widely. “We’ll be in touch through Sumatra when we need your services. Until then…happy reading.”




*	*	*




“That was quite the score,” Kai Wong said as we left the Fire Bird den, Du Mak threatening me with another rematch as we did so. “Never seen anything like it.”

“Yeah, guess I’m just lucky like that.”

But I was no fool. A cultivator like Hong Feng didn’t become a boss of the underworld by being altruistic. These manuals had all kinds of strings attached, some of which I was sure I wouldn’t like when they were finally pulled. But to hell with it. I was one step further on my path. And besides, I was going to become strong enough to kill all of them one day. Then the strings wouldn’t matter.

“Thanks for the introduction,” I said. “I can find my way back from here.”

Kai Wong gave me a polite bow. “I’m sure you can.”

“How do I get in touch with you again?” I thought about still needing to offload the lightning core. “I might have need of your services in the future.” 

“Going through Xi Xha is fine. But this was as a favor to her. The next trip into the Jianghu will cost you.”

I smiled. “No doubt.” 

As we departed, I couldn’t help but feel the Struggler’s grip as the irony of his words took hold.

 This trip into the Jianghu was bound to cost me indeed. 














CHAPTER 30










Something felt off the moment I neared the square.

It was getting late, approaching the hour most of the food vendors and residents cleared out for the night, but the crowd looked to be almost triple what it usually was. But that wasn’t the really odd thing about it all. It was deathly quiet and as I neared the entrance I could finally see why.

There in the center of the square, seated on a makeshift throne was Young Master Hein.

Standing behind him was the bitch Zu Tien and seated at his side was my fat-ass landlord, Li Fet. Four enforcers added window dressing to the trio, along with an Imperial Guard. I couldn’t care less about Hein and Zu Tien, but the enforcers and Li Fet caused apprehension to stir within my Flame. 

What the hell was this now?

I tucked the manuals tighter against my skin, adjusting my overcoat to hide them. As I entered the square every eye fell on me and a wall of anger and resentment came my way. A slow clap filled the air as Hein gave mock applause for my entrance.

“And there he is finally,” Hein said. “The man of the hour himself. You’ve kept your neighbors waiting, Chun.”

“Perhaps he was busy gambling away my rent money as usual,” Li Fet said with a chortle.

I ignored him with [Indifference] while Hein laughed at the joke. 

Finding Yu Li within the crowd, I made eye contact with her, but she gave me only a helpless headshake. Whatever this was, she had no clue what was going on either. I stepped into the square with a hint of [Fear the Flame] and grinned inwardly as the enforcers and Li Fet eased back a little, Li Fet’s face growing pale.

Hein and Zu Tien, however, seemed strong willed enough to resist it.

I looked to the woman and noticed a glove-like prosthetic with blades attached to the end of her left arm. “Long time no see, Zu Tien. How’s the hand?”

She scowled at me and worked her prosthetic to give me a one-bladed salute.

I gave her a shit-eating grin in return. “You bring all these guys here to get a matching set?”

“Stop!” Hein rose to his feet, his anger spiking. “You will not address her! I am of the highest standing here. You will address me as a representative of the ruling clan of this province. Show your respect!”

“Great apologies, Young Master.” I gave him a halfhearted bow and a leering smile. “I’m sure you’re soon to tell me why you’re here. Or are you perhaps coming to call off your apology?”

“You should be the one apologizing to him!” someone yelled out from the crowd.

“Silence!” the Imperial Guard barked, and one of the enforcers threw his bamboo baton indiscriminately into the crowd. I wasn’t sure if he hit who had spoken or not, but it shut the entire crowd up quickly.

“This One will forgive that disrespectful outburst only because it speaks of the truth,” Hein said more calmly as he surveyed the crowd. “Your apology, Chun, should be well forthcoming, but I am a man of honor. You still have ten days left to prepare to humble yourself before me.”

“So why are you here?”

The direct question seemed to take him aback, but he steadied himself and then looked to Li Fet. “I am not here of my own accord. I have been invited by the honorable Li Fet, the lawful owner of this property. Li Fet, you may speak freely.”

I focused on the fat man with a penetrating stare and his eye grew wide, his mouth hanging open.

“I said speak!” Hein shouted again and Li Fet broke into a stutter. 

“I-I heard of the great disrespect this community has shown towards Young Master Hein.  It has also come to my attention that you, Chun, have especially failed to demonstrate even the slimmest amount of contrition or remorse for your actions.” Li Fet paused to clear his throat, unable to keep eye contact with me as he continued, “Thus, to make it clear to you the gravity of your offenses, I today have signed before this Imperial Guard, an official representative of the throne, a rent increase for the entire block.”

A wail of gasps and moans erupted from the crowd. 

“Let him finish!” Hein shouted and his words were quickly backed up with action by the enforcers, the black-robed men threatening the residents with more violence, yelling at them while swinging their clubs. When it all died down, Hein resumed speaking. “I assure you it will be in your best interest to hear Li Fet in his entirety. Continue, Li Fet.”

Li Fet made a big show of holding up a paper with his signature on it. “See here! It is an imperial order to double your rent to one Tael per month.”

More gasps emerged, but quieter this time and the anger in the crowd quickly slipped towards cold-blooded fear.

“But, as you all know, I, Li Fet, am a merciful landowner,” he said with a smile. “If in ten days from now you all apologize and show the proper respect due to Young Master Hein, then I, Li Fet, will be inclined to tear up this order.” His eyes then focused on me. “But…if This One, known as Chun, refuses to apologize or show respect, then not only will I not rescind this order, but I will triple your rent instead.”

The roar from the crowd grew uncontrollable as their fear boiled over into anger directed entirely at me. I suffered through it with a poker face, channeling the Frenzy from them into [Indifference].

“Or…!” Hein shouted and then waited for the noise to die down. “Or, you, Chun…You can simply apologize now. Just you…on behalf of everyone… and all will be forgiven. This is my last great mercy to you and your people.”

His leer grew wide, relishing the victory of his chess move. 

Or what he thought was a victory anyway.

Murmurs in the crowd grew more pronounced and when Hein stayed the Guard’s hand, who was about to silence them, the people grew even more vocal.

“Do it now!”

“Speak, you fool!”

“Apologize!”

“He’s giving you a chance!”

“Show your respect!”

I looked to Yu Li, bouncing Su Ling on her hip. She looked torn and I could feel her insides quivering with fear. They were all afraid. But unlike Hein I didn’t need to save face or rely on the approval of others. The only thing I needed to do, was to stick to my path. 

“I already told you what you’re going to get from me ten days from now, Hein. I suggest you not be late to receive it.”

I backed my words up with [Struggler’s Resolve] and the crowd went wild with fury. 

“Do you see?” Hein shouted, a mad grin on his face. “Do you see the insolence? The selfishness? He will not humble himself. He would rather sacrifice you all in the name of his own pride!”

I grimaced as his second chess move went into play. Touché, Hein. Touché.   

“Residents of D-Block, feel free to show the great Chun how you all feel!” Li Fet shouted. “It is only you who can convince him now. Show him with your fists!”

Holy shit, I didn’t expect that…

I hardened my body with Frenzy as the crowd surged forward as one, preceded by a hail of bottles and bowls. They swarmed me as a mob, their curses biting even deeper than their punches and kicks. I hunkered down as I took the slams, the Struggler fully in control.    

Being mortals, I could barely feel their hits through my Frenzy-infused skin, but a dark part of me began to emerge from deep within me as their assault continued, their hatred and vitriol gnawing at my soul.

These people were clueless. Why did I put up with them? If not for them, I could throw caution to the wind and just exact my vengeance and not care about any form of retaliation. They didn’t even understand that I was doing this all for them. But would they even understand? Would they care? Or was it too late for them?

Maybe it was too late for the entire Earth.

Maybe everyone was already too far gone and too brainwashed to care. Too young to remember the old world, too ignorant to know there was more than this. More than being manipulated by cultivators and being turned against one another for survival.

The thought of it burned hot ire in my soul. A deep resentment at the injustice delivered to us by people much stronger and much crueler. A people who saw us as savage animals to be domesticated and controlled. And then in that instant, I understood. I understood why I still struggled for the freedom of these people, even though they couldn’t yet understand it.

This was the core of my Dao.

My righteous struggle. 

The burden that tamed the Demon in my soul.

 Without it, I would be no Berserker, no follower of the Frenzied Flame, but simply another madman out for revenge. Then, as if the Flame were acknowledging that truth within my heart, I spotted Yu Li through the mayhem. She had tears in her eyes as she clutched Su Ling, her free hand raised in protest against the mob.

“Stop! Don’t do this! Don’t hurt him! He’s fighting for us!”

Her words stirred my Flame and soothed my spirit. She’d found some faith in me and was clinging to it. Even if doing all this was just for her and Su Ling, it would all be worth it in the end. But there were more people to inspire and encourage just like her. There was a whole city full of Terrans to inspire and show the truth, with multiple cities beyond that.

But if I were going to make it that far, I needed to start with the angry mob writhing on my back. I focused not on them—that was Hein’s ploy—to turn us against each other. But we weren’t cultivators. We didn’t think or act selfishly like they did. When facing a greater enemy we stood together, not fight amongst ourselves to be scattered apart. The spike of anger for what he was trying to do, fueled my system with Frenzy of its own. 

I had my mask. There was no need to hide my strength before my people now.

If I was going to instill faith in them like I had with Yu Li, I needed to show them what was possible. I let free the Struggler’s grip, releasing the Demon as my inner Flame surged with rage.

“Enough!”

I stood to my feet, throwing the entire mob off of me in a single flex, sending people flying back ten feet or more. I focused on Hein and leapt toward him in a burst of Frenzy, closing the thirty-foot gap in an instant. I stopped just short of him, my momentum sending a cloud of dust into the air.

The cultivators reacted by taking quick martial stances, Hein’s chair flying backwards as he stood and Zu Tien drawing her sword. But Li Fet and the enforcers recoiled in fear. Only the Imperial Guard seemed non-plussed, as if merely an observer to the events.

“I have a counterproposal for you, Li Fet,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve], but then glanced towards Hein. “There will be an apology ten days from now. But it will not be coming from me.” I then focused directly on my fat landlord. “I challenge you for the ownership of this residence, an unofficial Trial by Might with Young Master Hein as your proxy.”

“W-What?”

“You heard me. If I lose, I’ll not only apologize, but I’ll pay the extra month’s rent for all the residents and then I’ll leave myself. For good.” I paused to let it all sink in. “But if I win, you hand over the keys to me.” 

Li Fet shook his head, shrinking back in his chair. “This is nonsense! You cannot claim a Trial by Might. You’re no citizen. And you hold no ranking to match the likes of Master Hein!”

“I said unofficial, didn’t I?” I looked to the Guard, who merely shrugged. Li Fet was perhaps panicking too much to realize not being a citizen prevented me from owning the land too. If he had, he probably would have agreed right away. But it didn’t matter. I’d have my citizenship by then. “Since the guard here don’t seem to care ether way, I’ll sweeten the deal for you, Li Fet. I’ll take on both Hein and his lackey Zu Tien.”

“Master!” Zu Tien said, rushing to Hein’s side. “Take heed. I sense he is stronger than before.”

“Don’t be a fool, Zu—” 

Hein’s dismissive tone dropped instantly as he no doubt flexed his Qi to sense the lightning core within my stomach. “What is this? How is this possible?”

“I told you,” Zu Tien said. “He is odd. Has strength beyond his means. He was a mere mortal a few weeks ago. He must be some kind of cheat!”

“Or maybe I’m just better at this cultivation bullshit than the both of you,” I said with a cocky grin. 

The anger inside Hein boiled over but Zu Tien’s insides chilled with fear. I lapped up Frenzy from both their reactions. “So, I guess this means you want to reconsider your position now?”

“Reconsider?” Hein’s brows lowered, his breath whistling through flared nostrils. “You’ve just signed away your life, you fool. I took pity on you before as an ignorant mortal. But now, you wish to challenge me as a cultivator? With your fledgling Qi and nonexistent skill?” He leaned his head back and laughed to the sky. “So be it! You have chosen death, Chun. And I don’t need Zu Tien’s help to deal with the likes of you.”

I ignored him and looked to Li Fet instead. “So, you heard him…do you agree?”

“Yes, he agrees!” Hein shouted. “Agree, you fool! Agree!”

“Ah…” Li Fet looked at Zu Tien. “I…I would feel more comfortable if she were still involved, Master Hein.”

“Yes, please, Master Hein!” Zu Tien dropped to one knee. “Allow me to regain my honor. Allow me to challenge him before you. If I am killed, I will have proven I am unworthy to serve you or the sect. I only ask a bit more time to complete my own recovery and training. An additional week perhaps.”

Hein harrumphed, looking down at Zu Tien like a dog begging for her supper. “Fine, I’ll allow it.” He then looked to Li Fet who nodded before finally looking back at me. “It’s settled then. You’ll have your Trial. And consider yourself lucky, Chun. This is a mercy extended to my subordinate, not to you, although you may well benefit from it all the same. The date is moved back by one week. That’s Twenty days from now.”

“Can’t wait,” I said. 

“If you do not show up, expect to be hunted down…by my entire family.”

He snapped his fingers and walked off, Li Fet and the enforcers following behind him.

As Zu Tien walked by, she stopped to give me a nasty sneer. 

“Know this, fool. Before I take your life, I will take what you took from me…and more.” She then glanced down at my crotch. “You’ll be begging for your death before I’m through with you.”

“Sure thing,” I said with a laugh. “Give my regards to the knitting club.”




*	*	*




A shitstorm of chaos erupted once Hein and his entourage finally cleared out of the square. People were screaming and shouting, most of them filled with fear, but a few were bubbling with the beginnings of hope as well. I took to a tabletop and cupped my hands to my mouth.

“Everyone shut the hell up!” 

I said the words with a healthy dose of [Fear the Flame]. The result was instantaneous, everyone got the point real quick and I drove it home with [Struggler’s Resolve]. 

“Most of you weren’t old enough to remember our true home, but this ain’t it.” I pointed up at the pagoda. “And these people aren’t gods who came to save us either. Far from it. Now I’m not asking you to believe any of that. All I’m asking you to do, is to wait Twenty days and allow me to show you what true human potential can be.”

“You really think you can defeat that girl?” someone shouted out. “Defeat Master Hein?”

I grinned like a bastard. “I’m not going to tell you what I think. But I’ll tell you what I believe. I believe we will see an Earth ruled by Terrans once again. A place where we no longer cower in fear of losing our homes or our lives for offending someone’s honor.” I found Yu Li in the crowd and met her gaze. “A place where our children will be free to follow their own dreams and not enslaved to the spiteful wills of arrogant Young Masters to decide our fates.”

I felt confidence surge from within her as she broke into a sob.

“We may not all live to see it,” I continued. “But I’m starting the ball rolling, right here in D-block.” I then paused to look out over all of them, their faces rapt with uncertainty, fear, anger even, but there was a glimmer of hope in some of them as well. “There is more to life than mere existence. But if we want more, we have to be willing to fight for it.”

“Fight for what?” a slim black girl shouted out. “I didn’t ask to fight! None of us asked for this!”

“Yeah! You’re gambling with our lives, Chun!”

“Who the hell put you in charge?”

“You’ll get us all killed!”

A large segment of the crowd yelled in agreement as others began to vocalize their dissent. I grimaced at the sight of it, but I couldn’t deny what was being said either. I was asking them to fight for a dream they didn’t want or even understand. And worst of all, I was forcing them to bet their lives on me—a two-time loser most of them knew only as Chun.

“You’re not wrong!” I shouted. “My vision may not be your own and you have no reason to trust that I can achieve it. And I’m not your leader either, I have no right to ask you to risk your lives. But I do have one thing that qualifies me to do what I’m doing.”

I paused, waiting for them all to hang on my words. I tried to think of a positive way to say it; to tell them the truth without sounding like a complete asshole, but there was no way around it. 

“I can do this…because I’m stronger than all of you.”

 I said the words coldly with [Struggler’s Resolve] and the temperature in the square plummeted. Silence reigned as fear built within the crowd, fear caused by me, some of them no doubt recalling the ineffectual mob-beating they had just given me. 

“In this jacked-up world that we live in now, strength is the only thing that matters,” I said. “Twelve years ago, our world ended because of that truth. We just weren’t strong enough. And we should all be dead now, but fate has given us all a second chance. And I’ll be damned if I’m wasting mine living my life like a slave. My strength gives me the option to fight, an option you may never have. So that’s why I’m taking the option for you…to fight for you who can’t.”  

I expected a vicious backlash and while there were a few penetrating glares, the cultivator mindset was strongly implanted in all of them—identifying with the fundamental truth that we were all taught as kids: bow down to those stronger than you. And as much I hated it, I was using the same logic as the cultivators themselves now. It gnawed at me, but within it I felt the Struggler’s embrace. This was my penance. Perhaps to achieve my goals, I would indeed have to become the very thing I despised. Not just in power, but in practice. 

I could restore the freedom of Earth, but perhaps I could never be a part of it again.

I was a part of the cultivator’s world now.

“To those of you who can trust the vision, I thank you for your faith. To those of you who can’t, you can choose to either fear Hein or fear me. The choice is yours, but know this. In twenty days from now, I’ll either be killed and all your lives will go back to normal anyway, or I’ll succeed, and you’ll all have your first taste of true freedom. What you do with it after that will be up to you. This is my Dao. My path. And this is my oath to you. Whether you believe in me or not, I will fight for you, for the Earth…or die trying.”

With that I hopped down and started making my way off the square. The crowd burst into an uproar of uncertainty, anger and confusion again, but I didn’t care. Words could only do so much. Even I had my doubts when I first met Threja. This was no different. They would have to see to truly believe. And to those who couldn’t, they’d just have to get out of my damn way.

“Wait!” someone shouted from behind me. “How can we help you?”

I stopped and turned around and saw the same old guy in the hat. Damn, he wasn’t even Terran, but he believed. Or maybe it was the fact that he wasn’t Terran that gave him more faith than the others. He’d seen things. Seen what cultivation could do to change a man. 

“There’s nothing you can do to help me,” I said. “But you can help each other. Stay strong. Stay together. Solidarity is a trait the cultivators know nothing about. Show them what it means to band together to become stronger.” 

I gave Yu Li a smile as I passed by and she pulled me into a wordless embrace, tears in her eyes but hope in her heart.

“Twenty days,” I said again. “That’s all I ask.”

And with that I finally left the square.




*	*	*




When I got to my apartment, I immediately pulled out the manuals.

I’d lit one hell of a fire under myself again, signing more blank cheques I knew I couldn’t cash. Not yet anyway. But screw it…that was the kind of fire I needed to progress. To push myself beyond what even I thought was possible. 

Twenty days. That’s all I had to become a top-ranking Iron Bracket competitor strong enough to defeat both Hein and Zu Tien—maybe even at the same time. And all of this while enduring the ire of a community I had just polarized with fear and put on edge.

But I guess no one said this would be easy.

I sat in lotus position on my cot and channeled all my Frenzy into enhancing my Mental Capacity. I cracked open the book entitled Basic Infantry Weapon Techniques and began reading.

Frenzy surged as I opened my mind’s eye, taking in the hundreds of diagrams of positions and forms. It was almost too much at once, but I endured the headache as I flipped through. Conviction and determination solidified within my heart as the Struggler stirred my Flame.

This entire book was going to be memorized…tonight.








CHAPTER 31










I left for work early the next morning, my mind exhausted from barely catching a few hours of sleep. But despite my fatigue, I maintained my razor focus on my goal. Images of the prior night’s reading flashed through my mind as I made my way through the square, eager to put them into practice.

A few of my neighbors stopped conversing the moment I neared them, the subject matter obvious as they all gave me the stink-eye as I walked by. One of them, a black girl named Jian Yi, stared at me especially hard. When I had my back to her, she muttered something under her breath and I paused.

“You got something to say?”

I glanced over my shoulder at her. Dark skinned, slimly built, hazel eyes with hair pressed flat against her scalp in a tight bun. I could sense some fear within her, but it was matched with an equal amount of anger and to her credit, not an ounce of either showed on her face.

“I said you’re an idiot, Chun.” She narrowed her eyes at me, lifting her chin defiantly. “What? Are you going to kill me for saying that now?”

I chuckled at her. “Luckily, I don’t work that way.”

It was true too. She was challenging me in a sense, but she was of no challenge to me. The Flame didn’t grow stronger by preying on the weak. 

“So, enlighten me then,” I said as I stepped back towards her and all of her friends quickly disappeared. “Why am I an idiot? Besides my name, of course.”

She huffed out a scoff, but I could sense her fear reduce when I smiled, cracking the joke.

“You’re an idiot for challenging Master Hein.”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I guess time will tell.”

“You don’t get what I mean,” she said, folding her arms. “You know that even if you somehow manage to defeat him, all it’ll do is draw more attention to us, right?” Jian Yi then grimaced, chewing her bottom lip. “What will your plan be then, big man? You may be stronger than all of us mortals, but are you stronger than Master Hein’s family? Or a hundred Imperial Guards? Or the Warden herself?”

I didn’t answer her right away. It was a question I mulled over myself at least a half dozen times a day. The price of failure for me was clear, but perhaps even more costly would be the price of success. Or more accurately, the price of too much success too quickly.

I gave Jian Yi a smile. “Don’t worry. I’m well aware.”

“Then why don’t you stop. Before you paint an even bigger target on all our backs.”

“Because that’s not my path,” I said. “And I’m not going to let that happen either.”

“Oh really? How?”

Another good question, but for me, there was only one answer. 

“I guess I’ll just have to be strong enough to kill them all before I eventually piss them all off.” I shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve] and then grinned. “But don’t worry, once I’m that strong, the target will be squarely on my back. Not yours.” 

Or so I hoped, but I didn’t have time to think about all that right now.

What would be, would be.

As I turned to go about my way, the curses Jian Yi yelled at my back were priceless, but I was starting not to care. I wasn’t going to win everyone over and this wasn’t some popularity contest either. Still, what she said was true. After I defeated Hein, it would likely be full steam ahead and I would have to grow exponentially stronger to stay one step ahead of the curve. The totem pole would be on display and one swoop from someone up high enough and it would be game over. The key would be in not pissing off too many powerful people too quickly…or too many at once.

But still, could I do it? Could I really grow that strong, that quickly? I wasn’t sure, but the bar just got raised a few notches in my mind. I didn’t just need to shoot for the Iron Bracket. I had to shoot for Diamond. One thing was certain though. If I didn’t grow strong enough, it wouldn’t be from any lack of effort on my part. The idea spurred me into action. 

I needed to start my training. 




*	*	*




From my memorization of the Basic Infantry Weapon Techniques manual, the Axe technique was broken down into a set of twelve forms. Each one was a series of finely choreographed movements, defined right down to foot placements, turns, and swings. After finally gathering my handlers together and picking up my client for the day I was finally ready to get to practicing.

Until Sumatra called me over. 

Ire built within my gut at the last-second delay and as I approached the gray-skinned giant, I noticed he had a peculiar smirk on his face. What the hell was this now?

“Come with me,” he said.

I followed him towards the edge of the compound. As I passed by Lee and Mu Lin, I gave them both a questioning glance, but they gave me only confused shrugs in return. Whatever this was they didn’t know anything about it. When we got a fair distance away from all the clients and other handlers, Sumatra gave me a look up and down, like he was assessing me for the first time.

“So, I understand we have a mutual friend in the restaurant district now.”

It was more a statement than a question, but I nodded anyway. “I guess so?”

His eyes then narrowed. “Don’t think that this changes anything between us, understand? We’re not equal-ranked disciples in some secret sect. If anything, it makes me your boss, twice. Got it?”

I could sense anger building within him, but I played it cool. “Of course.”

“I’ve been watching you lately, Chun. You’re changing. Quick like too. I wonder how you’re able to do that.”

I shrugged. “Self-improvement is a virtue of the empire, isn’t it? Maybe I just like to work hard.”

He eyed me oddly again and I began to wonder if he was sensing the Qi within my stolen core. “Most people need help to advance as fast as you have. The kind of help you have to venture into the wild for.”

I channeled some Frenzy into [Indifference] to mask my pulse from rising. “I wouldn’t know. I’m pretty new at all of this.”

He harrumphed. “The Fire Bird Sect has too much riding on this operation to have it blown open because some dumb-shit Terran wants a free ride, understand? If I find out you’ve been smuggling materials from the outside and selling them, I’m going to have your ass.”

I actually breathed a sigh of relief inwardly. I was figuring he might be hinting to me knowing what happened to the lightning core, but if this was all it was then maybe he suspected less than I thought. But just when I thought our conversation was over he added, “When the time comes, I expect you to do exactly what’s required. No rapling nest bullshit, understand?”

It took me a half second to even register what he was talking about, before I finally recalled the lie I’d told. Perhaps he suspected after all. I used [Struggler’s Resolve] as I nodded. “I understand.”

“Good,” he said, turning back toward the camp. “Now get back to work.”




*	*	*




About an hour later, I finally got my handlers in position to babysit the duo of cultivators we had picked up. We were back in the swamp again, killing my favorite cannibalistic toads. I found a grassy clearing atop a cliff a fair distance from where my guys were set up, giving me a good vantage of what they were doing. 

My mind was still jumbled with the worries of the last 24 hours. My meeting with Hong Feng, the trouble in the square, my brief run-in with that girl Jian Yi this morning and now the subtle threats coming from Sumatra. If I was being honest, it was adding a new level of stress I didn’t need. But if I was going to be successful, I needed to harness that stress and turn it into determination—just like my Flame was able to turn my worst fears into Frenzy.

Finding a comfortable spot on the grass, I sat in lotus position to clear my mind and to do just that. Maybe it was the fact that things were finally starting to happen for real, or perhaps happen all at once, but I could sense I was approaching a threshold of some kind. A step that once taken, there could be no return. People’s lives and livelihoods were depending on what actions I would take next. One mis-maneuver and I could doom us all to a quick demise. But the Demon in me was craving to toss it all out the window and simply grow strong enough to kill all the people I hated—just roll the dice and not care if I survived or anyone else.

The Yee word for Berserker formed in my mind as I meditated on both those thoughts, the twin characters of the Demon and the Struggler juxtaposed in an eternal battle for control. Focus too much on my cares for the community and I could feel my Flame smoldering with inaction threatening to become a Waning Ember, but to lose that care completely and focus only on revenge and I could already envision the monster I would become.

Exhaling, I looked to my only source of strength and guidance for support, my one-time mentor…Threja. I wished she were still here for me to glean some more wisdom from her. But perhaps she had given me as much as she could already. As I cycled my Frenzy, I tapped into my Mental Capacity and just like with the manuals I could see her image clearly within my mind’s eye as if she were standing right there with me now. Threja, the surprisingly gentle giantess with the heart of a Demon. If there was anyone who knew how to walk the fine line of the Berserker it was her.

And then, like I was reliving the moment in real time, I saw her speaking before me.

“It is a narrow path we tread,” she said. I watched her rise from a crouched position, her massive body coming to her full height as she stood to look down at me. “Many who travel the path grow addicted to the power of the Frenzy and are eventually consumed by their own Flame, becoming Demons. It is why there are so few of us. Your Frenzy must always be tempered with Struggle. This is the core of our Dao. As an elder practitioner, the best advice I can give you is this: trust and follow the path of Frenzied Flame, but ensure the Struggler wrestles always with the Demon. Without struggle there can be no true growth, only descension into madness.”

Never did those words make more sense until now.

And then I felt something open up inside of me. 

Like a breakthrough of some kind.

Perhaps not physical, or even mental. 

My Flame burned brighter and when I envisioned it, it had transformed from a thick yellow wick of a burning candle to a Flame that was bluish at its base with dancing yellow on top. A spiritual breakthrough. A Flame burning hotter and brighter than before.

Through the stress and conflict of my thoughts, I had advanced.

I was now one step closer to fully understanding the core of my Dao.

Opening my eyes, I felt refreshed, my Frenzy seeming to have doubled in concentration. I used it to finally begin my practice of the Axe techniques, my mind finally clear. I recalled the images from the manual with complete clarity. But while I could recall the information just fine, transforming them into knowledge usable on a battlefield was an entirely different thing.

I began with the first four forms, starting with a rudimentary stance that placed my left foot and hand out front, with my right foot and arm back, holding my axe ready to strike. Each form was a set of motions that moved my position laterally left or right, or backwards and forwards while always keeping up my guard. It was a new way of thinking for me. While my reflexes had gotten pretty quick thanks to my Reflex Sharpening and Frenzy, I was still mostly reacting out of instinct, jumping to the side to avoid things rather than making efficient use of body mechanics like this.

I got to work, slowly at first, taking an inordinate amount of time to run through each form, ensuring I had it just right before moving on to the next. Once I was sure I had performed each one correctly I then began to repeat them over and over, committing them to memory while speeding up each time.   

Hours passed as I practiced the simple movements over a hundred times each, converting them from mere memory to muscle memory, until I was able to perform them without thinking of the movements consciously.

I thought only of the names of the forms themselves and my body would do the rest.

[1st form]!

I shifted to the left in a series of quick steps. 

[2nd form]!

I shifted to the right.

[3rd form]!

I shifted back. 

[4th form]!

I advanced.

I practiced some more until I was able to transition between all of them seamlessly. First, Third, Second, Fourth, First! It was just moving around in a square, but the fluidity and speed in which I could do it was amazing, even for something so basic, my martial training was beginning to pay off. It made me eager to put into practice what would come next.

The Axe itself wasn’t a defensive weapon, which suited my preference of style just fine. There were no blocks per se. Its defense involved either maneuvering quickly in and out of your opponent’s range or parrying their attacks. I focused on learning those techniques after lunch: the 5th Form being a combination of a roll and slide that ended in an attack and the 6th Form a reactive glancing blow directed at the enemy’s weapon.

In between my practicing of the forms, I snuck in a few belrug kills to generate Frenzy and maintain my cultivation growth. It wasn’t as much as I would normally generate during a day out in the field, but it was enough to train my Reflex Sharpening and Mental Quickness every time I ran through a form. 

After a while, I found that by using my Frenzy I was able to increase the speed in which I could perform the techniques by nearly tenfold. That got me through memorizing them much faster, but at the expense of giving me a cardio workout. Eventually I had committed the 5th and 6th to muscle memory and combined them with the first four.

 I created a routine, fighting an imaginary foe for over an hour, dashing between the forms while using Frenzy, tearing up grass as I rolled, quick-stepped and swung. I was drenched in sweat by the time I was finished for the day, but I felt that I had fully mastered the first six forms and advanced to the fourth stage of Reflex Sharpening and the third stage of Mental Quickness to boot.

I left the field a happy man.




*	*	*




 That evening, after avoiding the silent but angry mob that was my neighbors, I gave my body a rest but exercised my mind by starting my study of the Lightning Technique manual. It was a much different book compared to the Axe techniques. Where the Axe manual focused on forms, the Lightning manual was all about controlling and transforming internal energy.

There were countless pages on how to harness one’s Qi and refine it into a form that could be utilized to create actual lightning, but I only half paid attention to it all. Most of the techniques were not applicable to me and some of the meridians mentioned I’d never even heard of before. But the goal was not to try to create my own lightning, just to learn enough to be passable if I was ever questioned about my fake core.

Still the more I studied the more the idea interested me and I finally found a passage that gave me an inkling of hope. 




Origins of the Lightning Arc Technique




The great founder, Zen Ju Xian, was originally a fire worshiper whose descendants eventually formed the Fire Bird Sect. But Zen Ju Xian was dissatisfied with the limitations of fire techniques and sought to refine them further. It is through his experimentation with increasing the strength of fire techniques that he discovered the ability to concentrate Flame to the point of producing lightning. Thus, all lightning techniques find their roots in fire. While the mastery of fire techniques is not necessary to manifest lightning, a fundamental understanding of fire manifestation will be of great benefit to any lightning practitioner. 




Holy shit…I thought. The Frenzied Flame was a kind of fire wasn’t it?

Perhaps not literal fire, but I did recall seeing yellow flames in the sky when Threja transformed. The idea spurred me into action. Perhaps there was a technique that I could mimic to produce Flames from Frenzy and then substitute that with the techniques in the lightning manual. 

That got me looking into the orb under external manifestations again. I searched for over an hour, but after a while had to conclude that either those flames I saw in the sky were not real, or she had developed something herself beyond what the orb could teach me. 

 That got me thinking of the problem in reverse. Perhaps I could apply the meridians in the lightning manual to those within the orb. But again, some of them just didn’t match up. But what if they could?

I reached for Mu Lin’s fundamentals book. That text contained every meridian in existence. If I could line up what the lightning book was referring to, then perhaps I could translate that into its equivalent within the orb techniques.

It seemed worth a shot.

I began reading, but by the time I got to the second page of meridian locations my head was swimming and my body was aching for sleep. Reluctantly I closed the fundamentals book. As much as I wanted to research further, I couldn’t spread myself too thin. I still had half the Axe manual to master and that required an intensive physical workout that required my body to be in peak form.

Master one thing at a time, I told myself.

Still, as I drifted off to sleep, I couldn’t help but dream that lightning mastery might be somehow within my grasp. 

 





CHAPTER 32










The next day I was up and at it early again. 

I resisted the urge to resume reading the manuals, my mind still hungry for more knowledge, but I knew if I started reading, I’d probably end up spending the whole day with my nose in a book. And with the start of the Wooden Bracket tournament just five days away, I couldn’t afford to do that.

I needed to prioritize my time wisely.

I made it to work with a few minutes to spare and used the extra time to have a quick powwow with my team. Yi Fu, Ren, and Rho stared up at me attentively as I called them together and I couldn’t help but feel a mixture of guilt and pride as I looked at the three kids. Guilt for how badly I’d been neglecting them in pursuit of my own goals, but pride for how well they had progressed regardless.

“Okay listen up,” I said. “You guys have been doing great. You’ve all been able to manage the clients pretty well on your own while I’ve been out scouting, but now it’s time to take it to the next level.”

They all looked at me expectantly and I felt like even more of a heel for what I was about to ask them to do next. Although it would result in the outcome I would promise, the motivation for it was completely selfish again. 

“You’re getting to the stage now where you can take clients out on your own, but I want to ensure you can do it completely solo before I tell Sumatra.”

“Seriously?” Yi Fu said, looking excited. “Will it be more pay if we can do that?”

I shrugged. “Probably not. Sumatra’s a pretty cheap guy, but you’ll at least have a bit more freedom to do what you want when out in the wild. And trust me, that can be a reward in and of itself.”

And I should know, I almost wanted to add. I’ve been abusing it this whole time. Damn, maybe pursuing cultivation was really turning me into an a-hole. 

“So this is what’s going to happen,” I said, breaking myself out of the negative train of thought. “For the next week, when I take you guys out, I’m going to hand the clients over to you as normal, but I’ll be moving much further away. I want you to be able to operate like I’m not even there.”

“But you still will be right?” Rho asked, looking nervous. 

I chuckled. “Don’t worry. I’ll tell Sumatra to give us low-end clients so we won’t end up in any place hairy. But yes, I’ll be there, but you probably won’t see me. I want you to gain the confidence you need to survive out there on your own.”

That part was true. They did need to break off from me at some point and honestly, with the amount of solo time I’d given them already they would probably be fine. Still, I felt a bit nervous about it—like a parent about to send their kid off to school for the first time or something. 

Although it probably wouldn’t feel much different to them, for me it would be taking my supervision from afar aspect to an all-new height—or perhaps depth, depending on how you looked at it. The training I needed to do was intense and I had to maintain complete focus. Where I was maybe checking on them every hour or so before, I needed to trust that they’d be ok so that I could spend as much time as possible learning my kung fu.

“We’ll meet up at the end of the day,” I said. “Until then, I’m trusting you guys to take care of the clients on your own.”

All three of them beamed with pride as they gave me polite bows.

“Yes, Elder Brother!”

I felt unworthy of the lemonade they spewed, but I had to put that to the back of my mind. I had to have complete focus if I was going to advance. Still, I made a promise to reward them for this someday, somehow. Even though they didn’t know it, these three kids were helping me tremendously along my path.

“Let’s get to it then,” I said with a smile, reinforcing them with confidence as I laid on [Struggler’s Resolve]. “We got a long day of work ahead.”




*	*	*

   

 Once we got back into the wild, I found a relatively calm area of the forest with C and D-class monsters and let my team loose. I then booked it about a mile away, to an area close to some belrugs that I could use for fast Frenzy generation.

Finally, I sat in lotus position and recalled the next six forms within the Axe technique manual. They were all various types of attacks, most involving spinning movements and juggling my axe from hand to hand to confuse the enemy. None of them resembled anything like my crude [Three-Log Chop] and [One-Chop Cleave] techniques. While those were powerful and effective against things like monsters, they were pretty slow and easy to dodge. These skills on the other hand, were designed to fight other martial artists, using feints and misdirection to expose weaknesses. 

I started as I did the day before, practicing the forms slowly at first to master the movements and then picked up speed once I got it down, before repeating them over and over again. Hours flew by as I practiced all day, but I managed to get down three of the last six forms, fueling my training with Frenzy as I did so.

I wasn’t sure if it was normal practice to “speed-train”, as I decided to call it, but it was effective. I was sacrificing the Frenzy I gained from killing the belrugs to speed up my muscle memory instead of using it to develop my inner Flame. All in all, I considered it a good tradeoff though, but performing the maneuvers at ten times the speed was exhausting. 

By the time I met back up with Yi Fu, Ren, and Rho, I was completely spent, but was happy to see that they had managed just fine without me checking up on them. That gave me confidence to continue my training regime throughout the week. When I got home, I barely had enough energy left to study, but I got at least an hour in, researching the path to lightning techniques, before I eventually passed out.

I repeated everything the same the next day with me learning the next three techniques. The day after that I finally started putting everything together. I was truly beginning to appreciate the notion of mental capacity now. Although I had trained my body to perform the motions, keeping all twelve of the forms straight in my mind was a challenge and putting them together even more so. 

I tried a simple combination routine of shifting between Fourth, Eleventh, First, and Eight forms, and completely screwed it up, winding up spending a full ten seconds just standing still wondering what the hell I should be doing next. 

I took a break after that and began to question if I were truly making decent progress or not. As I sat in lotus in the middle of a grassy clearing, I searched further within the Axe manual through my mind’s eye. I had learned all twelve forms now, but they were merely the basics. The next section was combining those forms into true techniques. There had to be a couple dozen of them, listed simply by name and attached with the corresponding form combinations. 

[Sliding Guard Break] for example was a shift to the left using [1st Form], a quick turn before advancing using [4th Form] and then a series of diagonal chops using [9th Form] and [10th Form] before spinning and retreating with [3rd Form]. It sounded simple on paper, but again when I tried to put it into action, I was fumbling all over myself.

“Damn it!” I cursed loudly as I collapsed onto my ass, tripping over my feet.

Maybe I didn’t have the forms down as good as I thought. 

Or maybe it was just too much to remember in too little time.

After all, it took years to master this stuff, right?

I was trying to do it in a week.

Still, I was mere days away from my first real tournament match and I had to get this right. I breathed deeply and considered where I was in my overall progression now, forming the tables inside the manuals within my mind’s eye. 










	
Foundation Establishment


	
1st


	
Qi Gathering







	

	
2nd


	
Qi Channeling





	

	
3rd


	
Qi Body Refinement





	

	
4th


	
Qi Mental Refinement





	

	
5th


	
Qi concentration





	

	
6th


	
Qi Manifestation (internal)





	

	
7th


	
Qi Manifestation (external)





	

	
8th


	
Qi Condensing





	

	
9th


	
Qi Hardening










Considering what I could actually do now, perhaps I had progressed much more than I thought in total. In my Foundation training I had already achieved internal and external manifestation and was able to condense Qi, or Frenzy competently. That left only a single step of Frenzy hardening before I was able to advance to the Core Realm. Although if I recalled Threja’s teaching as well as the orb’s, I still needed to conquer the Fear of Certain Death to make that breakthrough happen. I wasn’t sure what that would even entail, but to get there did I need to fully master all the steps within Foundation mastery first? 

That had me recalling the tables for Body Refinement and Mental Refinement next.










	
Body Refinement Category


	
Stages


	
Description







	
Muscle Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases your passive casual strength and your ability to do damage through Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you will have the strength of ten men. At 5th stage you are able to snap iron as easily as twigs in your palms. Train by infusing Frenzy with strenuous exercise. 





	
Reflex Sharpening


	
I to V 


	
Increases the swiftness at which your body moves and reacts. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can snatch arrows out of the air. At 5th stage you are able to run faster than a swallow and move a blade quicker than the eye can see. Train by infusing Frenzy into quick attacks and actions which test your speed and coordination.





	
Body Hardening


	
I to V


	
Increases the durability and hardness of your skin and bones. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can resist flames and the blows of dull objects. At 5th stage your body has become as strong as iron and can resist most blades and even arrows. Train by using Frenzy to mend your broken skin and bones. 





	
Internal Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases the body’s ability to withstand prolonged exertion, toxins and the strain of high-level Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can consume strong spirits without intoxication. At 5th stage your body can utilize multiple techniques at once without ill effects. Train by using Frenzy to mitigate the effects of toxins and by performing techniques that use high bursts of Frenzy. 



















	
Mental Refinement Category


	
Stages


	
Description







	
Mental Capacity 


	
I to V


	
Increases your ability to store, retain and recall information. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you have the ability to recall small portions of information with complete clarity. At 5th stage you are able to recall several tomes worth of information with clarity. Train by memorizing techniques, texts and transcribing the same. 





	
Mental Quickness


	
I to V 


	
Increases the swiftness at which you can recall and correlate information you have retained. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can quickly recall and correlate information, even under duress. At 5th stage you are able to perform complex computations with ease and correlate information with the subconscious mind. Train by performing calculations or split decision making while under duress. 










I could confidently say I was around level IV in all of my Body Refinement categories now thanks to all the monsters I was killing in between my practice sessions. And with the “Speed-Training” methods I was likely closing in on level V when it came to Reflex Sharpening. 

My Mental Refinement was similarly advanced. When I had first read the table in the orb I was wondering how I was even going to train that, but memorizing the various manuals, recalling them and now putting them into practice by learning the forms had caused me to advance to at least stage IV in each.   

I eased back on my elbows and stared up at the sky as I reflected on all of my accomplishments. I could hardly believe it to be honest. If I tallied everything up, I was what cultivators would call being a half-step away from being a Core Realm cultivator already. For someone who’d been a Qi dummy for years just a few weeks ago, it was almost too hard to believe.

Had I truly advanced so quickly? Or was the method of gaining Frenzy just that much more powerful than Qi. Regardless which was true, I had pushed far beyond what my fake core was telling people now. And that meant that I was likely much, much stronger than anyone I would face in the Wooden Bracket. That meant that even winning it should be a cake walk, but I knew that already, even before I knew I was this strong. The purpose of fighting in the Wooden Bracket was not for me to get stronger but to become more skilled. And at that, I think I was still at barely a novice level.

I huffed out a sigh. Only two days left until I’d know for sure whether I had learned anything useful or not. Practicing forms from a book was one thing, but being able to employ them in combat, knowing which ones to use and how to counter someone else’s techniques was something completely new to me. Hell, even the little kids I would be up against would have more experience at it than me.

Still, I made a decision.

If I was going to learn, then I needed to pay the full price. That meant I needed to use only my skills to defeat my opponents when fighting in the Wooden Bracket. Using my Frenzy to overpower them would be robbing myself of an education I so desperately needed. But to do even that, I needed to at least become proficient at the basics first. That strengthened my resolve and reignited the forge of my inner Flame.

Two days left. I could do it. I would have to.

My future success would depend on it.

Renewed with inner focus, I picked myself off the ground and started the forms again.




*	*	*




Master Hei Dong approached the training compound with something rarely felt stirring within his soul. It was an almost alien sensation—an emotion not felt for years, it seemed. But today he would give in to it, for he was certain now that it was a sentiment truly worthy to uphold. 

For once in a very long time, Hei Dong felt pride.

As the servants opened the double doors to the training compound, that same pride surged again as the sounds of combat came from within. There, across the hard clay surface of the training yard was Hein sparring with the girl Zu Tien. 

He paused to watch them a moment, both of them wielding wooden swords, with Zu Tien additionally having the apparel of her prosthetic glove fitted with wooden blades. When he had first tasked Hein with training the disgraced girl, he did not think he would take to it as fervently and seriously as he had, but now, looking at the results, Hei Dong was sure that Hein must have found some new purpose of his own within her. 

The two cultivators faced off against one another, dancing across the tops of an array of elevated stone pillars shooting up from the ground nearly thirty feet high. Their yells of techniques echoed powerfully off the perimeter walls of the compound and soared into the open air above. They moved like hummingbirds, quicker than the eye could see, exchanging positions on the pillars as they clashed with one another again and again.

The girl, Zu Tien was bathed in sweat, her breathing ragged as she lunged at Hein with martial strikes, her elegant sword patterns lacking only the luminous flashes of Qi indicative of the Silver Leaf Clan technique. Hein deflected her attacks with the calm confidence of a master, flashing from pillar to pillar in the blink of an eye.

Zu Tien paused for a split second, and even from this distance, Hei Dong could sense the building of her Qi. She disappeared, causing Hein to drop into a more defensive stance. Then in an instant she reappeared in seemingly eight places at once, simultaneously diving at Hein with a crisscross pattern of attacks.

“[Eighth Heaven! Zero-Point Strike!]”

Hein became a blur of motion as his wooden sword deflected each attack with precision, his Qi speeding his movement to godlike proportions. With a final strike, he deflected her attack and then kicked Zu Tien in her abdomen, sending her crashing to the ground in a cloud of dust.

“Still weak!” Hein shouted down to her, but then after a pause he added, “…but better. You may regain your honor yet by defeating that clown.”

Zu Tien rose to her feet, wiping a streak of blood from her mouth. “I have sworn my life to do so. I will not fail, master.”

Hein chortled. “For your sake, you’d better not.”

“Who is this clown you speak of?” Hei Dong said as he approached the pillars casually. “Surely you would not be referring to one of your sister’s retainers in such a manner, Hein.”

The boy straightened with a look of shock on his face and near simultaneously, both he and Zu Tien vanished in a burst of Qi, before reappearing before him crouched on one knee.  

“My deepest apologies, Father,” Hein said. “We did not perceive you entering.”

“So I noticed, but you did not answer my question either.”

“It was but a jest, Master Hei Dong,” Zu Tien said quickly. “It was I who began to refer to my elder sister as a clown. The one I am to face to regain my honor. I deeply apologize.”

Hei Dong grimaced. “You play a dangerous game to disrespect any member of this clan in such a way, Zu Tien, especially in your position.” He then looked to Hein. “And you…you should not be perpetuating such disrespect.”

“I apologize, Father,” Hein said, glancing up at him. “It was a mere tool to build Zu Tien’s confidence in facing a greater foe.”

As Hein looked up at him, he couldn’t help but sense that flicker of familiar cunning in his eyes. The pride which had momentarily begun to slip was quickly restored. Hei Dong smiled. “Fine. But let not a word of it transpire beyond the two of you. Your sister would be most insulted to have one of her elite referred to as such.”

“Yes, father.”  

Satisfied, Hei Dong withdrew the weapon he had been concealing within his robes and held it before Hein. 

The boy’s eyes grew wide. “Is…is that my blade?”

Hei Dong smiled knowingly. “It is what was once your blade, yes.”

Flipping the slim two-edged jian over in his hand, Hei Dong himself marveled at his own handiwork. The blade, reinforced with over ten thousand spirit stones’ worth of Aurorean Silver and ten full measures of his own hardened Qi, gleamed with a hue of its own, its power pulsating within his palm. “I have been pleased with your rehabilitation of Zu Tien, thus I have decided to give you a reward. I have reinforced your blade, to the fifth tier. It is now no longer known as the Silver Tear Talon, but the Luminous Silver Tear Fang.”

Hei Dong offered the weapon to his son and he took it eagerly into his hands. 

“Father…when did you do this?”

“While you slept, of course.” He couldn’t help but smile at the notion. The Aurorean Silver would likely cost him far more dearly than what it was worth, but there was no need to let it go to waste. And, if he was being honest, simply being able to craft was a welcome distraction from the daily pressures of organizing the tournament.

The preliminaries were completed and the Wooden Bracket would soon start. Although the Fire Birds had made no disruptions during the preliminaries, it was still yet to be seen if Lo Feng would stand by his word and issue a Trial by Might to settle their dispute, or if he would simply sink low enough to strong arm him by sabotaging the event.

With no writ yet received from the courts, Hei Dong had made precautions to heighten security regardless. Still, who knew what the Fire Birds would truly do. In any case, being able to gift his son with a blade this strong was a consolation of sorts. Even a high-tier Core Realm cultivator would be envious of such an exquisite weapon. It was a reminder of his value as an artisan. A cultivator was only as strong as his weapon. 

Or so Hei Dong liked to believe.

“Why don’t you test it?” Hei Dong said. “On the pillars.”

“Are you certain?” Hein said.

Hei Dong chuckled. “If you can break one, I would consider it money well spent.”

Hein cracked a sly grin as he rose to his feet.

He leapt into the air and froze in place, the force of his Qi pushing Hei Dong back.

“[Ninth Heaven! Silver Moon Arc!]

He spun in place with a violent horizontal slash of his blade. From its tip a blinding arc of light sailed outwards and struck three of the pillars, their bases shattering before the arc hit two more behind them. All five then fell and collapsed to the ground in a ruble of thunder. 

Hei Dong’s heart was in his throat. His pride surged with a mixture with something more. 

Awe and wonder.

He looked at the boy. “Since when have you become this strong, Hein?”

Hei Dong had expected that he could have deeply scored and perhaps toppled one of the pillars with the power of the new blade, but to fell five in a single technique?

Hein merely flashed him a cocky grin.

“Do not look so surprised, dear father,” he said. “Zu Tien has not been the only one advancing.” 








CHAPTER 33










Nerves built within my gut as I approached the arena, but I didn’t bother to turn any of it into Frenzy. I wouldn’t be touching that stuff tonight. Or so was the plan, anyway. I had taken it easy with the practice at work, training till mid-afternoon before reserving the rest of my strength for the tournament. After getting cleaned up at home, I took a quick nap, got up, got dressed and made my way to the stadium just before dusk.

 Now the Qi-infused street lighting was already being illuminated to usher in the night and the air was abuzz with the chatter of the quickly building crowd lining up to get inside the stadium. 

The numbers were at least twice that of what I saw for the preliminary rounds with a few more artisans and cultivators from the upper end of society mixed in as well. There were two distinct lines funneling the people inside, and the disparity between the two in clothing alone was enough to tell who was within the upper echelons of cultivator society and who was not. 

As for me, I joined the much shorter line of competitors waiting to be granted access to the bowels of the stadium to prepare for the night’s entertainment. I sized up the competition as I approached and the head turns I got in response was evidence that they were doing the same. Just like before, there were a large number of teens and adolescents, but there were a couple guys my age and even older. 

One of them, a tan-skinned fieldworker by the looks of him, stared at me especially hard, but I couldn’t tell if it was out of competition or kinship, seeing as he looked to be in his late twenties or early thirties. The disdain from the younger competitors was much easier to comprehend, so much so that I wondered if Green Bird Girl hadn’t paid a few of them off to give me the stink-eye as I approached. 

I paid it all no mind however and instead focused on the memorization of my forms. Tonight was make or break for me—proof that my last two days of intensive training could finally bear fruit. 

Eventually the doors opened and we were let inside. Officials in Imperial-colored robes verified our names before giving us numbers according to the order in which we qualified. I was given number 93. The same attendant from a week ago must have recognized me because he grunted when he handed me the keys to my locker.

“Ah, the bull guy,” he said, chuckling. “You can find your mask and weapon inside your locker. Good luck.”

I gave him a nod and then followed the other competitors into the stadium. 




*	*	*




The dank smell of sweat and fear greeted me as I entered the locker room. The place was crowded, barely enough room for me to dress in my white uniform and store my clothes before grabbing my mask and wooden hatchet.

Just as I was about to don my mask, a sudden spike of fear emanated from beside me. I turned to see a beefy guy with a goatee staring back at me. His eyes were wide and trembling, like he’d just seen a ghost or something. I was about to ask him what his problem was, when his jaw fell open to reveal a mouth full of jacked-up teeth.

The face and teeth lined up and then the recognition hit me like a truck. 

“Holy shit! You’re that guy from Hein’s crew.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “What was your name again? Gu Zu or some shit?”

He backed up immediately, stumbling over people as if trying to flee.

“Hey!” I caught him by his collar, forcing him to stay put. “What the hell are you doing here? Did Hein send you?”

I stared at him with [Fear the Flame] and his insides turned to mush, leaking Frenzy-rich fear all over the floor. 

“Please, I don’t want to fight you.” His voice came out in a mumble, like his mouth was full of marbles or something. “If you’re competing, I’m gonna forfeit.”

“Answer my question!”

“No, no!” he said quickly, raising his hands in surrender. “I’m not in the Silver Leaf Sect anymore. I was kicked out…after what happened.” He then looked down at the floor. “I…I was deemed unworthy.” 

 I let go of his collar. “So Hein kicked you out because I kicked your ass?”

The big guy nodded sheepishly and I had to admit I felt a little sorry for him. 

“Tough break, man,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “Sorry you had to be on the receiving end of that. Nothing personal by the way.” 

He stared back at me as if not knowing how to respond. 

Perhaps he didn’t.

Cultivators didn’t normally apologize for anything, I supposed.

“Anyway, good luck to you, Gu Zu.”

“It’s ah… it’s Gui Zu,” he said. “My name is Gui Zu. And thank you for sparing my life. One day I hope to become as strong as you have.”

He clasped his hands together and gave me a low bow, his fear turning into lemonade.

It was my turn to stare back blankly now. 

Well look at that, I thought. 

I returned the bow with a smile. “Don’t mention it, Gui Zu.”

A sharp whistle drew our attention.

There standing on a platform at the front of the room was the same stone-faced lady from before. She waited for the noise to die down and everyone to focus on her before she finally spoke.

“Congratulations, qualifiers!” she shouted. “You are entering the first round of the Wooden Bracket. There will be fifty matches to determine which of you will advance to the semi-final round. Unlike the qualifiers, there are no ring outs. Each battle will conclude when an opponent is either knocked unconscious, injured to the point of not being able to continue or the ten-minute time limit is reached. At that point a judgment will be made for who is the victor. There will be four rings set up to move through the matches quickly tonight. Pay attention to the officials as they call for your numbers. If you are called three times and you do not show, you will be disqualified. Semi-final matches will also happen tonight following the intermission. Finals will be held tomorrow. You may at any time withdraw from the tournament and retain your highest ranking. Rankings 20 and above will qualify for Class-C citizenship and entrance into the Iron Bracket. The winner will gain free access to the Iron Bracket, a value worth 50 spirit stones.”

Damn, I had nearly forgotten about the entry fee. 50 spirit stones was like 500 Taels. 

I was already planning to steamroll this thing, but now I had to win it for sure.

“You may view the tournament from the pits as you wait for your match to be called,” she said and then, just like before, leaving no room for questions, the woman turned her back to us and began to walk away. “Follow me.”

As we left the locker room, Gui Zu stuck by my side like a puppy. We took a turn away from the stadium floor and entered a subfloor that ran beneath it. As we passed the doors to the arena though, I caught a glimpse of the crowd and there looked to be a full stadium gathered already.

“Big crowd tonight,” I said, turning to Gui Zu. “It always like this?”

“Not really,” Gui Zu said. “Back when I first competed, the Wooden Bracket matches always drew a crowd, but nothing this big. Must be all the off-worlders.”

“No doubt,” I said. “What do you mean by first competed?”

“Three years ago. Back when I was still in school I entered the Wooden Bracket for the first time. This would be my second time entering now.”

I looked at Gui Zu again. For as big as he was, he looked all of about seventeen in the face. It made me feel even worse for busting his teeth in now, but such was the world of cultivators, I supposed. 

“So why are you back here again? You didn’t qualify for the top twenty to enter the Iron Bracket before or something?”

“Oh no, I did,” Gui Zu said with a small hint of pride. “That’s how the Silver Leaf Clan scouted me. As a hopeful. But I still wouldn’t be able to compete in the Iron Bracket. Not even today.”

“Why not?” 

He laughed, pointing to his teeth. “You must be joking, right? Did you see what you did to my face?”

I laughed along with him and couldn’t help but think that I’d merely taken him for a clueless meathead crony before. But clearly this guy was a real person with hopes and aspirations of his own and a decent sense of humor to boot. Maybe there was less distinction between us Terrans and the bottom rung of Yee society than I thought. 

“Even if you qualify for the Iron Bracket that doesn’t mean you are ready for it,” he continued. “Most who do, spend years training within a sect to be ready to compete at that level.”

Years? That gave me pause considering my own goals. I needed to hit top 20 in the Iron Bracket in a matter of weeks. Was that even possible? 

Nah, screw that negativity, I thought.

I would have to make it possible. After the Wooden Bracket I would need to focus on my internal training like never before. I needed to harness that lightning. 

“Okay so if you’re not here to qualify, then what are you here for?”

“Hopefully to get scouted again,” he said. “It will be much harder this time though. I’m too old to be inducted into one of the major sects now. But maybe one of the minor sects might see some value in my skills.” He then paused and looked up at me sheepishly again. “I was never that gifted when it came to cultivating.”

 “Neither was I,” I said without thinking but regretted it immediately when his brows lowered in confusion. 

“What do you mean?” he said. “Even I can sense how strong you’ve become. How did you do it so quickly?”

I shrugged. “Just lucky I guess.”

He didn’t look satisfied by the answer, but I didn’t want to go too far down that road.

As we traversed through the dimly lit hallway, a group of cultivators ahead of us cried out in unison as they jumped to the opposite side of the corridor. 

“Keep moving!” the woman leading us shouted, without even looking back at them. “Nothing to be alarmed about.”

Curiosity gripped me as we neared the area that they had passed and when I finally got to see what had startled them, I could completely understand why they tried to jump into the next time zone.

There, behind a grid of rusted iron bars was the largest rapling I’d ever seen.

The creature was as big as a crocodile, with leathery green skin and a yellow underbelly. If not for the distinctive colors, I would have almost taken it for a salamander. But this was no ordinary rapling either.

It was a brood mother.    

The sight of it didn’t fill me with the same fear as Gui Zu and the others around me as they backed away—I was way too desensitized for that—but it was surreal to see a C-Class monster here in the heart of the city, behind the dome. It just didn’t make sense.

“How is this possible? The barrier should be driving this thing crazy.”

“Special Qi stones negate the effect of the barrier.” Gui Zu pointed to some faintly glowing rocks inside the cage as we passed by. “You never seen an intermission before?”   

“Never,” I admitted. I’m sure that if I could sense Qi, the stones would probably be radiating like kryptonite. “Is that what it’s here for?”

Gui Zu merely chuckled. “You’ll see.”




*	*	*




The tournament started much the same as the preliminaries. The Imperial Anthem was played followed by a propaganda-filled fairy tale, compliments of our lord and savior, Royal Princess Lunalah. I viewed all this with disdain from the so-called ‘pits’, which were actually the old dugouts used back when the stadium hosted baseball games instead of blood sports.

The blood sport in question soon started with the first four matches being called. I watched with rapt attention as the fights played out, trying to get a sense of the level of competition. Now, being more versed in what forms and techniques actually were, I could truly appreciate how skilled some of these kids were. Most used the sword or staff and the hollow clacks of wood on wood echoed throughout the stadium as cheers and whistles went up from the crowd.

The matches went quickly and soon Gui Zu was called.

“Wish me luck, eh?” he said with a jacked-up smile. 

I gave him a thumbs up, which I’m not sure he quite understood, but he smiled at me again anyway. I watched as he entered the ring with a kid at least five years his junior, wielding a staff as he was. The match commenced and Gui Zu became a whirling dervish, moving across the mat with impeccable footwork and precisely controlled forms. The kid he was up against was no slouch either, matching Gui Zu’s movements to a tee. 

The two staffs clicked and clacked against one another for a good five minutes, Gui Zu proving surprisingly nimble for his size. But eventually it boiled down to endurance and the fight became a battle of attrition. Gui Zu finally claimed victory by landing a heavy strike to the kid’s thigh that took him out of the match with a broken leg. 

Above the ring, the Qi-infused score boards moved his number 82, to rank 16 on the score boards. I barely had time to congratulate him before my own number was called. 

“Numbers 93 and 94!” the official shouted. “Ring number one!”

Gui Zu gave me a fist bump. “Good luck!”

“Thanks, man.”

Donning my mask, I clambered up the steps and entered into the stadium. The intensity of the lights was almost blinding as I made my way into the ring. Not surprisingly, across from me was another adolescent—a boy of maybe fourteen who chose to go without a mask.

I noticed the mask wearing itself was split about fifty-fifty. For me it was a requirement. The less people who knew I was doing this the better. But I imagined if people were looking to be scouted like Gui Zu, they wanted their faces to be seen. 

I prepared myself as I waited for the bell to ring, forcing my mind to focus on the fight.

No Frenzy. All skill.

The bell rang and the boy advanced with an aggressive strike for my head.

I forced myself not to react with instinct, using [3rd Form] to retreat instead of merely hopping backwards as I normally would. The split second of hesitation cost me, and I took a slap to my arm as a penalty. It was a killing blow, enough to break my arm, but it didn’t hurt of course. Still, it was a failure in my mind. The kid came at me again and I maneuvered out of his reach using [1st Form]. He wheeled behind me, and cracked me across the back.

Shit!

Irritation filled me as we repositioned and the kid gave me a smirk of superiority. The little punk. I could power through his attacks and put him on his back, but that wasn’t the point here. Fact was he was winning and I needed to up my game. Using a six-foot staff against my two-foot hatchet, he already had a huge advantage over me, but I decided to revel in it instead of growing perturbed.

This was the kind of challenge I needed.

The difficulty to grow stronger—not just in strength but in skill.

I stopped just reacting and started to attack, using my techniques to slip in and out of his range. The boy was good though and recognized the patterns, deflecting my hatchet strikes with poise. I took a few more careless hits as I tried to adjust to the quick tempo of live combat. It was so alien from my savage instincts to just go in for the kill. Were I not already so advanced in my Body Refinement and the fact that I was fighting a kid I would probably have long since lost the match, but I swallowed my pride and kept at it. 

[4th Form]

[Swinging Cleave]

[3rd Form] retreat.

[6th Form] parry!

The forms and techniques rolled through my mind milliseconds too slow, but eventually my speed increased. I stopped thinking and started reacting, but not with instinct like before. My muscle memory kicked in and soon I started performing the techniques as naturally as leaping to the side or throwing a careless chop. After a few minutes we were engaged in that deadly dance that I had witnessed from the stands barely a week ago.

A cultivator versus a cultivator.

I was doing it. I was actually doing it!

The thought gave me more confidence, even if I was just fighting against a kid. I kept an eye on the timer, using every opportunity to develop my skills before it hit zero. I had a new revelation while fighting him though. It wasn’t just enough to memorize my own techniques. Recognizing and being able to interpret and anticipate my opponent’s attacks was important also.

I hadn’t studied the spear or sword technique out of the manual yet, but I would after today. The battle wore on and the countenance of the kid’s face changed. Gone was the overconfident smirk of superiority and a sweat-creased scowl of frustration took its place. 

Finally, he committed to a powerful spinning attack, leaping through the air.

“[Spinning Leaf Falls]!”

I executed [Sliding Guard Break] in response, shifting to the left to avoid his strike which hammered the floor where I’d stood. I then advanced behind him with [4th Form] and spun, hacking him in the back of his neck with a cleave. My casual strength alone was enough to knock the poor kid unconscious and the bell sounded with just seconds to spare.

“Winner! Number 93! You advance to the next round!”

Looking up at the board, I saw my number jump to rank 17 just behind Gui Zu.

I returned to the pits with a feeling of true accomplishment. I’d done it. I’d won by skill alone. Well…mostly. There was no way the kid could have beaten me anyway by knocking me out or breaking my bones, but that didn’t count. Winning the Bracket was part of my path.

“Nice work!” Gui Zu said with another jacked-up smile as I re-entered the pits. “Looks like we both advanced.”

I smiled in return. “Guess so.”

It was then that I noticed a new fluster of commotion all around us. I’d drawn out the match so long that I didn’t realize we were the last one for the entire round. Presently the entire dugout filled with the winners was starting to leave, each one going to speak with one of the officials.

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Gui Zu merely sighed as he looked up at the score board. “Take a look.”

When I turned about, I was just in time to see every contestant number ranked above us suddenly disappear to be replaced with the word “Withdrawn”.

“What the hell, man? What does this mean?”

“Everyone has withdrawn except us it seems.” He then stared at the ground. “It would be my cursed fate to have to fight the likes of you.”

“I don’t understand. Why has everyone withdrawn?”

“The Wooden Bracket is a stepping stone. A place for commoner children to display their skills in hopes to be scouted by a sect like I was, or youngsters from more prestigious families to quickly and quietly qualify for the Iron Bracket. But to actually win the Wooden Bracket and have your name eternally associated with it, is a mark of shame.”

“What?” I couldn’t believe this, but then I remember Mu Lin. “Right. Who would want to be remembered as King of the Shit-Tier League.” 

He laughed. “That’s funny, but such is the way, I suppose.” He then shrugged. “Shamefully, I have no further face to lose. And I think winning the Wooden Bracket might be enough for me to draw the attention of the lower-class sects. Having that badge of shame would at least be proof of my skill.” He then gave me a crooked smile. “But, that was before I knew I was going to have to fight against you…”

His words trailed off and I could see the hopelessness and desperation in his face.

This kid was broken and I had a small hand to play in that.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the announcer came over the loudspeaker. “Due to the large number of withdrawals, there will be no semi-final round. After the intermission we will have the final match of the Wooden Bracket Tournament to determine the overall winner.” 

The Qi board flashed and changed again.
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A heaviness filled me as I looked up at the board. My path was clear. I needed to win this match to afford the entry fee into the Iron Bracket. But I knew that there would be a price to pay for that now. Following the intermission, I would once again have to fight and defeat poor Gui Zu.

       





CHAPTER 34







 

I could barely pay attention to the entertainment on stage as the intermission played out, my mind still fixed on the idea that I would have to crush Gui Zu’s dreams to fulfill my own.

They had transformed the arena yet again, removing two of the rings to be replaced by a large metal cage that was at least twenty feet high and covered at the top. A group of three cultivators locked themselves inside, right before a trap door opened up in the floor to allow the rapling broodmother to join them.

The crowd went wild at the sight of the monster and I figured the cage must have been fitted with those same special Qi stones to block the effects of the barrier. The monster was riled up nonetheless, and the cultivators from the Silver Leaf Sect danced around it, throwing those same knitting club needles that Zu Tien had thrown at me. 

With its thick hide, they seemed to be more irritating the monster than actually hurting it, which was the whole point, I guessed––a fun show and spectacle for the crowd. But it became a bit more than that as the announcer took to the loudspeaker again. 

“Yes, you too can test your skill and strength against the mighty spirit beasts that only planet Terra can provide,” he said, turning the whole thing into a live advertisement. “Be you a fledgling Foundation cultivator or a Sacred Soul looking for that final catalysis for ascension, you can find all you need and more within the wilds. See an official for details.”

Damn that was cringey, I thought, but I supposed the empire didn’t have to worry about appealing to people’s sensibilities too often. They could brute force anything they wanted, but they could probably learn a thing or two about advertising from the old world if they wanted to drum up business properly. 

“Is it true what they say?” Gui Zu asked, sitting next to me in the dugout.

I shrugged. “If you’re lucky, I guess. I’ve been with cultivators who’ve bagged a core once before.”

He looked back at me oddly. “What?”

 “You know….a monster core?”

“Sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean about that. I meant, is it true what they say about you?”

“Me?” It was my turn to give the odd look now. “Why? What do ‘they’ say?”

“That you’ve challenged Master Hein to a Trial by Might.”

I chuckled. “I guess word travels fast. Who told you? One of the residents?”

His eyes widened. “So, it is true then?”

I looked at him strangely. This wasn’t something he should be that surprised about. After all, he was there when I made my first promise to Hein when he jumped me with his crew, but then I remembered that by that time, Gui Zu was already splayed out on the ground out cold. 

“Yeah, it’s true.” 

A mixture of lemonade and fear bubbled up within him as Gui Zu continued to stare at me, no doubt trying to decipher if I was completely mad or just delusional. Even I wasn’t too sure sometimes. I chuckled and was just about to say more when a strange sensation filled the air.

It was familiar, yet strange, a dank pungent aroma to it.

Dark Frenzy.

I glanced around me to see where it was coming from, but I couldn’t pinpoint it exactly. It was radiating seemingly from everywhere, but more concentrated near the edges of the arena. Suddenly a cacophony of screams sounded from the crowd as a torrent of flames billowed from the broodmother within the cage.

The monster hissed and snarled aggressively, belching fire like that salamander I’d killed. The three cultivators seemed just as frightened by it and started yelling to one another as they went from toying with the monster to actively trying to flee from it. The creature seemed to almost grow in size, its skin darkening and reddening as the Dark Frenzy within the air increased. 

What the hell is this?

I felt sick to my stomach, nausea permeating my soul as the dark energy pushed on me from all sides. I focused my mind to fight it off, but then as quickly as it came the sensation ceased. The broodmother stopped chasing the cultivators, who were by now clinging to the sides of the cage like monkeys. The monster’s skin reverted back to a normal green and yellow color and the beast switched from actively pursuing the cultivators to running away from them again. 

The announcer came back onto the loudspeaker, his voice shaky with artificial cheer. “All part of the show, everyone. That was to demonstrate just how unpredictable these beasts can be. Remember, never attempt to venture beyond the barrier on your own. Not only is it an offense against the throne, but you could be throwing your very life away. Seek the services of our experienced handlers and they will most certainly guide you to the best experience in the wild.”

With that ad hoc public service announcement finished, the cultivators opened up the trap door again and forced the broodmother back inside. I was still trying to figure out what the hell just happened, but clearly no one else had sensed that wave of Dark Frenzy like I had. Where had it come from? I scanned through the crowd on the opposite side of the arena and there standing at the edge, was a cluster of red and orange robes.

“Hey you alright?” Gui Zu asked, snapping me out of my thoughts.

“Yeah,” I said absently, still focused on the Fire Birds. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

“Well, I suppose this is it,” Gui Zu said. “Our match is next. I’ve never been so nervous.”

I barely heard him as he went on about his nerves, a million questions still running through my mind, but I couldn’t focus on any of that now. As Gui Zu said, we had a match about to start. The arena staff began dismantling the cage and clearing the area for us to fight. It was going to be much larger than a normal ring, played out on the hard clay surface of the arena itself instead of one of the mats.

Gui Zu suddenly stood and then looked out at the arena for a moment before turning back to me and dropping to one knee.

“Brother Chun,” he said, lowering his head. “I know I am no match for you. Especially if you intend to fight the likes of Master Hein with no reservations at all. I clearly am not worthy to fight with someone of that courage and strength. In fact, I believe I would only embarrass myself further by even attempting to fight you. Please, allow me to withdraw from this match. I can always try again next year.”

I looked down at Gui Zu and couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

Part of me wanted to just agree and take the easy win, but there was more at stake here than just winning and not only for him.

“Hey look,” I said. “I joined this bracket for a reason. I need to hone my skills and when it comes to straight-up fighting, you might have more of a chance against me than you think.”

That wasn’t bullshit either. I’d seen Gui Zu in action and he was as good as anyone in the ring I’d seen thus far. 

He looked up at me quizzically. “What do you mean?”

“I mean, when I fight you, I’m not going to use my Qi. Pure fighting skill. That’s it. A fair match, man to man.”

My Flame surged with a renewed sense of challenge. I made a promise I wasn’t going to steamroll through this thing and I had to stick to it, no matter what. 

Gui Zu beamed as he gave me a smile full of jacked-up teeth and lemonade. “Y-you’d really do that for me?”

I chuckled. “Not just for you, if I’m being honest. But yeah, if it gives you a chance to showcase your skills to a potential sect, then why not?”

“Oh, thank you! Thank you!” he said, bowing his forehead to the ground in a kowtow. “Thank you, brother Chun!”

“Hey, stop all that,” I said and helped him to his feet. “That shit’s embarrassing, man.”

“Oh… sorry.”

“Look…this is how we show respect in my culture,” I said and extended my hand to him.

He cautiously did the same and I grasped it in a firm shake.

“Good luck to you, Gui Zu. May the best man win.”




*	*	*




Actual nerves flittered through my stomach as I made my way to the center of the arena. 

I knew I was doing the right thing both for myself and Gui Zu, but I had to acknowledge what I was putting on the line as well. Not winning would mean having to find five spirit stones to enter the next bracket. And while I still had that chunk of lightning core to sell, at the rate I was advancing, I could end up needing to sew the whole damn thing into my stomach soon.

But be that as it may, I couldn’t afford to lose this match.

[Odds Against Me] started to kick in the more I thought about the skill difference between us, but I refused to channel any of the surging Frenzy into my abilities. I tucked it away into my Dantian instead, passively cultivating while waiting for the match to start. 

Just stay focused, I told myself again as I stared across the distance at Gui Zu.

He opted to wear no mask and what I’d quickly come to know as his normally placid face had shifted to an expression of extreme concentration. He wasn’t looking to pull any punches either. We both needed this win and would have to fight earnestly to achieve it. 

“Competitors to your starting positions,” the loudspeaker boomed. “A time limit of twenty minutes will be set for the final match of the Wooden Bracket Tournament. Active scoring will mark the winner in the case the time limit is exceeded. Prepare for combat!”

I held my hatchet in a low stance, matching Gui Zu’s own as he flipped his staff behind his back. Long seconds passed as the crowd silenced to the pin drop level, the thud of my quickening heartbeat the only sound in my ears.  

“Commence!”

Gui Zu came at me like a bull, staff swinging. 

I used all of my restraint to not simply leap away or charge back at him. I shifted to the side with my forms instead and then forced him to retreat with the [Twin Axe Cleave] technique, cutting the air twice with my hatchet.

Gui Zu responded with a powerful parry, nearly slapping my weapon out of my hands, and then drove the technique home with a solid strike to my chest. The force would have been enough to knock me down if I were mortal, or winded me at the very least.

I gave a point to Gui Zu in my mind and the official monitoring the match did the same, raising a white flag in his hand in Gui Zu’s direction. Above us the score board tallied the decision as well.
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There was no way that Gui Zu could disable me due to my Body Refinement level, but too many hits like that and he could win on a technical basis when the time ran out. I had to stay on my toes to ensure that didn’t happen.

He came at me again and I performed a backflip to gain some distance before charging right back in with a low chop at his legs using [Reaper’s Revenge]. Gui Zu was quick enough to avoid it and followed through with a downward swing at my exposed collar.

I lifted my axe just in time to deflect it with a [6th Form] parry and then performed a roll to get under his guard and stung him on the leg with a chop at his calf. I pulled my strength but even so, it was enough to make him wince in pain and momentarily retreat.

The official lifted his flag in my direction and the score went even.
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We reset and got back to our starting positions before facing off again.

I took an aggressive posture and charged at him this time. It was a mistake. Gui Zu danced around me like I was standing still and cracked me hard across the back for another point. I cursed as I tried to regain focus, throwing a couple of sloppy techniques at him that didn’t land and was punished with a few more hits.

I looked at the board again.










	
Wooden Bracket Finals

Time  - 18:23







	
Number 82


	
Number 93





	
5


	
1










Shit! Was I really about to screw this up? 

A true sense of dread started to build within me as I realized just how good Gui Zu was. He may have only been an initiate when I met him, but he was an initiate within the Silver Leaf Sect and with over three years of experience at that. And while he lacked the internal strength and agility of Qi, his movements were sharp and precise, at least on par with Zu Tien.

The thought made me focus as we went through another reset.

This was it.

If I couldn’t defeat Gui Zu with skill alone, then I couldn’t hope to defeat that one-handed bitch, much less Hein. Ire built within my gut the more I thought about it. To hell with that. This was just one more hurdle along my path.

I needed to dig deep to overcome it.

But this wasn’t a battle of strength.

I needed to use my head.

In that moment I rethought my whole game plan. I’d been so focused on the forms and techniques that I was losing focus on the battle itself. I breathed deeply as the seconds ticked by. I had natural fighting instinct. I knew that. I had proven it by killing hundreds of monsters and even slaying a damn B-class salamander well before I was ready to take on something like that. 

I’d been trying to use these forms and techniques instead of my instincts. But now I understood that that was where I was going wrong. The forms were not supposed to replace my fighting instinct, but to enhance it—like a bare hand lengthened by a weapon, the forms were merely an extension of me.

Something opened up inside of me as the revelation hit, like I’d just reached a new level of understanding. Suddenly all those hours I’d spent training my muscle memory seemed to become imprinted into my soul and my Flame burned a shade brighter. I viewed the battle totally different now. I was no longer just armed with newfound skills; I could now apply those skills to my battle experience.

I leapt at Gui Zu like I would have any monster in the wild, throwing my techniques at him as easily as I would have a single chop in the past. The effect was instant, Gui Zu’s eyes widening with shock as he tried desperately to block. 

I stuck him twice before he knew what was happening and suddenly, he seemed to take his game up a notch as well. His staff became a flurry of movement, the weapon whistling through the air like a whip. I watched it all in seemingly slow motion as I dodged and weaved with my forms, executing well-timed parries and quick strikes. Above it all the roar of the crowd filled the arena as the throng of spectators came alive, the people standing to their feet as the action went into high gear.

The intense back and forth between us went on for what seemed like ages, the stress and strain of executing my forms in high-speed making me break out in a sweat. For every hit he landed I made sure to pressure him until I could land one of my own. I got into a zone. Even the roar of the crowd I couldn’t hear anymore as I simply focused on fighting…surviving.

 When I finally remembered to look at the board again, I couldn’t believe the score and the time.
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Holy shit, I thought.

My white uniform was stained beige with sweat and across from me Gui Zu looked much the same. The big man was breathing heavily, swaying on his feet like he’d just run a marathon. 

“I think you lied to me,” he said. “You are much better than you let on.”

I cracked a smile and couldn’t help but use [Struggler’s Resolve]. “You’re not so bad yourself, Gui Zu.”

He gave me a grin full of broken teeth, his soul filling with lemonade. “Whatever the outcome, you truly are an honorable man, Brother Chun. Whoever the winner is today, I will always be in your debt.”

“We’ll see what happens when the final score comes.” I gave him a grin. “Now come on! I’ve still got two minutes left to beat your ass. Let’s do it!”

I released a warcry as we re-engaged, attacking with a desperate savagery. I had a hundred and twenty seconds to land three hits and take none myself. We went back and forth for over a minute, neither of us giving ground, both of us refusing to give up. I finally managed to slip behind his guard with a feint, knocking his staff to the side with a parry and then landed two taps on his chest with [Chipping Cleave].
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The score was even. The stress of landing just one more hit to win in less than thirty seconds had my stomach swimming in knots. 

Focus damn it! I told myself as I shifted back and forth across the arena. 

Don’t screw this up!

I had the disadvantage of shorter range, but the advantage of unpredictability and speed. I had to use that now.

20 seconds left.

If I rushed in for a quick hit it came with the risk of another hit to myself. And this close to the bell I couldn’t afford that. But I couldn’t afford to do nothing either. But neither could Gui Zu.

The battle couldn’t end in a draw.

15 seconds. 

I had to attack. And I had to do it now!

Diving forward, I threw out a [Triple-Chop Cleave] and as expected, Gui Zu fended it off with a series of quick pokes of his staff, our wooden weapons clacking. I then put it all on the line and paused briefly, feigning being thrown off balance by the counterattack.

Gui Zu took the bait for the easy win and committed to a downward strike. I shifted blindly at the last moment, more sensing his attack than seeing it, the swing of the staff cutting a breeze across my ear. I spun behind him and hit the back of his heel with [Reaper’s Revenge], throwing him off his feet with the sweeping cleave.

The bell sounded just as Gui Zu’s back hit the floor and the final score lit up the board.
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Relief and elation filled me as I fell to my knees, throwing my arms up in victory. The crowd screamed with cheers as lemonade flowed like a river, the masses chanting ‘Bull Man’ over and over again. 

 “What a spectacular and entertaining fight!” the announcer shouted over the loudspeaker. “All congratulate the winner of the Wooden Bracket, number 93… your Bull Man!”

I got to my feet and acknowledged the crowd and then offered a hand to Gui Zu.

“Good fight, man,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve] and Gui Zu took my hand with a smile, laughing as I helped him up.

“I’ve never been so glad for a fight to be over in all my life,” he said. “My congratulations to you, Brother Chun. That was some match. You fight like a demon!”

He cupped his fist and gave me a low bow, recognizing my victory. 

I returned it in kind. “Thanks. You’re pretty damn good yourself, bro.”

He gave me one last busted-up smile, before turning to walk out of the arena. I was about to follow after him, but decided to pause to soak up some of the praise and free lemonade in the air. It tasted like victory twice over, a reward of free Frenzy for winning the battle without using any of it at all. As I lapped it up, I tasted a hint of something bitter. The taste grew stronger as all around me that same dark pressure came again. 

Oh shit....

A couple dozen feet from Gui Zu, a patch of ground lifted into the air with a tremendous bang before falling flat again. The bang sounded again, accompanied by a horrid screech as the broodmother suddenly erupted from the ground, the trap door flying off its hinges and soaring high into the air.

The giant beast moved erratically as it landed on the arena floor, flipping onto its back and squirming like an insect dying from bug spray. The effects of the barrier was driving it mad, but the Dark Frenzy was driving it as well. The beast belched fire indiscriminately as it battled between the two opposing forces before finally flipping onto its feet again.

Officials and Imperial Guards rushed onto the field as the announcer called for everyone to remain calm. The beast finally seemed to focus on the closest thing to it…Gui Zu. 

“Gui Zu!” I shouted to him as the beast began to charge in his direction. “Gui Zu, run!”

But it was too late.

The monster was moving too fast and the guards too far away. 

The last thing I saw was the blank expression on Gui Zu’s face as he turned in despair towards me…the jaws of the broodmother opening up behind him. 








CHAPTER 35










“Gui Zu!”

I moved without thinking, covering the thirty-yard distance between us in a massive burst of Frenzy. I slammed into Gui Zu with the force of a speeding truck, sending him flying and bouncing across the ground.  

I looked back towards the beast just in time to see nothing but teeth.

White-hot pain erupted throughout my entire body as the broodmother snapped my torso up between its jaws. I cried out as the Frenzy inside me spiked and almost instinctively I manifested my [Iron Skin] technique.

The world went topsy-turvy as the beast shook me back and forth in its jaws, the iron scent of blood filling my nose and mouth. The pressure of its jaws was threatening to crush my insides even through my hardened skin. I cycled my Frenzy to harden my organs with [Iron Core], the pain only slightly subsiding as I finally put up enough defenses to withstand the savage attack.

I didn’t know what to even classify the thing as now. I should have been able to withstand the bite with just my normal Body Refinement alone, but whatever this Dark Frenzy was, it was driving the broodmother up a few notches on the classification scale as well.

I struggled to free myself, but the thing had chomped me sideways, trapping both my arms tight against my sides as my legs kicked ineffectually in the air. Through the glimpses of the outside world, I could see Gui Zu slowly getting back to his feet after being jettisoned about thirty feet away. 

More people in black uniforms circled me. Enforcers and Imperial guards along with members of the Silver Leaf Sect. They were all standing at a distance though, the Silver Leaf members throwing their stupid knitting needles while the Guards were attempting to slap the beast ineffectually with iron rods.

“Make sure you don’t kill it!” a familiar voice cried out and I caught a glimpse of the same dour-faced woman who’d led us from the locker room. “Keep using the stun needles. It will calm down soon.”

“No, please!” Gui Zu appeared at the woman’s side, falling to his knees. “It’s killing my friend!”

“Don’t be a fool. Your friend is dead already.”

Son of a bitch…

Her callous words caused me to focus my ire and suddenly I wanted this damn thing dead more than ever, even if it wasn’t already trying to eat me. I struggled to get free again but there just wasn’t any leverage. My arms were locked in place, the monster’s grip on me reinforced by my hardened skin. Desperate seconds passed as the beast continued to thrash me about, trying its best to break me in half while the dumb-ass cultivators kept pinging it with toothpicks to put it to sleep. 

To hell with this. They were content to let me die. I needed to do something to get my arm free. I braced myself, mentally preparing for what I was about to do next. Gritting my teeth, I released the [Iron Skin] technique on my right arm.

Blood and pain erupted as the beast’s teeth sank deep into my flesh. 

I cried out hellishly, even through [Struggler’s Resolve] as I pulled my arm up and outwards with all my might. The creature’s teeth raked through my soft skin, cutting my arm to ribbons. My cries alarmed the woman and the enforcers who immediately jumped back like I was turning into a demon or something.

I pulled what was left of my arm free from the creature’s mouth, blood gushing from it like a fountain. 

I couldn’t care.

This monster was my sole focus now and killing it was all that mattered.

Frenzy flowed faster than the blood pumping through my veins and spilling all over the ground, my healing taking up the slack where muscle and organs had already failed. I hardened my fist with [Iron Skin] and slammed it into the beast’s eye socket.

My ordeal became a rodeo ride as the monster bucked in response and I replied by slamming it repeatedly in its eye, over and over again. 

“No!” the woman cried. “Kill him! Kill him before he kills it!”

The guards and Silver Leaf cultivators hopped back and forth like they were attempting to join a double-dutch game, trying to swing at me while also trying to avoid the beast itself. Rage and pain combined to form a single thought in my mind.

This piece of shit monster had to die!

The bloodied eye finally gave way and I plunged my arm deep into its skull through its eye socket. I grabbed whatever I could get a hold of inside and then screamed like a maniac as I tore it out. The beast quivered like it was being electrocuted as it lost its primary nerve center and I thrust the blooded pulp of flesh and brains into the air like a trophy when it finally collapsed and went still.

Frenzy and rage still boiling, I used my free arm to pry its upper jaw from the rest of my body. Bone snapped like dry kindling as I tore its jaw right off its hinges, tossing it into the air like that trapdoor a few moments ago.

Dead silence greeted me as I slowly rose to my feet. I was standing in a swimming pool of my own blood. The crowd was gawking at me like I was either a ghost or a demon. The woman and her crew of guards and enforcers were doing the same. Faintly, I was aware of the Dark Frenzy still permeating the air and I realized that at some point I’d been feeding from it. 

My Dantian felt sick…poisoned.

After a few more seconds, the announcer came over the loudspeaker.

“And let’s have it for our Bull Man!”

Another awkward second of silence passed before finally, as if just receiving the correct imperial response to the situation, the pent-up tensions of the crowd released with a massive wall of screams and cheers. 

“That’s right, everyone! The royal princess Lunalah spares no expense to entertain you. Even risking the life of our beloved winner of the Wooden Bracket, ‘Bull Man’, was not out of the question. He has become strong like this from slaying beasts in the wild. You too can become this strong if you so choose. Find an official to book an excursion now. But hurry! Spaces are limited and filling quickly! Do not wait!”

I cracked a smile at the irony of it all. Although he was talking completely out of his ass, he was actually spot-on when it came to my progression. But damn it, I didn’t really want this level of attention. Luckily my mask had stayed intact throughout the whole thing.

 As the lemonade of praise filled the air, I sucked on it to rid myself of the dank taste of Dark Frenzy in my soul. Finally, the Dark Frenzy stopped and as the source left I suddenly felt much weaker in my knees. My arm was hanging by shreds. I could even see bone in some places.

“Brother Chun?” Gui Zu approached me slowly as if I were already dead and he was speaking to a ghost. Maybe he was. I was certain the only reason I was still standing was due to my [Death’s Door] technique, judging by how much blood I’d lost. 

“Are you alright?” he said.

I gave him a wry smile. “Just glad you’re ok, man.”

“Idiot,” the dour-faced woman snapped at me. “At least wave to the crowd to make it look like this was all part of the show.”

I did as she suggested, struggling to raise my good arm as the corners of my vision started to turn black. The last thing I remembered was Gui Zu rushing forward to catch me as I began to lean into the darkness. 




*	*	*




Muffled voices grew in volume as I slowly came to.

I struggled to clear my head and realized I was seated on a bench back in the locker room. I wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but my arm was being tended to by an artisan healer kneeling by my side. The old man wrapped my arm and torso tightly in bandages while a soothing warmth of Qi radiated from his palm as he waved it over me.

I then became aware of several other people jammed into the otherwise empty locker room with us. There were two Imperial Guards and a half dozen enforcers along with the dour-faced woman. Having a good look at her now, it was hard to tell just how old she was. Gaunt and thin-cheeked, with jet black hair and dark eyes, she could just as easily pass for a sickly woman in her thirties as a spritely woman in her sixties. Either way, her entire countenance spelt ‘bitch’ as she and her imperial entourage faced off against the only other soul in the room.

Gui Zu.

He was on his knees in a kowtow before her, forehead pressed to the dirty floor.

“Please! I beg you to reconsider. This man just saved my life!”

“Then perhaps you should be found guilty of the crime as well,” the woman said, looking down at him.

Crime?

Shit, what have I gotten myself into now? I could only vaguely remember what had happened. Nearly getting eaten alive and then fighting to free myself with Frenzy flying. I supposed maybe I had revealed a bit too much. I thought back to my handler guides and charts. Was a mid-tier Foundation-level cultivator able to survive an attack from a C-class monster? It should be plausible in most people’s eyes. Although that thing was nowhere near a C-class when I killed it.

“Do you have any idea how much that beast cost?” the woman said, and the basis of my ‘crime’ quickly became clear.

“I could probably venture a guess,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve], trying to pull her attention away from Gui Zu.

The technique worked, the woman’s baleful eyes turning quickly towards me. 

“There! He’s awake now,” she said. “Arrest him!”

The guards and enforcers moved on me en masse and the healer quickly packed up shop and got the hell out of the way. I merely smiled as they began manhandling me to my feet, the Struggler fully in control.

“Please! Arrest me instead!” Gui Zu pleaded. “I would be dead if not for him.”

“Then perhaps he should have let you die,” the woman said coolly as she stepped before me. “Or let himself die at least.”

She was a good head shorter than me and I gave her a shot of [Indifference] as I refused to lower my eyes to meet her glare.

“You are being arrested for the destruction of imperial property,” the woman said. “That rapling you killed was worth over a hundred spirit stones. And seeing that you are but a Terran commoner, I doubt you’d have the means to pay that back. You’ll be sent to the southern mines to pay off your debt. Hard labor.” She then smirked. “Perhaps you may be able to pay it off in about ten years.”

My insides began to melt with heat as the Struggler began to lose hold. 

“So ten years is the punishment for saving a man’s life?” My inner Flame burned with indignation as I was reminded why I hated the cultivator empire so much. 

“You are lucky you are worth nothing,” she said. “Else we would have simply executed you and taken whatever was yours.”

I finally met her glare with one of my own, channeling my Frenzy into [Fear the Flame].

“You think I’m the lucky one?” I said. “You’re lucky I was there to kill that thing. Because if not, all of you would have been dead.”

My words echoed off the walls chillingly and a couple of the enforcers backed away. Even the guards braced within their armor as my technique rattled their nerves. The woman reacted to it as well, blinking rapidly as she jerked away from me. 

My hands curled into fists as the Demon grappled for control.

Was this how it was for you, Big Sis? One step forward and two steps back?

Ten years in the mines? She had to be shitting me.

Maybe I could say to hell with it all and just start my rebellion now.

I chuckled inwardly at the thought. All those weeks of planning and strategy. Fighting to save Yu Li and the neighborhood. Training to defeat that creep, Hein. Was it all for nothing now? I’d have to either kowtow to this bitch and lose ten years of my life or say screw it all and go down swinging.  

Could I even take on all these guys?

I was starting not to care.

“Where is he?” an authoritative voice suddenly rang out from behind the enforcers. “I want to see him!”

“He’s here, Sub-Warden,” a more familiar voice answered him.

As the enforcers parted, I saw the official who had given me my number at the start of the match, followed by a man I didn’t know who wore high-ranking imperial robes. The dour-faced woman, along with the guards and enforcers, immediately braced and bent at the waist in a deep bow as the man approached. Gui Zu replanted his face to the floor with another kowtow.

Still being held by the enforcers, I didn’t know quite how to respond to him. He was tall and lanky, beaming a smile that creased his face with age. Long gray hair met an equally long gray beard. On his head he sported a tall black hat that resembled something a chef would wear.     

“Is this him, Bo Ren?” the man said, hands behind his back as he lifted his chin at me. His voice was surprisingly strong for how frail he looked. 

The official, Bo Ren, nodded. “That is him, Sub-Warden, the ‘so-called’ Bull Man.”

Ah shit…what was this now?

An enforcer at my side slammed his club into my gut. 

I barely felt it, but I got the message and bowed as the man approached me.

“So… the Bull-man,” he said and then laughed. “I had to see you with my own eyes to believe it. When Bo Ren said you were a Terran, I was about to have him flogged for lying to an official representative of the princess!”

He cracked a smile and then laughed, which seemed to cue the other imperial lackeys to do the same. He then frowned, cutting the laughter short and shot a questioning glare at the dour-faced woman.

“Senior Stadium Manager Wu Hen,” he said sharply, causing the woman to stiffen. “Why is he being restrained?”

She bowed her head. “Sub-Warden Lein Cho, you clearly saw the damage this man has caused. He is being arrested to pay for killing the rapling broodmother.”

He harrumphed. “Is that so?”

“Yes,” Wu Hen said, clicking her heels together sharply. “Hard labor. He purposely killed the beast.”

“Only for survival,” Gui Zu blurted.

Wu Hen’s jaw dropped as Lein Cho looked back at Gui Zu quizzically. 

“Who is this man?” he said.

“How dare you speak out of turn, you commoner!” Wu Hen shouted.

The enforcers didn’t even need to wait for her orders, rushing at Gui Zu while brandishing their clubs.

“Forgive me!” he cried, raising his hands in surrender. “I speak only the truth, Honorable Sub-Warden! Please have mercy. He fought bravely to save my life and the lives of your men.”

Lein Cho raised his hand, stopping the enforcers. He then looked to Bo Ren. “Bo Ren, I trust your judgement. What say you in this matter?”

Bo Ren looked at me and then at Wu Hen, his eyes flicking back and forth between us until a smile crept onto his lips. “Master Lein Cho,” he said. “You saw the response of the crowd. This boy has made himself into a minor legend amongst the common people. Whatever that beast was worth we’ve already made it back ten times already with new bookings into the wild. I’m sure if Vice-Warden Hei Dong was to learn that we threw into prison the man responsible for making such a great profit, he would clearly think us to be fools unworthy of our stations.”

Lein Cho nodded, stroking his beard. “You speak wisely as always, Bo Ren. I think even my daughter, as high ranking as she is within the Silver Leaf Clan, would be convinced to give the wilds a try after seeing this man’s performance.” His eyes then fell on Wu Hen. “Wu Hen! Release this man, at once.”

“Yes, Sub-Warden!”

The enforcers immediately backed off as Wu Hen snapped her fingers at them.

“Further,” Bo Ren said, leaning over Lein Cho’s shoulder. “I wonder how that beast got loose in the first place? Whose responsibility was it to secure the rapling, Senior Stadium Manager Wu Hen?”

The woman’s mouth opened and closed several times before anything came out.

“It–it was mine,” she finally said.

“Oh my…” Bo Ren gave her another wicked grin. “How unfortunate.” 

Lein Cho glowered at the woman. “I want a full incident report on what happened, Wu Hen. I would hate to see the senior manager responsible, making two mistakes regarding this incident.”

“Yes, Sub-Warden!”

Bo Ren kept giving Wu Hen a shit-eating grin while she narrowed her eyes at him with daggers. I didn’t know what kind of backstabbing bullshit had just come to my rescue, but I wasn’t complaining. Lein Cho looked me up and down again and then let out a laugh before shaking his head and walking away.

“I can’t believe it. A bloody Terran. Perhaps this planet has some value after all.”




*	*	*




“I owe you greatly, Official Bo Ren,” I said with a deep bow after Wu Hen and her gang had cleared out. “My utmost thanks to you.” 

“Indeed, thank you, Official Bo Ren,” Gui Zu echoed next to me, giving him a deep bow as well. “You saved me from quite a beating.”

The man Bo Ren chuckled. “After watching you fight, I’m sure you could have taken it.”

We both laughed along with him. 

“Forgive me,” I said. “But I’m curious. What made you want to help us?”

The old guy smiled. “I wasn’t always in this position, you know? Let’s just say I’m a kindred spirit when it comes to the underdogs. Plus, I’ve been waiting for weeks to call that incompetent bitch out in front of her uncle.”

“What?” Gui Zu said. “The Sub-Warden is her uncle?”

The man laughed. “How the hell do you think she got the job?” He then paused and added with a hint of rancor, “Or got my job I should say. Even the great Silver Leaf Clan produces its Qi-less duds from time to time. The only difference is that they still get handed a top-level position regardless.”

I was starting to see the picture now. “At any rate. My deepest thanks again.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said. “You’ve already helped me far more than you know. Also, you have quite a few sect leaders looking for you out front. Everyone wants to meet the winner of the Wooden Bracket now. Who’d have thought it’d become such an honor, huh?” 

My stomach sank a little as I glanced at Gui Zu. I almost didn’t want to say anything in front of him, but I couldn’t let things get out of hand either. As popular as my Bull Man persona was becoming, I couldn’t have it linked back to me. 

“I’m actually not that interested in joining a sect,” I said. “I’m a free agent so to speak. Don’t really want people to know my face either. Hence the mask, you know? Would appreciate if I could keep it that way.”

Bo Ren smiled. “Underdog to the core. I get it. I might have to start placing some bets on you soon. You are competing in the Iron Bracket tournament, right?”

“Yeah, that’s right.”

He then removed a satchel from his back and handed it to me. “You get to keep the same locker and number. I made sure to reserve it on the Iron Bracket roster as soon as you won.”

When I looked inside the bag, I found another bull mask and hatchet, but they were made out of iron instead of wood. 

“These for me?”

“Welcome to the Iron Bracket, kid,” he said with a smile. “The preliminaries start in less than a week. I hope you heal up by then.” 

