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MAX’S TECHNIQUES AND ABILITIES


MAX’S BERSERKER TECHNIQUES

Taken from the sacred scripts regarding the Path of the Frenzied Flame.

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

Shura 1

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

Shura 2

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

(Max’s Death Mastery Levels)

Fear of Uncertain Death (Mastery) – [Foundation Realm]

Fear of Certain Death (Mastery) – [Core Realm]

Fear no Death (Mastery) – [Sacred Soul Realm]

Death Wish – [Deity Realm]

[Iron Core] – (internal) use concentrated Frenzy to temporarily form a layer of protective armor around vital organs and bones to withstand tremendous blows.

[Death’s Door] – (internal) should you suffer a fatal wound use concentrated Frenzy to replace any bodily function that is lost.

[Iron Skin] – (external) use concentrated Frenzy to temporarily form a layer of hardened armor on a specific part of the body. Use defensively to avoid critical strikes or offensively on the knuckles, feet, or palms when fighting unarmed.

Marks of the Berserker

Take special care when utilizing the marks. While initially only one Mark may be used at a time, higher levels can sustain as much as two. In very rare practitioners, all three marks can be manifested, but take heed, as such will quickly Frenzy thy Flame towards complete madness.

[Mark of the Beast] – (external) take on the likeness of a frenzied beast, greatly increasing one’s reflexes and speed.

[Mark of the Giant] – (external) grow in physical size, greatly increase all of one’s physical strength and power.

[Mark of the Demon] – (external) take on the likeness of a demon, greatly increasing the potency of one’s Frenzy and the effectiveness of Frenzy techniques.

[Steel Skin] and [Steel Core] – enhanced variations of the [Iron Skin/Core] techniques.

[Soul Shield] – the most elementary of soul techniques. Use it to guard thy Flame from attacks from both without and within the spiritual realm.

[Spectral Body] – the form of one’s soul is forever being molded, but for it to take true shape, it must first develop a body. Use this technique to both envision and inhabit a spectral body within thy own Core. Tread thou carefully however, for the refection of one’s true inner self is forged not by will, but the history of one’s thoughts and deeds.

[Spectral Armor] – once developed, this armor can embody the strength of one’s soul and protect one’s spectral body in the spiritual realm.

[Spectral Weapon] – the extension of one’s will in spiritual form, use it to inflict damage within the spiritual realm.

[Everyone’s Fear] [Everyone’s Sorrow] [Everyone’s Rancor] – the lamentations of the masses can hold much strength when in large numbers. Be they the oppressed or the downtrodden, so long as a focus for their oppression can be challenged, so too can a Frenzied Flame lend its strength to aid the many.

Max’s Demonic Cultivation Techniques

[Absorption] – a demonic technique that renders Qi essence from solid cores.

[Devil’s Shadow] – a demonic technique that masks one’s Dantian with the Qi gained through [Absorption]. By absorbing the essence of a sliver of Lightning Core implanted in his body, Max is able to mask his Frenzied Core as a normal lightning core.

[Faux Lightning] – by combining [Absorption] and [Devil’s Shadow], a small sliver of lightning core can be sent to Max’s jing meridian to create a small spark of lightning.

Max’s Martial Training

One and Two-handed Axe Mastery – derived from a standard training manual.

Phalanx Glaive Mastery – perfected under the tutelage of Venja and Iron Pot Wong.

Axe and Glaive Mastery – a combined martial form utilizing the quick strikes of the axe in conjunction with the slow and heavy strikes of the Phalanx Glaive.

Max’s Self Made Martial Techniques

[One/Two Log Chop] – a powerful vertical cleave utilizing the power of Frenzy.

[One Chop Cleave] – a powerful spinning horizontal chop designed to fell a tree in one blow.

Max’s Lightning Techniques

[Frenzied Lightning] – by utilizing solid frenzy and sending it to his jing meridian, Max is able to produce lightning the same as a Lightning Qi master.

[Lightning Arc Strike] – manifests an arc of lightning that is cast from the edge of his blade.

[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls] – a manifestation technique that releases a large burst of [Frenzied Lightning] from Max’s body.

[Lightning Splits the Towering Oak] – a technique combining [Frenzied Lightning] and [Three Log Chop] to produce a devastating killing blow.

[Steel Lightning] – an ablative armor technique utilizing a combination of [Steel Skin] and [Frenzied Lightning].

Max’s group affiliations, titles and martial rankings

Furious Lightning Sect -– Sect Leader

Terran Sect – Founder, Leader and Warden

Wooden Bracket League – 1st place Ranking and overall winner

Iron Bracket League – 1st place Ranking and overall winner

Gold Bracket League – 92nd Ranking


THE STORY SO FAR


AFTER FORMING THE Terran Sect and defeating Young Master Hein as well as the Fire Bird Elder Hong Feng, Max spends some time developing the people in his community and expanding the economic control of his clan. His efforts do not go unnoticed however, with constant attacks coming from Iron Bracket contenders seeking to challenge both his new sect and himself as the Iron Bull.

His latest challenge comes in the form of Hein’s sister, the Lady Silver Light, who serves a writ against him for assaulting her brother, Hein, and destroying his sword. For this she challenges Max to a duel to take place in one year’s time. Max rises to the challenge but is then shocked when the Lady Silver Light reveals herself to be Fia, the same woman he saved from the Fire Birds and bonded with intimately a few weeks prior.

Max senses something must be amiss and his intuition proves right when Fia secretly invites him to meet her in the wilderness. Once there, she confronts Max about attacking her brother but after he explains Hein’s relationship with Yu Li and how he threated his clan, Fia is relieved as she feared Max had taken some personal vendetta against her.

With that resolved, they rekindle their relationship, but when Max questions Fia about the duel, she says it will be the perfect plan for them to be married under the law, with Max beating her in the duel and claiming her hand in marriage for sparing her life and becoming a Silver Leaf member. Max is taken aback, not ready for such a deep commitment. While he wants a relationship with Fia, he is unable to reconcile himself joining the same clan that murdered his family, and refuses her, saying there must be some other way to survive the duel. Fia, jilted by the rejection, swears to carry through with the duel for real and then storms off, hurt and confused by Max’s stance.

On the way back to the city, Max encounters a Fire Bird elder named Hin Wu who was sent by their Sect Leader Lo Feng to get revenge for the loss of his nephew. Max is nearly killed in the encounter but is rescued by Fia who still reveals a deep love for Max despite their differences. Fia reminds Hin Wu of the law against martial sects attacking one another without being sanctioned by the empire and Hin Wu backs down, but promises Max his day of reckoning will come.

Still unable to reconcile with Fia, Max turns his attention to building up his clan as well as helping Kelsey and the people of the bunker. Jian Yi, now in training to be a barrister, advises Max that he will need to continue his climb within the Iron and Gold brackets to gain the status and reputation he needs to keep the clan from being constantly under attack. To achieve this, Max eagerly travels back to the bunker to gain the knowledge of the new Shuras imprinted on Threja’s sword.

During this time, the Princess Lunalah learns of Max’s exploits and becomes infatuated with him, not only realizing that he may be the Terran prodigy that she has been looking for but also desiring him as a spouse. While she could claim him as a concubine, she would need for him to somehow gain status equal to hers to become her husband and ponders that if he were to serve as tribute in the Legionnaire Academy and survive, that his status as a Legionnaire would be worthy to court her as a lower princess.

Over the next few months Max gains insight into new Berserker techniques that involve growth in the spiritual realm. Chief amongst these is his exposure to the unknowns and secrets of the hidden planes of existence. Max uses this knowledge and with Kelsey’s help, exposes himself to the Bloodmoon to cultivate in this new direction. During this time, he also trains Kelsey as a Berserker.

Through a series of growing challenges, Max encounters more and more of I’xol’ukz, the outer god of Dark Frenzy, and realizes that in order to make the bunker completely safe from it, he will need to travel to a second base connected to the bunker by tunnel and destroy the demonic gate there. To do so however he will need to master the [Soul Shield] technique that can protect his Flame from the effects of Dark Frenzy.

During this same time, Lo Feng, the leader of the Fire Birds, accuses Fia of killing his nephew Hong Feng and murdering over a hundred Fire Bird disciples. Unknown to him, the true culprit was Max, who left Fia’s silver quill at the scene, which has now become the same evidence that Lo Feng is using to blame Fia. Master Hei Dong, Fia’s father, dismisses the claim and hires a Grand Sage who will prove the quill is not Fia’s. Confident in his case, Hei Dong pays a great sum to hire the Grand Sage from the core worlds and intends to sue Lo Feng for the same amount when he is proven right in court.

In a trip back to the city to gain more knowledge on how to unlock his [Soul Shield] technique, Max encounters Fia again, who once again saves him when Max encounters the three Bird Sisters, a set of royal triplets from the Silver Leaf Clan. After being saved, Max finally confesses his full love for Fia and admits the problem he has with joining her clan, but promises to marry her anyway somehow. Fia accepts this and the rekindling of their love allows Max to overcome the spiritual blockage and advance in his spiritual cultivation.

This advancement continues when Max ultimately reveals even his secret as a Berserker to Fia when they both have to fight Hin Wu, and ultimately kill her. Fia once again accepts him and this fully unlocks his [Soul Shield] technique.

With this, Max travels back to the bunker to destroy the gate with Kelsey by his side, who is now a Foundation Realm Berserker through all his training. Max finds he needs to actually enter the gate to destroy it and encounters a divine being known as I’xan’dra the Great Chain Maiden within, who controls many gates upon a hell-like plane of existence which Max later concludes is the surface of the Bloodmoon itself. After defeating I’xan’dra, Max flees the hellish surface of the Bloodmoon and destroys the gate before returning to Earth.

On his return to the city, Max learns that Fia has been convicted of the accusations by Master Lo Feng as the Grand Sage proves that the quill did indeed belong to Fia. Max immediately realizes it’s the same one he left at the scene to implicate the Silver Leaf Clan months ago and his guilt and love for Fia spurs him into action.

Together with his friends, Max rushes to the courts, where Fia’s mother, the Lady Silver Moon, is making a desperate last attempt to save Fia’s life through a trial by combat, challenging Master Lo Feng. Lady Silver Moon proves no match, however and is nearly killed before Max jumps in to stop the fight.

After admitting he was the one to commit the crime, Max is nearly imprisoned himself, but is saved by Jian Yi who poses a legal argument to the High Magistrate that although it was mass murder, it was simply an inter-sect matter which is outside of the purview of the courts. This exonerates Max, but then Max uses the opportunity to both challenge Lo Feng for a leadership battle as well as to claim Fia’s hand in marriage through reinstating the writ against her family.

Max is successful in both, which enrages the Warden, Lady Silver Tear, who is in attendance at the trial. She seeks to kill both Max and Fia for a union which she considers blasphemous as Max is not a noble and Fia is a royal lady. She launches an attack aimed at killing them both, but Max defends against it with his [Soul Shield] technique, protecting Fia and raising the ire of the Warden when he miraculously survives.

Jian Yi then uses her knowledge of the law to claim the Warden herself just violated the law by attacking Max, who after killing Lo Feng, is now the rightful leader of the Fire Bird Clan. The Warden dismisses it initially, but Max uses it as a means to now challenge her for her position as warden and ruler over Jurin Province.

Max is unable to make the claim stick, however as the Warden is Diamond Bracket and he is still only Gold. When his request for time to reach Diamond Bracket is denied, all seems lost until the princess suddenly appears and grants an approval of three years for Max to achieve Diamond Bracket on the condition that he serve as tribute and attend the Legionnaire Academy in the coming spring.

Max accepts on the condition that his betrothal to Fia be recognized to which the princess reluctantly agrees. The book ends with the princess secretly vowing to kill off Fia before her wedding day, fantasizing about gaining Max’s love for her own all while the outer god of Dark Frenzy, I’xol’ukz, plots to create a champion equal to Max to get its own revenge.


PROLOGUE


THIRD PRINCESS LUNALAH, Two Hundred and Fifty-Seventh Heir to the Imperial Yee Dynasty, straightened herself as the doors to her private office swung inwards. Her aide ushered in a woman clad in black robes with silver trim, her silver hair affixed with a small jade crown, signifying her rank as a Seventh Warden.

The Warden smiled but her chrome eyes remained cold and emotionless, the same as the depths of her very soul. Lunalah knew this well of the woman. She had handpicked her to lead the Cultural Appropriation of the planet for this very reason. It was a job that required both skill and discernment, but above all, a complete lack of empathy.

The Lady Silver Tear possessed all three qualities in spades.

The Warden took a small step forward before kneeling to place her forehead to the marbled floor in a kowtow. “This One is honored to present herself before you, oh honored and wise princess.”

Lunalah smiled at the formality of the Warden’s greeting, the sincerity of her words as genuine as the warmth in her tone. “You may rise, Seventh Warden. Thank you for making this trip in person. I have matters most delicate to discuss with you.”

“This One is honored to bask in your physical presence, your majesty,” the Warden said before rising to settle into a seat across from her. “It is not often one may do so. To what do I owe such a great honor?”

Lunalah harrumphed. “You may drop the formalities, Lady Silver Tear. I will speak plainly as to why I have summoned you.”

“Very well…” Lady Silver Tear crossed her legs slowly under her robes, getting more comfortable. “I am eager to hear it, your majesty.”

“Are you perplexed at my support for the Iron Bull in challenging you, Lady Silver Tear?”

Lunalah let the question hang in the air. It had been months now, but she knew the subject was still a sore one for her. The Iron Bull had challenged the Warden for leadership, a thing not possible as they were of unequal martial ranking. But Lunalah had authorized the challenge regardless.

“You are the princess, your majesty,” the Warden said without missing a beat. “This One would not dare question your divine authority or wisdom.”

Lunalah chuckled.

Once again, her words were as empty as her soul.

Still, the Lady Silver Tear was useful to her now.

A pawn to enact her plan.

“You can be rest assured that you are in no danger of losing your position, Seventh Warden,” Lunalah said and then added for clarity, “even if you did violate imperial law with an unsanctioned attack against a fellow martial sect.”

Silver Tear stiffened, perhaps not expecting her to bring the subject up so pointedly.

It was true though. In her rage, the Lady Silver Tear had made a grave error in attacking the Iron Bull. One that Lunalah would now use to enact her control.

“This One did apologize, your majesty. It was uninten—”

“Unintentional, yes, so you said. Still, a crime is a crime and it would be only right for you to face the Iron Bull according to his writ to atone for it.”

In truth she cared little about the act itself. So long as the Iron Bull fulfilled his portion of the agreement—serving as tribute for her planet’s part in the war against the Cursed Stars—she couldn’t care less for his challenge to the Warden’s position.

Still, it served a greater purpose now.

“Indeed, your majesty,” Lady Silver Tear said, bowing her head in acknowledgement. “Your reasoning for supporting the Iron Bull’s challenge in this regard is clear…and just.”

Lunalah smiled. She had set the tone perfectly for the conversation to come.

“I am delighted that you understand, Seventh Warden,” she said. “It would be entirely inappropriate to disregard such a flagrant action. Yet, I believe this challenge is a fair way for you to save face for both yourself and your clan.”

“Indeed. Where would we be as a people without the Great Soul Emperor’s divine rule of Imperial Law?” She bowed her head again. “This One is eternally grateful for your mercy and grace, your majesty.”

The first part was a slight against her father, but she would let it pass for now.

There were greater matters to address at hand.

“My grace will extend even further, Seventh Warden,” Lunalah said. “You need not fear the loss of your position. In fact, I doubt you will ever face the Iron Bull in the ring at all.”

Silver Tear squinted, confused for a moment but then she smiled. “I see. You are wise, your majesty, to have sent the Iron Bull to the academy. His death there would certainly not be unexpected. I thank you for this reprieve.”

Lunalah lowered her brows. “Do not misunderstand me, Seventh Warden. I have all expectations that the Iron Bull will survive. And if he returns as a Diamond Bracket Legionnaire, he will have every right and likely even the strength to face you in the ring.”

Silver Tear swallowed visibly but didn’t say anything.

“In fact,” she said. “I want you to ensure the Iron Bull makes it to the academy unharmed. Nothing ill is to befall him during his travels…understood?”

Lunalah paused for emphasis, making it clear an assassination attempt while in transit to the core worlds was out of the question.

“Understood, your majesty.”

“Good,” she said. “However, while he is at the academy I will require a repayment of your indebtedness for my grace.”

Lady Silver Tear leaned back in her chair, her body language the equivalent of an eyeroll as she crossed her legs again. “Is that so, your majesty? And in what form would you prefer this debt to be repaid?”

There it was.

The invitation she had orchestrated.

She need only supply the name now.

“The girl, Silver Light,” she said and then paused, knowing that this was a relative to Silver Tear, albeit a very distant one. “Her actions do indeed make her a disgrace to your royal clan. To all royalty in fact. I will allow you permission to chastise her as you first sought… permanently. But it must be discreet.”

Lady Silver Tear’s eyes widened. “Permanently, your majesty?”

“You must do so in a way that the Iron Bull is not impacted,” Lunalah said. “He will be this planet’s first ever tribute and I do not need anything that might distract him from his advancement at the academy. If he were to fail, it would bring much shame to my rule.”

The last thing she needed was the Iron Bull losing focus due to the death of his betrothed. The reward of his young bride waiting for him at home would push him through the many challenges that lay ahead. But once he had accomplished that, there was far more that Lunalah had planned for him.

“Let me be plain,” Lunalah said as she leaned over her desk. “Do this successfully and you will not only keep your position but perhaps even expand on it.”

Silver Tear shifted in her seat uncomfortably, but her eyes remained steady.

“I see,” she said. “That is most gracious. Yet I fail still to comprehend fully what your majesty asks of This One.”

Anger stirred within her.

The bitch knew damn well what she was requesting.

But she would make her say it aloud out of satisfaction.

Curse her and all her rotten clan, Lunalah thought.

She leaned across the table again, making it clear she would not be repeating herself.

“I don’t care how you do it exactly,” Lunalah said. “So long as it is discreet. The Lady Silver Light must live long enough to see the Iron Bull succeed at the academy but not long enough to see her wedding day. Are we clear?”

The Warden raised a brow as if surprised and Lunalah could sense the woman had discerned her ulterior motive with ease. A counter to her parry. Still, it mattered not. The Warden was still under her control and wouldn’t dare try to use it against her.

Not while the possibility of more power was within her grasp.

“I understand, your majesty,” the Warden said. “But I must profess that this Dong family in particular has made quite the mockery of my clan. It would be far more fitting to display her chastisement to the rest of my sect openly to demonstrate the repercussion of such actions. To do what you ask would deny my clan of such justice and correction.”

Lunalah smiled.

A subtle challenge to her authority, it seemed.

It was confirmation that the Warden knew that she held some leverage over her now, knowing that her interest lay more with the Iron Bull than with Silver Light herself. But she would not fold so easily.

“You have heard my instructions,” Lunalah said, still slightly irked at the challenge. “Not before the Iron Bull’s success.” She then paused. “But leading up to that, you may do whatever you wish.”

She let the sentence linger and the Warden raised a brow in question.

“There are other ways to publicly demonstrate contrition besides death,” Lunalah said.

The Warden chuckled, finally understanding what she was saying. “So she is not completely off limits then. Interesting. I will see to something in that regard. But would that we would have the funding to complete other important tasks within the poor province of Jurin before executing such an important one for the Divine Princess herself.”

Lunalah scowled. The woman was as shameless as she was heartless, requesting a bribe outright for her compliance and hopeful secrecy in what she had asked. Still, she should expect no less from the Lady Silver Tear.

“Perhaps a slight increase in imperial disbursement for Jurin Province is in order,” Lunalah said. “100,000 spirit stones perhaps?”

Silver Tear bowed with a smile. “You are most generous, your majesty.”

Damn greedy bitch…

“Then we are agreed,” Lunalah said, standing, and Lady Silver Tear did the same.

“Indeed, we are,” Silver Tear said and bowed once more.

“Until the appointed time, you are free to do with as you will with Lady Silver Light,” Lunalah said, and then, envisioning the beautiful, platinum-haired girl in her mind’s eye, a sudden anger sparked within her, a jealousy fueled by envy and hate. “In fact, make that little girl’s life as burdensome as possible.”

Silver Tear raised a brow. “Oh?”

“Short of upsetting the Iron Bull, the Lady Silver Light is yours to torment. Understood?”

The Warden nodded and gave her a knowing smile.

“As you command… Divine Princess.”


CHAPTER 1


THE REAPER BEAST roared from less than fifty feet away, the jaws of its crocodilian head billowing steam into the crisp spring air as its twin sets of eyes filled with rage. It beat the chest of its baboon-like body in a challenge and my Flame stirred slowly in response.

It wasn’t an Awakened Reaper Beast like I’d hoped, but it was a big one, standing at least two stories tall and as wide as a house.

Not the strongest thing in the world to me right now, I thought as I readied my axe and Phalanx Glaive. But it’ll have to do.

I was on a short timeline and every minute would count.

Settling into a semi-meditative state, I split my consciousness and focused on the two [Spectral Forms] in my mind’s eye. On one side was the familiar red-hued body of the Demon that was my alter ego, the personification of my [Demon], [Beast], and [Giant] forms combined. It was a fearsome-looking creature at over twelve feet tall, bull’s horns, fangs, claws and a demonic visage that just barely resembled my own.

In stark contrast, the blue-hued Struggler that stood opposite him had a face and form that resembled mine in every detail. They both looked back at me expectantly, mentally urging me to pick one of them to embody with my [Inner Soul Projection] technique.

But I wasn’t after that today.

I’d already mastered [Inner Soul Projection] over the last two months and was chasing the next ability on the cultivation tier.

[Secondary Soul Germination]

But for that I needed to know exactly what my Secondary Soul was.

I had but an inkling, one that I hoped today to prove true.

Except there was only one problem.

I had no clue how to do it.

What do I need to do to combine you two numbskulls? I thought, looking at the both of them. Was it even possible?

Before I could get another thought out, the Reaper Beast let loose a final roar and began to charge, shaking the ground like an earthquake.

Shit…this was the scenario I’d been gunning for, but now it was beginning to feel like a bad idea. For weeks I’d been trying to advance to the 9th Tier of the Core Realm to germinate my Secondary Soul, which, by my research, should be the culmination of the Demon and Struggler forms in my split spirit combined as one. But so far, I wasn’t having much luck. The panic of a Reaper Beast bearing down on me was the catalyst I thought might lead me to a breakthrough, but all it seemed to be doing so far was make the Demon leer at me while the Struggler pointed in the direction of the beast with concern.

Idiots, I thought. All three of us were—the two images in my mind being mere mirrors of my inner self.

“Come on!” I shouted out loud. “I need the full strength of the Demon as well the Struggler to kill this thing! Combine, you two! Do something!”

They stared back at me and shrugged.

Assholes…

I considered jumping into the Demon form and then trying to summon the Struggler thereafter. But I’d done that once before and nearly lost my mind. Way too dangerous. Perhaps the other way around instead?

“Max…”

The call came from Fia, who’d come to act as my safety net. Her gorgeous face was creased with worry as she hovered in midair thirty feet off the ground. Her robes billowed with the power of the Qi technique that held her aloft as three jian blades hovered about her in a defensive formation, ready to act on my command.

“I think you’re the one that needs to do something now!” she shouted.

She was right.

The Reaper Beast was nearly on top of me.

Dammit, I thought.

No time left now.

I entered the form of the Struggler and used my [Inner Soul Projection] to manifest a ghostly image of him outside my true body. In my mind’s eye I tried to dive inside my Demon form next, but the hulking beast merely folded his arms and turned his back to me as if insulted I hadn’t picked him first. The result was me doing absolutely nothing as the beast snapped me up inside its car-sized jaws.

“Max!!” Fia cried and began laying into the creature with beams of radiant light shooting from her palms.

But that did little to deter it as the monster began to savage me in its jaws, whipping its head from side to side like a dog chewing its favorite play toy. For me it turned my world into a rollercoaster ride that I couldn’t wait to get off. Frenzy cycled through my meridians, bolstering my [Steel Skin] and [Steel Core] techniques—preserving me from being punctured by its razor-sharp teeth and crushing jaws.

Still, I let the desperation of the predicament steep inside my mind and urged the Demon to grant me his strength and merge with my [Projected] Struggler form. But when I glimpsed back into the realm of my inner soul, the bastard had gone and disappeared.

Son of a bitch! I thought. Did I just ghost myself?

The idiocy of the idea irritated me and I finally gave up on my little experiment.

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

Bolts of blue lightning ripped from my body as I annunciated the technique, sending the Reaper Beast convulsing and howling in pain. The brief reprieve allowed me to break myself from its jaws, and I used my Axe and Phalanx Glaive both to cut a healthy swath of destruction through its torso. The beast roared in pain as my ghostly [Inner Soul Projection] cut through it. It didn’t really add anything to my attack however—its effects were limited to impacting the spiritual realm, but it didn’t need to either. The strength of my normal techniques alone was enough to cause the beast to fall dead after three more hits.

As I stood back from my handiwork, I slowly cultivated the Frenzy my [Bloodlust] had triggered, trying to at least gain something from the failed attempt. Fia touched down on the ground next to me and shook her head.

“I presume it didn’t work?”

I let out a sigh. “Yep. No dice again.”

Fia folded her arms as she looked at the massive beast.

“Amazing,” she said. “It wasn’t too long ago that one of these things nearly killed the two of us combined. Now you use them as practice fodder.”

It was true. About a year ago when I first met Fia we had to kill two of the things back to back. It had taken us both pushing ourselves to our limits to survive but now I could literally eat these things for breakfast.

“Yeah…” I said, chuckling as I draped my arm around her shoulders. “A different time and a different place. We’ve come a long way since then.”

“We have,” she said, beaming up at me with a smile, but then her smile faded. “We have a much longer way to go though. Like three years longer.”

Her words caused a heaviness to fill my soul.

“It won’t be that long,” I said. “I promise you. I’ll bust through that academy and come back a Diamond Bracket Legionnaire in no time.”

She laughed as I laid on a cheesy grin, letting her know I was taking the mammoth task ahead of me lightly, only in jest. And it was true for the most part. I still planned to be back in record time, but I wasn’t going to underestimate the unknown challenges that lay ahead.

I’d barely been outside of Jurin Province and now I was about to head into space to attend some military academy that literally killed more students than they graduated and if I were lucky enough to survive, I’d then be sent on a suicide mission to tour the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars.

The thought alone triggered [Odds Against Me] but I had no clue what the reality of it would truly entail. It didn’t matter though. I had no choice but to succeed in it all. Graduating from the academy and surviving a single tour was what I needed to gain the Imperial status to return to Earth as a big shot that no one could deny.

Not even the Warden, or even the princess herself in time.

But more than that, it was the status I needed to marry Fia.

“I believe you will do just that,” Fia said, her smile returning. “Your work ethic alone should see you through. Here it is, your last day and you’re still out here training, trying to achieve a breakthrough.”

I smiled with her. “My last day was yesterday. Today is the day, remember?”

She huffed out a sigh and I could sense a nervous fear, bubble up within her. “Yes, and I wish you wouldn’t remind me. Five months went by too quickly.”

The months had indeed flown by, but we had made the most of them.

After Yu Li and Gui Zu’s wedding, we waited a month before having an engagement tea ceremony of our own. It was a much less festive and more formal affair, attended by Fia’s family as well as the Warden and even a representative from the princess herself to officiate. In truth it hadn’t been comfortable for either of us, but after the formalities, we enjoyed a neighborhood block party that melted all the stuffiness and legality away.

We still couldn’t live together, but being betrothed allowed us to be together in public openly and we made the most of it, enjoying date nights in the city and saving the secret rendezvous in the wilderness for when our bodies couldn’t take the physical separation anymore. The thought of that made me give Fia a suggestive stare.

“What?” she said as I leered at her.

“You know what…”

“What?” she said. “Now?”

I shrugged. “Your call, but it will be three long years before we can be together again.”

She sighed exasperated but gave me a mischievous little grin. “You’re insufferable, you know that?”

“I try,” I said and pulled her into my arms and gave her a long kiss.

We retreated to our secret lakeside beach and then melted into one another, sharing in a bittersweet intimacy that neither of us wanted to end. When it finally did, we lay together holding each other and looking up at the morning sky.

“You’ll be up there soon,” Fia said. “Out amongst the stars. I’m not sure I can do without you for three years, Max.”

“Well at least you’ll know where to look for me.”

She swatted me playfully as I cracked a laugh.

“Alright come on, you,” she said like she was my mother. “You need to make your final rounds of goodbyes. And that includes my parents.”

I groaned inwardly at the thought of that.

Not that I didn’t want to see them, but more I wasn’t sure if they wanted to see me. Things had not been going well for the Dong family of late and while Fia’s mother, the Lady Silver Moon, still readily accepted me, I knew her old man, Master Hei Dong, blamed me for most of what had happened to them.

And he wasn’t wrong in doing so.

It included the Lady Silver Moon’s Dantian being crippled by Master Lo Feng and Master Hei Dong losing his position as the Vice Warden of Jurin Province. All of it was fallout from me pinning the blame for my destruction of the Fire Bird Sect on the Silver Leaf Clan. A bonehead move in hindsight and one that I was now desperate to make up for.

I still didn’t know how they truly felt about it all.

But they seemed to be keeping the peace for Fia’s sake.

“We’ll stop by your parents on our way up to the sky port,” I said, hoping to buy us some more time to collect my thoughts. “We’ll say goodbye to everyone else until then.”

* * *

My skiff to the starship hovering in orbit somewhere high above was scheduled for late afternoon. Still being early morning, it gave me ample time to double check my belongings and ensure I had everything I would need for my trip across the stars.

Besides a few sets of robes there actually wasn’t much else to take. I’d already memorized my cultivation manuals as well as the Shuras from Threja’s sword, who I now knew as Venja. If anything, I wished I could have brought her along for the trip, if only to have some decent company the entire time.

But she was still needed to protect the bunker out in the wild. I’d destroyed the cosmic gate that linked the demons of the Bloodmoon to the Earth, but there were still normal demons on the surface to defend against and not to mention what else could transpire while I was gone. I wrapped my non-sentient version of Venja—my homemade Phalanx Glaive—in a cloth for my travels instead. I slung it on my back along with my axe and prepared to start my journey.

“All ready?” Fia asked as she waited for me just outside what would one day become ‘our’ apartment upon my return.

I nodded and closed the door. “Let’s go say goodbye.”

* * *

Everyone in the square had gathered for me and I could barely hold back the tears that tugged on my eyes as they all presented me with small gifts to fill my half-empty duffle bag. Yu Li was crying by the time she finished hugging me, which seemed to last for an hour.

“You don’t be stupid out there, you hear me?” she said, wiping her eyes. “You make sure you come home.”

“I will, Yu Li,” I said and then reaching down I lifted the not so little Su Ling into my arms as well. “Uncle will be back soon, okay?”

The little girl rested her head against my chest sweetly. “Okie… unkie Max.”

My heart melted just a little bit more as I kissed her on the forehead.

Gui Zu stepped in next with an almighty hug, the big man squeezing me hard as he slapped me on the back. “You don’t worry about a thing, brother. Jian Yi and I have everything under control. You just focus on your studies…and staying alive.”

I chuckled at the last part, even though it wasn’t a joke. “Thanks, Gui Zu. I appreciate it, man.”

Jian Yi, in her formal barrister robes, approached me next.

“The day has finally come,” she said with a bow and then presented me with a small envelope held in both hands. “Your travel and identification documents, safely saved as promised.”

As soon as I’d received the formal invitation letter and transit pass from the Du Gok Bhong Legionnaire Academy, I’d asked Jian Yi to hold them for me. I didn’t trust myself not to lose something so important over the five months of waiting for the Academy’s intake to commence.

But now that day was finally here.

“Thank you, Jian Yi,” I said, accepting them with a bow and then forced her to give me a hug, which she accepted warmly despite not having the natural inclination to initiate one on her own. As she stepped back, I looked for the next two members of my inner circle, Zu Tien and Kelsey.

They both now wore small pins on their robes that signified them as Second Vice Wardens of the Terran Sect, serving under Gui Zu. Zu Tien fell to her knees in a kowtow, pressing her forehead against the ground.

“My very best wishes for your success, Sect Leader,” she said. “May you return to us strong and whole.”

“Thanks, Zu Tien,” I said acknowledging her bow with one of my own.

When I looked to Kelsey, all she gave me was a smile.

“Don’t expect me to bow to you like that,” she said in English. “But I will give you one of these.”

She grabbed me about the waist and lifted me off the ground in a bear hug that gave Gui Zu a run for his money. I couldn’t hold back my laugh as she set me back down again and I bopped her playfully on the jaw as she grinned from ear to ear.

“I’m going to miss your punk-ass,” I said to her in English as well and then gave her a proper hug, squeezing her tight. “You remember to check back on the bunker every couple of weeks, okay? You’re their warden now.”

“Got it,” she said. “And you don’t need to remind me. My mom and Colonel Harris have me on a tight schedule of supply runs. We’ll be looking to build out the village proper this summer on the surface. Hopefully by the time you come back it’ll look like this place out there.”

I smiled at that, envisioning the people of the bunker finally being able to live outside and free. “Nice. And remember to not get too carried away when you’re back here either. Listen to Gui Zu and Jian Yi. They’ll keep you out of trouble.”

She slammed a fist into her palm. “Don’t worry. I’ll save my Frenzy for the demons.”

I stepped back and marveled at her for a moment. Kelsey was still young, a blonde-haired teenager with a face to match, but with the body of a mini Berserker now. She was a Low-Tier Core Realm Cultivator, well equipped to protect the bunker and even the people here in my absence. Although when it came to being in the city, she’d have to rely on her fighting skills more than her raw power. Like me, she would need to grow her reputation first or risk being called out as a demonic cultivator…or worse, what she truly was, a Berserker.

“No beasting out in the city,” I reminded her. “And join up for the Wooden Bracket tournament as soon as it opens. Rank up to Iron as soon as you can afterwards. But don’t go hog wild on people weaker than you. You’ll draw too much attention.”

“Got it,” she said. “I’ll try not to break any of your records too.”

I gave her another grin as she winked. “You go kick ass, Little Sis.”

“You too, Big Bro.”

I finally turned to the rest of the crowd that had gathered together and received bows and well wishes from each of them. When we were finally done it felt like nearly an hour had passed.

Finally, Yu Li stepped next to Fia and bumped hips with her as she held Su Ling.

“And don’t you worry about her either, Max,” Yu Li said to me while grinning at Fia. “We’ll all take good care of Auntie Fia while you’re gone.”

Everyone laughed at that and Fia blushed while shaking her head with a smile.

It warmed my heart to see how close their relationship had grown in just a few months, but I suppose Fia being Su Ling’s actual blood aunt was a good reason for that. Even now, Fia visited daily to give Su Ling her first lessons in cultivation and the basics of the Silver Leaf Clan martial arts.

“Thank you, Yu Li,” Fia said, hugging her. “You know I’m going to need quite a few of these when those lonely days take hold.”

“We got you, my lady,” Gui Zu said warmly, caressing Fia on the back.

Fia wiped a small tear from her eye as she choked back a sob with a laugh. “Thank you, Gui Zu.”

She then looked up at me. “Well, one last stop. Are you ready?”

As I’ll ever be, I wanted to say, but stifled that with a cheery smile and a nod.

“We saved the best for last,” I said, which made Fia smile.

It was time to go see Mom and Dad.


CHAPTER 2


MASTER HEI DONG sighed heavily as the small groups of cultivators milled about the courtyard of the Dong Family estate with a mixture of haughtiness and indifference. He had transformed the place overnight, creating small pedestals by covering stools and tables with white cloth and then adorning them with some of his most prized collectables from the Dong Family arsenal.

Fine jian blades made of Aurorian-alloyed steel, spirit-stone-encrusted talismans and even armor pieces for more ceremonial events, decorated the landscape, turning his private home into a gallery of fine arts and martial craft. Hei Dong had advertised the open house as a charity event, giving his neighbors and friends a rare opportunity to obtain wares that would normally never be for sale.

Sadly, the charity in this case was for his very own family now.

He put on a smile as he helped an offworld cultivator assess the worth of a spear that had taken him nearly a year to forge. As a master smith it was easy to embellish the story of not only its creation, but the history of every specific ingredient that led to its composition, like its shaft being hewn from a 5000-year-old demonic tree as to why it was worth so many spirit stones.

Sadly, she still didn’t buy it.

Curse my fate, he thought.

The process of selling his belongings was a painful one.

Ironic almost.

There were days not long ago when he would have longed to do just this. Return to his first love as an artisan cultivator and enjoy his days haggling with customers about the best price for his wares. But that was when his position as Vice Warden consumed his time with administration and bureaucratic toil. Going back to his roots had been a welcome escape or daydream from the everyday pressures of being the second in command of the entire province.

But now, it had become his nightmare of shame.

If his neighbors only knew that he needed every spirit stone of this sale just to maintain his household for another month, then he would suffer a loss of face even greater than what he had lost already. Even now, he could sense the subtle disdain they held for him when looking over his fine works. Had this been a year ago, the heights of royalty would have flocked to merely attend such an event and cherish the rare opportunity to bid on a weapon created by the renowned Vice Warden and Artisan, Master Hei Dong of the Silver Leaf Clan.

Now they scorned him, the rumors of his failure so worn through that even to mention them had fallen out of vogue. Hei Dong was now becoming something even worse than scorned and ridiculed.

He was becoming…insignificant.

The cheery call of his wife’s voice broke him out of his spiraling thoughts, and he looked up to see the simultaneous cause and cure for all his misfortune.

Max Chun.

The man dwarfed his daughter like a giant, his robes barely able to contain his hulking form. Just to look at him caused an ire of conflict to fill his soul. Chun’s power and skills as a martial cultivator were undeniable—his progression far more than should be possible for a man his age. Yet here he stood, a Terran native, barely two decades old who had defeated his longtime rival and enemy, Lo Feng. His martial prowess had caught the attention of not only his daughter, but even the princess herself.

The man was a prodigy.

Or so the rumor mill was churning about him.

He was a double-edged sword in that regard.

For Hei Dong anyway.

His infamy now added to Hei Dong’s own disgrace and obsolescence.

His actions had cost Hei Dong his position, yet they had also saved his wife and daughter from certain death. A daughter who now loved him. And in truth, there was not much Hei Dong could say against the man’s character. A handsome brute of simple ways and thoughts. A good balance to his daughter perhaps, who followed in his footsteps of wisdom and cunning.

Still, it shamed him, that this man was now of greater status than he.

His wife, Rhi Dong, did not seem to mind or care.

Since the crippling of her Dantian, she seemed to have thrown herself into her new-found role as a grandmother. Hein’s illegitimate daughter, Su Ling, who despite adding to his family’s growing shame, was now the apple of his wife’s eye and even his own at times.

So conflicted, he thought.

He should hate this man Max Chun for everything he had done to bring shame into his family. The petitioning of his daughter’s hand in marriage, the challenging of the Warden which had caused Hei Dong to lose his position and even the planting of that quill, which had caused Hei Dong to waste half his family’s fortune on a Grand Sage that did nothing except prove his daughter guilty.

The thought of it all caused more ire to build in his stomach.

Max Chun had caused everything.

Yet he did also save his family and destroy one of his greatest enemies.

More than that, Hei Dong himself could respect the man’s ambition and power. To boldly challenge the Legionnaire Academy was no small feat. And yet here he stood at the precipice, about to depart on a journey across the stars.

Perhaps fate would resolve his conflict by never having to see the man again, Hei Dong thought.

It was a wishful notion.

But one that would devastate his daughter and perhaps even his wife now.

Hei Dong sighed.

Like it or not, this man of simultaneous destruction and salvation was joined to his family in more ways than one and Hei Dong would have to endure him for who knew how long now.

So conflicted, he thought again.

So conflicted.

* * *

As I approached Master Hei Dong, I could sense a mixture of hatred and lemonade within his soul. A rare combination and one that did anything but put me at ease as I stood face to face with the artisan cultivator who would one day become my father-in-law.

Despite the anger inside him, his face maintained a perfect and practiced smile as Fia and I bowed before him.

“Greetings, Father,” Fia said. “Max is on his way to the sky port now. He wanted to pay his respects.”

I stood stiffly and then performed a deep bow. “This One is honored to have been made part of your family, Master Hei Dong. I will do my best to return home a champion and to provide for your daughter a home befitting one such as her and akin to the one you yourself have created.”

I’d been working at that little speech all night, but it elicited nothing more than a polite smile from Master Hei Dong.

“I wish you well,” he said. “For my daughter’s sake.”

The words felt like ice, even though they were spoken with a smile.

It seemed to fool Fia and her mother though, who both grinned and nodded in return.

“You must come back swiftly,” Lady Silver Moon said. “My daughter would not do well to wait as long as I did to start a family.”

Fia blushed and laughed but didn’t disagree with her either.

Hei Dong let out a harrumph. “My lovely wife. Always getting ahead of herself.”

I laughed but was eager to change the topic of conversation.

“The sale seems to be going well,” I said, looking about. “A lot of customers, it looks like.”

He shrugged. “It is a sale. Nothing more.”

An odd and uncomfortable silence fell as he said nothing else.

I didn’t know what else to say either.

“I’ll be happy to be rid of some of this junk,” Lady Silver Moon said. “It’s cluttered our lives for far too long. Decades even.”

Her words broke the tension with a small laugh, but Fia had already told me why Master Hei Dong was holding the sale.

The family finances were not in good shape.

Again, mostly due to me.

I felt guilty as hell for Master Hei Dong losing his position by me challenging the Warden, but I didn’t know how to even broach the topic with him, or even if I should. It was clear his pride was wounded and pandering to him would probably only make him hate me more. My first taste of that came from when I had offered to share some of the gains from the Fire Birds’ coffers with him. Hei Dong had grown silent at the offer, but I could sense an anger burning within him.

He responded with a polite decline, but I knew I had offended him greatly.

Still, I didn’t want to come across as some insensitive asshole either, oblivious to his plight. I still didn’t know Master Hei Dong very well, but he was Fia’s father and she adored him. I needed to make some effort to foster a real relationship between us. I thought I’d slammed a home run with him, at first. He had accepted my proposal to marry Fia with little hesitation after I defeated Lo Feng, but now perhaps, after losing his position and with the luster of me saving his family wearing off, he was beginning to resent me.

Or so I feared.

“Things will get better when I return,” I said. “I’ll put everything right.”

I left it as open and nondescript as that, hoping to claim some responsibility for what I’d done.

“Oh?” he said. “Will you now?” He chuckled and placed his hands behind his back. “I suppose we shall see.”

The barrier between us felt like ice again, but I decided to let it drop.

I gave him a final bow and gave one to Fia’s mother as well.

She at least pulled me into an embrace.

“May the fates of the heavens be with you,” she said.

We finally departed giving them both a wave and headed out of the courtyard.

“Man,” I said once we were out of earshot. “Your dad really hates me.”

“What?” Fia said sounding surprised. “That’s not true. You impress him immensely, I’m sure of it.”

I glanced back to see Master Hei Dong still staring at me or perhaps glaring was more accurate.

“Well, you can’t sense his inner spirit like I can,” I said turning back around. “Trust me, there’s more hate than lemonade in there.”

“More hate than what?”

“Nevermind,” I said.

I really didn’t need to dwell on this negativity.

Not before leaving.

I had millions of miles to travel and unknown trials to face after that.

My last moments with Fia had to be ones I could cherish, not lament over.

“Maybe you’re right,” I lied. “I guess I’m just reading into things.”

Fia smiled, happy again. “Let’s get you to the sky port. The skiff will be arriving soon.”

As we headed for the upper levels of the Imperial City, I took one last glance back towards Master Hei Dong as he catered to the would-be buyers in his courtyard. A sad sight. He was a man broken. A man that I had broken. And I needed to make amends. It was clear I couldn’t have a conversation about it though. It was just something I would need to do.

I added one more item to my list of reasons I could not fail.

I needed to return victorious not just to become Warden and marry Fia.

I needed the power to restore the honor of Master Hei Dong as well.

* * *

The rays of the afternoon sun filtered down between the crisscrossing walkways of the upper city like beams of light from heaven. As Fia and I rode the lift skyward to the topmost part of the giant pagoda, I was treated to yet another fabulous view, that of the iceberg-sized crystal that was the true heart of the floating city.

The massive aetherite crystal hovered in the center of the various walkways, connected to the superstructure of the pagoda by them and other frameworks of stone and gleaming steel. The golden-hued crystal not only provided the protective barrier that kept the populace safe from the Bloodmoon, but also the energy to keep the entire city afloat and even propel it across space to the distant stars.

It was hard to believe but the entire city was actually a starship, similar to one that I would soon be travelling upon, presumably.

“It’s kind of crazy,” I said marveling at it. “In my world, only a lucky few ever experienced travelling in space. Now I’m about to go further than any Terran has ever been.”

Fia smiled. “It’s not something I would relish to do often. It took us close to two years to travel here from the core worlds.”

“Two years?”

I had no idea it’d taken so long, but I guess to move something so massive took time.

“It was stifling even for being in a city this large,” she said. “But fear not. I believe your transport will be much swifter.”

I chuckled. “I hope so.”

Nerves and excitement filled me the more I thought of it.

For five months I’d been preparing for this but now I was truly about to embark into the unknown. We reached the uppermost level of the city and was greeted by nothing but wide-open sky. The Jurin City sky port lived up to every bit of its name in that regard. A strong and steady wind blew across the deck, throwing about our robes as we made our way across the flat surface where several skiffs were parked.

The one I was headed for was obvious, being three times the size of the others and covered by a translucent canopy the size of a bus. But as we got closer, I saw there was a small contingent of people waiting for me as well.

I recognized the sect immediately from their billowing black and silver robes. Members of the Silver Leaf Clan, but when I got close enough to see their faces it caused both Fia and I to pause. The ageless face of the Warden herself, the Lady Silver Tear, deigned to crack a smile as we approached, but her presence wasn’t what truly surprised me.

Next to her were three women I recognized immediately, primarily because they all looked the same. They could pass for being sisters with Lady Silver Tear, with long silver hair and faces looking close to her in age, although truthfully they were but a fraction of the Lady Silver Tear’s 200-plus years.

“What the hell are the Bird Sisters doing here?” Fia whispered to me, as confused as I was about their presence.

The three Bird Sisters, the Lady Silver Hawk, Silver Dove, and Silver Sparrow were named so for obvious reasons, but also due to the fact that they were triplets who ruled the Iron Bracket tournament…or at least had been until I put an end to their reign six months ago.

Even now I could sense a building hate and anger inside the three of them, especially from the Lady Silver Hawk whom I had punished in the ring for trying to impersonate her younger sister Wi Shen.

Fia and I stopped short and performed dutiful bows to the four of them.

“Greetings, Sect Leader,” Fia said falling to one knee. “This One did not expect to see you here.”

“I believe it is only fitting that I see my challenger off in good fortune,” Lady Silver Tear said, throwing a sideward glance at me. “I would not want to be accused of being fearful to face him upon his return.”

I gave her a halfhearted bow. “You’re too kind, Lady Silver Tear.”

“And dear cousins,” Fia said, turning to the Bird Sisters to give them a bow as well. “I see you have joined as well for some reason?”

“Why should they not be here?” the Lady Silver Tear said. “Is it not their station to be by my side?”

Fia squinted her eyes confused and so did I.

The sisters leered at us while the Warden let out a laugh.

“Apologies,” she said. “This One forgets that she is still yet to make an official announcement. Be honored then that you are of the very first to hear the news.”

“What news?” I asked.

“Allow me to introduce you to your father’s successors, Lady Silver Light,” the Warden said as my mind did a double take. “You may each now pay your respects. The Lady Silver Hawk, Silver Dove, and Silver Sparrow are now your three new Vice Wardens of Jurin Province.”


CHAPTER 3


YOU’VE GOT TO be shitting me, I thought as my mouth hung open.

Fia had much the same reaction, staring deadpan at her three older cousins as they grinned like idiots. And idiots they were, as far as I could remember.

What the hell was the Warden thinking?

I hid my reaction with [Indifference] and [Struggler’s Resolve] but couldn’t pass up the opportunity to express how I truly felt about the matter.

“Damn,” I said. “Was their level of competence so far below Master Hei Dong’s that you had to hire all three of them to make up for it?”

Fia let loose a startled laugh, clearly taken off guard by my off-handed comment but then cut it short immediately, struggling to maintain composure in front of her cousins and sect leader. The three Bird Sisters were—not surprisingly—a bit slower on the uptake and reacted with delayed scowls and sneers.

“How dare you!”

“You think you can openly disrespect us like that?”

“We are Vice Wardens now! You must respect us!”

I raised my hands in surrender. “Hey take it easy. Just wanted to know what my taxes were going towards, is all.”

“I should kill you where you stand for that remark,” one of them said, taking a step forward. “You have insulted not just a royal lady but a high official of the imperial throne!”

I still couldn’t tell them all apart, but by her bravado I figured she had to be Lady Silver Hawk, the seemingly oldest of the three. Or whom they deferred to like an older sister anyway.

“Look, Wi Shen, or are you Silver Hawk? I can never tell you two apart. Anyway, there’s nothing to be gained here. Just take it easy.”

I grinned at her, reminding her that I knew her secret of when she impersonated her younger sister in the ring. Her insides boiled with anger and indignation, but she didn’t say anything else.

Dumbasses indeed, I concluded and then cultivated her impotent anger to add fresh Frenzy to my growing Dantian.

The Warden herself then stepped forward, ahead of her nieces. “You should count yourself lucky that this is your last day in my city, Iron Bull. For make no mistake, every stray word from that loose tongue of yours will be held to account one day.”

“I guess it’s a good thing I haven’t violated any laws then,” I said, matching her gaze and my heart began to pound. I still couldn’t believe I was standing this close to her. The Lady Silver Tear, the ice-cold bitch who had left my parents and sister for dead. The woman I had vowed to destroy from the time I was eight years old. The thought surged through my mind, tapping into the root of my Dao. But I would have to wait. As strong as I was, she was a Diamond Bracket contender and a Sacred Soul Realm cultivator to boot.

A full realm above where I stood right now.

I would need to take every advantage the training at the Legionnaire Academy would afford me, not only for my imperial status, but to gain the cultivation strength and fighting skills I would need to defeat the Warden as well.

The Lady Silver Tear smirked. “Still clever but not very wise.”

I raised a brow, trying to figure what the hell she meant by that, but then her eyes shifted towards Fia.

“Lady Silver Light,” she said and then paused. “Or perhaps I will begin to refer to you as your new title now…Fia Dong, the betrothed of the Iron Bull.”

Despite the disparaging remark, Fia bowed to her with respect. “Yes, honorable Warden?”

“You would do well to know that I have tasked my new Vice Wardens to review the regulations surrounding the Terran populace in the Native Housing District and to ensure the enforcement of the same. As you are soon to enter into that sect, I thought you should know in advance that reform is swiftly on its way.”

Ire stirred in my gut. Was she actually going to let those three boneheads loose on my people? I was just about to say something when she continued ahead of me.

“I have also heard rumor of your father engaging in some sort of commerce within his private home. I will of course ensure that one of my Vice Wardens visits him personally to ensure he has the proper license to conduct such business.”

My ire turned to outright rage as her gameplan became clear.

She wasn’t just targeting me and my people.

She was gunning for Fia and her family as well.

The thought brought on a new sense of oppression and control. A control I wished I had the power to eliminate with a stroke of my blade, but I just didn’t have the strength or status to deal with it now.

Curse this damn bitch, I thought.

She had probably dragged her ass and that of her three incompetent nieces up here just to belabor the point right before I would depart. A farewell that would make it clear that all would not be well while I was away from home. Damn cultivator society manipulation at its best. I could sense the subtle fear in Fia’s soul as she no doubt saw the gameplan for herself.

But I wouldn’t give them the satisfaction of a win.

I steeled myself with [Indifference] and gave a cheery smile.

“Good to hear it,” I said. “It’s about time the Warden’s office paid some attention to the Native Housing District. I’m sure my sect would welcome any change to come and adapt accordingly.”

“Let’s hope they do,” Lady Silver Tear said. “The punishment for disobeying Imperial law is quite steep.”

“You’d be one to know,” I said without missing a beat. “The princess herself called you out on your own infraction, didn’t she?”

I gave her a shit-eating grin and her insides surged with rage.

“You insolent little cur!” she shouted, finally losing her composure. “I hope you do succeed in surviving the academy and return here so that I can kill you with my own hands. I will make you pay for every stray word that filthy mouth of yours as uttered.” Her eyes then shifted to Fia as she gave a leer. “But not before I make you suffer the loss of everything you hold dear.”

My hand was on my axe before I knew it, brandishing it before her face. The move was so sudden that the three Bird Sisters let out a gasp along with Fia, but to the Warden’s credit she didn’t flinch at all and merely held her stare.

“Oh? Am I the one to have finally struck a nerve now?” she said.

Damn bitch…

“You even think about doing something to her and I’ll make sure even your ancestors will feel my wrath, you got me?”

The Demon surged within me as my Flame roared, the outright threat begging me to have our duel right here and now. But luckily the Struggler was also at the controls, easing me back from what would be a disastrous error in judgement.

“Bold words,” she said. “We will see how much of that bravado is left if you ever do return. Odds are that you won’t however.”

“I work best when the [Odds are Against Me], bitc—!”

“Greetings all.”

