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CHAPTER ONE




Prologue

IN A DESOLATE vignette of the ocean, far away from any civilization, violent waves crashed against the hull of an enormous dark ship. Trails of seaweed and green moss seemed to be embedded into the base of the ship, while the dark wood appeared to stem from a history that many would have forgotten.

Waving along the wind were towering sails with a faded emblem woven in the center. It was an image of two axes inter-crossed with an anchor in the background. 

The entire ship was empty, save for one disheveled cabin.

Inside the cabin, a cracked and dirty mirror displayed a hazy illusion of a woman languidly seated on a throne.

“Has she made contact with the Exalted One?”

A rich and melodious voice sounded out within the barren room.

“Yes, Ancient one. Cynthia should have forcefully fused the artifact into the boy’s heart by now. It’s a long process, so I’m awaiting her report in a few hours.”

A lanky figure, draped in full black robes, grated out his response in a hoarse whisper. It seemed as though time had eroded the man's vocal chords. His hands were almost devoid of flesh, their visibly gray appearance would have elicited a shudder from any normal person. If not for the thin layer of membrane on his skin, his hands could’ve been mistaken for mere bones.

“Our war with the gods is in a fragile balance. It’s imperative that a new Ancient joins us soon. Especially, if it’s the Ancient of Lightning. Once his memories awaken, hand him the scroll I gave you.”

The melodious voice conveyed in a silky tone. Her face was obstructed in the mirror, and despite her relaxed demeanor, the skeletal man shivered at her words.

“Ancient one… What if he’s not the Exalted one of the past?”

The bony man rasped, his black robes flickering slightly with the rocking ship.

“Good point. To verify he is indeed the Ancient of Lightning, I need you to do one thing…”

The Ancient’s hazy image leaned forward, causing the cracked mirror to tremble as the illusion threatened to push into reality, causing spacial cracks within the cabin.

The skeletal man’s hands quivered as the almighty being’s aura seeped through the portal.

“Kill everyone that boy cares about.”

Sweet laughter echoed in the room, overlapped with the rhythm of the crashing waves outside.


CHAPTER TWO

Starry Space

“WE ARE THE Lightning Primordial, Calron.”

Raizel’s muted voice resounded within Calron’s mind. In a blitz, the azure lightning burst out from his chest and wrapped itself around Raizel’s body, boiling with rage.

However, the lightning had no effect on the demonic man as he simply held out his palm, and a barrage of black lightning exploded outward, driving back the divine element.

“If you’d actually awakened, I’d be in trouble. However, you’re barely a threat to me now.”

Raizel chided the azure lightning while his black lightning subdued it, leaving the latter to withdraw sulkily as it morphed into a blue electric snake. The small creature floated over to the collapsed Calron and gazed at him with worry.

“How is this possible? How could we both be the same person?”

Calron groaned, the pain retreating within his body the moment the azure lightning stopped resisting.

“Only the second half of our soul knows the actual truth, but this is what I’ve gathered in all the time I spent searching for answers.”

Raizel glanced knowingly at the visibly upset blue snake before continuing.

“Our world is not alone in this universe, Calron. There are multitudes of planets, galaxies and civilizations that we could only dream of. In the vast universe, there are races that don’t even have the elements, but use various paths to ultimately reach the same goal: Immortality. I haven’t personally witnessed them, but I read in the forbidden libraries within the Divine Realm that there were systems out there where people gained immortality by merely studying the sword and practicing with the weapon until it became a part of them. All of this might sound inconceivable, but there’s proof.”

Raizel sighed, noticing the blue snake beside Calron getting more nervous as the conversation between the two inheritors continued.

Calron felt sympathy for the azure lightning. After all, it had been with him all these years. The divine element had changed his life, giving him a power few could ever hope to achieve, but more importantly, it always protected him, no matter what.

However, this was the only chance that Calron had to get the answers he’d been desperately looking for. He’d make it up to his partner later, but for now, he needed Raizel to talk.

“This was not our original world. The sector that the seven primordials, and in turn, us, came from, was known as the spirit sector. Our cultivation method relied on the elements to progress. But something happened that altered the spirit sector forever, which coincidentally involves the disappearance of the Lightning Primordial. Later, the remaining primordials twisted space and time to create a world portal, forcefully migrating the inhabitants of the entire spirit sector to the new sector we are in today, legacy sector.”

Small static black lightning traced around Raizel’s face, casting a gloomy shadow over his features.

Calron’s heart raced erratically as he absorbed the shocking revelations.

“Unfortunately, the legacy sector already had natives living here peacefully, and they did not take it kindly when the primordials invaded them. Their cultivation path focused more on their physical body than their cores, but despite that, there were four beings that could contest against the six primordials’ might. They were the four titans of this sector, the Martial Titan, Star Titan, Nature Titan, and finally, the Blood Titan.”

*grrrr*

The azure lightning coiled around Calron, baring its fangs at Raizel.

“Don’t like me telling the boy that it was your brothers and sisters who started this war, huh?”

Raizel smirked, ignoring the stupefied look on Calron’s face at the blue snake’s reaction.

“The four titans were powerful and were of the same cultivation rank as the primordials, but they were sadly outnumbered. The legacy sector was still relatively newborn compared to the spirit sector. I don’t know if the four titans were executed or sealed in a space prison, but they never appeared again, allowing the primordials complete reign over this sector. However, they didn’t just stop there. They meddled with the natural laws of this world and removed the original cultivation path of this sector, forcing everyone to use the elements.”

“Were legacies the original cultivation path?”

Calron murmured as a gradual realization struck him.

“Yes, but not the legacies that you’ve seen and practiced before. The primordials couldn’t entirely remove the legacy path, so they altered its laws, watering down its power and twisting its ranks so no one could ever hope to reach the same level as the Titans. Initially, the legacy cultivation path would make your body incomparably stronger at each stage, but after the primordials tampered with the laws, the legacies became a mere supplement to the elemental cultivation.”

Raizel clicked his tongue, his distaste clear.

“Let’s change the scenery. My mood is souring the more I talk about this.”

The older man stood up and swiped his palm to the right, causing the surroundings to distort until the new scenery changed to a large, open meadow. The verdant and lush greenery was a stark contrast to the previously glum atmosphere.

“The blood legacy I inherited doesn’t fit what you said. It’s powerful. My Master, Elias, used only the blood legacy to defeat other cultivators of the same stage.”

Calron refuted. Although most of the legacies he encountered were underwhelming, the blood legacy defied this stereotype.

“The blood legacy… Yes, I remember that one. There are always exceptions to any rule, but not in the way you’re assuming. Before the primordials invaded this sector, the legacy path was unlike what you know of it today. Tell me, Calron, what do you think is the difference between a God and an Ancient?”

Raizel brushed his hand against the empty air, creating two simple wooden chairs in the center, gesturing Calron to sit after he took his place on the chair.

“I… I actually haven’t thought about it much. I assumed they were the same as gods but belonging to a different faction.”

Calron mused, accepting the offered chair while the electric blue snake floated beside him. It appeared to be resigned to the ongoing events at this point.

“The Gods have meticulously worked to destroy all mentions of the Ancients. While certain races like the Darklings maintain direct connections to the Ancients, for the rest of the world, this information has been suppressed. Would you like a drink?”

Raizel created a table in front, materializing a tea set along with it.

Can we even get thirsty in this isolated dimension?

“I’ll have a cup, thank you. You still haven’t told me what the difference between a God and an Ancient is.”

Calron’s thoughts raced as the puzzle pieces aligned slowly within his mind. But he wanted Raizel to confirm.

“You’re a smart man, you know it already. Or should I say we’re both smart men? Sorry, it’s been centuries since I last interacted with someone, and my humor has become somewhat dry.”

Raizel chuckled, eliciting a wry smile from the younger man on the other side.

“Sigh, I can’t even fathom the fact that we essentially share the same soul. Does that mean you’re still alive if your soul is present? And how is it we’re both so different in personalities when we’re the same person?”

Calron inquired with unhidden curiosity.

“Slow down, little me. We’ll get to that, but we need to wrap up the topic of Ancients before we open that can of worms. Now, tell me the conclusion you came to regarding the Ancients. Go on, you already guessed it.”

Raizel stirred the pot, throwing in the dried tea leaves into the boiling water.

“I don’t know how it’s possible, since you said that the primordials deformed the world laws, but I think the Ancients are people who practice the original legacy cultivation path.”

Calron whispered out the words. The static discharge around the azure lightning grew agitated, dreading once again about what was to come, but helpless to the stop the demonic ex-inheritor.

“Right on the mark. While cultivators eventually come to the knowledge about the existence of Ancients, one fact has remained to be a strict and forbidden taboo… the method of becoming an Ancient.”

Raizel shot a warning glance at the azure lightning before continuing.

“I didn’t become an Ancient of Lightning on the spur of the moment, Calron. It was all to find the truth about what happened to us and why our fate is stuck in this wretched loop of reincarnation. Anytime I would get close to the truth, our snake friend over here would intervene in my path. In the end, the only way I’d unshed the truth was if I could force the azure lightning out of my body.”

Raizel’s eyes turned serious, the demonic aura surrounding him growing in intensity.

“Did it work?”

Calron breathed out slowly.

“Yes, it worked, but I didn’t have time to finish my search. Knowing I couldn’t do anything, I set out to prepare for the one who’d reincarnate next. You thought it was the locket that gave you the divine element, but you were going to inherit the azure lightning, regardless. Instead, the locket was a measure secured by me to ensure our meeting today. I’ve waited centuries for this moment, Calron. Only you can find out the truth about our past.”

Raizel briefly closed his eyes. Flashes of agony flickered through his irises.

“You were preparing for this meeting for centuries? What can I even do? I’ve barely entered the Saint stage.”

Calron lamented, feeling like he let down his counterpart.

“You don’t even realize that it’s a boon that you haven’t broken through to the Heavenly stage. If you did, then all hope would have been lost already.”

Raizel shook his head with a slight smile etched on his face.

“What do you mean?”

Calron was befuddled, but nothing could have prepared him for Raizel’s next words.

“To learn about our past, you need to destroy your cultivation and be reborn as an Ancient.”

“DESTROY MY ENTIRE cultivation? Are you mad!?”

Calron choked, unable to control himself from yelling at the older man.

It was an expected reaction. Any cultivator would’ve reacted similarly, as it took years to reach the Saint stage and Calron had to fight with blood and sweat to earn his current cultivation. To let all of it go and voluntarily destroy his core was asking too much from him.

He had yet to achieve his revenge against city lord Regis, and without his cultivation, he was a sheep to the slaughter if he ever came across the noble in the future.

“Calm down, Calron. Listen to my explanation before you assume the worst. I know what it means to give up your cultivation. After all, I had to make the same choice. For others, it might be the end of their path, but we’re not the same as other cultivators. Even if it’s only one half, our soul is still that of the Lightning Primordial.”

In a calming manner, Raizel extended a cup of tea to the unsettled young man.

“Sigh, I apologize for my outburst… it was just unexpected. Why is it so important that I turn into an Ancient?”

Calron took the tea and a small sip to calm down his nerves. The azure lightning slithered over to the table and gazed with anticipation at Raizel.

“Here you go.”

Raizel smirked before placing the third cup on the table for the electric snake.

*hisss*

The azure lightning ignored the demonic man and cheerfully took a long gulp of the fresh tea. This elicited a small chuckle from Raizel.

“Coming back to the discussion, let me start by assuring you that although you will lose your essence core and your present cultivation, you will gain something far more valuable in exchange.”

Raziel continued.

“The azure lightning not only contains the second half of our soul, it also acts as a limiter on our bodies and cultivation potential. Keep in mind, our soul was split when we were already a primordial. So our cultivation comprehension and ability to climb up the ranks is much higher than either humans or beasts. I don’t know the reason, but the azure lightning is adamant in restricting our progression. After restarting as an Ancient, you’ll have none of these limitations and you could probably reach again your current power level in a couple of years.”

“If the divine element is going through this much effort to limit our cultivation, surely there must be a reason?”

Calron glanced at the electric snake who was in the midst of slurping the final contents of the tea. Hearing its inheritor address this point, the azure lightning beamed at Calron with pride, its tail wagging repeatedly as small bolts of lightning bounced on its scales.

“Look, I don’t think the other half of our soul is an enemy or someone to be distrusted. It means well. However, that half of the soul only contains the raw power and instincts of a primordial, but none of the rational thinking or ability to make calculated decisions. It acts on emotion and its primary drive to protect the inheritor. You saw how it tried to attack me for simply revealing certain truths to you, because it knew it’d mentally affect you, so it tried to prevent it.”

Raizel shook his head. Recalling all the events that transpired until now, Calron saw that there was never any true hostility between the electric snake and the demonic man. Compared to how the divine element had acted in the past, ff Raizel was truly a threat to Calron, the azure lightning would have stopped at nothing to fight back.

Seeing its relaxed, albeit annoyed temperament toward the older man, Calron sensed it didn’t deem Raizel as an enemy.

“Let’s say I agree to become an Ancient. How will I cultivate from now on?”

Calron sighed. He really wished he could consult his teacher, Ezkael, but with his whereabouts unknown, it was a lost cause for now. He had some trepidation in destroying his entire cultivation just based on Raizel’s words, regardless if the older man shared the same soul as him.

“The original legacy cultivation path was unique from the elements. It relied on your understanding of the path you chose. That’s why the Ancients still exist as a threat to the primordials today. They don’t need the essence to cultivate. They could draw the energy of the world itself. Some refer to this path as the Grand Dao.”

Raizel paused and opened his palm to Calron, facing up.

A small black orb of lightning coalesced atop his palm. The lightning appeared to be frozen in space as the bolts hardly moved and remained stuck in motion. It was an ethereal moment that Calron found breathtakingly stunning.

Before he could speak, the black orb expanded and smoothly dispersed into countless miniature stars, each melding into one another until several mini planets formed into creation. The surrounding grass around Calron vanished, and the scenery took them high into the dark sky before halting abruptly.

“What is that lightning?”

Calron whispered in awe as he registered the starry space around him. Somehow, the table and chairs were fixed in space and traveled with them. The lines between illusion and reality were blurring for Calron.

“Lightning exists as one of the seven elements, but in the legacy path, the Dao of lightning is something else. I can’t explain it to you in words as it might do you more harm than good, but this is essentially my understanding of what lightning means to me. My comprehension might not be the same as yours, so you need to reflect on that and form your own path. After all these years, I’ve come to a realization that there is no wrong path in cultivation, Calron. Only wrong ideals. Stay true to who you are, and the correct path will open for you on its own.”

Raizel closed his eyes for a brief second before gazing at Calron with empathy. The older man’s heart wavered. Would Calron be able to succeed where he had failed? Was he setting up the young man on a pointless journey, knowing how much sacrifice he’d be making? Even if Calron transitioned to an Ancient, they couldn’t guarantee that they would find the answers they were searching for.

More importantly, something that even Calron had obliviously ignored until now. Going down the path of an Ancient meant that all elemental cultivators, including his friends, will now become his enemies. The Gods will not sit back and watch an Ancient roam free in their realm.

“How will I know which Dao to choose?”

Calron wasn’t aware of all the thoughts racing through Raizel’s mind.

“Once we begin the process, I’ll force you into your subconscious and establish a temporary connection to the legacy path. You’ll be in the deepest layer of your mind and the legacy path will draw out all the Dao that you have an affinity for. They’ll appear as sigils. Well, that’s how they showed up for me. Pick the one that you have the strongest affinity for and bond with it. We’ll have only a few minutes to do this before the primordials notice and cut off the medium.”

Raizel snapped his fingers, and the scene switched back to the green meadow, reverting everything back to before. He needed to put aside all his doubts, as it might be even more damaging for Calron if he went into this process with apprehension. The young man’s mind needed to be in optimal condition for the highest chance of success.

“If the Gods and the Ancients are at war, I’ll become an enemy to the elemental cultivators, right?”

Calron muttered, staring nervously at his hands.

Is finding the truth that important? Can’t I just continue what I’d been doing?

“Yes. I have a solution for that, but we can over it after the transition. Sigh, I will not force you into this, Calron. There are significant risks and little hope for ultimately finding any answers. You’ll be going in blind for almost everything, and with no one to count on. Once you leave this dimension, the little soul residue I have left will dissipate and I’ll be dead forever. Whatever you decide, know that I support you. Our souls might be chained together, but we’re two different people. I had no right to force you into this situation, so I can only request you.”

Raizel’s eyes turned melancholic as he stood up and bowed to Calron with his fists over his chest.

“So I can choose to back out?”

Calron gazed into the dark eyes of his counterpart, searching for something only known to him.

“The choice is always yours, my other half.”

Raizel smiled.

Calron stood up while shaking his head, returning the smile to Raizel.

“I’ve heard that many times before and it’s always never been a choice. Destiny was already set in motion from when that locket fused with my heart.”

“Wasn’t it you who wanted to shatter the chains of destiny when you were younger?”

Raizel’s eyes glowed, the mirth reflected on his face as he knew Calron had already decided.

“Shatter destiny, huh? I guess I could do that again. Now, how do we start?”

Calron flashed a grin.


CHAPTER THREE

Legacy Path

“BEFORE WE BEGIN, you should console the little guy over there. Once you become an Ancient, it’ll be a very long time before you’ll see it again.”

Raizel suggested, peeking a glance at the fidgeting azure lightning in the back.

Calron turned his head toward the snake and a bit of guilt seeped in. The azure lightning had been his partner since the beginning of his cultivation journey, and today, he’d be willingly breaking that bond. Did the divine element feel betrayed by him? Calron wished he could communicate better with the azure lightning so he could convey that this was something he had to do and he didn’t mean to hurt it.

Slowly walking over the small electric snake, Calron kneeled down on one knee to look directly into its scaly face.

“Please don’t think I’m abandoning you. Ever since I awakened with the lightning element, my life has taken turns out of my control and pushed me into a path where I don’t even know where I’m going. I’ve felt lost and alone, but you’ve been protecting me from the very beginning. Even if it’s only a minuscule chance that I’ll get some answers, I have to take that risk. Otherwise, who even am I? If I don’t even know my past, can I still say I know myself? It will eat me away for the rest of my life.”

Bolts of tiny current flickered across the electric snake as it waddled to Calron and its two large eyes gazed at him with deep emotion.

“I don’t know what truth I’ll find once I go down this path, but whatever it is, you’ll always be a part of me. I’ll come back for you, regardless of how many years it takes. This is a promise.”

Calron held out his fist in front of the small snake.

Giving a tiny playful lick, the azure lightning gently bumped its head against Calron’s hand. It was doubtful if the divine element comprehended what its inheritor was saying, but Calron had a sense that it was aware. He couldn’t explain it, but his gut feeling told him that the small snake understood.

“Things would have been simpler if you could only talk…”

His fingers softly petted the snake’s head before getting up on his feet. The electric snake appeared as if it wanted to say something, but was struggling to get it out.

“I’m ready.”

Calron pivoted to face Raizel and steeled his nerves for what was to come.

“Close your eyes. I’ll open the connection to your mind layer. Remember, we only have a few minutes before the primordials take notice.”

Raizel walked over and placed his palm over Calron’s head.

“Understo-“

Before Calron could finish, his brain reeled in shock, and his vision crumpled into a still darkness.

The transition to an Ancient had already begun.

However, before Calron’s senses fractured, the voice of an unfamiliar child reached him through his bond with the divine element.

Cal…ron…



Within the deepest recess of his mind, Calron awoke to the familiar scene of the starry space. Unlike with Raizel’s demonstration with the lightning, there were no planets. Only an infinite plain of bright stars.

“We’re at the gateway of the various sectors. The primordials have complete control over this sector, so we can only access the legacy path through bypassing the world law by creating a temporary crack in space.”

Raizel’s voice echoed around Calron, but he failed to see the demonic man’s actual body.

“I’m not there with you, Calron. I need you to stay alert because your mind is now connected to the world law, and if anything goes awry, it’ll become an irreversible disaster.”

“Any tips from back when you went through this process?”

Calron let out a nervous laughter.

“Trust your heart.”

Raizel didn’t elaborate any further, and in the next moment, he cautioned Calron. “Look, your Daos are taking form.”

The countless stars in space smoothly drifted apart, as small beacons of light twisted and tore itself, gradually revealing several sigils with varying shapes and marks. The sigils then flew over to Calron and began orbiting his body.

“Don’t touch them!”

Raizel’s warning erupted in Calron’s ears as the younger man was about to curiously reach out his hand toward one of the sigils.

“Sorry, it felt like it was calling out to me.”

Calron shook himself out of his reverie and the strange compulsion he experienced.

“The Daos are a mysterious phenomenon, beguiling both your body and soul. You need to make the correct choice, lest you’re stuck with a Dao that doesn’t conform to your ideals. Now, without touching the sigils, examine each one with only your eyes and eventually the details of that Dao will flow into your mind.”

Raizel’s voice became distorted at the end, urging Calron to make haste.

There are six sigils before me. Let’s start with the one that I almost touched.

Calron examined the situation and focused his attention on the first sigil.

The first sigil was in the letter’s shape ‘V’ overlapped with a zigzag line running diagonally across it. A series of faint white lightning bolts crackled on the surface.

Right when Calron’s eyes narrowed on the white lightning, an avalanche of memories rushed into his mind. It was a feeling that he was most familiar and shared a strong kinship with. It was a Dao that encompassed unbridled power and relentless fury. The embodiment of pure destruction incarnate.

“Dao of Lightning.”

Calron whispered with longing. It was the Dao that called to the deepest part of his soul. Since his awakening, lightning was his closest ally. Calron felt tempted to touch it and accept the Dao into his body, but recalling Raizel’s words, he swept his attention on to the next sigil.

The second sigil had the shape of an upside-down letter ‘U’ with two parallel lines on either side of it. This sigil looked the simplest out of all of them, but Calron detected a terrifying aura emanating from the Dao. Bracing himself, he inspected the dark glow around its body and awaited the influx of memories.

In a brief span, numerous details about the Dao entered his brain. It was the Dao of Mind, a path that dwelled in its ability to manipulate others’ will and thought. It was a horrifying Dao where the user could kill entire legions of people with a single thought. Along with that chilling power came the boundless struggle the user would have over his own emotions and rationality.

Calron saw himself drowning in insanity if he dared to tread this path.

Why did a Dao like this appear for me?

He wondered before a short image flared up before him. The Divine Perception that was passed on to him by his Master, and the one ability that rattled Calron every time he used it. Another memory of encountering that enigmatic woman who claimed to be a member of the Dark Psylocks race flickered before him.

“This Dao is more convoluted than lightning, but maybe it’ll be through that unconventional path that I’ll have a glimmer of chance.”

Calron mused.

*crack*

A tiny, almost inaudible sound of a glass cracking resounded in the area.

“Dammit! One of the primordials noticed us, Calron. Hurry, you only have a minute now!”

Raizel’s voice quivered with urgency. The older man didn’t anticipate that they would be detected this early. The only explanation is that somehow the primordials knew the new inheritor would choose to go down this route.

Did they predict my interference?

Raizel tried to control the throbbing of his heart. He still had to guide Calron, and that took precedence over everything.

“There are still four more sigils I haven’t gone through.”

Calron felt the pressure building. Neither he nor Raizel was a match against a primordial, and it was a guaranteed defeat or death if they came face-to-face with one.

“Sorry, Calron. They might’ve been prepared for this because of when I converted to an Ancient centuries ago. There’s nothing we can do now. You only have the time to go over one more sigil. Whatever you pick in the end, remember to trust your heart.”

Raizel’s voice faded toward the end as the crack in space grew larger by the second.

I know two of the Daos, and there are four unknown ones. I only have time to get the details of one more, so I’ll have to decide between the Dao of Lightning, Dao of Mind and the last Dao. Which of the four do I pick?

Calron calculated. His mind was in turmoil.

Trust your heart.

Exhaling out a long breath, Calron turned his sight to the four unknown sigils surrounding him. He only had one shot at this. The four sigils were starkly different from each other and uniquely shaped. All of them exuded the same powerful atmosphere.

However, there was one sigil among them that captivated Calron in an inexplicable way. It was sigil in the shape of an ordinary circle ‘O’ with a red energy revolving within it, bursting with a dense vitality.

*crack*

Calron realized time was rapidly running out as the space fissure ominously grew larger.

Dropping all hesitation, Calron focused on that symmetrical sigil and waited for the Dao to be revealed. The red energy around it shone with life as countless memories crashed into Calron.

“Dao of Blood…”

STREAM OF IMAGES poured into Calron, conveying the endless vitality that blood contained. Life started with blood, and so did death. It was the foundation of everything in the universe, as so one could survive without it. While the memories piled onto him, an image of a colossal titan with raging blood energy took center stage.

Calron knew it was the Blood Titan, the most likely progenitor of the blood legacy.

In a way, he was truly fated with this path. He was born with the lightning element, and the azure lightning was already a part of his soul; however, the blood legacy was something that came into his life out of nowhere.

The azure lightning always protected him, but the blood legacy allowed him to change the lives of everyone around him. The legacy healed both Roran and Rebran, allowing them to cultivate in an otherwise impossible circumstance. Blood Sacrifice also healed Ellie when her body was mangled and ridden with countless injuries.

“Pick one, Calron!”

Raizel’s distressed yell resounded in his ears.

Calron’s face scrunched in tension as he considered which Dao to pick. All three are overwhelming in their own right, but time was trickling down, and he had to make a decision.

Trust your heart.

“If I want to change my destiny… I pick you.”

Calron’s eyes blazed with intensity as he extended his arm out toward the glowing sigil. His hands soon made contact with the Dao.

Tap.

An explosion of crimson light filled his vision, and Calron unwittingly let out a painful scream as his spine curled up with violent seizures. The Dao turned to liquid as it flowed into his body through his nose, ears and mouth. Calron continued to scream, but no sound came as the Dao replaced everything.

Calron’s skin started to sizzle and top layers turned to ash as the red liquid scorched everything in its path. Even his flesh squirmed as the Dao threads ripped apart his muscle fibers and realigned to new connections, remolding his body to be able to move faster and more efficiently.

It didn’t stop at the muscles. The Dao penetrated Calron’s bones and repelled the golden divinity that had taken refuge there. With a silent crunch, the red energy devoured the golden divinity, the latter unable to even resist. As the layers of Calron’s skin peeled off, torrents of blood ruptured out while the Dao now targeted the young man’s heart.

Throughout this entire ordeal, Calron’s eyes rolled back into their socket, his consciousness drifting in and out with no control. His body remained floating mysteriously in mid-space as the spacial crack beside him widened in length.

“I can’t believe he picked that one. Only a minute left before one of the primordials arrive…”

Raizel whispered, his attention anxiously spanning back and forth between Calron and the fissure. The older man genuinely didn’t think Calron would pick this Dao. Although it was powerful, the other options would have given Calron a quicker path to dominance. In the end, it was Calron’s choice and if he felt like this Dao would be the best path for the future, then Raizel will trust him.

A strange sadness took over him as he realized that once all this was over today, he’d disappear into the void. It was already a momentous task for him to force a fragment of his soul to stay alive after all these centuries, but now his task was almost completed and it was time for him to enter the afterlife with his wife and son.

Meanwhile, the Dao continuously melded itself into Calron. The flesh on his right leg eroded once again and this time, even the bones disintegrated until nothing was left. Calron’s body convulsed in agony and silent roars. Immediately following that, fresh strands of muscle regenerated from his hip while new bone materialized simultaneously, each working in conjunction to build the new leg.

Red energy from the Dao infused with the new blood and entered the enhanced veins, giving life to the limb. Tears rolled down Calron’s cheeks as the pain reached an unprecedented level. After the right leg was reformed, he thought he’d have a moment of relief, but the Dao switched its target to his left leg and restarted the transformation once again.

Please end this…

Calron wanted to cry out, but his vocal cords were disabled by the Dao.

A rumbling tremor quaked throughout the entire area as the gap in the spacial crack deepened and plumes of dark smoke leaked through the fissure.

Someone was on the other side.

“Hells!”

Raizel cursed, preparing to withdraw Calron forcefully from the transformation process in case the unknown entity broke free. He still couldn’t tell if it was a primordial or one of the gods, but neither was an ideal scenario. Raizel prayed the Dao would be done with Calron soon.

If not, neither would survive today.

Knowingly or unknowingly, the Dao reinvigorated in that moment and shot hastily into Calron’s chest and arms. It might’ve detected the foreign presence looming in the background, speeding up the process. This led to even more agony for Calron as the Dao unsparingly attacked his body.

His arms were crushed to dust in the snap of a finger. After which, the red energy took over and began reshaping his shoulders to his wrists.

Time was ticking as the density of the dark smoke surged after every breath Calron took.

What was surprising was that Calron’s once disabled arm now had new bone and flesh growing again.

The Dao made Calron whole once again.

If Calron had the capability to think at this moment, he’d be thanking the Dao instead of roaring curses at it within his mind.

In that instant, an explosion of red energy sent shockwaves around Calron as his body descended to the ground. He was utterly naked, his skin glowing with a faint crimson light. It was like his body was flushing with an endless supply of blood and vitality.

Before his feet touched the ground, the Dao had one final destination: his brain.

Calron thought he was getting numb to the pain from earlier, but nothing could’ve prepared him for when the Dao invaded his mind. Ripples of red energy pulsed on his skin as they were all directed toward his head.

“ARRGGGHHH!!!”

His vocal cords were finally free from constriction, but it didn’t help his present situation.

The red energy leaked from all his pores, including his orifices, causing his black hair to be uprooted from the top of his head. Even his eyes were not untouched as they turned red, emitting a demonic aura comparable to Raizel. Calron had already taken his first step on the Ancient path.

The Divine Perception symbol briefly glowed on his forehead until the red energy of the Dao engulfed and ravaged it. It violently besieged any foreign presence within Calron’s body, allowing for a complete transformation and cutting off all past traces of karma.

An old and rustic groan escaped the crack as an enormous gray hand clutched the side of the crack, forcing the crack further apart for the rest of its body. With one hand already larger than the size of a human, Raizel could only imagine how enormous the rest of that being’s body would be.

“The important part is done. We need to leave now!”

If he didn’t leave with Calron now, then they would lose everything they had been working for in this moment. With no hesitation, Raizel cut off the connection to the world law, barring the gates shut before retrieving Calron’s mind out of it.

A thunderous and archaic roar of frustration echoed behind Raizel when he escaped with Calron. The clamor shook the very frames of space and time, but the World’s Law restrained it when it tried to follow the two intruders.

Back in the special dimension, next to the table with a tea set, was a naked and chiseled body with no hair laying still on the grass. His facial features were notably different from a few hours ago, and if Raizel didn’t know it was Calron, he’d have mistaken the young lad for some random stranger. The changes were that drastic.

“Phew… that was too close for comfort.”

Sweat trickled atop Raizel’s head as he expectantly glanced at Calron on the grass. The transformation was complete and Calron was now an Ancient. At least, he hoped.

“Did it work?”

He whispered, his hand about to touch Calron.

Waves of red energy coalesced around Calron, sending a shock of energy into Raizel’s outstretched hand, eliciting a sharp exclamation from the older man.

Calron’s eyes flashed open, igniting yet another wave of red energy blast.

“This… what happened?”

Calron sputtered while standing up, his sensations in turmoil as everything felt new. His hearing, his vision, his smell and even the way his body moved effortlessly.

“Hells, what happened to your hair?”

Raizel muttered, witnessing new strands of hair spurting atop Calron’s head.

“Huh? What do you mean?”

Calron touched his head and felt his hair as usual, albeit a bit denser and thicker than normal.

“Take a look at yourself.”

Raizel was too stunned to speak as he created a mirror out of thin air and handed it to the younger man.

Grasping the mirror with a perplexed expression, Calron pivoted the tool to face him.

“Impossible!”

Calron dropped the mirror to the floor, overtaken by the sudden shock. The person he saw didn’t even resemble him anymore. Taking a deep breath, Calron stepped over the mirror and slowly turned down his eyes to see his reflection.

A sharp and angular face of around twenty years old stared back at him. However, this wasn’t what shocked Calron and Raizel.

It was the blood-red eyes and thick locks of white hair.


CHAPTER FOUR

Engraving

“DO ALL LEGACY path cultivators experience these physical changes?”

Calron gingerly rubbed his hair locks together and turned to Raizel in befuddlement.

“I- I don’t think so.”

Raizel stepped forward and carefully examined the mysterious blood eyes. Although the white hair was a surprise, Raizel had never seen a pair of red eyes with such deep undertones.

The redness was not a flat solid color, instead it had varying gradients of crimson. Closer to the irises, the red tone resembled the vibrant hue of blood, whereas on the outer edges of the irises, black notes were mixed with red, creating more of a maroon color.

“Am I an Ancient now?”

Calron raised his previously severed arm and clenched his fist in a tight grip, causing the muscular veins to pop outward. He stared with amazement at his newly formed body, feeling more powerful than ever. Incidentally, his cultivation was back to the first rank of the Spiritual stage, but the sensations coursing through his body belied that truth.

“You’re on the Ancient path and there’s no going back. However, you still need to engrave your first circle on your body to officially enter the Spiritual stage.”

Raizel switched his attention to Calron’s hair and scrutinized the texture of the strands by roughly pulling at them.

“Ow!”

Calron slapped away the older man’s prying hands. He wasn’t a rabbit for Raizel to experiment on.

“Haha, sorry, Calron. It’s just I’ve never seen an Ancient go through this many alterations before. My body changed as well when I transitioned to the legacy path, but those modifications are nothing compared to yours.”

Raizel laughed, gently patting the younger man on the shoulder.

Did he get taller as well? I could’ve sworn that he wasn’t at eye-level to me before.

“Rory is going to go crazy over my hair when he sees me. Anyway, you mentioned something about engraving… what is that? Also, can you get me some clothes? It’s strange to stand here naked.”

Calron grumbled, only realizing now that he had no clothes on and he’d been nonchalantly having a conversation for the past few minutes.

“Oh right! Here you go, something to match with those eyes.”

Raizel snapped his fingers and handed Calron a clean set of black-red robes.

“Alright, so about the engraving. Unlike the core in the elemental path, the legacy path has a different cultivation system that uses a set of Dao circles. Each circle corresponds to the cultivation stages starting from Spiritual, Vajra, Saint, and so on. The more Dao circles you have engraved, the more powerful your body and the more you can draw energy from the Dao. Of course, you can’t simply take a needle and start painting a circle on your body. You have to use the Dao itself as the ink to engrave it.”

Raizel continued while Calron put on the new robe and listened attentively.

“Your Dao will become more complex the more you comprehend its mysteries and get closer to understanding the Grand Dao. For the first circle, it’s relatively easy and you should have no trouble engraving it. But, as you engrave the latter circles, it will gradually become more difficult. There are no ranks in the legacy path stages. Everything is determined by how complete your circle is. If you have a perfect first circle, then you’ve stepped into the Spiritual stage. If you only managed to half-engrave the second circle, then it’s incomplete, and you’ll remain in the Spiritual stage and not the Vajra stage.”

Raizel detailed, trying to make his explanation as simple as possible.

“So the only way to advance from now on is the learn more about my Dao?”

Calron scratched his chest, feeling a prickling sensation there.

“That reminds me, you still haven’t told me why you chose the Dao of Blood instead of the Dao of Lightning.”

Raizel sighed and leaned back into his chair. He was initially troubled when he figured out the source of the Dao Calron had selected and he’d been trying to make sense of the reason why. Surely, the young man would’ve had an easier time with the Dao of Lightning.

“I was tempted to pick the Dao of Lightning, but something felt wrong. First, if we want to find the truth about our past, we need to break the rules set by our predecessor. By splitting our soul into two and forcing us to partner with the azure lightning after every reincarnation, it’s clear that the previous Lightning Primordial wanted us to remain on this course decided by him. It’s also something we’ve taken for granted and accepted that lightning is a part of us. Maybe the only way we’ll get to the truth is by separating ourselves from lightning itself.”

Calron openly laid out his thoughts to Raizel, making the latter’s eyebrows scrunch pensively.

“What’s your basis for this thought?”

Raizel remained in deep thought.

“I don’t mean to offend you, but you picked the Dao of Lightning and still couldn’t reach the end.”

Calron sheepishly tilted his head to the side, nervous at how Raizel would take his statement.

“Good point! I honestly never considered that. You know, you’re smarter than you look.”

Raizel chuckled, palming his forehead in embarrassment.

“Hey! Are you implying you thought I was stupid until now?”

Calron mock pointed his finger at Raizel, accusing the older man before bursting out in laughter and joining him.

“Surely, that wasn’t your only reason for making such an important decision?”

Raizel turned serious once again.

“We were running out of time back then, and your earlier words kept ringing in my head: Trust your heart. The other two Daos in front of me were the Dao of Lightning and the Dao of Mind. Both would take me on a path of violence and slaughter. Through them, I saw myself wielding an invincible force that could destroy all enemies before me. While that will give me a quick solution, I want to become something more than that. When I heard the story of the primordials invading this sector and enslaving its inhabitants to their elemental path, an icy rage took over me. With no one left to challenge them, generations of cultivators have been deprived of a path that was born in this sector.”

As Calron recounted his feelings, a calm expression was etched on his face. At present, the primordials considered him a mere ant, but if no one opposed them, they would bring doom upon his world with their dominion. Raizel stood silent and let Calron express himself.

“The Dao of Blood is full of battles and war, but there’s something else in it as well… Life.”

Calron’s blood-red eyes stared into Raizel, an indomitable conviction glowing from them.

For the first time in centuries, Raizel’s heart pounded with hope. His eyes widened, gazing at Calron’s young but unyielding face.

I was once like that, but they ripped away my family from me. My heart froze since that day and I’ve forgotten how to live. Thank you, Calron, for reminding me once again. If it’s you… you’ll succeed where I’ve failed.

“I don’t want pure destruction. I want to be able to rebuild from those ashes of the past, and the Dao of Blood is the key.”

Calron placed his hand over his heart as he felt a soothing emotion overcome him.

“Promise me you’ll take the fight to the primordials.”

Raizel’s eyes sparkled with anticipation as held out his hand to Calron.

“I’ll never see you again after I leave this dimension, right?”

Calron’s face turned gloomy as he looked at Raizel’s outstretched hand.

“Death is part of life as well, Calron. I’ve cheated it enough by staying long past my welcome. It was worth it, as we finally have you. I’m sure the other reincarnations of our past selves are thankful that you’ll finally be able to break this curse that’s plagued our souls.”

Raizel shook his head with a cheery smile, playfully flicking Calron on the forehead.

“Now, the promise.”

The older man once again held out his hand.

“I promise, Raizel.”

Calron relented with a sad smile, grasping the weathered hand of the older man.

“Good! Before I leave, let’s engrave your first circle.”

Raizel flashed a grin and pulled Calron up from the chair.

“IS THIS OK?”

Calron glanced up at Raizel as he fixed his seated position on the floor. With his back straightened upright and his knees crossed in a meditation pose, Calron held his palms together over his chest.

“Relax your hands. You don’t need to be so rigid. Cultivating the legacy path is entirely reliant on your Dao instead of your stances. Now, remember how I showed you my miniature black lightning? I need you to emulate that, but with the Dao of Blood. The Daos are intricately divergent in the way they function, so what worked for me probably won’t work for your Dao. However, the base principle should be the same. Try to imagine what the path of blood means to you in a physical form. It should be an image that pops up in your head whenever you think about blood.”

Raizel crossed his arms behind his back as he began instructing the younger man.

“Seems simple enough.”

Calron murmured as he raised his hand and attempted to summon his Dao to the world. Meanwhile, Raizel let out a knowing smirk once he heard those words from Calron.

My primary understanding of the Dao of Blood comes from the Blood Legacy. Let me try that.

Calron closed his eyes in concentration, willing the image in his mind to come to life.

“Hm?”

Raizel raised his eyebrow at the fresh development happening on top of Calron’s palm.

A faint red thread flickered in an out of existence before dying out in a fizzle.

“I thought you said it was simple enough?”

Raizel tried to hold back a laugh from escaping.

“Give me a minute. It was only my first try. I reached Saint stage on my own, re-breaking into the Spiritual stage should hardly be a challenge.”

Calron grumbled before closing his eyes once again and redoubling his efforts to materialize his inner concept of blood.

The small ethereal red thread made a reappearance atop Calron’s palm, swimming for a second longer before once again sputtering out of existence.

“Once more!”

Calron gritted through his teeth, the veins popping on his forehead as he forced the Dao to come out. However, nothing changed as the red thread dissipated shortly before forming yet again.

“Stop, Calron.”

Raizel sighed. The older man had done this on purpose because he wanted Calron to realize that everything that he’d learned about cultivating would be drastically different from the legacy path. Unlike the elemental path, where one only had to absorb a vast amount of essence to breakthrough, one couldn’t advance in the legacy path with sheer force. The Ancient path required the comprehension of the Dao, and that couldn’t be subverted. The earlier Calron understood this, the smoother his progression would be in the future.

“What am I doing wrong?”

Calron exhaled in defeat. Did he make a mistake in choosing the legacy path?

“What image did you pick for your blood visualization?”

Raizel asked sternly.

“My comprehension of the Dao of Blood comes from the Blood Legacy, so I went with the blood ocean that I remember seeing in the source pool.”

Calron explained, glancing down at his hand as the red thread faintly took shape.

“That’s the issue. You’re trying to encompass your imagination to a colossal form of the ocean. Do you know how vast an ocean truly is? You have only stepped a single foot into the legacy path, so your understanding of Blood couldn’t have reached to an ocean’s amount. Think of the visualization image as a container for your Dao. If the representing model is too large, the Dao will become lost in the large space, and if it’s too small, then the Dao would be squeezed into nothing.”

Raizel spoke slowly as a dawn of understanding lit up on Calron’s face, eliciting a satisfied smile on the older man. He knew Calron would quickly pick it up.

“I got it. It needs to be a balance between what I know and whether the Dao agrees with that answer.”

Calron whispered as he stared at his hand. He didn’t want to close his eyes this time.

The mysterious red thread materialized again, but before it could vanish, Calron changed its form to a thin crimson stream of river. The red waves of blood pooled in the center, creating a miniature whirlpool. Calron’s control began slipping as sections of the red water crashed to the side, diminishing the force of the whirlpool. The image still wasn’t truthful to his understanding of the Dao of Blood.

“Guess I’m not really being honest with myself, huh?”

Calron sardonically laughed by himself. As much as he’d like to believe that his knowledge of the Dao of Blood was not lacking, the solution had been glaring at him since the beginning. He’d overestimated how much his Saint stage cultivation would guide him on the Ancient path.

The reality had set in now. He was embarking on a fresh start and the legacy path was remarkably different from his old path. Exhaling with a serene expression on his face, Calron raised his palm to his chest.

“Be born.”

A burst of red light exploded from his hand as a tide of blood erupted around him, spiraling towards his faced-up hand until the red waves gradually condensed into a smaller shape.

I don’t know if I should feel sad that I’ll never get to see him accomplish the task that all our past reincarnations failed at, or joyous that someone this extraordinary has finally appeared. Bravo, Calron!

Raizel’s eyes shone as Calron’s Dao of Blood took a complete physical form for the first time.

A crimson illumination flared in the sky above as Calron pulled his hand closer toward his face to inspect the Dao. The Dao’s enigmatic reflection mirrored in his blood-red eyes.

A single drop of blood floated above Calron’s palm, exuding the familiar domineering vitality. Strange patterns and sigils rotated around the droplet, further accentuating the mysterious phenomena.

*sizzle*

The sound of flesh burning sang as Calron stifled a pained groan. Grasping his robe with his free hand, Calron swept it out of the way, revealing his naked chest. Only, it wasn’t bare anymore like it was a mere minute ago.

A string of blood revolved in the center of his chest, scorching his flesh and engraving a small circle between his ribcage. The charred circle lit up in an imperial reddish glow for a second before retreating, leaving a perfect red circle tattoo on Calron’s chest.

Trails of red energy ran across Calron’s skin. His blood-red eyes shone with ecstasy as his cultivation once again re-entered the Spiritual stage. Taking in a deep breath, Calron smiled as the feeling of power coursed through his veins. He didn’t know how strong he was compared to his old Spiritual stage, but he’d make a fair assumption that he was leagues above it.

“Unfortunately, you can’t freely experiment with your new cultivation in this isolated dimension, but I’m sure you’ll enjoy it after leaving here.”

Raizel clapped Calron on the back.

“Can’t I stay here with you longer?”

Calron’s mood dwindled as he realized that now that he’d successfully stepped into the legacy path, it was time to say goodbye to Raizel.

“I wish, but it’s too late.”

Raizel smiled sadly as he showed Calron his hand. It was almost transparent, and the erosion was spreading to the rest of Raizel’s body. There was no more time left.

Calron stood there silently, not knowing how to feel. The older man had done so much for him, but he’d never be able to pay him back.

“Don’t be a bummer, Calron. You do not know how happy I am today that I got to witness your journey until now. I was never afraid of death. I only held myself back because I wanted to leave some hope for the future, and now that you’re here, I can leave with no worries.”

Raizel’s other hand started to fade away as well.

“One last thing, Calron. Once you leave this dimension, you’ll face members of a certain group known as the Archaic Council. I wish I had more time to go over the details, but knowing this should be enough. It’s a secret council made of Ancients that I once belonged to, and who also helped me set my meeting with you. They don’t know all the information, as I didn’t entirely trust them. However, they’re your only available option for now.”

The erosion now escalated to Raizel’s neck.

“Learn about the Ancient path from them, but trust none of them without reason. The constant war with the gods and primordials has sown distrust, so treat them as allies, but remain vigilant. Sorry, I know I’m dumping all this on you at the last second, but I wanted to wait until you safely engraved your first circle.”

Raizel glanced at Calron apologetically. The erosion had now spread to his face and there were only a few short seconds before Raizel disappeared forever.

“Can I revive you in the future?”

Calron rubbed his eyes against his shoulder to not let Raizel see his tears, but he failed miserably.

“Become an Immortal, Calron.”

Raizel whispered with a smile as his body burst into tiny fragments and all traces of the older man were gone.

A mournful atmosphere took over the surroundings.

Calron remained standing silently where he was, his heart deprived of the joy he felt earlier of becoming an Ancient.

“Wait for me, Raizel.”

Calron whispered quietly and turned around to leave. His dark blood robe fluttered behind him as he prepared to return to the real world.

Only from now on, he would be known as the Ancient of Blood.


CHAPTER FIVE

Archaic Council

*STEP*

“PASS ME the wineskin, boy.”

A strained voice wheezed, his arm beckoning the ten-year-old boy walking alongside him. The boy hurriedly grabbed the wineskin which was latched onto his pack, and quickly handed it to the middle-aged man with bronze skin.

*step* *step*

A series of step echoed behind as a trail of carriages, people and camels tread through the dry desert. The sun’s rays scorched their garments, heightening the torment of the already heat-stroked convoy.

Taking a long and deep gulp of the wine, the bronze-skinned man sloshed the wine within his mouth and sighed with relief before handing the wineskin back to the boy, who took it dutifully.

“Sir, can I please take a sip as well?”

The boy pleaded in a whisper. His parched lips showed noticeable signs of dehydration.

Taking a quick glance at the convoy behind, the bronze-skinned man pulled the boy in front of him.

“Walk in front of me and take a quick sip before the soldiers see it. I’ll use my body to hide you.”

The boy nodded in gratitude, his arms and legs trembling with exhaustion.

“Bastards…”

The bronze-skinned man spat in disgust, eying the walking disguised soldiers who were hiding to blend with the rest of the convoy. Yet, no one mistook the glint of the weapons hanging from their sides.

A few months ago, a noble and his retinue of guards approached their merchant company and offered to pay a substantial amount of gold to join their convoy and travel to the neighboring continent of Dolaris. The territory belonged to the infamous Sand Emperor, a cultivator in the Heavenly stage that stood at the peak of the mortal realm. He ruled his kingdoms with an iron fist and quelled any dissent with the only solution that he knew: public execution.

Despite the actions of the Sand Emperor that were widely abhorred, his continent was a paradise for merchants of all kinds, as trade was the lifeblood of the economy in the desert. Moreover, the Sand Emperor rewarded all merchants who conducted their business in his territory generously. This made the trail to Dolaris quite popular for travelers and visitors alike.

So when the noble offered the convoy a large sum of gold, they happily agreed. However, they soon realized that the noble and his son were tyrants of the worst kind. Water was a scarce enough supply in the harsh desert, but the father and son duo extravagantly consumed the group’s water reserves, causing a concern amongst the merchants. When a representive was sent to the noble to lay out their worries that they still had months of travel left and that it would be hard to find sources of water along the journey, the noble’s son reacted by kicking the merchant in the face and stomping him on the chest whilst he was prone on the ground, breaking his ribcage.

The merchant survived, but it did little to ease the outrage amongst the convey. The group charged at the noble’s retinue with their own guards; however, that’s when the accompanying soldiers revealed themselves and brutally killed the strongest of their convey, including the leading merchant.

The noble smirked while his son stood by his side with a smug expression on his face. Ever since that day, the convoy became slaves to the noble, forced to do his bidding as they traveled to Dolaris.

The sickening part of all this was that the noble didn’t even need the convoy. His retinue was powerful enough to travel safely to Dolaris on their own. The noble merely wanted playthings along his journey, judging by the numerous injuries and scars on the women of the group. The convoy tried to sneak to other traveling merchants on the trail to request for immediate help, but once the new group came, the noble simply displayed a token in his hand, crushing the hopes of everyone present.

It was a token of the Sand Emperor.

With despair filling their hearts, the now enslaved convoy mutely trod through the blistering desert, a small flicker of hope that the noble will release them once they reached Dolaris.

“Thank you, sir.”

The boy wiped the corner of his mouth and returned to his previous position.

“Go back and inform the head soldier that we’ll reach Dolaris by the end of the day.”

The bronze skinned man stopped to gaze at the reddening horizon, his wiry frame soaked with weeks of sweat. Others thought the noble would free them once they reached the city, but he knew the noble’s kind. They drew glee from others’ misfortunes.

They would all die tonight before they even stepped foot into Dolaris.

The wiry man glared at one specific carriage in the center of the trail, where he knew the noble and son rested. He would never have his revenge, but there would be a day that someone else would come eventually looking for these two. A twisted and rotten pair like that father and son would definitely have other enemies. If not, they wouldn’t be trying to flee to Dolaris.

In the months of travel, the bronze skinned man had gleaned out one small piece of information: the noble’s name.

“Regis.”

The man whispered with an icy fury.

………………………………………………..

“Daughter of Rahsool, look into the eyes of your enemy.”

A rumbling voice sounded next to Avi as her purple eyes quivered with fright. Her body was not in her control, as the gigantic phantom wolf embedded itself to her and charged at the small Darkling before her.

“I-I’m trying!”

Avi stammered, her rage building as she saw the face of the darkling that almost killed her friend. It was Nero with his bloodied hammer swishing around his body.

Gorek was now standing upright with Fiona’s help, while the rest of the group battled the poison master, Jena. If not for the phantom shadow wolf, the group would have massacred by the two darklings.

“Steel your nerves, feel the way my claws move on the ground, where I put my weight and which muscles I use to power my strikes.”

The shadow wolf instructed Avi as it nipped at Nero, trapping the latter’s hammer between its maw.

“Where did this mongrel come from!? Jena, help me!”

Nero roared, his body covered with bite marks and blood leaking from the open wounds.

Jena ignored the young darkling as she was preoccupied with the entire group’s countless waves of attacks. Felice’s ice shards pierced through her thin armor. Leor launched bolts of lightning at her feet, paralyzing her for brief seconds in battle while the rest continued with their heavy elemental assault.

Felice and others were already aware of Jena’s poison traps, so they avoided the green gas and attacked from a distance, entrapping the darkling in their counter-offensive.

“Who are you?”

Avi’s heart grew happy at seeing the struggling Nero as she turned to the phantom wolf.

“We’ll talk later, but for now, think of me as your partner.”

The shadow wolf yanked the hammer out of the darkling’s clutches and flung it aside. A victorious growl vibrated within its throat.

Right then, a thunderous crack appeared over the sky, splitting the dark clouds as unknown being stepped through the portal where the two divine element inheritors were fighting.

…………………………………………..

“Anor, give it up. You’ve lost already.”

Faldin gloated, his hand squeezing the phoenix’s neck. Waves of divine flames roared around his arm as the bird vehemently thrashed around, but Faldin’s grip never faltered in the slightest.

“Stop…”

Anor groaned, his body constricted by dark fumes of smoke as they wrapped themselves around him and extinguished any trace of fire that tried to escape.

“You’ve grown weaker, brother. The divine elements need the sustenance of the Divine realm to prosper, but you’ve starved your partner for who knows how long.”

Faldin shook the phoenix’s head in amusement, eliciting a wrathful protest from Anor.

“I’ll let the bird go if you tell me what you were doing in the mortal realm all this time. The once burning star of your clan wouldn’t sacrifice everything for no reason to be here. Now, tell me what you’re hiding. If not, then I-”

Before Faldin could finish his words, the surrounding space cracked as a familiar aura seeped from the portal forming before them.

“Enough with the games, both of you. Faldin, let go of the divine element.”

A serene and calming feminine voice chided, as a woman dressed in silky green robes stepped out from the portal. Her ivy-green hair rustled with the tempo of the wind as her earthy-brown eyes stared at Faldin with disappointment.

“Gelris, what are you doing here?”

Faldin urgently let go the phoenix, recalling the dark smoke away from Anor without hesitation. The presence of this woman here did not bode well for him. Gelris was well known for not interfering in matters unless it threatened the stability of the gods. She was one of the oldest living divine element inheritors in all the realms, and also one of the few that the gods treated with the utmost respect.

“You both are summoned. Come with me.”

Gelris nodded once at Anor and turned towards the portal.

“I might’ve broken a rule, but it’s not enough to force me to come with you, Gelris.”

Although Faldin was nervous of the earth’s divine element inheritor, he was not completely without any backing in the Divine realm.

“This isn’t related to the trouble you caused here. All the inheritors are being summoned back.”

Gelris shook her head as Anor checked the phoenix and channeled his essence to heal the creature of any remaining injuries.

“Could it be…”

Anor muttered, his eyebrows scrunched in tension.

Gelris sighed and passed through the portal, but not before her voice quietly wafted over to the now stunned inheritors, their mind numb with shock at what Gelris revealed in passing.

“The Primordials are coming back.”

UNDER A BRIEF flash of crimson light, a mysterious figure appeared in one of the Raizel clan’s mansions. His ethereal white hair swayed with the gentle breeze as his blood-red eyes exuded a strange demonic light.

“I’m finally back.”

Calron exhaled, relieved that he was once again back in the world of the living.

“Welcome, Exalted One!”

A lithe figure silently stepped before Calron and smoothly got down on one knee, showing her subversiveness by kneeling.

What’s this woman still doing here? I need to escape! I can’t do anything to her with my Spiritual stage cultivation.

The circle on Calron’s chest glowed as he subtly channeled his energy.

“Sir Raizel, I have orders from the Archaic Council to escort you to the Infernal Continent. If you’re ready, we can leave at any moment.”

Cynthia kept her head down and stated with deep respect in her tone. The one standing before her was a future esteemed member of the Archaic Council, and it would be unwise of her to get on his nerves. Ancients were known to be fickle with their emotions and highly volatile to their surroundings. Some said it was because the Dao within their bodies would mold their temperament to better suit its needs.

She wished to change her path to the legacy cultivation, but the methods to become an Ancient were forbidden taboos that only a select few knew. The primordials and the gods would never let the knowledge of this path spread far and into unknown hands. Even after serving the Archaic Council for all these years, Cynthia hadn’t made enough contributions to the organization to earn a chance to visit their library, which held all records of Ancients.

Raizel? Did she call me Raizel… Wait, back when she stabbed the locket into my heart, she implied that she was awaiting the return of the Ancient of Lightning. I thought she meant the new Ancient of Lightning, but what if she was referring to Raizel the whole time?