“Wow,” I said. “Thank you.”

He then opened one of the lockers and after rummaging through it for a moment, tossed a weathered overcoat at me that had a hood. 

“To help you stay out of sight,” he said. “Take the east entrance out the back. No one should be there. Good luck to you, Bull Man.” 

 

*	*	*




I snuck out the back of the stadium with Gui Zu, the overcoat covering me from head to toe like a poncho. As soon as we stepped outside, I sensed someone’s presence. Six figures in red and orange robes looked in our direction from a stone’s throw away.

I stiffened for a moment, but then executed [Mask of the Despised] as I attempted to nonchalantly leave in the opposite direction. They had seen me for sure, but maybe I was just being paranoid. None of them had seen under my mask and neither did they know that I had sensed them polluting the arena with Dark Frenzy either.

Still, knots filled my stomach as I wondered if they could sense my Frenzy as well.

Just when I thought we’d made a clean break, one of the men called out to me from behind, his voice coarse and gravelly.

“Made good use of that book I see. Always have an open spot for you within the sect.”

I didn’t need to turn about to know it was Hong Feng speaking to me.

“No thanks,” I said, stopping, but not turning about. “But I appreciate the offer.”

When I didn’t hear a response, I risked a look over my shoulder, but all of them were gone.




*	*	*




“Unbelievable,” Gui Zu said as he kept a slow pace with me while I hobbled along, my wounds finally starting to grow tender with the waning of active Frenzy. “You have even the Fire Bird Sect looking to recruit you. You are blessed by the heavens indeed, my friend.”

I cracked a smile. “Don’t get so excited. It’s not what you think.”

But in all honesty, I didn’t know quite what to think myself. Hong Feng obviously knew it was me out there in the ring, but did he know anything else? Could he sense me using Frenzy to kill that broodmother? To everyone else watching, maybe they might think it plausible for a mid-core cultivator to take a mauling like that from a rapling broodmother and still survive. But if Chow’s men were responsible for creating that Dark Frenzy, then they knew just how strong that thing had become. 

The fact that he had waited for me to leave the arena, just to make it known that he knew who I was left me feeling a bit unsettled.

But I suppose that was his objective.

For what reason though, I wasn’t sure. 

As we reached the restaurant district, Gui Zu stopped to give me a final bow.

“I still don’t know how to thank you for what you did,” he said. “But thank you again anyway.”

“Don’t worry about it. You saved my ass too tonight.”

“Farewell, Brother Chun.”

As he turned to walk away, I couldn’t help but notice how dejected Gui Zu looked. As much luck and success as I’d had tonight, I suppose Gui Zu was still walking away from tonight empty handed. But more than that, I felt like we were both walking away from an opportunity. 

“Hey, Gui Zu, hold up a minute.”

He turned about. “Huh?”

“The Wooden Bracket went by a bit faster than I thought it would. I was actually hoping to use it to get better at my fighting skills.”

“I say you’re pretty good already.” He gave me another one of his jacked-up smiles. “You managed to beat me, didn’t you?”

I laughed. “Hey, I know you didn’t get what you wanted out of this, Gui Zu, but I was wondering if you still might be willing to help me with something.”

“Brother Chun, I owe you my life. If you need anything from me, you need only to ask.”

“Well, since you didn’t get picked up by a sect and seeing as if you might have some free time on your hands, I was wondering if you might be willing for me to hire you as a trainer.”

His eyes widened like he’d just won the lottery. “Are you serious?”

“I can’t afford to pay you much, but I’ll give you something for your time. Every night of the week leading up to the Iron Bracket tournament. After I heal up of course. What do you say?”

“Sorry, but I refuse to take your money,” he said. “A good meal and a drink after practice would be nice though.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“So long as you cover the ring rental fee, I’ll be there.”

He smiled and we shook hands. “Thanks, Gui Zu.”

“Don’t thank me yet, Brother Chun. You haven’t seen how much I can eat!”

We both laughed and as he turned to walk away, I stopped him again. 

“Hey, one more thing,” I said. 

“What’s that?”

“Call me Max.”








CHAPTER 36










The square was relatively quiet by the time I reached home. It was getting late and most of the residents had already turned in for the night. With [Mask of the Despised] and the poncho, no one even looked in my direction as I shuffled past the empty tables and the one or two food vendors still left in the square. My entire arm was on fire now, the extent of my injuries fully setting in. 

Fatigue was setting in as well and I could have just about collapsed and fallen asleep in the street, but my stomach was growling for attention. I dropped a few coppers on some noodles and a double portion of beef tendon smothered in chili oil, before finding a table far away from everyone else. 

I fumbled with my chopsticks for a bit, trying to eat with my left hand. After several failed attempts I finally just gave up and started shoveling the food into my mouth with my fingers. I didn’t realize how hungry I was and the more I ate the bigger my appetite seemed to become.

A couple of my neighbors glared at me from the corners of their eyes with disdain. Whether it was as a result of my poor eating habits or just being plain ‘ole me, I didn’t know, but I was too tired and beat up to care. I was chowing down on my second order of noodles when a gravelly voice came from behind.

“Pleasant appetite.”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Hong Feng pulling up a chair beside me.

Holy crap…did he actually follow me here?

A quick glance about didn’t reveal any of his men, though. For whatever reason, he’d decided to come alone. He’d also dressed down as well, his orange and red robes replaced by common clothing. The question as to why stirred my Flame.

“So, this is where you live, huh?” He tapped on the table as he spoke, looking distractedly at our surrounds. “Nice.”

“I thought we were done talking,” I said. “I’m not interested in joining your sect. Or any sect for that matter. Nothing personal.”

“Yeah, I heard you earlier,” he said, running his fat fingers through his thick beard. “But I have a feeling you may change your mind about that soon.” 

What the hell was going on here? I thought irritated, but I played it cool with [Struggler’s Resolve]. 

“I sincerely doubt that, but anything’s possible, I guess.”

“True, anything is possible,” he said with a grin. “Even a Terran winning the Wooden Bracket Tournament apparently.” He paused for a chuckle. “But a sect-less Terran competing toe-to-toe in the Iron Bracket? Not so much.”

I furrowed my brow at him. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged while easing back in the chair, his portly stomach proudly on display as his robes shifted. “Some things are just easier to explain than others, you know? Imagine, for example, explaining how you managed to learn lightning techniques without being in a sect? That would be very difficult to explain now, wouldn’t it?”

My jaw set as he continued to smile. The bastard had a point. I was originally just going to use the knowledge as cover for my stolen lightning core, but explaining how I obtained that knowledge, much less if I actually managed to wield it, could raise more than a few questions that I didn’t have good answers to. 

Perhaps he’d known this all along, the bastard. Clearly, he wanted me in his club for some reason and was willing to pull a chess move like this to do it.

“It wasn’t always like this, you know,” he said. “In ancient times, an ambitious and independent young man like yourself would be both despised and feared by the sects. If you just happened to come across some secret knowledge, they’d either snuff you out before you got a chance to master it or bow down to you once you proved yourself superior. It was sink or swim, black or white, but at least no one interfered with a man’s inventiveness. Now the imperial laws of the empire both coddle and stifle progression. No practice of martial cultivation techniques outside of the officially recognized sects. And if you’re caught doing so, it’s a death sentence for you. Now where’s the fun in that, eh?”

He looked at me as if wanting an actual answer to his rhetorical question.

Eventually he just smiled again. “Oh, for the long-lost days of the mountain masters, free to roam and practice whatever craft they wished. The only thing that could stop you, was running into someone stronger than you. Today the Emperor and all of his bastard offspring are pissing on everyone’s fun. Nothing is sacred or special anymore. Everything is regimented and by the books. A sect elder can’t even fart without the damn princess’s say so, much less develop a new and unorthodox technique.”

I pretended to ignore him by shoveling another handful of noodles into my mouth. He was fishing for something, but I wasn’t taking the bait. He obviously knew more than he was letting on. If his men were able to recognize Threja as a Berserker then there was a good chance that what I’d done in the arena might have given him a hint that I was one as well. 

His mere being here was proof of that.

Maybe he couldn’t truly sense my Flame, just like everyone else, but he was fitting the puzzle pieces together. 

Looks like I was playing chess with both Hein and Hong Feng now. 

“Tell you what,” I said. “I’ll give it some thought.”

He smiled. “You do that. And don’t forget my other deal with you still stands.” He glanced at my bandaged arm. “I’ll wait for you to heal up first, though, before I send my first assignment through Sumatra.”

“Thanks, I’d appreciate that.”

A few more seconds of silence passed as he watched me eat, but not once did I remove my eyes from my bowl. I tried to sense any emotion coming from him: anger or hatred, but there was nothing coming from him at all. If anything, there was maybe a small hint of lemonade. 

 Finally, Hong Feng tapped the table and then got up to leave. 

“See you in the ring, Bull Man.” 




*	*	*




When I finally reached home, I flopped onto my cot in pain and exhaustion, but my mind was going a mile a minute. 

One step forward and two steps back indeed, I thought.

The Struggler had a strange way of making his presence known. An hour ago, I was completely gung-ho, ready to plow full-steam ahead into my next level of cultivation and joining the Iron Bracket Tournament, but now I wasn’t so sure.  

What Hong Feng said had truth to it, but did he tell me all that just to spook me into joining his club? Probably. But for what purpose?

I reached for the lightning technique manual and paged through it with a sigh.

This was to be my next challenge. For as much as I’d been studying it, I knew I was close to being on the verge of a breakthrough. I just needed some more knowledge. And of course, I had the perfect person to bug for that. But even if I could manage to harness lightning from my Flame, would it all just lead me into a trap?

I could either risk being exposed and executed by the empire or risk joining the Fire Birds as a cover. Both options had about as much appeal as a belrug’s ass. The only thing I knew for sure, was that I trusted Hong Feng even less than I did the empire. No way was I joining his gang. Not that I could even pass for one of them without the use of real Qi. But I had a feeling Hong Feng knew that already. 

What the hell could I do then?

I needed to advance in my cultivation to reach my goals and I needed my citizenship to protect my people. I was planning to do both, but now they appeared to be almost mutually exclusive.

Being able to win my citizenship without being exposed as a fraud was shaping up to be much harder than I had thought. I closed my eyes and tried to meditate on it a bit. That official Lein Cho seemed somewhat bemused by me being a Terran but nothing more. That meant that what he’d seen hadn’t rocked the boat too much.

Maybe if I could stay low key and fight only at that level it could work. If I could rank up high enough using just my axe skills, raw strength, and speed to reach the top twenty, I could claim my citizenship and then just withdraw from the tournament.

But could I prevail against the competition by using just that?

Somehow I doubted it, but only time would tell.

Once I revealed my true strength though, I’d have to be willing and ready to put it all on the line. 

Like Hong Feng had said about the old days, the only thing that mattered back then was how strong you were compared to the next guy. There was some savage beauty in that. But what he had said about the empire was true also. There was a reason why Hein didn’t just murder me the first time I stood up to him, or why the Fire Birds didn’t just openly attack their rivals in the streets instead of participating in tournaments and engaging in Trials by Might. As jacked up as the empire was, it provided a sense of law and order to this crazy cultivator world. Order that I could exploit and take advantage of until I was strong enough to break away from it.

If I moved smart enough, that was.

Being a citizen, even a C class as I now was, had to give me access to some kind of rights. But in truth I had no idea what those rights were.

I made a decision.  

If I was going to win this chess match, then I needed to know the rules in and out. And that meant learning about shit I was far too uninterested in at school to grasp as a kid. I needed to make up for lost time and Mu Lin would have the knowledge to help me bridge the gap.

In the end, though, there was just one common denominator to all of this. Only one thing I could do to ensure my success. No matter if I skirted inside the rules, followed the rules, or simply broke them, I needed to continue with my progression.

That was the only thing that granted true protection and freedom in the end. As the old saying went, the best defense was a good offense. Or in my case, an unbeatable one.

Grow stronger.

Exponentially.

That was still the plan.

I thumbed through the lightning manual once again. Tomorrow I’d continue my studies and be damned with all the risks. I’d defy the empire and the Heavens themselves by cracking the code of the lightning arts. And then, I’d meet with Mu Lin to learn how to break the very foundations of the empire itself.

I cracked a smile as a renewed confidence fueled the strength of my Flame.

Things might have gotten a bit more complicated, but I wasn’t about to let that deter me. It would only make me stronger and smarter in the end. Exactly what I needed to be to ultimately free the Earth from her chains. 

Going up against the empire head-on would come in time, but for now, this shit was getting dismantled from the inside.

With that thought I finally felt peace and the welcome call of slumber soon came. 








CHAPTER 37










I woke up the next morning feeling like I’d slept for a century.

My body was still stiff, but I could tell with the combination of bandages, the Qi from the healer and my own Frenzy, that my arm was perhaps already halfway to being fully healed. The wounds to my torso were nearly completely gone as well. I wasn’t fit enough to get into another sparring match by any means, but I was healed up enough to move around without constant pain.

I welcomed the immobilization, though.

It was a fine excuse to defer my physical training regime and concentrate solely on my studies. I started by reviewing my knowledge of the meridian points from the Foundation manual Mu Lin had loaned me. There were literally hundreds of points listed, but for what I was intending to accomplish today, there were just a handful that I needed to both locate and actuate before mastering how to channel energy through.

From my earlier studying while preparing for the Wooden Bracket, I had already located three of the five points required, but they were unlike any I’d utilized before using my Frenzy techniques. For the first part of the day, I focused on those only. I was grateful now for that bounty of Frenzy that I had soaked up at the tournament. Although I’d used a good portion to heal myself, the vast amounts I’d gathered from the crowd and condensed into my Dantian was enough to carry out my cultivation exercises without needing any extra Frenzy at all.

Sitting in lotus position on my cot, I placed the orb and both books open in front of me and began my training. I cycled my Frenzy in between the three points, getting more familiar with their locations and the spiritual muscles I needed to activate them. It was a bit like trying to push water through clogged pipes. Very little Frenzy flowed at first, but the more I did it, the more the energy eroded away at whatever it was that was blocking the flow. After a while, I found that by using condensed Frenzy the process went even quicker. 

I kept this up and after a few hours the three points became well established, with me being able to channel large amounts of energy in between them without restriction.

“So far so good,” I said to myself as I prepared to target the next meridian on my shopping list. It took another hour of cross referencing the Foundation manual with both the orb and the Lightning Art manual to finally find the location of the fourth point.

It was at the base of the neck, somewhere between the fourth and fifth vertebrae. Not that it was a physical point that I could actually touch, but knowing it was there at least gave me something to focus on visually while I meditated to locate the point within my spirit.

After another couple of hours of channeling through the point, I cleared the clog enough that I was able to flow my concentrated Frenzy though all four of the points. By that time my soul was exhausted. It wasn’t physical fatigue per se, but it affected me almost the same, like mental exhaustion after a hard day at school.

Still, there was one last meridian point that I needed to unlock.   

It was labeled only as Jing within the lightning manual, but I couldn’t make sense of the characters and their meaning and there wasn’t any other reference to it at all. When I checked the Foundation manual, I could find no reference to it either. I’d finally reached the extent of my knowledge. Checking out my window, it was already late afternoon and close to quitting time. 

Perfect, I thought.  

It was time to see Mu Lin.




*	*	*




As I left my apartment I passed through the square, now bustling with the late afternoon crowd and spotted that girl Jian Yi again. She was with a small posse of my neighbors, maybe a dozen in all. 

As I walked by casually with [Indifference], I caught a whiff of a different kind of energy exuding from them, Jian Yi in particular. Not the literal kind, mind you, but just a strange aura or attitude. She lifted her chin at me with a closed lip smile, a smug expression— more of a smirk really, like she knew something I didn’t and was gloating about it. 

If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost say she was patronizing me, but I didn’t have time to deal with her bullshit today. I glanced at her, looked away and then carried on about my business.

Stopping at the central market, I hunted for a bag of Mu Lin’s favorite fruit, but decided to get her some persimmons jam and a bag of steamed buns instead. Variety was the spice of life, after all.

When I finally arrived at her door with a knock, she greeted me with a wide-eyed stare before rolling her eyes and slowly shaking her head.

“When you didn’t show up for work today, I knew something was up,” she said, clicking her tongue at me as she pointed to my bandaged arm. “So what happened to you? Did you enter the tournament for real?”

“Yeah, kinda,” I said, still unsure how much I wanted to share with her about the details.

“Well did you place or what?” She opened the door wider to let me in. “Remember I got money riding on you.”

“Well as much as being king of the shit-tier league has a nice ring to it, I unfortunately didn’t place.”

She laughed. “Seriously?”

I nodded out the lie instead of telling it and then handed her the jam and steamed buns to ward off any more questions. The distraction worked with Mu Lin greedily looking inside the bag with a huge smile.

“Wow, these look so fresh! I’m eating one right now.”

She raced off to her small kitchenette and returned with two buns slathered with the jam, handing me one of them while stuffing the other in her mouth.

“So what do you need, Chun?” she said with her mouth full. “I know you only come to visit when you need something, especially when you bring me snacks.”

I feigned offense. “Are you calling me a bad friend?”

“You’re a terrible friend,” she said with a laugh. “But seriously hurry up, I see you’ve got that Foundation manual tucked under your arm. You need me to explain something in it?”

“Ah…” I’d almost forgotten I’d brought it. “No, not from this,” I said as I handed it to her. “Was just bringing it back really.”

“Oh, so that’s why you came? Guess I had you figured wrong. Seriously though I am in a bit of a rush.” She flipped through the book as if looking for missing pages. “Actually, I could use this today. Good timing.”

“Use it for what?”

“There’s a mock exam this evening. It’s open book.”

“That means it’s easy right?”

She rolled her eyes. “No. That means it’s actually really hard. It’s not about what you can memorize, it’s about being able to apply principles.” She glanced at the clock on her wall. “Shit! I’m already late. I’ve got to meet Xi Xha there so she can vouch to let me in as one of her students.”

“Oh,” I said. “You’d better get going then.”

“Yeah.” She rushed around with the bun in her mouth while packing her bag full of books. “So what do you need? Or did you really only come to give me this back?”

I felt like a heel asking her, but I really needed the answer to continue my progression. “I’m trying to find a meridian called Jing.”

“Jing?” she said looking at me strangely.

“You don’t know it? I couldn’t find it in the Foundation book anywhere.”

“You sure you’re saying it right?”

I shrugged.

“Here,” she said, slapping a pen on a piece of paper on her desk. “Write it. Quickly.”

I took the pen and mentally formed the characters in my mind.

I wrote them as quickly and accurately as I could.

“There,” I said. “I think that’s it.”

She furrowed her brow again. “Never seen this before. Where did you find it?”

Shit, I couldn’t tell her the truth about that. “You think Xi Xha might know?”

“Maybe. I could take it to her to find out, I guess,” she said.

“Why don’t I come with you?” I snatched the paper from her. The last thing I needed was Mu Lin getting caught with something found only in a martial training manual. 

“Dressed like that?” she said, balking at me. “We’re not headed to work you know?”

I looked down at my disheveled clothes made even worse looking by my bandaged arm. “Why? Where are you going?”

“The Judicial District.”

“The what?” 

I’d honestly never even heard the name, but Mu Lin was looking at me like I’d just forgotten my own birthday. Not that we celebrated birthdays anymore.  

“It’s like literally the heart of the city,” she said, shaking her head again. “Geeze, Chun.  Where all the big shots hang out and stuff. Like the Wardens and the judges. It’s why I need Xi Xha’s help to get in. You need a pass.”

I figured it was like the artisan district where Master Edrik had to write a pass for me. “But Xi Xha will be there, right? Maybe I can ask her at the gate?”

Mu Lin sighed and rolled her eyes. “Fine… come on then. But be quick about it!”

I grinned. “Lead the way.”




*	*	*




The Judicial District was north of the city center, or so Mu Lin described. It was still a place I’d honestly never been or heard of before, but Mu Lin kept insisting that I had to have come for a school field trip at some point. Maybe I had but had just forgotten or just didn’t care to remember at the time.

As we left the restaurant district and headed north, nothing looked that familiar to me. Tall buildings dominated the skyline as we entered what was perhaps the old business district in the past, but I wasn’t certain if the buildings were being used anymore. As we ventured further in, most of the buildings disappeared altogether and were replaced by Yee architecture, their decorative roofs covered with green tiles and timed with ornamental dragons.

But the most oppressive symbol of the imperial take-over was fixed right above me now. The glowing pagoda of the true imperial city hovered right overhead like a low-lying cloud. I could understand now why this was considered the true heart of the city. Qi-powered skiffs made up a constant flow of traffic to and fro, ferrying cultivators from the city streets to the huge object that had to be close to fifty city blocks across at the base.

As Mu Lin and I approached the district gates, a guard on duty, accompanied by a trio of enforcers, eyed us warily. Or perhaps they eyed just me warily anyway. The gate wasn’t a literal gate, but more like a roadblock set up in the middle of the city street. Behind the barricades lining either side of the guard booth, the true high-class citizens of the city strolled back and forth in ornate robes, most of them appearing to belong to the Silver Leaf Clan. There were more than a few robes of beige and white as well, members of the imperial government, or what we’d have called civil servants back in the old world. 

Mu Lin’s face was pale with anxiety as she frantically looked about. “I don’t see her…”

“Let’s ask the guard,” I said. “Maybe she left a pass for you.”

“Good idea.”

I let Mu Lin go ahead of me as she cupped her hand and gave a low bow before the guard. “Exalted official, my name is Mu Lin. I seek entry into the district to take an exam at the university. My instructor, Xi Xha, should have been here to allow me entry. Is there a chance she left a pass for me?”

The guard, a slim man that looked in his forties, frowned for a moment before heading to his booth and returning with a clipboard. He leafed through the pages on it and shook his head. “There is no pass here for you. Perhaps you are mistaken.”

Mu Lin’s mouth fell open. “But… but my exam starts in just a few minutes. Please can you check again? There is no way she would stand me up like this.”

“Do you accuse me of incompetence?” The guard’s tone became aggressive. “I looked already! It is not there!”

A spark of anger stirred my Flame as Mu Lin immediately cupped her hands again, holding them high above her head. “A million apologies. I meant no offense. Clearly, I must be mistaken.”

“Wait a minute,” I said, stepping forward with [Struggler’s Resolve] and the guard took an immediate step back. “What’s it take to get in here?”

The guard glared at me as if even talking to him was an offense. “More than what you possess, Terran. Only citizens are allowed past this point, or those sponsored by citizens.”

“That true for C-class citizens too?” I asked, mentally crossing my finger. 

“Yes,” he said testily. “Any citizen.” 

I gave Mu Lin a smile as I reached into my overcoat and produced the small identification card I’d received after winning the tournament. “I’ll vouch for her then.”

A spike of anger erupted inside the guard as he snatched the card from me. “What? How did you get this?”

I shrugged. “A lot of hard work…and pain.”

I poured more Frenzy into [Struggler’s Resolve] and the guard’s expression changed, perhaps catching the hint of how I’d gotten the card. He smiled then as he looked at me, nodding slowly. 

“I see,” he said with a harrumph before handing me back the card. “You may enter, but not her.”

Mu Lin’s eyes went wide. “What?”  

“You need a reason to sponsor someone,” he said. “You told me you have come to sit an exam. So unless he is your teacher, I suggest you go.”

“Oh, I am her teacher,” I said quickly. 

Both the guard and Mu Lin looked at me like I was crazy now. 

“Well, one of them,” I said. “Here I can prove it. Mu Lin!”

She jumped at my sharp call. 

“Pass me your fundamentals manual.”

I gave her a stare and thankfully, just like when we were dealing with the guard after meeting Threja, Mu Lin acquiesced to my untold plan. She rummaged through her bag and handed me the manual. 

I in turn handed it to the guard. “Here. Test my knowledge. Pick any page and passage randomly and I will quote it to you.”

Even the enforcers gave a chuckle at that. Mu Lin was staring at me like she wanted to cut her losses and just book it, but I kept her put by placing a hand on her shoulder.

“Go ahead,” I said, and used my Frenzy to fuel my recollection of the manual through my mind’s eye.

“This should be amusing,” the guard said as he opened the book and plopped a finger down. “Page 7, passage 3.”

As the image formed in my mind, I spoke the words I saw. “Qi balancing is a fundamental trait common to all forms of life. Whether in the air we breathe or the trees and mountains, Qi always seeks balance. It is the disruption of this balance that leads to the flow of Qi, traversing always from a point of high density to low density. At least, this is the flow according to nature. Cultivation, therefore, violates this law of nature, by channeling the diffuse Qi found in nature into the concentration of one’s Dantian.”

The guard blinked and flipped far ahead in the book. “Page 142, passage 8.”

“Within the later stages of solid core formation, a practitioner will begin to sense a secondary consciousness within their Dantian. This stage is known as the germination of one’s sacred soul. Through further cultivation of Qi, the soul is nourished through a gestation period. The sacred soul is the truest reflection of one’s inner self. Whether a god or a demon, a sacred soul reveals the identity and history of one’s journey. Therefore, caution must be taken in how one accumulates power after this stage is achieved.”

He flipped again, his brow furrowed in disbelief. “Page 38, passage 4.”

“The extremities contain several meridian points, but the number of which vary between the left and right side depending upon—”

“Page 33, passage 3.”

“The beginning of the Qi Foundation-level training starts always with—”

“Let me do one,” one of the enforcers said, but the guard quickly shooed him away.

“Page 34, passage 3.”

My mind drew a blank, until suddenly an image appeared. “That was a trick. There is no passage three. There are only diagrams on that page.”

He let out a chuckle. “Well, I’ll be…”

A healthy dose of lemonade came from the guard and the enforcers alike as he handed me back the book. “I see you have proved yourself, master teacher. I’ll get you a form.”




*	*	*




Within less than a minute I had completed the document, stating the reason for Mu Lin’s entry and using my ID number as a signature. It was an odd feeling, like I was actually part of the system now. It was all at once liberating yet loathsome. But this was the key to my ultimate victory.

Tear it down from the inside, I reminded myself.

“A good teacher always fights hard for his students,” the guard said as he handed Mu Lin the document along with the Foundation manual. “You should be proud to have a teacher like him. A fighter in more ways than one.”

She smiled awkwardly. “Yes, thank you.”

“Go on now,” he said.

As we walked through the gates, I could feel Mu Lin’s eyes burning a hole into me. When we got out of earshot, she finally let me have it. 

“What in the nine hells was that, Chun!” she exclaimed. “How the hell did you do that? And when did you become a citizen?”

“Eh…” I shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t worry about it?” She stared at the ground, perplexed. “You know that damn book better than I do. Maybe you should be the one taking this exam.”

I gave her a cheesy grin. “I could if you paid me.”

She elbowed me, not willing to accept the joke. “Seriously, how did you do this?”

I let out a sigh. “I just took an interest, I guess. I read it a lot. Like… a whole lot.”

“And the citizenship? Did you actually place in the Wooden Bracket?”

Mu Lin was too smart to fool any further. I finally gave in. “Yeah, I did.”

She punched me on my arm. The uninjured one, thankfully. “Why the heck did you lie to me about it? That’s a hell of an accomplishment. Congrats. I honestly didn’t think you had it in you.”

“Hey,” I said in protest. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“It means I lost money to Lee.”

I laughed. “Now I see who my true friends are.”

“Honestly, though,” she said, her voice dropping in tone and becoming serious. “You really didn’t want to tell me? Why?”

I thought on my feet, putting my Mental Quickness to the test. “Well, I knew you were studying for this exam to get your citizenship. Just didn’t want to tell you I got mine before you got yours, you know? Didn’t know how you might feel about it.”

It wasn’t the truth, but it sounded plausible, plus it was far more palatable than the actual truth. Mu Lin looked back at me with sad eyes, before giving me a hug. “Thanks for being so thoughtful, Chun. But I’m okay. I’m happy for you. Really. Actually, I’m not totally okay. I’m jealous as hell of you for your memory. Talk about the student becoming the damn teacher.”

I could only laugh at that. 

As we walked a bit further, a voice called out from above. “Mu Lin!”

We both looked up to see a skiff descending from the sky. It was about the size of a car in length and flat like a small rowboat. Xi Xha was atop it along with several other women, her hands cupped to her mouth as she shouted down to us. The craft landed, controlled by a servant dressed in black robes at the stern. 

“I’m so sorry!” Xi Xha said as she hopped out. “I had an engagement that ran late. How did you manage to get inside?”

Mu Lin jerked a thumb at me. “Ask him.”

Xi Xha immediately blushed upon seeing me, as if just realizing I was there. “Um… Chun? Nice to…”

I could sense fear inside her, but it couldn’t have been as a result of seeing me, could it? She immediately glanced back towards the three women lounging on couches within the skiff. All of them were immaculately dressed in black robes with silver trim, the colors of the Silver Leaf Clan. To say they were all beautiful was an understatement. If Xi Xha was a model then these were Hollywood superstars. Two of them had dark hair, flowing loosely in ponytails. 

“Is that your little handler friend, Xi Xha?” one of the women called out with a cackling laugh.

“I wouldn’t call him so little,” the other said, leaning into her friend while giving me a wink.

The two of them continued to laugh, causing Xi Xha’s face to redden even deeper. I avoided looking at her to prevent her embarrassment from increasing. I didn’t know whether to feel insulted or flattered, but I decided to go with flattered when I sensed the lemonade coming from the two of them. The third woman hadn’t said anything yet, but she stared at me the hardest, and honestly, I couldn’t help but stare back.

She was unlike any woman I’d seen before, except for the princess maybe. Exquisitely beautiful with sharp features, her eyes a silver hue, the same as her hair which was cut short in a bob. A fairy to be sure.

“Is everything alright, Xi Xha?” the woman spoke, her voice deep and authoritative, a soul well beyond the twenty or so years that she looked.

Xi Xha turned and bowed deeply to her. “Everything is well, my lady. My thanks for the lift down.”

The woman nodded at her and then gave me a final sultry-eyed stare with a hint of lemonade before barking for the servant to depart. As the skiff lifted off, Xi Xha bowed deeply at the waist before me. 

“Chun, please forgive me for that interaction. I…I don’t really know what to say. I’m very deeply embarrassed.”

“Who were they?” Mu Lin asked, still looking up at the departing skiff.

“Some old friends from university,” she said and turned an even deeper shade of red.

Friends? I thought. More like girlfriends.

It kind of made sense now. I could only imagine what she might have told them about our red light district exploits together. Women always did that shit. Like a damn competition or something. It’d certainly explain the instant lemonade, regardless of my shitty clothes and busted arm.

Xi Xha then bowed deeply to Mu Lin. “I apologize to you as well, Mu Lin. I’m so late. Come, we need to go.” Xi Xha then bowed to me again. “Thank you for getting her in here.”

“Yeah, no problem.”

“Come, Mu Lin,” she said, taking her hand. “There’s still time.”

As they began to take off, Mu Lin suddenly stopped. “Wait! Chun, your question!”

“Huh?” Xi Xha said.

I almost didn’t want to bring it up, with them being in such a rush, but Mu Lin seemed insistent. Perhaps she was trying to pay me back. Sheepishly, I pulled out the paper. “Only if it’s a quick answer. Do you know what this means, Xi Xha?” 

Xi Xha studied the characters. “That’s an ancient script. I’d need to cross reference it with an 11th-millennium compendium to be sure, but literally it says: spiritual root essence.”

“Any idea what that means in terms of meridians?”

Xi Xha looked to Mu Lin. “Come on. You should know this one.”

Mu Lin’s eyes narrowed for a moment before going as wide as saucers. “Oh! It’s the basis for your aspect. Like fire or water. What your elemental core is based off of.”

“Excellent,” Xi Xha said with a smile. 

“So which meridian relates to fire?”

“No, it’s not a meridian,” Mu Lin said. “It’s like…a core of your being.”

“Very well put,” Xi Xha said, smiling. “Let’s hope that question is on your exam. Was that it, Chun?”

“Ah…I did have some questions about laws and stuff, but you two better get going.”

“I promise I can help you with those later, perhaps after the exam?” She gave me an apologetic smile. 

“How long is it?”

“Three hours,” Mu Lin said. “But why wait? You have all the answers you need waiting for you right there.”

I followed where she was pointing and saw a large multi-story building with guards at the front. “Is that a library?”

“Sure is,” she said. “Go knock yourself out, Mr. Citizen. You have all the access you need now. You might just find what you’re looking for all on your own.” She then winked at me. “Pretty sure you’re smart enough.”

“Please don’t wait for us if you don’t need to,” Xi Xha said, bowing to me again. “I’ve inconvenienced you enough already.”

“No worries,” I said and then waved to Mu Lin as they both departed. “Good luck!”

I checked the time. It was still early enough, I supposed. Plus, I was reenergized by obtaining the knowledge I needed to unlock the technique as well as being fawned over by a bevy of hot women. Life was looking up. As I approached the doors to the library, I showed my ID card to the enforcer guarding the place, who after a few frowns, eventually let me inside.

Through the double doors the place opened up like a museum, with shelves three stories high, packed with books and scrolls. Almost immediately one of the librarians hustled over to me, an unpleasant look on her middle-aged face.

“What is it you want here?” she said. “Are you lost? How did you get—”

I shoved my card in her face to shut her the hell up and then poured on the Frenzy with [Struggler’s Resolve]. 

“Going to need some help,” I said. “Need to find some books that lay out the laws and rights pertaining to B and C-class citizens.”

The old bitch frowned at me even more. “Anything else?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I need to know what it takes to create a Sect.”  








CHAPTER 38










It was after dark by the time I made my way home. I’d spent a good hour or so at the library, poring through dusty old books about the laws governing citizenship and the operation of sects. It was hard to believe, but I’d actually found a solution in that short of a time.

Or what I hoped was a solution anyway.

Sects were not as exclusive or as hard to create as I first thought they would be. Or at least non-martial sects weren’t. Martial sects in contrast were held under tight control by the empire, requiring imperial consent to be established. The only new martial sects allowed were offshoots of the existing sects, which required their sponsorship and oversight.

Non-martial sects on the other hand could be created by any B-class citizen for the cost of 50 Tael, a 1 Tael per member annual fee, and a 25% tax on any business conducted. Other than that, the definition of what a sect could be was limitless. You could make a sect for just about anything: crafting, professions, social groups, and all officially recognized and protected by the empire.

Although protection was a bit of a loose word.

It was more like legal protection, like creating a company or a corporation back in the old world. From what I’d read, many of these sects existed—like the farming sects for example—to assist with commerce and creating a sense of competition in a basically closed market economy. But what truly mattered to me was that to resolve conflicts, these sects had the powers to appoint Wardens as protectors—either in the form of individuals or one of the martial sects—to battle out their differences in the courts.

That created a lot of wiggle room for how I could eventually protect my people in the future, but more importantly, if I created a sect, Terrans wouldn’t be considered mere mortal commoners anymore. A sect gave us an identity. A reason not to be messed with on an individual level. And although it would make our existence known as a group, it was still a ubiquitous enough status to not be seen as a threat.

Or at least not right away.

It was more like a union. The same my dad used to tell me about when I was a kid. I didn’t really understand it back then—paying dues to belong to some club at work. But it could mean literally everything to us now. With numbers came influence and with influence came power. 

So long as I was strong enough to protect everyone in the end.

The idea was almost enough to make me giddy for the future, but there was still one more hurdle in the way. To create the sect, I needed to be a B-class citizen still, and to achieve that I needed to reach my goal of placing in the Iron Bracket more than ever. 

And that meant finding a way to explain my growing strength to fully unleash my skills in the ring. I was unfortunately still short on solutions when it came to that problem, but the idea that I could maybe create lightning with my newfound knowledge had me pushing the complications to the back of my mind. 

Master the ability first, I told myself. Then figure out how to mask it.

I was so eager to get started with my training that I almost didn’t see the small figure crouched outside my door. I immediately dropped into a martial stance, ready to fight, until my eyes quickly adjusted to the dim lighting and I made out who it was.

“Yu Li?”

She pressed a finger to her lips as I approached, cradling the sleeping Su Ling in her arms. A look of concern then flashed across her face as she looked up at me. “What happened to your arm?”

“Don’t worry about it,” I said. “What are you doing here sitting on the ground like this?” 

As I stooped down to her, I saw her eyes were puffy and red. And when I pushed aside her hair to look further, I noticed a huge red bruise on her cheek.

Anger erupted inside of me like a burst water main. “Who did this to you? Was it Hein?”

“No,” she said quickly, grabbing my wrist. “Listen to—”

“Who was it then?”

“You need to calm down,” she said. “I’m not going to tell you until you promise to hear me out before you react. Okay?”

My pulse was throbbing in my neck. What the hell had Hein done now?

I channeled my anger into [Indifference], putting on the mask for Yu Li’s sake, but my anger was still frothing over like a boiling pot. “What kind of animal attacks a young mother like this? Is Su Ling okay?”

“She’s fine, just…listen first. Please.”

“Fine,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Tell me what happened. Who did this to you?”

She finally shook her head slightly. “I don’t really know, to be honest. There were a bunch of them, wearing hoods. They were waiting for me outside my apartment. They started calling me a stupid bitch and a whore and telling me that everything was my fault. Then one of them hit me and said, ‘that was for Chun’ before they all ran away.”

Thunder pounded in my chest as my Frenzy peaked. “Was one of them black?”

Yu Li looked up at me oddly. “I don’t know. I couldn’t tell, it was getting dark. Why would you even ask that?” 

Out of context, that probably sounded pretty racist, but I knew that bitch Jian Yi had to be behind this. That nasty-assed look she’d given me this morning said it all. 

“I’ll be right back,” I said, fuming. “That little bitch is going to pay!”

“No!” Yu Li said in a hushed whisper, grabbing my wrist even tighter. “I didn’t come here to tell you this happened for you to go and take revenge. I did it for the opposite.”

I leaned back a bit, furrowing my brow. “What do you mean?”

“Yes, it was obviously some of our neighbors who did this to me, but I don’t know exactly who and you don’t know exactly who either.”

“I got a pretty damn good idea.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Making you react like this is what they want. It’s just like you said. About splitting our unity. People are scared about what you are doing, Chun…a lot of them. Maybe most of them. But they don’t all hate you like whoever did this to me. I’ve been going around and talking to people. There are a few that want the change you might be able to bring if you can truly defeat Hein and own this place. But the scared ones are sitting on the fence, not knowing which way to go. But the ones who attacked me tonight, they’re the ones that want to see you fail. They attacked me because they wanted you to respond like a madman and prove to everyone that you’re no better than Hein. Worse than him even.”

I was starting to see the clarity through my Frenzy. “Another chess move…”

“Chess move?”

I shook my head. “Nevermind. I really need to find some books on Earth history or something.”

“Look, the point is, if you go down to the square and make a commotion, go beating up people or worse, you would have fallen into their trap. You’d turn the majority of the people who are on the fence against you. Then who knows what they’d all do to you or me after that.”

My Flame cooled some as the wisdom of her words rang true. As I thought on it some more, what Jian Yi was doing had some brilliance to it. She knew openly opposing me would only make her look weak in the eyes of the cultivator mindset that was pervasive in our community. And plus, I wouldn’t rise to a paltry challenger like her anyway—the same way most cultivators still didn’t see me as a real threat. But she had nearly made me expose myself as the monster I truly was inside. And the fallout might not have stopped there. If I had truly lost it, I could have found myself answering to guards and enforcers. But Yu Li had saved me from all that, thank goodness.

“Since when did you get so smart?”

She snorted out a laugh. “Since I had to start watching my idiot big brother’s back for trying to start a revolution.”

I chuckled as I turned my back against the door to sit next to her. “I still feel like killing somebody for what they did to you. That shit was out of line.”

She shrugged. “Cowards can be assholes. And I should know. I tried to get one to marry me by having his child.”

I glanced down at her. It was the first time she’d actually admitted it out loud, or at least to me anyway. She let out a sob as a sudden flush of tears came to her eyes. 

“You know what’s really messed up?” she said, her voice cracking. “It wasn’t the slap to the face that really hurt me. It was the truth in their words. I was a dumb, stupid bitch to have gone and done this. Gotten myself pregnant…and for what? Now look at all the problems I’ve caused. For you, for me…for everybody.”

“Hey, hey…” I said, putting my arm about her consolingly. “It wasn’t all your fault. You were young and that bastard took advantage of you.”

“And I let him,” she said somberly. “I let him because… because I thought he could give me a better life. A way out. I was so damn stupid to believe his lies. He made me feel so special and I believed him like the dumb, little naïve girl I was.”

I couldn’t say anything to that. Perhaps Yu Li had more self-awareness than I gave her credit for. Still, it was a reminder of just how badly the system had warped her thinking, tempting her with the promise of freedom for offering up everything to her oppressors. She was quiet for a long time and as we sat there in silence, I rocked her gently beneath my arm.

“We all do dumb shit in life that we regret, Yu Li,” I said eventually. “You’re not alone in that. We live and we learn. The only thing we can do is move forward after that.”

She sighed, wiping her eyes and nose. “I know. And I have Su Ling now and despite it all I love her so much.”

I smirked. “Well, the sucker has good genes, I’ll give him that. Guess, I can’t fault you too hard for falling for the guy. And hey, you at least got a beautiful kid out of the deal, right?” 

She laughed at my stupid joke and nudged me with her forehead. “Only you could come up with something like that, Chun.”

I laughed with her until we both fell silent again.

“Thank the heavens for you, Chun,” she said, patting my arm. “I don’t know what kind of mess I would be in without you looking out for my dumb ass.”

I chuckled. “I should be the one thanking you tonight. I probably would have killed that girl if you didn’t come and find me first.”

“What girl?”

“Jian Yi.”

“What? You think it was her?”

“She’s giving me all kinds of reason to suspect.”

Yu Li nodded. “Well, I know how you feel. Trust me, for at least an hour I was debating with myself whether to not just let you go down to the square and tear everyone a new asshole on my behalf. But that’s Hein’s style. That’s not what you’re trying to do here, right?”

I sighed inwardly at the comparison. It was exactly what I wanted to go and do.

“I have to admit, the thought tempted me, but no…that’s not what I want for us at all. I have new plans for us, Yu Li. Something that might be able to protect us in the long term.”

“What do you mean?”

“Probably best you don’t know for now. I don’t want you having information people can use against you…or us. Before it’s time.”

She looked up at me with a frown of disappointment but then nodded. “I understand. For as mysterious as you are, I will always trust you, Chun. Remember that.”

I smiled and gave her a kiss on the crown of her head. “Thanks, little sis.”

“Hey, you mind staying over tonight? I’m still kind of…shaken up a little.” 

“Of course,” I said.

I didn’t have to mention that there was always the chance that they would come back. Especially if they didn’t see a reaction of any kind from me. I’d have to find some way to keep Yu Li safe without being attached to her 24/7 though. But for now, staying with her would be what it would take to make her feel safe again. At least for now.

An immense feeling of gratitude filled my soul as I gained a whole new appreciation for Yu Li. She wasn’t just some childhood friend whom I took care of out of a sense of obligation because she had gone and gotten herself knocked up. She was a person who cared for me just as much as I did for her. Who knew me well enough to stop me from falling into a trap that I probably wouldn’t have seen until Jian Yi’s blood was dripping from my hands.

 It was a reminder that there was more than just me to fight for now. Yu Li was sacrificing her life and safety for me as well. The part of me that wanted to jump headfirst into unlocking the lightning art techniques was still gnawing at my soul, but that would have to wait for now. 

Tonight, my family needed me.

And I had to keep them safe.




*	*	*




Master Hei Dong took a long, deliberate sip of his tea as Lo Feng approached the table, the Fire Bird Sect leader grimacing as he was forced to wait while he finished. The atmosphere in the Autumn Leaf tea house was lively as usual and the presence of the Fire Bird leader along with his entourage of inner disciples was nothing special in the eyes of the high-tier patrons. 

Members of the imperial government and leaders from various sects all lounged on the comfortable cushions around him, enjoying the relaxation of Qi-infused teas and spirits with the accompaniment of fine music while being catered to by beautiful serving girls.

Placed on the edge of the second terrace of the Imperial City proper, the tea house had a panoramic view of the lower city and the edge of the mystic barrier that separated them from the darkened wilds of the forest beyond. Hei Dong marveled at the sight before turning back to Lo Feng, who was still standing at the edge of his table.

It had been quite the relaxing evening until Lo Feng decided to show up, as for what purpose he still didn’t know but he would be damned if he would let Lo Feng know that he actually cared as to why. 

“Greetings, Master Lo Feng,” he said, setting down his cup. “Have you come to join me for a late tea?”

“I do not intend to stay long.”

Hei Dong smiled and poured him a cup. “Please, it would be most impolite to refuse a simple cup of tea with an old friend.”

Lo Feng harrumphed at the imposition of his power, but quickly took a seat across from him.

“Most gracious of you, Vice-Warden.” 

Hei Dong smiled at the title. “Is there a reason for this particular visit? Must be quite urgent to have sought me out during my leisure time.”

“Not urgent but important,” Lo Feng said, reaching into his robes for something. He then dropped a sealed envelope onto the table. “Although the urgency may well depend upon you.” 

It was Lo Feng’s turn to sip tea as Hei Dong reached for the envelope. He knew what it was even without opening it. The wax seal marked with the signate of an imperial magistrate clearly defining what it was.

“So, you choose to deliver your writ personally,” Hei Dong said, nodding. “I am honored.”

“Do you not wish to open it to see our demands for settlement?”

Hei Dong shrugged. “It matters not. We will not settle in this matter. We will see your champion in the courts. Do you still intend to send your nephew, Hong Feng?”

“Assuming your daughter Fia has actually qualified for the Gold Bracket this year, yes.” Lo Feng then gave him a nasty sneer. “If not, your beautiful wife would suffice, I suppose.”

Hei Dong’s anger slipped for a second, his hand strangling his teacup, but he stopped himself before the expression showed on his face. A juvenile attempt to turn the conversation towards violence. An area of weakness for Hei Dong. Luckily, he had caught himself quickly enough and responded with his strength instead.

“As much as the great Lady Silver Moon would enjoy schooling your nephew in the ways of the mystic arts, she would certainly hate to rob her daughter of the opportunity to slay her very first sect elder.”

The anger was now reversed, quickly turned Lo Feng’s smile into a scowl. He downed his tea in a gulp and slammed it onto the table before standing. “Bold words, Vice-Warden.” 

“Accurate words I would say,” Hei Dong said, pushing the letter towards him. “You are of course free to rescind your writ at any time, if you fear the outcome.”

“You keep it,” he said. “And be sure you read it also. The compensation we are seeking is not a paltry sum.”

“I wouldn’t expect it to be.”

Lo Feng smirked, adjusting his robes. “By the way. I heard there was quite a disruption during the finals of the Wooden Bracket tournament. Quite an unfortunate accident, I hear. Enough to question the competence of the sect running the tournament event, I would think.”

Hei Dong had received the reports from his Sub-Warden, Lein Cho. It pointed to the incompetence of the man’s niece, but he was assured that she was dealt with appropriately. Still, Hei Dong wasn’t about to give Lo Feng the satisfaction of those kinds of details. He instead focused on the latter part of the report as a response.

“No accident,” he said. “A publicity stunt that was slightly mishandled, but which provided an incredible boon nonetheless. In fact, the Warden has already received a commendation of thanks from the princess herself for the sharp increase in excursion fees in Jurin Province.”

Lo Feng grimaced again, brooding. “Well, how fortunate. Let’s pray that any future mishaps within the tournament are equally as beneficial.”

“One can only hope,” Hei Dong said with a smile. “A good evening to you, Master Lo Feng.”








CHAPTER 39










I awoke the next morning on the floor between Su Ling’s crib and Yu Li snoring away on her cot. Despite the discomfort of the hardwood floor, I had slept like a log again, having passed out after sharing a meal with Yu Li and polishing off a small bottle of rice wine.

As I arose, my arm felt a thousand percent better and when I removed the bandages to check, the mosaic of twisted scars added a new layer of thickness to my already bulging arm. As I flexed, I could tell that my short ordeal in the broodmother’s jaws had caused some kind of a breakthrough when it came to my Body Hardening mastery. Recalling the full Body Refinement table within my mind’s eye, I considered where exactly I was with my progression in all categories now. 










	
Body Refinement Category


	
Stages


	
Description







	
Muscle Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases your passive casual strength and your ability to do damage through Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you will have the strength of ten men. At 5th stage you are able to snap iron as easily as twigs in your palms. Train by infusing Frenzy with strenuous exercise. 





	
Reflex Sharpening


	
I to V 


	
Increases the swiftness at which your body moves and reacts. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can snatch arrows out of the air. At 5th stage you are able to run faster than a swallow and move a blade quicker than the eye can see. Train by infusing Frenzy into quick attacks and actions which test your speed and coordination.





	
Body Hardening


	
I to V


	
Increases the durability and hardness of your skin and bones. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can resist flames and the blows of dull objects. At 5th stage your body has become as strong as iron and can resist most blades and even arrows. Train by using Frenzy to mend your broken skin and bones. 





	
Internal Strengthening


	
I to V


	
Increases the body’s ability to withstand prolonged exertion, toxins and the strain of high-level Frenzy-infused techniques. At 1st stage you will be at peak natural conditioning. At 3rd stage you can consume strong spirits without intoxication. At 5th stage your body can utilize multiple techniques at once without ill effects. Train by using Frenzy to mitigate the effects of toxins and by performing techniques that use high bursts of Frenzy. 










After reading the descriptions, I could confidently say that I was at the fifth stage in all but one of my Body Refinement attributes now. My strength and reflexes had been honed by fighting countless monsters and hours of form exercises and my Body Hardening had clearly reached fifth stage now as well. Only my Internal Strengthening was still sitting at perhaps fourth stage. 

But that was okay.

I had the perfect training exercise in mind to fully master my Foundation Body Refinement. It was time to put Mu Lin’s knowledge to the test.

It was time to create lightning.

Leaving Yu Li’s place, I got a quick freshening up at home and then began making my way towards work. Although I could probably afford to take another day off with the double pay we were getting, I had to think about paying for the training session with Gui Zu now. Plus, I was just going to do my own thing at work anyway once I got into the field, so why not make some money in the process?

When I reached the square, I was greeted with the same cold shoulder from most people, but there was a definite sense of fear floating in the air as well. And when I focused on the source, I could barely believe my eyes.

There in the center of the square with her posse was Jian Yi.

There were seven of them in all, sat on backwards-facing chairs and table-tops like a bunch of juvenile delinquents. I could sense an increased level of the fear spewing out of Jian Yi, but her face had the same smug smile as she did the day before. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say she was putting on a pretty good impression of [Indifference].

Last night’s conversation with Yu Li played through my mind, as I approached her. And thank the heavens we’d had had it, because the anger was already building in my gut. The bitch was guilty as hell, her fear proved that, but she was apparently prepared to take the ass-whooping to prove her point to the rest of the community that I was a complete psycho.

She probably wasn’t wrong either.

I wanted to kill this bitch, but that would mess with my ultimate plan.

Still, I couldn’t let this get out of hand. In a way, she was doing to me, what I was doing to the empire—undermining from below. And just like the empire, in my eyes Jian Yi was no physical threat and I got away with all kinds of shit based on cultivators underestimating me. But I knew better. Jian Yi was no match for me in strength, but her cunning could leave me ultimately undone. So even though I wasn’t going to go off the deep end like I may have wanted to last night, she and her gang still needed to be put in check. And quick. The last thing I needed was a festering wound that would rot our community from the inside. 

 I poured on [Fear the Flame] as I stood over her, but then looked to the rest of her team behind her instead, making it clear to Jian Yi that she wasn’t the one of importance here.

“I’m only going to give you all one warning,” I said. “And that’s only because you’re Terrans…the people I’m trying to protect and save.”

I waited a second for the reactions. The smiles left their faces immediately as they reacted to my presence, and a couple were even trembling visibly as the fear exuded from them like a bad odor. I could probably have kicked my fear aura up a notch to force them to the ground, but I didn’t want to freak out the entire square.

“What are you talking about, Chun?” Jian Yi looked up at me defiantly. “A warning for what?”

I wasn’t getting pulled into her bullshit. Battling about the facts of who did what and who didn’t was where she wanted the conversation to go, to claim innocence while I belted the crap out of her. But neither of us were going to get that kind of satisfaction out of this. At least, not today. Ignoring her comment, I simply continued.

“You all have a choice to make. And the actions you decide to take from here on will determine that choice. Cease, and I will still consider you an ally that was only temporarily misguided-----blinded by the indoctrinated cultivator mindset that has been forced upon all of us. But continue on your path, and you will have decided to be my enemy. The choice is yours.”

With that, I turned and walked away.

I got about three steps before Jian Yi called out.

“No idea what you’re talking about, Chun! You’re crazy! Threatening us over nothing? Who is the real tyrant now?”

I turned, wanting to strike her dead as she leered back at me, the bitch egging me on. The Demon fought tooth and claw with the Struggler for control and it took every ounce of my wherewithal to channel my building Frenzy into [Indifference] and then plaster on a fake smile.

 “Only time will tell, Jian Yi. Until then, I suggest you choose wisely.” 




*	*	*




I was still pissed off and in a sour mood by the time I arrived at work. So much so that Mu Lin had to snap her fingers in my face to pull me out of my daydream of pummeling Jian Yi’s pretty little face in.

“Damn, are you even listening to me?” Mu Lin said.

“Sorry,” I said and went back to packing my kit for the day. “What were you saying?”

She huffed out an exasperated sigh. “I said, you didn’t even ask me how I did on my exam, you big Chun.”

Damn, I hadn’t thought to ask her at all. Too wrapped up in my own thoughts. I felt like a shitty friend again as I tried to give her an apologetic smile. “Sorry. So how did you do?”

“Failed by five points,” she said with a glum frown. “I was so pissed.”

“Yeah, that sucks,” I said. “But five points doesn’t sound too bad. You’ll get ‘em next time, right?”

“I hope so,” she said. “Because there won’t be a practice next time. It’ll be the real thing.” 

“Really? How far away is the real exam?”

“Like a week, right before the Gold Tournament starts.”

That made me think of how soon the Iron Tournament would be starting. “Shit. The Iron Bracket opens up tomorrow. I need to get going.”

“Wait, what?” she said, grabbing my arm before I could walk away. “You aren’t seriously considering entering the Iron Tournament, are you? Is that why you were asking that question about Jing?”

“Ah…” Damn, she was too smart to lie to. I decided to ignore the Jing part. That would only lead to more questions. I focused on the tournament instead. “Well yeah, why not? I qualified for the Iron Bracket so I might as well give it a shot, right?”

“No!” she said, waving her hands in a ‘no-go’ gesture. “No, no, no… they kill people in the Iron Bracket and up, Chun? The Wooden Bracket doesn’t even compare.”

I knew that, of course, but I couldn’t let it seem like I did. “Seriously?”

“Yes. Why do you think it’s for Core Realm cultivators and up? I mean, you saw how bad you got busted up in just the Wooden Bracket, right?” She glanced at my arm and furrowed her brow. “What the hell? The bandages are off already?”

I shrugged. “The healer at the Tournament was a worry wart, I guess. Had me wrapped up like a mummy.”

She looked at me even more strangely. “What’s a worry wart and what’s a mummy?” 

I laughed as she mouthed the English words phonetically in her Yee accent. I had to remember that Mu Lin was barely two or three when the cultivators took her. She’d probably barely heard those words before, much less remembered what they meant. But then that thought caused my laughter to die instantly. Here she was, filling her head with the knowledge of an alien culture just to be accepted by them and yet she knew none of her own. It was sad in a way that brought a deep heaviness to my soul. But it stoked the kindling of my Flame as well. 

“Hey, I got to go,” I said, feigning another smile. “Don’t want to be late to the field on my first day back on the job.”

“Yeah right. I’m sure Sumatra will have a glorious work detail to welcome you back.”

I was happy to break off from the conversation and went to go find my trio of handlers. To my surprise they’d already been sent out and I couldn’t help but feel a bit of pride in that. But then worry hit me at the thought that I’d have to do actual work at work and not focus on my training.

And then I saw him.

My savior with red hair still packing his gear.

“Yo, Lee! Hold up!” I shouted to him as I grabbed my pack. “I’m teaming up with you today.”




*	*	*




The trail through the wild was easy, as the trail always was when you partnered up with Lee. His free-flowing conversation amused even the three tight-lipped cultivators who had joined us from off world. I stayed mostly quiet, but with Lee’s endless questions and easy-going charm they opened up and by the time we had reached our chosen hunting grounds, I’d learned they were all Core Realm cultivators from a planet called Tundari found somewhere on the outskirts of the core worlds. 

“That’s pretty cool, man,” Lee said, nodding to their latest response to his endless queries. “I wish we had herbs like that to smoke here.”

“No, you are the lucky ones,” one of the cultivators said. “Look here.”

The man stopped at a tree and then with a quick strike of his jian blade, cut into its bark. 

“Do you see the color of the rings?” he said, pointing at the pattern of red and white inside. “This is known as Demon Wood on our world. Very expensive and essential for the smithing of high-grade weapons. A log from this tree would be worth over a Tael of silver on Tundari. But here, with the Bloodmoon, your entire planet is full of it. It is too bad we couldn’t take back a ton of it by vessel.”

“Damn, that much?” Lee said with a whistle and then grinned at me. “We should go into the logging business, Chun.”

I smiled back at him, patting my axe. “Way ahead of you, buddy.”

One of the other cultivators chuckled. “Don’t waste your time. Even if you could harvest the wood, sending it by vessel would be far too expensive. Only when an Omni Gate is established would it become viable. Then this planet might become very wealthy indeed.” He then snorted with a scoff. “Perhaps even you mortals would benefit.”

My Flame stirred at his condescending tone. Clearly, he was not as charitable as his companion when it came to conversing with ‘mortals’, but what he said was true also. I didn’t know exactly what an Omni Gate was, but by the context, I figured it had to be some form of instant teleportation device between worlds. If we had that, I could only imagine what we would look like in terms of demographics and commerce. But it would mean a pipeline to the greater influence of the empire as well.  

“I say we’re probably benefiting just fine without it for now,” I said with a hint of [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Isolation has its advantages.”

I walked away before he could say anything else, leaving the cultivators pondering on my words. As we continued to walk, I looked up at the sky. It was already midmorning, and I hadn’t gotten in an ounce of training yet. I needed to get started. Slowing down a bit, I fell in line with Lee who was bringing up the rear.

“Hey,” I said to him in a whisper. “You mind if I go take a breather for a bit? I’m still not at a hundred percent from my injury. Plus, I had a hell of a messed-up night last night.”

“Why? What did you do?” 

“Long story, but I got a little drunk.”

He laughed. “Well for the dude who made me a whole Tael richer off of my bet with Mu Lin, no problem.”

I laughed with him. “Thanks for having faith in me, bro.”

“You? No way. I was counting on that sick bod of yours, man. What are you, like seven feet tall and three hundred pounds now? No skinny Yeester’s gonna be able to defeat you using a stupid wooden stick.”

I laughed hard at that. Enough to make the cultivators turn around and I prayed they hadn’t heard Lee refer to them as Yeesters. “Shit, that’s a new one, Lee. I’ll have to steal it.”

“Feel free, my man. Anyway, I got the group. Go take it easy.”




*	*	*




I made a double promise to make it up to Lee when this was all over. I felt shitty as hell for lying to him, but even then, he made me feel okay about it by not giving it a second thought. Truly a solid guy.

I made good on the time he had afforded me by finally getting into my own head and preparing to take my first step on the way to become a true Iron Bracket contender. Finding a spot on the roof of an abandoned service station, I kept an eye on where Lee was pitting the cultivators against a nest of giant wasp-like creatures known as drexel and started my meditation.

I first engaged the four meridian points I had unlocked previously and warmed them up by running a constant flow of stored, concentrated Frenzy through them. Once I was ready, I then began to activate the points in the sequence outlined in the Lightning Manual. It was a quick series of actuations required. If I could liken it to anything, it was almost like bouncing a ball back and forth between the points, building up speed before firing it towards the final meridian point known as Jing.

Although according to Mu Lin and Xi Xha, it was no meridian point at all.

It was my Spiritual Root Essence.

My elemental core of being.

For an elemental wielder that would be something obvious which is probably why it was referred to in such an obtuse way. But for me it could only mean one thing—my Frenzied Flame. But how did I target it exactly? The Flame wasn’t something literal inside of me. It was a focus. Perhaps my Dantian was the closest thing?     

I tried that, summoning my Frenzy and bouncing it across the four points. I channeled the final surge of energy towards my Dantian and then cried out as a grenade went off inside my stomach. I doubled over in a fetal position, clutching my abdomen as I rolled across the rooftop in pain. 

It took me a few minutes to recover, and I had to check to make sure I hadn’t shit myself in the process. Clearly that wasn’t going to work and a small part of me lost hope that the knowledge in the lightning book was as transferable as I first thought. I sat back, staring up at the clouds. Spiritual Root Essence. It had to be my Flame for sure, but it clearly wasn’t something stored inside my Dantian. So what was the Flame exactly, then? 

Was it actual Flame?

I was hoping it was, but it was more metaphorical than that.

My spiritual root. 

The core of my Flame.

What was it?

I searched both my thoughts and my knowledge of the orb. 

Threja had even mentioned it to me before. The core of my Dao.

The deep trigger that was the source of my pain.

That led me to think of Mu Lin again. The loss of not knowing what a ‘worry wart’ or a ‘mummy’ was. The loss of my people. The way Jian Yi was so easily turned against me. It was that loss. The loss of my family, my people….and my burning desire to punish the empire for it.

Suddenly the Flame roared brightly inside my head.

It was hovering before me in my mind’s eye. Blue at the base and yellow at the top.

I didn’t hesitate. 

With the image still clearly in my mind, I went through the lightning sequence again, bouncing the frenzied energy back and forth. I finally directed it towards the image in my mind and a sudden heat filled my body as something new opened inside of me.

I opened my eyes and directed the energy towards my hand.

In an instant, a candle-like Flame flickered to life briefly in my palm.

And then it was gone.

Along with my Frenzy.

Shit, that was it? I thought.

I tried again, focusing harder on the new space I had opened within my soul and managed to make two candles’ worth of Flame in my hand. What the hell? It wasn’t lightning by any means, but maybe I just needed more Frenzy? Or perhaps I had to level up my Flame up some more.

While I was initially not thrilled by the results, I had to take a step back to consider what I had just done. I had just made fire appear from thin air. Real fire. No fake magic tricks. No tools. No science. This was real magic. Real Kung Fu freaking magic! I smiled. I had just made a breakthrough like none other. I was able to conjure fire from a metaphorical Flame.

But more than that.

If I could make fire.

That meant I could make lightning.




*	*	*




I spent the rest of the workday honing my new-found fire manifestation ability.

I discovered that the amount of flame I could produce was relative to the amount of Frenzy I could apply to the process. And the limit to that was my Internal Strengthening ability and the density and amount of Frenzy I could pour through my system. My Dantian was mostly in liquid form now, having mastered the ability to compress Frenzy almost instantaneously, but the quantities of energy I needed were still somewhat large. 

Even with utilizing all my stored Frenzy I was only able to produce a Flame barely bigger than my hand that lasted for all of three seconds. 

I needed to pick a fight with something to generate more Frenzy, but looking about, I couldn’t see anything worth my while. This was a drawback to growing in power, I now realized. I could create copious amounts of Frenzy while in a fight, but it had to be against something much stronger than I was. Here, the drexel the cultivators were still fighting would barely give me a workout, much less Frenzy. 

Unless I take on the whole darn nest, I thought.

My Flame stirred at the idea. 

I looked back towards Lee and checked the time. We’d have to head back in soon.

That didn’t leave me much time.

I’d have to make it quick.  

Jumping off the roof, I engaged my reflexes and sprinted across the hunting grounds to find my own nest of drexel. It was a liberating feeling to fully cut loose without care for being caught and questioned for what I was. The ground beneath me was being eaten up like I was driving in a car, the wind pressing into my face so hard I had to be doing at least 50. 

When I finally slid to a stop, I tore up the grass, leaving a twenty-foot skid mark behind me. Glancing upwards through the copse of trees I had arrived in, I spotted my target. There in a particularly large cluster of decaying pines was the paper-mache-like structure of the drexel nest. It was at least the size of a two-story house, the creatures flying in and out of it with a distinctive hum of dragonfly wings. They were black-bodied with red limbs, their blue compound eyes giving them the appearance of minor demons.

They were dangerous creatures despite being only D class. In addition to their razor-sharp jaws, they came equipped with a wasp-like stinger that would kill a mortal human easily. But could their sting still kill me? If the stinger could penetrate my skin perhaps. Still, I was at stage four in my Internal Strengthening now. Their poison wouldn’t affect me that much, if at all. But maybe with enough of them stinging me at once?

The thoughts of danger caused my Flame to stir. 

Looking at myself from the outside, I had to actually be going nuts to be thinking like this. Here I was, trying to psyche myself up, not by counting my likelihood for success but for failure. I let out a laugh. I was becoming a madman for sure. Gripping my axe, I approached the center most tree and hacked at it with a Frenzy-powered cleave.

The two-foot-thick trunk exploded with the force of the hit, sending the tree sideways as it fell. The air filled with the sound of a thousand chainsaws as the nest hit the ground and what had to be over a hundred dog-sized wasps poured from out of it.

The sight and sound alone was enough to get my Frenzy pumping and I channeled it quickly into my reflexes as I dove into the fray. Time slowed as I hacked and chopped at the creatures, using my martial forms as an extension of my instincts. The wet crack of insect carapaces was cathartically satisfying as the killing of each beast rewarded me with a new burst of Frenzy from my [Blood Lust]. 

The nasty white goop that came with it was less appealing, but I was having too much fun to care. I hacked away gleefully, letting my pent-up frustrations about Jian Yi and Hein flow freely through my rage. Jaws and stingers sliced through my clothes, but I could barely feel the sting of pain through my hardened skin. The more I killed the more seemed to come. One on one the creatures were no match, but in a swarm, clearly the [Odds had to be Against Me] by now.

The thought caused less Frenzy than I imagined it would, barely topping me up past full. I guess even my Flame knew I was mostly bullshitting out here. Still, it was enough Frenzy to give my lightning a second try. 

Using [Struggler’s Resolve] I came to a standstill, absorbing the bites, stings, and impacts of the insects’ bodies as I went through the meridian-opened sequence again. Frenzy funneled into a thick liquid stream as I bounced the energy back and forth. I channeled it towards the new opening I had created and then shouted the first thing I could think of to amplify my Flame.

“Burning Rage!”

The world turned bright yellow as my entire body burst into flames. A massive shockwave came next, blowing apart what was left of the hive and the dozens of drexel buzzing around it. I think I must have blacked out for a moment, because the next thing I knew I was standing shakily on my feet in the middle of a raging forest fire. 

Oh shit!

I choked on the thick white smoke pouring off the burning pine trees and made a bee line for what I hoped was the opposite direction of the flames. While I could certainly feel the heat, with my hardened skin I could feel no pain from it at all as I literally burst through the edge of the tree line and into the open space just in front of the service station.

I hacked and wheezed, ridding the burning smoke from my lungs. 

I glanced back at the flames and was glad to see it was an isolated copse of trees that I had set on fire and not the entire forest. I then looked down at my clothes, which were now cut to shreds and burnt in several places.

Shit, how the hell was I going to explain this?

As if to echo my thoughts, I caught sight of Lee and the three cultivators running across the open field towards me. I rested my hands on my knees, only now just realizing how heavily I was still breathing, but I kept it up for show more than anything else.

The unfriendly cultivator was the first to arrive, speeding across the ground with qinggong, his feet barely touching the ground as he ran. 

“What happened here?” he demanded, his tone authoritative and accusatory, although I couldn’t imagine as to what he’d think to accuse me of. Maybe I just looked guilty right now. 

I kept breathing heavily like I was out of breath, buying time for an answer. I looked to the service station and then got a brilliant, but stupid idea. I bought a few more seconds, waiting for Lee and the other two cultivators to arrive before I began to explain.

“Well, that didn’t go too well,” I said.

“Shit!” Lee had genuine concern in his eyes as he approached me. “What happened to you, man?”   

“I ah…” I nodded towards the service station. “I found an old barrel of gasoline in the station over there. Rolled it over to a drexel nest…lit it…and well. You see the result.”

Lee’s eyes widened. “Man, you are freaking crazy, bro.”

“What does he mean?” the stern cultivator asked. “What is Gas-so-leen?”

He pronounced the word phonetically like Mu Lin had. 

Lee thankfully went into full-blown explanation of the stuff, describing it as water that catches on fire that smelled real good and made your car go vroom. He then had to spend another few minutes explaining what a car was and what vroom meant. 

The cultivator eventually laughed. “Foolish mortal toys. You are lucky to be alive, handler.”

“Indeed,” one of his companions said as he gazed at the blaze. “Such a fine waste of Demon Wood too. You know not what you have done.”

“It makes sense he knows nothing,” the stern cultivator said before looking at me.  “We have an old Tandari saying: Only fools play with fire. You should learn from that.”  

I couldn’t help but laugh at the irony.

“Yeah,” I said, looking with some pride at the fire I had caused. “We have something that goes like that too.”




*	*	*




On the way back in from the field I had to use [Struggler’s Resolve] to keep the smile from coming to my face. I hadn’t been successful in creating lightning, but I’d made one hell of an uncontrolled fireball. Still, why did it come out as fire though? Was it because of what I’d shouted? Or was I still missing something?

Recalling the glimpses of the lightning manual in my mind, I began scrolling through for an answer. By the time we reached the halfway point to the gate I believed I had honed in on what that answer could be. 

The core of all lightning techniques were based upon the one I had just performed. It was a primer so to speak. An initial spark that led to everything else. From there, more elaborate techniques could be performed on top of it, but there was nothing that modified it from the original primer. 

Something had to be missing then.

But what?

I had poured as much Frenzy as I could into that technique. Did it still need more? 

Then going back to the page for the primer I saw a line that gave me a clue.




“And like the striking of flint on steel, let your Qi spark into lightning.”




I’d read that line countless times before, but only now did I look at it in a different light. And it was my own stupid gasoline idea that led me to it. I had originally assumed the line was something metaphorical. How could Qi make sparks like flint striking steel? Qi was formless. A source of energy. But then…so was gasoline. It was a condensed liquid form of energy. No different than my Frenzy was now. By using the technique, I had turned my liquid Frenzy into fire, but if my Frenzy were solid, would the smashing of it together cause the spark I needed to create lightning?

It kind of made sense. Just like the orb, this was an advanced manual. One that perhaps assumed the practitioner was already a Core Realm cultivator that was able to manipulate solid Qi. Thinking along those lines, Hong Feng’s warning came as doubly threatening now. If I’d been able to create lightning, not only would it have revealed that I knew secret knowledge, but it would also have revealed that I had abilities well beyond what my core density should be able to produce.

Damn that would have been a close call, I thought.

I could have done myself in real quick.

Considering I wasn’t even at the stage to worry about that yet, maybe I was being a bit pedantic, but being able to create lightning or not, the initial problem still remained. How could I wield this new-found power without being tagged as an anomaly? Right now, I couldn’t even explain how I was able to create fire much less lightning.  

I sighed inwardly as my options looked slim.

There was one of course.

Joining the Fire Birds.

But what the hell would that even mean?

As we neared the gate, I thought on the various outcomes some more. And then suddenly an idea came to me. Hong Feng was more than just a sect elder. He was a criminal overlord and giving me this kind of opportunity was probably something way out of the ordinary when it came to sects. He’d demonstrated that he was willing to break the rules to get me to join. And in that regard, he had just shown his hand and I was the one holding the trump card. He desperately wanted what he suspected I possessed. The key to Frenzy. The key to becoming a Berserker. 

Perhaps I could use that to get what I needed from him.

My jaw set with resolve as I prepared a new plan.

I needed to find out just how much Hong Feng was willing to pay for a glimpse of my secrets.   

It was time to make my second venture into the Jianghu. 








CHAPTER 40










I made a quick pitstop at home, freshening up a bit before heading into the heart of downtown. It took me a while to remember exactly where the Fire Bird headquarters was located. I had to make my way back to the River City Tea House first, where I had met that guy Kai Wong and then from there followed the route he had taken me, going deeper into the seedier part of the restaurant district, until I finally found the alleyway and the nondescript wooden door tucked into the side of a red brick wall.

I knocked and a few seconds later a security slot slid open and a pair of eyes peered out at me. As I met the person’s gaze their eyes grew wide before lowering into a scowl.

“You cheap shot bastard!” The door flew open, revealing the bald-headed man, Du Mak, standing in the doorway, his face creased with anger. “You’d better be here for our rematch!”

Just the sight of the guy nearly made me laugh. “You still hung up on that shit, man? Give it a break. You lost fair and square. I ain’t got time for that.”

“What’s going on here?” A second man arrived in the doorway, stout and heavyset with thick eyebrows. “Who are you? Who sent you?”

“Name’s Chun,” I said, squaring up on the both of them with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I’m here to see your boss.”

“Like shit you are,” Du Mak said. “What business could a punk like you have with him?”

“Why don’t you go ask Hong Feng and find out?”

Eyebrows nudged Du Mak with his elbow. “He looks serious. You’d better go check it out.”

“Like hell I will! He’s not going anywhere until I can regain my honor.”

“What honor?” Eyebrows said and began to laugh. 

I couldn’t hold it anymore and started laughing as well, causing a spike of anger to flare inside Du Mak.

“You think this is funny?” Du Mak said and then he turned to his sect mate and poked him in the stomach. “You shut up too, Ju Gong! This bastard refuses to accept my challenge and you think that’s right? He is the one with no honor!”

“Fine,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Let’s do this. You go first.”

A look of excitement flashed across Du Mak’s face as he rubbed his palms together, stepping through the doorway. “Good! Now you’ll see what it truly means to face a cultivator.”

“Ready when you are.”

The man Ju Gong stared perplexed as I tucked my hands behind my back and presented my chin to Du Mak. Du Mak lowered his stance, and just like before I sensed a building of Dark Frenzy within him. High-speed instincts kicked in as he drew his hand back to strike. I channeled my Frenzy into [Indifference] and [Iron Skin], bracing myself as his hand flew back quicker than I expected.

The wet smack of flesh on flesh resounded like a 20-pound turkey hitting the floor from two stories up. The next sound I heard was Du Mak screaming as he stared incomprehensibly at his hand that was now swelling like a balloon. 

I didn’t feel a thing.

I grinned at him. “[My Turn]?”

Du Mak stared back at me with quivering eyes. “H-how?”

I channeled my Frenzy into a swift backhand, giving Du Mak another cartwheel lesson as he careened into the side of the wall. Ju Gong looked at me, and then to the unconscious Du Mak before looking back to me again.

“I’ll take you to Master Hong Feng right away.” 




*	*	*




Spirit herb smoke mixed with incense and the aroma of cheap booze greeted me as I entered the back room to the Fire Bird’s den. Ju Gong rushed ahead of me to where Hong Feng was seated behind a desk, smoking from a waterpipe while looking over a bunch of scrolls.

When Hong Feng whispered in his ear, the sect elder looked up and then gave me a knowing smile. Ju Gong then beckoned me forward and motioned for me to bow, before bowing himself and then turning about to leave. 

“Be sure no one else disturbs me,” Hong Feng said as Ju Gong departed and then he gestured to an empty seat across from him. “You may sit.”

I glanced around the room some more as I sat down. It was dark, cozy, and seedy all at once. Tapestries and weapons hung on the walls while an ancient chandelier hung from the ceiling, powered by what had to be Qi stones now, shedding a dull yellow light across the dark wood flooring and furniture. 

Hong Feng took another draw on his waterpipe and blew out a stream of sweet-smelling smoke as he looked at me. “So, what brings you to my sect, Chun? Are you done with those books already?”

He knew damn well I wasn’t here about the books. The bastard was going to force me to ask first, it seemed, tipping the conversation in his favor already, but it wouldn’t matter. I still held the trump card.

“I’ve given some thought to your offer,” I said. “But I’m not sure your sect is the right one for me.”

Hong Feng harrumphed. “Did you come all this way just to tell me that?”  

“Honor would demand it, no? You came to find me in person after all.”

He chuckled. “That I did. Which should tell you something about my offer. You know how many commoners would have jumped at such an opportunity?”

“True,” I said. “But we both know there ain’t nothing common about me.”

I said the words with [Struggler’s Resolve] and the deathly grave tone caused Hong Feng to sit upright in his seat. He’d taken the first piece of bait. Now I had to keep stringing him along.

“And what makes you think you’re so special?” Hong Feng said, but he was clearly trying to backpedal now. He’d already confirmed how special I was by his invitation alone. But I would let him off the hook for that one. I needed to coax him into a deal, not piss him off by pointing out the obvious.

“I was thinking about what you said about the empire controlling everything,” I said, switching topics. “About there being no creativity to create new styles.”

“The empire controls more than that,” he said. “But I don’t need to tell you that, do I?”

I squinted my eyes in question and he smiled.

“You’re not the only planet to be subjugated by the Yee. Even my world was free once. Although that was more than four hundred years ago. The memories of the past still live on in some of us. You Terrans should almost count yourselves lucky to have been mere mortals when the empire came.”

“How’d you figure that?” 

“The empire is far crueler when it comes to conquering cultivation worlds.”

I couldn’t imagine anything crueler than what we’d been through already and the faint memory of my parents being eaten alive by monsters caused my Flame to stir. “I think we’ve been through plenty.”

He chuckled. “Perhaps. It’s all a matter of perspective. To you, it may seem like everything, but compared to a world that already developed its own unique pathway to the celestial heavens, to have that stripped away is a fate worse than even death.”

“Yeah, that’s some perspective alright.”

“Some of us are still unhappy with the outcome,” Hong Feng said. “Forced to follow the strict rules of the empire. Unable to follow one’s true and natural path to immortality.” 

 He was fishing again and I was willing to take the bait this time. “Yes, it seems when someone possesses a unique way of cultivating, that it must be either hidden or destroyed. I’m sure back on your world, there were lots of hidden arts that the empire probably wouldn’t approve of today.”  

“Indeed,” Hong Feng said with another knowing smile. “So much has been lost to the control of the empire. But what can one do?”   

“You do what you have to do,” I said. “So long as there is a remnant. It’s worth fighting for. Even if it means giving up everything to do it.”

Hong Feng’s brows arched upwards in surprise. “No fan of the empire either, I see. I like the way you think.” 

My words surprised even myself. I hadn’t meant to say all that, but it was like the Flame was talking for me. And every word of it was true. Here I was in the middle of a sect headquarters talking to an elder. A place I’d never dreamed I would be, much less have come of my own volition. But this was the price. This was what I needed to do to win in the end.  

“For different reasons than you, probably. But no, I’m not a big fan.”

Hong Feng took another draw on his pipe. “What do reasons matter when the goal is the same?”

I nodded but I wasn’t trying to form alliances here. I needed to get the conversation back on track.

“The reason I said the Fire Bird Sect might not be for me, is that I’m looking to create something new. Something different. I think you can appreciate that, right?”

Hong Feng raised a brow, taking the second piece of bait. “Different how?”

“Studying the lightning manual has given me some new ideas. But conjuring lightning as a Fire Bird member would raise many suspicions, don’t you think?”

“Then don’t bother with it,” Hong Feng said. “The ability to master lightning techniques is a rarity anyway. I’m honestly surprised you even chose that book. Fire would perhaps be more fitting for you. At least to start.”

I smiled at him and raised my palm. With a focus of Frenzy, I ignited a small ball of fire within my palm. “I’ve already started.”

Hong Feng’s eyes opened so wide I thought they were going to fall out of his head. I’d just shown him my trump card and by his unbridled response he had bitten the hook hard. 

“Where did you learn that?” he said. 

I snapped my palm closed, extinguishing the Flame. “Terrans are more resourceful than you think. But I may be willing to share this knowledge with you, if you are able to help me.”

Hong Feng eased back in his chair, folding his arms across his wide stomach, clearly feeling the pinch of the hook now. “So… you have come here to barter with me? Don’t forget you still owe me for that lightning manual. And do you really think that you can teach me—an elder of the Fire Bird Sect—a single thing about fire?”

He was trying to backpedal again, but his initial look of shock had already given away his position. I pressed the matter further with a smile. “Not all fire is the same.”

I had his full attention now, sinking the hook in further. He leaned forward. “What is it you propose?”

“Fire is the basis of lightning, correct?”

“It is within the same aspect sphere, yes.”

“Then I will join the Fire Birds on one condition,” I said. “That you establish a new sub sect with the Fire Birds with lightning as its focus. Create that and I will gladly become your first disciple.”

Hong Feng stared at me dead pan for a moment, before bursting out laughing.

“You are amusing, Terran,” he said. “You don’t know what it is that you even ask for. Shall I prepare you a conjugal visit with the princess, as well?”

“You haven’t heard what I have to offer yet,” I said.

He chortled. “By all means. Go ahead.”

“If I am able to create lightning from this flame, is that knowledge something you would want to possess yourself?” I ignited the flame in my hand again. “Allow me to join this new sub sect and I’ll tell you exactly how I was able to do it.”

I used [Struggler’s Resolve] to let it sink in. His eyes shifted back and forth as he stared at the Flame. When I extinguished it, his eyes finally settled on mine and I could see a mutual understanding there. He was hiding a secret technique and so was I.

“You will put it in writing,” he said. A statement not a question. 

 I merely nodded. “If you wish. Of course.” 

Hong Feng grimaced. “What you ask for is not so simple though.” 

“It would be for you,” I said. “You’re already an elder with your own branch. The law governing the creation of a sub sect is no different than creating a new chapter. You could establish it within a day.”

He seemed surprised I knew that much, but his brow remained furrowed. “I do not speak of the imperial bureaucracy. Yes, that is a simple matter. I speak instead of how I would present such a thing to my own sect members. How do you think it would look to appoint an unknown Terran as the star pupil of a new sub sect?”

I shrugged. “Depends on how badly you want me to create this lightning, I guess.”

Hong Feng frowned. “You will need to give more than what you have offered, Chun.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean you will need to earn your place within the sect. Joining us will mean becoming a true disciple. And for someone like you, an outsider in more ways than one, giving such preferential treatment will not be viewed favorably.”

  It was his turn to weasel in some negotiation now. I’d shown my hand and he was willing to bite, but not for free apparently. Still, this was just a means to an end for me. I couldn’t give a shit about his sect issues. The imperial bureaucracy was all that mattered to me. “So long as I can register within the Iron Bracket as a member of the Furious Lightning Sect, you can get anything you want out of me.”

Hong Feng’s eyebrows shot upwards. “Furious Lightning?”

I spread my arms in a welcoming gesture and gave him a grin, revealing my trump card in full. If he needed a bigger hint that I was a Berserker, then he’d have to be braindead. Hong Feng got the message loud and clear and the sudden burst of lemonade that came from him was proof of it.

He suddenly stood. “You must come with me.”




*	*	*




I followed Hong Feng through the corridors of the headquarters and back towards the section that was outfitted like a training arena. Scores of Fire Bird disciples were there, beating away on punching bags or each other. The disciples stopped to bow to Hong Feng as we passed through, but I didn’t go unnoticed either. What Hong Feng received in respect, I got back in the form of scowls and glares of suspicion.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“It is important that this arrangement meet the approval of the sect,” Hong Feng said as he led me through a set of heavy iron doors that further descended down a set of concrete stairs. “You will need to prove yourself. Both to them…and to me.”

The way he said ‘to me’ made it clear he was looking for some further confirmation of my power. But could I really cut loose in here? We traversed down a couple stories and the stairway opened up into an immense underground chamber. 

Qi-infused lights lit up what looked to be the remnants of some kind of water or sewage treatment facility with us arriving on a raised steel walkway that overlooked a two-story-deep pit where pumps and pipes used to be, judging by the rust stains on the concrete floor. Two large holes in the sides of the walls signified where the pipes used to run across a space that was big enough to fit two tennis courts.

In the center of the pit, two Fire Bird disciples were sparring, surrounded by a group of about fifty. The two men were wielding jian blades blazing with flames, one of them blue the other red. The blue-flamed man was clearly superior, pressuring his opponents with lightning-quick techniques that shot flames high into the air. It was like watching a match at the arena, both of them Core Realm cultivators for sure. But more than that, there was the pressure of Dark Frenzy that I felt coming from the both of them, the blue-flamed disciple in particular.

“Assemble!” Hong Feng shouted and immediately the fight ended.

All of the disciples then lined up in rank and file including the members we had passed on the way in, who ran down the stairs behind us to join their brethren below. In all, I counted about a hundred of them, their red and orange robes blurring together to become a sunset-colored sea at the bottom of the pit.

“Listen carefully,” Hong Feng said. “We have a new initiate who wishes to join as an Iron Bracket contender. For this reason, he must prove his worth against one of our own Iron Bracket contenders.”

I glanced at Hong Feng who merely gave me a grin before turning back to his sect. “Let us see if he is worthy to join us at such a prestigious level.”

Immediately murmurs arose from the crowd of Fire Birds, their disdain for me palpable as they glared up at me from two stories down. 

What the hell had I gotten myself into now? I thought.

“Yin Chu!” Hong Feng shouted and one of the disciples from the front row stepped forward. He was blond haired, around my age with a nasty burn mark on the side of his face. And to my chagrin, it was the same man who was wielding the blue-flamed Jian a moment ago. 

“This wasn’t part of the deal.” 

Hong Feng chuckled and then leaned towards me.

“It is now,” he whispered. “You will have the honor of fighting our lead Iron Bracket contender. If you can defeat Yin Chu, you will earn the respect and right to be placed in a league of your own within our ranks, becoming the first member of our Furious Lightning Sect. But fail and you will have proven to me that you do not possess the mastery I seek.”

Damn, the old bastard had managed to pull a fast one on me after all.

With the preliminaries starting tomorrow, I wasn’t planning on fighting within the Iron Bracket for a few days yet, waiting on my match to turn up, but it seemed fate had other plans.

My first Iron Bracket fight was going to be tonight.  








CHAPTER 41










The nerves building within my gut quickly converted into Frenzy as I stepped into the center of the makeshift ring. It was a different experience than being within the ring at the arena. There was no crowd of excited fans to cheer me on and shower me with lemonade. The Fire Bird members instead delivered me a different kind of fuel with a wall of silent hate. Their eyes pierced me like daggers, their frowns of disapproval dragging their lips across the floor. 

As the man, Yin Chu, stepped from out of the crowd to face me, small whispers from his sect mates reached my ears.

“What did Yin Chu do to deserve this punishment?”

“Master Hong Feng must be furious with him.”

“I would rather choose death than to fight a damn Terran for my own position.”

I played it all off with [Indifference] but I could sense Yin Chu was feeling anything but indifferent about the situation. He could probably hear the disparaging remarks as clearly as I could and the scowl on his face confirmed it. His slate gray eyes pierced mine with a malevolence rivaled only by the well of anger and Dark Frenzy building within his soul. 

“I don’t know who you are…” He spoke slowly as he addressed me, sizing me up with disdain as he caressed the apple-sized burn mark on the side of his cheek. “…or what scheme you used on Master Hong Feng to arrange this mockery, but you will pay for it with your life.”

I gave him a smile. “Guess that means a friendly match is out of the question?”

Breath whistled through his nostrils as his anger peaked, his hands balling into fists. “I will take much pleasure in spilling your blood across this floor.”

The bastard seemed to mean every word of it too, anger and indignation pouring from him. The more I looked at him though, the more a strange familiarity crept into the back of my mind. I didn’t know this guy from Adam, but he reminded me of someone. The shaggy blond hair, dark brows, the red robes. And then like something out of a comedy sketch it came to me and I nearly burst out laughing.

“Holy shit, you’re Ken from Street Fighter!” 

The unfamiliar Terran phrases made him twist his face in incomprehension, which made it all the more funny to me. 

“What did you just call me?” he said, irritated.

I didn’t get to respond as Hong Feng began shouting from atop the platform.

“Listen carefully!” he said. “The rules for this engagement are simple. No weapons, as I do not wish this match to end prematurely, but if weakness dictates, a death is more than permissible.”

Damn. Hong Feng wasn’t playing around either, I thought. Shit just got serious. 

“May fate smile on the victor,” Hong Feng said as he raised a single hand in the air for us to start. “Prepare!”

Yin Chu lowered into a fighting stance, forearms poised high like a kickboxer. I did the same but felt nowhere near comfortable. The basic manual covered some unarmed stances, but they were little more than survival techniques for when you were disarmed.

This guy probably had a whole unarmed repertoire up his sleeve.

The [Odds were Against Me] already.  

I channeled the Frenzy spewing from the technique into my reflexes and readied my [Iron Skin] technique, preparing for what could potentially be an ass-whooping of a lifetime. As if to emphasize the fact, Yin Chu’s fists suddenly ignited into blue flames, covering them like a pair of boxing gloves.

“I will make your death an example,” Yin Chu said. “No one challenges me and lives.”

I gave him a smirk of [Indifference]. “Do your best, Streetfighter Ken.”

His anger shot through the roof just as Hong Feng’s hand dropped.

“Commence!”

A torrent of blue flames blinded me as Yin Chu leapt forward with a roundhouse kick. I barely had time to raise my arm in defense before the flames hit me, searing me with white-hot pain. A second later his actual heel hit my forearm, and while I managed to get off my [Iron Skin] technique in time, it did little to stop the force behind it. My Stage Five, Frenzy-reinforced bones fractured as the simple kick sent me flying across the concrete, tumbling end over end.

Hot damn that hurt!

I cried out curses as my body bounced hard three times before finally rolling to a stop. I barely got my bearing, ignoring my fractured arm to roll to my feet when a knee from above slammed into my chest.

“Oof!”

“Pathetically slow!” Yin Chu shouted into my face, right before planting his fist into it.

The back of my head hit the concrete so hard it sent spiderweb cracks radiating outwards. I saw stars, my vision tunneling as he pounded my head like a jackhammer. Sheer survival instinct kept my [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core] techniques going, but any more and I was going to pass out.

“No technique! No skill! No strength!” he kept shouting with each punch. “Why are you even here?”

Time seemed to slow as I drew within myself. I shouldn’t have thrown shade at this guy with that Streetfighter Ken remark. It made me think less of him, and that was proving to be a painful mistake. This guy was probably on Hein’s level or Zu Tien’s at least.

The thought fueled my [Odds Against Me] and combined with overwhelming pain, my Frenzied Flame erupted like a volcano, fueling my body with fresh Frenzy. I flash compressed it into liquid form and channeled it directly into my veins. 

“Get the hell off me!” I bellowed as I pushed him away with two palms and both feet. He flew like a rag doll, a look of incomprehension flashing across his face. I sprung to my feet, surging with energy, my [Pain Soothes the Frenzied Flame] technique already mending my forearm. 

Yin Chu landed on his feet a good thirty feet away. The sect members gave us more room, backing away, but I could feel their stares of interest now. Apparently, that beating I’d just received was not one they expected me to bounce back from. 

It was only then that I realized that my beard and part of my shirt had been singed by his fire-encased fists. My ruined beard irritated me more than the shirt. I fueled my anger into Frenzy as I slowly removed the garment to reveal my scarred torso, boosting my presence with [Fear the Flame].

“You’re gonna pay for messing up my beard, Ken.”

The weaker sect members stepped back further from me as my Fear effect caused their insides to turn to jelly. I lapped up the free Frenzy to boost my levels even further. Even from Yin Chu I could sense some apprehension now, but that seemed to only strengthen his resolve as his dark brows lowered over his eyes in a scowl.

“So, you have some strength,” he said patronizingly. “But a dumb ox is no match for a tiger. I won’t go easy on you this time.”

He flew at me again, bursts of flames streaking from his palms. I used my martial forms to avoid them, but he was far quicker than I expected. I screamed in pain as the searing bursts of flames scorched my bare skin. My Body Refinement level should have made me immune to them, but clearly this wasn’t normal flame I was dealing with now. 

Yin Chu kept his distance from me, peppering me with more fireballs as he danced about in a circle. Then, with a leap, he hung in midair for a second as an image of an eagle formed from the blue flames about him.

“[Fire Bird’s Descent]!”

Yin Chu shot across the room at me with a flying kick, blue flames blazing.

I dodged to the side with my instincts, my muscle memory automatically executing my forms, but it wasn’t enough. The impact of his attack set off an explosion that engulfed me in flames and sent me flying backwards off my feet. Yin Chu tagged me with four more blows before I even hit the ground, each one enough to nearly shatter my bones.

I kept my composure, tumbling as my back hit the ground and rolled to my feet. Ignoring the pain, I launched right back at him with a furious punch, but the bastard avoided it with a laugh.

“Untrained! Undisciplined!” He punished me with a vicious slap across my back. “Go back to your flea-ridden kennel, you dog!”

He punctuated the last word with a fiery kick that left a footprint-shaped burn mark on my chest. My body slammed into the floor again and Yin Chu followed up with more kicks to my side. Blood filled my mouth as my [Iron Core] technique began to give way. This was feeling like my first fight against Zu Tien all over again. I was outmatched in skill with only my brute strength and the resilience of my Frenzy keeping me alive.

Still, I’d won then. I could do so now. 

I forced myself to get back up, only to be outdistanced by Yin Chu again as he threw more flames at me. The battle wore on and my vision began to tunnel from internal blood loss as I weaved between the attacks, dodging less than half of them. Then from nowhere Yin Chu suddenly appeared at my side and brought his foot down on my head with a flaming hatchet kick. 

“[Fire Hawk’s Beak]!”

I blacked out for a moment and then came to on the ground. Blood dripping from my wounded head clouded my vision as all sound disappeared from the world, save the constant ringing in my ears. I was faintly aware that Yin Chu was still kicking me, only the solid thuds of pain in my side confirming I was still in a fight for my life. 

 My Frenzy began to wane, my power slipping from me, my body burned and shattered. 

As the tides of the battle clearly turned, the Fire Bird members became more bold in their predictions of my demise, some of them laughing and pointing while others just shook their heads.

“It was not a punishment after all!” one of them shouted. “Master Hong Feng has rewarded Yin Chu with the core of this savage Terran beast, even if it is only a dog!”

That brought a cackle of laughter to the crowd and from my vantage on the ground I could see the look of disgust on Hong Feng’s face. Whether it was from my performance, or his disciple’s comments, I wasn’t sure. Perhaps both.

“I’m going to burn you alive,” Yin Chu said as he raised his flaming hand high above his head while standing over me, his fingers spread wide and curled. “You have no place within our sect. Remember that when you pass on to your next life.”

He drove his fingertips deep into my chest, right up to the knuckles.

“[Phoenix Talon]!”

 White-hot pain lanced through me as he set my insides on fire. I bellowed with unbridled shock and agony, my mind coming undone. He was killing me.

Images of my family flashed through my head as my life drained away.

Was this it?

Was I done?

Loss and regret filled me.

I hadn’t avenged them.

I hadn’t freed my planet from these sick and cruel invaders.

As my vision darkened, all I could see was my Flame.

Waning.

Growing smaller.

Words from the orb ran through my mind.




Know this, kindled one. A Berserker can never back away from a challenge, or an injustice which ignites one’s Flame. Even if victory is unlikely, press forth, for even in defeat, survival is never your aim. The destruction of your enemy is all that matters. 




That’s right…I thought…I wasn’t done yet.

The empire still lived.

And I still needed to destroy it. 

And this insignificant little piece of shit was standing in my way!

My Frenzied Flame exploded into new brightness as something opened up inside of me, the lashing tongues shifting into more blue than yellow now.

My eyes flashed open to see Streetfighter Ken’s half-burned face leering into mine.

“Die!” I shouted and slammed my forehead into his nose with a headbutt.

 The blow was enough to knock him back and I sprung to my feet with renewed energy grabbing him by the throat on the way up. I held him like a child, his feet kicking. Pure hatred and rage coursed through my veins like never before as Yin Chu became the mortal embodiment of the entire Yee empire within my eyes.

The source of all my loss…my suffering and pain.

“I will destroy you. One by one, if I have to. No matter how long it takes. We will be free of you. Forever!”

Yin Chu struggled to breathe much less speak as I clenched his windpipe, but the look on his face was clear. Total incomprehension. Both for what I’d said and for how I had somehow gained the upper hand. If Hong Feng wanted to see a demonstration of my power, then he was going to get it now.

I funneled liquid Frenzy into a technique I had only practiced before.

[Mark of the Giant], I thought as a vision of Threja flashed into my head.

Slowly, Yin Chu’s feet lifted even further from the ground as my hand grew to engulf not just his throat but his entire neck. As I grew, new skin replaced my charred and burnt flesh with fresh scars. I wasn’t sure how much I’d grown, perhaps only a few inches. Not enough to be truly noticeable to the cultivators perhaps, but it was enough of a change for their subconscious to register my dominance on a primal level.

And it scared the hell out of them.

The sect members were literally pissing themselves with fear, but I wasn’t the only one causing that now. Yin Chu was flapping and flailing like a fish on a hook, both hands clutched around my fingers, desperate to pry them apart. His eyes bulged as he went into his death throes, his blue flames growing wild. They lashed ineffectually against the strength of my newly enhanced Flame, but some of his weaker comrades perished in the extreme heat as the cultivators ran for cover.

I grinned into Yin Chu’s face as the Demon took control. 

“Nice knowing you, Ken.”

I clenched my fist closed, crushing Yin Chu’s neck with a sickening snap. The flames ceased immediately as his flailing body went limp in my grasp.

Silence reigned as my bloodlust triggered, filling me with more hatred and rage.

I dropped Yin Chu’s body unceremoniously to the ground, the same as Threja did with that first Fire Bird member she’d killed, and I felt a sudden kinship with her now.

I’d revealed my power completely as she had—and I didn’t care.

Because eventually, I was going to kill all of these guys.

I released a bellow of anger as I absorbed the fear in the room and stomped on Yin Chu’s head. My heel hit like an explosion going off, his skull bursting like a watermelon beneath my foot as spiderweb of cracks shattered the floor.

A deafening silence filled the room.

I looked down at what was left of Yin Chu and realized he was the first man I’d ever killed. And I felt damn good about it. So good I wanted to kill even more, my [Bloodlust] filling me with fresh Frenzy to burn.

I turned to the quivering Fire Bird members and grinned like a madman. 

“Anyone else want a go?” 