The interruption came from a gentle voice I didn’t recognize and I paused to see a petite woman in imperial robes addressing all of us. She was plain-looking, short hair, not a martial cultivator by any means, but she had a gold and jade pin on her robes that looked very official.

“A thousand apologies for the interruption,” the woman said. “This One is Ling Wei, personal aide to her royal majesty, Third Princess Lunalah. I have come to escort you, Master Iron Bull, to the transport vessel now waiting in orbit for departure.”

Holy crap, I thought, lowering my axe. Talk about being saved by the bell.

The Warden and her lackeys gave the woman swift bows, clearly recognizing who she was and/or the authority she represented perhaps.

I followed suit as did Fia.

“It seems we will have to continue this conversation later,” the Warden said. “Or perhaps not at all. Farewell, Iron Bull.”

She spun on her heels and dragged her three lackey nieces with her.

It took all my wherewithal to not just toss my axe into the back of her head.

“You must be the Lady Silver Light,” the woman Ling Wei said, giving Fia a separate bow. “You are as beautiful as the reports claim.” She then smiled at me. “I see why the Iron Bull has fought so hard to wed you.”

Her statement took us both by surprise and Fia blushed with a laugh. “Why, thank you. You are too kind.”

The woman merely smiled but with a confidence that betrayed both her station and stature. She was clearly one used to dealing with people of authority and being aide to the princess, it made sense. “We must be away quickly, Master Iron Bull. I will leave you some privacy to have your final farewell with your betrothed.”

With that she left and headed for the waiting skiff.

“Wow,” I said, looking back at the woman. “I didn’t expect an escort.”

“Max, what just happened?” Fia said. “I don’t feel like I want you to go at all now.”

I shook my head. “Don’t worry. Scare tactics is all.”

But deep down I didn’t feel too comfortable either. I suspected the Warden would have liked nothing more than to make my time away from home be hell by threatening Fia and even my clan, but surely she wouldn’t oppose the authority of the princess to do so.

No, it had to be mind games she was playing at.

“If she were going to do anything for real, why tell us?” I said. “She’s doing this to get inside my head. Inside both of our heads. Just to get a rise out of us.”

“Yes, but she has still made Wi Shen and her sisters Vice Wardens now,” Fia said. “Even that is an affront to my father’s legacy. She’s seeking to destroy him and not to mention what the three of them might do to the sect.”

That part I couldn’t really argue with. “Yeah, they’re bound to wreak havoc back home. Shit. Wish I could get Jian Yi in on this.”

“Don’t worry,” Fia said. “I’ll tell her. The Terran Sect is our sect, remember? I’m as much a part of it as I am the daughter of Master Hei Dong. I’ll take care of both of our families while you are gone, Max. Don’t worry about a thing.”

A warmth filled my heart as her courage took center stage.

“I keep forgetting you’re an absolute badass sometimes,” I said, caressing her cheek with a smile. “What the hell am I worried about? You can mop the floor with all three of those birdbrained bitches and then some.”

Fia let out another surprised laugh. “I swear, only you could come up with such colorful insults, Max.”

I pulled her into an embrace and felt my own emotions slip as I realized this might be the last time I ever held her. I pushed it away and tried to focus on the positives. Fia was strong. She could take care of herself and our clan. And as much as I now wanted to stay behind to be assured of that, I’d have to trust her and have faith that she would be alright.

“I miss you already,” I said and heard her choke back some tears.

“Don’t take big risks, okay?” she said. “Just do enough to get back here alive. Promise me, please?”

She pulled away and looked up at me with tearful eyes.

No way would my path allow me to take the easy road with anything, but for the sake of easing her fears, I lied.

“No big risks…got it.”

“I love you, Max,” she said and then with a flick of her hand produced a silver quill in her palm. “Read it once you’re on the transport. Not before. Promise me.”

“I will,” I said. “And I promise I won’t lose it this time either.”

She rolled her eyes and shook her head.

“What? Too soon to make a joke about it?”

“You’re insufferable.”

I let out a laugh. “I love you, Fia. Thank you for everything.”

We kissed and embraced again, staying like that for what felt like an hour.

“I’ll write,” I said once we finally pulled apart.

She smiled. “You’d better.”

I couldn’t keep my eyes off her as I walked away nearly backwards, waving as she blew me kisses from afar. When I finally did turn about, I found I had already reached the domed skiff with the small figure of Ling Wei standing outside.

“All set?” she asked.

I blew out a sigh. “As I’ll ever be, I guess.”

“Let us hurry onboard then,” she said, walking ahead of me. “The trip into orbit will not take long, but I have much to discuss with you on the way up.”

* * *

Fia watched the skiff grow smaller and smaller in the distance until it finally fell out of view. And with it her countenance fell as well.

There it was, she thought.

He was actually gone.

A shudder of uneasiness ran through her as the reality hit and the weight of the world fell on her shoulders. Three long years and who knew what else now lay ahead of her thanks to her Great Aunt and her cousins Wi Shen, Fi Shen, and Di Shen. But more than that, it was simply the thought of not having Max by her side that caused her soul to grieve.

It was far too soon to start missing him, she knew, but she couldn’t control her heart.

“I’ll stay strong for you, Max,” Fia whispered like a prayer. “I’ll protect our home. I’ll make sure it’s one you are proud to come back to.”

Just please come back.

She didn’t have the courage to say the last part out loud.

Deep down she had faith that not even the fates of heaven could keep them apart.

But nothing was promised.

A pang of guilt touched her soul.

She pushed it away.

She would still do her part, she would stay strong…but for them to be together again, it would be all up to Max now.

And fate.

“Forgive me, Max,” she said. “I’m just not sure…”

And with an uneasy heart, Fia turned and left the sky port.


CHAPTER 4


THE TRIP INTO orbit was as fast as Ling Wei promised.

Already I could see the brilliance of the imperial city quickly disappearing below a blanket of low-lying clouds as the vessel soared skywards, its body maintaining completely horizontal as it rose vertically. Oddly, I didn’t feel much G-force from the rapid ascent at all, the effect perhaps dampened somehow by the Qi-stones that simultaneously kept the ship afloat and gave us thrust.

Perhaps they were akin to the aetherite crystal in the city.

Or even made of aetherite themselves.

I held on to Fia’s quill, feeling the string of characters inscribed on its surface. I was desperate to read them, but I would respect her wishes and read them only when on the transport. Not to mention that it felt like she had written more than just a couple of words this time, the characters feeling numerous and smaller than usual. I tucked the quill away and treated it as a surprise to be savored for later.

I watched the city continue to grow smaller, my eyes straining to somehow still see Fia on deck waving to me. When the city finally fell out of view, my mindset shifted. It was just me now. My family and friends were far below and counting on my return and I would have to put on my game face the entire time to survive.

I treated it like a match in the arena in my mind. Earth was the locker room and I was now on my way to the ring. I didn’t know what challengers awaited me there, but like any match there was no prize for losing.

I had to win no matter what.

“Would you not feel more comfortable sitting?” Ling Wei said.

It was only then that I realized that I’d been standing the entire time in a skiff full of plush couches. I took a seat opposite Ling Wei and she almost ceremoniously presented me with an envelope adorned with the royal seal.

“A personal message from her majesty,” Ling Wei said.

I raised a brow. “Should I read it?”

“You may,” Ling Wei said. “But it is perhaps best if we spoke first. Its content may have far more relevance then.”

My curiosity was piqued at that. “Yeah, you said you had much to discuss, right?”

“Indeed I do, Master Iron Bull. How familiar are you with the tradition of sending tributes to the Legionnaire Academy?”

I shrugged. “I know it’s to battle the scourge of the Cursed Stars, right?”

“Oh yes,” she said. “That too of course.”

That too? What the hell did she mean?

She must have caught the confused look on my face because she instantly smiled. “I apologize. I speak more to the political nature of the tributes. It is a tradition millennia old and yes, its original purpose was to seek able-bodied cultivators to push back against the expanse of the Cursed Stars, but in the modern era this need has waned somewhat. The issue of tributes has far more economic and political significance now.”

“Oh?” I said, waiting for more. I honestly couldn’t care about the politics other than gaining my Diamond Bracket title, but it had to be important to the princess for making the decision to send me. “So what’s the significance?”

“The lower courts of the empire are comprised of the lesser houses that rule the core worlds,” she said. “When the Great Soul Emperor expanded his domain, new planets came under the rule of the Yee Dynasty and their native inhabitants were offered as tributes to the academy to train and defend the borders of the core worlds from the scourge of the Cursed Stars. In return for this tribute, the Emperor offered favor from the core worlds to help solidify the status of the fledgling colonies. While thousands of years have passed and those newly colonized worlds have now advanced to the same level as the core worlds themselves, your world is still at that same fledging state. Older colonies are now nearly exempt from sending tributes. For them sending a tribute is more a ceremonial token now that they have evolved to the point of their native inhabitants being able to reach Lesser Deity Realm cultivation levels and even beyond if they are so lucky or talented to transition to the higher planes.”

“Lesser Deity Realm? You mean they send demi-gods to this academy?”

She chuckled. “Heavens no. Such would be a waste of talent and ability. The loss of even a Lesser Deity Realm Cultivator is not unheard of on the Hell Worlds. There are forces there that suppress one’s Qi and can make strength almost insignificant.”

She had to be talking about Dark Frenzy, the true essence of that space god I’xol’ukz. And if the concentrations produced by the Cursed Stars was enough to affect even normal cultivators then who knew what it would do to me. But I at least had a defense now in my [Soul Shield] technique. The thought made me eager to go on my first tour and test it out.

Who knows? I thought. Perhaps I could thrive on these Hell Worlds instead of merely survive.

Images of when I traveled to that alternate dimension on the surface of the moon returned to my mind. Those giant demon hordes and the chained, gate crystals that seemed to connect the moon to other worlds. And not to mention the giant blue bitch who seemed in control of them all.

I’xan’dra the Great Chain Maiden or some shit.

There were great mysteries to be discovered on these Hell Worlds, but perhaps they were only important or even accessible to a Berserker like me. One more reason to succeed at the academy and head out on my first tour. If I was able to destroy the crystal that linked that gate in the second base from the moon to the Earth, then perhaps I could somehow find the crystal that had spawned that massive gate on the moon as well.

Maybe even destroy it if I could.

Or at least figure out how all that crap was connected anyway.

Then there was the connection between the Frenzied Flame and the Stars themselves. I still didn’t know—

“Master Iron Bull?”

I suddenly realized I’d been staring off into space consumed in my own thoughts.

“Sorry,” I said. “A lot on my mind, I guess. You were saying?”

She smiled. “Understandable. I was saying that numbers matter more than strength when it comes to fighting on the Hell Worlds. Tours are sent in waves, with only a short time spent within each. It’s why gaining tributes from the newer colonies are still necessary.”

It sounded more like they needed to send the less valuable cannon fodder to me, but I wasn’t complaining. Messed-up system or not, it was still my ticket to gaining further insight into the unknown, not to mention gaining the imperial status I needed to stand up to the Warden and defend my people back home.

Back home, I thought with a chuckle. I was a million miles away already in my mind.

“I see,” I said. “So what ‘favors’ do we get as a planet for me being a tribute?”

“I’m glad you asked,” she said, smiling again. “As a first tribute, you will gain the princess much honor in the eyes of her peers in the lower courts of the core worlds. But if you are successful, it would be even more so.”

“So me surviving is a big deal. Good to know. I’ll do my best.”

“There is a bit more,” she said, leaning closer. “The gaining of status through the tributes is one still utilized by the core worlds, although mostly ceremonial as I said, but some are still sent.”

“I thought you said they were too important to risk like that.”

“Not to fight on the Hell Worlds but there are some royal houses that require such a system to…qualify their family members for certain martial brackets in short order. Not unlike the opportunity the princess has made for you in that regard.”

I chuckled. “Yeah, I get it.”

“Further though, it would be quite the loss of face for one of the core world families to have their tribute fail at the academy, thus there are certain…provisions that can be made, to ensure one’s success.”

What the hell was she talking about? “You mean like cheating?”

She chuckled. “Such a word would cause much offense, Master Iron Bull. There are simply different levels of status within the world of tributes. The core worlds have a far different experience than those from newly seeded colonies like yourselves.”

Newly seeded? More like newly conquered, I thought. But I wasn’t going to cause a stink. The woman Ling Wei seemed nice enough thus far and she was just the messenger after all.

“The princess has made such provisions to see that you too may be included in the numbers amongst the core world tributes,” Ling Wei said, nodding to the envelope in my hand. “If you’ll accept the requirements of course.”

“What requirements?”

“It would be too obvious to request such favor directly,” she said. “Especially for a new tribute such as yourself. But if you were to be identified as a potential future lord consort, then we believe arrangements could perhaps be made.”

“Potential future lord consort?” I scoffed at the title. “What the hell is that?”

“It’s nothing really,” she said. “A fanciful designation that merely recognizes your potential to perhaps one day marry into the royal family.”

What the hell? “Maybe you haven’t heard but I’m kind of engaged.”

She bowed her head slightly. “Of course, Master Iron Bull. This is meant as no disrespect to your impending union, it is merely recognition of your potential to one day be considered for such. You seem well on your way to establishing yourself within the Sacred Soul Realm. As such you would be regarded as near immortal, aging less than a day for a year. The lives of cultivators are long and varied. In a hundred years who knows? You may choose to take a second wife from the lineage of her majesty.”

My stomach soured. “Sorry, but I’m a one-woman kind of guy.”

“Apologies,” she said with a laugh. “This is all hypothetical, Master Iron Bull. No commitment is truly required of you, save for on paper to convince the dean, of course.”

“The dean?”

“The president of the Academy,” Ling Wei said. “The High Marshal Tzu Li Zen. The princess herself has prepared an introduction of yourself to him in the capacity as a potential future lord consort to afford you the higher status while at the academy. Assuming you sign the documents.”

She gestured to the envelope again and I opened it warily.

Inside was another sealed envelope along with two other sheets of paper. One was a contract of some kind, filled with tiny script and legal characters that only Jian Yi would be able to understand. The second was a handwritten note that was penned with fine brush strokes.

My dearest tribute,

First, my praise and thanks for your great courage in accepting this responsibility on behalf of myself and your people. The natives of Terra would do well to know that they are being represented by the Iron Bull.

Your success is important to me.

For many reasons.

Not least of which is the honor you will bring to me personally.

It is for this reason that I too will extend a personal overture to you in the form of this contract to assume the role of a potential future lord consort. This status, while temporary, will afford you much grace at the academy to ensure your success.

Fear not in seeking how to repay me for this great offering of favor.

With your success there shall be ample future opportunities to show your gratitude.

My best wishes for your safe return to me.

Sincerely,

Third Princess Lunalah

257th heir to the Imperial Yee Dynasty

I stared at the note, perplexed. It was oddly personal in some parts and practically dripping with lemonade. I looked at the contract again and couldn’t make heads or tails of it.

What in the actual hell was all this?

It seemed to be a free pass through the academy at the expense of something I wasn’t so sure about. ‘Ample future opportunities to show your gratitude’? I wasn’t liking the sounds of that one bit.

But even more so, no way in hell was I punking out like some bitch-ass high society cultivator and skipping class just to earn a merit badge so ‘mommy princess’ could be proud.

Yes, this was a means to an end in one sense, a way for me to gain status.

But I wanted more than just that.

I craved knowledge and true power.

Things that only going through the academy itself and experiencing the Hell Worlds firsthand would bring. This was the path the Frenzied Flame had carved out for me and no way was I going to turn my back on it. Plus no way in hell was I going to let the princess put some diamond collar around my neck either.

I tucked the contract and note back into the envelope and handed it back to Ling Wei. “Please thank the princess for her generosity, but I won’t be accepting it.”

Her eyes flashed open with shock. “Pardon?”

“You heard me,” I said with a dose of [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I’m not in this for the free win. I’ll either survive or die, and if I do survive, you can bet your ass I’m going to have skills and power to do it. Tell the princess the Iron Bull doesn’t take short cuts when it comes to progression.”

She blinked at me perplexed, but inside I could sense a subtle hint of lemonade.

I ignored it though and looked out the canopy instead. The blue horizon of the earth was now laid out like a mantle, juxtaposed against the black backdrop of space and the stars. Ahead of us, I could see an enormous structure the shape and size of an Egyptian pyramid that looked to be made of granite.

My transport across the stars.

“You should perhaps reconsider,” Ling Wei said. “The conditions at the academy are not at all pleasant.”

I stood, trying to get a better view of the transport. “Don’t worry. I’m not expecting the Ritz.”

“The what?” she said.

I chuckled. “Nevermind.”

A huge door at the base of the pyramid opened and our vessel entered along with several other larger skiffs that had joined from the surface. I was hesitant to disembark, not seeing any kind of airlock but I supposed there had to be some kind of barrier holding the air in place.

As I stepped off the skiff and into the darkened confines of the hangar, loud shouts and whistles assaulted my ears. The area was as large as a football field, dimly lit with air that stunk of mold. Across from me, Enforcers and Imperial guards were herding a group of men and women dressed in dingy gray robes into separate groups. One of them, an older-looking man, moved too slowly and received a double tap from an enforcer’s bamboo rod to help hurry him along.

A broad-chested man with olive robes and gray skin approached me aggressively. He was a Sullied, the same race as Sumatra and Threja it seemed, and a couple inches taller than I was even at my new and improved height.

“What the hell is this and who the hell are you?” he said and then looked past me to Ling Wei who was still standing in the doorway of the skiff. “Is this your prisoner?”

Prisoner?

“A thousand apologies,” Ling Wei said with a bow. “This man is our tribute, compliments of the princess.”

“Tribute?” He let out a laugh. “Just one? But I guess you are in the middle of nowhere. It’s no wonder we got sent all the way out here for some random pickup.” He then looked down at me and grunted. “Although I guess it wasn’t so random, after all. Where are your documents?”

I began digging in my duffle bag for the envelope Jian Yi had given me.

“They’re here,” Ling Wei said and was about to hand him the princess’s envelope when I quickly deflected it out of her hand.

“No this is them,” I said, glancing back at Ling Wei with a scowl.

She withdrew but simply smiled and shrugged, as if to say, ‘can’t blame me for trying’.

Presumptuous little bitch, I thought.

The guard glanced through my documents before handing them back to me. “Wait here. I’ll get you a uniform. Don’t want you getting confused for one of the inmates.”

As he departed, I looked back at Ling Wei. “Nice try, but I told you no.”

“I only had your best interest at heart,” she said. “Forgive me.”

“Best interests? You sure about that?” I said, looking at the prisoners being herded into the ship. “The princess offers me silver-platter treatment at the academy but can’t afford to send me there on something better than a damn prison bus?”

“I do not know what a bus is,” she said. “But you perhaps have the wrong idea of what the academy truly is.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean this is the proper transport to the Academy. It is how all tributes reach there.”

My eyes narrowed as I grew more apprehensive.

“Du Gok Bhong is a former prison on the penal colony of Lung Zept. Although it is called an academy it still operates very much like a prison.” She then grinned and flashed the envelope at me again. “Are you certain you do not wish to reconsider?”

As she grinned I saw the control of the princess leering through her.

Damn bitch…

Just like this messed-up society to try and railroad me into something I didn’t want nor could fully understand just to give me comfort and ease.

To hell with all that.

“Tell the princess, I’m good,” I said and collecting my belongings, I prepared to go find the guard for my new uniform. “I’d rather be a prisoner than a punk-ass bitch.”

I didn’t wait around to see her reaction, but from behind all I could sense was anger and the tiniest hint of lemonade.


CHAPTER 5


“HE DECLINED?”

PRINCESS Lunalah felt her insides heat with a mixture of embarrassment and rage as Ling Wei finished giving her report before her. The walls of her private office seemed to close in on her as the situation slipped from her control.

But how? Why?

“What do you mean, he declined?” she demanded. “Did you deliver the proposal as discussed?”

Ling Wei bowed her head. “I did, your majesty. I explained everything and even tried to force the matter and still he declined.”

“Forced?” Perhaps it was Ling Wei’s fault. “What do you mean forced? I told you not to stress the importance of the contract to him. It was supposed to be subtle!”

“I did not,” Ling Wei said. “I simply tried to pass on the invitation to the guards but still he refused.”

This didn’t make any sense, Lunalah thought.

“How could he refuse such an offer?” she asked.

How could he refuse ‘her’? She wanted to add, but she dared not reveal that much to Ling Wei. The pain of the Iron Bull’s rejection was like a spear piercing her soul. Perhaps she had indeed gone too far with the contract, but she had masked it perfectly with the need for it being merely a formality that would lead to his success. Why then did he reject her? Was her note too revealing? Not enough?

Her soul writhed, tormented.

“What reason did he give?” she asked. “Why did he refuse my offer?”

“It was a bit hard to understand, even for me,” Ling Wei said. “But the Iron Bull said that he would rather be a prisoner than a ‘punk-ass bitch’?”

Lunalah blinked. “A what?”

“I am still not certain what the words mean, a Terran expression perhaps, but from their connotation, I gather he meant coward.”

“Coward? He believes my offer of grace to be cowardice?” Her insides steamed a second time, but now with more anger than embarrassment. “How could he equate my offer to that? Clearly, Ling Wei, you must have failed to deliver my offer properly! Did you focus on the contract too much?”

“This One tried her best, your majesty.” Ling Wei bowed her head again. “And no, I barely focused on the contract at all. It seemed he viewed the notion of being ranked with the core world tributes as cheating.”

“He accused me of cheating?”

“No, your majesty, I believe he felt the process would be cheating himself.”

“What do you mean?”

“He made a comment akin to wanting to succeed by his own means. I believe he wants to earn his success through facing the hardships of both the academy and the hell worlds and growing stronger through them. And he did graciously decline your offer, by the way.”

Lunalah sighed inwardly with relief. The entire scenario shifted in her mind. The Iron Bull hadn’t outright rejected her as she had first feared. He had merely rejected the path of ease.

Perhaps she had been too brazen to bait her hook with something like this. But it was good to know why he had not bitten. It wasn’t the hook that he saw, but rather he just didn’t care for the bait. And looking back now, perhaps it was for the best. The thought that he wanted to succeed on his own strength alone, kindled her desire for him even further.

This was a true warrior.

A man who valued strength above all.

A man who could one day even dominate her own heart into submission.

If fate would have it.

“Fetch me writing paper,” she said. “I shall write to the Iron Bull again, praising him for passing my first test and rejecting the easy route to success.”

Ling Wei looked back at her oddly, as if to question her integrity, but one squint of her eyes and Ling Wei fell back into place again.

“At once, your majesty,” Ling Wei said and rose from her seat.

As she left, Lunalah sat back and smiled.

Her true goal of getting the Iron Bull to sign the contract was not met, but it did serve its purpose in another way. She had planted the seed in his mind. The thought that he could one day become a royal consort to a princess. It was a seed that would germinate while he fought to gain both strength and power. And when his first option would tragically fall away, Lunalah would naturally present herself as the second.

Patience, she told herself again.

Patience and restraint and the Iron Bull will be yours.


CHAPTER 6


I TUGGED ON the too-tight uniform as I followed the guard—whose name I learned was Jakra—through the narrow metal corridors that made up the internals of the giant pyramid. If I’d been hoping for a scenic trip through space, I would have been sorely disappointed. There wasn’t so much as a porthole in sight from what I had seen of the place thus far, the entire ship feeling more like the bunker back in the wild than anything else.

“What bracket and cultivation level are you?” Jakra asked as he led me through the maze of corridors. “You’re a tribute so I assume you’re already Gold Bracket?”

“Yeah, I’m gold,” I said, eyeing a group of convicts warily as we passed the bars of their cells. “How many people are on this thing?”

“A couple thousand right now,” Jakra said. “What cultivation level?”

I raised a brow. “Why’s that important?”

“It’ll determine which floor I place you on,” he said, looking over his shoulder at me. “Need to be sure you’re strong enough to deal with the inmates if it comes to it.”

I stopped short. “What?”

The big gray giant stopped as well to give me a grin. “You didn’t think this was a free ride, did you? The academy is a branch of His Imperial Majesty’s Prisons. You wearing that uniform means you’re officially one of us now.” He then glanced at the convicts in the cells. “In one capacity or another.”

“What do you mean?”

“We walk and talk,” he said, taking off again. “Need to get you situated so we can leave this mud ball of a rock you call home. Now what cultivation level are you?”

I huffed out a sigh as I readjusted my duffle bag and weapons.

“8th-tier Core Realm,” I said.

“Ah, good. We need someone for the upper levels. We have a Ninth-tier Core Realm cultivator up there. You’re fitting in nicely already. What you say your name was again?”

“Iron Bull,” I said. “You can call me Iron Bull.”

He chuckled. “Nice. Welcome aboard the Xin Zha, Iron Bull. Your service to His Imperial Majesty’s Prisons starts today.”

* * *

We walked by more prison cells before ascending some stairs leading to the upper levels of the starship. On the way, we passed by the inner core and sure enough there was a glowing aetherite crystal hovering in there. Jakra explained the basics of how everything on the ship worked. There was a small crew of ex-naval personnel turned prison guards who ran the actual ship and then about twenty guards and a hundred enforcers who supervised the prisoners.

The bottom levels were for low-level cultivators and mortals and were the bulk of the thousand or so prisoners onboard. Some of them I noted were wearing the same tribute uniform as me, save they were gray in color instead of black and the word ‘Tribute’ was written in red characters instead of white.

“What’s up with them?” I asked. “They Tributes too?”

“Prisoner Tributes,” Jakra said. “Not a volunteer like you. You keep your freedom. Those bastards are already condemned to die.”

“Huh?”

“Their planets will make a few extra spirit stones from the imperial treasury for designating them as Tributes. An alternative to a death sentence or a life in prison. If they survive, they’ll earn their freedom, but being this low down in the hold, they probably won’t last their first day at Du Gok Bhong.”

I looked back at them, a small group of perhaps thirty or so, men and women both. Most couldn’t bother to even glance up at me, but a couple stared at me with wonder in their vacant eyes and lemonade in their souls.

“So I guess a volunteer like me is kind of rare?”

“From this far out from the core worlds, yes.” Jakra then chuckled. “Nearly a decade I’ve been doing this and you’re honestly the first volunteer I’ve ever picked up from way out here.”

I looked back at the doomed faces again.

One of them, a thin man that looked in his forties with a short beard dared to give me a bow. I stopped and bowed back to him. It must have made his day because he gave me a huge smile and waved.

“Don’t get too attached,” Jakra said, moving me along. “Your post will be far from here.”

We went up several more flights and stopped at a guard station where I surrendered my weapons to an Enforcer who placed them in a safe under lock and key.

“If anything happens, you’ll be given your weapons back to deal with the situation,” Jakra said. “Let me introduce you to your ward mate.”

I followed Jakra into the cell block where there was only a dozen or so cells. All were empty and open save for one at the far end.

“You can pick any of these that you like,” he said. “But I’d advise you to pick one as far away from the inmate as possible…for your own sanity.”

As we approached the inmate in question, I could see he had his back to us while seated in lotus position. He was a burly man, with a balding head and long, disheveled black hair that hung to his midback.

“You got yourself a ward mate, Shen Liu,” Jakra said. “Turn around so you can meet him.”

The man didn’t move and simply let out a chuckle. “Damn you, Jakra. You can see I’m meditating, can’t you?”

Jakra snorted. “You still hoping for a breakthrough to the Sacred Soul Realm before we reach Lung Zept? Good luck.”

The man Shen Liu then laughed and spun about on his ass, remaining in lotus position. “That’d be a miracle indeed. The Qi density of this planet is pure shit. Worse even than in space. Where the hell even are we now?”

“A planet called Terra,” Jakra said and then jerked his head towards me. “His home world. This man is a Tribute. The Iron Bull, they call him. He’ll be managing your ward for the next two weeks until we reach Lung Zept.”

The man, who looked in his fifties and kind of reminded me of Hong Feng, lowered his brows as he studied me. I stared right back at him and pumped the throttle with a bit of [Fear the Flame].

His eyes widened at that and then he laughed again. “Well, you’ve got a pair of balls on you, don’t you? How the hell you amass that much Qi on this shit hole?”

His words irked me, but I held my countenance with [Indifference]. “Careful, pal. This ‘shit hole’ happens to be my home.”

“My condolences then,” he said and laughed again. “Damn bumpkin colonists.”

Asshole, I thought.

I looked to Jakra. “So what do I need to do?”

“Keep both of you fed and make sure he doesn’t get out.” Jakra tapped the bars with his bamboo rod. “Make sure not to touch these either when the doors are closed. There’s a disruptive current running through them. It’ll scramble your Dantian and cripple you for a week. You remember that too, Shen Liu. Unless you want to scramble your Dantian as a form of penance.”

The man grunted. “You’re lucky I value the use of my Dantian, else I would have broken out of here and slaughtered all of you weeks ago.”

“Well good luck trying that now,” Jakra said. “Got a Gold Bracket contender and Volunteer Tribute watching your ass. I’m sure the Iron Bull here would relish the chance at some last-minute practice before he reaches Du Gok Bhong.”

“Why wait for me to escape?” Shen Liu said and narrowed his eyes at me. “He could jump in here and we could fight it out right now.”

Jakra snorted. “Don’t tempt me.”

I merely shook my head as Shen Liu laughed.

He then spun about again and slipped back into meditation. “I prefer my meals hot, Iron Bull. Make sure you bring them on time.”

I felt like kicking his ass straight through the bars, but I settled for the subtle bit of Frenzy the anger produced instead. “Yeah, I’ll make it hot alright. Where’s the kitchen?”

To my surprise there actually was one and I was designated to make the food as well. There was a set of Qi-stones that acted like a stove with a couple of iron pots, cooking utensils and bowls to eat from.

Jakra pointed to some sacks on the floor and some clay pots next to them.

“Rice and cured tofu,” Jakra said pointing to each of them in turn. He then handed me a small bottle. “This is your ration of soy sauce for the voyage. You can give that bastard as little as you like.”

“Nice,” I said. “And where do I eat?”

He stared at me as if puzzled. “This is the food for this ward. Including you.”

I balked at that. “You mean I got to eat this shit too?”

Jakra shrugged. “I hear the food at Du Gok Bhong ain’t much better. I suggest you get used to it.”

“Shit…” I said deflated. I was all gung-ho for getting on with my journey but the details were certainly starting to suck ass.

“Like I said…” Jakra pointed to the bottle of soy sauce again. “Give him as little as you like.”

I looked back towards the cell block where Shen Liu was still trying to meditate. “What’s he in here for anyway? Do you know?”

Jakra looked toward the cell block and grimaced.

“He used to be a Warden from one of the core worlds,” Jakra said. “Or so I hear. Real connected to the Jianghu there and was running the back shop so to speak.”

I immediately thought of Hong Feng. “Yeah, I know the type.”

“Anyway, they used to call him ‘little finger’,” Jakra said. “They say that was his favorite method of…enjoying the children they used to bring to him.”

My stomach lurched, immediately sickened. “What?”

“The ruling prince turned a blind eye to it for years since Shen Liu was pulling in so much money but then one day he couldn’t keep his fingers to himself and touched the wrong little girl. A royal princess. Think she was barely three or four at the time.”

I felt like throwing up.

“Why didn’t they just kill the bastard?” I said, my disgust flaring into anger. “I would have cut his balls off and fed them to him as a last meal before I cut off his damn head!”

“Oh, they wanted to, I’m sure,” Jakra said. “But he had too high a position. Revealing the truth would have been too much of a loss of face for both the prince and the girl’s family. So they made up some other official excuse like embezzlement or something and did the next best thing. They stripped him of his position and shipped him off on a life sentence to Du Gok Shang. That’s the new prison they built to replace the one you’re headed to.”

The last part barely registered, my mind still transfixed on the horrid story. I could only imagine what I’d do to someone if they ever harmed little Su Ling like that. My Flame roared as my heart filled with rage. “You might get that cage match sooner than you think.”

“Easy with that,” Jakra said. “The man is a piece of shit, but he’s protected by His Imperial Majesty’s Prisons now. It’s our duty to get him to Du Gok Shang safely.” He pointed to the bottle of soy sauce again. “This is the most we can do to him.”

Jakra then shrugged before spitting on the floor.

“Like I said…give him as little as you like.”

* * *

The floor vibrated and rumbled as the Xin Zha pulled out of orbit. Or that’s at least all I could imagine it doing as I sat on my cot and stared at the bars of my jail cell. I tried touching them and as expected I didn’t feel a thing. Whatever anti-Qi current they had flowing through the bars had zero effect on me.

Which was a good thing.

In my mind I imagined grabbing a hold of that pervert Shen Liu and slamming his head against them until it split wide open. But as Jakra had said, the most I could do was make his trip uncomfortable.

When it came to making dinner, I gave him not a drop of flavor as I boiled the rice and tofu together like a stew. It tasted damn awful and only slightly less so with some soy sauce spilled over it.

“This tastes like shit!” Shen Liu screamed after I had tossed him his bowl. “Who the hell taught you how to cook? Where’s the damn soy sauce?”

I locked eyes with him and gave him a glare with [Struggler’s Resolve].

“Why don’t you piss in it?” I said. “That should make it plenty salty enough. You filthy animal.”

The anger that burst inside him was immense as he went into a tirade. I then switched the glare to a grin that spiked his anger even more. I walked away laughing, but not before subtly cultivating his rage into Frenzy.

I truly wanted to kill the bastard, but he would serve a purpose yet.

I had a two-week journey ahead of me.

And tormenting him daily would generate all the hate I needed to fuel my Dantian.

* * *

Later, at what I thought was perhaps nighttime, I lay awake staring at the ceiling. It had been a mentally taxing first day. Starting with my failure to combine my spectral forms, the cold shoulder I received from Master Hei Dong, the three Bird Sisters showing up, that weird offer from the princess and now this—having to babysit a disgusting pedophile for two weeks.

It was enough to make me sigh and roll over, but just when I was about to try and block it all out to get some sleep a thought occurred.

Fia’s quill…

A rush of excitement burst through me as I retrieved it from my duffle bag. My introduction to the ship from Jakra had happened so quickly that I had nearly forgotten it. But now, on the edge of depression, it was just the thing I needed to boost my spirits and restore my soul.

I tapped on a Qi light and squinted at the fine print.

Dearest Max,

I don’t know how to tell you this and I pray I do not make you angry. Please understand I did this with only my love for you and our family at heart.

My own heart nearly stopped as I stopped reading.

What the heck was this?

With trepidation, I continued to read.

You know I have maintained my Qi cycling technique that prevents pregnancy as we agreed, and I planned to do this until we were married. But after we joined together this morning, I have decided to make a different choice.

My stomach did a little flip flop.

What the hell was she talking about?

I read on…

I do not know if the fates will yet bless me with a child, but I could not stand the thought of losing you and not having a part of you stay with me. I know I should have discussed this with you. Or perhaps had more faith in you, but I feared you would have said no. I still have faith that you will return victorious and it shames me that I even had the thought that you might not, but I have chosen to do this regardless.

Please forgive me, Max.

If you do return as I hope, I know I would have made our first child a bastard.

It will be a shame I will have to suffer alone until you return and one you perhaps may hold against me for life, but I just could not bear the thought of not having at least what Yu Li has in Su Ling, if you don’t.

I pray you do not hate me for this.

I’m so sorry, Max.

Please understand.

I love you.

Fia


CHAPTER 7


I STARED UP at the ceiling, not knowing what the hell to do or think.

I wished I hadn’t even read the letter now.

What the hell had Fia done?

It was no wonder she had asked me to read it only once I was underway. Now there was nothing I could do about it. Shit! Irritation and impotence combined to form a twisting knot inside my stomach. I truly didn’t know what to make of it.

I read the letter again just to make sure I had gotten it right.

And then twice more until my anger started to quell.

I sensed the desperation in her words, but dammit did she have to go this far?

I sighed and stared at the quill again.

Maybe I’d been so caught up in my own head that I didn’t really give thought to how Fia might have been processing all of this. For me it was just another slog along my path, an obstacle that would either crush me or make me stronger.

But for Fia it was much more than that.

She was in love with me and she didn’t know how this story would end.

Granted neither did I, but I just didn’t give a shit about death anymore.

But although my death no longer mattered to me, it mattered the world to her.

I guess I couldn’t blame her for wanting to take out some kind of insurance for our future family in case I failed. Hanging around with Yu Li and Su Ling for the last five months probably didn’t help with matters either. Still, it was a betrayal in some sense. We had agreed we would start a family together after we were married, but now she’d gone and advanced that all on her own.

It pissed me off the more I thought about it.

But she wasn’t wrong either.

If she would have asked me, I would have said no. There was no way I wanted our family to start like this. If I failed it meant I didn’t deserve her or my family in the first place. But now I was being forced into the situation regardless.

And that’s what really pissed me off.

The lack of control.

“Damn it, Fia…” I muttered. “Why’d you have to go and complicate things like this?”

But I knew the reason why.

She’d explained it clearly.

Yet, still it didn’t make sense.

At least not to me.

“Female logic, son,” I recalled my dad telling me once, after he’d gotten into a fight with my mom. “Don’t try to understand it. Just put up with it or it’ll drive you crazy.”

I was only eight at the time, so I didn’t pay much attention to what my Dad had said, but now those words were ringing true like the edicts from a divine script. And in her defense, perhaps it was her own feelings of losing control that forced Fia to take such drastic action to protect her own future. I probably shouldn’t be surprised. That was the kind of woman I had signed up to marry, after all. A strong woman who could think and survive on her own if she had to, not a docile sheep who would simply let things happen to her.

But still, the thought that she feared I might fail hurt.

I shook my head to rid myself of the idea.

Perhaps I was reacting prematurely anyway.

Maybe she wouldn’t even get pregnant at all.

I suppose that’d be one way of testing the fates.

My soul wavered, still caught somewhere between denial and anger.

I knew why she did it, could understand even.

But I still didn’t like it.

Too much crap for one day, I thought finally.

Releasing another irritated sigh, I dimmed the light and forced myself to go to sleep.

* * *

I was still slightly pissed off the next day, and the day after that. I took my frustration out on the pervert Shen Liu, taunting him within his jail cell while I fed him his slop. He was nothing if not predictable, falling prey to my taunts and riling up with anger, offering me ample sources to cultivate from.

But even that, I couldn’t do all day.

Boredom set in.

Jakra assigned me more duties to keep my mind busy when I had asked. Cleaning the ward and even doing laundry.

“Make sure this doesn’t go missing,” he said to me, after giving me a spare uniform when I went to wash my own. “The inmates in here would kill to be mistaken for a Free Tribute.”

At first, I didn’t make much of what he’d said, but by my sixth day I truly did feel the envious stares I received from both the inmates and the small contingent of prisoner tributes on the lower floors as I walked by. I was the closest thing to being a freeman on this prison-bound vessel, it seemed.

I kept busy with daily exercise, performing my martial forms as best I could, sans my weapons all while within the tiny confines of my prison cell. Shen Liu would scoff at me from afar, mocking my routine.

“How about a quick spar?” he said. “I’m sure I could get Jakra to arrange it.”

“You wouldn’t survive.”

He harrumphed. “I’ve crushed hundreds of egotistical fighter types like you. All muscle and no brains. You won’t last long where you’re headed anyway. You’re a dead man. You just don’t know it yet.”

His words suddenly made me think of Fia raising our unborn child alone and a surge of rage sparked my Flame. “You have no idea who I am. Or what I’m fighting for. You got that?” I grimaced at him with [Fear the Flame] and enjoyed the way his eyes widened with surprise even from thirty feet away. “You can go rot in hell, ‘little finger’. You piece of shit.”

I looked away, pushing the situation with Fia to the back of my mind, but it was no use. I was finding myself growing more and more resentful the more I thought of it. I finally retreated to the seclusion of my own mind to find solace, uniting with the Struggler and the Demon within.

I dared not ask them their opinions on the matter.

As I sat there in the darkness with me, myself and I, it dawned on me then that I truly had no one to discuss this with. I would have given anything to have a venting session with Gui Zu on the matter or better yet Kelsey. I chuckled at that. She would probably give me good advice. She always did. The pure Berserker response anyway.

What would Kelsey say about this? I wondered.

I then laughed out loud when I imagined her voice in my head. “Grow some damn balls and just deal with it, Max! Sheesh!”

Yeah, that would probably be Kelsey’s solution all right.

“The hell you laughing at?”

I stirred from my meditation to see Jakra standing in the doorway of my cell.

“Nothing,” I said.

He grunted. “Anyway, you’ve done good this week so I’ve got a surprise for you.”

I raised a brow at him.

“We have a last stop at a frontier outpost to offload supplies and pick up some prisoners. It’ll be your last chance for a good meal and some entertainment before hitting Du Gok Bhong. It’ll be a two-hour stopover.”

That was the best news I’d heard in days.

“Sounds great.”

“We dock in thirty minutes,” he said. “Meet me downstairs and I’ll arrange an escort.”

“You heard that, Shen Liu?” I called out to the pervert once Jakra had left. “I’m getting off this rock to get some real food.”

The anger that steamed off of him was immense.

“I hope you choke to death on it.”

* * *

The frontier outpost of T’vi V’jal was nothing like what I imagined it would be. Not that I had any reference for what a frontier space outpost should look like other than old Star Wars movies or something, but nothing could have prepared me for the winter wonderland that greeted me once I stepped through the cargo doors of the Xin Zha.

The freezing cold struck me as soon as I passed through the barrier, fresh snowfall drifting from a night sky full of stars. It was enough to make me pause amidst the bustle of commotion all around me as dockworkers and prison guards offloaded crates of unknown goods and supplies.

Where I had expected to see a sci-fi-looking military complex made of pressurized tubes and vessels, there was instead a small town filled with wooden buildings and snow-capped roofs. Braziers filled with burning embers staved off the cold while chimneys wafted the smell of wood smoke through the air.

At the epicenter of the small city was a lake, its dark waters forming a perfect mirror for the deep starfield floating above. It was surreal. I couldn’t tell if we were on a small asteroid or a moon or something, but gravity seemed to feel normal. Clearly there had to be a large chunk of aetherite somewhere to provide the barrier that kept out the vacuum of space and heated the place enough to have liquid water and working gravity. I wasn’t even sure how any of that worked, but like everything else, the magic that was cultivation achieved far more than what science could.

“Come on,” Jakra said as he pushed me along. “Don’t waste your time gawking. You seen one outpost, you’ve seen ‘em all.”

But I did just that as I made my way through the mini-metropolis of what had to be twenty thousand people or more. The people themselves varied drastically in race and age. While most were Yee, there were some Sullied as well as a large number of the cat-eared Naja people who I’d mainly seen in the artisan district back home. The architecture was also surprising, appearing far more ornate and decorative than I would have expected for some place stuck out in the middle of nowhere.

Golden dragons adorned the edges of rooftops that were tiled with ornate jade shingles and in their mouths were lanterns that cast a warm glow on the streets below. Over the lake spanned a bridge that covered its entire width, which had to be close to half a mile. The glow of lanterns attached to its railing reflecting off the water, added to the glow of warmth in the dark and cold.

“Who runs all this?” I asked.

“A Najian warlord known as T’Su V’Jid,” Jakra said. “She runs this place as a safe haven for her people in exchange for the empire’s free use as a dumping ground.”

“A dumping ground for what?”

Jakra grinned. “You don’t want to know.”

We entered what seemed to be a red light district of sorts with bars and brothels abound. The clientele looked like the scum of the universe though, nasty types who looked as if they’d been stuck in the hold of a starship for far too long. This included a large number of the prison ship’s personnel it seemed. There had to be half the crew here already. By the way they filled the streets it was clear this kind of work was a major source of income for the barren piece of rock in the middle of space.

“If you care to wet your whistle, you’ll have to wait in line. Officers and imperial personnel first.”

“Not interested,” I said, balking especially at the low-tier quality of women available. But the guards didn’t seem to mind at all. “I’ll take a decent meal though, maybe some wine.”

Jakra snorted out a laugh. “Probably a smart choice. This way.”

Past the whorehouses we came to some bars and restaurants. Jakra picked one that didn’t seem too busy and then sat me down at a table. He called over a more junior-looking guard and had him stand over me.

“Go on and order up,” Jakra said. “I’ll give you about an hour. The corporal here will escort you back. If you try anything funny or decide to go missing, we will find you. This place ain’t too big. And when we do get you, you’ll be returned to the vessel, but wearing a much different uniform, understood?”

I chuckled. “You don’t have to worry about me jumping ship. But I will bring back some leftovers, if you don’t mind?”

Jakra cracked a smile. “Sure. You can taunt Shen Liu with them on the last few days to Du Gok Bhong.”

He left then and I got to ordering.

After eating nothing but rice and tasteless tofu for the last six days, the thought of real food had my stomach rumbling. I ordered everything they had on the menu and then some, throwing in some extra silver for a bottle of rice wine. I encouraged the corporal to eat with me and after initially resisting, the smell of the food must have gotten to him and in no time we were both smacking away with chopsticks on hot steamed buns and noodles slathered in spicy sauce.

We didn’t speak, each of us famished for something with flavor.

It was perhaps about a half hour later when a guard came stumbling into the place shouting and screaming. “Hey! Is that the Free Tribute? Where is he?”

The guard eating with me dropped his chopsticks and stood to attention. “What! What is it?”

His colleague ignored him and looked directly at me. “Officer Jakra has called for you. You’re needed at the port immediately. There’s been an incident!”

“An incident?” But my Flame was already hinting as to what kind. I crossed my fingers. “An escape?”

“Yes! It’s your ward mate… Shen Liu.”

* * *

I could feel my Path extending itself before me as I raced behind the two guards. We pushed our way through the red light district, that seemed to have thinned considerably now. When I reached the docks, I saw as to why. Half the ship’s crew had to be outside, scrambling about in chaos, perhaps recalled from R and R like I was. It took me a few more seconds to see the half a dozen bodies on the ground, limbs and necks twisted at odd angles.

Shit…

“He’s here!” the guard with me called out. “Officer Jakra!”

I came to a stop before Jakra who was conversing with several high-ranking members of the prison guard along with a woman who looked in her fifties, with graying hair and cat-like ears. The warlord Jakra had spoken of, I presumed. T’Su V’Jid or something.

She looked pissed off and was yelling something at one of the prison ship’s commanders.

“You’re overreacting,” the commander, a bald man with a white goatee said. “We’ll have this small matter sorted out quickly.”

“You’re supposed to be collecting prisoners!” T’Su V’Jid said. “Not dumping them off! If he is left here for us to deal with, you will owe us compensation.”

“He’s here,” Jakra said, motioning to me. “The Free Tribute. He’ll deal with this.”

The woman T’Su V’Jid narrowed her eyes at me and scoffed. “He’d better be capable. That man supposedly had his Qi disrupted and still he managed to kill all of these men. With body refinement alone!”

I read the play.

Shen Liu must have risked losing his Qi to slam himself against the cell door and break the locks. The bastard had to be strong indeed to accomplish something like that. The thought caused my Flame to stir.

“Where is he?” I asked.

“He ran towards the bridge,” T’Su V’Jid said, glancing over her shoulder. “He’ll be lost in the bowels of the city if he reaches the other side. You need to hurry!”

“Tribute,” Jakra said. “I commission you to apprehend Shen Liu. Remember he is a ward of His Imperial Majesty’s Prisons. It’s our job to deliver him to the safety of Du Gok Shang Prison… alive!”

I grinned. “Yeah, no problem, chief.”

“Corporal,” Jakra snapped. “Fetch him his weapons.”

I raised a brow. “I thought you said alive?”

“I didn’t say unharmed.”

I glanced out at the bridge and saw a blur of motion, someone running and pushing a bystander over the rail.

“No time,” I said, cycling my Frenzy. “Let me borrow that club.”

I snatched it from him before he could even respond.

As I tore through the snow-drenched town a new thought occurred.

I still didn’t know what I was going to do about Fia, but I now had a physical therapy session to work out my frustrations in real time.

I couldn’t wait.


CHAPTER 8


MY RAPID FOOTFALLS hammered against the wooden planks of the bridge as I poured on the Frenzy. Pedestrians pressed themselves against the sides of the rails as they sensed me coming, letting out gasps of shock as I sprinted by at top speed. As I passed the midpoint of the bridge, I saw evidence of Shen Liu’s own passing with several people knocked to the ground.

I didn’t have time to stop and help them.

If what T’Su V’Jid said was true, then once Shen Liu reached the end of the bridge it would be all over. That spurred me on even more, my legs pumping like pistons as I poured on more speed. I passed the three-quarter mark and still didn’t have sight of him. I was just about to pull out all the stops and release [Mark of the Beast] when I finally did see him, stomping some poor guy into the side of the bridge while relieving him of his sword.

Shen Liu wasted a few more seconds to cut the man down and I used the extra time to leap atop the railing and then push myself off in a somersault. I landed in the center of the bridge about thirty feet past Shen Liu, causing him to turn about, startled. It was then that I noticed he was wearing the same outfit that I was.

Son of a bitch, I thought. He must have grabbed my spare uniform to help escape the ship.

The thought made me even more irritated.

“Shen Liu!” I shouted, pointing the club at him. “I’m here to drag your sorry ass back to the ship and beat the shit out of you. But not necessarily in that order.”

He let out a laugh as he rid the blade of the man’s blood.

“So, they sent you after me, eh?” He whipped the sword through a set of martial forms, his skill evident despite his size. “This should be good. Come on then. I’ll take your stupid head off for feeding me that slop all week.” He then flew at me with a burst of wind and snow. “[Dragon’s Icy Peak]!”

A torrent of ice and snow pelted me as his sword sliced through the air, the Qi technique preceding the blade like a shockwave. It tore through my clothes and even managed to cut my hardened skin beneath. The blade itself then met my flesh, carving through my shoulder. I cried out in shock and pain, not expecting the technique at all.

What the hell…? How did this bastard still have Qi?

He must have read the confused expression on my face and laughed. “Bringing me to an ice ball like this was the worst thing those dumb bastards could have done. As you can see, my Dantian is near mended already with all the Ice Qi available here.”

I steeled myself with [Indifference] as the balance of power shifted in my mind. Clearly the [Odds were Against Me] now. I’d been expecting a purely physical battle. Skill versus skill. But now Shen Liu had use of his Qi techniques as well. And to have recovered from this Qi disruption so quickly, he had to be a formidable cultivator to boot.

Not to mention he had a sword while I had a bamboo stick.

My Flame flared brightly with fresh Frenzy as my [Odds Against Me] technique kicked in. I cultivated it quickly to heal my wound and flush my body full of energy for the fight to come. I leveled my eyes at him and grinned.

“Good,” I said. “This will make the fight a lot more interesting.”

I rushed forward with a burst of Frenzy, swinging the bamboo club with my axe forms. Shen Liu met the attacks with his blade, chipping my bamboo with each parry and strike. The first exchange lasted all of about four or five hits, but it taught me a lot. Shen Liu was a Ninth-Tier Core Realm cultivator, perhaps on the cusp of ascension to the Sacred Soul Realm, but there were many people like that. For most, Core Realm was as far as they could go before they would risk dying or crippling themselves in the process of obtaining new heights.

Shen Liu likely fell into that category.

But more than that, Shen Liu was not as skilled a fighter as he let on.

Perhaps it was his still-disrupted Qi, or his use of an unfamiliar weapon but I pegged him in the Iron Bracket league in terms of skill. And that put him right on par with where I was at the moment—wielding only a club instead of my Axe and Glaive. I huffed out a laugh with a healthy dose of [Fear the Flame].

“You’d better pray your Qi kicks in soon,” I said. “Because when it comes to pure skill, I’m going to mop the floor with your ass.”

The spike of anger and fear that came from him was electric and I cultivated it quickly as he dove in for another Qi-filled attack. His blade moved in a fluid crisscross pattern while sending off chunks of ice and snow. I charged right through it with [Steel Skin] absorbing the attacks that left little more than pain behind as the ice bounced off my chest.

The sight filled Shen Liu with more fear as I laid into him with a series of parries and counters that had his blade ringing with deflections. I landed blow after blow with the bamboo club on his side and face and the howls of pain and shock he released was pure gold. Had it been my axe I might well have killed him, but there was a subtle satisfaction in being able to go all out and inflict as much pain as possible with blunt strikes alone.

We went back and forth for what had to be over a minute, me taking the odd cut of his blade to land three or four strikes to his head and face. He was looking a bloody mess and kicked away from me to summon some kind of ice wall between us.

“[Glacial Ridge]!”

The ice wall stopped at about twelve feet high and through the translucent mass, I could see Shen Liu turn and run for the end of the bridge.

“Damn it!” I swore.

I’d gotten turned around in the fight and didn’t realize he was now on the far side of the bridge again. I vaulted over the ice wall and gave chase, but he seemed to move even faster once his feet hit the freshly fallen snow, lining a small park-like area that separated the bridge from a line of tenement buildings less than a couple hundred feet away.

The slums T’su V’jid spoke of.

If I lost him in there, he could hide like the rat he was.

I cycled my Frenzy and aimed it towards my jing, preparing to release a technique of my own. Summoning the power of my Flame, I threw caution to the wind and hurled my club at Shen Liu with a huge bolt of blue lightning.

My aim proved true and a huge bang! of thunder went off as my club struck him on the legs. He went tumbling end over end in the snow and I used the fall to gain on him with another burst of Frenzy. I went at him with my fists and feet, throwing the technique book out the window as I treated Shen Liu to the good ole ass-whooping he deserved.