Calron’s thoughts spurned into full drive as he raced to formulate a new plan. There was no way he could antagonize the crazy red-haired lady, so the best step forward was to gather all the information he could without alerting her.

“It’s been centuries since I returned. What has the Archaic Council been up to in my absence?”

Calron frowned at Cynthia, pretending to be concerned with the random organization that he’d never heard of until a few hours ago. Meanwhile, his brain was in an overdrive thinking of a plan to get out of this situation.

Raizel did reveal that he used the help of this enigmatic faction to set up their meeting, so the council must’ve assumed that Raizel wanted to take over his body. That must mean that they’re unaware of the fact that both he and Raizel share the same soul belonging to the previous Lightning Primordial. Did he lie to them because he mistrusted them, or was there some other reason?

You’ve left me in a complete bind here, Raizel.

Calron wanted to chuckle at his baffling dilemma right now, but Cynthia was probably paying close attention to his expressions.

“The council last convened thirty years ago, but I was only a low-ranked member back then, so I know nothing else besides that. However, it was the Ancient of Waves that gave me the command to meet you here, and to bring your esteemed self to the Infernal continent.”

Cynthia remained kneeling, but she couldn’t help but send out furtive glances at Calron. People said that the Ancient of Lightning was the ruler of black lightning and had a dark demonic aura revolving around him. However, the man before her was a stark contrast to that. The demonic aura was present, but why was his hair white and eyes a strange maroon-red?

Sensing the thinly veiled examination by the crazy lady, Calron knew the longer he stayed still, the more suspicious she’d become. It was best to distract her.

“It’s a pity that the council doesn’t recognize your worth to the organization. We should be rewarding talented members such as yourself to bolster our forces against the gods. Lucky for you, I’m feeling generous and I’m in need of a retainer. Of course, being my personal retainer will mean you’ll have the opportunity to become an Ancient if you so desire.”

Cynthia listened carefully to Calron’s words but when he mentioned the path of an Ancient towards the end, her ears instantly perked up while her heart pounded with uncontainable joy.

“A-Ancient!? You’ll really give me the knowledge of becoming an Ancient!?”

Cynthia rushed to her feet and kneeled once again, but now directly under Calron’s feet as she looked up at him with tears in her eyes.

If only I knew how…

Calron thought inwardly while maintaining a benevolent expression on his face as he nodded to the red-haired lady.

If not for Calron already aware of all the cruel and heinous acts Cynthia had committed, he would have felt sympathetic to her plight, but he knew how dangerous this woman was. If she didn’t believe that he was currently the Ancient of Lightning, his head would be rolling on the ground next to her.

“I’ve just regained control over this body and my past retainers should all be dead or gone by now, so you’ll be fit for the role. Remember, you can’t let the council know about this arrangement as they’ll intervene and prevent you from becoming an Ancient. It’s a tightly guarded secret and for good reason.”

Calron began making up stories. He didn’t even know if the Archaic council restricted new Ancients from being born, but it seemed like a safe guess, seeing how long Cynthia still had to wait.

“Thank you, thank you, thank you, Exalted One!”

Cynthia’s head was in the clouds, a dreamy look in her eyes as they became unfocused and hazy.

She gives me the creepies.

Calron held back the shivers. While it was fun to play around with a Heavenly stage cultivator with his Spiritual stage cultivation, his palms began to sweat nervously as he realized he needed to put an end to this farce and get away from her.

“Before I meet the council, I need to collect my gear and equipment that I’ve stashed away. It’s essential for me to have those items before I meet the other Ancients. I’ll gather my belongings and meet up with you on the Infernal continent. Also, the tome with the knowledge of the legacy path is there as well.”

Calron added the last part as a further incentive. He was playing dangerously close to the crazy woman’s obsessions, but he needed to dangle the carrot in front of her.

“Allow me to escort you there personally, Ancient of Lightning.”

Cynthia got up on her feet and bowed dutifully, but nothing could hide the giddiness from her voice.

“Um, no!”

Calron blurted out in reflex, before quickly gathering himself. Just the thought of traveling side by side with this crazy woman was enough to send him into a coma.

“Eh?”

Cynthia tilted her head in confusion at the sudden outburst.

“I have a lethal formation set up in that location, so I was worried about harming you if you came with me. It’s safer for me to go there alone, as it’s difficult to guarantee which parts of the formation still work after all these centuries.”

Calron coughed as he explained.

“Thank you for caring about me, Exalted One!”

Cynthia nodded her head gratefully, tears once again forming in her eyes.

Ugh… I feel like a sleazy villain.

Calron wanted to dig a hole and bury his head in it.

“Since your last place of residence was on the Infernal continent, I have a portal stone here that can directly take you there. Do you know which city your secret place was closest to, Exalted One?”

Cynthia took out a small purple stone with several glowing white spots from her storage ring.

Hells, looks like I have no choice but to go to the Infernal continent. I can’t refute her claim, as even I don’t know what was Raizel’s last known location. It doesn’t matter. I’ll find a way back, regardless.

Calron made up his mind. Doing anything else now was sure to pique Cynthia’s suspicion. The more time he gave her, the more likelihood of her wondering why Calron would so easily give her the knowledge of the Ancients.

“It’s been a long time so there should have been lots of new buildings now… I think my place was next to the bakery.”

Calron scratched his head, trying to avoid eye contact while beads of sweat formed on his neck. He’d never been to the Infernal continent, so how was he supposed to tell her the location?

“Bakery?”

Cynthia tried to remember if there was ever a bakery on the Infernal continent. It was a place overrun by demonic cultivators and monsters, so she couldn’t imagine any of them kneading dough and making delicate pastries.

“I mean West. Send me West.”

Calron quickly interjected, gathering from Cynthia’s face that the Infernal continent was not a place where one was used to buying fresh bread in the morning.

“A lot has changed in the centuries you were absent, Exalted One.”

Cynthia came to her own conclusion and nodded her head pitifully at Calron. The poor Ancient was going back home to a place he won’t recognize anymore. What must it be like to be frozen in time and then return to find everything had changed?

I think Raizel blessed me with some luck to have the council send someone as deluded as her.

Calron breathed out a sigh of relief as Cynthia continued to dream about Calron as some kind of a lonely hero of the past.

“Forget the bakery, send me to the west of the continent and I’ll find my way from there.”

Calron stood up straight and gazed to the side as if reminiscing. In fact, he was only looking at the empty wall.

“Yes, Exalted One!”

Cynthia’s heart fluttered with emotion when she saw the deep longing in Calron’s eyes.

A medium-sized portal soon coalesced before Calron, its outer rings shining with purple light mixed with traces of orange.

“Wait for me at the Black Castle city, Exalted One. I’ll find a bakery and bring some bread for you!”

Cynthia cheered as Calron stepped into the portal. He gave her a reassuring smile.

Eat that bread by yourself because you’ll never see me again!

Calron laughed to himself as his body vanished into the portal and he was finally free of the crazy woman.

“I should learn how to bake myself if the Ancient likes bread this much…”

Cynthia murmured to herself as she pulled the cloak over her head and disappeared from the area using a different portal stone.


CHAPTER SIX

New People

A CRESCENT MOON radiated above in the quiet night, its ivory light illuminating the surrounding stars, giving off an inscrutable atmosphere. Below on the ground, multitudes of dark-green pine trees populated the lush forest, hiding any inhabitants nearby.

Right then, a dull purple light flashed on the ground, next to an old pine tree with its bark peeling off.

“I traveled more through portals in the past few days than I’ve walked.”

Calron brushed off the traces of soil from his robes as he glanced up, his blood-red eyes surveying the new location he was forced to come to.

Feeling the cool breeze on his skin, he closed his eyes and breathed in the fresh air. The last couple of days had taken an emotional toll on his mind. From being isolated from the war, finding out his soul was merely a part of the Lightning Primordial, stuck in a constant loop of reincarnation, and now relinquishing his old cultivation path for the Ancient path.

Everything moved so quickly that Calron barely had the time to register all the changes. Now that he was finally alone, he wanted a moment of peace. However, before he could ease his mind, he had to figure out exactly where he was. Or better yet, find the closest human establishment.

“Hm, doesn’t seem too different from my old continent.”

Calron plucked a pine cone from the old tree while examining the nearby layout. Besides trees as far as his eyes could see, nothing else stood out to Calron. Dropping the pine cone to the ground, Calron swiftly stepped on the tree and elegantly darted to the top, using the branches to propel himself.

“How big is this forest?”

Calron murmured, a sense of dread taking over. He thought if he climbed the top of the tree, he would at least be able to identify other structures to deduce if any other cultivators were close by; however, faced with the scene of endless trees, Calron was a lost on how to proceed further.

“I miss the Azure Lightning and the Divine Perception.”

Calron hopped a sturdy branch below and leaned his back to the tree’s trunk. He was tired and exhausted, and this seemed like a good place as any to take a brief nap. His heart was fatigued, and he felt more alone than he ever did before. In the past, he always had the azure lighting accompanying him, but after their separation, he sensed an indescribable emptiness inside of him. Who knew how long it’ll take for their reunion?

Not just the azure lightning, but Calron dearly missed his friends, Roran, Ellie, Rebran and others back in the Raizel clan. With his current Ancient title, it was best that they remain away from him, lest the gods decide to target them in order to get to him. Sitting in a foreign place away from home, and with the number of enemies rising by the day, Calron only had one thought glaring back at him.

He was alone.

“Is this what you went through, Raizel?”

Calron let out a dry laugh.

Pulling his robe to his eyes, Calron adjusted himself on the thick branch and closed his eyes, hoping the next day would fare better.



The faint sounds of leaves rustling awoke Calron, instantly putting him on high alert. Crouching low to the branch, he slowly peeked below to locate the source of the noise.

It didn’t take Calron long to discern a young child standing before a tree only a few meters away. The boy appeared to be relatively young, approximately eight to ten years old. It was hard to tell the exact number due to the enormous satchel latched on to his back. The pack was filled to the brim with varying sizes of dry tree bark. Calron noticed something odd on the boy’s forehead, but he was too far to pinpoint the anomaly.

*creaaak*

The boy scrutinized the tree trunk by patting each section before meticulously pulling off a part of the bark that was already sticking out. The boy barely had the strength to pull off this monumental task, but eventually managed to free the bark. Letting out a satisfied grunt, the boy grabbed his satchel and squeezed the bark inside.

“That should do it.”

The boy happily weighed the satchel and returned it to his back.

Remaining in stealth, Calron quietly climbed down the tree and decided to trail the boy. Sooner or later, the boy would have to return home, and Calron hoped it would lead him to a nearby town or city.

Darting from tree to tree and in the shadows, Calron continued following the boy. The young child would occasionally stop before a tree, contemplating whether to take its bark before glancing at his overflowing satchel and resuming his journey. At certain times, the boy would pick up a pine cone and throw it into the air, laughing at seeing how high it would go. Coincidently, the fourth cone that the boy threw landed atop Calron’s head, shattering into smaller pieces and the pollen covering Calron’s robes.

Letting out a sigh, Calron brushed it off and moved to the next tree, keeping his eyes on the boy. He knew it was a pure coincidence, as the boy wasn’t even looking at where he was aiming.

Thankfully, Calron didn’t have to wait long before the boy’s demeanor changed and he sensed they were getting close to the final destination. However, once Calron took a peek, he saw the scenery was the same. Just a bunch of trees like usual.

The boy placed down his satchel and carefully searched for something on the ground. After a few seconds of finding whatever it was, the boy stood up with a rock in his hand. Bouncing it on his palm a few times, the child threw into one of the boulders on the side of the path. It made a heavy thunk noise before ricocheting to the ground. Disappointed, the boy picked another pebble and threw at the other boulders, causing Calron to wonder if the kid had lost his mind.

However, one of those pebbles vanished when it landed on an ordinary-looking boulder in the back. The boy let out a cheer as he steadily grabbed his pack and rushed into the boulder headfirst.

Calron was about to shout to warn the boy, but the kid’s body vanished into thin air.

“Another portal…”

Calron smacked his forehead.

He was debating whether to follow behind the child, as he had no idea what was on the other side of the portal. Would he be faced with strangers waiting for him?

Shaking his head, Calron slowly walked toward the boulder. There was no point in hesitating, as he had no other choice. Besides, he didn’t think there would be enemies on this continent yet. If Cynthia’s words were to be trusted, this was a continent ruled by the Ancients and their stronghold.

Taking in a deep breath, Calron charged into the boulder.

“Give me your old knives and I’ll sharpen them for in three seconds!”

“Get this fresh and juicy fish for only nine coppers!”

Calron flinched, assailed by the cacophony of loud yells. It reminded him of the busy marketplace that he once visited with Rory back in the Red Boar school.

Juicy fish?

Raising his eyebrow at the questionable description of a fish, Calron scanned the area before him. It was a small collection of vendors, and although there were several people roaming around, it was nothing compared to what Calron had seen in the larger cities.

Must be a small town.

Calron pondered as he headed to the fish vendor to inquire more about this place. However, the moment his eyes gazed at the vendor’s face, Calron stopped and stared in shock. His eyes pivoted to all the other vendors and people walking through, further causing his stomach to drop.

Recalling back to the boy who was collecting bark earlier, Calron realized what he’d failed to notice until now.

They were not human.

A single horn protruded from every person’s head.

As Calron stood there stunned, the gazes of the non-humans finally landed on him, their eyes mirroring Calron’s stupor.

A DEATHLY SILENCE took hold of the surroundings.

Something’s weird.

Calron knew why he was taken aback by the non-humans, but why were they staring at him in shock as well?

The moment stretched on uncomfortably for a few more seconds until a few of the passing strangers began walking toward Calron menacingly, a deep hatred burning within their eyes.

“Psst… show them your Dao.”

A childish and almost inaudible whisper landed in Calron’s ears while he simultaneously felt a pair of tiny hands tugging on his robes.

Taking a quick glance down, Calron saw a young girl of around six years old carrying a small basket of colorful flowers. Dressed in ragged and worn-out clothes, the young child’s face was surprisingly clean and emitted a healthy glow. The small horn on her forehead meant she was one of the non-humans as well. Her bright auburn eyes fervently looked back and forth from Calron to the strangers, urging Calron by pulling his robe even harder.

Perplexed by the strange series of events, Calron trusted his instincts and followed the young girl’s advice.

The circle on his chest flickered with light as a miniature droplet of blood coalesced before Calron. Mysterious sigils orbited the blood orb as the presence of the Dao of Blood spread over to the area.

The moment the Dao appeared, all the hostility in the market vanished instantly, replaced with a wave of admiration. The few strangers who were earlier trying to encircle Calron receded back into the crowd after an apologetic bow directed at him. Soon, the vendors and the passerby resumed their tasks and returned to what they were previously doing.

Calron’s blood-red eyes continued to observe the crowd for an explanation as to what happened, but everyone left him alone, albeit a few scattered respectful glances did shoot at him from some members of the crowd. Finding no answers in the crowd, Calron turned to the tiny helper from before, who was still standing beside him.

“What just happened?”

Calron raised his eyebrow at the juvenile girl with a bob haircut. A slight trail of snot was leaking from her nose, which she quickly rubbed it off by brushing her face against her shoulder.

“Whew! I was so nervous for you, Mister!”

The young child placed her basket down and placed her hand over her chest, sighing exaggeratedly.

Amused by her reaction, Calron came down on one knee so he was more at eye-level with the girl. “Why did everyone react like that? Also, what’s your name?”

“Name’s Pomerel, but it’s a weird name, so you can call me Merry like all my friends. The Jalils hate any cultivator that uses the elements. My Dad told me it’s because they killed countless members of our race. Come with me, I’ll take you to Big sis.”

Merry let out a low whistle and grabbed her basket of flowers from the ground, beckoning for Calron to follow her.

So ‘Jalil’ is the name for the horned people’s race. They must’ve fought on the Ancients’ side against the elemental cultivators. Thankfully, I listened to this shorty and showed them my Dao. If not, I doubt I could’ve scratched any of them with my Spiritual stage cultivation.

Calron felt an urgent need to increase his cultivation quickly, as no one knew if he would be so lucky next time.

“Who’s this Big sis you’re taking me to?”

Calron caught up to the little girl and tried to glean some more information. Meanwhile, the crowd barely payed any heed to his appearance anymore.

“Big sis is like you.”

Merry counted the flowers in her basket, making sure she didn’t drop any in haste, and answered Calron in her chipper voice.

“Human?”

Calron inquired, hoping to meet another member of his race.

“Nope… she’s also an Ancient.”

Merry winked at Calron. She then continued, “It was also from Big sis that I learned the best way to show you’re not an elemental cultivator is to display your Dao to everyone. It really came in handy today, huh?”

“How many circles does she have?”

Calron inquired, a slow trepidation setting on his nerves. The last thing he needed now was to face another member of the Archaic Council and a fellow Ancient.

“Hmm, you mean the thing glowing on your chest? She has one circle just like you!”

Merry voiced, waving her hand at some vendor she was familiar with. It wasn’t just that one vendor, quite a few people here seemed to recognize the young girl and greeted her pleasantly.

One circle? Could this shorty have counted wrong?

Calron’s tense muscles relaxed slightly, but a hint of worry still remained. Should he make an escape now or take the gamble to meet another Ancient?

“We’re here. BIG SIS SERINA!”

Merry abruptly halted before a small but tidy hut and yelled out before the entrance. While Calron was not paying attention, they’d already steered away from the marketplace and arrived near the residential part of the town, with numerous huts sprawled across the area.

“Just the little munchkin I was waiting for.”

A youthful and delicate voice sounded out behind the door as a young woman of Calron’s age stepped out. Dressed in simple turquoise robes and obsidian hair neatly tied back in a ponytail, Serina elegantly walked over to the duo. Her grace belied the ordinary clothes she was wearing.

Right then, a tingle passed through Calron as he felt someone scrutinizing him. Serina stared at Calron. An imperceptible twitch of her eyes told him that she’d done something, but he couldn’t figure out what had just happened.

Serina’s dark emerald irises pivoted to Merry, “And who is this new friend of yours?”

Calron stood there silently, ready to make a run for it if the need arose.

“I found him in the market today, about to be mauled by everyone, Big sis. But I remembered you saying that not all humans were bad people and if they could show their Dao, then they were to be trusted.”

Merry placed the basket of flowers near Serina’s doorstep and cheerfully bounced while pointing at Calron.

“I didn’t expect to meet an Ancient in this place. I apologize in advance if I’m being rude.”

Calron clasped his hands together in greeting. So far, he didn’t detect a trace of hostility from Serina.

“Please don’t call me an Ancient. That’s a title reserved only for the most powerful of the legacy path walkers. Please, come sit and join me for some snacks. You can tell me about yourself in the meantime.”

Serina laughed with mirth as she shook her head at the way Calron addressed her. She gestured him to the small patch of grass near the hut and sat herself down.

“Snacks!? I wish I could join, but my dad needs me to help him with his shop…”

Merry sulked, pouting her lips as she prepared to leave.

“Hey shorty- no, I mean Merry. I want to thank you for helping me out there.”

Calron reached into his storage ring and was about to pull out some candy he kept in stock, but to his bewilderment, the storage ring was empty. He had none of the items from his time in Selior city, including his stash of silver and gold. The only item in the ring were the rocks he picked from earlier when he was shadowing the boy to the portal.

The Dao’s transformation process must’ve destroyed more than I thought.

Calron cursed inwardly, before taking out the only item he had.

He held out the piece of rock to Merry.

Merry brightened up for a brief moment, thinking Calron was going to give her a treat before she stared dully at the garbage rock before her. She looked at the offered rock and then back up at Calron’s face, questioning if this stranger was really handing out a rock to her.

Calron groaned inside his mind, wishing he checked his storage ring before; however, it was too late for that and now he couldn’t afford to lose his dignity to the kid with the bobbed haircut.

“It’s not a simply a rock, Merry. It’s a special stone from a very far away foreign continent, from my hometown.”

Calron stated solemnly, grabbing the kid’s dainty hand and placing the rock into her fingers.

I literally just grabbed it on the road a few minutes ago.

Calron felt bad for hoodwinking the little girl, and he was sure Roran would have some words to say about this, but thankfully, his brother was not here to witness this exchange.

Merry seemed to reconsider Calron’s words. A bit of curiosity edged into her face as she studied the rock. On the other side, Calron heard a stifled chuckle escape from Serina, but fortunately, Merry didn’t seem to hear it.

Squinting her childish eyes at Calron, she nodded and turned around to leave after waving happily at Serina. Calron exhaled with relief that the embarrassing situation was behind him now.

However, in just a few steps, Merry glanced back at Calron unconvincingly. Her inner intuition was telling her that she was being duped by the man before her.

Faced with the inquisitive child, Calron reaffirmed his role as a serial scammer. “I promise that rock is very valuable!”

Merry let out a reluctant grunt and left the area, leading to a full-blown laughter from Serina.

“Did you really have to mess with her like that?”

Serina giggled, brushing her hair back and looking at Calron with levity.

“I thought I had some candy to give her, but it seems I lost all my belongings while traveling here.”

Calron sighed and went over to sit beside Serina.

“Sounds like an interesting tale. Now, tell me who you really are.”

Serina’s emerald eyes turned sober and bore into Calron.


CHAPTER SEVEN

Hemomancy

UNSETTLED BY SERINA’S gaze, Calron calmed his nerves and began explaining, “My mentor recently taught me the legacy path and helped me pick the Dao. However, before he could continue to teach me, he unfortunately passed away due to his old age.”

Serina nodded, patiently waiting for Calron to finish. In truth, Calron didn’t want to lie to this woman, but he didn’t know who to trust yet, so it was best to be cautious for the time being. His primary goal now was to find the method to advance in the legacy path and increase his cultivation back to his former self.

“As I’m an orphan and didn’t have anyone besides my mentor, I decided to travel to other cities to learn about cultivating the Dao. It just so happened that this town of Jalils was the first place I encountered.”

Calron shrugged, meeting Serina’s eyes.

“So, your mentor passed away and now you’re searching for the Ancient’s cultivation methods?”

Serina nodded in understanding and smiled at Calron. However, before the smile could reach her eyes, the surrounding mood shifted abruptly, and she vanished from the place she was sitting.

“I’d suggest for you to stop lying, unless you want to part with your head.”

A frigid voice resonated next to Calron as Serina clutched the back of Calron’s hair while a sharp kunai blade pressed against his neck.

Calron’s chest glowed as the Dao circle lit up.

“What do you think you’re doing?” His blood-red eyes glanced at Serina, his rage rising by the second.

“I don’t know whether you’re stupid or just naïve to lie to someone with the Dao of Karma. Did you really think I’d believe any of that rubbish your spouted earlier when you come here with one of the Daos of the original four Titans?”

A small tendril of silver thread slithered toward Calron’s chest from Serina’s kunai and cuffed around the circle, preventing any of its energy from escaping.

“The four Titans?”

A trace of confounded seeped into Calron’s voice as he gave up struggling. With his single circle that was now held prisoner, he had no other choice. Besides, if Serina really wanted to kill him, she wouldn’t be asking all these questions.

“The Dao of Blood has been lost for countless years, as the last members of the blood clan were eradicated by the gods a few wars ago. The gods intentionally targeted any Dao that was connected to the original four Titans. The Martial Titan and Star Titan’s clans still exist today, but the Nature Titan and Blood Titan’s legacy was lost to us.”

Serina whispered. The slim blade in her hand remained firmly lodged against Calron’s neck.

“I apologize for lying to you. I’ll come clean, so could you please remove that blade?”

Calron sighed and held up his hands in surrender. He was going to need at least one ally moving forward, and he might as well risk it with Serina.

“I’ll sheathe my kunai but your circle will stay chained until you tell me the truth. You only have one chance, Calron. Don’t try to hoodwink me like Merry.”

Serina retrieved her blade as she returned to her previous sitting position. She cracked a joke at the end, but no one laughed. Both were aware that she was serious about her threat.

“I was originally an elemental cultivator.”

Calron began while secretly gauging Serina’s reaction. Judging from the lack of change in her expression, he realized that she’d known about it from the start.

She said she was a cultivator of the Karma Dao… my lack of knowledge about the Daos is coming to bite me again.

Calron wished Raizel had taught him more about the Daos but then again, the older man did the best he could in the restricted time that he had.

“But my ancestor was actually the Ancient of Lightning. Because of a certain situation, I had no choice but to abandon my element and become an Ancient.”

Calron rubbed his neck, scratching the itch from the area where Serina held her blade.

“The Lord of Black Lightning… he was still alive!? Also, you’re not an Ancient yet, as I said before, it’s a title given to a select few. Regardless, that doesn’t make any sense. If you’re a descendant of the Ancient of Lightning, why do you have the Dao of Blood?”

Serina murmured while her eyebrows furrowed in confusion. Seeing as she didn’t unsheathe her blade, Calron assumed she believed his words until now.

“No, he’s gone forever. I didn’t lie about the part where I don’t have anyone to guide me on the Daos. As for the Blood Dao, it might have something to do with an ability I inherited called the Blood Legacy.”

Calron revealed, hoping Serina would know something about this and he’d finally get some answers for the questions he had for years.

“The Blood Legacy…”

Serina’s emerald irises stared intensely at Calron. Even after thirty seconds had passed, she kept her eyes locked with Calron before finally nodding as if she came to a decision.

“Do you know the abilities of the Karma Dao?”

Calron shook his head gently.

“We are not the strongest cultivators. In fact, we are arguably one of the weakest Dao when it comes to combat. However, we specialize in finding the hidden truth of the world and the Dao itself. Back when the Titans ruled this world, karma cultivators were the teachers of the Dao and we guided people to higher circles.”

Serina explained, leading to a surge of hope within Calron. If Serina could teach him about his Dao, he would have a much easier time to recover his power.

The young woman chuckled bitterly at the change in Calron’s face, deducing his thoughts as she pointed to her chest. Two silver circles glowed dimly through her robes.

“Unfortunately, the gods also knew of our importance to the Dao, so they came after our records. They destroyed all karma cultivation manuals, but unlike the original four Daos, the Karma Dao was very easy for legacy path walkers to discover during the awakening so they couldn’t entirely eradicate us. Karma cultivators exist today, but all of us are walking blind with no sense of direction.”

Serina glanced down at her hands, fidgeting with her fingers.

“Are you not mad that I used to be an elemental cultivator?”

Calron inquired curiously, seeing that the earlier hostile atmosphere had eroded away. He was disappointed that Serina’s Karma Dao couldn’t help him, but there should be other avenues he could explore in other cities.

“It doesn’t matter anymore. You’re one of us.”

Serina looked up at the sky, seeing the sun’s rays gradually receding into the darkening horizon.

“You accept me that easily?”

Calron laughed, following Serina’s gaze into the clouds.

“You don’t get it, Calron. If what you’ve told me is the truth, it means that the moment you inherited the Blood Legacy, you were already chosen by the Blood Titan.”

Serina elegantly raised her right arm and lightly placed it atop Calron’s chest, withdrawing the silver tendril from his circle.

“How is that possible? The Blood Titan is dead.”

Calron felt the power of the Blood Dao filling his veins once again the instant the silver thread left his body.

“Just like how the elements are part of the Primordials, the Daos are part of the Titans. When all the blood clan members were massacred, we thought the legacy of the Blood Titan had died with them. However, seeing you in front of me, it means the Blood Titan has not perished yet. There’s still hope for us.”

Serina’s eyes turned misty as she gazed at Calron with a hidden emotion. Calron steered his eyes away from the young woman, uncomfortable by the young woman’s arduous sight.

“If you want to cultivate the Blood Dao, then we need to visit a special place. I’ll gather my stuff.”

Serina stood up and headed into her hut as the noise of her scurrying and rattling items around tricked through the door.

“Where are we headed off to?”

Calron stood up as well. Although he was a bit taken aback by the sudden change of events, he was not opposed to listening to Serina’s plan.

“As one of the original four Daos, the Blood Dao has numerous paths in cultivating it. The Blood Titan was an expert in draining his opponent’s blood to bolster his own stamina, but many others walked in different blood paths. We need to find what suits you, and there is one place that might give us a clue.”

Serina came out of the hut, flinging a small sack at Calron, which he deftly caught with one hand.

“Still haven’t told me where we’re going, Serina.”

Calron mumbled, taking a quick peek into the contents of the sack. Serina’s words did make his thoughts race as he contemplated his path. Back when he made the decision to pick the Blood Dao, it was prompted by his desire to not simply destroy the world around him, but to build and protect.

A Blood path that protects…

Calron mused before snapping back to reality as he heard Serina’s next words.

“There is only one place that fits our needs… the ruins of the Blood Clan.”

The young woman stopped to face Calron momentarily. She then carried a different satchel of her own and began walking to the road, beckoning Calron to follow her.

Calron sighed and trotted along, but his earlier thought about the blood path kept flickering across his mind. Unbeknownst to him, right next to the single circle on his chest, a second thin line was slowly taking form.

“WHAT’S YOUR FAVORITE vegetable?”

Calron turned his head sideways to his new companion and asked in a casual tone.

“Is this how you flirt with girls? Let me guess, you’ve been single your whole life?”

Serina laughed, her kunai blades whizzing through the air.

“It’s hard to find dates when you’re constantly on the run and a bunch of gods are trying to kill you.”

A trail of dark blood splashed across Calron’s face as he grinned at Serina.

“Or it might be that you tend to get distracted during combat? On your left!”

Faint tendrils of silver light danced on Serina’s arms, flowing into the twin blades and then piercing through the crowd of beasts.

“I miss my lightning…”

Calron cursed as he dove to the right to avoid one of the monster’s claw and counterattacked by hooking his fist to the monster’s jaw. He felt like he was on the verge of grasping something when he glanced at the surrounding blood on the ground, but it eluded him the moment he concentrated on the thought.

Without any knowledge of how to use the Blood Dao, Calron resorted to simply punching his opponents. Of course, that meant that Serina was fighting the blunt of the enemies. Thankfully, she was adept and trained in combat, hardly struggling against the overwhelming numbers. Calron tried to glean some information on the Karma Dao while she was fighting, but besides the flash of silver light, he didn’t obtain any useful details.

“Even newborn babes know more about the Dao than you. It’s really irresponsible of the Lord of Black Lightning to not leave you with the basic instructions on how to use the Dao. I actually broke off a sweat.”

Serina sighed after her kunai blades twirled around one final time and cleanly slit the throats of the remaining beasts, including the one Calron was fighting with.

“Well, he was pressed for time. Before we reach the Blood clan’s ruins, do you have any tips for me about the Blood Dao? Maybe I could emulate what you do with the Karma Dao.”

Calron groaned and laid down on the beast’s corpse with his arms spread wide. This was the first combat that he experienced without his azure lightning, and the effects of it were clearly visible. When he transitioned to the legacy path, the Dao had wiped his body clean of any prior cultivation and body enhancements he received previously. Left with nothing, Calron had to rely entirely on his physical body to fend off the beasts. Although his body was much stronger, he didn’t have any techniques or abilities like the Blood Mist step or the Formless Fist to give him an advantage.

“I could tell you how I use the Karma Dao, but it might be more detrimental to you than actually help you before you confirm your Blood Dao path. The Dao is like an expansive web with countless intricate patterns. Each of those sections gives you access to various powers connected to the Dao and builds upon the foundation you established at the start. If you start adding random understandings of the Dao without walking step by step to each section, it might cause your Dao to be fragmented in the future. That’s why we usually refer to ourselves not as cultivators, but as path walkers.”

Serina grabbed a clean towel from her satchel and elegantly wiped off all traces of blood from her skin. These low ranked beasts had ambushed the duo while they were resting and managed to destroy the small camp they built.

“My Dao feels very conflicting to me. On the one side, I want to walk down a path where I use my Dao to protect people around me, but at the same time, when these monsters attacked, I wanted to destroy them. In the middle of the combat, I sensed I was in the process of understanding something about the Blood Dao, but it escaped me every time I tried to focus on it.”

Calron exhaled while getting up and picking up the beast’s corpse before him. Since Serina had killed all of them, it was only fair that he take up the cleaning duty and bury the remains lest other monsters smelled the blood in the area.

“Wait! Come here. Show me your chest.”

Serina’s expression morphed into one of interest and beckoned Calron to come to her.

“What’s wrong?”

Calron dropped the carcass and walked to Serina with an inquisitive look on his face.

*tap*

Serina’s finger glowed with a silver light as she pressed it against Calron’s chest.

One circle shined bright with a crimson light, immediately followed by a faint flicker of a thin line forming right next to the deep circle.

“So strange… your Dao is growing on its own.”

Serina muttered audibly, her emerald eyes widening in surprise.

“Huh? When did that line appear?”

Calron was flabbergasted at the new development. He didn’t even realize that a second circle was forming on his chest.

Does that mean I’m in the second circle now?

“You’re still in the first circle. Until the second circle completes the loop, you remain at this stage. Calron, I need you to tell me more in detail about the Blood Legacy and how you acquired it. If you’re not the one directing the Blood Dao, it means something outside of your influence is doing it.”

Serina picked up the other corpses and helped Calron to dispose of them. The faster they finished this task, the quicker they could get to the bottom of this situation.

“Is that good or bad?”

Calron rubbed the thin line of the new circle on his chest.

“Hopefully good.”

As far as Serina knew, none of the Daos behaved like Calron’s. However, this might be something unique to the original four Daos, as any information regarding them were kept tightly under wraps.

After twenty minutes of burying the carcasses into the ground, both Serina and Calron sat down at their old camping spot. Calron found the kindling and rearranged the half-burned wood branches to start the fire once again. While they were taking care of the beast corpses, Calron went over in detail about Elias and the abilities of the Blood Legacy with Serina.

“You know, I’m kind of regretting going on this escapade with you. Seems more trouble than I initially thought.”

Serina chuckled dryly, throwing small sprigs of tree bark at the emerging fire. The warm amber glow of the flames reflected in her bewitching emerald eyes, as the sun’s rays in the back started to gradually recede into the horizon. Night was coming.

“I’m sorry, you don’t have to come. If you tell me the directions, I can go there alone.”

Calron placed his palms on the fire, warming them up as he sent an apologetic look to the young woman.

“I’m kidding! Do you think it’s an everyday occurrence that you see the Dao of one of the original four Titans? If you stepped before the Archaic council, they’ll instantly take you under their wing and groom you to be one of their elite Ancients. With the way the war with the gods is going, you’re like a boon dropped from the heaven to them.”

Serina threw one of the twigs at Calron in a playful manner, eliciting a smile from the latter.

“Besides, you getting into the council might pave the way for me to discover clues about my own Karma Dao.”

Serina grew quieter at the end.

“Why doesn’t the Archaic council simply allow all information about the Dao to spread within the continent? Isn’t it better if more people become path walkers than cultivators? It’ll surely bolster their numbers against the gods.”

Calron furrowed his eyebrows together pensively. He had a feeling that the council was hiding something. Based on Raizel’s past interactions with them, and the unknown hesitation Calron felt when Cynthia wanted him to meet up with the council, the young man’s instincts were shooting off warning signals all over.

“I don’t know. In the last few decades, the Archaic council has become shrouded in mystery and they avoid as many public appearances as they can. No one knows the reason why, so we’re left to speculate about what it could be. However, one fact is certain. The council knows more about the Dao than anyone else in this whole world. It’s getting late. We should sleep so can resume the journey early in the morning.”

Serina shrugged and adjusted her satchel on the ground to use as a pillow.

“Maybe they’re being this secretive to prevent any news of their movements from leaking to the gods?”

Calron did the same to his satchel and tilted his head up to gaze at the starry night. This scene reminded him of his times on the Desolate Mountains.

I wonder how others are doing? I hope Ellie isn’t too mad at me for leaving without notice. There are so many questions I want to ask the Raizel clan, but who knows when I’ll see them again?

Calron mused within his thoughts, a sense of longing taking root in his heart as he reminisced about his friends and companions.

Wait! If the Dao is like a path that I walk on my own, why can’t I merge the cultivation method to the Dao? If there’s no manual for the Blood Dao, then I’ll create one myself!

Calron quickly got up, his heart racing with excitement. The Blood Dao in the circle vibrated intensely, as if agreeing with Calron’s thoughts.

Serina had her body facing the opposite side, so she didn’t notice Calron’s movements. Based on the slight raising and lowering of her chest, she was already asleep.

I’ll have each of the circles taking dominion over one ability. If the Dao is the representation of my path, it means as long as I can envision the ability I’m already familiar with, the Blood Dao should theoretically accept it. Let’s try if it works or not. The first circle should be simple and easy to understand, so I’ll make this circle’s ability to let me freely manipulate blood.

Calron’s blood-red eyes, illuminated by the full moon above, flashed with an ethereal light.

The Blood Dao roared a certain word in his mind, as drops of blood from the previously buried corpses rose from the dirt and pooled into a thick stream that majestically swirled around Calron.

With a single thought, Calron made the blood wave rotate around his palm and then back into the air. He let out a silent, elated cheer as he watched the beautiful scene in front of him.

The thought of the beast’s blood floating in the air should have disgusted him, but there was something serenely captivating about watching that tide of blood dancing in the darkness of the starry night.

The word that the Blood Dao repeated in Calron’s mind and which also happened to be the name of the first circle’s ability.

Hemomancy.


CHAPTER EIGHT

Karma Dao

“LOOKS PRETTY. CAN it slice?”

Serina mumbled, her hand extending out to the thin steam of blood swimming over Calron’s head.

“If I focus really hard, I can solidify the blood enough to cut apart a leaf, but it’ll take time before I can slice through anything denser than that.”

Calron’s weary eyes wavered over to the nearby tree where numerous half-sliced leaves lay scattered around. The moment he consolidated his first circle to unlock Hemomancy, Calron had been too excited to sleep and spent the entire night exploring his newfound ability.

“Should have at least taken some beauty sleep.”

Serina giggled at the dark circles underneath the young man’s eyes while she yawned and stretched her back.

“I’ll be fine. So, what’s the plan for today?”

Calron reciprocated with a dry smile and stood up to loosen up his tensed muscles.

“If you’re ready, let’s continue to the road and hopefully in three days, we should be at the Blood clan’s ruins.”

Serina picked up her satchel from the ground and stared up at the rising sun, her face appearing as if she was making some internal calculations.

“I’m famished, but I’m sure we’ll come across something to eat on the road. By the way, Serina, how do you know which way we have to go? I haven’t seen you looking at a map or anything.”

Calron noticed Serina’s face when she was looking up at the sky and deduced the young woman was doing something with the Dao.

“Let’s get moving and I’ll tell you on the way.”

Serina smirked, her emerald eyes glinting with mischief as she propelled off the ground and dashed forward.

Calron sighed and tried to keep up, his calf muscles exploding with power. Serina was momentarily taken aback by Calron’s speed as only yesterday, the young man was significantly slower than her. However, after scanning Calron’s chest, she soon discovered the reason why.

“Your second circle is almost completed!? How?”

The sun’s rays bounced off her lustrous hair when she spun her head mid-sprint to question Calron.

“It happened last night when I consolidated my circle and decided on a path.”

Calron shrugged while the duo raced through the shoddy road. Although he was still not as fast as Serina, he was getting there. Looking down at his chest and seeing one full circle and the second circle three quarters completed, he smiled with satisfaction.

At this pace, he should return to Vajra stage within this week. Conforming his Dao to the elemental cultivation method seemed to be paying off. Hopefully, this would help him when he’d later have to reconnect with the azure lightning.

“Tch, whatever. Seeing you get to the second circle in only a few days is starting to grind my nerves. Do you know how long it took me to get my second circle?”

Serina grumbled and charged forward, purposefully allowing the dirt to hit Calron on the face as she sped. The young man laughed and kept trailing behind her.

After a few minutes, when Serina finally slowed down enough to let Calron catch up, he posed her a question he’d been thinking about ever since he met Serina. “Is the Karma Dao how you’re tracking the ruins?”

“Yes… I’ve been to the ruins before and I gained something out of the Dao Geyser there, so my Dao formed a karmic connection to that place. The Karma Dao let’s me see the intricate chains of fate everyone has, and I’m able to control certain aspects of it.”

Serina explained in a sour tone, still dissatisfied with Calron’s second circle almost completed.

“You can control fate?”

Calron’s blood-red eyes widened in stupefaction.

“No, nothing like that. I can only see the karmic ties of someone with a lower cultivation than me, and when I say I can control part of their fate, I mean I can crystalise their fate chain and use it against them.”

Serina looked up at the clouds quickly, making sure they were on the correct trajectory.

“That’s even more confusing than what you said earlier.”

Calron scratched his head while Serina chuckled mirthfully at the side.

“The Karma Dao is complicated to explain in words. That’s why few ever decide to embark on this path. I’ll try to simplify it the best I can. Imagine you have karmic connections to your friends, family, enemies, home, etc. Some of those links are positive for you and strengthen your bond, while some links play on your insecurities and fears. If we were to engage in a fight, I’ll use your negative karmic connections against you to weaken your power. Of course, this will only work on path walkers with fewer circles than me, but I can effectively stop you from accessing your own Dao.”

Serina talked slowly, gauging Calron’s expression to detect whether he understood or not.

“That’s how you stopped me from using my Dao when we fought.”

Calron nodded in comprehension, but a doubt still remained in his mind. Recalling the time when Serina first saw him, he sensed that she saw something she hadn’t told him about yet.

“When Merry first introduced me… you saw something in me through your Karma Dao, right?”

Calron turned his head, his ruby-red eyes boring into Serina. Faced with the sudden inquiry, the young woman shifted uncomfortably as her running gait slowed slightly.

Calron had a feeling that something else was motivating Serina to help him and accompany him on this journey. The young woman didn’t seem the type to be overly altruistic to random strangers that come to her doorstep. His instincts told him it wasn’t anything sinister, but he’d prefer if he knew what it was that Serina wanted from him.

“Do I have to answer?”

Serina asked in a quiet voice, her eyes downcast.

Sensing the strangeness in the atmosphere, Calron asked another question, “Is something preventing you from speaking it?”

“If I tell you, I know it’ll change your karma and that might, in turn affect your fate. What we, the Karma path walkers, see through our Dao, is never fixed in time. But in the past, whenever one of us revealed our revelation, it has done more harm than good to the cultivator.”

Serina stopped mid-track, causing Calron to halt as well. She looked apologetically into his eyes, “I wasn’t trying to hide it, but knowing that you haven’t been around other Karma path walkers before, I was afraid of telling you about it.”

“Is my fate that twisted?”

Seeing the distressed young woman, Calron’s hand almost reached out to touch Serina’s cheek before he pulled himself back and let out an unbothered laugh.

“I don’t want to answer. I know we’ve only met each other, but I promise you, Calron, I don’t mean you any harm. I only want to help you. Granted, this is because of something that I saw through my Dao, but having me by your side will only serve to help with your objective.”

Serina grasped Calron’s hand, her warmth spreading to his skin.

She mentioned ‘objective’. Does she know about my final goal? I doubt she’d be this optimistic if she knew my targets were the Primordials.

Calron’s heart trembled slightly at Serina’s touch and gazing into her deep emerald set eyes.

“It’s alright, I believe you, Serina. Is your Karma Dao why you lived by yourself in the hut?”

Coming to another realization, Calron gleaned why someone as pretty as Serina lived in isolation from the other Jalils.

“No one likes to be around us. In the past, whenever a Karma path walker tried to warn others of their fate, it led to that tragic fate occurring, so many believe that we’re harbingers of doom. In the larger cities, it’s less common, but I was loath to leave my kin despite their aversion to me.”

Serina brushed her hair back with a sad smile and resumed running down the road.

“Sucks for them. Besides, I can’t think of anyone else better to spend four days in the dirty forest burying beasts’ corpses with.”

Calron tried to lighten the mood.

“Bah! No wonder you’re still single if that’s your pickup line.”

Serina flashed Calron a grin, her voice ringing melodiously in Calron’s ears.

“Hey, it works almost every time.”

Calron picked up speed and joined Serina as they chuckled together.

“So, tell me about the Geyser at the Blood clan.”

Calron steered the conversation away from their previous topic.

Serina glanced at him as she began talking. However, there was only one thought going through her mind when she stared at the young man she’d only recently met. She didn’t mention the most important ability of the Karma Dao when it saw someone’s fate.

It was seeing where that fate would ultimately end.

In other words, it was the person’s death.

And the young man in front of her didn’t have much time left.

I’m sorry, Calron.

“SO, THE DAO Geyser is like a painting with images of all the previous path walkers?”

Calron chewed on a dry mushroom as the two kept their running pace on the road.

“Honestly, I don’t know what it is exactly, since I’ve never seen one up close before. I heard from others that it’s like a fountain that spits out the Dao and anyone nearby can take that opportunity to glimpse at its secrets.”

Serina crushed the mushroom cap in her palm and munched one tiny bite at a time. To avoid wasting time searching for an animal to cook, both of them decided to eat whatever they could forage from the forest. Not many Jalils traveled in this direction, so there was rarely anyone else on the road. So far, neither of them encountered a single person yet.

“How will this help me with the Blood Dao?”

Calron gulped down the last remaining mushroom.

“A Dao Geyser being born is very rare on the continent. They only form when a large clan of people with the same Dao practice together and attain a very high level. The Dao Geyser at the Blood clan’s ruins was formed centuries ago and has accumulated all the Dao insights of the older Blood clan generation, including the first Blood Titan.”

Serina darted to the side to avoid a tree stump as she gracefully breezed past the greenery.

“Something that valuable is simply lying around unguarded?”

Calron cocked an eyebrow. If the Dao Geyser was as precious as Serina was making it out to be, why were the ruins uncontested by other factions?

“I never said they were unguarded. Although the Blood clan’s Dao Geyser is not as tightly guarded as the other Geysers, it’s still under the direct control of the Archaic Council. In fact, I think one of the council member is always stationed there to oversee the area.”

Serina dashed up to a tree, running upwards along its trunk and paused briefly on a thick branch to bend down and pluck a handful of brightly colored green fruits. Chomping on one with relish, she threw one down to Calron before harvesting a few more for the journey.

I don’t like the color of that fruit.

Calron mused, but refrained from speaking out as Serina appeared to know what she was doing and it was best to rely on her judgment.

“You said they were ruins… I thought they’d be abandoned and only a pile of rubble.”

Calron sniffed the green fruit with nervous hesitation before taking a small, tentative bite. His eyes dilated in surprise at the astonishingly sweet flavor. It was definitely better than chewing on dry mushrooms.

“I forget how much you don’t know about the Dao. Do you really think the Archaic council is going to leave anything related to the Blood Titan alone? There’s not been a new Blood Dao path walker in years, but many still use the Blood clan’s Dao Geyser to explore new paths in their own Daos.”

Serina shoved a bunch of the green fruits into her satchel and dropped to the ground. She flung a couple of fruits at Calron in case he wasn’t satiated and wanted more.

“Serina, if the Archaic council is going to be there, I don’t want to go. At least, not until I learn more about my current situation and what they’d want from me.”

Calron savored the fruit’s aromatic flavor and soft, pulpy texture. He spat out the small remaining seed and turned to face the young woman, holding her emerald eyes fixed on him.

“I know you’re apprehensive about the council, but I don’t think they’re all that bad. I grew up on this continent and it’s the Ancients who’ve kept us safe from the gods. Calron, you’ve never had to face against the clans from the Divine Realm, and let me tell you, they’re absolutely ruthless. They don’t even spare our children.”

Serina returned his gaze, her eyes filled with a strong conviction. She felt Calron was painting the council in a terrible light. All organizations had their issues and abuse of power, but when it came to the wellbeing of their people, the Ancients have always stood in front. She wanted Calron to at least consider her proposal.

“…”

Calron stood still, his thoughts churning in his mind. In all honesty, he didn’t have much of a choice. If he wanted to figure out the secrets of the Blood Dao, he had to go to the main source, and he had an inkling that the Dao was subconsciously guiding him there as well. He couldn’t explain it, but the sensation within his chest seemed to push him there.

If the Blood Titan is alive, is it his thoughts compelling me to go there?

“How about this? We’ll go in disguise and cover our faces. We’ll scout the town first and you can make the final call whether you want to delve any further or not.”

Serina placated him with a suggestion.

“Town?”

Calron sighed, already decided to follow through the initial plan.

“Well, it’s more like a village, but the facilities are akin to a normal town because of the Dao Geyser and how many path walkers come there with their credits to have the chance to cultivate near it.”

Serina smiled happily, sensing Calron tacitly agreed to the plan. Letting out a little hop over a small boulder, she resumed her sprint.

“Wait, what credits?”

Calron wanted to throw his satchel at the chipper and forgetful woman.

She explains one thing and by the time I come to terms with it, she throws more new information out.

Calron made a mental note not to take the young woman’s word at face value and to pry as much details as he could. He knew Serina wasn’t doing it on purpose. She simply assumed he knew this common knowledge like everyone else on the continent.

“Sorry, I forgot! But you don’t need to worry about it. I’ve saved up enough credits and we can use it to enter the Geyser.”

Serina smacked her forehead and apologized to Calron.

“How long does it take for someone to accumulate enough credits to visit the Dao Geyser?”

Calron’s voice turned low as he inquired seriously. If the Dao Geysers were indeed rare, then he doubted the amount of credits would be cheap. Furthermore, witnessing Serina’s hesitation to answer the question after he asked, Calron realized it was probably more expensive than he thought. Seeing as the young woman didn’t have any plans to enter the Geyser until she met him, she’d most likely been saving it for something else.

“Forget it. We’re not using your credits. I need the Dao Geyser, not you. I rather earn it myself than have you pay for it with your savings.”

Calron shook his head, adamant in his stance.

“What? Are you looking down on me? Is it an insult if pay for it? Entering the Dao Geyser will boost my comprehension of the Karma Dao as well and maybe push it to the third circle.”

Serina stabbed her finger to Calron’s chest while stating in an indignant tone.

“I didn’t mean it like that, Serina. Despite our relatively short time since we met each other, I truly consider you as a friend. Honestly, I thought I’d be alone here after my ancestor left me on this continent. You have my gratitude for even willing to pave this journey with me, and I promise to repay you for this in the future.”

Calron started while Serina’s expression softened. She was about to say something, but Calron continued.

“Friends don’t take advantage of their friends. If you’d saved enough credits for two people to visit the Dao Geyser, it means that your goal must be even more expensive than mine. I’m not willing to have you sacrifice whatever that objective might be for me. So, we do this my way, and if you respect me as your friend, then you’ll accept my wishes.”

Calron finished with a quick grin at the end.

“Alright, I give up.”

Serina exhaled deeply, brushing her hair back in exasperation. She understood where Calron was coming from and couldn’t fault him for this, especially since she knew she’d do the same thing in his position.

Letting out a slight chuckle, Serina patted Calron on the back. “We’ve crossed out the council’s help and now you’ve rejected my help as well. That’s leaves us only with one option for you to earn credits.”

Detecting the change in tone, Calron stared blankly at the amused look on the young woman’s delicate face. Serina wondered if Calron would take back his words after hearing what she’d say next. In a slow and calm voice, Serina revealed Calron’s third option to earn credits.

“If you want to earn the credits to enter the Dao Geyser, your only remaining option is to join the vanguard army and kill other elemental cultivators.”


CHAPTER NINE

Denarius Clan

“WHAT DO YOU think?”

Serina whispered in a barely audible whisper as she tilted her head to Calron. Her green eyes shimmered with excitement while she peeked once again at the scene before them.

“You know who they are?”

Calron furrowed his sight to better make out the details of the unknown quarry before them. There were five moderately armored caravans with an even greater number of guards walking side by side. Judging from their demeanor and the small traces of Dao that their bodies leaked, Calron knew it was a powerful force. Definitely not a force that Serina and he could take on against.

“That emblem on the flag is very famous! They’re the Denarius clan, the top blacksmith clan among the path walkers, and some rumors claim their ancestor designed the weapons for the Titans themselves.”

Serina gestured at the elegant flag hoisted on the caravan treading in the middle of the trail. Calron missed it earlier because his attention was focused solely on gauging the threat level of the guards. His sight soon focused on the flag with the image of a charging rhino covered in armor plates. Calron didn’t understand why the emblem of a blacksmith clan was of a rhino, but he’ll dwell on that later. It was more important to figure out their next plan.

“How close are they to the Archaic council?”

Calron knew Serina wanted to join their party, sensing that it was rare for people to come across members of the Denarius clan. It was in consideration to him that Serina restrained herself from announcing their presence as she was aware of Calron’s hesitation to alert the council of his existence.

“As the clan that makes the best weapons and armor, the council does have ties to the Denarius clan; however, they still have to fork over crazy amount of credits to acquire their goods, so I don’t think they’re necessarily the best of friends.”

Serina replied, keeping her eyes on the caravan group.

“It’s not fair of me to dictate every decision on my whims. If anything, you’ve proven to be the best partner and team member these past few days, so it’s time I trust you completely. Constantly being paranoid isn’t going to help me, and I rather face the situation head on.”

Calron nodded, eliciting a radiant smile from Serina, who patted his shoulder in gratitude. Her heart warmed at Calron’s words, feeling their bond had deepened in the two days they traveled together.

They could have waited until the convoy left the area, but that would waste a considerable amount of time.

“Path walkers of the Denarius clan, may we join you?”

Serina stood up and raised her voice to draw the convoy’s attention.

The caravans halted at once in one smooth motion, almost as if they were already prepared to do so. None of the guards reacted to Serina, causing Calron to believe they might have already been aware of the duo.

“Finally, the cubs decided to come out of the hole, eh?”

An aged elderly woman’s voice resounded with a crack as the nearby trees all shifted violently against the wind. As reverberating as the voice was, neither Calron nor Serina detected any trace of hostility from the owner. In fact, Calron had an inkling that the unknown woman was amused.

Two of the guards standing next to the third caravan stepped aside, making way for the stranger as the metal doors opened and a wizened old woman glided to the ground. She was barely five feet, the ebony wooden staff in her left hand standing taller than her at nearly six feet. Her eyes were similarly green, like Serina, but differed in their shades. Serina’s irises were akin to the hue of emeralds, whereas the old woman’s eye color was close to hazel. With her pearly white hair tied neatly in a ponytail, the elderly woman slowly walked over to Calron and Serina, her staff thumping against the dirt.

Both the youngsters bowed their head slightly in greeting, although Serina held her head significantly lower than Calron.

“A Karma path walker and… what are you? I smell iron from your Dao… it’s strange.”

The old woman stopped before the duo, her gaze passing over Serina with interest before pausing at Calron, a perplexed expression on her wrinkly face. Upon closer inspection, Calron observed that despite the wrinkles on the elderly woman’s body, the skin around her hands and eyelids were crystal smooth.

“I’m a Blood Dao path walker.”

Calron stated calmly. It was a gamble revealing that part, but it was better than lying to someone from a clan who held their own against the Archaic council. He’d already made up his mind regarding the consequences of this decision.

Calron heard a muted round of gasps emerge from the surrounding guards, breaking their previous stoic stance. The old woman was stunned for a brief moment until a wide grin was plastered on her face.

“Bahahaha, the Blood Titan’s sapling is not truly dead! Show me the Blood Dao, little seed.”

Tears streamed down the woman’s wrinkly cheeks. Her aged hands grasped Calron’s robe tightly while she pleaded eagerly for her request. Serina knew the importance of the Titans within the path walkers, but even she didn’t expect a reaction like that. It seemed she was vastly underestimating what the Blood Titan meant to the old generations. Taking a quick glance at Calron, she gave him an assuring nod.

Raizel, did I make a mistake in picking the Blood Dao?

Calron contemplated. He chose the Blood Dao as something told him that this was his best chance of discovering the truth about himself and the primordials. However, he was coming to realize that the Blood Dao was not so simple. Standing before this elderly woman with tears pouring down her face, Calron started to feel a sense of déjà vu.

Blood Titan, are you the one making me walk this path?

Of course, he got no answer. Calron stretched his arm out, his palm facing toward the sky.

*swish*

Thick streams of blood coalesced around his body, the blood tides then swirled over to his palm and began condensing. A dense smell of blood wafted to the area.

That’s new.