I said the words with [Struggler’s Resolve] and mixture of fear and lemonade I got back in return answered the question in full. I looked up at the walkway to where Hong Feng was staring down at me, a massive smile on his face. The sect members cowered away from me as I stepped towards him, whispers rising through their ranks.

“H-how did he kill Yin Chu so easily?”

“Is he a prodigy?”

“A beast core or demon core maybe.”

“Or a Berserker…”

There it was. Or suspected anyway. But if the lower disciples only suspected, then for the master it had to be confirmation. I looked up at Hong Feng and then bowed. 

The sect elder laughed. 

“It seems we have a decisive victor in this match,” Hong Feng said and then switched to a more formal tone. “This One has proven his worthiness to join our ranks. You, known as Chun, shall henceforth be a member of the glorious Fire Bird Sect. As we are born to the Flame so we die to the Flame.”

In unison, all the sect members repeated the phrase, bowing their heads solemnly as they did so. “As we are born to the Flame so we die to the Flame.”

“Death is your only release from this sect now, Outer Disciple Chun,” Hong Feng said. “Welcome to our cabal.”  

Cabal? What the hell? 

His words caused a sickness to fill my stomach and I wondered if I hadn’t truly sold my soul to the devil this time. Still, this was just a means to an end, I reminded myself. B-class citizenship and being able to legally protect my people was my only goal. But was it worth paying this price?

“As is our code,” Hong Feng continued. “What transpires within these walls, stays within these walls.” He then peered more closely at me. “No exceptions…Shen Ju!”

A man with long dark hair and a thin mustache stepped forward. “Yes, master.”

“See to the preparation of the bodies,” Hong Feng said and at the mention of bodies I counted at least a half dozen other Fire Bird members who had lost their lives thanks to Yin Chu’s fireworks show. “Then see to it that our new brother is clothed in a plain robe and send him to me. I must consider where he shall sit within our ranks.”

“Yes, Master Hong Feng,” the man Shen Ju said again with another bow.

Hong Feng then left, and Shen Ju began ordering around the other disciples, getting groups of them to carry out the grisly work of removing the corpses, which they carried down one of the large tunnels. A younger disciple finally handed him a bundle of clothing and once he picked me out amidst the chaos, he approached me with it.

“Put these on,” he said curtly as he shoved the plain brown robes in my arms.

I reacted to his disdain with [Indifference]. “Thanks.”

“Once you’re dressed go make your way to Master Hong Feng’s office.”  

The guy barely looked at me as he spoke, which was what most of them were doing now. What lemonade I had sensed earlier had dried up, replaced by a building sense of loathing and resentment. I guessed having to clean up your dead buddies because of the new guy would have that kind of effect. 

As I began to walk away, Shen Ju stopped me again, placing a hand on my chest and when I looked down, I saw him holding a thin six-inch blade to my stomach, just where my Dantian would be. 

“Know this,” he said before I could do or say anything else. “The man you killed—Yin Chu—was my sword brother, sworn through spilled blood.” 

“Is that right,” I said and then noticed that this was the same guy who had been sparring with Yin Chu earlier when I first arrived. “Well, I guess ole’ Ken had a Ryu, after all.” 

“I do not know what ignorant words you speak,” Shen Ju said. “And I do not care, but as Yin Chu’s sword brother, I have sworn an oath of vengeance against you. Be you a member of this sect or not, I shall slay you for his murder.” 

I looked down at the blade and chuckled with [Indifference]. “You going to do it with that?”

Shen Ju grimaced. “Keep up with your mirth, Terran. It will make it all the more satisfying when I finally carve that wretched smile off your face.” 

With that, Shen Ju slipped the blade back into a scabbard and began to walk away.

“You’d better get in line, pal,” I called out after him. “There are bigger people than you who want to see me dead.” 

Shen Ju stopped once more, glancing over his shoulder at me.

“Then prepare yourself,” he said. “For be it today, tomorrow, or a hundred years from now…I will kill you to avenge my brother. This is my blood-sworn pledge to you.”

As I watched him walk away, I could sense more targets being drawn on my back by the sect members around me—multiple glances of mistrust and disdain. The sight brought a smile to my lips.

Without struggle there can be no true growth, I recalled Threja’s words to me, their meaning solidifying within my mind. As my enemies sharpened their knives around me, my Flame burned all the more brightly. 

The Struggler was going to a have a fine time surviving inside this sect indeed.








CHAPTER 42







  

Master Hong Feng poured wine into two small cups as I sat opposite him at his desk, both of us back in the darkened confines of his private back office. He then raised his cup in salute.  

“To you officially joining our ranks, Disciple Chun.” 

I raised my cup in turn. “To the Fire Birds.”

It made me sick to my stomach to utter the words, but I wore my [Mask of the Despised] to put on a positive disposition. I wasn’t planning on staying in this position any longer than I had to, but I’d have to play the game until I got what I needed out of this deal for now.

“So,” I said. “Is our arrangement now sealed? You’ve witnessed what I have to offer.”

Hong Feng downed the cup of wine in a single gulp and then poured himself another. “Your demonstration came with far more collateral damage than I was expecting,” he said with a frown. “Besides Yin Chu being the head of our Iron Ranked disciples, he was also a rare and gifted practitioner. Only one in a hundred have the purity of spiritual root to master the art of the blue flame.”

I kept quiet, unsure where he was going with this. Another re-negotiation likely, but I sipped my wine instead to see if he would continue his train of thought. Eventually he did.

“To have defeated him in the manner that you did, will cause much disharmony and uncertainty within the sect.”

“Yeah. I’ve gotten a taste of that already.”

Hong Feng chuckled. “You’ve once again put me in a difficult position, Chun. Such discord is not easy to mend.”

Bastard, I thought. He was setting up the justification to move the goal post already. I’d have to cut him off at the pass, and quickly if I wanted to stand my ground.

“That was the price you had to pay for your proof.” I shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “You could have believed me for free.”

Hong Feng laughed again, but I could sense I’d pricked a nerve or two, his slight flicker of anger confirming it.

“Be that as it may,” Hong Feng said “You have indeed demonstrated your strength, but have caused quite a mess in the process. To now elevate you so quickly to a special position might be too much for the sect to accept at this time.”

My Flame began to stir. “We had a deal, Hong Feng. You know what I want out of this.”

“Indeed, we do have a deal, two deals in fact,” he reminded me. “And it is Master Hong Feng, to you now.”

The subtle pull of his leash caused ire to churn in my gut. “Apologies….Master Hong Feng.”

Hong Feng poured himself another shot and downed it while staring at the darkened ceiling, contemplating something. Finally, he spoke without looking at me: “You will report here to the headquarters tomorrow to begin your training to unlock the lightning arts. I’ll have a room prepared for you in one of the outer disciples’ quarters. There should be more than a few vacancies now, thanks to you.”

Shit, I didn’t think about having to actually live here, but what the hell else would joining a sect mean? For someone like Gui Zu this would be a dream come true, but for me it was like a crooked ex-cop being sent to prison.

“You don’t think that might cause more of a problem?” I said, sipping my wine again as I tried to weasel my way out. Being locked in here with the likes of Shen Ju was the last thing I needed. “You said people aren’t exactly happy that Yin Chu is dead.”

Hong Feng laughed. “As a Terran, you’ve never been a part of a martial sect before, so you perhaps would not understand this, but contention and rivalry is all a part of what makes a sect strong. Fierce and ruthless competition will root out the weak. And while Yin Chu was by no means weak, you certainly have raised the standards of what it means to be strong.”

Talk about being a victim of your own success, I thought. I needed a way out of this crap.

“Won’t me living here and working as a handler cause a problem for our other deal? I wouldn’t think you’d want the empire to learn of any special excursion favors being linked back to the Fire Birds.”

Hong Feng laughed once more. “You are quick witted, but of course I have already considered this. Your job as a handler will remain. I will speak with Sumatra to ensure your duties are diminished so you have time to train. As for your position within the sect, until you can produce that lightning, you will remain but an outer disciple of the lowest rank. Is that understood?”

I didn’t like the sound of that at all. “What exactly does that mean?”

“It means you won’t get what you want, until I get what I want,” he said with a sly grin. He then opened his hands in a welcoming gesture. “How am I supposed to announce to the sect that I am creating a new Furious Lightning branch if the star pupil can’t even wield lightning?”

He was dangling another carrot backed up by a stick, but I couldn’t disagree with his logic either. I’d been hoping that Hong Feng would have simply created the new sect to allow me to compete in the Iron Bracket while I continued to train with Gui Zu, but it seemed he was smarter than that. And I couldn’t blame him to be honest. He was banking a lot on me, so why wouldn’t he do something to secure his investment? 

Hong Feng then reached for a piece of paper on his desk and showed it to me. I could barely make out the writing, but it was an official document of some kind judging by the imperial crest at the top. 

“I am a man who honors my word, Chun,” Hong Feng said. “See here, I’ve already completed the application documentation to establish the new sect. As soon as you are successful in your endeavors, I will make the announcement to the sect and submit this to the officials. Until that time, you shall train in secret at night and report as normal to Sumatra as a handler by day. Your dual role would be especially helpful. It will mean having to send less sect members to Sumatra when required. When there is a task needing to be performed, you will know through either him or me.”

I couldn’t help but feel that I’d been tossed from the frying pan and into the fire with this one. Still, added hardship or not, my progression goal remained the same.

I needed to create lightning. 

End of story.

And on the bright side, I had a lot more opportunity to do that now with the resources available within the sect. So long as I could keep the knives out of my back. If anything, this only further heightened it as my number one priority now. Master lightning, enter the tournament under a new sect and then rank 20th place or higher to gain my citizenship.

After that…all these guys could go to hell.

There was a knock at the door and Hong Feng looked up perturbed. “Who is it?”

“It is I, Shen Ju, Master Hong Feng,” the man’s voice came through the door. “I have brought the remnants.”

 “Come.”

The door opened and Shen Ju appeared, carrying a small wooden box in his hands. He didn’t appear surprised to see me-—he was the one who had sent me to see Hong Feng after all—-- but that didn’t stop his disdain for me from radiating from his glare like the stink of week-old fish.

He set the box in front of Hong Feng and performed a quick bow. “Of the six, there were only three to be recovered.”

Hong Feng opened the box and rummaging inside, withdrew three glowing gems. Two of them small and red like burning coals, the other larger and glowing with a deep blue.  My chest tightened a bit, realizing what they were—human cores. But as I looked closer, they didn’t appear as radiant as the lightning core I’d retrieved from the old man. Dark black veins ran through them and I could sense a hint of Dark Frenzy exuding from them as well.

 Hong Feng studied the two smaller fire cores before placing them back in the box. 

“You may take these two for your personal use,” Hong Feng said as he handed the box back to Shen Ju. “Consider it a bonus for your promotion to Iron Bracket leader.”

Shen Ju looked shocked for a moment, glancing at me as if something he didn’t expect had just transpired. But then he gathered himself and performed a deep bow.

“You are most gracious, master. I am honored to obtain such a privileged role.”

“Chun here will join us as an outer disciple initiate,” Hong Feng continued. “He will be allowed access to the lower library and granted time to study unhindered at night. Is that understood?”

Shen Ju grimaced but managed to bow again. “As you command, master.”

“Leave us now. I have one last matter to attend to privately with our new recruit.” 

Shen Ju gave me a final middle-finger of a glance before leaving the room.

“Do you know what this is?” Hong Feng said as he twirled the Frenzy-tainted blue core between his fingers.

“I would imagine that’s what left of Yin Chu,” I said casually.

Hong Feng looked a bit surprised by my flippant answer but then smiled. “I suppose it was rather obvious. Few have seen a man’s inner core before. Even to possess one is a death sentence according to imperial law.”

Yeah, I know. I’m lugging around a piece of one in my gut right now, I almost wanted to say, but I just nodded instead.

“They say a man’s soul becomes a part of one’s core. The very essence of his being entrapped inside a solid lump of Qi. Some legends say that one can even be rebirthed…if you plant his core in a pile of a dragon shit.” 

Hong Feng laughed crudely at his own joke and I chuckled politely to humor him.

“I’ll have to look out for dragon shit next time I’m out in the field,” I said with a smile, which caused Hong Feng to laugh even harder and swallow down some more wine.

“I like your attitude, Chun,” he said, slapping the table. “I’m glad you’ve finally decided to join our ranks. You may have a long and bright future here.”

Not if I can help it, I thought, but merely smiled at him instead.  

“Speaking of which,” he continued. “You’ve shown me your hidden strength. And now that you are a part of this sect, I will reveal to you our hidden strength as well.”

Hong Feng placed the blue-hued fire core in the flat of his palm. “Watch carefully.”

He began chanting rhythmically in a strange tongue as he focused on the core intently with his eyes. The core began to shake and then suddenly, enormous tendrils of Dark Frenzy poured from out of him, almost visible like shadows of undulating serpents stemming from his back. The pressure from it pressed on my own core and I had to use my mask to hide my grimace of discomfort. 

The core began to dissolve in his palm as the shadowy tendrils lapped at it like the heads of a hydra, the Dark Frenzy slowly consuming it before my eyes. I had to feign shock, not knowing how else I should react to this, or if I was even supposed to be able to see it at all. And I didn’t have to feign very hard either. I’d already guessed that the Fire Birds were using some method to absorb human cores, but to see it in action was a different matter.

It was unnerving and caused a sickness to my stomach, like watching some unearthly being feeding directly on a human soul. When the core disappeared completely, the dark tendrils withdrew back inside Hong Feng, his eyes rolling back into his head as he released a groan of what sounded disgustingly like pleasure. When it was all over, he finally seemed to come back to himself, his skin slick with a sheen of sweat.  

“Well, that was something…” he said, wiping his brow with the back of his hand. “…some forty years’ worth of cultivating effort and growth, acquired in less than a minute.” He then focused on me, his gaze becoming deathly cold. “Does this shock you, Chun?”

Disgust was more the word I was looking for, but I played it off with [Indifference]. “As you already said. We all have our secrets.”

“Well put…” Hong Feng gave me a nod. “What you just witnessed was an ancient cultivation technique practiced for thousands of years in my home world. But the empire has branded it an illegal practice. A form of cannibalism, they say—demonic. To us it is merely making use of lost potential when a cultivator dies…even if it takes the soul of a demon to do it.”

The soul of a demon? How the hell did that work? 

“Sounds fair,” I said, trying to stay on his good side. But his mention of the demon soul sparked new interest. Was that what Dark Frenzy truly was? Demonic energy? It’d make sense if so. Frenzy was formed by the Struggler wrestling against the Demon after all. But that caused another question.

“How do you mask this demonic energy from other cultivators? How do you keep it hidden?”

Hong Feng grinned before letting out a laugh. “We have our methods. Very few are sensitive enough to detect the subtle difference between normal Qi and the Qi absorbed through demonic cultivation. One only need to bolster the element of their spiritual aspect to mask it.   But I would guess that perhaps you might be somehow sensitive to it, Chun.”

I shrugged before giving a non-committal answer. “What’s it matter? Energy is energy, right? Who cares about the source?”

The sect elder laughed again, clearly amused by my answer, but on the inside my mind was churning. If the Fire Birds had found a way to flavor their demonic energy with an aspect, then maybe I could find a more permanent solution to hauling around this lightning core.  

 Hong Feng then waved his hand and a blue flame appeared in the center of his palm.

 “I had hoped to have harvested this from Yin Chu only when he had reached a much higher stage of advancement,” Hong Feng said, studying the Flame. “He was a newly ranked Core Realm cultivator but a few months ago.” He then snapped his palm closed. “You ended that cultivation prematurely and thus owe me another debt, Chun. I do not like it when I’m forced to liquidate my investments before they have matured.”

I tensed as the conversation took on an abruptly sinister tone. I had first thought that Hong Feng had risked showing me all this in an attempt to build some kind of trust with me. To make it more easy for me to share my secrets with him. But his demonstration wasn’t a show of trust.

It’d been a threat. 

It didn’t matter if I chose to share my secrets with him or not. When he was ready, he’d simply take it from me. The same way he had taken it from Yin Chu. I felt the Struggler take another flogging as the leash around my neck grew tighter. Hong Feng wasn’t running a sect. He was cultivating a garden of lesser cultivators to feed upon. My flesh crawled at the idea and I understood now why the empire had banned this kind of cultivation. And by those dark tendrils, perhaps Hong Feng was becoming more of a demon himself.

 Or his soul was at least.

“I’ll consider it a long-term debt you must pay in the future,” he said, taking a casual sip of wine. “For now, focus on what you owe me in the present.”

I took that as a hint our meeting was over and then stood, giving him a bow. “I’ll move in discreetly right after work tomorrow and begin my training right away.”

“Good. I look forward to it,” he said, stroking his gnarled beard. “And remember this, Chun. You are a Fire Bird now. As we are born to the Flame so we die to the Flame. There is no quitting in this sect. Death is the only way a Fire Bird ever leaves.” He then paused as if to make sure the words sunk in.

“Be certain you don’t try to do so prematurely.” 











CHAPTER 43










“You’re moving out???”

I blew out a long exhale as Yu Li repeated the same question for what had to be the third or fourth time. I was in her apartment, my first pitstop before heading home to pack up my stuff and then contemplate the best way forward through the rat’s nest known as the Fire Bird Sect.

But there was no way I could tell Yu Li any of that.

Especially knowing what the Fire Birds truly were now. 

Telling her I was moving out was the best I could do.

But even that wasn’t going well so far.

Yu Li’s face was twisted with incomprehension and a hint of rage. “How the hell can you be moving out, Chun?” she said, bouncing Su Ling at her hip. “Aren’t you supposed to be defending and saving us all? How are going to do that now if you’re not even here? It feels like you’re abandoning us!”

“Whoa, hey,” I said, resting a hand on her shoulder. “I’d never abandon you, Yu Li. Any of you.”

“Then why are you going?”

I thought on my feet. “It’s for safety. I don’t know how many more enemies I’m going to make doing all this, but until I can own this place outright, I think it’s best not to lead any more trouble back to you or Su Ling.”

That seemed to soften her some, her brows reversing from a scowl to a look of worry. “You’re doing this for me?”

In a way, I thought. “I’m doing it for everyone.”

“Chun, this won’t change anything,” Yu Li said. “These people here still hate me. I’d feel much safer with you here. What if they come for me again? And where are you going to go anyway?”

“I’ll find someplace,” I said, purposefully ignoring her first question. 

“Where?”

“Best that you not know that either.”

Yu Li folded her arms, looking vexed. “If you’re damn well flaking after all this, Chun, I swear to the heavens, I’ll kill you myself.”

“Hey,” I said with a laugh. “When have I ever flaked out on anything?”

“How about your whole school career for one.”

I laughed again at the irony of it all. I was perhaps a better student than Mu Lin now.  

Yu Li finally released an exasperated sigh. “I’ve trusted you on this, Chun. With everything.”

“Then you should know you can trust me some more,” I said. “This is just…something I need to do, okay? But it’s all part of the plan. It’ll all work out in the end. You’ll see.”

She shook her head but eventually pulled me into a one-armed hug along with Su Ling. “I know I can’t stop you anyway, so I might as well give you my blessing. When are you planning to move out?”

“Tomorrow,” I said.

“Then come and have dinner with us tonight,” Yu Li said and turned about to head into her small kitchenette. “The least I can do is feed you before you end up—who knows where—eating trash on the damn streets.”

I laughed again. “I’ll head down to the square and get us some fresh meat. My treat.” 

I left and ventured into the square and dropped some copper on some braised pork belly and chicken. On the way back I spotted Jian Yi and the question Yu Li had asked me earlier came back to my mind.

What if Jian Yi and her gang did come back for her while I was gone?

It was something I didn’t want to think about, much less have a solution for. I made eye contact with Jian Yi from a distance and the girl lifted her chin at me defiantly. Part of me wanted to punch her in the face, but another part wanted me to go over there and just tell her I was leaving, as if maybe that would be enough to satisfy her and leave Yu Li alone.

I nearly took a step towards her but stopped myself. No…telling her I was leaving would be a bad chess move on my part. Jian Yi would see it the same way Yu Li did—abandonment. And she’d milk every bit of it publicly to turn the rest of the neighborhood against me.

I sighed. 

I had no stomach for all this politics crap. Punching faces and crushing skulls was more my style. But while I was still weak…I’d have to learn to play the game.

Even against my own people apparently.

Ignoring Jian Yi, I headed back to Yu Li’s and after having a nice farewell dinner finally headed back home. It still felt bad lying to Yu Li about everything, but there was no way around it. No one was supposed to know I was a Fire Bird now, not even her. Still, it felt shitty. Like I was indeed running out on her, on the whole community, just like she’d said. 

But I supposed that was just more burden for the Struggler to bear.

Back in my apartment, I began packing my meager belongings. My clothes, my axe, and of course my specialty items: the two martial manuals and the orb. Taking the manuals back to the sect were akin to returning books to a library, so no big deal there, but no way could I take the orb. I wouldn’t trust bringing the thing within a hundred feet of Hong Feng. 

I decided the best thing to do was to hide it. Perhaps somewhere in the outskirts of the farming district, where no one could possibly think to look. But there was one more item I couldn’t risk taking to the sect or hiding out in the wild.

Reached underneath the floorboards, I pulled out what was left of the lightning core, wrapped tightly in the rune-covered cloth. I’d been dreading what would have to come next from the time I left Hong Feng’s. So much so that I had made a detour to the alchemist district to splurge a whole Tael on a bottle of high-quality healing salve and a bottle of high-proof spirits. 

I didn’t know what secrets I could glean from the Fire Birds in terms of masking my powers, but I knew one thing for sure. If I’d just managed to kill a Core Realm cultivator like Yin Chu, then my fake core needed upgrading big time.

I unwrapped the core and marveled at the lightning bolts flickering inside. It was pure and untainted, unlike the Demon-corrupted cores retrieved from those Fire Birds. Briefly, I wondered what my Frenzy core would eventually look like. More like this, I hoped as I rolled the core between my fingers. I’d hate to think mine was as blackened and corrupted as those Fire Birds were. 

I was stalling now, I realized.

“Time to go big or go home,” I said and prepared to place the remainder of the lightning core inside my gut. Grabbing my tanning knife, I downed the bottle of spirits and when sufficient buzz was reached, got down to business.




*	*	*




I awoke the next morning feeling like I’d been run over by a truck, and it wasn’t just my self-inflicted stomach wound that was causing it either. Although truthfully the magic salve had done wonders overnight. It felt like my incision had almost completely healed already, but besides that, every punch, bruise, and puncture from my battle with Yin Chu was suddenly registered in my brain. I let out a groan as I tried to flex my body, every muscle rebelling in response.

My [Mark of the Giant] technique had healed me from those wounds instantly, but now it seemed I was being paid back in full and the currency was called pain.

But there was something else that was off as well.

And it wasn’t physical.

Rolling painfully out of my cot, I shifted into lotus position and began meditating to check on the condition of my Flame. After a few moments it materialized in my mind’s eye. It was dimmer than I remembered. Like something was smothering it. Opening my eyes, I looked down at the bandages wrapped around my lower torso. 

It could only be one thing.

It was the same as before and the reason why I had to use the salve to heal my wound instead of my Frenzy. The core was adversely affecting the power of my Flame.

I huffed out a sigh. 

No free lunch after all, I thought. 

For as much as it was doing to cover for my new-found strength of my Frenzy, the lightning core was now suppressing it as well. 

Damn it, I thought. Had I just set myself back on unlocking my lightning path as well?

Maybe this was the reason I was now feeling all the pain from my battle with Yin Chu also. Either way, it sucked. 

But there was nothing I could do about it now.

I looked outside the window at the darkening sky. It was about to rain.

And it was time to go to work.




*	*	*




I arrived at the gate, half-drenched, to find most of the handlers huddled under the lean-to and playing cards. It was a welcome sight. Most clients didn’t want to head out on excursions in the rain and with my core wound still mending, doing nothing all day was just fine with me. 

I took a quick moment to rinse my hands in the washroom, cleaning them of all the mud I’d gotten under my fingernails from burying the orb. I’d picked what used to be the courtyard of an old hotel a few miles from the handler station, placing it under a tall oak tree. I’d memorized the orb completely now, so there would be no need to dig it back up anytime soon. Or so I hoped, anyway. But I felt better knowing it was in a place few people if any would ever venture into to find.

I pulled up a chair at a table where Mu Lin, Lee, and my three handler protégés were all playing a game of Rooster Foot. I almost expected them to question where I’d been or something, but while I’d just gone through several life-changing experiences, I had to remember that to them I’d simply gone home for the night and just returned to work the next day.

I took a little comfort in that. As much struggle and strife that I was going through, there were still people simply living their normal lives. Deep down, I hoped I could keep it that way and maybe, just maybe…make their lives a little better in the end.

Lee dealt me into the next hand and after a while I lost myself laughing, joking, and playing cards with them. Mu Lin filled me in on where she was with her studies, apparently due to take her final exam in only six days’ time. Meanwhile Ren, Rho, and Yi Fu all seemed to be making out well in the field on their own. As we played, they shared stories of some of the outlandish offworld cultivators they had taken on excursion. Like an entire troop of air-based cultivators who insisted on fighting an Awakened Stone Lizard only to be petrified one by one. Luckily the effect wore off in an hour and the boys got the entire group home by luring the lizard off into the swamp. It was a crazy story, but afterwards they all admitted that nothing compared to their first time out with me and the eccentric Li Gong Qui. 

We continued on, chatting and laughing, and by the time the rain had stopped a few hours later, I felt more like my old self again––worry free for a bit, simply enjoying the company of my comrades. It was something I would surely come to miss when I’d have to report to my new home in a few hours’ time.

“Hey, Chun! Get your ass over here!”

The vulgarity in Sumatra’s tone broke me out of my short-lived bliss, bringing the Struggler and Demon back into contention over my soul. I got up from the card table and applied [Indifference] to keep the resentment off my face. 

I sauntered over to where he was, standing behind the service counter shuffling a bunch of request forms. No clients seemed to have arrived yet. Even the Imperial Guard and enforcers on duty were chatting amongst themselves closer towards the gate.

“What’s up?” I said.

“I’m putting you on half days as of now,” Sumatra said without even looking at me. “You report two hours before noon and then leave two hours after. Got it?”

I blinked. “What the hell am I supposed to do in only four hours?”

“I don’t care,” he said, sounding agitated. “Whatever the hell you want, I guess.” He then looked me sternly in the eye. “But when I call for you to give a tour, you know what the hell that means, right?”

He didn’t have to explain it. “I guess you got a message from Hong Feng?”

“Don’t gloat, you little shit,” he said—even though I wasn’t—and then slammed something on the counter. “Here. Your monthly stipend and your wages in advance. Hong Feng said he’ll pay you this way, through me…until you can prove yourself or some shit. Whatever the hell that means.”

When I looked, I saw he had slammed four Taels of silver down on the counter.

I couldn’t contain the widening of my eyes. Was this how much people got paid for being in a sect? No wonder so many were itching to join one. Or maybe this was more special treatment courtesy of Hong Feng. I scooped up the money and pocketed it without saying a word. 

“It’s time for you to go already,” Sumatra said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He looked back down at his paperwork and began ignoring me.  

I took that as my cue to leave. It was still mid-afternoon with no clients in sight. My co-workers were still playing cards but with blood money in my pocket, I didn’t feel worthy to join them anymore. 

“I’m on a new schedule,” I announced as I walked back to them and began collecting my things. “Sumatra has me on half days now.”

“What?” Mu Lin said, sounding concerned. “Why?”

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “Don’t know. Don’t care. It’ll give me more time to sleep in anyway.”

Lee laughed, giving me a fist bump. “Now that’s what I’m talking about.”

Mu Lin still looked worried though. “Getting a pay cut isn’t a good thing, Chun. Are we losing business or something? Sure doesn’t look like it.”

“Hell if I know, but don’t worry about me, Mu Lin. You just need to focus on that exam,” I said, ruffling her hair playfully, which caused her to bat away my hands in annoyance. “Pass that thing and being a handler will be a thing of the past for you. Six days, right?”

She rolled her eyes, while fixing her hair. “Don’t remind me.”

I laughed. “You’ll do fine.”

I looked at them all again and couldn’t help but feel I was being pulled further away from the person I was and more into the persona I was playing. I was a Fire Bird now, and it was time to finally join their ranks.

“I’ll see you guys later,” I said as an emptiness filled me and then even more so as I looked at Sumatra. “Stay safe out there.” 

     

*	*	*




An hour later, I finally dragged myself to the Fire Bird headquarters where Du Mak greeted me at the door. The bald headed, goateed cultivator was all smiles. 

“Ah, so you’re finally here,” he said. “Shen Ju said to show you to your quarters before bringing you to him. Follow me.”

As he led me inside through the training area, I got the same glares from my brethren that I had received before, but only now they came with the added flavor of resentment. Surprisingly though, Du Mak was spewing a bit of lemonade. 

“So, did you notice?” Du Mak asked. 

I paused, wondering what he was talking about. “Notice what?”

“That I didn’t ask you for a rematch,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me. “That means I concede.”

“Is that right? So we’re all good then?”

He laughed. “If I knew you were so strong, Brother Chun, I never would have challenged you, but now…knowing that I survived two full slaps from the man who killed Yin Chu, I’ve gained much respect within the sect. I may even be moved from door duty soon.”

I chuckled. “Glad I could help out.”

“So did you really kill him with a single technique like they say?” 

I glanced at him quizzically. “Weren’t you there?”  

He smiled sheepishly. “I was, ah… still recovering from our last match at the time.”

I laughed. “I see. Well…I guess you can say it was a single technique.”

If you can call popping a man’s head off with your fist a technique, I thought. 

Du Mak whistled. “You must be very strong indeed. Where did you learn these techniques?”

I shrugged. “I slapped a lot of faces.”

Du Mak looked at me strangely, before finally laughing. “Ah, I get it. You like to joke. Yin Chu was never much of a joker. Maybe that’s why he lost against you.”

“Maybe,” I said.

Du Mak continued to yammer on about various other members of the Sect, but without knowing their names or who they were I couldn’t really care. Still, I put on a smile for the guy as he led me to the upper floors of the building to where the walls between what used to be apartments were cleared out to make large open barracks filled with cots.

“Well, this is it,” he said, leading me to a single cot with a small chest at the foot and a small pillow and blanket at the head.

It looked no better than what I had at home, maybe even a little worse, but worst of all was having to live with twenty other cultivators judging by the number of cots in the room. The thought made my Flame dim. 

I did not want to be here.

“Okay, pack away your things and dress in the robe that’s inside the chest,” he said. “I’ll take you to see Brother Shen Ju.”

He waited while I stowed my clothes and belongings and then put on the red robe with white trim.

“Huh?” he said, pinching the white sleeve of my robe. “They gave you an initiate’s robe?”

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “Guess I’m on probation.”

Du Mak furrowed his brow. “I guess so. Oh well, try not to make a fuss. If you complain they’ll only ride you harder.”

What the hell? “Who will?”

Du Mask gave me a frown. “Whoever Brother Shen Ju assigns you to.”

Ire started to build within my gut as the noose further closed around my neck. I was starting to hate this place more than the empire already. But this was what I’d signed up for, I reminded myself.

As Du Mak led me to find Shen Ju, I took advantage of the only silver lining to be had from all of this and quietly began cultivating my inner angst into Frenzy. But that led to remembering what I truly needed to get out of this place, besides gaining my sect status, of course.

“Hey, Du Mak,” I said. “Master Hong Feng said there was a fundamental technique that I should try to master right away. He said it was something to mask or flavor your Qi?”

“Huh?” he said, stopping. “You know about [Devil’s Shadow] already?”

“Yes…” I said, rolling with the conversation. “…that was the name. [Devil’s Shadow]. Where can I start learning it? Is there a manual I can find in the library?”

Du Mak scratched his bald head. “I can’t recall. I learned from Brother Tong when I became a disciple.”

“Can he teach me too?”

“No way,” he said. “He’s already dead. But it’s a simple technique. Even I could probably teach you.”

“Could you?” I asked.

I sensed I’d pushed it a bit too far as Du Mak put on a grimace. “I’d probably have to check if I have permission. I’m not supposed to teach anyone, anything. I’m still only an outer disciple and, you…are on probation at the moment.”

“No worries,” I said quickly, not wanting to make a point of it. “I’ll guess I’ll pick it up in time.”

“Yes, it’s very simple,” he said. “Only took me eight months to learn.”

Eight months? What the hell?

The hallway we were traversing deadened at some stairs and Du Mak led me back down to the training room floor. Entering a side room filled with weights and sandbags, we found Shen Ju. He had his back to us, counting reps while overseeing a group of ten or so Fire Birds who were performing sit-ups with heavy stone weights on their chests.

Du Mak waited while the set completed with Shen Ju counting up to fifty before he finally stopped. Du Mak then whispered in his ear and Shen Ju finally turned to face me, a smirk on his lips as he looked me up and down.

“I see the uniform fits,” he said. “The colors too.”

A few of the Fire Birds behind him snickered and I noted they were dressed in all red robes. Lesser disciples I figured, seeing as they lacked the orange stripes of the full-blown members.

“Did Hong Feng say I was to report to you?” I asked.

“All initiates report to me,” he said, before turning to Du Mak. “You may leave.”

Du Mak bowed and quickly saw himself out.

Shen Ju stepped before me with the pride of a man who held power over one stronger than himself. Just the sight of it flared my insides with fresh anger. I sensed a sudden burst of Dark Frenzy and before I knew it, his hand had moved in a blur, striking me in my Dantian.

Pain exploded from my mending wound, doubling me over as a moan escaped my lips.

“There! You see, students?” he said, turning his back to me and to his class. “No matter one’s strength. One must always learn humility in the face of a superior within the sect.” He then turned back to me, grinning. “Our dear new initiate here, Brother Chun, as powerful as he is, is yet to learn these basic precepts. Let us help him on his path, shall we? Everyone up!”

“Yes, Elder Brother!” they all shouted in unison, jumping to their feet.

“Go now, one by one. Teach Brother Chun to bow as I have.”

What the…?

Before I could even steady myself, the bastards lined up and started punching me in the gut. The pain from my wound winded me. Keeping me bent over until I finally mustered the Frenzy to protect myself with [Iron Skin]. But the technique didn’t work well over the still-mending wound, the Qi from the core interfering with it somehow. 

The thought made me doubly irate. One: that Shen Ju was even subjecting me to this bullshit and two: that in my current state, I was giving him the satisfaction of a reaction. I gritted my teeth as I took it nonetheless, feeling like I was back on that stump in the middle of the square again. A man subjugated by perverse laws and forced to comply with torture of his own free will.

Anger and rage seethed upwards from my Flame, locking my jaw in place, but I used [Struggler’s Resolve] to keep myself under control and took the beatings blow by blow as they all laughed and jeered like I was some game at a carnival. I bowed with each hit and finally when they were all done, Shen Ju sent them back to doing sit-ups again.

“Next time,” Shen Ju said. “You will remember to bow when you see me, yes?”

The Struggler nearly lost his grip as I forced myself to speak. “Yes, Elder Brother.”

Shen Ju smiled. “Good. Now find a mop and go clean the dormitories. I expect you to be completed before supper.”

New anger flared. “That wasn’t the deal. Master Hong Feng said I would have access to the library undisturbed to study and train.”

“He did,” Shen Ju said before leaning towards me and grinning in my face. “At night.”

I blinked, taken aback. Was that what he’d said?

“And it is a long time from night, now,” Shen Ju continued. “Thus, until that time. You belong to me. And for a new initiate, you must learn to serve your elder brothers.” 

Son of a bitch, I thought.

“Now go!” Shen Ju barked at me like a dog. “Go clean our rooms. And quickly.”  

 





CHAPTER 44










I was reduced to little more than a slave for the next four hours, cultivating Frenzy while I busted my ass. The Struggler was having a damn field day, the Demon roiling furiously in his cage while I kept my anger pent up deep inside.

After sweeping, mopping and tidying the dorms, Shen Ju sent me to clean the latrines. My dad used to tell me stories like this about when he was in the army, but I barely paid attention to them back then. Now it was the only think I could think of as I bit my lip and scrubbed a damn toilet.

This shit had to be way worse than being in the army, I thought.

When I finally got done, I was allowed to go eat in the dining hall, which was located on the top-most floor, next to the kitchen. But before that, I had to join a handful of other similarly dressed initiates to serve soup and noodles to our more senior brethren.

I was starving by the time they allowed us to eat, and thankfully they gave us a common pot of food to eat from. Knowing the death threat from Shen Ju, I wouldn’t put it past him to try and poison me on the first day. 

The food was absent of any real flavor. The same as the conversation between the six or seven of us initiates as we sat down at a table to eat together. All of them were younger than me, but had probably been in the sect a lot longer. A couple of them glanced at me with a measure of awe, knowing my reputation for killing Yin Chu perhaps, but the rest held the same disdain as the bulk of the sect, it seemed.

I kept to myself after dinner, avoiding contact with anyone as I sat on my cot waiting for nightfall. Thankfully most of my roommates kept their distance from me as I sent out a low-key aura of [Fear the Flame], but eventually a group of four of them gathered a few cots away, whispering between themselves as they stared at me like some kind of zoo exhibit.

“What do you think he did?” one of them said.

“It’s punishment for killing Yin Chu, obviously.” 

“Who cares? Master Hong Feng has put him in his rightful place. No one should start at the top.”

“Yes, especially as a Terran. Master Hong Feng said they are the most useless fodder the empire has ever seen.”

“Is that true?”

“I don’t know. I’m just glad I was born Yee.”

They all laughed and chuckled after that. 

I listened while they continued to speculate about my source of power and my position within the sect, taking it all in with a mask of [Indifference]. Inwardly, I focused on my cultivation, turning the anger and resentment building within my heart into sweet, concentrated Frenzy.

If there was any silver lining to this place, it was that.

So far, being in the Fire Bird Sect was generating me a shit load of Frenzy.

Hopefully I’d have the opportunity to unleash it on them all someday.

These four jackoffs in particular. 

“Master Hong Feng has summoned you,” someone called from the doorway, and I saw it was the same portly doorman with the eyebrows who I’d encountered earlier. Ju Gong, I recalled his name was. 

Grabbing my lightning and fundamentals manual, I got up and followed him downstairs, eliciting fresh stares of resentment from the jackoffs due to being summoned by the master, no doubt. Ju Gong led me to a closed door somewhere on the second floor where Hong Feng was waiting for me.

He grinned. “Adjusting well to your new home, Brother Chun?”

I remembered to bow before I spoke. “Yes, it’s quite a nice place, Master Hong Feng.”

He harrumphed at the ice in my tone. “I will show you where you can study.”

Dismissing Ju Gong, he led me inside where a small room was outfitted with several bookshelves, a prayer mat and a small desk and chair. 

“You have access to all of this,” Hong Feng said, gesturing to the bookshelves. “And you may work as late as you like. You may even sleep here as well.”

That sounded a lot more appealing than sleeping with those assholes. 

I glanced up and down the shelves. There were titles on history and philosophy and some manuals on cultivation. Too many to digest in a brief scan. “Is there a manual here for learning the techniques you showed me the other day?” 

He paused for a second, looking at me as if I just asked for a thousand Taels of silver. And hell, maybe I had. Finally, he laughed. “Such a thing must be earned, Brother Chun. Both through blood and trust.”

I guess that was to be expected. Sharing contraband martial manuals was one thing, but showing me the secrets to an illegal form of cultivation was another. But I had no interest in learning how to become a soul-sucking demon. The ability to mask my Frenzy like them however was a different story. “I was more referring to the ability to bolster your spiritual aspect as a mask. The one you use to keep hidden from the empire. I think that might help me in my breakthrough of the lightning technique.”

I purposefully pulled on our common hatred of the empire to elicit trust, but by the frown on his face it wasn’t enough. He finally just tapped on the desk where a stack of paper and pen was prepared.

“Let’s see what you can produce first,” he said with a smile. “A secret for a secret. See you in the morning, Brother Chun.”




*	*	*




Hours went by as I leafed through the books of the library. There were more history books than anything else, records of thousands of years of Imperial conquest over hundreds if not thousands of worlds. Some of it was interesting but I didn’t have time to waste on that. By the time I finished cataloging what was actually useful, I wound up with a more detailed version of the fundamentals manual and several tomes on fire aspect cultivation.

This had to be their lowest grade of library, I figured.  Hong Feng had a better selection from his chest full of black-market wares than this. This was probably what was available to all outer disciples and initiates. Especially the fire manuals. Which was perhaps more of a front than a fundamental core teaching.

It made me wonder if all Fire Bird Sects were rooted in this demonic heritage, or if perhaps only this particular branch was. Maybe the hundred or so history books would have the answer, but likely this was a localized thing. 

Hong Feng did say the Yee had conquered his homeworld and forced them to assimilate. Perhaps fire was the easiest aspect they could use to mask their Dark Frenzy cultivation. It made me wonder if lightning would be any easier. I didn’t know, of course, but to even get that far I needed to create lightning first.

That spurred me into action, and I paged through the lightning manual even though I had already memorized it. I knew the meridian sequences, the core of the techniques, but without solid Frenzy, there seemed no way to turn my Flame into a spark.

I tried nonetheless, aiming to condense my liquified Frenzy even further. Test after test, all I could create was a ball of fire in my palm. I referred to the fundamentals manual again.
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According to the path of ascension, I was certainly on the 9th Tier of Foundation Establishment by now. I had pretty much maxed out everything else. The thought made me pause for a minute. Frenzy wise, I was only a Foundation Realm cultivator, but I had just defeated someone who was a Core Realm Qi cultivator. Was the power of my Flame a whole bracket above normal cultivation standards? So far it seemed to be. But did that mean I’d be fighting Gold Bracket cultivators when I reached Core, or Jade and Diamond Bracket cultivators when I reached Sacred Soul? The idea stirred a hunger and thirst for power within me. It seemed almost too good to be true, but Threja did say Berserkers were feared for a reason. 

Everything I’d experienced thus far pointed to that being the case, that the Frenzied Flame was on an entirely different tier than Qi cultivation. Perhaps Hong Feng knew this as well. Which was why he was affording me so many privileges to unlock my secrets. 

But I’d have to take advantage of them quickly. I could only bullshit Hong Feng for so long. Sooner or later he was going to figure out I was selling him a lie. Still, this was perhaps the trickiest part of my path thus far. I was skirting the edge of my Flame, but only by learning how to mask my abilities completely and gaining open acceptance in the wider society could I truly let my powers soar to the heavens. I’d gotten a taste of that when I’d fought Yin Chu. I was outclassed in skill, but it didn’t matter.

In the end, strength was all it took.

And being able to wield that strength freely in the arena and on the streets was why I needed that bastard Hong Feng to sign those papers and make me a bona fide sect member. And for that I needed to create lightning.

I scoured the fundamentals manual for what it took for Qi solidification. After an hour I had pretty much found the same result in both books and it was what I already knew. It took a shitload of Qi to make a breakthrough to the Core Realm and solidify Qi. Most did so by using potions and pills created from high-quality beast cores harvested from S-rank monsters. Either that or mountains of spirit stones.

But what was the equivalent of that for me?

My generation of Frenzy depended on the challenge I faced. 

Maybe I’d have to challenge something so massive it’d pretty much kill me.

Like an S Class maybe…

Suddenly that thought reminded me of something else.

There was one more requirement for me to break through to the next realm. I recalled Threja’s words to me, the image of the giantess forming in my mind’s eye. “The [Death Mastery] technique I mentioned earlier is one of our core tenets. You cannot break through into higher realms of cultivation without advancing it. Your next advancement will be to gain mastery over the fear of certain death.”

[Death Mastery]… that was the key. And the fear of certain death…that was my next plateau. But what would that mean in practical terms?

I let out a sigh.

“One step at a time,” I told myself. 

Before I could do any of that I needed to be able to cut loose. And that meant learning this secret technique from the Fire Birds. And for that, I needed to offer up something to Hong Feng. A secret for a secret. I let out a sigh and prepared for what I needed to do next.

Then, sitting to the desk, I picked up the pen and began to write.




*	*	*




“What is this?” Hong Feng said, squinting at my page full of prose.

I’d stayed writing till past midnight, sleeping on the floor. As promised, Hong Feng had come to find me early in the morning. His eyes flicked back and forth over the Yee characters, his brow deeply furrowed.

“Shura 1: The path of fury. Fury within the heart of the strong is profane, but Fury within the heart of the weak is strength. Train your fury through a thousand slaps to the face. If you are one of strength, choose one who is lesser than you. If you are one of weakness, choose one who is stronger than you. Contemplate on the Fury this generates in your heart and you will have made the first step towards mastering your inner rage.”

Hong Feng glared at it even more skeptically as he finished reading. I’d written a lot more—details on how to prepare your face to be slapped, meridians to focus on. It wasn’t complete bullshit. I’d borrowed a few pieces from the orb and the [Indifference] technique, but it was definitely all made up.

Hong Feng cocked an eyebrow. “Face slapping?”

I shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “It’s what I did to start. If you don’t believe me, ask Du Mak. He’ll tell you.”

He harrumphed again. “Du Mak?”

“He’s the man.”

He seemed even less convinced, but I didn’t care. I knew his curiosity was piqued enough to follow through. After another second or so, he confirmed it.

“Ju Gong!” he called into the hallway and a moment later the portly cultivator appeared.

“Yes, master?”

“Send Du Mak to meet me in my study,” he said and then pausing a moment he added, “And tell him to bring a glove.”

Ju Gong bowed and then ran off.

I had to use [Indifference] to keep from laughing. I could only imaging how their first face slapping session would go. Just as he was about to leave, I stopped Hong Feng by tapping on the stack of papers on the desk.

“Um…I believe you said a secret for a secret?”

Hong Feng squinted at me for a moment as if surprised I was asking him to deliver on his promise, but finally he grabbed the pen and wrote down a series of characters. 

He handed it to me and it looked like steps in a meridian opening sequence.

“The masking technique you’re so interested in,” he said. “Part of it.” He then shook the script I’d written in his hands. “You will get more, when I get more of this.”

As he turned and walked away, I couldn’t help but wonder if we weren’t both playing each other. Who was to say if what he had written down was any more credible than the nonsense I had. Fortunately for me, there was no way for him to fact check my scribbles. But for him, I had the perfect way to get to the truth. 

After his face slapping session with Hong Feng, I would have to seek out Du Mak. 








CHAPTER 45










With my core wound pretty much healed, I hoped to get in a bit of physical training after breakfast, but not surprisingly Shen Ju had other plans for me. After arriving in the downstairs training area where most of the sect had gathered for morning exercises, he immediately called me over to him and then led me through the iron doors and towards the basement downstairs. 

“You can pay penance for your sins by cleaning Yin Chu’s blood,” he said, pointing to the rust-brown stains on the concrete floor. He then handed me a scrubbing brush and bucket. “Make sure it’s spotless before I return.” 

After his endless slave driving yesterday, I was starting to have enough of his shit.

It was time to push back a little. 

I took the brush and bucket with a stoic grimace of [Indifference]. “No problem. I’ll make sure to rub out every last trace of your sword brother’s existence for you, Brother Shen Ju.”

The look of shock on his face was rivaled only by the sudden spike of anger in his soul. I fed on it with [Your Rage is my Strength] and then dumped it full blast into my [Fear the Flame] technique. The sudden shift in dynamics between us caught him off guard and I used the opportunity let him know exactly who held the true advantage over whom in our little battle of power. His mouth hung open for a moment, not knowing how to respond, but he eventually choked back his fear and then waved his hand dismissively.

“I do not have time for this. Just get it done.”

With that he left.  

I expected Shen Ju to leave via the stairs heading back to the ground floor, but strangely he went down the stairs and to the bottom of the basement instead. Curious, I watched to see where he was going and saw him disappear inside one of the large tunnels protruding through the back wall of the basement.

Where the hell is he going? I wondered.  

As I descended the stairs to get a better look, several more cultivators arrived at the top of the stairs and pushed their way past me, heading down to the basement as well. There were about five of them in all and strangely they weren’t dressed in their normal red and orange robes.

Thinking back, Shen Ju wasn’t wearing his normal robes either—all of them instead wore plain brown attire, the same as when Hong Feng came to see me alone. And then, just like Shen Ju they disappeared down the tunnel.

What the hell? 

Were they heading to another part of the headquarters perhaps?

I was about to follow after them, just to see what was down there, when a troop full of cultivators arrived, dressed in their red and orange robes, clearly not part of whatever Shen Ju was up to. It was just as well. Now wasn’t the right time to go snooping around. Maybe it was something I could investigate later on—perhaps at night when I was studying alone. 

The two dozen or so Fire Birds who had just entered began practicing forms while I got to scrubbing the floor. As I kept my body busy with the shit work, I observed the free lesson. Most practiced with the sword, the straight jian blade, but a few used spears as well. It seemed to be a pure martial arts practice, with no use of Qi as far as I could tell.

Not that I could sense Qi anyway, but I should have been able to detect their Dark Frenzy if they used any. That immediately made me think of the meridian sequence I had already committed to memory, compliments of Hong Feng. 

The sequence was made of common enough points and I could access them well enough, but there definitely wasn’t enough information to pull off an actual technique. 

After about an hour of scrubbing and lapping up the free Frenzy from all the condescending glares and snickers I got, I finally saw my opportunity to piece together the rest of the technique.

Du Mak entered the basement looking for someone to relay a message it seemed, and when he turned to leave, I made a bee line for him, heading him off at the bottom of the stairs. 

“Hey,” I called to him. “Got a moment?”

“Ah, Brother Chun,” he said, observing the brush and bucket in my hands with a smile. “Has Brother Shen Ju found more ways to punish you already?”

I smirked. “Something like that. Hey look, Master Hong Feng shared the [Devil’s Shadow] technique with me.”

“He did?”

“Yes, but I’m not sure if I wrote everything down correctly when he recited it to me. Could you have a quick look to see if I missed anything?” Glancing over my shoulder to make sure the other cultivators couldn’t see, I quickly slipped the paper with Hong Feng’s scribbles to Du Mak.

He snatched it from me and frowned as he studied the characters. “Nine hells! You must be a worse student than even me. You missed out more than half of it!”

I feigned shock. “I did? I was real sleepy at the time. Maybe I passed out in the middle of it.”

“You must have, you oaf!” He then pointed to a section of the script. “See here, you missed the transition to Tai Yang meridian.”

“I did?”

“Yes…and also—”

“Hey just fill them in for me,” I said, cutting him off. “I don’t want to look like an idiot in front of Master Hong Feng to have to go and ask him to recite it to me twice.”

“Yes, you would be an idiot to do that.” Du Mak reached into his robes and withdrew a pencil. “This one first not that one, and then this one here…” he said, scribbling down the information.

I smiled inwardly, thrilled at how easy it was to manipulate him. 

All of them really, even Hong Feng.

Perhaps the Fire Bird Sect wasn’t known for their wits.

I then noticed Du Mak wrote a character similar to the one I’d found in the lightning manual. The one I needed Mu Lin’s help to interpret––Jing. It was similar but not quite. I pointed to it. “This one means spiritual root essence, right?”

“No,” he said. “What the hells is that? It just means your elemental core, like your Dantian.”

“How’s that work?”

“Didn’t Hong Feng explain it?”

“I was asleep, remember?”

He shook his head, simultaneously disgusted but at the same time prideful for being able to show off his superior knowledge over mine. “It works like a perfume,” he said. “You tap a little of your pure core elemental and then spray it onto your Qi. A little goes a long way. When you master it, you can just leave it on all the time.”

I looked at the fully described technique—Du Mak’s chicken-scratch pencil marks in between Hong Feng’s ink. It indeed looked simple enough. Far simpler than most techniques I’d learned thus far. How it took Du Mak eight months to master it was beyond me, but I was thankful to the guy for helping me out.

“Thanks, Du Mak,” I said. “I’ll have to come find you to practice it lat—”

My words were cut off by a loud bang coming from behind me. When I turned about, I saw Shen Ju had returned riding atop a skiff which he had just slammed to the floor, in a rapid landing. The other cultivators were with him and when they all hopped off the skiff, I saw something that cause my blood to freeze.

There, lying bloodied on the deck of the skiff, were at least a half dozen bodies. I couldn’t tell who they were, but something caught my eye immediately. The uniforms. Two of them were handlers. Small, darker skinned. The same build and complexion as the twins Ren and Rho.

Please no, I thought as I edged closer, my heart pumping in my throat.

The Fire Birds all paused in their training to move towards the skiff as I was, a small rally of cheers going up from them as Shen Ju placed his foot on the stack of bodies like a proud hunter returning with his spoils.

The sight sickened me and made me all the more desperate to see just who it was he’d killed, my Flame already beginning to ignite. When I finally got close enough, however, I didn’t recognize the faces of the two dead boys in the skiff. They were from a different gate perhaps, but they were Terran for sure. 

I couldn’t contain my anger as I glared up at Shen Ju.

The bastard looked down at me with a leer. “What? Did you know them or something?”

“How’d you get out into the wild?”

It wasn’t the question I wanted to ask, but I had to say something to keep from just killing him. It wasn’t Ren or Rho, but it easily could have been. Or Lee, or Mu Lin. Still, I had too much riding on all this now to blow it on a cheap outburst of revenge. With a measure of focus, I trimmed my Flame and finally put the Struggler back in control. 

Shen Ju looked more than eager to answer my question. “How did we get past the Imperial Guards you mean? I hear we can thank you for that.”

I squinted at him. “Thank me?”

What the hell was he talking about?   

Eventually he continued. “Master Hong Feng said it was from a botched job at your gate that the empire changed the rules. So we found this place and made our own way past the barrier,” he said, jerking a thumb towards the huge tunnels. “We should probably thank you. It took a hell of a lot of work, but it’s a whole lot easier this way. Less messy than showing up at the gate to leave a trail.”

Shit, I thought. 

All this time I was thinking that maybe there was no more killing going on since I hadn’t gotten a job and no Fire Birds had come for an excursion, but I didn’t give thought that the Fire Birds could have more Guard Keepers on their payroll besides Sumatra. Or that they had found a new way past the gates themselves. There was a gate for each cardinal direction, eight in all. 

How many of them did they control? Most? All of them?

How many people were being killed like this now? Whole excursion parties simply lost and assumed to have been killed by monsters. Although being killed by monsters wasn’t too far from the truth.

I looked down at the dead bodies again. Aside from the two Terran handlers, all of them looked from off world. Their throats were slit along with their bellies and from the small wooden box in Shen Ju’s hand, it was clear he’d already harvested their cores.

I fought down the disgust and bile rising in my throat, the anger and rage that came with it. 

“What do you do with the bodies?” I asked.

“Dump them back in the wild before the moonrise,” he said. “Less chance of another group running into them beforehand.” He then grinned. “Why? Do you want to pay some respects to your fallen countrymen or something?”

He began to laugh and a few of his disgusting followers laughed with him. I had to use an elephant-sized dose of Frenzy to mask my contempt with [Struggler’s Resolve] as I replied.

 “No,” I said. “I just wanted to be sure you’re doing things right. We don’t need the empire making any more rules.”

With that I turned to walk away but Shen Ju called out after me.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Your gate is on the roster next. I’ll ensure that you’ll be there in person…” He then paused to give me another sickening leer. “…to make sure we do it right.”








CHAPTER 46










I lodged my axe deep into the skull of the giant rapling, splitting it open like a coconut.

The beast hissed and fell to the ground in a twitching, bloody mess, but then grew still when I finally ripped my axe free. I stood over the corpse of the D-class monster, breathing heavily and wishing it was Shen Ju’s head that I’d just split open.

It was mid-afternoon now and I was back out in the wild. When I arrived in the morning after leaving the Fire Birds, I was still so disgusted by everything that I could barely look at Sumatra, much less stomach spending the whole day with him, standing around packing bags or some shit. 

Thankfully, the two-handler rule only applied to when he had clients, so the Imperial Guard let me through easily on the lie that I was going to lend support to one of the groups already out in the field. I got to cultivating right away after that, eager to get my mind off what I had witnessed down in that basement.

So far, I had worked through a few dozen rapling nests, using my [Bloodlust] from the kills to generate a constant stream of Frenzy that I compressed and cultivated into my steadily growing Dantian.

But it still felt like barely enough.

Certainly not enough to make lightning. 

I toyed with the idea of perhaps facing something much greater to trigger the breakthrough to the next realm. Or to achieve Frenzy solidification at least. But what would it take? I’d already fought a B-class monster. Would it take an A class? An S?

Rarely did cultivators even seek out prey like that. The closest we had in the area were the giant reaper beasts that roamed the barren plains to the north. Just the thought of those giant, half-baboon, half-reptile, zombie-looking things filled me with an uneasiness. I’d only ever seen one in a book of course. Trying to take one on solo at my level certainly sounded like certain death, but the idea sounded too crazy to try as well.

Maybe I just wasn’t ready yet.

I distracted myself from my lack of advancement by practicing the [Devil’s Shadow] technique, opening and closing the meridians in the sequence that was on the paper. Unfortunately for me, there was no way to tell if I was doing it right or not. I couldn’t sense the “Qi” I was supposed to be ‘spraying’ onto my Frenzy to mask it, so the best I could do was just go through the motions and hope I was getting it right. 

Still, after doing it all morning in between kills, I figured I had it down pretty good. It worked sort of like a toggle switch. Once I lined up the meridians, I could trigger it on, leaving it that way and have it activated passively or switching it completely off. 

Again, how it took Du Mak eight months to master it was baffling. Then again, he was also the guy who got tricked into a face slapping contest. I spent another hour cultivating Frenzy and taking out my frustrations on mindless spirit beasts, before finally heading back in from the field. 

I skipped going to the Fire Bird headquarters right away and instead headed to the arena. I needed to blow off more steam and sparring with Gui Zu till sundown was a much better option than being bossed around by the likes of Shen Ju all afternoon.

When I arrived at the arena it was still early, and the scheduled Iron Bracket matches weren’t due to start until a few hours later. That meant there were plenty of rings free to rent. I approached the counter inside the competitors’ area and the official, Bo Ren, caught sight of me, his face lighting up with recognition right away.

“Bull Man!” he said with a smile. “I see you’re doing well. Your recovery was fast.”

I had to remember that from my last time seeing him I was still recovering from my tussle with the broodmother. I’d been through at least two full recoveries since then, but the timing worked out nicely, I supposed. 

“Yeah, that was a bad bite,” I said. 

“Well, I’m glad you healed up in time. Your preliminary match is coming up soon. Are you here to register?”

I looked up at the Iron Bracket leaderboard glowing behind him and had a grim reminder of why I still needed to put up with the Fire Birds’ bullshit to take part in the event. The 100 competitors for the Iron Bracket were all listed by number and true to his word, Bo Ren had reserved slot number 93 for me, the details behind the number listed as <Unregistered>.

But next to every other number on the board there was a string of information that I couldn’t hope to complete for myself. I focused on the list closest to my number.










	
Rank


	
Name


	
Sect 

Affiliation


	
Aspect

Element


	
Cultivation Realm and Tier


	
Current 

Standing







	
92


	
Blue Mantis


	
Blue Lotus Sect


	
Water


	
Core  1st   


	
92





	
93


	
<Unregistered>


	

	

	

	




	
94


	
Hui Kwon


	
Iron Crane Sect


	
Metal


	
Foundation 9th 


	
Eliminated





	
95


	
Y’miris


	
Frozen Claw Sect


	
Ice


	
Foundation 9th   


	
93





	
96


	
Lady Silver Sparrow


	
Silver Leaf Sect


	
Metal


	
Core 4th 


	
14





	
97


	
Li Wu


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 6th 


	
Eliminated





	
98


	
Red Tiger  


	
Crimson Dragon Sect


	
Fire


	
Foundation 7th 


	
Eliminated





	
99


	
Xhu Tung


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 6th 


	
Withdraw





	
100


	
Rahib Zhu 


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 5th 


	
Eliminated










A huge lump of iron formed in the pit of my stomach as I stared at the list. I was expecting the sect name to be listed, but not the aspect and cultivation levels.

“Official Bo Ren,” I said with a polite tone. “Why do they list your aspect and cultivation level? And how do they even measure it?”

“One of the official tournament scholars does it,” he said. “Your aspect and cultivation level makes a huge difference for the match ups. We want matches to be entertaining and balanced, not a slaughter fest, so we try and place competitors within a few tiers of one another. The aspect matters for that too. Fire is weak to water but strong against metal, et cetera. So sometimes we can balance the matches that way. Place a lower-tier opponent against a higher tier of a weaker aspect.”

I recalled the circular elemental wheel from the cultivation manuals. I guess it made sense when thinking of the matching strengths like that.

Bo Ren then leaned closer with a grin. “They play an even bigger role when it come to the odds in the betting pools, but you didn’t hear that from me.”

I laughed at his joke, but I couldn’t take my eyes off the list.

I looked at number 96 in particular, Lady Silver Sparrow, probably one of Hein’s distant cousins or something. Although there were probably dozens of Lady so-and-so’s walking around Jurin province. She must have been a late registration or something to be starting out at 96th rank, but she had climbed to rank 14 already and the tournament had only been open a few days. But then remembering what Bo Ren said, it probably made sense that she was matched with the Rank 15 competitor or something based on her cultivation level. 

I blew out a sigh.

 A 4th-Tier Core Realm cultivator and royal member of the ruling clan. If it took someone of her pedigree to break into the top 20, then no way in hell could I register as an unaffiliated jack-off and do the same. That kind of ranking was fit only for the bottom of the list apparently.  Not to mention, if I did register now, once they tested me, I’d have no way to explain my lightning aspect and have no way to create lightning to boot. 

Well shit, I thought. Looks like I really am screwed.

It was one thing to hear it from Hong Feng, but to see it with my own eyes really put the gravity of my current situation into perspective. I was still an outcast in this realm. An unaffiliated Terran. Even if I did enter and was strong enough get in the under 20 Rank—and considering Lady Silver Sparrow that was looking like a pretty big if right now—I’d be branded an anomaly or heretic and hauled off by the imperial goons before I even stepped off the mat.

Hong Feng was right.

I needed to be in a sect to participate here. Which meant I needed that bastard to sign and submit that Furious Lightning Sect paperwork right away.

“How long do I have before I need to register?” I asked.

Bo Ren puffed his cheeks as he looked up at the board. “We have about 4 or 5 matches a night. Iron Brackets fights run for 30 minutes each. But, as you can see, we’re running out of the lower-ranked competitors. Most of them have been eliminated already. You don’t want to be stacked up against the likes of a high-tier Core Realm on your first time out.”

I glanced up at numbers 99 and 100, my current peer group—two aspect-less, unaffiliateds who had already flunked out. I couldn’t be rubbing shoulder with the likes of them. 

“So, a week you think?” I asked.

Bo Ren wobbled his head. “For you, I could probably push it to four days. I’ll make sure to leave at least one high-Tier Foundation-level competitor for you to match against. But after that no promises. And if you’re a no show by day six, you’ll probably be eliminated outright.”

Damn, I really had to get moving.

“But hey,” he said. “You’re a crowd favorite, but no pressure. People spend years climbing the Iron Bracket. If you want to give this year a pass, there’s no shame in it. You’re qualified now, so you can re-enter any year you want.”

I didn’t have years to wait.

I needed my citizenship now.

“No, I’ll be competing this year,” I said with confidence, my Flame backing up my conviction. “I’ll be registering in a couple of days.”




*	*	*




A few hours later, I was sitting with Gui Zu in the cheap bamboo chairs of an open-air restaurant, buying him dinner after our sparring session. The late afternoon sun was dipping low, giving me about an hour or so before I would have to report back to the Fire Birds. Eating in the restaurant district was a nice change to the slop I’d eaten last night, but my appetite just wasn’t there.

Still too much on my mind.

Thankfully Gui Zu lived up to his promise and made short work of the multiple orders of noodles and steamed dumplings, eating my leftovers with ease. He’d earned his pay too. We’d spent a good two hours in the ring, me wearing my Bull Mask while we went at it with wooden weapons. We pushed ourselves perhaps as hard as we did when we fought each other for real—Gui Zu besting me more than a few times with his superior spear techniques.

But, despite it all, the sparring session was little more than a distraction. Already I was rummaging through the catacombs of my mind, trying to find a way I could push through and create lightning in only a matter of days. 

But was it even possible?  

“What’s wrong, Brother Max?” Gui Zu asked in between bites of a puffy shrimp dumpling. “You don’t seem yourself today.”

I didn’t know if it was my subpar performance in the ring or my lack of appetite that had tipped Gui Zu off, but he was spot on with his deduction. Unfortunately, I didn’t really know how to respond to him. The weight of the world was on my shoulders, and I had no one but the Struggler to share it with. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just got a bit on my mind.”

“Is it the tournament?” Gui Zu asked. 

I sighed. “More or less.”

“It’s a big step to move up into the Iron Bracket,” he said, reaching for another dumpling. “I would say feeling nervous is quite normal.”

I wish it were only the tournament I had to worry about, Gui Zu.

But now I was having to work through a bunch of bullshit with Hong Feng and his ilk just to get the opportunity to qualify. And now I had added a stringent timeframe on top of that. Not to mention that I still needed to create lightning to pull it all off.

Gui Zu poured wine into my empty cup. “Here. This is the solution you need, my friend.”

He laughed, showing off his jacked-up teeth and I couldn’t help but smile at that. We raised cups together and I enjoyed the fiery warmth of the rice wine as it slipped down my gullet. 

We toasted a few more times, and I started to forget my stresses for a bit.

Maybe it was the wine or maybe it was just Gui Zu’s totally open and honest spirit, but I felt like I could tell this guy pretty much anything and it wouldn’t come back to bite me. Hell, I’d already told him my real name. Something I hadn’t even shared with Yu Li yet.

Ah screw it, I thought. Hanging around at the arena, he’d have to find out eventually.  

“You know…I ended up joining the Fire Bird Sect,” I said. 

His eyes went wide and he nearly dropped his chopsticks in the hot chili oil. “What? You did? Why didn’t you say something? That’s excellent news, Brother Max. Congratulations! We should order more wine to celebrate!”

I cracked a smile. “Well, it’s not as great as it seems. I’m just an initiate for now, but I’m hoping to become…” How do I put this? “…a specialist of sorts to enter the Iron Bracket.”

“Wow,” he said. “A specialist?”

“Sort of.” I didn’t want to get any more detailed than that. But I supposed it didn’t matter. If I were successful, the whole world would soon know “Bull Man” as a member of the Furious Lightning Sect. “Until then though, I’m scrubbing damn toilets and eating slop for dinner.”

Gui Zu gave me another smile. “Oh, I do miss those days. Good living in the sects. No matter how hard the work, you at least had a warm meal and a roof over year head every night.” His eyes saddened a bit and I felt something change inside of him as he picked away absently at a half-eaten dumpling. “You are very blessed indeed, Brother Max.”

“Hey,” I said. “Where are you staying right now, Gui Zu?”

“Me?” He shrugged. “Sometimes I can get a cot with the brothers at the Shrine if I manage to get there early enough. Sometimes the arena lets me sleep in the basement too.”

Holy shit, I thought. Here I was, lost in my own head, dealing with first-world problems while poor Gui Zu is out here living on the damn streets?

A new sense of purpose filled me, pushing my problems to the side. It felt damn good to focus on fixing someone else’s problems for once. 

“Hey, look,” I said. “I’m still paying for my apartment, but I’m staying at the sect now. So it’s pretty much empty and available.”

Gui Zu’s mouth hung open. “Brother Max… really? You’d let me stay there?”

I thought a moment more. Perhaps I could kill two birds with one stone here.

“Well…not for free,” I said.

Gui Zu suddenly blushed, casting his gaze shamefully to the table. “Yes, of course. Apologies if I gave that impression. I would find a way to pay you. You are already most generous—”

I laughed, slugging him on the shoulder. “I’m just shitting you, man. Of course you can stay there for free. But there is a favor I need from you in return.”

Gui Zu looked up at me, tears nearly forming in his eyes. “Anything, you name it.” 

“Come with me,” I said, pushing away from the table. “There’s someone I want you to meet.”




*	*	*




We arrived in the square just before sunset, the food vendors filling the air with the savory aroma from their woks. I spotted Yu Li haggling with one of the farmers over a basket of vegetables, Su Ling strapped snugly to her back. 

I stopped Gui Zu and pointed to her.

“There she is,” I said. “Yu Li and her daughter Su Ling.”

Gui Zu stared with his mouth open. “So, that’s your sister? Wow. She’s really pretty.”

I laughed at his response. I never thought about Yu Li in that way, but I suppose she was an attractive girl. “Come on. I’ll introduce you. But remember, she knows me only as Chun and don’t mention anything about the Fire Birds either. It’ll just make her worry.” 

“Got you,” he said with a nod. 

I led Gui Zu through the crowd of my former neighbors and got more than a few stares. Gui Zu was a big guy and had the poise of a trained fighter. And I was nearly as big as he was now. Together, I suppose we might have looked like a couple of thugs about to mess someone’s shit up.

Thankfully no one overreacted and the temperature in the square stayed calm.

“Yu Li,” I called to her with a wave, and she glanced back at me with a smile of pleasant surprise.

“Chun?”

“I have someone I want you to meet,” I said, gesturing to Gui Zu. “This is Gui Zu, my trainer.”

“Oh?” She looked up at him with a curious but cautious smile. “Hello.”

“He’s going to be staying at my place for a bit. Gui Zu, this is my sister, Yu Li, and my niece, Su Ling.”

Gui Zu gave her a polite bow. “I’m very honored to meet you, Sister Yu Li.” He then shook Su Ling’s tiny hand with a finger, giving her a smile. “And you as well, little one.”

Yu Li suddenly gasped in horror and Su Ling began crying.   

Oh shit, I thought. I didn’t warn her about the teeth!

Poor Gui Zu seemed oblivious to it all though and just started laughing. “I guess I’m not that good with kids.”

“Don’t worry,” Yu Li said graciously, with a nervous laugh. “She’s always like this when it comes to meeting someone new.”

“So…” I said, quickly moving the conversation along. “I’ve asked Gui Zu to keep an eye out for you while he’s staying here. Will that be all right?” 

“Yes,” Gui Zu said, giving her another bow. “If you need anything at all, just ask. I’m at your beck and call, Sister Yu Li.”

Yu Li cocked a brow at me. “Okay…well…good. Yes, I suppose. That’s fine.”

She finally smiled at Gui Zu politely again.

“Great,” I said, catching her by the elbow and pulling her to the side a bit. “Just give us a moment please, Gui Zu.”

“Certainly,” he said with another jacked-up smile. 

“Way to spring this on me, Chun,” Yu Li said in a whisper. 

“Yeah, sorry, it was a spur of the moment kind of thing. But anyway, this guy can beat me in the ring sometimes. So if Jian Yi starts any more crap, he’ll be here to handle it. Plus, he’s a really nice guy in general. I trust him completely. You’ll like him, I’m sure.”

Yu Li glanced at Gui Zu as he stood somewhat awkwardly away from us, politely waiting for us to finish our conversation. “Well, he does look capable enough. What is he? Six foot?”

“You’re worried about how tall he is?” 

“Well… it’s a better feature than his teeth.” She gave me a silly grin and I nudged her. 

“Be nice,” I said, but suddenly I felt guilty as hell. I’d have to find some way to fix his teeth later on. I was the one responsible for giving him that smile, after all. “Anyway, it’s all part of his charm. You’ll see.”  

I turned back to Gui Zu and tossed him my keys. “Okay, I’ve got to get going. Yu Li, you can show him where it is, right?”

She beamed him a smile. “Sure. Please, come with me, Mr. Gui Zu.”

“Thanks again, Brother Chun,” he said, giving me a bow and then reaching down, he picked up Yu Li’s vegetable basket. “Please, let me help you with this.”

“Oh,” she said, surprised, and blushed a little. “Thank you. Please follow me.”

I couldn’t help but smile as I watched them disappear towards the apartment blocks, the both of them chatting away. From the corner of my eye, I sensed something and spotted Jian Yi glaring at me and I got the keen sense that she’d been watching us the entire time. I put on a smile of [Indifference] and nodded to her.

She cut her eyes at me in return.

I chuckled. Looks like that’s one problem solved, at least. 

As I left the square, I felt like I had truly accomplished something for the better, but there was a hell of a lot more that lay ahead.

One problem down… a hundred more to go, I thought.

I had only four days to make it all happen now.

To create lightning.

Sink or swim. 

When I got back to the sect, it was time to do some serious training.
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I avoided Shen Ju and headed directly for the library. It was after dark now so his authority over me had supposedly ended anyway, but knowing him, I didn’t want to take any chances. Plus, just the sight of that prick would bring back memories of that basement that I just didn’t want to relive. 

I got right to work instead, focusing on the hard part first and pushed out another ten pages of bullshit for Hong Feng to read in the morning. It took me about an hour, but I added a few more techniques and exercises to keep him busy for at least a few more days. With that done I cleared my mind and sat in lotus position on the prayer mat to focus on what I needed to accomplish next.

Creating solid Frenzy was still my ultimate goal. I was certain that if I could do that, creating an actual spark from my Flame was possible. But so far, no matter the amount of Frenzy I gathered out in the field I couldn’t solidify it just yet. If gathering more Frenzy wasn’t doing it, then perhaps I truly needed a breakthrough to the next realm to succeed. And that meant facing certain death, but what did ‘facing’ certain death actually mean?

Would just heading out into the wild and fighting an S-Class monster work? Of course, I wasn’t sure if I could defeat it or not, which was maybe why it didn’t resonate as true certain death to me. But maybe that was the point. When I meditated on the idea though, something just didn’t feel right about it. What was certain death then? Threja had ventured to face the Bloodmoon at night. That was certain death for sure and the idea of spending a night in the wild still shook my insides with fear. 

That seemed suicidal. 

But that was the stage Threja was at then, I supposed. She was seeking death.

The Death Wish stage, she’d called it. 

Still, what was the different between facing an S-Class monster and just jumping off the top of a ten-story building? Both could kill me equally, but neither idea seemed to stir my Flame. Was I missing something?

Going deeper into my thoughts, I cycled my Frenzy to bring about a crystal-clear recollection of the orb. There were no specific instructions on how to achieve advancement via a breakthrough of realms, but there was one technique at the heart of it all. I focused on the segment involving the [Death Mastery] technique and brought it to the forefront of my mind.




[Death Mastery] – the fear of death grows only stronger the closer one gets to immortality. Power over this fear defies not only the Heavens, but mocks it to its face. Consider it no small wonder then, dear kindled, that your path shall be blighted with misfortune, for the Heavens are not lightly mocked. In exchange for this rebuke, you shall enjoy the bounty that is clarity of mind, body, and soul in places where others falter and fail. Your words and actions will instill fear and respect in others and your Flame will burn yet brighter with each evolution, heightening the potency of all your abilities. 




The words never rang more true to me than now. I’d felt their power when I fought Yin Chu. I didn’t think of it consciously, but my [Death Mastery] ability must have kicked in and saved my life when he had me pinned to that floor. This was indeed the key. The next hurdle I had to overcome. But if my fight with Yin Chu didn’t trigger my ascension, then what would?

I searched through the orb for more clues and then after about an hour I found something significant. Something my Flame clearly knew deep down but my mind could not comprehend until now.
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Beware, kindled one, for the Struggler is not mocked. Thy path shall be filled with affliction, and by affliction shall thou gain strength. But if for strength’s sake alone, to cause such affliction is only vanity and the Frenzied Flame shall have no respect. Therefore, deceive not thy Flame nor thyself, for it will turn from you. 




I must have skimmed this same passage countless times before, its words cryptic to me then, but now they were crystal clear. I couldn’t force a breakthrough by choosing to fight an S-Class monster, the same way I couldn’t trigger it by jumping off a building. That would be like cheating the system, deceiving the Flame. It was the same reason I couldn’t advance my body hardening by simply cutting myself. My pain and struggle had to come from without, not within.

Thinking back, every leap I’d made in my progression had come from some major calamity I’d survived. Facing death when I first fought those Fire Birds while saving Mu Lin, my first fight with Zu Tien, being nearly eaten alive in the jaws of that broodmother. I’d faced death, and each time my Flame had grown stronger through my survival—my Flame’s stubborn unwillingness to die. 

Even my last encounter with Yin Chu, I’d been the closest to death I’d ever been, but my focus was never on using that battle to get stronger. It was the conviction of staying alive long enough to reach my ultimate goal that spurred my Flame to bring about my victory. Maybe this meant it couldn’t be any one event. Like everything with my progression, new levels of power came at increasingly harder barriers to break. My first breakthrough had been easy. A single fight. But perhaps to break through to the next realm it would take facing death multiple times.

Whatever it would take, one thing was for certain.

It could not be forced. 

No matter how much I needed to create solid Frenzy to solve my problems, it wasn’t an event I could just synthesize by picking a fight with an S-Class monster. It had to be organic—a byproduct of the strife for trying to reach my greater purpose.

I felt something open up inside of me, as new knowledge caused a deeper understanding of my Flame, its strength increasing slightly in my mind’s eye. I opened my real eyes then and realized I’d been meditating for nearly three hours.  

I let out a sigh of defeat and exhaustion.

So much for brute forcing my way to frenzied lightning, I thought. I comforted myself in the Struggler’s embrace. My Flame knew my path. I’d just have to trust it to lead me to ascension when the time was right. But damnit if I hadn’t just shoehorned myself into a time crunch with this damn Iron Bracket tournament. 

I needed to focus on something else, something to get my mind off of everything.

Perhaps something a bit easier to accomplish.

Like the [Devil’s Shadow] technique, I thought.  

I still needed to test it to see if I’d truly mastered it or not. But to do that I needed a way to detect Qi. Or the help of a person who could detect it. Slipping away from the library, I ventured to the front door and luckily found Du Mak and Ju Gong still on duty.

“Brother Ju Gong,” I said, bowing to him respectfully. “Do you mind if I borrow Du Mak for a moment?”

“Why the hell are you asking him?” Du Mak spat. “He’s not my boss. And borrow me for what?”

I grinned. “Your expertise.” 

Ju Gong laughed. “What expertise?” 

“Shut up, Ju Gong!”

“It’ll just take a second,” I said and gave him a smile with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Come with me to the library.”

It didn’t take much more convincing for him to leave Ju Gong on duty all by his lonesome. When we got to the library, I sat on the prayer mat and prepared the meridian sequencing for the [Devil’s Shadow] technique. The last step was the wildcard symbol on the instructions, the character that resembled the Jing meridian which Du Mak had said meant elemental core.

“Okay, Du Mak,” I said. “Tell me if you can sense my Qi.”

He sighed, irritated. “You really think you mastered it in only a day? You’re wasting my time.”

“We’ll see,” I said.

I focused the [Devil’s Shadow] technique on my Flame and then cycled my Frenzy.

“Sense anything?”

Du Mak chortled. “Nothing of course. Like I said, there is no way you could have mastered it already.”

I smiled. I had pretty much expected that result, but I had to try anyway. I would likely need to focus on the new meridian Jing that I had opened to perform the lightning technique, but I wanted to test it on my Flame first just to be sure. 

Resetting the technique I started again, and this time focused on that space I had opened up before, the target meridian where I would eventually toss solid Frenzy one day to create lightning. Engaging the technique, I cycled my Frenzy once more. 

“How about now?”

“Nope, still nothing.”

I furrowed my brow at that. That Jing meridian should have been where the equivalent of my element core was stored. I wasn’t able to create lightning yet, but it should still be giving off the element of fire. Shouldn’t it?

I thought a moment more. 

“Just a second.”

Maybe I had to have actual fire being produced for it to sense it, I thought. That made sense. After all, until it reached my Jing meridian, my Frenzy was still just liquid Frenzy. I held out my palm and with the [Devil’s Frenzy] technique still engaged, triggered my lightning technique, funneling concentrated liquid Frenzy to the Jing meridian core.

A small flame ignited in my palm and Du Mak jumped back, surprised.

“Damn!” he said. “You’ve learned Qi manifestation already?”

“Does that mean you can sense it?”

Du Mak continued to look at the flame, his brow creased in a furrow. “No…I can’t sense anything. How are you doing that? Maybe you’re doing it backwards, masking your Qi with nothing. Where are you focusing your absorption?”

“My absorption?”

“Yes, what are you focusing it on?”

“What absorption?”

Du Mak sighed, shaking his head. “You still have that paper?” 

Releasing the flame, I dug in my robes and handed him the technique he had scribbled down earlier.

“You sure you are doing all of this correctly?” he asked, waving the paper at me.

I glanced at it again just to make sure. “Yes, very sure. What did you mean by absorption?”

Du Mak pointed to that same character again that closely resembled Jing. “This here.”

“That’s my core, right?”

“Yes, but did you use absorption on it? That’s what the extra stroke means here,” he said pointing to a fine detail of the character. “You do not open this meridian, you absorb from it.”

What the hell was he talking about?

He must have caught the confused look on my face because he stared back at me like I was an idiot. “Master Hong Feng did not already teach you the [Absorption] technique? How the hell can you expect to do [Devil’s Shadow] then?”

“Um… Wait, yes,” I said, thinking quickly. “I remember him mentioning it briefly, but I might have forgotten to write it down.” I grabbed the pen off the desk. “Do you mind?”

Du Mak huffed out another sigh, snatching the pen from me. He began scribbling down a very brief sequence of only three characters. One of them I recognized as the word for demon.

“What’s this?” I asked, pointing to it.

“He did give you a demon seed, right?”

I had no idea what that was, but I just nodded. 

“Maybe it hasn’t taken hold within your Dantian as yet. I know for me it took a full week for the demon’s soul to manifest within my own.”

Holy shit, I thought. I did recall Hong Feng mentioning something about them needing a demon’s soul to use their cultivation, but I didn’t think it was so literal. 

“It’s no wonder I couldn’t sense anything,” he said. “Your demon is yet to take root in your Dantian. The technique must be masking your Qi with nothing.”

“Yeah,” I said quickly. “That must be it.”

Damn it. Maybe this wouldn’t be as easy as I thought.  

“Anyway, once the seed takes hold and spawns your inner demon, you need to use it to focus on your Qi source and absorb the essence of it.” He pointed to the Jing-like character again. “Right here. Then you can use that to mask your own Qi within your Dantian.”

“Isn’t your Qi source and your Dantian the same thing?” 

“Yes,” he said. “Well, sort of. Not in this case though.”

“What?”

“You need to sample something pure for the perfume. You can’t take shit and spray it with more shit and then expect it to not smell like shit, understand?”

I chuckled at his crude analogy. “Yeah, I get it. So where do you get the perfume?”

“A splinter of course. Didn’t Master Hong Feng give you one?”

“A splinter?” Did he mean the splinter of a core? “I don’t think so.”

Du Mak shook his head again. “I suppose not. You are not yet ready.”

“What’s one look like?”  

“See here…” Du Mak reached into his robes for a thin chain and showed me a golden pendant on the end. It was flat and lined with a thin strip of what looked like ruby from top to bottom. “I keep mine hidden in plain sight. Too small for officials to detect, but potent enough to flavor your Qi.”

Well, I’ll be damned, I thought. These guys were rocking fake cores just like I was.

“So you absorb the perfume of this ‘sliver’ of fire core to mask your Qi?”

“Yes,” he said, tucking it away again.

I nodded. 

“You should ask Hong Feng for one,” he said. “Or he may be waiting for your inner demon to spawn first. Who knows?”

Inner demon? No way in hell was I infecting myself with something like that just to pull this technique off. I then laughed inwardly. What the hell was I thinking? I already had a Demon raging inside of me. A Struggler too. I looked at the [Absorption] technique again. It was very simple. A focal point linked through the “demon” focus and then directed to a target.

I pondered some more. Using my Flame as a substitute for fire had worked for the lightning technique, maybe the Demon within my Flame could work for this too. “Let me try once more, Du Mak, using your splinter.”

“You’re wasting your time,” he said with a sigh, but pulled the pendant back out again. “It won’t work without an inner demon.”

“Trust me,” I said with a grin. “I’ve got plenty of Demon in me.”

His face twisted with confusion as I opened the meridians for the [Absorption] technique, focusing on the small sliver of Lightning Core in my stomach instead of the sliver on his pendant. Then, reaching out to it with my Flame, I felt some kind of connection take hold.

Holy crap…did it work?

I used the [Devil’s Shadow] technique once more, substituting the source with the energy now streaming from the lightning core through my inner Flame. I cycled my Frenzy and Du Mak’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

“Nine saints in hell! What was that?”

I stopped cycling immediately and Du Mak seemed to calm down some, but was still breathing heavily, holding his pendant against his chest. 

“Was that you?” he said.

I shrugged. I didn’t feel a thing differently than I normally would.

Du Mak scrunched up his face. “You must be doing it wrong or something. No way you’re that powerful already.” Then he paused a moment. “Although, you did kill Yin Chu in a single technique.”

“So you felt it, right?”

“Of course I felt it!” he spat. “A Qi-less mortal could have felt that! I think you’d better practice more before you try to use it in public. You’ll give our secrets away drawing attention like this.”

“You’re right.” I nodded in agreement, but the satisfaction of success put a smile on my face. “I won’t use this until I master it like you, Du Mak. But it’ll probably take me ten to twelve months’ time. Nowhere near as quick as you.”

“Damn right,” Du Mak said, nodding back to me with a hint of pride. “Now, let me go. Before that bastard Ju Gong rats me out for leaving my post.”

After he left, I gave myself a celebratory pat on the back.

I’d actually done it—I’d found a way to simulate Qi in real time by mastering not one, but two demonic techniques. Although it did still require a piece of my fake core to work. I was surprised how simple the techniques were also, and how quickly they came to me. But then, not surprisingly most of the meridian points used were the same that I used for my Frenzy techniques.

There were definitely some similarities between the Frenzied Flame and demonic cultivation. Common roots perhaps? Who knew? But I was happy to have some success in something tonight. I made a point to get up early so I could see Mu Lin before she went out into the field. Testing with Du Mak was great for telling if the technique was simply working or not, but to finesse it to a level that seemed normal and natural instead of alarming would take someone of her keen training.

I was just about to call it quits for the night when a new idea struck me.

Just how potent was this [Absorption] technique?    

Was it the same one Hong Feng had used to absorb what was left of Yin Chu’s core? If so, I had no desire to become a soul-sucking vampire like him. Not that I could make use of stolen Qi anyway. But could I absorb the lightning core and use it for something else?

I played around with the [Devil’s Shadow] technique some more as the idea steeped. Screw it, I thought. I had nothing to lose and all to gain if I could make this work. Grabbing a piece of paper, I sat at the desk and began scripting out the Lightning Technique. 

I then scribed the [Absorption] Technique next to it and the [Devil’s Shadow] technique in turn. 

The answer lay at some point in between these three, I thought.

The pieces that made sense, seemed to fit one another.

I rearranged the characters as if performing mathematics, substituting meridians with one another, until all three techniques linked like a chain. It seemed a hell of a lot to pull off at once, and with it involving Qi, I wouldn’t even be able to sense most of it.

Still, the logic of the characters made sense.

I had to try.

Closing my eyes, I stared deeply into the core of my Flame. I applied the [Absorption] technique and sent the Flame to gnaw at the lightning core in my stomach. I summoned the lightning technique then, cycling my Frenzy through the meridians, building up speed. I envisioned the Flame chipping away small fragments of the solid lightning core.

I was ready.

Palm out, I took a deep breath, and I employed my modified version of the [Devil’s Shadow] technique, bridging the gap between the two processes already cycling inside my system. I envisioned the fragments of lightning core speeding into the swiftly flowing stream of liquid Frenzy, my essence becoming a transitory fluid.

I targeted my Jing as the speed of my liquid Frenzy increased, an unknown amount of solid Qi mixed with it. My Frenzy surged as I directed the result to my palm and a brilliant blue light flashed against the walls as a loud pop filled the air.

A small walnut-sized spark of lightning appeared briefly within my hand before quickly disappearing again, leaving the aroma of something sweet lingering in the air.

Holy shit…

I sat staring at my empty palm for close to a minute, not believing what I’d just accomplished. I’d done it. I’d created lightning. But not in the way that I had planned. It felt empty in a way. Not a true progression of my Flame at all. Just another cheap trick, no different than my fake core.  

Yet it took me another step along my path.

A huge step actually.

I gave a prayer of thanks to that poor old monk again. His lightning core was aiding me in ways I never could have imagined. I had just made another breakthrough. It wasn’t the leap of power that I had envisioned, but it was enough to prove the concept worked. A place to even build upon in the future perhaps. 

But none of that was important at the moment.

There was only one thing that mattered now.

That small spark…was all I needed to convince Hong Feng. 








CHAPTER 48










I spent the rest of the night trying to perfect what I decided to call the Faux Lightning technique, learning the boundaries of how it worked and seeing if I could make it stronger. The leeching of the solid Qi from the lightning core was something I couldn’t increase in intensity, I realized after a while. I tried several times, but no matter how much I tried with the [Absorption] technique I could only absorb so much. Considering its purpose, which was only to gain the flavor of the Qi to be used as a perfume, perhaps it made sense. Or perhaps that was the limitation of my Flame when it came to absorbing a foreign substance like Qi. 

But, while its absorption rate was limited, the time I spent absorbing was not.

After a few more hours of practice, I was able to increase the strength of the lightning I could produce by continuously cycling my Frenzy through the Faux Lightning technique and then slowly feeding it more and more solid Qi. 

If I performed the cycling for only a few seconds, it resulted in a small spark of electricity, like when I had first executed the technique. After a minute, the spark was a little larger. After five minutes, I managed to produce a small bolt of lightning that jumped across the room and nearly set the library on fire. 

It was an amazing achievement, but it didn’t come without its costs as well. 

First, I had to keep cycling my Frenzy to form a steady stream to feed the Qi into, which meant that Frenzy-wise, I really couldn’t do anything else. Second, there was a limit to how long I could hold it and keep feeding Qi. Perhaps fatigue played a part, but it seemed the more Qi I introduced, the more my system seemed to reject it. 

No different than how the core itself had diminished the intensity of my Flame. Five minutes was my max. Overall that meant this form of Faux Lightning was more parlor trick than combat technique, which was why I had given it the name. No way could I keep my Frenzy in a holding pattern for five minutes in the middle of an Iron Bracket fight.

But to even get to that stage, I needed to get over one last hurdle first.

Hong Feng.

I got some sleep and then waited for his early morning visit as normal. I started my Frenzy cycling the moment I heard him approaching the library. I peeked outside and saw him walking down the hallway with Ju Gong following closely behind him.

Perfect, I thought. He’d brought Ju Gong again, just like I’d hoped. 

I sat and waited patiently for him to enter. He finally did so after knocking briefly, leaving Ju Gong outside the door.

“Any new progress?” he asked.

“See for yourself, Master,” I said with a bow and then gestured to the papers atop the desk.

He began skimming over them, shuffling through my nonsense. I continued focusing on cycling my Frenzy as he did so, slowly building up the lightning Qi within it. 

He harrumphed as he held the papers in his hands. “I suppose you have produced a bit more.” He then picked up the pen and wrote down a few characters on my stack of papers. I recognized them immediately as a continuation of the [Devil’s Shadow] technique. He even wrote out the special character for [Absorption] but handed it to me with no explanation at all.

“More when you produce more,” he said. 

Bastard…I could see where this was going. If I wanted to get what I needed out of him, I’d have to beat him at his own game. But I would have to be smart about it. I bowed and took the half-completed technique from him.

“Thank you, Master Hong Feng,” I said and then pulled out a paper full of techniques of my own. “I do in fact have more that I have produced.”

I held the paper towards him at arms-length and he squinted as he peered at it. “What is this? A technique?”

“Yes,” I said. “For this…”

Before he could reach for the paper, I tossed it into the air and then released the Faux Lightning technique. A branch-sized bolt of lightning arced from my hand and hit the paper, incinerating it instantly as a clap of thunder reverberated inside the small room.

Hong Feng let out a cry of shock, jerking backwards.

“Master!” Ju Gong called, bursting into the room.  

Both he and Hong Feng stood there frozen for a moment, the ashes from the paper flittering to the ground like snow.

“Master?” Ju Gong looked to Hong Feng. “Is everything alright?”

“Everything is fine,” I said, cycling my Frenzy again and fueling it with solid Qi. “I was just demonstrating to Master Hong Feng that I’d made a breakthrough last night. I’m now able to produce this.”

I used what little Qi I had mustered to produce a brief spark in my palm. It wasn’t much, but it was enough for Ju Gong’s eyes to grow wide. 

“You can manifest lightning?” he said.

I smiled and looked to Hong Feng. “Not on my own. Master Hong Feng saw the talent in me and then gave me the special guidance to master it.”

“How brilliant!” Ju Gong said. “Master, you must be very pleased!”

Hong Feng looked shell-shocked for a moment, as if not knowing how to react. Finally, he collected himself and put on a smile as a hint of lemonade flowed from him. “Yes, very pleased. Well done, Brother Chun.”

“We should share this great breakthrough with the rest of the sect,” I said. “I’m sure many are probably still confused as to why you gave me this special opportunity. Seeing this, like Ju Gong, they would no doubt understand your wisdom in taking a chance on a Terran like me. Wouldn’t you agree, Ju Gong?”

Ju Gong bowed hastily. “Yes, absolutely! There have been many rumblings in the sect about Brother Chun and why he is here, Master Hong Feng. An announcement like this would be well received, I would think.”

I couldn’t tell if Hong Feng could feel the trap I had closed around him by involving Ju Gong, or if his ego had simply been stroked enough for him not to care, but with a witness now, there was no way he could keep my progress hidden and keep stringing me along indefinitely.

“Perhaps now would be the time to let everyone know of my new position within the sect as well,” I said, hinting at our deal.

Hong Feng hesitated a moment, feeling the pressure of the situation I had placed him in, but eventually he smiled. “Yes. Let us let the sect know of this great new accomplishment.” He turned to Ju Gong. “Ju Gong, gather the assembly in the lower hall.”

“At once, master,” Ju Gong said with a bow and then scurried away.

“Shall we complete the other paperwork first?” I said, reaching for a blank sheet of paper.

“What other paperwork?”

He was still trying to hold leverage over me, the bastard.

“My first Iron Bracket match starts tomorrow, and I need to register today…as a member of the Furious Lightning Sect. That was our deal. Remember?”

Hong Feng smirked. “Is that right?”

“Secrets for secrets,” I said and held up a blank sheet of paper. “You sign the application and I’ll give you the secret to Furious Lightning.” 

He paused for a moment as I laid on a heavy layer of [Struggler’s Resolve].

Eventually he snorted out a crude laugh. “I honestly didn’t know if you could do it or not, but you are one that is full of surprises, Brother Chun. Come to my office and we will complete our deal.”




*	*	*




I walked with a mixture of confidence and trepidation towards Hong Feng’s office, unsure if he might have been willing to harvest his investment in me early. Logic told me that wouldn’t make sense though. Even Yin Chu he was upset about having to harvest, and Yin Chu had already been at the Core Realm phase. 

I played it cool with [Indifference] as I entered where Hong Feng was already seated behind his desk, scribbling away at something. 

“Sit,” he said. 

I complied and after about a minute, he turned the paper around for me to see. It was the same document he had shown me before, but it was filled in completely now.
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I smiled. “Thank you, Master Hong Feng.”

“Do not thank me yet,” he said. “I can still destroy this the same way you did that technique. I would like to have it before I allow you to sign this.”

“Already done,” I said and slipped the piece of paper to him. Only this time I had written the normal lightning technique, substituting the Jing character with the symbol for Fury.

Hong Feng took it from me and studied it. “Is it truly so simple?”

“In theory, yes,” I said. “In practice? Well…that depends on how angry of a person you are.”

Hong Feng chuckled. “I see.” He then tapped on the application form. “You need to enter your full name and your citizen ID and signature.”

It was almost surreal, but I’d done it. My chance to fully enter the Iron Bracket tournament without fear of reprisal was finally here. 

But it needed my full name? Even when applying for my C-Class citizenship the only thing they gave me was a number. I supposed the number mattered more than the name, but this document would be the first one to cement my new identity to the outside world. My randomly generated family name was Lo, something I had little credence for if any.

I looked at what Hong Feng had already entered into the box.

Chun.

It was a name I’d come to despise at times, but I couldn’t deny that after twelve years it had become a part of me as well. It was what most people knew me by. Even the stupid part. It was something I thought I would simply erase when I had the chance, but just like my view of cultivation itself, it was now a part of me and something that I had learned to embrace. I laughed inwardly as I scribbled down my ID number and then added the word “Max” in front of Chun.

Max Chun, I thought. 

For all the dumb shit I was getting myself into, Max Chun made sense on all kinds of levels.

I signed the document and Hong Feng frowned. “Max?”

“It’s the name I used for my tournament registration.” 

“I see. I’ll have someone file this today.”

“I can take care of it,” I said, pulling the application off the desk as he reached for it. Hong Feng made a face but I quickly applied [Struggler’s Resolve] to make firm my intentions. “It’s not a matter of trust but timing, Master Hong Feng. The officials at the tournament can process the application and since I’m also trying to register today, I’d rather have the same clerk deal with both documents. I don’t want to miss my registration window because some lazy imperial pen pusher downtown doesn’t process it quickly enough.”

Hong Feng smirked. I could tell he was only half buying my story, but he couldn’t argue with the logic either. “Very well,” he said. “I leave your destiny in your own hands, Max Chun, but if you lose it, don’t come crying to me for another one.” He then took the edge off his words with a smile as he stood. “Let this be the start of a long partnership between us. I will look forward to your further updates as you grow stronger in this new path.”

“Absolutely,” I said with a smile, securing the document within my robes.

“Come now,” Hong Feng said. “It’s time to re-introduce you to the sect.”




*	*	*




I stood on the platform next to Hong Feng, along with Shen Ju and Ju Gong. Below us the entire Fire Bird Sect was formed up in rank and file, much like the first time I had met them. There was a different atmosphere in the room now compared to then though. Much less outright disgust and disdain and more a measured wariness of cautious uncertainty.

“I have an announcement to make,” Hong Feng said, addressing the crowd. “Less than a week ago we witnessed a strength like none other put to shame one of our best. And now, as the time is right, I will reveal to you the nature of this strength and what it will mean for our future.”

He paused for a moment and then turned to me. “I present to you Brother Chun. Chun, please demonstrate for us this new power.”