“You sick-ass freak!” I shouted as I pummeled his face and jaw. “Messing with little kids? I’ll deliver their wrath for all the pain you’ve caused!”

Something sparked inside of me as I somehow tapped into [Everyone’s Pain]!

Lightning joined my fists as I let the Demon loose with the sea of Frenzy flooding my soul. To my chagrin the bastard started laughing in between the hits.

“Go on! Kill me!” he spat. “See what they’ll do to you then!”

I was barely listening anymore, but somehow the Struggler stayed the Demon’s hand.

Shen Liu laughed at me again as my fist stayed cocked in the air, ready to deliver another blow to his swollen face. “You forget who I am, boy? I am an ex-warden of the lower courts with connections you could only dream of. There are people in high places who would have many secrets revealed if any harm comes to me.”

“What the hell are you talking about?”

The bastard grinned at me with bloody teeth. “You don’t think I was the only one with dirty fingers, do you?”

He started to laugh and my stomach grew sick.

“You filthy piece of shit!”

I punched him hard in the ribs, causing him to spit blood. He then spit a second time, aiming for my face. I dodged it but he used the opportunity to spring onto his feet and then lashed out with an ice technique at close range.

“[Glacial Core]!”

Freezing pain filled every cell of my body as the ground transformed into a column of ice at my feet. It crept up my legs and torso, locking me in place as my breath caught in my throat. Shen Liu stumbled back from me and then raised his sword to strike.

“You dumb bastard,” he said. “You think you’re on the same level as me? I have half a mind to let you live just so you can die in that damn prison, but I’ll do you a favor and end your life right now. Say goodbye to your dreams of becoming a Legionnaire, you fool!”

A punctuated anger pulsed through my veins as his blade swung.

Thoughts of Fia flashed through my mind.

Our unborn child.

No way was this damn pedophile taking that away from me!

I roared in defiance as my Frenzy surged and I channeled everything into [Steel Lightning]. The blade struck my neck with the force of a killing blow, but I stood fast with [Indifference], resisting it with every ounce of my being.

Sparks exploded as the blade shattered against my neck and Shen Liu lost his balance, blown back by the force of the detonating metal. I wasted no time channeling my burning rage and Frenzy into a technique of my own.

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

Ice exploded into steam as a hundred arcs of blue lightning surged from my body. Shen Liu was blown back a second time, but I sprung forward to catch him by his uniform as he turned to flee.

I laid into him with a savagery that made the Demon smile.

Blood and flesh flew.

Rend and tear!

Shen Liu’s hollers of panic and pain became a symphony to my wrath.

“Iron Bull! Stand down!”

I was only vaguely aware of the call of my name and it took every ounce of the [Struggler’s Resolve] for me to stop hitting the bastard. When I finally did, I held Shen Liu aloft by his throat, keeping him a foot off the ground.

I looked to my side to see Jakra and the prison ship commander approaching with a contingent of enforcers. The woman T’su V’jid was there with them, along with what looked like a small local militia of armed guards.

“You’ve done your job, Tribute,” the Commander shouted, his eyes narrowing at me. “Now hand him back to us or there will be dire consequences.”

Shen Liu then had the nerve to let out a laugh.

“I guess I’ll be visiting that damn prison after all, thanks to you,” he said in a whisper. “But I’ll make sure that you’ll pay for putting a stop to my early exit plan. I have people in high places, you know? Or did you think this little escape was a mere accident?”

I tightened my grip on his throat. “What the hell did you say?”

“Easy, Iron Bull,” Jakra said as he approached me. “There are powers at play here that you don’t want to trifle with.”

He then glanced subtly towards the Commander and the woman T’su’ V’jid. Neither of them looked happy. Like I wasn’t supposed to catch him or something. Was the whole thing some kind of setup like Shen Liu said? I thought back to what Jakra had told me about the empire using the place as a dumping ground.

Was that the true plan all along?

Shen Liu smiled at me with bloodied teeth.

“See?” he said. “They all eat out of my hand. You can rest assured that I’ll be spending less than a week in that prison. Meanwhile you’ll be long dead and I’ll be enjoying my sweet little girls again.”

He started to laugh and I saw red.

“You piece of shit!”

“Iron Bull, no—!” Jakra cried.

But I wasn’t listening anymore. The entire jacked-up system was mocking me to my face. The thought that this animal would be free to continue his violence unhindered was too much to bear. And a corrupt system that was even vying to protect him on top of that?

No more…

“To hell with you!” I shouted as I summoned my Frenzy. “You will face judgement, ‘Little Finger’!” I sent a slug of Frenzy towards my jing. “Judgement by the righteous anger of the One True Flame!”

The power of my words and Frenzy combined caused a surge of panic in his soul.

I released [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls] at point-blank range, electrocuting him while I held his body in the air. My anger only doubled when he convulsed and bucked in my grasp, the thought of all his victims filling me with [Everyone’s Wrath].

After a few more seconds he stopped screaming and moving altogether and I dropped his smoldering corpse to the ground.

“Guards! Arrest this man!”

The shout came from the Commander and I looked to Jakra as he slowly complied.

“I tried to warn you,” he said. “Please make this easy.”

But I’d already counted the cost.

And it was well worth it in my books.

I looked down at Shen Liu’s corpse and spat on it.

He would do no more harm now.

* * *

I was hauled back to the ship in chains.

Along the way I got confirmation of the shitshow deal the Commander had concocted with T’su V’jid. It came out in the form of an argument. I could only catch bits and pieces of it, but the gist was the whole “hurry up and get him” crap on the docks was all a show for the prison guard staff.

And for me as well, I supposed.

Apparently, I was never supposed to catch the bastard, much less kill him. Now the Commander was in deep shit for allowing it all to happen and T’su V’jid was put out because she was supposed to get some hefty compensation from the empire for harboring an escaped fugitive.

The entire deal made me sick and all the more glad that I had put an end to it all.

But at what cost I didn’t know.

Shit, I thought. Here I was complaining about Fia and now I’d gone and put our entire future in jeopardy all on my own.

But my Flame didn’t waver.

That piece of shit needed to die.

Back on the ship, I was placed immediately into a hold on the lower floor. A new set of arguments broke out as the Commander went at it with Jakra, trying to lay blame for the incident, but they disappeared into the bowels of the ship before I could glean what the hell was going on.

About an hour later the Xin Zha rumbled back into space and then Jakra reappeared.

“Let’s go,” he said and then marched me back up to my cell on the top floor but this time he locked the cell door behind me.

He paused a moment before looking back at me through the bars.

“What you did was incredibly stupid,” he said but then he smiled. “Good on you for having the balls to do it anyway.”

I was taken aback by a sudden dose of lemonade.

“What’s going to happen now?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Make no mistake. You just pissed off a lot of powerful people. On the other hand you probably made a lot of powerful people quite happy too. No telling where the dice may finally fall.”

“What about the commander?”

“He’s on a tight timeline and you’re already headed for a prison.” He then threw something through the bars at me. “I told him this is probably the best course of action for all of us involved. He saves face and you get punished, while leaving you alive for whoever wants to do more.”

I looked at what he’d given me and saw it was a new uniform. Gray with the word tribute written in red characters instead of white.

“It’ll be a whole new experience going in as a prisoner tribute. And once you’re there I can’t guarantee that none of this will come back to bite you, but it’s the best I could do given the circumstances.”

I chuckled as I looked at my new uniform. “I guess it could have been a lot worse.”

“Damn right,” Jakra said. “Consider it payment for your public service.”

I laughed at that.

“I’ll give you one more night in the penthouse and then I’ll move you to be with your fellow prisoner tributes down in the hold.”

I nodded. “My thanks, Jakra.”

The big man nodded and then disappeared.

I lay back on my cot and stared at the ceiling, my mind swimming with the thoughts of what had just transpired. I’d gone from a Free Tribute to a prisoner. But at least I wasn’t on the executioner’s block. I was still on my path to becoming a Legionnaire and a Diamond Bracket contender.

Albeit with a harder difficulty level now.

The universe had thrown me a curve ball, but I trusted in the Flame to do what was right and it had seen me through. Not scot-free, but damn near good enough, plus killing Shen Liu was still worth it in the end to me.

My thoughts turned to Fia next.

Maybe she had just thrown me a curve ball as well.

But to hell with it.

I needed to trust my Flame and meet the challenge head on just like with Shen Liu.

If Fia wanted to ensure that we’d have a family, then she was going to have one, but no way in hell was I going to let our first child be born a bastard and suffer the insult for the rest of his or her life. I grinned at the ceiling like a madman.

Maybe this wasn’t Fia at all.

Maybe this was the Flame guiding my path yet again.

I was going into this ready for a challenge.

But now I needed to do much more than that.

I couldn’t just sit back and merely survive. I needed to attack this thing head on—take the bull by the damn horns and shove them right up his ass!

“To hell with three damn years,” I said and then took out Fia’s quill to stare at it again. “I’ve only got nine months now.”

I didn’t even know if it was possible, but I didn’t care.

My path was set.

And no way was I not going to see it through now.


CHAPTER 9


TRUE TO HIS word, Jakra waited 24 hours before coming to collect me from my cell and then escorting me down to the lower hold. As I passed through the various levels of the ship, I sensed I had become a mini celebrity of sorts.

The name Iron Bull was whispered with sideward glances, and along with the whispers came snippets of fear, anger and even some lemonade. Nowhere was it more pronounced however than when I finally reached my destination and joined my fellow Prisoner Tributes in their cage.

“Good luck to you,” Jakra said and then left.

As I turned about to face the entire contingent of around thirty or so tributes, they all stared at me wide-eyed. The one with the short beard who I’d bowed to before approached with a huge smile.

“Master Iron Bull!” he said excitedly with yet another bow. “What a fortune of fate that has guided you here to be amongst us now. With your aid we will all surely survive!”

That sparked murmurs amongst the other tributes and they all began to swarm around me.

“Can you really help us?”

“Did you kill that man?”

“What cultivation realm are you?”

“How do we know he won’t just kill us all too?”

I raised my hands in a ‘slow down’ gesture. “Okay, take it easy. I’m not promising anything to anyone. I don’t even know who the hell you all are.”

“My name is Kou Ren,” the guy with the beard said. He then pointed to a woman and two younger men behind him. “This is my wife, Su Ren, and my sons Lo Ren and Chu Ren.”

I did a double take as they each gave me a bow in turn. “What the hell? Your whole family is in here with you?”

“He’s not the only one,” another man said. He was grizzled and portly with a scruffy beard. “They damn near imprisoned our entire town. And it’s all his fault too!”

“Aye!” someone else from the crowd shouted. “You can go to hell, Kou Ren!”

“I hope you die first, Kou Ren!”

Expletives and curses came next, along with the throwing of empty food trays and bowls.

Kou Ren shielded his family from them as he tried to retreat. “What’s wrong with all of you? Can you not see we are in the presence of greatness?!”

But that got little sympathy from the mob.

“Ask him what he’s done!” the grizzled man said. “Why don’t you tell him yourself, Kou Ren?”

I was about to say “Don’t know. Don’t care” but Kou Ren was already speaking ahead of me.

“They all blame me,” Kou Ren said. “As rightly they should as I was the mayor. But I never meant for any of this to happen.”

“What are you talking about?”

Kou Ren glanced about at all the angry faces staring at him and then smiled. “Let us speak over here in private, yes?”

That got more murmurs of discontent as the room split into two distinct tribes. Kou Ren and his family versus everyone else. Kou Ren gave me another smile as if to mask his embarrassment as he ushered me over to the side of the cell.

“You suffer too much disrespect from them, Father,” one of the sons, Chu Ren, said while looking back at the mob with a grimace. “They need to understand the truth.”

“It’s no matter,” Kou Ren said. “They are mad at the heavens. What I have to say would make little difference.”

I marveled at the man for a while. There wasn’t a hint of anger in him.

“So what did happen?” I asked, genuinely curious now. “Are you really all from the same town?”

“Same sect too,” the woman Su Ren said. “My husband was our leader and the town mayor.”

“They blame him for all their farms failing,” the other son, Lo Ren, said. “My father led us all to a new province with fertile soil, but no one could have known the dam would fail. They act as if my father broke the dam himself!”

“It’s fine,” Kou Ren said. “What is done, is done. No one could afford to pay back the loans and so they imprisoned us.”

“Who did?”

“The state,” Kou Ren said. “The land was owned by the empire. As natives we couldn’t do much to mount a defense in the courts. We didn’t have anything to pay them back with, so sending us here as tributes was perhaps the only way for them to recover their losses.”

I balked at that.

But even more so, I saw our potential future as Terrans in them if I failed.

Already the Warden had elevated her stupid nieces to Vice Wardens. Who knew what kind of bureaucratic bullshit they could come up with to screw over our sect? These poor people had seen the worst of it though. Literally sold into slavery by the state as tributes for who knew how many spirit stones to cover the cost of a disaster that wasn’t even their fault.

Complete bullshit.

“What’s the name of your planet and how long ago were you colonized?” I asked.

“Gujar,” Kou Ren said. “We were enlightened only sixty years ago. Our world is very new to the empire.”

Enlightened? I thought. What a damn joke.

I imagined they were perhaps second or third-generation colonists, none of them retaining any knowledge of their true home world. It was pitiful in a way and exactly what I hoped to prevent in the long run.

“And you, Master Iron Bull?” Su Ren asked. “What is your world called?”

“It was called Earth,” I said. “It’s known as Terra now. We were conquered by the empire around thirteen years ago.”

Their eyes all went wide.

“Thirteen years?” Kou Ren said incredulously. “Your world is so young! And to have reached your stage of cultivation already? Are you truly a native?”

“Born and bred,” I said with a hint of pride.

Kou Ren fell to his knees and his family followed his lead. “Oh, great master. You must truly be a gifted cultivator! Please, I beg you, safeguard us if you can. Guide us in the ways of cultivation to survive this ordeal.”

“Say what?”

“We are not fighters,” Su Ren said. “Merely farmers and barely Foundation Realm cultivators at that. We need your help.”

“Please!” Kou Ren said, clasping his hands together. “I beg of you!”

Well shit… I thought. I’d just upped the ante on my academy education, trimming my timeline down to months instead of years. And now I had a cell full of Foundation Realm cultivators looking for me to babysit them?

I blew out a sigh.

There was no way these people could survive.

Not on their own for sure.

I didn’t know if I could even help them or not.

But deep down I felt a kinship.

They weren’t the humanity I represented, but they were victims of the empire all the same. My Flame burned with the indignation of their plight. Another curve ball maybe? I guess my Path was chock full of them now.

Ah, what the hell…

“I’m not going to promise you anything,” I said truthfully. “What lies ahead of us could be way more than even I can bear. But for you and your family, I’ll do what I can.”

* * *

Fia Dong sat in lotus position as she faced the morning sun.

The gentle whisper of a brisk spring breeze brushed her face as she breathed in deeply, cultivating the faint spiritual essence in the surrounding air and refining it through her meridians to store as Qi within her Dantian.

She was still yet to break into the upper tiers of the Core Realm as Max had already done.

But all of that seemed to matter little to her now.

She had much greater concerns to worry about.

From the apartment balcony atop of the Terran Sect’s headquarters, Fia had a brilliant view of the lower city below as well as the imperial city floating high above. She wondered for a moment what her parents were doing right now.

Her father had taken to visiting the artisan district to sell his wares, no longer willing to put up with the daily badgering by the Enforcers for selling his items at home. Things were still difficult for him, but he at least had begun crafting again and that seemed to take his mind off the stresses of money and saving face. Her mother was still as carefree as ever though, even with her crippled Dantian. A part of Fia wondered if her mother was in some sort of denial, or perhaps like her, had other things that had taken priority now.

She would perhaps come to pay a visit later to see little Su Ling.

Fia herself would see Su Ling shortly to start her daily lessons, which was much easier now that she lived so close. Since moving from her villa in the imperial city to relocate to Max’s apartment, Fia found she had a newfound sense of peace and freedom in all things. Even though she lived apart from her mother and father in the Imperial City, being this much further away gave her distance from the toils and trials of everyday life.

Although she did feel somewhat guilty for it.

Moving out of the villa had had another purpose than just distancing herself from the upper echelons of society. Her father had now rented it to another family as a form of income. It saddened her a bit when she thought of it in those terms, but she was also happy that her sacrifice could do some good for the family.

Fia readily gave up the villa when her father had asked. Granted he had expected her to move back home and not here to Max’s apartment, but just the feeling of being amongst Max’s family and belongings curbed her longing for him.

But there was another, more important reason for wanting to move.

Fia closed her eyes and cycled her Qi.

It had only been two weeks but already she could sense a difference in her body.

The slightest change in her flow of Qi as it made its way through her meridians and into her Dantian. It was still just an inkling, but she knew it was there.

The faintest hint of a new life within her.

She smiled at the thought.

It was selfish she knew, and she prayed that Max had somehow forgiven her by now, but the idea of having his child filled her with so much joy. She prayed for his safety and for his return. Three years. She still didn’t know how she would manage it. Especially now. A small part of her hoped that by moving away she could somehow keep it all a secret.

At least for now.

Fia sighed.

It would at least be months before she would truly need to make changes for people not to notice. Until then she had the solace of knowing that Max would always be a part of her.

No matter what.

* * *

Princess Lunalah felt her stomach lurch as she read the report.

“757,132 spirit stones?” she said as she glared at the numbers. “Is this correct?”

Lunalah shifted upon her throne within her royal audience chamber, her cabinet members assembled before her. She waited for her Minister of Commerce, Hui Long, to answer. The tan-skinned Dharmian did so slowly, as if already sensing her wrath.

“The number is accurate, your majesty,” Hui Long said in his frail voice. “I double checked the figures myself. Every expenditure was accounted for with the utmost detail. You can see a breakdown of the various costs on pages three to sixteen.”

She swiped her finger across her tablet aggressively, infuriated by the staggering amounts of items she saw. “What’s this? 42,000 spirit stones for cleaning services?”

“That was the accumulation of all the cleaning for every arena across the planet, your majesty. It is not a large sum considering the amount of work involved. And procurement was overseen by each Warden personally.”

“It’s too much!” she said. “And what is this? Skiff transportation for 178,000 spirit stones?”

“The barge skiffs for the finals of the jade tournament matches, your majesty. The cost includes their construction as well as transport to and from the desert arena each day. It was a month-long tournament, I remind you.”

Lunalah felt sick to her stomach again. “Why wasn’t I advised the costs were climbing so high?”

“A thousand apologies,” Hui Long said with an obsequious bow. “This One perhaps failed to emphasize the points when they were reported to you each month during our cabinet briefs on the tournament preparations. I believe your exact instructions were, ‘whatever it takes to be successful’, your majesty.”

Her anger flared. The old man was being cheeky with her, but she did recall making such a comment more than once before. “No matter. Tell us of the return. Surely this was a good investment.”

“There was no direct return on investment,” Hui Long said. “The fees collected from visitors to the event totaled only 193,476 spirit stones. This leaves the total return for the tournament at a negative 563,656 spirit stones.”

Lunalah nearly dropped her tablet. “A loss? You allowed us to suffer such a great loss?!”

“But your majesty, this was never foreseen to be a profitable event,” Hui Long said. “I advised as such from the start. The return will come in the form of increased visitors from the core worlds. If you recall, you placed greater emphasis on this than even continuing work on the Omni Gate, which we stalled for a year.”

Curse the old man and his memory, she thought.

Still, she would not lose face in front of her own cabinet. “And what increase in visitors have we recorded since the event?”

Hui Long paused as he consulted his own tablet. “For the last few months we have indeed seen an uptick in arrivals. A solid 1.2 percent increase on average.”

“1.2 percent? Is that all?”

“It is equivalent to some 40,000 additional spirit stones a year, your majesty. If the rate sustains, the event will have paid itself back in… only 14 years.”

14 years? Lunalah thought. That was longer than her world had even been established. The entire event was a damn failure! If word ever got out, her embarrassment within the lower courts would be too much to bear.

“These figures must never be published, understood?” Lunalah said. “Anywhere!”

Hui Long bowed. “As you wish, your majesty.”

“What is the state of the treasury now?” she asked.

“We are in quite poor stead,” Hui Long said. “Down to less than 200,000 spirit stones.”

Her stomach lurched again. “What? How much exactly?”

“168,000, your majesty,” Hui Long said. “We may now wish to consider freezing other public services along with the Omni Gate to ensure we do not go bankrupt this year.”

Her heart was pounding. “No… that will be a sign of weakness. No one must know that the treasury is in such a state. We must increase the export of monster cores and cultivation materials to the core worlds. What of the handler stations? We must accelerate their production.”

“Their production is linked to the visitor arrivals, your majesty,” Hui Long said. “They are at maximum productivity already.”

Lunalah grimaced. “Then use the army. Send our own forces into the wild to slay spirit beasts.”

“Ah, your majesty…” Xi Liu, the Defense Minister, interjected, his deep baritone voice drawing her attention. “I would not advise that. The cost to mobilize troops for such a venture would surely cost more than the materials would be worth. And not to mention the losses of the troops themselves. Standard soldiers are Foundation and low-tier Core Realm at best. They would not fare well against the A and S-class monsters needed to harvest cores.”

“Yes, there are expected to be losses, but what do you mean there would be additional cost?” Lunalah said. “Don’t we pay them now anyway?”

“Yes, for defense, your majesty,” Xi Liu said. “To suppress an attack should a barrier fail. And yes, we would expect and accept such losses, but to do so willingly…”

He didn’t finish his sentence. As well he shouldn’t.

Her ire was piqued.

“I agree with Minister Xi Liu,” Hui Long said. “The export industry works because the labor and risk is paid for by the adventurous cultivators themselves. If we were to take that risk on directly, there is no way it would be profitable.”

Lunalah’s hands balled into fists. “Are you to tell me none of you have a viable solution?” Her anger flared as they looked to one another like hapless children. “None of you!?”

“I may have a solution, your majesty.”

All eyes turned to her aide, Ling Wei, who had spoken from her side.

It wasn’t common for Ling Wei to have a voice in cabinet meetings, but in this case, she would allow it, if not just to curb her ire. “Go on, Ling Wei. Of what solution do you speak?”

Ling Wei bowed. “Your majesty is well aware that the imperial compensation for our tribute will net some 20,000 spirit stones this—”

“A paltry sum,” Lunalah said. “We have lost many times that. Were you not paying attention, Ling Wei?”

“Indeed we have, your majesty,” Ling Wei said with another bow. “But if your tribute is to be as successful as we all hope, then the compensation can be much higher.”

She raised a brow. “Higher how?”

“It depends on how many survive a tour, but a billion spirit stones is split as compensation among the home planets of the veteran survivors. Like I said, if you have faith that our tribute will survive a tour then the return of compensation could be high indeed. It is not unheard of for a team of ten to return with only three or four.”

Lunalah’s mind cranked as a smile spread across her lips.

“A much better prospect indeed,” she said. “Far more guaranteed than this tournament nonsense that these lot came up with.”

Her cabinet gasped and looked at her with disparaging eyes, but they dared not question her words. She had laid the blame for the tournament’s failure and her word was final. No more would be said.

“Prepare another letter to the tribute,” Lunalah said. “The Iron Bull must know his objective when the time comes.”

She smiled as she felt the stars aligning. Surely this was confirmation that the Iron Bull would not only return home successful under his own strength, but that he was destined to be hers as well. The station of a Prince Consort would be the perfect reward for saving the royal treasury.

“Ensure he gets the message quickly,” she said. “Far more is riding on his success than he even knows.”

* * *

In the darkness It stirred.

A shift It sensed.

Through the apertures It could no longer sense the Husk of the Cursed Flame. Had it been quelled? Had it been destroyed? It knew not. But surely only One as powerful as It could have achieved such a thing.

Its search for Its own husk, It would continue.

A vessel worthy of the Divine Stars.

But wait…

Through the apertures did It still sense a Husk of the Flame.

Not the same.

Smaller.

Weaker.

It gathered Its focus, extending Its influence through the apertures.

Any progeny of the Cursed Flame needed to be extinguished.

And now…while it was away from the Other…would be the optimal time.


CHAPTER 10


“TWO MINUTES!”

THE shout of warning came from Jakra who was standing in the center aisleway of the jostling prison skiff as it descended rapidly from orbit. I was seated alongside my fellow Prisoner Tributes in chairs equipped with shackles for the ankles and arms.

If this thing decided to crash, we’d all be royally screwed.

Unlike the fancy skiff I had taken from the surface of the Earth, the prisoner skiff was a tin can with no windows. Only the creak of metal and the hurricane-like gusts of wind banging against the hull gave any sense that we were descending at all.

Kou Ren and his family were seated in the row next to me, their heads down between their knees. In the last few days, I had gotten to know the man and his family a bit better, but for all that was good in the universe, I now wished that I hadn’t.

It only made what was likely to come that much worse to bear.

Kou Ren seemed oblivious to it all though, turning his head to give me a smile.

“Never done anything like this before,” he said. “Who would have thought that me, a poor farmer, would be in a skiff falling from the stars, eh?”

He laughed full of nerves, and I smiled good naturedly in response.

“What do you think should be our strategy, Iron Bull? Should we try to befriend tributes from the other colony worlds and form alliances?”

“I got no idea,” I said honestly. “But if this academy is run anything like a sect, I wouldn’t expect teamwork to be a cherished principle.”

The skiff suddenly lurched, sending my stomach flying into my throat with negative Gs.

A few of the tributes screamed, including Kou Ren and his family.

We were then slammed down into our seats again in a wild rollercoaster-like fashion.

Kou Ren recovered from his fright with another smile.

“Ah, yes, you would know,” he said. “I never would have thought I’d be part of a martial sect, either. Yet here I am, I suppose.”

I looked about. The fear inside the craft was palpable. We were headed into the unknown and these people were all beyond ill equipped. I glanced down the row to his wife and children. Su Ren looked like she was praying while his sons were wearing grimaces of stress and worry.

“Make sure you keep your family together,” I said. “Think of them as your team and no one else.” I then glanced about at the other two dozen or so occupants of the skiff—Kou Ren’s neighbors and former friends. “I wouldn’t expect them to react any better than your countrymen here.”

It was true. They hated his guts and still blamed him for everything.

“Get ready!” Jakra shouted. “On your feet!”

The shackles and manacles released and in a flurry of activity the entire occupancy of the skiff tried to stand amidst the jostling and careening vessel. It then seemed to settle down as the craft decelerated hard and it felt like my weight nearly tripled. I resisted the force with a flexing of my legs, but a few of the tributes fell right back into their chairs again including Su Ren.

The doors to the craft opened and a hot wind blew inside, accompanied by the dull orange glow of fading sunlight. Jakra then stood to the front of the craft and began pushing tributes outside.

“Go! Go! Go!”

A prison guard who was seated to our rear began pushing us from behind as we filed into the aisleway. The fear inside Kou Ren and his family suddenly spiked as they approached the exit way and glancing over their heads I saw why.

Standing before them was a twenty or thirty-foot drop to a rocky surface below.

Su Ren hesitated, gasping as she tried to turn back, but Jakra shoved her and the entire family out the opening with a single push. They flew outside with a cacophony of screams that ended with sharp cries and grunts from below. Before I could even look to see what had become of them Jakra thrusted my sword and axe into my arms.

“Good luck, Iron Bull,” he said and then hefted me out the hatch as well.

Son of a…!

The short fall came much quicker than I expected and when my feet hit the ground it felt like I had a ten-ton weight on my back. I spilled into a roll, breaking my fall and then popped back onto my feet again, just as the prison skiff pulled away overhead, filling the air with hot dust and backwash.

As it cleared, a mind-numbing sight came into view.

We weren’t the only ones being pushed out of a skiff. No less than a dozen orbital crafts were spilling tributes onto the rocky ground from thirty feet in the air. Some were clearly true martial cultivators who absorbed the fall no problem, like I had. More of them though, seemed to be mortals who wailed and cried as they hit the ground. There had to be close to a thousand people altogether, but the one thing we all had in common were our gray uniforms and the word tribute written in red characters on the back.

I looked for Kou Ren and his family and found them gathered around Su Ren who was mewling on the ground in pain. As I walked to them, a heaviness hit me, like my entire body was made of lead.

What the hell…?

It was then that I noticed the distress on Kou Ren’s face along with his sons’.

“I can barely stand,” the eldest son, Chu Ren, said. “This world must be cursed!”

“Help me with your mother,” Kou Ren said. “She’s broken her ankles.”

His sons helped their mother to stand while I looked for my weapons that had fallen out of my grasp. When I collected my Phalanx Glaive from the ground it felt like it weighed twice that of normal and the same went for my axe. I then went to help Kou Ren and his family who were hissing in pain with each step.

I looked about and saw many of the other people struggling just to stand and walk.

The gravity on this planet had to be jacked right up.

We made our way toward where the other tributes seemed to be gathered as more and more orbital skiffs pulled away. I then noticed there was one skiff that did not. It was a normal skiff with no canopy and was hovering above the epicenter of the crowd. On it were four figures, each dressed in different-colored robes.

Two were wearing black, with one of them, a woman, having the addition of jade trim. The last two men were wearing brown and white respectively. As the other orbital shuttles left and cleared the area, the woman wearing black and jade took a step forward on the skiff and rested her hands on her hips as she surveyed the crowd.

She looked in her forties and reminded me a lot of the Warden back home. Not in appearance mind you. Where the Lady Silver Tear had the refinement and beauty of a royal, this woman had a battle-hardened look to her and she wasn’t Yee either. She was brown-skinned like Jian Yi and had her head shaved bald and while her face wasn’t unattractive it did have a few scars. But what resembled the Warden was her stare. It was cold and calculating, almost predatory.

“Listen, the lot of you!” she shouted, and her voice boomed over the crowd with the unnatural power of Qi. “This One is known as Yora, chief instructor responsible for tribute training. From this point on, you will address me only as Chief Instructor.”

She then paused to look out over the crowd again as if to let her words sink in.

“Many of you are weak,” she continued. “And before the sun of this world sets, you will know if you are too weak to continue past the close of this day. Some of you may have noticed that the planet Lung Zept is a heavy world. Your weight here and that of everything around you may be several times what you may be accustomed to on your home world. That alone may kill some of you before the day is out. Some indeed may have even died from it already being dropped from your skiffs.”

As she said it, I immediately looked to Su Ren who was still wincing in pain between her two sons who were holding her aloft. It made my blood boil to realize they’d perhaps done it all on purpose, dropped us from thirty feet up just to thin out the herd.

“If you are still fit enough to run, then you may have the strength to complete your first assignment as a tribute.” She then pointed behind her. “In that direction, some twenty miles away is the Legionnaires’ Academy of Du Gok Bhong. If you manage to reach there alive, then your will have earned your colors to become a first-year tribute.”

Chief Instructor Yora then pointed to the man in brown robes. “You will shed your gray robes as prisoner tributes and wear brown, the color of misfortune and shit. If you manage to survive further through your first year and pass the requirements to reach the second year, then you will be elevated to a White Robe tribute and wear the colors of death and mourning. Should you then survive and meet the requirements of a third year, you will wear black, the colors of darkness and glory, a true tribute. Only then will you choose a path, either follow that of a Phalanx for those of you who are of low cultivation realm, or that of Legionnaire if you have true strength and talent. Should you succeed in your legionnaire assessment, then your black robes will be adorned with a white stripe, signifying you as a Graduate Legionnaire. From that point you will be sent on a tour of duty to suppress the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars. If you survive and return successful, you will then be dubbed a true Legionnaire and wear the jade trim of vitality and dependability as I do now.”

That got a murmur from the crowd as we all realized the power of the woman who now spoke to us. She’d done exactly what I needed to do. She’d seen and survived what I still had to reach, much less experience. But something she said caused a pit to form in my stomach.

Had I been black-robed already just by being a volunteer?

The thought made me sick.

Killing that bastard Shen Liu had cost me far more than I thought.

“Shit…” I muttered.

“What is it?” Kou Ren asked.

“Nothing,” I said, but my mind was already whirling as to what I needed to do to make up for lost time. I had only nine months to achieve everything she’d said, but clearly the color progression was meant for near mortals whose final end might be a phalanx and not the stars.

I needed to get back to being a Black Robe fast just so I could begin my training to be a legionnaire. The thought caused a burning of my Flame, but the Struggler came to dampen it as he drew my eyes to Kou Ren and his family.

Dammit, I’d made a promise to them as well.

But how the hell was I going to advance quickly while trying to keep them all alive?

“Remember these colors and what they signify,” Chief Instructor Yora said. “If you are strong and fortunate enough to make it to the Academy, then you will see them all. Be certain to show respect to those who are your upperclassmen and superiors. There is only one ranked higher than the colors you see me wearing now. That will be of the Academy President, Master Tzu Li Zen. He wears not only the gold trim of an Imperial Marshal, one having served three successful tours as a legionnaire, but the additional purple trim of nobility for one having served an additional two tours, earning the rank of High Marshal. Should you survive this first tribulation as a prisoner tribute, you will have the honor of being addressed by the High Marshal himself at the first assembly. The path ahead of you will not be easy, but with ha—”

Her words cut short as a sudden cry filled the air.

The entire assembly then turned in the direction of the scream to see a lone tribute a couple hundred feet away, running for his life from what looked like a praying mantis the size of a giraffe. The creature easily outpaced him on its long spindly legs, moving in unnervingly quick and jerky steps. It stabbed the man through his torso with one of them pinning him to the ground.

His cries became ear-piercing screams of terror as the mantis lowered its huge insectoid head to the man’s face. Then with a loud crack, it snapped its jaws closed, popping the man’s skull like a ripe watermelon.

The screams ceased.

The giant mantis feasted for a moment on what was left of the man’s head, and then after piercing his body with both forelimbs, the mantis began digging into the earth with its hind quarters. It took less than a half a minute for the huge monster to burrow itself into the ground and drag the tribute’s body with it.

A cold silence filled the air as fear permeated everyone’s soul.

I had never seen a creature like that before and had no idea how strong it was, but judging by how quickly the man had died, I would put it as a C-class at least. But then again this was a heavy world. Maybe it was stronger than even that to live under the intense gravity alone. Maybe it was the equivalent of a B-class in my books.

Chief Instructor Yora let out a scoffing laugh that echoed over the crowd. “It seems one of your fellow tributes attempted to gain a head start. Both ambitious and cunning. Qualities to be admired for certain, but as he most graciously allowed to be demonstrated, the Academy of Du Gok Bhong is called so for a reason. You are here to learn as much as you are to advance and grow in strength. And your first lesson should always be this: ensure you understand fully the directions of your instructor.” She paused for a smile that more resembled a shit-eating grin. “Would that eager tribute have waited but a moment more, I would have explained that Lung Zept is a penal colony and was chosen to be so for three reasons. The first is it being a heavy world as I already explained. The second is that this world is filled with very powerful monsters and spirit beasts. The creature you saw, known as a Takrid, is the predominant species that live in large colonies below the ground. While nocturnal, they are attracted by sound and vibration during the day and act as ambush predators. Like what happened with that tribute there, it is likely a large number of Takrids gather below you…even now.”

That caused the fear to spike to 12 as murmurs of despair and alarm wafted through the crowd.

“The only thing protecting you right now is the small barrier being produced by this.” Yora then raised a familiar-looking crystal in her hand the size of a softball. It was cut crudely and amber in color but there was no denying what it was. “This is known as aetherite. It is the material we harvest from the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars. Its concentrated Qi harmonics repel spirit beasts and monsters. Even demons. Its value is worth a thousand times its weight in spirit stones. Once we leave, you will have to travel the twenty miles to Du Gok Bhong and defend yourself against the attacks of the monsters here.”

The murmurs broke into an outright din of panic and alarm.

“This is far worse than I thought!” Kou Ren said, looking to me. “Master Iron Bull, please protect my family!”

And he wasn’t the only one. Kou Ren’s former friends and Sect mates all bum-rushed me, begging for me to protect them.

“Master Iron Bull, please escort us!”

“I can’t die like this!”

“Kou Ren! You’ve doomed us all!”

I was just about to tell them all to back off, when Yora shouted again.

“SILENCE!”

Her words crushed the noise until you could hear a pin drop.

“There is a final reason this planet was chosen as a penal colony,” she said. “It is also the reason why you must reach Du Gok Bhong before nightfall.” She then looked to the orange-hued sky. “This planet is cursed by a Bloodmoon. When it rises, its Demonic Qi will influence the Takrids that will emerge from below, making them even stronger and more ferocious. Not only that, but the demons that slumber beneath this world’s crust will surface as well. Few cultivators save for Graduate Legionnaires can withstand the influence of a Bloodmoon and even then, not for very long. If you wish to survive, get to Du Gok Bhong before nightfall where there is the safety of an aetherite core.”

The uncertainty and panic resumed as the skiff powered up and began to redirect towards the direction of the Academy.

“You have roughly four hours,” Yora said. “This is your first assignment as tributes. I wish you luck.”

With that the skiff turned fully and began to pull away.

Desperate cries rang out as people tried to run after it.

But then there came another sound as the ground began to tremble beneath our feet.

Rocks and stone breaking.

The world then exploded into a shower of sand and debris as at least half a dozen Takrids burst free from the ground around us.


CHAPTER 11


MY FRENZY SPIKED as the [Odds Against Me] surged!

I was on an alien world, with alien monsters attacking a crowd full of people and a family I had sworn to protect. The Demon wanted to let it all hang out and just sink its teeth into the flesh of unfamiliar prey, but the Struggler knew there were other priorities.

“Keep behind me!” I shouted to Kou Ren and his family.

I readied my Glaive and Axe, cycling my Frenzy to imbue my body with [Steel Skin]. I took quick assessment of the chaos erupting around me. One of the Takrids was already being fended off by what appeared to be a group of mid-tier cultivators. The four other monsters were attacking the rest of the tributes en-masse, like sharks shredding a bait ball.

No time to lose!

I launched into the air with a scream, charging my weapons with [Frenzied Lightning]. Bringing my axe and glaive down heavily upon the thorax of the closest Takrid, it felt like I was striking a steel wall. The force of my hit was still enough to crack its armor though and green goop sprayed from its hard, chitinous exo-skeleton that I could now see was at least three inches thick. I wasted no time leaping back at it for another strike, but with its attention drawn, it turned and stabbed me right out of the air with one of its spindly forelimbs.

A grunt of pain escaped my clenched teeth as the spear-like tip punctured straight through my [Steel Skin] and into my shoulder. My back hit the ground as it pinned me down and I had a flashback to that poor guy getting his head bitten off.

What the hell?

Were these things so strong on this planet that I was going out the same way as some mortal?

Nah… to hell with that…

I was a cultivator.

No.

I was a damn Berserker!

My infuriation and rage combined to light a righteous indignation of defiance in my heart. My Flame surged with Frenzy and I channeled every ounce of it into my strength as I gripped the spindly limb piercing my shoulder. Using both hands, I pulled hard in opposite directions, grunting with exertion.

It felt like I was trying to break concrete, but then with another primal yell, the exo-skeleton gave way like a crab leg being snapped and the giraffe-sized beast lurched away from me, spewing green blood from its broken limb. I didn’t bother to remove the tip of its leg from my shoulder as I went on the counter offensive. I’d played this all wrong from the start. My twin Axe and Glaive technique was for fighting other cultivators, not monsters.

I stowed my axe on my back and gripped my Phalanx Glaive in both hands. I’d slain hundreds of monsters in the wild to strengthen Venja with this style and now I needed to use it to the fullest to kill all these things. I had attacked the Takrid as if it were a C or B-class monster, but clearly these things were the equivalent of an A or S-class even.

Maybe I’d been a big fish in a small pond all along.

But no matter.

I had the power of rage on my side. I needed to go old school, like back when I was weak. Back when every hit needed my all. When every hit had to count.

When every hit had to kill!

I flew upwards with a battle cry, channeling every chunk of solid Frenzy into my next swing. Lightning flashed with a thunderous boom! as the Glaive cut clean through one of the Takrid’s massive leg joints.

My [Lust for Battle] surged and I went in for another [One Chop Cleave], taking off two legs at once. As the beast fell and toppled over, its chitinous jaws clacked and squeaked and I spun with a somersault to deliver an overhead killing blow that silenced the creature by removing its head.

I had scarce time to cultivate all the Frenzy flowing from my Flame, but I did so quickly to replenish everything I had dished out to slay the Takrid. And it’d been a hell of a lot too. In the time it had taken me to kill it though, I saw that the other four had sliced through nearly half the crowd. Bodies and limbs lay severed on the ground. Blood flowed as screams filled the air. I looked for Kou Ren but couldn’t find him in the din.

Shit! I thought. If I didn’t act fast all these people were going to die!

I couldn’t hold back any longer.

If I didn’t up my game, it was going to be game over!

Cycling my Frenzy, I surged with [Mark of the Giant], holding back the throttle only slightly to remain just above my normal size. Hopefully not too many people would notice in the fray, but it was more than enough to equalize the heightened gravity pulling against my bones.

I cleaved into another Takrid with my newfound strength, just as it was about to devour a woman caught between its limbs. I took its huge bulbous abdomen right off in a single cleave.

Heck yeah!

I backflipped with my martial forms as it retaliated with a swipe of its legs, its insectoid brain still controlling its body sans its vital organs somehow. I flew back at it with another surge of Frenzy and finally ended its life in full for good with a follow-up strike to its head and thorax.

I looked for my next target and pushed through the fleeing crowd to get to the last three.

Luckily one of them already looked partially subdued by a group of ten or so cultivators, who were peppering it with elemental Qi techniques. I changed direction and went for the last two. They were involved in a sparring match of their own, fighting over a pile of fresh corpses that had to be comprised of some thirty people or more.

My stomach lurched at the sight, but the thought of these things killing more people spurred me on. I dug deep within my Frenzy reserves to lay into the closest of the giant insects with a series of Glaive strikes, spinning and hacking to spew green blood.

I was so engrossed in my handiwork that I didn’t see the other Takrid lurch at me until it already had snared my leg within its jaws. I cried out in white-hot pain as the force of its bite threatened to cut through my [Steel Skin] and take my leg with it. There wasn’t as much pressure as when the first one had pierced me before, but it was damn near close enough. I cultivated the Frenzy from my [Pain] to fight back and erupted with a burst of [Frenzied Lightning].

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

The lightning shocked the creature away from me and I used the time to both recover and finish the other one off before it got any ideas. I then turned about to see the last Takrid still recovering from my lightning hit, convulsing and jittering. Limping, I closed the distance to it and then summoned my Frenzy to dispatch it quickly before it could recover.

“[Three Log Chop]!”

My Glaive cleaved straight through the creature’s insectoid-like head and its convulsions stopped instantly. A sudden weakness overcame me after landing the killing blow. Like I had just run a marathon or something. My breathing was ragged, my skin bathed in green goop, blood and sweat. It was then that I realized that I was throwing around twice my weight now, burning Frenzy like crazy.

I finally pulled the tip of the Takrid leg from my shoulder, wincing with the pain. Dropping it to the ground I then noticed that all the violence had ceased. I looked for the final Takrid the other cultivators had engaged but didn’t see it anymore. What I did see however was a small crowd of tributes gathering around me. They all gawked with wide eyed stares while their souls spewed lemonade. Murmurs and mumbles came next.

“You see the size of that son of a bitch?”

“He killed four of those things by himself? It took ten of us to kill one!”

“Big deal. The bastard had weapons, we didn’t.”

“How’d he get ‘em?”

“He was a Free Tribute.”

“He volunteered for this shit?”

“Must be high-Tier Core Realm, at least!”

The speculative banter continued, and I realized the group before me had to be the same guys who dispatched the other Takrid. A group of more familiar faces then popped out of the crowd and I was relieved to see Kou Ren along with his family—all of them still alive and unscathed.

“Master Iron Bull!” Kou Ren shouted. “You saved our lives! You are the most powerful cultivator I’ve ever seen!” He turned about to face the masses. “Hear this! We who are still standing, owe the Iron Bull our lives. He alone slew those beasts! Give him your gratitude!”

Kou Ren fell to his knees along with his family, prostrating himself with a kowtow. A good portion of the rest of the group did the same, which I now saw had been cut down from over a thousand to what looked like less than a hundred.

Holy shit… I thought.

This world was brutal.

The bodies of the slain lay in huge, bloodied piles. Most didn’t seem to care, all prisoners perhaps, but a few who I recognized as fellow sect members from Kou Ren’s town or village were crying inconsolably, perhaps having lost loved ones in the fray.

“Like hell he killed them all,” a slim man with a stubbled beard and long hair said. “We killed one too. And with our bare hands. Ain’t nothing special about a man who got weapons.”

He spit on the ground as if to emphasize the fact.

The bastard then stared at me, sizing me up, anger and resentment in his soul, but I didn’t have time for such bullshit.

My handler senses were tingling.

I ignored him with [Indifference] as I turned to the rest of the crowd.

“We all need to clear out of here,” I said. “These bodies and blood will attract more predators. And trust me when I say this. I come from a world with a Bloodmoon and we all need to get to the Academy before it rises.”

The same man scoffed. “What’s this ‘we’ shit? It’s every man for himself, jackass.”

“Yeah, and who the hell are you to tell us what we should do?” another man said. He was thick and burly with dark skin and a shaved head, a white beard that was gnarled and braided into locks. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m done with taking orders. We’re practically free now. You want to believe that dumb bitch and run to a damn prison for safety, be my guest. Me… I’m finding a way off this rock.”

He began walking away and a few stragglers followed after him.

“Wait!” Kou Ren shouted. “We should all stick with the Iron Bull! Clearly, he’s strong enough to protect us. You’ve seen it for yourselves.”

Murmurs of uncertainty and debate filled the air.

I hadn’t planned on becoming the leader of this mob but damn it if Kou Ren wasn’t pushing me and everyone else in that direction. Heated conversations broke out and a few more people left to follow the black guy with the beard.

Then suddenly a voice shouted above the din.

“You’ll all die!”

Everyone paused to stare at the woman with short cropped blonde hair and blue eyes who had spoken. She was petite with pale white skin, now flushed red from perhaps fighting the last Takrid, considering she fit the build of a cultivator to a tee with her toned arms that were on display in her sleeveless robe.

“We have creatures like these back on my home world,” she said. “If you don’t move fast enough and quietly enough, you’ll pop a swarm like we did just now. If you want to survive, your best bet is to move fast and alone.” She then paused and looked right at me. “Stay with these people and you’ll die, Iron Bull.”

With that said, the woman suddenly took off in a sprint, heading in the opposite direction of the bearded guy and towards the Academy. A few more seconds passed before the asshole who sized me up took off as well. After this it was a free for all, with tributes leaving in droves.

Even some of Kou Ren’s fellow townsmen left, following the crowd.

After a few minutes when I looked at who remained, there was only Kou Ren’s family along with perhaps a dozen more tributes who were either wounded or maimed.

Son of a bitch, I thought.

But then maybe I was expecting too much of them to band together for their fellow man. Most of these people were criminals, after all.

“What are we going to do?” Kou Ren asked.

“What that woman said made sense to me,” Su Ren said, leaning on her husband’s shoulder for support. “We need to move quickly so those things can’t jump out of the ground to grab us.”

“But what about all these other people?” Kou Ren looked back to the dozen or so other tributes with us. “Some of them don’t look able to walk.”

“I say we leave them,” the youngest son, Lo Ren, said, his dark eyes lowering as he looked over the wounded tributes with disdain. “They’re all criminals anyway.”

His callous statement took me by surprise. He definitely wasn’t a chip off the old block. But he wasn’t exactly wrong either. Still, the cultivator, dog eat dog mindset of it all just rubbed me the wrong way.

“Would you do the same to your mother?” I asked.

He stared back at me shocked with his mouth open.

I didn’t wait for an answer and instead went to work, doing the only thing I knew that could help. There was no way we could move at any kind of speed without making a ton of noise. And we needed to get moving quickly to beat the sun. We were bound to attract more Takrids, but there was a solution for that.

“On my world, my job was to escort cultivators through territory like this,” I said. “Avoiding large predators and spirit beasts was what I was trained to do.”

I found the giant abdomen of the Takrid I had cut clean off. Using my [Mark of the Giant] strength, I gripped the ends of its carapace and cracked it wide open like a peanut. Guts and foul-smelling offal burst free. I then rooted around in the nauseating stuff until I found what I was looking for.

I didn’t know these creatures, but there were plenty of insect-type monsters back home and from my years of training as a handler, I knew how to avoid them. Finding what I was looking for, I raised a banana-shaped organ in the air for all of them to see.

“Insects communicate mostly by chemicals,” I said. “This organ is what produces them. It’s going to be nasty, but if we smear this on us, it’ll be our best chance to survive if another one of those things pops out of the ground to attack.”

I didn’t have to speak twice.

The tributes lined up in front of me as their souls oozed lemonade.

I handed the organ to Kou Ren. “You go first and then help the others. I’ll get more sacs.”

I popped three more Takrid abdomens open to get the organs needed to cover the sixteen people with me. Two of the tributes were missing limbs and already half dead, but I put a tourniquet on their wounds and after smearing them with Takrid gunk, threw them on my back.

“Why do you care so much about these strangers?” Lo Ren said, frowning at me. “They would have likely left just like the others if they could.”

It seemed a genuine question. A good one too. Lo Ren and Chu Ren were near identical in appearance. Both close to my age, Lo Ren maybe being a few years younger. They were everyday people, dark hair, cut short so as not to interfere with their working in the fields, ordinary features. But that was where the similarities ended. Now I realized that Chu Ren and Lo Ren were like night and day. Chu Ren seemed much more like his father, a man of the people.

Lo Ren seemed a man in it for himself.

“Maybe,” I said, finally answering him. “But leaving them here would make us no better.”

That seemed to stump him.

“Bring your mother to me. I’ll carry her as well.”

“Three people?” he said.

I was still pumping [Mark of the Giant] and my increased frame size could handle the bulk if I placed them right. With Kou Ren’s help, I fit Su Ren on my back. The weight was enormous, especially with my weapons and I found I had to spend a steady stream of Frenzy just to stay upright. Luckily there was enough lemonade in the air to help recoup some of it.

“Wait,” Kou Ren said, holding up one of the Takrid sacs. “You forgot to use this on yourself, Master Iron Bull.”

“No,” I said. “I’m not wearing any. If worse comes to worst, I want to be able to lure those things away from you guys, if I can.”

I still didn’t know if I could even pull this off.

The [Odds were Against Me] indeed.

Kou Ren smiled as his eyes welled with tears.

“You are truly an honorable soul, Master Iron Bull,” Kou Ren said, giving me another bow of respect. “Somehow, be it in this life or the next, I will repay you for this great kindness.”

“Let’s just worry about this life for now,” I said with a grin. I found my bearings for the academy and then shouted to the rest of the crowd. “Okay, let’s move out. We’ve got twenty miles to cover. And that sun isn’t going to wait for us to set.”


CHAPTER 12


MY LUNGS BURNED with exertion as I wheezed in the hot desert air.

That’s what this place was, I decided.

A damn desert.

Not that it was all sand dunes and shit, but the flat terrain and minimal vegetation gave the impression that this place didn’t see a lot of precipitation. What trees we did pass, were either dead and withering or more like cactus. Small tufts of grass dotted the hard-packed earth in random patterns, the earth itself more resembling red clay.

That reminded me of the arena.

But at the rate we were going, I wondered if I’d ever see an arena again.

We’d travelled only three or four miles to my estimation. Less than a quarter of the way and had burned close to an hour already. I was jogging at a slow trot to keep the pace up and with three people on my back, plus my weapons the exertion was intense. If I were back on Earth this would have been a breeze and it had me wondering if there was more than just gravity at play here.

Regardless, I was appreciative of the workout and was actively cultivating all the Frenzy I had generated fighting the Takrids to heighten my Muscle Strengthening and Body Hardening. I was already at Stage X in both, but clearly there were a lot tougher things in the universe than me, and those Takrids had proved it.

I would need to get much tougher at a base level to survive this place and beyond.

I wasn’t sure if I needed to get to the next breakthrough and ascend to the Sacred Soul Realm in order to gain new stages of Body Refinement or not, but I didn’t care. I was doing it anyway. As Threja had taught me, even the Shuras were but a guide. My Flame was telling me I was too weak for this new world and I was adjusting myself accordingly.

I turned about briefly to see the tail of our caravan extending into the distance.

Shit… I cursed inwardly. Some of them were lagging back near a quarter mile.

But I couldn’t fault them.

If I was struggling under this heavy world, I could only imagine what they were feeling. I waited until I found a bit of shade under a copse of dead trees before halting and lowering Su Ren and the other two tributes from my back. Kou Ren and his sons who had kept pace with me, staggered to the dead trees like shipwrecked men seeing an island. They collapsed in heaps, panting heavily, but even sitting seemed to give them little relief.

“Master Iron Bull,” Su Ren said softly, drawing my attention to her and she frailly pointed to the two tributes I’d laid down next to her. “I… I don’t think either of them are breathing anymore.”

Before I could even confirm, Lo Ren let out a scoff. “See? A waste of time bringing them. And to have my mother tethered to a couple of corpses!”

“Silence, Lo Ren!” his mother chided him. “You shame us!”

“Shame?” he shouted. “What does shame matter here? We are all dead already!”

A resounding smack filled the air as Chu Ren slapped his younger brother across the face.

“Stop it!” Chu Ren said. “Always complaining. You see anyone else—?”