Calron sniffed the air and looked down at his chest. The second circle was close to completion, only a few centimeters left from a complete loop. He’d once again made advances on his Dao, and Calron’s control over the blood streams improved drastically as the blood droplet that was forming appeared to be larger than before. Calron had a feeling that once he obtained his 2nd circle, the blood droplet would undergo a transformation.

“It’s real…”

The elderly woman muttered in awe, her eyes widening in shock and relief at the same time.

“Why did you react like that to my Blood Dao?”

Now that he verified his claim, Calron took this opportunity to question the stranger before him. Serina told him his Blood Dao would garner attention, but what the old woman displayed was above a genuine surprise.

“Is this the working of fate, little flower?”

The Denarius woman turned to Serina and sighed. There was a reason why everyone tended to avoid Karma path walkers. Threads of fate webbed around the walkers of the Karma Dao, forcing unwilling destinies to intersect.

Serina grew silent, her mind in a muse.

“Where are you two headed to?”

With a tap of her staff to the ground, the woman signaled the nearby guards to prepare for camp. The stoic group quickly moved as they tied the horses to the trees and brought out the tools to make a fire.

“The Blood clan’s ruins.”

Calron offered with a shrug.

“No wonder… Unfortunately, I’m on official Denarius clan mission to deliver a batch of weapons and armor to the council at the Black Castle city, so I can’t accompany you to the ruins. To answer your previous question, sapling, it’s because the founder of the Denarius clan was the younger brother of the Nature Titan.”

The elderly woman smiled at the change in Calron’s expression.

“Come, young sapling. Let me tell you a little story before we go our separate ways.”

Her wrinkled face brightened up as she went over the impromptu but tidy camp prepared by the guards. She placed her ebony staff to the side while taking a seat on the chair.

“Why should we trust you?”

Serina interjected after a long time, her eyebrows furrowed tensely. The old woman’s words about the machinations of fate elicited a bit of apprehension in the young woman.

“You don’t need to trust me. I won’t ask anymore information from you, and will only provide a short story for you to the listen. You can leave now if you choose to, but I doubt that this young sapling will stay alive for much longer on this continent.”

The old woman crossed her arms together, gazing serenely at Calron.

“What do you mean?”

Calron’s nerves contracted, a terseness to his tone.

“Look at your partner that walks the Karma path and you’ll see the truth.”

The wizened woman tapped her fingers against the chair’s wood.

Pivoting his head to Serina, Calron saw her face drained of blood, deathly pale. A sinking sensation rose within his heart.

“The Archaic council twisted the truth about the events that occurred which brought down the Blood clan. Because, if they ever revealed what had actually happened on that day, their entire existence would be questioned by every path walker on this world.”

The old woman’s hazel eyes bore into Calron, who was still reeling back from the earlier revelation.

Is this why Serina didn’t want to talk about my fate when I asked her?

“Who are you?”

Calron resigned himself and sat in the chair. He held Serina’s cold and damp hand to pull her down beside him. He gave her a gentle squeeze to let her know that he didn’t fault her. The young woman was downtrodden, but Calron’s gesture seemed to have alleviated a bit of the distress she was feeling.

“A bit late, but allow me to introduce myself, saplings. I’m Yaiba Denarius, path walker of the Wood Dao.”

Yaiba stated as the ebony staff next to her vibrated, and the trees in the forest thrummed with life.

“WHY DO YOU think my life is in danger?”

Calron ran his fingers through his hair. His mind was still reeling back from the unexpected news, but there was no point in stressing over things he had no control over. If he’s dying soon, then he’d rather get as much information as he could to fight against that outcome.

It’s not like the threat of death is new to me…

He thought sardonically with a bit of humor.

“What do you know about the Blood clan’s massacre?”

Yaiba continued to tap her withered fingers against the chair, her sharp hazel eyes gauging Calron.

“The gods were involved in the attack and their goal was to hunt the descendants of the four original Titans.”

Calron glanced at Serina for verification. The latter nodded her head assertively. This was the tale that everyone on the continent was familiar with.

“Then why were the clans of the Star Titan and the Martial Titan left alone? Nature Titan’s disappearance was of his own violation that didn’t involve the gods. Only the Blood Titan’s clan was hunted brutally by the enemies.”

As Yaiba explained, Calron’s thoughts became scrambled with confusion. He looked at Serina to see her reaction, and it mirrored his own. She was just as perplexed as him.

“What was the reason?”

Calron asked after a short while, seeing Yaiba not continuing with her story.

“That’s the mysterious part, little sapling. No one knows.”

The elderly woman cackled briefly before a series of coughs took over. A guard standing nearby promptly came over to hand Yaiba a waterskin. The old woman took a long gulp and sighed with exhaustion.

“The council didn’t try to figure out why the gods targeted one of their clans?”

Calron’s confusion ceased to end, he was left with even more questions than he started with. Yaiba’s delayed responses didn’t help either, but at least he was getting to the crux of the matter. Unlike Serina, Yaiba was clearly connected with a powerful clan and she’d have more insights about the inner workings of the council than the young woman.

Calron couldn’t figure out why Yaiba was invested in him, but he would find out eventually in the future. There was one thing he was sure of in this world.

Nothing was ever free.

“The little sapling is still a seed, not yet sprouted. How do you think the gods managed to ambush the Blood clan and execute them all before any other clans realized?”

Yaiba handed the waterskin back to the guard and wiped her leathery mouth with the edges of her robe. Her eyes twinkled as she gazed at Calron. She was leading the young man to the obvious conclusion.

“The Archaic council was a part of this assassination as well.”

Calron whispered. The setting sun’s rays hit the corner of his blood-red irises. If this information was true, then he was glad he’d not revealed himself to the council yet.

“Yes, and no. The council as a whole was not involved, but at least one Ancient was definitely a part of it.”

Yaiba tilted her head to the sky, observing the drifting clouds as the sun slowly descended, bringing forth night’s fall.

“If we can come to this answer, how have the other council members not figured it out?”

Calron’s forehead creased. He found it difficult to believe the other Ancients wouldn’t be able to come to the same revelation. The fact that they allowed this meant the Ancients were implicit in the attack.

If I can’t trust the Ancients, who will fight with me against the Primordials?

Calron clenched his fists together.

“Unfortunately or fortunately, little sapling, the council members are all independent from each other. Most of the Ancients keep to themselves, but stand united on the battlefield. Each one has their own army, generals, and subordinates. So, even if there’s a traitor, we can at least rest easy that not all our plans are revealed to the gods. However, this independence also means that no one knows what the Ancients are involved in except themselves.”

Yaiba exhaled and rubbed her eyes. It was getting dark and her body was weary from travel.

“What’s the point of the council if they can’t even regulate themselves?”

Calron stared at Yaiba. His journey seemed to have encountered a twist. If he couldn’t solve the issue with the council, things would be futile in the future. Sooner or later, he’d need the council’s help.

“Their history is complicated. Sadly, we’re out of time, little sapling. I need to urgently deliver this batch and cannot camp for the night. But know this, don’t reveal your Blood Dao to anyone until you reach the 5th circle. Because the moment you announce to the world that the seed of the Blood Titan is alive, those enemies that slaughtered the Blood clan will come for you. And it might not only be the gods.”

Yaiba stood up, clutching her ebony staff and signaling the surrounding guards to prepare for their departure. It night already, but the Denarius clan never missed a deadline.

“Easier said than done.”

Calron chuckled wryly. He was disheartened to the see the old woman leave so early, but he had no right to request her to stay and give him more information. He had nothing of value to give her in exchange.

“I know, little sapling. However, this might help that goal a bit.”

Yaiba smiled at the young man and tapped her staff to the ground. A large chest rose from the back of the carriage and floated in front of the old woman for a short second before gradually sinking into the grass. The chest opened with a click, its precious goods out on display for everyone.

Countless ores, a variety of ingots, ornate robes, high-quality accessories and multitudes of other items were all spread within the massive chest.

“Take what you need. I’ll suggest you pick this bracelet as it’ll be essential in hiding your Dao from others. The young girly doesn’t need this, so I’ll recommend either one of the robes or take the ingots to craft your own weapon in the future.”

Yaiba offered generously.

“Why are you doing this for us? I don’t really have anything in return for this favor.”

Calron paused, reluctant to the take the bracelet despite his temptation. Judging from the way Serina’s eyes lit up, he had an idea of just how valuable the contents of the chest were.

“Do I look like I need your help, little sapling?”

Yaiba chortled with mirth and continued, “Think of this as an investment on my part based on the relationship that our clan had with the Blood Titan. But personally, I want to do this simply because of fate. It was fate that interjected our paths together.”

The elderly woman winked at Serina and waved off Calron’s hesitation.

“Is it ok if take this robe and this pair of gloves?”

Serina selected a pristine silver robe with dark-gold embroidery and a pair of matching gloves to go along with it. Calron didn’t know why Serina wanted the gloves as well, but there must be something special about them.

“Hahaha, every sapling needs a bit of nurturing to grow into a sturdy tree. It’s yours, young girly.”

Yaiba laughed, her aged voice pleasantly ringing in the air. Serina radiated with happiness as she held her gifts with joy. Calron connected the straps of the bracelet on his wrist and it clicked audibly, eliciting a brief glow on his chest where the circles illuminated.

“You can still use your Dao, little sapling, but it will be hard for others to deduce what the Dao actually is. Regardless, I’d suggest not openly getting into conflicts to eliminate the chances of your discovery.”

The elderly woman nodded while glancing at Calron.

“Thank you, Elder Yaiba. If there ever comes a time that you need my help, I’ll do my best to come quickly to your aid.”

Calron slapped his fists together and gave the old woman a respectful bow, which was immediately followed by Serina.

“Bah! No need, little sapling. Just knowing that the Blood Titan lives on through you is enough of a payment. One day, you’ll find out just what those four Titans meant to our world…”

A shadow flickered over Yaiba’s face before instantly vanishing.

“Alright, I’ve already dallied enough here. It’s time I get back on the road.”

Yaiba swirled her ebony staff in the air, about to shut the lid on the chest. However, Calron intervened abruptly, stopping the old woman midway.

“Can I take this as well?”

Calron requested, his cheeks blushing. He didn’t want to take advantage of Yaiba considering the favors she’d already done for him, but if his plan was to succeed, then he’d really need this item.

Yaiba glanced at the item Calron took and then looked back into his face with a knowing smirk. The astute elderly woman probably figured out what Calron intended to do with that item.

“Use it well, little sapling.”

Yaiba then gestured to the guards and made her way into the carriage. The Denarius clan’s flag waved in the gentle night breeze. The guards aligned the rest of the carriages in a row, ready to depart at Yaiba’s signal.

Calron tucked away his new addition into his robes and waited with Serina to bid the old woman a farewell. “Have a safe journey, Elder Yaiba!”

“If the fates allow it, we’ll meet once again, little sapling and young girly.”

Yaiba waved her staff into the air for the final time and disappeared into the carriage. Once the old woman was inside, the convoy moved swiftly, picking up speed as they touched the road. Within a few seconds, their silhouettes were a faint blur.

“Why am I ‘young girly’ and you’re ‘little sapling’? It should be the other way around!”

Serina protested jokingly once the convoy had left.

“No thanks, I like being the ‘little sapling’.”

Calron joined in.

“We should make camp here for the night. It’s too late to travel.”

Serina took her satchel and stored the new robes inside. She planned to wear them tomorrow morning.

“Got it, I’ll get the fire started.”

Calron stated, his eyes searching for the driest tree branches scattered in the dirt.

“Hey, what was the last thing you took from the chest? I didn’t get a good look at it.”

Serina cocked her eyebrow, curiosity seeping into her voice.

Calron smiled and took out the item from his robes. The moon’s soft light reflected off the intricate metallic patterns etched on the item. Serina looked at Calron, her questioning gaze locked on him.

She didn’t understand what Calron planned to do with that item. Surely, picking one of the expensive ingots would have been a better choice. That way, he could either sell it for an astronomical amount of credits or commissioned a new weapon.

“It’s what I need the most now.”

Calron grinned as he slowly pulled the item towards his face. The moment it drew close to his skin, it latched itself to his face, shrouding Calron’s features into a disarray.

The metallic patterns swirled underneath the pale moon’s glow.

It was a dark mask.


CHAPTER TEN

Ruins

“BOY, DO YOU want to inherit my legacy?”

Streaks of red energy fluttered across Calron’s eyes. The sight of his master, Elias, enveloped in crimson source energy as he stood there under the luminous silver moon.

“Master!”

Calron extended his arm, trying to reach the man who started his cultivation journey. However, he failed to move a single muscle.

“I see you’ve been struggling in your path, Calron.” Elias walked over to the kneeling eight-year-old boy on the ground.

“I believe I’m on the correct path, but for some reason, I still can’t complete my second circle. I’ve been wracking my brains trying to figure out what I’m missing.”

The child-Calron hung his head low.

“You chose the Blood Dao to protect yourself and your friends… admirable goal. However, kid, a drop of water can never quench someone’s thirst. You need at least a handful. Your Blood Dao is still in the infant stage to even protect yourself. Mold and grow your body to contain that vast ocean.”

Elias crouched down, patting the eight-year-old Calron.

“I tried that before, Master. I imagined a sea to form my Dao, and I failed miserably.”

The child Calron raised his palm and a blood droplet with mysterious sigils floated on top.

“What is the ocean?”

Elias smiled as he asked.

“It’s a massive body of water.”

Calron scrunched his face in confusion.

“Yes, that’s true. On the outside, it’s simply a large reservoir of water. However, kid, to the fish and other creatures that dwell there, it’s life itself. The ocean sustains them, provides food, home and the ability to reproduce to create more offspring. It’s a cycle that countless creatures depend upon.”

Elias chuckled at the contrast of the mature look on Calron’s chubby face. The blind man continued, “The Dao is not something physical. It’s what exists in your mind. When you form the ocean, don’t think about water. Think about the cycle you want to sustain with that ocean.”

“What do I want to sustain?”

Calron turned his thought inwards as he reflected. His primary goal was to ultimately be the shield that protected the people close to him. But to be able to do that, he needed to sustain his own life first.

He wanted to become the ocean that others sought refuge in.

“I’m the ocean.”

The eight-year-old Calron crushed the blood droplet within his palm. A tremor arose around him as a pool of blood leaked from his hand and swam above him in a wild frenzy. The thin tendrils soon transformed into thicker streams of blood. The blood tides rapidly swirled above Calron as numerous enigmatic sigils whizzed atop the raging blood waves.

In the next minute, the eight-year-old Calron morphed back into his current self with blood-red eyes and stark white hair. The blood stream eventually slowed down, revealing its new form.

The appearance of his Dao now evolved from the blood droplet into the revolving blood river around him.

“Well done, kid.”

Elias beamed as he gazed at the adult Calron.

“You’re not really Master Elias, are you?”

Calron whispered in a sad voice. It had been years since he last saw his old teacher, and there was no way that Elias would have known all this about the Dao. It was a nagging feeling in the back of Calron’s mind that something strange was going on.

“No.”

Elias shrugged while his body twisted and started to expand. The scene then abruptly shifted to a colossal giant with blood-red tattoos swirling across his skin, who then roared into the heavens.

A dense smell of blood exuded from the Titan and the gigantic figure’s face loomed over Calron. The trails of blood that orbited the giant thickened as it rushed to Calron.

“Use it well.”

The Titan’s blood-red eyes gazed into Calron.

The two pairs of crimson irises were identical.

Two sides of the same coin.



Calron woke up clutching his chest, a scorching heat exploding around his heart.

“What’s going on, Calron?”

Serina doused awake, rubbing her eyes as she glanced at her party member bent over in pain. She quickly darted next to him.

The sound of flesh sizzling seeped into the dark night as Calron’s chest glowed. Two distinct circles on his chest shone radiantly, and the light flashed briefly through his robe.

“I broke through.”

Calron wheezed his words out, filled both with elation at the new advancement and the doubt at what he witnessed at the last moment within the dream.

Was it the Blood Titan?

“I guess it was only a matter of time, no big deal.”

Serina grunted and returned to her satchel. She was sulking at the fact that Calron had already caught up to her in a few days and she was no longer the stronger out of the two. As mystic as the Karma Dao was, it was incomparable to the Blood Dao that leaned heavily into combat. It was rare for a Karma path walker to feel powerful among other cultivators.

Calron was oblivious to Serina’s thoughts, as he tried to decipher what the Blood Titan meant when he told him to “Use it well”.

He lightly grazed his finger across the first circle. “Hemomancy.”

Calron muttered as a torrent of blood pooled around his body and he used it as a whiplash against the nearby tree. A loud *thwak* resounded in the quiet night as the blood left a noticeably wide gash on the trunk.

“My control over the blood improved, and it’s significantly denser than before.”

Calron’s eyes went wide at the result of the blood whiplash on the tree. He could now actively use the Blood Dao as a means of an attack.

Serina secretly watched Calron from the side, letting out a low whistle in admiration.

However, Hemomancy was not the ability that the Blood Titan was talking about. Focusing on the second circle, Calron unleashed the new ability he unlocked with the earlier breakthrough.

“Blood Drain.”

Calron stretched his arm to the sky and aimed at one of the passing owls flying above. His blood-red eyes stared intensely at the nocturnal bird, but the ability did nothing. The owl merely paused briefly before resuming to flap its wings.

“Hemomancy.”

Calron switched to the first circle and shot a tendril of blood upward, controlling its propulsion until it latched on to the bird. He then used it once again as a whiplash and scored a wound near its claw, drawing the creature’s blood.

“Blood Drain.”

Calron whispered as his white hair fluttered in the cool night’s breeze. Combined with his blood-red eyes, his body gave off a dangerous and somewhat demonic aura.

The owl crumpled mid-air, its body rapidly withering to the visible eye. A thin wisp of crimson blood pierced out its skin and bolted over in Calron’s direction. By the time the owl crashed on the ground before Calron, it was only a husk of bones and feathers.

“What in the Hells was that!?”

Serina stuttered to Calron in shock. This was not a simple kill, it went beyond that. The horror reflected on the young woman’s face brought Calron back to the present.

The thin red wisp from the dead bird merged into his chest.

“That’s my second ability, Blood Drain. It lets me use other living being’s blood to fuel my Dao.”

Calron sighed, using his hand to wipe away the sweat from his forehead. He didn’t want to startle Serina, but it was not just her that was shaken by this new ability. Calron almost emptied out the contents of his stomach when he experienced the owl’s lifeblood absorbed into his body.

Sensing something unfamiliar, he tilted his head down to his chest. Right next to the newly formed 2nd circle was the trace of a new circular line forming.

What is your objective with me, Blood Titan?

Calron exhaled in exasperation. He didn’t know whether to be happy or terrified that his 3rd circle had already started growing.

But there was one thing he was sure of:

The Blood Titan was alive. And he was watching Calron.

“IF YOU KEEP doing that, what are we supposed to eat for lunch?”

Serina grumbled and lowered herself to the ground to pick up the withered skin of a reptilian-like creature. Rather than skin, it was more akin to an aged piece of leather, devoid of any flesh.

“We still have the mushrooms from the morning.”

Calron grinned, but Serina couldn’t see the lower part of his face due to the dark-silver mask. However, seeing the twinkle in his blood-red eyes, she figured Calron found it amusing.

After overcoming his repulsion of the Blood Drain ability, Calron doubled his efforts to understand and better control this unruly power. Especially after realizing that the Blood Titan was awake and watching his moves, Calron felt an emergency unlike any before. He might be inadvertently doing what the Blood Titan wants, but he’d rather master this ability than live in fear of it. With the Blood Titan revealing his presence, it was only a matter of time until Calron would soon come face-to-face with the original Titan.

“I’m not eating any more of that wooden dust.”

Serina crossed her arms to her chest, her face reflecting disgust as her mind relived the experience of chewing the bland and tasteless mushrooms. The duo had been rushing through the road without a break to make it to the Blood Clan’s ruins before the sun set and judging by the clouds above, they’d made it in ample time. The ruins were now only an hour away.

“Fair enough. I’ll not use Blood Drain on the next creature.”

Calron surrendered as he held his palm over the carcass and extracted the thin tendril of crimson energy. His chest glowed as the two circles flashed with an amber light, while the third adjacent line barely moved.

Now even absorbing medium-sized beasts is hardly having an effect on the third circle.

Calron thought while he glanced down briefly. Previously, the third circle had extended slightly as he continued to use Blood Drain on the smaller creatures, the returns diminishing every hunt until he began targeting larger beasts. He didn’t know how Blood Drain would react when facing another cultivator, but if that time came, he’d need to hide his identity properly. The last thing Calron wanted was to be hunted down by other path walkers.

“You better click that thing in properly as we’re getting close to the ruins and might encounter others. Also, I’m not helping with the next hunt. You owe me one for making me miss my lunchtime.”

Serina cautioned Calron, laughing towards the end in victory.

“Thanks for reminding me, Serina.”

Calron gave the young woman a thumbs-up and pressed the tiny protruding lever underneath the mask. With an audible click, the mask buzzed with activity as the dark-silver patterns wiggled around and the upper mask’s edges slowly rose to shroud Calron’s entire face. Now, even his eyes were hidden.

“There’s a group of deer to our east. Get me the fattest one.”

Silver streams of Karma Dao floated around Serina’s arm as she used her ability to locate nearby prey.

“As you wish, little girly.”

Calron teased Serina with the nickname Yaiba had given her before he darted above the trees and dashed to the deer in the direction indicated by her.

Serina wanted to counter back at Calron but stayed silent as she gazed at his back. His muscular frame contrasted with the black robes and white hair exuded a dangerous aura, but for some reason, Serina only felt admiration for the young man.

“Get a grip, Serina.”

Serina muttered to herself, failing to hide the blush on her face.



“I thought it’d be nicer than this…”

Calron whispered to Serina on the side as they kept walking towards the two guards. Before them stood a shabby excuse of a town, with rundown buildings and people dressed in worse clothes than some of the beggars back in the city.

“I think there might have been some changes from the last I heard news of the ruins.”

Serina responded in an equally muted tone. Let alone the dodgy appearance of the town, even their walls were replaced with wooden palisades, unlikely to deter even the most common of beasts.

“Halt there, strangers! Identify yourselves.”

One of the guards spat out the dirty twig he was gnawing on and glared menacingly at the duo, akin to a predator marking its prey. The guard resembled an angry raccoon, with deep and dark circles underneath his eyes, alluding to the lack of sleep as the other guard shared the similar trait. Calron mused that things were not running smooth at the ruins.

“My name is Sandy, and this is my clan member, Cedrin. He had a rough accident with a fire elemental cultivator that left his face scarred with vicious burns.”

Serina stepped forward to speak as per their initial plan they decided on. Serina was to do the bulk of the communication to prevent from exposing any clues that might reveal he wasn’t from this continent.

“Doesn’t matter. You need to show your Dao and then pay 500 credits each to enter the ruins.”

The guard growled, the three circles on his chest illuminated, causing the duo to switch their alert level.

A random guard in this battered town has three circles!?

Calron’s face was covered with shock, but fortunately, his face was hidden behind the mask. The strangeness of the ruins started to hammer down further into his mind.

“Stop harassing them, Holt. They already walked through the barrier safely, so they’re both path walkers and not criminals charged by the council.”

The other guard finally stepped in before Serina could protest against the first guard. The second guard sighed and apologized to the duo.

“Excuse Holt’s behavior, he’s simply frustrated with our post here. As you can imagine, no 3rd circle path walker wants to be stationed in this slum. If you came here for the Dao Geyser, submit your credits to the governor’s office there.”

The second guard pointed to a shack larger than the rest within the surroundings.

At the mention of the barrier, a shiver passed through Calron. He wasn’t even aware that there was a barrier in place. Despite being glad that his previous elemental cultivation couldn’t be detected, he knew he still needed to be careful in the future. He and Serina had come up with an alternate plan if anyone asked them to confirm their path walker identity.

It wasn’t an issue for Serina to disclose her Karma Dao, however, Calron couldn’t reveal his Blood Dao. Considering what Yaiba had told him, unless they were in a precarious situation, Calron didn’t even want to show his Dao circles lest any traces of his Dao leaked. Fortune seemed to favor them as they didn’t have to resort to their earlier plan to hide Calron’s Blood Dao.

“Did something happen in the ruins?”

Serina grabbed Calron by his wrist, stopped briefly by the second guard. She blatantly ignored the first guard that tried to rob them, much to his ire.

“We need to get back to work.”

The second guard exhaled after holding Serina’s eye for a few seconds and returned back to his post on the palisades.

Furrowing her brows, Serina and Calron stepped through into the ruins.

“Something is off about this place.”

Calron’s low voice reached Serina’s ears. Now that they were out of earshot of the guards, Calron voiced his concerns.

“You’re right, there are barely any people here.”

Serina scanned the sparse crowd, as they gradually made their way to the shack the guard claimed was the governor’s office. Since Calron didn’t have any credits for the Dao Geyser’s entrance fee, Serina told him that there would be a portal at the ruins which would take them to the battlefield. There, Calron could earn the credits he needed. However, before that, they needed to find out exactly how many credits they needed for the Dao Geyser.

“There’s no one even in the office.”

Serina stated once they arrived in front of the shack and she took a peek inside. There was an active portal inside that Serina glimpsed, but no one else was present. The table and chairs reserved for the governor were also unoccupied.

“What’s this?”

Calron said from the side, drawing Serina back as she observed what caught Calron’s interest. Her masked friend was staring intensely at the tall wooden board next to the office.

“All the special bounties for the elemental cultivators are listed here, along with their pictures. I think killing a Spiritual stage cultivator was 100 credits, a Vajra stage was 1000 credits and so on. It’s been a while, so we can check the exact rewards on the board.”

Serina walked over, explaining to Calron what that board was. She was familiar with the notice board, as it was present in every town, village, and city. If any path walker wanted to earn credits through the battlefield, it was essential to know who the high-value bounties were.

However, Serina failed to sense the rage bubbling within Calron.

Although his face was hidden behind the face, the veins on Calron’s neck pulsed with uncontained fury. He reached out his hand and ripped apart one of the bounties that was plastered on the board.

“Hey, you’re not supposed to do that.”

Serina frantically looked around to see if anyone saw Calron’s action, but thankfully no one seemed to be around to witness. It was a crime to mess with the bounties listed on the board.

She soon realized that it must have been someone that Calron recognized.

“Who is it?” Serina asked softly.

“Someone close to me.”

Calron replied, crushing the bounty paper in his hand. His voice was stoic, but after traveling with Calron for so long, Serina recognized his subtle habits. Calron was truly enraged.

“Are path walkers allowed to kill each other on the battlefield?”

Calron asked after a silent pause.

“There’s no rule prohibiting it, as why would path walkers kill their own when faced with a common enemy? Calron…”

Serina explained while attempting to dissuade Calron.

“Let’s find the amount of credits we need for the Dao Geyser, and then we’ll use the portal to the battlefield.”

Calron stored the crumpled bounty paper into his spacial ring. Serina shook her head and left the matter alone. She had an inkling of what Calron wanted to do, but the only question in her mind was: would she side with Calron or her fellow path walkers?

“Here it is. We need a total of 250,000 credits each to enter the Dao Geyser. A Spiritual stage cultivator is worth 1,000 credits, Vajra is 10,000 credits, Saint is 100,000 credits and a killing Heavenly stage cultivator gets you a million credits.”

Serina glanced at Calron, already detesting the mask as it hid the young man’s facial expression.

“Let’s go.”

Calron nodded once as he stepped into the office and went straight for the portal. His hands shimmered with traces of crimson wisps swimming around him.

It was finally time to use the Blood Drain on cultivators.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

Information Array

“HEY! WAIT!”

SERINA yelled behind Calron but it was already too late. The young man had long past stepped into the portal and was whisked away.

“Idiot men…”

Serina mumbled with exasperation as she walked over to the table beside the portal and read the information on the notice board. She recalled the tales from her old friends and knew that they had to prepare a bit before entering the portal. On the other side, the stationed path walkers would need something to verify their portal base location.

Although not common, some path walkers treading on the Space Dao would try to experiment or modify the portal passages, hence they needed a system to confirm that the cultivators passing through the portals were not impostors.

“If only he waited for a second. Hopefully, it’s not too late.”

She picked up two tags from the glass container and quickly shoved them into her satchel. The tags were made of thinly polished stone and were about the size of a small quail’s egg. The tags were bare except the words ‘Blood Clan Ruins’ neatly etched on both sides. These tags would prove to the stationed path walkers on the other side that both Calron and her were not enemies and that the barrier in the Ruins had already validated their identities.

Without missing a beat, Serina rushed to the portal and waited for the queasy feeling to overtake her as she teleported away. She didn’t have to wait long to regroup on the other side, as the sound of a man shouting reverberated within her ears.

“Where’s your taggie, tadpole?”

Serina noticed a short, old dwarven man poking someone on the knee with his pristinely crafted sword. Despite the bejeweled pommel on the weapon, it was evident from the nicks on the edge of the blade that the sword had seen proper bloodshed.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, old man. They didn’t give me one.”

With her vision regaining clarity from the teleportation, Serina realized that the person the old dwarf was harassing turned out to be Calron. The moment Calron responded, several path walkers in the vicinity began to gradually encircle him. A dangerous atmosphere seeped into the air. The expression on the old dwarf morphed into something serious as he switched his hand’s positioning on the pommel. Everyone was waiting for the ignition.

“He dropped his tag when he ran into the portal. I was behind him, so I picked it up.”

Serina rushed ahead, holding out the stone tag in the air for everyone to see. All eyes turned to the newcomer and then to the tag in her hand.

“That’s only one tag. Where’s your taggie?”

The old dwarf raised his eyebrow, raising his sword to Calron even higher.

“Sorry! Here’s mine.”

Beads of sweat pearled atop Serina’s forehead. She groped around within her satchel for the second pendant and displayed it to the old dwarf with visible relief.

Stupid Serina! I should have had in my hands from the get-go.

The young woman cursed within her thoughts.

As the tension deflated with a pop, the old dwarf nodded while putting away his sword. The other path walkers shook their head in amusement and returned to their original tasks.

“What a waste of time. Getting everyone riled up like that! Don’t you know we’re at war, tadpoles?”

The old dwarf grumbled, kicking Calron’s leg in annoyance.

“Ouch!”

Calron yelped in surprise. He didn’t expect the old dwarf’s kick to hurt this much, or else he would have dodged it when he saw it coming.

“I apologize, Elder. He’s a bit a slow in the brain, so please excuse him.”

Serina’s emerald eyes twinkled with mirth as she glanced at Calron.

“Slow, eh? I figured as much. No wonder you use that shady mask to hide your face.”

The old dwarf chuckled as he gestured for the duo to follow him. Calron scowled at Serina, but luckily, the mask hid it. However, judging from the young woman’s chipper gait, she definitely sensed it. It was her payback for Calron impulsively rushing into the portal.

“The name’s Bran, and I’m the captain of this gorgeous ship. Now, give me your tags for a moment.”

Bran held out his callused hand.

“We’re on a boat? Where’s the sea?”

Calron glanced around in confusion. Granted that he didn’t initially pay much attention to where he was, most likely due to his emotions in a turmoil after seeing the bounty on the board. But it seemed impossible for them to be on a ship, as Calron could clearly see the trees and the ground below him.

“It’s an illusion, laddy. We don’t want the dastardly gods to know our location in case they manage to hijack our portal lines.”

Bran commented while Serina offered him the two tags, after which the old dwarf took out a small metallic container from his robes. Tinkering with the metal box, Bran inserted the two stone tags inside and closed the lid.

“How do we enter the battlefield? Is there another portal?”

Calron scratched his head. The mask was starting to make his face sweat with humidity.

“You think portals are made of pumpkins, tadpole?”

Bran spat out with an incredulous look on his face before softening as he remembered Serina telling him that Calron was a bit ‘slow’. It seemed the young woman was not lying.

Why does everyone on this continent have to call you something other than your name?

Calron let out a mental sigh.

“My bad, laddy. You’ll not take another portal, as my ship, Genevie, will drop you off at selected destinations of your choice. You can make your selections in the main hall. Keep in mind that certain locations will offer you bonus credits per kill depending on how bad the council needs troops there. So, it might be worth considering those locations if you’re in dire need of credits.”

Bran explained gently while gingerly patting Calron on the side.

Calron smiled in appreciation at the detailed explanation, but the abrupt switch in Bran’s kind demeanor made him pause slightly. He felt like he was missing something.

Unlike Calron, Serina instantly picked up on the reason for the old dwarf’s change in attitude, eliciting a series of giggles that she desperately tried to hide from Calron.

“What is that box, Elder?”

In an attempt to divert Calron’s attention away from her shenanigans, Serina raised a question while pointing at the box within Bran’s hand that contained their tags.

“It’s doing its little verification dancy dance.”

The old dwarf playfully patted the box. In a short while, the box let out a faint hum, and the lid opened, revealing the two tags. However, the stone seemed to have been replaced with a bronze-like metal.

“Here ya go!”

Bran happily handed out the tags to Calron and Serina, respectively.

“Drop a bit of your blood onto the tags to bind them and then all your kills will be recorded on there. You can bring that tag to any of the council’s outposts and redeem your credits.”

The old dwarf stopped before a door, placing his palm on the handle after the duo collected their new tags.

“If you’re the captain, shouldn’t you be navigating the ship?”

Calron stored the tag safely inside. It was only a matter of time before he earned the credits he needed for the Dao Geyser, and then he’d finally uncover the secrets of the Blood Dao.

And the Blood Titan.

“It’s a ship propelled by the Dao, tadpole.”

Bran gave Serina another sympathetic gaze, thanking her for taking care of this pitiful child who knew nothing about the world. Serina had to hide her face behind her elbow as a fit of laughter threatened to explode. Calron turned to her, a perplexed expression adorned in his eyes as he wanted to ask what was going on with the old dwarf. He had to yet to realize that Bran had taken Serina’s earlier statement seriously.

“How dangerous are the locations we’re stopping by?”

Calron decided to ignore whatever was going on with Serina and posed another question. If he wanted to earn the credits quickly, he rather not waste his time at the safer battlefield destinations. He was running out of time.

“A bloodthirsty one, eh? Must be good at it, otherwise why else would a pretty one like this lassie babysit you?”

Bran laughed, winking at Serina. The young woman joined the old dwarf, pleased at his compliment while eyeing Calron discreetly.

Before Calron could reply, the old dwarf grabbed Calron brusquely with his leathered hand and his aged eyes intensely bore into the young man’s red eyes.

“I’ll say this, laddy. By the time you return from the battlefield, either your robes will be soaked crimson with blood or you’ll forever roam these lands as a wraith.”

“SOUNDS LIKE A plan.”

Calron responded while Bran shuffled with the door until it opened wide, revealing a massive inner hall. Serina still found it hard to believe that all of this was inside a moving ship on the sea.

A few scores or sparsely spread people bustled about, dressed in battle-hardened armor and weapons buckled on their sides. A select number of them waved respectfully at Bran when they noticed the old dwarf, but the majority continued on with whatever they were doing.

“Why is it so depressive in here?”

Serina asked the old dwarf quietly, bending down slightly to be closer to Bran’s bushy ears.

“For a lot of them, it’s not their first time on the battlefield. This is what war does to you, tadpoles. Ain’t any coming back to normalcy after witnessing the horrors there.”

The old dwarf trudged along ahead while the duo followed promptly behind. Calron shot Serina a quick glance before joining ahead.

“How many die every season?”

Calron surveyed the inner hall, admiring the vast and intricately structured wooden ceilings, along with the pristine beige marbled floors. Even to Calron’s senses, it was imposible to distinguish if the illusion from reality. He doubted the actual floors were made genuine marble as it’d be too heavy for a ship to float. The main question remained: why go through all this trouble to shroud the ship within an illusion?

“Ugh, I don’t know, laddy. Do I look like someone who likes to keep count? We’re almost at the Information Array.”

Bran grunted with a huff. Both Calron and Serina detected the elderly dwarf’s hesitance to answer the question. The two exchanged a swift glance, coming to the same conclusion.

The war was not going well for the path walkers.

The rest of the walk went over in silence until Bran abruptly stopped ahead. Faced with the large gathering of people before them, the old dwarf turned to face the duo.

“My part’s done, now that I’ve shown you the Information Array. Keep your taggies with you to make sure all your kills are recorded. Otherwise, what’s all the point, eh?”

“Thank you for guiding us, Bran. Will we get to see you again before we depart?”

Serina bowed politely. She liked the gruff old dwarf. Calron mirrored the bow as well, but his eyes were focused on the small glimpses he caught of the Information Array through the gaps within the crowd.

“Return alive from your first incursion, and then I’ll see if you tadpoles are worth sharing a drink with. Also, certain battlefields only allow a certain number of participants, so if you’re going in as a group, take heed of that limit on the Array.”

Bran scratched his unruly beard.

“We’ll be going in as a team.”

“We’ll be going separately.”

Both Serina and Calron answered at once, the former was startled at the latter’s response.

“Hmm, I think Suzie is ready with my lunch. I can smell the onions from here.”

Bran’s eyes darted back and forth from the duo, deciding that he didn’t want to be involved in this spat. Without saying anything else, he quietly squiggled out of there while Serina stared daggers at Calron.

“I thought the plan was to enter the battlefield together.”

Serina stated icily, her emerald irises piercing at Calron’s blood-red eyes.

“Things have changed now. I might encounter people I know from the other side, and the situation will get sticky if I have to turn around and kill the path walkers instead. It’s too dangerous for you to be involved in this, and neither do I want to knowingly put you in harm’s way.”

Calron returned the stare stoically, not backing down.

“Why is your response to kill everyone? If we tried talking t-“

Serina countered before being cut off immediately by Calron’s laughter.

“I don’t know what kind of life you lived before this, Serina, but I didn’t grow up in a world where words could solve anything. If that were true, there would be no wars. If the life of someone I care about is on the line, I know what choice I would make.”

Calron shook his head, the mirth in his voice dying down towards the end. He grew up an orphan and whether it was Regis, the nobles at Selior city or even the Primordials, words could never resolve his enmity with them. He had an inkling of why Serina was uncomfortable with this. She grew up being taught that the gods and elemental cultivators were their mortal enemies and all path walkers needed to join together to stand up to them and retake back their world.

It would be unfair of him to force her to kill her own countrymen. Maybe Calron simply didn’t want to know who she would pick if such an event came to light: Him or path walkers.

“It’s too late for already. A lot of people here, including Bran, already know that I’m traveling with you, so they would eventually connect me to you in the future.”

Serina pleaded, her voice quivering slightly.

Calron was about to retort, but stopped himself as he felt something else from Serina’s emotions.

“Is your Dao telling you that I will die on this trip?”

Calron muttered quietly, with a soft and gentle smile on his face. It suddenly dawned on him why Serina was fervently fighting to come along with him.

To his inquiry, Serina turned silent and looked away, avoiding Calron’s gaze. After a few breaths, she pivoted to face Calron.

“The Karma Dao doesn’t tell me when you’ll die, only that you’ll be facing a grave danger in the future that you won’t be able to overcome.”

Her voice trailed to an almost whisper.

Calron sighed. He didn’t want to do this as he rather continue to enjoy Serina’s company than enter the battlefield alone. He didn’t have a lot of experience talking to women, but Serina made him feel content and happy. The past few days of them traveling in the forest were some of the most peaceful times that he had since he used to train with Rory and Elias.

“Look Serina, if I have to face whatever that calamity is in the future, and if I can’t kill it, then I doubt you’ll be able to.”

The moment those words came out of Calron’s mouth, and he saw Serina’s face distort in pain, he knew he shouldn’t have said them aloud. However, it was too late.

Serina gave one final look at Calron, her face simmering with rage, and rushed into the crowd to the front of the Information Array.

I blame Master Elias for this… he raised me like a hermit.

Calron sighed self-depreciatingly and ran after Serina.

Shoving aside the packed crowd, Calron wiggled one step at a time until, gradually, he reached the opening of the Array. He ignored all the dissatisfied murmurs and curses thrown at his way when he cut the line.

“What in the hells is this?”

Calron was glad he was wearing a mask to hide the stunned expression on his face. Floating right in front of him was a series of words and bobbles in the shape of a humongous map. He could see a miniature toy ship on the top left, representing the ship they were currently on. Past that, Calron could make out the distance they were from their next stop, along with the estimated time it would take. All the words and numbers were floating neatly next to each other.

The red bobbles signified the battlefields with the number of bonus credits each location was providing. Calron was amazed that someone could create an array such as this, before his mind quickly remembered that he came here to find Serina and apologize to her.

Scanning the area, Calron used all his senses to detect the young woman, but it was to no avail. The ship’s illusion was confusing his sight and smell. Calron walked over to a less crowded area to have more room to decide his next step. As he walked over, he felt a slight brush against his waist. He ignored the feeling and moved ahead.

Until he heard a young boy yelp.

“Stop pinching so hard, you muscle-woman!”

Calron rotated to come across a scene of a young, scrawny boy around twelve-years old, with his arm twisted in the air by Serina.

“Hand it over.”

Serina stated coldly, twisting the boy’s hand a bit higher as if to illustrate a point.

“Dammit! I will. Stop pulling so hard! What do you eat, anyway?”

The boy shrieked through his thick blonde locks that covered half his face. In his other hand, he was clutching Calron’s satchel. It was the same bag that Serina gave him.

Hearing the boy’s last comment, Serina’s eye twitched with irritation as she twisted his hand further into its socket.

“Oww! I was only practicing my Dao of Thievery, you crazy woman!”

The boy dropped the satchel to the ground, to which Serina complied by letting go of his arm. The other strangers on the boat snickered at the boy. It seemed this was not the first time the kid had pulled this tactic.

“Stop lying, you don’t have the Dao of Thievery.”

A silver tendril swam over Serina’s arm as the Karma Dao made its presence known.

“Tch, a Karma path walker. Fine, I have the Dao of Trickery. It’s almost the same thing.”

The boy grumbled, pushing his blonde hair away from his eyes, revealing a set of noble amber irises.

“It’s alright, kid. Hey Serina, I’m really sorry about what I said earlier.”

Calron didn’t care about his satchel being stolen as all his important items were stored inside his ring. He was just glad to see Serina again.

“This is what happens when I’m not there to cover your back.”

Serina huffed, annoyance still plastered over her face.

“Hey man, your muscular lady friend over here bruised my hand. You gotta at least pay me a little, right?”

The boy scampered over to Calron and poked him in the chest.

“This little-“

Serina was about to knock into the boy before Calron spread his arm out to stop her.

“Why did you target me?”

Calron was amused by the kid. Something unknown was drawing him to the boy. He reminded him of Rory’s mischievous antics from back in the day.

“You have a mask on, white hair like a demon, and those red eyes give me the shivers. If I have to target someone, I’d pick the most villain-looking one and you give me a major bad guy aura.”

The blonde kid shrugged, his worn-out brown robes ill-fitted to his scrawny body.

Calron chuckled as he patted the boy’s head. He missed his old friends, especially Ellie.

“What’s your name, kid?”

“I’ll tell you for 10 credits.”

The boy smirked, extending his tag to Calron.

“I’m broke.”

Calron grinned, but the mask hid it.

“How’d you bag a girl with no credits?”

The boy grumbled in resignation, realizing he’d not make any credits today. Just as he was about to walk away, something overcame him and he decided to answer Calron.

“Kirren. My name is Kirren.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

Unsaid Words

ONCE KIRREN LEFT, Serina promptly grabbed Calron by the elbow and dragged him to a corner on the opposite side of the Information Array. It was less sparse than the other crowded areas within the hall, allowing for the two to converse without an overwhelming amount of intruding voices.

“Will you change your mind about teaming up with me?”

Serina spoke softly, locking her eyes with Calron.

Seeing the range of turbulent emotions drifting in her eyes, Calron held himself back with great restraint, ultimately deciding to stick to his earlier decision. Ignoring the emotional pain it was currently causing him.

“No.”

He stated briefly, breaking the eye contact with Serina.

“Even if I’m ok with putting my life on the line?”

She gripped his elbow tighter, preventing Calron from avoiding her gaze.

“It’s not about whether you’re fine with risking your life or not, Serina. I simply don’t want my actions to endanger others. I’ve come to cherish our time spent together, but at the end of the day, we’ve only known each other for a few weeks. You don’t know everything about me, just like I don’t know everything about you.”

Calron sighed and ran his fingers through his hair in frustration. He understood where Serina’s concern was coming from. Maybe a part of it was stemming from more than a simple friendship, but he didn’t want to dive into that basket yet.

He knew what his end goal was.

The Primordials.

Continued association with him might lead to Serina getting entangled in matters that were more than she signed up for. At the same time, it’s not like Calron could openly reveal his future plans regarding the Primordials to her. Unless he was in a vacuum of a separate dimension, Calron didn’t want to speak of them, lest it alerted them to his presence.

“You think I don’t know that? Why are you being so bullheaded on this issue? I’m a big girl and I can make my own decisions.”

Serina reiterated forcefully, a trace of anger permeating into her tone.

“Look, I don’t know if what I’m doing is correct or not. I’ve killed other cultivators in the past, but this is different. These are not enemies, but people I need to kill to acquire the credits I need. Honestly, I’m not sure how I feel about killing others for credits. Adding the further complication of forcing you to choose between the path walkers and the elemental cultivators just feels wrong.”

Calron attempted to dissuade the young woman. In the end, he knew he’d have to kill a few cultivators because he’d already sacrificed a lot to get here. Not just him, but Raizel had given up his life so that Calron could find the truth about their past. If he had to dirty his hands to reach his goal, he was willing to carry that sin.

Serina didn’t have to.

Wait for me, Primordials. I’ll make you bleed for what you’ve turned this world into.

The third Dao circle grew by a hair’s breath, supporting Calron’s conviction.

“Can we please drop this? I’ve already made my choice and I’m not going back on it.”

Without waiting for the young woman to answer, Calron gingerly put his hand over Serina’s, which she was using to clutch his robe, and gently removed her hand. He stared into her shimmering emerald eyes, filled with disbelief and a small part of betrayal, to let her know he was serious.

Faced with futility, Serina gave one final scalding look at Calron and turned around to leave. She didn’t say anything, but Calron knew he’d probably destroyed whatever was blooming among them. He might regret it in the future, but at least Serina would be safe then.

The same probably couldn’t be said for him.

However, before she left, Serina tilted her head to face Calron and asked him a final question. Her lips moved, and no one but Calron could hear the contents of the words. She waited for Calron to respond, but the latter remained silent. Crestfallen, Serina gradually walked away.

Calron smiled wistfully as his blood-red eyes followed the back of the woman who had been his companion for the past few weeks. His lips moved, but once again, no one could hear what he said.



“Wow, so cold-hearted…”

An impish voice floated behind Calron, causing him to swiftly pivot his head to the intruder.

“How long were you spying for?”

A flicker of annoyance flashed over Calron once he realized who this newcomer was. What troubled him more was that this person was able to breach his detection.

“I had to keep a bit of distance because that Karma lady can sense me, so I couldn’t hear what you guys were talking about. Say Mr. Villain, why’d you turn away from that lady? With a depressing fashion sense like yours, I don’t see a lot of woman lining up for you. Let alone that you’re also broke…”

Kirren rambled on, bringing forth a series of aching migraines on Calron.

“What does the Dao of Trickery do?”

Calron ignored the young boy’s mutterings and posed his question. Now he was sure that Kirren was able to bypass his detection due to the strange Dao he possessed. It was Calron’s major disadvantage on this continent as he was ignorant of the most path walkers’ abilities that were general knowledge to the rest of the population.

“Oh? For now, I can use it to manipulate other people’s senses. Hey, do you have an extra mask? I want to wear one and look badass! No one on this ship takes me seriously.”

Kirren poked Calron on the side, his amber eyes eagerly looking up at him with hope.

One problem leaves me, and a new one takes her place.

Calron rubbed the bridge of his nose.

“Leave me alone, kid. Go play somewhere else.”

Eventually, Calron patted Kirren on the head and urged the boy to go away. If he didn’t want Serina with him, then he sure as hell didn’t want a random kid following him instead.

“Give me your mask and I’ll leave you alone.”

Kirren reached out his hand, a childish grin etched on his face.

“How many times are you going to rob me today?”

Calron laughed, previously recalling when Kirren tried to scam some credits from him. With this train of thought, Calron became curious as to what Kirren was doing on this ship. So far, he hadn’t seen anyone as young as this boy among the rest of the travelers.

“Broke and stingy as well.”

Kirren grumbled, using his hand to scratch his backside while he glared at Calron.

“I don’t have any credits, but I can offer you advice or answers to any questions you might have?”

Calron suggested as he prepared to head back to the Information Array to make his battlefield choice before the next stop.

Kirren looked at Calron as if the latter were daft.

“Why would I want life advice from a random stranger? Just give me the mask or some credits!”

“Well, your loss. Anyway, take care kid, I need to head over to the Array.”

Calron chuckled playfully, wishing Rory was here to go against this kid. Only petty could contend against petty.

“Wait, you can answer my question. What did you and that Karma lady talk about in the end? It seemed pretty intense, and I saw you said something once she’d faced away from you.”

Kirren hopped to Calron’s side and chirped.

“Nope, ask me another question.”

Calron ruffled Kirren’s blonde locks, much to the boy’s ire. Kirren once again burst into a tirade as Calron refused another one of his questions.

However, a sad shadow fluttered over Calron’s face as he recalled what Serina had asked him at the end.

Serina glanced back at Calron, her eyes boring into him.

“If you had to pick between a path walker or an elemental cultivator, who would you save?”

Calron knew what Serina was trying to get across, but he didn’t have an answer that would satisfy her, so he kept quiet. Downcast, the young woman left bitterly.

But the moment she was walking away, Calron spoke softly to the air.

“I don’t know who I’ll save between those two, but if it’s you, Serina, I’ll save you over anyone else… even if I have to fight against the Gods themselves.”

It was unknown whether Serina ever heard his words or not.

“HMM.”

CALRON MUSED as he inspected all the battlefield locations displayed on the Information Array. At the moment, there were over 13 different outposts, with each one having different requirements and bonus credit multipliers.

The next stop, which the ship was expected to arrive at in twenty minutes, was a place called the Aserte Plains. This was limited to only path walkers under the 2nd circle, meaning no 3rd circle path walker could enroll here. It was also relatively safe as the bonus credit multiplier here was only x1.02, compared to the others that Calron saw were offering almost x3.5.

This meant that if someone killed a Vajra stage cultivator on the more dangerous battlefield, instead of 10,000 credits, the path walker will now receive 35,000 credits. This was a massive difference that would greatly shorten the time Calron needed to gather the credits he needed for the Dao Geyser. However, with more reward came an even greater danger. The location for the x3.5 multiplier was limited for only path walkers with 3 circles or more.

“My clan is forcing me to pick this one.”

Kirren chimed in from the side, pointing at Aserte Plains, which was also the upcoming stop. The young boy didn’t seem too keen on this prospect though.

“It’s a safe choice.”

Calron nodded, approving that location as it seemed to be the safest one on the Array at present.

“It’s so lame, argh! What’s the point of an adventure if there is no danger and beating up bad guys?”

Kirren complained, crossing his arms over his chest in indignation.

Calron resumed his focus on the other stops, contemplating which location he should pick. It was suicidal to pick any location where 4th circle path walkers would be roaming around, so he wanted to stick to battlefield with the upper limit of 3 circles.

“Your clan just wants to protect you.” Calron offered to the boy while his eyes continued to scan the array.

“Bahaha! Everyone in my clan is an assassin, and they only want me to go to the safe areas so I can kill as many cultivators I can to practice my skills.”

Kirren burst out in laughter, repeatedly patting Calron on his shoulder as if it was the funniest thing he’d heard today.

“Assassins?”

Calron broke his concentration from the array and turned to Kirren in surprise. He’d been wondering what a kid like him was doing in this war and it finally made sense. He was here for the same reason, just like the rest of them.

To Kill.

“Yea. My clan’s pretty well known for having the best Stealth Walkers on the continent. Even though I picked the Dao of Trickery instead of the Dao of Stealth like the rest of the family, I still have to follow clan’s traditions and hone my killing techniques.”

Kirren scratched the back of his neck, speaking nonchalantly.

Seeing the indifferent attitude of this boy towards killing, Calron felt pity for some reason.

“Stealth Walkers? Is that a different type of path walker?”

Calron set aside his thoughts and inquired about the new term he heard today.

“Huh? Where did you go to school? Path walkers is just the general term we use for everyone, but after the second circle, everyone calls themselves with their Dao attached to the name. So, that Karma lady from before would be referred to as a Karma Walker. Did they bully you at school? Is that why you didn’t pay attention in class and have to hide your face?”

Kirren digressed towards the end, eliciting another headache for Calron, having to deal with the unending amount of personal attacks.

“Yes, I was bullied for my good looks, so now I hide my face wherever I go. Your stop is coming up in a few minutes. Shouldn’t you head for the exit?”

Calron rolled his eyes, playfully shoving the boy aside.

“I don’t believe you. You’re probably hiding your face because you have warts all over your nose.”

Kirren accused Calron, refusing to acquiesce to the older man.

“Sure.”

Calron chuckled, as his eyes wafted over to a location on the array that was three stops away.

“Rendel Island.”

He murmured to himself as he went over the details of this battlefield. It was restricted to path walkers with 3 circles or below; however, for a strange reason, the bonus credit multiplier for this area was higher than the ones for the 4th circle battlefields. The listed multiplier was x3.75.

“I wouldn’t go there if I were you. It’s a dangerous place for even bad looking guys like you.”

Kirren peeked over to where Calron’s attention was drawn and piped up his opinion.

Calron examined any other details for this battlefield, but he couldn’t find out the reason why this place was considered even more fatal than the 4th circle locations.

“What’s the reason?”

Faced with no other choice, he hesitantly turned to the impish boy on his side.

“You don’t know about Rendel Island? Wow, did even the teachers bully you as well?”

Kirren raised his eyebrow, but then continued as he felt sympathy for this grown man who everyone bullied in school. Calron smartly chose not to interrupt the kid. At least he was providing him with useful information.

“Rendel Island is famous for the Dao stones it generates. The Archaic council uses these stones to craft a lot of things like the portal stones, communication stones, and much more. We can also use them for Dao comprehension, but if you’re above the 3rd circle, it won’t help you much.”

Kirren elaborated as a ticker popped up on the Information Array. The ship would be docking at the Aserte Plain in a minute.

“The problem is that the Dao stones are hidden inside mineral ores, which the elemental cultivators are greedy for. I don’t remember the properties of the ores, but I think the special metal from the ores improve the channeling of their elements. So, Rendel Island became the biggest hotspot, where both sides struggle to gain dominance. This also means that a lot of people die there everywhere.”

Kirren ignored the bell’s warning about the upcoming stop.

“If the island is so important, why aren’t 5th circle path walkers getting involved? Also, you should leave now, kid. Your stop is here.”

Calron glanced at the ticker and the shuffling of the nearby passengers as several of them made their way to the exit.

“They can’t. Anyone with 3 circles or more is blocked from entering the island. No one knows the exact reason, but people in my clan say it’s because the island was the final resting place of the Nature Titan and she didn’t want intruders there. Fortunately, the barrier doesn’t restrict any 3rd circle path walkers, so they’re free to enter.”

Kirren once again ignore Calron’s urging as he continued.

“Nah, I don’t wanna go to Aserte anymore. I know you’re going to pick Rendel Island, so I’m coming with you.”

Kirren brushed off the ticker’s warning and beamed up at Calron, excitement clear within his eyes. This was the boy’s chance to finally visit the legendary Rendel Island.

The Nature Titan died on this island? Maybe there are some clues regarding the Blood Titan there as well.

Calron thought.

“Hells no!”

Calron exclaimed strictly, dispelling any notion the boy might’ve had of teaming up with him. If Rendel Island was as dangerous as the youthful boy was implying, then it was no place for a 1st circle like Kirren.

“I promise I won’t bother you or get in your way. I just want to explore the island. Besides, you owe me a mask and some credits. I’ll let that debt slide if you let me join you.”