I’d only been building up my lightning bolt for a couple of minutes now and prayed it would be enough to deliver the spectacle Hong Feng wanted. I stepped forward slowly, closing my eyes for effect. 

“[Lightning’s Fury]!”  I cried and released the bolt.

It was smaller than I would have liked, barely bigger than a twig in thickness, but it at least arced to hit the ceiling and sent a resounding crack of thunder echoing throughout the concrete chamber. The mass of Fire Birds ducked instinctively as debris fell from the roof, the action taking them off guard.

“Well done, Brother Chun,” Hong Feng said with a slow clap. “Students of history would know that it was the renowned Grand Master, Zen Ju Xian, who over twelve thousand years ago first harnessed the power of lightning from fire. Brother Chun has followed in those great footsteps by forging a new pathway to lightning. A pathway that involved both fire…and fury. You witnessed the power of his fury in his battle with Yin Chu. And now what Brother Chun has displayed is but a nascent technique of channeling that fury into lightning. I’m sure we can all imagine its strength when his full fury is engaged.”

I felt a bit of lemonade forming in the crowd and a lot coming from Hong Feng himself at those words. Hell, even I was moved by them a little. But from Shen Ju there was only a concentrated stare of ire. 

“As Brother Chun has forged a new path, so too, like the Great Grand Master Zen Ju Xian, must he form a new branch of succession. Thus, I decree the establishment of a new sub-sect within our ranks—the Path of Furious Lightning. Brother Chun is now a senior disciple and our Iron Bracket contender for our new sect. Let us congratulate Brother Chun on his new appointment and wish him much success in his progression.”

The Fire Birds broke into stilted applause, a short series of clapping while Ju Gong stepped forward to present me with a new set of robes. They were red with yellow and blue trim instead of orange.

“These are the colors of the new sect,” Hong Feng said. “Red representing the root of fire found within all of us. Yellow the strength of fury and blue the power of lightning. As the sole and lead Iron Bracket contender for the Furious Lightning Sect, Brother Chun is now equal in rank and standing to Brother Shen Ju, our lead Iron Bracket contender for the Fire Bird Sect. Be sure you treat each of them with equal respect worthy of their positions.”

Shen Ju’s mouth fell open for a moment before shooting both me and Hong Feng a contemptuous glare. His anger would have been palpable even if I couldn’t already feel it for real.

“As Brother Chun continues his training and development, I will test to see if there are others worthy to join the ranks of the Furious Lightning Sect,” Hong Feng continued. “But until then, let us encourage both Brother Shen Ju and Brother Chun as they represent us within the Iron Bracket tournament. May they both bring us honor and glory.”

Hong Feng started another round of applause then dismissed the assembly.

A tidal wave of ass-kissing came next, the lower-ranked Fire Bird members rushing to bow before me and offer me words of congratulations. Some of it was genuine too, judging by the lemonade, but most seemed to be either lip service or perhaps opportunistic currying favor to be accepted into a new sub sect with a much shorter line to the top.

Either way it was uncomfortable as hell and I had to plaster on a fake smile to not let my true feelings show. Shen Ju however had no qualms in letting me know exactly how he felt as he gave a very formal bow before me.

“I see you are as cunning as you are strong, Brother Chun,” he said as he arose from his bow. “I pray for Master Hong Feng’s sake that he has not made a grave error in promoting you to such a prestigious rank so quickly.”

“Yeah, let’s hope not,” I said with [Indifference].

He let out a scoff. “Remember. We are equal in title and rank only.”

“You’re damn right about that,” I said with a flex of [Fear the Flame]. “And don’t you forget it.”

I ignored him as he tried to mouth some kind of comeback and left the basement instead.

I had bigger fish to fry than to deal with his petty resentment and stupid blood oath.

A new energy filled me as I felt for the signed document in my pocket. A locked door had been blocking my path and now I had the key to opening it. It was time to sign up for the Iron Bracket tournament in earnest. 

Tonight the “Bull Man” was re-entering the ring as a member of the Furious Lightning Sect.








CHAPTER 49










“Holy shit, Chun! What the hell did you do?”

I decided to stay late after work to catch Mu Lin when she came back in from the field, but now I was beginning to think it was a mistake. We were behind the tool shed, me testing my [Devil’s Shadow] technique while cycling my Frenzy as she peered at me through her thin-rimmed glasses. Her bottom jaw was hitting the floor as she kept squinting and readjusting her spectacles like she couldn’t see straight.

I’d spent most of the day hunting down C-Class monsters and practicing my Faux Lightning technique while generating Frenzy to steadily expand the liquid reservoir of my Dantian. Now I was flexing it for Mu Lin to see, accenting it with the “perfume” of my lightning core.  

“Why?” I asked. “What do you see?”

She shook her head at me. “You’ve got the Qi aura of a low-tier Core Realm cultivator now. Like, 2nd or maybe even 3rd Tier. How did you do this, Chun?”

I stopped cycling my Frenzy as her stare became accusatory. “Do you feel it less now?”

“I sensed that you stopped cycling, yes, but I can still sense the strength of your core.” She then took off her glasses and got real close to me, looking me dead in the eye. “Tell me the truth, Chun. Have you been taking more of those cheap elixirs?”

I tried to laugh it off. “What are you, an Enforcer now?”

“I’m serious, Chun! This isn’t funny.” 

The whole point of testing my [Devil’s Shadow] technique with Mu Lin was to gauge if I could control the intensity of my Qi aura by adjusting the amount of perfume I applied. After three separate tests it appeared the amount was static just like my absorption ability. The intensity was determined by the volume of Frenzy itself. 

I guess it made sense. I could mask the source of my power but not the amount. I’d have to remember that when going into the ring tonight. It might raise some eyebrows as it was doing for Mu Lin right now. 

But how the hell could I explain my sudden advancement to her?

Intense training could only explain so much, but being linked to a bona-fide sect like the Fire Birds possibly could. Expensive pills, elixirs, hidden techniques—everything became a trade secret when you were in a sect. That’s what I was betting on when it came to dealing with the officials at the arena.

But I couldn’t tell Mu Lin any of that.

I simply shrugged instead. “Maybe a little?”

Her brows lowered into a scowl and she punched me in the arm. “Chun, you damn idiot! I told you not to mess with that stuff! You can kill yourself. I honestly don’t know how you’re not dead already.” She then sort of mumbled to herself, “You’re either the luckiest, dumbest idiot alive or some kind of cultivating prodigy.”

“What do you mean?”

“Even if you’d taken some high-quality spiritual enhancers, it should have taken you weeks or even months to cultivate and purify it through your system.” She then began to look at me even more strangely and I started to wonder if she suspected something more than just being an oddity. She was a scholar. Perhaps she knew about things like illegal cultivation methods. 

I tried to play it off with a shrug. “I definitely think I fall into the stupid and lucky category there.”

“Well, anything that can make you this strong in just a few weeks has got to be dangerous. You’re rolling the dice here, Chun. And your luck is going to run out one day. So please stop, okay?”

I scratched the back of my head. “I hear you. I hear you.”

She frowned as she grabbed her backpack, rolling her eyes. “I’m sure you said something like that the last time.”

“Hey, how’s the studying going?” I asked, eager to change the topic. “Are you ready?”

“It’s in three days now, so I guess so.” She began walking off. “I actually have to go meet Xi Xha now for a session. She’s coming to pick me up.”

“What do you mean pick you up?”

“Walk and talk if you want to see,” she said, already moving ahead of me. “I have to meet her by the crossroads. And you’ve already made me late.”

We left the compound and Mu Lin powered ahead of me, walking at almost a sprint. The crossroads were less than a quarter mile away and I tried to make small talk while we walked, but Mu Lin seemed too focused to engage with more than one or two-word replies.

Ahead of us, I spied a familiar-looking skiff parked by the side of the dirt road. Xi Xha stood outside it along with the pilot, who was wearing simple black robes. Seated within the skiff itself, however, was a woman I’d seen once before. Silver hair cut in a razor-sharp bob, piercing chrome eyes, and a face to rival the princess herself. The only thing off-putting were her black and silver robes—the colors of the Silver Leaf Clan. 

“Looks like you’re moving up in the world,” I said to Mu Lin with a playful nudge.

“More like Xi Xha is. She said her friend offered to give us a ride into the city so we could get to studying early.”

“That’s some friend,” I said, eyeing the woman and when she finally looked in our direction, our eyes locked for a second. I kept the stare as did she, and I sensed the faintest hint of lemonade come from her before she turned away. 

“Who is she?”

“I’m not really sure,” Mu Lin said. “Someone Xi Xha went to university with, but she’s part of the ruling family obviously.” Mu Lin then added in a whisper, “So don’t act stupid.”  

As we approached, Mu Lin ran ahead and gave a deep bow to Xi Xha who returned it before looking over at me, blushing again. 

“Mister Chun,” she said with a polite bow. “It seems I’m always in a hurry when I see you, lately. It’s not intentional, I swear.”

“No worries,” I said, returning her bow. “You have a star pupil to prepare. I think that takes priority.”

I waved goodbye to Mu Lin as the pilot helped her into the skiff, but she was too busy prostrating herself before the silver-haired woman to notice. 

Xi Xha smiled as she looked me up and down, blushing a little as she tucked a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s been a while since we caught up. Perhaps we should make plans to meet up lat—”

“Xi Xha!” the silver-haired woman called sharply, cutting her off.

“Yes, my Lady?” Xi Xha said in a formal tone, nerves in her voice.

“Clearly you have no manners. Ask the young Terran man if he would like the privilege of riding into the city via skiff with us.”

Her voice was powerful and authoritative, and Xi Xha turned a few shades redder as she turned and bowed respectfully to her. 

“Yes, of course, my Lady.”

What the hell was this?

The woman didn’t even turn her head as she spoke, her stare of aloofness fixed on some unseen point ahead of her. Ire stirred within my gut as Xi Xha fumbled with her words, clearly embarrassed as she turned slowly to face me again. Whoever this woman was, she had a strange way of speaking to her so-called friends.

“Chun, the Lady Silver Light wishes to know if you would like a—”

“Tell her no,” I said loud enough for the woman to hear, a hint of [Indifference] in my voice. “I’d much rather walk. I’ll see you soon though, Xi Xha.”

With that I got to stepping, leaving Xi Xha standing there with her mouth slightly ajar.

I felt bad for leaving her like that, but no way was I acquiescing to some bitch who treated Xi Xha like a servant and who spoke to me like she was damn Li Gong Qui.

She wasn’t getting my attention, no matter how damn beautiful she was.

I glanced at the Lady Silver Light from the corner of my eye as I passed by the skiff and the look of shock and indignation on her face was priceless. Mu Lin, sitting opposite her, looked like she wanted to die. The sight put a smile on my lips and I could feel a sting of anger seething from the silver haired woman.

Another spoiled, rich girl cultivator used to getting everything she wants on command, I thought. But not today, bitch. 

Perhaps she’d read my thoughts, or just caught my vibe in general but she glared at me with an even nastier stare. I almost expected her to say something, or just outright attack me, as I kept eye contact with her, not backing down, my jaw fixed firmly with [Struggler’s Resolve]. Then oddly enough, I began to sense some lemonade again, pushing its way through her anger.

I lifted my chin at her defiantly and even more lemonade flowed.

“Sidon, prepare to leave,” she called to her pilot and the man in black robes hastily took to the controls. “It is clear that This One has wasted her time attempting to be charitable to a Terran savage. This One shall not make the same mistake again.”

With that the craft took off and all I could see was Mu Lin burying her head in her lap in mortification while Xi Xha looked away, embarrassed. I wasn’t exactly sure what the hell had just happened, but I didn’t have time to be playing games with the likes of Hein’s rich and famous extended family.

Screw them.

I had a tournament to get to.




*	*	*




“Furious Lightning Sect?” Official Bo Ren looked over the paperwork with a furrowed brow, his eyes scanning back and forth. “I thought you were trying to stay unattached?”

I was back at the counter at the arena, finally handing in the documents that had been burning a hole in my robes all day. I even cut my sparring session with Gui Zu short just so I could catch Bo Ren as soon as he showed up. At least he knew me, to an extent, and any further bamboozling I might have to do would perhaps go over way smoother with him.

Or so I hoped.   

“What can I say?” I gave a shrug. “Membership has its privileges.”

I’d stolen that line from a TV commercial. Something about credit cards if I remembered correctly. It seemed to work on Bo Ren though because he just mirrored my shrug and then stamped the papers with an official seal.

“Congratulations,” he said a few minutes later and handed me an upgraded ID card with my full name and sect affiliation. “Especially on the lightning. It’s a rare aspect to possess. Once Master Xhu examines you, I’ll put you on the roster for your first match.”

He gestured to an old man with a wispy white beard and thick glasses who was sitting in the far corner of the admissions room. This was the part I’d been dreading all day, and my test run with Mu Lin earlier didn’t make it any easier. 

“Stand inside there,” the old man said, pointing to a circle marked on the floor.

I did so and channeled my anxiety into Frenzy, taking care to not perfume it with Qi and further skew my results. The old man leaned forward in his chair adjusting his thick glasses while he stared at my lower abdomen.

He furrowed his brow like something was wrong and my heart skipped a beat.

“What did you say he was again?” he asked Bo Ren.

“Lightning,” Bo Ren said.

The old man Master Xhu glanced at the paperwork once Bo Ren had handed it to him and then he stared at my stomach again. “Your core is chaotic. Are you nervous?”

“A little,” I admitted.

He frowned and looked at the paperwork again. “Master Hong Feng, eh? Why am I not surprised.”

Shit, what the hell did that mean?

“Okay, you’re done,” Master Xhu said and by how quickly he’d said it, I feared he might call for an Imperial Guard next. But he continued, nonplussed. “Aspect is fire, lightning specialization. Core 2nd Tier.”

Holy shit was that it? I thought. Did I just pull this off?

“Core?” Bo Ren said, surprised. “I thought you were still within the Foundation Realm.”

I opened my mouth to say something, but the old man just laughed.

“Like I told you, I’m not surprised.” He then gave me a smile. “Master Hong Feng has a knack for finding prodigies.”

Prodigies? Was he referring to Yin Chu perhaps? 

Regardless, that was the second time I was called something like that today. Not that I was complaining. Prodigy was a much-preferred term compared to heretic or even fraud, which was what I truly was at the moment. Funny how the presence of Qi made all things kosher under the heavens. Like the old philosophy went—power within a mortal was an affront, but power within a cultivator was revered.   

“Well, that changes things a bit,” Bo Ren said. “I had you lined up for a Foundation-Tier match your first bout, but we can scrap that now. You’re headed for the big leagues, son.”

Before I could ask him what he meant he glanced at the Iron Bracket ranking list on display behind him. “Seems your closest match is now Blue Mantis, a 1st-Tier Core Realm cultivator.”

I remembered that name. It was the name right above my spot. “He was in 92nd place just above me right, right?”

“She,” Bo Ren corrected. “And yes, she was in 92nd place but not anymore. She fought last night and has advanced considerably since then. Won all four of her matches. She stands at 37th place now.”

Holy shit… Thirty-seventh?

“Sorry to say it, but you’re being thrown right into the deep end for your first fight.” Bo Ren then chuckled. “The price of power, I guess.”

I looked at the score board as it updated, Bo Ren adding me to the list.










	
Rank


	
Name


	
Sect 

Affiliation


	
Aspect

Element


	
Cultivation Realm and Tier


	
Current 

Standing







	
92


	
Blue Mantis


	
Blue Lotus Sect


	
Water


	
Core  1st   


	
37





	
93


	
Bull Man


	
Furious Lightning Sect


	
Lightning


	
Core 2nd 


	
93





	
94


	
Hui Kwon


	
Iron Crane Sect


	
Metal


	
Foundation 9th 


	
Eliminated





	
95


	
Y’miris


	
Frozen Claw Sect


	
Ice


	
Foundation 9th   


	
Eliminated





	
96


	
Lady Silver Sparrow


	
Silver Leaf Sect


	
Metal


	
Core 4th 


	
12





	
97


	
Li Wu


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 6th 


	
Eliminated





	
98


	
Red Tiger  


	
Crimson Dragon Sect


	
Fire


	
Foundation 7th 


	
Eliminated





	
99


	
Xhu Tung


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 6th 


	
Withdrawn





	
100


	
Rahib Zhu 


	
Unaffiliated


	
None


	
Foundation 5th 


	
Eliminated










Shit, I thought. Everyone this far down has been eliminated already.

I scanned further to the top of the list to see what kind of competition lay ahead for me to reach my goal. Not a single person was below 2nd-Tier Core level, the top twenty filled with 4th and 5th tiers. A knot of tension built within my gut the more I looked. I was finally legal—able to cut loose in the ring, but my lightning was as fake as the sham hustle I was pulling on Hong Feng.

Without true lightning, am I even going to be able to compete?

“What can you tell me about my opponent?” I asked. 

Bo Ren let out a sigh and rubbed his forehead. “If I’m honest, the betting odds won’t be in your favor. She’s ruthless in the ring. Aggressive and her technique is near flawless. Her core is not as strong as yours, but she has the advantage of aspect. Water is strong against Fire. Plus, she has that moniker ‘Blue Mantis’ for a reason.”

I raised a brow. “What’s that?”

“She never allows her opponents to yield,” he said. “She’s one who always eats her prey, they say. That’s how she got it.”

“Damn,” I said, channeling my growing tension into [Indifference]. “I’m hoping that’s not literal, right?”

I cracked a grin, letting him know it was a joke and Bo Ren chuckled. 

“You have a strong spirit, son, but there’s a good chance you’ll die out there and the numbers call for it.” He then paused a moment, becoming serious. “It’s not too late to withdraw, you know? If you want.”

Just the mention of withdrawal stirred my Flame. 

I was facing uncertain death, a fear I’d already long since conquered.

“No,” I said. “Bring it on. She’s just another obstacle in my path.”

Bo Ren looked at me oddly, like I was a madman or something. Or maybe he was just reacting to the intensity of my Flame. Either way I was ready. After all this skullduggery and bureaucratic bullshit I was more than eager to finally tap into where my true strength lay.

Win, lose, or die, it was all the same—the Demon was breaking its chains tonight.

And Blue Mantis was first thing on the menu. 








CHAPTER 50










The thunder of cheers and applause got my blood pumping the moment I entered the arena. The setup was far different than the Wooden Bracket. There was no actual ring here, the floor of the stadium itself became the ring, giving fighters plenty of room to maneuver across the hard clay floor. Above me, the brilliant Qi-infused lighting danced over the crowd of well over ten thousand people, their voices becoming a solid wall of noise and whistles as the announcer came over the loudspeaker.

“Competing in his first ever Iron Bracket match and winner of the Wooden Bracket, let us welcome, the Bull Man!”

The chorus shifted into a chanting of ‘Bull Man’ as Qi screens displayed my ranking and I hefted my axe in the air for show.

“Not surprisingly, the Bull Man has already been scouted due to his fighting prowess and is tonight representing the Furious Lightning Sect!”

On cue, I released the Faux Lightning technique I’d been charging in my Dantian and lit up the arena with a flash. The crowd stood on their feet chanting my name even louder as the clap of thunder reverberated through the air.

“Bull Man!”

“Bull Man!”

“Bull Man!”

I’d worn my mask as normal but added my new Sect robes as well. I hated them to be honest, but representation was representation. I hammed it up a bit more for the crowd with some axe forms, the way we’d been told to do by the dour-faced woman, Wu Hen, who had prepped us before a fight as usual.

“Be sure to make a good show,” she’d said. “Play to the crowd. People pay money to be entertained, not just to see blood.”

But blood was what they were bound to see plenty of tonight.

The thought strengthened my resolve as I tapped into the energy of the crowd to begin channeling fresh Frenzy through my system.  

“A very passionate welcome for the newcomer,” the announcer continued. “But the Bull Man is making his debut very high in the rankings tonight and his opponent is no rookie. Defending her position as 37th in the Iron Bracket Tournament, with four victories already under her belt and representing the Blue Lotus Sect, please let us welcome… the Blue Mantis!”

A wave of fanfare erupted as a petite figure in blue robes flipped into the arena with a burst of qinggong. She was almost too quick to see, her body a blue blur until she came to a sudden stop about thirty feet away from me.

With her small stature, she looked all of about 15, but being a Core Realm cultivator, she was likely much older than that. Her hair was pulled back into a long, braided ponytail that reached the floor, its color matching the deep blue of her robes. I wondered for a moment if she had dyed it that way, or if perhaps it was natural seeing as her eyes were blue as well. 

Cultivation did tend to reproduce the characteristics of the element one cultivated, no different than the haughty bitch I’d meet in the skiff earlier, with her silver hair and chrome eyes. It was a pretty good bet this girl was no different.

She leapt into the air with a spin and from nowhere a sphere of water began formed about her body. She kept spinning, hanging in midair with the power of her Qi alone. Then once the sphere had formed to the size of a large beach ball, she fell through it and landed on her feet, dry as a bone. In her hands two weapons had appeared, long-bladed scythes on short metal shafts. The blades were not perpendicular to the shafts but rather angled downward a bit and able to protect her hands and forming the “claws” of her mantis persona, I figured.

The ball of water stayed hovering above her however, swirling with the momentum of her spin. The crowd erupted with applause at the spectacle, standing to their feet and clapping. 

“I hope you are as good as they say,” the woman called to me across the distance, her voice indeed much deeper and more mature than her face let on. She then grinned in a leer. “I would hate to disappoint a crowd like this with a short fight.”

Cocky little bitch, I thought.

I returned the flex by cycling my Frenzy, toggling on the [Devil’s Shadow] technique to mask it and then dumping it all into [Fear the Flame]. I wasn’t certain how far my fear aura had grown, but since I could sense her fear—or lack of it—from this distance, I figured my range should at least be about the same.

My theory was proven right as an instant later the Blue Mantis flinched a little, jerking upright, a tremble of uncertainty running through her core. The sight made me smile and I drew the precious fear energy from her and cultivated it into my own.  

“The odds are three to one in favor of the Blue Mantis,” the announcer said and above us, the numbers flashed onto the score board. 










	
Blue Mantis vs Bull Man

Odds: 3:1 

Time  - 30:00







	
Blue Mantis


	
Bull Man





	
0


	
0










Holy shit, I thought with a laugh. The [Odds are Against Me] literally this time. I focused on that to try and generate even more Frenzy, but studying the diminutive-looking teenager before me, it was hard to take her as a threat.

But my mind knew all that would change in a few moments when the bell rang.

The scoreboard also had the time and scoring, just like when I’d fought Gui Zu, but something told me this battle would not come down to points. I flipped my axe in my palm, enjoying the weight of the fully iron weapon in my hand. I’d been honing my techniques with Gui Zu’s help every day and now it was time to put all that practice to the test.

I dropped into a low stance, my axe held high, as I waited for the match to start. I tapped into my Dantian and immediately channeled my compressed Frenzy into my reflexes and prepped my [Iron Skin] technique. As fast as she had entered the ring, I had to be ready for anything.

I was right.

As soon as the gong sounded, Blue Mantis sprang into action with a twirling leap towards me, closing the gap between us in a heartbeat. Instinct and weeks of weapons training kicked in next as I defended the attack with a series of Frenzy-fueled blocks and parries.

But nothing prepared me for the two tendrils of water which shot from out of the sphere like a pair of whips. The water cut through the fabric of my robes and into the skin beneath, drawing blood, anger, and pain.

Ow! You damn tricky bitch!

I immediately funneled that into more Frenzy, compressing it and applying it to my [Iron Skin] technique just before the whips of water lashed out at me again. My robes were still cut, but this time my skin remained intact, with just the sting of pain remaining.

Which only made me more angry.

I kept my composure as I focused on her weapons. I was already fighting two blades with one, but with the water whips I was having to defend myself from two more. Sparks flew as our iron weapons clashed multiple times a second, the intensity as much of a mental workout as physical. 

But I was doing it. I was holding my ground against her with pure weapon technique and skill alone. She must have realized it after a while also, because she suddenly backflipped away from me and then leapt into the air and began slashing at her sphere instead. 

The whips became arcs of water now, slicing through the air towards me at hypersonic speed. I maneuvered to duck under them, but one caught my leg before I could focus my [Iron Skin] technique. The pain was excruciating, blood springing as the Qi-infused water technique cut my thigh to nearly the bone.

Shit! I thought.

I fell to one knee, a sitting duck and the crowd erupted in anticipation of my demise. Blue Mantis must have sensed it too because she took the liberty of annunciating her next technique as she prepared to strike.

“[Water Spider’s Dance]!”

She jumped towards me again and I shifted my weight to my good leg to dodge to the side, but she didn’t strike where I thought she would. Instead, she hung in mid-air for a second, tendrils of water whipping around her as she flew into a spiral. Only when I had landed from my dodge did she move again, charging in exactly my direction.

No way!

The fake-out caught me flat-footed, and it was all I could do to brace my body with more [Iron Skin] as the blades of her Qi-charged technique ripped my clothes and skin apart. It was like being thrashed by a thousand papercuts, the world becoming a disorientating vortex of water, steel, and blood.

“As easy as I predicted,” Blue Mantis said with a laugh. “You won’t last long at all.”

The taunt fueled my fury and I surged back at her with a powerful series of strikes. She backflipped away still cackling and my blows landed ineffectually onto the hardpacked clay. It had forced her to retreat but nothing more. In the brief reprieve I redirected my Frenzy to my wounded leg, speeding my healing. I glanced at the scoreboard.










	
Blue Mantis vs Bull Man

Odds: 3:1 

Time - 29:13







	
Blue Mantis


	
Bull Man





	
27


	
0










Shit.

I needed to get my head in the game. Ignoring my wounds with [Indifference] I went on the offensive, desperate to land at least one hit. I burst forward with Frenzy, closing the gap between us, but Blue Mantis kept her distance, peppering me with her water arcs.

I resisted them with [Iron Skin] but the constant attacks slowly drained my Frenzy. Thankfully my infuriation at not being able to catch her fueled me with more rage to fill it back up again, but it still amounted to an effort in futility.

She sprung into the air and caught me with her stupid delayed [Water Spider’s Dance] attack again, me reacting too quickly to dodge it. She got in a slice to my side drawing more blood as she went into a flurry of attacks with her scythes.

Pain and blood fueled my Frenzy as I fought right back, matching her blow for blow with parries from my axe. 

“Stay still dammit!” I yelled in frustration, releasing a [Three-Log Chop].

Blue Mantis must have sensed the power of the attack from my Qi-flavored Frenzy and backed away at the last second. My axe hit the ground like a bomb going off, sending debris thirty feet into the air and leaving a crater about half that size in the arena floor. The crowd oo’ed and awed at the powerful attack and then began chanting the bull man chorus again.

I checked the score.










	
Blue Mantis vs Bull Man

Odds: 4:1 

Time - 27:38







	
Blue Mantis


	
Bull Man





	
43


	
0










The odds had just gotten worse.

I truly was the underdog now. 

The cycle repeated itself and began to feel like I was back fighting Yin Chu again, the blue bitch oscillating between outdistancing me with her long-range Qi techniques and then charging in with a well-timed [Water Spider’s Dance] for a flurry of melee attacks to wear me down. 

It was damn-well working too.

As the minutes wore on, I realized I was in a stalemate—a battle of attrition I had scant chance of winning. While my path gave me a near unlimited source of Frenzy so long as the conditions were right, I had no idea how much Qi she had left in her tank.

The fight became a marathon, me struggling to survive her attacks while failing at every chance I had to catch her. It was a stark reminder of why I’d be interested in the lightning technique in the first place. For all my power and strength, it was useless against anyone with a ranged technique. The timer chimed for the 10-minute mark and my stomach nearly dropped through the floor when I saw the scoreboard.  










	
Blue Mantis vs Bull Man

Odds: 6:1 

Time - 09:52







	
Blue Mantis


	
Bull Man





	
343


	
0










343 hits to nothing? 

Screw this. I needed to do something different.

I needed that lightning.

My Frenzy surged as the [Odds turned further Against Me] but I couldn’t use a drop of it.

At least not for five minutes.

You’ve got to be crazy, I told myself and the Demon smiled in assent.

I waited for her next retreat, but instead of pursuing her, I dumped everything I had into [Fear the Flame] as I casually removed what was left of my robes. The technique and the extent of my scarred body had the effect I had hoped, a trickle of fear and uncertainty squeezing out of her as she stopped to stare in incomprehension at what I was doing.

I prayed it was enough to slow her down some as I began cycling my Frenzy with the [Faux Lightning] technique, tapping into the lightning core. I was nowhere near as fast without active Frenzy in my system, but I did my best as the next [Water Spider’s Dance] technique came flying at me. 

I resisted the urge to react and just stayed put, and then dove towards her as she tried to land the attack. It worked just barely, me catching a few whips of water across my back that drew blood without my [Iron Skin] in place.

I defended with my skill alone as she pressed in with her scythes, her heightening Qi reflexes landing easy blows that I couldn’t heal. I’d be dead already were it not for my fifth stage of Body Reinforcement, but that alone wasn’t enough to resist her strikes.

The floor became a canvas for my spilled blood as the minutes wore on, the Blue Mantis peppering me with her water arcs. I grew sluggish from blood loss and pain, my axe heavy in my hand as I struggled to parry her rapid-fire blows.

Just a little bit more, I thought as I kept my focus on the lightning technique.

“Blue Mantis as always has finally gained the upper hand in the last few minutes of the round,” the announcer came over the loudspeakers as the world began to slow. “This does not look good for the Bull Man. The Blue Mantis looks poised to claim her 5th victory of the tournament tonight!”

“Keep coming,” I whispered as I looked at the time. Three minutes in.

It’d have to be enough.

I waited for her to hang in the air with the start of [Water Spider’s Dance] again and then thrusted my palm towards her, releasing my [Faux Lightning] technique.

The bolt of blue lightning split the air with a thunderclap.

And hit nothing.

Shit!

Whether she had dipped out of range or I had simply missed, I couldn’t tell, but either way the gamble had failed and my fate was sealed. Blue Mantis rushed in with her blades flashing while I lay completely open from my [Faux Lightning] attack, blood spilling in buckets as the scythes went to town. I barely managed to redirect my Frenzy to get my [Iron Skin] technique back up when a freight train suddenly slammed into my jaw.   

“[Mantis Seals the Heavens]!

I could more hear her technique than see it, my brain in concussion as I flipped end over end and landed painfully on my back. I lay there for a few precious seconds, trying to gather myself. I had just risked it all to cast that stupid lightning bolt and now my body was beyond spent. Frenzy still surged from my Flame from all the pain, but my healing could only do so much.

I was at [Death’s Door], I realized.

As the technique took hold, I regained some clarity and struggled to sit upright.

“This looks to be it for the Bull Man,” the announcer shouted. “The Blue Mantis, as predicted, is formulating her signature technique.”

What the hell…?

It took all my concentration to find my opponent now just a few dozen feet from me. Had I had the strength my body possessed ten minutes ago, I could maybe use it to finally reach her. But I’d lost too much blood for that. 

I dug deep within the core of my Flame and used pure Frenzy alone to supply my body with strength. The Blue Mantis sheathed her blades as the crowd rallied in anticipation of whatever the hell she was about to do.

She folded her arms in a series of complex forms and two thick tendrils of water descended from the sphere. Grabbing hold of them, she whipped them forward, sending the sphere flying towards me like a medicine ball. I braced for the impact with [Iron Skin] but when the sphere hit me, I barely felt anything at all except wet.

Until I couldn’t breathe anymore.

“There you have it, folks!” the announcer cried. “The dreaded head bubble technique!”

I swallowed water as my vision blurred, drowning on dry land. My mind panicked with the primal fear of asphyxiation as I clawed vainly at the bubble, trying to get it off my head. Vaguely I could hear the girl cackling and made out her blurry form as she pulled on the tendril like a pair of ropes, keeping the bubble over my head no matter how I tried to get away from it.

“Yield now, Bull Man, and I will consider sparing your life,” she shouted, loud enough for the crowd to hear. “Or just keep resisting and die. I’m fine either way.” 

She ended her fanfare with another cackle and the crowd went wild.

I was seconds from death, my mind screaming, barely able to focus.

“She’s given him the ultimatum!” the announcer continued. “Yield or die! This is the death technique that has forced all of her opponents to yield thus far. Let us see whether the Bull Man will yield also, but more importantly, if the Blue Mantis will still offer him mercy if he does!”

The words resounded in my mind like a death knell.

She’d done this to four other people before. 

Made them suffer the fear of one of the worst deaths possible.

Forced them to yield.

And then killed them anyway.

The damn bitch.

Indignation sparked within me. 

“I ask you again, Bull Man,” she said, taunting me once more. “Do you yield?”

She cackled again and the sound of her cruel laughter fueled the Flame deep within my soul. I focused on it, calming myself and slowly I reopened my eyes. I cycled my Frenzy using [Death’s Door], fueling my brain with the energy my lungs could no longer provide. Through the blur of the water, I could see her standing there haughtily, confident in her victory. But she was still attached to me through the bubble and the tendrils of water in her hands.

That gave me an idea.

I didn’t know if it would work, but it was the only idea I had the strength left to perform. I was in torpor…a state between life and death, my body barely able to move, but it wouldn’t have to move much for this. I cycled a huge slug of Frenzy through my body using the [Death’s Door] technique, flushing my system with energy like taking a last deep breath before diving underwater.

I redirected all my Frenzy into the [Faux Lightning] technique, tapping into the solid Qi of my Lightning Core. The world started to dim after just a few seconds, my supply of residual Frenzy already being absorbed by my slowly dying brain.

I counted to thirty and then shoved my palm inside the bubble before releasing the [Faux Lightning] technique. I blacked out for a second as the burst of electricity caused the bubble to explode around my head. I hit the ground in a spasm, vomiting water as my body convulsed involuntarily by the sharp pulse of electricity.

The current traveled through the tendrils of water as well and right into the hands of my opponent. The Blue Mantis let out a sharp cry as the electricity hit her, paralyzing her with convulsions as she fell prone to the ground, shuddering.

This was it.

My chance!

Every bit of life-threatening terror of the last few seconds returned to me like liquid oxygen hitting my inner Flame. Frenzy surged in a tumult, and I used it to quickly regain my senses as I shoved it through [Death’s Door]. 

Blue Mantis was still on the ground, but she’d recover soon as well.

What I was about to do next was risky, but screw it, I just didn’t care anymore.

This bitch had to die!

I funneled my Frenzy into [Mark of the Giant] as I leapt from off the floor.

Just like before, the technique instantly healed my wounds as the mass of Frenzy inside me increased my height by an extra inch or two. But flying through the air as fast as I was, I was hoping no one could tell.

New strength pulsed through my veins as my pulmonary system was restored and I used the strength of my giant lungs to annunciate my final blow.

“[Three-Log Chop]!”

I fell toward the ground like a meteor, my axe leading the way.

Blue Mantis’s eyes suddenly regained focus and flashed towards me in panic a second before the axe hit her face. She screamed and miraculously managed to raise a barrier of water to block my attack. My axe hit it like a grenade going off and the force of my Frenzy-fueled technique sent a shockwave across the arena as Blue Mantis’s body sunk two feet into the floor.

But impressively, her technique held, my axe buried halfway through her thin barrier technique. I didn’t let up, pressing with all my Frenzy-driven fury and might.

“What a turn of events!” the announcer cried as the crowd stood to their feet. “The Bull Man proves yet again that he is not the one to be counted out, even at the last second!”

The Blue Mantis was breathing like she was trying to hold up a building and for as hard as I was pushing my axe down upon her, she probably was. Her eyes began to dash back and forth as the reality of her predicament took hold. She was trapped beneath her thin barrier of water, only the strength of her Qi versus mine keeping her alive. Terror gushed from her like a waterfall and I absorbed every bit of it to add only more strength as I pressed my axe down upon her.

“P-please!” she said frantically, hyperventilating now, tears flowing from her crystal blue eyes. “I-I don’t want to die! I yield! I yield!”

I could almost laugh.

Was she for real? The damn nerve of this bitch! 

“So you can dish it out but can’t take it?” I fueled my peaking Frenzy into [Struggler’s Resolve] and looked her dead in the eye through the thin veil of water. “Mercy is for those who show mercy,” I said. “Not for an evil bitch like you. Let this serve as retribution for those four people you killed…just because you wanted to.”

The certainty of her demise seemed to finally register in her mind and she began screaming and crying uncontrollably. With a final push, I broke through her barrier, the water exploding in a resounding boom! as my axe cleaved her cleanly in two.

The final gong sounded and a riot of cheers and cries rang out from the crowd, celebrating my victory. The Frenzy from my [Bloodlust] kicked in, renewing my strength as I stood over what was left of the Blue Mantis. 

I looked at the score board and couldn’t believe the final tally.










	
Blue Mantis vs Bull Man

Odds 20:1 

Time - 01:17







	
Blue Mantis


	
Bull Man





	
536


	
1





	
Winner:


	
Bull Man










“A phenomenal match as the Bull Man eliminates Blue Mantis from the Iron Bracket tournament with just a single blow! A tournament first! This win not only cements him as 37th in the Iron Bracket but as a force to be feared in the arena itself! 536 hits and still he stands. I believe this calls for an ascension of sorts. No longer just the Bull Man, clearly he has demonstrated himself to be an ‘Iron Bull’ indeed!”

The crowd went wild at the new name, my moniker changing instantly on the screen. 

Damn, so much for staying low key, I thought. I hope I didn’t just set a new record or some shit. 

 Clearly, they’d never seen anything like this before though, judging by the hype, the amount of lemonade flowing freely through the crowd proving it. I reluctantly hammed it up by thrusting my axe into the air, playing along while I cultivated the spoils of my victory turning the lemonade to Frenzy as I expanded my Dantian.

Then to my chagrin the announcer continued.

“An Iron Bracket match won in a single hit,” he said. “Clearly a victory that will go down in history as one of the greatest battles this fine province has ever seen. Tonight the name ‘Iron Bull’ becomes legend.”








CHAPTER 51










I could barely make my way to the locker rooms with all the attention and praise I was receiving on stage. Thankfully after a while, the dour-faced woman, Wu Hen, came to my rescue, escorting me out of the arena so that her crew could clean up the mess I’d made.

I hid in the showers for a good half hour, cleaning myself up and once again marveled at just how strong I’d become, my external manifestation techniques especially. My skin was completely healed and only scars remained from my encounter. I’d only used [Mark of the Giant] thus far, but I could only imagine what a powerhouse I’d become if I combined that with [Mark of the Beast] or [Mark of the Demon].

Still, I’d gotten enough unwanted attention in the ring already today.

The last thing I needed was more.

Maybe that was something I’d have to save for practice out in the field.

“That was an amazing fight, Brother Max!” Gui Zu greeted me in the locker room with a huge jacked-up smile, handing me my normal robes to get dressed. “Congratulations!”

“Thanks, Gui Zu,” I said, throwing on my jacket.  

My Fire Bird robes were toast, but I couldn’t give a crap about them. I was far more established as the Iron Bull in the arena now, thanks to that fight. My sect affiliation was now secondary, a bureaucratic annotation at best, which meant I wouldn’t be wearing them inside the ring again. Still, the Furious Lightning Sect had granted me my shot at the Iron Bracket and now I’d have to see the rest of it through on my own terms.

“How’s it looking out there?” I asked once I was finally dressed.

“Still a lot of people hoping to catch a glimpse of who you truly are,” Gui Zu said. “But the next match is starting soon. It would be a good time to leave then.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

“Speaking of plan, we should celebrate your victory, Brother Max. It’s not every day one accomplishes what you have tonight.”

It still didn’t feel like well-fought victory to me. I only won because I was able to shock her through happenstance with the [Faux Lightning] technique. It was a reminder that the parlor trick technique could only take me so far. I needed my own means of creating lightning to truly be competitive in the ring.

“I dunno,” I said. “Maybe some other time.”

Gui Zu looked disappointed. “Are you certain? I’m sure Yu Li and Su Ling would love a chance to see you too.”

“Yu Li?” I said. “I can’t tell her about any of this stuff, man.”

“Oh yes, I know,” he said. “But we don’t have to tell her the exact reason we are celebrating, do we?”

He gave me another jacked-up grin and I couldn’t help but smile. “Yeah, ok maybe.”

It probably would be good to see Yu Li again and let her know everything was fine. I hadn’t seen her and Su Ling in nearly four days now after all.   

“Oh, by the way,” Gui Zu said. “There is one person you should go and see before we leave. Official Bo Ren has asked for you.”

“Bo Ren?”

“Yes,” Gui Zu said. “And he said it was very important.”




*	*	*




I left Gui Zu in the locker room and headed upstairs to the administration area, apprehension building within me as I moved towards the counter where Bo Ren was serving a fellow competitor. I didn’t know what kind of ‘trouble’ I might have gotten myself into with that fight, violating some code or what not, but I prepared myself for the worst. I waited for him to finish serving the cultivator before approaching the counter alone.

“You wanted to see me, Official Bo Ren?”

“Ah!” he said with a smile and then looked over his shoulder as if to make sure no one else was nearby. He then gave me an overly prestigious bow. “Just wanted to pay my respects to the legend himself! The Iron Bull!”

He laughed then, and I realized it was all a joke.

“Thanks,” I said, laughing with him. “I thought I was in trouble or something.”

“Trouble? Only the good kind perhaps. You made yourself quite the name tonight,” he said. “A single-hit win. Not common, especially for a match lasting that long.”

I scratched the back of my head sheepishly. “Yeah…it was actually two hits, you know? I used my lightni—”

“Ah, it doesn’t matter now,” he said, waving his hand dismissively. “The officials saw what they saw, but more importantly…so did the bookies.”

He grinned at me while waggling his eyebrows and I raised a single eyebrow in response. He then tossed a small pouch on to the counter towards me. “I thought it only fair that you get a cut, seeing as you made it all happen.”

“A cut?” I took the pouch and cautiously examined what was inside.

My heart skipped a beat when I saw it was filled with glowing blue stones, opaque like opals. “Holy crap…there are six spirit stones in here!”

“I was always planning to bet on you, kid,” Bo Ren said. “I know talent when I see it. But nine hells, never did I think the odds would shoot as high as they did. And then for you to pull it all off like that at the last minute? Priceless!”

“How much did you make?” I asked. “This is more money than I’ve ever had in my entire life!”

“Well, the odds went 20 to 1 and I dropped three of those rocks on the match, so… you can do the math from there. I figured 10% for the man that made it all possible was only fair.”

“Holy shit! Way more than fair! Thank you, Bo Ren! Thank you!”

He grinned. “Don’t expect another payday like that again though. After this, your numbers will be skewed to the other side. You’ll be the one with the high odds not low.”

“What do you mean?”

“You’re already up to 28th rank.”

I couldn’t believe it. “What? How?”

“A couple of people ahead of you saw your fight tonight and shit their pants. They withdrew immediately.”

Damn, I thought. I guess notoriety did have some advantages to be had.

“So when’s my next fight?” I asked. “And with who?”

Bo Ren looked to the board behind him. “You’re not up for your next one for a couple of days yet. But we’ll have to see how things pan out in those matches before you get your pick. I can tell you this though. You’d be looking at going up against another 2nd or 3rd-Tier Core Realm cultivator. All the 1st-tiers are eliminated or dropped out now.”

“Damn, guess I’m in the big leagues now,” I said and Bo Ren gave another laugh.

I looked at the spirit stones again in amazement. Each one was worth 10 Taels of silver. I was nervous just holding this much money.

“Don’t spend it all on women and booze,” Bo Ren said, catching me staring at the stones. “You should probably use them to cultivate. Your next matches won’t be easy.”

If only I could, I thought. But there was one other investment I could make with this much money. And one that would keep me from spending it all, or having it get stolen back at the Fire Birds’ nest.

“Bo Ren, do you have an application form for creating a non-martial sect?”

He eyed me strangely. “You want to create a sect?”

“It costs 50 Taels right?”

“Don’t tell me that’s what you want to spend your money on. I have the urge to snatch it right back from you, if you do.”

I laughed as he smiled but let him know I was dead serious with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I don’t have the B-class citizenship to apply for it officially as yet, but if you help me start the application and pay the fee now, I’d appreciate it. I just don’t trust myself with this much money.”

Bo Ren paused for a moment, looking at me with oddly, but eventually he just shrugged. “Okay then. Give me five of them stones back and I’ll get you the form.”

It took me all of about a minute to fill it out. Or as much as I could fill out anyway. I then handed it to Bo Ren who initialed the payment and then turned it around for me to see.










	
New Sect Application Form (Non Martial)







	
Name Sect:


	
Terran Sect


	
Chapter No.


	
00001


	
Location:


	
Jurin, Terra





	
Sect Type(s):


	
Social


	
Cultural


	
Artisan


	

	




	
Sect Size:


	
Small (1000 member limit)





	
Establishment Fee


	
50 Taels (Paid) 任波





	
Founder:


	
Max Chun


	
Citizen ID


	

	
Signature


	




	
Leader:


	
Max Chun


	
Citizen ID:


	

	

	




	
Warden:


	
Max Chun


	
Citizen ID:


	

	
Sect


	
Furious Lightning










“As soon as you qualify, I can slip in your new ID and then it will be official,” Bo Ren said as he placed the form in an envelope before passing it back to me. “You’ve an odd way to spend money, but I respect a man who doesn’t throw it away immediately. Curious though. What made you want to create a sect?”

I shrugged with a smile. “Even underdogs need a home, I guess.”

Bo Ren burst out laughing at that. “A good answer. See you in a few days then, Bull Man.”




*	*	*




I cashed in the spirit stone for silver Taels at the money lenders and then headed to the restaurant district with Gui Zu. I bought a veritable feast of Yu Li’s favorites and Gui Zu carried the baskets of steaming noodles and shrimp dumplings on his massive shoulder like it barely weighed anything at all.

I had to admit it felt good to blow off heading to the sect, and instead spend a few hours at home with Yu Li and Su Ling. I’d return to the sect later, when the likes of Shen Ju and Hong Feng were asleep and then just focus on honing my External Manifestation techniques some more.

From my use of [Mark of the Giant] I was sure it was something I could use to heal my body instantly, but it took massive amounts of Frenzy to do so. And the amount I grew seemed linked to the amount of Frenzy as well. Thus far, the only two times I had actually transformed was when I was in the heat of combat in a life-or-death situation with tons of Frenzy streaming from my Flame. 

It made me think of Threja again. Her frenzied core must have been immensely dense to have transformed and even manifested that inner world as she did. Especially as there was no way those Fire Birds were enough of a threat to her to trigger much Frenzy generation of its own. 

I recalled how annoying it’d been for her to fight them as well, the Fire Birds kiting her around like these cultivators were doing to me. Perhaps that was one of the major drawbacks of the Berserker’s arsenal. Even at her level of advancement she was confined to melee attacks.

Perhaps my quest to harness lightning from Frenzy was somewhat heretical in a way, but the Flame hadn’t complained thus far, so I must be on the right track.

“Brother Max,” Gui Zu said after a while. “I must ask you a question.”

“What’s that?”

“How is it that you and Yu Li are related exactly?”

I chuckled. “Why? You don’t see the family resemblance?”

The big man blushed a little. “Sorry. I do not mean to be disrespectful.”

I slugged him on the shoulder. “I’m just kidding. We’re not related by blood. I guess none of us really are…anymore.” The thought made me think of my real sister for a second. Shit, I could barely remember what her face looked like. My Flame stirred as the Struggler took control, the root of my pain filtering to the surface.

“I’m sorry. I did not mean to bring up a sore subject.”

“Nah, it’s okay,” I said. “Yu Li and I just go way back to when we were kids. If there’s one thing that I’ve learned is that you don’t necessarily need to be blood to be kin.”

“I suppose that is true,” Gui Zu said and then paused a moment. “And Su Ling…she is the daughter of—?”

“If you’re asking who her dad is, you’re going to have to ask Yu Li that. But I wouldn’t go broaching the topic lightly. It’s a sore spot for her, as you say.”

“Oh, I already know who her father is. Yu Li told me that it’s master Hein.”

“Wait, what?” I stopped dead in my tracks. “She told you that?”

“Yes.”

“Already?”

Gui Zu shrugged. “Yu Li and I have a great many conversations.”  

I was flabbergasted. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“What I was going to ask, was if you think Su Ling should be raised a commoner or not.”

I raised a brow at that. “What do you mean?”

“Well, whether Master Hein chooses to acknowledge it or not, she still has royal blood in their veins. That means something.”

I shrugged. “This sounds like a conversation you should probably be having with Yu Li.”

“Oh, I have had it,” he said. “But she’s conflicted. For obvious reasons.”

“It doesn’t really matter, does it?  Yu Li is a mortal, Terran. The empire wouldn’t recognize Su Ling as any more than that, no matter who her father is, right?”

“Oh Sorry, perhaps you misunderstand me, Brother Max. When I said she has royal blood in her veins, I meant that literally. I did not mean inheritance or status.”

I glanced at him questioningly again.

“What I mean is, royal families keep their bloodlines very strong through selective marriage. Most times just to win the honor of marriage, a suitor must defeat his would-be bride in combat to prove his worthiness to father her children. That way anyone within a royal family is normally many tiers more advanced in their cultivation potential. So, while her mother may have been a mortal, there is a very good chance that Su Ling may prove to be a prodigy.”

There was that damn word again.

“So…how would that make any difference in how she’s raised though? She’d still be a commoner under the law, right?”

“If she’s educated under the normal imperial government, yes,” Gui Zu said. “But if she has true talent, she could be inducted into a sect as early as two years old and receive the same training and education as a royal would.”

“Two years old?” I couldn’t imagine Yu Li doing something like that. “What mother would turn her child over to a sect at that age?”

“Are you kidding? Most mothers would give away half their children for just one to have such a chance.”

“I dunno, man,” I said, shaking my head. “Trusting a sect to raise your kid at that age? They wouldn’t even remember you. It’d be like giving them up for adoption.”

Gui Zu shrugged. “As a mortal, it’s a better life than most have. For a mortal child to be inducted into a sect is a great honor.”

“Still sounds pretty iffy to me.”

Gui Zu chuckled. “Yu Li had much the same reaction. Perhaps it is still very much a foreign concept to you as a Terran. But for me, I would have much rather been raised in a sect than the orphanage.”

I glanced at the big man again and realized that he perhaps had had as hard a life as we all did.

“Man, those dumplings smell good,” I said, eager to change the topic of conversation. “I can’t wait to dig into them.”

“You and me both!” Gui Zu said with a laugh, his mirth returning.      

We continued chatting on much lighter topics on the way to the square. Still, I thought about what he’d said some. I couldn’t imagine little Su Ling growing up in the harsh environment that I was now subjected to in the Fire Bird Sect. What kind of person would she grow up being then? An entitled brat like Green Bird Girl, or even worse, like that evil bitch, Blue Mantis? It made me realize all the more just how important creating this Terran sect was.

We needed a means to preserve our own heritage and identity. A sanctuary to carve out our own destiny within the empire, just like Master Edrik and Lysa did. The 50 Taels to do that just that had been well spent indeed. Now I just needed to reach the top 20 bracket and earn my B-class citizenship to make it all a reali—.  

I bumped into something. I was so lost in my own thoughts that I didn’t notice Gui Zu had come to a halt in front of me.

“What’s up?” I said.

The square was just ahead of us and before Gui Zu even pointed I could hear the commotion of a crowd. We dashed forward together, and the scene slowly began to take shape. Food and debris from broken tables was scattered all over the place and shop windows busted just like before. The entire neighborhood was there, worked up in a frenzy. An angry mob being led by none other than Jian Yi.

“This way!” she cried. “No! This way! Follow me!”

 The crowd surged back and forth like a school of fish, moving in one direction and then the other and after a few seconds I saw why. There, running for her life with little Su Ling cradled in her arms, was Yu Li. 

 





CHAPTER 52










Gui Zu dropped the basket and dashed ahead of me before I could even react. He pushed and weaved through the crowd with a nimbleness that defied his great size and in just a few seconds he had reached Yu Li.

“Stay away from her!” he shouted, pushing Yu Li and Su Ling behind him. “Leave her alone!”

The crowd didn’t listen, but they kept their distance once Gui Zu picked up a stray broom and began wielding it like a staff. He pushed, prodded, and slapped the most brazen of my neighbors with martial techniques, forming a space between himself and the angry mob being led by Jian Yi.

The girl had nothing but fury in her eyes as she shouted and screamed for Gui Zu to move. My Flame fixated on her. She’d been the cause of all this, formed this rabble together to hunt down a defenseless woman and her child. 

Heated anger filled my soul, fueling fresh Frenzy as I engaged my [Devil’s Shadow] technique. I let the immense power of my Dantian be known as I poured Frenzy into my reflexes and [Fear the Flame].

Aiming for where Yu Li was cowering just behind Gui Zu, I leapt into the air soaring high above the crowd. I plummeted fist first, Frenzy surging and landed just in front of Jian Yi with a resounding Boom! as my fist hit the ground.

“ENOUGH!” 

Concrete and asphalt flew high into the air and rained down like hail as my impact left a ten-foot-wide crater in the middle of the square. Stunned silence took hold as the combination of my fear aura and Qi-accented Frenzy radiated into the crowd.

Fear gripped them and more than a few people turned tail and ran, fearing their quick demise at the hands of the Core Realm cultivator they had just pissed the hell off. But one person amongst them stood against me unfazed, her chin lifted defiantly as always.

“Nice entrance,” she said. “I’m sure we all appreciate the fresh damage you’ve—”

I snatched her by the collar, lifting her high off the ground.

“What the hell is this shit, Jian Yi?” I bellowed into her face. “I told you what would happen if you—”

“Why don’t you stop and see why it happened, Chun!” Jian Yi shouted right back at me and then thrust a piece of paper in my face. “That girl with the metal hand showed up looking for you. And of course, when she didn’t find you, because you’ve gone and pissed off to who knows where, she left one of these for all of us and then wrecked the place so that we’d never forget.”

I tossed her back down to the ground and then snatched the paper from her, scanning it briefly.










	
To the One who has chosen death and the fools who have chosen to follow him:




This day marks seven days until you will face your destiny and suffer your fate at my hands. Run like a coward and fail to appear, and your fellow Terrans will suffer the retribution of both myself and Honorable Li Fet.




Take heed, for my wrath knows no bounds.

Young Master Hein of the Silver Leaf Clan













Frigging Hein and Zu Tien, I thought. I’d just killed a woman far more vile than the both of them put together, yet still they irked me more. I guess that’s just how things were when it got personal. 

And speaking of personal…

“So you get this letter and then decide to take this out on Yu Li?” I focused on Jian Yi as she picked herself up off the tarmac. “Give me one good reason not to bury the whole damn lot of you right now!”

“How about because we don’t deserve it,” she said defiantly.

“What?” This girl had to be joking. “You were just running her down and about to—!”

“Because she went and made things worse!” Jian Yi said. “The both of you have! This block has never seen so much turmoil and chaos since you started making trouble. And now you’ve gone and left us all to fend for ourselves? What did you expect us to do? Sit on our hands and wait for your almighty return? Suffer our fates in silence while Master Hein prepares our demise?”

The crowd murmured at that and I could feel the tide was already turning against me. And deep down I couldn’t really blame them either. I was doing shit none of them could possibly understand and all for their benefit too. But it sure didn’t look that way right now.

“It’s not like that.”

“Isn’t it now?” She cocked her head at me. “Sure could have fooled me.”

More of my neighbors joined in the murmuring, some shouting outright curses at me, not a single drop of lemonade in the bunch.         

“Other people might be afraid of you, Chun, but not me,” Jian Yi said, looking me dead in the eye. “You can make your threats all you want, but I’m done risking my future on the likes of you.” She then paused a moment looking down at the crater. “No matter how damn strong you’ve become.”

As she said the words, I instantly felt the mood in the crowd change. Fear turning instantly to anger and defiance as she bolstered them with confidence and resolve. But I sensed something more as well.

Something familiar.

Staring down at Jian Yi, I spotted something different in her deep brown eyes.

A stirring of something.

Like Frenzy almost, but not quite.

There, buried deep in her soul were the beginnings of a smoldering ember.

The first spark of a Frenzied Flame.

Holy shit, I thought. No wonder she had the balls to stand up to me.

She was unkindled!

I looked at the crowd. She’d turned them all against me. This wasn’t a battle I could win by brute force alone. I could crush her like an ant, but that wasn’t the point anymore. Especially not now, knowing what she truly was. I’d simply become a tyrant in the peoples’ eyes if I did. Perhaps the Flame had been trying to tell me this all along.

“We need to go talk,” I said. “Alone. Right now.”

“Alone?” She scoffed out a laugh. “Why? So you can try to kill me?”

I looked at her with [Struggler’s Resolve] and triggered my [Frenzied Flame]. “If I said yes, would you still come anyway?”

Her eyes narrowed and I could sense the defiance building within her. It wasn’t exactly a test of uncertain death, but it was close. The crowd grew silent waiting for her answer. I could sense her ember glowing brighter until finally she folded her arms. 

“Fine,” she said and then turned back to the crowd. “All of you. Leave the girl and her child be, understand? I will go speak with him now.” Amazingly the mob backed off, like all the hatred and anger had been suddenly sucked out of the room. She then turned back to me. “Whatever this is, it’d better be good. Because everyone is sick to death of your shit.”

She parted the crowd as she walked away, heading towards the side streets of the square. I gave a glance back to Gui Zu and Yu Li to make sure they were alright. 

“Get her out of here, Gui Zu.”

The big man nodded. “Already on it.”

“Chun, don’t do anything stupid, okay?” Yu Li said in a hushed whisper, rocking Su Ling who was surprisingly asleep somehow. “These people have all lost their minds.”

“I can see that,” I said. “Don’t worry. I’m just going to try and talk some sense into her.”

It was clear the balance of power had shifted dramatically since I’d moved out. No longer was Jian Yi’s crew just a minority. She’d played another chess move, getting the entire community on her side. And maybe I had more to do with that than she did. Going against her now would be going against the very people I was trying to save.

And she knew I couldn’t do that.

Perhaps Jian Yi had grown brazen not because she didn’t fear death, but because she just no longer feared me. Or no longer feared my retribution anyway. Or was it that smoldering ember inside of her causing it as well? Either way, my fists were no longer the answer here. 

I followed where Jian Yi had wandered off to and found her half a block over, out of earshot of the crowd but close enough to keep an eye on everyone. Tensions were still high, but surprisingly everyone was holding fire for the moment, just like Jian Yi had commanded.

“So speak,” Jian Yi said. “You’re the one who wanted to talk, right?”

The girl truly had no fear of me. It pissed me off, but I had to be smart about this. 

“Why the hell did you sic that mob on Yu Li and her baby? Are you nuts? Are you really trying to kill her? Do you have any idea what I would have done to you and everyone else if you did?”

“I didn’t sic anyone on her,” Jian Yi said. “She’s the one who nearly got herself killed by riling everyone up.”

“How?”

“Yu Li ripped up that letter right in front of that one-handed woman and she wrecked the whole square because of it. Yu Li has herself to blame for them chasing her after that. She’s damn lucky that woman didn’t just kill her on the spot!”

Damn it, Yu Li. And you warn me about doing something stupid? 

“But I might as well call it your fault,” she continued. “Because it’s your nonsense filling her head that made her do something like that.”

“That still doesn’t justify what you’ve done, Jian Yi. Because you clearly didn’t try to stop them either, did you?”

“Are you kidding me?” she shouted back, her ember glowing brightly. “What do you think I was doing? I was trying to stop them!”

I blurted out a caustic laugh. “How? By leading the mob to her?” 

“No, the opposite,” she said emphatically. “And I was doing the best I could. I couldn’t control them after what she did. People were too pissed off!”

“Jian Yi, I already warned you about messing with Yu Li. You just risked all those people’s lives by—!”

“Me risking their lives?” she fired back. “You mean the way you are by challenging Hein?”

“It’s not the same at all!” I said, my Flame stirring. “I’m standing up to Hein, yes, but I’m not provoking him for a reaction like what you’re trying to do to me. Plus, a girl with a baby? Are you serious? That shit is way out of line! You’re lucky I don’t knock your damn head off just for messing with her the first time when you went and—actually, you know what?”

Curling a fist, I popped her swiftly in the jaw.

Whack!

It was a pulled punch, using as little force as possible, but still it was enough to knock Jian Yi off her feet and send a hand clasping her cheek in shock and pain. “Ow! Shit, Chun! What the hell?”

“That was for slapping my sister from before,” I said, pointing down at her. “And you know damn well you deserve it too!”

She glared up at me, holding her face for a moment, but she didn’t deny it either. Then, her ember stirring, she stood up on her own defiantly, lifting her chin.

“You feel better now?”

The little bitch...I was just about to lay into her again, when I stopped myself at the last second, realizing—like looking in a mirror—that she was unconsciously using a form of [Indifference] against me.

“No, I don’t feel better,” I said with a healthy dose of [Fear the Flame]. “I’d feel better beating the living shit out of you, but you’ve gone and made that highly inconvenient for me now. You know you got off light. If I would have reacted the night you hit her, I would have—”  

“Alright, I get it!” she shouted, throwing her hands in the air. “Look, people do dumb shit when they feel like they don’t have any options, okay? And that’s basically what you did to all of us when you started this feud with Hein. None of us asked for this. We all just want to live in peace!” 

I blew out a laugh and gestured to the mob. “You call this peace?”

“You know what I mean!” 

I paused a moment as I sensed her ember stir again.

“Look, I know what I did to Yu Li before was wrong,” she said. “But I just didn’t think I could make you stop any other way at the time. You were marching us all off a damn cliff. And you weren’t willing to listen to anyone except yourself! And yes, I did it to provoke you into attacking me. But I was more willing to face your wrath alone, than for everyone to face Hein’s.”

I pondered that. Was that truly her plan? 

“And you seriously thought that would work?”

“Well, it didn’t obviously,” she said with an eyeroll. “Anyway, I heard you the first time. I wasn’t messing with Yu Li anymore, but then she went and turned the whole block against her on her own. And whether you want to believe me or not, I honestly was trying to stop them from hurting her tonight.”

“That’s bullshit!” I said. “I know what I saw. You were out there leading the charge. And you were shouting for Gui Zu to move when he was trying to protect her.”

“I told you! I was trying to lead them away from her, you idiot!” she shouted. “And as for Gui Zu, I was telling him ‘get her away’ not move out of the way!” Her ember was burning brightly with conviction now. “I’m not a damn monster who wants to hurt a child, Chun. Who the hell does that? Did I slap Yu Li because I thought it would save my community from getting slaughtered by Hein and the rest of his family? Yes. But did I actually try to kill Yu Li and her baby by sending an angry mob after her? Hell no! I’m not the damn villain you’re trying to make me out to be. If anything you can blame yourself for what happened to Yu Li tonight, because you leaving is why everyone lost their shit and resorted to panic and fear and then dumped it all into anger while chasing Yu Li.”

I squinted at her, trying to decipher the truth. She was unkindled, so maybe she lacked control over her impulses at times like I did, but she didn’t seem to be trying to deceive me at all. And plus she didn’t fear me anymore so what reason would she have to lie to me anyway?

Had I indeed misinterpreted what I had seen when I entered the square? I was pretty pissed already, so maybe it was possible. Thinking back, she was telling them “no!” and to move “this way!”, like they were going the wrong direction. And I couldn’t actually hear what she was saying to Gui Zu either. All I could remember seeing was the anger in her eyes.

Anger that perhaps was meant to be directed at me.

 Jian Yi then gave me a look that reminded me of [Struggler’s Resolve].

 “You probably think I turned the whole neighborhood against you,” she said. “But I didn’t. After you disappeared people came looking to me on their own. Looking for answers. Answers I didn’t have. So we did the only thing we could do and tried to make amends for the crap you started when that woman showed up. But then Yu Li goes and does what she did and sets us right back to square one again.”

I heard the truth in her then and not just about what had happened tonight with Yu Li.

I heard the truth about what my absence had caused as well.

Shit, I thought. Everything came at a price. Even the sacrifice I was making to grow stronger to protect them all, had in the end turned them all against me. 

 Jian Yi then let out a sigh. “Honestly though, whether you’re here or not doesn’t matter anymore. Because after tonight we’re all screwed now thanks to you and Yu Li.”

I echoed her sigh. It seemed I’d been wrong about her motives and actions tonight, but still this wasn’t going the direction I wanted.

I needed a new approach.

“I want to show you something,” I said and began cycling my Frenzy in preparation of the [Faux Lightning] technique. “I realize I’ve been asking you to trust me blindly. Trust me to do something you don’t believe I can do, but I’ll prove to you now that I can.”

I wished I had started building up the technique earlier but I wouldn’t need to do much to get the point across. I waited thirty more seconds before releasing a blue lightning bolt into the night sky. It went off with a deafening boom of thunder and the crowd reacted with a collective gasp. Even Jian Yi flinched, backing away from me.

  “You’ve seen the power of my raw strength, and now you know the extent of my inner strength as well. I will defeat Hein. I will claim this residence for us. I will make us free.”

Jian Yi just shook her head. “You really don’t get it, do you?”

“Get what?”

“It’s not that I don’t trust that you can defeat Hein,” she said. “Quite the opposite now, actually, thanks to that over-the-top entrance of yours. And that’s the problem with you. You’re a frigging hothead who can’t think past your own damn nose!”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

She paused a moment and her eyes softened some. “You don’t think that I don’t like the idea of your dream, Chun? Free rent? No more harassment in the square? But it’s a fool’s dream, okay? Nails that stick up get hammered. And that’s all you’ll do to us by defeating Hein and forcing Li Fet to hand over his property in humiliation.” 

“I get that,” I said. “But it’s—”

“But what?” she snapped. “There is no ‘but’, Chun! This is our reality. We need to learn how to adapt and survive in this new world. Not try to fight against it and die…like everyone else already did.”

Her words stuck a chord, and I sensed something shift inside her, a new stirring of her embers.

“You’re a driven woman, Jian Yi, and I respect that, perhaps more than you can even comprehend right now.” She had embers but I had no idea how to awaken someone’s unkindled Flame. Or even if I should. Especially as her vengeance might be fixed on me at the moment. But perhaps I could reach out to her in another way. The same way Threja reached out to me that first time. “Tell me what drives you. Tell me your [Sorrow and Pain].”

Her mouth came open as if in shock and her eyes teared up a little, but she was no longer looking at me. She was looking into her past now. The same way I had.

“I didn’t get taken right away,” she said, staring off into this distance. “My daddy was a soldier. We ran and hid. My whole family and I. I was too young to understand what was really going on then, but I remember everything vividly to this day. We lasted about a week. Even managed to kill a few cultivators somehow. With guns, I think. We met up with other families. Other people in the army. They all pulled together and tried to fight back. Against the monsters, against the invaders. But in the end, everyone just died. My parents were killed right in front of me, because they tried to fight. Instead of just submitting like they were told.”

My own Flame stirred at her words, and I sensed the glowing ember within her become a bit warmer.

“So now, fighting back is the last thing I want to do,” she continued. “I’ve seen people try it, but it just won’t work. And I can’t risk losing everyone I care about again, just for that.”

I nodded slowly as she finished speaking. And then like she was awakening from a dream, she blinked and wiped her tears with the back of her hand. 

“Ugh! What the hell was that? I hadn’t thought about all that stuff in years.”

“It’s okay,” I said. “We all have our reasons for being. I understand you now, Jian Yi. You want peace at the cost of freedom. And I guess I want the opposite…freedom at the cost of peace.”

She furrowed her brow in thought. “Yeah…I guess so.”

“We may want different things, but we don’t need to be at odds over it, Jian Yi. In the end I think we both want what’s best for our people, don’t we?”

She shrugged but nodded.

“I need to show you something else.” 

“Please, no more,” she said. “You don’t need to go breaking up any more shit. I know you’re strong. You don’t have to keep proving it.”

“No,” I said and reached into my robes for the application form. “This is something far more powerful than any cultivation technique. And it’s probably what I should have shown you in the first place.”

She eyed me warily as she reached for the envelope. “What is it?”

“A way we can both achieve what we want,” I said. “Freedom and peace.”

She grew more curious at that and opened the envelope, straining her eyes in the dim street lighting to make out what was written on the paper.

“A Terran sect?” she said.

“It will give us the protection we need to survive as a people,” I said. “Once it’s established, anyone who joins instantly becomes a C-Class citizen. The cultivators trample over us now because we’re commoners and mortals. But under a sect, we’re protected by imperial law. If Hein’s family or Li Fet want retribution for their defeat, they’d have to take it up with me as the Warden, not any of you.”

“And you’re okay with that?” she said. “There are people far more powerful than Hein within his family. The Warden of the province just to name one.”

I shrugged with a smile of [Indifference]. “Don’t worry about me. I can hold my own. Plus, I got much bigger targets in my sights when it comes to opposition.”

She looked at me funny. “I’m starting to question your sanity again.”

I chuckled. “The point is, even if I’m dead and gone, you’d have the right to appoint whoever you wanted as your Warden. A whole martial sect even. So long as enough people join and chip in for funding, you can keep anyone from messing with you. Strength in numbers. That’s the play here.”

“This can’t be real,” she said, flipping the paper over in her hands. “Is it?”

“Not yet,” I said. “A few more details to figure out, but I’m working on it. Trust me when I say I’m taking a huge risk to pull this off. But it will all be worth it in the end.”

Her eyes narrowed. “How can this be so easy? A simple piece of paperwork and you can create a sect?”

“It’s not easy,” I said. “Or cheap.”

I pointed out Bo Ren’s signature on the form and her eyes grew wide.

“50 Taels! You paid 50 Taels of silver for this? How did you even get that much money?”

“Like I said. I’m taking a lot of risks.”

She looked up at me with new eyes, a look I hadn’t seen before and for the first time ever, I sensed a trickle of lemonade.

“You’re right,” she said, putting the form back in the envelope and then handing it back to me. “You should have led with this.”

With that she turned and began walking away.

“Hey,” I called to her. “Where are you going?”

“To go talk to my—” She then paused. “To go talk to our people,” she said. “They won’t understand any of this, especially coming from a hothead like you, but I think I’ll be able to convince them to get behind you.”

I was rocked back on my heels at her sudden change. Perhaps I hadn’t been giving her enough credit this entire time. I gave her a nod. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” she said, rubbing her jaw but giving me a smile. “The neighborhood is still very angry.”




*	*	*




True to her word, Jian Yi waded into the sea of angry neighbors, righted a toppled table and then stood atop it to deliver her address to the crowd. I stood on the sidelines with Gui Zu and Yu Li, waiting eagerly to hear what she was going to say.

“Listen up, everyone,” she began and the crowd instantly silenced for her. “I’ve said a lot of crazy stuff about Chun. And while most of it remains true, I was wrong about one thing about him. As crazy, reckless, and unstable as he is, I now believe he does indeed have the best interest of us all at heart.”

“Holy crap, Chun,” Yu Li whispered to me. “What the hell did you say to her?”

“Shhh,” I told her.

“I’ve met privately with Chun,” Jian Yi said. “And he has shared his full vision with me. I admit I didn’t understand it at first. But now that I do, I’m fully behind it. And I want us all to be as well.” A whisper of gasps and shock went throughout the crowd, but amazingly there wasn’t a single voice of dissent and just like before all the anger seemed to be sucked from the air. “It’s humbling to admit you were wrong about something or someone, but I believe it’s never too late to make amends and to chart a new path.”

She then looked out over the crowd. “Yu Li!”

Yu Li jumped next to me, her eyes wide with panic.

Jian Yi then clasped her hands together and performed a deep bow. “I apologize to you deeply. My anger and hostility against you were misplaced and misdirected. Please forgive me for what I have done.”

“Holy cow,” Yu Li whispered. “What should I do?”

“Bow back,” Gui Zu said with a nudge and Yu Li did so.

Jian Yi then turned a little and bowed towards me. “And to you, Chun, I apologize as well. I understand now more than ever that you have shown tremendous restraint in your dealings with all of us. But I trust in your strength and believe in your cause now. I will support you in your endeavor, as I trust that we all will.”

A huge flow of lemonade came from the crowd. Not as a result of me, but her.

I bowed back. “I thank you all for placing your trust in me.”

“Does this mean you’re really going to fight master Hein?” someone called out.

“He will do more than that,” Jian Yi said before I could answer. “He will provide for us a new future.” And with that she clapped her hands together. “Alright! That’s over now. Everyone, lets clean up this mess. They can tear down our possessions but never take away our pride, yes?”

A rally of cheers went up at that and quickly the murmur of normal conversation ensued. Jian Yi jumped down from the table and approached me.  

“Well, I’ve done my part,” she said. “The rest is up to you now.”

I gave her a nod. “I’ll take it from here.”

Jian Yi bowed to Yu Li. “Once again, I am sorry. I don’t expect us to be friends after what I did to you, Yu Li. But I sincerely hope that someday I can find a way to make amends for it.”

Yu Li gave Jian Yi a glance and a head nod but nothing more.

Considering what Jian Yi had done to her, that was probably the best she would get for now.

“Chun, can I trust you to clean up the mess you made?” Jian Yi asked, gesturing to the crater. “It would take us mere mortals days.”

She cracked a smile and I chuckled. 

“Anything for our people.”




*	*	*




The neighborhood all got to work doing just as Jian Yi said—picking up carts and tables, helping one another, but even more so, clearly demonstrating that she was one they were all willing to listen to.

We picked up what was left of our dinner from the floor and had a quiet but pleasant meal at Yu Li’s. Gui Zu lifted everyone’s spirits from the trauma of the evening, telling stories and playing with Su Ling. Yu Li came around after a while, joining in the laughter with him, but all I could think about was what had just transpired down in the square.

Not the mess Zu Tien had made or the reaction from the neighborhood that had traumatized Yu Li. Instead, I marveled at Jian Yi and her budding ember and the aptness at which she turned the temper of that angry mob once things had settled down. 

It was as if her gift were opposite to mine. An ability to diffuse anger instead of feeding on it. Perhaps if she did end up kindling her Flame, her path would be very much different than mine.

If such a thing were even possible.

After I left Yu Li’s, I pondered more deeply on how the people responded to Jian Yi. How easy it was for her to get them to do anything she said. She had won them over but more importantly, she had demonstrated that she was capable of self-reflection, admitting fault and even switched direction and showed contrition once everything was made clear. It was honestly way more than I expected of her. 

Hell, she even took her shot in the jaw like a complete champ.

I was glad I was able to turn her from an enemy to an ally. And one that might just serve the community far more than I thought possible. The idea remained with me as I walked the dark streets and by the time I reached the library study back at the sect, a new vision was beginning to form in my mind.

My path was clear. 

I was a Berserker who yearned to free my people.

And by vengeance, fury and violence, I would do so. 

But freeing my people and leading them were two different things and if I wanted to succeed, my path would eventually take me far from here. The people would need someone to lead them once I was gone, but in truth, they seemed to have chosen who they were willing to follow already. Perhaps fate was revealing new possibilities to me.

Perhaps there was a destiny yet for Jian Yi.








CHAPTER 53










The next few days went by somewhat routinely. I focused on cultivating my Frenzy in the field by day and then honing my martial techniques with Gui Zu by night. I had to admit, I surprised even myself in my fight with the Blue Mantis, able to go toe-to-toe with her using my martial skills alone. It was proof that all my sparring sessions with Gui Zu were starting to pay off, but I just prayed they would be enough to climb even further in the ranks.

After our training, I caught glimpses of the Iron Bracket tournament from the pits and the level of competition was as fierce as Bo Ren had let on. In the match for the 26th position, the entire arena floor was excavated by an earth-aspect cultivator who was up against a woman who used flower petals and martial fans known as shànzi. It was like watching an earthquake happen in high speed, the ground heaving up underneath the woman in huge columns as the earth cultivator applied his techniques.

In the end though, the woman proved the importance of one’s aspect versus another as she cut through even the strongest of the earth cultivator’s techniques with the edge of her fans. I didn’t understand why at first, until I saw she was from the Orange Blossom Sect whose base aspect of ‘flower’ fell within the Wood domain.

One thing was clear though. The higher I went up in ranking, the more Qi manifestation mattered. In that entire match, they crossed weapons perhaps only four or five times. Everything else was a battle of Qi. The sight caused a pit of uncertainty to rise up in my stomach.

I’d gotten lucky in my last match to make my [Faux Lightning] do something useful, but at the end of the day, it was worthless as a weapon. If I had faced either of these cultivators—flower girl or earth man—I simply would have lost.

Unless I was willing to go full ham with [Mark of the Beast] or some shit.

But that was out of the question. I had practiced the technique earlier out in the field and while I couldn’t generate enough Frenzy killing small monsters to manifest it completely, I definitely developed attributes that would be far less easy to hide in the ring. Longer limbs, nails that grew into claws, slightly pointed ears, and what felt like fangs growing into my bottom jaw.

The technique was true to its word though. With the small amount of Frenzy stored in my Dantian, I was able to hold the form for all of a minute, but in that time, I was able run nearly three miles. The quickness of my martial forms increased to the same extent. With that kind of speed, I could probably close the gap on any long-range technique user, but no way was I going to turn into a damn werewolf in the middle of the arena.

That meant the same old problem still existed. 

I needed to manifest my own lightning to stay competitive. 

After the matches, I headed back to the square and show my face before going home to the Fire Bird sect for the night. The atmosphere had changed considerably after the big blow-up. The glares of disdain were replaced with bows of respect as the people entrusted me with their faith. Somehow it made reaching the top twenty bracket all the more nerve-racking.

There was no way I could let all these people down now.

Dropping Gui Zu off at home each night, I was surprised to see how readily Su Ling took to him when Yu Li would hand her over to hold. She had gotten used to his jacked-up smile it seemed, or maybe saw it as something funny now as she would break into happy giggles every time he grinned at her. 

I bumped into Jian Yi again on my second visit to the square, where she was organizing some kind of community event.  

“We’ve been through a lot,” she told me when I questioned her about it. “The community needs to reconnect and heal. This will help.”

She had arranged for several people to make decorations and for some artisans to provide music, games, and other forms of entertainment. Just like when she had gotten everyone to clean up, she managed to get the whole community working together to make it happen. It was another unexpected side of her that confirmed she would be able to keep the community together long after I was gone. Strangely though, I didn’t sense her ember burning as brightly anymore.

It was still there but seemed to be in a dormant state. 

A waning ember.

Perhaps it was confirmation that she’d seen me as the threat all along and that our resolution had taken away the need for her defiance. Or maybe her path was simply completed for now. Or perhaps it was only ignited when there was conflict to resolve. I didn’t know how the Flame worked, but perhaps one day, when I had progressed further myself, I would be able to guide her along whatever path that ember was ultimately leading her towards.

Back at the sect, I enjoyed the comforts that came with being an Iron Bracket representative. The initiates served me now, bringing me high-quality food that was laced with Qi. I wasn’t sure if the Qi gave my body any extra benefits, but it sure as hell tasted good. At night I continued my prose writing for Hong Feng who every morning came for his copy hot off the presses.

“I hear you did very well in your first match,” he said while looking over my latest submission. “When will you fight again?”

“Tonight,” I said. 

Hong Feng nodded. “I will aim to be there. I am keen to see your lightning technique in action.”

Chagrin filled me as he left.

Great, I thought. Just what I needed. More pressure to perform.

As I readied myself for the day, I tried not to let it bother me. Whoever my opponent would be tonight, I would beat them. No matter who or what they were. The thought stirred my Flame, but in truth my insides were turning to jelly.

I left early and headed for the markets instead of the gate. There was someone else who was having a big day today. Heading back to the Native Housing District, I rapped on Mu Lin’s door and not surprisingly she answered fully dressed in her school uniform, with huge bags under her bloodshot eyes.

“Wow, did you sleep?”

“Chun?” she asked, rubbing her eyes sleepily. “What are you doing here?”

I laughed and presented her the biggest persimmon I could find in the artisan’s market. “I came to wish you good luck on your exam today.” 

“Damn, I’m surprised you remember,” she said.

“Hey what’s that supposed to mean?”

She laughed and took the persimmon. “Thanks, but I’m way too nervous to eat this.” 

“You should,” I said. “The vendor told me it’s a special spirit fruit that will help you remember things.”

She squinted her eyes at me groggily. “Seriously?”

“No, but it sounds good, right?”

She elbowed me as I laughed again.

“What time do you need to get to the university?” I asked.

“In about an hour.”

“I’ll walk you,” I said.

“No, that’s okay. Xi Xha is going to pick me up again.”

“Oh, you mean with that stuck-up bitch and her flying car?”

“Her what?” And then she came awake as if just remembering our first encounter. “Hey, what the hell was up with you last time? That was embarrassing as hell! You know how much of a big shot she is?”

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “Don’t know. Don’t care.”

“Man, you’re such a Chun,” she said, shaking her head. “Can’t take you anywhere. Luckily Xi Xha covered for you and told her you were just afraid of heights.”

“She what?”

“Anyway, that’s not important. The point is you won’t be escorting me to the pickup this time.  No way. No how.” 

I chuckled. “How about I make it up to you, then? I’ll take you and the guys to a post-exam dinner. My treat.”

Even after paying in advance for the sect application, I still had a whole spirit stone and a couple extra Taels to burn. It might as well be on the people who I spent most of my time with, day in day out. 

She grinned. “Well, you know I won’t say no to that. Should I invite Xi Xha too?”

“So long as she doesn’t bring along Lady Silver Stick in her Ass, I’m good.”

Mu Lin laughed again and then gave me a hug. “Thanks for coming to look for me. And thanks for the luck.”

“You won’t need it,” I said and ruffled her hair. “You got this, Mu Lin.”




*	*	*




After I left Mu Lin’s I began wondering if I was the one who would be needing the luck tonight. I practiced my cultivation in the field all day and even practiced my aim with the [Faux Lightning] technique in case I would have to resort to it again. 

By the time I was ready to face my fate in the ring, I was able to pick off a bird from about forty feet away. Not bad for range, but I wasn’t up against birds tonight either, unless I was really, really lucky. 

But I was never that lucky.

I knew something was up the moment I approached Bo Ren at the counter. He was all smiles until he saw me and then a look of concern washed over his face. 

“Lay it on me,” I said, slamming my hands atop the counter. “Who am I fighting tonight?”

“To be honest, I don’t know yet,” he said with a long sigh. 

“What do you mean?”

“They’re still in the ring now. But whoever loses is going to be fighting you. Unless they’re killed of course. In which case you’ll have to fight the winner.”

“I don’t understand.” 

“It’s a loser’s bracket,” Bo Ren said and then thumbed towards the screen behind him. “The battle is for the 21st spot. There’s no one left between you and them. U’Ren Nghi in the 25th spot pretty much cleared them all out. So whoever loses has to face you or be eliminated.”

I checked the screen.










	
Rank


	
Name


	
Sect 

Affiliation


	
Aspect

Element


	
Cultivation Realm and Tier


	
Current 

Standing







	
20


	
Lin Su


	
Water Lily Sect


	
Water


	
Core 3rd    


	
20





	
21


	
Iron Pot Wong


	
Iron Crane Sect


	
Metal


	
Core 3rd 


	
21





	
22


	
Xen Xu Ping


	
Blue Dragon Sect


	
Water


	
Core 3rd 


	
Eliminated





	
23


	
Ulhgrat Cho


	
Silver Leaf Sect


	
Metal


	
Core 2nd 


	
Eliminated





	
24


	
Yin Chu


	
Fire Bird Sect


	
Fire


	
Core 2nd 


	
Withdrawn





	
25


	
U’Ren Nghi


	
Orange Blossom Sect


	
Wood


	
Core 3rd 


	
22





	
26


	
Wen Shu


	
Heavenly Mountain Sect


	
Earth


	
Core 2nd 


	
Eliminated





	
27


	
T’lu Kai


	
Frozen Claw Sect


	
Ice


	
Core  1st   


	
Eliminated





	
28


	
The Iron Bull 


	
Furious Lightning Sect


	
Lightning


	
Core 2nd 


	
28










“Shit,” I said as I studied the roster, looking for who was next in line to fight. “One of them is the flower girl?”

“You mean, U’Ren Nghi?” Bo Ren nodded. “Yeah, that’s her.” 

But then I noticed another name. Yin Chu? Damn, he had made it all the way up to the 24th spot? No wonder Hong Feng was so pissed about his loss. But that made me feel good in a way. Perhaps I wasn’t as much out of my league as I thought. But then again, Yin Chu literally brought me to [Death’s Door] and it was by virtue of my Flame alone that I had survived. 

“So unless I beat whoever I face tonight, I’ll be out of the runnings?”

“Afraid so,” Bo Ren said.

“Which one of them is slated to win?”

Bo Ren brought up the score card, the points moving in real time.

 







	
Iron Pot Wong vs U’Ren Nghi

Odds: 2:3 

Time - 03:36







	
Iron Pot Wong


	
U’Ren Nghi





	
45


	
184










 I was actually liking the odds. I didn’t know who Iron Pot Wong was, but I knew flower girl and no way could I stand a chance against her right now. 

“So unless Wong gets a kill, he’s likely going to lose right?” I said.

“Likely yes,” Bo Ren said. “That’s actually his style. He’s a veteran in the Iron bracket. Always gets to the low twenties before getting busted back down. Poor bastard hasn’t qualified for over ten years.”

“Ten years?” My hopes were rising. “Sounds like he’s going to lose for sure.”

“Probably,” Bo Ren said. “Or U’Ren Nghi might just kill him. And then you’ll be fighting her.”

Shit, I thought.

“You still have time to catch a bit of the match,” Bo Ren said. “Might be good to see what you’ll be up against in either case.”

He didn’t have to tell me twice.

I made for the pits and caught the match just as it was entering the last two minutes. 

The flower girl, U’Ren Nghi, was center stage, dressed in white and orange robes that reminded me of Li Gong Qui’s. Her face was painted white as well, with fierce orange eyeshadow to match. She danced more than fought, moving with the grace of an ice skater across the ring. Her twin fans cut the air as she floated back and forth, all the while humming or singing while she manifested white flower petals in the air.

Opposite her, the man Iron Pot Wong looked every bit of his name. First, the guy was old, or he actually looked old anyway. Beyond middle aged, with a full white beard and thick brows. But that wasn’t the truly odd thing about him. Instead of robes, he wore the thick black armor of an infantryman.

His helmet reminded me of an upside-down wok and his chest armor was so rounded it looked like a cauldron. He wielded a black iron glaive that had to be over twenty feet long with a thick flat blade on the end.

Looking at the score, I expected him to be on his last legs, battered and bleeding and begging to yield. But instead, he was laughing like a madman. His deep voice echoed like thunder across the arena as he shouted into the air.

“Keep flying, butterfly!” he bellowed. “You have to land sometime! [Iron Cuts the Wind]!”

With a speed that seemed impossible for his armor and age, he performed a front flip and with the momentum, whipped his glaive behind him. The air split with a sonic boom, a clap like thunder, and a thick shockwave of energy sped towards U’Ren Nghi.

The flower girl met the attack with slamming of her fans together. “[Summer’s Breeze spreads the Blossom]…”

She sang it more than shouted it, and in an instant the shock wave of energy transformed into a cascade of white petals. Whipping her fans in a complex dance, she redirected the petals right back at Iron Pot Wong and the old man braced himself for the counter-attack by holding his glaive horizontally across his body. 

He laughed into the attack like he was mocking a hurricane, the petals whipping past him and causing sparks to fly from his armor. A few hit the exposed skin on his face and did the same. 

“We can keep doing this all night,” he shouted up at her as she danced into the air, floating on white petals.

U’Ren Nghi ignored him as she performed another series of complex forms again. “[Tranquility’s Embrace]…”

White and orange blossoms snowed down upon him, but he didn’t bother to even block this time. Instead, he reached for a gourd at his side, popped the top open and casually began to drink. 

“Your fairy magic won’t work on these old bones, you temptress,” he said, and I realized that maybe he’d been half drunk the entire time. “Do your worst!”

I feared for a moment that she might swoop in for a killing blow, but thankfully the ending gong sounded instead.

“And the winner, moving into the 21st spot,” the announcer called out. “U’Ren Nghi!”

The board lit up with the final score.










	
Iron Pot Wong vs U’Ren Nghi

Odds: 2:3 

Time - 03:36







	
Iron Pot Wong


	
U’Ren Nghi





	
48


	
215





	
Winner


	
U’Ren Nghi










“A decisive victory for U’Ren Nghi who maintains her win streak for yet another night! Congratulations to our beautiful fairy blossom queen!”

At that the crowd burst into applause as U’Ren Nghi performed a gracious bow befitting of the princess herself. As she exited the stage, she made a bee line for the old man. The fake smile instantly dropped from her face as she addressed him.

“Consider yourself lucky that I consider it bad luck to kill someone like you,” she said in a tone that contrasted sharply with her elegant flower girl persona. “But do everyone a favor and retire already. You embarrass both yourself and your sect by competing every damn year. Why they don’t just poison you themselves I do not know.”

Holy shit, that was harsh, I thought. But the old man took it with another drunken laugh.

“I don’t know either,” he said. “Or maybe they have and I’m such a damn drunk that I’m immune!”

His words seemed to cause her even more offense and her scowl deepened as she stormed away haughtily.

“Old Iron Pot Wong lives up to his reputation,” the announcer continued. “Beaten but not defeated. And tonight, he has one more chance to retain his position as 22nd in the Iron bracket tournament. It will be the highest he’s ever placed, but can he defend it?”

A mixture of boos and cheers filled the arena, but Iron Pot Wong lapped it up all the same, swinging his glaive about in celebratory fashion.

“We will find out shortly!” the announcer said, hyping up the crowd. “For the last match of the night will be Iron versus Iron!”










	
Iron Pot Wong vs The Iron Bull

Odds: 3:5 

Time - 30:00







	
Iron Pot Wong


	
The Iron Bull





	
0


	
0










As the new score board flashed into existence a mixture of excitement and anxiety ran fresh Frenzy through my core. The crowd riled up and began the ‘Iron Bull’ chant. I looked at the odds and wondered if I could live up to them. Iron Pot Wong might be an old drunk, but with that glaive he had the advantage of both distance and range with that ‘air-splitter’ attack of his. Could I outpace him? I wished I had gotten to the arena earlier to see more of the match, see where his weakness might be.

 I was so caught up in my own thoughts and panning out strategy, that I barely noticed the chant for the Iron Bull getting louder and louder.

“Perhaps he can’t hear us!” the announcer said. “Or perhaps he’s gotten cold feet! Either way it will be a win for Iron Pot Wong. Let’s see if he shows up within the final 3 minutes. Where are you, Iron Bull? Where are you?” 

Holy shit! I thought. I’m about to lose this match already.

The entire crowd was waiting on me!  








CHAPTER 54










My heart pounded in my ears as I grabbed my gear from the locker room. I barely had time to throw my mask on, before running out into the arena half dressed. The reaction from the crowd was like a tidal wave hitting me, a raucous blast of yells and cheers. 

“He’s here!” the announcer screamed. “Let’s hear it for our contender!”

The screams continued as I made my way to the center of the arena, hyping up the crowd with a lightning bolt and a pumping of my axe. The experience was surreal. The crowd seemed double the size and the lemonade was spilling from the grandstands like a waterfall.

I absorbed it all, cycled the free Frenzy through my body, heightening my reflexes, speed and strength. Remembering to engage my [Devil’s Shadow] technique, I tapped into the essence of my fake lightning core and seasoned my Frenzy with Qi to stay legal in the eyes of the officials. 

As I approached Iron Pot Wong, I realized the man was much bigger than I thought. 

He had to be at least eight or nine feet tall, his thick black armor perhaps adding a foot to his height and his polearm looked as if it could reach me from a block away.

 He drank idly from his gourd as he looked over at me nonplussed. 

“About damn time!” he shouted, putting a cork in his gourd. He lifted his glaive as easily as if it were made of bamboo, but clearly the thing had to weigh half a ton being made of iron. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about, Bull Man!”

The crowd responded to the challenge with more screams and a shift in the betting pool began. The challenge resonated with the Flame burning deep within my soul. From what I had seen of him already, I had no idea if I could beat this guy, but that didn’t matter anymore. He was now what stood between me and my goals and just like every challenge before him…

I would overcome it.

As the countdown clock started, I applied [Fear the Flame], slowly removing my overcoat. As I tossed it aside the crowd screamed in delight.

The act of bravado didn’t go unnoticed by Iron Pot Wong, who rumbled with a belly laugh. “Showing off, are we? We’ll see how tough that skin truly is, my friend.”

I pointed at him wordlessly and then gave him a “bring it on” gesture with my hand.

The crowd went wild.

“Challenges have been thrown down by both sides!” the announcer crooned. “Now let’s see which one of them will prevail. For the glory of the 22nd position in the Iron Bracket tournament, I wish you both good luck. Commence!”

The gong sounded and I dumped my cycling Frenzy into speeding my limbs into action, anticipating one of his long-range attacks. Seconds passed. Nothing came. And to my chagrin I saw Wong reaching idly for his gourd again.

What the hell? Was this guy messing with me? 

I went through my forms, flanking him from the side and still he didn’t move. I’d gotten used to the aggressiveness of the cultivators in my previous fights, always on the backfoot it seemed. But this was an entirely different kind of battle. He was either goading me, underestimating me or perhaps both. 

Ah, screw it, I thought. Only one way to find out for sure.

I powered in with an attack, coming for the side. 

Without removing his lips from the gourd, Wong simply turned, but the massive length of his glaive spun with him at incredible speed. It was too quick and wide to dodge, so I blocked with [Third Form] instead, our weapons sending sparks into the air.

The force of his attack lifted me right off the ground and I went spiraling through the air, feet touching briefly as I tumbled end over end towards the arena’s outer wall. I finally slid to a stop, just in time to see Wong following up with another quick slash to the air.

“[Iron cuts the Wind]!”

With a sonic boom, a thin shockwave of energy flew towards me, and I barely had time to raise [Iron Skin] before it cut across my torso. It stung like a whip and were I still made of flesh the thing would have cleanly cut me in half. 

“One to me,” Wong bellowed with a laugh and then mocked me with my “bring it on” gesture. “Come on then. Try again, Bull Man.”

“It seems the Iron Bull is being taken to school by Iron Pot Wong,” the announcer said, hamming it up for the crowd. “Let’s see if he will surpass his teacher, or if he will leave the tournament with a failing grade!”

That got more laughs than cheers and Wong reveled in it by taking another celebratory sip from his gourd. I needed to get it together. Something was off about this fight, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it.

Damn it, I thought. I’ll just have to try again.

Cycling my Frenzy, I dove in for another attack. This time I anticipated his counterstrike, and focused all my Frenzy into a parry instead of a block. He came at me vertically rather than horizontally this time, lopping the massive polearm overhead like a giant fishing rod.

I released a cry of fury as I swatted up at his giant weapon, deflecting it away with a massive flash of sparks. 

The parry surprised the old man, his weapon flying back upwards at twice the speed that it had come down. Taking advantage of my opening, I rushed in under his guard and went to town on his armored torso. Metal and sparks flew as I hacked away, the scoreboard going wild.

Two hits, three hits, fou—

Wong somehow grabbed me by the throat in the middle of it all, moving faster than I could see. An immeasurable pressure engulfed my neck as he lifted me off my feet. “Not bad! But try again!”

He tossed me into the air like a rag doll, and then with a swift spin, followed up with his pole arm like a batter hitting one out of the park. I braced my body with [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core] and felt every bone in my body cry out in pain as the blow connected.

“[Heaven’s Cut]!”

I landed on the ground more than fifty feet away, rolling to a stop. 

Glancing down at my body, I was already covered in blood, but thankfully my techniques had limited the damage to a surface cut only. Still, it was just a single hit and I was ahead in the score.










	
Iron Pot Wong vs The Iron Bull

Odds: 4:5 

Time - 26:54







	
Iron Pot Wong


	
The Iron Bull





	
2


	
4










Something must have made him realize the same thing, because he suddenly began twirling his glaive overhead, fast like a helicopter blade. Multiple arcs of razor-sharp shock waves spun outward from him as he announced his technique.

“[Iron Hurricane]!”

I did my best to shield myself, but true to its name, there was nowhere to hide from what felt like a hundred-mile-per-hour debris field flying straight into my face. The cuts weren’t as deep as the single-bladed attack, but they didn’t have to be. When I looked back at the scoreboard my stomach sank.










	
Iron Pot Wong vs The Iron Bull

Odds: 4:5 

Time - 26:54
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4










Wong took another casual sip from his gourd. “I can do this all day, Bull Man!”

I cursed inwardly as the crowd roared in laughter. 

He’d just turned this fight into a battle of attrition that I couldn’t hope to win.

Dammit, I needed that lightning more than ever to even the score.

I refused to give up, though. There had to be a way. I launched at him again, and just like before, he waited for me to attack first before countering. His attacks were relatively slow compared to mine, but with the obscene reach of his glaive he was able to cover massive amounts of real estate from all sides. 

It was more like fighting a fortified castle than a cultivator. Frustration built within me, eliciting a small bit of Frenzy from the Flame. And then suddenly I realized what was wrong with this fight. It was almost like I was sparring with Gui Zu. Even though he was my opponent, I couldn’t really bring myself to hate or despise this guy. In fact, I was finding his antics as amusing as everyone else and would probably even laugh myself if I wasn’t on the losing end of it all. 

But either way, it was messing with my Frenzy.

Maybe the [Odds were Against Me], but it just didn’t feel like it right now.

My Flame grew weaker as the battle wore on, me getting in a few cheap shots in here and there, but always quickly equalized by a quick Qi Technique or another [Iron Hurricane], filling the air with shrapnel I couldn’t dodge. 

I glanced at the scoreboard as we reached the halfway mark.

 







	
Iron Pot Wong vs The Iron Bull

Odds: 7:3 

Time - 14:44







	
Iron Pot Wong


	
The Iron Bull
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24










This crap wasn’t working. I needed a new plan. As I saw Wong shake his head and go for his gourd again, a crazy idea popped into my head. I needed to get back to my roots and go old school with him.

It was time to show him how a true Berserker raged. 

I dropped my stance and casually approached him with [Struggler’s Resolve].

“Iron Pot Wong!” I shouted to him. “I tire of this pointless battle. I don’t want to spend another fifteen minutes flying about like some fairy queen. Let’s settle this fight definitively. As true men!”

The crowd went silent at that and Wong cocked a bushy white eyebrow at me. “A new challenge, eh? What do you propose, Bull Man?”