His words cut short as Lo Ren pounced on top of him and the two brothers fell to the ground in a scuffle. Kou Ren rushed to break them up while Su Ren shouted for them to stop. I was just about to intervene myself, when the ground rumbled beneath us.

In less than a second, the tan-colored carapace of a Takrid emerged from the ground in a burst of earth and sand not more than twenty feet away. Kou Ren and his family screamed but I yelled above them.

“Everyone shut up and don’t move!”

Silence fell as the towering monster pulled itself free from its burrow. I held my breath and prayed my handler instincts would prove right. The Takrid edged forward on its spindly legs towards where Su Ren was lying with the two corpses. It lowered its insectoid head towards them, turning it from side to side.

But it didn’t attack.

It was confused.

But perhaps it wouldn’t be for long.

Reaching for my Glaive, I cycled my Frenzy and then ran in a sprint in front of the Takrid. The monster swiveled its head towards me and immediately gave chase. I poured on the speed to increase the distance between myself and Kou Ren’s family and then pulled a quick reversal to face the creature head on.

With its lumbering momentum it had no time to stop and I used the opportunity to leap from the ground with a [Lightning] charged upward slash. I cut through both its front legs, causing the insect to crash into the ground and then followed up with a spinning chop to its head to quickly put it down.

I breathed a sigh of relief.

My ploy had indeed worked.

Thank goodness some rules of the universe were truly universal.

I stowed my blade and headed back to Kou Ren. All of them were staring at me wide eyed in silence as if traumatized. The lemonade they exuded expressed their appreciation well enough though and I welcomed it to replenish my reserves.

“I suggest no more fighting,” I said.

“It was his damn fault,” Lo Ren hissed in a whisper at his older brother.

Chu Ren glared back at him but didn’t say anything.

“Enough of that,” Kou Ren said. “The Iron Bull has spared this family yet again. We should be grateful.” He then turned to me with a bow. “Forgive my sons, master.”

“Yes, forgive them please, Master Iron Bull,” Su Ren said, lowering her head to the ground.

I sighed. “Yeah, no worries.”

I glanced up at the sun. It was already starting to turn from yellow to orange. Most of the true cultivators had perhaps already long arrived at the academy. If we didn’t up our speed fast, it wouldn’t matter if we stayed quiet enough to prevent another Takrid attack.

The Bloodmoon was on the way.

“We need to switch up the game plan,” I said. “I can still carry three of you, but one of you will need to run with me.”

“I say he should run,” Chu Ren said, jerking a thumb at his brother.

I huffed out a laugh. “You both will. In turns. Run as fast as you can until you tire and then I’ll swap you out.”

“That sounds like a plan,” Kou Ren said. “You both could cultivate while you ride on Master Iron Bull’s back to regain your stamina.”

“The world’s Qi is strange,” Lo Ren said. “It’s dense, but sparse. Hard to find. Like nothing is even here.”

“Yes, I sense that too,” Su Ren said with a nod. “Do you sense the same as well, Master Iron Bull?”

I couldn’t sense jack shit when it came to Qi, but I couldn’t let them know that.

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “We’ll get there regardless.”

“Are we going to wait for the others to catch up?” Kou Ren asked.

Lo Ren immediately let out a frustrated sigh.

“Hush, Lo Ren,” his father snapped.

I looked back and saw that the next closest group still hadn’t gotten any further, perhaps resting as we were. I then looked down at the bodies of the two dead tributes I’d been carrying. As much as the Struggler wanted to protect, the facts were staring me dead in the face.

Literally.

“No,” I said. “Lo Ren is right. We can’t save everyone. But I did promise to save your family.” I grabbed Su Ren from the ground and hoisted her onto my back, along with Kou Ren and Chu Ren. I then looked to Lo Ren. “Run as hard and fast as you can. And if one of those things pops out, just run even faster.”

To my surprise he gave me a nod and even a little lemonade.

We then got underway and left the rest of the tributes behind to die.

* * *

More evidence of death emerged the further we progressed.

Patches of blood.

Holes in the earth where a Takrid must have emerged and snatched a tribute away.

They became more and more frequent after we passed the halfway mark, where some of the weaker tributes had perhaps run out of steam. By that time both Chu Ran and Lo Ren were running on fumes themselves, each one only able to last five minutes before needing a break.

“Water…” Chu Ren said, resting his hands on his knees panting. “We need water.”

I myself was parched as hell, but was running [Death’s Door] to bypass my bodily needs to keep running at a steady pace.

“The bastards left us here to die,” Lo Ren said. “How do we even know this is the right direction?”

“What other direction can we go?” Su Ren said, who was now taking a break from the constant jostling on my back by sitting on the ground as well. “It’s where the woman pointed.”

“I was hoping we would at least be able to see it by now,” Kou Ren said, peering into the fading blood-orange sun that was rapidly sinking towards the horizon.

I gauged the time.

We had perhaps less than an hour left.

“It’s all part of the test,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Don’t lose hope now. We’ve come this far. Less than a quarter of the way left to go. We can make it if we push hard now.”

That got their spirits up and after a few more precious minutes of rest we set off again.

We passed by more grisly sites of carnage as we pressed on, some with body parts and tribute uniforms strewn across the ground. A few times we even caused the earth to open up behind us as a Takrid surfaced, but at the speed we were moving we were long gone before it could fully emerge.

It was working.

I was actually going to save these people.

The hope in my heart spurred me on as I swapped out Chu Ren and Lo Ren for what I hoped was the last time. I could just about see a towering structure in the distance when Kou Ren suddenly called out from my back.

“Iron Bull, stop!”

I did so, even though I had no idea why. “What’s wrong?”

I realized then that I was at the bottom of a small rise that Kou Ren could see over due to being on my back. As I climbed the hill for myself my heart dropped at what I saw. No less than a dozen Takrids were spilling out of a hole and feasting on a group of twenty or so corpses.

“By the heavens,” Su Ren said. “How do we get by?”

“Trust the bug guts,” I said as I sensed for the direction of the wind. It was headed straight at us, coming from the direction we needed to go. “We’ll bank to the right of them, moving slow. They shouldn’t be able to smell us until we’re already past.”

“So long as it’s walking,” Lo Ren said, already out of breath. “I don’t think I can run much more.”

“Let me run then,” Kou Ren said. “I’m not as fast but I’m at least well rested. Son, climb on here.”

Before I could say anything, Kou Ren and Lo Ren traded places on my back.

No matter, I thought. We were on the home stretch now.

I started making the wide arc around the scene of carnage while Kou Ren walked by my side. I glanced up at the darkening sky at the same time. I could make it to that tower if I had a clean run for it, assuming Kou Ren could keep up.

But we needed to get past the swarm of feasting Takrids first.

The sounds of ripping flesh and snapping bone were impossible to ignore and more than once I could hear muffled gasps come from Su Ren as she quivered on my back. We got just about halfway when a new sound emerged.

A slow hiss filled the air, and then grew in volume like a truck tire being rapidly deflated. I paused and looked in the direction of the sound that was coming from somewhere behind us and then froze as a creature the size of a jumbo jet lifted its massive reptilian head into the air.

It was a couple hundred feet away and looked like a monitor lizard, or a Komodo Dragon perhaps, only a thousand times the size. The thing dwarfed any creature I’d ever seen before, except maybe those giant demons I’d seen on the Hell planes of the moon. But this wasn’t even a demon.

It was a normal-ass monster.

But it had to be this world’s equivalent of an S-class at least.

“Don’t move,” I whispered and felt my Flame rising to the challenge.

The Demon had to be out of his damn mind, but luckily the Struggler still had a mission to accomplish. I had to get Kou Ren and his family to Du Gok Bhong and tackling this monster probably wouldn’t be conducive for that. I wondered how the thing even snuck up on us. And then as if to answer my question it demonstrated its stealth by moving silently and slowly towards the feasting Takrids.

But although it moved slowly, with its immense size it covered a couple hundred feet in only two or three steps. The fear seeping from Kou Ren and his family was spiking through the roof. Then in a sudden violent motion, the giant lizard let out another loud hiss and charged forward.

The ground shook like an earthquake as the monster landed in the midst of the Takrids. It snapped up one of them in its massive jaws and then crunched its shell open before lifting its head to swallow it down its flexing gullet.

“Move now,” I said. “Quickly.”

I picked up the pace and dragged Kou Ren with me.

The monster was busy feeding on what was perhaps its natural prey and we needed to use that time to get the hell out of Dodge.

“Run, Kou Ren, run!”

I pushed on the speed to get as far away as possible and to Kou Ren’s credit he managed to keep up for about a quarter mile. Then he slowed and finally dragged to a halt.

“I need to rest,” he said. “I don’t know how you are doing this. This world is brutal.”

“Let me trade places with you, Father,” Chu Ren said.

“No, you stay there. I’ll be alright. Just need a moment.”

“The fates are with us,” Su Ren said after a while. “That monster is far behind us now and I can see the tower ahead. There are lights.”

I could see them too, perhaps just a couple miles away.

It had to be the perimeter of the barrier.

And it was just in time too.

Already I could feel the first tingles of Dark Frenzy filling the air.

“You almost ready?” I asked Kou Ren after another minute.

He nodded. “Yes. I can manage now, I think.”

I turned about to check on the giant lizard as Kou Ren lifted himself from the ground. It was nearly through the last of the Takrids, leaving none of them to escape. As it downed what appeared to be the last of them, it then began rooting in the ground and digging at the hole they had emerged from. Then it stopped abruptly and lifted its head high into the air. Its huge, forked tongue licked the air, as if sensing something. Then its head turned in our direction and it licked the air again.

It lowered its head and began to charge.

Oh shit!

“It’s seen us!” Kou Ren said with a startled cry.

But I knew better.

It hadn’t seen us.

It had smelled us from downwind.

And the Takrid juice I had smeared on us was to blame.

“You all need to run!” I shouted as I cycled my Frenzy and prepared to take on the beast. The monster could probably kill me, but I was about to turn full demon soon anyway. Maybe I had a chance. I was just about to dump Kou Ren’s family from my back when he raised a hand to me.

“Don’t!” Kou Ren shouted. “They’ll never make it without you! That beast is too fast!”

He paused as the ground trembled beneath us, the giant lizard already having covered half the distance to us in just a few seconds.

“Please keep your promise,” Kou Ren said. “Protect my family, Iron Bull.”

Before I could do anything else, Kou Ren turned and ran in the direction of the giant lizard.

His wife screamed in hysterics. “Kou Ren! No!”

“Father!” Lo Ren cried. “Father!”

They all bucked and jostled to climb from my back, but the [Struggler’s Resolve] kept them in place as my eyes suddenly welled. I watched beside myself as Kou Ren changed direction, running parallel to the beast to buy us even more time.

My heart ached at what I was witnessing.

The demon wanted to pounce.

To try and save him.

To try and kill that monster.

But that would simply kill us all.

The giant lizard quickly reached Kou Ren and with a single snap of its jaws, plucked him from the ground and swallowed him whole.

My stomach lurched.

Kou Ren’s family cried out in shock and horror and the helplessness of losing my own family flashed through my eyes.

He was gone.

I was beside myself, my mind still trying to comprehend his sacrifice.

Save them, I could still hear Kou Ren’s voice pleading in my mind.

Run!

I turned about and sprinted at full speed as Kou Ren’s family pounded on my back in anguish and protest, urging me to turn back to save him. Their cries tore through my soul as they called out for him again and again.

They didn’t stop and neither did I.

In the darkness I poured on [Mark of the Beast] as the first hints of the Bloodmoon began to rise. I shielded my Flame with [Soul Shield] and gritted my sharpening teeth as the effects took hold. Glancing over my shoulder, I could finally see that I was leaving the giant lizard far behind. The lights in the distance grew rapidly ahead of me as I closed in on them, becoming towering, flaming beacons in the darkness.

As I finally ran past them, I felt the relief of the Bloodmoon’s pressure subside.

I didn’t stop until I saw the towering structure of Du Gok Bhong looming above me—a citadel of grey stone and steel. Only then did I finally slide to a halt and release Kou Ren’s family to fall by my side.

As I dropped to my knees their wails of anguish and loss tugged at my heart.

But all I could do…was weep.


CHAPTER 13


THE FAMILIAR HOWLS of demons and monsters filled the night as the Bloodmoon finally emerged. It looked bigger than our moon on Earth, at least twice the size and I wondered if the Dark Frenzy it produced would be just as magnified.

I looked to Su Ren and her boys.

They had been crying non-stop for the last few minutes, but now they knelt together, offering prayers in silence. I gave them their privacy as a family, keeping my distance, but in my mind, I could still see Kou Ren making that final choice to save his family. And now I understood why. He knew I was only able to carry three of them to safety. And he had made the tough choice of sacrificing himself so that they could escape. He had not only spared their lives but also spared them of the impossible choice of sacrificing one of their own.

He was a good man, Kou Ren.

Honest, caring, and thoughtful until the end.

I hadn’t known him for very long, but in that one instance he had taught me what the love a father had for his family truly meant. A thing I was destined to become myself one day.

One day soon perhaps.

“Rest in peace, Kou Ren,” I whispered my own prayer for him. “I will keep my promise to you.” I then looked at his family again. “As best I can.”

* * *

We finally got back underway, travelling the distance between the flaming beacon towers that marked the edge of the barrier and the former prison that was Du Gok Bhong. In the crimson shade of the moonlight, it looked every bit a tower of despair and oppression. Standing at least a hundred feet tall, bare walls dotted with the tiny, slotted windows of prison cells. An ominous monument perhaps indicative of the hardships we would face.

But as I carried Su Ren on my back, I could only imagine the hardship she was already facing. To lose her husband like that. She hadn’t said a word since and neither had Chu Ren or Lo Ren. My heart ached for them, a new burden added to the core of my Dao.

Their only crime was misfortune.

And the empire had punished them harshly for it.

Sending them to a hell hole like this to surely die.

I added a new purpose of conviction to my promise to Kou Ren.

I’d do my best to defy the heavens in his stead, to show the empire that they were wrong, that the Ren family would not face demise. That got my Flame and Frenzy pumping.

They wouldn’t die on my watch.

The terrain began to shift and change, moving from rocky ground to lush grass. Trees emerged in the form of orchards. Within one of them we found some kind of citrus fruit growing that resembled lemons. We raided the trees with abandon. The fruit was bitter and tart, perhaps not yet ripe, but we tore through them anyway, just to quench our thirst.

Slightly refreshed, we fought the gravity and our fatigue to pass by several fields growing crops before coming to the outer courtyard of the academy itself. We headed towards an ornate gate that allowed access through a fifteen-foot-high wall that made up the perimeter of the courtyard. A couple of figures in dark robes stood just outside the gate, illuminated by a set of dull Qi lights hanging from its top.

When we got closer, I saw it was the Chief Instructor Yora standing there with the same two men she had shown up with before on the skiff. The man in white robes and the other in brown. She raised her brows with interest as we approached and wore a little smile on her lips.

“The last to arrive,” she said. “It always interests me who serves to be the weakest of the pack.” She looked me up and down and then to Su Ren on my back. “Did you carry her all that way?”

“He carried all three of us,” Chu Ren said. “And did much more. He killed five of those Takrid beasts all by himself.”

She squinted at me now, perhaps trying to discern my Qi. I cycled my Frenzy and flavored it with my [Devil’s Shadow] technique to ensure she could sense it. Her eyes then widened. “I see. It is no wonder. You are High-Tier Core Realm. Whatever did you do to end up ranked with these mortals?”

The casual insult seemed to fly right past the Ren brothers and their mother. Perhaps they were used to being referred to as such. I cycled my Frenzy and tapped into [Struggler’s Resolve].

“I killed a man.”

“Is that all?” she said.

“It was murder. I executed him.”

“A crime of passion?”

“Of justice.”

She scoffed. “Isn’t that what they all say.”

“The man was a pedophile,” Su Ren said from over my shoulder.

“Oh?”

“It’s true, Honorable Chief Instructor,” Chu Ren said bowing his head. “The Iron Bull stopped him when he escaped the prison ship. Killed him for his sins. He was known as ‘little finger’. From the stories told of him, it was well deserved.”

“Never heard of him,” Yora said and then looked to me. “So, Iron Bull is your name?”

“It is,” I said.

She squinted at me again, perhaps testing my Qi once more. “We will see how far you progress here, Iron Bull. I can tell you do not come from a heavy world. Even now your muscles tense under the strain. But even weak worlders like yourself can advance here, if you train hard enough.”

Weak worlders?

That was a new one.

“I notice you already carry a Phalanx Glaive,” she said, craning her neck to look over my shoulder. “Curious. Do you even know how to use it?”

“Somewhat,” I said.

“Who taught you?”

I shrugged. “I’ve had several masters. But the greatest of which, was perhaps the sword itself.”

She smiled, pleased or perhaps amused by my response, even though I was truthfully referring to Venja. I once again wished I could have brought her along for my journey instead of the lifeless hunk of Corrupted Steel strapped to my back.

Chief Instructor Yora then turned to the man in white robes next to her.

“This is Adept Tribute Yun Jen,” she said. “He is master of the first-year Tributes. He will be your instructor and overseer.”

Yun Jen was tall and thin with a mustache and close-cropped hair. His gray eyes studied each of us intently, but he didn’t say anything. Eventually he just gave us all a nod and we bowed in return.

“Next to him is De Fan,” Chief Instructor Yora said. “He is your upperclassman and will see to your needs.”

We all bowed to him as well.

“Congratulations to each of you on passing your first assignment. You are part of the thirty-six tributes who passed the trial out of over nine hundred. You have earned the brown robes of Freshmen Tributes. Feel honored.”

De Fan then handed a set of robes to each of us.

“As I said earlier, you have now earned the honor of assembly with the High Marshal tomorrow morning. After that, Adept Tribute Yun Jen will begin your training. For now, De Fan will show you to your barracks and the mess hall. I am certain after that crossing you are in dire need of rest and refreshment.”

“Thank you, honorable Chief Instructor,” Chu Ren said bowing. “We are indeed.”

“But first you might want to take them to the baths, De Fan,” she said crinkling her nose at us. “I would not want to offend others trying to dine in the mess hall, smelling like you do. You all reek of Takrids.”

“Another gift of blessing from the Iron Bull, Chief Instructor,” Su Ren said from my back. “He used the glands of those insects to protect us from them. To mask us so they wouldn’t attack us. It saved us more than once.”

“I see. Intuitive.”

It was actually more like experience, but I wasn’t going to correct her.

Not that I wanted to dwell on the point anyway.

That scent was also the reason Kou Ren died.

“De Fan,” Yora said. “Take the woman to the female barracks.”

“Wait please, Chief Instructor,” Chu Ren said. “This is our mother, and she is injured. Please permit us to take care of her.”

“Your mother?”

“I can vouch for that,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “They were imprisoned as a family. I was on the transport with them.”

Yora lifted Su Ren’s head from my shoulder by the chin, a gesture that reminded me of the Lady Silver Tear when she did the same to my sister that night so long ago.

She frowned, looking displeased, or disgusted even.

“Fine,” she said. “You may share a separate barracks with her. After you all bathe.”

“The Iron Bull as well,” Chu Ren said. “He is family also.”

“What?” she said, clearly seeing no family resemblance.

“In spirit perhaps,” I said.

She huffed out a scoff. “It matters not. De Fan, see to it.”

The man De Fan bowed. “I will, Chief Instructor.”

She then turned to walk away but then paused, looking over her shoulder.

“And I warn you, do not be late for the assembly.”

* * *

De Fan was a somewhat stocky man with olive skin, Polynesian-looking if I could ascribe an ethnicity to him. His dark eyes were warm and lively and he smiled often as he pointed out various aspects of the academy to us as we approached the main building that was Du Gok Bhong.

“Here is where we assemble,” De Fan said, as we passed through a large cobblestone courtyard that was about the size of the arena back home. “Practice tournaments are held here as well. But you would not be expected to participate in those as Freshmen Tributes.”

“Where do you come from?” Chu Ren asked.

“A place called Winhu,” he said. “Quite far from here. Like your worlds too, I suppose.”

“How long have you been here?”

“This will be my third year at the academy,” he said.

“And you are still only a Brown Robe?” Lo Ren asked.

He laughed. “I have not accumulated the internal strength to pass the advancement exam. But it is not as bad as it sounds. I get some prestige as a seasoned freshman by aiding newcomers like yourselves. Plus, I do not mind the duties at all. Not after three years.”

“What are the duties?” I asked.

He smiled. “I would not want to preempt Adept Tribute Yun Jen’s presentation to you tomorrow. But hopefully you will enjoy what he has prepared.”

De Fan then pointed out other buildings of interest that were erected around the courtyard. There were classrooms and a large library, as well as special rooms for meditation and cultivation. I could care less about the cultivation, but the library had my interest piqued.

“Are we free to use the library?” I asked.

“Not as Brown Robes. Whites and up. We have no use for such knowledge that is there. Not yet anyway.”

“What kind of knowledge?” Chu Ren asked.

“Advanced cultivation techniques and the archives of course.”

“What archives?” I asked.

“They are accounts of every tour that has ever been embarked upon since the inception of the academy. It comprises our total knowledge of what we glimpse from the Hell Worlds. But I get ahead of myself. That won’t be important to you at all unless you qualify as a Legionnaire. And you are all a long way from that.”

He smiled good naturedly but inside my Flame flickered.

I’ll be getting there a lot sooner than you think, buddy.

We finally went inside the main building and found the place abuzz with activity. Tributes in robes of all colors moved swiftly about the halls. We followed De Fan’s example and bowed to all of them. Even to Brown Robes, who did nothing but stare as they passed by—some with curiosity and others with glares of disdain.

The contempt from our upperclassmen was palpable, but whether it was from the color of our gray robes or the crusted goop and smell on them, I couldn’t tell. When we finally reached the bathhouses, it was like a small piece of heaven.

Bamboo stalls separated the men and women, but they were further divided by class and rank. We were forced to use the standing stalls that allowed for only a quick shower with cold water instead of the heated baths that the upperclassmen had access to, but even that was refreshing enough.

Once cleaned, we changed into the new brown robes that De Fan had given us and he then handed each of us a small pack that contained a spare uniform, writing implements, and extra underclothes. He then fetched someone to bandage Su Ren’s ankles, and after she was able to stand more comfortably, he finally led us all to the mess hall.

My stomach instantly rumbled at the smell of food. As we entered, the warm din of conversation and laughter greeted us. A huge space that looked as if it could house a thousand people was packed to the brim with Tributes, all of them wolfing down huge bowls of rice, noodles, and soup. It wasn’t high restaurant quality, but it looked a damn sight better than the boiled tofu and rice slop we were forced to eat on the Xin Zha.

We entered the queue for the food which was at least a hundred Tributes long. It took forever, but the line finally moved. After ten grueling minutes we neared the front and got close enough to actually see the cooking woks and the brown-robed chefs tending to them.

A group of three Tributes in black robes suddenly pushed their way in front of De Fan.

“Shit-robes to the back!” one of them shouted and then a group of White Robes who were behind us, pushed their way past us as well.

“Yeah! Shit-robes to the back!”

“To the back!” more people shouted, pushing past.

My Flame stirred, but the Struggler kept the Demon at bay. Starting a brawl right now probably wouldn’t be the best idea, even though my hunger was damn near demanding it.

De Fan looked back at us, smiling apologetically. “One of the drawbacks of being a third-year freshman.”

It took us another ten minutes to get back to the front of the line to be served. By that time the crowd had thinned some and when we finally sat down to one of the tables, we were starving. With heaping bowls of noodles and soup in hand, I drank and ate like never before, my appetite ravenous.

I finished far too quickly and wanted seconds, but no way was I waiting in that line again. Su Ren must have noticed and quickly gave me one of her bowls of noodles.

“Eat,” she said. “You need to regain your strength.”

“So do you,” I said pushing it back to her.

She pushed it back. “My strength is nothing here. And besides, this heaviness is wearing on me. Even when doing nothing. I have not much appetite. I just need to rest.”

“Let’s go then, Mother,” Chu Ren said.

I polished off the extra noodles quickly.

We were just about to leave the table, for De Fan to show us to the barracks, when a voice came from behind me.

“So, I see you made it.”

I looked over my shoulder to see a petite woman with short blonde hair staring up at me. I didn’t recognize her at first, but then I recalled her to be the same woman who had warned me that I’d be dead if I stayed to help everyone. She hadn’t been exactly wrong, but I couldn’t help but feel somewhat vindicated with the Ren family standing by my side.

I squared up on her with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Is that you being impressed or surprised? Or perhaps relieved?”

She blinked, startled by the assertion and opened her mouth to protest.

I chuckled. “Take it easy, it was just a joke. But yeah…we made it. Despite the odds.”

She looked past me to Chu Ren and Lo Ren, along with their mother. Her mouth curled in a frown. “Odds indeed. Your luck is exceptional. Let’s hope it doesn’t run out.”

She tried to play it off coolly, but her soul betrayed her with a hint of lemonade.

“What’s your name?”

“Blue Rose,” she said.

I noted she was decked out in brown robes, as we were, and looked already well settled in, perhaps having been here for hours. Just behind her, I spotted more people in brown robes that I recognized from out in the desert, including that asshole that was pissing me off. Luckily he looked too busy stuffing his face to notice us.

“I wouldn’t think someone as strong-looking as you would have such a soft and delicate name,” Su Ren said, giving her a smile.

“Doesn’t have the same connotation where I’m from,” Blue Rose said. “More the opposite.” She then looked directly at me. “You have strength. You should stick with people who have the same.”

With that she simply walked off, leaving us all perplexed.

“What the hell was that?” Chu Ren said.

“I dunno,” I said.

Just a weird bitch, I guess, I wanted to say, but kept it inside for Su Ren’s sake.

“Shall we?” De Fan said and ushering us away, he finally led us to the barracks.

* * *

The sleeping quarters were perhaps much better than what I had expected coming from the prison ship. It was clear they were still jail cells, but they had removed the bars from the doors and chopped out walls to make the cells bigger. Each block could fit four, which worked out perfectly for me and my newly adopted family.

Lo Ren fell asleep immediately, but it took a while longer for Su Ren and Chu Ren to do the same. In the darkness I could hear the both of them softly weeping, perhaps reflecting on all they had lost today.

I reflected as well.

I still couldn’t believe all that had happened already, and I hadn’t even been here a full day. The heavy gravity, the strength of the monsters, the Bloodmoon. And those were just the things I could get used to. Who knew what wild cards the other cultivators would bring to the table here. That woman Blue Rose no exception.

The weight of the world pressed down upon me, even in my cot, like a metaphor for what lay ahead. But as I finally began to unwind, my body relaxed slightly, even through tensing every now and then with a pulse of Frenzy.

I wanted nothing more than to let the sweet call of sleep wash away my weariness and pains. But there was something I needed to do. Something I had put off even while aboard the Xin Zha.

Reaching for my pack I pulled out a pen and paper and began writing to Fia.

I told her my decision.

My resolution to her plight.

I would succeed no matter what.

And our child would be born with my name.

I then began to tell her about my adventures thus far.

I got as far as meeting Jakra, before I quickly fell asleep.


CHAPTER 14


I AWOKE TO a horrific scream.

Shooting upright in my cot, I immediately reached for my axe. I stopped short when I realized the scream had come from Chu Ren, who was now kneeling beside Su Ren’s cot along with Lo Ren. When I rose to see what was going on, I immediately froze once I stood over them.

Su Ren was deathly pale and unmoving.

Chu Ren looked up at me with tears in his eyes. “She’s gone…”

A moment later, De Fan ran into the room in a fluster. “What was that scream?”

He then looked down at Su Ren. “Oh… She has succumbed to the heaviness of this world. My condolences to you.”

He bowed to Chu Ren and Lo Ren.

“Another one?” a deep voice said.

We turned about and saw the white robe of Yun Jen the Adept Tribute standing in the doorway.

He frowned as he stepped forward to view Su Ren.

“You two,” Yun Jen said to Chu Ren and Lo Ren. “Dump the body in the cemetery with the others.”

Anger abruptly flared from Lo Ren as he stood to glare at Yun Jen. “This was our mother, you bas—!”

A ringing backhand from Yun Jen cut his words short and Lo Ren went tumbling to the floor, holding his face. Chu Ren looked like he wanted to do something in response, but read the situation much quicker than his more impulsive brother and did nothing.

“I will forgive that outburst of disrespect as a temporary lapse in judgement due to your grieving,” Yun Jen said, his voice deep, his tone measured and calm. “I will give you an hour to bury her and mourn. The assembly starts at dawn. Do not be late for it.”

* * *

I helped move Su Ren to spare Chu Ren and Lo Ren the task. As De Fan led us to the cemetery, I saw we were not the only ones performing burials. At least five others from our cohort of brown robes had ‘succumbed to the heaviness’ as De Fan had described it. Crushed in their sleep by the dense gravity of the planet.

“This world is not fit for all,” De Fan said. “Or perhaps, the other way around may be true. I am so sorry.”

What he said was true.

Poor Su Ren had broken both legs on just arriving to this world. A world seemingly designed to separate the weak from the strong from the very beginning. For all my efforts, perhaps I’d only been prolonging the inevitable.

A heaviness filled me as I looked down at Su Ren, now wrapped in the blankets of the cot. My promise of keeping the Ren family alive had been cut in half already.

The cemetery was a plot of land adjacent to the orchards. It was still dark by the time we reached and the land was painted red with the fading rays of the setting Bloodmoon. With the aid of a shovel, I dug the grave and placed Su Ren inside.

Chu Ren and Lo Ren both said solemn prayers and then sat by the edge of the grave.

“Perhaps this is for the best,” Chu Ren said.

Lo Ren stared at his brother in disbelief. “How can you say that? Both our parents are now dead!”

“We were all dead as soon as the magistrate condemned us to this fate. It is only by the strength of the Iron Bull that we are both still alive. At least this way, Mother and Father are free to find one another again in the next life.”

“Well put,” De Fan said, clasping his hands together. “May they reunite in the next life.”

I looked out at the thousands of headstones that littered the burial grounds.

This place was well acquainted with death.

I’d have to get used to the idea that even with all my efforts that people could still die.

I clasped my palms and joined the example of De Fan.

“May they reunite in the next life.”

* * *

It was a mad rush to get back to the barracks and prepare for the morning assembly. We had a scarce chance to grab a few bowlfuls of plain congee from the mess hall before being corralled with the other brown robes and pushed towards the courtyard.

“Maintain formation! Especially you new lot!” Yun Jen shouted as he led us in rank and file into the courtyard. It was deathly quiet, save for the shuffling of feet across the cobblestones. When we finally seemed to consolidate, I gauged there had to be at least a thousand Brown Robes including our small cohort that had just arrived.

I recognized none of the others of course, save that a good proportion of them, more than half in fact, were Sullied. The same race as Threja and Jakra. The gray-skinned giants looked completely at ease here, like perhaps they had come from a heavy world like this one. Which probably made sense. The rest of the Brown Robes were a mix of varying races-, a veritable cross section of the empire, considering each one of us were natives from our home worlds.

The White Robes filed in next, their number perhaps half that of the Brown Robes, again dominated by Sullied. Their ranks were neater, their footsteps in unison sounding like a march compared to how we brown robes had shuffled in.

Their leader, a black robe, stood at the front the same way Yun Jen stood in front of us.

A few more minutes passed and a contingent of Black Robes about a hundred strong filed in. Their discipline was even more noteworthy and at their head was a Black Robe with a jade trim, like Yora. Once they had filed in, Yora herself then appeared taking a position at the head of the assembly.

A gong then sounded and the music of the imperial anthem began to play.

I mouthed the words as per normal and the sound of over a thousand voices filled the courtyard, our praises singing the glory of his imperial majesty, the great Soul Emperor Yin Yee. When the anthem ended, a man in black robes with purple and gold trim entered the courtyard from the back, inspecting each set of robes as he made his way slowly to the front.

Hushed whispers went through the group of Brown Robes.

There was no question as to who the man was.

This was the academy president—the High Marshal Tzu Li Zen.

As he passed by our platoon, I caught a glimpse of his face. It was hardened with a stone-cold grimace, filled with scars, including one that cut straight across his left eye. His hair was long and white and plaited in a single braid. His beard was trimmed short and dyed red, in contrast to his hair but matched his olive-skinned complexion. He was Dharmian, the same race as the Dong family’s barrister, Lui Wi, but aside from the slightly pointed ears, dyed beards and looking slightly Middle Eastern, there was nothing similar about the two.

Unlike the mousey barrister, Tzu Li Zen had the body of a seasoned warrior, his near seven-foot height accompanied by a thick muscular build that could rival my own. He paused for a moment as he reached our row full of the new cohorts and studying us for a moment, took note before moving on.

He repeated this several times, almost as if memorizing the faces he saw and in which row he saw them. By the time he reached the front of the courtyard to join Yora, nearly ten minutes had passed in dead silence. He stood at the head of the assembly with his hands behind his back and then lifted his voice, loud enough for all to hear.

“For our new arrivals, I welcome you to Du Gok Bhong,” he said. “And for those of you who were once gray robes, I congratulate you on your first ascension within the academy. My name is Tzu Li Zen, High Marshal and president of the Imperial Legionnaire Academy. Your first lesson is to understand that the world outside these walls no longer exists. Not to you. Here, there is no sect, nor clan, nor prisoner, nor freed. Only the color of your robes defines you and only you define the color of your robes. Work hard and you will advance.”

He paused a moment to let the last part sink in perhaps.

“There are many rumors of what transpires at this academy,” he continued. “Rumors because only those who are Tributes are truly privileged to know what happens within these walls. Like it or not, there are only two ways that you now leave this facility. Either ascension through the ranks or death.

“For over 5,000 years this institution has withstood the test of time and has prepared those who will defend the empire against the scourge of the demonic realms. Those who prepare and sacrifice are now you. You, as tributes, as representatives of your various planets, you alone are what stands between the glory of civilization and cultivation and the dark forces of chaos and destruction that seek to invade our worlds. Count yourselves worthy to be numbered amongst the few to be bestowed such an honor as this.”

The High Marshal then nodded to Yora and she turned to the side and waved her hand in a beckoning motion. Six tributes in black robes came forward, some of them limping with one clearly missing a leg and another an arm. They stood in a line before the High Marshal and they bowed to him.

“Tributes,” Tzu Li Zen said. “As is our custom, on every second week, we hold this assembly to not only welcome our new cohorts, but to welcome home those who have served their final tours as fully blooded Legionnaires. Legionnaires of the 2nd Deployment of the 5,073rd campaign, give report!”

The legionnaire at the front, a woman with short red hair, bowed deeply before the High Marshal. “High Marshal, the 2nd Deployment gives this report of our endeavors on the Hell World of I’zoth N’hin. One gate destroyed and another severely damaged, with 12,925 taels of aetherite crystal recovered.”

“Well done, 2nd Deployment,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Assembly! Congratulate them on their success!”

A measured round of applause was given and a couple of the legionnaires looked ready to break down into tears. Their discipline kept them on their feet however and the High Marshal then stepped forward to acknowledge each of them while Yora placed a jade ribbon about their necks.

“These who have survived the unspeakable trials of the Hell Worlds, stand before you now as full-blooded, Jade Legionnaires. High-ranking citizens of the empire and freed men and women once again. To each of you I grant your Phalanx and freedom. Your service to the empire is complete.”

More Black Robes stepped forward, two for each of the new legionnaires. Most were Sullied and all of them had a shiny new Phalanx Glaive strapped to their backs. As the new legionnaires joined with them, they stood to the side and more than half of them began weeping openly now. I couldn’t tell if it was joy or relief they felt or perhaps some combination of both, but then I sensed something familiar.

Dark Frenzy…

They reeked of it.

Not that they were producing tons of it, mind you, but like they were covered in it. Like dog shit someone had stepped in a while back and everyone was just now smelling it.

Or at least I was.

But it was more than just that. I sensed fear. These people had seen what I had seen. Glimpsed the unknown secrets of the Stars. Who knew what that had done to their psyches? Or if they even had defenses at all.

“May the 3rd Deployment step forward,” Tzu Li Zen said and twenty Tributes from the front row advanced a step. “Assembly, hail the 3rd Deployment of the 5073rd Campaign. Give them your praise, respect and honor!”

Everyone in the assembly then thrusted their right fist into the air and we all looked about bewildered before being compelled to do the same. The assembly then began shouting all as one.

“To those who now face the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars, we the assembly of Tributes salute you! May we too one day tread the path of death and sacrifice ourselves for the glory of the Empire. Go a mortal and return a god!”

The affirmation was powerful, filled with conviction. The twenty Black Robes then bowed to the High Marshal and the assembly was dismissed. As the ranks began to peel away, Yun Jen quickly stopped us from doing the same.

“You new cohorts stay put,” he said. “As promised, you will have the honor of being addressed by the High Marshal directly.”

I wasn’t a big fan of pomp and circumstance, but somehow the thought of being addressed by the High Marshal excited me. Like with Threja, maybe it was the fact that I had genuine respect for someone who had faced the Hell Worlds five times over and still had his shit together to tell about it.

Yun Jen warned us to stay firmly at attention and to speak only when spoken to. A half dozen Black Robes suddenly joined us as well. Before I could fathom as to why, the High Marshal arrived, followed closely by Yora.

“Once again I welcome you,” he said. “You will note that while you all stand before me as new Tributes, you are not equal in status. You who have come as volunteers have already been tested as Gold Bracket contenders. Your training will thus consist of rigors that will take you beyond your mortal limits and prepare you for becoming a legionnaire.”

I glanced across at the six people I should have been counted with.

But fate was fate.

At least Lo Ren and Chu Ren were now alive because of the choices I’d made.

“You who have come as prisoners, remember you are prisoners no more. By arriving here alive, your debt to the empire is now paid as a Tribute. Your path may even take you to as high as these Black Robes next to you or even higher. Your ability to cross the wastes has proven you have the potential to do that.”

He then cleared his throat and then addressed both groups as a whole.

“There are things you should know of this world. Things you will have already experienced. It is a heavy world, both in gravity and Qi density. Things here may be far stronger than you may be accustomed to on your home worlds. Be certain to consult an upperclassman if you encounter something you are not familiar with. Secondly you will notice that while the Qi here is dense, there is little of it. Cultivating on this world is futile.”

That got a few murmurs, not that I cared.

I couldn’t sense the shit anyway.

“Thousands of years ago, this planet was once thriving with the life essence of Qi. There were vast cities with millions of cultivators. But on the appearance of the Bloodmoon, the demons of the Cursed Stars invaded this world and destroyed it, consuming all life and corrupting it. What you see in the wastelands is the future of all worlds if our task is not met.”

Holy shit… I thought. Was the Earth destined to turn into a hell hole like this?

“Advancement on this world is still possible however, and in fact essential for you to gain strength. Shipments of staples from the core worlds also come with pills and elixirs of concentrated Qi. Moreover, as second and third-year Tributes, part of your duties will be to harvest the cores of monsters and spirit beasts so that our own alchemists can make elixirs and pills to advance. Contests are held weekly to determine who is most worthy within your cohort of advancement and will receive pills and elixirs as rewards. Work hard at your duties and you will advance swiftly.” He then smiled at us. “Even as Brown Robes.”

I chuckled inwardly.

This didn’t sound too bad at all.

It was like everything I was used to doing back home, only on hard mode, I supposed.

“Advancement exams between robes are held every two weeks,” Yora said. “Some of you I know may have abilities that far exceed your present station. But be sure to equip yourself fully before attempting. The exams are not easy and will test your limits.”

“I wish you well on your journeys,” Tzu Li Zen said with a final bow and we all returned it deeply. “Good luck.”

A murmur of excitement erupted through the ranks as Yora and the High Marshal departed. But Yun Jen quickly silenced us with a shout.

“Hey! Listen up!” he said. “Martial advancement is for White and Black Robes. If you want to get to that stage, you need to perform your Brown Robe duties to my satisfaction first. We are the core of Du Gok Bhong. We provide the services all the others depend on. While we have our staples transported from the core world, all of the fresh food you have enjoyed thus far is grown by our hands. Cleaning and cooking also fall to us. So if you have skills. Let them be known now.”

“I can cook!” Someone shot their hand into the air.

“Me as well!” Two more joined him.

“My brother and I are farmers!” Chu Ren said.

“I’m a smith!”

Yun Jen began separating us into groups and directing people to their work places until all that was left was myself, Blue Rose, and that annoying bastard whose name I still hadn’t learned. Yun Jen stood before us frowning.

“So you three are all good for nothing then? What can you do?”

“I’m a soldier,” the cocky bastard said. “I don’t belong in these robes.”

Yun Jen harrumphed. “That’s yet to be seen. What’s your name?”

“Ho Chin,” he said. “I was a general before this.”

Yun Jen raised his brows. “Well, that’s quite impressive. A general, huh?”

I squinted at the guy. He was clearly full of shit. “What kind of general says it’s every man for himself on a battlefield?”

He glared at me, perhaps shocked that I’d remembered exactly what he’d said. “You don’t know shit about me, Iron Bitch!”

My anger flared and I snatched him by the collar with [Fear the Flame]. “Hey, I’m not stuck in here with you, you know? You’re stuck in here with me…”

It was a borrowed line from one of Kelsey’s comics, but damn it if it didn’t fit perfectly right now. I cycled my Frenzy with [Devil’s Shadow] to let him feel the full strength of my core.

Fear welled up in Ho Chin and some came from Blue Rose as well.

Yun Jen however remained nonplussed. “Alright, enough of that. I can tell you’re all killers so there’s probably only one place for you. You’re all working the abattoir. Follow me.”

I shoved Ho Chin away and resisted the urge to kick him in the ass as we followed after Yun Jen. We travelled across the fields where the stench of pig and chicken shit hit us long before we saw the pens holding the animals.

“Feed is in there,” Yun Jen said, pointing to a barn close by. “Haul the manure to the fields for the farmers.”

“What?” Blue Rose said. “I thought we were here to kill the animals.”

“When it’s needed,” Yun Jen said. “Until that time, you have to take care of them. And since you seem the most level-headed of you three, you’re in charge for the first day.”

“Me?” she said.

“Cleaned, fed, and watered by sundown,” Yun Jen said as he walked away. “Do a good job and you may earn yourself a pill.”

Her eyes narrowed with hunger and conviction.

“Both of you! Move your asses! Let’s go!”

A huge shouting match then broke out between Blue Rose and Ho Chin.

All I could do was sigh.

Two weeks until I can pass an exam to get to the next rank.

And not a moment too soon, I thought.

Until then, it was back to the shitty life of being a low-rank sect member indeed.


CHAPTER 15


DEAR FIA,

HI! It’s me! Max! I’m writing to you now! I tried to write to you before but I was really tired and ended up just passing out. So I’m trying again. I know it’s been a few weeks but I’ve been really busy. There have been many curve balls thrown my way.

The first one came when I ended up killing some pervert dude on the way here. They busted me down to a prisoner Tribute for that, but it was well worth it.

That guy was a sick asshole who needed to die!!!!

Anyway, when we got to the planet it was this whole run through the desert gauntlet kind of thing, with giant monsters and shit. Like tons of people died right off the bat. I rescued this family though. Both the mom and dad ended up dying unfortunately, but I swore to protect their kids. The dad sacrificed himself to save us all.

He really went out like a champ.

[RIP] Kou Ren!!

Anyway, I’m a Brown Robe now, which means I’m like the shit-tier rank of tributes. I have to clean pig stables and stuff until I can pass an exam to go up a rank in about a week’s time. Wish me luck! I also made some friends. Well not friends really, more like [FRENEMIES]. Sorry for the Terran word, can’t think of the word in Yee. This guy Ho Chin keeps bitching about everything. Total asshole. I’m totally going to kick his ass one day. Stupid clown. And then this chick Blue Rose is here. She’s okay-ish. Has this major chip on her shoulder. I really can’t figure her out yet.

They both make the work super hard, always fighting and crap. We get rewarded with cultivation pills if we do a good job. So far, under Blue Rose’s leadership, we haven’t earned any. But that’s fine with me. I’m finding plenty to cultivate from just by pushing Ho Chin’s buttons.

Lo Ren and Chu Ren seem to be doing okay though. Chu Ren earned himself a pill already, but they’re both farmers after all and they are working the fields, so it probably makes sense. Oh! They are the kids of the people that died. I forgot to mention their names before. Anyway as you can see from all this there have been a lot of curve balls thrown my way.

But I say it all for a reason.

Because the biggest curve ball of them all was YOU!

Not gonna lie.

I was super pissed at you, but guess what, I’m gonna catch that curve ball.

You wait and see.

No [SPOILERS] though.

Ok I got to go shovel more pigshit.

Love you!!

Max

Fia waited pensively as she watched Yu Li read the letter before her. She had read it at least three times herself but still could not discern the meaning of half of it. There were words written in strange Terran characters and some phrases she simply couldn’t understand at all.

“Well?” Fia asked. “Do you know what he means by a ‘curved’ ‘ball’?”

Max had called her that. A curved ball. But she had no idea if that was good or bad.

Did it mean he was still vexed at her?

Did he hate her?

Did he forgive her?

Yu Li shook her head. “No one should ever trust this guy with a pen. Come on, there’s only one hope to translate this mess.”

Yu Li led the way out of her lower floor apartment where Fia had come to find her and then immediately made a path towards the training area at the back of the square. It was still early morning and the food vendors were in full swing, cooking delicious-smelling concoctions in their woks.

Unfortunately for Fia, she had no appetite to speak of, her soul and stomach both tied in knots. They reached the small practice area that Max had constructed and found Gui Zu, Zu Tien, and Kel Zhi all engaged in a high-paced sparring session.

Gui Zu and Zu Tien were teaming up on Kel Zhi in a two on one, but the blonde-haired girl was fending them off with the same axe techniques Fia herself had come to memorize from sparring with Max. Her form was still wild and crude as Max’s was, but she had talent. In the last few weeks, she had demonstrated herself as stronger than both Gui Zu and Zu Tien combined.

“Kel Zhi!” Yu Li called to her. “We need your help.”

“Yes quickly!” Fia added.

That got her to withdraw from the sparring session with a bow.

“You guys can keep going,” Kel Zhi said to Gui Zu and Zu Tien as she trotted over. “I’ll join back in a sec!”

Fia bowed to her as she arrived. “Thank you, Kel Zhi. I apologize for the interruption.”

“What’s up?” she said wiping sweat from her brow with her forearm.

Kel Zhi was dressed in her normal robes, which was to say, not quite normal at all. She barely wore anything—preferring a loose-fitting top that left her mid-section exposed and a loin cloth below. It was leaving her body dangerously exposed to injury, which was by design, Fia imagined. With the growing mosaic of scars on her skin she was beginning to resemble Max in many ways.

“Kel Zhi, your brother has written to me,” Fia said. “But neither I nor Yu Li can make sense of what he has written. There are Terran words and phrases we just don’t understand, can you help us?”

Kel Zhi shrugged her sizable shoulders. “Sure, I’ll try, but my reading of Yee isn’t the greatest you know?”

“You should be fine,” Yu Li said. “Max doesn’t use very complicated words.”

Yu Li handed her the letter and Fia waited pensively again.

Kel Zhi’s eyes went up and down the letter and then wide as she let out a laugh. “Holy shit, you’re right! This thing reads like a damn five-year-old wrote it! And he’s writing like he’s texting you on a phone or something.”

“Like he’s doing what?” Fia asked.

She shook her head. “Nevermind. Let me keep reading.”

Fia watched Kel Zhi’s facial expressions closely as they shifted between amusement, confusion, and then outright disgust.

“Geeze, the way this guy’s mind works is wild,” she said. “He can’t keep a straight thought for nothing! What a freaking Chun! And what the hell kind of adventures are these?”

“Yes, but what is he saying?” Fia pleaded. “Is a curve ball bad? Is he calling me a bad ball? And is a ball not already curved? How can it be curved even more?”

“And what are these Terran words he uses?” Yu Li added, pointing them out on the letter.

“Oh, that’s Ahr Ai Pei,” she said the Terran tones phonetically. “It means rest in peace to the guy that died. And this one.” Kel Zhi pointed to the other characters. “That’s like a friend who is also an enemy. It makes more sense in our language.”

“A friend who is an enemy?” Yu Li asked. “Do you mean a friend who has betrayed you?”

“Nah… sort of like friends who hate each other secretly.”

“Oh!” Fia said, understanding now. “That sounds like most of my clan.”

Kel Zhi laughed. “Yeah, that sounds about right!”

“What of this curved ball?”

“It’s a baseball term. It means when something comes at you unexpectedly.”

“Baseball?” Yu Li asked.

“It’s a sport.”

“Is it good or bad?” Fia asked.

“Baseball?”

“No, the curved ball!”

Kel Zhi twisted her lips in thought. “Usually bad.”

Fia’s heart sunk through the floor. “Does he hate me then? Is he saying he hates me?”

“What?” Kel Zhi read the letter again. “Not really. He ends it by saying I love you. Of course, the line before that is ‘I need to go shovel more pigshit’ so who knows?”

“What’s this other one mean?” Yu Li pointed to another Terran phrase.

“Man,” Kel Zhi said. “How was he expecting you guys to understand any of this? That phrase means he wants it all to be a surprise.”

“For what to be a surprise?” Fia asked.

She shrugged. “Catching the curve ball you threw at him?”

“What does that mean?”

“I guess if I were to translate, he is basically saying he got mad at you at first for the unexpected surprise you sent him, but he is now going to deal with it with a surprise of his own.”

Fia bit her lip. “I’m not certain how to feel about this.”

“Well, he ends it with, I love you, so I’d say it’s likely positive,” Kel Zhi said.

“You think so?” Fia asked. “Are you sure?”

“The only thing I’m sure of is that Max wrote this. Only a true Chun like him could write something so confusing. But he’s got a good heart. So I’d say you’re safe.”

“What is the curve ball you threw at him?” Yu Li asked.

Fia’s face grew hot with embarrassment. “Well… ah.. I—”

“Lady Silver Light!”

Fia turned her head at the call of her name, grateful for the interruption. She saw it was Ju Gong, the doorman and former Fire Bird Sect member running towards them. He was normally a calm and passive sort of man, but now his broad face wore an expression of alarm.

“What is it, Ju Gong?”

He came to a rapid stop before them and bowed.

“Thank the heavens, you are all here,” he said, slightly out of breath. “You must all come quickly. We have visitors at the gate and Jian Yi is requesting your presence immediately.”

“Visitors?” Yu Li asked. “Who?”

“The three Bird Sisters,” Ju Gong said. “And they’ve brought an army of Enforcers with them.”

* * *

Tension knotted Fia’s stomach as she approached the main gate with Yu Li, Gui Zu, Zu Tien, and Kel Zhi by her side. Ju Gong led the way moving with hurried steps. The main gate of the Terran Sect was more a façade than anything else, as there was no means to enclose the entire block off from the rest of the city to serve as a true gate for protection.

Still, the two-story-high pillars coiled with decorative dragons topped by the tiled roof of the Paifang served to mark the entrance to the neighborhood and Fia was surprised to see that the Bird Sisters were standing just outside it to respect the boundary.

Although it was perhaps just as much due to Jian Yi’s presence as well.

The small Terran girl was dwarfed by the three Bird Sisters who stood over a foot taller than her, but she stared up at them defiantly with a lifted chin. Just behind the sisters was indeed a contingent of Enforcers and Imperial Guards some twenty or thirty strong as Ju Gong had said.

“The most honorable Lady Silver Light,” Silver Hawk said with a smile as she approached. “I heard that you were frequenting these parts regularly now.”

Fi Shen, the Lady Silver Hawk, stood out easily from her sisters, even though Fia would perhaps be the only one to notice as such. Always the boldest and most vocal of the three, she took center stage while her sisters Di Shen and Wi Shen simply faded to the backdrop. Or they did so whenever in her presence at least.

Fia put on a fake smile, reminiscent of the Terran word Max had used. “Honorable cousins, a surprise to see you so far from the imperial city.”

“It is not a personal visit,” Fi Shen said. “Our business is with This One.” She paused to gesture to Jian Yi. “The Vice Leader of the Terran Sect. Have you gathered all your people as directed?”

Jian Yi glared up at her. “Yes, as you have given instruction, Vice Warden.”

Looking behind Jian Yi, Fia saw that indeed nearly all the residents of the block were now gathered in the square. All of them wore confused expressions of worry and concern. Fia had well expected such a day would come, when Fi Shen would make her move against her, but as for what she and her sisters had planned, Fia had no idea.

“I would very much like to know what this is about,” Jian Yi said.

“I’m here to make an announcement,” Fi Shen said. She then snapped her fingers and one of her sisters, Di Shen, the Lady Silver Dove handed Jian Yi a sheet of paper.

“What is it?” Yu Li asked as they all crowded around Jian Yi as she read it.

Before she could even give an answer, Fi Shen spoke directly to the crowd.

“Native Residents of D block, listen carefully!” she shouted. “This One is the Lady Silver Hawk, Vice Warden of Jurin Province. It has come to my attention that the Native Housing District, which is designated a place of safety and refuge for those native born to this planet, has been infiltrated by alien residents from other worlds.”

Murmurs of confusion wafted through the crowd.

“What is she talking about?” Gui Zu asked.

Zu Tien shook her head. “No idea. Jian Yi?”

But the barrister was still busy studying the sheet of paper.