Kirren pleaded. No one else on the ship would risk letting Kirren tag along with them because they knew that if something were to happen to the boy, the Stealth Walker clan would hunt them to the ends of the world.

“You’re getting off here, kid.”

Calron was unaware of the risks associated with Kirren’s clan, but regardless, he didn’t want to take responsibility of a weird kid he just met recently. He grabbed Kirren by the belt on his robe and dragged him over to the exit.

“Go.”

Calron let go of the boy’s robe and glared at him to walk over to the ship’s exit.

Kirren returned Calron’s glare with his own, but faced with the resolute expression on the older man’s face, he knew there was no changing Calron’s mind. Kirren sighed and walked past the exit.

The moment Kirren disappeared from the exit door, Calron let out a sigh of relief. That was one problem he didn’t have to deal with in the future. Returning to the Information Array, Calron stood there as he constructed a plan that he would follow on the Rendel Island. If the island was indeed the resting place of the Nature Titan, he’d be able to gather additional information about the rest of the Titans, including the Blood Titan.

This solidified in his mind that Rendel Island was the place he definitely had to go.

As Calron was busy formulating his plan, a hidden presence was secretly observing him from a distance.

“Hehe, without the Karma lady, you can’t detect my Dao manipulating your senses.”

The boy giggled triumphantly as his amber eyes glowed with mischief.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Bloodied Ores

“NEXT STOP: RENDEL Island.”

Hearing the stoic chime from the Information Array, Calron stood up from where he was resting and prepared to make his way to the exit. Unlike the previous stops, no one else seemed to be heading towards the exit for this stop. Calron glanced around him curiously before finally stepping through the door.

The grainy wooden frame opened scratchily, paving the way for Calron. Without hesitation, the young man set his foot through the boundary and his body soon disappeared.

“Poor bastard blinded by credits.”

Several path walkers on the ship gave Calron pitiful looks when they saw him depart at this stop. Everyone was aware of the eye-dropping credit multiplier for Rendel Island, but what’s the point of having the credits if you’re dead?

The instant Calron passed through the exit, he felt his body being sucked into a vortex, akin to when he previously used the portals. He didn’t have to wait for long as soon radiant rays of sunshine hit his face, causing him to raise his arm to shield his eyes.

Hearing the engine thrum, Calron pivoted his head to look at the ship. This was his first sight of the monumental structure. The ship was absolutely massive in both length and height. Unlike traditional ships and boats that Calron had heard of before, the ship before him had no sails or propellers. It was a giant tube with the lower half made of some strange metal and the upper half built with dark wood.

The metal hull of the ship was covered with layers of glowing sigils and patterns that reminded Calron of when he was picking his Dao. Judging from the sheer number of sigils swirling on the metal hull, he realized this was probably what fueled the ship’s illusion inside and powered the Information Array.

Astonishingly, the ship didn’t touch the water below. Instead, it was floating a few inches over the ocean. Calron wanted to inspect the mysterious ship more, but the giant monstrosity began to move away from the island before gradually picking up a terrifying speed and becoming a blur.

Calron turned to the island, his eyes squinting to keep the sun’s light from stinging his sight. He took out his bronze tag, making certain that the tag was there and would track his kills.

He began walking away from the shore and into the heart of the island. Pale yellow sand was stretched all over the place, but Calron could make out several mountains hidden behind the sea of tropical trees. The island appeared to be a mix of different regions all meshed together, creating a truly a bizarre view.

Calron’s mind went on high alert as he tread on the island. He was in a war zone and enemies could ambush him anytime. As he made his way carefully into the sandy path, Calron felt a slight tingle penetrate his body with a pop. He saw a translucent curtain shimmer over him briefly before vanishing.

“There’s a barrier here.”

Calron muttered to himself, recalling that the island prohibited anyone with more than three circles. Keeping low on the sand, Calron scanned the area in front of him. More often, a lot of scummy cultivators would try to target the entry points to ambush unsuspecting newcomers. After a minute, seeing no hostile presence around him, Calron resumed his walk.

However, in the next moment, he sensed the barrier’s translucent curtain shimmer behind him.

Someone had passed through the barrier right after him. His eyes trailed over the sand on the ground from where he had passed through earlier. There were no visible traces, but something felt off. Calron’s instincts were sending alarm signals, so he tensed his body and prepared to engage.

“I know you’re here. Come out before you regret it.”

Calron raised his voice.

He thought it was too simple of a bait, but at least the intruder would know that he’d been caught already.

“Wait! It’s me!”

A childish voice yelled, his skinny frame appearing before Calron. It was Kirren. He waved his hands above him, worried that Calron would mistake him for someone else. They were both path walkers, so he didn’t think Calron would give him a hard time.

“You.”

A cold fury raged over Calron as the temperature in the vicinity dropped several degrees that even Kirren felt on his skin. In a single second, Calron charged at Kirren and grabbed the boy by the neck and held him over the air while the latter gasped for air.

Furious tendrils of blood energy exploded around Calron as his wrathful blood-red eyes bore into Kirren. Several streaks of blood splintered from the tendrils and the razor sharp blood caused a small gash on the terrified boy’s cheek.

“Do you know what you’ve done?”

Calron roared into the Kirren’s pale and scared face.

He was vehemently against the kid from following him because Calron knew what was at stake. If his identity as an elemental cultivator was revealed, anyone with ties to him would be hunted down by the Archaic Council. This was why he forcefully rejected Serina from joining him. However, now it was some scrawny kid that replaced her. At least Serina was a 2nd circle path walker, but Kirren was a naïve 1st circle. It was a guaranteed death sentence for him on Rendel Island.

But the heaviest reason why Calron was seething at the kid was because he was now forced to make a decision to kill the boy or not if he found out his secret. He didn’t trust the child to keep his mouth shut.

Staring into Calron’s scorching blood-red eyes and the demonic white hair fluttering behind him, Kirren was trembling from his core. He’d never been this terrified of anyone in his life. The black mask on Calron’s face didn’t ease his nightmares.

“I-I’m s-sorry.”

Kirren shivered and wheezed, tears rolling down his face as he shut his eyes, too frightened to look at Calron. His body was telling him that he was standing on a dangerous line that could snap anytime.

Seeing the tears and the petrified expression on the boy, the glow in Calron’s eyes dim and he let go of Kirren. The boy dropped to the ground in panic.

What am I doing? Hells, he’s just a kid like Ellie.

Calron sighed and rubbed his eyes in exhaustion. The turbulent blood energy receded into his body as he regained control of his emotions. He knew he went too far. In the end, Kirren was simply a child who was seeking a thrill. The boy wasn’t even aware of what the risk he was entering into.

Calron was about to kneel down to console the boy and apologize for his intense reaction until he was interrupted by a foreign voice.

“Jackpot! We have one Spiritual stage pup and one Vajra newbie, boys!”

From the shadows, three figures circled around Calron and Kirren. The elemental essence reigniting a trace of familiarity within Calron as he sensed the water essence from the man in the middle, while the other two seemed to both have earth essence. He couldn’t distinguish their facial features properly, as their heads were covered by their robes. They all had the same symbol woven on their robes, so they must be all from the same school or organization.

The three cultivators sneered at Calron, already gloating over the easy kills they were going to claim today. They didn’t even put Kirren as a threat.

“Who are you?”

Calron coiled his shin muscles, preparing to leap. This was the last thing that he wanted and what he’d been afraid of. Having to protect someone.

“Get up, kid. Try to stay alive.”

He glanced at Kirren and tried to reassure him. The young child nodded while sniffing and wiping away the tears on his cheek. He gazed at the cultivators with obvious fear on his face.

“We’re your owners, savages. You all should be glad that cultivators get to rule over you. Now, accept your death!”

The leading water elementalist sniggered as he waved his arm and shot forth an icicle at Calron’s neck. The other two responded by raising boulders from the ground, trying to prevent Calron and Kirren from escaping.

Calron dodged the incoming icicle and charged at the leading cultivator. However, the icicle was never intended for him. It swerved to the side and launched itself at Kirren. The boy tried to jump out of the way, but he was no match. The icicle bolted straight into his leg, piercing into the flesh and eliciting a painful cry from Kirren.

Dammit!

Calron cursed as he rushed at the cultivator. His body was faster than before, but for some reason, he still felt sluggish. He came to the conclusion that the azure lightning not only increased his body’s agility, but also the speed of his thoughts.

“Hemomancy.”

Calron muttered as a wave of blood erupted from his body and lunged at the water elementalist.

“What th-“

The cultivator cried out, startled as the blood threads wrapped around him. Calron took this chance to grab his arm before he shot another icicle and snapped the wrist from the joint. His train of thoughts might be slower than before, but dealing with a few Vajra cultivators, especially when he was previously a Saint stage expert, was a laughable matter.

If not for the presence of Kirren, Calron could have calmly taken them out with ease.

The two earth cultivators ignored the wounded Kirren on the ground and rushed to their companion. One of them hurled a hail of rocks at Calron, careful to avoid their partner, while the other one took out a spear from his spacial storage and leaped at Calron.

“Good.”

Calron let out a devilish smile, his blood-red eyes glowing once again as his pearly white hair gave off a demonic atmosphere. Calron succeeded in taking their attention away from Kirren.

The three felt a sudden fear struck their hearts when they saw the masked man smiling at them.

“I wanted to save this for later, but I might as well try it now.”

Calron whispered, the blood aura around him surging as he let the rocks hit his body and the spear penetrate his flesh. He didn’t even try to evade their attacks. Instead, he gripped the water elementalist even tighter.

“Blood Drain.”

Calron’s palm covered over the gash he made on the cultivator’s wrist and used that wound to leech the man’s blood. In that instant, the water elementalist’s face began to shrivel visibly as he desperately tried to push Calron away. However, it was already too late. Calron twisted the man’s neck once he was weakened and siphoned away the rest of his blood.

A tsunami of blood energy coursed through his veins, replenishing his stamina and starting to clog the blood around where the spear cut into him.

Blood drain has this added effect when I use it on cultivators?

Calron closed his eyes as he reveled in the new sensation.

“M-moster…”

The cultivator let go of his spear and tumbled backwards. His companion stared at Calron with horror and almost passed out when he saw the dried husk of the water elementalist crumbled on the ground. The two turned around, dashing away.

“Hemomancy.”

Calron opened his eyes, raising his hand and sending forth two streams of blood energy aimed at their heels. He slashed their tendons, causing the two to crash to the floor immediately. Calron slowly walked over to them, one step at a time.

“Please, have mercy!”

One cultivator begged, dragging his injured leg to kneel before Calron. The other cultivator stared at Calron’s glowing crimson eyes and seemed to realize there was no escape today.

“Do I look like someone who grants mercy?”

Calron smirked as he stopped and loomed over them. His dark mask causing their fear to surge even further. It was ridiculous to think these goons first attacked him and then had the audacity to ask for mercy in a war zone.

“We can help y-“

The cultivator started speaking before being interrupted by Calron.

“Blood Drain.”

He raised his palms over their bodies and used the tear on their tendons to absorb their blood. Thick streams of blood energy floated above Calron, as it was an overwhelming amount of blood that he’d tried to suction at once. The two cultivators groaned in misery as their life seeped out with each wave of blood that Calron consumed.

In a few short breaths, the two died as Calron stood there in the center of the blood cyclone. His chest shone with a brilliant light as the third circle rapidly elongated until it was almost 1/4 completed.

Is this why the Blood Titan wanted me to master this skill?

Calron mused as the euphoric feeling passed over him from the abundant blood energy. All this earlier wounds were healed, including his mental strain. He felt refreshed, like he’d taken a long night’s of sleep.

Remembering that he wasn’t alone, he turned to look for Kirren and hoped the injury on his leg wasn’t fatal.

When Calron met Kirren’s eyes, he saw the boy staring at him with a worshiping gaze. His amber eyes twinkled with wonder as the young boy whispered in awe.

“You’re one of the legendary Blood Walkers!”

“HMM.”

CALRON GIVES a noncommittal nod to the boy and takes out his bronze tag to see if there were any changes. The metal appeared to illuminate for a few breaths and Calron sensed it seemed to be slightly heavier than before. Hopefully, it counted the credits accurately. Based on Calron’s calculations, he should have gotten 37,500 credits for each kill today with the x3.7 multiplier. At this rate, he’d only need around 12 more Vajra cultivator kills to have enough credits for the Da0 Geyser entry.

Feeling pleased with his progress, Calron turned his attention to Kirren. This boy was turning out to be a growing headache, but there was no going back anymore.

“You have two choices in front of you, Kirren.”

Calron spoke, using Hemomancy to clean the splattered blood off his robes and walking towards the boy.

On the other hand, Kirren had his sight fixed on the masked Calron, full of deep admiration.

“You can go your own way and do whatever you want as long as you don’t spy on me. Or, you can follow me, but you’ll have to listen to all my instructions without fail. I tell you to stay behind and not enter the battle, you stay behind without complaining. If you pick the first option but try to be sneaky and trail behind me with your Dao, I’ll kill you. If you pick the second option, and later reject my command, I’ll again kill you in a heartbeat.”

Calron’s blood-red eyes stared down at the boy, the seriousness of his threat evident.

Kirren nodded his head vigorously in response.

“So, which choice is it, kid?”

Calron sighed at the star-struck expression on the boy’s face. Despite his threats of killing the boy, the latter’s amber eyes only shone with worship. The boy’s demeanor had shifted entirely since he found out that Calron was a Blood Walker with the same Dao as the original Blood Titan.

For Kirren, his favorite childhood stories were about the four titans. He loved all tales related to them and made him feel proud of his path walker heritage. Although the Star Titan was considered to be the leader of the group and the strongest Titan, it was instead the Blood Titan that Kirren admired the most.

The Blood Titan had an inexhaustible supply of stamina and vigor that he could siphon off his enemies, making the Titan almost impossible to kill. Though it’s not verified, his mom told him that many believe that the Star Titan and the Martial Titan could escape from the Primordials only because the Blood Titan stayed behind to deter the gods. How amazing was it that a single Titan could hold back all the Primordials by himself?

In the end, he couldn’t stop them, but it proved that the Titans were no weaker than the Primordials. Their disadvantage was their lack of numbers.

“The second option… I want to follow you!”

Kirren sputtered out hurriedly, worried that Calron would change his mind.

Calron nodded and bent down to tear the bottom of his robe, separating a small chunk of fabric. He calmly took hold of the boy’s leg and wrapped the cloth tightly around his wounded gash to stop the bleeding.

“There are no second chances, Kirren. It’s different from before, we didn’t have an agreement. But now, after this agreement, you have to abide by the rules. I will not tolerate a betrayal of trust. Are you sure you want to follow me?”

Calron wrapped the fabric concisely, making sure the knots were sturdy before standing up.

“I promise I won’t let you down. If you tell me to jump off a cliff, I’ll jump without hesitation. I’ll also never use my Trickery Dao to go behind your back.”

Kirren struggled to stand up, but managed to in the end. His dark golden eyes gazed up at Calron, his fists clutched at the sides. The boy wanted to prove that he meant those words.

“You don’t need to jump off cliffs, kid. Just follow my orders, that’s it. Come, let’s find more cultivators. You’ll make your first kill as well.”

Calron laughed, patting Kirren on the shoulder. He didn’t know if the boy would stick to his words later in the future, but at least for now, Kirren was sincere. The boy grinned at Calron and skipped after him with a cheer. The boy grimaced a short second later, forgetting about the wound on his leg. Letting a grunt, he limped behind Calron.

My 3rd circle’s ability should be a healing one.

Calron thought while eyes swept over the injury on Kirren’s leg. Last time during his 2nd circle’s completion, the Blood Titan had forcefully interjected himself and made Calron choose the Blood Drain ability. Today, after witnessing that heaven-defying ability in practice, Calron was starting to understand why the Titan wanted him to have the Blood Drain technique. He hoped for the 3rd circle, he would be able to pick something that could heal wounds. Ultimately, one of the main reason why Calron selected the Blood Dao was to help protect the people around him.

Will you butt in again, Blood Titan?

Calron sent out his thoughts in amusement, knowing the Blood Titan wouldn’t respond. The young man chucked at the lack of answer and continued to walk ahead with Kirren trailing behind him. However, for the briefest moment, the incomplete 3rd circle on Calron’s chest glowed with a flash before returning to normal.



Atop a cliff overlooking the vast Rendel Island, stood a tall cultivator dressed in pristine and expensive robe. The silver edges of the robe were decorated in a series of elegant patterns and swirls. However, the most eye-catching part of the cultivator was the shiny golden gauntlets equipped on both of his arms. The cultivator has burly features and his body’s wide berth illustrated just how physically strong this man was.

His facial features appeared to convey that he was in his twenties, with his sharp eyebrows and long black hair tied neatly behind. The only facial hair he had was the clean goatee, which accentuated the sharpness of his eyebrows even further.

The cultivator turned away from the cliff and toward the camp settlement in front of him. Numerous people wandered around with purpose, but they all stopped when a group of five cultivators arrived near the camp with a trolley in front of them. Sitting on top of the trolley was a collection of varying sizes of ores filled to the brim. On second glance, many of those chunks of ore had splotches of blood staining them.

The group approached the cultivator with the gauntlets and saluted the man once they arrived before him.

“We have control over the east shore, Commander. We encountered a few Dao scum on the way, but there was no trouble with dispatching them, and all goods are safe.”

One of the group members bowed to the tall cultivator and recounted his details respectfully.

“Good job. Store all the elemental ores in the vault with the rest.”

The tall cultivator nodded calmly, but was immensely pleased with the results of their hunt. With all the elemental ores they’d collected in the past few days, he was sure that the Sand Emperor would reward him heavily once he returned.

His family was in a tense situation back at the Dolaris kingdom, so his triumphant return would quell a lot of the protests against his father. His father, a formerly high noble, was now an outcast who had to escape from his city all because of a slave boy. If not for his father’s blood ties to the previous Sand Emperor, the current Emperor wouldn’t have granted them refuge in Dolaris city.

Curse that lightning trash and the lowly Axier family!

The tall cultivator cursed within his mind, his teeth grinding at the mere thought of the humiliation he and his father had to endure because of that servant boy in the Red Boar School.

It was because of those losers that Chax and his father, Regis, had to suffer the torment of the ministers in Dolaris. They prevented them from setting up new businesses or borrowing gold from the Sand Emperor. Some of them even openly addressed them as leaches.

Chax snarled as he recalled his family’s situation back there. This was why he opted to come to the dangerous Rendel Island to garner a lot of contribution points and increase their social standing before the Emperor. With his peak Saint stage cultivation, there was hardly any danger to his life, unless another peak Saint expert ambushed him. But with multitudes of other Vajra cultivators surrounding him, any assassination attempt was futile. Let alone the scores of artifacts he’d hidden beneath his robes to protect his life.

He glanced up at the sky with pride and gloated over how he’d spend all his new fortune in the city. Maybe he’d finally have the money to splurge at the Peach Inn with all the gorgeous maids without being kicked out like last time. While Chax continued to drool over in his imagination, he was abruptly interrupted by one of his followers.

“Commander Chax, there’s been a new situation. Three of our members haven’t reported back in their assigned time.”

A cultivator rushed toward Chax, taking a quick bow.

“Tell me in detail where they were last seen.”

Chax frowned, clicking his golden gauntlets together.

The last thing he needed was for someone to spoil his plans.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Territory Lords

“MISTER, CAN I ask a question?”

Kirren asked in a hushed voice. He didn’t want to take any risk in annoying Calron, so instead of blurting out his random thoughts, he decided to first ask for permission from the masked man.

“Go ahead.”

Calron replied without averting his eyes.

“Why are we perched on top of this tree like two birds?”

Kirren asked with evident curiosity hidden in his amber eyes. The two were silently crouching atop the same branch in rather uncomfortable positions. Kirren’s back was squeezed against the rough tree trunk while Calron’s body crushed his ribs from the front. He’d already agreed to unilaterally following Calron’s orders, so he didn’t dare protest openly.

“What do you do to catch prey?”

Calron lowered his voice, his gaze fixed on the scene on the ground below them. It was the three dried-out corpses of the cultivators he’d drained blood from earlier. Previously, right when Calron was about to leave the area, a thought struck him: why waste time hunting for the cultivators when he could draw them to him? After rearranging the bodies on the grass, he dragged Kirren to climb up the closest tree which offered the best unhindered view.

“I used to steal my neighbor’s chickens by pretending it was a cat who broke into their coop every four months.”

Kirren answered proudly, remembering the expression on the neighbor’s rotten son the next morning when he saw that his favorite chicken was stolen from his father’s farm. Patrek always liked to bully Kirren due to his petite and wiry frame. The farmer’s boy liked to goad him that he was adopted, as Kirren’s frail body was a stark contrast compared to the rest within the Assassin Clan.

“You need bait. The more enticing the bait, the better the prey.”

Calron ignored the boy’s chicken story and focused on his mission. With Kirren’s leg injury, it would be unwise to travel and make themselves susceptible to ambushes. Instead, it was better to pick the location of the battlefield of their choice, taking control over the flow of combat from the beginning.

Kirren pouted at Calron’s lack of enthusiasm over his chicken theft scandal, but it was at that moment that he sensed a faint tremble pass over the tree trunk glued to his back.

“Mister…”

Calron felt the tremors at the same time and he swiftly grabbed the bottom of the branch to hold himself steady.

“Is that an earthquake?”

He stammered, surveying his surroundings while contemplating whether to drop from the tree or not. However, before he could make that decision, a massive shadow loomed over them that sucked the light out of the area.

“What in the hells is that!?”

Calron’s heart violently thrummed against his chest, his blood-red eyes widening in shock at the event unfolding in front of him. Reflected in his crimson irises was the image of a monstrous beast leaning over the three corpses on the ground.

The colossal creature had two swirled-back horns on each side of its draconic face, swamp-green beady eyes, and a row of razor-sharp teeth that seemed to be designed purely to rip flesh apart. The creature’s spiky tail swished back and forth as it repeatedly sniffed the cultivators’ bodies. Calron felt shivers up his spine when he saw the monster’s gigantic nostril, which was the same size as the dead corpse on the ground, towering close to the height of the nearby trees.

“Almighty Ancient of Stealth, this disciple will soon pass through the doors of eternal rest. Please guide my soul!”

When Kirren saw the beast in full clarity, his hands quivered in terror as he quickly shut his eyes and began praying. He was going to become monster breakfast soon.

“Kid, do you know what that thing is?”

Calron clenched his fists and tried to calm his frightened nerves. This was not a simple fear that he was experiencing. He’d gone through this same feeling before. Back when he saw a Heavenly stage cultivator for the first time. This was a suppression of a higher cultivation rank.

“It’s my judgment for stealing all those plump chickens.”

Kirren whimpered, his robe soaked with sweat. The poor boy was pale with fright.

Dammit! I forgot this kid is only a 1st circle path walker, so the suppression effect will be multitudes stronger on him.

“Listen Kirren, take deep breaths. Fortunately, we’re downwind so that beast can’t smell us. I picked this tree to remain undetected, so we’re safe. Open your eyes, kid.”

Calron grabbed Kirren by his shoulders and pressed his palm down to comfort and steady the boy.

Kirren’s shivering visibly simmered down following Calron’s interjection.

“W-we’re not going to d-die?”

The teen peeked at the monster, which was currently in the midst of devouring the first body. Kirren gulped nervously while turning to Calron.

“No, we won’t die. The beast shouldn’t be able to notice us, but if it does, then we can run along the tree branches, preventing it from having our precise location. That’s it. Control your heartbeat and regulate your breathing.”

Calron continued to coach the boy, gradually seeing the terror subside from his eyes.

“I’m okay now, mister.”

Kirren wiped away the sweat from his forehead and let out a long exhale. He ignored the crunching sounds from the creature that now munching on the second cultivator. The boy was starting to regret his impulsive choice to step foot onto Rendel Island. There was a reason why everyone avoided this place like the plague.

“I think that’s one of the Territory Lords of the island.”

Kirren muttered quietly, causing Calron to immediately turn his attention to the boy.

“Territory Lord?”

“I don’t know the exact details… I was asleep most of the time in classes, but I know that one of the main reasons Rendel Island is a forbidden zone for even 3rd circle path walkers is because of these Territory Lords. Most of these monsters are in their 4th circles, but some claim that there are a few Territory Lords in the center of the island that even have 5 circles. That thing over there looks like a wyrm, so it should only be at the 4th circle.”

A flash of terror reappeared on Kirren’s chalky face, but it dwindled once he saw the cool and collected look from Calron.

“I thought the barrier prevented anyone above a Saint stage from entering?”

Calron furrowed his brows together. He previously calculated the risk before selecting Rendel Island, but it would make the situation precarious if Heavenly stage and Shackle stage cultivators were involved.

Kirren was momentarily confused why Calron used the cultivator ranking system instead of the path walker’s circles, but the boy swept past it, alluding it to a mere slip of the tongue.

“The Territory Lords have been on this island from its creation, long before the barrier was ever put in place. The monsters generally leave humans alone and rarely get involved. However, if any of the Territory Lord appears before you, then your life is no longer in your hands, but in the beast’s claws.”

Kirren whispered, his eyes peeled to the wyrm. It was now chewing the third cultivator.

“How many are there in total?”

Now that the initial shock had passed, and the wyrm had still failed to detect them, Calron let out a small sigh of relief.

“I don’t know the exact number, but not many. Hey mister, do you think that you could kill that wyrm?”

Kirren’s amber eyes radiated with a surging curiosity. In his eyes, Calron was one of the legendary Blood Walkers of the past. The last remaining legacy of the Blood Titan.

“Do I look like a Titan to you?”

Calron sputtered out in disbelief at Kirren’s vehement confidence in his abilities. Sure, Calron could easily overpower other 2nd circle path walkers and had an even shot against someone with 3 circles. But, the 4th circle was an entirely different story. Especially now that he didn’t have the Azure Lightning to bridge the wide gap.

“But you’re a Blood Walker! That’s even above the Ancients in the council!”

Kirren protested, quickly lowering his voice towards the end to prevent the wyrm from overhearing them.

“Kid, I’m just here to get some credits fast and that’s it. I’m not in a rush to sign my death warrant by going toe-to-toe against Mr. Toothy over there.”

Calron chuckled.

“Forget the credits, mister. You could become a Titan by killing a Territory Lord! My teacher told me a myth relating to the Territory Lords. He said those monsters were once pets of the Nature Titan when she used to live on this island. It’s said that if you’re able to obtain the core of one of the Territory Lords, you could glimpse into the shrouded secrets of the Titans!”

Kirren spoke in a rush. It was impossible for other path walkers to contend against a Territory Lord, but if anyone could, then it’d definitely be someone who was similarly connected to the Titan’s legacy like Calron. At least, that was Kirren’s ironclad belief.

“The Dao of the Nature Titan…”

Calron mused within his thoughts, going over the implications if this information was true. He ignored the boy’s exaggeration that someone could become a Titan by simply killing a Territory Lord, as that was impossible. However, there was a possibility that Calron could glean someone related to the Titans from monsters’ cores. If confirmed, that would be absolutely priceless.

Wasn’t the whole point of why Calron was here to unravel the secrets of his past and the Lightning Primordial? The more he learned about the Titans and the Primordials, the more he realized that the two were inter chained with one another. The timeline of the Lightning Primordial’s disappearance intersected with the period when the four original Titans vanished from this planet. Hence, there was a high likelihood of a connection between those two events.

This is crazy.

Calron swept his hands through his hair, faced with a dilemma. Was he going to play with death for a small probability of an answer to his quest? Was it worth it?

This is probably the thing that Serina was worried that was going to kill me.

Calron wanted to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. He wished Serina were here so he could talk to her, but it was too late for regrets. He kept trying to defy fate by running and avoiding, but it was time to tackle it head-on.

If he lost his life, so be it.

Raizel sacrificed his life before him so Calron would have the opportunity to unravel the truth. Maybe it was now Calron’s turn to sacrifice his life for his next reincarnation, whoever it might be.

“We’re leaving, kid. Get on my back. Your leg is going to slow us down and we don’t have much time.”

Calron cracked his knuckles, taking one final glance back at the wyrm.

“We’re running away, mister?”

Kirren responded with disappointment. He thought Calron would be like the heroic Blood Walkers that he used to daydream about when he was a child. The Star Walkers and Blood Walkers were the coolest path walkers that every boy aspired to become in the future.

“Don’t worry, we’ll be back for Mr. Toothy. If there’s even the slightest possibility of discovering something about the Titans from its core, I have to take that chance.”

Calron tightened Kirren to his back, making sure the teen was properly secured behind him before he started to sprint.

“Where are we going now?”

Kirren cheered with excitement. They were going to be the first path walkers in history to attempt to kill a Territory Lord. With that badge of honor, who would dare bully him back at the school?

“We’re going to collect some blood.”

Calron smiled devilishly as he leaped off the branch.

He was going to need a staggering amount of blood for his plan, and that blood would come from the cultivators.

It was finally time to complete his 3rd circle.

*SWISH*

THE SILHOUETTE of a man whizzed past the mine’s entrance, his footsteps barely touching the ground as he waltzed through the rough terrain with the grace of a butterfly.

There were several figures already present inside the cave before the stranger entered. However, all of them failed to detect the intruder. Three of them were too busy utilizing their pickaxes to mine the sparsely spread out elemental ores, while the remaining two stood guarding them.

In the end, it was futile, as the intruder had already infiltrated the mine and was now observing them.

“That wyrm took four days to finally leave the mine! I thought we’d have to wait for a couple more days until we could enter this place.”

One of the two guarding cultivator spoke to the other guard in a relaxed tone. The continued sound of the pickaxe hitting against the brittle ore deposit echoed within the musty mine.

“It hadn’t eaten anything for those four days, so it was bound to leave soon. Hey, do you think we can request to use the portal to leave the island after we hand over this ore?”

The second guard leaned his back against the cold, rocky wall. The group of the five cultivators had been scouting this mine for a number of days, eager for the Territory Lord to leave the mine so they could sneak in and extract as many elemental ores as they could. It was a well-known fact that wherever the Territory Lords rested, countless ores and dao stones would be ripe for the taking. One important note when undertaking any mission involving the Territory Lords was to make sure they were not present when you were looting.

“Are you kidding me, Medin? With the rate the war is going with the Dao scum, the Gods won’t let us rest until we’ve pilfered the entire island of the elemental ores. Just be glad we were sent as harvesters instead of frontline soldiers.”

The first guard leaned his back on the opposite side of the wall and started to whistle.

“I know, b-“

The second guard didn’t get to finish his sentence. Noticing something was wrong, the first guard and the three miners stopped what they were doing and pivoted their head to the second guard. The latter’s face was frozen, his mouth about to say something, but halted mid-track. Right when the first guard was about to ask what was wrong, the second guard’s head slowly tipped over.

It was sliced cleanly through bone, separated from neck to spine.

“RUN!”

The first guard turned to the three miners and roared with fear. Their eyes were wide with terror at the invisible assailant that their bodies refused to even move.

But it was already too late by then.

“What a revolting name you have for us, cultivator.”

An old man with pepper-white hair stepped from the shadows, a swirling mass of revolving thin blades orbiting his body. The old man had obsidian eyes that belied the years of wisdom hidden underneath the grim expression on his face. Covered completely in midnight black robes, he slowly walked forward with the confident gait of a predator.

“Please, we’re not fighters.”

One of the miners pleaded with a quivering voice, his body shaking uncontrollably as he saw the cluster of blades approaching them closer and closer.

“You speak the truth…”

The old man started and the hearts of the four cultivators surged with hope, but it was immediately crushed by the elderly man’s following words.

“…yet this war thirsts for sacrifices. Remember, it was your Gods that started all this. Rest in eternal peace, brethren.”

The cloud of thin blades flew out from the path walker and pierced straight through all four hearts in an instant. Unlike the first victim, they all died knowing who their killer was.

“……”

The old man stared at their lifeless bodies for a few seconds before sighing and checking through their storage rings. He tossed aside all the elemental ore but scooped up all the Dao stones and transferred them to his ring.

As a peak 3rd circle Blade Walker, Berndart was confident of completing the council’s mission on the island. There had been many years in the past when no path walker would choose to volunteer to come to Rendel Island, so as a safeguard, the Archaic Council would send out highly lucrative missives to peak 3rd circle path walkers to entice them to come here.

Their main objectives were to gather at least 200 dao stones, and every extra stone paid a generous bonus of credits. Berndart only had 84 more dao stones left to collect before he could exit the island. If not for the old man’s urgent need to get access to the council library, he wouldn’t have risked his life to come to the island.

“Time to leave.”

Berndart left the bodies there without cleaning up. He took a final glance at the deep darkness of the inner mine levels and turned around to leave. The nearer he went into the mine, the greater the risk of the Territory Lord gleaning his scent.

None of the monster Lords liked any humans getting close to their slumber areas. Many thought this was because they were guarding a secret related to the Nature Titan there, but as no cultivator or path walker returned alive from those areas, it was quickly dropped and deemed a forbidden place.

The old man withdrew the blades back in this three circles and darted within the shadows to return to the mine’s entrance. However, just as he made it out into the open, he sensed a large group of cultivators making their way towards him. Thankfully, he remained hidden, so their goal was most likely the mine itself.

As they drew nearer, Berndart counted over twenty of them. This was the greatest advantage the cultivators had over the path walkers: their numbers. This was not a battle he could win on his own, so he surveyed the surrounding bushes to make his stealthy escape before any of them detected him.

“This thing has Commander Chax’s britches in a twist. How are we supposed to find those three idiots without a clue? Let alone the Dao scum that got rid of them?”

The leading cultivator whined in a hoarse and tired tone, his voice reaching Berndart once the group got close to his location. He paused mid movement when he heard about the path walker. Berndart knew it wasn’t him as today was his first kill in this sector of the island and they were obviously not referring to the five cultivators he’d just executed.

Rendel Island was massive, such that each area was separated by the dominion of the Territory Lords. Hence, Berndart deduced that there was another path walker actively doing missions here, just like him.

“Oi! You two head into the mine to see if there are any clues inside, and regroup with us in the evening.”

An order went down the line as two cultivators parted from the group and casually strolled into the mine. The rest of them resumed their path ahead, the group getting smaller as they split to head into different directions of the area.

It wasn’t long until only Berndart was left in the outside.

“Should I leave or warn this path walker?”

Berndart whispered to himself, his obsidian eyes scouring the weather in the sky to determine the present time. It wasn’t part of his mission to warn other path walkers of the danger. If they were on this island, then they should already be prepared for the worst. Why did he need to risk his life, especially since it was essential that he needed to find out what happened to his clan’s history? The dark secret was buried in the confines of the council’s library.

“The Dao guides the heart, not the mind.”

With a shake of his head, the old man launched himself off the ground and followed the trail of the cultivators.



“Put more muscle into it, Tilda! This is the crucial stage. I’ll throw you into the oven if you mess this up again!”

A booming voice reverberated inside the busy store. A large man with a protruding gut yelled at a tiny woman who had her head down and her hand busy with the task in question. The surrounding atmosphere was tense with friction as the towering man glared at her with death in his eyes.

Unbeknownst to others, this ‘Tilda’ was, in fact, Cynthia, hidden in disguise. The red-haired assassin had entirely changed her facial structure, and even her hair was a lustrous ebony color. Not even Calron would be able to recognize her if he stood before her.

“Curl your knuckles, you brat! You’re killing the dough!”

The pot-bellied man shouted at Cynthia, his spit flying over her and landing on her white apron.

“Y-yes, Gerry!”

Cynthia obeyed the Master Baker and rolled the dough according to his instructions. Instead of being bored waiting for Raizel, she decided to learn how to bake bread to surprise the Lord of Black Lightning when they’d next meet.

However, it had now been weeks, and she still hadn’t heard back from the Ancient of Lightning. If the organization ever found out that she let him wander on his own without supervision, they’d have her head in guillotines. Until now, she had been sending back letters claiming the Ancient was in the midst of recovering his strength and would soon travel back to the council. With the last letter she received, she knew the council’s patience was waning thin.

Cynthia felt Gerry’s glare from the side and knew he was about to start yet another tirade. Slashing throats was a lot easier than baking chestnut bread.

Sir Raizel, I hope you’re on your way here…


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

New Form

A LONG STREAK of crimson blood rippled through the chilly night air, splitting into smaller streaks and then mingling back into a single wave.

“Mister, how did you become a Blood Walker?”

The starry light from the moon bounced off Kirren’s amber eyes as he gazed with a mix of joy and awe at Calron practicing his Blood Dao. The two unlikely pair were resting for the night after a long day of failing to discover any nearby cultivators. Tomorrow, at early dawn, they planned to head west to see if their luck would change.

“It just happened.”

Calron answered indifferently, his mind focused on controlling his Hemomancy ability. If he was to tackle the potential cultivator army in the future, he needed to quickly become adept at effectively utilizing his first circle’s ability. After molding the blood streak into a line, Calron tried to solidify the edges of the blood streak to resemble a blade.

He directed the sharp ribbon of blood towards the closest tree and slashed against the gritty bark. It made a notable scratch, but that was it. It wasn’t deep enough to score past the first lining.

What am I missing here? The blood is thin enough to slice through the skin, so why won’t it go further than that?

Calron was in a conundrum regarding Hemomancy. From the beginning, Calron noticed that blood had certain traits similar to metal, and if he condensed it enough, it gained a physical attribute. This was how Calron manipulated the blood to act as a blade; by condensing the edges from a liquid to a solid.

But the issue arose when he used the blood blades in action. He was able to slice through the first layers of flesh but it wasn’t able to penetrate through the bone. Until now, Calron had been relying on Blood Drain to leech his opponents’ blood to weaken and kill them. However, he doubted that would work against someone with a higher cultivation than him. Hence, his desire to augment Hemomancy increased by the day.

“Do you have a girlfriend? Why did you break up with the Karma lady?”

Kirren ignored Calron’s hints of remaining silent and the boy continued to press the older man.

Kid, you were with me when Serina left me on the ship. How would I be able to get a girlfriend in those few days when I’ve been traveling with you the whole time?

Calron let out an exasperated sigh and decided to divert the boy’s attention away from him.

“Forget about me. Tell me why you picked the Trickery Dao?”

Calron resumed his Dao training while engaging with the boy. It was getting late, and hopefully Kirren would nod off soon, so Calron could train in peace.

“Ah… that brings me back. Mister, you know, when I was six years-old, I saw a Star Walker for the first time in the continent’s capital city. I was enjoying my grilled lamb skewer and then this cute older sister comes up to me and says…”

Kirren was excited that Calron wanted to know more about him. He lay spread-eagled on the rough ground, recounting his story while his eyes stared at the mesmerizing, clear night sky above.

As the boy trailed on and digressed the whole time, he eventually came to the matter at hand. “I didn’t like relying on my hiding and camouflage skills to kill my enemies. See, there’ll be times when your enemy is stronger than you and they might detect a flaw in your movement. I wanted to become the ultimate assassin with no weaknesses!”

“The ultimate assassin, huh? That’s a nice dream, kid.”

Calron momentarily stopped his training to turn to the boy. He initially thought of Kirren as a silly boy who resorted to pranks all the time, but hidden within that youthful appearance was a seed of violent ambition.

“I dreamed that one day, I’ll be able to walk through all the battlefields like a hero where my enemies won’t even know when I’d killed them.”

Kirren hung his head sullenly at the end.

“Why so gloomy? You can still achieve that goal.”

Calron parted the blood stream into two equal length blades and brought them crashing on the hollow tree trunk.

“I can’t… I thought I was brave, but after I saw you fight off those cultivators, I realized just how weak I am. Mister, do you think I’m pathetic?”

Kirren sat back up and pulled his knees to his chest, slightly rocking back and forth.

Calron stopped what he was doing, and his blood-red eyes fell on the downcast boy. He wanted to ignore the kid and continue what he was doing. After all, from the start, he’d made it clear to Kirren that he wasn’t his responsibility and won’t be coddled.

It wasn’t Calron’s duty to console the boy.

He bore no responsibility whatsoever, and could simply walk away.

“I lost my family when I was eight years-old…”

Calron walked over to the teen and sat down in front of him.

Kirren’s eyes regained life as he peeked at the masked man sharing his story. His amber irises grew wet as Calron continued his tragic tale of loss and grief.

The bright moon stood silently in the chilly night as the pair of a boy and young man opened about their lives to each other.

“….and now I’m on a journey to find out about the Blood clan and its Dao.”

Kirren’s eyes wavered as he kept plunging in and out of sleep. He desperately wanted to stay awake until Calron finished telling his story. Of course, Calron made sure not to reveal any information pertaining to his cultivation past and ended with his goal about finding out the truth about the Blood Dao. It was similar enough to his real objectives that the boy wouldn’t find anything out of the ordinary.

“Good night, Kirren.”

Calron smiled behind his mark and patted the boy as he seeped into a slumber. The young man got up and walked back to the tree to continue his training.

“Mister… you should make… them into… pellets.”

Kirren mumbled out drowsily, but his words jolted Calron wide awake.

“Pellets… that’s it!”

Calron had been scratching his head about how to make the blood blades into a more effective weapon, but it didn’t have to be a blade from the start. It could be anything. Pellets were much smaller, easier to condense, and could also be used for long range.

Calron rushed to the boy on the ground, but Kirren was already in the midst of snoring. He wondered why the boy suggested the pellets. For the first time, Calron regretted not asking the teen all he knew about the Blood Walkers. Clearly, Kirren was an avid fan of the Titans.

“Well done, kid.”

Calron grinned at the drool slipping from the boy’s mouth and onto his robes. He returned to his previous training spot and closed his eyes. He summoned a wave of blood around him and concentrated on shaping them into dense spheres.

The blood bubbled with resistance, refusing to listen to Calron’s command. It was one thing to treat the blood like a flowing river and to solidify its edges, but Calron was now attempting to alter its natural state. Calron had no trouble forming a droplet with the blood, but it was alarmingly harder to make it acquiesce into a solid blood pellet.

Faced with the unexpected rebellion, Calron raised his right arm forward and muttered to the Dao.

“Obey.”

He clenched his fist in an iron-grip, willing the blood to submit to his desire. The Dao fought back but relented gradually as Calron increased the pressure. In a few short breaths, around thirteen pebble-sized pellets floated above Calron’s head.

He let out a triumphant sigh of relief in his mind and closely observed the small, dense crimson balls. They were tiny, but Calron knew just how heavy each of them was.

“Now, let’s see how good they are.”

Calron eyed the original tree he’d been previously battering with the blood blades and focused his sight on the trunk’s center. He selected a single pellet and brought it forth toward his hand.

The red metallic goblet shimmered softly underneath the moon’s glow, giving it a texture akin to dark wine rather than blood. Calron admired his new creation that hovered above his palm.

“Go.”

Calron whispered, and the blood pellet shot off into the air like an armored bolt and, in a flash of a thunderous crack, exploded into countless blood shards the instant it touched the wooden trunk. Shrapnels of wood and solidified blood scattered around the base of the tree as Calron stared with surprise in his eyes.

He slowly made his way to the tree and surveyed the damage caused by the blood pellet. There was a small crater in the trunk where the blood pellet first made contact, so Calron knew this was enough force to penetrate the flesh of any Vajra stage cultivator. However, what drew Calron’s attention was the damage around the crater.

The blood pellet’s explosion had enough momentum that even the shards pierced into the wood, inducing more damage around the initial point of contact. If this was a cultivator’s body, Calron was sure that one pellet would be enough to not only kill the person in question but also make sure they were dead by scrambling their inner organs.

Just who are you, Blood Titan?

Calron brushed his hand against the splinters on the tree, his mind troubled with the origins of his power. If the Titans’s Dao had this amount of ridiculous power, why were they defeated by the Primordials?

Calron had experienced the perks of the Azure Lightning, but as his circles increased, Calron was sensing that the Dao was mightier than the elements. Was this why the Gods were adamant in suppressing the path walkers before too many of them were born?

He ran his fingers through his white hair and turned around to their camp spot. It was almost dawn and Calron felt his eyes beginning to shut down. He’ll dwell on his thoughts about the Titans and Primordials later.

As he was walking over to where Kirren was sleeping without care, Calron felt a tinge of vibration pass through his body, and then heard the sound of something creaking.

*crash*

The tree finally gave up and tumbled to the ground with a loud reverberation, eliciting several night birds to squeak in annoyance.

Meanwhile, Kirren’s happy snores breezed without pause.

“WHAT DO YOU think?”

Calron glanced at his side to the boy who was in the midst of rubbing his eyes, trying to rouse himself awake.

“Mister, we skipped dinner yesterday.”

Kirren yawned while his stomach growled in the background.

“Focus, kid.”

Calron sighed, snapping his fingers in front of the boy’s face and gesturing toward the shadowy figures in the distance.

Early in the morning, Calron had been abruptly woken up by a shuffling sound combined with a rhythmic noise of a heavy carriage. He’d instantly woken up and surveyed his surroundings to deduce the source of the disturbance. After kicking Kirren to wake up, Calron spotted a convoy of around twelve cultivators escorting a large trolley filled with mysterious rocks.

The group was traveling brazenly, with no attempt to hide their presence. Either they were confident there were no path walkers nearby, or they knew they could squash any enemies that barred their path. Calron had a feeling it was the latter.

“Woah! That’s a ton of ore they got there. With that much elemental ore, they should have a lot of dao stones as well. Mister, we should go and crush them!”

Kirren’s heart raced at the prospect of a thrilling battle.

That’s the raw form of the elemental ore?

Calron remembered when he used the elemental metal to create God Tiles for the Azure Pavilion. He wondered if his goods were still in circulation. Maybe the old man, Mathias had taken over the distribution. However, with no new supply, it was doomed to be a rarity forever. Without the Divine Perception, it was impossible for Calron to make more God Tiles even if he wanted to.

“Come with me.”

Calron signaled the boy and beckoned him to follow. With a bewildered look as to why they were leaving now, Kirren stayed silent and followed Calron’s command.

Once they retreated to a safe distance, Calron loosened up a bit and let out a long breath. Meanwhile, Kirren was eager to ask the young man why they weren’t pursuing the group, but he smartly chose to be patient. He learned by now that Calron was trying to teach him something.

Seeing the boy remain silent, Calron’s eyes twinkled with mirth and he broke the silence.

“You’re curious why we’re not chasing them?”

Kirren nodded energetically, his amber eyes hiding the trace of impatience.

“Any guesses?”

Calron responded with a playful look. Of course, Kirren couldn’t see this because of the mask covering Calron’s face.

“Hmm.”

Kirren scratched his chin, his face scrunched up in deep thought.

“I know! Mister, you want to follow them to find out their camp location, so you can kill of them in one full swoop.”

The boy’s eyes lit up as he triumphantly stated his reasoning.

“Good answer… but not exactly. I do want to follow them to see if their camp is close, but it’s not to clear out all the cultivators there. That’s a death wish, as I’m sure there would be multiple Saint stage experts there. In fact, it’s more ideal if the camp is far away.”

Calron nodded at Kirren’s train of thought.

“Why is it better if the camp is far from here?”

Kirren enjoyed that Calron was talking to him and asking for input. No adult had treated him like this before. That’s why the boy wanted to try his best to live up to Calron’s expectations.

“Think about it, kid. If the camp is close, then the moment we fail to kill one of them and he escapes, we’ll have an entire army chasing our footsteps. If the camp is far away, we’ll at least have time to cover up our tracks and escape without detection if things become awry. Remember, always have a backup plan before you engage.”

Calron looked up to check the clouds and deduce how much more daylight was left.

“I understand, mister.”

Kirren nodded solemnly. However, he sensed something else through Calron’s body language.

“That’s not the entire reason why we retreated. There’s something else, right?”

Calron slowly faced Kirren and clucked his tongue.

The boy wasn’t as stupid as he looks.

Calron chuckled on the inside, knowing what Kirren’s reaction would be if he revealed his impression of the boy.

“You’re right. Something about that group just feels off, and I can’t put my finger on what it is.”

Calron sighed. His instincts were singing off warning bells to him, but the young man couldn’t decipher what it specifically was.

“So, are we abandoning the mission?”

Kirren clenched his fists tightly. After his last skirmish, he was desperate to prove to Calron that wasn’t useless in battle and wanted to use this chance to showcase his prowess, limited as it was.

“No, regardless of the danger, we have to attack them. We already wasted one day, and who knows how long it’ll take for us to find another cultivator group. Here’s the plan: I’ll try to take out as many as I can with my Blood Pellets before engaging close range. You stay hidden with your Trickery Dao and only make a move once you’re confident you can kill the opponent in one stroke.”

Although Calron could form thirteen blood pellets at once, he knew he couldn’t control all of them precisely enough to accurately hit their targets. With the thirteen projectiles, he was sure he could kill a majority of them in the first wave. The few remaining should be easy to dispose of, especially if Kirren succeeded with a kill as well.

“That reminds me, I don’t see a weapon on you?”

Calron turned an inquisitive eyebrow at the boy.

“Um, I forgot to bring one?”

Kirren abashedly hung his head, his cheeks reddening in embarrassment. Truth be told, Kirren was so caught up in his plan to stalk Calron on the ship that he forgot to gather his belongings from the deck.

“An assassin without a weapon, huh?”

Calron shook his head, further causing the blush on Kirren’s face to deepen.

“Take this.”

Calron brought out the weathered spear that he’d previously plundered from the three cultivators and held it out to the boy.

“Thank you, mister.”

Kirren gratefully took the spear and swirled it around his arm. As assassins, his clan had enforced suitable training with all types of weapons. An assassin would never be picky with his weapon of kill, as long as the target was eliminated.

Seeing that the boy was rather adept at handling the spear, Calron’s mind eased slightly.

“Alright, the convoy shouldn’t have gone far. Let’s go, kid.”

Calron cracked his knuckles and in the next moment, he bolted in the group’s direction. Kirren immediately followed suit. His new spear latched to his back.

“Bide your time.”

Once they drew near to the group and could hear the trolley’s paddling, Calron parted from the boy and charged ahead alone.

“Good luck, mister!”

Kirren pumped his fist in the air and dashed to the side. He wanted to lay his trap on the group’s flanks, which would give him the best opportunity to make a move to turn the tide.

As trolley and the convey appeared within Calron’s sights, he swiftly channeled the Blood Dao from his circles and summoned thirteen blood pellets above his head.

“Go!”

Calron swerved his right arm, launching the projectiles straight into the unsuspecting cultivator group. The blood pellets pierced through the air in a soundless flash. Calron’s blood-red eyes strained with tension as he watched the blood projectiles roar towards the cultivators.

Then all hell broke loose.

“ARGHH!”

Wretched screams filled the air as the blood pellets exploded upon contact with the skin and the shards tore up the flesh from the inside. The gut-wrenching cries of agony quickly died down as the impacted cultivators soon took their last breath.

However, Calron’s eyes conveyed an entirely different expression from what he was witnessing. It was not the lower than expected five mangled corpses on the ground. It was the enigmatic turquoise energy shield floating in front of the remaining cultivators. The power emanating from the shield sent a wave of chilliness over Calron’s body. He finally found out what his instincts were warning him from the start.

It was a Saint stage expert hidden among the group.

“To think this lame plan actually worked, and a Dao scum took bait.”

A chipper voice sounded from behind the shield as it slowly faded away, revealing the figure of a short man with thick brown hair and bushy eyebrows. The six remaining cultivators stood behind the short man, unfazed by the deaths of their comrades. They swiftly spread themselves out to encircle Calron.

If not for the dense elemental aura revolving around the short man, Calron would have failed to distinguish his cultivation rank from the others. It should be the effect of an artifact at play.

Dammit! I need to leave.

Calron quickly came up with a retreat plan. He could deal with a Saint stage cultivator one-on-one, but with six other Vajra stage cultivators still alive and uninjured, the odds were stacked against him. He hoped Kirren would have the sense to retreat quietly as well.

However, just as Calron was about to leave, the short man spoke.

“Are you the one that killed Chax’s soldiers or mine?”

Time stalled to a halt.

A surge of memories rampaged within Calron’s mind.

Memories of his time at the Red Boar School, his first conflict with the city lord’s son, and the time when Chax almost killed Rory and left him to die in the tournament. The memory of Regis sending troops after Calron in retaliation, where his master Elias had to sacrifice himself for him, and lose his cultivation forever.

Because of him, Elias had to give up the Blood Legacy.

Torrents of scorching blood raged through Calron’s veins. Even the blood vessels in his eyes strained as the tsunami of fury boiled underneath his blood-red irises. The short man was continuing to speak, trying to distract Calron so the rest of his goonies could surround him completely.

However, Calron didn’t care anymore. He needed to find out if the ‘Chax’ this man mentioned was the same from his past.

*crack*

The images shattered as Calron opened his eyes. He only needed the Saint stage cultivator alive to answer his questions.

The rest were disposable.

A massive sea of demonic blood rose from Calron. The swarm of blood energy dangerously pooled over him as his white hair fluttered wildly. But there was no wind.

The previously confident Saint stage expert trembled from the sheer wave of unbridled rage emanating from the silently standing masked man.

Somewhere in the back, the Blood Titan roared with pleasure at the carnage that was about to unfold.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Breakthrough

“STOP WHATEVER YOU’RE doing, Dao scum!”

The short brown-haired man bellowed as furled his arm toward Calron, shooting out an icy whip of frost.

Calron glanced at the incoming whip and blocked it with a thicker stream of blood.

“Unfortunately, you fell for our trap, cultivator. We’ve been trailing your tracks since yesterday.”

Calron spoke calmly, the circles on his chest glowing radiantly as he channeled more of his blood around him. In truth, Calron was still in a weaker position. Despite the virulent abilities of the Blood Dao, it couldn’t contest against six Vajra stage cultivators and one Saint stage expert.

The previous display of the violent blood energy was to unnerve the cultivators and make them hesitant about striking Calron all at once.

The short man scowled and quickly scanned the area nearby to detect any potential intruders, but it was to no avail. The other Vajra stage cultivators that were in the middle of surrounding Calron, all stopped and looked at each other to see if anyone sensed the presence of other path walkers.

“Nice try, like I-“

The short man chuckled and was about to re-engage when Calron injected with a deep shout.

“Now, Kirren!”

As soon as Calron yelled into the air, a spear tip suddenly burst out from the chest of one of the cultivators standing the furthest away from Calron. The cultivator barely had the chance to scream as the spear pierced straight from the back muscle, through the heart, and then out from the rib cage. His lifeless corpse tumbled to the ground, revealing the lanky figure of a blond-haired boy grinning impishly with his first kill.

“RETREAT!”

The short man called Calron’s bluff and ordered the group to retreat before they suffered any further losses. Already, in the span of an hour, the group had lost six Vajra cultivators. In his haste, the short man didn’t stop to think that if there was a dangerous team of path walkers hiding, then why would the only person to first appear would be a skinny boy with a shabby spear?

“Blood Drain.”

Calron held his palm facing the direction where Kirren took his kill and siphoned the blood into him. He’d used a lot of blood earlier, so this replenishment came just in time. Without giving the cultivators more time to process what was going on, Calron propelled himself from the ground and dashed straight at the Saint stage expert.

Using the streaks of blood, Calron tried to slash at his opponent’s flesh. However, the short man swiftly summoned back his turquoise shield and deflected most of the attacks. Calron attempted to use Blood Drain on the visible wounds, but it was fruitless against the short man’s higher cultivation.

But the Saint stage expert was never Calron’s target from the beginning. Flicking his finger out, Calron shot a pellet into the back of one of the Vajra cultivators. Under a stiffed groan, the man’s back exploded the instant the blood pellet made impact and its shards created a bloody crater near the spine.

Witnessing the gruesome death of their comrade, the remaining four Vajra cultivators bolted in terror. Just a few seconds later, another cultivator shrieked out in agony before crumpling to the floor. His back was in a similar ghastly mutilation, like the body that lay next to him.

Calron closed his eyes as his circles swelled with the influx of the new blood being absorbed into his body. The third circle was rapidly coming close to a full loop.