“Single strikes,” I said. “Blow for blow. Until one of us either yields…or dies.”

The crowd screamed in approval, the odds flying up and down on us like the score board on a pinball machine.

“It seems the Iron Bull has iron balls as well!” the announcer shouted. “Will the great Iron Pot Wong accept the challenge? Or will he concede before it even begins?”

Wong looked up at the scoreboard and let out a huge belly laugh.

“A tremendous idea!” he bellowed, raising his glaive high into the air. “This will be the best fight I’ve had all week! Bull Man, I accept your challenge!”

The crowd was on their feet, whistling and blowing horns.

Holy crap, it worked, I thought. I’d just initiated slap fest 2.0.

But this was no Du Mak I was up against here.

I was facing uncertain death for real.

“Since this was your idea, it wouldn’t be fair to kill you on the first blow,” Wong said with a taunting smile. “You first, Bull Man.”

The odds shifted greatly in his favor after that.

Which meant the [Odds were Against Me] indeed.

I channeled the thought into Frenzy as I sauntered towards Wong, subtly engaging the [Mark of the Giant] technique. There wasn’t much Frenzy I could devote towards it, even if I wanted to, but growing just about an inch taller was all I needed. 

“Ready?” I said.

Wong inhaled and puffed out his chest, making the huge pot armor an even bigger target. “Do your worst!”

I channeled deep within and then leapt into the air, striking down at the armor from above with a [Three-Log Chop].

My axe hit the armor like an explosion going off, my blade bouncing off of it with a massive flash of sparks. The force of my hit travelled through him and Wong went crashing into the ground in a massive cloud of dust.

The crowd surged with lemonade in a collective gasp of shock and awe.

“An amazing first strike by the Iron Bull! But surely the great Iron Pot Wong will not be done in so easily!”

As if on cue, Wong rose slowly to his feet coughing and laughing. “Ah!! A true challenge! I was about to go easy on you as a newcomer, but I see you pull no punches. I respect that! So be it then. You shall face my full might!”

This was the part I was both hoping for and dreading. A passage from the orb on [Odds Against Me] flashed through my mind and I focused on it like a mantra as I prepared to take the biggest ass-whooping of my entire life. 

“The power of this technique is limitless, bound only by the strength of your foe and your ability to withstand him.”

 And withstand him I must, I thought.

“I’m ready.”

I siphoned the Frenzy from within the crowd and channeled every bit of it into [Indifference], [Iron Skin], [Iron Core], and [Struggler’s Resolve]. Sucking in a final breath, I prepared to face either my destiny or my final demise.

Iron Pot Wong danced on the spot, mumbling some phrase in some language I didn’t understand. He whipped himself around in a circle several times, speeding up with each swing. Finally he let out a yell and arched his glaive for a final strike directed at my chest.

“[Heavenly Iron Glaive]!”

Skin, bone, and tissue crimpled under the force of the devastating hit, my entire body shooting backwards like I was just launched from a catapult. Mind-blowing pain lit my brain on fire as every receptor in my body fired at once. I slid on my feet speeding away from him like I was on a runaway train, yet somehow I kept my balance and focus, cycling my Frenzy to stay in control. I endured another mind-numbing blow as my back hit the outer wall and the world went black as I momentarily passed out.

I came to on the ground, finding myself on my hands and knees.

Blood leaked from my mouth and the huge gash in my chest, huge rivulets of sanguine essence leaving my body as the sweet numbness of death took hold. I raged against it.

 I could not die. Not yet. Not while I still had this damn match to win! 

The thought sparked my inner Flame, fueling [Death’s Door] with Frenzy as it bypassed whatever organs Wong had just decimated with his glaive.

The arena was deadly silent, the crowd on edge. 

Patiently waiting to see whether I would yield or die.

Screw all of you, I thought.

Today was not yet my time!

Shakily, I stood to my feet and the crowd responded with a massive wall of cheers. The odds flew in the other direction, favoring me now. But I couldn’t care about any of that. I reached instead for the massive amount of Frenzy being generated by the crowd. 

“He’s survived!” the announcer screamed. “Unbelievable! A pinnacle strike from Iron Pot Wong and the Iron Bull is coming back for more.”

I raised my axe in defiance and the Frenzy from the crowd surged even more.

I lapped it all up as I walked my way slowly back to Wong with [Struggler’s Resolve].

To my surprise, the old man had a look of delight on his face instead of dread. 

I even sensed a bit of lemonade.

“You survived my highest technique!” he shouted. “Well taken, lad. I’m impressed!”

“Thanks,” I said casually as I squared up on him. “I guess it’s [My Turn] now…”

Diving deep within the core of my Flame, I funneled every ounce of the hit I’d just received into my next blow. I surged with [Mark of the Giant] as I wound up for my attack, taking off the brakes for the few seconds it would take for me to deliver the blow. Muscles and sinew strained and popped as my height grew what had to be six inches or more, healing all my wounds and organs at the same time.

The [Odds were Against Me] like never before, not just for this fight, but against this whole damn empire. If I didn’t win this match, everything was over. I had to do it. I had to win.

The salvation of my people, the freedom of this entire planet, rested on this one…damn…hit!

I released a savage battle cry as I swung into Wong with a [One-Chop Cleave]!

“FOR FREEDOM!”

Frenzy the magnitude of which I’d never felt before surged through my Dantian, like an ocean being forced through a pinhole. Something rattled within my Flame as the compression took place, my Frenzy forced to become something else. Something crystalline.

Something solid.

Instinct and weeks of meridian training kicked in and I directed the solid crystals towards my Jing. A massive arc of bright yellow lightning flashed as my axe hit the armor, resulting in a thunderous kaboom! 

The arena echoed with the massive thunderclap as Wong flew away from me in a blossoming ring of shattering iron and steel. He bounced and skipped off the ground several times before careening hard with the outer wall, fracturing it with a resounding crack!

Stunned silence reigned as the thunder echoed and reverberated through the air.

Holy shit…I thought. Did I just do it?

Did I just make frenzied lightning?

Every cell in my body suddenly caught up with reality of my present condition and my knees grew weak. Every ounce of Frenzy I had within me had been expended in that one hit. I’d gone for broke and I had nothing left.  I fell to one knee, exhausted. There was no way I could do that again.

I look across the distance and didn’t see Wong moving.

A part of me despaired that I’d actually killed the man. 

A few healers in blue robes entered the arena and rushed over to him to check. Before they could even reach him however a loud scream filled the air as Wong shot upright at the waist thrusting both arms into the air. 

“Magnificent!” he cried. “Absolutely superb!”

My heart soared and I couldn’t help but let out a laugh of relief. 

The stadium laughed with me, roaring with applause as Wong staggered drunkenly back to his feet. He began walking towards me and then suddenly I wasn’t so chuffed that he was still alive anymore. 

He wasn’t actually going to continue, was he?

There was no way I could take another hit, or even give another hit for that matter.

“He lives!” the announcer cried. “The infamous Iron Pot Wong has survived the heavens-shattering power of the Iron Bull’s Furious Lightning! His pot however, not so much!”

Laughter broke out as all attention was drawn back to Wong. He indeed was now wearing half the armor he had been, the chest plate gouged with a man-sized gash from top to bottom, through steel that was at least six inches thick. I had expected him to be fat and portly like Hong Feng, but inside the armor, Wong was skinny as a rail. The oddity of it only added to the laughter of the crowd. 

Wong staggered from the outer wall towards me, chugging huge gulps from his gourd along the way. I almost wondered if it was some kind of secret technique for regaining strength by the way he went at it. 

He had a huge grin on his face as he finally came to a stop in front of me, towering over me in his busted-up armor, his glaive slung casually over his shoulder.

“Iron Bull,” he said. “In the twenty years I have fought in this Bracket, no one has ever broken this armor. Even the hundreds of battles across the countless stars that have I fought, it has remained intact. But today…you have done the impossible. You not just cracked my armor, but have done so in but a single strike!” He then cupped his hands and bowed before me. “You’ve truly demonstrated your heavenly might this day. To you I offer my deepest respect and yield.” 

The arena surged with cheers and gushed with lemonade. 

“A forfeit by the great Iron Pot Wong!” the announcer cried. “The Iron Bull has advanced! And what another spectacular victory for the newcomer!” 

Wong grabbed my wrist and threw my arm in the air like a referee, cheering for my victory as well. 

“I don’t know who the hells you are, kid,” he said, sounding more drunk than ever. “But you’re okay with me. Good fight!”

I laughed at that and saluted Wong with a mid-tier bow. “You have my respect also, Master Wong. Good fight.”

“We’ll have to do this again,” he said laughing. “But I’ll bring thicker armor next time! And if you ever decide to take that damn mask off, come look me up at the Golden Spire. I’ll buy you a drink.”

I had no idea where that was, but the offer was tempting. Still I couldn’t reveal who I was quite yet. “Maybe in the future, for sure!”

As the praise and accolades poured in, I tried to process them, but my system was far too spent for that. Still, I had done it somehow. 

I had reached the 9th Tier of the Foundation Realm. 

I had created solid Frenzy.




*	*	*

 

“You keep making me rich,” Bo Ren said after the match, tossing me another purse. “People are going to start hunting me down.”

There were four spirit stones inside it this time. “Wow, thank you!”

“I’d get going while the going is good,” he said, nodding towards the door. “You were the last match tonight. And after a performance like that, everyone’s going to be looking for you.”

Damn, I didn’t think how my notoriety might escalate at the time, but I needed to do what I had to, to win in the ring. 

“When’s my next match?” I asked. 

Bo Ren checked the board. “Looks like tomorrow. You’re the first match-up.”

“Who’s in the 21st spot?”

“No one,” he said. “21st spot was eliminated by U’Ren Nghi earlier this week. You’ll be up against her for the 20th spot. First-rank qualifier for the Gold Bracket. Congratulations, my friend, you made it into the big leagues.”

Holy shit…the Gold Bracket?

I never really thought about it like that. All this time my only goal for reaching the top twenty in the tournament was for my citizenship. But I didn’t think to considered that if I won, I would become a Gold Bracket contender as well.

“So, my next fight is with the flower girl, huh?”

“Seems so,” Bo Ren said. “You’d better rest up, kid. It won’t be an easy fight. U’Ren Nghi has more tricks up her sleeves than a Tangian whore.”

I only half caught the reference, but I laughed with him anyway.

“Regardless, I’m rooting for you all the way, Bull Man,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “See you tomorrow in the ring.”

As I left out the back with Gui Zu, a new realization rose up inside of me and filled my soul with hope. 

Just one more match to win, I thought.

One more match and everything I worked so hard for would finally come true.

For the first time that I could remember, I felt as if I were finally taking control of my own destiny.…able to stand on my own convictions without fear of reprisal or repercussion.

For the first time in a long time, I could actually say…I was nearly free. 








CHAPTER 55










“You never cease to amaze me, Brother Max. How do you do it?”

I gave Gui Zu a shrug and fed him my standard answer with a smile.

“Just lucky, I guess.”

Gui Zu laughed. “I think there is more to it than just luck, but I will leave you to your modesty.”

I couldn’t help but grin at that. 

We were making our way back to the square, me striving to be faithful to my daily routine of checking in with Yu Li and Su Ling before heading off for the night. The air seemed crisper and lighter than usual, full of energy. Whether it was the actual weather getting cooler or just my optimism interpreting it for me, I couldn’t tell.

And I didn’t really care either.

I’d reached a major milestone on my journey tonight and I felt damn good about it. 

“We should celebrate your victory,” Gui Zu said as if reading my thoughts. “The square is holding the festival tonight.”

“You mean the one Jian Yi was organizing?”

“No, the other one,” Gui Zu said. 

I looked at him funny until he let out a laugh. 

“Smart ass.”

“It should be a lot of fun. Jian Yi has arranged for food vendors from the restaurant district to come to the square tonight. The food might be a bit pricey, but it will be top notch.”

It did sound nice, but I had already made plans to meet up with Lee, Mu Lin, and my three apprentices at a bar downtown. Xi Xha could possibly show up as well.

 “Unfortunately, I’m double booked,” I said. “I made some plans tonight with some friends from work. We’re celebrating our co-worker passing her scholar exam. Well…hopefully she passed anyway.”

Gui Zu chuckled. “Well, you should at least come by the square for a little while.”

I glanced up at the red-tinted Bloodmoon just barely on the rise. I supposed it was still somewhat early. And what the heck? I had forged frenzied lightning tonight. That deserved a double celebration in my books. 

“Let’s do it,” I said with a smile. “Tonight, I’m going to let it all hang out.”




*	*	*




The festivities in the square were as lively as a carnival. Music and dancing filled the center of the block while various food vendors and festival games lined the sides. The atmosphere was steeped in laughter and mirth, and I couldn’t recall the last time I’d seen my neighborhood so jovial. 

 I spotted Yu Li sitting at a table with Su Ling in her lap. She let out a radiant smile when she saw us and grabbed hold of Su Ling’s little hand to give us a wave. I was about to wave back when I realized the wave was not for me but Gui Zu. 

The big man grinned at Su Ling from across the distance and the baby hopped up and down in Yu Li’s lap in excitement. The sight of his jacked-up smile reminded me of something and I stopped him right before we entered the square.

“Hey, just a sec,” I said. “I have something for you, Gui Zu.”

He looked at me quizzically as I reached into my robes and then his eyes grew wide as I plopped a glowing spirit stone into his hands.

“Brother Max!” he said, perplexed. “W-what is this for?”

“A dentist,” I said with a grin. “Paying you back for how we first met. I owe you that much.”

“But this is too mu––”

“Just take it,” I said. “And it’s not charity either. I never would have been able to earn that without all your help sparring in the ring. You truly are an amazing fighter, Gui Zu.”

He scratched the back of his head. “I-I don’t know what to say.”

“Say you’ll spend at least some of it on a dentist and not all of it on food and drinks.”

He laughed at that. “I don’t know. I’ll try, but Jian Yi hasn’t made it easy with this spread.”

As we weaved into the crowd, I noticed Gui Zu getting just as many greetings and bows as I did, perhaps even more. Yu Li welcomed him with a big hug as well and we all sat for a while together enjoying the lively dancing in the square.

It was nice to watch, but strangely I felt more like a guest than anything else. It dawned on me then, that I’d never really had many people I interacted with in the neighborhood besides Yu Li. Even Gui Zu seemed to have more people to speak to as he wandered off to buy us some drinks.

“He’s fitting right in,” I said to Yu Li, nodding towards Gui Zu as he left. 

Yu Li smiled. “Yes. He really is a nice guy too. He spends all day helping people out in the square.”

“Really?”

“He’s become our gentle giant.” She then nudged me with a wink. “As opposed to our furious one.”

I laughed at that. “Oh, before I forget. Take this.”

I slipped her one of my three remaining spirit stones and Yu Li nearly fell out of her chair.

“Damn it, Chun! What did you do? Rob a bank?”

I merely grinned. “Let’s just say, my plans are starting to look up.”

“If this is any proof, I’d say that’s an understatement,” she said, marveling at the stone. “I don’t think I’ve ever even held one of these before. Ten Taels of silver in the palm of my hand.”

“You know,” I said. “Maybe you should consider using it instead of selling it.”

“Using it? You mean cultivating it?”

I nodded. “You were on the brink of the 9th Tier, almost at Foundation Realm. I think cultivating something like that might be all you need to achieve your breakthrough. Plus, I’m sure Gui Zu could help you with any martial training you might need to assist.”

As she stared at the glowing blue gem a look came into her eyes. One I hadn’t seen in ages. I’d seen it plenty of times back when we were in school. A dogged determination that that she could overcome the world, so long as she studied hard enough. Being with Hein had robbed her of that, but faintly I could see it returning as she stared at the stone.

“Money is just money,” I said. “It comes and goes. But becoming a true Foundation Realm cultivator will bring you a new life. The one you always dreamed of before you had to drop out of school.”

Yu Li looked back at me and had tears in her eyes. 

“You know what? I think I just might.”

She smiled and pulled me into a hug. “Thanks, Chun. You’re the best damn brother in the world.”

“I know it,” I said cockily, and she elbowed me with a grin.

I shared a drink with her and Gui Zu when he returned and then I made my apologies to leave early for the night. Yu Li gave me a ribbing about blowing them off, but we all hugged and then I said my goodbyes.

I was just leaving the perimeter of the square when a voice called out to me from behind.

“Sneaking off early?”

I didn’t need to turn about to know it was Jian Yi, but I was surprised to hear laughter in her tone instead of snark. When I did look, I saw she was dressed to the nines in a blue floral dress and had a small flower in her hair to match.

“You look nice,” I said.

“Thank you.”

“You did a good job putting all this on too. Everyone seems to be having a good time.” 

Jian Yi turned to face the crowd with me. “Yes, it’s nice to just relax for once.” She paused for a moment then, looking towards the ground before continuing. “You know, although you don’t live here anymore, you should still feel more than welcome to stay.”

Funny that she said that, I thought. Or even had to say it. I already knew it was true of course—this place would always be my home, but honestly I didn’t feel as connected to it anymore. Perhaps she’d read the disquiet in my face from earlier, but I was honestly more looking forward to partying with my handler co-workers than staying here. Maybe I’d always been more at home with my wild, risktaker cohorts. And now that I was a cultivator perhaps that gulf was spreading even wider.

Or maybe I finally felt confident enough to move on now, knowing Gui Zu would be keeping a watchful eye over Su Ling and Yu Li. Either way. I was more than happy to watch things from afar.    

“I know that,” I said, answering her. “It’s just that I have another engagement to get to, is all.”

“I see,” Jian Yi said, nodding.  

“I’m another step closer, by the way,” I said, changing the subject. “Hopefully by tomorrow night the people you see here will all be members of the Terran sect.”

“Why? What’s happening tomorrow night?”

I chided myself for saying too much. “A miracle hopefully. But I won’t bore you with the details. Just know that it’ll happen soon.”

I looked out at the happy crowd once more. Although I couldn’t be a part of it, I could still help out in some way. I reached into my robes and then took one of my two remaining spirit stones and offered it to Jian Yi. “I can’t stay but, I’d like to make a little donation towards the festivities, if that’s alright?”

Jian Yi looked into my palm and her mouth fell open. “Chun, is that a real spirit stone?”

“Hopefully it should cover some of the costs, yeah?”

“Some?” she said. “This would buy all the food twice over!”

I shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve] and gave her a smile. “So let them eat and drink twice as hard then.”

Jian Yi put her hand on my shoulder. “I know you have to go, but… wait here just a second, okay?”

Before I could even ask her why, she sped away and the next thing I knew she was standing atop a table in the middle of the square again, banging a cymbal to get everyone’s attention.

Oh man, what now? 

“Everyone, may I have your attention please!” she called to the crowd.

The music and dancing stopped and as they settled down, Jian Yi addressed them once more. “First, I want to thank everyone for coming out tonight. You’ve truly made this a special evening. And to make it even more special, I have a surprise for you.” She then paused with a smile and a murmur of excitement and curiosity spread throughout the square. To my chagrin, she then gestured in my direction. “Although he’s unfortunately too busy to stay with us for the entire evening, I wish you all to know that tonight, all food and drink has been paid for, compliments of our most generous neighbor, Brother Chun.”

The crowd erupted in a series of surprised oohs and gasps.

With all the attention on me, I turned about three shades redder than before, but played it all off with a stoic façade of [Indifference]. 

“Please join me in thanking him, before he departs,” Jian Yi said and then gave me a deep bow before starting off a chorus of claps and applauses.

Lemonade began to pour freely as people began shouting my name, standing to their feet in an ovation. 

“To Chun! To Chun!”

“To Chun, indeed,” Jian Yi echoed them, raising a cup. “Now everyone, please continue to enjoy yourselves. Eat and drink as much as you want! It’s all on the house, thanks to Chun!”

That got another round of cheers and hollers. A few people closest to me even touched their heads to the floor in an embarrassing kowtow. I played it all off as best I could, waving and smiling back.

With my Dantian seeming to have recovered, I got a ton of free Frenzy out of the deal as well. When the crowd finally allowed me to leave, I gave a parting glance to Jian Yi. She lifted her chin at me as always, but with it came a smile this time.

I mimicked her gesture with a smile of my own and as I departed, I couldn’t help but feel a small piece of old Earth had just been restored. 




*	*	*




I was pumped full of fresh Frenzy by the time I left the square. Before heading for the bar, I made a quick pitstop at the barber for a trim to my beard and a fresh haircut. I even splurged on a new set of robes that looked fitting for a night out on the town, before leaving the market district. I then made one last stop at an artisan jeweler and dropped a couple Tael on a gift for Mu Lin.   

Lee, Ren, Rho, and Yi Fu had all arrived ahead of me by the time I finally reached the drinking establishment, and by the looks of them they had been there a while. It was an open-air joint, with lanterns strung over an array of tables and chairs. Not much different than the square really, except everything was a couple tiers higher in terms of quality. 

That went for both the booze and the entertainment.

Artisan musicians played for a trio of women in lavishly adorned costumes who were performing a dance routine on stage that could rival most martial arts forms. The small but raucous crowd whistled appreciatively at them while tossing copper Wen at their feet. Among them were my co-workers, Lee leading the charge on downing drinks and showering the dancing girls with riches.

“Where’s Mu Lin?” I asked as I joined them.

“Where’s Mu Lin?” Lee echoed me, while looking up incredulously. “Where the hells have you been, man?”

I grinned. “Had a family function to attend.”

Lee scrounged his brows together. “A what?”

“Never mind,” I said with a laugh and then slammed a silver Tael on the table. “But the party’s on me now, boys. Let’s get us another round.”

As the drinks flowed, Ren and Rho kept us entertained with stories while the five of us played dominoes. Within half an hour I had downed enough plum wine to get the edge on my vastly improved constitution thanks to my body refinement and had developed a nice buzz.

The thought made me consider where I was progression wise in my cultivation levels now. I brought up the tables in my mind’s eye while only half listening to Rho grilling his brother about some story detail involving Sumatra and some missing field gear.
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I’d been able to create solid Frenzy for the first time tonight, which meant I had finally broken into the 9th Tier of the Foundation Realm, but I still couldn’t make that leap into the Core Realm and Core Formation until I mastered the fear of certain death. It had taken massive amounts of Frenzy and an extreme focus of my Flame’s inner will to create that small amount of solid Frenzy too. Still, it was a step forward. I’d learned how to do it once; I could do it again.

So long as there was enough stimuli to generate the amount of Frenzy I needed. Once I was able to reach the next realm however, my stored Frenzy would be solid and I could generate lightning bolts as easily as I could manifest [Iron Skin].

The idea of becoming that powerful made me smile.

One step closer to being able to truly cut loose, I thought. I couldn’t wait.

“Yo, she’s here!” Lee said, pulling me out of my thoughts. “Damn, she came in style too.”

When I looked to see what Lee was talking about, I saw the familiar skiff descending just outside the bar. Pedestrians made way as the craft touched down and the black-robed pilot rushed to open the door for the occupants to disembark.

It was a familiar trio on board. Mu Lin and Xi Xha of course, along with the silver-haired bitch who owned the damn thing. She barely acknowledged Mu Lin and Xi Xha as they bowed profusely before her, thanking her for the ride. Her eyes instead were locked on me with a disdainful glare.

Damn, I thought. Guess she was still pissed off by that snub.

I ignored her with [Indifference] as we all got up to greet Mu Lin and Xi Xha.

Mu Lin let out a squeal of delight as she saw us all and came running with both fists in the air. 

“I passed! I passed! I passed!” she cried, jumping up and down.

There were high fives and hugs all around as we celebrated with her and I noticed she was already stinking of alcohol. 

“Hey, are you drunk already?” I asked with a laugh.

“Hell, yeah I am!” she yelled. “Woooo!”

“My apologies,” Xi Xha said formally, but I noticed she too had a rosy complexion as she sort of stumbled towards me with a huge smile on her face. “The Lady Silver Light insisted that she be the first to congratulate Mu Lin on passing her exam. It’s also the reason we are late.”

I raised a brow at that and took another glance at the high-class cultivator still lounging in the rear of the skiff. Maybe she was genuinely altruistic, after all. I gave her a smile in thanks, but the smug disdainful look never left her face as she simply stared back at me.

Friggin’ weirdo, I thought.

Surprisingly, Xi Xha greeted me with more than a bow when she reached me, pulling me into a hug instead. Her lips found the side of my neck as she breathed heavily into my ear.

“You smell so damn good,” she whispered. “I’m warning you early. We’re getting a room tonight.”

I played it off with a laugh as she melted into my arms. “That’s fine with me.”

A sudden flare of anger came from the Lady Silver Light as she shouted for her pilot to depart. The poor guy barely had time to respond to her before she kicked him cruelly in the back of his legs as he rushed past her to get to the controls.

My Flame stirred and I was just about to say something, when the craft swiftly departed, Silver Light’s gaze remained fixed dead ahead of her in a haughty, arrogant stare.

Damn bitch.

“Are you okay?” Xi Xha asked, looking up at me. “You tensed up suddenly.”

“Yeah, it’s nothing,” I said, my Flame barely subsiding for now. You have some strange friends, I wanted to add, but I didn’t want to spoil the mood.

 “Come on,” I said instead. “It’s Mu Lin’s night tonight. Let’s celebrate it something proper.”




*	*	*




The night went on and by the time I had gotten another two drinks in me, I had forgotten all about Lady Silver Stick-in-her-Ass and her shitty attitude. We played drinking games and ordered cheap food, reveling in the party atmosphere well into the night.

I finally remembered to give Mu Lin her gift and when she opened it, she let out a gasp of shock. 

“Chun!” she said, holding up the rimless spectacles in awe. “These must have cost you a fortune!”

I shrugged with [Indifference] and tried to downplay the price. “Yeah, the crafter said the lenses are made of some special Qi-infused quartz or something, but I only bought them because I thought they’d make you look like less of a nerd.”

Mu Lin’s mouth opened in mock offence, swatting at me playfully while everyone laughed. Finally she gave me a hug and a peck on my cheek. “Thanks, Chun, seriously. These are awesome.”

She put them on, exchanging her old glasses for new and she actually did look cuter in them.

“So what are your plans now?” Lee asked. “You going to roll into work tomorrow and give Sumatra a piece of your mind before quitting on the spot?”

She laughed. “I couldn’t do that to all you guys in the middle of the tournament. When it’s over though, we’ll see. A lot of it depends on… well.”

She blushed a little and then Xi Xha jumped in for her.

“Well now that she’s passed the entrance exam, I’ll be sponsoring Mu Lin to attend the Academy in the fall. She might have to give up her life as a handler after that I’m afraid.”

Mu Lin smiled and I could see the sense of relief in her as Xi Xha vocalized her promise. 

“Damn straight!” Lee said, raising his cup in cheer. “Good on you, Mu Lin!”

We all gave cheers to that, and Mu Lin blushed even more.

“Thanks, you guys,” she said, her eyes watering a little behind her new glasses. “You’re the best. All of you.”

We partied some more and by the time it was approaching midnight, Xi Xha kept reminding me of her intentions from earlier with a constant rubbing of her hand on my inner thigh. I finally gave in to her and dropped some extra copper on the table for the boys to close out the night with Mu Lin.

Xi Xha was half out of her robes by the time we reached the brothel. We closed the night out with a wild party of our own and by the time we were both exhausted I couldn’t even tell what time it was anymore.

The only thing I knew, was I’d just had the best day of my life.  

     





CHAPTER 56










“Wake up, Chun!”

The gruff voice of Master Hong Feng jarred me out of my sleep. 

The room spun as I tried to orientate myself and for a second, I was surprised to find myself in the library back at the sect. 

How the hell did I get here? 

Then my fragmented memories from the night before slowly filtered into my aching skull and I vaguely recalled dragging myself half-drunk across town from the brothel to make it back to the sect before morning. 

Why the hell did I leave a warm bed with Xi Xha to come and deal with this shit? I said to myself. And then I remembered the stupid transcript I had started to write at some unearthly hour in the morning before promptly passing out on the floor.  

Damn it. The intention was there but I had failed in the execution.

Now Hong Feng had come looking for his latest edition of the Fury manual just like I figured he would, but I had nothing to give him. And as my eyes adjusted further, I noticed Hong Feng wasn’t alone either. Next to him was Shen Ju. The cultivator’s eyes filled with contempt as he literally looked down his nose at me, shaking his head.

“He looks drunk.”

“No matter,” Hong Feng said. “Get up, Chun!”

What the hell was this? I stifled my anger and played it cool with [Indifference] as I slowly rose to my feet. 

“Morning, gentlemen,” I said with a half-hearted bow. “You’re both up early.”

I was beginning to fear that Hong Feng was after more than just the manual by the way he was staring at me. Might he have witnessed something he didn’t like in my performance last night? Or perhaps the opposite was true, seeing as I had finally made true lightning.

“Come to congratulate me on my win?” I said with a cocky grin. “You did catch the fight, didn’t you? I’m about to break into the top twenty to—”

“That doesn’t matter now,” Hong Feng said abruptly. “Something far more important is taking place. It’s time for you to pay your debt to me, Chun.”

My Flame stirred at the sound of that and I glanced at Shen Ju to see if this might be some kind of ambush. “Is that right?”

“Sumatra just received an anonymous booking from a rival sect this morning,” Hong Feng said. “We need to move quickly.”

Shit, I thought. It was an ambush. Just not the kind I was thinking.

Getting involved in this kind of ilk was the last thing I wanted to do, especially now with me being so close to my goal. “I see, but I have my final match for qualifying tonight,” I said, trying to weasel my way out. “I should probably focus on that if I want—”

“That wasn’t a request,” Hong Feng snapped. “This sort of thing doesn’t happen often. Anonymous bookings like this are only made by prominent or high-profile sect members. It’s an opportunity we can’t afford to waste.”

No dice, I thought. I was expecting as much, but I had to try regardless. 

“I understand,” I said with [Indifference] but then played dumb once more. “What is it you need me to do?” 

“You’ll report to work this morning as a handler,” Hong Feng said. “Sumatra will pair you up with whoever the client is. You are to then take them to the northern flats where Shen Ju and his team will be waiting.”

“The northern flats?” That was the realm of A and S-Class monsters. “You trying to turn this into a suicide run? There’s nothing but reaper beasts out there.”

“Exactly,” Shen Ju said. “We’ve staked out a narrow canyon that dead ends a quarter mile in. It’s the perfect setup. Once you reach the plains, look for piles of red stones. It will lead you to it. We’ll ensure the client engages with one of the reapers. All you have to do then is to lure them into the canyon as a means of escape.”

“How are you going to ensure that?”

Shen Ju grinned. “You’ll have to wait and see. But once you get them in the canyon, we’ll attack from behind. Should make for a much easier kill if they have their hands full with something that strong.”

The thought sickened me. 

I had to get out of this.

“There’s no way I could justify taking a client to face that kind of risk,” I said. “The enforcers would be all over my ass afterwards. Sumatra’s too. You’d have to be a 9th-Tier Core Realm cultivator to take on a reaper.”

“To have registered anonymously it’s likely they are that level or even more,” Hong Feng said. “Hence the need for the reaper. You along with Shen Ju and his team would not be able to defeat them alone. But regardless, it doesn’t matter. As the sole survivor from the excursion, it will be your job to tell the authorities what happened. Come up with any story you wish. The main thing is that the client was killed by the powerful spirit beast. Nothing more.”  

A spark of ire lit within my soul. Here they were, using me as both pawn and patsy for their damn murder mystery plot. But dammit what could I do? This is what I had signed up for to achieve my aims. 

It was a grim reminder that all power came at a price.

And it was looking damn steep right now. 

“I’ll be leaving with my team shortly,” Shen Ju said, and I noticed he was dressed in the plain brown robes again. “I’ll be waiting just outside the gate for you though.”

I raised a brow at him. “I thought you said you’d be waiting at the flats.”

“The rest of my team will be,” he said. “I want to ensure that you make it there yourself. This is your first time after all. I don’t want you getting cold feet.” He gave me a leer and I felt like punching his bloody teeth in. “Don’t worry,” he continued. “I’ll be sure to stay out of sight.”

I’m sure you will, you bastard…

I heaved out a sigh as the proverbial walls began closing in on me. Just one more fight and I could be done with all this nonsense. But until then, I had to play along with this sick game.

“Fine,” I said. “Let’s do it.”

Hong Feng smiled. “I’ll be counting on you, Chun. This will be a great victory for the sect to remove such a strong rival. Do well and even my uncle, the great Sect Leader himself, will honor you.”  




*	*	*




A half-hour later I was on my way to the gate, dragging my feet like they were made out of stone. I got within sight of the camp and already I could tell something was up. The place had a buzz about it, with offworld cultivators and locals alike communicating in hushed whispers as my co-workers danced around energetically, some of them giving me sly grins as I passed by.

What the hell was going on?

Mu Lin and Lee rushed up to me wide-eyed once they saw me and pulled me quickly to the side. They both reeked of alcohol and I wondered if they had even managed to make it home last night.

“Did you two sleep?” I asked, furrowing my brow at them. 

Mu Lin giggled, her eyes bloodshot behind her new specs. “Kind of, maybe?”

“Never mind that,” Lee said, his smile ear to ear. “The question is, what the hell did you do, my man?”

“What are you talking about?” 

For a second I feared that they somehow had all found out about the ambush plot. But then Lee thumbed behind him and when I saw what he was gesturing at, my mind came undone. 

Holy shit…

I saw the skiff before I even saw her, but one glimpse of the slick vehicle and I knew exactly who the client was. Lady Silver Stick-in-her-Ass was standing over by Sumatra in all her glittering glory. Black and silver robes pristine and shining, as were the three sheath-less Jian blades that hung about her hips as if suspended on nothing. The bright silver of her hair caught in the morning light, creating a halo over the stylish neck-length bob like she was an angel or something.

You’ve got to be shitting me, I thought. The woman was anything but an angel. “What the hell is she doing here?”

“I don’t know, but she asked for you by name,” Lee said, still grinning like an idiot. “My guess is she wants a special tour, if you know what I mean.”

“Before you say anything, this has nothing to do with me,” Mu Lin said making a ‘no-way’ gesture with her hands. “Nuh—thing.” 

“I say it all has to do with that bod of his,” Lee said with a laugh. 

Mu Lin rolled her eyes. “I doubt that. More like payback for when he was being an ass to her the other day. She’s probably going to ride you like a slave out there.”

“Ride, being the key word,” Lee said with a playful wink. 

“Ew! You’re so disgusting!” Mu Lin said, pushing Lee away as he laughed.

I huffed out a sigh. These two idiots were still way too drunk to be of any help.

“Let me go see what’s up,” I said as I left them, but I knew exactly what was up.

And it wasn’t good. 

Not only would I be responsible for this woman’s death if I took her out into the field, I was now also the one responsible for making her come here in the first place––apparently anyway. My stomach soured at the thought, guilt mixed with disdain. 

As I headed towards Sumatra, the woman caught sight of me and after an initial look of surprise, her brows lowered in a predatory glare. 

“There he is!” Sumatra welcomed me with a clap on my back. “My best and most senior handler, just for you, Lady Silver Light. The great Chun! He’ll lead you safely to the Reaper Flats and make sure you don’t bite off more than you can chew.”

Sumatra laughed as if to make it a joke, but Silver Light glared at him as if he’d just insulted her. 

“You think a rabid spirit beast is a challenge for one such as me?” Silver Light pierced Sumatra with a stare and the big man began to stutter. 

“No, of course not!” he said bowing profusely. “What I meant was… actually, that Chun brings great fortune to his clients. But a few weeks ago he helped an off-worlder bag a B-class monster core. Didn’t you, Chun? I’m sure he’ll bring the same luck to you.”

“Luck is for the weak,” she said with a scoff. “If I wish a core, I’ll simply slay as many foul beasts as I need to, to find one.”

Her bravado was cringeworthy, but something about her told me that what she said was likely true. I had no idea who this woman was, but by the way she carried herself, she had to be in the Gold Bracket League. 

 “Well, let’s get you out there so you can start killing then, yes?” Sumatra said with another shameless bow. “I’ll just get him his partner and then you’ll be all set. Lee!”

My blood froze.

Shit…I’d forgotten about the new rules.

Just as I was about to wrack my brain on how I could spare Lee from becoming involved, the Lady Silver Light scrunched up her face. 

“Partner?” she said.

“New safety protocols, my Lady,” Sumatra said and nodded towards the Imperial Guard and Enforcers on duty. “Two handlers to an excursion. No exceptions.”

Dammit, I thought. Maybe I could take Lee and then convince him to skive off once we were far enough away. But then when I returned without the Lady Silver Light with me, that would cause even more questions. And Lee wouldn’t have good answers. I’d have to get him to lie and then swear him to secrecy the same way I had with Mu Lin when the Fire Birds first robbed that old man of his lightning core. Or hell, maybe I could just take Mu Lin instead of Lee. That would be easier to explain. But dammit, I didn’t want to involve her in any more of this crap either. 

“One handler is more than enough,” Silver Light said curtly. “This One does not require to be baby sat. I thought I made it abundantly clear earlier that my strength is not to be questioned.”

“A thousand apologies,” Sumatra said, groveling before her obsequiously. “But the rules are the rules. By order of the Warden herself.”

“I see.” Silver Light rocked her jaw at that, unknown machinations transpiring behind her shifting chrome eyes. 

“You there, guard!” she suddenly barked, causing the man to jump. “Approach me!”

I couldn’t sense Qi, but by the way his eyes popped open and the speed at which he hustled over, I could only imagine that she had flexed the power of her core at him.

“Yes, my lady,” he said with a bow.

She pointed at me. “How many handlers do you see standing there?”

His mouth dropped open, his eyes darting back and forth as if it were a trick question. 

“Answer carefully,” she warned, her words sharp enough to draw blood. “You do know who the Warden of this province is…and which clan she belongs to, yes?”

The guard looked her up and down as if acknowledging the black and silver of her robes, sweat beading on his brow.

“I-I see two,” the guard said, shakily. “Two handlers, my Lady.”

Silver Light smiled. “Clever boy.”

She then turned to Sumatra and nodded. “I think we are good to go now, yes?”

Sumatra nodded, looking as surprised as I was, but I wasn’t complaining. 

At least one of my friends’ lives would be spared today.

“You there, handler,” Silver Light said, turning to me and a crafty smile spread across her ruby painted lips. “It seems you are at my service this day. Let us hope your attitude is well improved since the last time I addressed you.”

The way she said it––seething with hate while spewing lemonade––had me wondering just what the hell she had come here for. Was this revenge for blowing her off, or her messed-up idea of a first date? I let my inner Flame speak for me as I gave her a grimace of [Struggler’s Resolve].

“I guess I’ll have to give you some of that attitude for you to find out.”

Her eyes widened in surprise, but from her soul all I sensed was more lemonade. 

“Lead on then,” Lady Silver Light said with a smirk, pointing towards the gate. “Take me to these Reaper Flats. I want you to show me the very best of what your world has to offer.” And then her stare became more threatening, her tone ice cold. “And you had better not disappoint me.”








CHAPTER 57










I stormed northward along the forest path, Lady Silver Light trailing close behind me. It was strangely reminiscent of my first excursion out with Threja––off on a suicide mission with a cultivator who was clueless to their own imminent demise. Or at least that’s how I had first thought of Threja before she changed my destiny forever by igniting my Frenzied Flame.

But the only flame Lady Silver Light had ignited thus far was my ire.

She started by giving me her bags to carry, which could have been full of damn rocks for how heavy they were. I balanced them on a piece of bamboo that I slung across one shoulder. With my basic Body Refinement, they barely weighed a thing, but keeping them balanced across the choppy terrain took constant attention.

“Careful, handler!” she barked at me like a dog. “What’s in those bags is worth far more than your life.”

I refused to give her the satisfaction of a rise and instead kept a silent wall of [Indifference] between us. She reacted to that with an ever-growing sense of anger, punctuated with lemonade, like I was an object of unobtainable desire she’d rather see destroyed than not possess.

Halfway through our journey I found out what was inside the bags after she demanded to take a break and to be served tea. She’d bought a whole damn tea set with her, made of jade-encrusted china. In the second bag she’d brought a small chair made out of silver rods that I had to spend ten minutes assembling while she hurled insults at me for being too slow. 

That made me go even slower.

I nearly lost my shit when she started micromanaging my every move on how to correctly make her tea. 

“Half a teaspoon. Too much! Make it again!”

I used it as an opportunity to generate Frenzy, the Struggler maintaining control as my inner fire burned. 

This damn bitch, I thought when she was finally finished. Forcing me into a position of servitude by coming to find me on my job. Who does this kind of shit?

I kicked leaves and pebbles off the forest path, venting my frustration as we got back underway.

An entitled rich girl used to getting everything she wants, that’s who, I answered my own question. I should be spending the day preparing for my battle with U’Ren Nghi right now, practicing my ability to harness true lightning, not out here getting pissed off over this stupid shit.

We travelled for another hour without saying another word to each other, moving swiftly through the remnants of old neighborhoods and overgrown city blocks. We then entered the wilder territory where more powerful monsters and spirit beasts roamed. We were close to our final destination and my instincts as a handler kicked, subconsciously guiding me to avoid the dangers of the wild.

But where we were headed there would be no avoiding.

We were instead walking right into it. 

If there was one good thing about all of this though, it was that I didn’t feel half as bad now, knowing who the mysterious client was. Getting to know the Lady Silver Light was like getting acquainted with a feral cat. She was aloof, abrasive, and arrogant and a royal member of the ruling clan to boot. Plus, she was a representative of the Warden herself, the same woman who callously left my family to die that night twelve years ago.

She was my enemy.

The empire incarnate.

And she needed to die. 

As the thought steeped, my Flame burned, but then, like a strong gust of wind snuffing out a candle, it vanished in my mind’s eye.

Dammit all to hell, I thought. I just couldn’t do it.

This had to be the third time now since we had departed that I had tried to convince myself that getting this woman killed was a good idea. And part of me wanted to strangle the shit out of her for sure, but not literally. No matter how obnoxious she was, Silver Light was still an innocent victim in a murderous plot concocted by scumbags I hated way more than her.

Who was I kidding?

I wouldn’t want to be involved in this nasty Fire Bird shit no matter who the target was. 

And to be honest, although the woman was annoying and haughty as hell, Silver Light hadn’t done anything wrong. At least not enough to warrant a death sentence. A good cussing out for kicking her pilot and being a general pain in the ass to me maybe, but not lured to her death out here in the wild. And besides that, she was Xi Xha’s friend and Mu Lin’s now too, I supposed. 

My mind was torn.

Following my convictions was not so simple anymore. Maybe it was a refining of my Flame or a growth of my understanding in general, but simply taking revenge against the ‘evil cultivators’ wasn’t going to cut it anymore. 

I had to admit that, before I met Threja, the word ‘cultivator’ and ‘empire’ meant the exact same thing to me—literally one and the same in my mind. It had been enough to kindle my Flame, but the spiritual root of my Dao, my deepest pain, had stemmed from the trauma of an eight-year-old’s mind. And that was as simple as my understanding was back then. But now that I knew better, my understanding of my Dao was becoming more refined as well.

The empire that conquered my people was still my enemy and I would defeat it, but not every cultivator was the empire.

And not every cultivator deserved my wrath.

Certainly not the annoying but attractive young woman walking next to me––at least not yet anyway. I glanced over at Silver Light from the corner of my eye—face like a goddess, the nimble yet confident gait of a warrior and enough Qi inside of her to probably fell a whole damn forest with a single technique from one of her three jian blades.  

Why the hell did you have to choose today to come pester me? I thought. 

Perhaps I could just try to convince her to turn back, the same way I did with Threja. Or hell, maybe I could just start an argument with her to make her want to leave. Then I couldn’t be blamed for the hit not going off. But then there was that asshole Shen Ju out there to worry about. 

Even now I could sense hints of his Dark Frenzy in close proximity, watching our every move. Perhaps he was using [Devil’s Shadow] or some other technique to further mask his Qi or something, because surely someone as powerful as Silver Light should have been able to sense him if he were this close.

It had to be how they had managed to get the drop on the other cultivators they had murdered out here before. At just the thought of it, images of those dead bodies being hauled in by skiff raced through my mind. Innocent people killed for Hong Feng’s selfish gains, or mere bystanders like those poor young handlers just trying to do their jobs. That got my Flame stirring for real. If there was anyone who deserved to be gutted by a damn reaper beast it was Shen Ju and the evil little shitheads on his team. 

“Do I vex you, handler?” Silver Light said suddenly.

It was the first real question she’d asked this whole time.

I eyed her with [Struggler’s Resolve] as I considered how I should respond. 

“You want an honest answer?” I said. “Or do you want me to blow smoke up that pretty little ass of yours like everyone else does?”

Her eyes flared with shock and indignation, but her soul gushed with lemonade. “How dare you speak to me in such a manner! Do you have any idea what saying that would earn you, were I not so gracious?”

I shrugged. “You didn’t answer my question.”

She stared at me again and I swear I could hear her heart pounding as she tried to figure out what to say next. And then I saw it. A small glimpse of her true nature, peeking out from behind that arrogant, warrior-cultivator façade of hers.

This girl was scared shitless, I thought. But why?  

“Fine, I’ll answer anyway,” I said and prepared to test the waters as I came to a stop and faced her. “Yes, you vex me, Lady Silver Light, as you probably do a great many people. The only difference is, while they don’t say anything because they’re too busy trying to kiss your ass, I don’t, because I just don’t think you’re worth my damn time.”

Her nostrils flared and her hand flew back as if to hit me. 

I didn’t even flinch, engaging [Indifference] as I stared her down. “You sure you want to do that?”

She glared back at me, equal parts shocked and mortified by my quick defiance, but just as I’d figured, her hand didn’t move.

“Don’t tease unless you’re willing to play,” I warned her with a smirk and then reshouldered the bags as I prepared to move on. 

I sensed a new emotion building within her as I left her behind. Fear, but not quite. 

Embarrassment maybe? More lemonade for sure.

I couldn’t care less though.

I needed to figure out what the hell I was going to do about this situation out here. The flats were in sight now, the ground transitioning from forest to hard-packed earth and broken stone. Ahead, fissures ran crisscross over the desert landscape like marbled tile cracked and chipped from below. I only recognized the place because I’d seen it in books before. 

But this was my first time viewing the Reaper Flats with my own eyes.

A subtle anxiety filled me, a sense of dread and doom, but my Flame quickly consumed it and turned it into strength. I slowed my pace regardless, not wanting to get to where we were supposed to be going. 

I spotted the red stones Shen Ju had spoken of—a small discreet pile at the edge of the plains. Reluctantly I began heading in the direction of the trap, feeling Shun Ju’s eyes still upon me.

Maybe I could just kill the bastard and all his men, I thought. Then I could bluff Hong Feng that the whole thing just went to hell. Thinking about it, all I needed to do was to get to my fight in one piece tonight. Although winning that wasn’t guaranteed either. Admittedly, that whole concept seemed a million miles away right now. This wasn’t a tournament, this was real life and death out here.

Still, I needed to do something soon. 

I glanced about as we wandered across the flats, my senses keen.

A new complication occurred to me. I couldn’t let Silver Light find out about Shen Ju and his men either. Even though they were in disguise, it wouldn’t take a genius to figure out that it was the hot-fried-chicken gang who had laid the trap for her. If she went to the authorities about their operation or hell, just took vengeance herself, that would start a shit-trail that would eventually lead straight back to me. If I somehow wanted to keep both her and I alive, I needed to get rid of Shen Ju and his men before she ever saw them.

Damn, this was getting dicier by the second.

“How do you know Xi Xha?” Silver Light called from behind me. 

I raised a brow at the random question. “Don’t you know that already?”

The quick reply seemed to stump her and she fumbled for her words. “S-she spends a lot of time with you, yes? She speaks of you often.”

“Is that right?”

“How do you know her so well?”

I shrugged, my eyes still scanning for signs of Shen Ju. “Mu Lin’s a mutual friend. She introduced us. Sort of…” 

I could sense him still behind us, watching, waiting. But then, suddenly he was gone.

Was he moving to position himself in the canyon ahead perhaps?

Maybe now was my chance to take them out unseen. 

“I envy how carefree you all are,” Silver Light said and her sudden shift in tone caught me off guard, less haughty and more introspective. Sad almost. “Free to laugh and associate with anyone you please.”

I huffed out a laugh. “We’re hardly free, lady. Anyway, enough of that right now. I need you to listen to me caref—”

“Xi Xha is free,” she said, looking absently ahead of her. “As a mere scholar she has no responsibilities or obligations. Free to avoid the rigors and sacrifice that comes with cultivation. Free to not care about how much face she would lose in public for being seen day in and day out with mortals.”

What the hell was this?

“Hey, we really don’t have time for a therapy session right now. I need you to pay attention if we’re––”

“She’s even free to love and marry whoever she wants,” she said, looking at me with both desire and disdain. “Instead of having to wait for some arrogant, self-absorbed rival to best her in a tournament match.”

This woman had issues, but I didn’t have time to sort them out.

“Look,” I said. “I have a bad feeling about this place. I think we should leave before one of those reapers show up.”

She scoffed incredulously. “You take me for a coward? This one does not flee in the face of a mere beast. Or is that what you would prefer a woman to do? To be weak.”

“What?”

Her anger suddenly flared. “Is that what you want? Tell me! Tell me what is it that you see in her and not in me? Is it her weakness? Her frailty? Is that what all men truly desire?”

“I don’t know what you’re—”

“I’ve seen it,” she said, her eyes narrowing into slits. “Within my own father even. Marry the strong cultivator woman to bear his children, but then chase after weak and frail mortal whores to make his concubines. If only a woman could do the same. To have any man she desires, despite his rank or reputation. Just like Xi Xha.”

I was beginning to see the picture here and it wasn’t pretty.

“Look, lady, I’m not trying to get caught up in any messed-up shit between you and Xi—”

My words left me as a sudden sickness turned my stomach, a low hum filling the air.

The familiar yet pungent taste of Dark Frenzy overtook my senses as a building pressure increased around my Dantian, as if the dark energy was trying to invade it. I staved it off with [Struggler’s Resolve] as I glanced about looking for Shen Ju and his men.

I didn’t see anyone. He’d said they would ensure the client engaged the beast, but I didn’t think they’d go this far.

“We need to move!” I shouted. “Something’s going t––”

A thunderous roar erupted from below, cutting me off mid-phrase.

 The earth shook and not more than fifty feet away, the ground suddenly collapsed, sinking inwards like a sheet of falling snow. At the same time, something the size of an elephant clawed up from out of it.

A reaper beast.

The thing had the body of a baboon, black fur that looked almost like quills or spines, hands the size of an entire person if you counted the two-foot-long claws. Its head was apelike, save for its mouth and snout which was scaled and elongated like a crocodile’s. Twin sets of reptilian eyes stared out from what comprised of its face, a horrific visage that looked like something out of a horror flick. The hideousness of it was rivaled only by the speed at which it moved. I’d never seen any creature that large move so quickly.

It was up and out of the hole in less than a second, the beast roaring so loudly that my eardrums felt as if they would burst. The thing was enraged, its four eyes turning red, the air around it, boiling with Dark Frenzy.

It was just like what happened with the broodmother in the arena. Judging from its size the thing was still just a juvenile thankfully, as powerful as a normal B-Class monster at least, but with the Fire Birds feeding it Dark Frenzy, it had to be the equivalent of A-Class or even higher by now.

“How strong are you?” I shouted to Silver Light above the din.

Silver Light took a full three seconds to respond, her eyes fixed with terror upon the unnatural-looking beast. Finally, she turned to me. “How strong? I am a member of the royal—”

“Cut the bullshit!” I said. “I need to know if you have any chance of defeating this thing or not. What tier of cultivation are you?”

She blinked and perhaps could finally sense the gravity of the situation we were now in. 

“Core, 6th tier,” she said.

Shit, I was hoping for way more than that. The Fire Birds had chosen wisely. Even unprovoked the beast would have been more than a match for her. But enraged like this, who knew how long she would even survive?

“It’s too strong,” I said. “It’ll kill you. You need to run!”

“You run!” she said, and with a flash, two of her jian blades appeared in her hands while the third hovered just above her head. “I’ll hold it off while you flee.”

The bitch was as crazy as I was. 

I yearned to stay and fight with her, my Flame stirring at the challenge.

But I had something else that needed taking care of first.

And fleeing gave the perfect cover for that.

Plus, if I could kill the Fire Birds that were feeding it Frenzy, perhaps Silver Light would stand a fighting chance against the beast, even on her own.

But I had to move quickly.

I made for the direction of the canyon, dumping my building Frenzy into the quick pumping muscles of my thighs. Glancing back over my shoulder I saw Silver Light charging at the reaper beast fearlessly, her voice resonating through the air as she annunciated her technique.

“[Twelfth Heaven! Silver Arc Strike]!”

She cut diagonally across the elephant-sized monster, moving so quickly she more teleported than moved. A split second later a burst of radiant white Qi pulsed after her like a lightning flash, cutting into the creature with razor-sharp focus. The reaper beast howled as its quills were stripped from its body, but it regained composure quickly and raged, swatting at her like a fly.

I lost sight of her then as I descended into the canyon, loose rocks and pebbles sliding underfoot. The howls of the beast echoed through the sheer canyon walls as they rose up all around me. 

I got in about a hundred feet when I sensed a burst of Dark Frenzy come from behind me. Instinctively, I engaged [Iron Skin] while ducking into a roll. A wave of heat washed over me as a massive wall of flames engulfed me from behind. I rolled to my feet, turning to see two Fire Birds emerging from a blind spot along the canyon wall. They wielded straight swords ignited with flames, one of them preparing to pepper me with fire again. 

“Looks like we all had the same idea,” I said with a leer as I fed my Frenzy into [Fear the Flame]. I accentuated my Frenzy with fake Qi so they could sense my power as well, and instantly one of them began to shit bricks and backed away.

I pulled out my axe. “You bastards are going to pay for killing those two kids. For all the people you’ve killed!”

I got all of two steps before another wall of fire stuck me from the side. This time there was force as well as flames, the technique slamming me hard into the side of the canyon wall. As I struggled to get to my feet the flames kept coming, brilliant red fire singeing my handler’s uniform as I cried out in pain, the inferno constant like a blowtorch.

My mind screamed. 

I had to get out of this!

Channeling my pain into Frenzy, I leapt up and over the stream of fire and charged downward at my attacker. 

To my delight, it was Shen Ju. 

“Piece of shit!” I bellowed as I swung my axe downward at him with [Two-Log Chop]. “You just couldn’t wait, could you?”

The cultivator somersaulted backwards with qinggong, narrowly missing my attack. My axe hit the ground with a bang leaving a man-sized crater in the hard stone where Shen Ju had just been. 

I then gave him a maddening grin. “Well, I couldn’t wait either.” 

I sped right after him releasing a howl of rage. Shen Ju kept his distance, firing jets of flame at me as we bounced back and forth between the canyon walls. I dodged and weaved through his attacks but couldn’t get close as he bounded higher and higher upwards. 

“Today we correct Master Hong Feng’s mistake with you!” Shen Ju shouted down at me. “You’ll sadly perish along with the Silver Leaf whore. Another excursion tragically lost to the savage Terran wilds.”

“I’ll give you a savage Terran, you little bitch!” I said, coming to a stop. 

He was playing me for distance, and with his ability to hop back and forth between the walls, he was effectively flying away from me right now. I needed a new plan. But for as much pain as the flames were inflicting, they weren’t generating much frenzy. And for all I’d been through in the ring, the three of them weren’t convincing me of being much of a threat either. That meant my Frenzy generation was being limited, but I dug deeper for more. These evil bastards were responsible for all those bodies I’d seen and who knew how many more. 

They were a blight that needed to be forcefully removed from this world.

And I would be the one to do it.

“[Mark of the Beast]!” I cried.

Liquid Frenzy surged through my veins, my body changing composure instantly as I amped up my presence with [Fear the Flame]. Tusks jutted from my lower jaw, filling my mouth with blood. My fingers and nails elongated into claws. My knees snapped and popped as my bones lengthened. 

Shen Ju clung to the side of the canyon wall with his jian blade embedded in the rock, his eyes wide with terror as he stared at me incomprehensibly. I sensed his blood run cold with fear and I lapped it up to replenish my surging Frenzy.

“What kind of monster are you?” he said, unable to remove his eyes from my new form. “Are you truly some kind of demon?”

I grinned at him with my much larger teeth, my tone guttural and raw. “No…I’m a Berserker.”

The world flew past me as I leapt towards him, bouncing back and forth off the walls to reach him in barely a second. The rapid movement caught him by surprise, and he let go of his blade with a scream. He managed to kick off one of the walls as he fell and landed safely with a flip onto the ground. 

“Kill him! Kill him!” he screamed, running behind the safety of his two men.

I barely felt the licks of their flames as they unleashed their techniques, my body fully hardened with [Iron Skin].

“Weak as shit!” I shouted with a cackle.

I barreled down the side of the canyon, outpacing their retreat as I bounded forward like an animal. I flew into my martial forms as I engaged the two Fire Birds out front. One of them managed to block the hefty blade of my axe with their sword, but the sheer strength of my blow drove both it and his sword deep into his chest. 

I ripped my weapon out with a surge of [Bloodlust], pulling his throat out with it as my Flame burned, hungry for more. The other Fire Bird screamed in panic and turned about to flee, stumbling into Shen Ju in the process. I sprang forward and cut him in two at the waist with a [One-Chop Cleave], covering Shen Ju in his entrails, and he let out a gurgling death cry.

As the two halves of his body hit the ground, I spun my axe—casually strolling towards Shen Ju. 

“You’re next,” I said, pointing my axe at him with a dose of [Fear the Flame]. 

The cultivator’s heartbeat hammered like a drum in my ears, my hearing and senses heightened by my new form as well. His soul spilled fear all over the ground, as if it were a precursor to what would soon be spilling next.

“What’s wrong?” I said. “Aren’t you eager to take your revenge for your stupid sword brother?”

That got a rise of anger out of him, and he flipped his sword into a high guard as he dropped into a low stance. 

“Don’t think you will defeat me so easily. I’ve grown much in strength. And as strong as you think you are, your savage technique is as sloppy as you are undisciplined.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” I said with a grin of [Indifference].

“You jackass!” he seethed with anger. “You make a mockery of all that is----—” 

I didn’t wait for him to finish, charging straight in with a quick combination of martial forms instead. His eyes went wide as he struggled to meet each one of my axe swings. To his credit, his technique was on point, but he was no match for Frenzy-heightened speed, much less in Beast mode.

Sparks and flames flew between as I drove him towards the canyon wall.

I spun high then cut low, my axe cleaving through his thigh. He cried out, clutching his leg and I followed through with a quick downward chop to his left shoulder. Blood gushed as he fell back against the canyon, staggering to stay on his feet.

He raised a bloodied hand towards me. 

“Wait,” he said. “I was wrong about you…perhaps you are strong enough to be one of us, after all.”

The bastard had to be joking, but by the Dark Frenzy building in his core, I knew it had to be some kind of ruse. He expected me to hesitate, but I rushed in for the kill instead.

“I’ll never be one of you, you murderous piece of shit!” 

I swung for his neck and a hissing sound filled the air as he opened his mouth. Torrents of red-hot flames burst from his lips, and I had to cut my swing short to duck low and avoid my head being burned off. I snatched his throat and angled his head away from me as the flames continued to spew from him like an erupting volcano. I held him for what had to be close to half a minute before he finally ran out of steam, coughing and wheezing black smoke as his Dark Frenzy fizzled.

He finally turned to look at me, hatred and hopelessness in his bloodshot eyes. 

“I pray that beast kills the both of you,” he said.

I lifted my chin at him with a smug shot of [indifference].

“Hey Ryu,” I said, raising my axe. “Give my regards to Ken.”

Stark incomprehension was the last look on Shen Ju’s stupid face as I neatly cleaved his head in two. Blood sprayed as his body hit the ground and my Frenzy pumped with another burst of [Bloodlust]. It hadn’t been much of a fight to be honest, but still it felt damn good to finally kill his ass.

But there was more yet to do.

Howls from the reaper beast still raged throughout the canyon.

I didn’t even know if Silver Light was still alive, but somewhere there was a handful of Fire Birds who were chanting up a storm. I hadn’t seen them on the surface, so they had to be influencing the beast from somewhere down below. I sprinted further down the canyon, my handler instincts kicking in. Just as I thought, the canyon curved back on itself, slanting downward as it headed back towards where Silver Light was fighting the reaper beast.

The canyon dead-ended at a large cave.

Within it, a group of nine Fire Birds were seated in lotus position in a circle, torrents of Dark Frenzy streaming upwards from them as they hummed in meditation. At the top of the cave, I spotted the large opening that the reaper beast had crawled out of and further past the Fire Birds I saw the cave extending even deeper into the earth.

But I had no intentions of heading down there.

My prey was already on display and ready to be plucked.

“Damn fools,” I said as I approached them. “Shen Ju left the nine of you back here doing this shit instead of teaming up to kill me?”

Shen Ju would have stood a much better chance against me in a 12 v 1. 

But to hell with him for underestimating me.

And to hell with all these guys too.

I rushed in with a surge of Frenzy and tore into the unsuspecting cultivators with a fervor. Blood clouded my vision as I hacked into them mercilessly with my axe, my fury exacting every ounce of vengeance due for every last victim they had killed. Their screams became a symphony as they awoke from their trances, realizing too late what was happening to them. Their unbridled fear becoming a new source of my Frenzy-fueled rage. I did away with my axe and relied on the speed of my claws alone.

Ripping and tearing, I dispensed retribution, until it was done....




*	*	*




“[Eighth Heaven! Zero-Point Strike!]”

The words echoed down from the open cave top as I breathed heavily over the mass of bloodied bodies, my mind still worked up in a frenzy—a literal one this time. Hearing her voice was like waking from a trance, and I stumbled to regain my bearings as I stepped free from the grisly proof of my handiwork.  

The Fire Birds were dead, and hearing Silver Light’s voice meant that she was still alive.

And hopefully by killing these fiends, I had just bought her a little more time. I needed to get back up there to help her though. Enraged or not, that reaper beast was still way above her level to kill alone. The hole in the roof was a hundred feet up. No way I was going to make that jump, not even with Beast mode on, but with [Mark of the Beast] I had speed on my side as well.

Retrieving and stowing my axe, I took off in a sprint, moving so quickly I was nearly falling headfirst into the ground. I pushed my hands outwards to stop myself from tipping over and then instinctively found myself running on all fours, doubling my speed.

I reached the top of the canyon in less than half a minute, sliding to a stop as I took in the scene before me. Remarkably, Silver Light was not only alive, but was kicking the reaper beast’s ass by all accounts.

The creature was bloodied from multiple gouges to its limbs and both of its feet had been chopped off. Hot damn, I thought. She’d been smart enough to immobilize the Reaper to gain an upper hand and had pressed it to the max, it seemed. The beast was now clawing at her futilely, crawling on its hip while she literally flew around it, delivering quick Qi strikes from afar.    

The beast was more or less dead, but I rushed in regardless to get a few hits in to hopefully explain the blood all over my clothes. I took a wide approach with [Mark of the Beast], skirting out of her line of sight and then reverting to my fully human form, tore into one of the creature’s bloody stumps with my axe.

The reaper beast roared in pain, swiping at me with its claws, but I deftly rolled out of the way in time to avoid it.

Silver Light paused then, coming to a standstill in midair.

Her eyes grew wide with shock and fear as she saw me.

“What are you doing here?! You’re not strong enough! Get away from it! It’ll kill you.”

She swooped down towards me, presumably to carry me to safety, but turning her back, the reaper beast swung at the easy target.

“Look out!” I cried, and without even thinking, hurled my axe full-Frenzy at its hand. 

It spun and sliced off three of its fingers, the monster roaring in pain again as it cradled its wounded hand.

“Kill it!” I shouted. “Kill it now, while it’s distracted!”

Silver Light didn’t argue, and instead spun about, tossing both her jian blades at the beast’s chest. The third blade, that was already hovering, flew with them and together they carved a triangle-shaped hole right through the reaper beast’s heart.

The monster released a shallow yelp, heaved once, and then finally grew still.

I stood there in disbelief for a second.

She’d done it, I thought. She damn near killed the thing all on her own. And as only a 6th-Tier Core Realm cultivator too.

I looked at Silver Light with new eyes. Maybe she was worthy of all that bragging and bravado, after all. 

“Are you unharmed?” Silver Light asked as she landed next to me, and to my surprise there seemed to be genuine concern in her voice. With a wave of her hand, her three jian blades extracted themselves from the monster’s chest and hovered at her side again. She looked me up and down, concern softening the metallic sheen of her eyes. “You’re covered in blood.”

I looked down at myself, feigning surprise. “I guess I got too close hacking the wounds you created.”

I then noticed that she didn’t have a drop of blood on her. Even her hair still looked perfectly in place. 

“Why did you come back here?” she said. 

I shrugged at her with a smile. “I couldn’t let you have all the fun to yourself, now could I?”

I laughed and she still looked at me perplexed, clearly not getting that it was a joke. 

“I sense you have some strength in you,” she said. “But you were no match for this. There is more to fighting than simply possessing Qi.”

I’d been wondering if she could sense my fake core this whole time. I guess she could, but she wasn’t impressed by it either, it seemed. And that was just fine with me.

“Well, clearly my help wasn’t needed anyway,” I said, switching the subject and then nodded appreciatively at the fallen beast. “And I have to say I’m impressed.” And I was too. “Someone of your cultivation level shouldn’t have been able to kill this thing. It’s right what you said. There’s a lot more to fighting than just Qi. Guess being a Royal Lady of the Silver Leaf Clan makes you something special after all.”

I gave her a wink and smile with [Struggler’s Resolve], letting her know my words were sincere. Silver Light stood there frozen by the compliment, not knowing what to say. She blushed then and tried to hide the smile forcing itself onto her lips by turning away from me slightly. 

 It was kind of cute actually and I laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she said, regaining a bit of her cultivator dignity. “I’ll have you know that—”

Her words cut short as the ground trembled, and another vicious roar ripped through the air. For a second I thought it was the beast she’d just slain somehow reanimating, but the sound was deeper and much further away.

“What was that?” she said, a near rhetorical question now as the earth trembled again.

A hundred feet away, another reaper beast emerged from the hole in the earth that the first one had come through, but this one was much larger than its kin. The creature had to be over two stories tall and as wide as a building. Where the first beast’s quills were dark and thorny, this one had a streak of gold running down its back that appeared to be comprised of feathers, thick like a horse’s mane.

The creature let out an ear-shattering roar as it announced its arrival to the heavens and then slowly turned its baleful gaze upon us. There was more than just fury in its twin sets of eyes as they met our own. 

There was anger there, hatred too.

And I felt every ounce of it.

“This is no normal beast,” Silver Light said in a whisper and before she could even say the word awakened, the monster opened its huge jaws again.

“Vile…son of man…” the thing spoke, its voice coarse and grating, like crumbling stone. “You slay my offspring. Now I shall consume your souls.”








CHAPTER 58










I couldn’t believe what I was hearing or even seeing for that matter.

I had read about some spirit beasts having the ability to actually ‘talk’ before, but never in all my years as a handler had I ever come across one. Much less one that now wanted to consume my very soul. The reaper beast snorted through its nostrils, shaking the earth as it stalked towards us slowly, a predator closing the gap on its prey before a pounce.

I couldn’t sense Qi, but by the way Silver Light’s face had just turned ghost white, I imagined it had to be producing a ton of it. There was no scale for what classification this thing might be. A normal adult reaper beast would be an A or S class for sure, but an awakened one?

“This is an S-class-plus monster,” I said. “The stuff of Sacred Soul Realm cultivators.”

What I’d said should have scared the hell out of me—and it did—but even more so, it stirred the hunger of my Flame. This beast had just challenged us. Something far more powerful than anything I’d fought or even seen before.

The thought triggered [Odds Against Me] and a huge surge of Frenzy erupted from my inner Flame on an unprecedented scale. It was like when I gave that last hit against Iron Pot Wong, but constant this time. I compressed it quickly into liquid form and fed it to my body and senses.  

“We need to flee,” Silver Light said, already backing up.

“No,” I said, feeling the strength of my new-found Frenzy. “We have to fight it.”

“Don’t be a fool! We’re out here alone. There is no face to be saved here. We’d both simply die.”

Perhaps she sensed certain death, but I didn’t. Not with the two of us. If she was strong enough to defeat an A-Class on her own, we stood a chance.

Slim as it might be.

But it was better than me facing certain death alone, potentially failing and then getting her killed as well. If I wanted a realistic chance of saving Silver Light, we’d have to fight the Awakened Reaper Beast together.  

“You see the size of that thing and how fast that smaller one moved, yes?” I said, slowly edging towards my axe. “If we try to run, it’ll outpace and kill us instantly. If we want any chance to survive, we’re going to have to kill it.”

She balked. “I just expended most of my Qi fighting the smaller one. I don’t have much left. I can’t do this!”

Shit, the odds just got a little bit worse, but that only strengthened the resolve of my Flame. I realized then the huge advantage my Frenzied Flame gave me over any Qi cultivator. Just like how Shen Ju ran out of steam, once a person’s Dantian was expended of Qi, it could take days or even weeks of cultivation to replenish it. For me however, just as the orb had said, with [Odds Against Me] my power was limitless, bound only by the strength of my foe and my ability to withstand him.

And this was the greatest foe I had ever faced.

Frenzy filled me like an ocean.

“We have spirit beasts like this on my home world,” Silver Light said. “Ancient and sacred creatures that the mortals revere as gods. To kill one would take two or three cultivators of my ranking or more.”

My Flame spoke to me.

The power of the beast itself would grant me the strength to kill it. 

So long as I could survive. 

I grinned. “Sounds like good odds to me.”  

“Don’t be ridiculous!” she snapped, her tone becoming fierce once more. “You’re not on the same level as me. Mu Lin told me how you gained your strength!”

I glanced at her, perplexed. “What?”

“It’s not real what you possess,” she said. “Qi gained through false means will always falter. Plus, you’ve only competed in the Wooden Bracket. You have no fighting skills to speak of. You’re a novice!”

Damn, Mu Lin truly sucked at keeping shit to herself. But no matter. 

I gave Silver Light a slick smile of confidence as I slowly removed my shirt and jacket with [Fear the Flame].  

“Don’t worry,” I said. “There’s a lot more to me than just Qi.”

Her eyes widened to the size of saucers as she gazed upon my scarred body and her soul filled with lemonade. But not just the lustful kind. I could sense there was true confidence building within her as well. She didn’t say anything though, and silently deferred to me, perhaps sensing something she didn’t quite understand.

The beast had closed nearly half the distance now and would be within striking distance soon. There would be scant chance to communicate once it did. I needed to formulate a strategy to kill this thing and fast.

“Prioritize what Qi you have left to stay out of its range,” I said. “I’m not sure if you can take a hit from this thing.”

Silver Light harrumphed indignantly. “And you say that as if you can?”

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “I’m just going to have to, I guess.”

“What?”

My Flame burned brighter as the uncertainty built.

“I’ll keep its attention,” I said. “You stay opposite me and focus on cutting off its feet off like you did the last one. Once we get it to that stage, we can both focus on its head to kill it.”

“I don’t understand how you think you’re going to—”

I didn’t wait for her to finish.

I made a mad dash for my axe instead.

“Get into the air!” I cried. 

Just as my handler instincts had presumed, the beast lunged after me instead of her, going for the more quickly moving prey. I dumped my huge reserves of Frenzy into [Mark of the Giant] and [Iron Skin] not caring if Silver Light noticed that I’d grown an inch or two. Ah, to hell with it, I thought as I let the brakes off the technique. I needed everything my body could muster to withstand this monster. My body expanded, gaining nearly a foot or more as I closed in on my axe.   

The ground bounced as the reaper beast landed nearly on top of me, covering 50 feet in a single leap. Jaws that could swallow me whole snapped at me and I abandoned my quest to reach my axe to face the beast head on.

“Hell no!” I cried defiantly. “I will not be eaten today!” 

Directing my Frenzy to my hands, I reinforced them with [Iron Skin] as I braced them against the monster’s quickly closing jaws. I cried out as the full force of its bite fought against the strength of my body and will.

My feet slid as I absorbed the momentum of ten tons’ worth of angry monster barreling down on top of me, but my stance held, my arms performing a lopsided military press to keeps its jaws from closing in on me. 

Blood erupted from my mouth as the pressure alone caused every organ and joint in my body to become compressed. I reinforced my spine with [Iron Core] and spat blood as the jaws threatened to snap me in half like a twig caught in its mouth.

My feet finally dug in and I fought back against the giant creature. A roar filled its throat, the gust of its foul breath hitting me like a hot, putrid wind. Its rage increased and so did the strength of its bite.

“I crush you, foul vermin!”

It spoke without using its tongue, the words forming some other way. Did it have a second mouth somewhere?

But I didn’t have time to ponder the anatomy of an awakened spirit beast.

The thing was crushing me alive!

My muscles ached and burned, my flesh tearing on the inside.

Strength…I needed more strength to resist this!

But I was already swimming in an ocean of Frenzy, my Flame producing it faster than I could consume. I needed more. I needed all of it right now! The thought triggered a memory of when I had finally generated lightning; that pinhole I had formed in my Dantian. Like riding a bike, muscle memory effortlessly created it again and I streamed the ocean of Frenzy through it. My Dantian became a vortex, surging with the rapidly concentrating energy, chips of solid Frenzy rattling through it like ice cubes in a blender. 

I did it!

I was producing solid Frenzy on a massive scale!

I filled my Dantian to capacity and then channeled the overflow into my weakening muscles, and suddenly my abilities felt as if they had increased ten-fold. I roared with rage and strength, my body mending itself and even increasing my height once more.

The monster, perhaps sensing my sudden increase in strength, or finally feeling the effects of my [Fear the Flame], writhed in confusion. I pushed back with a scream, grabbing the edges of its massive jaws instead of merely keeping them apart.

I twisted and turned, allowing the ten-ton beast to drive into me. With a final yell, I shifted my front foot backwards and then, bending at the waist, used the creature’s own strength and momentum against it, pivoting to perform the biggest shoulder throw of my life.

 The monster reeled with incomprehension as I flipped it off its feet and swung it in a slow and terrifying arc overhead. Time seemed to pause as it reached the apex, and then with a final push I slammed the monster onto its back with an earth-shattering ka-thoom!

Clouds of debris filled the air like fog as I stumbled backwards seeing stars, my heartrate soaring, pounding in my ears like a bass drum. 

Holy shit, I thought, still unable to process what I’d just done. I just judo threw a frigging house!

And I wasn’t the only one looking stupefied.

As the dust cleared, I saw that Silver Light hadn’t moved this entire time. 

She stood there staring at me with her mouth and eyes opened wide, standing in a lake of lemonade. She looked as if she wanted to say something to me, but just couldn’t find the words. 

“Hit its feet!” I shouted to her. “Cut them off while it’s on its back!”

My words snapped her out of her trance, and she flew into the sky with her jian blades.

“[Seventh Heaven! Pulse Moon Strike!]”

 The three swords flew towards their target in a stream, each one chopping at one of the reaper beast’s massive ankles. The blades hit with sparks as the quills were sliced away, but still she hadn’t reached skin yet.

Damn, this thing is tough! I thought. 

The ground shook as it rolled back and forth, trying to right itself. I used the opportunity to finally grab my axe as Silver Light hit it with another volley of flying swords, drawing blood and a roar of pain this time.

I focused on the same ankle as I leapt into the air with a martial strike.

“[Lightning Cleave]!”

I didn’t know what the hell I was doing but it felt right. Solid Frenzy fired into my Jing as I executed the technique, and a clap of thunder broke the sky with an arc of yellow lightning. It travelled like a shockwave from the edge of my axe and hit the slowly opening wound with a massive swath of damage.

KER-SPRAKK!

That seemed to get its attention and the reaper beast rolled onto its three remaining feet, lifting its fourth to avoid it touching the ground. I went on the offensive, cleaving into its shoulder with Frenzy-fueled lightning strikes from my axe. 

The sky shook with each blow, lightning and quills flying as I hacked relentlessly into its thick hide. Its skin finally broke, and I screamed as the madness of [Bloodlust] filled me, never feeling so powerful before.

“Die!” I cried. “Die damn you stupi—”

Something then hit me from the side with the force of a freight train and the world spun with stars. Pain filled every cell of my body as I went tumbling end over end. I hadn’t even seen what had hit me, but I assumed it had to have been one of the creature’s giant claws.

The blow was at least equal to when Iron Pot Wong had struck me in the ring, only I hadn’t been nearly as prepared for the hit this time. Blood and viscera flew through the air as the world continued to spin until finally, I crashed hard down somewhere on the ground.

I coughed and wheezed, blood filling my mouth and I realized a chunk of my side was missing. Had I not already been pumped full of solid Frenzy and prepped with [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core], I’d clearly be dead right now.

I heaved with pain as I got onto my knees to see where the reaper beast was. To my amazement, it was over a hundred feet away. Damn, it had knocked me that far? I definitely couldn’t take too many hits from this thing. As tough as I was, I’d need way more base conditioning to go toe to toe, it seemed.

I feared that it might be going after Silver Light next, but I didn’t see her at all.

Thankfully the monster was still fixed on me. 

I prepared for it to come charging at me again, but it lowered its head parallel to the ground and opened its jaws instead. Radiant golden light began emanating from the feathers on its back as they grew taller, swaying in the air like a field of ripening wheat.

Through its jaws, I saw the same radiant light beginning to build within its throat.

Oh shit…

I didn’t know what was coming next, but by the looks of it, I didn’t know if I could survive it.

My heart raced.

I wasn’t ready, but worst of all, I was going to get Silver Light killed out here if I died.

I couldn’t give up.

I had way too much left to do.

My Flame stirred within me.

I had to survive this. Standing, I prepared to face whatever was about to spew from the creature’s mouth, guarding my body with [Iron Skin], [Iron Core], and [Struggler’s Resolve]. A sound like a rocket going off filled the air, as a plume of what looked like steam jetted across the distance towards me.

I didn’t move, didn’t flinch, my mind and body prepared to face it. My Flame shifted to a deeper shade of blue as- its intensity increased. This was it. It was either survive or die. I stared the beast down, prepared to meet my fate. 

Silver Light then suddenly appeared in front of me, her three jian blades spaced to make a large triangle before her.

“[Fifth Heaven! Triple-Point Guard]!

The space between the blades suddenly filled with a translucent white light, seconds before the jet of steam hit it with a roar like thunder. The air instantly superheated as the steam was redirected to either side of Silver Light’s shield, the cultivator pressing both palms forward like she was holding up a wall.

“It’s so strong!” she cried, panting breathlessly, her entire body trembling in mid-air. “I don’t know how much longer… I can hold this!”

Shit, Silver Light might have just saved my life, but she might also have just halted my ascension as well. 

Dammit! I cursed inwardly. A fair trade, I guess? 

I didn’t know, but I didn’t have the luxury to whine and worry about it right now. And it would all be for naught anyway if I didn’t do something to save her life as well.

“Just keep it up!” I shouted over the roar of steam, staggering to my feet. “I’ll take it out while its focus is on you.”

“You’ll what?” She looked at me like I was a madman, and from her vantage, I suppose I was. I was already torn to shreds, bleeding profusely. But what I lacked in tissue, my steady stream of solid Frenzy was more than making up for using [Death’s Door].

“Just trust me!” I said. 

I didn’t have time to explain any further and took off sprinting in a wide arc around the side of her shield. The deflected breath of the monster stunk like hot shit and was probably strong enough to strip the flesh from my bones were I still mortal. The stench was choking, the steam billowing and expanding to become an impenetrable fog. I could barely see, but it would provide the cover I needed now as well.

Releasing [Mark of the Giant], I transformed my body with [Mark of the Beast]. The transition was excruciating, like having every bone in my body extracted without anesthetic. But as my flesh grew back, I regained more of my strength. 

But I needed more than strength right now.

I needed speed.

Securing my axe in my beast-like jaws, I went on all fours and sprinted wolf-like through the thick fog. I burst from out of it a few seconds later and found myself charging parallel to the column of steam itself, the beast spewing it like a fire hydrant from fifty feet away. I covered the distance in mere seconds and bounded up the creature’s forearm to land on the nape of its neck.

Grasping my axe, I flew into a series of quick martial forms, cutting the glowing feathers from its back like a farmer harvesting wheat with a scythe. I applied lightning to my strikes, the arcs of electricity crackling down its back and severing the feathers with even more efficiency. The beast roared in pain and defiance as I reduced its glowing mane to a buzz cut of blood-weeping quills and half-cut stems.

As I’d hoped, the reaper beast lost the source of its power, and the jet engine roar of its breath stopped, the remnants of it filling the air with white steam. I could barely see, but I was still atop it though. Instincts of my fight with that fire salamander flashed through my mind. I leapt from its tail to its neck and grabbed onto one of its quills for support as I began hacking repeatedly into where its jugular should be.

“Cur—sed foul beast!” the monster roared as it swatted vainly at its neck to try and grab me. But with solid Frenzy fueling [Mark of the Beast] the world was moving in slow motion now. I alternated from side to side, easily avoiding its swats as my axe chipped through its quills like a jackhammer tearing through a crumbling wall. I found vulnerable flesh beneath, and thick, crimson blood gushed forth like a broken water main once I finally hit my target.

I was thrown from its back as the reaper beast gave up on trying to hit me and instead flew into a panic as blood jetted from its neck. When I hit the ground with a roll, I saw it screeching and yelping like a wounded dog, rearing up on its hind legs while desperately trying to stem the flow of blood with one of its claws.

“[Twelfth Heaven! Nine-Point Strike]!”

Silver Light emerged from the cloud of steam above me, her image blurring as she seemingly appeared in multiple locations at once. Streams of bright white light flashed from each of her images, pinpointing a target straight at the reaper beast’s heart. 

Silver needles the size of javelins flashed into existence and flew along the white lines, all nine of them piercing the beast’s chest with a massive THUD! The monster let out a blood-choked gurgle and collapsed forward, its huge body sending up a cloud of dust and steam as it hit the ground.

A sudden silence took hold as the beast ceased to move.

“Handler…” Silver Light said weakly from above, and I glanced up just in time to see her eyes rolling into the back of her head. She fell backwards in mid-air, dropping towards the ground. 

Shit!

I lunged forward to catch her, dropping [Mark of the Beast] just in time to cradle her fall. She weighed next to nothing as she fell into my arms, and the sudden jolt stirred her awake again. She was disorientated, her eyes swimming and unfocused. Finally, she looked up at me and raised a hand to touch my face. 

“Did… did we do it? Is it dead?”

I glanced to where the beast was now heaving blood on all fours, its breath ragged, but it was still breathing.

“It will be soon,” I said.

With that she smiled, her eyes growing heavy as she stroked my jaw.

“You… you are…”

She didn’t finish her sentence—sleep and exhaustion overcoming her as she began snoring in my arms. I rested her gently on the ground as I prepared to finish the job. The air was still filled with the Frenzy of [Bloodlust] and I compressed it through the pinhole in my Dantian to fill myself with solid Frenzy. The monster’s neck was exposed like a condemned man at a guillotine.

There was only one way to end this.

“[Mark of the Demon],” I whispered.

My Flame flared brightly, kicking into overdrive as my body began to change. Bull-like horns grew from the sides of my temples, and just like Threja, my skin turned a deep shade of red. A slow, laborious laugh filled the air as I approached the dying monster.

“So…you finally reveal your true self… Demon of the cur—sed Flame.”

I kept a stoic façade of [Indifference] as I glared back into its twin sets of reptilian eyes. “You know what I am?”

“I know that if the Bloodmoon were here to grace me with her power, I would be the one to feast upon your soul and become a god.”

I smirked. “Sorry, pal, looks like only one of us will be destined to become a god after today.”

The beast chortled at that. “Foul wretch…”

I choked up on my axe and summoned my Frenzy.

I needed a clean hit.

Something powerful enough to kill it in one blow. This was a monster, but it was sapient, and it didn’t deserve to suffer. 

“I’ll do you a mercy and grant you a swift and painless death.” 

The beast let out a hiss. “Do not think that will give you quarter from my wrath, Cur-sed One. My spirit will torment you from the nine planes of hell.”

I chuckled. “I look forward to it.”

As unnatural as the reaper beast was, it was still a part of nature. A wood aspect. Perhaps that was why Silver Light, as metal, was able to fare so well against the smaller one and was able to land that final hit to pierce this one’s heart. Being wood, there was only one technique I could think of that would be suitable to execute its final demise, but [Three-Log Chop] just didn’t seemed dignified enough to put down such a magnificent creature.

 I took a running leap towards the reaper beast, time slowing as I hung in mid-air and summoned every ounce of my building Frenzy.

“[Lightning Splits the Towering Oak]!”

As I released the technique, my Dantian surged with the power of my Demon form and a massive thunderbolt erupted from the heavens, striking the head of my axe as I brought it down upon the creature’s neck. It traveled straight through the beast with a swift downward cleave, quills, flesh, and bones parting like butter. The massive crocodilian head of the reaper beast fell to the ground with a mighty thud and the air shook with the reverberation of my thunder.

[Bloodlust] for slaying the creature caused my Flame to ignite once more and I quickly cultivated the Frenzy, packing it into solid form and expanding my Dantian. As I stood there, finally releasing [Mark of the Demon], I slowly took into account what it was I had just done.

I had just slain an Awakened S-Class monster. 

Even with Silver Light’s help, on the books it should have been something impossible for someone still within the Foundation Realm. And despite all the solid Frenzy I had temporarily stored, I was still just that. I looked down at the axe within my hand. The Qi-infused metal of the head was pocked and pitted, its shaft charred and crumbling—evidence of just how much raw power I had forced through it.

“Hot damn,” I whispered. “I’m OP as shit now.”

I may not have achieved ascension, but with solid Frenzy I was still strong as hell. More than that, I now had a full tank of the stuff to face U’Ren Nghi. Confidence filled me as my path to victory in the ring tonight seemed clear.

But there was a new problem now.

 I looked back at Silver Light as she slept. I had no idea how much she had seen, or how she would ultimately react to what she did see. But one thing was certain. Once she awoke.

Our relationship would never be the same. 

















CHAPTER 59










I let Silver Light rest while I got to work butchering the corpse of the reaper beast in search for its core. Thankfully, Silver Light being passed out allowed for me to work without reservation of fully utilizing my manifestation techniques. It took only half an hour using my Giant form to its maximum and to my surprise, I found I could grow to nearly eight feet tall with it now. 

When I finally pulled the core from its guts, I could barely believe what I was seeing. The thing was the size of an orange, smooth like an egg and the color of opaque jade. It had to be worth over a thousand spirit stones, maybe even more. I couldn’t sense anything from it, of course, but it had to be full of Wood-based Qi.

Flower girl would probably kill her own mother for something like this, I thought with a chuckle.

I looked to Silver Light who was still passed out on the ground. She looked peaceful, which actually made her already gorgeous face far more attractive to me—sans the perpetual bitch-face and rich girl scowls. As pretty as she was though, she’d likely become a hellcat on wheels again once she woke up, the subject of my inexplicable strength the obvious question of focus. 

And I needed to be prepared for it. 

But first I needed to get us somewhere safe. Granted, nothing would probably come within ten miles of the dead reaper beast corpse now. The death of an apex predator like that sent a warning to any other would-be predators to stay the hell away. Still, I was covered in blood and stunk like hell. 

I needed to find someplace to clean myself up. 

Salvaging what unbloodied clothes I could find, I turned them inside out and used them as a barrier between my blood-smeared skin and Silver Light’s pristine robes as I hoisted her onto my back. She was light as a feather, and I carried her easily while also balancing the bamboo pole across my shoulder, which was laden with her bags full of junk. 

I stuffed the beast core in the basket with the crockery and then got underway.

Leaving the Reaper Flats, I headed south, closer towards the gate and the residual protective influence the dome would provide. Sparse shrubland turned into denser clumps of trees as I wandered deeper into the forest. 

Silver Light snored deeply on my back the entire time, her silken hair tickling the back of my neck as her head bobbed up and down. I didn’t mind it though and after another half hour of travelling westward I finally found what I was looking for.

 From the top of a forested knoll, I spotted it, a small but pristine lake with a small beach on one side. It was a place I’d found years ago, to safely skive off out in the field when things were slow. The lake had to have been man-made by how uniform it was, plus the beach—part of an old resort or something. But now nature had claimed most of it back, with trees and tall grass growing right up to the unnatural white shoreline of its sandy beach.  

Silver Light began to stir as I made my way down the slight slope towards the lake. Her arms hung loosely about my neck and shoulders, her legs straddling my hips, but being unconscious she couldn’t cling to me with her own strength. I kept her in place instead, by putting my arm behind my back and using my forearm as a seat for her butt. 

She began to wiggle some as we neared the lake and then subtly, I sensed her movements become more rhythmical. I thought I was imagining it at first, just the jostling of her body against mine as I bounced along the path, but then I sensed a huge amount of lemonade building within her as a faint moan escaped her lips.

What the hell? Was this girl humping my frigging back? 

“Hey, are you awake?” 

The sudden tensing of her body as she went completely still answered my question in full. She must have stayed like that for a couple seconds before her lemonade quickly shifted to fear and then sudden anger.

“Huh?” she said, sounding like the worst actress in the world. “W-what are you doing, handler?”

“What am I doing?” I was tempted to call her out for what the hell she was doing to my back just now, but I figured she was probably embarrassed enough already. “You passed out. Or don’t you remember? I’m carrying you back to the gate.”  

“Put me down!” she shouted and began thumping me on my back with her tiny fists. “Unhand me! Unhand me now!”

She had to be kidding? I endured the baby-like thumps to my back until we reached the beach where I unceremoniously dumped her right on her ass into the soft sand.

“There! Happy now?”

Silver Light looked up at me like a spoiled brat, her brows fixed in a scowl, but her soul was a tempest of waning anger and building fear. 

“I did not give you permission to touch me,” she snapped. “Handling me in such a way was completely inappropriate.”

“Is that right?” I said with a smile of [Indifference]. “Next time, I’ll be sure to ask your unconscious self for permission. Or maybe I’ll just leave you there to be eaten by demons when the Bloodmoon rises.”

Her anger flared again, genuine this time. 

“I know what you are,” she said, her words like venom as her eyes focused on me with a predatory stare. “I saw what you did fighting that thing.”

It was my turn to leak fear as my heart rate increased.

Please don’t say it, I thought. Please don’t say what I think you’re going to say.

The last thing I wanted to do was kill this girl—and in her weakened state I could probably do it too—but I just didn’t know how much she’d actually seen of my transformations. I swallowed back my fear with [Indifference] as I matched her stare with [Struggler’s Resolve].

“Yeah? And what am I then?”

She smirked at me like a child withholding a secret. “You’re a fraud.”

“What?” 

I wasn’t expecting that word, but I’d take it for now.

“You’re no handler,” she said. “I know what you really are…or who you really are at least.” She then grinned and lifted her chin at me like she was Jian Yi. “You’re the Iron Bull.” 

Holy shit…

A huge sense of relief filled me and I couldn’t help but let out a laugh. 

“What?” she snapped, growing irate. “What’s so funny? I’d know that chiseled body anywhere. And the axe techniques? Don’t try to deny it. I know it’s you!”

I thanked the stars for my fake ring persona. I guess she hadn’t seen much after all. Or perhaps—judging by how she’d just described my body—she’d only seen what she wanted to see. Still, being tagged as the Iron Bull was a hell of a lot better than being branded a heretic Berserker. 

She’d just given me an out that I was more than happy to take. 

“Look…I wear a mask in the ring for a reason,” I said, flexing with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “So, I’d appreciate it if you could keep this little secret between us. Alright?”

Her eyes went wide with excitement, all anger quickly turning to lemonade.

“I knew it!” she said triumphantly, like we were playing some sort of game. “I knew it! I knew it!”

“Do we have a deal or what?”

Silver Light stared at me smugly, like she’d just raised an axe above my head. “I suppose that depends on what secrets you may be willing to keep for me.”

I squinted at that one. “What secrets?” 

She ignored my question, looking instead out over the lake while smiling. “You know, I would say that you’re masking a whole lot more than just that handsome face of yours in the arena.”

What was she getting at now?

“Are you truly Terran?” she asked, swiveling her head back to me. “Or have you come here from offworld and are simply masquerading as one?”

“What?”

“There’s no way you could be this powerful as a Terran. Not unless you’re some kind of prodigy or something.”

There was that word again. 

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Really?” she said. “We ladies all have our theories about the true identity of the Iron Bull.” She leered at me again, licking her teeth. “Luckily, I’m the one to actually find out the truth about you. So tell me now and I’ll keep your little secret. Where are you truly from?”

This actually was some kind of game to her. One she played with her rich snobbish friends, I guessed. I thought quickly on my feet. Passing myself off as an offworlder was tempting, an easy way to explain just how powerful I was, but I knew jack-shit about the empire outside of Earth, or even the city for that matter.

 No way I could pull off anything like that.

“I’m from here,” I said. “I’m Terran. I just used a lot of cheap tricks, like Mu Lin said.”

“You don’t get skills and powers like that from using cheap elixirs.”

I shrugged. “I told you there was more to me than just Qi. I train hard and fight harder. That’s it.”

She studied me for a long while then, her eyes shifting as if contemplating something. And then slowly her soul began to fill with lemonade. “Perhaps you are indeed gifted then. One of the prodigies the princess boasted this planet would be filled with.” And with that the lemonade within her doubled. “That’s even more perfect.”

Perfect for what? I thought. 

“I wouldn’t know,” I said, trying to play it off. The last thing I needed was her thinking I was special somehow. That’d only lead to more questions. “The Furious Lightning Sect has its secrets too, you know? I’m sure my advancement would be seen as nothing special within a normal context.”

She crinkled her nose like something smelled bad. “That’s the only thing wrong about you. You’re already the member of a rival sect.”

I looked back at her oddly. Although I supposed, if that was the only thing she found wrong about me, I was probably getting off lightly.

“What’s it matter to you what sect I’m in anyway?”

She opened her mouth as if to say something but then quickly closed it again.

The fear came back.

I didn’t know what was going on, but I needed to change the subject. 

“I need to get cleaned up and wash these clothes,” I said, heading towards the lake. “I hope I didn’t get any blood on you. I was being careful not to.”

I got about halfway to the water’s edge when she suddenly called out to me again.

“Handler! I need my chair,” she shouted. 

“What?”

“My Dantian is depleted. I need my silver chair to help me focus my cultivation and meditate.”

“In a minute,” I said, pulling off my bloodied clothes right down to the boxers. “I need to wash off. I reek of reaper beast guts, or didn’t you notice?”

I turned back to give her a wink and smile, and Silver Light had her mouth open again as she stared back at me. She blushed and filled with lemonade, before quickly diverting her gaze.

“I need it now!” she yelled, not looking at me. “Get it now!” 

I laughed. “I’m not getting it for you right now. You’re just going to have to wait.”

“What did you just say to me?”

“You’re free to come and reprimand me if you like,” I said, wading into the water. “But I warn you it’s a little cold.”

 With that I dove into the cool crisp water as her anger spiked. It was cold enough to make my balls shrink but I didn’t care. Washing off the grime of not just the reaper beast, but the blood of the murderous Shen Ju and his men felt like a baptism. I was finally clean of his ilk in more ways than one.

As I scrubbed myself with my clothes, I looked back at Silver Light who was still writhing with anger while blushing like a beet. The sight made me laugh again. Teasing her was just too much fun. But I was relieved now as well. Clearly her judgment of me had to be clouded for how easily she accepted who and what I was, but I wasn’t complaining.

“These are going to take a little while to dry,” I said as I finally left the water, laying my clothes out on a fallen log next to her. “I’ll make a fire and then fix you your chair. Maybe make us something to eat too. How’s that, my lady?”

She nodded, keeping her head straight as an arrow as to not look at my half-naked body. “That will be acceptable, handler. You may proceed.” 

I stifled a chuckle and got to work. 

I started by lighting a fire with my faux lightning and then set up her tea set and chair. Silver Light sat atop it in lotus position, her eyes closed in meditation, but I’d catch her sneaking a peek at me every so often once while I prepared us some noodles and dried vegetables.

We sat in silence eating once I served it to her, me sitting on the log next to my drying clothes while she sat daintily on her silver chair. It made sense now why it was made of silver. At first, I had assumed it was mere extravagant opulence, like her stupid tea set, but being metal aspect, I realized the chair, made of silver in particular, was more a cultivation tool than a symbol of luxury.

That made me remember something else.

“Hey, I have a present for you,” I said and reached into the crockery bag for the beast core. When I dropped it into her hands her eyes widened in shock. 

“By the twelve heavens! I’ve never seen one so huge.”

I resisted the juvenile urge to say, Yeah that’s what Xi Xha said and settled for a chuckle, especially since she wouldn’t understand the joke anyway. 

“It’s pretty amazing what we both did,” I said. “Few people can say they’ve killed an awakened S-Class monster.”

“Few people of our ranking, you mean,” she said, almost distastefully. And while I got that in her world there were people way more powerful than even her, what I picked up on was the use of the word ‘our’. She had accepted me as an equal. No questions asked. 

Or few anyway.

I was grateful for that.

“What will you do with it?” I asked. “Will you use it to cultivate?”

“Me?” she said and looked at it quizzically again. “I have no use for something like this. Even if it were the right aspect, I don’t like to make use of augmentations. Even if it takes me decades longer, I value strength gained from my own skill.”

I nodded. “I can respect that. And the difference truly shows. As I said before, you hit way above your arena ranking, my lady.”

I smiled and she blushed again.

“I would be forced to say the same for you, Mr. Iron Bull,” she said and gave me a smile in return. “Honestly for what I saw you do today, you should be competing in the Gold Bracket, not Iron.”

“Holy shit, was that an actual compliment?”

She looked offended until I teased her with a laugh. “I’m kidding, I’m kidding. Thank you though. That’s very gracious of you to say.”

She simply blushed again.

I wondered if it were true though. The Gold Bracket? Considering what I’d done, I was perhaps at that level in a technical sense, but the reason I had fared so well against the reaper beast was more than just the use of solid Frenzy. I’d been free to make full use of my manifestation techniques as well. Something I’d still be hard pressed to do in the ring.

“So what will you do with it then?” I asked, pointing to the reaper beast core. 