“I, Lady Silver Hawk…” Fi Shen continued. “…who has been charged by the Warden to preserve the safety and sanctity of the native population of this province, have come to offer you further refuge and protection from foreign interlopers who would seek to reside illegally within the boundaries of the Native Housing District.”

“Illegally?” Yu Li said.

“It is now,” Jian Yi said with a grimace as she finished reading the sheet of paper. “The warden herself just signed off on a new local ordinance. The Native Protection Act.”

“What?” Fia said.

Her heart began to race.

What have you done, Fi Shen?

“From this moment forward, all non-natives are required to apply for special permits to visit the Native Housing District for the purpose of merchant business only. Any found residing illegally will be evicted. Have ready now your special merchant permits for inspection!”

Cries of panic broke out as the Enforcers rushed into the square. They attacked the food vendors first, kicking over the woks and stalls when no documentation could be provided.

“What madness is this?!” one of them shouted. “I’ve had no time to apply for a permit!”

Chaos ensued and Fi Shen threw her head back with a cackling laugh.

Fia’s chest tightened with anger. With a burst of Qi she [Flash Stepped] directly before Fi Shen. Her older cousin blinked back in surprise, taken off guard by the display of martial skill.

“What do you think you’re doing, Fi Shen? You attack an entire district just to get back at me and my betrothed?”

Overcoming her initial shock, a leer spread across Fi Shen’s face. “Why, Lady Silver Light… would you dare to accuse This One of a crime so petty? Clearly you do not understand the mechanism of good governance. I am simply doing my job to protect the natives of this world. Which is more than I can say for you. Guard, check this one here!”

Fia stepped back as an Imperial Guard thrust an open palm towards her. “Permit!”

She looked to Jian Yi, but the barrister merely shook her head.

“There’s nothing we can do about this right now,” she said. “Just comply.”

“Comply my ass!”

The shout came from behind along with a massive burst of Qi. Fia looked over her shoulder to see Kel Zhi brandishing her axe, crouched low in a martial stance. A crackle of lightning ripped over her skin and several of the enforcers stumbled backwards as she took a massive leap forward towards the bird sisters.

“No, Kel Zhi!” Fia cried and luckily intercepted her before she could do anything else. Materializing her Jian Blade, she parried Kel Zhi’s axe and forced it to the ground.

Kel Zhi grunted and strained against her. “Just let me hit her! Just once!”

“Stop, Kel Zhi,” Fia said, finding herself struggling to maintain her Qi to keep Kel Zhi at bay. She truly was just like Max, exceptionally strong for her cultivation realm and ranking. “Listen to Jian Yi. Now is not the time to fight.”

“Not like this,” Jian Yi said, resting a hand on Kel Zhi’s shoulder.

Almost immediately, as if Jian Yi had some kind of power over her, Kel Zhi’s anger and Qi quickly faded.

“Fine,” she said, stowing her axe. “Food for the Struggler, I guess.”

Suddenly another cry rang out and everyone turned their heads to see Yu Li screaming along with Su Ling as they both tried to hold onto Gui Zu. Three Enforcers were manhandling him, pulling him away from his family.

“No!” Jian Yi cried, rushing forward. “They are bound by marriage! He is not subject to this statute!”

“Marriage does not change your place of birth,” Di Shen said, stepping forward. “I advise you to check your laws, barrister.”

Jian Yi cursed.

“They can’t do this!” Yu Li cried, as Gui Zu’s hands slipped from her grasp. “Someone do something!”

Kel Zhi’s Qi flared next to her again, but Fia quickly jumped ahead of her.

“This law is unjust, Fi Shen!” she shouted into Silver Hawk’s face. “You abuse your position!”

“You dare speak as such to a Vice Warden!” she shouted. “Arrest her!”

“What?”

Before she knew it, several Enforcers and Imperial Guards had surrounded her. One of them grabbed her by the wrist and she instinctively snatched her hand back, toppling the man over.

“She’s resisting!” Fi Shen cried. “Subdue her!”

Anger and panic rose in Fia’s heart as the Enforcers laid into her with their bamboo clubs. They were near mortals and the blows were all but painful stings, yet still she cried out, more from shock and humiliation than anything else. She fell to her knees and curled into a ball, desperate to protect the one thing that perhaps her body cultivation could not.

“I yield!” she cried. “I yield!”

“That’s enough!” Jian Yi shouted. “She has yielded.”

The blows finally stopped and a pair of Enforcers roughly pulled her to her feet.

“Take her away,” Fi Shen said. “This One is already accustomed to prison. I’m sure spending another night there will do her well as a reminder as to who is in authority here.”

Anger burned in Fia’s heart as tears blurred her eyes.

The chaos and pain around her was immeasurable.

Su Ling’s cries rang above all else, screaming for her baba as the Enforcers dragged both Gui Zu and Zu Tien away. Never would she have imagined that Fi Shen and her sisters would stoop to something so low.

But she couldn’t leave things in such disarray.

She still had power to do something.

Fia immediately dropped to her knees in a kowtow. “Please honorable Vice Warden, forgive This One for her insolence. I misspoke and apologize to you for my outburst.”

Sickness filled the pit of her stomach to make such an apology, but there was no other way. She could not afford to be detained. Not now. Not with the precious life within her, nor the injustice prevailing around her.

She would need to be free to fight against it.

“Merciful Vice Warden,” Jian Yi said, stepping next to her. “This One, the Lady Silver Light, has apologized, which, in my learned opinion, would be the consequence leveled against her by a magistrate in such a small matter if it were to go to court. I thus urge you to please allow this to satisfy you and avoid her arrest.”

Fi Shen smirked as she stood over her. “Look up at me.”

Fia did so and her insides curled with disgust.

“This barrister has moved me to have pity on you, Lady Silver Light,” Fi Shen said. “I will not have you arrested, but your open display of disrespect, deserves an open response in return.” Her hand then flew, and a resounding smack filled the air as Fi Shen struck her hard across the face. The crowd silenced and Fia’s cheek grew hot with pain as humiliation, shock and embarrassment filled her soul.

Fi Shen then continued to leer down at her, bending at the waist to whisper in her ear. “Let that be a reminder to you, little Fia, that we are no longer equals. Refer to me by my personal name again and you will regret it.” She then looked to the side at the bawling Su Ling. “And count yourself lucky that I only enacted the first statute of my reform. The next will be to ensure that native races of this planet remain pure and unsoiled by foreign seed.” She grinned like a devil. “That little one over there for example, would present an abomination under the law. As would your own children. If you decide to have any with your betrothed.”

Her heart froze.

All she could think of was little Su Ling and the unborn child within her.

“We will see when my betrothed returns,” Fia said defiantly. “You may have a new boss then.”

Fi Shen let out a cackle. “If he returns.”

Fia bit her lip, restraining herself from saying anything else.

“Tread carefully, little cousin,” Fi Shen said. “We shall be watching you closely.”

Fi Shen then stood upright to address the crowd.

“Enforcers and Guards, see to this quickly,” she said. “We depart now for the next district.”

As Fi Shen and her sisters withdrew, Yu Li, Kel Zhi, and Jian Yi quickly rushed to Fia’s side.

“Are you alright?” Yu Li asked.

“I’m fine,” Fia said, standing with their help.

“Damn it! I want to face stomp those bitches so bad!” Kel Zhi growled and pulsed with Qi once more. “How do we fight this, Jian Yi? Who do I need to beat in the ring to overturn this stupid law?”

“It’s not so simple,” Jian Yi said. “This is not simply a disagreement under the law. It is the law itself. I will need to appeal first to the Warden and then to the princess beyond that.”

“Holy shit,” Kel Zhi said. “That don’t sound good.”

“What about Gui Zu?” Yu Li said as she struggled to console Su Ling who was still crying in her arms. “Where will he stay? And Zu Tien and Ju Gong.”

In the distance, Fia could see the group of them, no less than a dozen or so people being herded away by the Enforcers to who knew where. The heat of that slap across her face was still lingering, but it was a small price to pay for what it allowed her to do next.

“I have a plan,” Fia said. “They will stay with me in the imperial city.”

“But how?” Yu Li asked. “They are not B-class citizens.”

“They won’t need to be if they are my servants,” Fia said. “I will sponsor each of them to grant them a license and permission to reside.”

Yu Li’s eyes melted with tears. “Really? Thank you, Fia!”

“I will see if I can apply for you and Su Ling as well,” she said. “I know my mother would not be able to stand not seeing little Su Ling for even a day.”

“Your family can accommodate so many?” Jian Yi asked.

A shiver of discomfort ran through her soul.

“I have not asked them yet, but I simply won’t give them a choice.” Fia could already hear her father’s yells of disagreement but there was no other way right now. “They will understand…in time.”

“I’ll postpone my trip back to the wild,” Kel Zhi said. “Looks like I’ll be needed to be the main Warden of the Sect now.”

“That you will,” Jian Yi said. “Thank you, Kel Zhi.”

“You there!” one of the Imperial Guards shouted at her. “You need to get moving. No foreigners!”

Fia grimaced. “Looks like I’ll need to go for now. Have faith. These Shen sisters will not get the better of us. We’ll find a way.”

“And if not?” Jian Yi asked. “An appeal to the princess is not as easy as it sounds.”

Fia frowned.

“Then we only need suffer until Max’s return,” she said, conviction filling her heart. “He will return and he will put everything right.”


CHAPTER 16


I DUMPED MY last wheelbarrow full of pig shit into the field while the bastard Ho Chin looked on with a laugh. He’d been designated as supervisor for the day, but he’d spent most of it doing nothing but hurl insults at Blue Rose and I as we did all the work.

“This would go a lot faster if you helped, asshole!” I shouted at him as Blue Rose dumped her own wheelbarrow full of shit next to mine.

“I’ve got to save my strength for the exam this afternoon,” he said. “You two may want to think about giving it a pass this week if you are too tired.”

He then laughed again, the son of a bitch.

The exam day had finally arrived, but like most things in this place, nothing stopped for the odd event or occasion. Or so I was learning. Exam days came and went, but duties and responsibilities were constant. Even when a few more Tributes had succumbed to the dense gravity of their planet and died in their sleep, their burials were short and swift and tucked in between morning duties and breakfast.

Today was no different, I supposed.

We’d had our duty time shortened to only the morning with the exam scheduled in the afternoon. And it was about damn time. For the last two weeks I’d been busting my ass cleaning the stables on a daily basis. It wasn’t hard work necessarily, especially for a High-Tier Core Realm cultivator like I was now, but the amount of work for just three people was a lot. Or more like two people as it tended to be most days. Whenever Blue Rose or Ho Chin was put in charge, they took the idea of supervisor literally and did little except bark orders while doing nothing.

When it was my turn, I kicked in with them to get the work done much faster and we earned ourselves a cultivation pill each for finishing ahead of schedule as a team. You’d think with an example like that it would change things, but when it was Ho Chin’s and Blue Rose’s turns to supervise again, they chose to sit and cultivate the pills earned on my watch instead of working together to earn more.

They were two idiots locked in competition with one another, no doubt seeing cultivating as a means to get ahead. As for me, I got plenty of cultivating done loathing the two while getting a good workout shoveling shit in high Gs. As for the two pills I had earned, I gave one each to Lo Ren and Chu Ren.

The brothers were overjoyed and thanked me profusely for the gifts, but I was shocked when Chu Ren handed his to Lo Ren.

“It is better that he have it,” Chu Ren had said. “I’ve done some thinking and I believe this life is one I could settle for out here. I may never leave these fields, but I will never have to face death again either.”

His words had shocked me, but I suppose after two weeks the reality of loss had settled in for him. He would indeed be literally trapped here, with no way to advance or leave. Perhaps he would become a lifer Brown Robe like De Fan. Lo Ren, however, the more ambitious of the two, had a much different response.

“I’ll take as many as you wish to give me, Master Iron Bull. I want to be as strong as you one day.”

Master Yun Jen finally arrived in his white robes and called us in from the stables.

“It’s time,” he said. “You have half an hour to prepare. Change, collect your weapons and be at the edge of the southern barrier before time or you will be disqualified from the exam.”

That got us all cracking. I used a shot of Frenzy to get myself back to the barracks as quickly as possible. I skipped the cleanup and grabbed both my weapons, and then slung a satchel filled with two water canteens and a canister of dried fish and rice across my back.

I shoveled down another quick meal of rice and soup from the mess hall before making my way to the examination area. I was shocked to see almost the full contingent of Brown Robes gathered at the edge of the barrier just behind the signal towers.

The sea of Tributes parted as I made my way towards the front where I found Blue Rose and Ho Chin already waiting there. Ho Chin had armed himself with a steel club as long as he was tall and Blue Rose I could see had tucked a pair of daggers into her waistband.

Joining us were perhaps a dozen more Brown Robes from other cohorts, people I recognized only by face that I’d seen in the mess hall at times but not by name. An anxiety built in my gut with the anticipation of the start.

I’d already been told that the exam was another run out into the wild, but aside from that each exam was different. There was some surprise element added each time so that past participants couldn’t give others an unfair advantage.

The [Odds were Against Me] a bit in that regard.

Not much Frenzy spewed from the technique, but that was understandable.

I cultivated it anyway, storing the Frenzy within my Dantian for what I envisioned would be a grueling afternoon. The sun was already dead center overhead, burning high from a cloudless desert sky and the heat joining it caused a rivulet of sweat to run down my back. I wasn’t sure if the barrier also lessened the heat from the sun’s rays but I assumed it did, else nothing would grow, I supposed.

Chief Instructor Yora finally arrived, riding atop a skiff along with Yun Jen.

It pulled to a hover before us and Yora raised her voice to address the assembly.

“I will now explain the conditions of the examination,” she shouted and then held what looked like a set of dog tags in her hand for us all to see. “Each participant is required to retrieve an emblem such as this from a point out in the wilderness. It will be roughly the distance that you travelled to get here on your first day. That means you will be travelling twice the distance you did before, but in less time. If there are any of you who feel unready or incapable of performing such a feat, I give you a last chance to opt out now. There is no shame in it. You should only attempt an exam if you feel confident in your strength.”

She paused and waited. I sensed a wave of fear pass through the ranks and one tribute, a smallish guy with long hair, decided to take a step back.

“Very well,” Yora continued. “Whoever returns first will receive a bonus of a high-tier elixir compatible with their cultivation base. Second will receive a mid-tier elixir and third a low-tier elixir. Additionally, if all emblems are returned, the entire contingent will be rewarded with a cultivation pill each. And finally, there will be a special award given to a single competitor based on their performance overall. For those who can wind walk or possess aerial movement, you will have a clear advantage. For those who cannot, you will need to avoid or battle through the predators in the region. You have until the Bloodmoon rises to return safely. Beyond that point and you will be assumed dead. Commence!”

At the shout of the word, Blue Rose took off in a sprint, blinking forward in bursts of Qi like she was using Fia’s [Flash Step] technique. Three other Tributes took directly to the sky, streaming forward like superheroes in gusts of radiant Qi or flying on their swords while the rest of us were left to pound the ground the old-fashioned way. There were plenty of people moving faster than me, including Ho Chin but I didn’t mind. This was a marathon, similar to my trips back and forth from the city to the wild. But the terrain was much smoother and without having to lug three people, it would technically be a breeze.

Still there was the wildlife to worry about and I’d need to move much faster than normal to not get snared by a Takrid. I gained some distance from the eight or so Tributes keeping pace with me, separating from them.

In my solitude, I cycled my Frenzy and manifested [Mark of the Beast]. My limbs popped and grew, my teeth lengthening into fangs. I quadrupled my speed and the ground beneath me began to be eaten up like I was in a sports car.

After an hour, I passed by one of the Tributes who had taken flight earlier, who was seemingly taking a break or had perhaps run out of gas. He was trotting at barely mortal pace and I blew by him like he was standing still. About a minute later a cry rang out and I looked behind me to see a mushroom cloud of desert sand erupting as a Takrid emerged from a hole. He leapt to the air again and then overtook me in a burst of Qi.

I kept my pace, burning a steady stream of solid Frenzy to both combat the added gravity as well as maintain my speed. Twenty minutes later I passed the same guy again who gave me a dirty look as I waved.

We played leapfrog for another hour or so, until in the distance I saw what looked like the checkpoint for the race. A flag was flying high in the air and as I got closer, I saw it was erected at the edge of a large pit. The pit was fifty feet wide, about the same dimension deep and lined completely with metal as if someone had buried an enormous steel pot in the desert sand. The reason for the lining became obvious when I saw no less than twenty Takrids milling about at the bottom. In the center of the pot was a small metal post where the emblems dangled like key chains on a stand.

“So… this is the challenge?” a voice said.

I turned about to see the same guy I’d been playing leapfrog with touch down on the ground next to me. He was short with a bald head and clean shaven, olive skinned, almost red and looked to be in his forties. He folded his arms as he looked down at the Takrids and then spit into the pit.

“It’d be a waste of time trying to fight all those things,” he said. “Better to just swoop in and out, I say.”

“Nice if you have the option,” I said with a smirk.

“I’m surprised you can’t fly. You were strong enough to get here first. Or are you all body mastery and nothing else?”

First? I hadn’t realized it, but I supposed I had arrived first. I wondered if I didn’t overdo it a bit getting here, but I still had plenty of solid Frenzy left in the tank to get back.

“If we kill all these things, we’ll make it easier for everyone,” I said.

“True,” a new voice said.

We both turned to see Blue Rose standing in between us.

“We do get a bonus cultivation pill if everyone returns with an emblem,” she said.

I was surprised to see her. She looked a little sweaty, but aside from that she seemed none the worse for wear.

“When did you get here?” I asked.

“I’ve been here, Bull Man,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “Been waiting for nearly ten minutes for more people to show up, like the two of you.”

The bald guy chuckled. “Guess you weren’t first after all... Bull Man was it?”

“It’s Iron Bull,” I said. “And your name?”

“You can call me Taj Qui,” he said. “And you, girl?”

“I’m no girl.” She sneered at him. “My name is Blue Rose. Now listen. I have a plan.”

“What plan?” Taj Qui said.

“You two draw their attention to one side. I can slip in and out of there with the emblems if you do.”

“You can?” he said.

Blue Rose performed a quick martial gesture with her hands and she suddenly disappeared in a burst of Qi. A split second later she appeared on the far side of the pit with a smirk on her face.

“Make the distraction and I’ll get the emblems.”

Taj Qui looked to me as if to petition my opinion.

I didn’t really have one.

Taj Qui shrugged. “I suppose it would be faster and safer than trying to kill all those things. Just fighting one of them is bad enough, much less a score of them down in that pit.”

“That’s why this is part of the exam,” Blue Rose said. “This is an academy. They want us to use our brains to solve problems not just our skills. We’re obviously not supposed to kill all those things.”

It personally didn’t matter to me. I was always up for an axe fight in close quarters, but I supposed her plan would be faster.

“All right,” I said. “Let’s see if this works.”

I banged on the side of the pit with my axe and the sound resonated like a bell. The Takrids reacted immediately, raising their heads up at me and chittering with their jaws. Taj Qui joined in by slamming the steel with the base of his jian blade. The things started to grow more agitated, but seemed more confused than anything else. Some of them even began digging into the metal of the floor, trying to either escape or instinctively burrow into the ground to seek the source of the vibration.

“Try harder!” Blue Rose shouted.

“I’ll help!” a new voice said as another ‘fly guy’ touched down from the air and began banging the side of the steel pit with a set of claws like Zu Tien used. A few more minutes passed to no avail and a few more tributes showed up, panting and sweating more than the rest of us that were already here.

“What’s going on?” one of them asked.

“Can’t you see?” Blue Rose said testily. “Join in and help!”

The banging turned into a cacophony of clamor and clatter as more Tributes joined, but for the Takrids all it seemed to be doing was causing confusion. They milled around in circles even more agitated, digging futilely at the floor.

Ah to hell with this, I thought.

I knew how these things sensed the world and enticing them with sound alone wasn’t going to do it. I leapt from the side of the pit, drawing huge gasps of shock from everyone above. I fell halfway and then hacked into the side of the pit with a massive chop of my axe. The blade buried itself deep into the steel and I hung by the shaft above the Takrids like a worm on a hook.

The live bait did the trick and Takrids shifted to one side of the pit to swarm underneath me. They hissed and clattered their chitinous jaws, literally crawling atop one another like crabs in a bucket, trying to reach me.

This was probably as good a shot as we’d get.

“Go now!” I shouted.

Blue Rose didn’t waste any time.

She did her hand shuffling thing and in a burst of Qi popped down into the bottom of the pit. She dashed forward to the post in the middle of the floor, some thirty feet behind the swarming hill of Takrids squirming beneath me. She snatched something from the post and then with another set of hand gestures reappeared back at the top of the pit.

Blue Rose threw one of the emblems about her neck and it was then that I realized that she had only taken one.

“Sorry, boys,” she said with a grin. “But first place is a High-Tier Elixir. No way am I passing on that. You’ll all figure it out, I’m sure. Good luck.”

Son of a…

With that she sprinted away and disappeared in a burst of Qi.

My Flame roared.

That little bitch!

“Wait!” someone shouted after her. “Don’t we all get a reward if we return them all together?”

But Blue Rose was already long gone.

“Forget together!” Taj Qui shouted and flew down into the pit with a gust of Qi.

Two more fly boys quickly picked up on the idea and flew down with him. Each of them quickly snatched an emblem from the pole and then flew out again, heading off in the direction of the prison.

“Bastards!” one of the Tributes shouted, throwing a stone at Taj Qui. “You wouldn’t even get all of them out of the pit for us at least!”

Taj Qui laughed back at him. “Learn to fly, assholes. You probably won’t make it as a Legionnaire anyway if you can’t at least do this!”

“Son of a bitch!” I cursed as a rage lit within my soul.

This was the cultivator society mentality that I hated the most.

Screw working together. Every man for himself and if you can dick someone over in the meantime, all the better. I seethed inwardly at Blue Rose. I still didn’t know her very well, but her personality was starting to spell asshole with a capital A.

Frenzy poured from my Flame and I channeled it through my meridians to engage [Mark of the Giant]. There was only one way we were all getting out of this exam and that would be by brute force alone.

And honestly, the way I was feeling now.

That was just fine with me.

I released the axe with a mighty warcry and reached for the handle of my Phalanx Glaive instead. I spun with a downward chop, unleashing an enormous bolt of blue lightning from the sky.

“[Lightning Splits the Towering Oak]!”

My blade exploded with crackles of blue energy as the huge mound of Takrids was decimated by my killing blow. Pincers, claws, and thoraxes popped as my glaive cleaved straight through the massive pile of insects and hit the bottom of the pit with a resounding clang!

I wasn’t sure how many of them I’d killed and I didn’t care. My [Bloodlust] kicking in was confirmation enough that I was making some headway. I used the additional Frenzy to fortify my body with [Steel Skin] and [Steel Core] as I tore into the scattering Takrids with abandon.

Claws and pincers raked my skin, drawing blood to add to my [Lust for Battle].

I cleaved into another Takrid, chopping its head in two before it could even reach me. Two that were chasing after it tumbled over the body of their dead brethren and I used the opportunity to get two good swings into one of them. I had to admit, fighting these things after only two weeks of being on planet and cultivating in the harsh gravity had done wonders for my strength and resilience overall.

The things were still strong as hell, but I downgraded them to perhaps being high-tier C-class monsters in my mind right now. Still, there were a lot of them, close to two dozen and the [Odds were still Against Me] indeed!

I used the new fountain of Frenzy to bolster my defenses with [Steel Lightning] as a pair of Takrids attacked me from opposite sides. One of them bit into my shoulder, and another stabbed me in the leg with its claws. Pain surged from both attacks, but my ablative technique did its job and blew their insect parts to pieces before they could even break the skin.

Then, almost as if their hivemind could sense the presence of a superior foe, they all seemed to link together and surged back at me en masse in a dogpile. I screamed with defiance as their spikes and pincers tore into me, threatening to rip me apart even through my [Steel Skin].

I was suddenly in over my head.

The swarm of creatures began attacking in unison, not even giving me a chance to recover as I was tossed between them like a rag doll. My mind was swimming with disorientation and pain and I partly wondered if their ooze hadn’t poisoned my bloodstream somehow.

The situation began to grow desperate as I nearly lost hold of my Glaive.

No! Enough of this shit! I thought. I wasn’t going down as some mutant mantis snack!

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

A huge detonation of Frenzy erupted from my soul and sent the creatures flying against the walls of the pit in a shockwave of blue lightning. I surged with new vigor as I landed on the ground, finally free of the mass attack. But they weren’t all dead yet. More than half were still alive, albeit now temporarily stunned by my attack.

I looked up and saw all the Tributes staring down at me with fear in their hearts.

“Get your asses down here!” I shouted at them with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “We fight these things like men! No fly boy, chicken-ass bullshit like those bitches who left. Come on! Get down here NOW!”

The power of my technique resonated with the Frenzy burning in my soul.

Almost instantly the fear in their hearts turned to lemonade and they all jumped into the pit with me while screaming battle cries. Steel sung through the air as they attacked the staggered creatures, hacking away with halberds, swords, and spears.

Their fervor encouraged my own [Bloodlust] and I went back at it, sinking my Phalanx Glaive into the nearest Takrid to separate its abdomen from its thorax. The creatures began to recover, but with our numbers and coordination we managed to stay on the offense. They kept individual creatures busy while I tore them down one by one.

I wasn’t sure how long it took, but by the time we had finished, we were all breathing hard and stinking of insect guts.

“Victory!” someone shouted and in unison we all thrust our weapons into the air.

“Victory!”

* * *

We wasted no time getting to the pole in the center of the pit and each of us claimed an emblem. They were indeed fashioned like dog tags, a cheap piece of chain and a thin flap of metal marked with the academy insignia. When everyone seemed to have gotten one, I noticed there was one left on the pole.

I looked about.

I didn’t know who these guys were, but there was one face I hadn’t seen yet.

Ho Chin.

“Where the hell is that asshole?” I muttered.

There was a chance he was still on his way, but the guy was a class-A bullshitter. If he was going to make it here and back he should have long since been here by now. I thought for a moment. I could leave it for him, if he eventually showed up, but chances were I’d probably run into him struggling to get here while on my way back.

For the team, I thought as I snatched the emblem.

At least we’d all get a reward if we handed them all in.

“Alright, you guys,” I said, once I had stowed the extra emblem in my robes. “Let’s get the hell out of this hole.”

* * *

I took a few extra minutes to rest and have some water along with a quick bite to eat, once I’d retrieved my axe and climbed out of the pit. It also gave me a chance to wait and see if Ho Chin might eventually show his slow ass up.

A couple of the Tributes bowed to me in thanks and wished me well on my journey back. Some of them even encouraged me to travel with them and said we might even have a chance to catch up to the fly boys if we left quickly, but I waved them on ahead.

I had no interest in winning or need of the elixirs if I did.

I also had plenty of fresh Frenzy in my Dantian for the trip back and being completely alone I could double manifest with [Mark of the Giant] and [Mark of the Beast] to get back in record time. I was still running [Mark of the Giant] in a casual form and I wondered if I hadn’t reached the stage to nearly leave it on permanently at this level. It would certainly be an advantage. People hadn’t taken real note of me here as yet, and with half the Tributes being Sullied, seeing a guy my size wasn’t something unusual.

I finally set off after waiting an extra thirty minutes and poured on extra speed. I figured Ho Chin had either given up and turned back early or had become Takrid food a long time ago. With my combined forms, I pushed through the desert like I was riding the wind and the slightly dimming sky overhead gave me no worry at all.

I actually used the time to reflect.

On how much I’d progressed even this short in my journey.

I had a long way to go still.

Two more weeks as a White Robe, before I could even attempt the test to be put back where I needed to be as a black-robed Tribute. I wondered what the next exam would entail or what the duties might be also.

Hopefully I wouldn’t be shoveling any more pig shi—

My thoughts cut short as a shrill cry pierced the air.

I slid to a stop, travelling some thirty feet in the process and then suddenly heard it again.

A woman’s scream…

Blue Rose?

I hastened in the direction and found myself scaling a ridge of boulders to overlook a small rocky valley on the other side. I expected to see Blue Rose, being the only female taking the exam, but what I didn’t expect was to see the monster towering over her, brandishing a club as big as it was tall, poised to bash her brains in.

A monster named Ho Chin.


CHAPTER 17


PART OF ME wanted to do absolutely nothing.

Screw that bitch and her karma.

And screw Ho Chin as well.

They could both die out here for all I cared.

Or so the Demon was telling me.

The Struggler, however, knew there would be days like this. Days when I wanted to just piss off and let it all burn to the ground. But where would my humanity be if I did something like that?

With a heavy sigh I withdrew my axe and sped down the slope of the hill.

Blue Rose and Ho Chin were still a good distance away, but even from where I was, I could see the outcomes of their scuffle. Blue Rose looked to have put up a good fight with Ho Chin bleeding from several cuts to his arms and side, no doubt carved from the dagger still held in her hand. But aside from that, Blue Rose was clearly on her last legs. Or on her ass more like it.

Blood was running down the side of her temple and one of her legs looked bent at an odd angle at the knee. Blue Rose released another cry as she hurled her dagger at Ho Chin. With an amazing display of dexterity, he deflected it with a parry that sent the weapon sailing through the air with a metallic ring!

I realized now what her first two screams had been.

One was likely when Ho Chin had caved in her leg and the other was when she had thrown her first dagger at him. But now she was weaponless and prone on the ground, and the fact that she hadn’t used her fancy ninja magic to escape said that she’d perhaps already run out of Qi a long time ago.

There was nothing left for her to do but die.

Ho Chin raised the club again and the earth beneath his feet began to crack under the pressure of his Qi.

“Don’t worry, I’m not going to ruin that pretty face of yours,” he said. “Just going to make sure you can’t fight back. I’ve been dreaming about that face.”

My stomach lurched.

I didn’t want to hear any more of his sick plans.

Pouring on the Frenzy, I leapt from fifty feet away and tucked into a roll. I screamed at the last second to draw Ho Chin’s attention and he paused mid swing to glance my way. I ploughed into him with a shoulder tackle and Ho Chin went bouncing across the rocky ground, club flying.

I looked down at Blue Rose and her eyes were wide with shock. I expected to see a look of relief to come next, but instead she gave me a scowl as anger filled her soul.

“Why are you here? I don’t need saving by you!”

I scowled right back.

“I’m not doing it for you, you ungrateful bitch!”

Ho Chin was already back on his feet and shaking with rage. “You need to mind your own damn business! This has got nothing to do with you, Bull Man! Piss off!”

I readied my axe. “You’re right. I got no reason to interfere. You’re both pieces of shit in my book. Except I got a thing against thieves, rapists, and assholes and you just happen to be all three.”

He grinned, lifting his club from the ground. “You’re just pissed off I thought about doing this before you did. You don’t need to be strong enough to pass the exam, just stronger than the dumb bitch who just burned herself out from doing it.” He let out a self-aggrandizing laugh, clearly pleased with his own genius. “Plus, you can’t tell me you haven’t wanted a piece of that sweet ass all week. Tell you what, Bull Man… we call this even and I’ll let you go first.”

A sudden spike of fear came from within Blue Rose as I looked back down at her, but her eyes remained fierce with resolve. Her heart was racing, no doubt sensing her life was truly in the balance now, depending on what I would decide.

It made me sick to my stomach to think that she would even view me in such a manner.

That I was capable of such depravity.

But then again, for all she knew, we were all just rapists and thieves in here—convict tributes itching for the next score.

Perhaps she herself was no different, considering what she’d done.

But my humanity wouldn’t allow it.

“For that…” I said as I stepped towards Ho Chin with a heavy dose of [Fear the Flame] and [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I’ll let her decide your fate when I’m through with you.”

Ho Chin let out a scoff as he lifted his massive club onto his shoulder.

“So you want it the hard way, huh?” He then swung his club through a series of martial forms, but inside I could sense the fear building up in him already. “Come on then, bullshit man! Give me what you go—!”

He never got the last word out.

I flew across the distance between us in a burst of Frenzy and landed a clean chop across his thigh. My blade cut through his leg like butter, narrowly missing the bone that would have cut it clean off. He cried out in a shriek of shock and disbelief, falling to the ground with a wail as he clutched his leg in pain.

I grimaced at him with [Indifference]. “Just as I thought. The only bullshitter here is you.”

I reached down to grab him and to my surprise, Ho Chin collected himself enough to retaliate with a wild swing of his club. I avoided it easily, but then realized he hadn’t necessarily been aiming for me. As his weapon hit the ground, the stone quickly liquified beneath my feet and I fell through it like it was quicksand. I was suddenly buried up to my chest, my arms and axe stuck in the ground as the earth instantly solidified again.

I quickly understood how this bonehead might have gotten the drop on someone as quick as Blue Rose now. Before I could even flex to try and break free, Ho Chin stumbled back to his feet and ran at me with a savage war cry.

“You bastard! Think I’m weak?” he screamed. “[Stonebreaker’s Sunder]!”

Huge chunks of rock formed on the club as he swung it at my head.

I braced myself with [Indifference] and [Steel Lightning], preparing to take the hit dead on. The combined strength of our techniques collided as he slammed me with his club and the thing shattered with a massive explosion of rocks, lightning, and steel. Ho Chin was blown back by the force of the detonation and I used the opportunity to break free from the stone prison around me with [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls].

I burst free from the ground like a Takrid and before Ho Chin could even hit the ground himself, I snatched him out of the air. I went to town on his ass with my bare fists alone, channeling my rage into solid hit after hit. He was mewling and in a bloodied pulp by the time I had finished with him.

I then dragged him over to Blue Rose.

“Here,” I said, tossing Ho Chin before her. “He’s all yours.…”

Fear swelled in Ho Chin’s heart as Blue Rose stood shakily to one leg. She then limped across the rocky terrain to retrieve one of her daggers.

“Wait!” Ho Chin said. “We can talk about this! We all get a bonus pill if we all survive, right? Think about that!”

“You clearly didn’t think about that when you were going to rape and kill me for my emblem,” she said coldly. “Go to hell, Ho Chin.”

Blue Rose didn’t so much as blink as she casually pushed her blade deep into the side of Ho Chin’s neck. He gurgled and convulsed, reaching for her hand, but with a quick motion she sliced open his throat and let him bleed out.

With a clatter, Blue Rose dropped her dagger to the ground and then fell down next to it. “Off with you, Iron Bull. You’ve given me my revenge, but I won’t accept your pity. Leave me.”

I grimaced.

The nerve of this bitch.

I go through all this trouble to save her and this is what she wants?

To stay here and die?

I had half a mind to do just that. Just leave her here.

In fact…

I got to walking. I didn’t have time to deal with some stupid girl with a chip on her shoulder.

I got all of about five steps before the Struggler began pulling at my soul.

God damn it…

I walked back to her. “Get the hell up.”

She scowled. “I told you I don’t want your pity! I deserve to die for being so weak. I couldn’t even defend myself from that pig.”

I snatched her by the collar and lifted her from the ground. “You didn’t fail because you were weak. You failed because a sick asshole got the better of you. And honestly, for what you did to all of us back at the pit, you probably damn well deserve it!”

“So leave me be then!”

“No,” I said. “You don’t get off that easy. I know you’d rather die than face the humiliation and consequences of your actions. But not today, bitch. I’m saving your sorry ass for everyone to see.”

“Hey!” Blue Rose cried as I lifted her over my shoulder. “Stop!”

I glanced up at the sky. Still plenty of time left.

“Better hold on,” I said as I repositioned her onto my back. “This is going to be a rough ride.”

* * *

Blue Rose finally stopped protesting after about twenty minutes into the run.

By that time, the silhouette of Du Gok Bhong was cresting on the horizon and well within reach. My core was still over half full, having topped some of it back up with fresh Frenzy from my short fight with Ho Chin. I cultivated what I could, strengthening my muscles while my body healed and toughened my skin.

“I do not understand you,” Blue Rose suddenly said from behind, her voice reverberating as she jostled against my back. “Why do you do this thing?”

“What thing?”

“The weak. You pity them. Save them. Why?”

It was honestly a good question.

I suppose explaining the Struggler to her wouldn’t make any sense.

“I used to be weak,” I said. “I know what it’s like to be powerless. Someone had pity on me once and lent me strength. I suppose now I return the favor when I can.”

She didn’t say anything to that.

Blue Rose was quiet for a long while afterwards, until finally she said, “Where I come from, I would be killed if I were to return to my clan after suffering such a defeat from a weakling like Ho Chin.”

“Yeah well… we’re not in Kansas anymore.”

“What?”

“Why don’t you answer me something that I don’t understand about you, Blue Rose. What made you want to screw us over like that at the pit?”

“What do you mean?”

“You left us there when we had agreed for you to grab all the tags for us.”

“You were all foolish enough to let me do it. Why should I not take advantage?”

“You honestly think like that?”

“Don’t you? Why would you purposely give yourself competition when you can have an advantage?”

I supposed her logic made sense in a jacked-up kind of way.

“So there is truly no honor amongst thieves, huh?”

“I am no thief,” she said.

“It’s just an expression. But you could have fooled me. You move like a thief.”

“I said I am no thief.”

“Maybe you’re just a cheat then. Or an assassin maybe?”

“Do not presume to know what I am, Bull Man.”

“Just calling it like I see it, Blue Rose.”

She went quiet again.

“Just because you happen to be strong, it does not mean you are right. Do you think you are better than me because you feign honor? Such honor is for fools and dead men. Knowingly giving up an advantage is idiocy.”

I chuckled. The cultivator mindset at its best.

“So winning for you was that important, huh?” I shuffled her on my back, repositioning her. “You just had to be first at any cost, even if it meant screwing everyone else over?”

“The prize was a high-tier elixir. I need to cultivate and ascend to the next realm if I am to leave this place and I don’t plan on staying here forever. I have need to be elsewhere.”

“Don’t we all…”

She scoffed. “I see how you are, Iron Bull. Working to please these fool masters. I know your story also. I spoke to those weakling brothers that you pity. You chose to be here, didn’t you?”

“Yeah and?”

“A madness must plague you. You pity the weak yet also seek death.”

“And what do you seek?”

She paused again.

“Revenge.”

“Revenge for what?”

But Blue Rose didn’t answer and refused to say anything else until we reached the beacons and the edge of the barrier. The contingent of Brown Robes was still gathered together there and erupted into applause as we crossed the finished line. I set Blue Rose down just as Chief Instructor Yora approached the both of us.

“Emblems?” she said, outstretching her hand.

I handed mine over and Blue Rose did the same. I then handed over the extra one that was meant for Ho Chin.

“For one that didn’t make it,” I said.

Yora chuckled as she looked between me and Blue Rose. “It looks as if you two nearly didn’t make it yourselves. But congratulations, you have both passed the examination.”

The assembly of Brown Robes broke into applause again.

“Participants! Assemble!” Yora shouted.

We pulled ourselves into a line, with Blue Rose balancing herself on one leg by my side.

Yun Jen then joined Yora as they began handing each of us new white robes.

“Now for the prizes,” Yora said. “First, second, and third place will each receive an elixir. Unfortunately, as all participants did not return, there is no bonus pill.”

Ah well, I thought. A small price to pay for getting rid of that scumbag.

Yora then called Taj Qui forward and awarded him with the high-tier elixir for coming first. Not surprisingly, the awards for second and third went to the other fly boys who had snatched their emblems ahead of everyone else.

“And for the final award for best performance,” Yora said. “The winner…will be decided by yourselves. Choose now between yourselves who should be given this award which will be a high-tier elixir. Speak freely now and make your choice.”

Murmurs broke out.

“It should be me!” Taj Qui said. “I won after all. Clearly, I performed the best!”

That brought on a cacophony of mocks and jeers.

“Haven’t you gotten enough?”

“Greedy bastard!”

“I’d never agree to you winning.”

“It should be me!”

“You cannot nominate yourself,” Yora said.

Taj Qui grimaced and then pointed to Blue Rose. “Her then. It was her idea that got me the win.”

Blue Rose scoffed. “I deserve nothing.” She then paused and looked up at me, the faintest hint of lemonade in her soul. “It should be him. The Iron Bull.”

“Yes, the Iron Bull!” one of the guys from the pit shouted. “He jumped in first!”

“True. The Iron Bull!”

“We wouldn’t have gotten through without him.”

I smiled and gave them a bow of thanks, even though I didn’t need the reward. The lemonade they produced was reward enough. I cultivated it and stored it swiftly within my Dantian. I then looked down at Blue Rose and gave her a smile.

She turned her head as if annoyed.

“It seems this is yours.,” Yora said, presenting me the elixir. “Well done, Iron Bull.”

I accepted the small blue vial with a bow. “Thank you, Chief Instructor.”

“This concludes the examination!” she shouted to the assembly. “These who stand before you now have ascended to the rank of White Robe. Respect them as your upperclassmen. Work hard, and you may one day join them. Dismissed!”

The assembly broke and Lo Ren and Chu Ren immediately ran to me, giving congratulations. Lo Ren then began asking me about the exam and what had happened, but I was in no mood to give him an instant replay.

“I’ll tell you later,” I said. “I need to get cleaned up.”

“We’ll see you later then, Iron Bull,” Chu Ren said and the brothers both gave me a bow.

Blue Rose scoffed at them as they left.

“What?” I said.

She shook her head and then hissed in pain as she began to limp away. “Nothing.”

I still didn’t know what to make of her.

A try hard that hated help.

I looked down at the small blue vial in my hand and got an idea.

“Hey, Blue Rose.”

As she turned her head, I tossed the elixir to her.

She caught it with a look of shock.

“You can cultivate that while waiting for your leg to heal.”

“W-what?”

“Figured you’ll need it a lot more than me,” I said with a genuine smile. “Cause you’re weak, remember?”

I gave her a wink and a flurry of emotions erupted within her as she stood there with her mouth open. Her pride and ego spewed hot anger, but no way would the cultivator in her reject such a valuable prize. I walked away as she stewed in her own juices.

I truly had no use for the elixir, but giving it to her wasn’t completely altruistic either.

I couldn’t cultivate Qi from it, but the amount of anger and lemonade now spewing out of Blue Rose made a damn good substitute. I cultivated it quickly and then left, giving her a pleasant smile.


CHAPTER 18


MASTER HEI DONG released a tired sigh as he watched Gui Zu embrace Yu Li at the entrance to the courtyard. In all his years never would he have imagined for such a thing to take place in his very home.

Yet here they were at sundown, Gui Zu a former outer disciple and Yu Li a simple, native Terran girl residing within his estate within the imperial city.

They meant next to nothing to him in his former life.

But now they were family.

Part of him could still barely get his mind around the concept.

His wife Rhi Dong however had no such hang ups and embraced the both of them as they arrived and then immediately relieved them of little Su Ling who went with her nainai to play in the gardens. The former Fire Bird member Ju Gong looked on with a smile from the gate as did several other refugees from the Native Housing District who were busying themselves tidying up the courtyard before dusk.

He released another sigh, and a voice came from behind him.

“You could at least pretend you are not perturbed by their presence.”

Fia stepped next to him on the veranda that overlooked the courtyard.

He shifted his eyes to her. “I am pretending.”

She let out a chuckle and wrapped her arms around him before kissing him on the temple. “Thank you again for this, baba.”

He released another sigh, more exaggerated this time and lighthearted. “You’re worse than your mother when it comes to getting things out of me, I swear.”

Fia giggled.

“Honestly though, Fia,” Hei Dong said. “How long will these people stay here? We cannot afford this long term.”

“Just until Jian Yi makes the appeal to the princess,” Fia said. “I’m sure Her Majesty would not allow the law these silly Bird Sisters have put in place to stand.”

Hei Dong chortled mirthlessly. “I fear she may allow much more than that, daughter. Or at least the Warden will and the princess will simply defer to the Warden’s decision. I knew the Lady Silver Tear was a cold woman, but her cruelty knows no bounds. I’m sure if your mother wasn’t crippled already, she would be targeting her as well as myself and you.”

Fia stayed quiet at that and they both looked out at the sunset now fading in the distance.

“How bad are things, Father?” Fia asked in a serious tone. “Truthfully.”

Hei Dong almost didn’t want to answer.

It wasn’t Fia’s place to worry about the financial concerns of the family.

But his normal confidant, his dear wife, seemed to be concerned only with their grandchild now. It was as if Rhi Dong had regressed in mind as well as spirit, preferring the role of nainai to that of the fierce warrior woman and protective wife she used to be.

In that sense, Fia was more so the lady of the house now.

And as Fia was beginning to now make decisions that affected the household, it was perhaps time she bore some of the burdens as well. In knowledge at the very least.

“The finances won’t last more than two months more,” Hei Dong said, a lump forming in his throat. “The Warden has blocked me in the marketplace. No one will buy my wares and the expenses keep mounting, especially now.”

“The Warden has blocked you from selling?” Fia asked, her eyes wide with concern. “How has she done this?”

“She has reduced me to a lower caste. We all have been. No one of social standing would dare do business with me now. Not even in the auction. No one will bid.”

Fia frowned. “Father. Let us help. The Terran Sect has resources. Jian Yi is leader now while Max is away. I’m sure she would aid us if we only—”

“No,” Hei Dong said, his skin bristling. “I cannot accept such charity.”

“At least accept it for housing Gui Zu and the others.”

That thought was tempting, but the idea that he had to stoop so low made his stomach ill.

“I must find another means of income,” he said.

“What do you mean? You are the best artisan crafter in the province and an even better Warden. We need only survive until Max’s return. He will set all this right. I know he will.”

Hei Dong snorted. “In three years’ time? We won’t survive that long.”

And not to mention he is the cause of all of this, he wanted to add, but he spared Fia the words. She knew the same well enough and it wouldn’t help to drive home the fact.

She could not change the reality of the situation any more than he could.

“What if you found other buyers to sell to?” Fia asked.

“Like whom?”

“Perhaps in another province?”

“The expense of travel alone would make that unfeasible. And my shame will follow me regardless.”

Fia went quiet again, but her eyes shifted back and forth in thought.

Then suddenly they lit up. “You can sell them to the Furious Lightning Sect.”

“Who?”

“Max’s Martial Sect, the remnants of the Fire Birds. Kel Zhi is in control of them now and it would be legal to sell weapons to her as a martial sect. She will buy at market rates and then—”

“It’s still a form of charity. I won’t accept it.”

Fia fumed at him with lowered brows. “Will you allow me to finish?”

He sighed again. “Fine…go on.”

“It won’t be a form of charity. Kel Zhi will resell your wares on the auction. It’s a way around the Warden blocking you. Not charity.”

Her idea held some merit, but…

“Surely they will know they are mine.”

“Yes,” Fia said. “Exactly. Which is why they will sell quickly if they are not being sold by you. Everyone still knows you make the best-quality weapons and artifacts. To buy them secondhand would be a boon to anyone.”

Hei Dong pondered it for a moment.

This truly was his daughter, skilled in cunning as well as martial arts.

Still, the idea was not without risk of failure.

“There is a chance this still will not work,” he said.

Fia shrugged. “But a chance worth taking, no?”

Hei Dong pondered it a moment more. If he could move two pieces a month it would be enough to sustain the household. Something he could scarcely do now. But if Fia’s plan could work…

“Alright. How would we go about this?” he asked.

Fia looked to the horizon. “Kel Zhi will likely be at the handler station now with Lee. If I go quickly, I can catch her before she heads back to the Native Housing District.”

“With who?”

“Not important. I will go to see her now to make the arrangements. Just make the weapons available and leave the rest to me.”

With that Fia left, leaping into the sky with qinggong.

Hei Dong watched her vault over the wall of the courtyard with a mixture of pride and humility. The latter for himself and the former for his daughter.

So far have I fallen, he thought.

But at least he had a daughter he could rely upon to make things right.

And hopefully a future son-in-law who would do the same.

But as for now.

His future would lie in the hands of one known as Kel Zhi.

* * *

Kelsey cultivated the diffuse Frenzy in her body and stored it within her Dantian. It was what she had come to practice nightly when the Bloodmoon rose. Part of her wished she could go beyond the barrier and expose herself to the Dark Frenzy directly, like she had done with Max in the past to cultivate her spiritual aspect the same way he had, but such was impossible now.

For one, she would be polluting her Flame and would not have the convenience of Venja to cleanse herself and two, without a second Flame to guide her in the darkness, she could easily fall prey to I’xol’ukz and the madness it would inspire within her.

Now, she had to settle for the subtle ire the moon stirred within her own soul to produce a faint stream of Frenzy to cultivate from. Still, she was pleased with how much progress she and Max had made in honing her spiritual techniques once she had reached the Core Realm six months ago.

In the time before he had left, she and Max had trained to achieve the [Soul Shield] technique and now she could even manifest [Spectral Weapon] and [Spectral Armor] while within the spiritual realm of her own mind.

There, she had finally gotten to meet Venja in the flesh, so to speak.

Her first glimpse of her was awe inspiring.

A spitting image of the legendary Big Sis.

Or so Max had described.

That alone was reward enough for the agony of facing the full effects of the Bloodmoon each night and fighting the hordes of demons and madness that came with it. For over five months she and Max had gotten into a routine of helping each other train through Bloodmoon exposure, facing the eyeball-ridden tentacles of the dark god of Frenzy each night.

She was nowhere near mastery level like Max, but she could withstand the Bloodmoon for over a minute now using [Soul Shield]. She craved honing her skills further but for the last month or so since Max’s departure, Kelsey had to settle for this meager form of cultivation instead. Relying on the ire the Bloodmoon inspired within her own soul as it triggered the spiritual root of her Dao. The moon’s oppression and the demons it inflicted upon their world filled her heart with contempt as she stared up at it. Anger for all the people dear to her that it had slain through its minions.

Even those by her own hand.

It mocked her.

Radiating its loathsome taint to cover the world in dread and fear.

The moon seemed even brighter than normal and Kelsey swore she could almost sense the tendrils of Dark Frenzy spewing from it. Or perhaps it was only in her imagination or residual trauma from subjecting herself to the dark influence of the moon for weeks on end.

But now she couldn’t even travel back to the bunker to check on her mother because of this stupid law that was passed. She still didn’t understand the dynamics fully, but she had to stay vigil over the Terran Sect now that Gui Zu and Zu Tien couldn’t stand guard. That brought on a new sense of contempt within her soul in the form of Max’s Dao, the oppression of the empire itself.

The two forms of hatred—that of the moon and that of the empire combined in her heart to stir her Flame with even more fervor. A fountain of Frenzy spewed forth and she cultivated it quickly to stretch the growing capacity of her Dantian.

“Hey, you okay there, babe?”

The gentle and lighthearted tone broke her out of her thoughts and Kelsey looked across the handler station to see Lee smiling at her. Just the sight of him diffused her ire and she wondered for a moment whether his presence was a good thing or not for her cultivation.

She smiled back at him, blushing. “Nothing. Just lost in my own head.”

“You looked damn pissed off at that moon. What it do to you?”

Lee grinned as he tossed a backpack he’d been fiddling with into a pile and then joined her at the back of the handler station, draping his arm over her shoulder. She nuzzled into him and enjoyed a warmth of a different kind now filling her soul.

“You don’t want to know,” she said truthfully.

Lee merely laughed and kissed her sweetly on the cheek.

She hadn’t told Lee about her cultivation method fully, only that she was learning from Max and easy going as he was, that was enough for Lee to accept all kinds of things from her. She’d gotten a handler pass and Lee would cover for her while she hunted monsters and spirit beasts in the wild, but she hadn’t been able to do that since the change in law.

Now, the only fighting she did came in the form of the odd cultivator who was stupid enough to come poking around in Max’s absence. The rest of the time was just spent waiting at the gate and looking out for trouble. Which meant she couldn’t spend as much time with Lee.

Which meant meeting with him after work like this was important.

“Hard day?” she asked.

“Eh, not too bad,” Lee said. “Everyone got in safe and sound. That’s the main thing.”

She nodded.

Most of the handlers had already cleared out for the day, leaving only Lee to pack up along with the Imperial Guards who were busy tallying taxes. Kelsey was just about to suggest they grab a bite to eat in the square when a voice called out to them from behind.

“Lee! Kel Zhi!”

They both turned to see Fia touching down on the ground behind them.

She was bathed in sweat and out of breath, like she’d just run a marathon.

“Lady Fia?” Lee said with surprise. “Heck you doing out here so late?”

“And did you actually qinggong here?” Kelsey asked. “What happened to the flying car?”

“The flying what?”

“Skiff,” Kelsey corrected herself.

“Oh, well… we had to sell it. Expenses. Which is what brings me here actually,” Fia said.

Kelsey and Lee both looked to one another, confused.

“We need to talk,” Fia said. “I have a big favor to ask.”

* * *

Kelsey had to ask Fia to slow down several times as she explained what she needed.

While her knowledge of Yee had grown near exponentially over the last few months, even to the point of being able to read the scrips from Venja’s blade herself, Kelsey still could not make sense of Fia’s somewhat formal tones at times which went completely over her head.

“Okay, let me see if I understand,” Kelsey said. “I approve the bank payments to your dad, from the Furious Lightning Sect and then wait a couple of weeks and resell the weapons at the auction?”

“Yes,” she said. “But perhaps waiting a month would be better. And don’t sell everything at once.”

“You know I could help a bit,” Lee said. “I could put ‘em out on display and mention that it’s Kel Zhi’s private collection or something. Generate some interest.”

Fia’s eyes lit up brightly. “That’s a great idea, Lee! Thank you.”

“Things really this bad, Fia?” Kelsey asked.

She didn’t respond right away but the fall of her countenance said it all. Kelsey was about to tell her never mind when a loud cry suddenly split the air.