Only a small sliver was left between the two ends.

“How dare you ignore me!?”

The Saint stage expert roared in madness, seeing his soldiers grounded up like cattle meat while Calron simply stalled him. He’d been trying to use his soul power on the path walker, but for some reason, it wasn’t effective on the masked man.

Calron ignored the short man while evading his frost sword and hurled out two more blood pellets, striking the escaping cultivators right in the center of their backs once again. Controlling two blood pellets gave Calron the highest accuracy in the trajectory of the projectiles. It was a lot easier than controlling thirteen blood pellets at once.

He succeeded in executing two more cultivators, but the last Vajra cultivator was nearly out of Calron’s Blood Pellet range.

“Leave it to me, mister!”

Kirren yipped from the side and, using his Trickery Dao, momentarily confused the cultivator’s senses. In the small gap, the boy heaved the spear with all his mustered strength and shot it at the glazed cultivator. The spear hit its mark, but with the meagre power behind the spear’s momentum and Kirren’s own low cultivation, it barely scratched the cultivator’s skin.

The last Vajra cultivator exhaled in relief and sent Kirren a smirk as he turned around to make his escape. He’d report the identities of these Dao scums to the Commander and trap them in this sector with their reinforcements.

Noticing the smirk on the cultivator’s face, Kirren responded by sticking out his tongue and dragging his thumb across his neck. The boy’s amber eyes flashed mischievously.

A scratch was all he needed.

“Well done, kid. Blood Drain.”

Calron laughed behind his mask, and leeched all the blood from the last Vajra cultivator, leaving behind a dried husk. All eleven Vajra cultivators were now eliminated, making the Saint stage cultivator the last one alive.

Calron used the new addition of blood to summon more streams of blood that swiftly slashed at the Saint stage expert’s legs. Covered in bruises and numerous small cuts, the short man rasped and fell to his knee with his frozen sword crumbling to icy dust.

“There is no way a random 2nd circle Dao scum was able to kill all of us single-handedly. Are you a direct descendant of the Archaic Council member?”

The short man coughed out a glob of congealed blood, his weary eyes glaring up at Calron. By now, he’d realized that he was duped by Calron from the start. There were no other path walkers in hiding.

What perplexed the short man was that it didn’t make sense for a 2nd circle path walker to be able to block his soul power, unless he had an artifact or a technique inherited from one of the council’s Ancients.

Calron pivoted his head to Kirren and signaled for the boy to leave them alone. The boy raised his hand and gave Calron a salute before complying with his order. This made Calron shake his head in amusement. The nature of the discussion with the Saint stage expert would inadvertently lead to conversations about Calron’s past, so he didn’t want Kirren eavesdropping on them.

“Let’s exchange questions, cultivator. Since you asked first, I’ll answer. Yes, I’m a descendant of an Ancient.”

Calron got down on one knee to be at the Saint stage expert’s level. At Calron’s answer, he merely nodded his head as if he’d already guessed it.

“That ‘Chax’ you mentioned before. Where is he from?”

Hearing Calron’s first question, the Saint stage cultivator wiped the dried blood from his cheek and muttered with hesitation. “Chax? I don’t know, some backwater city from the north, I think. He’s the one that got you all riled up like that?”

That doesn’t narrow it down. The ‘north’ could be any city.

Calron mused.

“Yes, I’ve been looking for him. What does he look like now?”

Calron continued to press.

“Wait, it’s my turn to ask the question.”

The short man protested.

“No, you ended your last answer with a question, to which I replied already, so it’s my turn now.”

Calron shrugged his shoulders, his blood-red eyes boring into the man.

“Tch. Chax is pretty tall, got long hair like a noble, and has two golden gauntlets on each hand. I don’t know how else to describe him. He’s not a pretty maiden I’m trying to court, so why would I be checking out his features this closely?”

The Saint stage expert scratched his chin in irritation.

Calron’s irises dilated upon hearing that this Chax liked to fight with his fists as well. By now, he was almost 80% sure that this was the same Chax from the Red Boar School, the son of the murderous City Lord, Regis.

“Is that another question?”

Calron quelled his raging emotions and returned to converse with the short man. He needed to make sure it was the correct Chax.

“No! Ignore that. Here’s my question: Are you going to kill me after I answer all your questions?”

The Saint stage expert raised his eyes to look squarely into Calron’s blood-red eyes.

Calron paused for a brief moment before answering.

“Yes.”

“At least you’re honest. Go on, ask your question.”

The short man sighed, his muscles losing all traces of tension. It seemed he’d already accepted his death.

“What’s Chax’s father’s name?”

Calron held his breath. If the Saint stage expert knew the answer to this question, then all his doubts would be confirmed.

“Let me see… I think it was Reginald or Regis something.”

The instant Calron heard Regis’ name, he inhaled deeply as the volcano of emotions threatened to erupt from within. It was like a dam of fury being restrained forcibly.

Is this the side-effect of the Blood Dao?

As the lines on his circles grew, Calron observed that his emotions were melding with the Blood Dao, leading to instances of uncontrollable rage. Moreover, his connection to the Blood Titan appeared to be solidifying as well. Calron could’ve sworn that he heard the Titan’s laughter when he was in the middle of combat.

However, it was all trouble left for later. Now, with the Saint stage expert’s words, Calron had finally verified that it was indeed Chax that was on this island.

“Any last words?”

Calron quelled the bubbling rage within his heart and turned to face the short man. For some reason, he didn’t feel like taking this man’s life, but Calron had no choice. If he let the Saint stage expert leave, Chax would know that someone was after him, especially with the extensive amount of questions Calron asked the short man regarding Chax.

“It’s the fate of every cultivator to die on the battlefield, so I have no regrets. If only we had a cultivator like you on our side…”

The short man laughed, crossing his legs and seating himself on the ground. He was going to die, but he’ll die with dignity and not begging for his life like a coward.

Calron smiled ruefully behind the mask.

“Me and Chax come from the same city.”

Calron spoke as he willed a stream of blood to slice cleanly into the short man’s neck. Before he died, the Saint stage expert’s eyes widened in shock, because if Calron came from the same city as Chax, he should be born with an element, meaning he was a cultivator as well.

However, the short man would never know why a cultivator from their side was fighting the war for their enemy.

Calron bent down and gently closed the dead man’s eyelids. He was coming to terms with the brutality of war. It was easy to kill rotten men, but his heart was heavy at taking the life of an honorable man.

“May your soul rest in peace, fellow cultivator, and please forgive me for my actions.”

Calron muttered to the air as he placed his palm on the dead Saint stage expert’s head.

“Blood Drain.”

A flood of rich and vigorous blood charged into Calron’s circles, the pressure unlike anything Calron had experienced until now. It was his first time absorbing the blood of a Saint expert.

His veins popped out his skin as the astonishing amount of blood surged into his pathways and head straight towards the flashing circles on his chest.

The third circle’s line crept closer and closer to the opposite end, and a shockwave swept through Calron as the two ends finally made contact and the loop was completed.

“Stay out of it, Blood Titan!”

Calron clutched at his mask as a tide of pain seeped into him.

His third ability was manifesting.

CALRON’S MIND REELED back in a startle as his vision switched to his inner subconsciousness. It was the familiar scene when he broke into the second circle and formed his other two abilities. The process was returning once again, and this time, it was his third ability.

He had thought long and hard about what kind of ability he wanted to manifest from his third circle, and Calron decided that he undeniably needed a healing skill. With a healing ability, he could prevent deaths and the potential disfigurement like he suffered when he lost his arm.

After all, it was his biggest motivation in pursuing the Blood Dao: to be the shield for his friends so he won’t ever have to lose them like he did his family.

To be the protector.

Concentrating his thoughts into the revolving dao sigils, Calron willed the Blood Dao to take in the attribute of life and vitality. He hoped this would convey what he wanted.

The swirling sigils obeyed Calron’s wishes, and he felt the Dao transmuting within his mind.

However, just as Calron thought everything was proceeding smoothly, he detected the presence of someone he wanted to avoid at all costs.

The Blood Titan.

“Hells! Stop it!”

Calron blasted his thoughts, desperately trying to prevent the Titan from interfering. He realised long ago that the Blood Titan wanted Calron to follow a certain path predestined by him. Despite how much of a boon Blood Drain was, Calron desired to choose an ability of his own choice, not through the manipulation of a mysterious being.

A large translucent hand took shape over the sigils and deliberately started to tamper with the composition of the third skill.

“C’mon old man, I need this ability!”

Calron continued to explode his thoughts inside his mind, hoping the Titan would listen and stop whatever he was doing, but it was to no avail.

Dammit, why can’t I stop him even inside my own psyche?

Calron fumed as the order of the sigils switched back and forth. The final structure of the third ability was already altered. It was too late.

Seeing that it succeeded in its task, the translucent hand waved at Calron before disintegrating into nothingness.

“Can you at least tell me why you’re doing this? I just need an explanation.”

It sunk into Calron that the Blood Titan would continue to do whatever he wanted, so he attempted to at least get a reason from the enigmatic figure.

Calron sighed at the lack of response, but soon a hollow echo faintly traveled to him.

Enter the Dao Geyser and meet me.

Calron wanted to question further, but knew that was the only response that the Blood Titan would give as he felt the Titan’s looming presence fading out.

Instead, he turned his eyes to the illuminated third circle glowing in the center. The circle was enveloped by a sea of scorching crimson flames. Calron got closer to the circle and touched it with his mind. In a jolt, he was immersed in a series of information about the new skill.

Once the information was passed into him, Calron’s subconsciousness receded from the space and he opened his eyes back in the real world.

“Blood Berserker.”

Calron whispered and triggered his latest skill. An inferno of blood flames burst from his third circle and wrapped around Calron’s entire body. Even his blood-red eyes glowed with flickering crimson embers.

Activating the skill filled Calron with a rejuvenation wave, as his mind was cleared of any fatigue and the small bruises inflicted by the earlier conflict were gradually being healed. In a way, the Blood Titan did allow Calron to have a healing skill; however, the healing was only reserved for him and not others, and moreover, that was not the primary use of Blood Berserker.

Calron channeled more blood into the third circle and the blood flames surged in agitation as the flames turned darker and sunk into his muscles. The muscle fibers twitched in contraction and Calron squeezed his right fist together. Although Calron had no opponent to try his ability on, he knew his current status was incomparable to before. The speed of his thoughts, strength, agility, vitality from self-healing, all made him an almost undying monster.

Blood Berserker was an ability that pushed his body into an overdrive mode, borrowing short-term boost in power from the Dao in exchange of blood.

Calron deactivated the skill and felt his face turn pale from the instant loss of blood. He stopped himself from fainting by placing his hand on the ground to support his body.

“That was brutal.”

He took deep breaths to get his heart beating back at the normal pace. He’d only used Blood Berserker for a few seconds, and he was already standing on unsteady feet. The whole purpose of the third ability was to become an unkillable beast by constantly siphoning off the blood from his enemies to heal himself and cause havoc on the battlefield.

“This is why the Blood Titan forced the Blood Drain ability on me last time around.”

Calron sighed and leaned his back against a tree. He was beginning to understand what path the Blood Titan was trying to push him into.

It was turning him into an Immortal Warrior.

However, Calron’s mind kept coming back to what the Blood Titan said in the last moments. He wanted Calron to meet him at the Dao Geyser. Was there something special about the Dao Geysers that the Titan couldn’t talk to him now and it was only possible at the Geysers?

From what Calron recalled from Serina’s words, the Dao Geysers were supposed to be the connection point between the path walkers and the Grand Dao, helping them to reach enlightenment so they could walk further along their path. Calron had an inkling that the Titans were more deeply ingrained with the dao than everyone thought, akin to the Primordials and their elements.

This new piece of clue rekindled Calron’s eagerness to return to the Blood clan’s ruins. He fished out his bronze tag from his storage space and gauged its obvious weight increase. He didn’t know the exact amount of credits he’d accrued so far, but with the x3.7 multiplier and the tens of Vajra stage cultivators and the single Saint stage expert he killed, he should be well above the required 250,000 credits.

Yet, Calron couldn’t leave the island. Not without dealing with Chax. He’d delayed his revenge in the past because it wasn’t the right time, or he didn’t want to drag his friends into his mess, but there was nothing holding him back now.

Especially after breaking into the 3rd circle, Calron was confident in dealing with any Saint stage expert. The only opponent he didn’t dare to face yet were the Territory Lords. Despite his third circle, he knew he was no match against a Heavenly stage monster. They were not in the same league. Judging from the mere aura that wyrm exuded compared to what Calron had experienced from the Patriarch and other Tower Lords, it was a night and day difference.

He felt suppressed whenever the Tower Lords unleashed their aura, but he’d never felt the sheer terror that took hold over him when the Territory Lord had passed by them. This confirmed that although the Territory Lords were in the Heavenly stage, there was something unique about their bodies. Most likely, the Nature Titan had a hand in their birth.

Until Calron reached the peak of the third circle, he had no intention of confronting another Territory Lord. He needed to be at his peak before even attempting that suicide mission.

But Chax came before that.

Calron tightened the mask on his face and slowly got up from the ground. He didn’t know what cultivation level Chax was at now, but with Regis’ habit of spoiling his son, he should be at the Saint stage at the least. He wouldn’t be at Heavenly stage, otherwise the island would have kicked him off.

He never expected that when he selected the Rendel Island, he would come face to face with his destiny from the past. The cycles of fate were turning, and Calron was at its center.

“Wait for me, Chax. I’m coming for you.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Council Convenes

A SMALL LIZARD scurried over the scalding desert sand as the sun’s blistering rays threatened to dehydrate the tiny creature further. It tried to bury itself underneath the sand, but the temperatures were even hotter below the surface. Only night’s fall will alleviate its worry.

For now, it hurried to find suitable shelter.

Seeing a shimmering mirage in front of it, the lizard’s limbs dashed forward with re-surging hope. However, right when it was about to touch the mirage, it was swiftly knocked back with a dull thud.

The small creature looked around in confusion before attempting once again to pass through; however, it ended with another futile result. Spitting out a curse, the annoyed reptile ignored the mirage and went another way.

“Pay attention, Lady Jasren.”

A reproachful voice brought the attention of the gathered people inside the mirage. Everyone’s heads turned toward the young woman with long and curly indigo hair. With soft and elegant eyebrows in the same shade, the young woman appeared bored and mildly annoyed by the speaking person for interrupting her daydreaming.

“Yes, yes, I’m listening.”

Jasren waved her hand and slouched further into her chair. There were eight people seated around the circular table, with one person standing, who was also the one conducting the meeting. The round table had a total of twelve chairs, but only nine of them were occupied at present.

Three of those eight people were woman, while the remaining were all men. They all had varying ages, but in the end, it was deceptive since none of their real ages were what they appeared to be.

The eight people were all Ancients of the Archaic Council.

“Let’s continue. The situation in Coldrest Valley is getting dire. The cultivators have taken more ground and claimed a large portion of the mountains in the west of the border.”

The speaker resumed his report. He had thick gray hair extending to his shoulders in a neatly bound braid. His deep auburn eyes reflected the centuries of wisdom contained within them. He was the Ancient of Void.

The Archaic Council’s members all had an equal amount of power split amongst themselves, but none could deny that the Ancient of Void was the most powerful as well as the longest living Ancient to date. This made him the non-official de facto leader of the Ancients.

“Why does this war even matter? It’s not like any side can win.”

A skinny youth leaned forward on the table, his elbow resting on the edge.

“To maintain the equilibrium that we currently have, we must continue to fight. The day we start to become negligent, the Gods will use that to eliminate every path walker on this world.”

The Ancient of Void shook his head at the comment. As the oldest Ancient, he knew what was at stake. The only reason neither side could win was due to the special circumstances regarding the balance of the laws.

The Gods can’t willingly enter the mortal realm and even if they bypass the restrictions placed on them by Heaven’s Laws, the price to pay for this breach would likely be their godhood itself. This meant the Shackle stage was the highest rank a cultivator could reach within the mortal plane.

On the flip side, path walkers didn’t have this restriction. As the original inhabitants of this world, Heaven’s Laws placed no restriction on their path to ascension. Theoretically, they could go as high in ranks as the Primordials without the Heaven’s Law intervention.

However, the reality was lackluster.

The Dao legacy path was much harder and strenuous than its counterpart. Even with the lack of restrictions, the total number of 5th circle path walkers were dwindling every hundred years, while the cultivators had at least two Shackle Lords emerge every century.

This disparity would have resulted in the genocide of the path walkers if not for the presence of the Ancients. As the only path walkers with 6 circles and abilities on par with the Gods, the council was the sole reason why the cultivators had yet to exterminate the path walkers.

Similarly, the Ancients couldn’t use their overwhelming power to crush all the Shackle Lords lest a few Gods decided to sacrifice themselves and forcefully descend to the mortal realm.

There were only nine Ancients, but there were hundreds of Gods in the Divine Realm. Even if half of them chose to destruct their godhood and invade the mortal plane, it would spell the end of the path walkers and the Ancients. The only reason why this hadn’t occurred yet was because most of the Gods were selfish and saw no point in taking their own lives for mere mortals.

Hence, this delicate balance was struck on both sides, with neither party gaining advantage over another. But this equilibrium was hanging by a hair’s breadth. The day the balance tilted slightly on one side, all chaos would ensue.

That’s why, despite being the overlords in the mortal realm, the Ancients still had to exercise caution. They were all hoping for the day that enough path walkers broke into the 6th circle, and they could finally reclaim their land again. The last Ancient to join the council was Jasren, which was almost seventy years ago.

Back then, she’d caused quite the stir when she broke through from the 5th circle and into the 6th circle. She became the first Ancient of her dao, a mystical dao that combined the water of the sea with the vibrations of the air.

She was the Ancient of Waves.

“Why haven’t we heard from the Lord of Black Lightning yet? Any new Ancient is a boon to our civilization and can greatly change the tides of war, so why isn’t he present for this meeting?”

A chubby toddler stood up on the table and spoke in a deep baritone voice, a stark contrast to his cherub frame. The others would find it comical if not for the fact that this cute child was the second oldest Ancient after the Ancient of Void, and was also the wielder of one of the most terrifying daos.

The toddler was the Ancient of Dreams.

“Lady Jasren was in charge of bringing Lord Raizel.”

The Ancient of Void nodded in response to the toddler, turning his auburn eyes to the laid back woman.

“My servant told me Raizel wanted to recover his strength before he came to the council. It’s not like I can force him here, so I instructed my servant to stay near him and give me constant updates. She said he was almost ready and should join us soon.”

Jasren twirled her lock of indigo hair, her dark eyes turning to the Ancient of Void.

“Hmm, let it be. Lord Raizel was always distrustful of the council, so it makes sense he would be wary and only return once he was back at his peak power. Tell your servant to ask Lord Raizel if he requires anything to speed up his process.”

The Ancient of Void tapped his fingers on the table.

“Wait, ish it prudent to let that man join ush? He wash a cultivator before, sho he could be a shpy?”

A man shrouded in dark silver robes interjected the discussion. His lisp caused others to focus more closely to decipher what he was saying.

“Pull down your hood when you talk, Navroth. Those robes aren’t going to make you look tougher.”

Jasren chimed in with a snicker. Navroth was the second youngest Ancient on the council and the only one she could openly poke fun at. As the Ancient of Rot, Navroth specialized in large-scale combat involving armies, but he was weaker when it came to one-on-one fights. And Jasren used this to bully her fellow Ancient.

“Shut up, Jashren.”

Navroth ignored her and kept his hood up.

“I understand your concern, Lord Navroth. However, if there is one thing that Lord Raizel hates the most in this world. It’s the Gods. They killed his wife and child, leaving no chance of any reconciliation between them. I’ve already ratified him, and he’s definitely not a spy. The Ancient of Lightning will be a powerful ally against the Gods, so please refrain from calling him a spy.”

The Ancient of Void folded his arms behind him as he replied to Navroth. The latter nodded mutely in response, leading Jasren to let out another satisfied snigger at his expense.

“We have one more topic to discuss today. It’s the birth of a new Divine Element Inheritor.”

The Ancient of Void’s words drew a quiet gasp from the Ancients, including Jasren, whose dark irises turned into pinpricks. A dense and heavy atmosphere took hold on the table.

While the balance would tilt on the path walker’s side if they garnered more Ancients, similarly, the balance would tilt on the cultivator’s side if they had Divine Element Inheritors.

The reason for this was because although no Shackle Lord could contend against an Ancient in the mortal realm, there was one exception to this rule.

That was the presence of a Divine Element Inheritor who broke into the Shackle stage.

“Which Element is it?”

A cloud of mist wavered around Jasren, her body giving off a dangerous aura.

“It’s a wolf pup of the Shadow Element.”

The Ancient of Void’s voice reverberated on the table as the mirage quivered under its weight.



“GEEZER, YOU BETTER tell us where your Dao scum friends are hiding, and I’ll give you a painless death as a reward.”

A middle-aged woman with braided blond hair strained through her teeth as she endured the onslaught of blades whistling through her armor while a steady stream of scorching flames spewed out from her palms.

The recipient of the burning projectiles was an old man in tattered gray robes, and each tear was the followed by a gaping bloody wound. A small shield made of revolving blades was floating in front of the old man, protecting him from the brunt of the fire; however, small tendrils of embers would occasionally break free and scald his skin, adding onto the horrifying growing number of injuries.

“Let’s kill him. The old turtle ain’t responding and we’re wasting time here.”

Another voice interjected, after which the clink of metal colliding against metal resounded in the air as a barbed arrow landed with a heavy thud on the ground. The arrow was aimed at the old man’s back, but was instantly deflected by a flying blade.

Berndart remained silent as he desperately thought of ways out of this unexpected ambush sprung on him. He’d always been careful and wary of his surroundings, and even then he never imagined that seven Saint stage experts would loiter around waiting for him.

If it were only a few Saint stage cultivators, Berndart could have eventually made his escape out of their soul lock. Alas, it was hopeless when seven of them combined their soul power to trap his body in place. If not for the speed and agility of his flying blades, he would have already become a corpse.

“Screw the Commander, Risa! I’m running out of soul power and we’re close to the Territory Lord’s home. I’m not risking my life for some old Dao scum.”

A lean youth jumped out from behind, spitting on the dirt as he made his way towards the middle-aged woman. As a Blade Walker, it took a monumental amount of soul power just to hold Berndart in one place, leaving five of the Saint stage experts to stay out of combat and focus wholly on imprisoning the Blade Walker to the floor. The other four Saint experts walked out from the shadows, the expressions on their faces implying they agreed with the youth.

No one wanted to be running low on soul power when the Territory Lord was so close by.

Risa appeared to contemplate the path forward as she continued to burst flames out of her palms. She couldn’t afford to give a moment’s respite to the old man. Blade Walkers were infamous for their honed dexterity with their blades and a slight distraction could be the end of one of their lives. If all seven of them concentrated on killing the old man, it would be an easy task, but they needed information more than his life.

The cultivator Commanders present on the island had recently convened for a meeting after a group of scouts had managed to acquire some of the dead bodies of their comrades. Their cause of death was determined to be some kind of ability that drained life force, so the perpetrator that the Commanders were looking for was obviously not this Blade Walker. Hence, it was imperative that they kept him alive for questioning.

Risa sent out a subtle signal to the Saint stage hunter hidden in the trees and dispersed her flames to envelop the old man’s vision.

Berndart sensed something was about to happen as the fire distorted his vision. Keeping the cloud of blades active in front of him to shield from the inferno, he summoned a few more blades in anticipation of the bowman attacking.

He didn’t have to wait long, as a fury of arrows hailed above him. Within a few breaths, the swarm of arrows were blocked by his floating blades, however, right then, a single arrow separated itself from the metal storm and zigzagged its way past the defending blades.

“No!”

Berndart wheezed out as the arrow slipped past his control and flashed straight towards his head. In the last second, he rolled on the ground to evade the killshot. But this also crumbled his wall of blades, allowing the flames to invade his body.

“We got him! Orlin, now!”

The middle-aged woman hollered as she quickly withdrew her flames and one of the Saint experts launched forth a series of smoky chains, pinning the old man to the ground. Wisps of shadows swirled around the dark chains binding Berndart as he desperately tried to break free. He only had a few blades left in his control as the three and a half circles on his chest dwindled in a glow. The Dao was leaving him.

The cultivators cheered in relief as the cultivator with the Shadow element wrapped the old man in more and more chains.

Forgive me, Arora. I’ve failed you…

Berndart strained against the smoky chains, but it was to no avail. The realization set in that today would be his last day. He entered the Rendel Island to gain enough credits to find the truth about what happened to his family, but he’d failed even before he started.

His eyes burned as the blood from his forehead injury seeped into his eyes, turning his vision red and blurry. Still, he kept his eyes open.

A Blade Walker never surrenders.

Even in death, he would show them that the path walkers were a noble race that never begs for mercy.

“Look at the geezer, Risa. He’s still defiant. He’s not going to answer anything we ask him. Let me break him down for you.”

The youth spat at the old man on the ground, his spittle landing on Berndart’s hair, but the Blade Walker continued to stare daggers at the encircling group of cultivators.

“Alright, you can break a few bones.”

Risa nodded her head and sat on the ground to recover her essence. Fire essence was scarce on the island and she’d already wasted almost her entire reserves to capture the Blade Walker.

“I’m gonna wipe that look off your face, Dao scum.”

The youth guffawed while cracking his knuckles. A burst of elemental essence exploded out from him as a pillar of dirt rose from the ground and hovered over Berndart’s locked legs.

The youth smiled nefariously as he adjusted the pillar right above the Blade Walker’s knee cap.

More blood from the gash on his forehead drained into Berndart’s eyes, his vision now a pure crimson red.

Berndart saw the grin grow on the youth’s face, as well as the reflection of the pillar’s heavy size on the cultivator’s irises. He thought his vision was playing tricks on him when he noticed an unknown man in the distance, rapidly dashing towards them. He thought he saw blood flames on the man’s body, but it was probably the fault of his compromised vision.

Blood Flames was a feature interconnected to the Blood Walkers, and it was well known that all of them were eradicated when the Blood clan fell. Since then, for centuries, no one had been able to obtain the recognition of the Blood Dao.

The cultivators hadn’t yet noticed the strange man gaining on them as their sights were all fixed on Berndart. The Blade Walker chuckled to himself. At least, his last vision before becoming a cripple was a memory of the legendary Blood Walkers.

A splash of blood splattered on Berndart’s face.

And the head of the youth rolled on the ground before him. The cultivator’s eyes were wide with shock, even at death.

“Blood Drain.”

A cold voice came out from the mask, and a torrent of blood siphoned toward the mysterious man, further enlarging the Blood Flames dancing over his body.

Berndart barely had time to register what was happening before the stranger dashed toward the other cultivators, lashing out a long whip made of blood and slicing through two of their bodies. Risa dodged the blood attack in the nick of time and responded by churning another inferno of flames targeting the masked man.

“IT’S HIM!”

Risa roared savagely. Witnessing the blood being absorbed by the masked man, leaving husks of bodies behind, she knew they finally found the culprit that was responsible for their comrades’ deaths.

The Blade Walker watched with awe as the stranger leeched more blood from the two corpses on the ground and parried the gale of fire with his own flames of blood. In the midst of the duel, an arrow snaked its way toward the masked man’s head.

The old man tried to warn the stranger, but it was unnecessary. The masked man flicked his fingers and scores of blood pellets coalesced near his hand that swiftly shot across the air in the direction of the hidden hunter.

A scream soon followed from the trees, after which the masked man whispered ‘Blood Darin’ once again and a thick stream of blood rushed into him.

Another array of blood pellets morphed around the masked man as he quickly dispatched the remaining Saint stage experts. Risa stared in confusion as her soul power was futile before this masked man. Even in death, she couldn’t figure out how none of their soul power worked on the stranger.

She toppled over, a small crater formed in the middle of her chest as the blood pellet shards desecrated her rib cage.

Rivers of blood were sucked out from the seven dead cultivators as the streams orbited the masked man and gradually permeated his body. Three circles akin to Berndart’s own glowed radiantly, but it was the emergence of the beginning of the fourth circle that drew the old man’s attention.

He’s not even at the peak of the 3rd circle?

If not for personally seeing the masked man annihilate seven Saint stage experts in a few minutes, Berndart found it incomprehensible that a new 3rd circle path walker could kill that many cultivators in the same rank so easily.

Berndart’s body was free of the chains long ago when the Shadow cultivator died, but he remained in a trance watching the masked man absorb the surrounding blood. He exuded a demonic aura standing there alone with piles of corpses underneath him as his pale white hair fluttered in the breeze.

The old man felt his consciousness start to slip away from him.

The masked man was done siphoning the blood and opened his eyes to glance at the injured old man on the ground. Berndart gasped when his sight connected with the stranger. Despite his vision clouded with blood, the old man knew without a shred of doubt that the stranger’s eyes were the same color as the blood around them.

The masked man noticed the numerous injuries on the old man, and kneeled on the ground before the Blade Walker.

“You’re good, old man. You’re not dying today. Kirren, get your lazy bum over here!”

The masked man had a surprisingly young voice. At the end of his sentence, Berndart heard the shuffling of feet near him and saw a skinny teen with an impish grin etched on his face. Even the large spear latched on his back looked comical compared to the rest of the teen’s shabby attire.

“Mister, this grandpa looks like someone practiced their archery on him.”

The teen pointed at the countless holes in his robes. Berndart wanted to slap the rascal for making jokes on his condition, but he was barely staying conscious. He still needed to confirm if the masked man was truly a Blood Walker.

“Grab some of the larger leaves there and bring them to me. We need to stop his bleeding.”

The masked man ignored the teen as if he was used to his nonsense and ordered him a task. It seemed even he realized the precarious situation Berndart’s injuries were at.

“I like the design on his robes. Mister, let’s steal it from him when he’s passed out and then sell it back to him for some money.”

The teen muttered in a hushed voice in the masked man’s ear.

Who raised this brat!?

Berndart almost fainted at the boy making plans to extort him right before his eyes.

“Shut up and get those leaves.”

The masked man sighed and pushed the teen away.

Berndart exhaled in relief, and his consciousness slowly drifted away.

Please don’t let that rotten kid steal my robes.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Unity

THE SIZZLING CRACKLE of timber burning and the smell of oily charred meat woke up a groggy Berndart, whose body still felt like it was weighed down by chains.

“Good evening. You woke up just in time for dinner.”

The masked man walked over to the old man and handed him a stick skewered with a dense slab of meat. Berndart couldn’t tell what animal the meat belonged to, but neither did he care. His body was desperate for any nutrients it could get.

With a grateful grunt, the Blade Walker tore off a bite-size chunk of the meat and hastily gulped it down, ignoring the burning sensation on his tongue.

“I don’t have any seasoning, so it was the best I could do.”

The masked man scratched his neck sheepishly as he sat down in front of Berndart and apologized earnestly.

It was a moonless night that day, and the campfire beside them was the only source of light. It was hard for Berndart to see through the cascades of shadows layered around them, and yet he could still confirm that the man before him did indeed have crimson eyes the shade of blood.

“What’s your name?”

Berndart finally spoke after devouring a few more bites of the roasted meat. Contrary to his disheveled appearance at the moment, the old man’s eyes were intensely scrutinizing the masked man’s every movement.

“Calron. And you?”

The masked man leaned a bit over to the fire to warm up his hands.

“Berndart.”

The Blade Walker swallowed the last mouthful of the meat and placed the skewer neatly beside him. Letting out a sigh, he turned towards Calron.

“You’re a Blood Walker.”

It was more of a statement than a question. By now, Berndart had no doubts left in his mind that this man before him was someone who had the legendary Blood Dao. He was thankful that Calron had saved his life. However, a sense of dread crept in the back of his thoughts. No one knew why the old Blood Walkers of the Blood clan were all exterminated in one night, and if a new Blood Walker suddenly appeared to the world after centuries, what did that mean?

Were the cultivators and the path walkers heading to another age of mutual destruction?

The foreboding made the old man feel uneasy.

“Yes, I guess I’m a Blood Walker. By the way, I wanted to wait until you finished eating, but how are your injuries? We wrapped your wounds in some aceth leaves, but unfortunately, we couldn’t do anything about the fracture on your collarbone.”

Calron’s eyes furrowed seriously as he conveyed to Berndart.

“Ah, it’s the aceth leaves…”

Berndart just realized why despite feeling groggy, he presently felt no pain. It was due to the aceth leaves numbing his body. The leaves weren’t a great remedy to heal injuries, but they’ll help ease the agony in the process.

Glancing down at his body, Berndart sensed something off.

“Who turned my robes into a skirt?”

The Blade Walker fumed as he noticed the bottom half of his robes had been roughly ripped apart. The whole time he’d been talking to Calron, his thighs were out in the open. Luckily, the robes still extended to his upper thighs, so his dignity wasn’t completely lost.

Seeing the embarrassed look on Calron’s face, the old man figured out who the culprit was.

It was that rotten kid.

He only remembered now that there was one other person traveling with the masked man.

“Show yourself, brat!”

Berndart roared indignantly while scouring his surroundings.

“Quit playing, Kirren.”

Calron rubbed his forehead in exasperation. He tried to disparage Kirren from trimming the old man’s robes, but the boy convinced him that they needed it to construct a brace to keep the collarbone fracture in place. Kirren was the one who suggested the aceth leaves and relayed to Calron that he was confident in what he was doing.

Calron ultimately relented and let the boy continue treating the old man. He was vigilant initially, but Kirren proved his words and expertly dressed Berndart’s injuries. In the midst, when Kirren saw that Calron was not fully attentive, he let out a cheeky grin and tore off more of the fabric than he needed.

The old man was so stingy.

By the time Calron could stop it, it was already too late.

Why does this kid feel the need to blackmail or extort everyone he meets?

Calron shook his head, recalling the first time he met the lanky boy on the skip.

“I saved your life and treated your wounds. You should be thanking me by paying 5,000 credits!”

Kirren dispelled his Trickery Dao and burst forth in a righteous tone. The boy had been there the whole time, only hiding his presence from Berndart.

“Shut up! Is this how you treat your elders? How am I supposed to walk back to the outpost with my thighs on full display?”

The old man spat, launching a small blade at Kirren and using the flat side of it to slap the boy on the head. Kirren attempted to evade, but he was no match against the reflexes of a peak 3rd circle Blade Walker.

“Ouch! You know, you’re very hairy for an old man your age.”

Kirren yelped and immediately retorted with a comment.

“This little-“

Berndart’s cheeks reddened with blush as he brought forth more blades to chase to the boy. However, Kirren smartly used his Trickery Dao to escape from the old man’s sight. The boy’s giggles echoed in the dark night.

Calron was positive the old man could still detect Kirren with the disparity in their circles, but chose not to, letting the impish teen have his fun. In a way, Berndart was enjoying the boy’s shenanigans as well.

“Berndart, can you tell me all you know about the locations of the cultivators on the island? Preferably, the areas with the most concentration of Saint stage experts.”

Calron turned serious and drew the old man’s attention to him. Now that he’d collected all the credits he needed for the Dao Geyser, his main goal now was to find Chax and enact the first act of his revenge. As a 3rd circle path walker treading solo on Rendel Island, Berndart was guaranteed to have more information than Calron on the movements of the cultivators.

“Saint stage experts? Hmm, honestly, most of them are quite spread out and rarely gather in one place. That was also the reason why I wasn’t expecting a group of them to ambush me when they did. Judging from their reactions when they saw your abilities, I’m assuming you’re the one hunting them down?”

The Blade Walker let out a low chuckle while holding Calron’s gaze. Witnessing the powers of the Blood Dao himself, Berndart understood why the cultivators would want to get rid of Calron. Death by having blood leeched out of you was a mortifying way of entering the afterlife. No one wanted to bury their comrades’ dried husks of skin and bones.

“I’m looking for a cultivator that fights with gauntlets.”

Calron nodded in response. Vestiges of fury resurfaced within his heart as he forcefully restrained his emotions.

Berndart shot an inquisitive look at Calron when he felt the traces of turbulent emotion from the masked man.

“I don’t remember seeing a Saint stage expert with gauntlets in my surveillance, but I haven’t been to all the main mines yet. If you’re sure that cultivator is on this island, your best bet would be to survey all the major mines.”

Berndart offered his advice. A small blade twirled through his fingers as he played with his weapon.

Calron stared at the crackling fire, pensive in his thoughts. Looks like he had no choice but to target every single mine one by one.

“Before you go hunting for more enemies, you need to fix that problem you have.”

After a few short minutes of silence, the old man yawned and stretched his arm to check its mobility.

“What problem?”

Calron raised his eyebrow at the relaxed old man.

“I don’t know much about Blood Walkers, but I am familiar with the Dao. And your Dao is in an imbalance. That temporary explosion of anger you just had… it’s not normal. As path walkers, we walk towards the Dao, discovering ourselves and determining what our path is. However, what you’re going through is a form of corruption. The Dao is corroding your mind and emotions.”

Berndart spoke softly as he raised his palm and a miniature supernova of a blade flying through the stars formed in front of him. It was the old man’s Blade Dao.

“Weren’t all Blood Walkers like this in the past?”

Calron’s body tensed at the new information. He’d been shoving the discrepancies with the Blood Dao to the back of his mind, but if what Berndart was saying was true, the corruption with the Dao was a ticking bomb inside him.

Does the Blood Titan know? Or is he responsible for this?

Calron racked his brain for an answer. The Blood Titan had been dodging him the whole time, but even in those brief moments of interaction, he didn’t get a feeling that the Titan was out there to harm him.

“How do I get rid of this corruption?”

Calron turned his head to the Blade Walker.

“You don’t.”

Berndart laughed, the small blade whizzing over his head.

“Huh?”

Calron stared at the old man, waiting for an explanation.

“We’re path walkers. We don’t breakthrough our cores like the cultivators. We simply walk.”

Berndart saw the incomprehension remain within Calron’s eyes, so he continued.

“The Dao simply exists. It’s neither good nor bad. It’s what you make of it. That explosive anger is a bane when not controlled, but it can also turn into a boon if you can tame it. Walking the Dao’s path is a long journey within a maze: you never know what’s in front of you or around the corner. So, you only have one thing left to do…”

Berndart twitched his ear, sensing that the invisible Kirren was also paying attention to his words.

“Continue walking your path until you stand before the Grand Dao.”

The old man smiled.

“GRAND DAO… IS that the ultimate goal for all path walkers?”

Calron rubbed the middle of his chest. After absorbing the blood of those Saint stage cultivators, his fourth circle was growing steadily. Although he was ecstatic at the incredible rate his cultivation was increasing, this also brought attention to the hidden problem with his unstable emotions.

If he was already struggling to rein in his anger at the 3rd circle, what would he do when he would eventually reach the 4th circle?

“It is, if you want it to be. I’m getting old and tired of these constant wars. If we want our next generation to experience peace, the only way we get out of the cultivators’ tyranny is when one of us finally reaches the Grand Dao.”

Berndart closed his eyes, taking in a deep breath of the night’s air.

“Is that why you’re here on Rendel Island?”

Calron admired the old Blade Walker’s goals. He didn’t know if they could ever achieve peace with the path walkers and the cultivators, but he knew for certain that for that situation to ever occur, the path walkers needed someone who was on the same level as the Primordials.

“Ha! An old man like me still has loads of regrets in life. And one of them is not saving enough credits. The Archaic Council commissioned me to collect dao stones from the island.”

Berndart chuckled sardonically.

“Dao stones? I have plenty that I looted from the cultivators. I have enough credits for what I need and don’t have a use for the stones, so you can have them.”

Calron had pilfered quite a collection of the dao stones looted from all the bodies. It would be meddlesome to sell them when he didn’t know its actual worth. More importantly, Calron wanted to limit his interactions in the path walker cities as much as he could. He didn’t wholly trust the Archaic Council and their motives.

Calron was in the middle of opening his storage ring to hand the stones when the old man interrupted him.

“Leave it be, Calron. You’ve already saved my life, and I’ve yet to repay that debt. I’m old, but not weak. After I recover, I’ll make quick work of the straggling cultivators.”

Berndart vehemently shook his head and gestured for Calron to stop. Seeing the steadfast and prideful expression on the Blade Walker, Calron paused and let go. Recalling earlier that Berndart was hired directly by the council, Calron thought this might be the chance to learn more about them.

The more one knew about their opponents, the better prepared they could be when things went downhill.

“I didn’t grow up in the cities, so my knowledge about the council is very limited. Berndart, could you tell me more about what it’s like working for them?”

Calron saw Kirren yawn from the side and the boy decided the topic was too boring for him, so he began to wander off.

“I don’t really work for them, but I take occasional missions from them. It pays better than the mercenary guild and the payments are prompt as well. The council has always been very secretive, so I doubt I know more about them than the average path walker.”

The old man played with his gray beard as his eyes turned pensive.

It’s hard to get any shred of information on the council. Looks like they did a really good job at hiding themselves from the public.

Calron sighed inwardly. His best source of information on the council would be Cynthia, but he didn’t want to deal with that crazy woman. She was unpredictable and Calron didn’t know what would happen the moment she’d discover that he wasn’t actually Raizel.

“I’d advise you not to meddle with the council’s affairs. A lot of people support them, but whenever a dissent among the citizens spout, the Ancients are quick to suppress it. No one has managed to loosen their clutches on the path walkers. And any who tried was never seen again.”

Berndart saw the disappointed look Calron’s eyes exuded and gently warned the young man. The old Blade Walker had lived long enough to know that there were no benevolent organizations in the world. Everyone thirsted for power and control. He wanted to disparage Calron from jumping into the chaotic flames of the council.

“Got it, Berndart.”

Calron gleaned what the old man was insinuating and nodded to show his understanding. Regardless of Berndart’s warning, Calron knew in the future, he’d ultimately have to confront the Ancients.

He just didn’t know whether he’d stand before them as an enemy or ally when the time comes.

Berndart relaxed at Calron’s confirmation and his eyes lit up a second later, as if a thought suddenly flashed across his mind. “I remember you using your blood as mini cannon balls. I don’t have credits to repay you, but maybe I can help you in controlling your weapon.”

“You’ve trained with a Blood Walker before?”

Calron was about to stand up and leave when Berndart voiced his proposition.

“Control of the Dao is not exclusive to Blood Walkers, young man. The medium is different, but often, the method of control is generally similar. After all, all Dao leads to the Grand Dao.”

Berndart snapped his finger. The mini dao blade reappeared and swirled around his hand. In a few breaths, more blades coalesced around Berndart and danced in synchronization.

“How do you control that many blades at once?”

Calron quickly sat down and eagerly pressed the old man. His main issue with Blood Pellets was his lacking control when the number of the projectiles increased.

“I can’t say you’ll be able to do the same even after learning about my technique. The method is very simple. So simple that anyone can do it.”

Berndart laughed at seeing the anticipation in Calron’s blood-red eyes.

“Before I say it, can we agree that this is an acceptable repayment for saving my life?”

The old man smiled.

“You don’t have to thank me for that, Berndart. I gained a lot from absorbing those cultivators’ blood. But if it lets your mind be at ease, then yes, the debt between us will be paid in full with this information.”

Calron waved his hand. From the start, he wasn’t bothered with Berndart paying him back. In his eyes, he gained a lot more from that fight than the old man.

“Karma is a delicate spool of thread that decides the fate of all beings. It’s best to pay the debts as quick as you can.”

Berndart spread his palm outward, facing Calron.

Hearing the mention of ‘Karma’ sent Calron’s thoughts to Serina. He wondered how she was doing and if she was still mad at him.

“Everyone exercises control in various ways. Some like to dominate and force the will of their subject. Some like to use persuasion or temptation to get others to do what they want. And there are many other ways. However, with the Dao, only one way has been proven to succeed above all else.”

Berndart explained in a low voice. The crackling of the campfire echoed within Calron’s ears as he payed close attention to the old man.

“I said previously that the method was very simple. It’s simple, but very few can accomplish this.”

The Blade Walker squeezed his hand into a fist. In the next second, all the flying blades sliced through the air towards each other, forming a large metallic ball of razer-sharp blades. The mesh ball of metal blades floated above Calron and Berndart.

“You control them with your thoughts.”

Calron muttered as he gazed at the marvelous spectacle. The shimmering blades appeared even more mesmerizing in the darkness of the night.

“No. The real secret to controlling the Dao is not to control it all.”

Berndart chuckled at seeing the flabbergasted look on the young man’s face.

“I’m not familiar with the Blood Dao, but I’m assuming you have a limited number of those mini Blood cannons you use. The limitation exists based on how much mental force you can exert on the Dao. The stronger your mind, the more cannons you can control. The limit is set by your mental capacity. Eventually, you’ll still hit a wall regardless of how many circles you achieve one day.”

The old man dispersed the metal ball of blades.

Calron’s stared at Berndart, trying to deduce what the Blade Walker was attempting to teach him. He had an inkling that what this old man was divulging was going to be the key.

“The answer is Unity.”

The reflection of the embers from the campfire softly shone inside Berndart’s eyes.

“The unity between you and your Dao. Do you really trust your Dao? You’ve accepted the Dao into your body, but have you accepted it into your heart? The day your will becomes the will of your Dao, you’ll have achieved complete control.”

Berndart held Calron’s gaze.

“It’s the issue with my emotions, isn’t it?”

Calron sensed the hidden message the old man was telling him.

“Yes. There is a disparity between what you want and what your Dao wants. It won’t disobey you, but it will also not give up its entire control to you. You need to figure out how to trust your Dao and merge both your wills together. There’ll be no need for control since your will is the same as the Dao’s will. This is Unity.”

Berndart finished as he stretched his chest and made sure the fractured collarbone was intact.

“I don’t think I can ever reach Unity.”

Calron sighed and brushed his hair back. Unlike with the Azure Lightning, Calron was hesitant to fully trust the Blood Dao. Where the Azure Lightning modified his body, the Blood Dao was molding his mind. Added on to that, Calron remained uneasy about why the Blood Titan was so involved in his affairs. He had more questions than answers when it came to the Blood Dao.

“Well, that’s a choice up to you, young man.”

Berndart shrugged his shoulders and immediately winced when pain shot from his collarbone.

“Quit yapping, I’m trying to sleep!”

Kirren finally yelled from above a tree as he shot a green chestnut at them.

“The kid sleeps on a tree?”

Berndart raised his eyebrow at Calron with amusement.

“He doesn’t. He’ll come back to the campfire once our eyes are closed. The kid likes to pretend he’s guarding us.”

Calron rolled his eyes and chuckled with the old man.

“I’ll leave in the morning, Calron.”

Berndart quieted down and spoke in a hushed tone.

“We can stay here until you recover completely.”

Calron responded with slight concern in his voice. The old man would be vulnerable if the cultivators decided to launch another attack.

“Don’t worry about me. I can hide myself. Last time, I was unprepared for those Saint stage experts, so they caught me with my pants down. I won’t make that mistake twice. I can sense that you’re searching for someone urgently. Don’t waste time with me.”

Berndart shook his head and smiled at the young man.

“One more day wouldn’t hurt.”

Calron tried to persuade the old man.

“I don’t want the weight of that Karma, young man. You have your goals, and I have mine. Hopefully, our paths will cross once again.”

Berndart held out his rough and weathered hand for Calron.

“Take care of yourself, Berndart.”

Calron relented and shook the old man’s hand. Shuffling closer to the campfire, Calron prepared to sleep.

You’re already in the first phase of Unity, young man.

Berndart glanced at the young man with a smile and closed his eyes. The cool night breeze brushed against him as the crackling of the fire continued.

—Next Morning—

Berndart woke up feeling more refreshed than ever. The campfire had died out sometime in the middle of the night, leaving black charcoal spread on the ground.

He searched for Calron and Kirren, but couldn’t detect their presence. Getting up from the ground, the old man took in a deep breath, circulating the Dao circles in his chest. Thrums of power coursed through him. He hadn’t recovered to his peak, but it was enough to evade the cultivators.

He surveyed his surroundings until a small white satchel underneath a nearby tree caught his eye. A few squiggly words were scratched on the bark: “Enjoy the trip home.”

Opening the satchel, Berndart found more dao stones than he had in his own collection and more than enough to complete the council’s mission.

Calron knew the old man would have to fight more to retrieve the dao stones he needed for the mission, and that would put him in further danger with his current injury. By placing the stones there and leaving before Berndart woke up, the old man would have no choice but to accept it.

With the mission completed, Berndart no longer had a reason to stay on this dangerous island.

“The Karma is tied between us once again, young man.”

Berndart let out a reluctant smile and sighed. Stashing the satchel into his storage ring, he pulled his hood over his head.

It was time to leave the island and return home.


CHAPTER NINETEEN

New Lead

“BLOOD DRAIN.”

RIVERS of blood swarmed over Calron and rushed straight into his circles, further emboldening the waves of crimson flames wrapped around his body.

His blood-red eyes glowed with a sharp glint as Calron swept his arm and shot a series of Blood Pellets into the nearby enemies.

A few muffled cries resounded in the air, the bodies of the cultivators toppling to the patch of dirt. Only two survivors were left alive.

“Blood Drain.”

Calron siphoned even more blood to replenish Blood Berserker’s reservoir and immediately stopped channeling it once he was full. He didn’t need it anymore for the last two remaining survivors. The red flames sizzled out, returning Calron back to his original appearance.

Since leaving Berndart, Calron and Kirren had been traveling to search for any clues regarding Chax. They’d encountered four other groups after then, but none of those cultivators knew Chax. Calron was getting increasing frustrated with the lack of progress he was making, leading him to wonder if he was wasting his time.

Furthermore, he hadn’t seen any other Saint stage cultivators since his last main battle, which significantly slowed down the completion of his 4th circle.

“Do you know of a man who fights with gauntlets and goes by the name ‘Chax’?”

Calron flicked his arm to get rid of the blood residue coated on his robes as he walked over to the two cultivators. Both Vajra stage cultivators were trembling with fright at seeing the white-haired demon treading toward them.

One of them mustered up his courage and clutching his bastard sword with both hands, charged straight at Calron, propelled by his wind element.

Before the man could even get close to Calron, an ordinary spear shaft pierced out his chest, instantly killing him.

“Phew, finally I’m not a broke assassin!”

Kirren retrieved his spear and watched his tag illuminate with credits being recorded. He gave Calron a salute and went about searching the bodies for extra loot. He was accustomed to their hunting missions by now.

“Last chance. Tell me where Chax is.”

Calron spoke softly to the remaining cultivator, who seemed to have given up all hope after watching his comrade die so pitifully.

“I-I don’t k-know! Please, let me live. I won’t tell anyone about you.”

The cultivator crumpled on the ground and begged Calron.

Seeing yet another failed expedition to find Chax’s whereabout, a seed of fury began unfurling within Calron.

Grabbing the cultivator by the neck, Calron raised him off the floor and his red bloodshot eyes bore into the man.

“Stop lying! Tell me where Chax is!”

Calron’s grip on the man’s neck tightened, threatening to suffocate him.

Kirren halted in the middle of what he was doing and stared at Calron with worry. He’d observed signs of Calron’s emotional stability wavering as the days go by.

The man tried to squeeze words out, but his throat was constricted. Calron let him drop to the ground, pinning his arm to the dirt by stepping on it. He began applying pressure to the joint as he stated his question once again.

“Tell me where he is.”

Calron gritted through his teeth with unbridled rage.

“I s-swear, I-I don’t know!”

The man gasped with air, pleading with the masked man.

In a fit of wrath, Calron activated Blood Berserker for a single second, and with his leg covered in blood flames, he stomped on the man’s chest, crushing his ribs and heart in one strike.

“Mister…”

Kirren sensed something was very wrong with Calron as he watched the white-haired man kneel on the ground and roar into the sky like a beast.

Why can’t I find him!?

Calron felt a madness overtake him. Memories of Chax almost killing Rory, his Master Elias’ crippled body, burying his mother and baby sister into the ground.

As the images poured into his mind, Calron smashed his fist into the rocky ground, creating a small crater. He drew blood from the gash between his knuckles, but it was quickly healed by the Blood Dao.

He could hear Kirren screaming in the background, but the boy’s voice was muffled. And all Calron could think about was the rage coursing through his veins.

“Continue walking your path until you stand before the Grand Dao.”

He recalled Berndart’s words about controlling his emotions.

Screw the Grand Dao.

Calron just wanted to drown in his anger. Why did he need to restrain himself? He should simply kill off all the cultivators until he wiped them off the world. They were all like Chax and Regis. They deserved to die.

No. They needed to die.

A new tide of fury emerged from within Calron as he began to accept the rage.

“Master, do you like my flower tiara?”

A little girl wearing a white polka dress twirled before Calron, showing off the band of flowers tied to her hair.

The tide of fury abruptly ground to a halt.

Ellie.

Calron saw the little girl he once rescued as a slave through a gap in his hazy vision.

“We’re all waiting for you, Big brother.”

A tall man with icy-blue eyes and curly black hair stood beside Ellie. Soon, a multitude of figures joined around him, all smiling at Calron with love and care.

Rory… Rebran… Asra… Rain…

The fog over Calron receded bit by bit. The tide of fury crawled back into the shadows, knowing it would get its chance once again.

In a flash, Calron abruptly opened his eyes and was met with the scene of Kirren hovering over him and frantically slapping his chest.

“Hells, Mister! I thought you were turning into a demon or something! I was trying to wake you up.”

Kirren fell back with a relieved sigh.

“Kid, how long was I out for?”

Calron pulled himself up and ran his fingers through his hair. This was the first time the rage from the Dao had overwhelmed him. It was like it was preying on the precise moment he was emotionally vulnerable. Calron needed a solution. And fast.

He managed to get away this time, but there might not be a next time in the future. The Dao was trying to make him see all cultivators as his enemy.

“I think a minute or so?”

Kirren scratched his face.

Calron pondered on how to deal with this issue.

“Mister, can I ask you a question?”

Kirren’s hesitant voice fell into Calron’s ears.

“Hmm, go ahead.”

Calron continued to muse on his thoughts.

“Did all Blood Walkers suffer like this?”

The boy looked at Calron with concern.

“Honestly, I don’t know much about them. I’m trying to figure that out as well.”

Calron glanced up at the clouds. He was no closer to finding Chax, and another problem was added to the pile.

Kirren nodded at Calron’s response. Calron’s background was a mystery, but the boy concluded that one of Calron’s ancestor was a member of the Blood clan exiled from their home who had a low concentration of the Blood Walker heritage. It was not uncommon for clan members in future generations to give birth unexpectedly to a child who inherited the clan’s Dao from that small trace.

Calron was probably the child of an exiled member of the Blood clan and his Blood Dao must have recently emerged.

“From all the stories I used to listen, Blood Walkers were known to be quite social and friendly with other path walkers. I don’t remember any story mentioning problems with their dao.”

Kirren muttered to Calron, scrunching his eyebrows together. His amber eyes focused on recalling everything he knew about the legendary Blood Walkers.

“None of them underwent this?”

Calron paused his thoughts and turned to Kirren.

Is there something specifically wrong with me? Is it because I was a cultivator before I became a path walker?

Calron thought inwardly after hearing the boy. If it was because of his cultivator past, then Raizel should have gone through a similar situation. Did he overcome it, or did the Lightning Dao not affect him?

Calron regretted not being able to talk to his previous reincarnation.

Wait, could it be my Primordial soul? Is my cultivator part rejecting my path walker side?

Calron had no way of telling what the core of the issue was besides continuing to guess.

“I don’t think so. Even the Blood Titan was known for being calm and collected, unlike the impulsive Martial Titan on the other hand.”

Kirren replied.

“What else do you know about the Blood Titan?”

Calron quickly leaned forward once the boy mentioned the Blood Titan. Maybe he could figure out a clue from knowing more about the mysterious Titan who was seemed to be deeply vested in him.

“They’re all stories passed down to us, as none of us were alive at that time. Star Titan and Blood Titan were my idols, so I paid the most attention to them. My favorite story about the Blood Titan has to be when he stayed back to fight off all the Primordials by himself!”

The boy energetically recounted the tale.