Silver Light paused to marvel at it once more. “It’s quite valuable. Something of this nature is what one would expect for an engagement gift even.”

I shrugged. “Well, I just gave it to you. Does that mean we’re engaged now?”

Silver Light stiffened and blushed sharply until I began to laugh.

She then filled with anger. 

“You should not jest about such things!” she said, glaring at me. “A marriage within my family is a sacred affair. Our royal lineage is passed down through the women of the Clan. And as an only daughter, the responsibility of continuing the bloodline all falls upon me.” She then paused, her silver eyes staring at the ground. “I’m not free to simply love whoever I want like Xi Xha. My marriage will be one of orchestration and strategy. An alliance more than a marriage. It’s not something I look forward to.”

I felt genuinely bad for her then and a bit like an ass as well. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to make light of your situation. It was a stupid joke.”

She sighed and looked at the core once more. “It’s fine. You do not know our customs and ways.” She then looked at me and a sadness entered her eyes. “Not everyone can have what they want in life. Even if it’s sitting right there in front of them…”

I didn’t know what to say to that, but it caused my soul to stir.   

“It would still make a wonderful gift, I suppose,” Silver Light said, looking back to the core again. “To my mother perhaps. Or even my dreaded Great Aunt.”

I raised a brow. “You mean the Warden?”

She nodded silently.

I could still picture the woman in my mind. The infamous Lady Silver Tear. I’d seen her only once before since she took me from my family over a decade ago. A school visit or something like that. Even then just seeing her had paralyzed me with fear. But now I was looking forward to when I finally got the chance to look her in the face again.   

“She’s the reason we all came here, you know?” Silver Light said. “My family and I. She uprooted the entire clan. A fresh start in a new territory, that was the promise. But in the end, it’s just turned out to be more of the same.”

“What do you mean?”

“I thought I could be free here,” she said. “To wander a new realm, find myself. To cultivate and reach the heavens before being chained to the duties of becoming a royal lady of the Silver Leaf Clan. But this place is more of a prison than the Lower Courts ever were.”

“I have no idea what the Lower Courts are,” I said. “But they don’t sound like much fun.”

She chuckled. “They are not. But neither is Jurin. Not to me anyway. I’m trapped day in and day out within the imperial city and the dome. Even venturing here, I had to come in secret so as to not lose face for taking part in activities far below my station.”

She said the last part like a quote, and I could imagine someone like that bitch Warden saying that to her. I was beginning to see what life was truly like for her. I always thought it a bit cliché to consider the struggles of the rich, but I suppose even for cultivators the same held true.

 “Well, you’re free out here,” I said, gesturing to our surroundings. “Outside the dome there is no Warden, no empire, no rules. It’s just you versus the wild.”

Silver Light nodded as she looked out over the lake. “Is that why you became a handler? To have this kind of freedom?”

“Me?” I laughed. “No. It was the only work I could get as a mortal, honestly. It’s something most people are too afraid to even do. But now that I’m a cultivator, I appreciate it more. Out here I can truly be myself.”

I meant every word of it too. This was my true domain. A place where I could let it all hang loose and reach my full potential.

Silver Light was quiet for a while and then finally she said, “This is what I want.” 

“Huh?”

“This,” she said, gesturing all around her. “This freedom that you have. I’m envious of it. I’d give anything to just stay and be free out here with you.”

Her words caused my soul to stir again. “Things can’t be that bad for you, can they?” 

She laughed. “Were we back in the imperial city, I would be punished severely, and you beheaded for just being seen together like this.”

I raised a brow at that. “Are you serious?”

She glanced down at me. “Have you forgotten that you are wearing next to nothing?”

Oh shit, I did kind of forget.

“Sorry,” I said, checking on my clothes. “You probably have a point there. These are pretty much dry now anyway, I’ll just throw them on.”

As I stood to get dressed her hand suddenly caught my wrist. “Wait…”

I looked down at her quizzically and her eyes filled with desperation, her soul trembling with fear. I could hear her heart thudding in her chest as her breathing increased.

“I… I don’t know how to even say this, but…” She then turned her head away. “Lie with me.”  

I couldn’t believe what she’d just said. “What?”

“You heard me!” she said, sounding angry now. “I command you to lie with me!”

Whoa, this woman had to be crazy.

“Look, I don’t know if that’s how you think things work down here, but I’m not about to—”

“Please!” she blurted, and I saw tears welling within her eyes as she looked up at me again. “By the gods, this is humiliating enough for me already. Please don’t make it worse!”

What the hell was this?

Genuine concern filled me as I sat back down next to her again. 

“Hey, what are you talking about? Why are you crying?”

Her bottom lip quivered as her eyes melted into a sob.

“I am well over thirty years old now,” she said. “And I’ve never even felt the touch of a man.”  The admission took me by surprise. She looked only twenty or so, but she was a mature woman the same age as Xi Xha. The fact that she was sharing this with me was even more mind blowing. “By the way my life is headed, it will be another thirty more before I’m forced to either marry a man I hate or become a bitter old spinster like my great aunt.” 

Holy crap…I wasn’t expecting things to get heavy like this. I didn’t know what to say. I rested my hand on her back as her shoulders began to shake with another sob.

“I don’t want to look back on this day with regret,” she continued. “This rare opportunity…away from my family…away from everyone. My one chance to experience true happiness with a man…without pressure or circumstance. A man that I want. That I choose.” She then stopped and blushed. “That is…assuming that you would want me, in return.”

I saw the desperation and fear come into her eyes again and I finally knew what it was that she’d been afraid of this entire time.

My rejection. 

“Hey,” I said earnestly with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want you, Silver Light. From the first moment I saw you even.”

She looked up at me, as if surprised. “Truthfully?”

I laughed. “I don’t need to tell you how beautiful you are, do I? What man wouldn’t want you? But do you really want me to want you for that reason alone?” 

She blushed more at that.

“I’m not going to do something for the wrong reasons,” I said. “Didn’t you just tell me that marriage is a serious deal in your family? I’m not going to mess that up by taking that away from you.”

“No please,” she said. “This is something I want. Something I need. Something I may never have the chance to experience again.”

I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I don’t want this to become something that you later regret. I refuse to do that to you. I’m just not that kind of guy.”

Silver Light shook her head at me as more lemonade stirred. “You saying that doesn’t make me want you any less. Quite the opposite. And trust me, I feel like I’d be more taking advantage of you than you me.”

I considered that a moment. Maybe it was true. But this didn’t feel the same as it did with Xi Xha. And I didn’t feel good about giving her my pity either. 

Silver Light blinked, staring at the ground for a moment. 

“Perhaps I’m not being forthright enough with you,” she said and then she heaved out a deep and uneasy breath. “Do you know how many of my friends yearn to catch the eye of Xi Xha’s secret little handler? That’s what we call you, by the way.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, so I gathered.”

“But then also how much we all yearn for the mysterious Bull Man in the ring. For me to find out that you are one and the same… it’s like… it’s like a fantasy come true. A one in a million chance.”

“I still don’t understand what this has to do with messing up your marriage.”

“I don’t wish to be married,” she said. “That’s what the Warden and my mother want.” She then took my hand in hers. “But if things could be differently between us, between our status, our sects, our clans… you’d be the man I would have best me in the ring.”

Holy shit… was that a damn proposal?

She then looked away. “I know that was forward of me. But I say all that to say, I’m not interested in you to just fulfil a need. I could have done so ten times over with the pandering fools who endlessly seek to court me. What I’m saying is. You are the kind of man I would actually choose if I could. That is… if you would also choose me.”

I didn’t know what to say. I barely knew her, but here she was baring her very soul to me. From the first time I’d seen Silver Light in that skiff, I’d felt the obvious attraction, but there was more here now. This was a strong woman, a powerful cultivator and a fearless warrior, but her heart was a delicate flower. A rose she hid deep within a thorny bush of arrogance, aloofness, and pride. She’d pushed all of that aside to finally reveal her true self to me.

A kindred soul that craved freedom just as much as I did. 

“I know you perhaps favor Xi Xha more than me, but… If you gave me the chance, I would do my best to please y—”

I shut her up by pressing my lips to hers and she yelped and gave me a slap.

She looked more shocked than I was, eyes wide with fright. 

“I-I’m so sorry!” she said. “It was a react—”

I slapped her right back with a playful grin and the look on her face was priceless.

She was too stunned to speak, her mouth hanging open as she held a hand to her face.

But then her soul spiked with lemonade as she literally pounced on top of me.

Her lips found mine in a fervor and I had to catch my breath by the way her tongue darted into my mouth.

“Hey, easy!” I said pulling away from her a bit. “Slow down. We have time.”

“I’m sorry, handler,” she said, undoing her robes. “I’ve just wanted you so badly and even more so now.”

Hearing a woman as gorgeous as Silver Light say that to me, was an ego boost my body couldn’t ignore. To hell with it, I thought. I want this woman as badly as she wants me. And if the Warden would be the one to suffer from Silver Light not getting married to extend her clan, then so be it. The irony of that made me smile.

I guess there was more than one way to screw over the enemy.   

“You know, you could make this a bit less awkward by not referring to me as ‘handler’,” I said. “You do know my name from Xi Xha, don’t you?”

Silver Light blushed. “I thought it would be too intimate of me to refer to you by your personal name.”

I grinned. “I think we’re about to do something far more intimate than that, don’t you?”

She turned red as a tomato. “I suppose… yes, you are right… Chun…”

I smiled. 

“Good,” I said and kissed her softly as I stroked her cheek. “But you can call me Max. Max is my real name.”

“Max…” Her eyes widened in surprise but then she nodded. “I suppose it is only fair for me to share my personal name with you as well.”

I cocked a brow at her. “It’s not Silver Light?”

“No.” She shook her head. “That’s more of a title.”

“So what is it then?”

“My name is Fia,” she said as she leaned down to kiss me. “Fia Dong.” 

  








CHAPTER 60










Being with Silver Light––or Fia rather––was nothing like being with Xi Xha.

 On one hand, her inexperience made for awkward and embarrassing moments at times, but I eased her through the process slowly, making her feel more comfortable. She responded to my every touch, and what she lacked in experience she more than made up for with intensity and passion.

And the feeling was entirely mutual.

With Xi Xha it was mind-blowing sex, for sure.

But with Fia it felt more like making love.

We spent hours by the lakeside exploring one another and I had to admit, being with a woman as beautiful as her was like nothing I’d ever experienced before. After the first round she suddenly grew quiet and I feared that perhaps she was beginning to regret what we’d done, but then she revealed it was more from fear that she hadn’t pleased me. 

I reassured her with a kiss that that wasn’t the case and sealed the deal with another two rounds of pleasure. By the time we were both spent, hours had passed, and we both lay naked together on the sandy beach, Fia cradled in my arms.

“I can’t believe this actually happened,” Fia said as she ran a finger along my jawline. “It’s something I’ve fantasized about. I’ve actually had you for my very own. The gorgeous handler, Chun, who is also the mysterious Iron Bull.” She rested her chin on my chest as she grinned up at me with a wicked leer. “I wish I could tell all my friends. It’d make them so jealous.”

I laughed. “Yeah, let’s not get too carried away with that. I’m serious about needing to wear that mask in the ring.”

“Do you fear I’d give away your secrets?” she said with a chuckle. “Trust me. What we’re doing now is a far bigger secret to keep.”

“Is that right?” I grinned at her. “I guess that makes us even then. You keep my secret and I’ll keep yours?”

Fia rolled her eyes. “As if I even have a choice in the matter. My family would disown me if they knew about this.” She then pouted at me playfully. “I honestly wish I could tell everyone though. Outwardly they’d scorn me with shame for lying with a Terran, but deep down I know I’d be the envy of every royal lady in the Imperial City. That’s how rare a find you are, Max Chun.”

She laughed and I couldn’t help but grin at the stroke of my ego. 

She’d made a joke of it, but something within that lustful stare of hers said it wasn’t all a joke. I knew women loved to compete with one another, especially when it came to men, but just how far was Fia willing to go to one-up her peers?

I hoped not enough to eventually spill the beans.

With my own head now free from the throes of passion, I was starting to consider some of the other ramifications of this sexy little escapade as well. Like how this might affect her relationship with Xi Xha. Or mine even. Or our relationship moving forward in general. After all the things Fia had said, it was hard to know if our lives would simply revert back to normal, or if she wanted this to continue somehow. 

“So what now?” I asked, seeking an answer.

A beat of silence passed between us.

Eventually, Fia spoke first. 

“I say we stay out here forever,” she said, rolling onto her back and looking up at the sky. “And be free, just like this. No one to judge or control us. No one to scorn us for our forbidden love.”

She giggled then, but I grew apprehensive by the way she’d said it—full of intensity and conviction. More an oath than a starry-eyed wish.

“Stay forever, huh?” I switched the subject. “I think the Bloodmoon might have something to say about that.”

She laughed as she turned to me. “So, should we head back then? You do know I’ll have to pretend to despise you once we do. I’m actually not looking forward to that.”

“What? I thought you liked being mean to me,” I said with a grin and Fia blushed a little before pelting me with a handful of sand. 

“I am not mean!” she said with mock offense. 

I laughed, pointing at the obvious. “See?” 

Fia laughed and tossed more sand at me.

When our laughs finally died down, she leaned in and kissed me softly, before snuggling herself under my arm again. “We should do this again,” she said. “Often. Venture out here alone, just the two of us. That’s all I want right now.”

At the moment that sounded wonderful, but then the reality hit. The last thing I needed was to give Hong Feng another shot at killing her. And after I returned with her still alive, that’d be absolutely what he’d want to do. 

I chuckled. “You don’t think people might catch on after a while? Only so many times requesting your ‘favorite’ handler will go unnoticed. Hell, I don’t think it went unnoticed this time.”

“I don’t care,” Fia said, looking up at me. “I want to know you as well as Xi Xha does. Better even. I want to know who you truly are, Max Chun. And being out here is the only place we can do it.”

My stomach sank. Spending more time with Fia sounded like a dream, but as much as I wanted it, doing so was a direction that things could absolutely not go. Plus, I had darker secrets to keep. Secrets that could get the both of us killed. I had to know where this train was headed now. Or perhaps more accurately, where she thought it was headed, at least.

“I think we should probably talk about what this is first,” I said. 

“Huh?”

“About what this means now.”

Fia stiffened and propped herself up on an elbow, her slender brows pulling together. “What what means?”

“This,” I said. “Between you and me. We’re about to head back into the real world soon, yes. But what does this really mean to you? What we’ve done.”

We shared an awkward silence then, and I would have given anything to know what was going on behind those silver eyes of hers as they stared into my own. Would she see this as a mere fling? A fantasy fulfilment that she knew couldn’t be made real? Or something more? Perhaps it could become something casual like what I had with Xi Xha, but even that I didn’t know if it was something that could be made possible. 

“It means I’ve found my soul mate,” Fia said, smiling. “That’s what this means to me.”

Holy shit, I thought as my stomach performed a flip.

I wasn’t expecting her to get deep like that. I masked my emotions with [Struggler’s Resolve] and smiled. “You can’t be serious. You barely know me.”

“I know what you are not,” Fia said. “You’re not a coward or a weakling. And I don’t just mean physically either. You’re not a weak man that will bend to my every whim just to curry favor or make me happy. You’re honest with me and not afraid to stand up to tell me the truth. That’s something I do not find often with the men of my world. They are either arrogant tyrants or pushovers. You are neither. You’re unique.”

Damn, this woman really had a way of stroking a man’s ego.

But standing up to her was one thing––being honest with her though?

“There’s still a lot about me that you don’t know, Fia,” I said.

 I then sat up so she would know I was being serious regarding what I was about to say next. It’s not what my heart truly wanted to do, but it would be the safest thing for both of us. “I have a purpose to my life that might take me far from here. Far from you. A path that only I can tread.”

“Paths converge sometimes,” she said while interlacing her fingers between mine. “That’s why I said I wanted to get to know you more. The real you. A fateful meeting like this does not occur by chance. We should embrace it.”

A surge of warmth rushed through my stomach.

I’d be lying if I said I didn’t feel my heart melting right now, the stirring of my soul yearning to experience what she’d just said. But I had to be realistic about this too. Seeing Fia more would likely just get her or the both of us eventually killed. And I couldn’t have that. Plus, she was Lady Silver Light, a royal member of the ruling clan that I was destined to turn against someday. Whatever this was, it wasn’t something that could be made real––no matter how appealing the thought might be.

I could simply agree to pacify her with false hope. 

But that wouldn’t be fair to either of us.

I needed to end this and make my intentions clear.

“No,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve], unlocking my hand from hers. “Paths can cross. Maybe even more than once if fate allows it. But not converge. At least not mine. The path I walk is a solitary one.”

I wore a mask of [Indifference] to keep my own emotions from slipping.

“What are you saying?” Fia looked back at me confused, the pain and hurt in her eyes palpable. “What did this mean to you then?”

I honestly didn’t know how to answer. It’d meant far more than I expected it to. A glimpse of a different life perhaps. But one that didn’t exist in reality. Still, she’d opened up to me and I didn’t want to crush her either. 

“It was something special,” I said truthfully. “A once in a lifetime kind of thing, but…” I paused to swallow the lump in my throat, steeling myself for what I had to say next. “…maybe that’s all it can be.”

The light dimmed within her eyes as the gravity of my words took hold.

It was a horrible sight.

Like watching a flower die. 

“So, you’d rather dive in and out of whorehouses with the likes of Xi Xha than be with me?” Anger built within her as her brows lowered into a scowl. “Is that what you prefer?”

“I don’t plan to be with anyone,” I said. “As I told you…I must walk this path alone.”

 A flash of anger crossed her eyes and Fia suddenly stood. 

“It’s time to go, handler. Collect my things.”

I chuckled. “Back to handler just like that?” 

But all levity had dropped from her tone now, replaced with cold hard pain and hate. I felt it in her soul as well, the delicate flower retreating within the safety of her thorns. 

“It’s what must be done anyway, isn’t it?” She glared down at me—pure anger and resentment in her eyes. “When we step back through that gate, none of this ever happened, you understand? You are nothing to me. A lowly Terran handler barely worth my time.”

Fia stormed off, grabbing her clothes from off the sand.

Dammit, I thought. Probably could have handled it a lot smoother than that. 

But I did what needed to be done.

I wanted to chase after her—tell her to stop.

Tell her that I’d changed my mind.

Tell her the truth. 

But that wasn’t reality.

Not one in which we both survived anyway.

I heaved out a sigh. As much as I hated it, there was no taking back what I’d said now.

I glanced over at Silver Light as she shrugged on her robes, turning her head from me to hide the tears falling from her eyes. A cold emptiness filled me. A stark pain of loss and regret. I’d just accomplished something I never intended to do.

I’d just broken Fia’s heart.

 

*	*	*




The journey back to the gate was a quiet one.

Which only made it more awkward between us.

There was no shouting or unreasonable demands––just a cold, hard silence, filled with resentment and iron-willed resolve. Silver Light walked with her head fixed dead ahead of her, not even looking at me as I walked by her side.  

I felt like shit. 

I wanted to say something to hear that laugh and see that smile of hers again, but the more time went on, the more I realized that I’d just set us both on an irreversible path. It gnawed at me on the inside. I was denying the both of us intimacy for the greater good, but unfortunately, I could be the only one to fully understand why.

For Fia, I’d just trampled her heart for no reason.

A heart she had given to me freely.

I’d been a damn monster in more ways than one, today.

Dusk was approaching by the time the wall came within view, the rest of the cultivators and handlers perhaps already long gone. Silver Light still hadn’t said a word and I couldn’t think of anything worthwhile to say to her either. 

As I trudged on with [Struggler’s Resolve] a new truth of my path revealed itself to me. Hardship came in all forms. Just as rage and power was the strength of the Demon, so too was hardship and burden a vital part of my Struggler’s journey. The words of the [Death Mastery] technique came to my mind and never read so true.




[Death Mastery] – the fear of death grows only stronger the closer one gets to immortality. Power over this fear defies not only the Heavens, but mocks it to its face. Consider it no small wonder then, dear kindled, that your path shall be blighted with misfortune, for the Heavens are not lightly mocked.   




Mocked indeed, I thought. I’d just slain an Awakened S-Class monster as a Foundation Realm cultivator and now it seemed the Heavens were making me pay the price. Just as I thought things couldn’t get any worse, I was reminded of the real reason this entire thing was doomed from the start.

Sumatra.

The blue-skinned giant of a man was eyeing me like a hawk from the gate entrance, but I wasn’t the only one he was looking at. His eyes were wide with incomprehension as he stared at Silver Light, flashing questioning glances at me as we both passed through the gate.

As I figured, besides Sumatra the place was empty, save for the Imperial Guard and the three enforcers with him. Sumatra put on his game face, all cheery smiles as he approached Silver Light with a bow.

“Such a pleasure to see you have returned, Lady Silver Light,” he said in a formal tone. “I trust you had an enjoyable experience in the wild?” 

“You lied,” Silver Light said abruptly, gesturing to me while still looking at him. “You said this was your best handler, but I found him to be utterly useless.”

She said the words with venom, and I couldn’t tell what was an act, and what was real anymore. Although she could have outed me as the Iron Bull right off the bat if she wanted to. If there was truly hate in her heart, she would have done that for sure.

But perhaps she was experiencing more pain than hate.

At least for the moment.

Sumatra cracked a confused smile and bowed to her obsequiously. “A thousand apologies, my lady. Please tell me what this useless oaf has done so that he can be punished appropriately.”

Silver Light finally looked at me, a cold angry glare, but subtly her eyes softened, as if reconsidering what she was about to say. “Just see to it that he never serves me again. Not that I would ever find reason to bring myself back to this place.”

She then turned from me walking away and the Imperial Guard approached next.

“What’s in those bags,” he said. “I sense something.”

Shit, the core, I thought.

We should have had it out for inspection already to declare it.

The last thing I needed was to create another fuss about attempting to smuggle it through. I pulled the core out of the bag and offered it to Silver Light. She balked when she saw it, as if she hadn’t remembered it was even in there.

“Your prize,” I said and when our eyes met, I glimpsed a brief opportunity to connect with her. Her guard was down, her mind perhaps still thrown off by the core. “It’s true you have no need to return here, my lady. You’ve already conquered the very best of what this world has to offer. The proof of it stands here before you.”

Both the guard and Sumatra drew closer to marvel at the smooth green stone in my hands. 

“Holy shit,” Sumatra said, all pleasantries dropping from his tone. “Is that a reaper beast core?”

But I wasn’t paying attention to him. I instead looked into Fia’s eyes as I tried to convey what was in my soul. 

“You stopped its very heart with your strength and your grace. A feat not easily matched. Had circumstances made it possible, I’m sure you could have even tamed the wild beast and made it your own. But with things as they are now, the most it can offer you is this…the very heart of its soul. To cherish as a memory. A fond one, I hope.”

Everyone was looking at me like I was insane, wondering what the hell I’d just said.

I used [Struggler’s Resolve] to back up my words and hoped Silver Light could read the double meaning behind them.

Her brows furrowed with confusion at first, but then I saw it.

The faint acknowledgement of understanding.

The light came back into her eyes and for a moment it looked as if she might cry.

But as quickly as it came it left.

She lifted her chin at me smugly.

“I’d sooner throw it away, for your filthy hands having touched it,” she said, snatching it from me. “But as it may be valuable still… as an engagement gift perhaps…I believe I’ll keep it.” She then paused to look me up and down and I sensed lemonade from her again. “For that day when I finally meet a man worthy of my match.”

Her words probably sounded as cringeworthy as my own to everyone else, but to me they were like poetry. Everyone was staring at the both of us now. 

But I didn’t care.

All that mattered was the message I’d intended had somehow gotten through to her.

It wasn’t an apology or an explanation per se, but it was at least enough to let her know that what we shared was not something to be resented or scorned with disdain. At least, I hoped that’s what had gotten through.

But I’d picked up what she had said as well.

The door was still open…if I wanted it to be.

“An Awakened Reaper Beast, eh?” the guard stared at the core incredulously. “I’ve never even seen such a creature.”

“Of course you haven’t,” Silver Light said haughtily. “If you did, it would be the last thing you ever saw. Now tally its worth and let me know the tax.” She tossed the core to him. “And remember whose Clan it is you work for.”

The guard bowed with fear in his heart and ushered her towards the customs stand.

When they got out of earshot, Sumatra quickly pulled me to the side. 

“Hey! What the hell happened out there?” he said in a hushed whisper, brows lowering into a scowl. “Why is she still alive?”

I jerked my head towards the guard inspecting the reaper beast core. “Isn’t it obvious? She was strong enough to kill the damn thing.”

“An Awakened Reaper Beast?”

I shrugged. “I know. Power of the ruling clan, right?”

He huffed out a long breath through his nostrils, staring at me. “What happened to Shen Ju?”

“It killed them first, the poor bastards. They’re the ones that lured the damn thing in from the wild. Although, I don’t think they were planning for an awakened one to show up. Just bad luck, I guess.”

His eyes were burning hot coals. “Yeah…bad luck.”

He didn’t believe a word of it, but I shrugged again with [Indifference]. “Our cover is still intact though. She never saw any of them. So that’s a plus. Maybe we’ll get another shot at her later.”

“Not according to her, if you were damn well listening,” Sumatra said fuming. “What did you do to piss her off?”

“Beats me. Poured her tea wrong, maybe?”

I laughed and Sumatra looked like he wanted to tear my head off. “This sounds like that damn rapling nest bullshit all over ag—”

“Handler!” Silver Light called sharply, cutting him off.

I used the opportunity to escape the interrogation and remembering to bow as I approached her. 

“Yes, my lady?”

Silver Light paused to gaze at me, a strange smile on her lips. “It’s not often one of your kind is graced by a royal. Thus, I offer you this.”

She held out her hand and like magic a thin needle of silver emerged straight from her palm. “Take it. Let it remind you of the greatness that once graced your lowly presence.”

She gave me a wicked leer and once again I couldn’t tell if this was a mere act or not.

I decided to roll with it and gave her a smug smile of [Indifference]. “Thanks. I always wanted to give knitting a shot.”

Her eyes widened with shock, as did those of the Guard and Enforcers behind her—one of them looking on the verge of laughing. But her soul responded with a twist of lemonade. I took it from her and felt something etched into its surface. With a quick glance, I read the inscription: I regret nothing.

 I smiled. Guess she got the message after all.

With that she departed, climbing on board her skiff and signaling for her pilot to take off. She kept her head forward, not making eye contact until the very last moment, shifting her silver eyes to meet mine.

I didn’t know when or even if I would ever see Fia again, but the longing in her gaze made me wish that it could be tomorrow. A cursed fate. But I had a path to follow. 

“I’m going to find out what happened out there,” Sumatra’s voice came from behind me. “And what the hell were you saying to Lady Silver Light just now? Did you cut some kind of deal with her?”

I looked back at Sumatra, feigning indignation. “I look like a fan of the Silver Leaf Clan assholes to you?”

“You look like something…I just don’t know what yet.”

I turned to face him fully, laying on [Fear the Flame]. “Sounds to me like you’re trying to make something up.” His eyes shifted back and forth apprehensively, sensing my power as I accented it with Qi. “But what you see is what you get. Now if you’ll excuse me. I’ve got to be somewhere.”

“It had better be to meet with Hong Feng. You have a lot of explaining to do, Chun.”

Yeah, we’ll see about that, I thought as I pushed past him. 

I took a few more steps before Sumatra called out to me again.      

“You know, there’s more than just you who knows the truth about what happened out there,” Sumatra shouted. “And I’m sure she’ll be more than willing to tell the whole story. Given the right motivation.”

“Oh yeah?” I said as I kept walking, not even looking back at him. I then looked at the departing skiff, now high in the twilight sky. “Well good luck with getting anything out of her, my friend. If you can catch up to her that is.”

With that I left and went on my way.

Sumatra cursed and said something else that I couldn’t quite hear, but I couldn’t give a shit either.

Screw him and Hong Feng.

From the moment I chose to save Fia, I already knew all bets were off when it came to the Fire Birds. That meant time was of the essence now. If I played my cards right, maybe I could get it all done before I even saw Hong Feng again, because when I did, all hell was likely to break loose.

But I had to move fast.

The arena would be opening soon and I was in the opening round.

Tonight, I would take one more step towards freeing my people.

One last match to win.

And with a tank full of solid Frenzy, I had all the power in the world to do it. 








CHAPTER 61










As I raced towards the city, I thought of one last thing I needed to do. Stopping for a moment, I took out what was left of my busted axe. The thing looked like it had been through a fire, the wooden shaft flaking with blackened ash. Thinking of how much lightning I had pushed through it, I was probably lucky anything was left of it at all.

But if I was eventually heading towards a conflict with the Fire Birds and especially Hong Feng, I needed a weapon capable of delivering my full strength. And the good ‘ole log chopper just wasn’t going to cut it anymore.

There was only one thing I could think of that would do the trick.

I made a quick detour and headed for the courtyard of the abandoned hotel where I had buried the orb a few miles away. Finding the tall oak tree, I dug it up and then wiped clean its surface to find the passage I needed, just to make sure.

It was under Shura 321.




Shura 321

On weaponry…




We who follow the Frenzied Flame are not bound by sect nor tradition when it comes to our weapon of choice in combat. Be it a closed fist, a short blade, or a mammoth hammer, all weapons can be used to channel one’s Frenzy into the defeat of his foe. Yet take heed, kindled one, for some are more effective than others. For this reason, eschew the bow or any means of attacking from afar, for such will never satisfy the cravings of one’s bloodlust. Choose instead that which brings you close to your foe and that which can withstand the full might of your fury. And think not that every blade can withstand your might. In time, even the strongest of weapons will be brittle in your grasp. The metal from which you doth glean is essential, for it alone can withstand the forge of the Frenzied Flame. Choose then carefully your weapon of choice and when all is understood, forge your own totem of rage with it, and mold it in the image of your choice. 




I’d well proven the part about not every blade being able to withstand your might, but it was the last section I was interested in more.

The metal from which you doth glean is essential, for it alone can withstand the forge of the Frenzied Flame. 

I’d memorized this line of course and had read it countless times, but it remained cryptic to me until now. There was only one metal that I gleaned anything from and that was the orb itself. And looking at the final line it all made sense.

Choose then carefully your weapon of choice and when all is understood, forge your own totem of rage with it, and mold it in the image of your choice. 

It was telling me to use the orb to forge my weapon once I’d learned everything I could from it. I didn’t know if I had truly learned everything I could––I was learning something new every day the more my understanding increased, but I had memorized it all at least. I picked up the orb and gazed into it one last time. 

This had been the key to unlocking the power of my Frenzied Flame.

Now it would become a vessel to deliver my rage.

And there was only one person I knew who could transform it.




*	*	*




“Master Edrik!” I called as I knocked on the door to the cottage.

It was getting close to dark now and the lights were on inside. After a minute the door opened and Lysa appeared in the doorway. Her blue eyes grew wide with wonder and excitement as she looked up at me, her mouth ajar.

“Chun! Is that you?” She quickly pulled me into a hug, laughing. “My goodness! It’s so good to see you. It’s been so long!”

“Yes, it has been a while,” I said, hugging her back. “Sorry to come find you so late. I was hoping to talk to Master Edrik, if he’s home?”

“Oh, he can wait,” Lysa said playfully as she stared at me, hands on her hips. “Let’s have a look at you first. You must have grown a foot taller since I saw you last. And a beard too!”

I couldn’t help but blush a little as she showered me with lemonade.

“Come,” Lysa said, opening the door wide. “You must join us for supper.”

“I wish I could,” I said, glancing up at the darkening sky. “But I’m in a bit of a hurry. I have someplace to be, unfortunately. Just needed to ask Master Edrik about a performing a crafting job for me.”

I said the words with [Struggler’s Resolve] and it seemed to get the message through that I had no time to catch up. Lysa nodded and closed the door behind her as she stepped outside.

“Well, let’s go then,” she said with a smile. “Edrik’s out back at the forge. I’ll take you to him.” 

The acrid stench of burning metal greeted me, along with the banging of hammer falls as we approached the smithing shop behind the house. A touch of nostalgia hit me as I took it all in. This had been the place where I first started my cultivation journey. It seemed like a lifetime ago now, even though it’d just been a few months. I chuckled inwardly at how clueless I was back then, especially when I decided to take on that damn tree.

But I’d gained more than just progression from my time here. This was the place where I redefined the final goal of my Flame. Not just revenge, but freedom from the empire by carving out our own existence as Terrans, just like Lysa and Edrik had. 

Edrik was pounding away at what looked like a plough atop his anvil. Lysa called to him and when he lifted his tinted crafter’s goggles to see me, his face beamed with a smile.

“Chun, my boy!” he said and gave me a hearty handshake as he pulled himself away from the forge. “You’ve returned!” He then furrowed his brows as he looked up at me. “By the nine hells, did you get taller?”

“I thought it was just me, but he has grown, hasn’t he?” Lysa said, nudging her husband.

Edrik squinted at me, focusing on my stomach. “Aye, I would say he has. In more ways than one.”

He laughed when he said it, but there was no denying that I had changed both physically and spiritually since I was last here. I had to have put on twenty pounds of muscle and grown an inch or two. And although the changes had been slow and gradual for me, not seeing Erick and Lysa for so long, I suppose the changes were far more dramatic to them. 

“I’ll leave you two to speak,” Lysa said and gave me a hug before she departed. “You must promise to come back later for that supper, yes?”

I laughed. “Yes, I promise I will. See you, Lysa.”

Edrik watched Lysa depart quizzically. “So, what’s the visit about then, if not for my wife’s fine cooking? Don’t tell me you need another job chopping wood.”

Edrik laughed and I smiled with him before pulling out the axe.

“I need a replacement for this,” I said.

Edrik furrowed his brow as he took it from me. “What in the nine hells happened to it?”

“Eh… got caught in a fire…sort of.”

He raised a skeptical eyebrow at me.

“I just need a new axe, is all,” I said. “One strong enough to take a real beating.” I then pulled out the orb. “Do you think you could forge a new one using this?”

Edrik squinted at the orb as he took it from me and lowered his goggles to examine it. After a moment he removed them, revealing eyes wide with concern. “Where did you get this, son?”

I shrugged and tried my best not to lie. “Someone from off world. They said it would make a good material for a weapon.”

“Do you know what this is?” he asked.

I shook my head truthfully. 

“It’s called Corrupted Steel,” he said. “Very rare. Even banned in some parts. And a tough metal to work with as well.”

“Really?”

“They say it only forms in the hearts of cursed stars. You know what those are?”

I shook my head again.

“They’re similar to the Bloodmoon. Only not a moon. The worlds around those stars are ten times worse than what the Bloodmoon creates here. If you can imagine it.”

I almost didn’t want to, but my mind was already conjuring up a world where the very sun evoked demons and devils. “You’ve seen these places?”

Edrik chortled. “Not me. And I pray I never will. But the empire itself was formed to combat them, or so the stories go––the star clusters of the demon worlds. Hellish places. If you ever want to see them for yourself though, you can join the Imperial Legionnaires, if you like.” He then let out a laugh. “They send those crazy bastards there to quell the hordes every few years. But honestly, I think it’s just to harvest the most powerful cores in the empire.”

“Sounds like what they’ve done to this place,” I said. “Only worse.”

“By far,” he said nodding. 

For a moment I wondered what that would be like. An entire world cursed by monsters and demons ten times more potent than what was found on Earth. Would everything be an S class? Would they even have classifications for them? And how strong would an Imperial Legionnaire have to be to fight against them?

It made me realize just how little of this world I actually knew, and how vast the empire truly was. I must have been crazy to pit myself against something so grand to summon my Flame, but I guess that’s how long my journey might become if I was going to succeed. 

“So anyway,” Edrik continued. “It’s a little surprising for me to see that you have something like this, to say the least.” I could sense he knew I knew more than I was letting on, but after giving me another glance he didn’t press it. “You’re lucky I’m a Core Realm artisan, though. Forging something like this won’t be easy, but I can do it.”

“You can?”

He laughed. “Of course, I can. They don’t call me master for nothing. Now what is it you want? A new axe head?”

I thought for a moment. This was a huge decision. This material was rare and likely illegal as Edrik had eluded to––another link to demonic cultivation for sure. So whatever I made, I had to be sure it was my true weapon of choice, because I couldn’t go making another one again so easily. I thought of the hatchet I used in the ring. Something similar to that would be perfect, but it would have to be bigger. 

Much bigger.

“A battle axe,” I said. “But it needs to be completely made of metal. No wood.”

I then went on to describe it a little: single bladed and heavy with a shaft slightly longer than my axe to give me more reach. After listening to me, Edrik nodded and went into his workshop to trace out a design for me on a piece of parchment.

“How’s that?” he asked. 

It looked simple on paper but the size appeared right. “Will it be enough material to make something that big?”

“I’ll use this to make an alloy,” he said, bouncing the orb in his palm. “A little Corrupted Steel goes a long way. And good thing too. Very hard to find.”

Just thinking of that made me wonder how Threja had gotten the orb herself. Or if she had even been one of those Legionnaires in the past. But that didn’t matter now. I had to stick with the present. 

“Thank you, Master Edrik,” I said. “I hope this will be enough to cover it.” I then reached into my robes and dropped my last spirit stone into his palm. “For the other materials you might need. And your time.”

He looked up at me, shocked. “Where’d you get this?”

I smiled. “Got a better job.”

“I’ll say,” he said. “But I won’t take it. I have everything I need and my time for you is free.” He pushed the spirit stone back into my hand. “Besides, I’m actually looking forward to a challenge like this. You can get rusty making damn farm tools all day. But the bigger question is, can you carry something like this legally?”

I smiled and was proud I had put in the blood and tears to be able to answer him truthfully. “Sure can. I’ve joined a martial sect now.”

“Ah,” he said, his eyes beaming with comprehension. “That explains a lot.”

I wasn’t going to elaborate on which sect, so I rushed to ask my next question. “How long do you think it might take?”

He smiled. “You’ve gotten me inspired, so probably not long. I’m going to start it tonight. Come by around this same time tomorrow.”

24 hours? Not bad, I thought. I’d have to try and avoid Hong Feng until then.  

“Thanks, Master Edrik,” I said, giving him a wrist-to-wrist handshake. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I called out to Lysa as I left the yard, who gave me a healthy wave from the kitchen window along with another shot of lemonade. As I turned towards the gate to the artisan’s district, I couldn’t help but feel things were falling into place. Thinking of what Master Edrik had said about the cursed stars though, I also couldn’t help but feel even my greatest accomplishments were trivial in a universe so vast and large. 

Still, my goal remained the same and every step on my journey needed to be taken, no matter how small. Seeing the rest of the universe could wait.

Tonight, I had an Iron Bracket match to win. 








CHAPTER 62










I entered the arena to a cacophony of applause and cheers. I’d made it with just minutes to spare, running non-stop from Master Edrik’s to the stadium and then diving into my tournament robes and grabbing my iron hatchet and bull mask. Overhead, the twilight sky was flooded with the multicolored flashing of stadium lights, adding to the pomp and fanfare.

The chant of my moniker resounded throughout the crowd, and I raised my axe in the air to spur them on.

“Iron Bull!”

“Iron Bull!”

“Iron Bull!”

I absorbed the fresh lemonade from the crowd, replenishing the energy I had burned running to the arena. It wasn’t nearly the quantity I needed to recreate solid Frenzy though.

And there was no guarantee this fight would produce it either.

What I had remaining inside of me from the reaper beast fight would have to see me through. But that meant I’d have to use it sparingly as well. I wondered if this was how Qi cultivators approached every fight, knowing there was a limit to just how much Qi they could burn. I supposed I’d become a bit spoiled from my Flame in that regard. 

High above me, the score board already had both our names on display.
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U’Ren Nghi hadn’t entered yet, so the announcer was still focused on me, singing my praises. But I barely listened, focusing instead on the odds on the board. 

Not good, I thought. 

As popular as I seemed to be the [Odds were Against Me] still. And that was just fine with me. I tapped into the Frenzy of the technique, strengthening my body further. This was it. My final match to earn my B-class citizenship. But it wasn’t going to be easy.

I made my way towards the center of the ring and then suddenly I sensed something flying towards me. I stopped short, dropping into a defensive stance, just as whatever it was landed at my feet with a thud.

Glancing down I saw a thin sliver of silver sticking out of the arena floor. A smile came to my lips as I casually snatched it up and felt an inscription etched into its surface. Tracing where it had come from, I looked up to see a multitude of skiffs hovering just above the edge of the arena, their occupants gathered for the night’s entertainment.

But there was only one that stood out to me.

There, seated on the ornate couch within her skiff was Lady Silver Light.

She carried herself with her usual air of grace as she lounged nonchalantly, her silver eyes focused on me with only casual interest, but when I looked down to read the inscription, Fia revealed her true self to me once again. 

‘Win for me.’

I chuckled and then, staring up at her, gave her a smile she couldn’t see.

I produced a bolt of frenzied lightning to show my appreciation instead, the yellow arc of electricity disintegrating the silver needle as I shot it into the night sky with a thunderous boom!

The display of power sent the crowd wild, but there was only one reaction I truly cared to see. The smile of elation that came to Fia’s face was worth the Frenzy it had cost and the lemonade she produced felt ten times more potent than what was coming from the crowd. 

Although that part was likely in my head, seeing as how she was too far away for me to cultivate anything from her. But that didn’t matter. Just her presence and faith in me alone gave an ego boost like none other.

Damn, I thought as I grinned up at her. I had to watch myself here. I was really starting to like this girl. 

The air suddenly filled with a whimsical melody as flutes and zithers began to play. A second later, a spotlight shone high in the air to reveal U’Ren Nghi descending from the night sky. She floated down into the arena like a falling leaf, having jumped off from somewhere. White and orange robes fluttered and twirled as if underwater as she slowly spun in a mid-air dance, her twin fans dusting the arena with white petals as she manifested her Qi.

“And here she is to finally grace us with her presence!” the announcer shouted over the intro music. “Our very own fairy blossom queen, the most elegant, the most beautiful…U’Ren Nghi!”

The fanfare crescendo-ed as she landed with another explosion of flower petals.

I made a big show of waving them out of my face like they smelled bad and the crowd responded with a series of laughs.

“Looks like someone isn’t impressed by her entrance,” the announcer said, quickly latching onto the gag. “Perhaps the Iron Bull has more refined tastes than us all!”

That got even more laughs, and I couldn’t help but use it as an opportunity to blow a kiss towards Fia. The way she blushed and turned her head with embarrassment was priceless. 

Yeah, I thought to myself. Really starting to like her…shit.

“I would venture your tastes are more common than refined,” U’Ren Nghi said, pulling me out of my daydreaming. “True beauty is wasted upon a brute such as you.”

I cycled my Frenzy and laid it on thick with [Fear the Flame]. “Bitch, this ‘brute’ has had women far more exquisite than you. You ain’t nothing special.”

Flower Girl’s jaw dropped open, her eyes wide with shock.

“H-how dare you!” she shouted, her façade of elegance cracking. “You will pay for that insult!”

I flexed my fake Qi with [Indifference]. “I guess it’s a good thing we’re already in the ring then, huh?”

The words caused even more anger to seethe, and I cultivated it quickly into Frenzy. The match was about to start and throwing her off with something like that was just what I needed for an edge. The bell sounded and I immediately charged in with a lightning-infused attack. 

“[Lightning Cleave]!”

I was totally making crap up, but the ferocity of my assault left her scrambling in retreat. My axe hit the arena floor with an explosion of lightning, leaving a crater where she just stood. I followed up with a series of axe techniques, infusing lightning into each one, slinging them off the edge of my hatchet.

Sprak!

Sprak!

Sprak!

U’Ren Nghi waved her fans with a martial technique as the lightning bolts arced towards her. “[Summer’s Breeze spreads the Blossom]…”

When they hit, the bolts instantly turned into petals.

Shit…not good, I thought. 

But the technique left her at a standstill.

I barreled into her with a frenzied charge, knocking her right off her feet. 

She went flying end over end with the force of my hit, but like a cat, U’Ren Nghi suddenly righted herself to land on her feet. With the distance gained, she began whipping her fans again, sending arcs of petals flying towards me at tremendous speed. I managed to dodge one, but two of them caught me across my leg and side.

The force behind the techniques was tremendous, cutting through even my [Iron Skin] and igniting my nervous system with white-hot pain. I clenched my teeth to power through it with [Indifference] and went for a counterattack. 

I sent another frenzied bolt towards her, forcing her to block with her [Summer’s Breeze] technique while I charged in right after it. The plan worked. By the time she had converted my lightning into petals I was right in her face.

She screamed, startled, perhaps shocked to see me having moved so fast.

I swung at her with a lightning-charged cleave, aiming for her midsection.      

U’Ren Nghi finally came to her senses and parried my techniques with one of her fan blades. It felt like I was hitting steel as her defensive technique flash converted my lightning strike into flower petals again.

Damn it!

The sight pissed me off and I laid into her with even greater fervor, lightning and flowers flying everywhere. The cat and mouse game went on for what seemed like an hour. Me using my lightning techniques to force her to defend while I charged into her, but then U’Ren Nghi would back away and hit me with techniques from afar. Still, every chance I got, I hammered her at close range like there was no tomorrow, trying to break her defense.  

“It looks like a battle between beauty and the beast indeed!” the announcer shouted as I flew in with my latest assault. “The Iron Bull showing no respect for U’Ren Nghi’s grace.”

The words must have caused U’Ren Nghi to dig deeper, because suddenly her entire body burst into a cascade of white flowers when I hit her and she simply disappeared.

What the hell..?

I turned about swiftly to track where she had gone. 

She reappeared a second later behind me with another burst of petals, floating a good thirty feet in the air.

“You are not worthy to stand toe-to-toe with This One,” she said while whipping her fans in a series of martial forms. “Feel the [Wrath of a Thousand Blossoms]!”

As she intoned the technique, she thrust both fans towards me and a stream of petals shot out from between them. There was nowhere to run, the white flowers engulfing me like a tornado. My robes were cut to shreds as each petal struck me like a piece of sharpened steel. Blood flew as they hit, the strength of her technique etching through my Frenzy-hardened skin.

Pain surged as the attack didn’t stop, her Qi seemingly endless. A jolt of fear shot through me then. 

Shit! This thing could actually kill me! 

Maybe I’d taken her flowery Qi techniques too lightly. But no, screw that… I wasn’t going to die to this flower girl bitch! I fought back with the rage of my Flame, screaming as my pain and fear flash converted into Frenzy. 

I channeled it into liquid form and then cycled it with my dwindling solid Frenzy reserves. I had to use it to take her down quickly now. There wasn’t much left. I imagined myself destroying every petal at once and then, crying out, yelled the first thing I could think of as a focus.

“[Frenzied Surge]!”

My entire body exploded with a thousand streaks of lightning. They traveled up the stream of petals in a brilliant chain reaction, popping each one like a firework. The bolts shot through U’Ren Nghi and she screamed as the lightning vaporized her defenses in a puff of smoke. 

She fell right out of the sky like a moth hitting a bug zapper and hit the ground hard.

I wasted no time following up after her, bringing my hatchet down to strike.

“[Two-Log Chop]!”

U’Ren Nghi barely came to her senses as my axe fell towards her face. She cried out and raised her fans in defense. My hatchet hit them with another explosion of petals, the power of my attack disrupted by her Qi once more. I struck again and again, but she managed to maintain her defenses below me and then on a final hit her entire body burst into petals again.

Damn! The slippery bitch…!

I waited for her to reappear and saw her emerge from a burst of petals behind me and back in the air again. I checked the score. 
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Damn it…

I had barely landed any real hits on her, but that flower storm of hers counted for a lot. And with good reason. I was literally dripping blood like a faucet, my skin etched with a thousand papercuts. My body was shaking with so much pain that my Flame could barely convert it all.

Still, she wasn’t looking as ‘flower fresh’ as she once was either. Where before U’Ren Nghi looked as pristine as a geisha, now her hair was wild and unkempt, her makeup smeared with sweat and her body heaved deeply with ragged breaths.

We’re both on the ropes, I thought. 

I might not have been hitting her physically due to her techniques blocking me, but she was expending a lot of Qi to deflect each one. Perhaps I could only win this by wearing her down. But my reserves of solid Frenzy were dwindling as well. I didn’t know how many more lightning strikes I had left in me and no way was I generating any more from a battle like this.

Guess that was another curse of being a Berserker. Once you fought something like a damn Awakened Reaper Beast, nothing human looked like a real threat anymore. 

“You are a savage fiend,” U’Ren Nghi said, still panting. “You belong on a hell-ridden battlefield, not a tournament ground.”

“Hey, thanks,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

I kind of did too. 

“As I would expect,” U’Ren Nghi said. “But This One is above such base combat.” She began executing forms with her fans again, twirling in the air. “Perhaps you must soothe your wretched spirit with [Tranquility’s Embrace].”

As she annunciated the technique, petals began to fall like snow from the air above me. I psyched myself up to perform that [Frenzied Surge] again, ready to blast the petals away like popcorn. But as the first one landed on me, I felt all resolve spill free from my soul. It was as if a huge weight had been lifted off of me and I could finally rest.

My Flame quelled as I fell to my knees, somehow content. 

So tired…

The world dimmed as my eyes closed.

Max…

Max, get up…!

GET UP, MAX!




I awoke with a start to see Silver Light standing over me.

“Fia?”

“We have to go, Max,” she said, reaching down to me. “It’s time to leave.”

I looked about to find myself still in the arena, but it was empty now. Then slowly I noticed trees where the crowds used to be. Had the whole thing grown over? I was in a forest now. Lush vines wrapped themselves around the trunks of century old trees, the scent of earth and undergrowth strong in the air. I felt all at once peaceful and serene as I stared into the forest, the wind whistling soothingly through the tall treetops.

“Leave....?” I said. 

“Come on.” Fia took me by the hand with a smile. I went with her, as she led me through the forest. Just the sight of her brought a joy to my heart. Her radiant smile and gorgeous silver eyes. I didn’t think this could be possible, for us to be together, but we must have pulled it off somehow.

“How is this happening?”

“I told you I wanted to be free,” she said, smiling back at me. “And now we’re together at last.”

“What about your family?”

“I don’t care about them,” she said, her silver eyes dancing with mischief. “You’ll be my family now. You all will.”

“All?”

She led me to a clearing in the forest where a whole host of people were gathered. There was Edrik and Lysa. Lee, along with Ren, Rho, and Yi Fu. Yu Li was there holding Su Ling, standing next to Gui Zu. Mu Lin and Xi Xha. Even Jian Yi greeted me with her patented chin lift and smile. 

Mu Lin ran up to embrace me.

“About time you got here, Chun!” she said with a laugh.

“How are you all here?” I asked dumbfounded. 

This didn’t make sense… did it?

“They’re all here for your dream, Max,” Fia said, wrapping her arms around me. “We all are. We’re going to free the Earth.” 

I look back into the clearing as more people emerged from the forest. People I hadn’t seen in years. And then my heart nearly stopped as I finally saw my sister and parents.

“Mom! Dad! Jessie!”

They smiled and waved to me, but I couldn’t understand why they weren’t rushing to embrace me like Mu Lin had. I tried to run to them instead, but found myself still locked within Fia’s grasp. 

“Stay here,” she said. “Stay with me.”

I looked back at my family.

“No, I have to go to them.”

Fia shook her head and her grip about me increased. A sharp pain shot through my torso. “Stay with me. We’ll be together. Forever.” 

No… I thought.

My family...

I looked back to them and suddenly the forest was in flames. 

“No!” I screamed. 

I couldn’t let them die! 

Not again!

Again…?

I looked back to Fia and instead saw U’Ren Nghi. The woman leered into my face, crushing me as her arms twisted and turned into vines.

“Enjoy your last vision of bliss, you fool…” 

No…  Wake up! I told myself, reaching within to summon my Flame. This isn’t real!

WAKE UP!




The world suddenly exploded into existence, the screams of twenty thousand fans rocking me back into reality. I was still on my feet, but just barely, weaving back and forth, my mind numb.

Something sharp sliced across my back and then my side as U’Ren Nghi appeared next to me, spinning in a pirouette with her fans. They cut into me like a blender, drawing blood by the gallon from my unhardened skin. Pain lit my brain on fire and it took all my wherewithal to not simply cry out in agony.

“U’Ren Nghi is taking full advantage as she has the Iron Bull in a trance!” the announcer cried. “I guess even he could not withstand her feminine charms!”

I couldn’t believe it. 

She actually had me just now.

Had I not been able to break free from that vision, who knew how far she would have dragged me into the grave. But this was my chance to get her as well.

My last chance even.

If I let her slip away, I wouldn’t have the strength to get this close to her again.

It was now or never. 

I contained my pain with [Indifference] as I kept up the act of still being under her spell.

Then, channeling my Frenzy into my reflexes, I snatched her by the neck as she twirled past me.

U’Ren Nghi let out a sharp cry of shock before my fist cut off her air completely.

She floundered silently like a fish in my grasp as the crowd suddenly went wild with surprise.

“An unexpected grab by the Iron Bull! He had us all fooled, especially U’Ren Nghi!”

The cultivator panicked and literally began shitting flowers, the petals bursting from her body as she tried to fight back with her Qi. I endured the sting and converted it all into Frenzy, using the power to heal. 

I tried to utilize [Mark of the Giant] to heal even quicker, but for some reason my body just wouldn’t respond. Shit, had I worn myself out? I did shift between all three forms earlier today. No matter, I’d have to take care of Flower Girl as is.

For all her internal strength, U’Ren Nghi had perhaps barely gotten past base Body Refinement when it came to her physical form. I could crush her neck easily within my grasp and she knew it. 

But as irritating as she was, I couldn’t bring myself to simply kill her like this.

“Do you yield?” I said.

U’Ren Nghi still fought and kicked against me, petals spitting. 

Perhaps in her mind yielding would be a fate worse than death.

“So be it…”

I sent a small sliver of solid Frenzy to my Jing and channeled it through my arm,

Petals burst into flames like a string of firecrackers as the lightning ran through her body. She stiffened like a corpse before I cut the juice, and then her body fell instantly limp in my grasp. I pulled her close to me to check for breathing and then tossed her unconscious body unceremoniously to the ground.

“Fly too close to the Flame and you get burned, bitch,” I said, looking down at her with disdain.

The crowd erupted into applause but also gasps of shock.

A strange silence descended upon the arena as the blue-robed healers ran into the ring. When one of then finally gave the signal that she was still alive, the crowd burst into cheers again.

“It seems the Iron Bull is not made of solid iron after all,” the announcer said with cheer in his voice. “A heart of gold perhaps? He has seen fit to show mercy and has spared the life of our fairy blossom queen! The great U’Ren Nghi lives to fight another day! Perhaps her beauty has won him over, after all. Maybe they’ll even be married when they next enter the ring!”

What the hell…? 

The masses laughed and cheered at that, lapping it up like it was a damn soap opera or something. It was probably a good thing I hadn’t actually killed her. U’Ren Nghi seemed to be a crowd favorite in more ways than one. But I had no interest in this fake-wrestling type of bullshit. U’Ren Nghi and her ‘beauty’ could go to hell. 

The bell rang and the final score was tallied. 
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It was a strange sort of win, but I’d done it.

I looked to the overall rankings and felt the joy of relief as the number 20 was placed next to my name. I was in. I was finally a B-class citizen. And a Gold Bracket contender to boot. I raised my axe in celebration and the crowd responded with even more cheers. 

I looked up towards the skiffs, but strangely did not see Silver Light’s craft hovering among them. Did she leave already? Or was she perhaps making her way through the crowd for a closer look at me? The fool in me hoped for the latter as I ran my eyes through the lower rows of the bleachers, searching for her. 

What am I doing? I thought. I’ve got to stop tripping.

How the hell was I supposed to spot her amidst ten thousand faces? I was about to give up, when my eyes fell on a face I recognized right away.

Master Hong Feng.

The bearded cultivator stared right back at me, his eyes burning hot coals. 

With a gesture he pointed at himself and then at me, stabbing his finger towards my feet.

I understood the meaning perfectly. 

Stay put. 

I’m coming to see you.

Right now.  








CHAPTER 63










My heart hammered in my chest as I raced to leave the locker room.

The healer had come to patch me up, but I had to rush him with only doing half the job. My body felt like it’d been through a blender, and I guess for all intents and purposes it had been. But I couldn’t afford to dally around now.

Time was of the essence.

I limped towards the counter to find Bo Ren, not caring that my bandages were still leaking blood all over the floor. There were a few other cultivators ahead of me in line, waiting to be served, but I pushed past them.

“Official Bo Ren,” I said. “I need your help… quickly.”

The smile dropped from his face the moment he saw me, no doubt picking up on the [Struggler’s Resolve] in my tone. He apologetically ushered the other cultivators away, earning me scowls and looks of contempt, but I couldn’t care.

“What’s wrong, kid?” Bo Ren asked once they had departed, a look of concern on his face. “You okay?”

“I want to withdraw from the Iron Bracket Tournament,” I said. “Immediately.” 

 “What?” He leaned back from the counter, perplexed. “But you’re kicking ass out there. After knocking out U’Ren Nghi, who knows how far you’ll jump up the rankings tonight once all the fights are done.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, eyeing the entrance to the lobby warily, expecting Hong Feng to appear at any minute. “I have something more important to take care of first. Are you able to process my B-class citizenship right away?”

He raised a brow. “I guess. What’s this all about?”

I reached into my robes and pulled out the tightly folded sect application form that I’d stashed in my locker. “I need you to process this for me. I just need my new B-Class citizenship ID to complete it.”

Bo Ren took the form from me, scratching his head. “I can get you your new ID number, but you know this sect application won’t be processed until at least tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” I said, checking the hallway again. “I just need to get it underway. But quickly.”

Bo Ren looked down the hallway with me, gave me a quick questioning glance, but then after giving a shrug simply nodded. “I’ll get on it right now.”

The process of gaining my B-class citizenship took all of about a minute, with Bo Ren capturing my likeness with a Qi storage device and then printed me a new ID card. He then signed it and handed it to me, freshly minted with my new B-Class Citizenship ID number.

It should have been a moment of triumph. A moment to reflect on all the hardship I’d gone through to finally achieve my goal, but under the circumstances I had no time to savor the taste of victory.

“Thanks, Bo Ren,” I said and began scanning over the application form next. 
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I began filling in my signature and new ID number in the blank spaces, completing them just as a gravelly voice called out to me from behind.

“Chun!”

I glanced over my shoulder to see Hong Feng along with at least a dozen of my Fire Bird brethren. This was the moment I’d been dreading. Not that I was afraid to face them, but that all I had worked to accomplish might be snuffed out because I didn’t complete the sect application in time. 

Turning over the form, I quickly wrote Yu Li’s name and address on the back.

“One last favor,” I whispered to Bo Ren. “When the application comes back, can you send it and my ID to this address?”  

“Chun! Come here!” Hong Feng barked. “I don’t have all day!”

Bo Ren glanced over my shoulder at him. “You in some kind of trouble, kid?”

I steeled myself with [Struggler’s Revolve] and gave him a smile.

“Always.”

I turned then and plastered on a fake smile to greet my illustrious sect elder.

“Master Hong Feng,” I said as I approached him with a bow. “So nice of you to pay me a visit here at the arena.”

“Stop with the nonsense,” he said, his anger bubbling within him. “We need to talk about what happened today.”

Maybe there was still a chance to bullshit him. 

“Today? You mean this morning?” I shook my head with a grimace. “That was all a case of bad lu––”

“Not here,” he said, cutting me off. “Back at the headquarters. Come.”

He spun on his heel and began marching off as the rest of the Fire Birds surrounded me.

Well shit…I thought. I guess this is it.

I knew deep down that this day would eventually come. That I would be forced to face Hong Feng for all my sins. But I had hoped it wouldn’t be so soon or when I was in this bad of a condition. I was already half beaten to death, running on empty with no solid Frenzy to speak of and headed into a conflict unknown.

Worst of all.

I didn’t even have an axe.

“Fine,” I said as I began strolling out of the arena lobby with my orange-robed entourage. “Let’s go have a chat.”




*	*	*




The trip through the city was a silent one.

Hong Feng stayed up at the front, well away from me while his goons clustered around me, as if fearing I might try to flee. They obviously didn’t know who they were dealing with though. Running from a challenge like this was out of the question.

But surviving it might be a different story.

I didn’t know if I was heading into certain death, but it sure as hell felt like it. The fact that Hong Feng wanted to talk back at the headquarters, though--instead of immediately dragging me out into the wild before the Bloodmoon rose--said that there might be some wiggle room to get out of this still.

Not that I wanted to.

Facing death was what my Flame lived for.

But there was too much still left undone for me to die today.

The new sect, Yu Li, facing Hein.

Hell, maybe even seeing Fia again.

And not to mention freeing the Earth itself. 

I focused on my goals like a mantra as I willed the diffuse Frenzy still left in my system to heal my body. I cursed myself for being distracted looking for Silver Light at the end of the match now. I should have been using that time to cultivate all the free lemonade being spilled by the crowd.

Now the most I could draw upon was Hong Feng’s smoldering anger and rage.

Ju Gong and Du Mak gave me puzzled glances as we passed by them at the sect entrance. Whatever was happening to me, they looked as oblivious as I was. Maybe being the low-ranking doormen that they were, they were kept out of the sect’s innermost proceedings.

I was ushered right through the training room and down into the basement where I was stood in the middle of the square. The Fire Birds formed a perimeter around me on the square’s edge with Hong Feng positioning himself opposite me just below the upper platform. 

“Now,” Hong Feng said. “Tell me what happened in the wild. How is it that you and that Silver Leaf woman came back alive and not Shen Ju and his men?”

I glanced about the room, the kangaroo court in full session. 

I might as well play it for what it was worth.

“You can blame Shen Ju for that, I guess,” I said and Hong Feng shot me a perplexed stare. 

“What do you mean?”

“He lured in an Awakened Reaper Beast,” I said. “It killed all of them, but I guess they weakened it enough for the client to finish it off.”

“An Awakened Reaper Beast?”

“You can go and ask Sumatra if you don’t believe me. He saw its core with his own eyes.”    

I could feel Hong Feng’s anger growing. “Yes, I’ve spoken to Sumatra already.”

I had figured that, but then why was he still asking question? 

“So you know the whole story then,” I said.

“I know what you told him…” Hong Feng paced back and forth, eyeing me from the side. “But that’s not the whole story, is it, Chun? I want you to tell me exactly what the hell you were doing while that woman was supposedly fighting this beast. Did you hide like a coward? Did you flee? Did you fight?”

I shrugged. “I’d be lying if I didn’t say I was pretty much pissing myself. You ever seen an Awakened Reaper Beast up close, Master Hong Feng? Not a pretty sight.”

His nostrils flared. “You think this is a joke? Give me specifics! Tell me what you did! Did you help her kill it?”

“Of course I did,” I said nonchalantly and his eyes widened with shock.

The truthful admission had surprised him along with the Fire Birds around me, who all released a collected gasp. They clearly weren’t expecting me to admit that, but had been perhaps suspecting it all this time. 

“What else was I supposed to do?” I said, quickly following up on the bombshell. “Shen Ju and his gang never showed up. And I wasn’t just going to throw my life away trying to kill her by myself. Plus, there was the damn reaper beast to worry about. It made more sense to try and survive by helping her to kill it. Hell, I might have even gained her trust out of the deal.”

Hong Feng lowered his brows in a glare. I wasn’t sure if he had bought the story or not, but there was no way he could verify it either. Unless one of the Fire Birds somehow survived. But no. I’d made sure to kill them good and proper. And it was way too close to dark for any of them to venture back out to the flats to check the bodies after I had told Sumatra.

At least I hoped not.

I kept my [Struggler’s Resolve] in place, trying not to give off any signs of deception. 

Hong Feng continued to stare at me in silence, anger welling up within him.

“So, from your account, Shen Ju caused his own death and that of his men? Is that what you’re saying?”

“I would say fate killed him,” I said. “I may be just a lowly handler in your eyes, but I have more experience in the wild than any of you. As I told Sumatra, it was simply bad luck. Might have been a different story had a normal reaper beast shown up instead of an Awakened one, but that’s the roll of the dice when you’re out there. You just never know.”

Hong Feng scratched his thick beard as he contemplated my words, the use of my actual experience no doubt helping to plant more seeds of uncertainty in his mind. “Yeah, what incredible luck on both accounts. Bad for him and good for you…”

I shrugged. “Just how it is sometimes.”

He harrumphed. “Well, I suppose that’s it then. A failed operation that cost us a dozen of our best cultivators.” He then raised a brow. “And I don’t suppose you had the brains to harvest their cores before you left?”

I stiffened slightly, wondering if this was some kind of trick question. “Wasn’t an opportunity to do so. The Silver Leaf woman was still close by. I barely had time to check for Shen Ju after we killed the beast. Once I saw their half-eaten bodies though, I knew what had happened to them.”

A pause hung in the air as Hong Feng contemplated it, his eyes shifting back and forth in thought.

“I see,” he said finally with a grimace. “Although I don’t like the outcome, I suppose I have no choice but to accept what it is you’ve said.”

“It’s the truth.” I bolstered my words with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Shen Ju was unfortunately the one responsible for his own death.”

There was some truth in that, and I used every bit of it to give more credibility to my words. Another long pause ensued, Hong Feng’s eyes never leaving mine as the gears slowly turned inside his head. Then finally he seemed to come to some sort of internal resolution and let out a scoff.

“Fine. You’re free to go,” he said.

Holy shit, did I just manage to pull this off? 

I gave him a polite bow. “Thank you, Master Hong Feng.”

Hong Feng nodded slowly and then turned to walk away.

“Oh, one last question,” he said, coming to a stop. “What made you choose lightning?”

“What?”

“When you first came to me, you chose the lightning manual. Why?”

Hong Feng’s brows lowered and I felt myself being pulled into another trap.

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “I don’t know. Just thought it might look cool, I guess.”

The sudden spike of anger that flared within him, said I’d just made another mistake. Shit…maybe I shouldn’t have tried to play it off so flippantly. 

“Look cool, huh?” More anger stirred. “You sure there’s not some other explanation?”

What the hell was he getting at?

“Look, I don’t know what you’re----—”

“Bring her in!” he shouted.

Her?

Hong Feng glanced up at the platform and I followed his line of sight to see Sumatra emerging from the stairs to the upper floor. He was dragging someone down the stairs behind him, their small frame squirming within his grasp as he clenched them by their wrists. I already feared who it was, but when I finally saw her face, my heart nearly stopped.

Mu Lin…

She was still dressed in her handler’s uniform, which was now ripped and torn. Her glasses were missing, and her face was swollen with bruises, her mouth gagged. Just the sight of her built anger and rage inside of me like a pressure cooker.

 It took all my wherewithal to not just yell her name and flip the hell out, but Hong Feng had us both in check now and I couldn’t let on how much I cared that she was here. Dammit, how could this have cropped back up after all this time? It was like history was repeating itself all over again—fate taking us right back to that day out in the wild.

I glowered at Sumatra. I wanted to tear his damn head off for involving her. He was the only reason why she would be here at all. But I had to be cool about it. I channeled my inner rage into liquid Frenzy, slowly replenishing my reserves. 

“What have you done, Sumatra? What is she doing here?”

The big gray giant laughed. “I told you that you weren’t the only one who knew the truth of what happened out there, didn’t I? And she was real cooperative just like I said she would be too. With the right motivation, of course.”

I recalled those exact same words with clarity now, the same he spoke to me when I blew him off earlier today. But dammit, I thought he’d been talking about Fia not Mu Lin. 

Shit!

“Just let her go, man,” I shouted. “She has nothing to do with any of this and you know it!”

“Is that so?” Hong Feng said, turning about to me. “Well not according to her. Let the girl speak now!”

Sumatra ripped off her gag off and Mu Lin instantly began to sob. “I’m sorry, Chun!” she blurted. “I had to tell them. They made me. I didn’t know what else to do!”

“Shut up!” Sumatra yelled, backhanding her hard across the face.

She reeled backwards with the hit and my Flame surged with Frenzy and rage.

I had barely moved in reaction, but a split second later, twelve jian blades were pointed at my chest. The cultivators had moved with bursts of Dark Frenzy, faster than I could see. This wasn’t good. My Flame was burning, but my body was still weak. My manifestation techniques weren’t working either.

“Careful,” Hong Feng said with a smirk. “If you value your life or hers, you’ll listen to what she has to say.” 

“Just don’t say anything, Mu Lin!”

Hong Feng laughed. “It’s far too late for that. Your friend has already told us much about your meteoric rise and how you achieved it.” Hong Feng then looked up at Mu Lin. “Isn’t that right? Go on and tell us again, girl. Tell us what you saw that day.”

“Please, you promised to let me go,” Mu Lin said. “I won’t tell anyone else.”

“Yes, and you know our deal,” Hong Feng said. “Tell us again and we’ll spare your life.”

Deal?

Mu Lin’s eyes trembled as they found mine, her face curling into an ugly mask of shame and despair. “I…I saw them kill the old man and then take his core.”

“Who?” Hong Feng asked.

“The three Fire Birds…the ones who attacked me. But that’s all I know. I… I woke up with Chun later and somehow they were all dead.”

“And then cue the bullshit story about a rapling nest that conveniently kills everyone except you and Mu Lin, right, Chun?” Sumatra gave me a wicked leer. “Sounds awfully familiar to today’s story now, doesn’t it?”

Hong Feng raised his hand for him to be silent. “And when you saw Chun suddenly gaining strength,” Hong Feng continued. “What is it he told you he was doing?”

“He said he’d gotten some cheap elixirs.”

“And does that sounds plausible to you? As a scholar even?” Hong Feng asked. “Or would it make sense he actually stole and used that lightning core for himself?”

My insides turned to ice. 

 “I…” She turned her head away from me, perhaps to hide the shame. “I don’t know. I guess he might have.” She then let out a sob. “Probably, yes. I don’t know!”

Shit, Mu Lin, don’t tell them all that! 

But she was bad at keeping secrets even in the best of times, much less under duress. I blamed myself though. I’d gotten too sloppy. Too distracted by advancement and achieving my goals. I didn’t stop to consider how Sumatra might use Mu Lin against me like this.

I’d underestimated the bastard.   

“They say lightning never strikes the same place twice,” Hong Feng said, turning back to me. “But it would seem you have come out smelling like a rose after two of my operations have gone completely to shit. That’s not luck. That’s trickery.”

I put on a mask of [Indifference] and began cycling my Frenzy. It was getting close to do or die time. I’d gladly turn my entire being over to the Demon to lay all these bastards low, but I hadn’t counted on Mu Lin being here. 

I needed to risk my life to save hers instead.

But I’d have to break this stalemate first. 

“Now you ask him the question,” Sumatra said, prodding Mu Lin in the shoulder. “Ask him if he used that core to advance himself. Ask him!” 

“Chun please…” Mu Lin sobbed, tears falling from her swollen cheeks. “If you’ve used the core, just tell them. Just tell the truth. They said they’ll let us go if you do.”

What the hell? It sickened me to see them using her like this.

“Yes,” Hong Feng said. “Tell us the truth and we’ll let you both live.”

There was zero chance of that happening, but poor Mu Lin probably believed it. I had to stall for more time. Tapping into my fake lightning core, I began drawing in solid Qi.  

“Yes, I used the core,” I said. “In fact…I’m still using it.”

Dead silence hung in the air.

It wasn’t the full truth, but it was close enough.

A scowl crawled onto Hong Feng’s lips as his face contorted with rage.

“You little SHIT!” he screamed. “And here I thought you were something special! But you’re nothing more than a bloody thief!”

He flew across the room before I knew it, hammering me in the chest with a Flame-encased fist. I didn’t have time to blink much less raise my defenses. Not that I could raise them anyway, while prepping the [Faux Lightning] technique. 

I endured the agony of a rib cracking but kept my focus. I flew backwards into the line of Fire Birds behind me, who walloped me with punches and kicks of their own, sending straight back into Hong Feng.

“You tried to play me for a fool!” He railed on me again. “The Path of Furious Lightning? Utter bullshit!” He struck me closed-fisted across the jaw, making me see stars. I slammed hard into the ground and the world began to dim.

No… I told myself. Don’t pass out. You need to stay up!

A kick landed in my side, rolling me over onto my back. 

Hong Feng then came into view, juxtaposed against the ceiling.

“Trying to cheat me is the stupidest thing you’ve ever done in your entire pathetic life, Chun!” he shouted down at me. “But it will be the last thing you ever do as well. Beat the living shit out of him! Make his death painful and slow!”

History repeated itself yet again as the Fire Birds descended upon me with a fervor. Blood erupted from my mouth. My insides were crushed blow after blow, but still I maintained my focus with iron will of [Struggler’s Resolve].

I couldn’t die. Not yet,

Not until I saved her.

“Please stop!” Mu Lin screamed at the top of her lungs. “He told you the truth! Now please! Just let us go!”

“It’s time for you to go, alright,” Hong Feng said looking up at her, pure hatred in his eyes. “Sumatra, send that stupid little bitch to hell!”  

“What?” Mu Lin cried, sheer terror in her voice. “No, you promised! Please no!!”

She bucked and kicked against the giant as he leered down at her, her wrists firmly in his grasp. With his free hand Sumatra pulled a blade from his side. “Shame I’ve got to get rid of you like this. You were always my best handler. But you know too damn much now, girl.”  

“Sumatra, no! Please!!”

My heart stopped as he brought the blade towards her throat. 

There was no time left.

I had to act now! 

Bellowing an anguished cry, I thrust my hand into the air and released my [Faux Lightning] technique. The brilliant blue bolt sent a clap of thunder resounding throughout the room, striking Sumatra right in the chest.

The giant of a man hollered with shock and pain, falling backwards. The bolt wasn’t enough to kill him, but it was enough for him to release Mu Lin from his grasp. 

“Run, Mu Lin!” I cried. “Ru—!”

A heavy boot stomped me right in the jaw, sending blood flying. I barely caught sight of Mu Lin as she made a break for it, dashing towards the stairway leading to the upper floor. She got all of about four steps when Sumatra quickly recovered and then lunged forward with a savage kick.  

It connected with her stomach and sent her flying straight off the balcony with a horrific scream. My blood curdled as she tumbled end over end, falling headfirst towards the concrete floor three stories below.

“Mu Lin!!”

My mind came undone, my Flame consuming every fiber of my being.

I shot liquid Frenzy shot straight to my Jing and the world exploded in a fireball.

“[Burning Rage]!”

Time slowed as the last of my Frenzy sent a shockwave of heat and Flame slamming into the Fire Birds surrounding me. Not stopping, I willed my shattered body to move at superhuman speed, leaping through the viper’s nest of cultivators to catch Mu Lin. I did so just barely, cradling her fall as I slammed shoulder-first into the side of the concrete wall, cracking it with the force of my leap. 

The remnants of my fireball filled the air with thick black smoke. Half the cultivators had been thrown against the outer walls. A few even looked dead, I hoped. But Hong Feng seemed to only absorb the flames as his eyes grew wide with fury, his head swiveling about trying to track where I had gone.

I had to take advantage of the turmoil. 

It was now or never. 

I had to get Mu Lin out of here! 

Glancing upwards, I saw getting back to the upper level was impossible now. More cultivators were already running down the stairway, alerted by the lightning bolt or perhaps even the fireball. I looked for other options but could only see one.

The tunnel.

I dashed across the square to it with Mu Lin cradled in my arms, picking my way through the dazed cultivators. 

“Chun…” 

I looked down at Mu Lin as she coughed and wheezed, blood dripping from her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t worry about that now,” I said as I assessed her quickly. I wasn’t sure how hard Sumatra had kicked her, but she might have bruised ribs or worse. Either way, the both of us escaping down the tunnel was out of the question. She couldn’t move fast enough, and I couldn’t fight while carrying her. But more than that.

 I needed to kill all these guys to ensure they didn’t follow her afterwards. 

“Mu Lin, listen carefully,” I said as I lowered her inside. “This tunnel leads to the wilds. Follow it out and try to stay alive. I’m not sure how far it goes, but try to get out and back into the city before the Bloodmoon rises. Or just stay inside until morning if you can.”

“What? Chun, no! Come with me! They’ll kill you!”

“There’s no other way,” I told her. “When you get out, find Xi Xha. Stay with her. But don’t tell her about any of this! These people are powerful and I don’t know how far their influence stretches. Now go!”

I used the last of my strength to slam my fist into the roof off the tunnel. Knuckles and bone snapped as I brought down a ton of concrete and steel with a single Frenzy-fueled punch. As the debris settled, I could still faintly hear Mu Lin’s screams from behind the fallen stone and I shouted for her to run again.

I turned about to face my former sect mates turned adversaries. The chaos was waning and the cultivators from the upper floor had now regrouped to reinforce their fallen comrades. There had to be over thirty of them. I was truly facing certain death now. No way could I win this fight in my state. 

But it didn’t matter anymore. 

I would fight regardless.

Because they were all coming with me.

The thought stirred my inner Flame and I felt my strength returning, its color shifting brighter and bluer. 

Then something blurred in front of me, like heat distorting the air and suddenly I was standing face to face with Master Hong Feng. The bastard was grinning, his eyes bulging with psychopathic glee. 

A pain struck me in my chest like nothing I’d ever experienced before. A strange sound accompanied it, like gristle and bone popping and my entire body went limp. I looked down to see Hong Feng’s fist buried inside my chest. Then with a yank he pulled it out, clutching something pulsing within his palm. 

I stared with incomprehension as Hong Feng showed my own beating heart to me.

Holy shit...this can’t be real. 

“Fool,” he said. “Your stolen powers are nothing compared to that of a true demonic cultivator. I only wish I could kill you ten times over for all the shit you’ve caused.” 

His words struck like a condemnation as the ground rose up to hit me in the face.

The world grew still. 

I couldn’t move.

I couldn’t breathe.

I couldn’t feel.

And then the cold realization finally hit me. 

I had just died. 








CHAPTER 64










Master Hong Feng jumped on board the skiff along with three of his men, Sumatra already at the controls.

“Go, go!” he shouted. “We need to dump these bodies before the damn moon rises!”

The grey giant thrusted the craft forward with a touch of the rudder. The cultivators maintained their footing with martial stances as the skiff accelerated powerfully down the secondary tunnel, parallel to the one that was now blocked. The patchwork walls of the tunnel’s interior raced by at incredible speed, forming a mosaic of pipes, bricks, and cracked stone. 

Hong Feng finally looked down into the belly of the craft with a scowl, viewing the corpse of the man who had played him for a fool; the man who had cheated him twice over in the wild, a man who had killed both Yin Chu and Shen Ju as well as over a dozen of his disciples.

Or at least, that was what I imagined he was thinking when he stared down at me.

I was still dead.

Yet somehow not.

My eyes were glazed open, but I could still see through them, the same for my hearing. I was a prisoner inside my own body, a soul trapped within a corpse. The loss of all my faculties while remaining conscious was horrifying.

Claustrophobic.

Events played out around me that I had no control over, and I became a spectator to my own demise. I watched helplessly as they tossed the bodies of the Fire Birds I’d killed into the skiff and then threw my body next to them. I could feel nothing, only see and hear. 

What the hell was this?

I could still think though.

And I could still sense… something.

I willed myself to peer deeper inside my soul. 

A flicker of Flame was still there.

Weak, feeble…but it was generating just enough Frenzy to keep me from [Death’s Door].

Holy shit, that was it…

I summoned the verse in my mind’s eye.




[Death’s Door] – (internal) should you suffer a fatal wound, use concentrated Frenzy to replace any bodily function that is lost. 




I realized that this was what was happening to me now.

Except I’d never experienced it on this scale before. 

I was clinically dead.

I had no heart.

Yet somehow my Frenzy—or what little I had left of it—was still keeping my brain alive.

But for how long I didn’t know.

I couldn’t use my Frenzy for anything else.

I couldn’t move.

Couldn’t heal.

Perhaps my true death was inevitable still.

Hong Feng kept glaring down at me, his thoughts unreadable except what was written on his face. Even in death the man still hated me and for all I’d done to screw him over, I probably couldn’t blame him.

After a couple minutes of traveling through the tunnel we broke out into the open air. 

I couldn’t tell where we were. All I could see was a cloudless night sky above me. It was a beautiful sight. But danger would be coming with it soon.

And Hong Feng knew that.

The skiff stopped and the three cultivators that Hong Feng had brought with him jumped out. 

“Get to the exit of the other tunnel and work your way back,” Hong Feng commanded. “Find that girl and kill her!”

“Yes, master!” they replied in unison with short bows.

“Make damn sure you get her!” Sumatra echoed him. “I don’t need any of this shit coming back to me.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” Hong Feng chastised him. “She’s a damn mortal and my men are already unblocking the other side. We’ll trap her in between. She’s as good as dead. We need to worry about ourselves now. So hurry up!”

Sumatra got back on the controls and the skiff sped away.

The bastards…

If I could summon the will of my Flame, my hatred would be boiling over, but somehow all I could feel right now was grief. It was as if the Demon’s heart had been ripped out along with my own and only the Struggler was left to console me. 

Dammit, Mu Lin, I’m sorry…

I tried to think of if I could have done anything differently. Maybe I should have tried to get her up those stairs, instead of sealing her off inside that death trap of a tunnel. My mind reeled with the thoughts of what would eventually become of her when the Fire Birds finally found her inside.

Shit…

I wept with tears my body could no longer produce.     

I had failed her.

Grim reality set in as I finally accepted the truth. 

Mu Lin was already dead.




*	*	*




Mu Lin’s breath came out in short shallow gasps as she struggled through the darkness.

Her mind was reeling.

Her body wracked with pain.

Each step felt like her last.

She forcibly blocked her thoughts from reliving the nightmare she was still going through. Sumatra, the Fire Birds…Chun. She was beside herself with the horror from it all. The guilt. The pain.

“Chun why?” she whispered as tears rolled down her cheeks. “Why did this happen to us?”

She still couldn’t understand it all, but he’d just sacrificed himself for her.  

All because she couldn’t keep her big mouth shut.

A sob escaped her lips as she briefly gave into her grief and despair.

Chun...I’m so sorry. 

Pain struck her again, both within and without. 

So much pain.

No, she thought, steeling herself. Not now.

If Chun had sacrificed himself for her, then the least she could do was try to survive.

Mu Lin once again blocked out the trauma, her mind compartmentalizing itself.

She pressed on, step by step through the darkness, then sensed something ahead. 

Strong auras.

Three or four of them. 

Mid-Level Foundation practitioners at least.

The Fire Birds were trapping her inside the tunnel from both sides!

Her heart raced.

They were stronger than her. Faster than her.

And as savage as any creature she’d faced out in the wild.

Panic flooded her mind as she felt along the tunnel, seeking someplace to hide.

Nothing!

She kept pawing at the tunnel surface, looking for an opening as the Qi auras grew closer, the sounds of hurried footfalls coming with them. Fear gripped her heart in a vice. She’d be as good as dead when they found her. Mu Lin inhaled sharply as the light of flames emerged at the far end of the tunnel, shadows jumping like demons in the darkness.

There was nowhere left to run now.

Mu Lin froze in terror as the cultivators closed in.

She prayed to the heavens, holding her breath as to not make a sound. 

But inside…she screamed. 




*	*	*




The skiff slowed and eventually came to a stop. We didn’t land though. The skiff instead kept hovering at some unknown height in the air. Sumatra left the rudder and grabbed one of the charred and blistered bodies next to me and dumped it over the side. 

The snapping of tree branches preceded a loud thud a few seconds later.

From the timing of the sounds, I figured we had to be high above a forest canopy, perhaps a good hundred feet or more in the air. 

“Hurry it up,” Hong Feng said, grabbing a body of his own to toss over. “The Bloodmoon will rise soon.”

More snapping tree branches and thuds followed as they dumped the other bodies. 

Hong Feng finally got to me and then paused before spitting in my face. “Burn in the depths of hell, you worthless piece of shit!”

He hauled me up to toss me over the side when Sumatra suddenly stopped him. 

“Wait,” he said. “We might as well take back what the bastard stole.” He drew his knife and ripped open the bottom of my shirt, exposing the location of my Dantian. “At least we can salvage something from him, yeah?”

“Just make it quick,” Hong Feng said, looking warily at the night sky. “I can’t come under the effect of the Bloodmoon.”

“I know, I know,” Sumatra said, positioning himself over me. 

I couldn’t feel what he was doing exactly, but I could see his bulky shoulders moving back and forth as he sliced into my stomach. Reaching inside, Sumatra pulled out the lightning core and then suddenly my Flame roared to life inside of me.

It was as if a cork had been unstuck.

A valve opened. 

As my Flame burned bright and blue, fresh liquid Frenzy flowed from it to my Dantian and began feeding the rest of my oxygen-starved body through [Death’s Door]. Pinprick tingles of sensation came to my extremities, steadily building. 

What was going on?

But then I remembered.

The dampening effect of the core!

The full effect of my Dantian had been dampened by the lightning core once I placed the full thing inside of me. But now that it was removed, the full strength of my Flame had returned.

But now probably wasn’t the best time for it.

Pain was returning as well.

I channeled some of my precious Frenzy towards [Indifference] to maintain my corpse-like composure despite the growing pain. But for all the strength that was returning, I still had no heart, and perhaps no more blood to pump either. 

How long could I keep this up?

“Will you look at this thing?” Sumatra said, brows furrowed as he rolled the bloodied chunk of lightning core between his fingers. “It’s all pitted, like something’s been gnawing at it. And it looks like part of it’s been sliced clean off too.”

“Let me see that,” Hong Feng said, grabbing it from him. He stared examining it closely. “What in the hells? This core looks like it’s been [Absorbed].” He then looked down at me, the cogwheels turning behind his scowl again. “I think this bastard has indeed been lying to us. But not about what we think.”

“What do you mean?”

“Cut into him again!” Hong Feng shouted. “Look for a second core! Only demonic cultivation can achieve this!”

Oh shit…!

My Dantian was now the only thing still keeping me alive. 

If they cut that out…

Sumatra grabbed his knife again, but I refused to let it happen.

Summoning the full strength of my Flame, I fed concentrated Frenzy to my limbs and lungs. White-hot pain surged throughout my entire body as I sat upright and sucked in a huge gulp of air.

“Huuuuuurrrkkk!”

The sound I made was frightening, like something out of a horror film. 

Hong Feng and Sumatra both screamed at the top of their lungs, their eyes wide with terror. They threw themselves against the far side of the skiff to get away from me, oozing with fear. My movements were so sudden and violent that they kept screaming as I flopped like a fish until finally I managed to throw myself over the side of the craft.

Tree branches and shrubbery broke my fall as I tumbled end over end and then finally, I landed flat on my back with a resounding thud!

Air jetted from my lungs with another nasty sound, but it didn’t matter. My body was running mostly on Frenzy now anyway. But I could do little more than be still now––my reserves running low again from the sudden movement. 

Above me the screams of panic continued, until Hong Feng finally seemed to come to his senses.

“Shut up!” he bellowed at Sumatra who was still wailing. “Stop screaming, man! Calm yourself!”

“Did you not see that?” Sumatra yelled back at him. “Nine saints in hell! That bastard just came back to life with no damn heart!”

“Shut up!” Hong Feng said. “That’d be nothing if he is what I think he is.”

“Then what the hells is he then? A damn demon?”

Hong Feng didn’t respond right away. “I wonder….”

Shit, these guys were giving me more credit than I deserved.

But I’d take it.

And the Demon would return for them indeed.

Just the thought stoked my Flame, but there was little extra Frenzy to do anything besides keep my body alive. I still couldn’t move. Couldn’t heal. Even the fear I’d generated was hard to cultivate now. Hong Feng’s initial shock had worn off completely, replaced now with the faintest hint of lemonade. Sumatra thankfully was still pissing himself though.

“I don’t hear anything,” the big grey giant said from above. “Do you think that fall killed him? Can he even be killed?”

Hong Feng harrumphed. “Anything can be killed out here in the wild, but that’s not the point. The fool wasted a perfectly good opportunity. He could have made a powerful ally for our cause. But he has chosen death it seems.”

“You sure he’ll be killed?” 

“Do you wish to stay here to find out?”

“To hell with that shit,” Sumatra said, and I heard him stomping back towards the controls. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“I am curious about something though,” Hong Feng said.

“What?” Sumatra asked.

“I know what this moon would do to me…but I wonder what it would do to someone like him.”




*	*	*




Hong Feng’s words haunted me long after I heard the skiff depart.

Tense minutes passed as the cries of wild beasts and monsters began to fill the night. I was transported right back to being eight years old again, as if hearing them for the first time. The trauma that had caused was still at the spiritual root of my Dao and I felt every bit of it as the darkened forest began to fill with the eerie red glow of moonlight.

Overhead I finally saw it, the Bloodmoon in all its unmitigated glory. 

Instantly, a huge pressure fell on top of me, crushing me further into the ground.

Or that’s what it felt like anyway.

The pungent aroma of something odd yet familiar filled the air.

Dark Frenzy...

But this was nothing like what Hong Feng and his ilk produced before. It was raw and concentrated. Filled with chaos. I cried out as it fought against the burning of my Flame, trying to force itself into my already weakened Dantian.

Hong Feng’s words returned to me. 

He no doubt feared the moon for what it might do the demon core growing inside of him. 

But what would indeed happen if I let this dark energy inside my Flame?

Growls and horrid shrieks of beasts I couldn’t recognize grew closer, twigs and branches snapping under heavy footfalls as they closed in. Not more than a dozen feet from me, the grisly sounds of fangs ripping apart flesh chilled my skin as whatever it was began feasting on one of the bodies.

I would soon be next, I realized. 

Yet strangely, the thought didn’t bother me. 

My death was now certain.

But I had no fear.

Holy shit… I thought. I’d done it. 

I’d reached the next level of the [Death Mastery] technique.

I no longer feared certain death.

Something opened up inside of me and my Flame flared into the most brilliant of blue hues.

I expected to feel my strength return, to suddenly be able to rejuvenate myself and rebuild my body anew of a true Core Realm cultivator. But strangely I felt nothing. 

This couldn’t be right, I thought. 

But then slowly the truth revealed itself to me.

I huffed out a scoff.

“Just my damn luck,” I managed to wheeze between my blood-encrusted lips.

My breakthrough had occurred, but I lacked the Frenzy within to complete my ascension to the next realm. What little Frenzy I had was still being deployed to maintain my broken body.

And my Flame wasn’t generating any more either.

My Flame seemed at a standstill––locked in combat with the Dark Frenzy trying to invade my soul. I glared up at the oppressive red sphere in the night sky. It was as much a symbol of control and oppression as anything else.

 A curse placed here by the empire as an excuse to conquer us.

My ire stirred but it was barely enough to push back the dark energy, much less lead me to ascend.

 I needed more power. 

The Dark Frenzy of the Bloodmoon surrounded me like an ocean of chaos, a wealth of energy a hundred times greater than any my Flame had generated before.

What if I used it? I thought. But no… 

The Bloodmoon turned normal spirit beasts into demons, but as Hong Feng had correctly mused, what the hell would it do to a man who already had a demon living inside of him, like me? The words of my mentor came to mind. 

“Ensure the Struggler wrestles always with the Demon,” I whispered what Threja had said to me. “Without struggle there can be no true growth, only descension into madness.”

Would I lose myself if I did this?

Or had the Struggler suffered enough for me to retain some semblance of control?

I’d already lost my family.

My entire planet.

And now even Mu Lin. 

Just the thought of it spiked my anger and the need for revenge. 

But would it be enough?

And then a new thought occurred.

“What the hell am I thinking?” I said with a laugh. 

If I no longer feared death, then why the hell should I fear this moon?      

Without care I reversed the flow of my Flame, drawing the Dark Frenzy into me instead of pushing it back. The screams of a million demons filled my soul and I cried out in unison with them. The world turned a deeper shade of red as my consciousness shattered to pieces. The Dark Frenzy hit my Flame like crude oil being thrown into a jet engine, its color instantly shifting from brilliant blue to a deep red while belching thick volumes of black smoke.

But the power it gave was tremendous. It coursed through my meridians with such force, that it threatened to shatter them and when it finally hit my Dantian it immediately crystalized and formed a solid core.

I’d done it! I had created a solid core! I had ascended to the next Realm!

But the Demon within me didn’t care.

It raged. It craved vengeance.

It wanted blood!

Solid Dark Frenzy shot though my veins, filling them with new blood. It went to work, mending my broken flesh. Bone and sinew cracked as new veins and capillaries grew, new muscles and then finally, I felt the first beat of a brand-new heart within me.

I gasped with new life, blood finally circulating though my body once again. 

I leapt from the ground with a howl, my bones and fingers lengthening.

Blood and fangs ripped against my lips.

Horns grew from my head as my skin turned as red as the sky.

I stood as a giant amongst the trees, towering higher than I ever had before. 

My mind shrunk inversely and my view to the world became little more than a pinhole. 

Savage snarls filled the air, but I couldn’t tell if they were from me or from the dark, fearsome creatures I tore into with my teeth and claws. I could barely make out what they were. Mutated forms of bears, demons with spider like bodies but a human face for a head. Winged creatures the size of men that resembled bats. 

I tore through them all as they lashed at my skin with claws, whips, and chains.

The pain was delicious.

I reveled in it, cackling as I ripped some red-skinned demoness with bat wings in two.

The more sentient of the demons pointed at me as I absorbed their fear.

~Fiend of the Cursed Flame!~

The words more formed meaning in my mind than was spoken, all semblance of true intellect gone from me now. Blood and bone. Rip and tear. No sense of time remained. The pinprick view of the world grew yet smaller. 

I willed for the Struggler to keep it open.

Don’t lose control, I told myself. Don’t let me have made this entire journey in vain. 

I thought of my family.

Of Mu Lin…

But no.

I needed to struggle for the future as well.

Yu Li and Su Ling. 

The people of my square.

Fia…

I gained a new sense of control as the Struggler returned and I could finally see my Flame again. It was an ugly smoldering mess. The Dark Frenzy covered it like tar, the Flame nearly extinguished by all the impurities that had run through it. Then faintly I sensed something new. Something pure.

Pure Frenzy…

In my murderous haze I sought it out, running towards wherever and whatever it was. I fought through hordes of monsters and demons, now hundreds strong. My body was ripped and torn apart as they dug into my flesh, but my bloodlust wouldn’t allow me to fall. 

I’d be dead as soon as my Flame burned out though.

The hatred surrounding me was immense, the demons crying for my demise.

~Foul Frenzied Flame…~

~Cursed Fiend of the Flame…~

 I pushed in the direction of pure Frenzy to get away from them and the closer I got to it, the more it burned the tar from my soul. Stronger and stronger it got until suddenly, like breaking through a wall, I was free from all the demons. 

My face hit the ground as I collapsed. My soul breathed deeply, the air now free of the Dark Frenzy and the influence of the Bloodmoon. My body then suddenly succumbed to its wounds as the Struggler finally took back control.

“Gods be damned,” I cursed.

Every piece of me hurt like hell. 

Weakly, I turned about to see the army of demons had stopped dead in their tracks not more than a couple dozen feet from me. Red skinned, humanoid with fangs, claws and horns, eyes the color of midnight. They railed and hissed at me, cursing me in a guttural language that I could no longer comprehend.

They didn’t seem able to move beyond where they were though. 

It was as if I had reached the barrier.

Had I? Did I make it all the way back to the city?

I turned from the army of demons and crawled on my belly towards the source of the Frenzy. Agony came with each pull across the ground, but the closer I got, the more it burned away the tar consuming my Flame. But there was far more tar than Flame now.

Slowly, the Flame flickered as my eyes grew heavy and then finally it went out.




*	*	*




I woke to the brilliant light of morning, sucking in a lungful of air.

A scream rang out and I jerked upright, startled.

I regretted it immediately, my body rebelling against the sudden movement with a fistful of pain. I winced and fell flat on my back again, not even able to muster the power of [Indifference] to keep my reaction in check.

I was still outside in the wilderness, an open space surrounded by spruce trees. 

My head was foggy, nightmare images of the Bloodmoon’s influence still running through my mind. I wished it had indeed just been a nightmare, but the deep cuts and lacerations in my body said otherwise.

More memories resurfaced.

Hong Feng ripping out my heart.

Dying and then losing Mu Lin.

“A-are you okay?” a voice said. “How did you get here?”

I stirred at the unknown voice and then glanced to my side to find it.

Two women were standing there. Or a woman and a girl, perhaps. They were covered head to foot in what looked like deep green robes. I could barely make out their faces, but they appeared to be Terran. The girl looked close to Mu Lin’s age, with blond hair peeking beneath the hooded robe covering her head. The other woman resembled her, an older sister perhaps. 

I glanced down at my body.

I couldn’t move.

Closing my eyes, I checked on my Flame.

There was nothing there save a heaping pile of black tar.

Shit... 

I looked to the two women, who were still staring at me like I shouldn’t exist. 

And for all I’d been through, I probably shouldn’t. 

“Where am I?” I asked. I must have broken through the wall at some point and ended up in the farmlands. “Which gate is this?”

The two of them suddenly screamed and backed away from me. 

“You stay away from us!” the older woman yelled and picked up a mean-looking stick from off the ground. “Stay away or I’ll bash your head in!”

“Damn, take it easy, lady,” I said with a glare. “I couldn’t if I wanted to. Do you see the state I’m in?”

The older woman pushed the younger one behind her. “Stay back, Kelsey.”

“K’el Xi?” I said. “That’s a weird name.”

“Mom!” the younger one cried. “Mom, he just said my name!”

What the hell…?

Something wasn’t right here.

In fact, something was off about the both of them. 

“Wait a minute,” I said, struggling to sit back up and holding my palm towards them in surrender. “I just want to talk––”

“Mom!” the girl cried. “Mom, he’s doing something!”

“I said stay back!” the older woman screamed and then charged at me. 

She swung with her makeshift club, and I was too spent to even move as she clapped me right across the temple. I saw stars as my head fell back to the ground and the lights began to dim again. 

Damn it all to hell…

But then suddenly I figured it out—what wasn’t quite right about them.

Holy shit, I thought, as I drifted back off into unconsciousness.

They were both speaking English.

 





CHAPTER 65










I awoke to the sound of voices.

And darkness.

It took me a few seconds more to realized I was seated in a hard-backed chair and tied to it. A bag was over my head, coarse like burlap and smelling of mold. With only the slightest of movements I tested my restraints.