“Alarm! Sound the alarm!”

They all paused and looked to see the Imperial Guard screaming towards them through cupped hands. Both Kelsey and Fia froze, but Lee responded immediately and ran to the corner of the handler station and began pulling on a rope. A bell tolled and after a few more swings from Lee, another bell echoed it in the distance and the process quickly repeated itself.

Fear rose up inside Kelsey’s stomach, but her Flame quickly flash converted it into Frenzy.

She ran to Lee and measured her words with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “What’s going on?”

“Hell if I know,” Lee said. “But when one of those guys shout for the alarm you follow through and ask questions later.”

“Is it a surge?” Fia asked.

“Maybe, ain’t seen one of those for months,” Lee said.

Kelsey didn’t know what a surge was, but her instincts told her it could be only one thing. “The demons?”

Lee merely nodded and Kelsey was already sprinting towards where the guard had run from.

“Kel Zhi!” Lee and Fia shouted in unison, but her Flame was way ahead of them. Anxiety and anticipation filled her heart as the guards tried to stop her as well.

“Hey! Don’t go there! It’s dangerous!”

But as she ran past the entrance to the handler station and into the open space beyond the boundary wall, she saw for herself what everyone was afraid of. There, not more than fifty feet away, was a scene she was well accustomed to. A wall of demons, thousands strong, were clawing and clamoring against the invisible wall of the barrier, their shrieks and screams filling the night with terror.

Just the sight of them caused her Flame to erupt with Frenzy.

Every instinct was yelling for her to plow straight into them with abandon, but the Struggler kept her firmly in place. This was a common occurrence out in the wild, especially when the gate was still open, but to see this here?

Kelsey looked about for answers.

Thankfully Lee and Fia had followed her.

“This happens a lot?”

Kelsey could sense the fear in their hearts as they gawked at her like she was a madwoman.

“Kel Zhi, you need to get away from there!” Lee shouted. “One of those things could break through!”

Could they? The thought caused her to stare more intently at the red-skinned humanoids clawing to get at her. It was almost as if they were fixated on her in particular. She looked up at the moon and it did indeed look brighter, more intense.

And there was no question about it now.

She could faintly taste the Dark Frenzy in the air.

Was the barrier here weaker than what Venja produced perhaps?

“Kel Zhi, come back!” Fia shouted.

The guards and enforcers shouted for her to do the same, but the fear in their souls prevented them from taking a further step.

“High-tier cultivators are on their way,” Lee said. “They’ll take care of whatever breaks through.”

Kelsey grinned at him with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “What am I, dog shit? I live for this stuff. If anything breaks through, I’ll be killing it first.”

Her words caused a mixture of fear and lemonade to fill his soul.

“You scare the hell out of me, babe, but damn you’re hot when you do it.”

That actually caused her to blush and she let out a laugh to play it off. “Alright, I’ll step back.”

As she turned to walk back towards the handler shed, something faintly caught her ear.

Not words exactly.

A sentiment.

A thought.

Hatred and envy.

Kelsey turned about and far in the darkness, hundreds of feet away, she could just make out the silhouette of something huge standing in the sea of demons before her. Something the size of a building. Multiple sets of red eyes shone in the darkness and for a moment she wondered if it was another awakened corpse demon like what she’d fought in the basement of the bunker. But this thing seemed more powerful than that.

Whatever it was.

Even from where she stood, she could sense the Dark Frenzy boiling off of it.

The challenge rose inside of her, generating Frenzy like a volcano. Kelsey flooded her Dantian and then pointed towards the creature with [Fear the Flame].

“Yeah, I see you,” she said in English. “I’xol’ukz better hope he picked the right one with you. Because now that I know you exist, I’m coming for your ass.”

She couldn’t see it exactly, but she could sense the thing respond with a leer.

More hatred.

Laughter.

“Kel Zhi?” Lee said, looking more fearful than ever now. “What did you just say? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine,” Kelsey said in Yee again, but suddenly a new thought occurred.

If this was happening here, then what about back home?

“Let’s go,” Kelsey said. “Nothing is breaking through here tonight.”

“What?” Lee said. “How do you know?”

“Cause it would have done so already.”

Lee looked back at her dumbfounded and so did Fia.

Kelsey looked to her next.

“I’ll do the thing for your dad,” she said. “But after that I need to head back to the wild.”

“What?”

“You’ll have to protect the sect somehow, Fia. After tomorrow, I need to get back home.”


CHAPTER 19


I SAT IN the darkness with my two best friends.

Blue Struggler me and my alter ego, Mr. Demon.

Neither of them were receptive to my attempts at mediation to combine their souls.

Within the spiritual confines of my own mind, I tried everything within my mental powers to merge the two halves of my spirit, but to no avail. I was missing something, clearly. Knowledge perhaps. I traced through the scripts of the Foundation Manual within a window of my mind’s eye and focused on the latter stages of Qi cultivation when it came to the Core Realm.

	Core Formation	1st	Core Formation
		2nd	Core Body Refinement
		3rd	Core Mental Refinement
		4th
	Core Density Refinement
		5th	Inner Soul Detection
		6th	Inner Soul Focus
		7th	Inner Soul Refinement
		8th	Inner Soul Projection
		9th	Secondary Soul Germination


I was definitely bordering on the 9th Tier now.

Secondary Soul Germination.

Everything else before that, I seemed to have mastered.

I had even broken through on my next tier of [Death Mastery] having achieved [Fear no Death], so that certainly wasn’t an impediment to my ascension anymore.

The blockage had to be one of knowledge for sure.

I just didn’t know what I needed to do.

I searched the texts of the manual again for any clues I might have missed.

There was really only one paragraph that spoke to the Secondary Soul Germination.

“Within the later stages of solid core formation, a practitioner will begin to sense a secondary consciousness within their Dantian. This stage is known as the germination of one’s sacred soul. Through further cultivation of Qi, the soul is nourished through a gestation period. The sacred soul is the truest reflection of one’s inner self. Whether a god or a demon, a sacred soul reveals the identity and history of one’s journey. Therefore, caution must be taken in how one accumulates power after this stage is achieved.”

It was the same passage I’d read a thousand times over. Nothing new here. But this was as much as the manual could tell me about the Sacred Soul Realm.

Clearly, I’d nearly outgrown the book.

But I hadn’t had much luck sourcing a replacement either.

A manual on Sacred Soul Realm cultivation was something more coveted than even scrolls of martial techniques or styles. I wasn’t even sure they existed, to be honest. At least there were none in Jurin, not even in the imperial city library. Sacred Soul Realm cultivation was on the same Tier as the Warden and Princess. Mu Lin had explained that even to gain access to a manual you had to have already broken through to the Sacred Soul Realm first.

And even that wasn’t guaranteed.

For Qi cultivators it was a step few dared to even attempt.

A failed breakthrough could lead to death or being crippled for life.

Much like how Fia’s mom was now.

Which was why most cultivators settled to be High-Tier Core Realm and progressed no further. Mu Lin had said the chances of a successful breakthrough was one in ten, the odds for success greater if you held a strong bloodline.

Which made my upcoming duel with the Warden all the more challenging.

She had already made the breakthrough and her true powers were likely on a scale I hadn’t fully experienced yet. But I needed to get as strong as her, or as strong as Threja even if I wanted to go toe to toe with those god-like beings that attacked the Earth.

And once I went full rebellion, they sure as shit would come looking.

Just the thought of that stirred my Flame and my eagerness to ascend.

But to get even close to that, I needed to master this final step of the Core Realm first.

The germination of my Secondary Soul.

That’s where I was now stuck.

Beyond that, I needed a new counterpart when it came to my Berserker Path as well. The Shuras from Threja’s sword—or Venja, were imprinted in my memory, but for any stage beyond that, I possessed no guide. Still, there were techniques I was yet to master there as well, like [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame].

I supposed considering that, I was good for now.

I decided to go over all the high-tier Berserker techniques in my arsenal and read them as they appeared in my mind’s eye.

[Spectral Body] – the form of one’s soul is forever being molded, but for it to take true shape, it must first develop a body. Use this technique to both envision and inhabit a spectral body within thy own Core. Tread thou carefully however, for the refection of one’s true inner self is forged not by will, but the history of one’s thoughts and deeds.

[Spectral Armor] – once developed, this armor can embody the strength of one’s soul and protect one’s spectral body in the spiritual realm.

[Spectral Weapon] – the extension of one’s will in spiritual form, use it to inflict damage within the spiritual realm.

[Spectral Domain] – expand the interior of one’s Frenzied Core to create an inner world to be inhabited by one’s spectral body.

[Spectral Form] – an advanced manifestation technique, to summon thy Spectral Body into the physical realm.

[Furnace of the Frenzied Flame] – manifest your Spectral Domain, Body, and Flame into the physical world. When in this state, a Berserker is at once most powerful and most vulnerable, for any who witness such a manifestation will know immediately thy true nature by the revelation of thy Flame. Do so to inspire the unkindled and newly kindled alike, but if an enemy of the Flame doth witness such power, be certain to ensure their demise.

I had mastered everything besides the last three: [Spectral Domain], [Spectral Form] and [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame]. Clearly [Spectral Form] and [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame] relied on [Spectral Body] and [Spectral Domain] respectively. Perhaps I needed to focus on my [Spectral Domain] since I hadn’t really done much about that.

As I looked about me and my two other selves, we were still sitting in a pitch-black void.

I wasn’t sure how to even create a domain.

But maybe that was my next step.

Clearing my mind, I tried to manifest my surroundings.

I didn’t know what to think of at first.

I thought about Fia and our private lakeside beach. A clear sky above. A gentle wind blowing across the water’s surface. It was definitely a place I held dear to my heart. When I opened my spiritual eyes again there was a glowing sphere hovering before me in the darkness. Within it was a snow-globe like visage of the exact image I had imagined.

Holy cow… was it that easy?

Or perhaps I had just gotten skilled at my spiritual manipulation.

Cautiously I reached out to touch the globe and in an instant my environment changed. Gone was the darkness and instead was a perfect reflection of what was inside the sphere. Blue sky, the lake. The Struggler and Demon glanced about at the new surrounds, the Struggler looking much happier than the Demon, who then gave me a thumbs up.

But I still couldn’t feel anything myself though.

In my disembodied form it was all just visual to me.

I focused my consciousness towards the Struggler and like being teleported back home, I suddenly found myself there on the sandy beach, the lake stretching out before me, the wind in my face. I did a spiritual double take. It was like I was actually there. So much so I almost felt the need to look out for roaming spirit beasts.

Was this real?

I suppose it was as real as anything I had experienced within my own mind.

And that included my training with Venja.

That turned out to be real.

So this had to be real too, well…to me at least.

I enjoyed a few more minutes of bliss, wading into the warm pristine water of the lake.

After being confined in prison cells for over a month, being outside like this, viewing the brilliant sun high above was a treat that soothed my soul. After some time, I finally willed myself to leave. The beach disappeared and shrunk back down into its orb form again. I wondered just how many of these orbs I could make. Or what limitations they had. I wondered also if this could be a way to push the Demon and the Struggler to the next level somehow.

I certainly couldn’t do that by giving them a peaceful beach to hang out in, that was for sure, but maybe there was some other environment I could forge that would be more conducive.

I thought some more and recalled the dark sky riddled with yellow flames that Threja had summoned when she used [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame]. Perhaps my [Spectral Domain] would need to be similar if I truly wanted the Demon and Struggler to grow and combine.

Gathering my thoughts, I focused on the most oppressive environment I could think of that would promote growth and struggle. In my mind’s eye I glimpsed the Hell Plane surface of the moon with its purple skies and deep red shale.

When I opened my spiritual eyes again a second orb had formed and when I touched it, I was indeed transported to that hellish place. But unlike the actual plane there was no oppressive Dark Frenzy to contend with. The Demon looked pleased, the Struggler non-plussed.

It was as if I had set the scenery but there was no umph to it.

Not true power, just a recreation.

But Threja’s inner world certainly held power.

I wondered what I would need to do to add that to this place?

Perhaps I needed to connect to the true spiritual realm somehow.

Like going online with a single-player game to tap into multiplayer.

I laughed at my own musing.

No one in this new world would understand an analogy like that.

Except maybe for Kelsey.

Okay enough of this, I thought and relinquishing the orb settled back into soothing darkness again with my two selves looking back at me. I needed to focus on what I was missing.

Looking back through the Foundation Manual, I searched for further insights that might help. Within that single paragraph that referenced a Secondary Soul, there was only one sentence that spoke on how to actually achieve it.

Through further cultivation of Qi, the soul is nourished through a gestation period.

That was it.

But a gestation period?

Do I have to wait nine months?

I laughed at my own joke.

I already had a nine-month deadline I couldn’t miss.

But what did further cultivation of Qi actually mean?

Did I just need a heck of a lot more Frenzy?

Both the Struggler and Demon simply shrugged at me.

“Thanks fellas, a lot of use you both are,” I mumbled with chagrin.

“Who are you talking to?”

I opened my eyes in the real world to find myself still seated in lotus position on my cot and facing Blue Rose. She was leaning on a cane, her right leg bandaged in a splint. I was in my new room within the prison, a cell with only one roommate now that I was a White Robe.

But that roommate wasn’t Blue Rose.

“What are you doing here?”

“It’s nearly time for our first lesson and I didn’t see you,” she said. “I came to find you.”

“What?” I had no idea how long I’d been meditating for, but clearly it’d been far too long. “Shit!”

I jumped out of my cot and grabbed my axe and glaive.

I had no idea what our first lesson as White Robes would entail but I wanted to be prepared. I looked back at Blue Rose while she hobbled behind me. For her to come and get me like this was a change of character indeed.

“Thanks, Blue Rose,” I said. “I owe you one.”

“Don’t think that this is charity. We would all be punished if we didn’t all show up on time.”

I chuckled. “Good to know you’re still you.”

She didn’t respond but kept hobbling along rather swiftly through the corridors of the prison, keeping up with my pace. We’d been granted a day off to recover from the White Robe exam and while I had used it to focus on my internal training, Blue Rose had clearly been using it to heal.

“Looks like the leg’s coming along nicely,” I said. “Do you want me to carry you again?”

“Just keep moving.”

I cultivated the small bit of irritation I’d caused within her and refocused my mind on the new task at hand. I desperately wanted to unlock the secrets of my own progression, to combine the Struggler and Demon and break through to the Sacred Soul Realm, but I had progress to make within the Tribute system as well. And now was my time to find out exactly what I needed to do to get to Black Robe and beyond.

I fell into ranks finding a place next to my new roommate, Tu’lok.

He was Sullied, as big as Jakra but with a full head of white hair that was tied in a top knot and a short beard to match. Blue Rose shuffled in next to me and then after a few moments Chief Instructor Yora appeared with a dozen Black Robes I hadn’t seen before.

They formed a line before the entire contingent which I gauged was about five hundred of us. Yora then took center stage and began addressing the assembly.

“White Robes,” she said. “A new induction has been added to your ranks. These people will be distributed evenly amongst your ten platoons. The Black Robes before you are entering into their final stages for qualifications to become Legionnaires. As such they will act as your platoon commanders. For those of you who have been White Robes for some time, this is nothing new. For those who are new, your assignments shall be split between harvesting monster cores from the wild and processing said cores into pills and elixirs in the alchemy lab. For core refinement, you will attend classes and gain access to the library to study. For core harvesting you will be led by your Black Robe commanders to compete with other platoons for the most cores harvested. Each week will be a tally with cultivation rewards disbursed based on performance.”

She paused as if waiting for questions, but no one dared say anything.

“The remainder of your time will be spent in martial training, particularly in the use of the Phalanx Glaive for those who choose that path. The requirements for entry into the next rank will be a combat assessment equivalent to Gold Bracket ranking. You will be required to win a tournament match against a suitably experienced Black Robe opponent.”

I ran over the new duties in my head.

“So kill monsters, fight each other, and cook up drugs? Sounds a heck of a lot better than shoveling pig shit,” I whispered to Blue Rose and she let out a surprised snort of laughter.

My new roomie, Tu’lok, gave us both a piercing glare.

He didn’t say anything but his look said it all: Shut the hell up.

I suppressed an inner grin at that, but was even more amazed that I had actually managed to make Blue Rose laugh.

Yora dismissed the assembly and the Black Robes at the front began forming us into smaller units. A kid that looked barely out of his teens came to a halt before our platoon. He was pale skinned with blue hair, eyes the same deep blue color. He carried himself with the air of a young master, someone used to getting respect no matter where he went and sure enough when he opened his mouth, his aristocratic tones and pronunciation placed him in the upper echelons of society.

“This One is Jei Su Long,” he said in his high-pitched voice. “This One will be your commander for the next two weeks. This One demands obedience and competence. Failure at either and you will find yourself dead under my command. Understood?”

No one said anything to the rhetorical question.

Then suddenly the kid shouted again. “I said ‘understood?’ Reply with ‘Yes Commander’ if you understand!”

“Yes, Commander!” the entire platoon shouted, but I barely said anything.

Was this kid for real? I thought, but thankfully I had the sense to not say it out loud this time.

“First three rows, core harvesting,” he shouted. “Next two rows, martial training. Last row, core refinement!”

I smiled at that.

I was grouped with the drug making crew, which was just fine for me.

I could get a good workout anytime fighting monsters and sparring, but what I needed now more than ever was knowledge. And while I had no affinity for cooking up meth in a lab, it would at least give me access to the library, something that I’d been craving to do for the last two days.

Jei Su Long dispersed the other Tributes to their stations and then approached us in the last line. “Where are the new inductees?”

Blue Rose and I raised our hands.

Jei Su Long looked at Blue Rose and scoffed. “An injury from the exam?”

Blue Rose cleared her throat. “Yes, commander.”

“Fitting. It is why new inductees are always given refinement rotation first. Brown Robe weaklings barely scraping through.”

I sensed the anger spike within Blue Rose, but she kept her mouth shut and her poker face intact. Jei Su Long then looked at me.

“You however look fit for duty, surprisingly,” he said. “Report to harvesting troop with the others.”

Shit… I really wanted access to that library.

I cycle my Frenzy with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I am still injured a bit, commander. Internally. I wouldn’t mind getting my refinement duties out of the way while I’m healing so I can be fully fit to do my best in harvesting.”

Jei Su Long’s eyes grew wide with anger. “You dare speak!?”

“Only to say—”

I didn’t get another word out before Jei Su Long threw a punch straight into my ribcage. It was a pulled punch, and I could barely feel it. A few seconds of confusion passed and then suddenly I remembered to wince.

Jei Su Long scoffed. “A pathetic charade. You are not injured. Why do you seek to not fight? Are you a coward then? Answer me!”

The Demon began to rile up at the challenge.

I was just about to answer him with something I’d probably regret when Blue Rose spoke ahead of me.

“He is, commander,” Blue Rose said. “I was injured saving him. He would be much better off refining cores than harvesting them.”

I glanced at Blue Rose and saw the faintest smirk on her lips.

That damn bitch.

I wasn’t sure if she was trying to help me out, or just getting back at me, or maybe a bit of both. Either way I now had to eat humble pie and paint myself a chickenshit in front of this young master to get what I wanted.

“It’s true,” I said. “Please allow me to stay and study, commander.”

Jei Su Long glared at me. “As big as a damn Sullied and as spineless as a slug.”

He spat on the ground and then looked to Tu’lok who had stood wordlessly beside us the entire time.

“You’ve been here a while, haven’t you?”

“Yes commander,” he said.

“Take these two to the alchemy lab,” Jei Su Long said with a scowl. “Before their weakness makes me retch.”


CHAPTER 20


BLUE ROSE WORE a stupid smile on her face the entire time Tu’lok led us from the courtyard to the library and alchemy lab just outside the main prison. She obviously enjoyed my self-deprecation, especially in front of a prick of a young master that Jei Su Long seemed to be.

“Hey, Tu’lok,” I said. “What’s the deal with our commander, do you know him?”

“More than I know you,” he said, looking down at me with a glance. “Which isn’t to say much mind you, but what I do know is that Jei Su Long is not one to be trifled with. Now you’re both already on his bad side. Not a good start, Iron Bull.”

He was probably right.

Granted I didn’t know Tu’lok very well either, having only met him a day prior, but he seemed a by the book, even-keeled sort of guy. His demeanor now was no different, focused more on getting us to our destination than bothering with idle chit chat.

“He looks very young,” Blue Rose said. “And his Qi density is substantial. I bet he’s High-Tier Core Realm at least.”

“Most like him who come here are that way,” Tu’lok said. “We call them Token Black Robes. But not to their faces, mind you.”

“Token?” Blue Rose asked. “What do you mean?”

“Volunteer Tributes from prestigious families within the core worlds. He’s likely the son of a Warden or Lower Court Lord, fed pills and elixirs his whole life to accelerate down the cultivation path. Now he’s probably a half step from the Sacred Soul Realm and looking for a quick placement in the Diamond Bracket before he has his breakthrough.” Tu’lok then let out a scoff. “People like him won’t even need to set foot on a Hell World to get his jade trim.”

“What?” Blue Rose said.

“Even in this place the core worlds have their influence,” Tu’lok said. “Special privilege. Try not to let it get to you though. It is what it is.”

So that was it, I thought. The pampered path the princess was trying to put me on.

“To hell with all that,” I said, my Flame stirring. “I’m here for the gains not the glory.”

Well, the glory too, admittedly.

I still needed that Diamond Bracket ranking to face the Warden, after all.

Tu’lok chortled. “With a statement like that, I wonder why you flaked out just now to stay behind and make elixirs.” He then glanced at Blue Rose and smiled. “But I’d say the answer to that is pretty obvious.”

I immediately laughed and Blue Rose turned a shade of red.

“There’s nothing like that going on between us!” Blue Rose said. “We’re not even friends.”

“Yeah,” I said with a smile. “I hate this bitch.”

Tu’lok let out a belly-laugh and Blue Rose turned even redder.

“Cute,” he said. “Alright, this is it.”

We stopped in front of the prison library, a standalone structure that was two stories high. Next to it was the alchemy lab, which was a single story but a lot wider. White Robes were already busying themselves within the lab, heating kettles and flasks over open flames. Tu’lok led us towards the doors to the library and when he ushered us through, I was surprised to find the place fairly well kept and stocked with books on an upper floor accessible by stairwells. The bottom floor seemed to be comprised of classrooms with desks, seating cushions and chalkboards.

“Stay here,” Tu’lok said. “I’ll get Master Eiji.”

When he left, Blue Rose elbowed me in the ribs. “Don’t get any ideas about what he said, understand?”

I merely laughed again as I cultivated the anger in her soul. “Please, I’m not even attracted to you. Besides I’m engaged.”

That caused her anger to quickly flare and then cease.

“Engaged?”

“Yeah, a kid on the way too, I think,” I said and felt the pressure suddenly mount as I thought on that some more. Nine months. I really needed to get a move on. “Trust me, Blue, I got no time to waste here either. Especially playing around and trying to sleep with you. Probably way too many thorns around that rose anyway.”

Her mouth hung open in shock and insult. “What did you just say?! You disg—!”

I nudged her as Tu’lok returned but smiled inwardly as Blue Rose’s insides exploded with anger and rage. I cultivated it passively as a man stepped from behind Tu’lok and gave us a bow. He was short and balding with gray hair and wore a white robe just like us. He looked in his sixties with a wispy white beard to match his hair and wore a pair of scholar spectacles on the end of his bulbous nose.

“Ah, new recruits,” he said in a worn and gravelly voice.

I couldn’t sense Qi, so I had no idea what realm this guy was in, but he clearly hadn’t reached the Sacred Soul Realm to stop the aging process, but he might have slowed it at least. With that considered, I pondered just how old this guy might actually be and how long he had been stuck as a White Robe to now be in charge of such an important operation like this.

“Welcome to the library,” he continued. “My name is Eiji, the curator here and head alchemist. As we are the same ranking you need not bow to me, but I do ask that you pay attention to what I teach you. Our role within the academy is an important one. Perhaps even vital to its success. Without a means to cultivate naturally, what we do here is our only means to progress and produce the Legionnaires who go on to defend the empire and harvest Aetherite. Is that understood?”

“Yes, Master Eiji,” we said in unison, and both Blue Rose and I gave him a bow even though he said not to. Something about the sagely way he spoke demanded nothing less.

Tu’lok then gave Master Eiji a bow as well. “I go now to processing, Master Eiji.”

“Very well, Tu’lok,” Eiji said. “Thank you for bringing them to me.”

As Tu’lok departed, Master Eiji ushered us towards one of the classrooms.

“Follow me,” he said. “There is much you must learn before you even touch a monster core.”

* * *

I was never that good at school.

Even back before the fall, I had a hard time.

Undiagnosed ADHD probably.

Thrusting my dumb ass into a Yee classroom was probably the worst thing for me. I could still recall the swift slaps from bamboo canes when I would zone out or get an answer wrong. Those old feelings came back to me as more new recruits joined us. I recognized a couple of them from our exam. A few others I guessed were from other intakes but who were put on monster core harvesting rotation first. There were about twenty of us in total and I sat next to Blue Rose as she gingerly tried to outstretch her leg while lowering herself onto the cushion.

But to not much success.

It looked awkward as hell and eventually I just stood back up and helped her without asking.

“Hey!” she said in protest, but I picked her up and plopped her on the floor before she could say anything else.

She stewed with anger and lemonade but didn’t say anything.

I certainly didn’t expect a ‘thank you’, but the free Frenzy was nice.

“What is a core?” Master Eiji said from the front of the classroom. “We all know what one is, of course, but what is it truly? What is it made of? How is it able to store energy? How do these energies differ? And more importantly how do we harness these energies to produce elixirs?”

He certainly got my attention with that opening line.

On a chalkboard behind him, Master Eiji began to draw the components of a core and how the energy trapped inside it was due to a crystalline lattice that was produced by the Dantian. He then further explained monsters had this same ability and that their Dantians worked in a slightly different way than our own.

“We call cultivation defying the heavens for a reason,” Master Eiji said. “To gather Qi in one’s Dantian defies nature itself. It is our strength of will, the power of our very souls which allow us the ability to do this. For spirit beasts and monsters, this process is natural and thus their cores can be undone by nature. This is an important fact, so remember it well. This property of monster cores differs to those produced through cultivation. The lattice produced by a cultivator is structured by will and order and only through chaos can they be dissolved. This is why only demonic forces or demonic cultivators can make use of the essence within a cultivator’s core.”

That caused a few murmurs of unease to filter through the class and ones I could identify with as well. It actually made me twitch a little to think that I was using the same demonic techniques to flavor my Dantian with Qi from the sliver of that old monk’s lightning core stitched inside of me now.

“In ancient times most speculated that it was the feeding upon the cores of other cultivators that created demons and demonic cultivation,” Master Eiji said. “But through our study of extraction and refinement, it is clear the opposite is true. It was demons themselves that introduced demonic cultivation to mortals. Not surprisingly, such is outlawed by the empire and the spread of this corruption is exactly why the academy stands. The demonic hordes of the Hell Worlds crave to feast upon the Qi-rich planets within the empire. No different than this planet, which was once a thriving world itself. The demons, now starved of natural Qi, seek it from unnatural means. Meaning all of you. Cultivators with cores. But the corrupted beasts and demons of this world hold the same energy that they once consumed. Albeit now, in a different form. And it is our task to extract this energy from that form to be used for ourselves.”

Master Eiji then drew an elemental wheel on the chalkboard with the five basic elements. Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water. He then drew lines between all of them. I quickly did the same on my notepad, realizing this next bit was probably important. Glancing over at Blue Rose, she had ten times the amount of notes as me already, clearly writing down everything Master Eiji had said.

My dumb ass had problems just listening, much less writing at the same time.

I’ll have to ask her for her notes later on, I thought.

“Each core produced by a spirit beast or monster has an affinity,” Master Eiji continued. “By knowing this affinity, we can break down its lattice structure and extract the essence within it by applying a corresponding element. For example, the core of a Water-aspect spirit beast can be used to grow a sapling, which can then be pressed to extract its pure essence from its sap and further refined for consumption. Likewise, a wood-aspect core can be burned and its ashes titrated to extract its essence.”

Master Eiji then went on to explain the different processes for each element. It was a heck of a lot more involved than I first figured. I had originally thought they were just melted down or something.

“Any questions?” Master Eiji asked.

A woman near the front of the class raised her hand. “What about demonic cores? What element is used to dissolve them?”

“A very good question,” Master Eiji said. “Demonic cores can only be dissolved through holy means. Either the direct application of holy techniques or some substance which contains it. For our purposes here, we utilize an artifact which can extract them. But don’t think it’s something we harvest regularly. Such cores normally come from awakened demons, which thankfully do not emerge often on this planet. But upon the Hell Worlds there are many. Along with the aetherite, the harvesting of demonic cores is another objective of the Legionnaire excursions.”

That made me think for a moment about those towering monstrosities I’d seen on the surface of the moon. The cores within those things had to be huge. Although I was in the spirit realm when I saw them. So what was their representation in the real world?

I suppose I wouldn’t know until I ventured there myself.

But was stepping on the moon and a Hell World the same?

I had no idea, but the thought intrigued me.

“Now that we have learned the basic principles of extraction, we must now talk about refinement,” Master Eiji said as he wiped the chalkboard clean and began writing down a list of new elements. “Once the extracted element is obtained, a catalyst of the original base aspect must be added to draw out the pure essence of the extract and leave behind any impurities. To use the water core as an example again. The sap from the sapling grown from the water core, should be mixed with pure water and then left for the impurities within the sap to fall out.”

Master Eiji then went on to describe different methods for each element.

I kept pace as fast as I could, writing down the examples.

I glanced over at Blue Rose’s notebook and she was already way ahead of me.

Damn, I thought. Maybe I truly am a ‘Chun’.

We spent another two hours in the classroom, going over each element in detail and then another hour on how to actually calculate how much of each element needed to be added depending on the weight of the core and the method of extraction.

By the time we broke for lunch my brain felt fried.

When we got back to class, Master Eiji gave us a quiz and I scored 70%.

Which actually surprised the hell out of me.

I had expected to do a lot worse.

Blue Rose got 100.

As did a few others in the class.

She shook her head at me. “I guess it’s true what they say about you muscle-bound types.”

She gave me a little smirk after that, but I didn’t have enough snark left in me to come back at her. It perplexed me a bit though. My mental abilities were off the chart now and allowed me to memorize whole books, even to think like lightning when I needed to, but it seemed ‘how’ one learned was important.

When I had a book, I could take my time to digest it, understand it, memorize it. But in this stupid classroom setting I just couldn’t focus as well. Maybe I had a problem hearing someone talk and trying to write it down at the same time. What did they used to call it? Learning difference?

Guess I was a statistic.

“You have all scored high enough to begin practical training,” Master Eiji said. “I will demonstrate what I have taught you this morning. If you do well, you will be allowed to join the production teams.”

He then led us all to the alchemy lab next door.

After the morning class, I had a much better understanding of what was going on now. There were about fifty people all working in small teams, each one refining a different type of core. Master Eiji took us to the section for wood-based cores and began the demonstration.

He placed the walnut-sized core in a ceramic crucible and heated it over a flame for a good 30 minutes. When he removed the lid, he showed us that it had reduced into a fine ash. He added some sawdust and charcoal to the mixture and then popped in something that looked like a lima bean. He set it aside and then went over the measurements he had used for each ingredient and did the math to show us how he came up with each measurement.

By the time he finished that, he then removed the bean from the ash/charcoal mixture and it had swelled to about four times its original size. He then crushed it in a press and a vibrant green liquid flowed out of it and into a small vial.

“And there it is,” Master Eiji said, holding it up for us all to see. “A wood-aspect elixir, extracted in full and refined. This is now ready for consumption. Any takers?”

Everyone’s hand shot into the air except mine.

Master Eiji merely laughed. “The first Tribute to repeat what I have just demonstrated will be rewarded with an equivalent elixir of your affinity. Commence!”

People started sprinting like a starter pistol just went off, rushing to the stash of monster cores like chefs from an old TV cooking show my dad used to watch. Everyone then rushed to grab equipment and pulled out their notepads to record the weight of the core they had grabbed. I stood in the midst of them like a dummy until Blue Rose gave me a nudge.

“Come on, don’t be a dope,” she said. “I’ll help you.”

I followed her lead as she grabbed and measured two cores.

I wrote down the results and then she calculated how long each one had to cook inside the crucible and then how much water, sawdust, and charcoal needed to be added. I had to admit, she did surprise me in how diligent she was.

“Looks like you’ve done this type of stuff before,” I said.

She gave me a sideward glance. “If I told you this is what my family does for a living, would you believe me?”

I had no idea if she was putting me on or not. Although she did score 100 percent on that quiz. I simply responded with a chuckle and watched mesmerized while she measured out the amounts of ingredients with a squint of her eyes. By the time she got her bean into the press she was in first place and raised her hand once she finished.

“Well done,” Master Eiji said. “And let’s see. What is your aspect?”

Blue Rose opened her mouth to answer, but Master Eiji was already focused on her Dantian, adjusting his spectacles. His eyes widened a bit and then he handed her the vial in his hand.

“I see,” he said. “A rare one, but you need not be concerned here. All forms of cultivators are welcome when facing the scourge of the Cursed Stars. The wood-aspect elixir should match with the affinity of your core.”

“Thank you, Master Eiji,” Blue Rose said with a bow.

I was curious as hell as to what her aspect actually was, but I dared not ask her now.

Instead, I had another question to ask.

Learning chemistry was cool and all, but I had another purpose for wanting to be put on egghead duty. And it had nothing to do with cooking up Qi elixirs.

“Master Eiji,” I said, catching his attention right before he was about to move off. “I didn’t do very well on the quiz earlier. I was wondering if it was possible for me to spend some more time in the library to study.”

“I could go over the concepts with you some more if you like,” he said.

“Actually, I learn better from reading,” I said, thinking quickly and in all honesty, it was probably true. “Are there some books you can point me to? I don’t mind sacrificing my rest time to study.”

Blue Rose stared up at me puzzled, perhaps not sure what I was trying to accomplish.

Master Eiji, however, seemed delighted. “A fellow reader. Come then. I will show you a few books you can read on your own. But they must remain in the library.”

“Works for me,” I said.

I flashed Blue Rose a grin as we left and she responded with a roll of her eyes.

Back in the library, Master Eiji led me up one of the stairwells to the upper floor. He selected a couple of books from a shelf and handed them to me. One was labeled ‘Basic Alchemy’ and the other was titled ‘The Art of Extraction’.

“These should help,” Eiji said. “They cover everything I taught this morning but in far more detail.”

“Thank you,” I said and finally felt the opportunity at hand to get what I truly wanted.

“Can I ask another question?”

Master Eiji raised a brow.

“Do you know much about cultivation in general? I’m nearing the 9th Tier of the Core Realm but can’t seem to manifest my secondary soul. Are there any books here that can help with that?”

“Well, I’m no cultivation expert as you can perhaps tell,” Eiji said. “But I do know that you probably won’t find much help for that in a book. Entering the Sacred Soul Realm is a very personal path. It’s different for everyone.”

“Yeah, so I’ve gathered.”

“What can help is as much Qi density as possible, this I know for certain. Also strengthening the root of one’s Dao. There are some guides on that if you’d like to take a look.”

“Really?” My heartbeat sped with excitement and anticipation. “That would be excellent.”

Master Eiji led me to another section of the library and showed me a rather small bookcase with only half a dozen tomes.

“Here is what we have on the matter of cultivation,” he said. “You are free to browse it while you have time.”

He then pointed to a second area that was cordoned off by black robes.

“That area is unpermitted for you at this stage,” Master Eiji said. “Be sure you do not venture in there. It is reserved for Black Robes.”

“Why?” I asked. “What’s so special about it?”

“Therein lies our main purpose for existence as a library,” Eiji said and looked almost nostalgically towards it. “They are the records of the sorties into the Hell Worlds. Every scrap of knowledge we have about them is contained within those tomes. To this day we are still gleaning knowledge from the past to help with future campaigns.”

Damn, I thought.

I’d probably have better luck finding knowledge for my Dao in there than on the cultivation bookcase in front of me.

But such would have to wait.

“Study well, Iron Bull,” Master Eiji said. “I will test your knowledge in the future.”

I gave him another bow. “Thank you, Master Eiji.”

As he left, I couldn’t believe the opportunity before me.

It was still early afternoon and it would be a good six hours until lights out.

I put aside the books on core extraction and refinement and went hunting through the cultivation books right away.


CHAPTER 21


KELSEY GAVE LEE the longest and sweetest kiss the morning she headed off into the wild. It was still dark out, just before sunrise when she had left, but now over seven hours later, the sun was bearing down on her with the heat of the afternoon.

Sweat-drenched clothes chafed her skin under the strain of the enormous pack on her back. How Max managed to carry a wagonload of goods each time still baffled her. Even with [Mark of the Giant] the most she could manage was something the size of a large suitcase or duffle bag.

Still, the supplies she carried within it were important.

Qi-infused herbs and medicines and more literature for June to teach Yee.

Aside from that, there were a few other treats such as steamed buns and fruits.

Kelsey had wanted to get back home a lot sooner, but she had kept her promise to Fia and went to auction with some of her father’s wares. The first item ended up being a spear that had a tip that sparkled like diamonds. With a little help from Lee, who went through the crowd whispering rumors that someone was selling one of Master Hei Dong’s prized pieces, the bids at the auction skyrocketed.

The final price ended up being over 3000 spirit stones.

When she finally handed the money over to Fia, she looked as if she were about to cry. Kelsey still didn’t understand all the nuances of Yee society, but she knew what she had done meant a lot to Fia, and by extension a lot to Max as well.

She was glad she could help and promised to do more once she returned, but now it was time to address her own challenges. Images of that giant creature she had seen that night still haunted her and the closer she got to the bunker the more she started to pray that everything would be alright.

It had been well over two months now and her mother had to be worried.

But Kelsey was more worried for her now.

The thought spurred Kelsey on.

Even though her Dantian was nearly dry, she pressed on through the pain, cultivating what she could from it to keep going. It was settling towards late afternoon when she finally reached the edge of Venja’s barrier and the harmonics of her pure Frenzy resonated within her soul.

A while later she approached the log wall of the perimeter and the main gate to the village.

Still looks intact, she thought.

A good sign.

Nothing had broken through the barrier here.

But that didn’t mean that it perhaps didn’t happen somewhere else.

She used the last of her strength to holler for someone to open the main gate.

A few moments later the familiar face of Corporal Andrews peered over the top.

“Kelsey, is that you, gal?” He gave her a huge grin. “Been a while! I hope you brought us good stuff!”

His jovial greeting put her at ease and when she finally got inside the gate she was greeted with a lemonade-filled welcome from Andrews and the rest of his security team. These were men she had fought demons with and although she was stronger than all of them, it was still hard for her to view them even as equals when she was just a kid to them for her entire life. Now they revered and respected her with adoration. As much as Max even.

Their own home-grown superhero.

“Any problems?” she asked, hiding the embarrassment of their attention with [Indifference]. “Breaches in the barrier?”

“Only problem has been my lack of pork buns,” Andrews said. “I hope you bought some.”

She laughed at that.

Thank goodness everything was okay.

But now that she was sure that home was secure, she had to get to her next reason for returning.

She needed to train.

“My mom gets first dibs,” Kelsey said with a grin. “After that, it’s a free-for-all.”

She left Andrews and headed through the fields now budding with early crops of potato and corn. The spring harvest was coming along nicely and in no small part due to the handful of residents who were now budding Qi cultivators.

Most were kids close to Kelsey’s age and she waved to them as she passed by. They responded with excited yells and lemonade just like the soldiers and Kelsey accepted their gifts of adoration as she cultivated it to replenish her Frenzy-starved Dantian.

By the time she reached the town center and the entrance to the bunker, half the community was following her. Only when her mother finally emerged from the crowd did she stop telling stories of her adventures and rushed to her for a long embrace.

“Mom!”

Despite being a Berserker who could slay demons and monsters, coming home made her feel like just a kid again. Kelsey’s heart warmed in her mother’s embrace, thankful that she was okay.

“I was worried to death,” her mother, Susan, said. “Why did you stay away for so long? You were supposed to be back over a month ago! We all had no idea what had happened to you. Where were you?”

Kelsey sighed.

I guess being a kid again has its drawbacks too, she thought with chagrin.

“I know, I’m sorry, Mom. Things got a little complicated.”

“Complicated how? Did you get hurt? Did you get into trouble? What do you me—?”

“Just glad you’re back safe, kiddo.” Colonel Harris cut her mom off with a smile as he placed a hand on her shoulder. “What’s going on back there?”

“A lot,” Kelsey said, thankful for the interjection.

She then spent the next half an hour filling them all in while she unpacked the goods. Max’s departure, the Bird Sisters being put in place as Vice Wardens and of course their new laws that caused the upheaval in all their lives.

“It’s all pretty messed up right now,” Kelsey said. “I’m the only one the Terran Sect can rely upon to protect them now so I can’t be away for too long. Even just being here now I’m taking a risk.”

“When will you have to go back?” her mother asked.

“Soon,” she said. “Like tomorrow.”

Susan frowned. “Kelsey, your home is here. You can’t treat us like a pit stop.”

“No, Mom,” Kelsey said gently and took her hands into her own. “Our home is there. Our real home. And I need to get back there to make sure it’s still there when you all are finally able to come with me.”

Mom pressed her lips together but didn’t say anything.

“Well, you’d know better than us,” Harris said. “And Max?”

“Got a letter from him. He seems to be doing okay. Haven’t written him about all this other stuff yet, though. Fia thinks maybe we shouldn’t, so he doesn’t worry too much, but I don’t know.”

“She’s probably right,” Harris said. “But a man out in the field needs to hear from his loved ones.”

“And the opposite is true,” Mom said. “I just need to know that you’re alright when you’re back in that city.”

Kelsey smiled with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Mom, are you kidding? It’s me you’re talking to here. They’d better watch out for me!”

That at least got a little laugh out of her.

Kelsey spent the rest of the afternoon reuniting with her family, sharing in a big meal they prepared in her honor. After they were done, it was the perfect time for her to get to what she had truly come for.

It was after dusk and the Bloodmoon was on the rise.

Kelsey was dead tired and running on fumes, but she didn’t have much time.

Every moment had to count.

Returning to the center of the square, Kelsey slid Venja from out of her slot in the broken concrete and then sat in lotus position and placed the giant blade on her lap. Focusing her mind’s eye, she looked inwardly.

Darkness greeted her.

And then, like looking in a mirror, she saw herself.

A perfect image.

Except she was Blue.

Next to her blue self was something that still unsettled her.

The red form of her demonic alter ego.

She was nearly twice Kelsey’s height, a body packed full of muscles and claws.

The demoness leered back at her.

Tempting her.

Kelsey quickly tucked into her Struggler form instead.

When she opened her eyes and breathed in the ‘air’ within her spiritual inner self, the demon was gone. But replacing her was another figure that was even taller than her demon form, packed with muscle and gray skin.

“Vee!” Kelsey said excitedly.

Venja merely smiled. “So…I sense you enter my domain almost four hours ago and it takes you this long to come and say ‘hi’?”

Kelsey blew her a raspberry. “Please, I’d rather face your wrath than my mom’s. You know how pissed she would be if I ran straight to the giant sword? Plus, no one understands you’re a person, y’know?”

Venja harrumphed. “Ignored as always. If only Max were here. He knows how to treat a sword properly.”

“Easy,” Kelsey said. “Or I’ll take you into the woods to chop trees.”

Venja laughed and finally gave her an embrace. “It’s good to see you again, Kelsey. What news of Max?”

“He’s okay, I think,” Kelsey said. “But we haven’t heard much. I’m hoping no news is good news.”

“I see,” Venja said. “And yourself? It’s been a while. I sense you haven’t grown much spiritually since you’ve left.”

“Yeah, that’s part of why I’ve come,” Kelsey said. “I’m getting tons of martial training preparing for the Iron Bracket, but there hasn’t been much opportunity to cultivate. And there’s something new that popped up that I’m hoping maybe you can help with.”

“Oh?”

“Have you sensed anything different about the demons lately?”

“What do you mean?”

“Like have they been more aggressive?”

She folded her arms across her chest looking upward in thought. “The moon has been stronger. Even now I can sense its strength. But the demons haven’t been more active. Perhaps even the opposite. I sense less of them at night.”

“Less?” Kelsey said. “Are you sure?”

“Positive. Especially recently. Why?”

Kelsey pondered that for a moment. “Back in the city, they are attacking the barrier like crazy. Almost every night. Two nights ago, I saw something within them. Something huge. An awakened demon, I think. I could swear I could hear the thoughts of I’xol’ukz itself coming through it.”

“I have certainly not sensed anything like that,” Venja said.

“Anyway, it sensed me,” Kelsey said. “And I swore to kill it. So, you know what that means, right?”

Kelsey grinned and Venja rolled her eyes.

“More wiping your ass, you mean?”

Kelsey laughed. “If you don’t mind. I need to train my [Soul Shield] technique to be able to survive outside the barrier long enough to fight and kill that thing.”

Venja frowned. “That’s quite dangerous to do alone, Kelsey. Max isn’t here to guide you in the darkness with his Flame and I’ll be too far away from you to help once you step outside the barrier. You’ll be on your own.”

Kelsey bit her lip as she thought on it.

It was the same thought she’d been chewing on in the back of her mind the whole way here.

She needed to cultivate under the Bloodmoon.

But how was she to do it solo?

Maybe I could just chance it, she thought.

But if she went too far, stayed too long, she’d be lost in her demon form forever.

“Yes, forever,” Venja said, echoing her thoughts.

Kelsey rolled her eyes. “Damn, I hate when you do that, Vee.”

Venja laughed. “No hiding your thoughts from me in here.”

Kelsey blew out a sigh.

Think, think…

“There has to be a way,” she said.

And then suddenly, it hit her.

Venja smiled even before she could.

“Ah,” she said. “You have an idea.”

* * *

Kelsey hefted Venja high into the air and then placed her gently within the belly of the wagon. She then grabbed her own weapon from the ground, clenching the Corrupted Steel handle of her axe within her hand.

Colonel Harris looked at her with a mixture of amazement and confusion, as did the small squad of soldiers with him. She supposed it was still a shock to see a teenage girl lifting a four-hundred-pound sword and a hundred-pound axe with such ease.

“You want us to do what now?” Harris said.

“Okay, I need strict timing on this,” Kelsey said, explaining for a second time. “I’m going to run out to the edge of the barrier. It will take me a few minutes to get there. When I do, I’m going to shoot a bolt of lightning into the sky. That will be your signal to start counting. Once you reach sixty seconds, push the wagon fifty feet in the direction I went. Got it?”

“What’s this supposed to do?” Harris asked.

“It’s too much to explain, but trust me, my life will depend on it. So please don’t screw up.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Harris said. “I think I better call your mother.”

“Please, she won’t understand. And I know you barely do, but I trust you guys not to mess up. You’re army strong, right?”

She grinned and Harris shook his head.

“Alright,” he said. “I’ve trusted you to do worse. Just don’t die out there or your mother will kill me.”

“Thanks, guys!” she said, excitement filling her stomach. “Watch for the lightning and remember, not a second too slow!”

She touched Venja briefly. “Wish me luck.”

Good luck, Venja’s voice sounded within her head. And don’t push it!

Harris and his men wished her good luck as well and she took off for the edge of the barrier. Nerves filled her stomach, flashing into Frenzy as they touched her Flame. She looked up at the Bloodmoon, now partially covered by clouds.

She was about to do something either totally brilliant or monumentally stupid.

Kelsey was sure her Big Bro would be proud of her either way.

“This one’s for you, Max Chun…”

She psyched herself up as she approached the barrier’s edge and just like Venja had said, she didn’t see a demon in sight.

“What the heck?”

She was just about to retrace her steps to see if she had miscalculated the edge when a snarl ripped the air. From out of nowhere a seven-foot-tall demon with stunted wings slammed into an unseen wall before her. Its appearance was so sudden and unexpected that it caused her to jump.

A few seconds passed and another demon appeared.

Then another.

And then a horde of them came scrambling out of the forest like someone had just rung a dinner bell.

“Son of a bitch,” she swore.

These things were waiting for me!

Waiting to kill me.

The thought caused her Flame to flare, the spiritual root of her Dao igniting.

“You murderous pieces of shit…” Frenzy surged as she focused on their demise. “Come try and kill me, if you can!”

She leapt into the midst of them with a cry of fury, bolstering her body with [Iron Skin]. It was so long since she’d been able to cut loose freely and the [Lust for Battle] all but overwhelmed her. Blood flew as her axe cleaved through several demons at once, and she laughed with [Indifference] as their claws raked against her skin ineffectually.

Then suddenly she felt it.

The squeezing pressure of Dark Frenzy on her soul.

She immediately channeled [Soul Shield] and the technique lit up around her Flame to protect it. But already she could feel the toll it was taking on her near-empty Dantian. It was a risk to even attempt this while so low, but she had to last only sixty seconds until—

Oh shit!

“The signal!” Kelsey cleaved through another demon and then Summoned her Frenzy to shoot a bolt of lightning straight into the sky.

Damn, how much time did I lose?

10 seconds?

12?

20?

She had no idea.

She could make a run back for the barrier while she still had her senses.

The thought lasted all but half a second.

Screw that…

You didn’t get strong by being a pussy.

She’d messed up on the timing, so the [Odds were Against Her] now.

That caused fresh Frenzy to spew from her Flame just as the limits of her [Soul Shield] technique began to flicker. She strained to maintain it while fighting the demons as they surged in like a tidal wave. She was just about to channel [Mark of the Demon] to match their ferocity, but as her vision began to shrink and tunnel she knew she didn’t have to.

The Demon was already taking control.

Stay with it, Kelsey, she told herself. Struggler, don’t fail me now.

She saw the small image of her Blue self in the darkness as her vision shrunk to a pinprick. She was in the spiritual realm now. Like clockwork the haunting screeches of the unknown invaded her mind.

She entered her [Spectral Body] and used her spewing Frenzy to summon her axe in [Spectral Weapon] form. She couldn’t maintain this for long. But that was the point. Only by pushing herself past her limits could she grow any stronger.

A flash of tentacles crossed her vision.

She swung her axe, but was too slow.

Bastard…

“Show yourself, I’xol’ukz! I’m not afraid of you!”

Horrid screeches filled the air.

Amusement.

~Thou are but a whelp. Still, thy hubris spawns contempt~

From the darkness it emerged.

The embodiment of Dark Frenzy itself.

The tentacle creature filled with countless eyes.

Eyes that spelled the horror of the Stars.

~Wouldst though perhaps make a vessel? Nay. Thou art a husk to be snuffed out. For mine vessel shall be pure. Perish Cursed Demon of the Treacherous Flame~

The words shook her soul and she cried out with pain as they violated her spirit.

“No!” she screamed, but her [Soul Shield] had already faltered.

The tentacle wrapped about her [Spectral Body], ripping into the flesh of her very soul with the piercing gaze of their star-shot eyes. Visions of madness invaded her psyche. Armies of demons, millions strong.

A world crying out.

Injustice.

Salvation lost.

Indignation.

Defiance!

A brilliant yellow Flame emerged to consume the demons.

They cursed it.

~The great betrayer.~

~The Traitor of the One True Fla—

Kelsey awoke from the vision with a scream of sheer terror.

She found herself in a fetal position, rocking and still screaming.

She couldn’t control herself.

And then, like waking from a dream, the remnants of the visions evaporated from her mind, replaced with the soothing harmonics of Pure Frenzy.

“Vee,” Kelsey said weakly and then felt suddenly sick as the tar clogging her Flame sought to pervade her very soul. She dragged herself from the ground, her body covered in deep wounds and blood.

It was a rough one.

But she had survived.

More than that, she felt she had gained something.

Something important.

But she couldn’t remember it now.

Whatever it was.

The demons hissed and wailed at her from behind the barrier, but about her feet Kelsey saw the damage she had done to them as well. No less than a hundred demon corpses were now smoldering in the effects of Venja’s barrier.

Kelsey grinned, the Demon within satisfied.

“Quite the shitshow,” Kelsey muttered as she turned from the demons and began limping back towards Venja and the town. “But it worked.”

She had indeed done it.

She had found a way to cultivate the Bloodmoon on her own.

Well, mostly on her own.

Painful as it was, she would have to push herself again.

To face the darkness and terror.

To grow stronger.

Kelsey then paused to look up at the moon.

“Strong enough to kill you all one day.”


CHAPTER 22


MY DEAREST TRIBUTE,

First, well done for making the correct decision in rejecting my false offer of ease through the Academy. It was a test…and one that you have passed. It was always my intent to send the strongest and bravest of what our fair planet has to offer, and you, my dear Tribute, have once again proven your worth to me.

Rest assured, however, that the opportunity to become a royal consort may still be in your future. Should fate destine it between us.

Especially if you return to me a Legionnaire.

I stopped reading the letter, making an ick face as my stomach churned.

What the hell was this?

I dared to read further.

On that note, there is another task you must assure me of completing. When you do return from your tour of the Hell Worlds, as I am sure you will, ensure that you return alone. There is a significant grant that is awarded by the imperial treasury to be split amongst the home worlds of the tributes who survive.

It should go without saying that my planet is the only one worthy of receiving this grant.

You must ensure that it is so.

Do not disappoint me.

Until the fates reunites us again.