“My father told me that the Blood Titan knew the other Titans couldn’t survive the onslaught of all the Primordials. He made a plan for their escape so the path walkers wouldn’t be exterminated. The world was very different from how it is today. Back then, even Primordials could enter the mortal realm. Of course, that all changed when the Heaven’s law attacked back at the invading Primordials.”

Kirren’s amber eyes shone as he looked at Calron.

“I don’t get how the Blood Titan was able to contest against all the Primordials by himself.”

Calron knew the powers granted by the Blood Dao were amazing, but without the constant supply of blood, the Blood Walker abilities were prone to weakness. Calron also experienced the power of the Divine Element and knew there was no way the Blood Titan could fend all the Primordials off.

“Ah, there is another side to that story. It’s not verified and not many among the path walkers like to talk about this version. But here’s what that story claims. It said that there was someone else fighting beside the Blood Titan when the Primordials attacked!”

Kirren said in a whisper like it was a secret, afraid someone was going to overhear them even when no one else was around.

“Another Titan?”

Calron stated the obvious.

“Nope! The Star Titan and Martial Titan were with the path walkers, and the Nature Titan was in the main city protecting the non-combatants.”

Kirren grinned at seeing the confusion on Calron.

“Who was it?”

“No one knows.”

Kirren shrugged his shoulders.

Calron clicked his tongue, thinking the boy was just making this up.

“Most path walkers hate this story.”

Kirren said sadly.

“Why?”

Calron didn’t find anything scandalous about this version of the tale.

Kirren stared at the masked man with a bitter smile.

“Because it gives false hope to our people that there is someone else out there that’ll fight for us.”

“MAYBE, THERE IS someone else.”

Calron patted the boy’s blond head and started to scan the surrounding area. They were running out of their water supplies and, according to Berndart’s intel, there should be a waterfall attached to a river nearby.

“How do you know, mister?”

Kirren looked up at Calron with curiosity in his amber eyes. As a kid, he hoped that their war with the cultivators would end one day, but with the passing of years, that prospective dream was going to be just that: a mere dream.

“There’s nothing to lose if you believe in hope. It’s not like you’re losing credits. It’s free, so take advantage of it. C’mon, there should be a waterfall a few miles away. We can have lunch there.”

Calron laughed and winked at the boy. Without waiting for Kirren, he launched himself off the ground and dashed ahead.

“I like free stuff… Hey! Wait for me, mister!”

Kirren muttered to himself and hurriedly sped to catch up with Calron.

With the young lad following closely behind, it didn’t take long for the duo to reach their location quickly. The sound of the river waves cascading down the rocks and splashing into the wide river resounded around them. Even though the entire Rendel Island was surrounded by the ocean, it was surprisingly rare to find sources of clean water within the network of islands themselves.

“I want to take a bath.”

Kirren’s face glowed at the sight of the fresh river water. After countless days of journeying and combat, his body was covered with grime and dirt. No one likes to wash with salt water from the ocean, so now was the best time to take advantage.

“Mister, you should as well.”

Scrunching up his nose, the boy hinted at the odor coming off from Calron.

“I smell fine.”

Calron sniffed his armpits and nodded.

“No wonder you don’t have a girlfriend…”

Kirren shook his head and murmured under his breath before throwing down his satchel and spear. He was excited to take a plunge in the cooling water.

“Hm? What was that?”

Calron glared at the boy, softly cracking his knuckles.

“Nothing!”

Kirren giggled while he ran to the river and dived headfirst before Calron could reprimand him.

“Wash yourself downstream!”

Calron hollered at the boy. They still needed clean water to drink, and he’d rather not drink the same water that the pubescent boy was bathing himself in.

“I should take a quick dip as well.”

Calron sighed. The reason why he didn’t want to enter the river with Kirren was because he couldn’t take off his mask, and moreover, he didn’t want to take off his robes and reveal any scars or marks that could identify him in the future. The less the boy knew about his real identity, the safer he’d be if the situation unexpectedly turned dire with the path walkers.

Pushing aside his thoughts, Calron sat down and took this chance to train. After Berndart’s insights into controlling the dao, Calron desired to bring the Blood Dao under his reign and not the other way around.

His blood-red eyes flashed as Calron summoned forth ribbons of blood and manipulated its flight of trajectory. He switched from making the tide of blood flow with an elasticity of a rope and then into the sharpness of a malleable blade. To make the blood sharp enough to cut through skin, Calron had to solidify the edges of the blood.

Could I form a different shape if make other parts of the blood solid?

Calron revolved his fingers together and willed the blood to take the form of a bow. The bow was the weapon that Calron was the most familiar with. After becoming a path walker, he’d lost the connection he had with his previous bow, Thunder’s Hand. He pondered it was probably temporary and it would return to him once again after he rejoined with the Azure Lightning.

The blood twisted around itself and struggled to condense into the shape Calron wanted. It tried to elongate and take the mold of a bow, but only certain parts of the blood solidified while the remaining areas refused to conform to Calron’s wishes.

Calron tried to create a blood sword instead, but even then, the blood failed to take the shape he wanted.

“Is there something that I’m missing?”

Calron stared at the twitching blood in front of him. It wasn’t that the Blood Dao was rejecting his will, but simply, it didn’t have the capability to follow his order. Were the shapes of a bow and a sword hard to fathom, or was there a certain limitation that Calron was oblivious to?

Calron altered his thoughts and pushed the blood into spheres of goblets. The stream of blood easily split into small patches and took the shape of the blood pellets.

“Interesting…”

Calron continued to play around with his 1st circle’s ability, Hemomancy. He wished he could activate his 3rd ability, Blood Berserker, however, that would be too draining on his body when there were no corpses to siphon the extra blood from. That was an ability that he could only afford to use in the midst of a battle.

He wanted to test the extent of Blood Berserker’s effects to see if he could store the all the gathered blood and funnel it into one single devastating attack. Blood Drain allowed him to absorb his enemies’ blood for his circles, while Blood Berserker let him use the siphoned blood for attacks. The two worked in conjunction with each other.

Calron was planning on experimenting with the Blood Berserker to see if could construct a powerful enough attack using all the blood from the dead bodies in a battle. It could function as a surprise attack that would startle his opponents and could be the edge he’d need.

“What’s going on?”

The scent of rotten blood filled Calron’s nostrils as the circles on his chest thrummed with alarm. Calron sensed something was wrong and quickly pivoted his head to find Kirren.

“Kirren, hide!”

Calron didn’t have time to think if this was a new function of the Blood Dao that could alert him to nearby enemies, and darted to find a hiding spot. The blood didn’t smell of a human cultivator. Since the island prevented any path walker or cultivator above the 3rd circle, that left only one single answer as to who the Blood Dao would deem as a danger to Calron.

It was a Territory Lord.

Swiping his finger inside his cheek, Calron took it out to gauge which direction the wind was blowing at. He grabbed the boy’s belongings and gestured for Kirren to follow him. Thankfully, Kirren knew something was awry based on Calron’s expression and the boy quietly abided to his instructions. Swimming towards Calron without making a splash, the boy joined him by the river bank and hastily put on his robes.

Calron silently placed his finger over his lips, indicating for the boy to not speak. A Territory Lord was at the minimum in the Heavenly stage, and neither of them were capable of going against a monstrosity of that nature.

For now, Calron was sure that the creature hadn’t found them yet. It had probably uncovered one of their tracks and was closing in on them.

Did we trespass into its territory?

Calron’s thoughts raced as he surveyed the area to find a location upwind that would hide traces of their scent. Above the waterfall, Calron spotted a rubble of rocks among a valley of bushes. He gestured to Kirren to follow behind him as he tread behind the waterfall and climbed up the slippery rocks. It wasn’t too steep of a climb, so both of them easily made it up.

The smell of rotten blood grew denser. The creature was almost here.

Finally, both the path walkers made it to the hidden location. Seeing a mound of dirt, Calron carefully scooped up a handful and plastered it over his neck and onto any visible part of his skin. Kirren was intensely watching Calron’s every move and soon copied him. The boy didn’t know what was going on yet, but figured out that there was a dangerous enemy gaining traction on them. If someone as powerful as Calron needed to hide, the boy knew only one type of entity that they were hiding from.

Kirren’s hands trembled as the realization sunk in, but with Calron right next to him, some of the fears were alleviated.

Once the two were covered in patches of mud, they patiently waited, careful not to make any sound and controlling their breathing.

After what seemed like hours, something finally shifted below. In the area where they had just recently left, a colossal shadow slithered into the open ground.

It was so silent that if Calron wasn’t actively inspecting the area, he wouldn’t have heard anything.

Seeing the massive python the size of a house, a bead of sweat formed over Calron’s mask. No 3rd circle of Saint stage cultivator could win against that beast. Calron doubted whether Blood Drain would even be enough to take that creature down. Just how much blood would he need to steal to even weaken it slightly? By that time, the Territory Lord could simply crush him into a pulp.

Calron heard an audible gulp beside him. Risking a movement, Calron looked at the terrified boy and gently patted him on the shoulder.

Be brave.

He mouthed the words to Kirren.

It was a repeat of the time when they’d encountered another Territory Lord before. This time, the young boy was faring much better.

Calron heard a dissatisfied snarl from the creature below. Its ivy-green scales shimmered underneath the sun’s rays. A sight both beautiful and equally mortifying. A large green stone, the size of a human fist, was embedded near the crown of its head. It gave off the illusion of a third eye.

The python’s forked tongue tasted the air, and its massive head scanned the area for prey. The creature detected intruders in its territory, so it came to check. It let off a grunt of frustration, and the greenstone on its head lit up menacingly.

Calron held his breath, hoping it wouldn’t detect their presence. Unlike last time, there were not that many trees to make their escape. Their only path of escape was the river and Calron had the feeling the python would be faster in water than on land.

The Territory Lord’s reptilian eyes continued to scan everywhere. Its eyes followed the faint tracks left by Calron and Kirren. It slithered forward near the river bank where the tracks ended and tilted its head up the waterfall. The tracks ended here, so the prey must have gone up the waterfall.

Unlike other beasts, Territory Lords had intelligence akin to humans. The ivy python quietly slithered into the river and was making its way up the rocks.

Exactly in the direction that Calron and Kirren were hiding at.

Calron exhaled softly. There was no fooling the Territory Lord. Just as he was about to turn to the boy and tell him to escape while he stalled the creature, a sudden disturbance grabbed his attention.

It wasn’t just him. The massive python abruptly halted and sank into the bottom of the river, hiding its presence.

“How long do we need to stay on this godforsaken island? My clan barely gets any of the resources we take here.”

The sound of a grumpy man broke the silence in the dangerously charged atmosphere.

A group of three cultivators in light armor were patrolling and unknowingly walked into danger. None of them were aware of the threat looming underneath the river.

It was difficult for Calron to hear from his current location, but he was able to piece together their conversation.

“You thank the mysterious path walker ghost we have to deal with now. If the higher ups couldn’t deal with that path walker, how are we supposed to fight him? The warden refused to let me leave until we deal with the ghost.”

The cultivator in the middle yawned and spat to the side.

“Why do we care so much about this one path walker that comes and leaves like a ghost? It’s not the first time a path walker has killed one of us, just like we killed their members.”

The third cultivator appeared to be the youngest of them.

“Politics, kid. Commander Chax needs accolades to increase his status with the Sand Emperor, and the emergence of this ghost killer has smeared a stain on his achievements. The Commander can’t leave without bringing the head of this path walker to the court to explain all the losses we suffered.”

The middle cultivator replied nonchalantly.

The third cultivator nodded, understanding the situation.

When Calron heard Chax’s name, a surge of electricity ran through his body. He tightly clutched the corner of his mask in excitement. He finally found him.

However, before the cultivators could take another step, the Territory Lord judged them to be the intruders and a cloud of green mist descended over them.

“Wha-“

The first cultivator cursed before his eyes rolled back and he toppled to the ground. In the same manner, the other two also fell lifelessly to the ground. The ivy python stalked toward them and sucked the green mist back into itself.

The creature’s deathly maw opened, and it swallowed whole all three cultivators. The Territory Lord took one final glance around to make sure there were no other humans nearby and melded back into the shadows and disappeared.

After several minutes, seeing that the colossal python was gone for good, Kirren eventually released the breath he’d been holding.

“Phew, that was close.”

The boy slumped back in relief. He thought he was going to be monster lunch today. Kirren tugged at Calron and leaned over to see why the masked man wasn’t responding.

Contrary to his expectation, Calron’s eyes were full of excitement and vigor. If the boy could see behind the mask, he was sure that the white-haired man was grinning.

However, the boy had a feeling it wasn’t the happy kind of grin. It had the same kind of trepidation that the Territory Lord exuded to its prey. Before Kirren could ask what made Calron so agitated, he heard Calron’s laugh echo. It was a mix of both delight and wrath.

Calron looked in the direction from where the cultivators had come from, his white hair blowing with the cold breeze. Calron closed his blood-red eyes as he reined in the turbulent emotions churning inside him.

“I found you, Chax.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

A Child's Burden

A FEW MINUTES after the Territory Lord left, Calron dropped down from the waterfall and approached the river bank. Surveying the trail of footprints left by the three cultivators, Calron deduced they made their way from the southwest of the island.

He bent down to look closer at the ivy python’s trail.

“There’s not even a slight indent.”

Calron muttered, observing not a single trace of the colossal creature’s tracks. It’s almost as if the beast was simply floating over the ground. With the massive size of the Territory Lord, it was astonishing that it barely disturbed its environment. A stealthy predator.

“Mister, did you find what you were looking for?”

Kirren hopped over, using the base of his spear as a walking stick. He remained alert just in case there were more cultivators in the vicinity.

“Yes, I did.”

Calron chuckled as he pivoted his head to face southwest. Recalling Berndart’s intel, Calron had memorized all the locations of the major mines on the island. He’d ignored the southwest region until now because there were no mines there. It was a critical mistake he’d made.

The cultivators would already know that the path walkers would target the obvious mines to ambush them. Instead, they must have constructed their headquarters in an area isolated from everything, and relied on transporting the ores to and fro from the various mines.

A sense of exhilaration and relief spread through Calron’s body. He now confirmed that Chax was indeed on the island. But now, another question arose. How would he deal with an entire army of cultivators?

With the extent the cultivators had gone to find Calron’s whereabouts, it was guaranteed that there were multiple Saint stage experts on the lookouts for him. Furthermore, if all the ore was being transported to the HQ, then the surroundings would be under heavy surveillance and fortified.

Can I charge in from the front with the Blood Berserker?

Calron pondered, standing still while Kirren left to refill their water-skins. He could theoretically commit to a frontal siege by himself, relying on the Blood Drain to replenish his reserves for healing and using Blood Berserker simultaneously to wreak havoc on the battlefield.

There would be plenty of cultivators around for Calron to siphon the blood from, so he shouldn’t have to worry about dying.

However, the main problem was that Calron had never experienced using Blood Berserker for long duration of periods and he didn’t know if there was a limit to its abilities. On the other hand, he doubted the Saint stage experts and Chax would have no secret trump cards of their own. Chax had always grown up spoiled by his father, and Calron had a feeling that Regis wouldn’t have sent Chax into a dangerous area like Rendel Island without safety measures in place.

Calron contemplated approaching this stealthily and assassinating Chax while he was asleep. No, that was a path filled with holes. First of all, Calron had no stealth or movement abilities that could hide his presence. Secondly, he didn’t want to kill Chax while his eyes were closed.

Calron needed Chax to know who it was that killed him before he went into the afterlife.

“I’m ready, mister!”

Kirren tightened the satchel to his back and gave a thumbs up as he walked over.

Calron nodded and continued to dwell on his thoughts. He glanced in the direction the Ivy Python had left in. Now that the initial thrill of the situation had passed, Calron had a strange feeling about this Territory Lord.

This was the first time that the Blood Dao had reacted by alerting Calron to its presence. The smell of rotten blood drew his attention and allowed him to make a timely escape from the predator. Calron didn’t know if this was a new development of the Blood Dao after his 4th circle was a quarter completed, or if there was something unique about the creature.

The Ivy Python was clearly stronger than the first Territory Lord the duo encountered in the forest. The wrym was also a Heavenly stage beast, but the Ivy Python was definitely at the peak of this stage.

After confirming Chax’s location, Calron now had to prepare a web of ambush for his old enemy. But he also needed to find more about the Territory Lords and uncover their ties to the Titans. Calron was confident in killing Chax, now that he knew where he was, so it might be the best time to explore the Territory Lord’s base. He could then make his way to Chax, and then immediately leave the island after disposing of him.

Right then, a scalding fury erupts within Calron, bringing him down to his knee.

“Mister!”

Kirren rushes to Calron’s side, but quickly retreats, just in case Calron lost control. He experienced it last time and didn’t want to get in the way.

“I’m alright.”

Calron wheezed as he slowly stood back up. He clutched his heart and suppressed the rage coursing through his veins. The Blood Dao was reacting once again, compelling him to give in to his desires and crush Chax with his bare hands. The blood thirst was leaking from Calron’s every pore.

Shut up.

Calron quietly sent his thoughts inward, shutting the Blood Dao’s attempts to corrode his mind. Back then, he selected the Blood Dao to protect his friends and family, not to be controlled by the dao itself. It was enough.

Calron’s bloodshot eyes looked at the trace of worry and caution in Kirren’s boyish face. Despite the danger, the boy refused to leave his side.

What am I doing? Putting a kid’s life in danger. Poor kid, he’s close to Ellie’s age…

Calron chuckled as he waved the boy over. The realization only sunk in now just how young Kirren was. The boy was alone and counting on a random stranger he met on a ship to provide safety to him. Kirren knew Calron didn’t want him by his side, so the boy was desperately trying not to be a burden. Underneath that impish and mischievous facade was a boy that was terrified of the constant danger around him.

Calron quelled the rage building inside him and made his decision. He was going to track the Territory Lord and find clues about the Titans and the dao. Chax was not going anywhere until he found the ‘ghost’ that had been killing his comrades.

Calron exhaled and calmed his nerves. What would his friends think of him if they knew he was risking the life of a boy for his revenge? Once he was done with the Territory Lord, Calron would make Kirren leave the island before he went after Chax.

“You’re a brave kid, Kirren.”

Calron patted the boy on his shoulder, eliciting a spark of unexpected joy and pride within the youth.

“I am, mister! Hey, don’t call me a kid from now on. Call me assassin!”

Kirren beamed, his feet tapping the ground with uncontainable happiness. This was the first time that Calron had sincerely acknowledged him.

“We’re going after that python. Do you want to come?”

Calron took a deep breath and turned to the boy. He knew Kirren was deathly afraid of the Territory Lords and wouldn’t blame him if he wanted to bail. Calron no longer wanted to force the boy to his commands.

“If you’re going, then I’m coming with you.”

Kirren stopped grinning, his face becoming resolute. He wanted to follow Calron wherever he went. The boy knew there was no one else on this island that would protect a 1st circle child like him.

“Good. Don’t worry, we’re not going to attack it. We’re going to find its home and discover any secrets we can find about the titans.”

Calron ignored the subtle quivering of the boy’s fingers on the spear.

In order for the Territory Lord to not detect us, I need to maintain the same distance from where I can hardly smell it.

Based on their initial contact, Calron was able to detect the Ivy Python before it sensed them, so as long as he maintained the distance, he should be able to track it without the latter finding out.

“Let’s go.”

Calron bolted in the direction of the python. Once he got closer, he would be able to better track it with the smell.

“Roger!”

Kirren replied enthusiastically and followed behind Calron. For some reason, he felt like the masked man’s attitude towards him had become more friendly than usual. A bit of tension left the young child’s body. He had nightmares in where he saw Calron abandon him because he wasn’t useful.

“I won’t be a burden, mister.”

Kirren murmured under his breath, his youthful amber eyes glowing with conviction as he stared at Calron’s back with admiration.

“STOP.”

CALRON WHISPERED. Kirren slowed down and crouched to the ground, one hand on his spear. After the numerous battles he fought alongside Calron, the boy was beginning to transform into an adept warrior.

“From now on, we’ll communicate with signals. Don’t speak until I tell you it’s ok.”

Calron said softly, his tone shifting low. He could smell the rotten blood, indicating that the Territory Lord was within the radius. It was integral that the deadly python did not detect their presence. From now on, Calron would have to use his nose to track the beast. It was a new experience for the path walker, who had always relied on his sight instead.

Kirren nods obediently, his blond locks falling over his eyes. After spending weeks in the wild, the boy’s hair had grown out of control.

The rotten blood scent was dissipating.

It’s on the move.

Calron moved deliberately, paying close attention to not step on any dry leaves which might make unneeded noise.

Kirren kept pace with Calron, even more deft than the masked man at moving silently on the rocky ground. Unlike Calron, Kirren aspired to become an assassin one day, hence the boy was more proficient in moving stealthily.

The smell of the rotten blood grew stronger, causing Calron to pause mid step. The denser the smell, the closer he was to the python, so he had to maintain a delicate balance to avoid detection.

For the next hour, the duo trailed the Territory Lord. A few times, they would have to wait at their spot for a few minutes before the beast started moving again. Calron had no way of knowing what the Territory Lord was doing during these breaks. In a strange circumstance, currently his range of smell was greater than his vision regarding the beast.

Meanwhile, on the side, Kirren held back his yawn. Judging by the inky sky, it was getting late. It was a moonless night today.

It’s been over forty minutes.

Calron took a peek at the starry sky above. They had been waiting in this spot for a very long time, leaving Calron to believe that the Territory Lord was finally at its home. However, he still couldn’t get closer to the area in fear of the Ivy Python sensing them. Now that they knew the creature’s house was within this vicinity, Calron had to wait until the Territory Lord left before searching for its home.

Or he could distract the beast, forcing it to leave its home.

Calron signaled Kirren to come closer. The boy approached Calron with a curious look etched on his face.

“Can you use your Trickery Dao on the Territory Lord?”

Calron let out his words in a barely audible whisper.

“Are you crazy, mister? That thing is like in its 4th circle! I can use it on 2nd circle monsters, but anything above that, I might as well cover myself in salt and jump into its mouth.”

Kirren’s amber eyes widened in panic and he relayed to Calron while keeping his voice low.

“You’re right…”

Calron smiled sheepishly as he scratched his chin. It was a long shot for a 1st circle like Kirren to even use his dao on someone like the Territory Lord without getting caught red-handed.

That left the only feasible option: to wait it out.

Calron tilted his head, beckoning for the boy to follow him. Taking a quick scan of his surroundings, Calron identified the thickest tree he could find and nimbly climbed up. After climbing to its midsection and atop one of the sturdiest branches, Calron turned around and nudged Kirren.

“Take some rest, I’ll take guard.”

Kirren was about to protest that he was capable of staying late like Calron. Just then, another yawn escaped involuntarily.

Calron shook his head with amusement and gestured for the boy to lean back against the trunk. Kirren grumbled a bit more, but finally relented. He’ll take the guard tomorrow.

“Mister, it’s like we’re owls sleeping on trees.”

This was not the first time that they had to sleep on a tree, and Kirren was accustomed to it by now.

Calron grinned behind his mask and returned to keeping his attention on the rotten blood smell, making sure the Territory Lord hadn’t made its move yet.

After only a few minutes, he heard gentle snoring behind him. He looked back to see the boy drooling over his shoulder, deep in sleep.

It’s going to be a long night.

Calron mused as he balanced himself on the branch and sat with his legs crossed in a meditation pose. Since he had to be awake, he might as well take advantage of this time and train.

His first task was to contemplate a solution for his rampant emotions. It was no longer a mere annoyance, but a legitimate concern. Calron felt like he was walking with a volatile bomb lodged in his heart.

Closing his eyes, Calron sent his concentration into his circles. The three circles were shimmering with radiance, while the incomplete 4th was lackluster. Calron tuned his focus to the third circle instead.

The issue with his unstable emotions started with the formation of the third circle. In the end, the third circle unlocked the Blood Berserker, a wild and violent ability. However, Calron felt like this problem stemmed from something deeper than the circles. His unstable emotions only became evident with the third circle, but he thought the issue was present from the start from the moment he selected the Blood Dao.

Calron expanded his focus from the circles to the dao. Visualizing the Blood Dao within his mind space, Calron meditated on its influence. What did the Blood Dao mean to him? He’d been walking on the path of the dao for a while now, and his present thoughts regarding it were clearer than before.

Somewhere along the course, instead of Calron walking the path, the Blood Dao began pushing him onto the path it wanted. He chose the Blood Dao to have the power to protect his friends and family, but all his current abilities laid in massacre and bloodshed. Was this why he abandoned his element and cultivation system for?

In the back of Calron’s mind, he knew one day he would return to the Azure Lightning. After all, it was the second half of his soul. The divine element never tried to invade Calron’s mind, despite the vast disparity in strength between them. Unlike the Blood Dao, that seemed to be on a crusade to bend Calron to its will and inhibitions.

Suddenly, an imaginary jolt shot inside Calron’s mind.

One half of my soul is the Primordial Lightning.

Calron’s thoughts raced, struck by this realization. Maybe there was nothing wrong with the Blood Dao, but it was simply reacting to an unknown entity. As Calron’s mind buzzed, he thought back to why Raizel hadn’t experienced the same reaction as him when he became a path walker.

It was because Raizel chose the Lightning Dao. It didn’t hinder with his soul that belonged to the Primordial of Lightning. Both were compatible with each other, and similar in their roots.

In Calron’s case, he selected the Blood Dao, a stark contrast to the nature of lightning. The Blood Dao was trying to be the primary hegemony inside Calron by attempting to drive out the lightning that lay dormant inside him.

The three circles on Calron’s chest hummed as if in agreement.

The new revelation befuddled Calron. It explained why the Blood Dao took advantage of whenever he was mentally vulnerable. It was battling against something inside Calron.

And that something was fighting back.

Calron opened his eyes, his crimson irises glowing under the dark night. All the mustering, pent up tension left his body, eliciting a wave of alleviation. Calron saw the clustered fog in his mind dissipate gradually.

Ever since he stepped foot onto the path walker’s continent, he thought he was alone.

He was wrong.

As long as Calron was alive, he had someone who would never leave his side.

“So, you’re still here, old friend.”

Calron took a deep breath, filling the cool air into his lungs. He pushed aside his mask, revealing a blissful smile. With no cultivation system inside his current body, his ‘friend’ couldn’t manifest itself, leaving it in a state of hibernation. But one fact became evident to Calron.

The Azure Lightning was still inside him.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Old Language

“IT’S MOVING.”

CALRON sensed the Territory Lord finally make a move after hours of him camping outside. Judging from the slowly gathering dew on the leaves, it was almost dawn. The sun still hadn’t completely appeared on the horizon yet, but it was only moments away. Small streaks of pale light glimmered on the island’s edge.

Shuffling backwards, Calron gently nudges the sleeping boy, who had his back lodged against the tree’s trunk.

“Mmh.”

Kirren turned his face away, slobbering his drool on the other side of his shoulder.

“The Territory Lord is moving. Wake up, kid.”

Calron whispered, making sure to keep his voice low.

Hearing the mention of the Territory Lord, Kirren sprang awake, his arm reaching for his spear. He was dreaming earlier of his home and throwing rocks down cliffs, but he quickly realized the precarious position they were in reality.

The boy gave Calron a sleepy nod, rubbing his eyes to dispel away the drowsiness.

Calron returned his attention back to the Ivy Python. It was still in the area, moving slowly. Thankfully, it was moving in the opposite direction from where they were situated on the tree.

Eventually, the rotten blood smell faded, letting Calron believe that the beast had finally left the area to hunt. Despite confirming the Territory Lord’s departure, Calron remained waiting for another fifteen minutes, just in case the python only left for a quick stop.

By now, Kirren was wide awake and ready, his movements mirroring Calron.

“Time to find its home.”

Calron flashed the boy a grin and jumped down. It was a sizeable drop, but nothing of concern to Calron’s current number of circles. Meanwhile, Kirren used the branches below to soften his landing at each level.

Taking a series of steps ahead, Calron probed the surrounding area. He was solely relying on his smell to track the Territory Lord, so he had no idea where the entrance of its home was. He had to figure it out quick before the beast returned.

The Ivy Python was a Heavenly stage beast, leading Calron to assume that its home would be well hidden from common intruders. He scanned the land to detect any signs of faint disturbances.

Unlike the majority of the island, this area was scattered with crushed rocks, hills of dirt, with sparse vegetation. It was akin to an abandoned quarry with small patches of massive trees. It was relatively isolated, based on the meager number of other wildlife and creatures in the surroundings. Perhaps they were all aware of the looming danger that was the Territory Lord.

Calron’s first guess was a cave, but after seeing no indications of a mountainous terrain, he gave up.

“Mister, I think it might be underground. I used to trap snakes with my friend, and they are pests that live in dirt.”

Kirren plants his head on the ground, with his ear flat on the surface, listening for sounds. The boy remembered when he used to play with a wild mongoose in his friend’s barn that used to hunt snakes, its favorite prey.

“It’s not some common snake, Kirren. It’s a Heavenly stage monster.”

Calron responded dryly, but that didn’t prevent Kirren from taking out his spear and smacking the bottom of the pole against the ground. The boy repeatedly pounded the wooden base, moving from one section to another.

Calron let Kirren explore while he continued to survey other parts of the area. He kept sniffing the air to be on guard in case the Territory Lord made a sudden return. It was strange that the Blood Dao was not actually smelling the python, but something else. Calron’s scent was still the same from before, its range not affected. However, this restriction didn’t apply when it came to the Territory Lord.

As he was dwelling on this thought, Kirren let out an excited cheer from the background.

“I found something, mister!”

Waving his spear into the air, the boy tapped it once to the right of his leg and then tapped again to his left. The two sounds that the spear made when in contact with the ground were strikingly different.

The ground was hollow on the left.

Calron raised his eyebrow at the jubilant boy. Was the mighty Territory Lord really living under the ground?

“If it’s actually the python’s home, I’ll give you an extra slice of seasoned meat.”

Calron taps his foot on the ground and tracks the hollow ground to see where it ended. That will lead him to the entrance of the Territory Lord’s home.

Kirren twirled his spear with pride bursting from his face. He would gloat more over this when the duo were away from the beast. With more weeks passing on the island, their stores of seasonings such as salt and spices were gradually dwindling, so an extra slab of flavored meat was a generous reward for the boy.

Eventually, the trail of the hollow ground brought Calron to a small dirt mound protruding next to a towering oak tree.

“Huh.”

Calron stared at the tiny hole in the mound, barely big enough for a rabbit, let alone a human or a gigantic python.

The tunnel was connected to this mound, so the entrance had to be here.

Kirren sighs, saying goodbye to the seasoned piece of meat in his mind. The hollow ground was a dud. The sun was gaining height in the sky, its rays turning up the temperature on the island. Kirren wiped off some of his sweat and leaned against the oak tree.

With a silent plop, the boy’s figure abruptly vanished in front of Calron.

“You’re my lucky charm, kid.”

Calron laughs and swiftly rushes into the tree. It was an illusion from the very beginning that fooled his senses. It was obvious, considering that the Territory Lord was an entire rank above in cultivation.

The moment Calron stepped foot inside, the scene instantly distorted and morphed. It was a wide cavern with a chain of attached corridors. Calron quickly found Kirren standing still with a stupefied expression on his face, and his mouth ajar at the majesty of the underground cavern.

It was clearly not built by the python, but by another race. Probably either the cultivators or the path walkers. The cavern was spacious, with precisely constructed corners and bold proportions. The luxurious marble flooring on the ground led Calron to think the previous inhabitants were people with power and wealth. Despite the lack of sunlight, the cavern was completely lit with the glowing rocks embedded in the ceiling above. Even Calron marveled at the architecture.

“Mister, look!”

Kirren’s voice brought Calron’s attention away from the ceiling.

Tilting his head to where the boy was pointing, Calron discovered the series of artwork plastered on the side walls. Walking closer to the wall, Calron stood next to Kirren as they both studied the drawings.

“Invaders will pay… the ancient price… betrayed by their own kind… the setting sun joined destiny with the coin friend…”

Kirren stared at the letters on the wall and mumbled out the words.

“You can read that?”

Calron asked in surprise to the boy. The words looked like a jumbled mess in his eyes, but Kirren was able to read them.

“It’s the old language of the path walkers. It was spoken during the time of the Titans, but rarely anyone uses it today. We’re still taught it in school, but I forgot a lot of it.”

Kirren lightly touched the wall, afraid he would break it, but couldn’t resist touching a piece of their history. If someone used the old language, it meant they were alive during the time of the Titans. Kirren’s amber eyes shone with longing as his fingers brushed the words like a feather.

“I don’t think I translated it well. The words are a bit confusing to me as well. The ‘setting sun’ could be referring to the color red or it could also mean someone’s nickname, as the first letter is big.”

Kirren tried to find other writings on the wall, but parts of the wall were eroded and this was the only eligible text he could decipher.

Setting sun… could that be the Blood Titan? Or is it someone else?

Calron scratched his chin. He found answers, and yet again, they led to more questions.

“Right here, the ‘coin friend’. The ‘coin’ can be alluded to something either good or bad in the old language. The ‘friend’ can then mean it’s either a new friend or some unreliable ally.”

Kirren continued to speak, regretting that he didn’t pay more attention in class when they taught the old language.

“During the age of the Titans, something happened and the path walkers were colluding with someone in a secretive plan.”

Calron muttered, his thoughts going back to when Kirren had previously mentioned that in the path walkers’ stories, there was an alternate version where the Blood Titan had some mysterious being fighting alongside him against the Primordials.

Calron’s eyes floated to the other strokes on the wall, which were obvious drawings. They were crudely drawn, as if done by a child with inhumanely large lands.

However, it was the first image that struck Calron in a stupor. It was a drawing of seven distinct, weirdly shaped chairs.

Or, if interpreted another way, a drawing of seven thrones.

A throne for each of the seven Primordials.

“DO YOU KNOW what they are, mister?”

Kirren leaned over to see what had gotten Calron so transfixed.

“Not sure.”

Calron gazed at the next series of drawings. The drawings depicted the seven thrones arriving from another planet. The planet on the wall had flame-like waves swaying over it. Calron wasn’t sure if the planet’s natural habitat had flames or if the person painting the scene wanted to convey the Primordials’ planet was dying.

The scenes followed to four pillars standing before the seven thrones. Calron assumed the pillars represented the Titans. Unlike the images of the seven thrones, the four pillars were drawn with extreme detail and care. Calron proceeded to the next drawing on the wall. However, it was empty.

Upon closer look, Calron noticed that the surface of the wall here was scratched and tampered to destroy certain sections of it.

Was it an accident or an unexpected earthquake?

Calron glanced at the next part of the wall, and that too was full of marks and indents that marred the drawings.

“According to most people, not all the Titans were present when the Primordials attacked.”

Calron mused over the mural’s representation. It was widely accepted that the Nature Titan was not present during the Primordials’ invasion, yet the drawings showed that all the Titans were there. Calron wasn’t sure which historic version was the truth.

“Ahh!”

Hearing the mention of the Titans, Kirren’s eyes grew wide as he realized the drawings were about the Primordials and Titans. His head repeatedly glanced back at the earlier drawings as if he couldn’t contain his excitement and wanted to re-examine them once again.

“Mister, do you think the Nature Titan drew these?”

Kirren breathed out, his amber eyes shining with passion while looking at the drawings in a new light.

“I doubt it…”

Calron sighed, already sensing the young boy’s enthusiasm drop without glancing at him.

“But it could be! These drawings are ancient.”

Kirren argued.

“Look around you, kid. If you were one of the four mighty Titans of this continent, why would you be living under the soil in your own territory? Moreover, why would you draw about a different history from what the rest of the path walkers claim?”

Calron scratched the inside of his mask as he moved to the next section of the wall. He could barely make out the details of the drawings from here on out as they were full of scratches and large portions of the wall destroyed around it.

“You just agreed that this was the Nature Titan’s territory, so do you think someone would have been able to live here underground without her knowledge?”

Kirren remained adamant that this was connected to the Nature Titan. If that were to be true, then they were probably touching a piece of wall that one of the Titans themselves touched.

Calron paused and turned to the boy, his eyebrows furrowed in thought. Kirren made a valid point that Calron failed to notice before. He swiftly tilted his head back to the wall and carefully scrutinized every detail where the wall was destroyed.

“Someone intentionally destroyed these drawings.”

Calron’s fingers lightly brushed against the grain.

“Maybe it was the Territory Lord? Talking about it, shouldn’t we move quickly in case the Lord makes his way back?”

Kirren nervously glanced back, his voice shaking slightly. At least out in the open, they would have a shot of making a lucky escape. In this closed cavern, they were basically serving themselves as food on a platter.

“It wasn’t a beast. These are not claw marks. Look at the destroyed part of the wall and then the rest of the area. The indentation of the scratches has a different color hue, meaning it started aging at separate times. Judging from the discoloration, the scratches are not old but inflicted within this century. Most likely scenario is that it was done by a human.”

Calron muttered in a low voice, his voice echoing in the chamber. He ignored Kirren’s worries about the Ivy Python. With the Blood Dao, he’d be able to detect the Territory Lord way before it could sense them.

“A cultivator?”

Seeing the confident and nonchalant attitude of the masked man, Kirren calmed down as well.

“Or a path walker.”

Calron said in seriousness.

Why would someone go to through the effort of destroying some random drawings in a cavern hidden from plain sight? What was the history that was written here that made the person decide that no one else should ever learn about it?

Calron inspected the rest of the cavern for more clues. Clearly, they were not the only ones to discover this place, so he hoped that he could uncover more details about the past intruder.

“Mister, do you think the cultivators have a different version of the history from us?”

Kirren walked beside Calron, confused about this whole affair. The boy didn’t understand what someone would have to gain by destroying important pieces of history.

“It’s… possible.”

Calron halted briefly, as it just sunk in that most cultivators didn’t even know about the path walkers. A large majority of their population was oblivious to the fact that there were a group of people within the same world that practiced a different cultivation system from the elements. Back in his home city, no one even knew anything outside of the elements. Was this another plan of the Primordials to suppress knowledge about the Titans and the path walkers?

“Mister, you think it was a path walker that did this, right?”

Kirren asked softly, his face looking at Calron’s mask with an imploring expression. The boy had an inkling that a normal cultivator wouldn’t have much to gain from the destruction of the Titans’ history. They were already the overlords of this continent, so why did it matter to them?

“Either side could have done it. It’s hard to confirm with so little information.”

Calron shook his head at the boy. Despite the high possibility of the culprit being a path walker, Calron didn’t want to crush Kirren’s ideals and self-identity. The young boy was proud of his path walker heritage and loved old tales about the Titans. If he found that his own people were actively trampling over their heritage, it would devastate him.

It wasn’t really a lie on Calron’s part, as there was still a chance that it was done by a cultivator instead. Why mentally torture the boy over nothing?

History was a powerful tool that could be used to manipulate the people. Calron had first-hand experience with it. Stories about the Lightning Primordial, the lightning cultivators, and the gods were kept a secret from the rest of the world. After a while, nobody even bothers to question it anymore.

The path walkers were at a significant disadvantage against the cultivators, and this might be their method of uniting their people with a single version of history. The contradictions from alternate versions would weaken their stranglehold.

Hence, the only ones to gain by hiding the certain parts of truth about the Titans were the Archaic Council.

The duo walked silently through the cavern, each brooding in their own thoughts.

“Is that a portal?”

Calron’s voice brought Kirren out of his gloom. The boy tilted his head to peek at where Calron was pointing.

“It’s broken, mister.”

Kirren shook his head after it one look. Let alone the wrecked structure of the portal, even the sigils on the metal arch were ruined and needed to be inscribed again. The portal was utterly unsalvageable. Of course, Calron didn’t have as much experience with portal traveling as the young boy, so he failed to see the problems at initial glance.

“A pity.”

Calron exhaled and resumed his exploration. After a few minutes and endless barren walls, the duo came to the final location of the cavern. The dwelling of the Territory Lord.

Sniffing the air the make sure the Ivy Python wasn’t back, Calron stepped ahead and the glowing stones on the ceiling illuminated a gentle light.

“Oh, the mighty Ancients… Mister, look!”

Kirren exclaimed in shock, his previous dispiritedness gone and replaced with gleeful delight.

Even Calron had to agree that the boy’s reaction was warranted.

In front of them were piles upon piles of dao stones and other precious ores. The stones and the metal glimmered underneath the mellow light, further enhancing its radiance. Calron estimated that even two large caravans would not be enough to fit all these precious goods. The desperately sought-after treasures that both the cultivators and the path walkers were fighting over for, all lay before their feet.

“Not even large clans have these many dao stones. Mister, the council would go crazy over these. It’s like the combined fortune of two clans!”

Kirren bent down, grabbed a handful of the dao stones and threw them into the air, watching it rain over him. The boy laughed with plain greed plastered on his face.

“Imagine how much we could extort from them, mister!”

Kirren let out a sly grin.

And he’s back to his scammer ways.

Calron was cautious of the sudden pile of wealth. Was this treasure collected after the intruder had left or was it collecting even before then? It could just be the Ivy Python throwing them aside after hunting every cultivator or path walker that came across its way.

Right then, a muffled sound caught both path walker’s attention.

“It’s one of them.”

Kirren was startled at seeing the unconscious cultivator lying comatose on the ground. In their excitement at seeing all the dao stones and ores, they missed the human on the ground. It was one of the cultivators that they had seen the Territory Lord capture near the waterfall. He was still alive.

“Hells, this was a mistake. We need to leave now!”

Calron’s heart palpated as his blood-red eyes missed yet another thing from the start. It wasn’t the cultivator that had Calron nervous.

It was the thing lying next to the unconscious man.

A dark green egg.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Cultivator Headquarter

HEARING THE ALARM in Calron’s voice, Kirren momentarily paused to look at what rifled the masked man’s feathers. Seeing the glossy shell of the dark green egg, the young boy’s amber eyes widened in shock. He didn’t know Territory Lords could give birth and assumed the beasts just continued to live indefinitely.

Until now, no other path walker had discovered this piece of intel. Or more accurately, none of them were stupid enough to barge into a Territory Lord’s home.

“Kid, what are you doing?”

Calron was about to break away, but halted when he noticed the boy was in the middle of doing something.

“Umm… taking my hazard pay?”

Kirren responded sheepishly as he plucked the storage ring from the unconscious cultivator’s fingers. The comatose man was going to die anyway, and he didn’t need his wordly possessions in the afterlife. Kirren was doing him a favor by putting his items to good use. Or sell them for a profit. It was ultimately for a good cause, according to Kirren.

“Be quick.”

Calron sighed and shook his head, hiding the helpless expression behind the mask. He wondered if others saw him in a similar light back when he was wrecking chaos in the Red Boar School. Kirren was a bright child, and only if he could put that mind towards something useful.

As Calron was waiting for the boy to finish his looting, his gaze wandered over to the unconscious cultivator’s face. It was a relatively young man, maybe in his mid twenties. He had light brown hair, a hue similar to hay. Calron couldn’t tell the color of his eyes as they were shut, but based on the visible bony structure of the man, he could confirm that the cultivator was new to combat.

He assumed it was one of those youths that advanced to the Vajra stage with the help of pills. The main foundation of the Vajra stage was the body, and this cultivator was clearly lacking in that area. Calron felt pity for the unfortunate cultivator.

Should he rescue him? It wouldn’t be much of an effort and they could drop him off somewhere far away before he woke up, leaving their identities protected. Calron had already achieved his purpose of collecting the credits he needed, and also uncovered Chax’s location. Killing this one cultivator wouldn’t drastically boost his 4th circle either.

However, the Blood Dao resurfaced once again and compelled Calron to finish off the easy kill. Blood was blood. And the dao needed it to advance more.

Go back.

Calron closed his eyes and forcefully suppressed the Blood Dao’s coercion. A bit of blood energy leaked from his palm, but Calron held it back before it could morph into a pellet. Taking a deep breath, Calron tried to evoke his soul. The soul that contained the might of the Lightning Primordial.

The small tendril of the blood energy dissolved into thin air, alleviating the pressure building in his mind from the Blood Dao. Letting out a relieved breath, Calron reopened his eyes. After realizing that the Blood Dao was attempting to push away the Azure Lightning within his soul, Calron knew he could use it to suppress the Dao, keeping it in check. He only hoped it would continue to work after he completed his 4th circle.

Seeing the Blood Dao react like that further cemented in Calron’s mind that he should save the cultivator. There was no honor in killing a man when he was defenseless. Killing with a purpose is justified, but killing for leisure was a path towards evil.

Meanwhile, Kirren was busy looting anything he could find on the cultivator. Pieces of armor were set aside neatly, a single chain that now found its new place on Kirren’s neck, and the boy even took the man’s belt, which had a precious jewel embedded outside.

Calron took this time to store all the piles of the dao stones and placed as much as he could inside his storage ring. In a few seconds, one pile of stones after another vanished from the naked eye. The cavern became noticeably darker as the glimmer of the dao stones decreased with each pile.

Eventually, Calron’s storage ring became full to the brim and had no more space. There were still two more piles of dao stones on the floor and a few sparsely scattered ores. He let out a whistle to call Kirren.

The boy just finished looting the cultivator and skipped over happily, with his new chain bouncing on his neck.

“Do you still have space in your storage?”

Calron asked the energetic boy dryly, shooting a glance at Kirren’s new bling.

“Yes, mister!”

Kirren answered enthusiastically, his mood in high spirits after the newfound wealth today. The boy had never been this happy before. He was no longer a pauper after today’s haul. Maybe he should become a thief instead of an assassin.

While Kirren was in the process of storing the remaining dao stones and contemplating a career change, Calron stared at the cultivator and the egg.

Do I leave it alone?

He pondered in his thoughts. Calron didn’t want to risk antagonizing the Territory Lord, and it was certain the beast would hunt them to the depths of the abyss if they took the egg with them. Yet, Calron was curious about how the Territory Lords became this strong whilst being isolated on the island.

“Ah, let me take care of it, mister.”

Kirren completed his task and walked over to see why Calron was waiting. He thought the cultivator’s presence was an issue and took out his spear.

“Stop.”

Calron held back the boy, pushing aside the tip of the spear away from the cultivator’s neck.

“Huh?”

Kirren moved aside, confusion evident in his voice.

“We’re saving him.”

Calron bent down and checked the unconscious man’s breathing, probing his body to make sure there weren’t any other serious injuries before picking him up.

“Mister, are you out of your mind? That’s a lot of credits.”

Kirren exclaimed, flabbergasted at this turn of events. They’d been killing all cultivators that they had come across, so why was it different this time?

“Kirren, what’s the difference between an assassin and a murderer?”

Calron nodded and adjusted his shoulders to better spread the weight of the cultivator on his back.

Kirren stares at Calron’s mask, scratching his cheek in puzzlement.

“Money?”

“It’s purpose. An assassin kills for a purpose. It’s only a job for him and that money is used to support himself or his family. Whether the job is morally right or wrong is subjective, but the crux is that the assassin kills out of purpose and an objective.”

Kirren waited for Calron to continue. The boy remained perplexed at the distinction.

“On the other hand, a murderer kills without purpose, fueled by his simple desire for violence and pleasure. There is no other purpose save his selfish gratification. Before, we needed credits, and that was our purpose. We both collected enough and now there’s no need to kill this cultivator.”

Calron’s blood-red eyes bore into the young boy. This was what Calron felt was previously wrong with the Blood Dao. It was enticing him to kill everyone without regard to advance his circles. He achieved his 3rd circle quickly thanks to the Blood Dao, but it was now enacting the price from Calron’s rationality itself.

“But… it’s a cultivator.”

Kirren swivels his head to peek at the cultivator’s face. The boy couldn’t fathom what Calron was saying. The cultivators had been oppressing the path walkers for centuries. Was he supposed to simply let go of that hatred? Would the cultivator do the same if the roles were reversed?

In the end, the boy relented and put away his spear. Calron was the leader and someone whom Kirren had started to greatly admire. He might not agree with the masked man’s opinion, but so far, he hadn’t led them astray.

“You’ll get your chance to kill other cultivators, but not this one. And certainly not this way.”

Calron patted Kirren on the shoulder. He could understand the boy’s hesitation in letting the cultivator go. After all, he’d been raised to treat all cultivators as enemy.

“Fine.”

Kirren muttered quietly. Calron rubs his head, pleased that the boy was willing to put aside his differences. Calron could tell Kirren was unconvinced, but he couldn’t convey to the boy that not all cultivators were bad people without revealing his own identity.

“What do we do about the egg, mister?”

Kirren inquired, seeing that Calron had left it alone.

“Nothing. It’s best to leave where it is. I know I’m not in the mood to be hunted by the Territory Lord if it finds out we kidnapped its offspring.”

Calron chuckled as he took a survey of the room to ensure they didn’t miss anything else.

“I have a plan.”

Kirren tapped the egg on its shell and put his ear on it to listen for any sounds.

“Plan for what? Also, quit messing with it.”

Calron was beginning to get nervous when he saw Kirren meddling around with the egg. He didn’t know how fragile Territory Lords’ eggs were.

“A plan for the cultivators’ headquarter we were going to ambush. We can steal this egg and then crack it near their camp. The Ivy Python will discover them soon enough, and by then, it’ll raze the headquarters into a rubble. If we’re lucky, it’ll kill everyone before they can properly retreat.”

Kirren detailed out his plan. This shouldn’t break Calron’s earlier rule since they were killing with a purpose now.

The boy astonished Calron. In honesty, he hadn’t even thought about using the egg like that. Should he call Kirren brave or reckless? Not everyone would have the gall to recklessly play with the life of a Heavenly stage beast’s baby.

“It could work.”

Calron started, and Kirren’s face lit up with excitement.

“But, we can’t risk destroying the egg. The Territory Lords were raised by the Nature Titan and in the future, they might be our clue to exploring the secrets left by the Titans. Who knows if the death of this egg would bring the attention of other Lords on the island?”

Calron rejected the idea. There was just so much they didn’t know about the Territory Lords and it would be a mistake to jeopardize that. The plan posed by the boy was actually perfect if not for that one point. The distraction of the Ivy Python near their camp would cause enough disarray that Calron would have ample time to deal with Chax. If things went smoothly, they could make their escape before other cultivators even found them.

However, Calron couldn’t accept the egg’s causality. He had a feeling that the Nature Titan had been raising them for a specific purpose, and he’d deeply regret it if antagonized all of them.

“What if we just bury the egg near their base? It wouldn’t be harmed as no one except the two of us will know it’s there. The Territory Lord will take its revenge on the cultivators, and then happily leave with the egg after it’s done.”

Kirren presented another idea. The boy didn’t know if the Territory Lord would even be able to detect its egg from that far away, but it was worth a try.

Nothing ever goes according to plan.

Calron thought wistfully, but he couldn’t find anything lacking in Kirren’s plan so far. It should work.

“Alright, let’s do it. You grab the egg.”

Calron finally gave in, much to the joy of the chipper boy. Calron then dashed ahead with the sleeping cultivator on his back. Kirren picked up the heavy egg and trailed behind, passing by areas they came through.

Gradually they returned to the first section of the cavern with the drawings on the wall. Calron couldn’t see an exit door. His eyes scanned the surroundings until he detected a faint mirage shimmering at the opposite end of the back wall.

Approaching it carefully, Calron poked one of his foot at the mirage. It passed through without obstruction. Letting out a smile, Calron pulled the rest of his body through the mirage.

“Phew, fresh air!”

Kirren commented, his chest rising up as the boy took a long inhale of the island air.

“Ungh…”

Out of nowhere, the unconscious man on Calron’s back started to twitch. The cultivator was waking up.

Calron immediately dropped the man to the ground and then savagely chopped him on the neck, putting the cultivator once again back into a coma.

All this happened in a few short seconds, leaving Kirren to give Calron a strange look. Didn’t Calron just preach about not hurting the innocent?

Calron saw the dirty look on the boy and explained himself. He was glad the mask was hiding the blush from his face.

“Can’t have him finding out who we are.”

Kirren nodded in understanding. It was violence used to protect the victim. He was enlightened with Calron’s sage wisdom.

I shouldn’t kill people without reason, but I can beat them up as much as I want.

The young boy marked Calron’s instruction deep into his heart.

Of course, Calron was unaware of the effects his ‘teachings’ were having on the growing boy.

“MISTER, ARE YOU sure the Territory Lord is not after us?”

Kirren cast Calron a sideways glance as he dashed beside him, sending furtive looks down at the dark egg within his grasp.

“I’ll tell you if there’s any danger. Keep running.”

Calron rolled his eyes and maintained his gait with the unconscious cultivator on his back. Ever since the two began their trail to the west, where the cultivators’ headquarter was located, Kirren had been steadily getting nervous the closer they drew to the area. His fear was that the Ivy Python was secretly stalking them. The boy seemed to forget that this entire plan was his own concoction.

This was the fourth time Kirren had asked Calron if the Territory Lord was behind them. Calron tried explaining that if the Ivy Python was indeed on their trail, it would hardly hide itself when it was considerably stronger and faster than either of them.

“Wait for a bit, Kirren.”

After a while, Calron slowed down to a walk. In front of them was the intersection of two main roads on the island. Calron thought this would be an ideal place to drop off the cultivator, as someone was likely to pass through this junction. He doubted any path walkers would be treading this deep into the cultivators’ territory so the unconscious man should be alright.

Letting out a small grunt, Calron lowered his shoulder and dropped the man to the ground. The man was in a deep sleep, his chest lazily rising and falling with every slow breath he took.

“Mister, I want his sandals! I didn’t notice them until now.”

Kirren’s attention was focused on the man’s feet. Previously, when he looted the man of his belongings, he missed the sandals. It was an egregious error on his part.

“Leave the poor man alone. Besides, those sandals aren’t your size.”

Calron sighed, turning to the boy and taking the egg from him. This kid was too ruthless, not even sparing a prisoner his footwear.

“I’ll grow into it.”

Kirren’s amber eyes glazed over the quality leather straps. He recognized the expensive materials. Given that he could never afford sandals like that on his own, this was his best chance. He could exchange this pair for another pair that better-fitted his soles within the city.

“Stop behaving like a pauper, Kirren. You’re not poor anymore after all those dao stones in your storage ring.”

Calron dragged the boy away from the cultivator on the ground, with one hand holding the egg.

“Ah, I forgot, mister. Here you go.”

Kirren slaps his forehead and fumbles with his fingers, holding out the storage ring to Calron.

“What’s this?”

Calron cocks his eyebrow at the young boy.

“It’s all the dao stones in my ring.”

Kirren tilts his head in confusion.

“I know. I’m asking why you’re giving it to me.”

Calron responded, his eyes boring into the boy.

Kirren stood there mutely for a few seconds before he registered what Calron was saying.

“Wait, you’re really letting me have them? It’s a fortune, mister! You can start an entire clan with all these dao stones!”

Kirren exclaimed, shoving his hand to Calron’s chest to make him take it.

“Well, it’s yours. We both risked our lives going into the Territory Lord’s home, and the reward should be split accordingly as well.”

Calron stated while smiling behind the mask. Initially, he was surprised the money grubber boy was willing to pass up all that treasure voluntarily. From the start, he always intended to share the loot with the kid. Calron didn’t care much for the credits, as after he was done on this continent, he planned to return to the Raizel clan.

“I thought you were joking…”

Kirren mumbled silently, still in disbelief that Calron was letting him keep these many dao stones for himself. The boy was certain that not even his entire family had assets worth this much.

Who could blame the boy? It was rare for anyone to part with that much treasure, especially to a 1st circle nobody like him. Anyone else in Calron’s place would have tried to hoodwink Kirren into giving it up, or if that failed, tried other measures. That’s why Kirren never expected Calron to actually allow him to keep any of the wealth.

“You deserve it, kid. You did well. Honestly, much better than I expected.”

Calron laughed and enveloped his palm over the boy’s fingers, gesturing for him to keep the ring to himself.

Kirren nods with a blush on his face. He returned the ring back to his finger and stood up straighter. He gave Calron a salute, causing the latter to laugh even louder.