A wince of pain was my only reward.

Dammit…

I was so wounded it felt like I was mortal again. I couldn’t see through the bag, which meant it had to be black or something for how dark it was. I focused instead on my other senses and listened to the voices. They were raised and going back and forth and couldn’t be more than a dozen feet away.

Which meant they were probably looking right at me. 

I kept still and pretended to be unconscious as I listened, interpreting words I hadn’t heard for over a decade.

“…we can’t keep him like this forever!” 

A woman’s voice. Familiar.

“Why not?” a man responded, his tone aggressive. “Besides, this is your damn fault. You never should have brought him back here, Susan! He’s probably an insurgent!”

“We don’t know what he is,” the woman Susan said.

“A damn spy is what he is! You said he was speaking their language, wasn’t he? Right, Kelsey?”

A pause came before the girl, Kelsey, answered. “Yes, Sergeant Richards. He was speaking their language. At least I think so. It sounded just like the recordings.”

Recordings? What did that mean?

The man let out a curse. “Well, ain’t this a barrel of laughs. I can’t believe this shit.”

“Richards, he’s the first person we’ve seen outside of our colony in over ten years. This is important. It means something.”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. That something’s changed maybe?” 

Another pause.

“I don’t buy it,” Richards said. “You already hit him on the damn head, you should have just finished the job.”

“I going to take that as a joke,” Susan said with a huff. “You do remember I’m a doctor, right? I don’t care how bad things get. I swore an oath. Plus, I was only defending my daughter.” 

“So, what’s your doctor’s oath tell you about that, huh?” Richards said and I could imagine him lifting his chin towards me. “You ever seen anyone built like that before? And look at those wounds. How thick that skin is. This guy would be dead already…if he was human.”

Another uncomfortable pause.

I even wondered if I was still human after all this.

“Perhaps they experimented on him,” a new voice said, another woman, older still. “Before the fall there were reports of the invaders taking children. I didn’t know how true that was until now.”

“You think he was taken as a child?” Susan said. 

“All the more reason to get rid of him,” Richards said. “He’s obviously been brainwashed.”

He wasn’t too far from the truth with that one, I thought.

 “What do you think we should do, June?” Susan asked.

“Hey, she isn’t in charge!” Richards shouted. “This is still a damn military facility, and I am the highest-ranking officer here.”

“You’re not a damn officer, Richards,” the woman, June, chided him. “And the only reason you’re in charge at all is because Jim isn’t back yet. So hush it.”

I expected some kind of comeback from the sergeant, but he held his tongue.

It was a lot to take in at once, but I’d gathered much by just being quiet. I was in some kind of military installation, it seemed. And these people had survived the fall. I almost couldn’t believe it.

Real people.

Old Earthers who still remembered the world before it was steamrolled back into ancient China. People who still knew our culture. People like me. 

“I think we should care for him in the first instance,” Susan said. “At least until he is well. We can figure out what to do with him after that.”

“What? So he can kill us all?” Richards said. “You remember what those damn space japs did to us, Susan?”

Space-japs? I nearly laughed. That was a new one. Just plain wrong on so many levels.

But funny. 

“He looks like one of us, not them,” June said. “No matter what language he speaks, he’s still one of our own. Maybe he escaped from them somehow.”

“From where?” Richards said. “Did he fall out of the damn sky? We should just kill him now and be done with it!”

“Richards!” Susan said.  

He sighed. “You two aren’t military. You don’t understand. We’re at war here. You don’t know how the enemy thinks. He could be a plant. We’ve survived this long because we’ve stayed out of sight of those damn pagodas. And now we’re just going to welcome one of them into our stronghold? He could be sending them messages of our location now for all we know.”

“How Richards? You see some kind of communication device on him?”

“I don’t know! With their damn kung fu magic! Telepathy or some shit!”

This guy was all over the place. Not quite wrong, but again…funny.

Inwardly I sighed, though. This should have been a momentous occasion for me. To have found survivors from before the invasion. I never even thought it possible after so many years, yet here they were. Living miracles in the flesh and they didn’t even realize it. 

 They had knowledge that would be key to restoring the Earth. To fulfilling my dream. But I’d also lost a key part to that dream now as well.

My means of taking the Earth back.

Inwardly I looked to my gunk-ridden Flame.

Maybe trying to cultivate that Demonic Frenzy or whatever the hell it was, wasn’t such a good idea. Although it had caused me to ascend and had pulled me back from the brink of death, it had cost me my Flame itself.

Images of that nightmare flashed through my mind. Trauma I didn’t yearn to relive, yet something was important there. And then I recalled it.

Frenzy. 

I had sensed it amidst that cesspool of darkness.

It was cleansing me.

I needed to find it again.

But whatever it was, it wasn’t here. 

I sensed nothing.

But whether that was because it truly wasn’t here or that I had no Flame to sense it, I didn’t know. In either case, being tied up to the chair and thought of as a Yee spy wasn’t going to help me. And on top of all this, I still had people counting on me at home.

I couldn’t let them down,

Not like I did Mu Lin.

Just the thought of her caused my heart to ache. Innocent. So much potential. She didn’t deserve to have her whole life robbed from her like that. The thirst for vengeance and retribution then caused my heart to burn. I tensed, testing my bonds again. Were I my old self again, I would have broken them easily to set the tone for the conversation I was about to have.

But while I lacked the strength in body, I still had plenty in spirit.

Flame or no Flame.

“Enough talk,” I said stiltedly, the English words coming back to me slowly. “Time me speak.”

Damn, I sound like a frigging moron. Who’d have thought I could forget my own damn language? 

The voices abruptly stopped and silence filled the room.

“Yes,” I said. “I speak English. I one like you.”

“Holy shit,” Richards said. “Did he understand everything we just said?”

“Yes,” I answered for him.

“Alright, you three get out!” Richard shouted. “This is officially a military operation now. I need you to––”

“Richards, piss off!” Susan shouted and suddenly the bag was removed from my head.

Ugly yellow lighting strained my eyes. 

I had expected to be blinded by bright halogen lamps, finding myself surrounded by the austere decor of a military infirmary or brig, but instead I was in a small room lit only by candles. 

It was underwhelming and pathetic all at once.

I got a better look at Susan and her daughter Kelsey in the candlelight. Their hair was blond, but wild and matted. And their features were gaunt and sunken. Living skeletons that barely filled out the dirty green overalls they wore. The man Richards looked no better. Pale skinned, bony. He barely looked over thirty with a close-shaved head and a thick beard. The woman, Susan, looked a good fifteen years older than him with crow’s feet around her tired-looking blue eyes. 

The other woman, June, had to be in her sixties. Light brown complexion, wrinkled skin that was spotted with age. Her white hair was cut close to her scalp just like the sergeant’s and she wore a dingy gown or dress. The only thing worse than seeing them was their smell. With the bag removed, the scent of mold was replaced by the pungent aroma of unwashed bodies and filth.

And I thought the Native Housing District was bad.

These people were living in squalor.

Although at the moment I suppose I smelled no better.

“Tell us your name,” Susan said, having stepped back a few paces after removing the bag. 

I couldn’t sense what they were feeling anymore, but the looks on their faces said it all.

Fear. 

I was an unknown anomaly to them, with Richards thinking I was a Trojan horse. I needed to convince them I wasn’t a threat. Not that I actually could be one at the moment. Looking down at myself, my body was covered in bandages and some kind of robe. At least they had tried to patch me up. 

“Max,” I said. “That my…” I paused and tried again. “That’s my name.”

“Where do you come from?” Richards said, his tone sounding like an interrogation. “And how did you find us?”

“City name Jurin,” I said. “I think it name Chicago before. How I find you? Luck. I no expect find people here.” I cringed at my own words. I could remember them, but my grammar sucked. “Sorry. Long time speak English again. Sound like Yee.”

“Yee?” June asked. 

I smiled at Richards. “Space Japs. That Yee. How much you know about them? Anything?”

“We’ll ask the questions,” Richards said with a frown. “Tell us how you survived out in that forest. With those monsters and demons?”

No way could I answer that one. Not in a way they could comprehend anyway. There was only one thing I could say.

“Luck. I have big luck.” I cringed and tried again. “I was very lucky.”

I sighed, frustrated with myself. 

If there was one thing I could say for the Yee language, it was that it was efficient as hell. Communication stripped down to bare bones. No present or past tense, no extraneous words like is or the. Speaking proper English again was like putting on the brakes and cluttering things just to make it sound right.

It made me realized that if I was having this much trouble, I could only imagine how kids younger than me would feel trying to communicate with them. Most didn’t remember any English at all.

Richards looked to June. “I’m not buying that. That bastard’s hiding something.”

“Please,” I said. “I… am friend.” No wrong word. “Ally. The Yee my enemy too.”

“What did they do to you?” Susan asked, taking a step closer to me. “Your body is strange. Do you understand that? It’s different.” She then tapped her chest and raised her voice, speaking to me like I was deaf. “I’m a doctor. I listened to your heart. It sounds strange. Different. Too many beats.”

Shit… I thought. Was my heart actually different now?

I did regrow it using Dark Frenzy.

Was it mutated?

Too many beats? What the hell did that mean? Did I have a Demon’s heart inside of me?

She raised her voice again. “Can you understand my words?”

“Yes, yes,” I said, nodding. “No shout. Understand fine. Just… speaking hard… hard remember right word. Right….” I struggled again with my vocabulary. “Grammar.”

Susan nodded back and then lowered her voice. “I’m sorry. I understand.”

“How many of them are there?” Richards asked. “Do they control the city?” 

“Yes,” I said. “Millions.” I then thought of the greater empire. “Trillions. Control many stars. Planets.”

“Shit…” Richards whispered and then leaned his head back again the wall, looking defeated. He glanced back at me. “Is there any kind of resistance?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

His eyes widened at that, and the two women drew closer.

“There are people alive still fighting back?” June asked, a sliver of hope in her voice. “How many?”

I chuckled. 

“One,” I said. “Me.”

All hope vanished from their eyes.

“It okay,” I said smiling. “One enough. I very strong. Grow more strong soon. Free whole Earth someday.”

With that came awkward smiles and something that looked like pity.

They all nodded at me then, like it was a joke.

All except one.

The girl Kelsey, who had remained quiet this whole time, standing at the back of the room was staring at me intensely. A mixture of curiosity and skepticism on her face. 

I gave her a wink, and she turned her head quickly with a blush, caught staring.

The three adults in the room then retreated down the hallway for a huddle.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the conversation looked intense. A few minutes later they returned, and June spoke first.

“It’s hard for us to understand anything you are telling us,” she said, genuine compassion in her tone. “We’ve lived underground here in this bunker for over ten years now. You’re the first person we’ve heard of from the outside. It’s not that we don’t believe you. We just don’t know quite how to take you yet.”

“For that reason,” Richards said. “I’m still going to have you detained. But I’ve agreed to allow for Doctor Winters here to care for you in the infirmary. When the CO returns, he’ll decide what to do with you. It’ll likely be more questioning. But whether it’s a debrief or an interrogation will depend on how you conduct yourself in the next few weeks, understand?”

Weeks? I didn’t have weeks.

I counted the days in my head.

Assuming I had only spent a night out in that forest, there were only three days left until my showdown with Hein. And not to mention what I still owed Hong Feng. Just the thought of that caused my tar-encrusted Flame to smolder.

Dammit, I needed to fix this thing somehow.

Richards barked an order, and two more men dressed in military gear entered the room holding rifles. The women along with Kelsey stepped back, but Susan looked appalled.

“Is that really necessary?” she said.

 “You weren’t on the front lines, honey,” he said, glowering at me as he cut loose the zip-ties binding my arms and legs with a knife. “You never saw what just one of them space-jap bastards could do. Now get up slow like, understand?”

I returned the glower as I tried to stand. 

Pain rifled through me as I forced myself out of the chair. 

I resisted the urge to cry out, hissing through my teeth instead.

Had I my Flame I would have used [Indifference], but now I was under the willpower of the Struggler alone it seemed. The soldiers grabbed me under my armpits and began walking me out of the room. Richards led the way, as Susan and Kelsey followed behind.

Leaving the room, I noticed a faded sign that read “Brig”.

At least I hadn’t forgotten how to read, I thought. 

We exited into a larger corridor that was illuminated with dull orange lighting from faded overhead lamps. What had to be over a hundred people were pressed against the walls, gawking at me in dead silence. I could barely make them out clearly in the dim lighting but what I saw was the raw face of humanity that I recalled from my past.

People. Old people my parents’ age and older. Kids. Some toddlers even.

Every race and creed you could think of.

They all looked at me the same way though.

Faces filled with fear, incomprehension, and mistrust.

“No need to gather here!” Richards shouted. “This is military business! You civilians need to disperse!”

But no one listened to him, too captivated by the prisoner on display.

The wild man from the forest who spoke Space Jap.

Or so I imagine the rumor mill must have been running about me thus far.

I tried to make sense of how so many people had survived underground for so long. Especially in these conditions. This wasn’t a sanctuary. It was a damn dungeon. The thought sparked more smoldering. The empire had done this to them, entombed them on their own planet, but at least they had survived.

I felt my purpose deepen as I looked into each and every face I saw.

A face worn down by hardship, pain, and the loss of hope.

Yet still they hadn’t given up.

Saving the block back home and establishing the Terran sect within Yee society was one thing. That was more like tilling the soil. But this…this was the true seed of humanity that I needed to save.

A dying ember that I had to protect and nurture at all costs.

This was cultivation of a different kind.

I felt something open up inside of me as the understanding of my Dao deepened.

The struggle had just gotten harder, but saving the future of humanity just took one huge step closer to becoming a reality. I’d built a home back in Jurin and now I had the people to fill it. Still one more problem existed.

For any of that to happen—I had to recover my Flame. 
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I spent the next day in the infirmary, handcuffed to a dirty hospital bed.

It was a small space, fit for only three beds, but as I was the only person within it, it didn’t feel too confining. A single guard was posted on duty outside the closed door, but it seemed his purpose was to mostly keep nosy people out rather than me in. That job instead fell on Doctor Winters, or the woman I had come to know as Susan.

After a pain-ridden and mostly sleepless night, I was awoken by her to tell me that it was now morning. Of course, there was no way for me to actually tell what time of day it was, given that we were underground. She came with her daughter, Kelsey, who brought me some food in a small bowl. I couldn’t identify what it was. It looked like brown slop and tasted as good as it looked.

But I was so ravenous it didn’t matter.

After forcing it down, they left me alone for a few hours and I used the opportunity to try and cultivate. Unfortunately, as I meditated, I found that looking into my soul was like looking into the ashes of a long-dead kiln. 

My Flame, or at least, where my Flame used to be, was a solid lump of black tar. 

What little resentment and angst I could summon from my memories was barely enough to warm it, much less cook it off. But it told me something. My Flame was still there. Technically speaking, anyway. I just had to cleanse it.

And for that, I needed to find the source of that Frenzy.

Could it be one of the people here perhaps?

But no, that wouldn’t make sense.

I should have sensed something if that were the case.

Giving up on cultivating, I then decided to get some mental exercise by digging up the long-dormant rules of language when it came to English. If I wanted to get these people to trust me, I had to start speaking like I was one of them again. I made a mental game of it through my mind’s eye, opening up the Basic Cultivation manual on one hand and a blank sheet of paper on the other. 

I then began translating, shoving in the extra words and rearranging the sentences for the concepts to make sense in English. I got about a third of the way though when my brain finally fizzled out. By that time however, I had practiced most of the grammar rules enough that it came to me naturally again. 

I then thought about what else still lay ahead of me. 

I still had to face Hein in only two days now. Two days left to somehow fix myself and get back to Jurin. Although I had no idea how far away that even was. That nightmare episode out in the wild was still just a hazy fog. I had literally no idea how far I had travelled while in that state or how long I had been under it.

The only thing I knew for sure was that I’d come inches away from losing my soul and sanity in the process. The other thing I knew, was that true demons hated the living shit out of me—or whatever the hell I truly was, I supposed.

Maybe I was some sort of mockery to them or a turn coat of some kind.

Whatever the case, the feeling was mutual.

I could still see them in my mind’s eye. Red-skinned humanoids that resembled humans but not quite. Tall, pointed ears, horns, claws, wings. I realized I was perhaps one of the few living people to ever see the terrors of the wild at night and live to tell about it.

It made me wonder if Threja had truly ascended or not, or if she too had transformed into some kind of monster, losing herself to the night. I prayed that wasn’t the case. If I had transformed into a wild demon beast at my cultivation level, I could only imagine what she would have become.

I hoped her struggles were strong enough to keep her grounded as mine did.

That truly made me appreciate the fine balance of my Dao.

The Demon was easily fed, but the depth of my pain and struggle was the true limit of my power. To go beyond it was to lose myself to madness indeed. 




*	*	*




By late afternoon, Kelsey and Susan returned, bringing me something more to eat.

It was the same foul-tasting gruel, but this time it came with a small piece of meat.

“What is this?” I asked, picking it up.

“You probably don’t want to know,” Kelsey said. “But it’s all we got.”

“You should feel grateful too,” Susan said as she fussed about me, checking my vitals with her stethoscope. “Protein is hard to come by. I had to go toe-to-toe with Richards to allow you even that much.”

I nodded and bit into whatever it was. It was gamey and half rotten, but for the sake of what Susan had just told me I kept it down. 

“Still can’t believe this,” Susan said, eyes distant as she pressed the stethoscope to my chest. “Never heard anything like this before.”

“My heart you mean?”

She looked down at me with a furrow on her brow. “Has anyone ever performed surgery on you?”

“Only myself,” I said with a grin. “A couple times.”

“What?”

“Never mind.” I didn’t need to be elaborating about that kind of crap. But there were tons of other things I wanted to know. “I have a question for you, though. If you don’t mind.”

She inadvertently glanced towards the open door where the guard was posted, but the man didn’t seem to be paying attention. “Go on…” 

“Richards said your leader guy wouldn’t be returning for weeks. How is that possible? Is he able to survive out in the wild somehow?”

“He’s not out in the wild,” Susan said. “You’re the only person who’s ever done that.”

“So where is he then? Where’s he gone for weeks?”

“He’s trying to get back to the other base,” Kelsey answered for her. “Cause food’s running out.”

“Other base? You mean there are more?”

My hopes for a revived Earth suddenly increased, but the enthusiasm on my face must have spooked Susan, because her countenance changed, becoming guarded. “I don’t think we should discuss this anymore. This place is still run by the military and I’m just a civilian. Jim will have these conversations with you. My job is to just make you healthy again.”

“I understand,” I said. 

I needed some way to break through to her though. To win her trust.

But how?

Focusing on the problem brought a passage from the orb back to the front of my mind.




On Empathy…

Think not, dear kindled, that your strength lies only in your fury. While fury is what is beheld by others, your true strength lies in your empathy. Your ability to sense the pain, fear, and anger of others can be your greatest asset.

   

If I still had my Flame, perhaps I could try evoking her [Sorrow and Pain]. But there were other more mundane ways to apply empathy. The first step was to make her realize that I wasn’t a monster. Despite what her damn stethoscope was telling her.

“I was only eight when the invasion happened,” I said. “I can still remember every second of that night clearly in my mind.” I then went on to describe what I had experienced to the both of them. Like magic, Susan’s guard dropped as the story no doubt stirred memories of her own. The initial uncertainty and confusion. The god-like figures on the TV screen wielding unfathomable power. But it was the last bit that got her eyes to shimmer on the brink of tears—seeing my family disappear into the darkness for the very last time.  

“I was lucky in the end,” I said once I had finished. “I was taken just old enough to remember who I was. Most of my peers were around Kelsey’s age. They barely remember a thing from the old world.”

A pause lingered and then Kelsey said, “I guess that makes me lucky too then. They never took me. Mom had already brought us down here. I don’t really remember any of it though.”

I smiled at her. “I suppose you’re right.”

“What’s it like out there?” Kelsey asked. “On the surface world. You said there are still cities?”

“Kelsey, no,” Susan said, shaking her head. “We need to leave those kinds of questions for Jim and Richards.”

“But Sergeant Richards is a dumbass,” Kelsey said. “You said so yourself!”

“Shush!” Susan said in a hushed whisper, glancing back towards the door. “You’re not supposed to repeat things like that.”

“It’s ok,” I said. “I’d tell them the same thing I’d tell you. I have nothing to hide.”

“Please, Mom?” Kelsey said, looking up desperately at her mother. “I’m just curious. And don’t tell me you aren’t too.”

Susan sighed and then turning about, she went to the door. 

“Need to perform an examination,” she said and promptly closed it before the guard could even respond. 

“Alright,” she said, sitting in a chair opposite the hospital bed. “You can tell us.” She then turned to her daughter who was seated on the bed next to me. “But Kelsey, don’t go repeating any of this, you understand? I don’t want it to get around. No one is supposed to ask him questions until Jim comes back.”

“Okay,” Kelsey said. “But what if he doesn’t come back?”

“Don’t think like that. They always come back.”

“Come back from where?” I asked.

“The sister base to this one,” Kelsey answered. “We have—”

“Hey,” Susan said, cutting her off. “The deal was he tells us his story. Not the other way around. So go on then, Max. Tell us what the world is like out there.”

It made me smile to hear her say my name. Right pronunciation and everything. It was something I couldn’t appreciate until now. Even I had been calling myself something akin to Mak instead of Max, as the closest Yee equivalent.

I started telling them about the city and how we humans were now called Terrans. I explained how the Emperor and the Yee imperial family had basically ruled the entire galaxy for some 14000 years—or as much as I knew of what the galaxy was anyway. That led to the obvious question of lifespan which gave me the perfect segue into explaining cultivation.

Using the newly translated pages fresh in my head, I read to them the first few chapters of the fundamentals manual, which gave an overview of how the raw energy of the universe could be drawn into oneself and cultivated as Qi. I listed the benefits that went along with it, even at just the base Foundation level. Perfect health and virtually no disease. A body that could do the work of ten people. And at the higher ends, full-blown magic kung fu and immortality.

When Susan asked how all that was even possible, I explained the precepts of martial training and conditioning. I told them how we at first were all sent to Foundation school, force fed Yee and then taught the basics of cultivation. I actually couldn’t appreciate it at the time, but after my recent studies, I also explained that it wasn’t always this way, and that the empire provided this base level of cultivation to all its wards.

In ancient times, only the sects and royal families held the secrets to cultivation and most people remained mortals. But by granting the gift of cultivation, the Yee empire succeeded where many other dynasties had failed. The Yee empire survived through colonization. Dangling the carrot of citizenship and immortality to even the lowest of mortals.

Hell, even I had done it.

It made rebelling all that much harder.

The yoke was just tight enough to indenture you to service, but not choking enough to force the life-or-death decision to fight back against your oppressor. The bastards were smart that way, but they hadn’t counted on a bastard like me.

“It all sounds like make believe,” Susan said. “I mean, I saw some of those things during the attack. And we still have some recordings that we watch each year to remember. But even watching them, none of it seems real.”

“Oh, it’s real,” I said. “Very real.”

“Can you cultivate?” Kelsey asked, looking completely wide-eyed now. “Can you do that kind of magic?”

I chuckled. “I… used to be able to. Can’t right now.”

Susan let out a laugh and almost looked relieved. “Now that’s how you end a tall tale. Right to the punchline and then a complete cop-out when it comes to proof.”

I felt slightly insulted, but she said it with mirth and not malice. Plus, I couldn’t make a big thing of it anyway. I was still trying to win their trust.

Kelsey however looked disappointed. “I was hoping it was real.”

“It is,” I said. “I just used up all my power surviving in the forest.”

“Will it come back?” she asked. “Your power?”

I smiled at her. “I don’t know…I hope so. I have a lot of people back home who are depending on me and my power, or really bad things might happen to them.”

“Bad like what?” Kelsey asked.

“I won’t go into details,” I said. “But people’s lives are depending on me.”

“So will you get them back?” she said. “Your powers?”

Heavens bless you, Kelsey. She was asking just the right questions. 

But I had to play it cool not to spook them off.

“I might,” I said. “But I’m going to need to find something first.”

“Find what?” Susan asked.

Here it was. My opening. 

“Something that will give me back my powers,” I said. I read her expression, which was still somewhat confused. “The place where you found me in the forest. There’s something there that I need... something that I think can help me. Do you think you could take me back there again?”

 I knew I had pushed too far when her eyes grew cold.

“This conversation is over,” Susan said and stood grabbing Kelsey’s hand. “I will treat you kindly, but I will not be manipulated. For all the stories you’ve told, I have no idea what’s truly going on inside that mind of yours—or that body.”

“Susan, I’ve been completely honest with you, I swear.”

But her expression remained unchanged as she shook her head at me. “There are things about you that just don’t make sense. Like how you were speaking broken English yesterday, but now you sound like a damn native.”

“I am a native,” I said. “Please don’t take anything I’ve said to mean I’m trying to—”

“Let’s go, Kelsey,” she said. 

“But, Mom, he’s just trying to save—”

“I said let’s go!” she snapped, and Kelsey hopped off the adjacent hospital bed with a scowl. Susan made for the door, but Kelsey turned around to give me a sad little wave, as if to apologize.

I waved back at her and nodded, trying to communicate that I understood.  

With that they left the room, Susan slamming the door behind her.

Shit… I thought.

I went and pushed it too far indeed.

I should have been more patient instead of just flat out asking for their help like that. But I was getting desperate. I had spent a whole day trying to fix my body and soul, with nothing worthwhile to show for it. I was stiff as a log and every move I made caused pain. 

Oh well. I still had two days left, I thought. There was always tomorrow. 

But then what happened after that?

A deep darkness crept up inside of me, as I faced what could very well be the reality of my situation. I was trapped deep underground as a wounded mortal with no means of escape. And in two days’ time, Hein would show up with Li Fet to exact his vengeance.

And when he didn’t find me, he would take it out on the whole square.

Anguish curdled my stomach with sickness. I could only imagine what he would do to Yu Li and even Gui Zu, who would no doubt rush to defend her. And then there was even Jian Yi and the rest of the neighborhood to consider. The girl had finally put all her faith in me, but if I didn’t show up to that match… I would validate every despicable thing she’d ever said about me.

“I’ve really gone and screwed things up,” I said, a tear running down the corner of my eye. If I had maybe played my cards a bit smarter. Not chosen to save Fia, which had inadvertently sacrificed poor Mu Lin. Those bastards Sumatra and Hong Feng even knew my secret now too. Even though they thought I was dead.

Still, I wanted to kill them both.

Make them pay for what they’d done.

But what could I do?

There was no hope.

There was no time.    

Sadly, I looked to my new surrounds and envisioned that perhaps this was where my Flame was ultimately leading me. A last bastion of mankind. I could heal in time. Convince them of my loyalty. Hell, I could even make a new home here.

But all of it felt hollow now.

No matter what I did, unless I made it home in two days…everything I worked so hard for would simply die. 








CHAPTER 67










Yu Li frowned quizzically at the envelope sitting on her doorstep.

It was still early morning, before even the sun was up. Su Ling had woken her much earlier, hungry as always. After feeding her, Yu Li had put her back down to sleep, and as she had committed herself to doing for the last few days, was about to head out onto the porch for morning exercise and cultivation. 

After deciding to utilize the spirit stone Chun had given her, Yu Li was still working on cultivating the full concentration of Qi from it, and as he had hinted, she felt her inner strength growing steadily each day from it. Perhaps in time, she would have enough Qi within her Dantian to attempt a breakthrough into the Foundation Realm.

So, like every morning for the past few days, she had risen early to practice cultivation while Su Ling slept. This morning however, it came as a bit of a surprise to find an envelope at her door.

Especially so early.

Had someone delivered it late last night perhaps?

Curiosity piqued, Yu Li picked up the envelope and checked to make sure the address was correct and sure enough it was. Even more so, she recognized the handwriting. She’d know those sloppy characters anywhere. 

“What the heck is this, Chun?” she muttered as she examined it further.

And why send me something through the mail?

The envelope was stamped with an official imperial seal and no doubt that was the reason why it was left so plainly. Only a fool would risk the empire’s wrath by stealing an officially stamped document.

That only piqued her curiosity further. 

Opening it, Yu Li found an identification card with Chun’s face on it and a half dozen other documents written in fine imperial print. 

What is all this?

After taking a moment to shuffle through them, Yu Li finally understood what she was looking at.

“By the heavens,” she whispered. “He actually did it…”

Peeking back into the house quickly for Su Ling, Yu Li made sure the infant was still asleep before heading quickly down the balcony to Chun’s apartment. She rapped on the door and a few moments later, Gui Zu answered. His towering frame nearly blocked the entire doorway as he greeted her with a short bow and sleep-ridden eyes.

“Sister Yu Li?” he said. “You’re up so early.”

“Gui Zu, look!” she said excitedly.

 He rubbed his eyes before squinted at the papers. “What is this?”

“Look and see,” she said. “And I told you to stop calling me sister. I’m Chun’s sister, not yours.”

“Apologies,” he said and smiled at her with his crooked teeth. “Miss Yu Li.”

Yu Li grinned at her title. She had to admit, she found Gui Zu handsome despite his teeth. The smile had grown on her just as Chun said it would. 

 “Su Ling is asleep, so I need to get back quickly. Tell me what you think of this. Did Chun really become a citizen and create a new sect?”

He looked over the papers, shuffling them in his hands. “Looks like it to me.”

Yu Li was beside herself for a moment. Growing up with Chun, half the things he said and did bordered on idiocy most times. And she had to admit, when he had first mentioned becoming a citizen and buying the entire housing block, she counted the endeavor as one of them. But now, here in her hands was proof. He’d done it. He’d actually gone and done it! But one serious question still remained. 

“Why would he send this to me?” she said. “Plus, I haven’t even seen him in days.”

“I haven’t either,” Gui Zu said, scratching the back of his head. “Not since his last match at the tourna…”

His words trailed off and Yu Li squinted at him. Was he hiding something? 

“The what?” she asked.

“Never mind,” he said. “He probably just sent it to you for safekeeping. Those are important documents and he’s staying in a rough part of town. Probably doesn’t want them stolen.”

Yu Li twisted her lips to the side considering it. It sort of made sense, she supposed, but she still didn’t like it. 

“Well, I don’t feel too comfortable holding them either.”

“We should probably tell Jian Yi about them.” 

“What? Jian Yi?” Just the mention of her name caused Yu Li’s stomach to sour. “Why her?”

Gui Zu laughed. “You should see your face. It’s turning red.”

Yu Li fumed inwardly.

“Well, that bitch slapped me. I don’t like her.”

Gui Zu smiled. “I get it, but she is trying to make amends you know?”

“I know, but still. I don’t have to like her. Why do we need to tell her about this?”

“She mentioned to me that Chun was planning this,” Gui Zu said. “Starting a sect for Terrans.”

“What? She told you that?” 

What the heck was going on here? 

“Chun never even told me about that,” she said. “And since when are you and Jian Yi friendly?”

Gui Zu laughed with his deep gentle laugh. “I’m friendly with everybody, Yu Li. You know that. And she’s not as bad as you think. She really does feel bad about what she did too.”

That still didn’t make her feel any better.

“Anyway,” Gui Zu said. “Jian Yi said forming this sect would be important to standing up to Hein when he comes. She was waiting on Chun to create it. We should probably let her know that he has.”

Yu Li rolled her eyes. “Is it really necessary?”

“Well I don’t really know what else to do with these,” Gui Zu said, handing the documents back to her. “Do you?”

Yu Li pouted. 

She didn’t really have an answer.

“Fine… okay,” Yu Li said, resignedly. “We’ll go see her. But later. Right now, I need to get back to Su Ling.”




*	*	*




The endless ranks of demons and monsters surrounded me on all sides.

My vision of them was but through a pinhole before, but now I was seeing them fully with my naked eyes. Mutated raplings, three times their normal size, with red skin and spikes fought against the demons that herded them like cattle. The demons themselves were armed like warriors. Crude and rusted weapons in hand, bodies brimming with Demonic Qi and Dark Frenzy. 

A shrill human cry rose above the din of chaos around me.

I ran towards it, cutting my way through the hordes of demons with my axe.

The scream came again.

Mu Lin!

Tearing through the demons I finally found her.

Standing atop a mound of corpses, she was being held captive by Sumatra and Hong Feng. The big, gray giant of a man was holding Mu Lin from behind, his thick forearm crushing her throat in a headlock. Hong Feng was transformed. His head was as large as a person, his body a serpentine mass of writhing black limbs and tentacles. The other demons recoiled from him as dark energy pulsated from his rotten core. 

He opened his mouth and like a snake, his jaw unhinged to create a monstrous maw filled with needle-like teeth. He swallowed Mu Lin’s legs like a belrug and bit her in half at the waist. She cried out sharply in terror and pain, but then her scream was cut short as he severed her spine. 

Her insides spilled out as Sumatra cackled gleefully. 

“My best damn handler!” 

My stomach was sick. Abject horror filled my mind as Hong Feng continued to devour her whole.

I stood helpless to stop him.

She was gone.

Mu Lin was gone.

A cold emptiness filled me.

I had wanted to save her, but I had no strength.

I wanted to feel hate and anger, but I had no Flame.

Darkness enshrouded me as the Struggler took hold.

“Is this as far as you’ve managed to come, Max?”

The voice came from behind me and when I looked over my shoulder I had to crane my neck upwards to see who it was. There was Threja, even taller than I remembered her. Her blue skin had transformed to red, her battle scars morphed into a suit of Frenzy-fueled, celestial armor that hovered inches above her skin. 

“Big sister,” I said. “How are you here?”

“I’ll always be here for you, little brother. What ails you so?”

The demons around me vanished into the backdrop as I found myself back outside the wall with Threja again. It was as if no time had passed at all. The night before she headed off into oblivion.

“I’ve lost my Flame and I can’t protect the ones I love.”

I looked to the ground and saw Mu Lin’s body there—bitten in two by Hong Feng.

Bile rose up in my throat as I finally let out a sob.

It was the first time I had truly grieved for her.

“I failed her,” I said. “I got her killed. And now so many more will follow.”

“Did you not think this could happen?” Threja said, kneeling down to look me in the eye. “The path we tread will be filled with grief…not only for ourselves, but others.”

“I understand,” I said and faintly the anger began stirring in my heart. “I want to avenge her.”

Threja nodded. “And I’m sure you shall…in time. But is that all you want? Retribution?”

The question stared at me from the darkness and that same sense of emptiness consumed me. 

“I didn’t want her to die,” I said. “I don’t want to lose any of them.”

Threja was silent for a moment, studying me and then finally she stood.

“You’ve chosen to add even more difficulty to your path, it seems,” she said. “Few Berserkers choose to protect as well as follow their rage. There may come a time when you will have to choose between protecting those you love and fulfilling the vengeance in your heart. Are you prepared to make such a choice?”

“Am I making that choice now?” I asked. “Or has the choice already been made for me? If I can’t save Yu Li and Su Ling, will I be doomed to only avenge them, the same as for Mu Lin?”

Threja grimaced. “Only fate will tell.”

“Can’t I do both?” I asked.

But she was no longer listening to me now. Turning, she slowly waded off into the darkness.

“Farewell, Brother Max.”

“Wait!” I shouted. “Please tell me! Can’t I do––”

“Seek not an answer for what you know is true,” she said, glancing back over her shoulder at me. “Only you can control the Fla—”

  

I awoke with a sudden jolt, pain instantly filling me.

“Ah---!”

A hand covered my mouth as I released a cry and in the semi-darkness, I saw Kelsey’s face staring back into my own.

“Don’t scream,” she whispered and slowly I began to regain my composure, the remnants of the twisted nightmare receding from my mind. It had felt so real, yet now in the waking world, I could see that all it was, was a dark reflection of my own traumas tormenting me from within my own mind. I vaguely became aware that Kelsey was speaking to me again.

“I’m going to remove my hand now, okay?” she said and paused for some kind of confirmation of understanding.

When I finally nodded, she did so.

“What time is––?”

“I only have one question,” she said, cutting me off. “If I help you to get back to that place out in the forest, to regain your powers, will you promise to take me to the city?”

I searched her eyes. She was determined, convicted. 

But I couldn’t lie to her either.

“I won’t promise you when,” I told her truthfully. “But when the time is right. I will.”

It clearly wasn’t the answer she was looking for, but wobbling her head to the side, she resignedly accepted with a shrug. 

“Fine,” she said. “Now you can scream, okay?”

“Wha––?”

Before I could comprehend what she was saying, Kelsey jabbed both her hands into the side of my ribcage.

“AHHHHHH!”

“Doug!” she yelled. “Doug, come quick!”

The infirmary door flew open and the guard came in from outside. His eyes were wide with panic as his hand reached for the gun at his side. 

“Kelsey, get back! Get away from him!”

“He’s having a seizure!” Kelsey said. “Go run and get my mom! Quick!”

The guard hesitated for a moment confused, his mind caught between indecision.

“Go! He’s going to die!” 

“Alright, alright!” he said and promptly left the room.

As soon as his footfalls retreated down the hallway, Kelsey stopped pressing into my side and then produced a small key from her pocket. 

“I stole this from my mom,” she said as she undid my handcuffs from the railing on the side of the bed. “Now we have to move fast, okay?”

Holy shit… I thought. This girl was pretty hardcore.

I nodded. “I’m right behind you.” 

Getting up off a bed I hadn’t left in two days was murder. I felt unbalanced and I could barely feel my legs. Kelsey steadied me like a crutch as she threw my arm over her shoulders. 

“Damn you’re heavy,” she said. “Come on, we have to get to the outer hatch before he reaches my mom.”

I looked around, bewildered. “How did you even get past him to see me?”

“I told him my mom sent me to give you an early breakfast,” Kelsey said. “Once he wakes her up though, all hell’s going to break loose. So we need to be out of here by then.”

I nodded and redoubled my efforts to hobble down the corridor with her. The dim lighting played tricks on my eyes, caught in that state between being too bright for night vision and too dark to actually see. It seemed to have no effect on Kelsey however, who navigated as if not relying on sight at all.

“How much time do we have?” I asked.

 “The habitat floors are on the bottom level, four floors down,” she said. “It’ll take him maybe ten minutes to climb down there to get to her. A minute or two for panic and confusion and then they’ll sound the alarm. We need to be good and gone by then.”

“What time is it now? Is it day?”

“It’s right before dawn,” she said. “Come on. We’re on the top floor. The hatch isn’t too far.”

I endured the bite of pain with each step, shuffling down the seemingly endless maze of darkened corridors. Whoever built the place must have designed it for hundreds of personnel, each corridor wide enough for a forklift to drive down. Finally, we came to a room that resembled an airlock. A hefty door with a wheel, like something you’d see on a submarine was on both sides. 

“Put one of these on,” Kelsey said and threw me a green robe. 

I looked at it more closely and realized it was the same robes that I saw she and her mother wearing when they found me. Except they weren’t exactly robes, they were camouflage ponchos made of plastic or nylon.

The thing was too small, but I made it work, stretching it over my bruised body.

I helped Kelsey close the inner hatch and then she barricaded it further from the inside, jamming a mop handle through the wheel.

“That’ll buy us a bit more time,” she said. “Are you ready?”

I nodded. “Thank you for doing this.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” Kelsey said as she worked the wheel and opened the hatch to the outside world. “You still have to prove to me that you have magic.”








CHAPTER 68










Jian Yi’s light brown eyes shifted back and forth as she studied the documents.

Yu Li watched her with a mixture of contempt and awe. She didn’t like this girl, but she had to admit, Jian Yi seemed to know what she was doing. Yu Li had tried reading through the documents earlier, but many of the characters she didn’t even recognize.

Jian Yi however seemed to be reading it with ease. 

She and Gui Zu had met with her in the middle of the square and now she was spending close to twenty minutes reading every single line of characters on the papers. It was still early morning, but the crowd from breakfast had cleared out, leaving the square mostly empty where the three of them were now sat around a table––four, if you included Su Ling, who played with a pair of chopsticks in her lap.

Yu Li gave a questioning glance to Gui Zu, but the big man only shrugged.

After another few minutes, Jian Yi finally set the papers down.

“Well, I have to hand it to him,” Jian Yi said. “This is all legit. Chun’s done it. He’s established himself as a B-class citizen and created a new sect.”

Yu Li lowered her brows with irritation. Maybe this girl wasn’t as smart as Yu Li thought she was.

“It took you all that reading just to figure that out?” Yu Li said with a huff. “Even I knew that much at a glance. We already know he created a sect, but what does it mean for us? Can we use this to stop Hein?” 

“It will help,” Jian Yi said, either ignoring or not perceiving the dig at her. “But Chun already cut that deal with Hein in front of an Imperial Guard. An unofficial Trial by Might. It’s not enforceable by the throne, but it carries much weight in terms of face.”

“Which means what?” Yu Li asked again.

“It means the match must still take place,” Jian Yi said. “But this officiates it somewhat more so now. As a B-class citizen, the results will be binding. And Chun is officially representing all of us now as both Leader and Warden of the Terran Sect. In effect, the threat Li Fet made to triple our rent is being challenged by Chun, with Hein as Li Fet’s proxy and Chun as our advocate. Li Fet may think twice when he sees this because it will mean he will legally lose his property under the law if Chun wins. Before, even if he lost, he would have been able to weasel his way out of it by merely suffering a small loss of face by reneging on the agreement. And for a man like him, with too little face to lose to care, he probably would have. But now, he’d be dead to rights in the eyes of not only his peers, but the law.”

“How do you know all this stuff?” Gui Zu asked.

“Because I study the law,” Jian Yi said. She then took one of the papers, which had an imperial seal made of silver and waved it in the air. “And with this, I can now aim to become even a magistrate someday if I wish.”

“What is that?” Yu Li asked.

“It’s our establishment certificate as the first chapter of the Terran sect,” she said. “We’ll be considered C-Class citizens under it. Which means we all have the right to attend post-Foundational studies. And people like Hein won’t be able to bully us so easily now either. Well… assuming Chun wins the match, of course.”

“I have all confidence that he will win,” Gui Zu said, folding his arms across his big chest with a smile. “He’s fought against some pretty tough customers already.”

“What? When?” Yu Li asked, but Gui Zu suddenly looked sheepish and didn’t answer.    

“The main thing is that Chun needs to show up on time,” Jian Yi said. “If there is a no-show, Hein and Li Fet win by default.” She then looked to Gui Zu. “You need to make sure he’s here early, okay?”

“Ah…” Gui Zu had that sheepish look again. “That was the other reason we wanted to talk to you, Jian Yi. We were wondering if you’d seen him.”

“What?” For the first time Jian Yi looked concerned, her brows shifting downwards into a scowl. “Please don’t tell me he’s going to flake on us again!”

“No way he will!” Yu Li said emphatically. “He would never do that, especially not now.”

“So where is he then?” Jian Yi asked. 

Silence fell around the table as three of them found no answer.

Finally, Gui Zu offered something. 

“I’m sure he’s out preparing for the match somewhere,” he said. “I’ll take a look for him at the arena stables later. It’s not unusual for him to disappear for a couple days after all.”

“That’s true,” Yu Li said, feeling only slightly better.

“Well, be that as it may, we should be prepared for the worst.” 

“If he doesn’t show up, you mean?” Gui Zu said slowly. “What would happen? Would we just have to accept Li Fet’s and Hein’s demands?”

Yu Li opened her mouth to protest, but then Jian Yi spoke ahead of her.

“No,” she said and then, looking directly across the table, Jian Yi made eye contact with her. “If your brother taught me one thing, Yu Li, it’s that we can indeed stand up for ourselves and fight back.” She then shook the papers in her hands. “We just need to arm ourselves with the right tools.”

“What do you mean?” Yu Li said.

“It means I’m going to make some preparations.” Jian Yi then stood from the table. “Do you trust me with these?”

Yu Li paused for a moment but then nodded. “What are you going to do with them?”

“I’m going to ensure a proper representative from the empire is here to officiate the match tomorrow. That way Hein can’t just declare himself the victor if Chun is five minutes late or something. By law he’ll have the entire day. Till midnight.”

Yu Li blinked, confused yet impressed. Gui Zu was right to have trusted coming to her with this.

“What else can we do?” Yu Li asked.

“Find Chun,” Jian Yi said. “I can hopefully buy him more time, but that idiot needs to show up. The sword of imperial legitimacy cuts both ways.”

“Meaning what?” Gui Zu said.

“It means if we win, we own the place,” Jian Yi said. “But likewise, if Hein wins, even by default, we’re all going to be legally indebted to Li Fet…and when we can’t pay the rent, we won’t just be kicked out…the empire will declare us his slaves.” 




*	*	*




Sweat poured from my brow as I struggled up the steep forest incline.

Kelsey aided me as best she could, tucked under my sweat-soaked armpit as she pushed me up the uneven ground made of rocks, moss and undergrowth. I reached for a small sapling, and enduring the sharp pain in my ribcage, used it to pull my bodyweight the rest of the way up the small hill. By the time I reached the top I was winded and bleeding through my bandages. I collapsed against a tree, panting hard. 

The walk had been a lot tougher than I had figured it would be. 

It’d only been an hour or so, the sun barely cresting over the horizon, but it felt like I’d just run a marathon. I hadn’t felt this weak since Foundation school, where the Yee students–– conditioned since birth––ran circles around me on the practice field. 

“I need a quick break,” I said.

Kelsey frowned at me. “I really hope you’re not bullshitting about having magic powers man, because you’re looking like crap right now. If we get stuck out in this forest after dark we’re done for.”

“You don’t have to tell me that,” I said with a weak smile, still catching my breath. “I lived to tell the tale remember?”

“Uh huh.” 

Kelsey looked around, spinning in a circle before lowering herself to the ground and fingering through the dirt. “We need to change course a bit. Something big came through here not too long ago. Heading northeast. Same way we got to go.”

I furrowed my brow and looked at the trail. Sure enough, I saw the tell-tale signs of a clawed creature having already scaled the hill we were on. A rapling likely. A pushover were I back in fighting form, but now I was as weak as a mortal again. 

Weaker even.

“You know, you’d make a pretty decent handler,” I said as we got back underway.

“What’s that?”

“My job back home,” I said. “Or what I do to earn a living anyway.”

I went on to explain how the whole system worked—the clients and how they had to pay for access to the wild and our role in ensuring they didn’t get themselves or us killed in the process of seeking rare cultivation materials. That led to more questions about the city and what daily life was like. I gave her a balance of the good and the bad, the oppression of the empire and haughty cultivators at every corner, but also the small luxuries we got to enjoy if we came upon a little extra coin. 

“Sounds like heaven compared to the bunker,” Kelsey said with a grimace. “I’ve got to get out of there. All of us do.”

“You were saying before that your CO was heading to a sister bunker?”

“Yeah,” she said. Kelsey stopped for a moment before pushing aside a fern to check for tracks. “We’re part of a network of underground bases the military built back in the 1950s. For nuclear war and stuff. That’s why the place is so run down. No one was even using it anymore. Luckily my mom was dating one of the duty officers who was still running the place when the attack happened. He got us inside.”

“Where is he now?” I asked. “Is he back there?”

“Nah,” Kelsey said, starting off again. “He died a couple years in, according to Mom. I didn’t really know or remember him. Was too young. I don’t remember a lot of stuff thankfully. My mom says I probably blocked it all out. Those first few years were wild.”

“What do you mean?”

“You ever seen rats trapped in a cage?” She looked at me with hollow eyes. “That’s what Mom said it was like. We were cut off from everything with only monsters outside. People started turning on each other. I think we only got by because the military was still in charge, but the soldiers brought their families and stuff, so things started getting territorial and personal. Jim kept law and order though. I remember him doing some crazy shit to keep us all in line.”

I was curious as to what, but I didn’t want to push any further. It was obviously traumatic, and I didn’t want her to have to relive things like that if she didn’t have to. 

“I can imagine,” I said, pressing along the trail behind her.

“Anyway, they built a few of these places and they’re apparently all connected via hardwire using these small communications tunnels. The closest one is like 100 miles away. We were in contact with them for a couple of months my mom said, but then they got breached or something and the communications stopped. We sealed up the tunnel after that and it’s been closed since. But then about a year back, we ran out of food.”

“You still had food? After twelve years?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Hey, it was the military. They stocked the place with MREs to last like ten years or something.”

“MREs?”

“Meals ready to eat,” Kelsey said. “Pretty darn good compared to what we’re eating now. We made that stuff stretch for twelve years instead of ten. But after we ran out, we figured there might be a whole lot of supply left in Base Armstrong since they went down so quickly.”

“The sister base you mean. So that’s where Jim has gone?”

“Yeah,” she said with a nod. “And they have to travel by foot since the tunnels are barely big enough to fit a couple people side by side. Not that we could drive through it if it were big enough anyway. We burned up all the diesel on the generator like two years ago. We don’t even have electricity anymore. Well, we do sorta. Some photocells to keep the lights working and once a year we crank up the generator to watch the reels.”

“Reels?” 

“Old news clips from the attack. To help us remember why we’re still in hiding, I guess.” 

“Damn,” I said. “That sounds pretty bad. Not that we have electricity either but at least we have Qi. Or rich people do anyway.”

“Sounds like the same stuff to me,” Kelsey said. “When I was younger things seemed a lot better. The teachers in school showed us movies and stuff. Cartoons.”

“You have teachers here?” 

“My mom became one. As did others. She taught me and a whole lot of other kids how to read and write. History. Geography. Not that any of that matters anymore, of course.”

“No, you’re wrong,” I said and stopped her by placing my hand on her shoulder and spun her around to look her in the eye. “That stuff matters a whole lot now, Kelsey. Perhaps way more than you can even imagine. The Yee have erased our identity. Who we are. What you’ve kept alive here, are the very embers of human society that we need to breathe back into life.” 

She stared back at me with a furrowed brow, as if I were putting her on or something. 

“You’re really intense, you know that?” she said. “But like I said. None of it will matter if we don’t get food. And I don’t know when or if Jim will make it back.”   

She turned and started off again, and I understood now why she had been so skeptical with her mom. 100 miles through a tiny underground tunnel and heading into the unknown? Hell, the place could be teeming with rapling nests or worse. And these guys were only mortals.

“I don’t know who Jim is,” I said, following after her. “But he’s a very brave man.” 

“They all are,” Kelsey said. “He took the last platoon with him. It’s only Richards and a handful of the younger guys left here now. I was really hoping he would have left someone other than Richards in charge though. That guy is mad stupid.”

I burst out laughing unexpectedly, and regretted it immediately, clutching my side in pain. “Oh man,” I wheezed. “I haven’t heard someone say something like that in ages.”

Kelsey cracked an amused smile. “You really are a weird guy, Max. But I’m hella glad you found us. We were all starting to lose hope in there. I really hope you can bring us back some from whatever the heck it is you’re looking for out here. What are you looking for anyway?”

I stumbled over some loose rocks as I scanned the horizon. The heavy forest had transitioned to shrubland, but I couldn’t recognize a single landmark. “I don’t know to be honest. It’s more like something I just feel. Are we close to where you found me?”

“Not far now,” she said. “Come on.”

Kelsey assisted me again as we pushed on through the trail. I was gaining more and more respect for her. I’d had a rough childhood, but compared to what Kelsey had been through, I had nothing to complain about. Young, tough as nails, and pretty quick-witted to boot. It made me wonder just how many more like her had been forged in that dark dungeon of hopelessness.

A dungeon the Yee had forced them into.

Living like rats.

That’s all we were to them as mortals.

Rats.

The thought brought on a sudden anger and I sensed the heating of my Flame. I focused on it, eager to reignite my core, but then I realized it wasn’t all coming from me.

In fact, most of it wasn’t. 

Coming to a stop, I attuned my senses.

Searching… 

And then I felt it, like a crisp morning breeze.

Pure Frenzy.

It permeated my soul and within my mind’s eye I saw the lump of tar encasing my Flame begin to smolder. I headed in the direction of where I thought it was coming from and felt it getting stronger.

“It’s here,” I said, hobbling forward. “This way!”

Kelsey tucked herself under my arm again to give me support as the two of us began running in a three-legged race. We crested a small rise as the Frenzy grew stronger and then reaching the top, I found myself on the lip of a massive crater that looked to be at least fifty feet wide. 

Holy shit, I thought. What was this?

A small object stood in the center, but I couldn’t quite make out what it was. 

“Come on,” I said, urging Kelsey forward as my heart began to race. 

As we got closer, I made out more details, the Frenzy growing stronger.  

It was about four feet tall, made of metal, like a plank of wood with a long cylindrical shaft sticking out the top. I recognized it immediately.

Threja’s sword…!

My heart leapt with excitement as I broke into a run to reach it. 

It was like approaching a roaring fire, the metal radiating Frenzy like the sun. 

I fell to my knees before it, still not believing it was even there.

Was this where she had ascended, I hoped?

Or perhaps where she might have failed?

“What is it?” Kelsey asked, peeking timidly over my shoulder. 

As I looked at it closer, I saw an inscription etched into its surface in Yee.




‘For you, little brother, should you find this.’




My heart swelled with emotion as my eyes welled with tears. 

Big Sis… 

I could hear her voice as I read the words over and over in my head. I could barely believe it. She’d thought of me. Enough to leave me this. I took that as a good sign. For her to no longer need her blade, meant she’d outgrown it.

If that wasn’t proof of ascension, I didn’t know what was.

It made me wonder if that dream I’d had was more than just a dream.

Could it have been the real her? I didn’t know. In fact, I had no clue how the celestial world truly worked, but I liked to think that Threja was still looking out for me from somewhere up there.

And this sword was proof of it. 

“You made it, big sis,” I whispered as I placed my hand on the sword. “Good on you.”

A jolt of energy coursed through my arm as I touched it—Pure Frenzy force feeding itself into my soul. It was so sudden and unexpected that I pulled my hand away.

“What happened?” Kelsey said. “Did it zap you?” 

“Kind of,” I said as I struggled to get back to my feet. “But in a good way.”

“So again…what is it?” she asked. 

“That,” I said, smiling at the hilt of the massive blade. “Is the sword of an ascended immortal.”

“A what…?”

“You may want to step back a bit.” I removed the poncho and flexed my hand, preparing to grip the sword.

Kelsey shook her head as she backed away. “No way…You’re actually going to try to King Arthur that shit? How deep is that thing even buried?”

I couldn’t focus on answering her as I instead looked inside my soul.

The lump of black tar was already bubbling and smoking, energized by the Frenzy radiating from the sword. I braced myself, engaging my meridians and then took hold of the metal shaft.

Frenzy coursed through my soul at the speed of light, igniting the tar on fire.

It burned with thick black smoke, the Flame red and angry. 

I released a howl of immeasurable pain as the power streamed through me, breaking through the chunks of demon-ridden filth clogging my soul. As I cried out, black venomous smoke poured from my mouth and pores and Kelsey let out a scream.

I shook violently but I didn’t dare let go of the blade.

The smoke continued to belch from my lungs as I cycled the Frenzy though my system. The smoke grew less as my Flame grew brighter, shifting from red to orange, then orange to yellow and finally turning a brilliantly intense blue once again. 

As the last of the tar left, I finally felt my own strength return, powered by something deep inside me. When I looked within, there at the base of my brilliant blue Flame, was a solid yellow gem.

My frenzied core.

With a thought, I engaged my powers, channeling my Frenzy into [Mark of the Giant].

Bones and sinew snapped and popped as my body mended itself in real time, growing more than a foot in just a few seconds. 

Kelsey screamed again and fell back on her ass, scrambling away from me on her elbows.

I slid the giant ten-foot blade out of the hardened rock as easily as if it were buried in potting soil and then hefted it effortlessly into the air. Kelsey was staring at me with her mouth open, but no words came out.

I channeled my solid Frenzy to my Jing and let loose a thunderous bolt of lightning into the sky. To my surprise, the bolt was not yellow but blue, the same color as my augmented Flame. 

I released a yell and thundered away again, celebrating both Threja’s ascension and my own. 

I’d done it. I was back.

A full-fledged Core Realm cultivator with a brand-new demon’s heart to boot.

I then noticed something else about the sword.

It was glowing now.

At first, I thought it was a residual effect of my lightning, but when I looked closer, I saw thousands of tiny characters etched into the blade. 

No way...

I almost expected to see the all too familiar characters from the orb. It had to be made of the same material after all. But the words were different. Shuras starting after those that ended in the orb.

Holy shit… had Threja written these for me?

Was this the true gift she had given me, not just the sword?

I was so caught up in the possibilities that I barely noticed that Kelsey was whimpering on the ground. She was still on her ass, looking up at me with terror in her eyes and fear in her soul.

I probably couldn’t blame her.

I was the first cultivator she’d seen up close and witnessing what I’d just done was an unnatural as you could get. 

“Fear not, Kelsey,” I said with a smile. “It’s still just me. Got my magic back is all.”

I laid on the words with [Struggler’s Resolve] and the effect plus the smile eased her soul some. Eventually her hyperventilating subsided and she was able to look upon me with eyes wide with wonder instead of terror––fear replaced by awe.

“I can’t believe this,” Kelsey said as she got to her feet, unable to take her eyes off me. “Is this real? Like really real?”

I grinned at her. “You’re seeing for yourself, aren’t you?”

She paused for a moment, staring at me without words.

And then suddenly she screamed ecstatically.

“Holy shit, man!” Kelsey yelled, hands atop her head, flooding with lemonade. “This isn’t magic… you’re… you’re like Thor! You’re a freaking god!”

I chuckled as I hefted the blade onto my shoulder, Threja style. “Nah, Kelsey. The woman who owned this sword before me… Threja…she’s a god. I’m just her kid brother.”

Kelsey looked at me even more strangely and I laughed. 

“Come on,” I said. “It’s time to get back to the bunker. Pronto.”

Before she could even respond, I scooped her up in my arm with a squeal of surprise and then slung her onto my back. 

“Hold on tight,” I said, channeling solid Frenzy into my power-starved limbs.

“Okaaaaaaaay—!”

Her words stretched into a yell as I took off in a sprint, leaving a trail of dust behind us. Eventually the yell turned into a laugh of ecstatic delight as Kelsey locked her arms around me.

“Holy shit, man!” she screamed above the rush of the wind. “Faster! Faster!”

I let out a laugh and obliged her, tearing up the ground as I sped faster than a car.

My confidence and conviction had returned along with my Flame.

My Frenzy was back.

And so was I.

I had new enlightenment.

A thousand new Shuras to explore.

And I was every bit as powerful as the god Kelsey saw me as.

There was nothing holding me back now.

It was time to save my people.








CHAPTER 69










Doctor Susan Winters let out an exasperated sigh as Sergeant Richards initiated yet another head count. It had taken well over an hour for him to muster the entire community together, gathering them outside the bunker’s sealed main doors. Over a hundred and fifty people now milled about on the surface, confused with worry and fear in their vacant stares. 

Susan regretted telling Richards what had happened.

She would have been better off going after Kelsey on her own.

But now she was stuck under his authority.

As soon she’d told Richards, instead of heading right after Kelsey, he’d decided to call a public meeting in the open since it was daylight. But people barely listened to Richards in the best of times, much less now. The ensuing chaos from him barking half-baked commands and orders was entirely predictable.

Now everyone was in a panic.

Susan glanced about pensively. 

The base was built into a hillside, with only the fifty-foot-wide bunker doors giving any indication that something manmade was here at all. Whatever else was left of the original military complex was now long gone, overgrown by trees and weeds. Where they stood was once a parking lot—now transformed into a poorly maintained field. Fifty feet away—at what was once the outskirts of the perimeter fencing—was the edge of the forest, where her Kelsey now likely was.

Anger and frustration boiled over within her.

Too much time had passed.

They needed to act!

“Damn it, Richards!” she shouted. “Will you stop wasting time? Kelsey is out there!”

“Hey!” he snapped back at her. “I realize that, but you need to calm down. I know what I’m doing, alright? And you need to realize that your daughter may have aided the enemy. We don’t know what we’re going to find out there. We need to be prepared.”

The rest of the community responded with murmurs of more confusion and unrest.

Only Richards’ subordinates, the five privates decked out in combat gear and rifles, remained stone-faced as they continued counting the people within the crowd.

This was bordering on insanity. How many times did he need to count everyone? 

Her thoughts turned inward.

Why had Kelsey done this? The girl was headstrong, Susan knew that, but she wasn’t a fool. Surely that boy couldn’t have tricked her into helping him, could he? Which led to an even graver realization. That Kelsey truly had believed all those stories and was helping him of her own free will.

Her stomach was sick. 

It was her fault, Susan realized. She should never have agreed to letting him speak, especially not with Kelsey there. She had to fix this.

She had to do something.

“I know where they went, Richards,” Susan spoke up again. “She’s taking him back to where we found him. He told us that.”

“For obvious reasons,” Richards said without even looking at her, checking over the rifle in his hands. “Their base of operations must be close to there. Now we either need to prepare ourselves for a full assault to extract Kelsey, or prepare for an attack. Either way, every one of us has to fight. You hear me? Everyone has to fight!”

He threw his rifle in the air as he screamed the last part, but only about a quarter of the community responded with an echoing yell. 

This was stupid, she thought. 

He was panicking and had no idea what to do.

She had to bring some calm to the situation.

“Everyone, listen to me!” she said. “We need to––”

Her words were cut short by a sudden clap of thunder and a flash of blue from the sky.

Everyone turned just in time to see another strike of lightning a couple miles away.

But it was odd.

There were no clouds and the sun was shining. What was more, the lightning was blue and seemed to travel upwards, disappearing into the sky.

“What the hell was that?” someone said from behind her.

“That, my friends”—Richards said quickly, regaining control—“is the enemy. No more messing around now.  Reed, Conyers, disburse the remaining rifles and ammo to the militia. We’ll form into two teams. A base camp team for defense and a rescue party for Kelsey. Target is where that lightning just struck. Does everyone have the plan?”

“Yes, Sergeant!” the handful of soldiers responded in unison.

Richards scowled and then bellowed again, much louder for the entire crowd to hear.

“I said does everyone have the plan?”

Silence struck.

No one said anything.

And then slowly, like a group of scolded schoolchildren, the community responded with a disjointed series of “yes, Sergeant”s. It was appalling and perhaps even Richards himself realized how ridiculous it was. He turned red with embarrassment, but then doubled-down with his command and barked for his men to issue the rifles again.

She knew half of them didn’t even work, and there probably wasn’t enough ammunition to go around either. Susan looked to June and saw the older woman shaking her head.

“Are we going to do something?” Susan asked.

June was respected as an elder, but she wasn’t a risk taker. Not when it came to things like this anyway. “I don’t know much about warfare, Sue. But this was what Richards was trained for. I suppose we got to trust him.”

“June, my daughter is out there while he’s still trying to find his own a—”

“I see movement!” one of the privates, Reed, suddenly shouted. “11 o’clock. 1500 meters!” 

A beat passed before Reed suddenly shouted again, more frantic.

 “Oh shit! Make that 1300! 12!”

“Incoming!” Richards yelled, waving his arms with military gestures she didn’t comprehend. “Defense positions, now! Go go go!”

Susan’s heart was in her throat. She turned with June towards the forest that was now moving with a life of its own. Treetops swayed with flying leaves and cracking branches, marking the wake of something headed towards them at incredible speed.

“Prepare to fire on that tree line! Do not let whatever that is past the perimeter!”

Shouts of alarm came from the crowd.

“What is it?”

“Everyone, get back inside!”

“Why the hell did he bring us out here? Shit!”

A mini stampede formed, the civilians trying to rush for the small hatch at the side of the bunker. Susan screamed as she pushed against the flow trying to maintain sight of whatever it was. 

A huge humanoid form burst from the trees.

It was moving so quickly it took her half a second to realize what it was.

Max?

The boy, if she could still call him that, was now towering at nearly nine feet tall. His body had grown in width as well as height, his unbelievably scarred skin barely able to contain the muscle rippling beneath it. When she saw his face—she expected to see his blue eyes filled with the fury of retribution.

But instead, she saw mirth and a smile.

The man was laughing.

It didn’t make sense.

Until she saw the smiling face of the girl upon his back.

“Kelsey!” she cried.

But it was too late. Richards had given his order and his men had already trained their rifles to fire. The man Max was moving too fast, crossing half the distance to them already in a blur.

“Don’t shoot!” she screamed. “He’s got Kel—!”

She never got the rest of it out before the first rounds of panicked gunfire sounded. 




*	*	*




The mortal Terran in me froze at the sight of half a dozen rifle barrels pointed in my direction—an instinct born from years of viewing guns as lethal weapons. But thankfully the cultivator in me reacted first. With a grain of solid Frenzy, I channeled my [Iron Skin] technique and reached behind me, grabbing Kelsey from my back.

She barely had time to scream before the muzzles flashed, but by that time I’d already turned my back to the oncoming assault and shielded Kelsey with my body. I didn’t know what to expect. I’d only fought other cultivators until now. 

Not modern-day weaponry.

But as the first bullet impacted, I knew exactly why mankind had lost the war.

It felt barely like a punch. 

A sharp sting like being bit by a fire ant maybe.

It didn’t even break the skin.

A full volley of impacts ensued as the popcorn sound of automatic gunfire filled the air.

Kelsey screamed.

“Get down on the ground!” I told her, and she complied without question, pressing her palms to her ears.   

The stinging was more irritating than painful, igniting the Flame within my soul.

Was this it? Was this all the resistance we’d put up against them?

The thought suddenly infuriated me. 

“Is this all you’ve got?” I bellowed with [Fear the Flame] and then spun about throwing the massive blade in their direction. “WEAK!”

The half-ton of Corrupted Steel spun like a helicopter blade before slamming into the ground at an angle about five feet in front of the soldiers, kicking up a huge mound of dirt. It half buried them all and I wasted no time leaping into the air to follow up.

Lightning crackled about my body of its own accord as a surge of Frenzy coursed through my veins, filling the air with thunder. I slammed into the ground next to my blade, showering the cowering soldiers with another fresh wave of dirt and ash.

Panic radiated from them as they floundered on their backs, but I felt too disgusted by them to even cultivate it into Frenzy. With a grimace I slowly retrieved my sword from the ground. I looked out at the crowd of perhaps two hundred people, all of them staring at me like I was either a demon or a god.

I couldn’t read their minds but the fear in their hearts said demon.

I focused back on the handful of soldiers.

“Richards,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Tell your men to stand down. I’m not here to hurt anyone.”

“You expect me to believe that?” He glowered up at me, still scrambling for his weapon. 

“You will believe me,” I said, kicking his rifle out of reach. “Because if I did want to hurt you, you’d all be dead right now.”

That got the message through loud and clear.

His men didn’t even wait for his command, the soldiers tossing their rifles aside and then standing with their hands up. Richards grimaced up at me with bitterness and resentment in his heart. 

“Damn Space Jap,” he spat it like a curse. “I always knew which side you were on.”

Rage snapped inside of me as I snatched him from the ground. 

“I’m on your side, you stupid ass!” I bellowed into his face. “And stop calling them Space Japs! They are Yee! They have nothing to do with our culture! And I have nothing to do with them either! You understand that?”

I didn’t wait for a response before throwing him back to the ground.

He landed hard on his back and then recoiled from me, his eyes wide with fear.

I ignored him and looked back to the rest of the people. 

I had gained their full attention, but now I needed to put them at ease and gain their trust.

Directing the tip of my sword towards the ground, I thrusted it into the earth about three feet deep. The motion caused another stir, but more awe than panic now. It was the closest thing I could think of to signify sheathing my weapon.

“Listen to me, all of you!” I said, raising my voice with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Yes, I am the man Susan and Kelsey found out in the wild. And yes, I wield powers that you’ve seen wielded only by our enemies. But deep down I’m just a kid from Colorado. A survivor of this great calamity that has befallen us all.” I then paused a moment to look at each and every face in the crowd. “A survivor just like you.”

Slowly the fear began to subside, and a few people even stepped closer. 

“It’s true,” a voice came from behind me, and I glanced down to see Kelsey take a place by my side. “He may fight like them but he’s one of us. I know he is. I trust him.”

Finally, someone had the guts to shout something from the crowd.

 “What the hell are you?” a grizzled old man in his fifties said. “Who are you?”

I cracked a grin at him. “Apologies. My entrance didn’t allow for introductions. You may call me Max. And what I am…is a cultivator.”

The blank and confused expressions on their faces told me they’d never heard the word used like that before. They probably thought I was talking about farming or some shit.

“It means I’m able to harness energy and use it to cultivate strength within my own body,” I said. “It’s what the Yee used to defeat us. But it’s the same power that I’ll now use to defeat them.”

Murmurs arose from the crowd as did some lemonade.

“You’re as strong as them now?” someone else asked.

“One day I’ll be stronger than all of them,” I said. “But that’s not what’s important right now. What’s important right now…is all of you.”

That truly got their attention. Even Richards looked up at me quizzically.

“The Yee have conquered the entire Earth,” I continued. “Those like me, who were left to live, have been indoctrinated into their empire. Colonized. Our history and culture erased. But you…you few who braved the darkness of that bunker for over a decade. You will become the true saviors of humanity.”

I looked down at Kelsey as I said it and her eyes shone with the conviction of my words. 

“You’ve endured hardships that I can only imagine,” I said, looking back to them. “Endured without a hope for a future. Endured beyond what our enemies believed possible. But I’ve come to tell you that today your struggles have not been in vain. Fate has blessed you with purpose. Today I’ve found the true seed of humanity. Our culture. Our language. Our history. That is what you have preserved through your struggle. And that’s what I’ll now fight to restore.”

All fear had subsided now, a steady confidence building within them.

“You’re going to defeat all of them?” someone else said. “Just you?”

I smiled. “Cultivation is not magic. It’s knowledge. And knowledge can be taught. I’m not sure how many of you have the aptitude to learn, but if you do, there is nothing stopping you from one day becoming as strong as I am. Or stronger even. Even immortality with the power of a true god. The only limitation is how much [Sorrow and Pain] you’re willing to endure and how strong your desire is to take back this planet from our enemies.” 

Stares of wonder were replaced with grimaces of staunch determination as I sensed something other than lemonade emanating from the crowd. There, amidst the numbers were at least thirty or more unkindled embers, rage burning within their souls.

Holy shit….

That was far more than I was even expecting. But I supposed they had spiritual roots far deeper than even my own when it came to their [Sorrow and Pain]. I wanted nothing more than to dig into the Shuras tempting me on Threja’s blade and perhaps learning how to ignite these people’s Flames.

But there were more pressing matters to attend to first. 

“Alright,” I said. “There are going to be some changes around here. The first being…” I glanced down at Richards. “Sergeant Richards, you’re no longer in charge.”

“What?” he said.

“The first rule of this new world we’re in, is that strength matters above all else. Those with strength rule.” I looked down with a smirk. “So unless you’re willing to face me in a duel. I suggest you step aside.”

The crowd murmured with uneasiness at that, but I quickly followed up by looking for Susan in the crowd. 

“But while those with strength rule,” I said. “Those with wisdom are chosen to lead. Thus, Doctor Winters, I’m placing you in charge.”

Richards fumed. “What? You can’t do that! This is a milita—”

“A military that lost,” I reminded him. “You’re obsolete, Richards. And so are your rules. If we want to survive, we need to adapt. But luckily that’s a strength you here all already possess.”

There was some stir at that, but no one seemed to be complaining about the change in leadership.

“Fine,” I said. “With that settled. There’s one more thing that needs change.” I gripped the hilt of Threja’s blade and pulled it from the ground. “I need to get you all some food.”




*	*	*

 

Susan reunited with her daughter, the girl looking sheepish as she approached her mother.

“Mom, I’m sorry,” Kelsey said. “I just did it to—”

“Shut up and help me organize these folks,” Susan said, before looking up at me. “This ‘friend’ of yours has caused quite the stir.”

Kelsey blushed but then quickly bowed out, heading into the crowd to help an old woman who looked in her 70s. After my speech the people seemed more upbeat in general. Although if it was all from me, or just not having Richards in charge anymore, I wasn’t sure. 

“Sorry about volunteering you for leadership,” I said. “You’re the only person I really know besides Kelsey. But you raised a good kid, so I think that’s a good enough qualification for me.”

Susan smirked. “I still don’t fully understand just what the hell you are, Max. But like everyone else, I’m satisfied that you’re on our side at least, so I’m good with that for now. As for leadership, with Jim gone most of these people come to me for nearly everything anyway. Being a doctor in these times you may as well be a priest.”

I chuckled. “Can I ask you for a favor then, Ms. Priest?”

She cocked her head at me questioningly. 

“Can you get them to dig a pit for me? Ten foot wide. A foot deep?” I nodded to the indentation I’d made with the sword. “They can finish where I started.”

“What for?” Susan asked.

“We’re going to have a barbeque.”




*	*	*




It took me about half an hour utilizing my handler skills to track down something worth eating. About a mile away I found a giant boar that was the size of a small car. I dispatched it quickly, and after gutting the beast, threw the fresh carcass over my shoulder and hauled it back to camp.

I was rewarded with fresh lemonade for my efforts as I slammed the two tons of fresh pork onto the grass. Borrowing a knife, I put my other handler skills to use, skinning and butchering the carcass into edible portions.

With years of handler experience under my belt, the skills came naturally, and I directed the soldiers how to construct the rest of the fire pit while I went back into the forest to chop down a few trees for firewood. Within another half hour it was all finished and I lit the fire with a bolt of blue lightning from my palm.

As the meat cooked, I got to know my new tribe and they got to know me.

I told them the same stories I’d told Susan, starting with my personal history and then transitioning to where humanity now stood as a whole. The empire, the forced education, and the true purpose of the giant pagodas in the sky.

“So you mean without them, they’d all be forced to live in bunkers like us?” June asked.

I chuckled. “I suppose. But it’s not like they’re starving for choices when it comes to planets to inhabit. As far as I can tell, they’ve colonized most of our known galaxy. Maybe even more. But don’t worry, I don’t think you’ll need to stay in that bunker much longer.”

They all looked at me with a glimmer of hope yet incomprehension.

“You saying that we can travel to this city?” Richards asked, full of skepticism.

I glanced at Threja’s sword, which I’d stuck back into the ground.

“In time,” I said. “But I got some other ideas first.” 

 That allowed me the perfect segue into what most people were probably itching to hear about the most—cultivation. I started with the basics and then went into the various application of Qi and how it had transformed the world. Its use in combat, in industry. But there was rapt attention when I explained how it was employed in day-to-day life as well.

“People even farm and cook with it,” I said. “In fact, that’s what most of us do for a living in the cities. But even just one farmer with basic cultivation skill could keep a community your size alive. Even through winter.”

That sparked wild conversation in the group. 

My own statement got me thinking too.

A little over 24 hours from now, I had to keep my date with Hein. And while I’d regained my powers, I still had no idea how far away Jurin was or what it would take to get back there. But before I left there was something far more fundamental I needed to attend to first.

“Susan, do you still have paper and something to write with?”

“Not a lot,” she said. “A few good pens left. A couple of boxes of paper that might still be good in one of the lower store rooms.”

“Perfect,” I said. “After we eat, there’s something I need to do.”

We feasted on freshly cooked boar by noon and the spirits of the entire community was lifted. Even Richards, who was still brooding like a scolded child, managed to crack a few laughs between scowls and eventually came around a bit. Afterwards, Susan and Kelsey led me back into the bunker to show me maps of where we were exactly and using my rough estimation of where the wall was located, I calculated I was about two hundred miles from Jurin.

Holy crap, I thought. I’d covered that much distance in a single night? 

Of course, I was delirious and hopped up on Dark Frenzy at the time so who knew how fast I was truly moving back then. But now, with my solid core, I could maintain my Mark techniques near indefinitely. With [Mark of the Beast] I figured I could make it back home in a solid five hours given terrain. I added another two for contingency and had my departure time set.

Just before dawn tomorrow, I thought. 

That gave me roughly 18 hours to get it all done.

But could I really do it in that short a time?

I didn’t know for sure, but perhaps with some help…

“Kelsey, how fast can you write?” 

She looked at me funny. “Write?”

“Yeah,” I said. “If my spoken English was rusty, I can only imagine what my writing is going to be like.”

“Well, I found the paper,” Susan said. “What exactly is it you need to write?”

I smiled and gave Kelsey a wink.

“A book on how to do magic.”

A few minutes later I got to work, setting up a small table in Susan’s clinic. I summoned my Frenzy as I looked into my mind’s eye, flexing my Mental Capacity as I recalled the Fundamentals of Cultivation manual.

“You ready?” I asked Kelsey and she gave me a nod, pen in hand.

“Okay,” I said as I opened the first page. “Write down exactly what I tell you.”








CHAPTER 70










I started with the chapters I’d already translated in my head earlier, dictating what I’d previously written in my mind’s eye straight to Kelsey’s ears. Her penmanship was surprisingly good, which she attributed to her mother’s constant nagging when it came to accuracy.

I guess when you were a doctor, accuracy counted for a lot.

But while I dictated, I found I also had the capacity to jump ahead in the manual and begin translating the newer passages straight from Yee. It consumed a bit more Frenzy when I did so, but with the minuscule amount I was using, plus a solid core, I had tons of the stuff to spare. So much so, that I squeezed in just a little more efficiency by grabbing a piece of paper and began transposing some of the diagrams. 

I was no artist though, so they were glorified stick figures at best, but I managed to put in enough details to ensure the meaning was clear. So all at once I was speaking aloud to Kelsey, mindlessly regurgitating what I’d already translated, while my more active mind was translating about thirty chapters ahead and then a third part of my consciousness drawing stick figures.

It was taxing at that point, but I used more Frenzy to keep my mind focused. I realized then that I had to be at Stage V in both Mental Capacity and Mental Quickness to be doing what I was doing. And if not, then certainly by the time I finished translating the manual, I would be.

I kept going for a solid three hours with Kelsey dutifully keeping pace.

I was vaguely aware of Susan coming in to check on us every so often and even Richards and some of the other soldiers doing the same. When we hit the four-hour mark, reaching nearly halfway through the manual, I finally called for us to take a break. 

“Holy crap…” Kelsey said, looking exhausted yet exhilarated. “You’re a frigging machine! How are you able to remember all this? And draw at the same time?”

I shrugged. “Just comes with training…and cultivation.”

She huffed out a laugh. “With superpowers like that who needs computers, right?”

I blinked at her quizzically. What’d she’d said was actually quite profound. I never gave much thought to it before as a mortal, but the Yee empire did not possess computers like we did. They had Qi technology to an extent, like the Qi boards and lighting, but nothing truly computational and now I understood why. If I could create what felt like a virtual Microsoft Office suite inside my own head, then I could only imagine what someone like Xi Xha—a trained scholar—would be capable of. 

“Hello! Earth to Max,” Kelsey said, waving her hand in front of my eyes. “Did your brain finally have a meltdown?”

I snapped my eyes to hers with a smile. “Sorry. Lost in thought for a moment there. But yeah, you’re right. Computers may be obsolete now.” I glanced over the stack of papers she had written. “You’re doing a great job by the way, Kelsey. This is perfect.”

“Thanks,” she said, neatening the papers in her hands. “This stuff is amazing. I can’t wait to try it.”

I grinned. “Hey, it should be after dark now, right?”

“Should be, why?”

“There’s something I want to check,” I said. “Outside.”

Kelsey’s eyes widened. “Are you serious? You want to go outside?”

I could sense the fear within her along with the hints of an unkindled Flame. Like Threja, it would probably be a step too far to see if she would come with me as a test of uncertain death, but I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to try.

“Yes,” I said. “Why? Do you want to come with me?”

To my surprise she simply answered, “Sure!”  

I realized my mistake then and also why Threja didn’t reveal her true strength to me when she had asked me to join her. Kelsey had already seen my powers. She probably felt safe coming with me, knowing I could protect her. The result was no kindling of her ember at all, but it did warm a little.

“Let’s go then,” I said. 

We left the clinic and headed up the stairs towards the main hatch. Luckily, we didn’t encounter anyone on the way as it’d probably be too hard to explain what I was about to do. But it would only take a few minutes I figured. 

“Just wait here for a second,” I told her once we reached the airlock. “Just in case I’m wrong.”

“Wrong about what?”

I winked at her. “You’ll know if I come running back screaming.”

That got her fear to increase. Maybe there might be a chance to kindle her Flame after all. But that was secondary to what I was doing now. Working the wheel, I squeezed through the outer hatchway and gave Kelsey a wave as she stared back at me pensively through the crack in the door.

“Be right back I said.”

I slammed the door closed before she could ask any other questions. 

The night was still with no wind, but it had the frigid bite of early fall. High above, the Bloodmoon had risen, half hiding behind a bank of clouds. As I’d expected, there was no Dark Frenzy exuding from it, or at least none that I could sense. I walked over to where I had left Threja’s sword stuck into the ground and felt the pure Frenzy radiating from it.

It was indeed acting just like a miniature pagoda, providing shielding from the Bloodmoon’s influence. This was what had truly saved me that night. Had I not been under its protection, those demons would have torn me apart. 

The Frenzy coming from it wasn’t something I could readily use or absorb, however. It was more like a catalyst or a stimulant of some kind, the solid core of my Dantian vibrating with it harmonically. Maybe that was how it was able to cleanse me from the demonic junk clogging my soul, literally shaking the stuff loose from inside me. Or perhaps it was more akin to Fia’s silver chair that she used to amplify her cultivation technique.

Either way, this was an artifact of immense power.

A true treasure.

As I stared into the cryptic script on the blade, I read through the Shuras, heart beating with exhilaration as my thirst for new knowledge increased. There was an expanded section of Advanced Body Refinement, extending the stages from Six through Ten. New manifestation techniques, and insight into how to develop one’s true inner soul. I would have liked nothing more than to stand there for hours memorizing and digesting it all, but the sword had a greater purpose now. 

It was providing something the people here needed desperately to survive.

A dome of protection against the Bloodmoon and the wild.

In time, perhaps it could even become a true sanctuary for humanity, not having to rely upon the Yee pagodas for safety at all. But to do that I needed to know how far it extended, first. 

Drawing on my Frenzy, I channeled my reflexes and took off in a sprint into the forest.

Howls and screams filled the night air as I ran further and further into the forest. I got about a quarter mile before I finally saw what I was looking for. There at the edge of a clearing were the red-skinned beasts and demons from my waking nightmare. They clawed at the invisible wall caused by the aura of Threja’s blade and as they caught sight of me, rushed against it, scrambling over one another, snarling and hissing to get at me. I couldn’t hear their voices in my head anymore, but I could imagine them calling for my blood.

I flexed my Dantian with solid Frenzy.

“[Fear the Flame], you bastards.”

The result was immediate. The smallest of them recoiled in terror and ran off into the night while the larger humanoid demons hissed with revulsion. I still didn’t know exactly what Frenzy was, but demons seemed to hate the shit out of it. 

I headed back to Kelsey and knocked on the bunker door for her to let me inside.

“Well, it works,” I said as she let me back in. 

“What works? Where did you go?”

“To confirm that the sword is creating a protective barrier just like the pagodas. I had to make sure, but you’re completely safe going outside right now.”

“What? Really?” she said. “Are you serious?”

“Come and see.”

Her apprehension was replaced with a smile of elation as she stepped outside and looked up at the night sky.

“Holy shit, I can’t believe this,” she said, spinning about while still looking upwards. “I can’t remember the last time I’ve even seen the moon. Wait…I don’t think I’ve ever seen it!”

That made me pause in wonder. 

Perhaps what I’d just revealed to her was even bigger than I thought. 

“So you say the sword is doing all this?” she asked.

I nodded.

“How can you be sure we’re safe out here?”

“Because there’s an army of demons that won’t cross an invisible line in the sand about a quarter mile from here.”

“Demons?”

I wondered if maybe I’d said too much. “I wasn’t sure if you knew, but the Bloodmoon causes the spirit beasts to transform at night. Other things come too. Demons is the best thing I can describe them as.”

I sensed the fear in her increase. 

“I want to see them,” Kelsey said, her brows suddenly lowering as her ember stirred. “The beasts and demons that roam the night.”

“We probably don’t have time, Kelsey,” I said. “I don’t want your mom calling another search party when she finds us both missing and the front door left wide open.”

“So make it quick,” she said, and then like a monkey she grabbed me from behind by my shoulders and climbed onto my back. “Chop, chop.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Guess I got no choice with you.”

“Sure don’t,” she said. “Now hurry up. Let’s go.”

With another burst of Frenzy, I sprinted into the forest and took her out to the edge of the sword’s influence, stopping a good distance away from the edge. Kelsey stiffened, her knees jabbing into my sides when she finally saw the red-skinned demons for herself.

But I sensed something else as well. 

A sudden stirring of her ember.

“You okay?” I asked.

Long seconds of silence passed with only the sound of demons hissing and screaming filling the void. Finally Kelsey spoke.

“These are the things that killed my best friend,” Kelsey said. “And her parents too. Plus a lot of other people I know. People who got caught on the outside after dark. People we never saw or heard from again. Now at least I know what killed them…what ate them even.”

I couldn’t see her face, but by her tone I could imaging she was scowling, her ember glowing brighter. It made me realize that everyone’s frenzied path was not ignited by the same Flame. Everyone had their own private Demon to wrestle and their own Struggler to bear.   

“Where do you think they all came from?” she asked. “The moon?”

I had to question that myself. But a fearful part of me wondered if this was what had truly become of the human race under the effects of the Bloodmoon. I thought of my parents and sister, but refused to follow the thought any further than that.

“Yeah,” I said, consoling both her and myself. “Probably came from the moon.”  

I looked up at the glowing red orb in the night sky and wondered if its curse was even greater than that of the Yee.  

“Come on,” I said. “We’d better get back.”




*	*	*




We continued on with the manual once we returned to the bunker, but there was a different energy in the air now. Where before Kelsey’s eyes were filled with wonder, now they were filled with determination and resolve. I could read her thoughts without even asking. She’d found a focus for her [Sorrow and Pain] and now the very words she was transcribing were a means to exacting vengeance for those she had lost.

It reminded me of the vengeance still stirring within my own heart.

Hong Feng and Sumatra, I thought. Those evil bastards killed both me and Mu Lin. 

Just the thought of them stirred the Demon within my soul.

It needed to crush them. To make them pay in blood and horrific agony for their sins.

I was more powerful than ever now and while I had no idea how powerful Hong Feng truly was, I no longer cared. I’d already died once, and I’d happily do so again to drag that evil bastard to hell with me for killing Mu Lin. 

I blinked, pulling myself out of my own thoughts, realizing they were strong enough to even generate some Frenzy from my Flame. I focused back on Kelsey as I calmed my spirit with the Struggler’s embrace.  

I’d have to find a way to transcribe my knowledge of the orb, the same as I was doing for the Foundation manual, to truly ignite her Frenzied Flame. But I didn’t know enough about the process to do her justice. Perhaps there would be more instruction on the blade. But for now, I’d have to be satisfied to at least give the gift of Qi for those who could sense it.

We plowed on and by the time late evening came, we took another break. 

“How much more?” Kelsey asked, yawning. 

She was looking completely spent, but there was no hint of giving up in her tone. 

The girl was a fighter through and through.

“Just a couple more hours, I think,” I said, gauging what was left in the manual. “Thanks again for making this happen, Kelsey.”

“You’re the one who should be thanked,” she said, rubbing her forearm. “I’ll go find us some food.”

Kelsey left and then returned a while later with some of the roasted boar.

We ate in silence for a while, enjoying the break, until Kelsey belched loudly with a laugh. 

“Man, I haven’t eaten this good in a long time,” she said as she gnawed on a rib bone. “It’s going to be great having you around here.”

My chewing slowed as I realized what she’d just said.

Did she not realize I was going?

She had to.

But perhaps…not so soon?

 “You… do realize I’m leaving tomorrow, right?” I said. 

Kelsey looked up at me, mid bite. “What?”

“Remember I told you that I needed to get back to save a bunch of people?”

“Yeah, but not right away?” Kelsey lifted up the manuscript. “Who is supposed to teach us this stuff?”

I chuckled. “Well, you probably have a head start on everyone else.”

Kelsey didn’t look amused. 

“Alright,” I said. “I know it might seem sudden, but there’s a time constraint I’m under. I have a duel with someone and if I don’t keep it, a lot of people will lose their homes or worse. Trust me, if I had the time to stay I would.”

“So why rush with this book right now then, if you’re just going to leave?”

“Because if I’m honest,” I said. “There’s no guarantee I’ll make it back.”

“What?”

“I honestly don’t know if I’ll even make it home. And if I don’t, I couldn’t leave here without at least giving humanity the gift of Qi cultivation.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Kelsey said, standing up. “We made a deal, Max. You promised to take me to that city and now you’re saying you might not even come back?”

“No,” I said. “I’m saying I might die.”

She blinked, looking even more shocked. 

“It’s a dangerous path I walk, Kelsey. And while I have every intention of returning as soon as I can, nothing is guaranteed. Just trying to be honest with you.” I thought more on what I had to do back in the city and thoughts of Sumatra and Hong Feng stirred again. The bastards needed to die! But no. I couldn’t focus on that. I had to save my people too. 

“If there’s one thing I can assure you of, Kelsey, is that when I leave, I’m going to go prepare a place for you. A place for you and everyone here. A place in the new world.” I then tapped the manuscript. “And this knowledge will be the key to making you all a part of it.”

Kelsey frowned. “I don’t like it, but I understand. You got other stuff you need to take care of first.”

“Sadly yes,” I said as those thoughts of Hong Feng creeped into the back of my mind again. “I have a lot to take care of first.”

Kelsey sighed and then tossed the rib bone to the side before wiping her hands. 

“Fine then,” she said, grabbing the pen again. “Let’s get this finished so you can get home.” 








CHAPTER 71










Yu Li shielded her eyes from the glare of the morning sun as it crested over the horizon.

She was gathered within the market square along with the rest of the community, woken up early by Jian Yi. People had turned out dressed in their finest attire as Jian Yi had requested and she was addressing the crowd from atop a table, the documents Chun had sent in her hands.

The day had finally come.

The day Yu Li had dreaded for over a month.

The apology to Hein.

Just the thought of him brought an uneasiness to her spirit. 

But for some reason there was more hope in her heart than dread.

And despite herself, she had to give Jian Yi some credit for that.

She was explaining that thanks to Chun they were all part of a new sect now…the Terran Sect, and that they had protection under the law. It was hard to tell if people understood what that exactly meant. Even Yu Li didn’t fully understand, but by the way Jian Yi was speaking, a steady confidence was building within the crowd.

“I know what I’m telling you goes against everything we’ve been told,” Jian Yi was saying. “That being a Terran means you must humble yourself and serve even the lowest of our merciful Yee saviors. But today we will not simply bow down. We must show our strength. We must show that we stand united under the law. That we are indeed members of the true Terran Sect.”

There was a small round of cheers from the crowd, but Yu Li could tell there was still some uncertainty as well. The reason for that was quickly revealed when a woman yelled out from the crowd.

“Where’s Chun?”

That sparked a chorus of murmurs. 

Jian Yi handled it expertly though, not showing a hint of uncertainty in her tone.

“Young Master Hein will arrive at noon for the start of the duel,” she said. “And rest assured, Chun shall be here also.”




*	*	*




I thrusted Threja’s sword back into the ground, having moved it to the small clearing directly in front of the massive bunker doors. It lined up perfectly with the seam between them, creating a monument of sorts.

It was a bit ceremonial, with the entire populace gathered before me as Kelsey and Susan stood by my side. It was morning now, the translation of the manual taking a bit longer than I had anticipated. But Kelsey stayed up as long as she could, going to midnight before eventually falling asleep. 

Susan took over after that, transcribing the final few chapters before I too eventually gave in to sleep having finally completed the task. That was about five hours ago and now I was an hour past my departure time. I wanted nothing more than to get underway, but I had to spend a few minutes more to ensure this most necessary step took place.

“Alright, folks, this is it,” I said, addressing the group that Susan had pulled together. “I know we all just met, but today I must leave you and return to the city.”

That got murmurs of confusion from the crowd. 

“What do you mean leave?” Richards said, hostility in his tone. “You ride in here, mess up a whole bunch of stuff and then ride off into the sunset?”

“I wouldn’t call feeding us for a week messing stuff up,” Kelsey quipped.

Richards opened his mouth to retort, but he couldn’t seem to find any words to combat the girl’s logic.

I smiled then, with [Struggler’s Resolve] trying to ease the tension. “It’s okay, guys. I understand. And trust me, if I didn’t have to go I wouldn’t, but my path leads me away from you for a while. I will return, but I’m not going to leave you empty handed.” 

I rested my palm on the hilt of Threja’s blade. “This sword is a holy relic of an ascended god. It exudes power that you can’t sense, but it’s right now forming a protective barrier around this entire area for a quarter mile in each direction.” 

“What?” someone said, sparking more chatter.

“It’s true,” Kelsey said. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. The monsters that come at night can’t get through it. We’re all safe here now. We can leave the bunker and live outside. Up on the surface.”

That got even more gasps of amazement. 

“That’s not all,” Susan said. “He has also given us this.”

She then produced the manuscript which she had bound into a cover, which had a simple handwritten title in English: Cultivation Fundamentals. She held it up for everyone to see and as expected people didn’t seem to quite know what to make of it.

“Again,” I said. “I wish I had more time to explain all this, but within that book are the instructions on how to cultivate. By my estimation, one in twenty will have the aptitude to detect and learn the ability to cultivate Qi. But even if you can’t, I encourage all of you to learn and understand it. The knowledge within that manual is the very foundation of power.”

I then paused to sense the unkindled souls within the crowd.

Even more than before perhaps. 

Forty to fifty now. 

“For another group still,” I still. “There will be an even further form of advancement possible, if fate would have it. For that reason alone I am honor bound to return to you. Trust me when I say this. There is more power within you few here that you don’t yet understand. But know, that now more than ever, I believe taking this entire planet back is possible.”

That sparked even more embers to stir, but I left it at that.

“When will you return?” the woman, June, asked. 

I chuckled. “A good question. The answer is as soon as possible, but as for when that will be exactly…fate only knows.”

I couldn’t sound more cryptic, I realized, but that was the truth of the matter.

I still had to get 200 miles across the wild and then face Hein, but more than that, I had Hong Feng to deal with. He knew my secret. And as soon as I showed back up alive, I’d be as good as dead again.

That meant I needed to take care of him while I still held an advantage.

Sudden death from the grave had a nice ring to it.

The thought only spurred me on to depart. 

“That’s it,” I said, addressing the crowd again. “I wish you all well until I return. Oh… and one last thing.” I looked to Richards. “Remember who’s still in charge until your boss gets back.”

Richards smirked. “Yeah… we’ll see once you’re gone.”

The Demon twitched within me. “Need I remind you of the law of strength again?” I pointed at Threja’s blade. “This sword represents me and my power. And while you remain under its protection you remain under my rule. So, until your real boss gets back, I’ve made Susan your leader.” I looked out into the crowd. “Any complaints about that?”

A few people shrugged, but most shook their heads. Even his fellow soldiers looked away sheepishly as Richards turned a shade redder, anger boiling inside of him.

“That’s settled,” I said. “I’ll see you all when I return.”

The crowd dispersed slowly but Kelsey and Susan remained at my side. A few of the community members approached me and thanked me for what I’d done, but even as much as I had done thus far, felt like it was way too little. It made me wonder if I could balance this juggling act of managing two Terran communities while also trying to advance my cultivation to take down a 14-millennium-old empire.

You’ve got to eat an elephant one bite at a time, I reminded myself.

I glanced at Richards as he walked away, tail between his legs.

“You going to be able to manage him,” I asked, looking to Susan.

The doctor shrugged. “He’ll be alright.”

“Not really what I meant,” I said. 

If it were up to me, I’d maybe send Richards out on a final mission into the wild, but I wouldn’t even suggest making a call like that to Susan. These people would have their own dynamics to sort out and a push like that from me would be a step too far. But it was worth the risk to put someone with actual brains in control, even temporarily. 

All the more reason to hurry back, I thought.

I set my sights on the horizon, judging the time by the position of the sun.

I had to get moving.

“Thanks for everything,” I said, turning to Susan and Kelsey. “Both of you.” 

Susan nodded and shook my hand. “You’re the strangest most wonderful thing to come through here in 12 years, Max. Hurry back.”

“I will.”

I then gave Kelsey a smile. “See you soon, yeah?”

She smirked playfully. 

“I’m going to hold you to that,” she said, giving me a fist pump. “And one more thing…”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t forget your promise.”




*	*	*




Leaving the bunker and Threja’s sword behind felt like a sin.

But it was necessary now.

I headed north towards a small hill and once atop it paused to study my surroundings. I picked up my bearings using my handler skills, determining north by north-west was roughly the direction I needed to head. 

Susan had given me a faded army green tee shirt to wear, which now clung to my skin far too snugly. But it wouldn’t survive what I was about to do.  Removing it, I channeled my inner Flame and engaged [Mark of the Beast]. 

Blood flowed from my mouth as my feral traits took hold, canines sharpening and lengthening as my limbs grew longer with snaps and pops of bone. The transformation went quicker than normal and seemed to hurt less too. Perhaps it was a result of finally entering the Core Realm, but I felt more energized than I ever had before. 

I surged with solid Frenzy and sent a blue lightning bolt into the sky, giving my new-found tribe a final farewell with a volley of echoing thunder.

I’ll be back, I told them as I settled onto all fours and prepared to run eight marathons in the time it took to normally run one. It sounded impossible, but nothing was impossible for a Berserker when the [Odds were Against Him].

The thought summoned fresh Frenzy from my Flame and I used it to channel strength and endurance to my limbs. Releasing a savage howl, I sprung into the forest and ran faster than I’d ever run before.








CHAPTER 72










The midmorning sun was approaching the height of noon when Young Master Hein finally arrived at the square. Yu Li’s stomach knotted with tension at the sight of him, still annoyingly handsome despite what a self-centered ass he was. The conflicting emotions irked her. On one hand she hated everything Hein had done to her, but on the other, he’d given her the precious gift of Su Ling. 

Not that it would matter to him.

Hein barely looked at the infant as he approached her with a cunning smile. Close behind him was the one-handed girl, Zu Tien, and their landlord, Li Fet. 

“So lovely to see you again, Yu Li,” Hein said. “And still radiant as ever.”

Yu Li ignored his advances as she continued to bounce Su Ling on her hip.

“Young Master Hein,” she greeted him formally with a bow, but nothing more.

Hein’s eyes narrowed. “I hope you have come prepared to make atonement for your errors, Yu Li. I will of course be merciful to you if you do.”