In my thoughts always,

Princess Lunalah

“What the actual hell…” I said, holding the letter away from me at arm’s length.

The thing was dripping with a kind of lemonade I did not want.

“What?” Blue Rose said from a rocky perch above me.

We were out in the wild, taking a break atop a hundred-foot-high mesa in the middle of the desert, staying out of reach of the Takrids. Blue Rose and I had found a bit of rocky outcropping just below the mesa’s flat-topped surface that offered a bit of shade. The rest of our platoon didn’t seem to care. The thirty or so other White Robes lounged in desert heat directly on the sunbaked deck of the mesa along with our commander, the almighty Jei Su Long.

It’d been about a week now since Blue Rose and I had finished our elixir duty and were rotated to earn our keep on the harvesting team. I had only four days in the library, but in that time, I had hammered the shit out of the books and had memorized every portion I could find pertaining to increasing the spiritual root of my Dao for ascension into the Sacred Soul Realm.

I found a brief snippet on how to ascend into the Sacred Soul Realm itself, but as Master Eiji had already warned me, the details were vague. The most it said was that it required huge quantities of Qi or Frenzy in my case. At least a hundred times more than what your Dantian could normally contain at the beginning of the Core Realm.

That meant I had a crap load of Frenzy to cultivate. But aside from that, the books gave tips on how my root could be strengthened through seeking some new spiritual truth or purity of my Dao. Not the most helpful, but it was guidance at least.

Normally, when Jei Su Long would lead us out on these mostly uneventful excursions into the wild, I would use the idle time to re-read the passages within my mind, seeking the key to my breakthrough for combining my inner selves. But today I received a letter. I had excitedly thought that it had come from Fia, but to my chagrin it was from the princess.

And boy was I disappointed.

“What?” Blue Rose said again, looking over my shoulder. “Is something wrong. Who is the letter from?”

“The princess.”

“Princess?” Tu’lok said, suddenly appearing from nowhere to butt into our conversation. He sat down next to Blue Rose. “Which princess?”

“My princess,” I said with a shake of my head. “The great Lunalah.”

Blue Rose let out a gasp. “Wait! You’re engaged to a princess?”

“He is?” Tu’lok said.

I looked up at her annoyed. “Hell no! I meant that ironically. She’s the old bag who rules my planet. I kind of hate the damn bitch. On principle anyway. I don’t really know her personally. But you’d damn well think so if you read this letter.”

“Let me see,” Blue Rose said and snatched it from above me before I could react.

“Hey!”

Her blue eyes went back and forth reading the letter as Tu’lok joined her from the side. She then let out a laugh. “Are you certain you’re not engaged?”

“You see it too, right?”

“What does this last part mean?” Tu’lok said, jabbing at the letter as he took it out of Blue Rose’s hand.

“Hells if I know,” I said disinterestedly.

He let out a grunt. “You’d better not be thinking about double crossing anyone, Iron Bull. Those missions to the Hell Worlds aren’t like these field trips out here.”

“I damn well hope not,” I said testily.

This was our fourth day out in the wild and we hadn’t killed anything more than a few Takrids here and there. It was annoying as hell, especially after reading just how much Frenzy I required to push myself into the Sacred Soul Realm.

“I wonder if Jei Su Long even knows how to find a monster with a damn core,” I muttered.

“Maybe he does know and he’s just scared,” Blue Rose said, leaning back on her elbows. “He’s guaranteed his jade trim no matter what he does, right? Why risk his life when he doesn’t have to. Meanwhile we gain nothing. There’s no way we’ll rank high enough against the other platoons at this rate. Another week with no cultivation rewards.”

I had to agree with her. Although for a different reason. I had no need for the elixirs, but I was at least looking forward to some real cultivation by taking on some awakened spirit beasts. But Jei Su Long seemed intent on leading us around in circles for most of the day, finding us nothing.

“What is he, like sixteen or seventeen?” I said, huffing out a scoff. “Trust me, in my old life as a handler, I came across plenty of his type. Spoiled young masters hiding their fears and incompetence behind a façade of ‘bad luck’.”

“You two must not speak like this,” Tu’lok said with a frown. “Like it or not, he is our commander. We must respect that.”

“I respect results,” Blue Rose said.

“Same here,” I echoed her.

Tu’lok sighed frustrated. “Anyway, you are missing the point of what I was originally saying, Iron Bull.” He then shook the letter. “You must not consider something like this on the Hell Worlds. There’s enough trying to kill you there without having to worry about one of your own sticking a knife in your back.”

I looked up at him, insulted.

“You think I’d do something like that?” I jerked a thumb at Blue Rose. “That’s her department, not mine.”

Blue Rose let out a gasp. “What did you say?”

“I’m loyal as they come, buddy,” I said, ignoring her with [Indifference]. “And not to the princess.”

Blue Rose scowled back at me. “That was one time. And before I knew you. I’m loyal as well. To those I love.”

I raised an eyebrow at her. “Oh… so you admit you’re in love with me now?”

“I did not say that! I meant my family!”

I continued to laugh, cultivating her anger. “Damn it’s easy to push your buttons, Blue Ro—”

“What is going on here!”

The boyish shout came from Jei Su Long who was now standing above us on the top of the mesa. He glared at me and Blue Rose and then let out a harrumph.

“I might have known that it was the coward and the cripple,” he said with disdain. “You two would do well to not draw my attention. I do not suffer weakness lightly.”

I glared at the blue-haired kid but didn’t say anything, anger burning deep in my soul. The little prick hadn’t given me an opportunity to flex my muscle yet and the false first impression I had given him was starting to get old.

He waved it in my face every chance he got, however.

The same with Blue Rose and her leg.

I glowered inwardly, Frenzy trickling from my Flame.

But satisfying as it was to loathe the guy, I was going to need a heck of a lot more than a trickle of Frenzy to meet my goals. An idea suddenly popped into my head. I needed to start steering this ship in the direction I needed it to go if I wanted to advance.

And he had just given me an opening.

“Commander,” I said with a half-hearted bow. “Perhaps Blue Rose and I can prove our worthiness to you. Let us fight an awakened spirit beast. I know how to find one.”

He scoffed again. “I wouldn’t trust you two to be able to do anything. It is lucky we haven’t found anything as yet or you may as well be dead.”

I couldn’t tell if it was bravado or bullshit, but I was getting sick and tired of both. “You know, Commander, I used to be a handler from a world with a Bloodmoon like this one. I know how to find Awakened Spirit Beasts. If you’ll allow me, I’ll lead us to a creature that will put as right at the top of the rankin—”

“I care not what you have to say!” Jei Su Long snapped. “Your past means nothing. Your opinion means nothing. You mean nothing.” He then widened his gaze to take in all three of us. “You are all criminals. Lower even than slaves. The fact that you are even given the privilege of being led by one such as I… is insulting.” He then looked away and mumbled, “The sooner I am done with this ridiculous chore of minding you feral dogs the better.”

Anger flared within me.

I wanted to break every bone in his arrogant little cultivator neck, but the Struggler kept me at bay.

Don’t do it, he whispered to me. Just play the game.

Jei Su Long then spat on the ground in front of us, as if to give his final verdict on our collective net worth in his eyes. I was just about to break free from my chains when Jei Su Long suddenly snatched the letter from Tu’lok’s hand.

“And what is this?”

Ah shit… I thought.

Jei Su Long studied it with narrowing eyes and frowned once he reached the end.

“Whose letter is this?” He stared at Tu’lok. “Yours?”

“No, Comman—”

“It’s mine,” I said, standing, not giving a shit anymore. “And I didn’t give you permission to read it either.”

Jei Su Long’s mouth fell open in disbelief.

“You dare address This One in such a tone?!”

Maybe it was the letter putting me in a bad mood to start off with or Jei Su Long’s arrogant display of superiority just now, but the Struggler finally lost the battle. I suddenly couldn’t bring myself to give a shit about who Jei Su Long was anymore. The blue-haired twerp reminded me every bit of Hein, even worse than him in his arrogance and pride.

And now here he was, standing in the way of my progression. I needed a hundred times more Frenzy than what I had now and this little asshole was stopping me from earning it. And all because he thought we were worthless pieces of shit in his eyes.

“Yeah, I dare,” I said vaulting to the top of the mesa to land before him.

A spike of fear jolted through his soul as he backed away, but then just as quickly, his arrogant cultivator nature kicked in and he screamed back at me.

“Insolence!”

His hand came swiftly and for a moment I considered letting it hit me with [Indifference] but suddenly I’d had enough. I caught his wrist like a vice, pouring on the Frenzy and his eyes widened with shock at the imposition of my strength.

“Hey,” I said coolly with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Don’t let the color of these robes fool you. They were black long before they were brown or white… you get me?”

I backed up my words with [Fear the Flame] and his cultivator façade cracked before me, his young soul trembled internally as I bombarded him with eldritch powers his mind couldn’t understand. The entire platoon was on their feet and looking at us now and I could sense the fear and apprehension within their souls as well.

I sucked it all up and finally pushed Jei Su Long’s hand aside.

It was time to stop playing to this asshole’s pace and set my own tempo.

I had nine months to get back to Fia and earning nothing wasn’t going to cut it.

“Who here is tired of going home empty handed each day?” I bellowed with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Who here wants to gain top rank for cultivation rewards and ascend to the next realm?”

“W-what are you doing?” Jei Su Long said, glancing about as if expecting every White Robe to suddenly turn into an assassin and run him through the back.

The transformation was startling.

From overconfident fake commander to stuttering teenage boy.

I had him on the ropes, but luckily for him, assassination wasn’t my goal today.

“I said who wants to get some damn cores?!”

Again, silence and tension.

Then suddenly a shout came from behind.

“I do!” Blue Rose said as she stepped forward to join me, lemonade filling her soul. “And I’m sure the rest of you do as well! Speak up! Let the Commander hear so he knows what we want!”

Her words caused the fear in their hearts to subside and murmurs began to break throughout the ranks.

“I want to advance!”

“Yes, of course we all do!”

“Why haven’t we found anything yet?”

“I heard 8th Platoon has farmed three cores already!”

I leaned forward to Jei Su Long to whisper in his ear.

“You hear that?” I said. “That’s the sound of discontent. If you want it to get even worse, keep doing what you’re doing by jerking us around and finding us nothing. We’re not here to get a fancy merit badge sponsored by Mommy and Daddy like you, understand? We’re here to work for our pay.”

I sensed it within him then.

True fear in his heart.

I was calling his bullshit and he knew it.

“Now look here,” I continued. “I meant what I said about being a handler. I can and will find us an Awakened Spirit Beast to kill. But I’m going to do you the extra favor of leaving the decision to you so you can save face in front of your men. Right now, you’re looking pretty damn weak in their eyes.”

His blue eyes met my gaze, squinting as anger pushed through the fear in his soul. “Who in the hells are you?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “Are you going to do it or not? Or shall I spur this into a full-blown mutiny by bringing in an awakened beast on my own accord? Show them all just how inept you are. I’m sure Chief Instructor Yora won’t be pleased about that. You might not even get your jade trim.”

He grimaced. “You’ll pay for this.”

“Maybe,” I said as I backed away from him. “But not today. Today this is all on you.”

He fumed impotently in front of me, his soul stewing in its own juices of hate. Then a streak of malevolence filled his eyes. “We’ll see about that.”

He then turned to face the rest of the platoon.

“I have made a decision!” Jei Su Long shouted. “This Cowardly One claims to know how to find an Awakened Spirit Beast for us to kill. I will, for our amusement, entertain this fool to see if he utters the truth or not.” He then turned to me. “Go on then, Bull Man, show us how it’s done. And if you fail, you can be assured that you will suffer a great punishment for this show of insolence and deceit.”

It was then his turn to lean forward and whisper.

“You need not worry about what was in that letter,” he said. “I will see to it that you will struggle to return from the battlefield this day much less to earn even a chance to do so as a legionnaire in the future. Do you get me?”

I grimaced as I accepted the challenge, my Flame filling with Frenzy.

“Sounds like a deal.”

* * *

I got to it right away.

I started by breaking the platoon down into sections.

“Who here is Low-Tier Core Realm?”

About a quarter put up their hands.

“Move to the side,” I said. “Mid-tier?”

About half of them identified themselves.

Looking at who was left it was Blue Rose, myself, and three others as High-Tiers.

“Alright,” I said. “We need to harvest bait first. Low-Tiers, that will be your job. You won’t be much use against the Awakened Beast, so you can help by allowing the higher-tier cultivators to conserve their strength for the big fight. Any fliers with ranged techniques?”

Four tributes raised their hands.

“You four will be a major source of damage,” I said. “You’ll also be needed to attract the beast’s attention to take the heat off the mid-tier cultivators if need be. High-Tiers will tackle the beast head on. Mid-Tiers will attack from the flank and rear. With the amount of us, it shouldn’t be too hard. Any questions?”

Everyone shook their heads and then I looked to Jei Su Long. “Commander?”

He harrumphed. “Do as he says. Commence.”

We left the mesa and I took us north towards the academy. It was still just early afternoon, but I didn’t know how long things might take to happen and I didn’t want to be caught too far from home if the operation ran into Bloodmoon time.

Plus, I had to worry about Jei Su Long himself now.

I didn’t sense he had the balls to put any action behind his words, but an opportunist was an opportunist. We kept up our speed to avoid triggering Takrid traps as we raced across the barren wilds of the desert. I kept a look out for tell-tale signs of our prey as I did so.

One of the books I had read through at the library was on the local fauna. It was somewhat akin to the handler manuals back home, save it wasn’t nearly as diverse or comprehensive. Perhaps that was as a result of most of the native species being killed off by the demons or mutated by the Bloodmoon after all this time, but there was enough information in there to give me a heads up on the food chain.

My target was something called a Pythor, which was basically a giant tortoise the size of a house with a spiked shell and the neck and head of a cobra. From what I had gathered from the book it was a mid-tier spirit beast, perhaps the local equivalent of a B-class. They burrowed under the sand in the dune like areas and fed infrequently, but their favorite prey was a type of sandworm called Balek that resembled thirty-foot-long moray eels.

We killed a couple of Takrids on the way to the more sandy areas of the desert and I extracted their scent organs to use as lures for the Balek. Once we reached the edge of the dunes, the desert-proper stretched out before us like a roiling sea of sand. I had the Low-Tier team get to work spreading the scent of the Takrid guts to attract the Balek.

It didn’t take long for the first one to appear, the long grey-skinned creature moving like a serpent through the sand as easily as if it were water. The team of eight Low-Tiers made short work of the first one, as well as the next four that arrived.

We then moved location, closer to a large cliff face where the book said Pythor were likely to burrow against. I then went to work filleting the Balek into long strips of bloody meat.

“You actually seem to know what you’re doing,” Blue Rose said, looking over my shoulder as I cut into the last Balek. “You sure this will work though?”

I shrugged. “Hopefully.”

Blue Rose glanced back at Jei Su Long where he was studying me from afar. “Hope you’re right. He seems itching for you to fail.”

I pushed the thought aside as I seeded the sand just below the cliff face with the Balek carcasses. Once done we then retreated to a ridge midway up the cliff that was about thirty feet off the ground and then took another break as we waited.

It was mid-afternoon now and I was growing conscious of the time.

After a whole hour went by with no action, I began to grow nervous.

The bastard Jei Su Long seemed delighted.

He came to stand next to me to gloat. “So, you see now that it is not as easy as you think. And for all your silly tricks we wasted time on, they do nothing. Useless, just like you.”

I kept my poker face with [Indifference], keeping my head straight as I responded. “Every day is a fishing day but not every day is a catching day.”

“Spoken like the true native bumpkin you are.”

I looked down at the Balek corpses now baking in the desert sun.

I didn’t get it wrong, did I? I thought, beginning to doubt myself. Those eel things were what those turtle things ate, right?

No, I was sure of it.

I had gotten it right.

I was just about to call for moving spots when a Tribute at the far end of the ledge suddenly called out.

“I see something! It’s huge!”

I grinned inwardly as I stood to my feet. “About damn tim—”

I stopped short when I saw what it was.

There, making its way rapidly across the dunes towards us was a familiar creature the size of a jumbo jet.

Oh shit…

“A Jolup?!” Jei Su Long said next to me, his eyes wide with fear.

I too knew the name for it now—the giant Komodo dragon-looking beast that devoured Ku Ren whole. If Pythors were a B-Class then this was definitely an A or S. And awakened to boot, by the size of it. Absently, I wondered if it were even the same one.

“You damn idiot!” Jei Su Long shouted. “You’ve summoned a Jolup here to kill us!”

The rest of the White Robes were on their feet in alarm.

Panic broke out as fear poured from their souls.

“Think it can reach us from up here?”

“Can we kill it?”

“Only Black Robes can kill a Jolup! We need to run!”

“It’s too late to run! We’re trapped up here!”

“Gods damn it, Bull Man!”

As the world fell into chaos around me, a single thought crystalized within my mind.

If this is what the Flame has summoned for me, then so be it.

I drew my Axe and Glaive and prepared to face the creature, [Odds Against Me] for sure.

“Run if you like,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “But as for me, I’m getting done what we came for.”

Silence fell as they all looked at me like I was crazy.

And by the thoughts now running through my mind, I probably was.

I didn’t know if I was ready to take on something like this, but I didn’t care. I needed to advance and the Frenzy the thing was causing my Flame to produce was unreal.

The Jolup was nearly to us, mere seconds away as its body snaked back and forth, kicking up sand as it let loose an ear-piercing hiss from its jaws. More Tributes cried out in panic, trying to flee by scrambling further up the cliff wall.

I couldn’t care.

I cycled the Frenzy now bursting from my Flame as I prepare to jump from the cliff.

“This one’s for you, Kou Ren,” I whispered and then leapt towards the snarling jaws of the Jolup with a smile on my face.

It was finally happy hunting time.


CHAPTER 23


HOT DESERT WIND pressed against my face as I fell towards the beast.

I engaged [Steel Skin] and [Steel Core] while summoning [Mark of the Giant], my muscles swelling as I double handed my Phalanx Glaive to deliver a lightning-charged cleave to the monster’s snout.

The Jolup was still focused on the screaming Tributes behind me, its vision perhaps unable to see the man-sized figure flying straight between its eyes. I used the opportunity for a surprise attack, putting every ounce of Frenzy I could muster into a preemptive strike.

“[Lightning Splits the Towering Oak]!”

White-hot lightning crackled from the sky and hit the tip of my Phalanx Glaive just as it cleaved into the top of the Jolup’s gaping maw. An explosion thundered across the desert, my hair blown back by the detonation of my Frenzy. A horrid roar of pain ripped from the creature’s throat as its head was pummeled into the sand as if hit by an invisible giant. Its enormous body heaved upward into the air behind it as its momentum drove its head further into the sand and brought it dead to a stop.

The Jolup seemed stunned as I landed on its head, and I used the opportunity to follow up with a [One Chop Cleave] aimed directly for one of its eyes. The world spun as my blade connected and I was rewarded with another roar of pain as I cut deep into the creature’s eye socket with a spray of blood.

The world went spinning again as the beast flung me from its head with a whip of its neck. I hit the ground at what felt like 100 miles an hour, skidding across the dunes. When I finally found my feet, I was over half a football field’s length away.

Blood oozed from its wounded eye as well as a massive laceration to the tip of its snout. It turned its massive head towards me seeking retribution. I could sense the anger and hatred coming from within it, pulsating violently as it sought me out with a flick of its enormous, forked tongue.

I quickly cultivated the sea of Frenzy flooding my system, topping up my Dantian and pressing in even more to increase its size. This was what I had been craving. I had to take advantage of every second to increase the density of my Dantian while expending enough to stay alive.

And expend I would, to face this thing.

The Jolup took a few ground-trembling steps in my direction and then licked the air again.

“Foul Demon,” it spoke without use of its mouth or tongue. “I seethe…!!”

At first, I wondered if it had somehow spoken to me directly inside my own head.

But then the Tributes on the ledge started freaking out as well.

“It spoke!”

“An Awakened beast!”

“It must be ancient!”

“We must flee!”

“Damn you, beast,” I muttered as I readied my Glaive again. “Need to put you down quick before you spill all my secrets.”

The Jolup didn’t react however and instead shifted its head towards the Tributes screaming atop the cliff.

Shit!

One flick of that tongue and half of them would be dead.

“Hell Spawn of the Cursed Stars!” I screamed with [Fear the Flame] to draw its attention. “I’m your prey now! The demon you seek!”

That got its attention immediately, and it shifted from the Tributes on the ledge to glare back at me with its one good eye.

“Blasphemer!” it hissed with a shriek. “Traitor!”

It then barreled towards me at top speed, fast as hell.

No way could I move in time.

Not without help.

Channeling [Mark of the Beast], I transformed and shifted to the side at ten times my normal speed. Being this far away from the platoon, no way could they see the finer details of my beastly form. I used it to my advantage as the Jolup’s jaws crashed into the sand where I had stood just milliseconds ago.

I flew back at it with a vicious chop to its head with my Glaive, burning Frenzy to put as much strength behind it as possible. I got in three hits in the space of just a few seconds, going to town on the beast. I went for two more but realized my mistake too late.

I had gotten greedy.

The monster jerked its head to the side and clamped me within its fang-filled maw.

Foot-long teeth made short work of my [Steel Skin] and [Steel Core], punching through me with a violent snap! of its jaws. Blinding pain set my nervous system on fire and I screamed as its teeth severed muscle, sinew and bone. [Death’s Door] took over immediately, pumping Frenzy through my impaled body to remain conscious despite the mortal wounds. I was burning Frenzy like crazy now just to stay alive, but as quickly as I spent it, my Flame produced more.

A satisfied rumble came from deep within the Jolup’s throat.

“A quick meal is all thou art.”

Images of Kou Ren flashed through my mind as it prepared to swallow me whole.

No way was I going out like that!

As it jerked its head upwards to toss me in the air, I channeled [Steel Lightning]. The ablative technique shattered the teeth impaling me, freeing me for a moment. I then spun in mid-air and thrust the tip of my Phalanx Glaive straight through its tongue and into the bottom of its mouth, wedging the ten-foot-long weapon between its closing jaws.

I hung onto the handle-grip for dear life as the beast went into convulsive throes of agony and infuriation, trying to free the blade from its mouth. I gripped my axe in my free hand and went to town on the rest of its teeth, spewing [Frenzied Lightning] with each blow.

Fangs and gums shattered under my relentless assault.

The anger within it surged, combining with pain and then slowly something else.

Fear…

“That’s right, you overgrown bitch!” I shouted with fury and [Fear the Flame]. “I’m going to be the end of you!”

In what seemed like desperation, the Jolup thrust its wedged mouth into the sand. It shook its head from side to side and finally the combined force of the motion and the sand pushing against the flat of the blade forced it free.

I went tumbling across the dunes again, pain shooting through me with each bump and roll. I still had my weapons though and I fought against death itself to stand to my feet. I was bleeding and covered in sand, my body a living pin cushion of torturous pain.

The Jolup didn’t look much better.

The monster was heaving deep hissing breaths, blood gushing from its busted-up mouth as its tongue dangled by a thread.

“Vermin… thou art indeed a bastard spawn of the Cursed Flame.”

“Glad you finally recognized that, asshole.”

The Jolup huffed out a sickly, guttural laugh. “Fool, thou art already dead. Mine venom will finish thee.”

It was probably right.

I was dead already from my wounds and whatever poison was in those teeth was simply there to finish me off.

Only my Frenzy was keeping me alive now.

But that didn’t matter.

“I’ll die when I’m good and ready,” I said as I prepared to charge at it again. “Right after I send you to hell!”

I rushed forward and quick as a blink it swiped at me with its foreleg. Despite my every intention to dodge the attack, my body just didn’t respond quickly enough.

Shit!

Its claws knocked me off my feet, taking huge chunks of flesh with it.

I hit the ground in a daze.

[Death’s Door] was keeping me alive, but I was nowhere near as battle ready as I was before. I was literally a zombie now. Dead, slow, bleeding, and weak. The Jolup must have sensed it too and pounced on me with a roar. A hundred tons of pissed-off lizard came crashing down on top of me, burying me under one of its claws.

Sunlight faded from view as the sinking sand became my tomb.

“Thou are but a scrapling. Thou art no Flame.”

No Flame…?

The insult burned the core of my Dao with ire.

This son of a bitch had no clue what I was!

Rage and fury pulsated through me, producing fresh Frenzy from my Flame.

The [Odds Against Me] were immense.

But I couldn’t quit now.

Too many people were depending on me.

I let loose a primal yell as I pushed back against the beast’s claw, the laws of physics breaking as I bench pressed the 100-ton lizard back into the air.

“Look! He’s still alive!” a nearby voice cried out.

And then I heard one I recognized immediately.

“I told you!” Blue Rose shouted. “Attack its flank now! He’s wounded it badly! We can kill it!”

I heard the beast roar and hiss and the pressure of its claw left me as it redirected towards wherever Blue Rose was. I fought against the pain coursing through my body as I literally pulled myself from my own grave.

When I emerged, I saw the Jolup was facing away from me now, whipping its head back and forth as it tried to snatch the three or four cultivators flying in circles above it. The team of mid-tier cultivators were doing their best to hack into its tail and hind legs, Tu’lok leading the charge. They surged back and forth as the creature stomped about. The thing was so huge that one false move and they’d easily be trampled, but they pressed on fearlessly, causing huge gaping wounds to its side.

I looked for Jei Su Long and saw the bastard still perched on the cliff.

I scanned for Blue Rose next but didn’t see her.

I was hanging on by a thread.

The fact that I was still running [Mark of the Giant] and [Mark of the Beast] didn’t even matter anymore. I was barely recognizable now, my busted-up body covered in blood-caked sand. I dared not drop them though, for fear that they were also what was keeping me alive.

But this couldn’t go on forever.

Blue Rose had brought the cavalry, but I still needed to finish my part.

I shrugged off the pain and made a mad sprint for the beast.

With a howl, I leapt onto its hind leg and began clawing my way upwards. I kept hold with my clawed fingertips, digging into the flesh of its thick, scaly hide as it bucked and roared. Scrambling forward, I made my way down its length to reach the base of its neck and saw Blue Rose there, stabbing at the creature’s skull with her daggers.

She turned about just as I arrived, and her jaw dropped when she saw me.

“Saints in hell!” she said. “You look like shit, Bull Man!”

“Yeah, well I feel even worse,” I said, clinging onto the Jolup’s back with one hand as it bucked and roared.

Amazingly, Blue Rose kept her footing as if her boots were glued to it.

“How did you even hurt this thing?” she said and looking down I saw a small wound that she had made now weeping blood at the base of the Jolup’s skull. “I can barely make a dent.”

“Strong weapons, I guess,” I said and prepared to put them to the test.

The fly boys were sending down blasts of elemental Qi, but they seemed to be pissing it off more than hurting it. Still their distraction was enough for it to not notice us on its back.

I had to bring this monster to its end now.

“Let me finish what you started there, Blue,” I said and then timing my leap forward, I slammed my Phalanx Glaive in at a 45-degree angle into the small wound Blue Rose had made. It only got in a foot but that was okay.

“Get ready,” I said. “It probably won’t like this.”

I summoned my Frenzy and spun with a [Lightning One Chop Cleave]!

The flat of my axe blade slammed into the hilt of my sword and sent the Glaive shooting into the base of the Jolup’s skull like a giant nail. Both Blue Rose and I were thrown into the air as the monster bucked upward and then stiffened. I rolled clear as it fell onto its back with a massive kathoom! sending a blast of wind and sand into the air.

Its legs spasmed for a few seconds and then hissing out a final breath, it grew still.

A moment of deadly silence passed and then shock gave way to elation as the air filled with the yells of ecstatic cheers.

My [Bloodlust] triggered and I quickly cultivated the Frenzy before it disappeared.

I was still burning Frenzy like no tomorrow and with the creature now dead, once my [Bloodlust] subsided there’d be no new Frenzy to replenish my pool to keep me alive.

Once [Death’s Door] ended…so would I.

I needed to get help quickly.

Staggering to my feet, I hurried to find Blue Rose.

I ran into Tu’lok first and the rest of the Mid-Tier cultivators now celebrating in victory. When they saw me, each one gave me expressions of awe and more importantly, fresh lemonade. I cultivated it quickly to stay on my feet.

“What in the hells are you?” Tu’lok said, staring at me incredulously but with a smile. “You’ve got to be Sacred Soul Realm! What are you doing in a white robe?”

“What is he doing still standing?” someone else quipped.

“They should make him a Black Robe just for this.”

“I’ve got to get back,” I said weakly. “Need the infirmary. Healing elixirs or something. That thing poisoned me.”

If I could, I would have tried to use a [Mark] to heal, but I couldn’t risk another shift in my state. And besides, if I did that, I’d be giving up all of my hard-earned gains. The Path of a Berserker was a brutal one, and in all honesty, I hadn’t had a workout like this in ages.

I’d be a fool to cheat myself out of the progression from healing naturally.

But I needed to survive first.

“I’ve got you,” Blue Rose said, appearing miraculously by my side. “We’ll get you back quickly.”

“No one’s going anywhere!”

I looked to see Jei Su Long touching down on a dune above us.

Son of a bitch, I thought. The bastard could fly all this time?

“You’re quite something,” Jei Su Long said as he studied me. “Lucky perhaps.”

He then looked to the rest of the platoon.

“What are you all waiting for?” he shouted. “Harvest that beast’s core!”

If Jei Su Long wanted a shot at killing me, now would be the optimal time.

Thankfully he seemed more fearful when he looked at me now more than anything else.

“What were you speaking to it?” he said. “And why did it speak to you?”

He was on the right track if he was looking for reasons to be suspicious.

“They always talk to me,” I said with bravado and [Struggler’s Resolve]. “What? First time you’ve actually fought an Awakened Spirit Beast? They’re not just monsters, you know? Plus, they say the weirdest shit sometimes. I just echo it to piss them off.”

“What?”

“There’s a soul in there that created that core you want. You can check with Master Eiji if you want the details on how it is done. Of course, if you had ever served as a White Robe, you would have gotten that lesson already.”

A few chuckles went through the ranks and inside Jei Su Long’s anger boiled.

“Just get me that core,” he snapped.

He grimaced and then left and I finally fell to the ground.

Tu’lok and Blue Rose rushed to aid me as a new pain coursed through my body.

The poison taking its toll.

“Hey, hang in there,” Tu’lok said. “We’ll get you bandaged up as best we can.”

I nodded weakly as I began to ration the Frenzy reserves within my Dantian.

I was half full now.

And still burning quickly to maintain [Death’s Door].

I allowed myself to feel the pain and used [Indifference] to stop from crying out as I cycled the minute increase in Frenzy the pain provided. At this stage every bit would help.

“Move fast,” Tu’lok shouted to the Tributes now hacking into the Jolup corpse. “We need to get the Iron Bull back to the academy quickly!”

“It won’t be fast enough,” Blue Rose said, staring at me like I was already a dead man. “I’ll run back to summon a skiff.”

“No, you will not!” Jei Su Long shouted from atop the corpse of the Jolup, apparently spying on us the entire time since he’d left. “I ordered everyone to stay until the work is done. We return as a platoon.” He then leered down at me. “No exceptions.”

Blue Rose grimaced.

“He’s waiting for the poison to kill you, I think,” she whispered. “You’ve caused him to lose too much face today.”

I huffed out a choking laugh. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

Her eyes then set as she seemed to make a decision. “Just hang on. I’ll be right back.”

Blue Rose stood and slowly paced behind the giant corpse, out of sight of Jei Su Long.

Then, with a martial flexing of her hands, she disappeared.

* * *

An agonizing half an hour went by as the rest of the platoon began chopping into the giant lizard to harvest its core. Jei Su Long looked on with glee while I suffered, micromanaging the operation and getting them to take way longer than needed to dive into its guts and extract the core.

“Harvest the heart as well,” he shouted. “And the venom glands. They will fetch high prices on the off-world markets and earn the academy prestige and wealth. Take care you do not damage them. Work with diligence and care. Do not rush.”

That son of a bitch…

Tu’lok and a few other Tributes managed to bandage me some, as well as retrieve my sword, but the worried looks on their faces told me that even they didn’t expect me to live very long. Jei Su Long was counting on it no doubt, smirking at me as he barked his orders to work slowly.

Luckily, he seemed too obsessed with the process to realize Blue Rose had even gone.

She had to hurry back soon though.

I was down to less than a quarter of a tank now.

By the time the Tributes finally produced the Jolup’s monster core, another twenty minutes had passed. The entire platoon gathered around it then, like it was a newborn babe or something and when I finally got to see it for myself, I understood why.

The thing was the size of a basketball, literally the largest core I’d ever seen. It was rough around the edges and slightly oblong, like a giant walnut. It was ruddy brown, signifying it as an earth-aspect core.

“Secure it and we’ll get underway,” Jei Su Long said as he examined it. “I will undoubtedly win the top-ranking platoon leader with a prize like this.”

“Nice,” I said. “Be even nicer if you helped earn it.”

He glared at me with contempt. “Mind your tongue. It is the work of White Robes to harvest cores. Not Black Robes. My job was to lead. And as you can see, I did so splendidly.”

Delusional prick, I thought.

I wanted to say that part out loud, but I needed to pick my battles.

I was dangerously close to running dry now.

“Let’s move,” Jei Su Long said.

Tu’lok helped me up and was about to sling me over his shoulder when Jei Su Long stopped him.

“What are you doing?” he said.

“Helping him, Commander. He’s gravely wounded.”

Jei Su Long smirked at me as if to say ‘checkmate’. “If he isn’t strong enough to make it back on his own strength like the rest of us, then he isn’t worthy to return. Leave him.”

“He won’t make it on his own like this,” Tu’lok said.

“Then so be it!” Jei Su Long shouted and then turned about. “Let’s move!”

Sheepishly several of the tributes began slinking away, following after the commander.

I grinned with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Don’t worry about me, fellas. I’m coming.”

“This is madness!” Tu’lok shouted. “Commander, the Iron Bull earned us this trophy nearly on his own. He has already proven his strength a hundred times over. We must help him!”

“Do that and it will be your head!” Jei Su Long shouted. “I have given an order!”

I could sense the defiance growing within Tu’lok as he grimaced. “The Chief Instructor would surely not approve of this.”

“Chief Instructor?” Jei Su Long quickly turned about to get in Tu’lok’s face, or as much as he could, being two heads shorter than him. “Do you see her here? In the heat of battle the Platoon Commander makes the decisions on his own accord. And my decision has been made!”

“Is that so?”

Everyone paused at the powerful voice that called out.

We all turned to see a skiff cresting over the top of the Jolup corpse, Chief Instructor Yora herself riding upon it, along with Master Eiji and Blue Rose.

“And what is this decision you have made on your own accord, Jei Su Long?”

Jei Su Long’s eyes nearly fell out of his head.

He quickly fell to one knee. “Chief Instructor! This One is honored that you would seek out my humble platoon for a visit.”

“A visit?” she said coolly. “Master Eiji, see to him quickly.”

“Yes, Chief Instructor.”

Jumping from the skiff, Blue Rose led Master Eiji to me and he quickly produced a vial of purple liquid from his robes.

“Drink all of it,” he said, putting it to my lips. “It will deal with the venom. There is a strong healing elixir mixed in with it also. You will become drowsy soon. Don’t fight it. It will allow you to heal.”

The concoction went down like fiery liquor, but as it hit my insides, I could already feel it making a change. My need for Frenzy lessened slightly as my body finally began to mend of its own accord.

“Thank you, Master Eiji.”

I then looked past him to Blue Rose who was hovering over his shoulder. “I owe you one.”

She simply nodded, but I could see the relief on her face.

Chief Instructor Yora then dismounted and slowly approached Jei Su Long. “I didn’t want to believe the report at first, but to see it with my own eyes…remarkable. An Awakened Jolup taken down by a platoon of White Robes.” She then paused and narrowed her eyes at Jei Su Long. “What did you mean just now by ‘visit’? Did you not just send your Tribute to summon help?”

Blue Rose suddenly spoke up. “Yes, Chief Instructor. Commander Jei Su Long was very wise to have sent me. As you can see, we arrived just in time to save the Iron Bull.”

Jei Su Long didn’t say anything for a moment, clearly caught off guard.

“Y-yes,” he said finally. “I sent her.”

Yora frowned, clearly not believing a word of it. “Get your men back to the academy. I’ll debrief you upon my return.”

Jei Su Long’s insides filled with anger and resentment as he glared at Blue Rose. “Yes, Chief Instructor.”

Yora then approached me.

“I hear that you were primarily responsible for this,” she said. “Is this true?”

“You can ask these guys, Chief Instructor,” I said with a weak smile. “I was too busy getting my ass eaten alive to really tell.”

She chuckled with a bit of lemonade. “Get him aboard the skiff. When you recover, Iron Bull, I would very much like a debrief from you as well.”

Ah shit, I thought. Maybe I’d gone too far killing something so big.

But screw it.

I needed to advance somehow.

As Tu’lok helped me aboard the skiff, the effects of Master Eiji’s elixir began to take hold. Blue Rose then clambered aboard next to me and looked down at me from above.

“Thanks again, Blue,” I said as my eyes grew heavy. “It’s true what you said. You are loyal.”

She smirked. “Don’t take that to mean that I love you.”

I huffed out a painful laugh.

As the skiff took off, I was oddly reminded of the last time I was running on [Death’s Door] in the belly of a skiff. Now here I was, repeating history on an alien world. Hopefully like before, a new breakthrough would come with it as well.

My last thoughts were of Fia as the hue of the setting sun began to fill the sky.

One step closer to coming home to you, babe.

And with that I finally gave in to sleep.


CHAPTER 24


KELSEY GRIMACED AS the three cultivators encircled her, wielding spears and Jian blades.

She’d already felt the bite from two of them.

Her robes were riddled with slashes, but the attacks hadn’t been strong enough to do much against her Frenzy-hardened skin.

Still, it pissed her off that they’d even managed to hit her at all.

It was a grim reminder that for all her internal progression she was still a junior when it came to martial arts. Clobbering hordes of demons with wild axe swings was more her style. But she had a duty to keep here now as well.

It was late afternoon when she’d been alerted to these three thugs approaching the gate.

She wasn’t sure if they were even part of a sect or not.

They looked washed up and over the hill as far as she could tell.

It was the type she was used to fending off now after returning to the city.

“This is your last warning!” she shouted. “You mess with the Terran Sect, you’re going to get your face pushed in. If you leave now, I’ll allow you to spread the word and keep your lives.”

Jian Yi, who was a few paces behind her, held up her self-defense forms. “She speaks the truth. You have already violated our sovereign rights as well as imperial law just by being here.”

“So call the enforcers then,” one of the thugs, a wiry man wielding a spear, said. “Or if you want, you can pay us our due and we’ll be on our way. Else prepare to meet your end and we’ll take what we want.” The man then smirked at Kelsey. “I got no qualms killing a kid who thinks herself a damn hero.”

Ire burned in her gut.

“I’m no kid!” she shouted.

Kelsey charged at him with her axe, trying to remember to use her actual forms instead of attacking wildly. The three countered her while slipping out of her reach. She took three more embarrassing cuts to her robes and hardened skin beneath while her axe slammed ineffectually into the ground, causing a huge crack in the asphalt.

The one with the spear laughed. “Strong little bitch, you are. But your technique is shit!”

She growled and roared, pumping Frenzy.

If she could go all out, she could kill all three of them.

But deep down she knew she couldn’t.

For as many demons as she’d slain, she’d never killed an actual person before.

At least not intentionally.

Images of her taking Jim’s life while under the effects of Dark Frenzy still haunted her, even if she had lost all control while in her Demon form. This was no different. She was strong but she wasn’t Max. She didn’t have the same resolve of his Dao—to fight against the cultivators and the empire who had taken over their world. Her battle was against the monsters and demons of the Bloodmoon.

Not people.

Even if they were assholes like these.

It burned her inside, but they were right.

In many ways, she was still just a kid.

But that didn’t mean she was weak.

Summoning her Flame, Kelsey cycled her meridians and sent a burst of solid Frenzy to her jing. Yellow lightning erupted from her axe as she let out a massive yell with [Fear the Flame]. She slammed her axe down in front of them again and an explosion of asphalt and lightning sent them flying into the air. She screamed wildly before they even hit the ground again, giving into her feral side. Kelsey finally sensed the fear she’d been looking for and chased after them as they began to retreat.

“I didn’t sign up for this!” one of them cried. “That bitch is Core Realm!”

Kelsey slung a few more bolts of lightning into the air for good measure. “Tell that to your friends, assholes! The Furious Lightning Clan still protects the Terran Sect!”

When they finally ran out of sight, Kelsey collapsed to her knees exhausted.

Summoning lightning still took a lot out of her and without the cultivators sparking fresh Frenzy from her Flame like the demons did, she was always having to dip into her reserves.

She was still breathing heavily and recovering when Jian Yi casually stepped next to her.

“Hopefully that should keep them away for a while,” she said. “At least until the next group appears.”

Kelsey sighed. “Yeah.” She felt guilty for a moment. “Sorry…I’m not able to do much more than scare them away.”

In every encounter thus far, Kelsey had managed to use her inner strength and [Fear the Flame] technique to cause the cultivators to flee instead of killing them and on the odd occasion to leave them with a serious wound or two. But it was nowhere near as effective as when Max was laying down the law.

He didn’t give a shit.

If you kept messing around with Max you were eventually going to find out.

She wished she could be like that at times, and maybe she would be if the circumstances ever called for it, but she had to accept that, just like the Shuras said, every Berserker’s path was different. And while Max had certainly helped speed her down her own path, it was indeed her own, she was not simply following Max’s.

“You are doing more than you know,” Jian Yi said. “But I don’t think these are random occurrences either.”

Kelsey squinted at her. “What do you mean?”

“I meant what I said about them breaking imperial law just by being here. Do you not find that strange?”

“Huh?”

“Random Yee cultivators always seem to arrive when the enforcer patrols are nowhere to be found, yet when Fia risks a visit, they are here within minutes. See what I mean?”

Kelsey pondered that a moment. “So this was all set up?”

“Yes. More tinkering from the Bird Sisters, I imagine,” Jian Yi said. “I’m just grateful you were able to return to us each time. I know you have other responsibilities at the bunker now.”

Kelsey nodded. “Yeah. Juggling this crap is hard. I don’t know how Max did it.”

For the last three weeks Kelsey had been making trips to and from the bunker almost nonstop. A day in the city and two in the wild. Every chance she got she was cultivating the Bloodmoon, strengthening her core and the spiritual root of her Dao. She’d even seen that monstrous beast again, or glimpses of it back at the bunker.

It had followed her, she realized, because when she returned to the city the surges against the barrier had stopped. But eventually if she hung around, they would start up again. That meant the thing was actually hunting her and not just attacking the barrier randomly.

That got her Flame ticking just thinking about it.

A challenge like never before.

Maybe she was still too young to understand the intricacies of the politics and laws of the new world, but she understood demons. And a big one was itching to claim her soul. And no way in hell was she going to allow that to happen.

“How much longer do you think this dumb law thing is going to last?” Kelsey asked.

She didn’t want to add that her needing to be here constantly was interrupting her training to face the demons, but without Zu Tien and Gui Zu to cover, it was really making things hard.

“I’ve written twice already to the Chief Magistrate to appeal to the princess,” Jian Yi said. “But nothing is moving forward. I imagine it is being intercepted by the Warden. I’m going to try again though, but through a different route this time.”

“Oh yeah?”

Jian Yi smiled craftily. “Do you recall the Grand Sage who attended the courts for Fia’s trial?”

Kelsey shrugged. “Kinda maybe? A lot was going on back then.”

“At any rate, Master Hei Dong was wise enough to keep in contact with him. He has agreed to use his influence to get a letter directly to the princess via her top aide. Hopefully we may see some movement then.”

Kelsey sighed. “I hope so. Doing this double duty is rough.”

“You’re good for it though, Kel Zhi,” Jian Yi said with a smile. “Our own little mini- Max as our protector. We are all so thankful for you.”

Kelsey smiled and reluctantly accepted the lemonade.

It didn’t feel completely earned though.

But when you were in a city with no demons, a Berserker like her had to cultivate whatever she could find.

“No problem, Jian Yi,” Kelsey said with a smile. “I’ll call you when the next group of punks arrive.”

* * *

Fia gently cultivated the diffuse essence of Qi around her, flowing it through her meridians with care. She took extra time and effort to cultivate now. Inwardly she could sense the second soul forming within her, and not of the sacred soul variety.

Her child was growing.

Would it be a boy or a girl, she wondered?

Hopefully a strong boy to be Max’s firstborn, she thought wishfully. An heir to carry on his bloodline.

It had been nearly three months now.

For all the research she had done when it came to childbirth, she knew she had to take care with cultivation beyond this stage. Too much Qi cultivation could affect the unborn soul within her. But the right type of cultivation could also do wonders.

She eagerly wanted her mother’s advice and support, but she hadn’t spoken a word of it to anyone other than Max as yet. It was a hurdle she would need to overcome within the next three months, however. Her condition would be no longer easy to hide at that point.

The guilt and shame of what she’d done began to creep into her mind then.

When she’d made the decision, she’d been so sure.

But now with the reality of it on the horizon, the mechanics of just how she would share this secret with others and endure the consequences thereafter was wearing on her soul. At least she still had time to come to grips with it.

Three months.

Not much time all told.

“Lady Fia?”

Fia roused from her meditation to find Ju Gong bowing patiently at her doorway.

“Ju Gong? What is it?”

“A thousand apologies for interrupting you, my lady,” Ju Gong said. “But you are being summoned. There appears to be one of the Vice Wardens at the gate.”

“Vice Warden?” Anger and anxiety filled her immediately. “Which one? And what do they want?”

“Some tax matter,” Jui Gong said. “And I am not certain as to which Lady it is.”

Damn them all, Fia thought as she rose from lotus position.

“Fine. I’m on my way.”

* * *

Angry shouts from her father could already be heard as Fia made her way across the courtyard. One of the Bird Sisters was indeed there with a contingent of Enforcers and Imperial Guards along with a barrister dressed in imperial robes—a court prosecutor it looked like. When Fia got close enough, she could make out that it was Di Shen, the Lady Silver Dove.

That caused her to pause.

Di Shen was the quieter of the three, but just as calculating as Fi Shen, the Lady Silver Hawk. And now that she had true imperial power, who knew what they could be in for. Fia straightened herself as she approached the group standing just outside the gate, taking a place beside her father.

Fia bowed mechanically. “Vice Warden Di Shen. Such a pleasure.”

Di Shen furrowed her brow. “Do not refer to This One by her personal name. It is Vice Warden.”

Fia smirked. Perhaps too much of Max was rubbing off on her.

“A thousand apologies,” she said. “A pleasure to see you, Vice Warden. What seems to be the issue?”

“Your father is guilty of tax evasion,” she said as the prosecutor presented a set of papers to her.

“Accused, you mean,” Hei Dong said with a scowl. “These charges are preposterous.”

Fia glanced over the papers briefly.

They were transactions from the auction house, it seemed. Sales of items from the Furious Lightning Sect to various individuals. Fia knew right away what this was about now.

“These transactions have nothing to do with my house,” Hei Dong said. “I do not know why they are being presented as evidence.”

Her father perhaps knew the same of course, but he was a barrister as well as an artisan. Fia kept silent and allowed him to take the lead.

“Chief Prosecutor,” Di Shen said to the man who had served the papers. “Would you be so kind as to explain to Master Hei Dong the evidence against him?”

“The seven items listed on these transactions are signature weapons crafted by yourself are they not, Master Hei Dong?” the prosecutor, a middle-aged man with a goatee, said.

“Is this a court of law?” Hei Dong said. “I am not obliged to answer any of your questions.”

“Your failure to answer speaks for you already,” the prosecutor said with a smile. “The documents show evidence that at some point in time these weapons passed from your possession to that of the Furious Lightning Sect.”

“Speculation at best,” Hei Dong said.

The prosecutor chuckled. “I think it would take a far less skilled scholar to prove these weapons were crafted by your hand, Master Hei Dong, than it did to prove that that quill was produced by your daughter.”

Fia’s insides lurched with unease, the sudden reminder hitting like a punch to the stomach. “How dare—!”

“It’s alright,” Hei Dong said, cutting her off, but Fia could see her father’s jaw tightened with anger. “I would tread lightly with your words, Chief Prosecutor. If you have a point to make, then make it.”

“By imperial law, all enrichment by the sale of direct goods is subject to taxation. It seems you have failed to report the transactions where these items left your possession and entered into that of the Furious Lightning Sect.”

Fia’s insides bubbled with fear. She had not given thought to them sifting so closely in the dirt to prove something like this. Her father, however, wore an infallible countenance of neutrality. She wasn’t certain if he had some clear way out of this or not, but the tensing of his jaw said that he wasn’t completely at ease.

“Even if your wild speculations were accurate,” Hei Dong said. “Such an offense is a minor misdemeanor at best. Are you here to simply waste my time?”

“Whether minor misdemeanor or capital crime depends on amount, Master Hei Dong,” the prosecutor said. “And judging by the value these items fetched on the open market, it would seem you have well passed the threshold of 5000 spirit stones, making this an offense worthy of incarceration.”

“Perhaps they were simply a gift,” Hei Dong said with a shrug.

“Perhaps we will need to order an audit of your family’s treasury to see.”

Sweat beaded on Fia’s brow. She glanced at her father, but couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

“Well, Chief Prosecutor, if you believe that your research and evidence holds merit, then by all means present them to a magistrate to see if they will issue a summons. Until that time, I wish you good da—”

“Do not mistake what this visit is, Master Hei Dong,” Di Shen said. “Clearly, I could have issued an order for the Chief Prosecutor to pursue this matter through the courts already. I came to you directly to see if you would first like to settle the matter out of court to maintain your good standing within the community.”

Hei Dong harrumphed. “A settlement?”

“What is the maximum punishment for tax evasion, Chief Prosecutor?” Di Shen asked.

“25 years hard labor,” the prosecutor said.

Di Shen smiled at Fia. “A long time. Perhaps your father may even join your fiancé at Du Grok Bhong, should the Warden recommend it. What a reunion that would be.”

Anger flared within her.

“You’re despicable, Di Shen!” Fia shouted, unable to contain herself any longer. “You all are!”

“Mind your tongue!” Di Shen shouted. “I am your Vice Warden. That insult alone is worthy of—”

“What is your offer of settlement?” Hei Dong said, suddenly drawing her attention. “What do you want?”

Di Shen cut her eyes at Fia and then looked back to Master Hei Dong. “To satisfy This One, you would need to surrender your estate to the crown. If it pleases This One, I will allow a small stipend for you to rebuild your family. You would retain your artisan’s license, of course.”

Hei Dong let out a mirthless laugh. “Is this a jest? Do you have any idea of what you are even doing in that position, Vice Warden?”

“I am Vice Warden now!” Di Shen snapped. “And if you do not like the terms then you are free to seek your absolution in the courts. But with such evidence, I wonder if only a martial challenge could save you.”

Di Shen leered again, clearly well pleased with herself.

There it was.

What she truly wanted from all of this.

To pull the Dong family into yet another fight.

And the only one to defend them would be Fia.

“And who would the crown nominate if we were to challenge these charges by martial means?” Hei Dong said. “The Lady Silver Light is qualified as Gold. I know that you and your sisters have been so for some time now. You’d certainly be eligible.”

Fia looked at her father, perplexed.

What was he doing?

“I am a Vice Warden now,” Di Shen said. “It would be entirely inappropriate for This One to—”

“And yet your Great Aunt is cultivator enough to face her own challenges head on,” Hei Dong said with a countering smile. “Are you not able to do the same? You are not an artisan like me. You have no excuse not to fight. A martial Vice Warden should be able to defend her position as well as the imperial throne. Else you might be accused of being unfit.”

Di Shen blinked, clearly put on the backfoot now. She looked about herself suddenly unsure.

“Perhaps you need to confer with your sisters?” Hei Dong said. “It is quite rumored that neither of you can make a single decision without the others. Perhaps you share a single mind as well as a birthday?”

Hei Dong laughed, and Ju Gong stifled a laugh with him, causing a few of the enforcers to chuckle as well.

Di Shen’s eyes swelled with fear, embarrassment, and rage. “S-silence! That was an insult I will not stand f—!”

“I will make it easy for you then,” Hei Dong said. “I will not accept your offer of settlement, Vice Warden. Chief Prosecutor, please do take your paltry evidence to the magistrate. If, per adventure, I do receive a legitimate summons, I will spare us all the burden of official court proceedings and will contest the charges via martial law. My capable daughter, the Lady Silver Light, will stand in our family’s defense. In turn I will accept as nomination from the prosecution not only yourself as proxy, Vice Warden, but that of your two sisters as well. Simultaneously.”

Fia’s heart jumped. “What? Father!”

Di Shen opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything, glancing at Fia nervously. “I-I…”

“You need not answer now, Vice Warden,” Hei Dong said with a confident smirk. “Confer with your sisters. I am certain they would relish the chance to prove themselves as worthy Vice Wardens to the populace by facing my daughter publicly in the ring as I am sure the courts would indeed want this to be a public trial, would they not?”

Again, Di Shen had no words.

Hei Dong smiled triumphantly. “Well, until we receive the summons, I bid you all a good day.”

* * *

Fia was beside herself as Ju Gong closed the main gates behind Di Shen and her entourage of imperial subordinates. She looked to her father next, a mixture of anger and confusion spilling from her heart.