“Alright, let’s go. The Territory Lord isn’t close, but that doesn’t mean that will last forever.”

Calron shoved Kirren playfully and shot a look up at the sky. It was almost nightfall. Giving the unconscious cultivator one final glance, Calron resumed his sprint towards the west.

“Kekeke!”

Calron heard a quiet, mischievous giggle from the boy running next to him.

“Should I ask what’s got you so giddy?”

Calron wanted to ignore the boy’s antics, but they had miles to travel, and it was piquing his curiosity.

“I’m thinking about all the cool stuff I’m going to buy.”

The grin on Kirren’s face stretched wide as he continued to giggle silently.

“…”

Knowing he’d be better off not learning about what the kid planned for, Calron pivoted his head and kept dashing ahead.

“Mister, don’t you want to know what I’ll buy first?”

Seeing his older companion not falling to his bait, Kirren ran up to Calron and poked him in the shoulder.

“Nope.”

Calron answered dryly.

“The first thing I’ll get is… a horse!”

Kirren ignored Calron’s refusal and revealed his choice.

“Why a horse?”

Calron wanted to continue to get out of this conversation, but he realized the boy wouldn’t let him go, so he might as well get over it quickly.

“I’m not a poor assassin anymore, and I can’t be walking barefoot to all my missions like the other shabby assassins. Instead, I’ll ride a horse and let everyone know how rich I am!”

Kirren beamed as he daydreamed.

“Mister, you know, you could use your share of the dao stones to get a girlfriend. I know many elder sisters back in my home that will take you. Of course, the prettiest ones will run away after seeing your mask, but some of them should stay if they know you have credits.”

The boy continued to ramble.

A smack landed on Kirren’s neck.

“Ouch!”

The boy chuckled, evading Calron’s follow-up slap.

The two continued to bicker as they made their way to the west.



“Woah!”

Kirren’s eyes went wide at the countless collection of erected tents and the single enormous barracks in the center.

“Keep your head down.”

Calron shoved the boy’s head to the ground, his focus on high alert. He estimated that the cultivators’ headquarters would be swarming with a large number of elementalists, but the scene before him was ridiculous.

There were almost a few hundred of them.

The whole area was bustling with activity, and the security wasn’t lax at all. Indeed, there were several guard towers with multiple cultivators stationed in each of them. They were surveying both the outside perimeters and keeping an eye on the walls as well.

Looks like they were already expecting an attack.

The two were luckily miles away from the headquarters. With that many cultivators gathered, Calron was able to detect the tents from afar before they encroached on that area.

“Mister, aren’t you glad we went with my plan?”

Kirren smirked while looking at Calron. It was obvious, despite Calron’s unending Blood Drain, even he’d be hard pressed to deal with hundreds of cultivators all at once. Let alone, who knew how many of them were Saint stage experts?

“We need to pick a place where we can bury this egg without the cultivators’ sentries detecting us, but close enough that the Territory Lord will think it was them.”

Calron scanned the vicinity around the tents. Time was running out, and they didn’t know when the Ivy Python would appear. Only, the egg should not be with them when it would finally make its wrathful entrance.

“Mister, let me do it.”

Kirren gingerly tugged at Calron’s robes.

“No, it’s too dangerous. We can wait until they switch guards.”

Calron shook his head. The egg had to be placed near the tents, but the problem was doing it while avoiding the guard towers. Calron wanted to wait until the cultivators switched and new guards took over, giving Calron a chance to sneak inside.

“You don’t have any hiding skills. Me, on the other hand, was trained for this kind of stuff. I can do this.”

Kirren patted his chest confidently.

Calron stared at the boy’s radiant amber eyes. A while back, Calron didn’t care if this kid died or went his own direction. Now, he didn’t want Kirren to risk his life. Moreover, the boy had nothing to do with Chax, as this was Calron’s personal vendetta.

“Believe in me, mister. Please.”

Kirren cupped his hand and lightly bowed his head. They both knew Kirren was ideal for this job with his Trickery Dao.

“I believe in you, kid. If anything happens inside there, forget about the egg and just run.”

Calron relented and handed the egg to the boy. Kirren’s eyes brightened at Calron’s acknowledgement.

“You got it, mister!”

The boy nodded and stealthily made his way to the tents in the distance. Kirren’s body faded into translucency as he triggered his Trickery Dao.

“Don’t die on me, Kirren.”

Calron tightened his fists, his circles glowing on his chest as he prepared to unleash the Blood Dao if the guards on the towers noticed Kirren.

Fate’s ticker was churning once again.

A revenge of the past was finally entering a pivotal turn.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

Shockwaves

CALRON COULD STILL see the faint outline of Kirren’s lanky frame. Looks like the boy had not been idle in his training. Calron guessed that Kirren was almost close to completing his second circle. He was now able to disguise his presence from even people he wasn’t targeting.

If Kirren could successfully navigate between who the primary and secondary targets of the Trikery Dao were, the boy could pull this heist off.

Eventually, even the boy’s outline faded as he dwelled deeper into the enemy camp.

“Good luck, kid.”

Calron whispered, as he retreated from the area to better position himself if something went awry. His current location was too exposed in case the Ivy Python made an appearance.



“Be brave, Kirren. You’re the future coolest assassin ever. You can do this.”

Kirren muttered to himself as he cautiously ventured towards the camp’s palisades. The boy was trying to hype himself up. It was his first time undertaking such an important mission, and he didn’t want to mess it up if his nerves failed him. Calron was counting on him and this was his chance to repay back the masked man for everything he did for him.

“Don’t you come out now, little terrifying baby.”

The boy lowered his face and whispered to the dark-green egg in his clutches. Kirren had an unrational fear that the baby python would pick this time to come out of the shell and spoil their plans. It would be the worst-case scenario, and Kirren’s mind was going haywire. All the confidence he had mustered before Calron seemed to be dwindling now that he was alone.

“One step, two step, three step.”

Kirren pushed away his distracting thoughts and focused on steadily making his way. He was almost in the range of the guard tower.

“Now.”

Kirren triggered his Trickery Dao on the first guard that was facing away from the camp and towards Kirren’s general direction. On the outside, nothing unusual happened with the guard, but only Kirren knew that he was completely invisible to the cultivator, including his scent, footsteps, and aura. The boy was glad the guards were only at the 2nd circle, because if they were at the 3rd circle, this would have been an impossible task.

“Woosh-a, woosh-a.”

Without taking his eyes off the cultivator, Kirren proceeded ahead. He wanted to avoid making the sounds, but talking to himself helped with his nerves. He had to pay close attention to the first cultivator because the moment Kirren stepped into the inner camp, he would have to quickly switch the target to the second guard overlooking the inside.

“Good job, Kirren. You’re almost there. Breathe easy, assassin boy.”

The boy amused himself as continued to tread carefully. He was now at the palisades and the next step would take him inside the encampment. His amber eyes were locked at the guard tower, and the boy prepared to switch his targets.

In one swift motion, Kirren latched the Trickery Dao onto the second guard and dashed forward. The situation would start becoming messy from here on. Now, the boy had to hide not just from the guards on the tower, but also from the patrolling cultivators inside the massive camp. Luckily, he could use the cover of the tents to hide from the tower guards.

The problem was with the other cultivators roaming around.

“Please, let there be no 3rd circle cultivators.”

The boy darted through the muddy ground, seeing the silhouettes of various cultivators walking around. Kirren soon found a series of open tents, clearly their inhabitants were not nearby. The boy crouched behind the tent and took in a deep breath while removing the Trickery Dao from the guard on the tower. He’ll need it for the cultivators on the ground.

“We did, python baby.”

Kirren let out a relieved sigh. He was finally inside the camp. Taking a look around, he measured the various areas of the camp. He was currently on the outer edges, where the common cultivators most likely lived. The tents weren’t as clean and exquisite as the ones he could see closer to the main barracks. This also explained why there were fewer cultivators here as they were probably the ones doing all the menial jobs and kept busy.

Kirren saw a lone female cultivator head towards his tent. Activating the Trickery Dao, the boy whizzed past her and hid behind another tent in a different row. His main task right now was to decide where to hide the egg. He couldn’t simply put it out in the open or inside one of the tents. That would be easy to discover and then their plan would fail if the cultivators took it away from the headquarters.

Kirren triggered his Trickery Dao once again when he saw a pair of cultivators walk by him. He focused it on the man walking the closest to him and hoped the other one would not bother looking this way.

“Don’t have much time, python baby.”

Kirren spoke softly to the egg, as beads of sweat pearled on his forehead. Constantly using his dao was starting to take a toll on his young body. The boy glanced around to see if there was an ideal place to hide the egg. He saw the barracks and the heavy inflow of cultivators there and quickly ruled it out.

The boy noticed a caravan full of vegetable and fruit crates rolling into a large tent, where it stopped and the nearby cultivators offloaded the goods. Kirren assumed that was the kitchen and where all the food supplies for the cultivators were stored.

“No, it’s too risky.”

Kirren shook his head. All soldiers loved food more than anything, so they were always bound to be near the kitchen. On closer look, there appeared to be tight security around the kitchen as Kirren observed a few cultivators with different colored robes keeping one eye at the caravan. If Kirren had to guess, these cultivators had a high chance of being 3rd circles.

Seeing yet another group of cultivators passing behind him, the boy pulled the egg closer to his chest and rolled over to the opposite tent.

“Oi, what’s taking Denny so long? I’m about to burst!”

Suddenly, Kirren heard someone yelling in the distance. Swiveling his head towards the commotion, the boy discovered a small line of three people waiting outside a wooden shed. The shed was also hidden near the back of the trees, away from the rest of the tents, leaving Kirren to miss it.

The boy crawled a bit closer, making sure that his head didn’t pop above the tent.

“I think it’s the morning’s stew. Denny has three bowls of it. Now, the poor bastard is paying for it.”

The cultivator in the back of the line guffawed, and the others joined in on the laughter.

That’s it!

An idea struck Kirren when he realized what the shed was. It was one of the latrines of the camp. With how large the entire headquarters were, there should be several of these sheds all over the area, but they were kept away from the general view to prevent any unpleasant smell permeating the main camp.

And right behind the shed were a chain of chamber pots containing all the filth. The boy didn’t know how they were getting rid of it, but with how many containers there were, it was evident that it was not very often. It seemed unhygienic to the young boy, but maybe the cultivators didn’t want to be digging up holes everyday and would rather do it at once.

“Sorry, python baby, that’s your new room now.”

Kirren patted the egg sympathetically, knowing the poor egg was going to be drenched in waste and maybe the smell won’t leave it even after it was born. The boy giggled and waited patiently for the people in line to disperse. Once there was no one around, he would quickly dump the egg in one of the chamber pots and make his escape.

Ancients have mercy, what are these cultivators eating?

Kirren scrunched up his little nose in disgust as a waft of the putrid smell tickled his nose.

“I should have let mister do this job instead. I’m dying…”

The boy groaned in misery. After waiting for over an hour, the shed was still not empty as people kept coming in and out. Kirren had switched his places behind multiple tents, getting closer and closer to the shed, but that also meant he was getting closer to the source of the rancid smell.

“At least mister has his mask. I don’t think I’m ever going to smell anything else ever again.”

The boy rubbed his nose against his shoulder and tried breathing through the garment instead of inhaling air directly.

The egg remained still, as if accusing the boy that he deserved this punishment for what he was about to do.

Another twenty minutes passed by and finally, there was only one person inside the shed and the surroundings were clear. Kirren kept his head down and triggered the Trickery Dao on the cultivator inside and stealthily tiptoed to the chamber pots. It was getting dark, but there was enough light for Kirren to see.

Once the boy arrived in front of the middle chamber pot, he took a quick scan to make sure no one was coming his way and slowly opened the heavy lid.

“Devil take me.”

Kirren almost retched out the contents of his stomach, but he barely held himself back and shoved the egg inside. Shutting the lid over it, the boy rasped and breathed through his mouth. But that only seemed to make it worse as the smell lingered on his tongue instead.

The final task was done, and everything was ready for the Territory Lord. They only had to sacrifice Kirren’s nose for this mission, but the boy was glad that it was finally over. Now, all he had to do was retreat in the same way. Under the night’s extra cover, it should be even easier now.

Kirren triggered his Trickery Dao on a cultivator as he sprinted back to the cover of the tents. He zigzagged through the path, switching the dao targets as he trespassed through the area.

However, just as he was getting close to the end of the row, the boy heard a voice that sent chills of dread through his spine.

“Who’s that there?”

“I THINK THOSE are the reinforcements from the Sand Emperor. Commander Chax sent back a missive a week ago asking for more Saint stage experts.”

Kirren instantly relaxed, his adrenaline receding as the boy realized that the two cultivators hadn’t discovered him yet. He slowly and cautiously turned around to see what the affair was about. He remained hidden behind the tent but had his Trickery Dao triggered just in case.

“By the holy river, does that mean we have additional peak Saint stage experts besides the Commander?”

The second cultivator exclaimed, a bit of joy seeping into his voice. The entire camp had been unsettled by the path walker ‘ghost’ that had already exterminated a large number of their forces. The terrifying part was not the kills, but the fact that he only left behind dried husks of their bodies. No one wanted to die that miserably.

“I saw eight of them enter the barracks earlier with lieutenant Gabron. That should be enough to deal with the ‘ghost’ if you add in Commander Chax as well. I heard the Commander had asked for multiple artifacts to aid in our search for the path walker.”

The first cultivator responded nonchalantly. Unlike others, he was a non-combatant and only had to deal with cleaning the pathways within the camp. He wasn’t worried about the ‘ghost’, because no path walker would be suicidal enough to barge his way into the headquarters.

Kirren couldn’t see the faces of the cultivators as they had their backs to him, but the revelation of their conversation alarmed him. 3rd circle cultivators were already a major threat, but peak 3rd circle experts were in a league of their own. They were beings standing at the threshold of the 4th circle and if enough of them gathered together, that would be enough to deter the Territory Lord.

Of course, Kirren had a strong assumption that the Ivy Python was at the peak of the 4th circle. If the cultivators brought forth their artifacts as well, no one knew what the end result would be.

“I need to inform mister.”

Kirren muttered while he took a few steps back and resumed his previous trail. The boy wanted to scout near the barracks. However, that was too risky. The Trickery Dao would falter and fail to work on any 3rd circles, leaving Kirren helpless and at the enemy’s mercy if he got caught.

The best option now was to return to Calron and let him know about this unexpected situation. He’d know what to do next.

Kirren moved swiftly and light like a feather, making sure his feet didn’t leave a track. He had to switch the dao’s targets multiple times whenever he encountered a random cultivator. The boy was close to the outskirts once again.

“Ooh, I want that!”

Just as Kirren was darting through the tents, he noticed a familiar small package inside one of the tents. Scanning around to see if there were any witnesses, the boy quickly stole the small object and went back to his original path.

“Hehehe…”

Kirren cackled with glee as he held the object closer to his face. It was a candy bar. It was also one of the popular ones that Kirren absolutely loved back in his hometown. He was startled when he initially saw it inside a cultivator’s tent, but maybe that merchant clan traded with the cultivators as well.

With a light bounce in his step, Kirren was more confident of crossing past the guard tower this time around. His amber eyes focused on the guard overlooking the inner camp and activated his Trickery Dao.

The boy left the cover of the tent and ran hard. It was night already, so his cover was further impossible to break. Jumping over a boulder, the boy smoothly transferred the Trickery Dao onto the last guard and made a clean escape.

He was finally out of the guard tower’s range.

“Only a little more left.”

Kirren thumped his chest with pride when he glanced down and saw the second circle almost completed. The constant use of the dao today made Kirren’s gains in the Trickery Dao grow by leaps. Once the 2nd circle completed its loop, Kirren would be able to target multiple enemies at once. He lacked any offensive abilities, so that’s why the boy had been training hard with the spear to counter this deficiency.

“Huh, where’s mister?”

Kirren searched for Calron’s whereabouts once he returned to the spot where they had parted ways. The masked man was nowhere to be found.

Surely, he wouldn’t leave Kirren behind.

“Took your sweet time, kid.”

A dry voice sounded out behind Kirren, but the boy could detect the trace of relief in the voice.

“Mister, I did it!”

Kirren proudly raised his fist in the air as he looked up at Calron.

“Well done, Kirren. Tell me how it went.”

Calron chuckled and warmly patted the boy on the shoulder. His eyes inadvertently went to the candy bar in the boy’s hands.

Before Calron could ask what it was, Kirren hurriedly unwrapped the candy bar and shoved it whole into his mouth, his cheeks bulging as he struggled to chew.

Calron simply cocked his eyebrow at the blond-haired boy, inquiring what spurred the abrupt change.

After a full minute and several attempts to swallow the candy, Kirren finally gulped it all down. “I thought mister would want a bite as well…”

The boy answered sheepishly while turning his head away, but kept his eyes on Calron to see how the masked man reacted. If he was angry, then it meant Kirren was right and Calron indeed wanted some of the candy, or if he ignored it, then Calron probably didn’t care much.

“Next time I find a candy bar, I’m not sharing it with you.”

Calron grasped Kirren by the arm and stated solemnly.

“See, I knew you wanted it!”

Kirren giggled, satisfied that he made the right call.

“Alright, now tell me what was it like inside the headquarters and where did you stash the egg?”

Calron laughed, but quickly reverted to the serious matter at hand.

“I dumped the egg inside poop.”

Kirren announced with a shrug, his hands in the air.

“Huh? What do you mean ‘poop’?”

Calron asked in a daze.

“You know, when you have to answer nature’s call.”

Kirren saw the confusion in Calron’s eyes and pantomimed the act by turning his backside and aiming it at the ground.

“I know what pooping is, kid. I mean, how did you find a poop big enough to hide the egg?”

Calron sighed and couldn’t believe the direction the conversation was heading in.

“The cultivators had massive chamber pots. It was the best option I had. Should I not have placed it there, mister?”

Kirren’s voice grew quiet towards the end, worried if he made the wrong decision.

“No, it’s actually pretty smart, Kirren.”

Calron reeled back from the initial confusion. First of all, the boy had limited time and bravely undertook such a dangerous mission. He did much better than Calron expected. None of the cultivators were alerted to his presence, which Calron had been dreading.

Besides, Kirren successfully completed the mission, and that’s all that mattered in the end.

“It smelled like death, mister! Like rotten…”

The boy began detailing his experience, but Calron promptly put a stop to it. He didn’t need to hear the details.

“Oh wait, I forgot the most important detail, mister. I overheard two cultivators talk about new reinforcements that entered the camp. They were sent by someone called the Sand Emperor.”

Kirren then recounted his story of everything he heard from those cultivators.

“Sand Emperor…”

Calron paused at the name and narrowed his eyes. The new arrivals of peak Saint stage experts concerned him, but it was Chax’s relationship with the Sand Emperor that worried him even more. Calron was sure that it was because of this emperor that Regis was able to escape unhindered from the Axier family.

He didn’t know who the Sand Emperor was, but anyone that had the title of an ‘Emperor’ on the continent was a mighty figure nonetheless. And that person was now helping Chax. In the future, if Calron wanted to kill Regis, he’d have to learn more about the Sand Emperor.

This made Calron even more determined to finish off Chax on Rendel Island before he lost this opportunity.

“Mister, what’s taking the Territory Lord so long?”

Kirren’s question brought Calron back from his pondering.

“Honestly, I don’t know, kid.”

Calron was perplexed as well that the Ivy Python was taking this long to come. He thought the Territory Lord would be right on their tail, but it was now nearing the end of the day.

And the Territory Lord was still absent.

“Don’t worry, it’ll come.”

Calron tilted his head and stared up at the dark sky. He had the same doubts as Kirren. Why wasn’t the Territory Lord here yet? Their entire plan depended on the Ivy Python.

“It’s getting late. Come, I found a spot for the night. You can get some sleep in the meantime.”

Calron nodded to the boy and gestured for him to follow.

“I don’t want to sleep on the trees again.”

Kirren complained as he trailed behind Calron.

Calron didn’t respond, but Kirren felt like the man was smirking behind his mask.



Suddenly, an overbearing roar sent shockwaves through the area.

Kirren woke up abruptly, his drool leaking from the corner of his mouth.

“What was that?”

He saw Calron perched on the branch, his blood-red eyes full of uncontained excitement as he gazed into the distance.

“It’s here.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

Heavenly Domain

—IN THE BARRACKS—

“Why is it so stuffy in here?”

A scratchy female’s voice rang in the fully occupied room.

Seated around a hexagonal ebony table, a total of nine people were amidst a chain of serious conversation until the woman’s complaint broke it off abruptly. Besides the nine people sitting on the ornate chairs, there was a small crowd of a dozen people on standby and attending to their needs.

Despite it being one of the larger barracks, it was still propped up like the rest of the tents in the headquarters. Hence, there wasn’t much room to move around freely. The addition of the new eight VIP members only further accentuated this problem.

“Shut it, Renes.”

A man in the center of the table shot a glare at the complaining woman. He had a sharp jawline and chiseled facial features that contrasted against his aquamarine hair. A very unusual combination, yet everyone at the table stopped to listen to his words, including Renes. The latter immediately huffed her cheeks and turned her head away, her chestnut hair covering her face. 

“My apologies for the condition of the accommodation, Renes. Please bear with it for a few weeks.”

Chax smiled at the woman politely. Despite being in the same cultivation ranks, the eight people before him had a higher authority than him as members of the Sand Emperor’s personal guard division. Although they weren’t direct members yet, which was reserved only for Heavenly stage cultivators. They were in the provision division and would be made direct members once they broke into the next stage.

As personal guards of the Sand Emperor, they only heeded orders from his Majesty himself, putting them in higher social rank than Chax. This was why Chax was careful not to overly exert his presence as the Commander. The eight peak Saint experts were only here at Chax’s request to the emperor. 

It was already shameful for Chax to send that missive requesting for assistance, but he had no other choice as no one else in the royal court was their ally except for his Majesty. He obviously couldn’t ask his father to come, as Regis was still a Vajra stage cultivator. The ex City Lord poured all his wealth and resources onto his son to advance his cultivation quickly.

“Ignore her. Now, continue with the report on this ‘ghost’ path walker.”

The aquamarine haired cultivator brushed off his hand and gestured for Chax to return to the previous conversation. A few of the other eight members sniggered at Renes before halting once the aquamarine haired cultivator glanced at them.

“Of course, Eldin. Like I was saying before, the ‘ghost’ keeps on evading us by launching surprise ambushes on our groups and then retreating towards the Territory Lords’ lands. The path walkers have an unfair advantage over us when it comes to those beasts. The Territory Lords usually ignore their kind when they trespass but are keen on annihilating any cultivator that does the same.”

Chax recounted his version of events. He obviously couldn’t tell them that it was because of his incompetence that the mysterious ‘ghost’ was getting away, so he put the blame elsewhere. While it was true, the Territory Lords unfairly treated the cultivators compared to the path walkers, many path walkers had still died under those beasts’ jaws. It was simply that the Territory Lords were less lenient on the cultivators.

“You’re a peak Saint cultivator, why don’t you hunt the ‘ghost’ yourself? It’s an overkill for eight of us to come here to clean up your mess.”

Eldin stated coldly. Although he chided Renes, Eldin agreed with her sentiment. He was annoyed with Chax for requesting peak Saint experts to help him out. Most in the Royal court felt that Regis and his son contantly take advantage of the Sand Emperor and they were getting tired of it. They couldn’t complain to his Majesty, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t take it out on Chax.

For peak Saint experts like Eldin, spending more time on the distressed battlefields was more beneficial that wasting time on a frontline like Rendel Island where the max cultivation was capped at Saint stage. Only fighting against Heavenly stage cultivators or the 4th circle path walkers would allow Eldin to have a chance at breaking into the next rank.

Entering the Heavenly stage was no easy matter. Anyone that became a Heavenly stage expert was a clan leader or a person with high authority. Even the Emperor would have to treat you with moderate respect. That’s why there were so many Saint stage experts stuck at the peak, unable to break through. It no longer mattered how many elixirs you took prior, or how many pills you swallowed. Breaking into the Heavenly stage required enlightenment that couldn’t be replaced with shortcuts.

After all, Heavenly stage was the last mortal checkpoint before a cultivator entered the Shackle Lord stage, and molding their bodies to ascend to Godhood.

This was why Heavenly experts were so rare, and most of them preferred to start their own clans instead of joining the war. Once you reached this rank, one no longer cared about their mortal affairs and would focus on nurturing their clan members. The rest of their time was spent preparing for the final Shackle stage before becoming a God and ascending to the Divine Realm.

What this ‘enlightenment’ was, no one has been able to specify, only that it varies for every individual. For elementalists who cultivated their elements, this process was challenging. Unlike their counterparts, the path walkers had an easier time gaining their circles. From the beginning of a path walker’s life, they started their journey with the Dao and kept walking towards the enlightenment, or in their case, the Grand Dao.

Moreover, path walkers didn’t face the same restrictions that cultivators faced when breaking out of the Shackle Lord stage. It was almost as if the world’s laws were guiding the path walkers.

“Unfortunately, I cannot, Eldin. His Majesty has assigned me a secret secondary mission that prevents me from leaving the HQ. If not for that, I would have taken care of the ‘ghost’ long ago.”

Chax shook his head apologetically, but he was gloating inwards. The fact that the Sand Emperor gave him the mission instead of his personal guards was sure to irk Eldin, but Chax was getting irritated by the eight Saint experts’ haughty attitudes. In the end, he was still the Commander of this outpost.

“Why did his Majesty assign an important mission to a stray like you? It should be given to us ins-“

A stout man sitting a few chairs away from Eldin retorted, not trying to hide the disdain in his voice when addressing Chax. However, he abruptly fell silent with one baleful look from Eldin. Unlike Chax, Eldin came from a notable political clan with numerous ministers in their family. Therefore, Eldin had a much more sway in the kingdom than any on the table. This was the reason the other seven were so openly hostile to Chax. They didn’t care about any repercussions.

“I understand. We’ll take care of the ‘ghost’ and leave the island afterwords. Tell me all the information you have on this path walker, especially his Dao.”

Eldin turned his attention to Chax and looked at the man square in his eyes, the stoic expression on his face remaining constant. 

“Thank you, Eldin. From what my scouts gathered, the ‘ghost’ Dao is connected to bodies or their muscles. The remains we found of our troops suggested that their insides were sucked dry.”

Chax’s eyelids twitched in anger at the earlier outburst, but he kept his calm. Although Eldin was visibly condemning his party’s actions for him to see, it was clear that the leader was not actively going to punish any of them. For now, it was best for Chax to get rid of them from the camp. It will also help alleviate the general mood in the headquarters when the cultivators know that a group of peak Saint experts were hunting the ‘ghost’. For the past few weeks, the atmosphere had been gloomy with frequent news of their comrades getting murdered.

“A Dao of the body? Have you confirmed if it’s a single path walker or a group of them acting in cohesion?”

Eldin took out a small notebook from his robes and furled the pages over. While the cultivators only had a few variations of the elements, the path walkers had a seemingly infinite number of Daos, making it nigh impossible to keep track. That didn’t mean the cultivators had no records.

“The tracks were always erased when the scouts reached there, but based on how quick they move around the island, it has to be either a single path walker or a small group. Any larger, and it would be hard for them to hide their tracks.”

Chax responded after thinking for a bit.

“So, essentially, you have no concrete information for us.”

Eldin sighed and stood up from the chair. After looking through his notebook, he found a few possibilities of the Dao it could be, but none of them accounted for the dried husks the bodies left behind. This meant Eldin would have to personally see the evidence to get a better idea.

Seeing that Chax had no more useful information to provide, it was time for the party to leave. The quicker they dealt with this matter, the sooner they could leave.

“I’ll have your supplies re-“

Chax ignored the snide remark and stood up when suddenly an earth-shattering roar reverberated the insides of the barracks.

“What was that!?”

Renes cried out in alarm. The pressure and aura they felt from that roar sent chills down their spines. The only thing that could threaten peak Saint experts like this was another Heavenly stage expert.

“Get in formation.”

Eldin calmly instructed members of his party, shaking them off from their initial shock.

This was not the first time that the group encountered a Heavenly stage expert.

Right after the first roar, another wrathful shriek pierced the air, rocking the entire barracks. This time, even Eldin was fazed. He realized from the sheer power thrumming from that cry that this was no lowly Heavenly stage beast.

His face morphed into a twisted expression as he turned to Chax.

“What have you done?”

“I SWEAR, I don’t know what’s going on!”

Chax sputtered, perplexed at why Eldin was accusing him.

“Dumbass, you think a peak Heavenly stage beast like that would target the entire camp for no reason?”

One of the eight members of Eldin’s group retorted unceremoniously. In the current situation, the members decided to forgo any pretenses of respect towards Chax.

“It must be a mistake.”

Chax narrowed his eyes at the insult, but his thoughts were racing at the unforeseen circumstance. If it was indeed a Territory Lord at the peak Heavenly stage, then they were already doomed. No one in the camp could go against it.

Just at the moment, the world abruptly turned green.

It was like someone covered the sun’s light with a green lens.

“It’s triggered its Heavenly Domain. Everyone, we’re retreating!”

Eldin cursed out loud when he sensed the invisible pressure descending on them, and the appearance of the green smog. A Heavenly Domain was a unique trait of Heavenly stage cultivators, akin to the soul power of the Saint stage. This was not a battle they could win. Hence, Eldin decided to withdraw at once.

The other members nodded and gathered their belongings. However, in that instant, one of the weaker Spiritual stage attendants collapsed to the floor. It was so sudden that no one could react on time.

Right on queue, another Spiritual stage cultivator grabbed his neck while his eyes popped out strenuously. The agonized man clawed out his robes, revealing patches of dark green tumors swirling over his skin, leading towards his heart.

“It’s a venomous domain, Eldin.”

Renes muttered in fear. Not all Heavenly Domains were equal in might, but one fact was universally agreed: a poisonous domain was one of the most terrifying domains to leave unscathed.

“Leave your stuff. We don’t have time.”

Eldin saw the seriousness of the situation and changed his plans. Every second delay could potentially cost their lives. Only the Spiritual stage cultivators were affected now, but soon, the Vajra cultivators would follow until it was their turn.

“Wait! You can’t leave everyone here. There’s over 300 cultivators in the camp!”

Chax grabbed Eldin’s robes, halting the latter’s movement.

“That’s your problem, not ours. We’re not dying for some exiled rat.”

Eldin pushed Chax away and reached for the door.

“I have a Divine Artifact.”

Eldin’s hand paused on the door’s handle. He didn’t turn it yet. The aquamarine haired man tilted his head to face Chax.

“What type?”

Eldin asked softly, but his words were clear to everyone listening. The group ignored the remaining Spiritual stage cultivators dead on the floor. The presence of the Divine Artifact changed everything. Even if they left the camp, none of them were sure that the Territory Lord would simply let them escape. Some of them were bound to be caught in its maw.

But a Divine Artifact could reverse the situation.

All of them were peak Saint experts and were privy to some of the most tightly guarded secrets. The knowledge of the Divine Artifacts was one of them. On certain rare occasions, the Gods would gift promising individuals artifacts from the Divine Realm, in hopes the selected cultivator would join their faction when they ascended to the higher plane.

To bring an item from the Divine Realm to the Mortal Realm was no simple feat, and a costly price had to be paid to bypass the World’s Law. For this reason, Divine Artifacts were so rare that only the most ancient clans held it in their possessions. It was a symbol of immense power because it meant that the clan had at least one member achieved Godhood.

“It’s a Time Restriction Array.”

Chax gritted through his teeth. The Divine Artifact was his biggest secret and his second lifeline. No one except for his father knew about it. Originally, the Sand Emperor had given it to Regis to protect himself in case of an ambush, because the Emperor was aware of the kingdom’s hostility towards him. To the Sand Emperor, a Divine Artifact wasn’t necessarily rare as he was the most likely in this generation to shatter the Shackle Lord’s chains and become a God. Numerous factions in the Divine Realm have tried to recruit him, and many of them had gifted Divine Artifacts.

If the news that Chax had a Divine Artifact were to leak, it would incite chaos and someone would sooner or later try to steal it. It was one thing for the mighty figures like the Sand Emperor to have one, but it was different if a measly Saint expert had one.

Heavenly experts and even Shackle Lords on the continent would attempt to hunt Chax down to steal the artifact. Even the threat of the Sand Emperor wouldn’t dissuade them from the artifact’s beguilement.

However, Chax had no choice but to play this trump card. If he lost over 300 cultivators today, not even the Emperor could save him and his father from the ministers of the Royal Court. This would be enough of a reason to dispel them from the kingdom, which would remove any barriers for their old enemies to attack. Chax would lose an invaluable treasure, but at least he’d still be alive to reclaim it in the future.

“A Time attributed artifact… Alright, we’ll stay and fight the beast.”

Eldin nodded after a while, bringing a surge of hope within Chax.

“Thank yo-“

“But I want the artifact once we’re done.”

Before Chax could finish, Eldin interrupted him, quelling his hopes.

“… it’s yours.”

Chax sighed and took out the artifact from his storage ring. It was shaped like an hourglass but made with a platinum-gold metal. The enigmatic sheen reflecting off its surface made others feel as if it was something that shouldn’t exist in this world.

Although he knew Eldin was going to ask for it, it still pained Chax to actually agree to relinquish it.

The other group members stayed silent, but their eyes lit up with greed when they saw the palm-sized artifact in Chax’s hand. If it wasn’t for Eldin’s family backing, some of them would have rushed to steal it. However, they knew it would only last a moment before Eldin took their lives in exchange. Even among the peak Saint experts, Eldin was cut from a different cloth. If the man wanted, he could break into Heavenly stage whenever he desired, but he forcefully restrained himself until he had a complete understanding of the Heavenly Domain.

With the Divine Artifact in hand, Eldin actually had a chance to stop the Territory Lord.

“Select your target and then pour your soul power at the base here. It will activate the Time Restriction Array. It should last for an hour before it needs to be recharged.”

Chax explained, his mood melancholic despite convincing Eldin to stay.

A savage screech penetrated the walls of the barracks, and they all saw the colossal head of a dark-ivy python rear its fangs and breathe out a virulent green cloud of poison. All the Vajra stage cultivators near its tail collapsed as a series of boils and pus oozed out of their skin.

“We have to fight… that?”

One of the group members gulped in horror.

“You guys only need to support me. I’ll be the one fighting it.”

Eldin glanced at Chax and then grabbed the artifact from his hand. Eldin was familiar with Restriction Array Artifacts as his family had a Fire attributed one. Time-based Restriction Array was very rare, and that’s why Eldin was willing to risk his life to obtain one. Even in his family, only Shackle Lords were allowed to carry one. If he brought home this Divine Artifact, then he was sure to surpass his cousins who were vying for the Clan Head seat.

“I’ll support you as well.”

Chax offered from the side, his hands trembling when he saw the destruction caused by the Territory Lord. He needed the head of that beast if he was to return to the royal court.

“Let me activate it.”

Eldin focused his sight on the Territory Lord through the window. It was his best shot to target the beast when its attention was diverted away from him.

A stream of soul power left Eldin’s hand and permeated into the hourglass-shaped artifact.

*chime*

A loud harmonic sound erupted around them, and a large golden array formed above the Ivy Python.

The Territory Lord’s enraged eyes noticed the circular pattern of symbols revolving over its head, and it unleashed a frenzied attack aimed at the array. With a bright light, the golden array flashed, enveloping the wild beast with its solar rays. The craziness in the Python’s eyes froze for a second as a trace of confusion took its place.

The giant creature’s body swayed as it lost its foothold.

“It’s working! Move out!”

Eldin smirked and smashed the window, charging straight at the Ivy Python. He couldn’t believe he was going to the first cultivator in history to defeat a Territory Lord on Rendel Island. The group members, including Chax, immediately followed suit, spreading out to trap the beast.

As the cultivators neared it, the Territory Lord’s hazy reptilian eyes drifted to the aquamarine haired man in the center. It saw the confident smirk on the man’s face and it brought forth an avalanche of fury. That man had its egg. The wave of frenzy seeped back into its eyes and it sent another earth-shattering roar at the approaching group.

Swarms of dense green cloud burst out from its scales, spreading to other corners of the camp as another string of Vajra cultivators perished. The Territory Lord tried to charge, but the golden arrays above it glowed and slowed its body down to a crawl. The python thrashed his neck, but even that movement played out slowly as if time itself was warped around it.

“Aeriel Armament.”

Eldin raised his fist in the air, and gales of wind twisted around his body, morphing into translucent pieces of armor. Wind churned around Eldin’s elevated fist as it condensed to form a wide bastard sword.

Eldin swept the bastard sword in front of him, sending a storm of violent wind everywhere as his aquamarine hair fluttered wildly.

“We have one hour. Let’s make history.”



“Mister, are you seeing that?”

Kirren’s amber eyes stared in shock at the scene in front of them. The entire camp was shrouded in a dome of green vapor. The shockwaves from the Territory Lord’s roar were felt all the way back to where they were.

Looks like the Ivy Python was wrecking havoc all over the headquarters.

“That’s a Heavenly Domain.”

Calron muttered. He’d already experienced a Heavenly stage cultivator’s domain before, but never at this level. He couldn’t see what was going on inside, but it shouldn’t take too long for the Python to decimate everyone. Not even peak Saint experts could last a second against a monster of that caliber.

The pair silently observed the chaos unfolding at the camp, with Kirren ‘ooohhh’ing and ‘aahhh’ing whenever the Python roared. However, after a few minutes, something seemed to have shifted.

Calron’s eyes pinpointed a flash of golden light and pierced out of the green dome and cut through it. He couldn’t see the minute details, but the presence of that golden light unsettled him. His suspicions were confirmed when the Territory Lord roared once again, but this time, there was a trace of confusion in it.

“Stay here, kid. I’m going in.”

Calron shot Kirren a serious look, warning the boy not to argue as he jumped off the branch and rushed towards the cultivators’ headquarters.

“Good luck, mister.”

Kirren wished he could follow Calron, but even the boy knew that this was not a battle that a 1st circle path walker could survive.

On the ground, Calron swiftly made his way to the camp. He reached for his mask and made sure it was secure on his face.

It was time to reunite with an ‘old friend’.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

Titan Core

“I CAN’T BELIEVE we’re actually doing this.”

One of the Saint experts murmured in amazement at the wounded Territory Lord before him.

By now, the Ivy Python was covered in countless open gashes with the courtesy of Eldin’s flurried attacks. Each time the Heavenly beast attempted to fight back, the golden array would slow its movements down to a crawl, allowing everyone to simply evade any attack. This left the beast helpless to do anything.

“It’s still not dead.”

Renes commented while taking in a strained breath. For the past 40 minutes, the group had been unleashing a barrage of elemental attacks, and yet the beast refused to submit. Renes was glad that they had the Divine Artifact, otherwise, it would be their corpses on the ground. Even if it was a peak Heavenly stage beast, it couldn’t resist against the might of a Divine Artifact.

A loud thunderous explosion detonated the air, and Renes saw Chax’s gauntlets connect with the Python’s tough scales. The Saint experts were no longer afraid of closing the distance after seeing the Divine Artifact’s effectiveness.

Meanwhile, Chax unloaded his pent-up frustration on the Territory Lord. If he knew just how overwhelming the Divine Artifact was going to be against the beast, he would have chosen to let Eldin’s group depart and dealt with the Territory Lord himself. His mistake was underestimating its potency. After all, the Divine Artifact was a product of a higher plane.

Chax was filled with regret at losing a tool that could turn the tides, and it’s not like Eldin would hand it back to him if he requested. In honestly, it wasn’t his fault entirely. If one didn’t personally witness it working, it would be hard to believe its capability. And it’s not like Chax could activate it whenever he wanted, lest others discovered it. However, now everyone had seen the artifact’s wonders.

“How much longer do we have?”

Chax glanced at Eldin, who was currently recovering his essence by the sidelines.

“20 more minutes.”

Eldin opened his eyes and answered evenly. It had already been 40 minutes of unending attacks on the Territory Lord. While others kept the pace, Eldin took this time to recover and prepare for one final attack that would end the beast’s life.

“Eldin, something’s weird.”

Renes called out the aquamarine haired man, holding out her scimitar. The curved blade was coated with a green ichor.

It was the Territory Lord’s blood.

It was only now that the group noticed that the beast wasn’t bleeding red. They were so caught up in the excitement of claiming the impossible feat of defeating a Territory Lord that this detail was overlooked. This was the first time anyone had been able to injure them as Rendel Island’s barrier barred any Heavenly cultivators from entering, making the Territory Lords the ultimate rulers of the land.

The others paused and inspected the green ichor as well. Some rubbed it between their fingers to test its texture. Its viscosity was unlike any type of blood they’d encountered.

Chax was intrigued by the ichor and brought his gauntlets closer to his face to examine it. However, his instincts were warning him of something. The presence of this strange blood indicated that the Territory Lords were no mere beasts. Could their blood hold a secret of this island? If so, then it might be worth it to take this opportunity to capture one.

If they could manage this, then Chax would be able to negotiate with the royal court to pardon his role in today’s losses. He didn’t have an exact headcount, but based on his estimations, at least a hundred cultivators were already dead. Just this news was sure to have the ministers rekindle the discussion of evicting him and his father. Hence, if he could bring home something that no one else had been able to do before, it might give him some leeway.

Turning to Eldin, Chax made his suggestion.

“Eldin, do you think we can somehow take this beast back home alive?”

Eldin was in the midst of touching the green ichor when Chax began talking.

“Impossible. We only have 20 minutes left before the Territory Lord recovers. Unless you have another Divine Artifact hidden, we need to kill it now.”

Eldin shook his head sadly, but he was gloating on the inside. Eldin was well aware of the troubles Chax and his father had in the royal court, and today’s events would surely leave even the Sand Emperor helpless to intervene. Losing a hundred cultivators in a single day was no laughing matter. Moreover, there had to be many others who deserted the camp the moment they saw the Territory Lord, leaving another mess to deal with in the future.

Frankly, Eldin didn’t care about Chax. He already had the Divine Artifact in hand, and in a few minutes, he’d also claim the achievement of being the first to slay a Territory Lord. An unsurmountable feat that could never be replicated.

“You’re right.”

Chax took in a deep breath before he relented. He was holding back his indignation, but this was not the time to aggravate Eldin.

Ignoring the bitter Chax, Eldin walked over to the incapacitated Territory Lord and aimed his bastard sword at its chest. The creature was even more massive up this close, leaving Eldin relieved that its movements were restricted. Just the python’s fangs were the size of his entire leg.

When the Territory Lord saw Eldin step closer, it tried to lash back, but the golden array above it crushed its momentum, enabling Eldin to easily dodge it. His eyes passed over the green ichor seeping into the dirt and focused on the center of its chest. Eldin then pressed his sword into the seam between the scales and sliced through the leathery skin.

The Territory Lord let out a weakened roar of dismay as Eldin sliced through its chest, exposing its weakness. Its core.

Unlike normal beast cores which had a gem-like quality to them, the Territory Lord’s core was like a kaleidoscope of various metals. Eldin had never seen a core like that before. The Ivy Python began taking ragged breaths, sensing its end was near.

“Boss, my head’s hurting.”

One of the cultivators that previously insulted Chax stated abruptly, while the others scrunched their noses. A sweet, beguiling scent wafted all over the area.

“Something’s wrong, step back Eldin.”

Chax was the first to notice the odd scent emanating from the core, as his nerves were already on high alert after the green ichor.

Eldin paid him no heed. His eyes flared with curiosity at the tantalizing core as he reached for it.

A shadow flashed across Eldin’s face.

In the blink of an eye, Eldin hastily darted back, beads of sweat on his forehead. If he had just been a fraction of a second late, he would not be breathing right now.

Everyone’s attention turned to the malevolent crimson spear lodged into the ground, the same place where Eldin was standing a moment ago. The sheer force of the spear’s velocity formed a mini crater around it.

Right when everyone was observing the crimson spear, it suddenly shattered into smaller fragments before it reshaped itself into a blood droplet.

“That’s… blood?”

Renes murmured, her comment mirrored the confused expression on the other cultivators’ faces.

“It’s another enemy.”

Contrary to others, Eldin’s perception was significantly higher. He’d already detected the presence of someone else when the spear pierced through the air.

Eldin wasn’t wrong.

In a span of a few breaths, a hail of spears appeared in the sky, all heading towards Eldin. Even the blood drop on the group transformed into another spear, and shot at the aquamarine haired man.

“Show yourself.”

Eldin launched himself into the air, his Aeriel Armament back on his body as he repeatedly dodged the crimson spears flying at him. From the air, Eldin’s eyes landed near the entrance of the camp, the source of the bloody spears.

Step by step, a shadow of a man revealed itself in the light. He was walking barefoot, his robes were in tatters, and half of his face was hidden by a broken mask. Demonic white hair trailed behind him as the mysterious man slowly took one step after another. The group of cultivators noticed that the man had no irises. Instead, his eyes were pure red orbs.

Streak of scalding smoke escaped from his mouth, like a beast without a conscious thought. The man continued to slowly walk while the spears continued to target Eldin in the air.

However, it wasn’t the man’s appearance that shocked the cultivators.

It was the sea of blood floating over him. It was enough to fill an entire lake. The group’s faces paled when they realized just where that blood came from. It was the hundreds of their dead comrades. Even at this moment, streams of blood flowed from the piles of corpses towards the Blood Sea.

“Blood Walker…”

Eldin’s eyes went wide. He came from one of the prominent clans within the cultivators, so he knew about the four original Dao paths of the Titans.

Other common cultivators might be on the blind, but he was fully aware of the extent that the Gods had gone in order to eradicate any progeny of the Blood Dao. The four original Daos were the greatest existential threat to all elementalists.

And now, one of those threats was standing in front of him.

—HALF AN HOUR ago—

“That’s a weird sensation.”

Calron raised his arm when he passed through the camp. The Territory Lord’s Heavenly Domain sank its invisible pressure down on him. This was not the first time Calron experienced a Domain, but it was definitely the most intriguing one.

He couldn’t tell its effect as nothing seemed amiss within his body, yet the mere fact that the Ivy Python’s domain could stretch over the entire headquarters was a feat of its own.

Calron quietly passed through the tents, seeing piles of bodies on the floor. He initially wanted to hide his presence, but he soon discovered that it wasn’t needed.

Everyone here was already dead.

Even the guards on the tower had been long deceased, the upper half of their bodies collapsed on the rails.

Walking over to the closest corpse on the ground, Calron nudged it with his leg. The body was faced down, so he exerted force with his leg to push it over.

“Indeed, it’s poison.”

Calron had an inkling that the death of the cultivators had something to do with poison, and now he’d confirmed it. The corpse had a string of dark-green splotches all over the body. Despite the lack of a heartbeat, the pestilent scarring seemed to continue extending.

Quickly ripping out a piece of fabric from the hem of his robe, Calron quickly wrapped it around his fingers to avoid accidentally touching anything. His mask was already protecting him from inhaling any toxic vapors. In the end, it might prove to be pointless if the poison from the domain was triggered upon the first contact.

However, Calron still chose to take certain precautions. His breathing wasn’t currently constricted and none of his movements appeared to be compromised. Maybe, the effect of the domain was diluted for 3rd circle path walkers?

“Hmm…”

Just as Calron was about to inspect other corpses, a sudden thought sparked in his mind.

A small Blood Pellet coalesced on his palm and he shot it at the corpse’s feet, opening a gash on the soles. Without touching the body, Calron activated Blood Drain and siphoned all the blood from the corpse, leaving another dry husk. Immediately, he willed the blood to enter into his Dao circles.

“Worth a shot.”

Calron chuckled softly as his experiment failed. He thought he could absorb the blood of all the nearby corpses to boost his circles, but he was too late. The corpses had already decomposed slightly, making the dao incompatible with his own. The longer the body stayed exposed to the outside environment, the pure blood dao would become mingled together with other types of dao.

Despite not being able to absorb the blood, Calron could still use it as a battery to fuel Blood Berserker. He summoned a coalition of more Blood Pellets and shot them all over the area where the corpses were lying.

Thick streams of viscous blood pooled over Calron as he continued to drain all the bodies.

Seeing the alarming reservoir of blood orbiting him, Calron felt a tinge of regret at not being able to absorb it. If he could absorb the blood of these nearly forty cultivators, he’d be much closer to completing his 4th circle. Which lead him to another train of thought: would the island’s barrier allow him to break into the 4th circle?

“What’s that smell?”

As Calron delved closer to the looming headquarters in the distance, he could hear the faint sounds of the cultivators clashing against the towering Ivy Python. However, Calron’s senses were dominated by the enticing scent lingering in his nostrils. It was sweet, like cane sugar mixed with a tint of iron. It was a strangely familiar smell. Calron had a feeling like he was reconnecting with something long lost. However, the rational part of his brain knew that this was the first time he ever encountered this scent.

Calron let out a groan and succumbed to the ground, using his arm to stop his whole body from tipping over. The smell was eroding his control over his limbs.

Something was wrong.

His arm lost all sensation and his body fully tipped over and he was lying face down on the dirt, unable to muster his muscles to move. A churning warmth spread out from his chest. It was his circles. They began humming uncontrollably.

At this point, Calron could only move his eyes and he detected the blood pool above him amplifying its body as it sucked in blood from distant corpses that would normally be out of Calron’s range.

I know it’s you. Why are you doing this now?

Calron held back his seething furor and turned his attention to the entity that he knew was at the root cause of this.

When the Primordials invaded our lands, we knew there would come a day when the path walkers would lose our guidance. The four original Daos are unique, Calron. More unique than you’re aware of. We had to hide the truth from most of the Ancients. Only our disciples were in on the secret.

An ancient and gravely voice thundered inside Calron’s mind. The Blood Titan was finally responding. Calron wanted to yell, but he suppressed the urge as the Titan continued.

I never expected a situation like this to occur. I was waiting for you to enter the Dao Geyser before you came in contact with the Titan Cores. It’s partly your fault in orchestrating this mess, but let’s not quarrel over this. I’ll try to isolate the influence of the Titan core on your Blood Dao, but that will require you to temporarily relinquish control of your body to me.

Why can’t you just tell me now? And do you really think I’m going to trust you with my body?

Calron retorted, despite him already losing control over his muscles. It was at a stalemate. Calron couldn’t move his body and neither could the Blood Titan.

It was a plan devised by the Nature Titan. A device we could use to ignite the Dao itself. You’ll eventually learn about Ignition, but forgive me, Calron. We don’t have much time. You’ll understand everything when we finally meet. Now, sleep.

The Blood Titan sighed inside his mind and in the next moment, Calron felt a violent spasm span across his body. In his mind’s eye, he saw the Blood Titan’s humongous arm snap something inside him.

And then everything went dark.



Calron woke up feeling groggy.

He felt slightly seasick, and as he recovered his senses, he realized that he was spectating everything through someone else’s body.

No, it was his body.

Only he wasn’t the one in control.

Calron felt the Blood Dao circulating in his circles as it commanded the Blood Spears. THe crimson shafts were trailing a cultivator that Calron had never seen before. A cultivator with aquamarine hair. Spread out from him were other peak Saint experts that maintained their distance and kept their eyes on ‘Calron’. However, it Calron’s attention was glued to the man wearing a pair of golden gauntlets.

Chax.

I’m a bit rusty.

An aged voice shook Calron out of his turmoil’d emotions. He wanted to charge over and sever Chax’s head from his neck.

I know you use the Blood Dao different from me, but I always liked spears more.

The Blood Titan continued talking as if he was having a casual chat.

Why ask me for permission when you can forcefully take it?

Calron replied grumpily, bitter that the Blood Titan simply seized control over his body and he couldn’t even resist it.

The circumstance is that dire, Calron. Never before had anyone come close to discovering the Titan cores. The fact that it’s the cultivators makes this situation absolutely critical.

The Blood Titan pinned one of the nearby cultivators when he got too close to the bleeding Territory Lord. Using the Blood Spear, the Titan pierced it right into his beating heart. The Blood Sea floating above him began to slowly dwindle in size as the Titan was pushing the Blood Berserker in full force.

What are the Titan Cores?

Calron paused as he traced how the Titan used the Blood Dao. They shared the body, so Calron could feel the pathways of the circles when the Titan utilized the Dao. The Titan didn’t use the Dao like Calron. Instead, he had the Dao preemptively loaded into circles and then he’d alter its structure to unleash various abilities.

On the other hand, whenever Calron used the Dao, he’d circle it once to activate an ability like Blood Drain, and then circle the Dao once again to trigger another ability. The Titan instead would have the circles always full of the Dao and modify it before letting it go. No wonder the Titan was able to command the legion of crimson spears, whereas Calron struggled to regulate the Blood Pellets at large quantities.

Long story. I’ll explain later, but we need to deal with these cultivators first. That Territory Lord cannot die.

The Blood Titan ignored Calron’s inquiry. By now, the other Saint experts had ‘Calron’ trapped in the center and bombarded him with a barrage of elemental attacks. The Blood Sea kept dwindling as the Titan used its reserves to heal constantly.

They’re only Saint stage cultivators. Why are you struggling with them?

Calron sensed something was amiss. The Titan was in a defensive stance, and hesitating to attack.

It’s your friend.

The Blood Titan sent Calron an image, followed by an exasperated sigh.

Seeing the image, Calron started chuckling with amusement. Knowing the Blood Titan’s status and how long he’d been inside Calron’s body, he would have already been aware of the Azure Lightning.

Even now, the Azure Lightning was restricting the Blood Titan from fully controlling Calron’s body. In the middle of this, Calron forgot one thing to ask.

If the Blood Titan knew about the Azure Lightning, why did he still let Calron inherit the Blood Dao?

Let’s make a deal, Calron. I’ll answer all your questions when we meet, and in return, you protect this Territory Lord from the cultivators.

The Blood Titan eventually gave up when he saw the Blood Pool retracing to a startlingly low amount.

Another condition. After this is over, you’ll never take control of my body without my permission.

Calron added in. He had no problem with eliminating the cultivators, as that was his motive the whole time. Chax was not leaving the island alive. The only drawback was that he couldn’t take the Titan Core from the Territory Lord. Seeing how the Blood Titan reacted to it, Calron was sure that there was a big conspiracy related to it and the Titans’ disappearance.

Agreed.

The Blood Titan’s gravely voice resounded, sealing the deal.

“Whatever that blood thing is, it’s vanishing fast. Keep your attacks on making him bleed.”

Eldin shouted as he was being chased by the frenzied path walker. He’d already figured out that it was the looming blood pool that the path walker was using to regenerate. Gradually, he’d run out of the blood reserves and that’ll be the time Eldin will strike.

“Jeter, now!”

Renes yelled, as the man running next to her summoned a gigantic block of ice over Calron and smashed it down. At the same time, Renes shot a blazing orb of inferno at the ice. Calron was right in the center and when the two forces collided, it created an area of a supernova blizzard. A cloud of steam covered the entire area.

“Did we take him out?”

Renes took in several deep breaths. She was almost out of her essence now.

The icy steam rolled out, a dark silhouette of a man standing tall.

“Curses, how is he still alive? Are you sure that’s a 3rd circle path walker?”

Another Saint expert spat out with frustration.

The path walker slowly walked out of the icy cloud, his robes now completely tattered and his upper body naked. The taut muscles coiled with every step the man took. There was no more mask covering his face, so everyone had a clear look at the man’s devilish white hair and sharp angular features.

On the side, Chax felt an uneasiness in his heart, but he couldn’t explain it.

However, the biggest difference was that the man’s eyes were no longer frenzied. They could see the whites of his eyes and also the bloody-red irises. The man walked over with a confident smile etched on his face.

He turned his head and looked straight at Chax.

“Miss me?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

World's Law

RIGHT AS CALRON addressed Chax, he gave a quick glance to the incapacitated Territory Lord. It was still alive.

I need to draw them away from the Python. Its injuries don’t seem to be healing. Probably due to those golden arrays.

Calron scanned the environment, marking where each of the cultivators were standing. They appeared to be gauging Calron’s reaction. His demeanor was different than when the Blood Titan was in control, so everyone was cautious.