Despite the anger in her heart, Yu Li forced herself not to defy him outright. She smiled instead. “I am sure today you will get everything that is owed to you, Young Master Hein.”

The irritated expression on his face was worth holding back her anger for. 

“I’m sure I will,” he said with disdain. He then glanced about the square where the entire community was gathered all dressed in their finest of robes. “I’m sure all of you will be prepared to face your fate once the outcome of this duel is decided.”

He then blinked and looked up in shock at Gui Zu who was standing by her side, only just noticing him apparently. Immediately he burst into laughter. “Is this a jest? What in the nine hells are you doing here, Gui Zu?”

Gui Zu remained stone faced as he replied, “I stand with Miss Yu Li, Young Master Hein.”

Hein laughed again. “You shame me to have ever taken pity on you, Gui Zu. Now look at the pathetic excuse for a station you now hold. Have you no pride? Have you no face to save?”

“He has plenty,” Yu Li said. “And he is twice the man that you’d ever be.”

Gasps went throughout the crowd as Hein’s eyes grew wide and furious.

“What did you just say to me?!” he bellowed. He drew his hand back to strike her, but the one-handed girl jumped ahead of him.

“Let me deal with her, master,” she said. “She is too far beneath you!”

Yu Li steeled herself for the oncoming slap or worse, but the smacking of skin on skin came only from Gui Zu deflecting Zu Tien’s hand with a skillful block. More gasps of shock resounded through the crowd as Zu Tien balked with disbelief.

“Gui Zu!” she screamed. “You dare? You are nothing but a disgraced reject of the Silver Leaf Clan. A talentless oaf, bested by a mere mortal!” Zu Tien then glanced back at Hein. “Master, please allow me permission to execute this lowly dog to restore your honor.”

“Are you certain you wish to do that?”

All eyes turned at the voice to see Jian Yi stepping confidently through the square. Behind her was a young man, that looked in his twenties who wore beige and off-white robes, the colors of the empire.

“You’d be engaging in an unprovoked attack against another sect,” Jian Yi said as she came to a stop before Zu Tien. “I am not certain if you understand the implications of that, but we’d be within our rights to seek restitution under the law. Is that not right, Junior Magistrate?”

The young man in imperial robes bowed. “Indeed correct. A pleasure to greet you, Young Master Hein. I am Junior Magistrate Hui Long. I shall be officiating the proceedings this afternoon.”

“What?!” Hein lowered his brows in a scowl, pushing Zu Tien out of the way. “What is the meaning of this? No one invited you here.”

“I did,” Jian Yi said with a bow. “Jian Yi of the Terran Sect. As are we all. I trust this may have come as a surprise, but I would hope that under the circumstances you would welcome an official representative of the empire to ensure your property does not pass possession unfairly. Do you not agree, Honorable Li Fet?”

Li Fet, their fat landlord, blubbered something incomprehensible under his breath and then looked to Hein for some kind of direction. Jian Yi waited patiently for an answer from him, egging him on a pleasant smile. 

Yu Li herself was now smiling. She never would have expected it, but Jian Yi truly was bold and skillful enough to stand toe-to-toe with them. How she’d managed to get a Junior Magistrate to come was yet another mystery. 

How many connections did this girl have?

“What is this Terran Sect nonsense?” Hein said, approaching the magistrate. “Explain!”

Hui Long produced the papers Chun had sent her and showed them to Hein. “It is all here.”

“Let me see that,” he said, snatching them away. He then squinted as he studied the fine print, his face turning red.

“What in the nine hells is this?” Hein shouted irate. “That idiot, Chun, became a citizen? A leader of the Terran Sect?” He glared at the magistrate. “Clearly this is a case of fraud! Need I summon my father, the Vice-Warden, to put you under investigation for perpetuating this nonsense?”

“A thousand apologies, Young Master,” Hui Long said, bowing. “But I have already verified the validity of the documents. This is indeed an officiated sect under the protection of the law. I understand you have already arranged a duel to settle one civil matter in regards to a rent increase and a property forfeit, but if you wish to settle a further dispute I can oversee that as well.”

A long moment of silence passed as Hein stood there fuming at the magistrate.

In that moment, Yu Li understood now the secret to Jian Yi’s confidence and the true gift Chun had given them by creating the sect. Were it not for that piece of paper, that same magistrate would have simply looked on with indifference if Hein and Zu Tien had both slaughtered the entire lot of them. But now he was at Jian Yi’s beck and call it seemed.

The power of the law was a power like none other indeed. 

“It matters not,” Hein said finally. “Officiate all you want. The outcome will be the same regardless.” He then looked at Yu Li with a smirk. “If and when your oafish friend decides to finally show up, he will learn his place. As will you all. And then we’ll see about restitution.”

  

*	*	*




Sweat poured off my back like a waterfall.

I’d been pushing hard for over three hours but still it felt like I was getting nowhere. The terrain had proven far more difficult than I had anticipated. I had added a few extra hours as a contingency, but I didn’t expect for the forest to be so thick and full of hidden obstacles. I’d spent just as much time traversing up and down hills and valleys as I did skirting around cliffs and lakes.

I glanced up at the sun. 

My current oppressor. 

It alone now dictated my fate.

If I didn’t make it back in time all would be lost.

I burned solid Frenzy from my core, bursting along small stretches of abandoned highway where I could find them. But instances like that were few and far between.

As time went on, my body began to feel the burden of my plight.

But it wasn’t just physical anymore.

Something deep inside was ailing me.

I’m not going to make it.

The thought hit me like a punch to the gut.

I refused to believe it at first.

Just keep going, I told myself.

But as time went on and the shadows on the ground began to extend, the reality of my situation finally took hold. I slid to a stop on my knees in some unknown part of the wilderness and let out an anguished cry.

It had to be well after two in the afternoon by now.

Damn it, I thought. Maybe I shouldn’t have tried to leave them that manual.

I could have left earlier if I hadn’t.

But what if I never returned…?

It was that fear that kept me there, kept me translating the manual.

But had I just traded one community for another?

The thought caused the Struggler to stir.

No, I told myself. I can’t give up.

I had to make it back. Being just a few hours late shouldn’t matter.

I pressed on, digging deep into my core, but as the sun sunk lower, so did my spirits and my resolve. I thought about what had to be happening to them by now. Hein had surely claimed his victory. I envisioned him punishing Yu Li, that instance where he’d nearly slapped her replaying in my mind. Gui Zu would try to stop him no doubt, but as skillful as he was, he’d be no match for a cultivator like Hein.

“They could all be dead already…” I whispered, my thoughts turning dark as my Flame soured and began to grow cold. I lost all strength then, my Frenzy evaporating as I gave in to the despair within my soul.

Shit…I really had gone and messed up again.

Yu Li, Su Ling, Mu Lin.

I’ve failed all of you!

I collapsed to my knees again and cried out at the fading light in the sky. I was getting close to home now I realized, some of the landmarks in the distance looking familiar to me. But I was running barely at normal speed now, my [Mark of the Beast] having long since worn off from lack of Frenzy. It would take me hours still to reach home now.

But it didn’t matter.

I was already too late.

Hein had won.

And I had lost.




*	*	*




I was limping by the time the east gate came within view, the color of dusk in the sky. 

I stumbled through the pillars, soul and body broken.

It was nearly dark now; even the guards and enforcers had already left for the day.

But nothing mattered anymore.

The void of emptiness inside me grew only stronger as I saw the all too familiar surrounds of my old workplace. While I was in the wild, I had acknowledged my failure, but it seemed all academic compared to now. 

Now the reality hit me like a speeding truck.

I’d made it back, but far too late.

As I approached the handler station, I saw something else that crushed my soul.

Mu Lin…

She was here, but no longer in the flesh.

A portrait of Mu Lin had been placed on a small altar. Reality hit me for the second time as I stared into the big brown eyes of one of my closest friends. A friend I’d now lost forever. A small part of me was holding onto a sliver of hope that perhaps she had somehow survived. But that all evaporated now. There was no way she could have escaped the trap I’d placed her in. And now, to actually see the proof of her demise was like experiencing her death all over again. Then I saw something else that immediately brought tears my eyes.

There before her picture was an offering.

A single persimmon.

I fell to my knees before the altar with a sob, my soul coming undone. The compounding of my grief was almost too much to bear as I thought of the beautiful young life that had been snuffed out. She’d just passed her exam, gotten accepted into the academy—a bright future ahead of her. All that stripped away in an instant.

More thoughts of everyone else I’d failed resurfaced. Yu Li and Su Ling. Gui Zu. Jian Yi. How could I ever face them again?

The answer was simple.

I couldn’t—my shame and grief too great.

It was all I could do to just sit there and weep for their loss and mine.

“Hey!” a gruff voice called out. “Who the hell is back her—”

I glanced upwards to see Sumatra staring down at me, the big gray giant’s jaw hanging wide open. His eyes widened to the size of saucers. In that instant, all grief and suffering flash converted into rage within my soul as the Demon yanked the Struggler from the controls.

“You piece of shit!!!”

Terror spilled from his soul as Sumatra let out a scream, his eyes nearly popping out of his head.

“Noooo!” he cried, already turning to run. “Stay away! Stay away from me! Whatever the hell you are!” 

I was in Beast form before I knew it, my savagery overwhelming me as I gave in to my rage. I bounded ahead of him with a single leap, cutting off his escape from the handler’s shed. He shrieked again as I backhanded him across the chest, his soul filled with so much terror that it alone could keep my [Mark of the Beast] sustained. I lapped it up greedily, cultivating his fear as I picked him up off the ground by his neck.

He was spitting blood already, every organ within his chest popped by the single blow. But I wanted him to suffer way more than that. He was mouthing something pathetically as his arms and legs dangled, my height surpassing even his own as I juiced myself with [Mark of the Giant]. A small part of me realized I was now employing two Marks at once. A feat impossible before. But now anything seemed possible for a Core Realm Berserker fueled with the power of hate and rage.

“You killed her, you bastard!” I shook him like a rag doll. “You didn’t need to get her involved. You took her from this world!”

“Wasn’t me…” he muttered. “Wasn’t me! Hong Feng…”

“Oh, don’t you worry,” I said, my voice deep and distorted under the Demon’s control. “He’ll be paying for his sins soon enough. But it’s time for you to finally go to hell for yours. Die, you vile piece of shit!”

I clenched my fists and made his neck pop, just like I had Yin Chu’s.

The final look of shock and disbelief on Sumatra’s face was priceless as his head popped clean off his body. As it fell to the ground I stomped on his chest with rage, caving it in, sending a gush of blood jettisoning from his neck. I picked up his body and with a primal roar, hurled it over the wall like a hammer throw. His enormous bulk sailed for what must have been half a football field before finally falling out of view. I turned about and grabbed his head next, piercing his eyes with my thumbs and tearing his skull in two before hurling both halves over the wall with a wail of anguished pain.

My breathing was ragged, my Flame raging and craving more.

One down, one more to go. I’ll avenge you yet, Mu Lin.

A new thought came with my pledge.

There would be no more sorrow tonight.

Tonight, the Demon was taking control.

I recalled my vision with Threja and how I’d asked her if I could do both—to be both protector and avenger. 

I guess I had my answer now.

Fate had given its verdict and the Demon was smiling brightly within my soul.

“You’re next, Hong Feng,” I said as I stared out into the wild and imagined the beasts already feasting on Sumatra’s twisted and broken body. “You and all your kind.”

I had a few stops to make to prepare, but I was no longer in a rush now.

There was no one left to save.

Anger and hatred boiled over in my soul—the power of Frenzy and an ice-cold resolve coming with it.

I may have been too late to save my family.

But it was never too late…for revenge.








CHAPTER 73










I stopped by the arena on my way to Master Edrik’s, collecting a few items along with a fresh set of robes. I didn’t run into Bo Ren, but it was just as well. I wasn’t in a very talkative mood.

The same went for when I finally got to see Master Edrik himself.

By the wary look on his face, I could tell he knew something was off.

Lysa was more vocal about her concern.

“Is everything alright, son?” she asked with a furrowed brow.

I stood in the doorway, not even wanting to come inside, the murderous intent in my heart too strong. 

“Honestly no,” I said, reaching for the axe Edrik had crafted for me. “But it will be in a few minutes.”

They both didn’t seem to know what to make of that. I didn’t know myself really. I knew killing Hong Feng wouldn’t bring Mu Lin back, but it was all I had left to do now. Or try to do anyway. The bastard had already killed me once before, but I had the heart of a demon and a solid core now. If this was a way to atone for my failure, then the least I could do was remove that scum from the face of the earth so that no one else would die. 

I studied the axe.

It was crafted to perfection according to the pattern Edrik had shown me a few days earlier, but now seeing it in its true form it was even more impressive. The Corrupted Steel felt weighty and powerful in my hands, the crescent blade balanced perfectly by the solid metal shaft. But Edrik had gone a step further and added a grip to the shaft made of ornate engravings.

Solid. Lethal. 

A tool of death if I’d ever seen one. 

“This is perfect, Master Edrik,” I said, still marveling at it. “I can’t thank you enough.”

“You can thank me by keeping yourself in one piece,” Edrik said. “For whatever the hells you’re about to do.”

“Do you want to come inside and talk, son?” Lysa said, her eyes filled with concern.

I shook my head.

The time for talking was over. 

“Let’s leave him be now, Lysa,” Edrik said patting her on the hand. “This man clearly has work to be done.” 




*	*	*




Edrik’s final words echoed through my mind as I stalked through the alleyways of the restaurant district and approached the door to the Fire Bird Sect. Every last insult I’d endured behind those walls suddenly came back to me, feeding the growing fury of my Flame. 

I rapped on the door once.

Stepped back.

Before the eye-slot even slid fully open, I charged forward with a powerful kick.

Wha-BAM!

Wood and stone ruptured with a shower of splinters and dust. 

I stepped through the remodeled doorway to see both Du Mak and Ju Gong groaning listlessly in semi-unconsciousness on the floor, half buried under a pile of debris. Voices rang out in alarm from further within the sect, but I didn’t care.

This was no stealth mission. 

They would all know who was killing them tonight.

I strengthened the grip on my new axe, surging Frenzy through it. 

The [Odds were clearly Against Me] taking on an entire sect and the thought brought a smile to my lips and a craving to my soul. I channeled the fresh Frenzy into [Iron Skin], preparing to face the worst they had to offer.

I charged into the training area with a roar, thundering with lightning.

At least a dozen cultivators died instantly from the lightning bolts radiating from my core.

Those that survived immediately sprang into a defensive formation, flames and weapons flying. A trio of Fire Birds pelted me with fireballs from my left. I barely felt the attacks as I turned to them and slammed my axe into the ground. Bolts of lightning crackled through the floor, electrocuting them with wild and hellish screams. I followed up with a leap, my axe cutting one of them in two as I crashed down. With a swing I took out the other two, even as they raised their meager defense against me.

The surge of [Bloodlust] from their deaths spurred me on as I channeled new energy to my reflexes and speed. More flames erupted from behind and I turned again to see at least two dozen cultivators rushing into the training room from the upper floors. And then as if all at once, they recognized me. 

One of them cried out what I could sense they were all fearing in their hearts.

“It’s him! He’s returned from the dead! He’s a demon!”

I threw my head back with laughter at the words, exuding [Fear the Flame].

“Is that what you think I am?” I channeled my Frenzy into [Mark of the Demon] my skin turning red. “So be it then!”

The fear from their souls was enough to sustain my new form and I used it to the fullest, maximizing the strength of my lightning technique. I’d had no time to even develop what these techniques truly were, but the words to augment them seemed to come straight from my Flame.

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

A vortex of blue lightning surged from about my body as I thought of every innocent victim they’d killed, the power radiating outwards in a series of coils. The arcs of energy slammed into the Fire Birds like a tidal wave, slamming them into the walls and setting what was left of the building on fire. 

Panic and disarray become my feeding ground as I charged into what was left of the sect, slaying them mercilessly with the edge of my axe. The Corrupted Steel carried the strength of my resolve, slicing through even the strongest of their armored techniques with ease. I endured the sting of their flaming blades as well, unable to block or dodge them all, my pain and blood rallying within me. Chaos and Frenzy reigned as the world grew small within my eyes, the Demon unleashing, edging ever closer towards full control. 

Give in, you’ve lost it all already. Go all the way!

But the Struggler wouldn’t let go just yet, pulling me back from the edge.

No, I still had Hong Feng to find.

I had to see to it that I killed him first.

Untold minutes passed until finally I had dispatched the last of the sect members, my Frenzy overflowing from the power of my [Bloodlust] technique. I cultivated it to regain my strength. My body was on fire, both literally and figuratively, dripping buckets of blood from the hundreds of soon to be scars.

I didn’t even know how many I’d slain. Only their blood was a testament to their demise. In that brief moment as I stood over the sea of corpses that I’d made, I truly realized how powerful I’d become. While most of the members I’d killed were still in the Foundation Realm, there were a few in the Core Realm as well.

But it didn’t matter to me.

I’d chewed them up and spit them out all the same.

One more left, I thought.  

I flew up the stairs to the only place he could be.

Smoke and flames filled the air as I kicked in the door to Hong Feng’s study.  

The bastard was there waiting for me as I’d expected.

But not as I thought he’d be.

He was sat behind his desk as usual, water pipe in hand, having a casual smoke like the whole damn building wasn’t already on fire.

“So,” he said with a smile, his voice rough and gravelly. “It seems you are indeed what I thought you were. Perhaps even more so by the looks of you now.”

I cracked my neck, cognizant of the bull’s horns now extruding from the sides of my head as well as my bright red skin. 

“The time for talk is over, Hong Feng.” I readied my axe, pointing it at him. “It’s time you paid for what you did to me and Mu Lin.”

“Who?” he said, but then he shook his head with a laugh. “Doesn’t matter. None of this matters anymore.” He then stood casually, his large frame dwarfing the desk in front of him. “Do you realize what you are, Chun? You are a gift! A gift that I’ve been seeking for generations.”

“The only thing I’m seeking from you is your death, you murderous piece of shit.”

“Don’t be so hasty,” he said. And slowly I saw him reach for the handle of a massive black iron mace leaning against his chair. “You do realize my true aim in all this, don’t you? You’re no friend of the empire and neither am I.” He then lifted the mace and rested it on his shoulder, a solid, black-iron rod with what looked like a bowling ball on the end. “Let us put this petty squabbling behind us now and unite. These cultivators you’ve killed here. They mean nothing to me. Mere fruit on the vine, yet to be harvested. Most not even ripe. But you. With your strength, truly we could make a difference and beat back this empire.” He then grinned. “One world at a time.”

The words suddenly stoked my Flame, his goals briefly aligning with mine.

But it lasted only a second as Mu Lin’s tear-filled cries registered within my mind.

“You’ve got to be out of your damn tree.” My blood seethed, craving justice for her and everyone else he’d killed. “You think I’d ever join the likes of you? After what you’ve done?”

He cracked a smile. “But my dear Chun, you already have joined me. Or did you forget your oath. As we are born to the Flame so we die to the Flame. There is no quitting in this sect. You are a Fire Bird for life, my friend.” 

I squared up, summoning my solid Frenzy.

“Is that right? You’re forgetting one thing though, asshole.”  I grinned at him with [Fear the Flame], lightning crackling. “I’ve already died…”

I bolted at him with a Frenzy-fueled charge.

His desk went up in an explosion of blue lightning and flames as I barreled into it, but he transitioned across the room in a flash. 

“So disappointing,” Hong Feng said, his robes shimmering with heat until they burst into flames, burning off to reveal his bare form, a body of hardpacked muscle and brawn. “But I suppose the gloves are off now. As you’ve revealed your true self, it is only fitting that I now reveal mine. One Demon to another.”

I braced with apprehension as the room filled with Dark Frenzy and those same black tendrils I’d seen before began exuding from his back. But then they became less translucent, taking on solid form. That nightmare vision I’d had returned to me, him biting Mu Lin in half as a monstrous demon. Once again, I wondered if that was merely just a dream.

But all I could think off was him ordering for them to hunt down and kill Mu Lin.

“She didn’t deserve to die!” I screamed. “She had her whole life ahead of her!”

My anger and rage consumed me, not caring what the hell he even was anymore.

I got halfway to him before one of the massive, worm-like tentacles reacted with a life of its own, batting me out of the air with the force of a speeding truck. Pain exploded even through my armored skin, as I went careening through wall after burning wall. 

The stunning blow got my wits about me and I sprung to my feet just in time for Hong Feng to come tearing through the hole I’d just made in the wall. The six tentacles came at me at once, each one hissing with the head of an eyeless snake or black eel. At the same time, he sent a torrent of blue flames at me from his palm, utilizing the remnants of Yin Chu’s soul. 

He followed with a third attack from his mace, but I blocked it with my axe, utilizing my martial forms. The strength behind it was enough to make my teeth clack, and I went barreling backwards through yet another wall.

Hong Feng roared with anger and his hatred for me filled my soul with strength of my own. I redoubled my Frenzy into strength and kicked one of the tentacles to the side, then spun to deliver a [Three-Log Chop] to the neck of another. I bolstered my attack with the Demon-fueled strength of my lightning technique, sending a solid chunk of Frenzy straight to my Jing.

The result was like chopping into an electrical main, huge sparks flying as my axe head broke through the hardened demon skin to reveal dark, putrid flesh beneath. Hong Feng cried out in unison with the five remaining snake heads, their hisses eerily human, like the wails of an old woman. He withdrew and the head of the thing that I had cut off instantly began to dissolve into a puddle of black goo on the floor. 

“I don’t know what the hell you are,” I said. “But don’t for a minute think that I’m anything like you!”

I went on the offensive, heightening my axe techniques with the power of my Flame.

Blue lightning and blue flames clashed and we somehow collapsed through the burning floor, winding up in the training area again. One of the tentacles latched onto me and I could feel its venomous bite sucking Frenzy from my soul.

“Yes! YES!” Hong Feng cried, his eyes wide and bloodshot with madness as his Dark Frenzy tried to permeate my soul. “This is the power I’ve craved! I will take it from you now!””

“Blood-sucking fiend!” 

I channeled the pain into more Frenzy, hardening my skin to literally push the beast’s teeth from out of my flesh. The move must have surprised him because he jerked backwards and with a sudden burst I spun with a whirlwind technique. 

Another tentacle fell to the ground as my axe found purchase, it instantly dissolving into goo.

“No!” he cried, reeling from me. “This power! How is it a simple mortal Terran came to wield such power? You don’t deserve it! Give it to me!”

He charged at me like a raging bull.

I barely had time to brace my axe like a shield before he slammed into me full force.

I went careening through another wall and this time I felt myself free falling backwards, not yet hitting the ground. It was only then that I realized that he had pushed us both into the basement chamber.

My back hit the ground hard, only to be followed up by Hong Feng burying his massive mace in the center of my chest. 

OOF!

The world went black for a moment as the life was all but crushed out of me. My [Iron Core] technique reinforced my organs just enough to not become mush as the force of the blow traveled through my body and shattered the concrete below me with a massive spiderweb crack. 

I could no longer breathe, my lungs smashed together. Only the pulsing of my demon heart and my [Death’s Door] technique kept me alive. Summoning the last of my will, I countered with a full chop to the face with my axe. 

The move caused Hong Feng to retreat immediately, backing away and removing the mace, his remaining tentacles blocking my chop. The slight reprieve was all I needed to stagger back to my feet. 

But I still wasn’t breathing.

I was a jet engine sucking on the vacuum of space.

I needed time to heal and recover if I wanted to kill this clown.

I glanced at my only option.

The tunnel.

The same tunnel I’d sent Mu Lin down to die.

Shit…I had no other choice.

“You’re like a damn cockroach,” Hong Feng said as his Dark Frenzy began to swell. “That blow should have well killed you. Are you truly immortal already?” He then began to rise into the air as a huge ball of fire formed around him. “I guess something like you needs to be burned to death to kill. [Flame of a Thousand Burning Stars!]”

Oh shit…!

I dove for the tunnel just as a massive wave of heat crashed into my back, thrusting me forwards. I performed an involuntary flip and somehow managed to wind up on my feet. I pushed into the tunnel just as a bright white light engulfed me. Turning to face it, I instinctively raised my axe to try to block whatever it was and channeled my Frenzy to withstand it.

The roar of a rocket engine filled the tunnel as a two-hundred-mile-per-hour wind of burning-hot plasma ripped across my body. My mind screamed with white-hot agony as my axe heated and turned cherry red in my hands, the flat of the blade the only thing preserving my face and head. 

I was still fueling [Death’s Door] unable to breathe or even scream, and I used every ounce of my pain to generate more Frenzy to keep me alive. My [Iron Skin] was melting and I wished I’d had the time to turn my lightning technique into some kind of defense.

Then finally it was over, and the red glow of my axe matched that of the tunnel walls. 

I staggered in place, skin burned down to white flesh. 

Hong Feng’s silhouette appeared at the front of the tunnel and only then did I realize that I’d been pushed back a hundred feet or more.

“Still alive?” His tone was shrill with irritation. “Why won’t you DIE!!”

He flew at me, covering the hundred feet in the blink of an eye.

I barely had the strength to raise my axe as he swung at me with the cannonball at the end of his mace. My axe did its job, blocking the lethal strike, but the force of the blow sent me slamming into the side of the tunnel and bursting through.

I was suddenly in freefall again, descending into darkness.

I slammed into things on the way down, steel girders and concrete.

My body finally hit the floor and I rolled onto my back to see the glowing form of Hong Feng illuminating the darkness of what had to be some kind of abandoned subway terminal. Or perhaps one that was still under construction at the time of the attack. There were at least three stories of raw steel reaching up to the opening I’d made in the tunnel wall.

I was dying for real now, blood pouring from my mouth, ribs sticking out of my back.

I had to shift and heal if I wanted to survive.

But my Frenzy was already overtaxed, barely keeping me on life support through [Death’s Door].

No, not again…no way would I let this bastard kill me a second time like this!

I was already in [Mark of the Demon] form, but could my body take another shift? I’d already done it once before. I was so angry when I saw Sumatra, that I did it without even thinking, taking on two marks at once.

But could I do it again?

Hong Feng floated down in a cloud of fire. “Fitting you should end up down here. You can die where that stupid little friend of yours ended up.”

My heart leapt at that… Mu Lin?

He landed and began stalking towards me, thrumming the head of his mace in his palm. “I wish I’d seen it to tell you firsthand, but my men tell me her death was…most pleasurable.”

He began laughing and a sickness filled my stomach.

Filthy bastard…

My Flame raged in response, turning bright white at the tip.

Nasty pieces of shit! I cursed them without words, still unable to breathe. I’m glad I killed every last one of you! 

But there was still one left.

“I don’t know why you choose to favor those fragile and insignificant mortals,” Hong Feng said, grimacing at me. “They will do nothing but hold you back. They will be your undoing.”

My anger at Mu Lin’s desecration and demise fueled my inner Flame, pumping fresh Frenzy into my soul. I didn’t know if my body could take it, but fearing death was well past me now. I channeled [Mark of the Beast] as Hong Feng got within a few paces of me and painfully my body began to transform.

He jerked back at the unnatural sound of bones and sinew popping, my flesh restoring and renewing itself as it shifted into a hybrid between Demon and beast. 

“Damn hell spawn!” Hong Feng shouted as he raised his mace, igniting it with flames. “I’ll burn you to a crisp!”

He swung the mace down at me and a torrent of blue flames followed. 

I leapt off the ground before my transformation was even complete, the speed of my Beast form quickening my movements. The flames hit where I once was, but I was already on the attack circling behind him with the speed of a rabid wolf. 

I swung with a lightning-infused chop and our weapons clashed as he deftly turned to face me. New anger and rage boiled as I attacked with a fervor, my beast and demon forms combining to heighten the speed and power of my lightning-charged blows.

“You think they’ll be my undoing?!” I shouted back at him as I attacked him again and again. “They are my salvation! They are what separate me from becoming a monster like you!” 

Thunder and blue flames roared as I bounded from girder to girder, howling with rage. A fear began to grow inside Hong Feng’s soul as he struggled to keep track of me, barely dodging and deflecting my glancing blows.

And then I realized something else.

He was a demonic cultivator, but he still ran on Qi.

And after all he’d done, his tank had to be running low by now.

The thought pushed me on and only furthered the Frenzy of my attacks.

Strike by lightning-charged strike I wore him down, until I was no longer hitting the steel of his mace, but the hardened skin of his cultivation-forged body. One by one I cleaved the black tentacles from him, until they were little more than ooze-weeping stumps.

His fear spiked and the panic in him was all the fuel I needed to keep going.

“Stay still! Stay still damn you!” he roared, trying to swat at me with his mace.

I finally lured him into a parry, which I quickly redirected into a strike at his leg. Blood flew as he collapsed to one knee, his leg cut in two at the thigh.

“Arrgh!” he screamed in pain and disbelief, dropping his mace to clutch his wound with both hands. 

I quickly followed up with a hack to his back, the pure satisfaction of feeling my axe sink into his flesh a thrill like none other.

“You piece of shit!” I screamed. “Now you’ll feel the wrath for killing that sweet young girl! I’m sending you straight to hell for killing Mu Lin!”

My rage and [Fear the Flame] combined must have been enough to paralyze him, because he grew completely still, raising his hands almost in surrender as I swung with a lightning-charged [Single-Chop Cleave]! 

My axe hit his waist and continued right on through, the lightning disrupting whatever Qi defenses he had raised. His body fell apart before my eyes and the [Bloodlust] filled my Flame with glee.

Hong Feng lay on the ground in two pieces, his mouth pouring blood as he patted his legs now lying next to his head. He stared up at me with fear and incomprehension in his eyes, his soul cold with terror.  

“H-How..?” he sputtered. “What even… what even are you?”

“I am a Berserker,” I said, twirling my axe to rid it of his blood. “And I follow the path of the Frenzied Flame.”

He looked almost appreciative at hearing the name, his eyes growing glossy with delight as he gave me a dying smile. “The Frenzied Flame…”

“You only made one mistake, Hong Feng,” I said as I raised my axe to deliver the final blow. “When you killed me the first time…you should have gone for the head.” 

The look of shock and realization became permanently imprinted on his face as I brought my axe down between his eyes. I split his head in two with an ear-shattering scream, releasing every ounce of anger surging through me, fueled by [Bloodlust] and something new. 

A sense of justice and revenge. 

No, I couldn’t bring Mu Lin back…but it felt damn good to kill this bastard for her sake.

I cycled the fresh Frenzy through my system, cultivating it to restore my depleted reserves.

I’d done it.

I’d taken out the whole damn Fire Bird clan.

Or at least, Hong Feng’s branch of it anyway.

I walked towards the edge of the chamber where I began picking out a pathway to climb back up to the tunnel three stories above. Faintly I heard something behind me. A low growl. Or a hiss?

Slowly I turned to see the impossible.

Hong Feng was moving.

The two halves of his head flopped apart as his body slowly began to rise from the floor, new black tentacles growing from out of his stomach and connecting to his legs. I watched with a sort of morbid fascination as Dark Frenzy began permeating the air with a strength I’d only experienced in the wild. 

Shit, I thought. Did Hong Feng have some kind of demonic resurrection technique as well? 

But as the form pulled itself together, I realized it was much worse than that.

A being made of black tentacles and hundreds of bloodshot eyes rose before me, exuding Dark Frenzy that threatened to invade my soul. Then with a sound like nails scraping across a chalk board, it spoke.

~Foul Demon of the Cur-sed Flame.~

They weren’t words, but just like on that nightmarish night, I understood the meaning of the horrific sound completely, an interpretation from my Demon form perhaps.

~Thou hast freed me from this husk. And now, I shall free thee from yours~ 

  





CHAPTER 74










I stared at the writhing horror before me and was filled with an inexplicable fear and dread. The Dark Frenzy pulsating from it was so intense that it threatened to once again poison my Flame. It was as if it were utilizing its own version of [Fear the Flame] against me.

I’d never seen or even heard of anything like this creature before.

Not even on that night in the wild did I see such a being.

I knew then what my fear was born from.

The deepest and darkest of all fears.

The fear of the unknown.

Surely against such a thing the [Odds were Against Me].

As I held onto that notion my technique fueled me with new Frenzy, my fear flash converting into strength that heightened my resolve. 

There was only one focus now.

Whatever this thing was. I would kill it.

The creature undulated as it made that horrid sound again, a shriek that pierced my soul.

~Think thou can lay folly to our aims, oh Demon of the cur-sed Flame? By thy defiance, I’xol’ukz is not deterred. The King of the Moon shall walk the firmament and not even the cur-sed gleam that guards the citadels shall prevail against him. The legions shall feast upon the flesh of the weak.~

What the hell…?

The thing suddenly jetted to the side like an octopus, tentacles flailing. I immediately went on the defensive, spinning about to thwart a sneak attack.

Seconds passed.

Nothing came.

Not being able to see the creature was even more unnerving. I focused on what I could sense from it instead. The Dark Frenzy. It was so intense now that I could barely pinpoint a center. Fear rose up inside of me, further increasing my Frenzy as it touched my Flame.

“I don’t know what you are, asshole,” I said as I readied my axe. “But I will erase your creepy octopus ass from freakin’ existence!”

~Thou knoweth not what thou dost proclaim. Thy husk blinds thee, foul Demon. Thou cannot slay what stands not before thee.~

What the hell did that mean?

Ah, screw it. I was sick of this thing playing mind games.

It was time to strike.

I channeled my Frenzy towards my Jing, performing the same technique I had just made up a few moments ago.

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

Arcs of blue lightning radiated from all side of my body, illuminating the darkness with a resounding volley of thunder. The thing emerged then, hissing and squealing as it was struck by one of the bolts.

I leapt forward with my Beast-heightened reflexes and cleaved into the mass of tentacles with a [Three-Log Chop]. It felt like cutting through stone, my blade barely managing to cut into one of the eye-ridden appendages.  

With a twirl the thing whipped back at me and my skin ignited with pain as what felt like a thousand razor blades raked across my skin. The force from the hit was enough to knock me backwards into one of the steel girders, causing a plume of dust to fall down upon my head. 

The thing writhed before me, looking like an octopus again but with horrid human eyes instead of suckers. It was tough. Whatever its tentacles were made of, they were far tougher than when they were connected to Hong Feng.

It came at me again and I rolled to the side and out of its path. 

A strange sound filled the air, like another shriek but only louder.

It was as if the sound itself were attacking my soul.

I cried out in pain as something cut into me, surpassing all my defenses.

But there was no blade; the tentacles didn’t even touch me.

In my mind’s eye I saw my Flame flicker, like being blown by a strong gust of wind.

Holy shit…this thing could attack my very soul?

The thought filled me with panic and the need for its quick demise. 

I raged back at it with a series of axe technique, my Demon form heightening the lightning-infused charge of my attacks. To my amazement, the beast twirled and spun, meeting every strike with one of its own, parrying and blocking me with its tentacles.

But I was chipping away at it as well.

It made that sound again and I winced as my Flame took another hit, disrupting my flow of Frenzy. In that split second the creature leapt at me with a speed unimaginable, engulfing me with its tentacles.

Searing-hot pain filled my body as the eyes pressed in on me, the strength of its tentacles crushing me like a vice. I struggled to fortify my body with [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core] but the attack was more than just physical. Dark Frenzy pressed against my Flame with the same intensity as its limbs against my body.

Dark visions filled my mind.

Endless plains of demons, writhing en masse.

~Oh, how I did covet this vessel through the eyes of that weak husk. Thou shall dwell in it no longer, foul Demon of the cur-sed Flame~

What the hell?

This thing didn’t want to kill me.

It wanted to possess me!

More than that, it wasn’t even talking to me…it saw me only as my Flame.

The Dark Frenzy pressed in on me even harder, my Flame growing darker and starting to exude thick black smoke. 

No, not again. You won’t choke my soul!

I struggled against the dark forces surrounding me, but the more it invaded my Flame, the less Frenzy I could use to keep it from crushing my body. I was in a desperate spiral towards darkness. Whatever this thing was it was far more powerful than I was. Even as a Core Realm cultivator I felt weak.

Then it suddenly occurred to me.

I can’t fight this... 

This dark god or whatever the hell it was, I was no match for it.

It possessed powers I couldn’t comprehend, much less withstand.

But there was one thing I did know.

It did not fear me, but it did [Fear the Flame].

I pulled the Struggler from the wheel and let the Demon take full control, my vision shrinking to a pinprick. My Flame exploded with white-hot fury, pushing the Dark Frenzy back with a roar. The monster recoiled in the physical world, stunned by the attack, the same way I’d been stunned by its spiritual attack as well.

~Such strength…impossible!~

I willed the Struggler to take back a portion of control as I leapt into the air, high above the writhing mass of darkness and terror. I tapped into the Frenzy of my heightening Flame, enough to fill an ocean. I channeled it all into a single attack, my Dantian swelling to capacity.

“[Lightning Splits the Towering Oak]!”

I came crashing down axe first with a single column of white lightning.

The air shattered with a resounding boom! reverberating with the roll of thunder.

The Corrupted Steel of my axe held firm, delivering every ounce of my strength as I cleaved through the monster’s hardened flesh like butter. It fell apart in two halves, writhing and squealing as its shrieks of anguish filled my mind.

~Foul, cur-sed Flame… Thou doth use thy husk as an apostle? Foul, foul, foul…~

The writhing stopped and slowly the tentacles began to dissolve into tar-black goo.

The oppressive Dark Frenzy left with it, and I could feel myself able to breathe again.

I collapsed to my knees as the Struggler quickly regained control.

I still wasn’t sure what the hell I’d just fought against or even experienced, but one thing was certain. There were forces far darker and more powerful than I ever could have imagined at work here. But I didn’t have time to comprehend it all now.

Hong Feng and whatever he’d become was now dead.

That’s all that mattered.

Slowly I rose to my feet and left the dark crypt of the unknown creature far behind.  




*	*	*




I rushed through what was left of the Fire Bird headquarters, the building living up to its name literally as timber and stone alike burned in a raging inferno. I couldn’t feel the heat of the flames—normal fire no match for my base conditioning even without my augmented forms—but I ran with purpose regardless.

I reached the outer entranceway and saw Du Mak and Ju Gong still passed out under the pile of rubble. I sighed. I couldn’t just leave them here to die now, could I? I supposed not. They’d proven fairly harmless compared to the rest of the bunch—mere doormen not involved in the darkest of the sect’s activities.

But more than that, they’d kind of grown on me as well, Du Mak especially.

I sighed again.

I’ll probably end up paying for this later, I thought. But where would my humanity be if not firmly in the Struggler’s grasp. I grabbed them both by their collars and dragged them out of the burning building and into the alleyway. As I looked down at them, sleeping like babies, a new thought occurred.

Perhaps saving them could serve a greater purpose as well.

I reached into what was left of my robes and withdrew the single silver quill I’d retrieved from my locker at the arena. I smiled at the inscription once more.

‘I regret nothing.’

I wished the words could ring as true for me as it did for Fia, but I had new burdens to bear now. 

“I’m sorry, Fia,” I whispered as I removed her inscription from the metal surface with a flick of my thumbnail. “This one is against your family, not you.” 

I dropped the quill into Ju Gong’s lap. Of the two of them, he’d be smart enough to put two and two together. I was fairly certain I hadn’t given either of them a chance to see exactly who had busted the door in on their faces, but this clue would seal the deal on which clan was responsible for Hong Feng and his sect’s demise.

Or at least I hoped so anyway.

Perhaps it was fitting that the sect Hong Feng targeted would be the one to exact vengeance. Or maybe I was just making excuses and shifting blame. Although I’m sure if Fia and her family had indeed learned the truth of the Fire Birds’ plot against her, the shitstorm I had caused would look like a birthday party in comparison. 

I left the burning building behind me as I edged along the alleyway. 

Screams of panic and commotion stirred as I neared the main streets. Members of the fire brigade were responding with a hand-drawn cart filled with several large barrels of water. I stopped to watch for a moment while the team of ten or so cultivators clad in blue robes dove into action to quell the flames. They used the barrels to augment their techniques, funneling torrents of water through the smoke-belching windows of the burning building.

I moved on then, leaving them to put out the blaze that both Hong Feng and I had caused. I went in the opposite direction of the gathering crowd, moving as far away from the scene as possible.

I got about a block away before my own reality began sinking in again.

With my thirst for revenge quelled I had only my failure left to contend with.

Yu Li and Su Ling.

My family and friends.

What had become of them?

My thoughts soured, turning dark as that strange being I’d just fought returned to my mind as well. How could I ever hope to defend them against a horror like that, when I couldn’t even protect them against the likes of Hein and the damn law?

The Struggler tore at my soul. 

Everything I had worked so hard for lost in an instant.

I suppose I had no choice now but to finally face the consequences of my decisions. To see what had ultimately become of my friends. Or perhaps the Flame was telling me to move on. To accept the loss and seek only revenge. Perhaps the community in the wild would be lost just the same, devoured by creatures like the dark being or worse.

Perhaps my only purpose was as a tool of vengeance for the Flame.

I had asked Threja in my vision if I could do both—to be both protector and avenger.

Her answer was clear.

“Seek not an answer for what you know is true…”

The truth was clear now.  

“Chun?”

I stiffened at the call of my name and spun to whoever was behind me.

I almost expected it to be Du Mak or Ju Gong, but there standing in the alleyway was a small, hunched-over figure I didn’t recognize.

“It’s you, isn’t it?” the figure said and an old man rushed out of the shadows towards me. “Thank the heavens! He said I might find you around these parts.”

“What? Who are you?”

And then the recognition finally hit like a freight train. It was the old guy from the square. The one with the hat. My first true believer.

“Old man?” I said, staring at him in disbelief. “What are you doing here?”

“Looking for you, of course!” It was then that I noticed he was bathed in sweat and panting, looking like he’d just run a marathon. 

“You’ve got to come quick!” he said breathlessly. “All hell’s breaking loose in the square.”

“I know,” I said, feeling the Struggler taking control again. “I was too late. I failed everyone. Hein’s won and I’ve lost all hope of restoring my tribe. At least the one here.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” he snapped. “There’s still time! Come on!”

I narrowed my eyes at him. “What do you mean? The duel was at noon. I didn’t make it. I forfeited by default.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Jian Yi went and fetched some fancy magistrate from the Imperial City. You’ve got until midnight now, but Gui Zu volunteered to act as your second. He’s the one who said to come look for you around here.”

“What?” My Flame suddenly reignited with both hope and concern. “Gui Zu is fighting Hein?”

“No, the other girl,” he said. “The one with one hand, but he’s getting his ass kicked all the same. You need to hurry!”

His words lifted a thousand-ton boulder from off of my soul. 

I couldn’t believe it.

I could almost cry.

There was still time!

“Thank you, old man!” I said, shaking him and pulling him into an embrace. “Thank you! Thank you!”

“Enough of all that!” he said pushing me away. “Go quickly now! We’re all depending on you, Chun! Go now! Go!”

He didn’t have to tell me again. Frenzy surged as I took off in a sprint, moving faster than ever before. Threja’s words returned to answer my question, but in a different light now. The Flame had indeed guided me to do both.   

I had delivered justice and vengeance.

And now…it was leading me to protect my friends.

Hang in there, Gui Zu, I’m coming.

My speed increased as I soared through the air with a bolt of Frenzied lightning.

I would not be late again.
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Yu Li’s heart caught in her throat as the one-handed girl, Zu Tien, flared with Qi and landed a powerful kick to Gui Zu’s back. He went stumbling forward with the force of the blow, despite Zu Tien being a girl barely half his size. 

Yu Li and her neighbors let out a collective gasp as Gui Zu fell to the ground, losing hold of his staff in the process. 

Su Ling, cradled in her arms let out a shrill cry.

Yu Li tried to hush her, but all she could do was look at Gui Zu as he floundered on the ground.

“Get up, Gui Zu!” she called out as she bounced Su Ling on her hip. “Get up!”

But he seemed too stunned to hear her above the crowd.

Zu Tien laughed callously as she punted Gui Zu in his side, flipping him onto his back like a stranded fish. Hein––sat on his makeshift throne at the side of the square––laughed with delight while nudging Li Fet.

“Finally! Some entertainment, eh?” Hein said to Li Fet who grinned and nodded like the fat stooge that he was. The sight of it all caused Yu Li’s insides to burn. 

She hated all of them.

“Don’t give up, Gui Zu!” she cried to rally him. “You can beat her!”

Although she wished it were true, her words were but false hope, she realized.

Yu Li was a half-step towards breaking into the Foundation Realm thanks to the spirit stone Chun had given her, but even at that fledgling level she still had enough Qi sensitivity to detect the stark difference between Gui Zu and Zu Tien. 

The girl had a sizable Qi formation where Gui Zu––skilled as he was––had none. He could almost be considered mortal. Her heart ached as Zu Tien stung him with another kick to the side and the pain on his face caused her insides to wince.

She glared across the distance at Hein.

“You need to stop this!” she cried.

Hein gave her an expression of mock surprise. “Oh? Is that a call for forfeit that I hear? Junior Magistrate, did you hear that?”

“You heard nothing,” Jian Yi said quickly, stepping in to take a position by Yu Li’s side. “The match will go on.”

Junior Magistrate Hui Long, who stood next to Jian Yi, simply gave Hein a non-committal shrug. “There is no forfeit. The duel continues.”

Yu Li tugged at Jian Yi’s sleeve. “Jian Yi, we need to do something. That girl’s going to kill him out there!”

Jian Yi’s face remained grave and expressionless. “I know. And Gui Zu knew that too when he volunteered to fight her in Chun’s stead. Yet he still went ahead anyway. He’s one brave soul.”

Yu Li’s eyes welled with tears for what felt like the umpteenth time. Since noon they’d put up a resistance to Hein and his unreasonable demands and thankfully Hui Long had stayed true to the law and held Hein at bay.

But now, with the sun well set, and Hein’s demands growing more and more threatening, it seemed even the magistrate was starting to bend. It was only thanks to Gui Zu volunteering himself that both sides had gone through somewhat of a reset.

But at what price?

Get up, Gui Zu! Yu Li pleaded with him through a prayer. Please get up!

Zu Tien rushed forward to kick him again, clearly toying with him, but then as if suddenly hearing her prayer, Gui Zu grabbed hold of Zu Tien’s foot and spun her in a throw. He bounced from the ground from off his back and for a man his size, he moved with astounding agility, grabbing Zu Tien from behind in a headlock. 

The girl bucked and screamed within his grasp, perhaps shocked as to how he’d gotten the better of her. Gui Zu kept the hold despite her violent struggles and hope lifted within Yu Li’s heart.

“Yes, Gui Zu!” she cried. “You have her!”

Gui Zu could hear her, she knew that, but never did he break his focus, his arms locked around Zu Tien’s head like a vice.

Then suddenly Zu Tien seemed to calm herself and relied upon her Qi again.

In a burst of light, she disappeared from his grasp and Gui Zu was knocked onto his back again.

“[Third Heaven! Zero Point Strike]!”

The words echoed from nowhere as Zu Tien suddenly reappeared high above Gui Zu’s head. With deftness he rolled to the side just as Zu Tien crashed down with her bladed hand, sending chips of stone into the air as she slashed into the asphalt. Gui Zu grabbed the staff that had flown from his grasp and with a series of quick maneuvers, positioned himself behind Zu Tien to whack her in the back of the head. 

The move more infuriated than injured her, her eyes widening with anger as she spun about with a slash from her hand. 

“Insolent dope!” she cried. “You dare to strike me?”

Gui Zu was panting and sweating, but he met her gaze with a shrug. “You’re the one who let me. Get better if you don’t like it.”

His words caused her to scream in a rage. 

“I’ll kill you for saying that!”

Yu Li’s heart once against leapt with fright, but as soon as Zu Tien lunged forward, she understood what Gui Zu had done. Zu Tien was too irate to even rely on her Qi techniques anymore, resorting instead to base martial arts. It was a mistake. For all the advantage she held over Gui Zu––years of Qi Cultivation, special training, and even a lethal weapon compared to his staff––Gui Zu was proving the better fighter.

Chips of wood flew as he blocked her savage strikes, countering where he could with strikes to her chest and face.

Something besides just awe began to rise within Yu Li now as she watched Gui Zu fight. Chun had said he was a skilled fighter, sparring with him day after day, but now seeing it with her own eyes, she could see he was more than just good. For him to be able to go toe-to-toe with someone like Zu Tien, without the advantage of Qi, he had to be exceptional.

The crowd recognized it as well and the entire neighborhood burst into cheers.

“Gui Zu!”

“Gui Zu!”

Zu Tien took a swift upward strike to the chin that made her teeth clack and she spat out a curse along with a thick wad of blood. 

“Bastard!”

Gui Zu smiled at her with his crooked teeth. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “We’ll have matching smiles before long, Zu Tien.”

The crowd burst out in laughter and even Hein joined in, mocking his own disciple with a slapping together of his hands. Gui Zu’s words caused even more infuriation from Zu Tien and she lashed out with a series of unfocused strikes. Gui Zu played her like a master, easily ducking and dodging through the swipes of her bladed hand. 

And then all at once, she stopped.

Her eyes focused and she shook her head as if coming to herself.

A sense of dread filled Yu Li as a cunning look entered Zu Tien’s eyes.

“I’ve toyed with you long enough, Gui Zu.” Slowly she drew her jian blade from the scabbard at her side, its length gleaming in the moonlight. “I was going to be merciful to you, but now you’ve earned yourself my full wrath.”

With a burst of Qi, Zu Tien flew around Gui Zu in a triangle formation, faster than Yu Li could even see. Gui Zu cried out as three slashes appeared on his robes, quickly turning red with blood.

“[Silver Heavens, Three-Point Strike]!”

She performed the attack again, but with even more ferocity, annunciating the technique.

Gui Zu cried out again, falling to one knee as his legs were cut from behind.

“No! Gui Zu!” Yu Li cried, her heart breaking as even Su Ling let out a scream. 

Zu Tien then appeared before him, sword pointed at his face.

“You were never a match for a true cultivator like me, Gui Zu,” she said. “Do you forget that I was trained as a Silver Shadow? For you to even fight against me is an insult. You will now pay for that insult with your very life.” 

Yi Li’s heart jumped. “No!!”

Zu Tien turned to the crowd. “Let this stand as a lesson to all of you who have defied the royal Silver Leaf Clan and who have disrespected Young Master Hein. Your petty wallowing for forgiveness and grace will no longer be heard after today. Brace yourselves for what will be your new existence as servants under the heel of Master Hein’s boot!” 

Zu Tien drew back her sword as a sound like thunder cracked the air.

“No!” Yu Li cried out for him again. “Please no, spare him! Please!”

Gui Zu looked at her from on his knees and gave her a final crooked smile. “I’m sorry, Yu Li and Su Ling. I won’t be able to see either of you ag––”

The air exploded with another crack of thunder as a bolt of blue lightning came shooting down from the sky. It struck the ground between Gui Zu and Zu Tien and a split second later a massive form came slamming into the ground after it, sending a shower of asphalt high into the air to come pelting down like rain.

As the dust cleared Yu Li saw a form she only barely recognized.

A man nearly as big as an ox was crouched at the center of the crater on the ground.

Bare chested, a torso full of countless scars. Dark hair trim short in Terran fashion and a rugged beard that hugged a jawline so sharp that it could cut steel. Her heart soared with elation as she grabbed onto Jian Yi’s sleeve while jumping in place.

“He’s here, Jian Yi! He came!” 

Yu Li called to her brother as her eyes filled with tears. 

“CHUN!!”




*	*	*




I arose slowly from my crouched position, residual lightning crackling about my body.

The scene around me was one of chaos and confusion, but also of joy as I looked into the faces of my neighbors within the crowd. I didn’t need the lemonade spilling from their hearts to know they were glad to see me. I picked out Yu Li and Su Ling immediately and saw them standing next to Jian Yi. The looks of relief on their faces was enough to fill my soul with renewed vigor.

I’d made it in time. 

I began cultivating the lemonade in the air, renewing the solid Frenzy of my depleted core. After running five marathons, defeating Hong Feng, and killing an unknown demon god, I was running near empty. 

And I would need every ounce I could muster to now face Hein and his lackey, Zu Tien.

Zu Tien had fallen backwards upon my arrival and was now sitting on her ass. She stared up at me with trembling eyes as fear dripped from her soul, perhaps unable to comprehend how the man she had once nearly killed had become the lightning-wielding behemoth now standing before her. 

But I ignored her to turn about and help Gui Zu from off the ground with a clasp of his hand. “Thanks for stepping in for me, bro. I can take it from here now.”

Gui Zu gave me a huge grin of cracked teeth. “Man am I happy to see you! I’m glad you made it, brother. You sure can cut it close though!”

I laughed and slapped him on the shoulder. “Sorry about that. But it’s good to see you too.”

“Give them hell,” he said before limping away to Yu Li who embraced him with a kiss. Yu Li then waved to me as well, her eyes filled with pride and fury. 

“You kick his ass, big brother!” she shouted.  

I gave a glance to Jian Yi who shook her head at me but wore a thin-lipped smile.

Her face said it all.  “About damn time, asshole.”

I shrugged and smiled back before casting a glare at Hein.

The little prick was sat in a chair with a smug grin on his face, but inside I could sense his fear bubbling over. Next to him, Li Fet my fat landlord, didn’t have the same sense of self to hide his fear like Hein. He wore it all over his face sweating like a pig. 

“So…” Hein said, dragging out a long and unnecessary pause. “You finally decide to show up for your punishment, eh Chun?” 

I flexed my solid core with [Indifference] while shouldering my axe with a smile. “Yeah. Sorry I’m a little late. I had some real business to tend to before coming to deal with your punk ass.”

His anger spiked like a rocket and he nearly rose from his chair like the puppet he was from me pushing his buttons. But then he stopped himself, seeming to realize what I’d done. He pulled back his anger and stewed internally with deep resentment as he continued to glare.  

“You will soon pay dearly for that insult.” Hein shook his head slowly at me. “I’m surprised these people held out for the likes of you, but I’m glad they did. It means I finally have a chance to kill you.”

“Chance being the key word,” Jian Yi said, stepping forward and for a second, I was taken aback by the hint of Frenzy exuding from the burning ember in her soul. Something had reignited within her and I was shocked to see how boldly she approached Hein without a trace of fear at all.  

 “Now that Chun is here, I suggest we start the duel properly,” she said and then looked to a young man in imperial robes by her side. “Junior Magistrate Hui Long, would you do the honors of resetting the match now that our chief advocate has arrived?”

The man, Hui Long, gave her a bow. “Most certainly.”

He then bowed to Hein. “Young Master Hein of the Silver Leaf Clan, your duel is now prepared with a proper respondent. Do you now wish to proceed with the main duel?”

Before he could reply, Zu Tien stepped before him.

“You are not worthy of fighting my master,” she said, her eyes seething with more hatred than fear as they locked with mine. “You are to duel me instead!”

“Is that right?” 

I shrugged my shoulder and utilized my masking technique, flavoring my Frenzy with the small sliver of lightning core still left inside my stomach. The looks of hope within the crowd were replaced with stares of awe as I flexed the power of my solid core.

“You sure about that, sis?” 

Zu Tien’s mouth fell open as she backed away, suddenly realizing what I was, or perhaps what I’d become. 

“H-how did you gain such power?” 

The look of confusion was shared by Hein, who stood from his chair. His eyes scrutinized me, and I knew he was sensing the strength of my core. After a few seconds he gawked in disbelief.

“This must be some kind of trick!” he shouted, fear and anger mixing in his soul. “How in the nine hells have you ascended into the Core Realm? It’s impossible! Even I haven’t—!”

He stopped himself, perhaps realizing what he was about to say.

I grinned at him with [Fear the Flame]. “Like I told you once before. Maybe I’m just better at this cultivation bullshit than the both of you.”

The lemonade in the crowd shot through the roof as even my own sister looked at me with new eyes filled with wonder, the words ‘Core Realm cultivator’ falling from their lips in hushed whispers of awe. 

Zu Tien looked as if she wanted to run and hide.

“It is your choice, Young Master Hein,” Hui Long said. “Will you have Zu Tien step in as your second?”

“Or perhaps you wish to forfeit?” Jian Yi added and from within her spirit I could sense the ember flaring even brighter in her soul. “You have seen now how strong our advocate has become. Do you truly wish to risk the loss of face that would come with defeat?”

Jian Yi’s taunt caused even more fear and anger to erupt inside Hein and I channeled every ounce of it to further replenish my strength. His eyes shifted back and forth as if uncertain how to answer, once again outplayed by a wit far exceeding his own.

His eyes narrowed as he settled in for his old tried and true. 

Bully those weaker than you. 

He placed his foot on Zu Tien’s backside and pushed her forward, causing the girl to fall on her face. 

“We will let the match play out as planned,” Hein said with a smirk. “You are worthy to face only the likes of lowly Zu Tien, not me.”

“No!” Li Fet suddenly said. “You should fight him together! Together like I said!”

“Nonsense!” Hein shouted. “He is not strong enough to face just her, much less the two of us. She will fight him alone.” 

Zu Tien turned to look at Hein as if he’d just plunged a dagger through her back.

The fear and betrayal in her eyes was palpable and it only grew stronger as she finally stood to face off against me. 

Cowardly bastard, I thought. Realizing what strength I now possessed and still pushing Zu Tien to fight me?

The rest of the crowd sensed it too, his false bravado of pitting me against someone lower than him falling as flat as the sincerity in his tone.  

The official, Hui Long, seemed to ignore it though and simply gave a nod. 

“Then we shall proceed,” he said and gave Zu Tien and I each a quick glance. “As an unofficial duel, there is no time limit. You fight until one of you yields…or death.” 

At the mention of the word death, Zu Tien’s fear level jumped another octave.

“Begin!”

I casually lowered my axe from my shoulder and sent a charge of blue lightning through it, trimming its edge with Frenzy. Zu Tien was practically pissing on the floor as she stared back me, eyes wide and soul trembling with fear. 

She wasn’t strong enough to fight me and she knew it.

And she wasn’t prepared to die either.

Just a damn kid, I realized. Over pumped on the bravado of facing people weaker than herself. Just like the green bird girl I’d spanked. 

Despite it all, Zu Tien faced her fear and dropped into a martial stance to summon her Qi.

“[Eighth Heaven Seven-Point Stri—]!”

She never got the last word out as I closed the distance between us with a burst of solid Frenzy, landing a blow to her stomach. The wind left her lungs with an urk! as I hit her solar plexus and lifted her right off the ground. 

I barely used a tenth of my strength, but Zu Tien stared at me with wordless incomprehension, gasping for air like a fish on dry land as she hung on the end of my fist.

“My apologies, Zu Tien.” I let her fall to the ground still gasping, her Qi interrupted by the force of my blow. “I did promise to kill you earlier, but I’m not the same man who made that promise to you now.” With a swift kick, I booted her in the forehead, knocking her instantly unconscious. I then looked to Hein still sat in his chair. “I am one who now knows the responsibility of shouldering immense power. Something you were never taught I assume, Young Master Hein.” I then choked up on my axe and pointed it at him. “But I’m going to give you that lesson now.”

“Wait!” someone cried, and everyone turned to see Li Fet tugging on Hein’s arm.

“We need to stop this!” he shouted. “I’m going to lose everything!!”

Hein slapped him across the face. 

“Silence, fool! There is no turning back now!” He stood and then adjusted his robes with a quick pull on his belt. “And how dare you question my ability to lay this insignificant Terran low.”

As Hein stepped into the square a set of silver pins emerged from his back and began floating behind him. I couldn’t sense his Qi, but by the way the magistrate and Jian Yi reacted, he had to be pushing out something respectable. 

“You may have advanced some, Chun, but so have I.” He drew his Jian blade which gleamed with a silver edge. “Now you shall see the difference between the sacred arts of a royal clan and whatever garbage technique you’ve picked up from off the streets.”

Thinking back to the capabilities of Fia, he may have a point there, but I didn’t care.

It was my destiny to defeat Hein no matter what. And in my mind, the stronger he was the better. Because only when the [Odds were Against Me] could I perform my best work. As I let the thought of the technique steep, I felt a new flow of Frenzy, but not much.

The curse of the Berserker again.

When you faced down an unknown horror from the plains of Hell, a prick like Hein paled in comparison, no matter how many new tricks he’d learned. Still, I wouldn’t let that deter me. He held yet another advantage over me versus the fights I’d had against that horror and even Hong Feng.

Both those times, I’d utilized not one but two of my most powerful manifestation technique. But now, before my community and the empire in general, I was forced to conform to the rules of society again. The most I could perhaps get away with was a slight use of [Mark of the Giant] the same as I’d done in the arena.

The thought caused the balance of power to shift in my mind.

Were I able to use two of my forms against Hein, I’m sure I could mop the floor with him. After all, Hong Feng had to have been a mid-tier Core Realm cultivator or even more, considering his Demonic powers, but without the augmentation of my Marks, perhaps even my core status might be only equal with Hein now.

The thought caused an edge of uncertainty that fed my Flame.

Hein would have the advantage of going all out, while I would have to hold back.

Certainly that shifted the [Odds Against Me] even more.

“Everyone needs to stand back,” I said as I sent a charge of lightning though my axe again. “This could get ugly.”

Hui Long took a moment to do just that, moving the crowd back to the very edge of the square. It was still a small space to work within compared to the size of the arena, but I would ensure that no one got hurt. 

I was almost certain Hein wouldn’t do the same.

“The moment of your death is finally here, Chun,” Hein said with a leer. “Tell me how does it feel?”

I gave him a blank stare of [Indifference]. “I’m sure you’ll be able to tell for yourself soon enough.”

I ignored the scowl he gave me and glanced into the crowd instead, looking for the one face I needed to see the most. 

Yu Li.

Thoughts of when I’d first stood up to Hein to defend her as a fledgling Berserker flashed through my mind––the single scar he’d landed on my cheek as a reminder. I had no idea how far I’d have to come to finish what I’d started then, but now the time was finally here. The time to right the wrongs this selfish, arrogant prick had committed against my sister.

The anger of his transgressions rose up in my spirit, fueling my core with Frenzy, my thoughts craving for his demise. It was all I could do now to keep the Demon from taking full control. 

I looked to the sky and briefly thanked the lady who had made this all possible.

Thank you, Big Sis. I hope I do you proud. 

A deathly silence took hold as the Junior Magistrate Hui Long stepped to the center of the square. 

I focused on Hein. 

The bastard’s cocky smile never left his face as he stared back at me, which only served to heighten the rage boiling within my soul.

Hui Long raised his arm and then with a shout our final fight began. 

“Commence!”








CHAPTER 76










I flew at Hein with a thunderclap of lightning, robbing him of a first strike.

He responded by disappearing, leaving the three pins that were floating behind his back hanging in mid-air. I tried to slam on the brakes, but my momentum was too great, and I flew right into them. I engaged [Iron Skin] not knowing what to expect, but the three pins flew downwards and embedded themselves into the ground around me rather than my body.

What the hell…?   

“Still the fool, Chun!” Hein’s voice came from nowhere, cackling with laughter. “Fell for it first try!”

Fell for what?

I swung my axe at the pins, expecting some kind of attack, but before my blade even hit them, they flashed and I was suddenly somewhere else. 

And falling.

Disorientation struck as I found myself some hundred feet in the air, high above where I once was.

Hein’s voice came again from nowhere.

“[Fifth Heaven! Nine-Point Strike]!” 

As I fell towards the ground, Hein zipped across me several times, the hot sting of his blade coming with each pass. By the time the last strike hit, I slammed into the ground hard with Hein landing on my back.

Air left my lungs in a whoosh and only the fortifying of my body with [Iron Core] kept my organs intact. I had to admit the little bastard hit hard and had gotten the better of me, but that was merely the opening round. The thought of him laughing fueled my rage, causing fresh Frenzy to surge into my Dantian.

“[My Turn]!” I cried as I whipped about with my axe, throwing him from my back. 

My axe met the block of his blade with a flurry of sparks and the force behind my strike sent him flying backwards, head over heels. The distance gave me time to spring to my feet as he performed a flip in midair to land on his own, resetting the match.

The bastard laughed again. “If we were in the arena, I’d be up over ten points to your zero.”

“Good thing this ain’t the arena then,” I said, charging my Frenzy. “Cause you’d be going down in one!”

I leapt into the air with a crackle of lightning, axe raised high.

He disappeared just like I thought he would, but I stayed committed to the technique, bringing my axe down where he once stood. As the asphalt went flying into the air, I sensed movement behind me.

Got you…

I spun about with a [Single-Chop Cleave]!

To my surprise, Hein managed to meet my axe with his blade again, fortifying himself with some kind of defensive Qi technique.

Clang!!

It felt as if I’d chopped into a wall, Hein’s feet sliding backwards ten feet or more as he absorbed the force of my blow. By the look on his face, defending against my attack had cost him though. His brows were lowered with intense concentration, perhaps channeling his Qi into his blade. 

I wasted no time and followed up, diving into my repertoire of axe techniques.

Our blades met in a series of clashes, sparks flying with each one.

I yearned to use the full force of my lightning techniques, but with the crowd so close I didn’t dare let loose. I’d have to be certain no one was in harm’s way when I finally did. The complication added a new layer of difficulty to the fight and the focusing on it spurred my Flame even more.

“You have strength but nothing more!” Hein shouted in between his attacks, parrying my weapon with a deftness that defied what a blade that size should be capable of. “I will show you the power of a true sword master, Chun!”

With a flash of silver light, the blade of his sword began to glow.

“Witness now, the full power of the Luminous Silver Tear Fang!”

The glow separated from the blade itself, forming a mirror image that hovered inches above the weapon. A wicked smile crossed Hein’s lips. “Now you shall see what true power is. Face the strength of an ancient artifact, you fool!”

Hein sped at me with a blinding assault, his blade performing a series of quick swipes in the air. The copy image mimicked his attacks a half-second out of sync, filling the air with a blinding kaleidoscope of flashing white energy that struck me in a whirlwind.

Searing-hot pain cut straight through my [Iron Skin] technique and into the flesh below, drawing blood. The strength of the technique reminded me of Flower Girl’s attacks, subtle yet deadly. The thought redoubled my resolve. Hein might be an ass, but his techniques were nothing to laugh at.

He himself did the laughing, cackling like a fiend as he executed the same maneuver over and over again. The crowd backed away as stray arcs of energy hit the surroundings haphazardly, a few people screaming in panic. A fruit cart was blasted to pieces, its contents flying everywhere.

“Careful, you ass!” 

The sight of him endangering the people infuriated me and I went back on the offensive with abandon, absorbing the blows to shield my people from his attacks. The searing pain of my wounds triggered my [Bloodlust] and I used the extra Frenzy to speed my healing.  

We went back and forth for what seemed like hours—me, trying to get through his Qi-laden techniques through brute force and skill alone, while he attacked indiscriminately. I was nearly tempted to shift forms, engaging [Mark of the Beast]. 

With that boost in speed and agility I could easily reach him and end the fight in a heartbeat, but I had the entire neighborhood and a magistrate watching me now. I could try hitting him with a lightning bolt, but then I’d be risking the lives of my people the same as him.

I paid the price in blood instead, enduring the pain as I ran directly though his barrage to reach him with hand-to-hand. After all I’d been through in a single day, my body was starting to give out, but the thought of actually losing to the asshole kept me pressing on.

Flashes of faces from the crowd kept me going as well.

Yu Li and Gui Zu.

“Why don’t you just give up, Chun?” Hein said with a leer. “It’s clear I’m only toying with you now!”

“Play with yourself on your own damn time!” I shouted.

I just needed him to make one mistake so I could cut loose on his ass. 

Come on, Hein… do it. I funneled my dwindling Frenzy into an act of last resort, channeling, [Struggler’s Resolve]. “The only reason you haven’t killed me yet. Is because you know you can’t. I’ll even stand here and let you hit me with everything you’ve got. But you know what the result will be.”

My goading had an immediate response, Hein slid to a standstill, his soul seething with rage.   

“Enough of your talk!” he said. “It’s time I end you for good!”

I focused then as he channeled his Qi, the glow of his jian separating itself from the blade again. With subtlety I applied [Mark of the Giant], recovering my wounds as I grew barely an inch before the crowd. 

“Chun, don’t just stand there!” Yu Li cried. “Please!”

But I wasn’t listening to her anymore. 

I had one shot at this and my last reserves of solid Frenzy to do it. 

Hein finally raised his blade and unleashed a blinding technique I hadn’t seen before.

“[Ninth Heaven! Silver Moon Arc!]

He spun in place with a violent horizontal slash of his blade. From its tip the arc of light sailed outwards towards me. I charged right in to meet it, bolstering my defenses but never raising my axe to block.

I used pure Frenzy instead, channeling every ounce of my inner strength to a small sliver of skin as wide as the arc rushing to hit me. I didn’t know if I would survive but I didn’t care, the fear of uncertain death well past me.

The sight must have confused Hein because he stared at me perplexed as I ran straight into the solid arc of white Qi.

VAM!

It felt as if I’d run headfirst into a tsunami, the power of the attack so strong it nearly took me off my feet and cut me in half, but I held firm, even briefly engaging [Death’s Door] as my spine was nearly severed from the impact alone.

When I emerged, seemingly unscathed and even running, Hein’s countenance shifted—confusion, irritation, and fear mixing as one. 

“Just die already!” he shouted and then flipping above me, he threw the three pins at me again.

This was my chance!

I wasted no time trying to swat them out of the air and let loose an arc of lightning directly at Hein instead. He was now straight above me in the air with no risk of hitting my friends. I struck him dead on with the blue lightning bolt and the howl of pain he let out was delightful.

He fell from the sky like a swatted moth and as he hit the ground, I rushed to jump on top of him. My feet barely left the ground before he suddenly snapped his fingers and the three pins he had thrown flashed around me.

Son of a…!

I was once again teleported high into the sky. 

But instead of being confused, I was enraged.

“Damn cheap tricks bastard!”

“[Sixth Heaven! Seven-Point Strike]!”

He came at me again, faster than lightning, his blade too quick to see.

“Die, Chun!” he screamed. “Die! Die! Die!

Rivulets of blood and pain ripped across my skin as I came crashing down to Earth again, Hein chasing me on the way down with strike after strike. 

“I can’t believe you fell for it twice!” Hein cackled. “You truly are a chun, Chun!”

My anger piqued with each slice, the ground rushing towards me, but I didn’t care.

All I cared was that Hein was now above me again, with only the open sky behind him.

Every insult I’d ever endured from that stupid name suddenly flashed through my mind as I spun to face him, my Flame resonating with a white-hot flare, fueling me with fresh Frenzy. Hein was but a proxy, but he was going to suffer the wrath for all of it now.

The shame and humiliation. The indignation and caged rage.

I channeled my Frenzy as my anger became a sea of hate-filled retribution. 

“My name…” I shouted, as I charged my axe with white lightning. “…is MAX!!!”

I released the force of [Lightning Splits the Towering Oak] but directed at the sky. Hein’s eyes went wide with shock and fear as my axe swung towards him just inches from his chest. His three pins reappeared, producing some kind of barrier as they formed a triangle formation just before my axe hit. The power of my blow went off like an atom bomb, lighting up the sky with a huge flash and boom!

My back slammed into the ground, creating a huge crater beneath me, but Hein went sailing through the air like I’d just struck him for a home run. I pushed right back off the ground again, chasing Hein through the night sky.

“You piece of shit!” I screamed as I flew past him and raised my axe high above my head with both hands. “You’ll pay for what you’ve done to my sister! You’ll pay, you pompous, arrogant ass!”

Hein was still reeling from my first hit, but he still had the wherewithal to scream with terror as I brought the flat of my blade down right on top of his head with a modified [Three-Log Chop]. 

Whaomp!

The impact was viscerally satisfying as he went careening back down to Earth again, slamming into the crater I had just made with a huge cloud of dust. 

I came slamming down right after him, burying my fist into his chest.

Wha-thoom!

The crater exploded a second time as I sent Hein half a foot into the ground.

Deathly silence took hold as debris fell with the patter of rain, not even the crowd making a sound. As I looked to my handiwork below me, Hein lay unconscious in a shattered mess. His fine robes were scorched and torn to shreds, his hair unraveled and burned on one side from where the flat of my axe had struck him. 

He could have been dead.

Should have been dead.

But I’d pulled my punches at the last second for a reason.

With a ragged sputter, Hein suddenly came to, coughing up blood. I stood over him and let the weight of my axe fall on his chest, stifling him further as he struggled to breathe. He looked up at me with shock and disbelief in his eyes, his soul trembling with fear.

“H-how…?” he stuttered. “H-how have you done this?”

I grimaced with [Fear the Flame] absorbing his fear at the same time.

“When ancient flames beckon, you answer the call. And when pieces of shit like you get in the way…they simply get burned.”

Hein’s face became a mosaic of confusion as I dropped the cryptic truth on him, eyes squinting with a furrowed brow. I laughed then, happy to see the clown finally lost for words.

“For the sake of Su Ling, I’ve chosen to spare your wretched life today,” I said as I stepped on his forearm, pinning his sword and hand to the asphalt. He cried out in pain, the Qi-imbued strength of his body now gone.

“It is my hope that one day, you may man up enough to fully atone for your sins,” I said as I raised my axe. “But as for now. Today you will receive a lesson that you won’t soon forget.”

He stared at me confused, until he looked at my foot standing on his forearm again.

“No,” he cried. “Please no! Not my hand! Not like her! Not like Zu Tien!”

Hein screamed in horror as my axe fell.

“Noooo!”

Lightning thundered as my blade struck the ground in a [Three-Log Chop], the sharp ring of steel coming with it. My hair was pushed back by a massive explosion of energy and when the dust finally cleared, Hein’s blade lay shattered in three pieces on the ground.

A cold silence filled the air, only the whimpering of Hein’s sobbing breaking it. When I finally let up on his forearm, he rolled to his knees and looked at his hand as if not believing it was still attached. Only a few seconds later did he notice his sword on the ground and then screamed a second time. 

“No!! What have you done?!!”

“I’ve chosen to show you more mercy than you deserve, you bastard. Be grateful for it.”

Fresh tears filled in his eyes. “No! You should have taken my hand! This sword was worth far more than my life!”

I shrugged with [Indifference]. “Even better then.”

I lifted his chin with the tip of my axe blade, bringing his teary eyes to meet mine. “Pay attention now, Hein. You see her?”

I pointed at Yu Li and Su Ling and then jabbed the axe head into his neck until he nodded.

“You now owe her five Taels a month, understand? And you will continue to pay this on the first of each month until Su Ling reaches eighteen years of age.”

“What?”

“It’s called child support, bitch.” I pushed him back to the ground with my axe, causing him to scramble on his elbows. “Now swear to it before the magistrate, before I withdraw my mercy and take off both your damn hands!”

His eyes darted back and forth wildly, uncertain and scared. “I.. I…”

“Swear it!” I bellowed and his eyes quickly bulged.

“I swear it, I swear it!” he cried, tears running down his swollen and bloodied cheeks as he lowered his head and began to sob like a scolded child.

Jian Yi nodded at Hein with a smile as she stepped from the crowd. “Noted. I will see that the Junior Magistrate drafts something for you so that you do not soon forget your commitment, Young Master Hein.”

I finally let him up, grabbing him up off the ground by his robes.

I looked him dead in the eye with [Fear the Flame] and was satisfied that I’d broken him in both body and soul. Hein now feared me like death itself and I reveled in it, cultivating new strength from his weakness.

“If you ever disrespect my sister or anyone in my sect again, I’ll be coming for your head. You got that?”

I waited for him to nod like the scared little boy he was and then spun him about. 

“Good,” I said and then kicked him in the back of the ass, the same way he did Zu Tien. “Now get on up out of here!” I then looked for the girl herself and saw Zu Tien still unconscious on the ground. “And take that one-handed whore with you.”

Hein stumbled on his feet, bent over at the waist. 

He then reached a hand towards Yu Li. 

“Yu Li… I’m sorry…”

Yu Li’s face soured. “You are indeed sorry, Young Master Hein.” 

I sensed the anger in her as she picked up a piece of fallen fruit from the ground. It then spiked as she threw it at him, releasing a yell. It hit him square in the chest leaving a purple stain on his already disheveled robes. Another piece of fruit came and then another. By the time he dragged Zu Tien and his broken sword from the square Hein was ducking for cover. 

I watched with an immense sense of satisfaction as the very people he had oppressed turned their wrath on him with impunity, emboldened by the security that only true strength and power could provide. As Hein wailed and cried, I shot another lightning bolt into the sky signaling our victory to the heavens.

“Let it be known!” I shouted. “That today, Young Master Hein of the Silver Leaf Clan has been defeated by the might of the Terran Sect!”

My neighborhood cried out a victory shout with me as I sent another bolt of blue lightning thundering into the sky. As the revelry kicked off, I focused on one more piece of unfinished business that needed to be settled. 

I pointed my axe into the crowd. “Li Fet! Where are you? It is time to pay what you now owe!” 

The crowd parted from around him to reveal he had been sitting there shaking in his chair the entire time. 

I approached him casually with my axe on my shoulder.

“It seems you’ve lost, Li Fet,” I said. “I’m ready to sign those deeds now.”

“I-I can’t…” he said, glancing over his shoulder as the people of the square closed in around him. “This is not right! This is not fair! I want to speak to a-!”

Jian Yi shut him up by thrusting a document and a pen in his hands. “Do I need to have the Junior Magistrate summon the Enforcers to persuade you?”

Li Fet glanced at the stump at the center of the square and then immediately looked up at me, as if remembering the punishment he had subjected me to just a few short months ago.

I smiled, amused by the reversal of roles.

I’d come a hell of a long way since then. 

“Hey, it’d be only fair right?” I said with a shrug. “But I’d only order a dozen strikes.” I then put on a mocking tone. “You’d find that, like you, This One is a just and merciful landowner.”

I grinned as Li Fet swallowed visibly and then hurriedly signed the document.

I snatched it from him and then gave him a scowl.

“Good,” I said.  “Now get your fat, sorry ass off of my property.”




*	*	*




The neighborhood roared with cheers once Li Fet and Hein finally left the square. The outpouring of lemonade was on the order of nothing I’d experienced before as the entire block swarmed me with hugs, slaps on the back, and words of constant praise.

It was all I could do to try and cultivate it all while still trying to navigate the crowd, looking for the people I needed to see the most. When I finally reached Yu Li, she crushed me in an embrace along with Su Ling, kissing me on both cheeks. 

“You did it, Chun!” she said, her eyes dancing with pride and joy. “Or wait… should I call you Max now?”

I laughed. “You’re my damn sister. You can call me whatever the hell you like.”

She grinned from ear to ear, crushing me in an embrace again. “I’m sorry for ever doubting you,” she whispered in my ear. “You’re the most amazing brother to ever live. Thank you so much for freeing us. For freeing me.”

I hugged her back and couldn’t help the tears that came to my eyes. 

“[My Turn]!” Gui Zu exclaimed, once I let her go, the giant of a man mimicking the martial tone of my technique. Despite his wounds he lifted me right off the ground as his arms crushed me about the waist. “To the greatest cultivator I’ve ever known! Your heart matches the strength of your fighting spirit, Brother Max. May your capacity for mercy be as renowned as your ferocity in battle.”

I laughed with him. “Thank you, brother!”

As he set me down, I came face to face with Jian Yi.

She wore a smirk on her face, but her eyes shone with a playful mirth.

“Max Chun,” she said in a formal tone. “Founder, Leader, and Warden of the Terran Sect and rightful Landowner of D-Block, I present to you this, your official documents of title and ownership. May you continue to lead with strength, justice and courage.”

She then bowed deeply and presented the stack of papers to me with both hands.

I gave a formal bow as I accepted them from her. 

It was a small gesture, completely unnecessary really, but it did wonders to rally the feeling of accomplishment in my heart. The rest of the neighborhood felt it too and burst into applause as I was formally inducted into my new positions of authority and power.

“Thank you, Jian Yi,” I said, returning her bow. “And thank you for having the faith in me to press on, even when I didn’t show.”

She nodded. “Well, I’d already bet the farm on you, so I didn’t have much choice.”

I laughed at that and marveled at the ember still burning brightly in her soul.

She’d stepped up to the plate and defended her people, but in a way much different than I would have guessed. The way in question stepped to stand by her side, the Junior Magistrate Hui Long. Jian Yi had once again displayed skills and talents that I’d never known, much less given her credit for. How she had convinced a Junior Magistrate to adjudicate a shit-show like this in the worst part of town was beyond me. 

But I was thankful for it.

It was all her doing that had given me my second chance.

“Thank you for everything, Jian Yi,” I said, placing my hands on her shoulders. “You truly made this possible by buying me more time. Words can’t express how much that mattered.”

She blushed then, turning her head with a smile.

The tough girl turned soft was adorable, but I let her go with a quick embrace before she lost her composure any further.

“Congratulations on your victory,” Hui Long said, giving me a polite bow as well. “Your technique was most impressive and a bit familiar if I do say so myself… is the Iron Bull any relation?”

He grinned knowingly and it was my turn to blush now.

Ah, who the hell who was I trying to kid? 

There was no way I could hide my secret identity any longer.

Not after what I’d just done.

But neither did I want to…or need to either.

I was my own man now.

With my own sect, and my own power.

I gave Hui Long a wry smile. “I guess you can say I know the Iron Bull on a personal level.”

Hui Long bowed again. “It is an honor to meet you in person. And it is no small wonder that you were able to defeat Master Hein. Your reputation precedes you for certain, Iron Bull.”

The name Iron Bull went echoing with a whisper throughout the crowd, those slow on the uptake reacting with shock. Including my sister who tiptoed to whisper into Gui Zu’s ear.

“What’s the Iron Bull?” she said too loudly.

Gui Zu let out a laugh and so did I.

“You are indeed a legend,” Hui Long said. “And your reputation will only grow from what has transpired today, but it will not go unnoticed. I would prepare for a swift appeal in the near future from the Dong family. They are but a small part of the greater Silver Leaf Clan, but I would imagine Young Master Hein’s defeat will not go unchallenged.”

The thought of retribution from Hein’s parents or even the Warden herself got my juices pumping. 

“Let them come,” I said with confidence as my Flame stirred. “So long as they follow the law, I’d be more than happy to face whoever they send to fight me in the ring.”

Jian Yi smiled. “Spoken like a true champion.” She then turned to the crowd. “Let’s hear it for our great Warden, Max Chun the Iron Bull!”

The crowd rallied again, chanting my moniker like I was back in the arena again.

I threw my hands in the air, accepting their praise.

As my soul swelled with appreciation, I couldn’t help but reflect on everything.

I’d done it.

I’d won.

“It’s time to celebrate!” Jian Yi said, throwing her fist into the air. “Tonight, the Terran Sect has solidified itself as a force to be reckoned with. And it’s all thanks to Chun! Let’s show our appreciation for him!”

Just like before, the people responded to Jian Yi’s commands as if on instinct, transforming the dueling court into a neighborhood square once more. I pitched in by clearing the massive crater I’d made in the ground and once all was done, the food and drink flowed seemingly from nowhere as the people poured out their hearts through laughter, song, and dance. I sat smiling with Yu Li, Su Ling and Gui Zu, basking in the warmth and security that only my hard-won labor could afford. 

At least for now.

There were new challenges that lay ahead of me for sure, but there were opportunities as well. 

The response from Hein’s family, the fallout from killing Sumatra and destroying an entire branch of the Fire Bird Clan and not to mention that unknown horror I’d killed down in the depths… if I’d killed it even. 

That eye-octopus was probably just a puppet for whatever that thing truly was.

I’xol’ukz, I think it called itself? The King of the Moon?

With a name like that, the [Odds were Against Me] for sure, but I had hidden strength to balance it as well. I had a new conclave of Terrans to support and cultivate out in the wild and a whole new chapter of teachings to digest from the scriptures on Threja’s sword. The thought made me eager to get back out there and increase in knowledge and power.

And I would do so soon enough. 

In the back of my mind though, there were new thoughts of Fia as well.

I’d defeated both Hong Feng and Sumatra. With them gone, there was nothing stopping me from continuing my relationship with Fia in secret out in the wild, although it would still lead to bigger complications in the future, but maybe just seeing her again would be enough for now.  

It was a pleasant thought, but as pleasant as it was, it would all have to wait.

Tonight, I would focus on celebrating with my people and let the complications of tomorrow, be for another day.   






CHAPTER 77 - EPILOGUE










Master Hei Dong fell to his knees before his son with a sob.

Hein was sobbing as well, but he could not care less about the wailings of that irresponsible little wretch. Hei Dong’s concern instead was of the broken blade that lay at the boy’s knees.

“I-I’m sorry, Father,” Hein said, pressing his forehead to the ground, his robes a mess, his body covered in wounds. “That oaf was much stronger than he seemed. I don’t know how he----—”

“Silence!” Hei Dong shouted. “Don’t you speak! Don’t you speak, you insufferable little brat!”

Quickened footfalls came down the hallway from behind him as his wife appeared.

“Hein?!” she cried, alarmed. “Hein, what’s happened?”

The boy ran to his mother’s arms like the child he was, heightening the anger within Hei Dong’s soul. He looked to the girl Zu Tien who remained kneeled before him. She had neither moved nor spoken since arriving with Hein, and kept her forehead pressed firmly to the floor. 

Perhaps he’d get the truth of what had occurred out of her.

But at the moment he couldn’t care.

The precious Luminous Silver Tear Fang now lay shattered along with his soul.

“Three centuries,” he muttered. “Three centuries this blade had withstood the test of time. Withstood countless battles beyond the stars! And only a month ago, I poured my very soul into it to as a gift to you! A blade like none other.” Hei Dong turned his baleful eyes to Hein. “And this is what you do with it?”

Hein’s eyes quivered as he continued to sob.

“What did you do, Hein?” his wife, Rhi Dong asked, a bit of grace dropping from her tone. “What did you do to destroy that blade?”

“It wasn’t my fault,” Hein said. “It was him.”

“Him who?” she said.

Hein didn’t answer right away, shame clearly in his vacant stare. “He’s… just a Terran. He was mortal not long ago. I don’t understand it. He must be a cheat somehow!” 

“Who, Hein!?” Rhi Dong shouted again.

“They call him Chun. Or Chun.”

Hei Dong eyed him with fury. “What?”

Hein went on to babble about the fight he’d had and lost. The strange techniques his opponent had used. But Hei Dong could barely focus on it, his attention drawn back to the three fragments of Aurorean silver laid on the tiled floor. It would take a fortune to repair it, if such a thing could even be done, but even if so, it would never be the same. 

“I wish he had killed you,” Hei Dong said coldly. “How are we to save face from a disgrace such as this!”

His shout echoed throughout the foyer, causing the servants who had gathered to cringe away from him.

“This Chun, or Chun or whoever he is, he is clearly a fighter,” Rhi Dong said with an all too familiar look of bloodlust in her eyes. “I will face him. The Lady Silver Moon will not stand by while her royal house is disrespected so. This Chun will pay for wounding my son!”

“Your son?” Hei Dong said with disgust. “Look at my blade!”

“Yes, dear,” Rhi Dong said, barely acknowledging him. “He will pay for that too. With his very life.”

“Wait,” Hein said. “It’s not so simple. He is a sect leader now too. There was a magistrate there and everything.”

“What?!” Hei Dong screamed. “A magistrate?”

He wanted to kill the boy himself.

Hein turned his head into Rhi Dong’s bosom and his wife sickeningly continued to coddle the boy, wiping his tears and reassuring him of vengeance.

Anger welled within Hei Dong. 

This would not do.

“No,” Hei Dong said firmly. “If a magistrate has been involved, we cannot send you to address the matter. It will draw too much attention in the courts. Our shame will become an open embarrassment that we will never recover from. I could even lose my position over it.”

For the first time, Rhi Dong seemed to have actual concern in her eyes.

“But we need to do something,” she said. “Not responding would elicit an even greater shame.”

“We’re not doing nothing,” Hei Dong said and then turning to one of the servants he snapped his fingers. “Fetch my daughter from her residence. Tell her she must come to the family estate as a matter of urgency.” 

The servant bowed. “Yes, at once, my lord.”

He then ran off.

Rhi Dong smiled. “Forever so wise, Hei Dong. It is a wonder how I ever would have survived had I not married you. Your wisdom is infinite.”

“I wish I could say the same for This One,” Hei Dong said, glaring at his son. “Hein, you have embarrassed this family with your failures for the last time. I warned you more than once about dabbling with the damn Terrans and now one of them has handed your own ass to you!”

The boy flinched, sobbing again.

“Your sister will be your advocate to face this Chun person.”

“My sister?” Hein looked like he would rather die. “No please! Let Mother go. I don’t wish her to even know about this!”

“It is done. Your mother is too high of status to deal with this mess you’ve caused. Your sister is of Gold Ranking. She is low enough to get away with dealing with it.” He then frowned at the boy. “It’s quite apparent you cannot.”

Hein finally shut up, looking mournful.

Hei Dong looked down at the blade again, his heart aching.

“This horrendous sin will be paid for in blood,” he said. “Our Fia, the great Silver Light, and her enclave of Silver Shadows will make right this grave injustice against our family name.”  




*	*	*
 

A mild sense of anxiety filled me as I approached the handler’s camp. 

It had been a couple days since I’d been here last, that fateful evening when I’d returned from the wild and exacted justice and vengeance on Sumatra. I almost expected the place to be crawling with enforcers investigating the mess I’d left behind, but by the looks of things it was business as usual. Maybe there was just too much money to be made for the likes of a murdered supervisor to stand in the way of progress.

And knowing the empire, that was likely what was going on here. 

But I honestly couldn’t care less about Sumatra.

I’d returned for a greater purpose today.

I’d dressed in my finest robes and found a rare blue persimmon in the artisan’s market to bring as an offering.

 It was time for me to pay my final respects to Mu Lin.

 As I entered the camp grounds, I got a few stares from some handlers I’d only seen once or twice before. But then the shout of a familiar voice caught my ear.

“Holy shit! Chun?! Is that you?”

I looked about to see Lee stumbling towards me, tripping over a bunch of backpacks on the ground. Ren, Rho, and Yi Fu were close behind him, their faces alight with wide smiles. I couldn’t contain my own smile at seeing them all. Friendly faces in a sad time.

 Lee immediately pulled me into a bro hug, slapping my back.

“Man, it’s so good to see you, bro!” he said with a laugh. “I thought you were dead, dude!”

I laughed with him. “Sometimes I felt like I might have been dead, trust me.”

I laughed inwardly at my own private joke.

[Death’s Door] had become a bit of a turnstile for me of late.

“Where have you been, Brother Chun?” Yi Fu asked, embracing me as well. “And how have you gotten so big?”

I wasn’t sure if it was just my normal cultivation, or using [Mark of the Giant] so often, but I had definitely put on an extra permanent inch or two. Maybe that was why Threja was a giant compared to even Sumatra.

“Healthy diet,” I said with a smile as Ren and Rho mobbed me as well, giving me bro hugs and handshakes. 

“It’s great to see you, elder brother!” Rho said, “But honestly where have you been?”

“To hell and back would probably be an understatement,” I said. “But let’s just say I’m glad to see all of you.”

At the mention of that, Lee’s countenance suddenly fell. 

“Hey… have you heard? About Mu Lin?”

I only nodded. 

“Why I’m here actually. I heard you guys had made a shrine for her.”

Lee nodded as the sadness returned to his eyes. “Still can’t believe it, honestly. But then a couple days ago Sumatra goes missing as well. They found a whole pile of blood but no body. I think something really bad is going on, man, but I’m not sure what.”

I feigned ignorance. “What? Sumatra too?”

“Yeah,” Lee said. “But I don’t think people care too much. The guy was an asshole, right? They gave me his position the next day and told me to keep the customers rolling.”

“Whoa, no shit?” I said. “You’re the boss now?”

Lee laughed. “Can you believe that? Me, the slacker of all slackers. Should really have been her though, man.” Lee then gestured to Mu Lin’s picture at the side of the handler’s hut and we all approached it somberly. 

I looked at Mu Lin, her smiling face.

And my soul grieved.  

“I’m going to miss you,” I said, kneeling down to her picture. “Thank you for everything you taught me.”

“She taught us all a lot,” a voice said from behind me.

I turned about to see Xi Xha, dressed in a pristine white robe and a veil—the colors of death and mourning.

I smiled at her sadly as I rose to my feet. “You got my message.” 

She nodded. “Thank you for telling me and inviting me.”

I nodded. “I thought it would only be right that you knew what happened to her. You put so much of yourself into Mu Lin. She would have wanted you to be here.”

“Thank you,” Xi Xha said and gave me a warm embrace. “Mu Lin thought the world of you too, you know?” She then leaned back, giving me a sad smile. “Which is why, I think you deserve to know the truth of what really happened to her as well.”

“What?”

Before my mind could even put two and two together, a small figure stepped out from behind the back wall of the hut, dark eyes twinkling with mischief.

My heart hit the ceiling as my eyes nearly popped out of my head.

“Mu Lin!!”

I screamed her name as I jumped across the distance to her, snatching her up in my arms as tears flowed freely from my eyes. My soul overflowed with joy, my heart nearly bursting with elation and gratitude to the fates for sparing her somehow.

“I can’t believe it!” I said still in shock. “You’re alive! You’re alive!”

Mu Lin laughed and giggled as I spun her in the air. 

“Yes!” she said. “For the moment. Now put me down before you actually kill me!”

I did so with another laugh and allowed her to share embraces with Lee and the others. 

“Damn,” she said. “You all couldn’t find a better picture of me than that?”

That got us all laughing and the whole handler camp joined in. It was amazing to see just how loved and missed she was. I stepped back still in amazement, beside myself as I stood off to the side next to Xi Xha.

 “Wow,” I said. “You really know how to throw a surprise, Xi Xha. I’m assuming she came to find you?”

“Almost a week ago now,” Xi Xha said, folding her slender arms with a smile as she looked on at Mu Lin reuniting with her co-workers. “She thought you might have been dead too for some reason.”

“Why? What did she tell you?”

“Not much,” Xi Xha said. “Only that she had to stay with me for a while. I knew something bad must have happened when she said you could be dead. But she swore for me to keep quiet about everything.”

I smiled inwardly. She’d listened. But for how she got out of that tunnel I still didn’t know.

“When I showed her your message, you should have seen her.” Xi Xha let out a laugh. “She cried for like an hour, she was so happy. She said whatever it was, it had to be all over now that you’d made contact. That’s how much faith she had in you.” She then paused and gave me another smile. “And for the record, it was her idea to surprise you like this. Not mine. She’s got a wicked sense of humor, that one.”

I laughed. “Indeed she does. Thank you, Xi Xha. For everything.”

She raised a brow at me. “So are you going to tell me what this was all about?”

“Best you not know,” I said. “The Jianghu is best left with its secrets, yeah?”

She nodded and left it at that, quick to take the hint.

Mu Lin finally rejoined us again, free from everyone hugging her.

Xi Xha smiled. “I’ll leave you two ‘dead people’ to catch up with one another.”

We both couldn’t help but laugh at that.

Mu Lin jumped into my arms again, squeezing me hard.

“Oh man, Chun,” she said with a sob. “I really thought you were dead. I’m so sorry I told them everything.”

“Don’t worry about all that,” I said, squeezing her back just as hard. “I’m just so happy that you’re alive. How are you alive?”

“You first,” she said. 

I gave her a smile and cycled my Frenzy, accenting it with my sliver of lightning core.

Her eyes grew wide as she sensed the sudden power of my Qi.

“Holy shit!” she said. “You ascended into the Core Realm?”

“That I did,” I said. “And I trust you can keep this next part hush-hush, for both our sakes. But you need not worry about Sumatra or those Fire Birds ever again.”

It took her half a second to realize what I was saying, but after a brief look of shock, her eyes melted into tears again. 

“Thank you, Chun,” she said, giving me another hug. “Thank you for everything.”

“Now, your turn,” I said. “How did you survive that tunnel?”

She laughed a nervous laugh. “Wasn’t easy, but I found a crack in the wall that led to this underground area and hid.”

As soon as she said it, I thought about the area I’d fought Hong Feng and that monster in.

Clearly, she must have found a way inside there as well, or someplace like it. 

“I hid in there all night,” she said. “I kept one step ahead of them by sensing their Qi from afar and expending all of my own so they couldn’t detect me. It took them a while to give up. I guess they figured I had made it to the wild and just died out there.”

I laughed. “They actually lied. They told Hong Feng that they killed you.”

“What?” she said. “Even better then. I guess they needed to save face for their failure. Anyway, I managed to get back to the wild early the next morning and snuck back into the city and found Xi Xha. I did everything you told me to. I said nothing. I honestly didn’t think you were still alive though. I was so happy when Xi Xha got your message. I knew everything had to be ok then.”

I chuckled as Mu Lin hugged me again. “Yeah, Xi Xha told me.”

“So what now?” she asked. “Is everything really okay?”

“More than okay,” I said. “Lee is in charge of this place, so you need not hurry back. You should get yourself off to school.”

“Yeah, Xi Xha has that already arranged. But what about you?”

“Me?” I gave her a grin. “I got a new job myself. A few actually.”

She furrowed her brow, her glasses sliding down her nose.  “What do you mean?”  

“After work you all need to come by D block. There’s some paperwork you all need to fill out.”

“Paperwork? For what?”

“You’ll see when you get there,” I said. “Oh! And before I forget. I brought this for you.”

Her eyes lit up as I handed her the blue persimmon that I was planning to place on her shrine and was grateful I had the privilege of seeing her enjoy it in the flesh. Her eyes lit up for a second as she sunk her teeth into the meaty fruit, staining them blue as she gave me a grin.

As I took in the moment, a relief and calm filled my soul.

I finally had my answer.

About whether I could both protect and avenge.

Seeing Mu Lin alive again proved I could do both.

And I would do both.

But not alone.

My friends and family were here to help me along my path.

While I took revenge for the Earth, I would both protect and cultivate my people and turn them into a force to topple the empire. It would take perhaps years, decades, or even centuries, but I didn’t care.

My Flame was immortal and one day, so would I be.

The thought stirred my conviction and strengthened my resolve.

I’d taken my first step along the path to both freeing the Earth and achieving immortality. And there was no looking back now. Whatever lay ahead of me I would push forth without fear or hesitation. I would follow the Frenzied Flame as it guided my path. 

The path of the Berserker.
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