“He’s the ‘Ghost’!”

Chax raged. He understood that it was this man that had been hunting his members with impunity on the island. He was the ‘Ghost’ path walker. Chax came to the realization once he saw the dried husks of the deceased cultivators that were fine just a few minutes ago. They got it wrong from the very start. It wasn’t a path walker with a physical dao. Instead, it was one of the long forgotten Blood Walkers.

Calron ignored Chax and dove straight for Eldin. The rest should follow to protect that man, leaving the Territory Lord alone. Calron wasn’t surprised that Chax had failed to recognize his true identity. After all, back when they last saw each other, Calron didn’t have white hair or his blood-red eyes. To Chax, it would be inconceivable that the man he called ‘Ghost’ was actually the same boy with the lightning element from his childhood.

Rarely had cultivators ever gone through the transfiguration into becoming a path walker, as the knowledge of this process was tightly controlled by the Archaic Council, and they only granted it to cultivators who had proven themselves to be against the Gods.

In Chax’s mind, Calron was nowhere close to being a figure like that.

“This is pointless. Why don’t we talk? I know your kind likes the special stones from the quarry. I have a few bags of them. If you leave now, we can all forget about everything that happened today.”

Eldin dashed away from a Blood Pellet aimed at him and tried to dissuade Calron. Eldin was aware of the abilities that Blood Walkers had, and the longer the battle waged, the stronger Calron would become. Unlike his party that was running low in essence, Calron could drain blood from someone and keep going. The only advantage they had on their side were the numbers and that Calron was too slow.

“Give me a bag, and I’ll think about it.”

Calron smirked as he continued to chase Eldin and hail the Blood Pellets at him. The Blood Sea above him was being rapidly depleted by his unhindered barrage of attacks, but Calron needed the cultivators to put all their focus on him and away from the Territory Lord. The rest of the Saint experts trailed behind them as they tried poking Calron whenever he got too close to Eldin. Meanwhile, Calron ignored Chax. The time would come and he’d savor every moment of it. But he made a deal with the Blood Titan, and it was essential for the Territory Lord to not get caught in the crossfire.

Noticing the ingenious expression on Calron’s face, Eldin scoffed. He observed the Blood Sea over Calron getting smaller and smaller, leading to a more confident attitude.

“We all know that the moment those blood reserves are gone, you’d be helpless against all of us.”

Calron responded by speeding up and aiming a kick at Eldin.

The latter nimbly dodged the attack and turned to taunt Calron. However, his expression froze.

Calron’s objective was never Eldin from the beginning. He was aiming for the tree next to the cultivator and he used it as a stepping surface and propelled himself backwards to one of the other Saint experts.

“Blood Berserker.”

Calron grinned as his speed overtook Eldin’s previous pace, and he grabbed the head of the closest cultivator. It was Jeter.

His fingers pressed into Jeter’s temple, as Calron tried something new he learned from the way the Blood Titan used the circles. Jeter gave out a horrifying look before his body melted in front of everyone’s eyes.

“You bastard!”

Eldin felt a sense of dread, mirroring the rest of the group. Chax’s face paled at the way his teammate was brutally killed.

“Not bad.”

Calron turned to the rest of the cultivators. He was experimenting with charging his dao circles and using multiple abilities at once. Just now, he used Blood Drain in conjunction with Blood Berserker, causing Jeter’s entire body to be liquidated as even the blood from his skin was devoured.

The price he had to pay for this was equally monstrous. The Blood Sea shrank even further, it had only a minute or so left before Calron would be empty. The blood he drained from Jeter wasn’t enough to replenish the amount it took simply to activate the ability.

I lost more blood in using it than I took from him.

Calron sighed inwardly. He was only able to use it because of the Blood Sea supplementing him.

He pushed it aside and charged at his next target. This time, he used the Blood Berserker in combination with the Blood Pellets. The blood bullets were now denser and packed a volatile energy inside its core.

“Eld-“

Renes sputtered as she looked down from her body. There was a large gaping hole in the center. Not even her organs were spared. The blood bullet cauterized her whole midsection.

Calron was aiming at three others, but his accuracy failed as he was unfamiliar with the now sonic blood bullets. Only a few more were left. Of course, Calron deliberately left Chax for the end.

“We’re leaving. Disperse in different directions.”

Eldin barked his orders. There was no fighting against this monster. If they had their elemental cores full of essence, they could contend against him, but dealing with the Territory Lord had depleted everyone’s essence. Moreover, the man in front of them was obviously stronger than a normal 3rd circle path walker. Eldin figured Calron was a secret that the Archaic Council was keeping from the Gods.

The whole world thought Blood Walkers were a thing of the past, but here was one that was full and alive. Eldin had to pass this information to the Sand Emperor at all costs.

He knew Calron was hunting them one by one because he couldn’t deal with them at once. So, the best option was to retreat and come back once their essence was replenished.

Eldin took out the Divine Artifact, and after a brief hesitation, he threw it away. There were still a few minutes left, but he couldn’t deactivate it now or else his party would have to fight both against the Blood Walker and the Territory Lord. He couldn’t take it with him, because after a certain distance, it would stop working on the beast. Hence, he had to leave it here to keep the Python incapacitated.

His heart ached at parting with the Divine Artifact, but his life was worth more. He was confident that he could escape Calron if he put his full focus into running away. No one could beat a peak Saint stage Air Elementalist in speed within the same rank.

Hearing Eldin’s order, the remaining cultivators, including Chax, nod with urgency and fall back.

Calron didn’t expect Eldin to retreat so decisively. Flustered, he summons more Blood Bullets and uses up all the reserves from the Blood Sea. One bullet collided with the escaping cultivator’s arm, bursting it clean off the shoulder, but the cultivator was still alive and fervently running away.

Calron cursed out loud as the Blood Sea fizzled out. He’d used up all the blood he had in reserves. Blood Berserker shut down, taking away the enhancements it granted to Calron.

He’d already partially fulfilled the Blood Titan’s mission as the cultivators left the Territory Lord. It wasn’t ideal, but there was nothing Calron could do further. Now, all that was left was dealing with Chax. Ignoring the other cultivators, Calron focused on the path Chax was taking and chased him.

Absorb the Territory Lord’s blood.

Just as Calron was about to leave, he heard the Blood Titan speak out in his mind, projecting the image of the green ichor pooled on the ground. Astonishingly, the blood hadn’t coagulated yet.

Won’t that kill the beast?

Calron was taken aback by the Blood Titan’s request. He hadn’t even thought of absorbing the Python’s blood.

No. It’s not exactly its blood. It’s part of the Titan Core. Do it quickly, before those cultivators escape. The outside world cannot learn about the existence of these cores.

The Blood Titan’s voice thundered inside Calron.

At any other time, Calron would be dubious of the Blood Titan. However, there was no more time to hesitate. He couldn’t let Chax escape.

He bolted towards the Territory Lord. It was taking in feeble breaths. Alive, but barely. The golden arrays were pressing down on its scales, preventing it from moving.

Extending his hand, Calron slowly reached for the green ichor on the ground.

The moment his hand touched the ichor, it instantly surged around his finger and swam over his skin and towards the opening of his mouth, ears, nose and any pores it could find. It was almost as if it was waiting for Calron.

His circles exploded with a radiant light, and his heart began pistoning new blood into every corner of his body. However, all that new blood changed direction and was heading straight towards his Dao circles.

An overwhelming pressure bubbled from his chest, and Calron felt his vision distorting in space. It was as if there was a barrier placed around his senses. Through the dampeners, Calron heard the screams of the cultivators. He recognized one of them. It was Chax.

What’s going on?

The pressure inside his chest was building.

It’s your Domain… it’s being born.

The Blood Titan’s voice reverberated.

A SCORCHING HEAT simmered around Calron’s chest, causing him to turn his attention towards it. It was his latest circle. The 4th circle was finally completed, and it thrummed with visible energy.

However, it was the pressure extending from it that shifted Calron’s focus. He could feel something outside his body was resonating with his circles.

His Domain was gradually taking its form.

Why is my body frozen?

Calron thought as he sensed his current breakthrough differed vastly from the previous times he completed his circles. He was utterly immobilized as the connection between his 4th circle and his Domain grew more solid. Even now, he had no idea what his Domain was.

The 4th circle is one of the most important threshold for a path walker. Unfortunately, we didn’t have time for you to get accustomed to the final stages of the 3rd circle in preparation for your Domain.

The Blood Titan’s voice vibrated inside Calron’s mind. The old Titan was still here.

What was inside that green ichor?

Calron inquired, knowing all that was happening was due to that mysterious blood. The Blood Titan was surprisingly communicative, so Calron wanted to take his chance to get some answers.

Before he absorbed the green ichor, he still had a long way to go until his 4th circle was to be completed. However, just a bit of that green ichor was enough to push his 4th circle to a full loop. There had to be something deeper in relation to that green blood, and Calron had an inkling that it was tied to the ‘Ignition’ that the Blood Titan had mentioned.

The cultivators call this the ‘Heavenly stage’. Do you know why, Calron? It’s because for them, this is the first time they come into contact with the World’s Laws. The Elements were never a part of this sector, but after the cultivators reach the Heavenly stage, they begin to assimilate their element with the Laws and the result of that is their Domain. In a twisted way, they’re forming a tie with the Dao.

The Blood Titan ignored Calron’s question and began his tale whilst the pressure in the area turned denser by the second. Whatever Calron’s Domain was, it was exuding a domineering presence.

Similarly, for the path walkers, the 4th circle is when our Dao undergoes a transmutation at the fundamental level. Until now, you were learning to exert your control over the Dao to bring out its abilities. But starting from this point, through your Domain, you’ll be able to instill your will on the very world itself. I hoped you’d reach this stage later, after you learned a bit more about the path walkers. As a 4th circle, you’re no longer a small fish in the pond and will garner attention from people I wanted you to avoid at all costs.

The Titan’s voice turned somber towards the end, and Calron detected a trace of melancholy. Who did the Titan want to hide Calron from?

Don’t ask. You’re not ready for it yet.

The Blood Titan sighed, already sensing Calron’s inquisitive thoughts.

Right then, Calron’s 4th circle flashed with a pang as he felt an overbearing force rock him down to the ground.

This is the critical moment. Your Domain is the amalgamation of your path within the Blood Dao. I was able to wrest some control over the direction of your other circles and their abilities, but for the 4th circle, not even I can get involved. It’s the World’s Law. When you establish a connection with your Domain, mold it to your desire, Calron.

The Titan’s voice echoed, as Calron felt a ghostly tendril latch onto his 4th circle, sending out a burst of a crimson illuminant explosion that spread out in a radius of 10m with his body in the center.

My desire?

Calron mused as the earth below him quaked by the Domain’s formation. The World’s Laws were descending to shape the birth of the newest Domain in its sector. The ghostly tendril swam towards Calron’s head, churning through his memories. On the side, the reddish domain swirled as it molded into what Calron wanted.

He was unsure if the Blood Titan was actually not going to get involved. In the past, the Titan had forcefully interjected to push Calron’s abilities in the path he wanted. Blood Drain had quickly become Calron’s most essential ability, but in the end, it wasn’t what he wanted.

His desire had been the same from the very beginning: to protect his friends and family. To become someone that no one could look down upon.

The ghostly tendril shimmered as Calron’s thoughts became sharper and condensed.

The crimson Domain expanded by a further 5m.

Calron knew he was the reincarnation of the Lightning Primordial, but that’s not who he wanted to be. He didn’t agree with what the Primordials did. In order to take them down, he had to reach a height that no one did before.

He would pave a new path for others to follow. A beacon of hope that would end this war. That meant he had to be on the same level as the leaders of this world, not a mere path walker or cultivator. The Sand Emperor was a cultivator, but he was also a ruler that even the Gods paid respect to.

For some reason, an image of a broken throne suspended in space glimmered in front of him before disappearing just as quickly.

“Blood Kingdom.”

Calron opened his eyes to his Domain for the first time. A shockwave splintered into the ground as the crimson Domain solidified and a hazy building appeared within its terrain. The building seemed ephemeral, as if it wasn’t set in reality but in another dimension. Next to the building were other spots that hadn’t taken form yet. In the center where Calron stood, an illusion of a broken throne reappeared before dissipating.

The Domain was still incomplete, with only one risen building. However, that was plenty for Calron now. He knew which direction he had to go to complete the Domain.

“Royal Armory.”

Calron reached out his hand to the hazy building. Soon, in his palm, a wave of blood gushed out from the building and morphed into a familiar weapon.

It was a replica of Thunder’s Hand, Calron’s old bow.

“Feels good to hold it again.”

Calron murmured as he ran his other hand over the elegant bow. It wasn’t the real Thunder’s Hand, only an imitation. However, it was exactly how Calron remembered it. The curve of the spine, the small nicks near the edges, and the string-less draw.

The function of the Armory was to help him create weapons and objects using blood.

From the corner of his eyes, Calron could see the remaining cultivators, including Eldin and Chax, imprisoned within the confines of his Domain. One of the cultivators was scratching the outer crimson walls, but to no avail. This was no longer something that a Saint stage cultivator could go against.

Destiny twists and turns, but ultimately, it ends up at the same destination.

The Blood Titan stared at the novel Domain. Just like any ability, a Domain grew along with the path walker. He could see Calron’s wish and desire resonating within the Domain. Most people would stick to a singular dimension Domain, but Calron wanted to immerse an entire world into his. The young man was only able to coalesce a single building at the 4th circle, but what if he reached the latter circles?

“There’s no enmity between us. Take whatever you want from us, but let us go.”

Eldin stood up in the distance and addressed Calron. He presented himself confidently, but Calron could detect the faint panic in his voice. Eldin never expected the situation to turn this awry. The man before him held the same rank as most Clan Leaders in the outside world. A Heavenly stage cultivator with the power of a Domain.

“No enmity? You couldn’t be further from the truth.”

Calron glanced at Eldin before his eyes swept over Chax, eliciting a deep chuckle. Calron took in a long breath. His Dao circles settled inside his chest, and he felt a surge of exhilarating vigor course through him. His body didn’t seem to change that much, but something about the world itself appeared to have altered forever.

Is this the World’s Laws?

Calron saw something in the sky that hadn’t been there before. No, it was always there. It was only now that Calron could see it.

He couldn’t describe it, as it had no physical representation. But it was a looming presence over the world. He sent his thoughts to the Blood Titan, but the latter continued to ignore him.

“Is it him?”

By now, Eldin noticed that Calron’s attention had always been fixed on Chax. In response, Chax was bewildered.

“I didn’t even meet this man until today. He was the one hunting my troops, not the other way around.”

Chax sputtered, defending himself. He could see the glint in Eldin’s eyes and the rest of the Saint experts. They were thinking of killing him if it would appease Calron and let them escape.

“Shut it. My ears a bit sensitive now.”

Calron clicked his tongue in annoyance. He was getting used to his heightened senses and the new world around him. He wanted to sit down and examine all the new changes after this breakthrough, but there was no time. At some point, the Island’s barrier would get triggered, and he’d be forced to leave.

Infusing his Dao into the bow, a red metallic arrow emerged notched on the string. The head was made of pure blood. Before the Domain, one of Calron’s biggest weakness was not being able to condense the blood into a shape he desired. The Domain supplemented his desire into reality.

Drawing the bow back, Calron aimed at one of the cultivators.

“Wai-“

The man couldn’t finish his sentence. The blood arrow was lodged inside his neck. He let out a gurgle and collapsed to the floor. The rest couldn’t even see when Calron’s fingers let go of the arrow. It was too fast.

“I can reveal what the Gods are planning, the Archaic council will want to-“

Eldin scrambled to plead Calron, but it was too late. An identical blood arrow pierced into his heart, killing him in an instant. Even in death, Eldin couldn’t believe that Calron would kill him without hearing what he had to say. This was supposed to be an easy mission from the Sand Emperor. Eldin never thought he’d be dying here today.

Unfazed, Calron unleashed a volley of blood arrows, reaping the lives of the rest of the cultivators. He didn’t care about what information Eldin had. He was good at hiding his true thoughts, and Calron didn’t want to participate in any of his schemes. Moreover, it didn’t matter as Calron couldn’t let any of these cultivators from escaping. They had to die to bury the secret of the Titan core.

“Look, brother, please let me go. There’s a Divine Artifact somewhere here and if you want, I can bring another one to you in the future.”

Chax saw the Saint experts crumple like weed next to him, pools of blood seeping into the dirt. He kneeled on the ground and begged the path walker. For some reason, the man hadn’t killed him yet, so a bit of hope remained in his heart.

“Brother?”

Calron laughed out loud as he flung the bow away, turning it back into blood and return to the Armory. He took deliberately slow steps towards the kneeling Chax.

“Hey, why haven’t you asked for my name yet?”

Calron grinned darkly. The rage he’d been suppressing threatened to erupt. It was Chax’s family that was the cause for the 8-year-old Calron to bury his father, then his mother and baby sister. If it wasn’t for Regis, Calron would have a family today.

Chax’s family took everything from him. Now, it was time to pay.

“Huh? W-what’s your name?”

Chax couldn’t fathom what was going on, but seeing the wrath on the Blood Walker’s face, he succumbed.

At this point, Calron was standing directly before the kneeling Chax. He used his foot to tilt Chax’s chin up towards him.

“I like this expression on your face, Chax. How’s the Red Boar School these days?”

“Y-you! How could that be!?”

Seeing the smirk on the man’s face, Chax’s memories of the Red Boar School resurfaced. There was only one person that had such a deep animosity with him and his father. It was the look of vengeance on that child’s face that made his father pursue that son of the lightning cultivator.

“Cal…ron.”

Chax trembled as he ushered the name he’d long forgotten.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

Madness

“HOW IS THAT possible!? That kid was a lightning cultivator… not a path walker.”

Chax muttered, baffled at his situation. It didn’t make any sense. The man’s white hair and blood-red eyes defied any ties to the chubby, dark-haired kid with blue eyes that Chax recalled from his memories. But as his sight dawned on the facial features, the similarities began to puzzle in. The biggest clue was the smirk on that man’s face. It was the same that lightning boy had when he fought him back at the Red Boar School.

At that moment, Chax let out an unexpected laugh. It wasn’t a laugh of joy, but resentment. He finally understood why Calron left him alive until the end. It wasn’t mercy.

It was for vengeance.

Calron raised his eyebrow at the strange behavior, but he let Chax come to the reality. He wanted Chax to know that he was going to die and there was nothing he could do to stop it. Calron needed him to feel the same despair that he felt.

However, just as abruptly as Chax started to laugh, he hushed down and got up from groveling and sat back on the ground, staring silently up at Calron. Despite his impending death, a calmness settled inside Chax. He knew Calron wouldn’t let him leave alive. If the roles were reversed, Chax would have done the same. The enmity between them was not something that could be solved with words.

“You seem pretty relaxed for someone knowing he’s going to die.”

Calron met Chax’s gaze with a smirk.

“If begging or pleading with you could save my life, I would. But we both know that’s pointless. Hahaha, I thought I was the hunter. Instead, it was you encircling me the whole time. Tell me, Calron, how did you know I was going to come to this island?”

Chax no longer bothered to figure out how Calron became a path walker. It wasn’t relevant anymore. The cold fact was that the boy he used to consider trash was now towering over him and with a cultivation rank equivalent to a Heavenly cultivator.

Calron clicked his tongue at Chax’s attitude. He thought the latter would be groveling for mercy, but the young man appeared to have accepted his death. Calron sensed it wasn’t bravado. Chax was truly ready for death. Or was he trying to persuade Calron not to torture him?

“I only found out when I came here that you were on this island. A lucky coincidence for me.”

Calron shrugged in response. There was no point in lying, as regardless of how calm Chax was, he wasn’t escaping out of here alive. Calron appeared nonchalant, but he was keeping track of every movement Chax made. If he detected any signs of Chax’s essence showing signs of activation, Calron would act to shut it down.

On the other side, Chax sighed with relief at hearing Calron’s words. Initially, he was worried that someone in the royal court was connected to Calron, and relayed his information to him. Chax could now rest easy, knowing his father wasn’t in immediate danger as long as he was with the Sand Emperor.

Not even the Ancients could barge into the Emperor’s domain. That was the only solace Chax had in his heart. The knowledge that Calron would never be able to exact his revenge on his father.

With that in mind, Chax spread out his arms, tilted his neck, and beckoned for Calron to kill him.

“Do it.”

Looking at the gesture of his enemy urging to kill him, Calron shook his head and grinned. Chax wasn’t going to get a clean death. He had yet to pay for his toll.

Calron extended his arm towards the hazy building inside his Domain.

“Armory.”

The stream of blood curled over his fingers and this time, the weapon was a long, dark-red knife.

Noticing the knife and the sinister look on Calron’s face, Chax connected the dots and his heart quivered with terror. No warrior used a knife to kill. It was used to chop or slice.

He’s planning on maiming me before going for the kill.

Chax’s thoughts raced with frenzy as Calron stepped closer.

“Do you know, Calron, I was in the hunting party when your father died?”

The words hung in the air, bringing out a chilliness around the area.

Calron halted mid-step. The capillaries near his irises swelled as he clutched the knife in a tightening grip. Tremors passed through the blood Domain as it raged and pushed the gravitational force down on Chax, smashing his cheek to the dirty ground.

“I saw him die like a pathetic man.”

Chax goaded Calron, madness etched on his face even as the soil seeped into his mouth.

Calron sent a baleful look at Chax. The crimson knife dropped to the ground as a tsunami of blood surged above Calron. Chax laughed manically even as the sand went into his mouth. He was going to die, but it would be on his terms.

“As useless as your father was, at least he was still a cultivator. You’re worse than him, a traitorous scum! The cultivators will win the war in the end. The Ancients are no match for the Primordials. I’ll die here today, but you’ll join me soon enough, Calron!”

Just as Chax finished, Calron moved in the blink of an eye and pressed Chax’s head deeper into the ground until several of his teeth cracked. Calron kept driving Chax’s head until half his face was buried and his lower jaw let out an audible snap. Chax groaned, his muffled cries having no effect on Calron.

After a few seconds, Calron pulled his head back and forced Chax to look into his eyes.

“Where’s Regis?”

Calron roared into Chax’s bloodied face.

Chax flashed his remaining teeth in contempt as he spat out the sand mixed with his blood, refusing to answer.

Calron reached for Chax’s elbow while maintaining eye contact and crushed the joint with enough pressure to pulverize both the bone and cartilage itself. Chax screamed in agony, but those screams gradually turned into unhinged laughter.

“Even if you know where my father is, you won’t be able to do anything. The Sand Emperor is someone who has killed even descendants of Ancients, and still, your council can’t do anything to him.”

Chax coughed out more blood between his gusts of laughter. His eyes were now full of utter madness.

Calron didn’t say anything, but his hand on Chax’s arm moved up and ripped out his entire arm from the shoulder, pulling out the whole limb with flesh and tendons. Splotches of blood splashed on Calron’s enraged face, as he begins to reach for Chax’s other arm.

Chax continued to laugh crazily, even as his arm was torn off his shoulder. He was a Saint stage expert. The blood loss wasn’t enough to kill him. On the contrary, he enjoyed seeing the wrath on Calron’s face. It spurred him on. The more Calron grew angry, the more satisfied he became knowing that this was all the revenge that man would ever get.

*splurt*

Chax’s other arm was just as brutally ripped out from the socket as his previous one.

He laid there on the ground, with both his arms severed from his body, but still laughing. Chax’s jaw was fractured but even the painful ripples from that didn’t stop him.

Calron looked at the discarded limbs and then wiped the blood from his hands onto his robes. He took in a deep breath and regulated his circulation. Any sanity inside Chax was long gone. The man was now delirious. This wasn’t what Calron wanted. Chax needed to face hopelessness.

“In the end, you’re still that lightning trash you were in school.”

In a wrangled state, his body chopped in pieces, Chax still derided Calron with contempt. It was his parting gift to his killer.

Calron glanced into Chax’s frenzied eyes and leans over him.

“The Sand Emperor won’t be able to save your father.”

Chax looked at Calron as if he was ludicrous.

“Hahaha, as if the Ancients have the power to go against the Primordials!”

“Who says it has to be an Ancient?”

Calron let out a slow smile.

“What do you mean?”

Chax felt uneasy for some reason. He didn’t understand what Calron was trying to get at.

“Once upon a time, there used to be seven Primordials. Today, there are only six. The last Lightning Primordial went missing a very long time ago.”

Chax gurgled out blood as his eyes went unfocused, but he could still hear Calron’s words.

Calron leaned closer to Chax’s ear and whispered.

“I’m the last Lightning Primordial.”

Chax’s eyes widened in disbelief, but he had to no chance to speak as Calron unfurled his palm over Chax’s face and shot a Blood Pellet right into his skull.

Seeing the mangled corpse of his long-time enemy, Calron fell back to the ground and stared up at the sky.

Tears rolled down his cheeks as he raised his hand out to the heavens.

“I finally took down one of your killers, Pa… Please tell mother to look after her health… Ellie is so grown up…”

Calron spoke softly as memories of his parents cascaded over his vision. He saw what his little sister would have looked like if she were alive today. His unending tears soaked the ground, the wet soil grains sticking to his skin.

He didn’t know when, but the clouds had turned gray until a slight drizzle rained over him.

The rain melded with his tears until they were indistinguishable from each other.

But in that moment, nothing could take away the pain and longing remaining in Calron’s heart.

THE PITTER PATTER of raindrops echoed in the now empty camp.

Calron laid there, his eyes unfocused as memories of his childhood piled on top of each other. The reminiscence caused an ache that he felt deep in his soul. He missed his friends, Roran, Ellie, Rebran, and the rest.

After a while, another sound joined the raindrop. Something or someone was sloshing through the mud, and towards Calron. It stopped abruptly a few meters away from him.

Calron’s eyes gained back their focus as he tilted his head to see who it was.

It was the Territory Lord.

Only, it had recovered back to its peak. Its scales were pristine, reflecting an ambient glow as the raindrops swerved between them. The golden sigils were no longer pressing down on it, and all previous injuries on its body had vanished without a scar. Even the gash on its chest which previously exposed the Titan Core was hidden safely inside. Calron wasn’t surprised at its recovery. It was a Heavenly stage beast after all.

He couldn’t see the Divine Artifact, but he had a feeling that the Ivy Python had already grabbed it. It wasn’t going to let a repeat of what happened.

Despite the Territory Lord gazing down at him, Calron made no effort to move. He might be a new fledging 4th circle, but a Heavenly stage creature no longer posed a threat to him. On the other hand, the Ivy Python seemed to acknowledge that he wasn’t an enemy as well. If these creatures were created by the Titans, then it should have recognized the Blood Titan’s presence back then.

Calron thought he’d be happier after killing Chax, but the weight of his turmoil had only grown. It made him realize just how much Regis had taken away from him, deprived him of a normal life. He couldn’t see what was at the end of this path, but no Sand Emperor was going to get in the way of his revenge. The price must be paid.

Regis had to die.

Calron curled his fist and pounded it into the ground, sending a small ripple across the wet ground. Several splatters of mud landed on the Ivy Python before being washed away by the rain. Yet, the Territory Lord didn’t care. It was silently observing Calron.

“You should leave the island before the barrier comes down on you. It’s not going to be pleasant.”

A surprisingly soft woman’s voice came out of the humongous python.

“You can talk?”

Calron sat up on his elbow, shocked that the creature could speak.

The Territory Lord wrinkled her snout in displeasure.

Now that Calron thought about it, it wasn’t strange at all. Back in the Beast City, there were numerous beasts that could talk. So, for a Heavenly stage beast, it shouldn’t be out of the norm. Calron was merely caught off guard because the Python had never given any indication that it could talk. If Calron had to guess any further, the Territory Lord could mostly likely also be able to transform into a human like the Beast Kings.

“Can you tell me about the Titan Core?”

Calron sat up straighter as he sought this chance to get some valuable information. Clearly, the Titans had been planning for something all these centuries.

“I saw you have the mark of the Masters, but you’re too weak. In your current rank, the Titan core will kill you. The old decrees must be followed.”

The Territory Lord stated solemnly and turned around to leave. Calron was taken aback that even a 4th circle wasn’t enough. In the outside world, a 4th circle or a Heavenly stage cultivator was considered being near the top of the hierarchy. But even that wasn’t enough to wield the power of the Titan Core.

“Wait! What are the decrees?”

Calron interjected, attempting to hold the Python’s attention and get at least something out of it.

“The decrees are set by the old Masters. Leave.”

The python half-turned its snout to address Calron. It was evident; it didn’t care much about Calron. Perhaps there were others like him before selected by the Titans, who had ultimately failed in the end.

Calron sighed and gave up. The Territory Lord didn’t appear like an easy-going lady, and he doubted he’d get anywhere. His next stop was the Blood Geyser, where the Blood Titan was waiting for him. He’d get his answers there. The Blood Titan owed him a favor for saving the Territory Lord, and it was time for Calron to collect.

As the Ivy Python slithered away, a sudden thought popped inside Calron as he yelled out.

“I saw the cultivators hiding an egg near the latrines.”

The Territory Lord paused, giving Calron an odd look before changing direction. He didn’t know if the Python had suspected his involvement as he knew that she was looking for the egg, but Calron was not about to reveal that he was the main culprit.

No point in making more enemies than he had now. Without the golden sigils incapacitating the Territory Lord, Calron was unsure if he could actually take on the peak Heavenly stage beast. He was still unfamiliar with his Blood Kingdom Domain and had yet to discover all the abilities of a 4th circle.

He touched his chest and felt the vibrant four circles revolving inside his ribs, powering every fiber of his being. It was unlike anything Calron had experienced before. It was like he had an infinite amount of energy. As Calron dove inside his circles, he felt he was on the cusp of learning something important about the Blood Dao, but it kept evading him. His current connection to the Dao was greater than ever, and Calron sensed that all his old abilities would be impacted as he familiarized himself with his new rank.

However, that had to wait as he detected something shift above him. It was the invisible laws of the area. Akin to the World’s Laws, the Rendel Island was enshrouded in a layer of its own separate laws. Calron could only sense it after breaking into the 4th circle as the veil covering it no longer impeded him.

Calron traced it beginning to come down on him. His emergence of the 4th circle was a direct violation of the island’s law. This was why the Territory Lord told him to leave.

Whatever it was, Calron didn’t want to be here when the security measures were triggered.

He took one final glance at Chax’s corpse and made his way out of the camp. Calron chose not to absorb Chax’s blood. He didn’t want his circles to be tainted by it.

He ran past the collapsed tents, his current speed a blur. In only a few seconds, he traveled what would have previously taken him at least 20 minutes. With another step, Calron was back at the tree where he left Kirren.

“Let’s go, kid, time to leave the island.”

Calron saw the blond tuft of Kirren’s hair peeking from above and called him. The boy, however, had a confused expression etched on his face.

“Who are you? A kidnapper? Why would I leave with you?”

Kirren reached for his spear, his wary eyes fixed on Calron.

I forgot my mask was destroyed.

“It’s me, Calron. I lost my mask.”

Calron scratched the back of his neck. He was still getting accustomed to his new speed, and the whiplash was boring in his neck.

Calron saw the realization dawn on Kirren as he recognized the voice, but the boy didn’t take his hand away from the spear. Instead, a mischievous look took its place.

“Why should I believe you? If you’re really Calron, then bounce around like a bunny and I’ll trust you.”

The boy said with a cheeky grin.

“See ya.”

Calron said dryly and turned away. He didn’t have time for Kirren’s jokes when the island’s law was watching him.

“Hahaha, mister, I was only joking. Let’s go!”

Kirren giggled and dropped down to the base of the tree. His eyes ran curiously over Calron’s body, wondering why he was shirtless and what had happened inside the camp. Kirren heard and felt the tremors all the way here, but he had no way of knowing what actually happened inside. Were all the cultivators dead? Did Calron achieve his goal?

Calron flicked the boy on his forehead, dispersing his thoughts, and grabbed Kirren by his collar. He needed to leave the island quickly, and Kirren was too slow. In the next moment, Calron sped instantaneously, his body reaching a speed that was incomparable from before.

Kirren screamed into the air as the gales of wind hit his face.

“Almighty Ancients! Mister, when did you become this fast?”

After a while, though, the boy started to enjoy the trip. It was a memorable experience for him. Who knew when Kirren would reach a similar stage as Calron?

“You know, mister, you have a pretty decent face.”

Kirren commented, examining Calron’s face for the first time. Until now, all he’d seen were Calron’s blood-red eyes and whitish hair. The boy assumed that Calron wore that mask because he had ugly scars or disfigurement.

Calron smiled in appreciation. But it quickly fell through with Kirren’s follow up comment.

“There must be something else wrong with you for women to keep rejecting you, then. Don’t worry, mister, I’ll help you overcome this problem.”

Kirren saluted Calron as they blazed through the island and towards the nearest shore.

Calron ignored the boy, but as they passed through a particularly muddy area, Calron’s hand slipped for a short moment where Kirren dropped like a ball into the mud pool before Calron snatched him back up.

“Mister, you did that on purpose!”

Kirren whined, but the mud had already left his face by the sheer speed at which Calron was running.

Calron finally let out a laugh. It felt good to remember that his life wasn’t all hopeless yet. He could still make good memories.

Kirren pouted at seeing the older man chuckle, but his face quickly changed with joy when the boy saw what was before them. It was the sea.

They were finally out of Rendel Island.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

Return

IT WAS A clear sky above, a gentle and warm breeze spanned on the shores of the island, bringing forth calm waves that crashed against the dispersed rocks in the water.

“Mister, once again!”

The sound of a young boy sounded from the beach, close to the edge of the water. It was Calron and Kirren. The two had been on the sandy shores for a few days now, waiting for the ship’s arrival to take them away. They didn’t know its schedule, but it would eventually make its way to Rendel Island sometime.

During this period, Calron had gotten more accustomed to his latest circle and had been regularly experimenting with his Blood Kingdom domain. Calron attempted to cross the island’s barrier to test it out, but was instantly repelled back as he saw the ethereal laws shift the moment he touched the barrier. It was also during this time that Kirren found out about Calron’s breakthrough into the 4th circle.

“Alright, get ready.”

Calron snapped his fingers and summoned the Blood Kingdom domain. Engulfing the nearby area, the world turned red as a ripple spread out from Calron and extended to the beach. The familiar building, Armory, was once again out in the open, leading Kirren to rush over it and poke its hazy exterior.

The boy would plead with Calron whenever he got the chance to let him experience a 4th circle’s domain. Calron could control its pressure, so even someone of Kirren’s rank could safely withstand it. Kirren was bored with waiting for the ship in the past few days, so this was a good leisure time for him.

Calron didn’t mind, as it let him practice and explore the intricacies of the domain as well.

“Mister, did you already decide which buildings would come here?”

Kirren walked over to one of the empty patches of the domain, parallel to the Armory.

“Hmm, I’m not exactly sure how to do that.”

Calron leaned back, his body relaxing into the sand.

“How did you get the Armory then?”

Kirren pivoted his head back to look at Calron with an inquisitive expression. The boy was enthralled by the Blood Walker’s domain. He’d never heard of a domain that allowed the path walker to obtain multiple traits. Then again, the books never went into detail regarding the domains of the four original Daos.

“Well, when the domain was taking form, the only thought in my mind was to get an ability that compensated for the lack of a versatile weapon. I could slice things when it was close enough or shoot pellets for long-range, however, neither of them let me exert my full strength.”

Calron recited, his eyes trailing the clear sky above. His focus was on the ever-shifting World’s Law orbiting the space. Every time he used his domain, he sensed the gaze of the World’s Law garner on him, almost like the domain was a beacon.

The Laws were initially invisible to him, but as Calron gained proficiency with his domain, he could begin to trace parts of the ethereal entity. They seemed to exist in the space above the planet’s atmosphere, having no physical shape, but they shifted back and forth between reality and another dimension. The countless tendrils intertwined with each other, binding together the world’s structure.

Calron tried to delve deeper into their details, but his mind got jarred and he temporarily lost sight of them in backlash.

Nudging his eyes, Calron let the faint pain pass through his body. He didn’t know much about the Shackle Lords or 5th circle, but he had a feeling that the next stage would have something to do with the World’s Law. Calron would have to face them once again. It would be the key to shedding his mortality.

A Shackle Lord, or the 5th circle, was the last mortal rank before one ascended to Godhood.

“Woah! Mister, do you think you get an ability that could turn you invisible?”

Kirren’s amber eyes sparkled with wonder. The boy’s imagination went into full gear.

“I doubt it, kid.”

Calron chuckled. The domain didn’t grant him wishes, but bridged the gap between his Blood Dao and its execution. Blood couldn’t make him invisible. However, another thought spurred Calron. What if he could use the domain to get an ability that granted him a boost to his movement? Blood Berserker gave him an explosive speed, and his normal 4th circle further augmented his natural speed even further. But Calron lacked fine control over his movements like he did with the Azure Lightning. Pure speed could be detrimental if he wasn’t nimble enough to alter his trajectory.

While Calron’s thoughts were preoccupied, Kirren’s abrupt yelling drew him out of his reverie.

“There, mister! I see it.”

Calron turned his head to where Kirren was pointing at.

A small black dot was gradually getting larger, heading in their direction.

It was a ship.

Unlike Kirren, even from this distance, Calron could make out its finer features. It was the same exact ship that dropped them on Rendel Island.

Calron slowly stood up and touched his face, as a robe made of blood enveloped his both his body and face. He didn’t have a mask, so this would have to do for now. He had no intention of revealing his face until he dealt with the Archaic Council.

After unlocking the domain, Calron’s control over his 1st circle, Hemomancy had improved vastly, allowing him to manipulate the blood down to its texture. He could also solidify the shape of the blood, fixing its form, which would then further reduce the amount of energy it consumed.

Calron wanted to see the changes in his second and third circles’ abilities, but they were all offensive in nature so he had to wait for an opponent.

The giant ship floated over the sea, making a beeline towards the shore. It didn’t take long for it to dock right at the edge of the sand. A dim light glowed from the wooden hull as a massive gate appeared in the center.

“Didn’t think I’ll ever see you again, lad. Survived the ole’ Rendel Island, eh?”

The familiar old dwarf guffawed, waving his stocky arm in the air. Even if Calron’s appearance had changed, Bran could recognize the Blood Walker from his token. He didn’t ask any questions and stepped aside to let Calron pass through.

“It’s good to see you again, Bran.”

Calron nodded to the old dwarf as he made his way past the gate.

“Finally, a bed!”

Kirren chimed from the back, eager to enter the ship and get a comfortable night’s sleep on a mattress instead of a tree’s bark.

“There’s a fine levied on you, runt. You broke the rules and entered a battlefield above your rank.”

Bran held out his hand, barring Kirren from entering the ship. His bushy eyebrows crinkled with displeasure.

“Don’t worry, Captain, I’ll pay it.”

Kirren amicably patted the old dwarf on the shoulder. The boy’s face exuded a snobby air. If Bran knew the value of all the dao stones he had in his storage ring, the latter would faint on the spot. A measly fine didn’t faze him.

Calron tilted his head back to give the boy a stern look. He’d warned Kirren to be careful and not to reveal how much wealth he had until he reached 3rd circle at the least. Even 3rd circle path walkers would have malicious thoughts if they were to become aware of the boy’s wealth.

The old dwarf glanced at Calron to confirm. He didn’t believe the destitute boy had any credits of his own, and it was most likely Calron who would pay the fine. Calron nodded in response to the dwarf, who then promptly allowed Kirren to enter the ship.

“Hey Bran, did the girl that came with me return to the ship as well?”

Calron asked the old dwarf as the gates closed, and they made their way to the main hall.

“The Karma path walker? No, haven’t seen that lass since. But there are other ships on rotation, so she might have boarded on one of those. You two lads were just lucky that it was my ship to pick you up again.”

Bran shrugged as he responded heartily.

“Understood. Thanks for everything, Bran. See you later.”

Calron gave the old dwarf a slight bow and left towards the portals. He was worried about Serina, but the feisty woman was a capable path walker and should be fine. On the other hand, Calron had more pressing matters to attend. He needed to enter the Dao Geyser back in the Blood Clan Ruins.

“Are you going to return to your family?”

Calron looked at the boy following him by the side.

“Yes, mister. I think I need to train more. I couldn’t be much help back on the island.”

Kirren murmured silently, hanging his head down.

“It’s alright, kid, you don’t need to face multiple enemies. You’re an assassin. If your enemies see you, it’s already too late. Try using daggers instead. They’re faster and make less noise.”

Calron smiled at the despondent boy.

Kirren rubbed his nose while peeking at Calron.

“I like the spear, mister. It feels good in my hands. It gives me the reach and I’ll train until I can make it as silent as daggers.”

Seeing the energized look on the boy’s face, Calron laughed as he patted Kirren on the back.

They could see other travelers on the ship concentrated near the Information Array, but the two headed straight to the portals.

“Mister, will I ever see you again?”

Now that they were almost at the portals, Kirren glanced up at the hooded man in the blood-red robes. The boy knew that Calron was not someone that would be a simple figure in the world. None of the path walkers that followed the four original Daos ever were. It was chance that brought their fates together, and Kirren didn’t know if he would ever see Calron again.

“If you want to see me again, then 3rd circle is not enough, Kirren.”

Calron winked at the boy. For some strange reason, Calron felt an itchiness in his heart. He’d grown used to the boy for the time they’d been together. Kirren wasn’t a genius by any standards, and who knew how long it’d take him to reach the 3rd circle. A part of Calron wanted to stay back and see who the boy would grow up into, and maybe he could train him.

This is why I didn’t want to get close to anyone.

Calron sighed. The boy’s admiring amber eyes were an anvil to Calron’s plans.

“I’ll catch up, mister. I might even surpass you in a few years!”

Kirren grinned as the portal room drew near and the duo stepped inside.

He didn’t want the crush the boy’s hopes.

“It’s a deal, kid.”

Calron held out his hand to Kirren.

“It’s a deal, mister.”

Kirren reached for Calron’s hand, his cheeks blushing. The boy took a step towards the portal before turning back to face Calron.

“Take care of yourself, mister.”

Kirren’s voice quivered towards the end. The boy looked like he was on the verge of tears. He quickly turned back to face the portal. He didn’t want Calron to see him crying.

Assassins didn’t cry.

Of course, none of this could escape Calron’s eye. However, he chose to ignore the boy’s sniffles and smiled.

Kirren would be fine. The kid was a rascal with sharp wits.

“I look forward to seeing you again one day, kid.”

Calron whispered as the boy’s figure disappeared when the portal flashed with a violet light. If Serina were here, the Karma path walker would tell Calron that nothing in destiny is ever by chance. The moment Calron’s fate came into contact with Kirren, the boy’s destiny would eventually be pulled towards him.

“I hope you’re ready.”

Calron sent out his thought inside his mind, knowing his target was listening. He then took a step into the portal. His token would direct the portal back to his original location: Blood Clan’s ruins.

It was finally time to meet the Blood Titan.

A HAZY HALF-CRESCENT moon shone dimly through the slowly passing gray clouds in the night. It was a breeze-less evening.

It was at this moment that a faint purple light glimmered in the sleeping town of the Blood clan ruins.

“Guess it’s already late.”

Calron murmured as he adjusted the hood over his face and looked up to see the dark sky. There were still a few more hours left till dawn, so everyone in the town should be sound asleep now. However, eventually, Calron detected a few moving orange balls of the fire in the distance. It was the guards on patrol.

Upon closer look, Calron recalled one of them was the same guard that was there when he and Serina entered. He didn’t know where the Dao Geyser was, and it wouldn’t hurt to ask one of the guards. Calron already knew they were 3rd circle path walkers and thus posed no threat to him. He was no longer in the 2nd circle like when he first encountered them.

“Halt!”

The guard spun around when he heard Calron’s footsteps and waved the firestick before the stranger to see his face in the light. Calron’s face was obscured by the hood, so the guard got even more wary. It was suspicious to see a mysterious hooded stranger casually walking through the night. The guard was about to yell and alert the other guards when Calron raised his arm and opened his palm.

It was the token containing his credits.

Seeing the token, the guard visibly relaxed. It was a path walker on their side. The guard couldn’t tell how many circles the stranger had, but he knew for a fact it was higher than his own. Only a stronger path walker could hide his circles from ones ranked below him. It was uncommon to see fighters with the token in a sparsely populated town like the Blood clan ruins. Why come here when there were other well-established cities with bigger Dao Geysers?

“Do you know where the Dao Geyser is?”

Calron asked in a calm tone. He didn’t bother hiding his presence. After all, he needed the assistance of the guard.

“Ah, the Geyser. I’m assuming you just came from the portal, otherwise it might be better to go there during the day.”

The guard held the firestick by his side and gave Calron a respectful salute. Someone with the token meant that they were actively fighting on the battlefields. Furthermore, a path walker with 4 circles would have to be stationed in the most lethal and bloody battlefield.

“Holt, what’s holdup?”

Another guard flashed right behind until he saw the hooded Calron and darted his inquisitive glance back at Holt.

“It’s a token holder. Sir wanted to visit the Dao Geyser now.”

Holt nodded back at the guard to let him know everything was normal.

“I need to return to the battlefield soon. I can’t wait until morning.”

Calron released a bit of the domain’s pressure, sending the guards’ hearts racing in panic.

“N-no worries, sir! I’ll take you right there.”

Holt’s hand on the firestick quivered slightly as he quickly responded to placate Calron. The invisible pressure vanished.

“Lead the way.”

Calron said without much emotion. He didn’t want to waste time talking to the guards. He was finally close to getting the answers he needed from the Blood Titan.

Holt signaled the other guard something, causing the latter to bow to Calron before leaving the area. Calron saw the subtle exchange between them, but paid no heed. They would most likely report this encounter to their higher-ups.

Walking at a steady pace, Holt led Calron back towards the portals where he just came from.

“What can you tell me about this Geyser?”

Calron turned to the guard. Holt was no longer nervous, seeing that Calron didn’t continue to press with his domain. As a 3rd circle, Holt was well aware of domains, and if Calron had wanted to, he could have easily incapacitated him. Seeing that the hooded man didn’t take that action, Holt’s mind was a bit more at ease.

“It’s the same as the other Dao Geysers on the continent, albeit smaller. Not many walkers come here as it’s the same amount of credits to enter like the rest, so most choose one of the bigger cities instead.”

Holt explained as he walked past the portals and towards an unknown area that Calron hadn’t walked through.

“I see.”

Calron trailed quietly behind the guard. Holt’s answer perplexed him. Why did the Blood Titan insist that he visit a Dao Geyser? And what was so special about them? The Titans had long since disappeared from the world and hid their traces. But why hide themselves from the path walkers as well?

Calron rubbed his temple just as Holt paused before an un-impressionable hut.

“Here’s the gate, sir. Display your token and it’ll let you enter after it deducts the required credits.”

Calron raised his brow at Holt, his dubiousness evident. Was this really the Dao Geyser? It was just a shabby hut.

Sensing the mysterious stranger’s glance, Holt bowed respectfully. “Press the token against the door, sir. It’s the entrance to the Geyser, I swear.”

Calron shrugged as he took out his token and gingerly held it against the old wooden door. The token began vibrating with a soft hum and then a sudden burst of white light exploded from the door seams. A wave of luminescent ripple passed through Calron. Before his very eyes, his surroundings shifted, causing the space itself to distort. Holt was nowhere to be found. Instead, Calron found himself in a vast and empty meadow.

He took a few steps to the side. It wasn’t a method of teleportation, like Calron experienced from the portals. This was something else entirely. Almost like he passed through another dimension.

Detecting a familiar energy, Calron rushed toward its source. After crossing through the plain meadow for a few seconds, right in front of him, a colossal and majestic structure appeared in the center of the meadow.

It was a humongous metal goblet.

The silver goblet hovered from the ground by a few feet, but Calron’s eyes were on the metallic liquid flowing out of the goblet and into the ground. The whole area around the goblet had a mellow and pristine glow, as if it didn’t exist within the same reality. Calron could even feel his Dao circles spinning in reaction to the metallic liquid.

Was that the Dao?

“It’s not Dao.”

A deep and heavy voice sounded out behind Calron. It was a gigantic man standing over seven feet tall, his crimson skin etched with swirling tattoos that looked alive and moving. The man’s upper body was bare, but his lower body was adorned in a set of armored plates that spread all the way down to his feet. It armor the kind Calron had never seen before. The metal had a dark obsidian hue to it, almost like there was something else inside the metal. Calron had an inkling that the armor was definitely not of this world.

The man had a surprisingly clean-shaven face and neatly trimmed black hair. However, it was his silver eyes that outlaid a hidden wisdom that belied his warlike exterior.

“We finally meet, Calron.”

The man met Calron with an unwavering gaze. It was both powerful and gentle at the same time.

“I thought you’d be bigger… and angrier.”

Calron scanned the man, not sure how to take it in.

“This used to be my appearance back when I was a youth. Is it not to your liking?”

The man answered mirthfully as he took a step closer to Calron.

“Are you dead or alive?”

Calron ignored the man’s attempt at humor and asked the burning question inside him.

“You’ll have the answers you seek soon, child. Now come, let’s go to the real Dao Geyser.”

The Blood Titan laughed as he snapped his finger, and a large blood gate coalesced before him. The gate had thin streams of blood running across its surface, but Calron could tell that it wasn’t actual blood but the manifestation of the Dao itself. He could sense the existence of a domain from the blood gate. What was that part of the Blood Titan’s domain?

“I’m tired of waiting. I’m not coming with you until you give me a good reason why? All my questions have been deflected so far. You want me to trust you, but you haven’t been honest with me from the start.”

Calron’s blood-red eyes bore into the Titan’s silver ones. A long silence stretched between them.

Until finally the Titan broke it.

“You’re right, child. You have accomplished far more than what we could have imagined and have come the furthest than any reincarnation of his. It’s not prudent we speak until we enter my domain, but I’ll break that rule temporarily for now. I’ll allow you to ask me one question, Calron. And only one, until we leave this space.”

The Titan sighed.

“Why do you know about my reincarnation?”

Calron was stunned. He didn’t expect the Blood Titan to know about his deepest secret.

The Titan observed Calron for a few breaths and started talking.

“When the Primordials invaded our sector, they took us all by surprise. They outnumbered us, and we all thought we were doomed. However, one of the Primordials appeared to have been shocked by our presence. They must’ve originally thought that our sector was empty, but there were already millions of lives here.”

The Titan turned his head, staring directing into Calron’s eyes. There was a hint of deep agony inside his silver irises as the Titan relived that past.

“My predecessor, the Lightning Primordial.”

Calron whispered in awe. The Lightning Primordial was fighting on the side of the Titans?

“Yes, child. All of this was his plan. He betrayed the other Primordials when they wouldn’t heed his caution. The Primordials wanted to destroy our connection to the Dao and force their elements on us. They wanted to force this sector to submit to their will, and that meant chaining the World’s Law itself and replacing it with their will.”

The Titan closed his eyes and took in a long breath.

“But why did the Lightning Primordial choose to bind himself to an endless cycle of reincarnation?”

This was something Calron didn’t understand. Why not fight as a Primordial? What use could Calron, or any of the other reincarnations, do by starting over again as a lowly cultivator?

“The Primordials are immortal. A Titan could never kill a Primordial, no matter how hard they tried. It was impossible. Only a Primordial could kill another Primordial.”

The Blood Titan continued, but this time, he was smiling while looking at Calron. There was something hidden in those silver eyes when the Titan looked at him.

It was hope.

“But the Lightning Primordial couldn’t alone contend against the six of them at once. The Dark and Light Primordials were the strongest among them, while the Lightning Primordial ranked only third. I fought by his side. I could only last longer than the other Titans by leeching the vitality from the gods on the battlefield. And that’s when the Lightning Primordial had an epiphany. What if we could combine my ability to absorb vitality with the power of a Primordial? That person would then be able to nullify the Primordials’ greatest strength: their immortality.”

The Titan stepped closer to Calron, bending his large frame so he could be at eye-level. His silver eyes glimmered with joy.

“You have no idea how long we’ve waited for this day, child.”

Calron was still reeling back from the shock at what he’d learned. The Lightning Primordial had planned all of this together with the Titans? Did that mean his encounter with Blood Legacy back in Red Boar School was not a coincidence? Calron had even more questions to ask the Titan, but something the Blood Titan said drew his attention.

“You keep saying ‘we’. Whose ‘we’?”

Calron noticed the Blood Titan’s eyes crinkle with amusement at that question.

The Titan stood back up with a smile and gestured toward the opening blood gate.

“Come, child. It’s time to meet the other Titans and learn how to combine the two systems.”



[END of Book 5]


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




Epilogue

A SMALL FISHING boat thrashed around the edge of the shore, the knot tying it to the rock already came loose.

“Damn, those crabs.”

An old man cursed out loud, his spit flying everywhere as he rushed to the boat and brought it back to the land lest it drift away.

The old fisherman was just back from his daily haul, and the meager number of fish he’d caught was not enough for the village. The people were going to be angry.

“Curse the gods! Leave some fish for me, you old wrinkled bastards!”

The old fisherman spew obscenities towards the sky, as if the gods were secretly stealing his fish. They were empty threats from an old fool.

The fisherman clicked his tongue and hurled the net over his shoulder. He’d have to take a few beatings today, but tomorrow he’ll go out again and return with more fish. The gods can’t be stealing his fish twice in a row. Or can they?

Just as the old man was grudgingly treading barefoot through the sand, a golden light exploded above him.

“Eh?”

The old fisherman squinted through his eyes at the abrupt discharge of light. He could make out a figure descending from the sky and towards him. Did that person have wings?

It didn’t take long for the angelic figure to arrive before the old fisherman, the ivory-white wings causing the sand to fly out everywhere as the figure landed.

“You the one taking my fish, you stupid bird?”

The old fisherman threw down his net and squared his fists. If he could drag this bird-man to the villages, then he could avoid a beating himself and blame the winged person for it.

“Esteemed one, it’s time to return to the Divine Realm.”

The angel got down on his knee and kneeled before the old fisherman.

“What you taking about, you daft bird?”

The old man was flabbergasted. He was not used to anyone treating him with respect.

“We don’t have much time, Esteemed one. The Order of the Gods has summoned an urgent meeting. There has been some disturbing news coming relating to the Titans. Forgive this one for his next action.”

The angel sighed as he raised his hand and summoned a sword of pure light. Without waiting for a second, he struck the old fisherman.

“Wai-“

The old fisherman was mid-scream when his eyes morphed and a dense golden light replaced his irises. The aged wrinkles on the old man vanished rapidly as his skin smoothened, and he grew taller and taller until he towered over the angel. Even the old fisherman’s clothes had been replaced by a silky pearl-colored robe.

“How long has it been?”

The man’s hair unfurled, replacing the old greasy and matted hair with lustrous golden locks. The golden-haired man’s fingers were casually holding the angel’s white blade. He’d stopped it before it pierced his skin. It wouldn’t have mattered, even if the blade made contact.

“It’s been 134 years, Esteemed one.”

The angel sheathed his sword and kneeled down once again as he addressed the man.

“So, it didn’t work.”

The golden-haired man exhaled, reaching back for his long hair and fixing it with a jeweled golden pin. He then turned to the ocean, inhaling the salty scent of the marine.

“I haven’t been to the Order for centuries. Why did they call me now?”

“Here’s the missive, Esteemed one.”

The angel took out a brown scroll and held it out.

The scroll flew out to the man and unfurled itself, revealing its contents. The golden-haired man read through the scroll, his face brightening until he began laughing deep-heartedly.

“Looks like our spy in the Archaic Council has finally discovered the whereabouts of the Titans.”

The golden-haired man now understood why the Order requested his presence. As the leader, and the strongest Divine Element Inheritor within the Realm, only he could command the other Inheritors.

“Lumos, wake up. It’s time to hunt Titans.”

The golden-haired man chuckled as he roused his Divine Element of Light. A rumble echoed in the vicinity as the image of a golden dragon loomed over the man.

“We hunt.”

A draconic roar reverberated throughout the mortal world.
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