“Father, what was that?” she said. “You truly want to put us in such risk?”

He let out a laugh. “Dear daughter. Do not let that daft little girl shake you. She’s started a game she can barely comprehend much less finish.”

“What do mean? Are those charges legitimate or not?”

“Somewhat,” he said.

Fia was shocked. “What?”

“Well, I couldn’t register the sales for taxation else it would have revealed the connection to Max’s clan, which would have come with a whole different set of consequences.” Hei Dong sighed. “I was going to file the taxes much later so as to not connect the two, but honestly didn’t think they had the brains to connect the dots like this. Clearly they must have smarter people working for them. Still, it doesn’t matter. I’ve steered things in our favor now. A contest in the ring will undo them.”

“And you think me fighting them will be a fair fight?”

“It will likely not even come to that,” Hei Dong said. “I’ve forced all three of them into a position where their own face will be at stake now. Chances are they will show their cowardice as usual and never even submit the claims to the courts. This matter is likely over already.”

“And if they do?”

Hei Dong raised a questioning eyebrow at her. “Need you even ask that, Fia? These are the Shen sisters! You’ve bested all three of them since the time you were twelve. They are no match for you. If they send that writ, it will be to their own detriment. Although their hubris may well force them to do so regardless. And if that be the case, then enjoy getting your own vengeance for what they’ve done to you.”

Her father was right.

Any other time facing the three Shen sisters, even all at once, would be laughable.

But now…?

Fia looked down at her stomach apprehensively, fearful of the fragile soul growing inside of it.

“What?” Hei Dong said. “What is it? You can’t seriously be fearful of such a match, are you Fia?”

“N-no, Father,” Fia said reluctantly, unsure what she would now do. “I will do my duty. I will defend our family if and when the time comes.”

There was no other way.

If the Shen sisters did pursue this, she would have to defend her family.

Fia’s only question now.

Was how?


CHAPTER 25


ME, MYSELF AND I sat around the spiritual campfire that was my Frenzied Flame.

I was inside my own head, on the virtual lakeside beach made from my own imagination.

The Struggler was on one side of the campfire, the Demon on the other.

I’d long since quit on trying to combine the two and instead focused on the various texts I had consumed from the library, still seeking the key to strengthening the Spiritual Root of my Dao. I’d been reading for hours, but the best passage I had found thus far was the last chapter of a book entitled, Chasing the Heavens.

I read it again as the words formed in my mind.

Who can truly know oneself?

Is our self-image not clouded in one’s own prejudices and bias?

How then can we trust what we see in ourselves?

Or what we perceive ourselves to be?

Or how can one gauge oneself when within oneself?

Those around us are no better to judge, for they see only what we choose to present.

The knowledge of self is paramount to truly discover the strength of one’s Dao.

And to truly see oneself a mirror is required.

But a mirror reflects only one side.

But a mirror which reflects all sides, is truth.

An all-seeing mirror is the key to revealing one’s true self.

Therein lies the path of true self-discovery.

The all-seeing mirror of one’s soul.

“All-seeing mirror,” I said and the Struggler gave me a slow nod.

The Demon merely shrugged.

The two of them were perhaps a type of mirror.

But of what?

My split soul?

Maybe.

Perhaps I had been trying to solve the problem the wrong way. I was shouting at the image in the mirror to do something, when in truth it was I who needed to do something all along.

It was I who needed to change…not them.

The Frenzied Flame flared before me, resonating with a new truth.

Shit…finally getting somewhere, I thought.

But change what?

I’d already changed so much already.

Even my Struggler inner self had grown from an eight-year-old me to where he was now. A carbon copy of my current self. Did I need to grow even further? Or perhaps it was the Demon that now needed to change.

To grow.

The demon looked at me and growled.

I scoffed back at him. “Like you would even know.”

But maybe he was right.

Maybe I did need to push my demon self further. The one time I had embodied the Demon completely was in that desperate fight against Hin Wu and I had nearly lost full control then. Was that the way to go? To go even beyond that?

The Struggler shook his head.

“Yeah, I don’t like that idea either,” I said but the Demon continued to growl.

My true self.

What did that even mean?

Did it mean becoming a monster?

The Struggler suddenly looked at me and pointed at the Bloodmoon in the night sky.

“Yeah, I know,” I said. “No bueno.”

He then shook his head at me again.

“No,” he said in my own voice. “It’s time to wake up.”

Light flashed, blinding me as my eyes opened in the real world.

I took in a huge gasp of air, like I’d been holding my breath and someone let out a startled cry next to me. I turned to see Blue Rose seated in a chair by my side. I was in a bed in the infirmary, the stone walls of the former prison cell hemming me in. I looked down at myself and found bloodstained bandages encasing me like I were a mummy. I was still dazed, my head foggy.

“You scared the hell out of me, Bull Man,” Blue Rose said with an annoyed scowl, but inside I could sense she was happy to see me, bursting with lemonade. “I didn’t think you were ever going to wake up.”

I had to pause a moment to recall what had happened.

I’d spent what felt like an afternoon in my own head, reading and training.

But how long was it truly?

I flexed my body to give me some kind of indication, and to my surprise I felt not a stitch of pain as I stretched. My joints popped and creaked like they hadn’t moved in ages though.

“How long was I out for?” I asked Blue Rose.

She huffed out a snort. “Eleven days. Everyone thought you were going to stay like that forever.”

Eleven days? Holy crap.

“Damn,” I said. “I think that’s a new record for me.”

It was then that I noticed her robes.

They were no longer white, but black.

“Oh shit!” I said. “Blue, you ranked up? You’re a Black Robe now!”

She smiled. “Yes, you missed quite a lot.”

“What was the exam like?” I asked.

“Easy,” she said with a smile. “When you have the skills.”

I chuckled. “Who’d you have to fight?”

“Guess,” she said with another grin.

“Don’t tell me Jei Su Long…”

Her grin grew even wider.

“Holy shit, so you ended up kicking his ass?”

“You see the new robes, don’t you?”

“Oh man, I really did miss a lot.”

The last time I saw Jei Su Long he was shooting eye daggers at Blue Rose for disobeying his orders to help me and then embarrassing him in front of Chief Instructor Yora. “That bastard must hate the shit out of you now. Getting him in trouble and then kicking his ass in the ring?”

“He hates the both of us,” she said. “Hence why I’m here. I wouldn’t put it past him to try something cowardly while you were recovering.”

“Thanks, Blue Rose,” I said and held out my hand with a fist bump.

She looked at my fist strangely. “What is that?”

“It’s a Terran custom. We touch fists. It’s a sign of camaraderie.”

She smirked and tapped my fist with hers. “Such silly ways you have, Bull Man.”

I grinned. “Yeah well, they don’t call me Max Chun for nothing.”

She jerked her head back. “Max what?”

I laughed and then spent a few minutes explaining my personal name and nickname.

By the time I had finished she was shaking her head even more. “You’re a mystery, Max Chun. How one as strong as you can be so simple minded is…perplexing.”

“Now you sound like my friend, Mu Lin,” I said. “She calls me the wonder that is Chun.”

Blue Rose laughed. “I can see why those farmer brothers are so loyal to you now. You’re basically just like them. You know they came here almost every day to check on you?”

“Lo Ren and Chu Ren?”

“Yes, or so I learned their names were.”

That reminded me of something I still needed to do for them, but I had a few other concerns first.

“Hey how’s Tu’lok doing? Did he pass the exam too?”

“He did,” Blue Rose said. “With a little help from me. He’s a Black Robe now too. Joined the Phalanx Division.”

“Wait,” I said. “You actually helped somebody?”

She rolled her eyes.

“It was a joke,” I said quickly. “So what did you do?”

“Helped him with a breakthrough,” she said. “He’s mid-tier Core Realm now. Although you more so helped with that than me.”

“What do you mean?”

“We were rewarded top place that week thanks to your kill. Chief Yora said never before has a White Robe platoon defeated a Jolup. The core yielded over a hundred high-tier elixirs. We were each awarded half a draught as a reward.”

“Damn,” I said. “Did you go up a tier as well?”

“I’m close,” she said. “And you? You must be halfway to Lesser Deity Realm now, right? How in the hells are you so strong anyway?”

I laughed good naturedly, but I didn’t answer the question.

I did wonder if I hadn’t had some kind of advancement though.

My body had completely healed naturally.

All those injuries had been converted into gains.

I had no manual to guide me, but I figured I had to be Stage XV in my body refinement now. My natural skin was perhaps the same toughness as [Iron Skin] back in the day, which meant my [Steel Skin] was even tougher.

I didn’t feel the heaviness of the world’s gravity anymore either.

It felt normal.

Which meant I was a lot stronger.

“Speaking of rewards,” Blue Rose said. “The Chief Instructor said to send you to her the moment you awoke. Are you well enough to move?”

I threw off the covers and spun my feet to the side of the bed.

I felt my strength return as I stepped onto the hard stone floor.

Blue Rose stared up at me, spilling a little lemonade. “You healed remarkably well from those injuries. Your body cultivation is incredible.”

I grinned. “Yeah, I’m pretty much all made of meat. Speaking of which, I’m freaking starving. Let’s hit the mess hall before I see the Chief, yeah?”

* * *

I got more lemonade and bows when Blue Rose escorted me to the mess hall.

Most were from Brown Robes and White Robes, a few guys from my old platoon included. I cultivated the respect and added it to my Dantian, which I sensed was now quite a bit denser than before. My fight with that giant monster had paid off in more ways than one.

“I see news must have gotten around,” I said.

Blue Rose chuckled. “You’ve been the talk of Du Bok Ghong for days. I’m sure you either earned or lost people a lot of money as well.”

“What do you mean?”

She smirked at me. “There was a betting pool on if you’d ever wake up or not.”

“Damn,” I said and took in the onlookers with new eyes.

There were a few Black Robes that glanced at me with hints of disdain, but most still smiled with respect and in whispers I heard the phrase ‘Jolup killer’ more than once. The free lemonade was refreshing though and it was a relief to not care so much about how strong I was.

No one knew my background here.

I could just as easily have been a top-tier Sacred Soul Realm cultivator before I arrived.

And no one here knew any better.

A bunch of Brown Robes made way for me as I approached the mess line.

“It’s the Iron Bull!” one of them shouted. “Stand aside!”

“The Jolup slayer!”

“He’s alive!”

I got a few pats on the back from the Brown Robes and an extra portion of braised pork from the chefs in the kitchen. When I sat down to finally eat, my appetite assaulted me like a linebacker. My body must have been surviving on Frenzy alone for the last eleven days because my stomach was a bottomless canyon. I polished off the food in seconds and Blue Rose assisted by heading back to the line to get me some more.

“You’re really cleaning up,” she said, studying me like I was a science experiment as she set down a fresh bowl of noodles. “Should I get you even more?”

“Maybe,” I said in between slurps of noodles and dunking the pork in chili oil.

“This One looks like he has had more than enough.”

The haughty tone came from behind me and I didn’t even bother to glance over my shoulder to confirm that it was Jei Su Long.

Blue Rose looked up at him. “Jei Su Long. Greetings to you.”

Jei Su Long stepped from behind me but didn’t give any kind of acknowledgement to Blue Rose.

“So you are awake,” he said, like he’d just heard a rumor and then came to verify that it was true. “You truly are the luckiest man in the world it seems.”

I shrugged at him with [Indifference]. “Your words not mine. Sorry if you lost money on the bet, bud.”

“What did you call me?” he said, suddenly infuriated. “You still wear a white robe! And you are still within my platoon. You will refer to me as Commander!”

“A shame he still needs to do so,” Blue Rose said. “You should have passed your leadership curriculum already, Jei Su Long. But it seems even with the slaying of the Jolup, Chief Instructor Yora has seen fit to extend you for another term as Platoon Commander.”

“Thanks to you!” he snapped, finally acknowledging her. “I don’t think you deserve those Black Robes either. You won that match by pure trickery!”

“Trickery?” I said, raising an eyebrow at Blue Rose. “I thought you said you had the skills.”

She merely laughed. “I did.”

“No skill was involved!” Jei Su Long said. “That bitch hit me once and then disappeared for the rest of the match. A clear violation!”

Blue Rose shrugged. “A win is a win. You should have thought about who you were facing before you stepped in the ring.”

I let out a laugh. “Sneaky Blue. Very sneaky.”

“You should have nothing to laugh about,” Jei Su Long said, looking to me again. “You will have to face me in the ring as well if you wish to become a Black Robe and I relish the chance to put you in your place.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Oh yeah?”

He lifted his chin to look down at me smugly. “You may be strong, but I’ve seen you fight. You have no skill. I however have been trained in the sacred arts of the Twin Rivers Sect since birth. There is no one in this dump who can match my skill.”

“Not even Chief Yora?” Blue Rose said with another testy leer.

It was then that I noticed the entire mess hall had quieted down and was listening in on the conversation. Jei Su Long became suddenly self-conscious, and side-stepped Blue Rose’s pitfall of a direct question.

“You’ll report to me when you are done eating, Bull Man,” he said. “You will be on Martial Skills rotation. Then we’ll see what you are truly made of.”

“No can do,” I said, rising from the table. “I’ve got a meeting with Chief Instructor Yora.” I then pinched the edge of his Black Robes. “So unless you got some Jade Trim hiding under there to outrank her, I’ll see your ass later.”

* * *

Blue Rose couldn’t stop laughing as we made our way to Chief Yora’s office.

“I can’t believe you said that!” She nearly fell down as she leaned on my shoulder for support, still laughing. “You are far worse than me.”

“Yeah, I try.”

The office door opened before we even reached and Blue Rose straightened to attention as Chief Yora stepped into the doorway.

She nodded to Blue Rose. “You may wait here, Tribute. Iron Bull, please come inside.”

I left Blue Rose in the hallway and closed the door behind me as Chief Yora took a seat behind her rusted metal desk which looked more like a place to perform metalwork than paperwork.

“So,” she said, easing back in her chair as she folded her hands atop her desk. “Tell me how you managed to kill a Jolup mostly by yourself?”

I tried to play it off with [Indifference]. “I wouldn’t say it was by myself.”

“I did say mostly. I’ve interviewed every Tribute within your platoon and the reports all concur. You killed that thing nearly single handedly as a Core Realm Cultivator and I’d like to know how.”

I studied her a moment, wondering if this was genuine curiosity or conjecture leading towards outing me as a Berserker. Whatever I would say from this point would define me as something: whether anomaly, oddity, or heretic cultivator were all up for grabs.

I decided to go with something that would hopefully throw her off.

The truth.

“I killed it due to experience,” I said.

That got her attention immediately, and she sat up in her chair. “You’ve encountered Jolups before?”

“Not exactly,” I said. “But my world has a Bloodmoon and I’m no stranger to killing awakened spirit beasts out in the wild. Yes, I am strong, a half step from the Sacred Soul Realm, but it’s not my strength that killed it. It was my confidence in knowing exactly how to kill it.”

That response got a curious raise of an eyebrow, but also a little lemonade. “Explain further what you mean.”

“You can’t hurt a creature like that from the outside unless you have a hundred well-armed cultivators. To kill it by yourself, as I have done in the past, you need to be willing to put yourself in harm’s way. Jump right into its mouth like I did and take out its main weapon. Its jaws.”

Yora nodded slowly. “I see. And you were confident you could accomplish this when you jumped off that cliff?”

I kept a straight face as I answered with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Hell no. You can never be sure with a monster like that. The trick is to not give a shit if you survive or not. My only intention was to kill it. And that I did. Luckily Blue Rose got me the help I needed so that I could survive thereafter. I survived because of Blue Rose, not my strength.”

It was using words summoned straight from the Berserker handbook, but I hoped it wouldn’t come across as anything like that. Blind bravado maybe? It was the truth though and in a situation like this, showing full honesty and confidence went over much better than trying to be deceitful.

I was playing a Berserker in plain sight.

Luckily, most of the time that was indistinguishable from a madman with a death wish.

I waited to see which Yora would peg me to be.

She said nothing for a long while, tapping her desk as she studied me, still filled with lemonade. Finally she smiled and nodded.

“I’ve studied your home world,” Yora said. “It was one of the new planets boasted by the empire to possess the potential for a high percentage of cultivation prodigies. I do not know you very well, Iron Bull, but by what you’ve demonstrated along with your age, I’d say you fall squarely into that category.”

I nodded at the compliment and was relieved the old ‘prodigy’ explanation was providing me a decent way out. “Thank you, Chief Instructor.”

“You are a rarity in more ways than one,” Yora said. “Your cultivation capabilities aside, you possess, as you said, experience, that is very applicable to our mission.”

“You mean jumping into the jaws of giant monsters?”

She chuckled. “I mean jumping into danger headfirst without giving a shit, but yes, more specifically, taking on creatures like that. The Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars are filled with them. Most who come through here only experience a taste of such here at the academy. But your experience and ease to face such dangers can be very useful on those worlds. And I would know.”

I nodded, reminded that Yora had been one of the few to fight and come back.

“I wish to give you this,” Yora said and reaching into her desk drawer, she produced a set of Black Robes and three glowing vials. “You have well proven your worth. I understand you were to come here as a Free Tribute anyway. It’s time to quickly get you back on track to become a Legionnaire. You are promoted to a Black Robe immediately and as a reward for your great victory and to further your advancement, here are three full vials from the Awakened Jolup you killed.”

My eyes widened as she pushed the robes and vials towards me.

I had no use for the vials myself, but I knew who they could go to.

As for the robes, however.

“I’ll gladly accept the elixirs,” I said. “But I can’t accept the robe. I haven’t passed the test to earn it. If I’m to earn one, I want to earn it before my peers.”

Yora jerked back, looking almost insulted. “Excuse me? Am I not the Chief Instructor? I know your background. You are Gold Bracket. You need not prove yourself in a tournament competition.”

“Yes,” I said. “But with all respect, Chief Instructor, I wish to prove it to those around me. I don’t wish to get by on what may be considered a favor.”

She harrumphed. “So it’s pride is it?”

“No ma’am,” I said. “Just want to earn my status fair and square.”

Plus, I wanted a crack at that asshole Jei Su Long, if I were being totally honest, but I wasn’t going to tell her that part.

She shook her head. “Uncertain what ‘square’ means in this context, but I understand fair. Rest assured your reputation in the academy now precedes you. Your elevation to a Black Robe after what you achieved would be well accepted and respected.”

“I know that but…I wish to earn my ascension the normal way.”

“Meaning by a tournament match?”

“Yes.”

“And you do realize who you would be facing correct?”

Lady, I’m damn well counting on it, I wanted to say, but settled for a simple “Yes” instead.

“I see,” Yora said. “Jei Su Long may lack leadership capability as you no doubt have seen for yourself, but he is proficient with a blade. Are you certain you wish to challenge him? He is rumored to have qualified for Jade Bracket before coming here.”

That got my juices stirring even more.

A true challenge indeed.

I nodded. “Yes ma’am. I’m sure.”

Yora chortled. “I see. Strange. But commendable in a way. Very well, I shall permit you your request, Tribute. You shall be allowed to take the ascension exam and will face Commander Jei Su Long in tournament combat.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I have only one additional request.”

“Oh?”

“Can I take the test tomorrow?”

* * *

I left Chief Yora’s office with a mile-wide smile.

“What happened?” Blue Rose asked, looking both concerned and intrigued. “What did she say?”

I handed her one of the vials. “I’ll tell you on the way. I need to make a delivery first.”

I was as vague as possible with Blue Rose about Yora’s actual questioning for fear it might trigger some questions from her as well. Luckily, she was so taken aback by her gift that she was more focused on it than asking me questions.

“Are you certain you want me to have this?” she said. “This is extremely high grade. And I’ve received a half portion already.”

“Think of it as payment for keeping watch over me,” I said as we entered the farming area. “And considering that, I have two more payments to make.”

I called out to Lo Ren and Chu Ren who were in the fields and the two of them came running to greet me.

“You’re alive!” Chu Ren shouted, giving me a bro hug. “Thank the gods!”

“It’s good to see you upright,” Lo Ren said, giving me a bow. “You gave us both a scare.”

“Thanks for helping to keep an eye on me,” I said. “Blue Rose said you guys came almost every day.”

“It was the least we could do,” Chu Ren said.

They then both bowed to Blue Rose. “Greetings Senior Sister.”

Blue Rose smiled. “Brothers.”

“I have something for both of you,” I said and presented each of them a vial. “I know only one of you has chosen to progress, but these vials are special. It’s from the beast I killed, the Jolup. I’m not sure if it’s the same one that took your dad, but what I know of them it probably was. It won’t bring him back, but it’s as close as you can get to avenging his death.”

They both stared back at me shocked as I handed them the vials and then together fell to their knees and pressed their foreheads to the ground in a kowtow.

“Master Iron Bull!” Chu Ren said. “You have given us the greatest gift. Thank you for avenging our father. We can never repay you for this.”

I chuckled. “Well, there may be one way.”

Both Chu Ren and Lo Ren looked up at me.

“Anything,” Lo Ren said.

“Assemble after breakfast in the square tomorrow and bring as many others as you can,” I said. “There’s going to be a big show and I’m going to need as many supporters as I can get.”

“What show?” Blue Rose said, looking perplexed.

I grinned at her.

“I’m going to give Jei Su Long that ass kicking you cheated him out of,” I said. “Tomorrow is going to be a duel to be remembered.”


CHAPTER 26


THE POST BLOODMOON, pre-dawn sky was streaked with orange and red as I approached the courtyard with axe and glaive in hand. Sounds of the gathering crowd could be heard already, echoing off the stone walls of Du Gok Bhong as the air filled with excitement.

Chief Yora had come through with nearly everything I had asked for.

One match.

But with a full audience.

I’d seen how Jei Su Long had handled his defeat by Blue Rose and I wouldn’t put it past the punk to come up with some other means of discrediting me if I beat him now. But with an audience there would be no opportunity for a post-match explanation.

Everyone was here to witness the match for themselves in real time.

But it wasn’t like this was going to be a cake walk either.

I hadn’t had a tournament bout in ages and if what Chief Yora said was true, then Jei Su Long was no slouch in the martial arts department. And that was just the kind of challenge I needed to hone my skills for my battle to come with the Warden.

She was Diamond Bracket, after all.

And if Jei Su Long was close to Jade, the [Odds were Against Me] indeed.

Taking him on like this was like jumping into the jaws of a Jolup of a different kind.

My reputation was on the line.

And so was his.

Neither of us was going to fold easily.

The courtyard had been transformed, fenced in with the addition of wooden barricades to make a wide perimeter ring. Just beyond them the crowd surged back and forth in anticipation. It wasn’t the full assembly, but it was close—Brown Robes mixed with Whites and Blacks.

On a small dais overseeing the makeshift ring, Chief Yora stood along with my old White Robe instructor, Yun Jen, who was there to keep score it seemed. The scoreboard was a simple chalkboard with our names written on it—a far cry from the arena billboards I was used to, but it would do.

Jei Su Long was already in place at center stage.

He gave me a scowl as I stepped inside the ring.

“I can’t tell if you are overconfident or merely a fool,” he said with a spin of his dual Jian blades. “Either way you will face defeat this day, Bull Man, but the mockery of which will be all of your own doing…not mine.”

“Yeah,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “The pay-per-view match was my idea. That one’s on me.”

He squinted his eyes in confusion. “Your words don’t make sense and neither do you. Prepare yourself.”

I did just that, cultivating the Frenzy now bubbling from my Flame.

I swung my Axe and Glaive through a quick series of martial forms, warming up for the challenge.

I felt rusty in a way.

Too used to going ham with my Phalanx Glaive to chop up giant monsters.

But I had made use of my meditation time to practice my forms daily.

Now, I just had to trust I had the skill to learn whatever martial form Jei Su Long used quickly enough to best him. The challenge of it had my Flame and nerves on edge. But there was something lacking from the fight that I couldn’t ignore.

I didn’t hate this guy enough to truly kindle my Flame.

That’s why I needed the crowd.

They would have to be my main source of Frenzy.

And that meant I’d not only have to win, but also put on a show.

I cracked a grin at Jei Su Long. “Hey…for the record. This is nothing personal. Even though you tried to kill me multiple times, I really don’t respect you enough to really care.”

That sent his anger through the roof and he spat out a curse at me, but I ignored it with a snub of [Indifference]. It wasn’t just a goad either. In truth, petty shit like this was below me now. Haters were going to hate and Young Masters were going to Young Master. Getting bent out of shape over that was a form of control I refused to hand over to this blue-haired punk.

“En garde, bitch,” I said and gave him a halfhearted salute with my Phalanx Glaive.

Jei Su Long didn’t say anything, but the anger and hatred in his eyes spoke volumes.

Maybe I wouldn’t need to rely purely on the crowd after all, I thought as I cultivated his anger, making his strength my own.

“Attention!” Chief Yora shouted. “This morning’s special assembly will come as a surprise to most. It is compliments of the Iron Bull, who despite my intentions of promoting him to Black Robe for his valiant slaying of the Jolup, insisted that he earn his ascension the same as everyone else. Let us commend him for his honor in this regard.”

Yora then started a round of applause and the lemonade that filled the ring was exactly what I’d been hoping for. I waved in acknowledgement and used the free Frenzy to harden myself with [Steel Skin] and heighten my reflexes. I wasn’t going to be able to pull off using a [Mark] so it would have to be all skill this time.

That placed the [Odds Against Me] even more.

“He will be facing the famed Jei Su Long,” Yora said. “To most he needs no introduction. A prodigy of the jian blade and a skilled master of the Twin Rivers Sect Style. I personally am most interested to see how the Iron Bull’s most unorthodox use of a Phalanx Glaive and Axe will fare against Jei Su Long’s speed.”

That sent murmurs through the crowd and I could sense the bets being placed against me already. Even though unofficial.

“Normal examination rules shall apply,” Yora said. “A time limit of 30 minutes is set. Highest score at the end of time wins but the first to score 100 points can also be declared the winner. This is not a death match nor is it a measure of strength, but of skill. Thus, a knockout is worth only 10 points.”

That was a little different, but I wouldn’t have it any other way really.

My skill was on display here, not my strength.

Jei Su Long closed his eyes and began to levitate off the ground as thin rivulets of water coursed around him and traced down the length of his jian blades.

“I won’t kill you,” he said. “But I will enjoy bringing you to within an inch of your life. We’ll see how much these peasants still worship you then.”

So there it was, I thought. What he was really pissed off about.

The blue-haired bastard was jealous.

I could almost laugh.

I’d have to use that against him if I could.

Silence fell as we both dropped into a ready stance.

Yora then cut the air with her hand.

“Commence!”

A spray of water hit me like a firehose, sending me right on my ass.

The biting sting of piercing blades came next, punching straight through my [Steel Skin] with tremendous force.

“[River’s Ford]!”

“[Waterfall Strike]!”

“[Stream Flows to the River Delta]!”

Jei Su Long was going ham, annunciating technique after technique in quick succession. It was all I could do to bolster my defenses as I slid backwards on the ground. His attacks were strong and the pain that came with them exquisite.

The bastard wasn’t holding anything back.

I finally channeled my Frenzy into [Steel Lightning], the ablative technique disrupting his flow of attacks and allowing me a moment to spring back to my feet. Time slowed as I spiked my reflexes and fought back with deflecting parries using my axe.

I took a wild swing with my Phalanx Glaive and missed him by a mile as he leapt out of the way. But that was my objective. To buy myself a bit of time and breathing space. I’d underestimated how aggressive he would be.

Shit, I thought. That first bout was no joke.

I glanced at the score board and Yun Jen was still counting the hits, totaling over 27 already.

The bastard was over a quarter of the way to beating me now.

Gears shifted in my mind as he took to the air and then peppered downward with his blades.

“[Spring Rain Swells the River]!”

I shielded myself with the broad side of my Glaive, charging it with [Steel Lightning] at the same time. The colliding techniques sparked off one another, causing small explosions of lightning and steam.

I countered with a double swing of my axe, sending arcs of [Frenzied Lightning] into the sky. He broke off his attack to avoid them deftly and then backflipping through the air, came to a hover about fifty feet away from me, hanging thirty feet off the ground.

The sucker began to laugh.

“Child’s play,” he said. “You see now you are as helpless as that Jolup being stuck on the ground against me. I’ll be doing you a favor by preventing your advancement, Bull Man. No one without flight can survive those Hell Worlds for long. And you can barely survive me.”

Pompous prick.

But he was probably right.

Still, I didn’t give a shit about being a fly boy.

A Berserker fought no matter what the terrain.

I threw a couple more lightning arcs at him and he twisted in the air to avoid them. No good. I needed to bring this fight down to my level to even the score and for that I needed to use my skills where they had their greatest advantage.

And for that…I would need patience.

I went into turtle shell mode, blocking his long-ranged attacks with my [Steel Lightning] technique and Phalanx Glaive. He wasn’t scoring but neither was I. Futile minutes went by. I needed to push him a bit further if I was going to get him to move.

“Is Qi techniques all you can do?” I shouted. “You’ve earned your matches with a crutch that way. Where’s the skill?”

Anger spiked within him just like I expected.

“Because my style is superior it doesn’t mean I hold an unfair advantage,” Jei Su Long said. “Every form in the Twin River Style is a Qi technique. If you can’t deal with it, you need to do better.”

I chuckled to myself.

The bastard just said I needed to ‘Git Gud’.

“Alright then!” I shouted, charging forward. “Let’s see what you’ve got!”

He began peppering me with his water techniques from afar, but I paid them no mind as I ploughed through with [Indifference]. He racked up the score and I could tell he was getting giddy off the idea of making this a 100 to 0 fight. The score passed 50 and then I saw it, the slightest motion that he was diving in for the kill.

I stopped immediately and transferred all my momentum into an overhead swing with my Phalanx Glaive. The timing was flawless. Jei Su Long zoomed in fully committed only to find the weighted tip of my glaive crashing down on him in the place he’d thought I’d be.

The move took the entire crowd by surprise and a collective gasp of shock filled the air at the surprise reversal. He bounced off the ground in a daze and I used the opportunity to switch gears and closed in with rapid strikes from my axe.

I chopped into him again and again, evening the score with Frenzy-heightened speed.

I could easily have killed him.

His body cultivation was nowhere near mine.

Unlike me, all his hits had been killing blows compared to my love taps, but I was out for score, not death. By the time he came to himself I was up by 30. Sparks and lightning flew as he went into a series of quick parries to defend himself.

I switched it up going for heavy strikes with my axe to force him into another retreat.

It worked.

With a burst of water, Jei Su Long flew to the side to avoid the strike, but my overhead swing with my Phalanx Glaive was already well underway. With a twist of my waist, I adjusted my aim at just the last second, redirecting the tip of my blade to land exactly where his dodge took him.

The shock on his face was priceless as the Glaive came crashing down on him again.

He blocked at the last moment, but that gave me ample time to get in four or five more hits with my axe. I repeated the move once more, controlling him like a rat in a maze as my glaive found him again and again.

The crowd roared with delight. A group of Black-Robed Sullieds threw their own Phalanx Glaives in the air with a salute. Words of praise came with the lemonade now spewing from their hearts and souls.

“The Iron Bull is a Glaive master!”

“He must have been here before!”

“Spot-on timing!”

The words encouraged me even more than the fresh Frenzy and I said a little prayer of thanks to the Great Glaive Master himself, Old Iron Pot Wong, for teaching me so well. Jei Su Long was now battered and bleeding, his hands low with fatigue.

We both glanced at the scoreboard.

	Iron Bull	Jei Su Long
	58	61


“You’re just like that woman,” he spat. “Full of honor-less tricks.”

“You’re one to speak,” I said, hefting my Glaive onto my shoulder with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Going all out in a practice match with death blows? Nice form.”

“I’ll show you all out!”

Releasing a cry, Jei Su Long surged back towards me, luminescent water shimmering upon his blades.

“[Heavenly River! Twin Tides Fall]!”

He came swooping in with blades twirling with radiance.

I raised my axe to parry but as our weapons met with sparks, the luminescent water passed straight through them and landed on my chest. Ice chilled my body instantly as my Flame was nearly put out.

Shit! A spiritual attack?

It was so unexpected that the next three hits nearly did me in.

Jei Su Long sensed my weakness and pressed on with a cackle.

“You are weak in mind and spirit, Bull Man!” he cried in my face. “Your defeat this day will be permanent!”

Son of a bitch! I thought. The bastard was going for a killing blow of a different kind.

He was looking to damage my core.

Thoughts of Fia’s mom flashed through my mind and the raw indignation of her suffering spurred me on. This wasn’t just an arrogant cultivator looking for a win. This was a vile bastard looking to inflict cruelty and suffering in the long term.

Just like Lo Fang.

I tapped into the memory like a mantra, summoning the root of my Dao.

“So you want to play dirty pool, huh?”

I cycled my Frenzy, summoning the [Soul Shield] technique.

Instantly it flared around my Flame, protecting it from Jei Su Long’s attacks.

I then looked inward, slipping inside my own mind to summon my connection to the Struggler. My blue [Spectral Body] superimposed itself over my form with [Spectral Body Projection] and the crowd gasped again with the demonstration of power.

I glanced at the score as he continued to get hit after hit.

	Iron Bull	Jei Su Long
	58	63


	Iron Bull	Jei Su Long
	58	65


It didn’t matter.

I needed only one good hit now.

Dropping my weapons, I pushed straight into his attacks, taking a final hit to the chest that I brushed off with [Steel Lightning] and [Indifference]. Jei Su Long’s eyes went wide with confusion and terror as I jumped right into his face.

“Think you’re the only one skilled in the spiritual realm?” I shouted as I drew back my arm to strike. “Feel the [Struggler’s Fist of Fury], bitch!”

My blue-hued knuckles slammed straight into Jei Su Long’s jaw, sending a shockwave across the ring like thunder as my uppercut propelled him twenty feet into the air. He came crashing back down a few seconds later, completely out cold.

Silence fell as I looked to the score board.

Yun Jen was staring at the scene slack jawed and had to snap himself out of it to turn about and write the final score.

	Iron Bull	Jei Su Long
	68	66


Cheers erupted from the crowd and I was rewarded with a wave of praise and fresh lemonade. I cultivated it quickly as I raised my fist in salute and the crowd went wild again.

On the dais, I saw someone else had joined Chief Yora now.

There, decked out in his black robes with purple and gold trim was the academy president, High Marshal Tzu Li Zen himself. He stood with his arms folded across his massive chest, his eyes surveying the battlefield. He first looked down to Jei Su Long who was still out cold and drooling on the ground and then to me.

I straightened and gave him a respectful bow and the High Marshal responded with a simple nod before stepping off the dais. Chief Yora then beckoned me forward.

“A well-fought victory, Iron Bull,” she said as she presented me with a set of black robes. “It was an unnecessary match but an interesting one. Congratulations on your ascension to Black Robe.”

I bowed to her as I received my new robes.

Or my ‘old’ ones, if I were being more accurate.

I was finally back to where I should have started from.

But as another round of applause hailed me, I couldn’t complain.

I’d had a little detour but I’d made some great gains along the way.

A few of which were in the crowd cheering me on now.

I waved to Tu’lok and Blue Rose along with Chu Ren and Lo Ren.

Pretty decent friends despite finding them in a damn prison.

The Flame had a funny way of working sometimes.

I wondered where it would lead me next.

“The real training begins for you now, Iron Bull,” Chief Yora said as if reading my thoughts. “You’ve proven you are capable, but now you’ll take your first step to becoming a true Legionnaire.”

She then looked me briefly up and down.

“I’ll give you the day off to tend to those wounds,” she said. “But tomorrow, I expect you to be at the front of my class. You’re dismissed.”


CHAPTER 27


TU’LOK WAS THE first to greet me when the crowd dispersed.

The grey skinned giant patted me heartily on the back with a toothy grin. “You’ve impressed the hell out of all of us Phalanx hopefuls. Where did you learn to wield a Glaive like that?”

I smiled at the compliment. “An old dude named Iron Pot Wong. A semi-celebrity where I’m from. He was a simple soldier, though and still an Iron Bracket contender believe it or not.”

“Thems are the best kind,” another Sullied Tribute said, joining Tu’lok by his side. “A great display of skill, Iron Bull. Welcome to the Black Robes.”

More of whom I was quickly starting to dub the ‘Phalanx Crew’ made themselves known, greeting me with respect for my skills. Most were Sullied and there was even a white-haired woman amongst them who I desperately wanted to ask if she was related to Threja, but thankfully my better sense prevailed, and I kept my mouth shut as she smiled and gave me a nod of respect.

Blue Rose gave me a nod and a smile as well as she approached and then unexpectedly, she held out her hand for a fist bump.

“Nice job,” she said. “But I still managed to piss him off way more than you, in my fight.”

As she looked back towards the ring, Jei Su Long was being lifted to his feet by a couple of his black-robed companions. He was drooling blood as he slowly came around and I wondered if I hadn’t given him a Gui Zu-style smile. He avoided eye contact as his buddies dragged him past us, but inside I could sense Jei Su Long’s anger and hate.

I knew then what kind of person I was truly dealing with.

He wasn’t one to be humbled like Zu Tien.

He would turn this humiliation into hostility and revenge.

I chuckled at the irony of it.

I was the same, in a way.

Only difference was that I punched up at my oppressors while he punched down at those weaker than himself. Or those he thought were weak, anyway. I felt a sudden flare of my Flame, a new inner truth revealed.

“Congratulations on your victory,” someone said, and I stirred from my inner thoughts to see a mousy-looking guy with a bowl haircut and glasses smiling up at me.

“I am Wing Pho,” he said. “A recent arrival to Du Gok Bhong.”

He gave me a bow and I stared puzzled at his black robes.

“You make me glad that I will never have to pass such an exam to earn my ranking here,” he said with a laugh. “Although I will admit my cowardice shamelessly. I am no fighter. Especially not one as talented as you.”

I returned his bow awkwardly. “Yeah…ah. Thanks. No worries.” I took another look at his spectacles. “You a scholar or something then?”

“Indeed,” he said with another bow. “But my family it seems has a senseless tradition of only passing inheritance on to Diamond Bracket champions. Sadly, for my father I was his only male heir. Hence my presence here.”

He laughed again, pushing up his glasses.

We all chuckled stiltedly with him.

It was hard to place just how old Wing Pho was. He could pass for thirty for his cleanly shaven and slightly pudgy baby face, but he had a slight bit of gray at his temples as well. The laughing died down and then he shrugged his shoulders.

“Anyway, I hope we run into one another again,” he said with another bow. “Salutations.”

And with that he ran off to catch up with the two Black Robes helping Jei Su Long.

“Another Token Black Robe,” Tu’lok said with a hint of disdain. “They all stick together in that group. Even the new ones, it seems.”

“Those two carrying him are Tokens also?” Blue Rose asked.

Tu’lok nodded. “This Wing Pho’s one of the worst I’ve seen though. A damn scholar? No question he’ll likely never leave the prison much less step foot on a Hell World to earn his Diamond Bracket status.”

I shrugged.

“Well, he seems harmless enough,” I said. “And don’t discount the powers of a scholar. One of my best friends is one, and hell, this one time my fiancée got pegged for a mass murder because of the skills of a Grand Sage. Mind you, it was really me who did the killing, but I left some evidence that led right back to her. Not on purpose mind you. Well sort of on purpose.”

Both Tu’lok and Blue Rose stared at me slack jawed in silence.

“Is that true, Iron Bull?”

A new voice.

I looked behind me to see Lo Ren and Chu Ren, Chu having asked the question.

“Yeah,” I said. “Kind of a long story, but it all worked out in the end. Don’t worry. She still decided to marry me after all that.”

He merely laughed. “There is nothing about you that is not surprising, Master Iron Bull. Amazing display of skill just now. Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” I said, returning his bow.

“We should celebrate,” Lo Ren said. “I have just the thing.”

“What do you mean ‘we’,” Tu’lok said, crossing his arms imposingly before them. “We can’t be fraternizing with you Brown Robes. And what do you mean celebrate? We are still in a prison, you know?”

“Hey,” I said, draping my arm over Lo Ren’s shoulders. “Once a Brown Robe, always a Brown Robe, I say. I won’t forget my pigshit-shoveling roots so easily. Right, Rose?”

Blue Rose laughed. “Gods that was awful. They must be the worst-smelling animals in the empire.”

“Still,” Tu’lok said, still the straight shooter I’d come to know him to be. “Rules remain. The academy will frown on this.”

“I’m more interested in this celebrating,” Blue Rose said. “What did you have in mind, Lo Ren?”

The two brothers grinned at one another.

“There are perks to being responsible for the fruits and grains of the academy,” Lo Ren said and then glancing about, he revealed a small clay bottle in his robes.

“Is that what I think it is?” Blue Rose asked.

“It tastes quite awful,” Lo Ren said. “But it’ll do the trick.”

“Count me in,” Blue Rose said without hesitation.

Tu’lok shook his head. “This could lead to big trouble on so many levels.”

“Don’t be such a pussy,” Blue Rose said. “Plus, the Iron Bull deserves a celebration after beating that ass, Jei Su Long.”

“Damn right he does,” Lo Ren said and then he looked to me for some kind of confirmation.

Every instinct said Tu’lok was probably right.

But to hell with it.

I’d done dumber shit than this before and having some true recreation after all these weeks was sounding mighty fine.

“Okay, but just a couple of drinks,” I said. “I can’t afford to get busted down in rank right now.”

Blue Rose elbowed me. “What happened to all that ‘once a Brown Robe always a Brown Robe’ crap just now, huh?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Emphasis on the once part.”

We all laughed.

“Meet us in the grain shed just after chow, then,” Lo Ren said. “We can get a few hours of drinking in before they come looking for us at lights out.”

* * *

With our pact for mischief sealed, we went our separate ways for the morning, Chu Ren and Lo Ren heading to the fields while Blue Rose and Tu’lok went to their training classes as Black Robes.

I headed to the infirmary.

Upon entering, I had to avoid Jei Su Long and the Token Black Robe posse, as they eyed me from the opposite side of the stone-walled infirmary. Only the new guy, Wing Pho, waved to me, oblivious to the beef now set between our two mini clans. I waited my turn as the healers tended to Jei Su Long and to my delight it looked like I did chip a couple of his teeth. Not Gui Zu level, but enough to make him remember that uppercut for a while I hoped.

As they departed, Jei Su Long stopped as he passed me.

“Don’t think that win was justified,” he said. “You had to resort to tricks to win. No different than that ugly woman you’re always with.”

This guy… I thought.

I could let it slide but to hell with him.

“You ever think that maybe the problem is that you fall for too many tricks?” I said. “Start getting a clue, dumb ass. And for your information, Blue Rose is the best-looking woman in this joint. Not that a shrimp dick like you would ever have a chance with her.”

His anger spiked and he bit his lip like he wanted to fight me again, but I didn’t even look at him, keeping my head straight with [Indifference].

“Go on and throw the first punch if you dare,” I said with [Fear the Flame]. “I’m ready for round two anytime.”

A few intense seconds went by and I was rewarded with a rivulet of fear leaking from inside of him.

“We should probably get you to your room, Master Jei Su Long,” Wing Pho said with a smile and a laugh to break the tension. “Come on now?”

Wing Pho gave me another apologetic bow as he ushered Jei Su Long pass me out of the room.

As predicted, I thought. Jei Su Long truly didn’t know how to take an ‘L’.

It wasn’t over between us.

Not by a long shot.

The healing masters saw to me next and after a quick patch up with some healing salve I left to find my new digs in the Black Robe Barracks. They were located on the upper floor of the prison and after some inquiries I found a room on the same wing as Tu’lok and down the hall from Blue Rose.

I then hopped onto my cot for some rest and meditation.

I was honestly grateful I had managed to beat Jei Su Long as publicly as I did, even if it would never register with him. But even more so, I was thankful I had managed to come up with a new technique right on the spot from it. I’d never thought about summoning the [Spectral Body] technique for a single strike, but I’d done it and had even given it an inspirational name to boot.

The [Struggler’s Fist of Fury].

I was certain the Struggler was well pleased with it too.

Because I know I was.

Punching that bastard in the jaw was satisfying as hell.

I spent the next couple of hours trying to perfect it despite my wounds.

It was mostly spiritual work anyway and I kept my body movements to a minimum.

I then had the idea to create a whole repertoire around the idea, utilizing the [Struggler’s Fury] as a cornerstone. I grabbed some paper and began to scribble down the concept, coming up with attacks utilizing my [Spectral Weapons] as well.

[Struggler’s Cleave of Fury] for the Axe and [Struggler’s Slash of Fury] for my Glaive.

I then had the idea to add [Frenzied Lightning] to the mix.

“[Struggler’s Lightning Cleave of Fury],” I said the technique out loud.

Yeah, that sounds cool as hell, I thought.

It would be one hell of a Frenzy hog of an attack however, but man would it be worth it to do both physical, lightning, and spiritual damage in a single hit. I then set my mind to figuring a way around the Frenzy issue and found a path to skip the [Spectral Body Projection] completely. My [Spectral Weapon] would just form when I needed it. It would be a heck of a lot faster and more Frenzy efficient than summoning my full [Spectral Body Projection] each time.

I got to work on the details then, drawing schematics and body positions.

It took me another hour after that to jot down all the meridian sequences for each technique. It was noontime by then and while the eagerness of the new discovery had me yearning to continue, I had other things I needed to work on as well.

A bit of free time was a rare privilege in Du Gok Bhong and I had to make the most of it.

I grabbed some more paper and began writing to Fia. I had promised to do so days ago and still hadn’t gotten around to it. After I finished, I lay back to actually get some rest. While I had made an advancement in my techniques, I had to ensure my body healed as well.

I wanted to be in good form to enjoy our drink up later.

* * *

I awoke just in time for chow and was a bit stiff, but aside from that, the residual Frenzy from my fight had done me good, healing me to again increase my gains. I did have to give Jei Su Long some credit for his raw power in that regard. His blade techniques were strong enough to penetrate even my [Steel Skin], although I doubted that he’d be able to do the same if I were overclocked with my [Mark of the Demon] technique on top of it.

I joined a table with all my new black-robed compatriots, taking a seat next to Blue Rose and Tu’lok.

“How was class, guys?”

“Routine,” Tu’lok said. “We did Phalanx drills all day. Perhaps thanks to you.”

I chuckled. “What about you, Blue?”

“I don’t know,” she said between slurps of her soup. “I wasn’t paying attention much. A bunch of classroom work on the history of the Legionnaires. You’re going to have a lot of reading to catch up on.”

That actually sounded super interesting to me. “What books?”

“Who cares,” she said and then tossed her chopsticks into her already empty bowl. “Are you two not done eating yet? Let’s go.”

I smiled at her. “Looks like someone’s eager for a drink.”

“Hush!” Tu’lok said in a whisper. “No one can know of this. I don’t even know why I even agreed to come.”

“Because you’re not a pussy,” Blue Rose said, leering at him as she leaned back on her stool.

Tu’lok let out an exasperated sigh and shook his head.

But I was looking forward to the festivities myself.

I finished quickly and then, due mostly to Tu’lok’s over abundance of caution, left the table at separate times and then we all met up outside the courtyard at the start of the fields. It was just going on dusk and the Bloodmoon was cresting over the horizon.

“Let’s make this quick,” Tu’lok said. He then glanced over his shoulder and back towards Du Gok Bhong as lights began illuminating within the prison cells, giving it an eerie façade. “I don’t want to get caught.”

We got underway, creeping stealthily through the fields, or as stealthily as two near eight-foot-tall lummoxes could be anyway. It then dawned on me that Blue Rose could just disappear at any time and leave us two holding the bag.

It was perhaps no wonder she was so gung ho.

The was a risk-free venture for her.

We arrived at the grain shed and after making a few bird calls, Lo Ren eased open the barn door to let us inside.

“You made it!” he said. “Good job.”

He ushered us in and led us to the back where Chu Ren had set up a small area lit with a shaded Qi lamp. On the floor were bowls and two large clay jugs. Blue Rose sat down immediately and grabbed one of the jugs.

“About damn time!”

“Hey!” Lo Ren snatched it back from her. “The honoree gets served first. Here you go, Iron Bull.”

I laughed and held out my bowl while Blue Rose impatiently rolled her eyes.

He then purposely served her last. “For being so grabby.”

“Whatever,” she said and then held her bowl high. “To the Iron Bull on his victory over the pompous Jei Su Long. We, your fellow tributes salute you!”

Then without warning she dumped the contents of the bowl down her throat.

She squinted and shuddered. “Ack! It’s as bad as you said.”

Tu’lok and I then hesitantly took sips as well.

Notes of rotten vegetables mixed with dirt filled my nostrils as the fiery liquid went down my throat. It was almost enough to make me spit it back out, but I guess I couldn’t complain about the quality of prison hooch.

Tu’lok wobbled his head from side to side. “I’ve had far worse. Another!”

Lo Ren smiled and served us all again.

After a couple more shots I started to get used to the flavor or perhaps the stuff had just killed enough taste buds for me to no longer care. After a few more, I was starting not to care about anything.

Laughter and stories began to flow as we all started to unwind.

Even Tu’lok seemed to loosen up and told us all about his clan back home.

“Unlike most places, on my world, to become a tribute is a great honor. We train and fight as youths for a chance to be sent, even as prisoner tributes. Our talents for cultivation run thin in our Bloodlines, but what we lack in Qi we make up for in brute strength.”

I smiled. “Yeah, no shit. I always wondered what your home world was like. I had a mentor that came from there, I think. Name was Threja. Ever heard of her?”

Tu’lok shook his head. “There are perhaps ten thousand Threjas. It’s not an uncommon name amongst my people.”

My hopes sunk a little, even though I knew it was a long shot to expect much more than that. “Hey, why do people called you Sullied, anyway? Doesn’t it mean dirty?”

He huffed out a scoff. “Our skin. When the Yee first came to our world, it is said they thought we covered ourselves in ash. They named the planet and our people after that. The Sullied. The name has been with us ever since.”

I felt my Flame stir at that.

“What’s the true name of your people?” I asked. “What you call yourselves. Do you know?”

He smiled then. “Vhalheen. That is the true name of our world. But it’s illegal to speak such. To the empire, we are simply the Sullied.”

I nodded and took another drink.

It was a reminder that I wasn’t the only one from a conquered world.

“What about you, Blue?” I asked. “What’s your world like?”

“Nothing like that,” she said. “I’m from Tenus Prime. A core world.”

We all nearly spit out our drinks.

“You’re from a core world?” Chu Ren said. “How did you end up here?”

“I came as a prisoner remember?”

“So what’s your story?” I asked.

Blue Rose didn’t say anything and merely took another drink.

“We should probably start getting back,” she said. “They’ll be checking the rooms soon.”

I sensed the sudden shift in her mood and decided not to push it.

“One more drink for the road,” Lo Ren said, easing the tension. “And then good luck to us all in making it back unseen.”

* * *

The trek back to the dorms was much harder than it was getting to the field.

For one we were all tipsy as hell and giggling like idiots.

And two, it was now dark with the Bloodmoon waxing high in the night sky.

By crimson light we made our way slowly and carefully and by some miracle we made it back inside the walls of Du Gok Bhong with everyone else being none the wiser.

Or so we all hoped.

We shared a final round of fist bumps that I’d passed on to everyone, now serving as our secret club handshake and then disappeared down the halls each going our separate ways. By the time I got back to my room, I was thankful I no longer had a roommate and collapsed into my bunk in the darkness, feeling light as a feather from all the alcohol.

Not a bad day, I thought to myself with a mile-wide grin on my face.

I was just about drifting off when a loud bell sounded.

I snapped up right, the room spinning and full of blinding light.

“Get up! Get up!”

Fear and panic punched through my alcohol-laden bloodstream and I immediately feared that somehow we’d been caught. As I rose from my bunk and opened my door, I saw Chief Instructor Yora in the hallway ringing the bell.

Ah shit, I thought as I saw all the other tributes joining me, bleary-eyed in the hallway. Maybe that bastard Jei Su Long had seen us and ratted us out.

I was just about to start piecing together what I’d say if confronted when Chief Yora spoke. “Grab your weapons and assemble in the courtyard. You have three minutes!”

People dove back into their dorms then, fighting to put on robes and equipment.

“What’s going on, Chief Instructor?” I dared to ask as she passed me.

She stopped and stared at me with a wry smile.

“Did I not tell you to be prepared?” she said. “It’s time for your first lesson, Iron Bull.”

“I though you said that would be tomorrow.”

She chuckled. “It is tomorrow.”

As she walked off, I realized that it was now just after midnight. I must have passed out for six hours and didn’t even realize it.

Shit…

“Chop chop, Iron Bull!” Yora shouted as she strode down the hall. “This is a lesson you will not wish to be late for.”


CHAPTER 28


I STUMBLED DOWN the stairs half-dressed and half-drunk out of my mind.

I wondered if maybe there was a little more than just alcohol in that hooch to have me still under its effects hours later. I cycled my Frenzy to purify my system, slowly ridding myself of the toxins.

I bumped into Blue Rose and Tu’lok on the way down.

They returned my half-drunk stare with bleary-eyed stares of their own.

By the time we assembled I was still wobbling on my feet but feeling a bit more in control as my cycling continued to clear my head. Chief Yora was at the front of what had to be the entire contingent of Black Robes. A platoon some hundred strong.

“For all the newcomers who are here,” Yora said as she addressed us all. “This is a special night. A full moon. It will last for a week. Under these conditions the potency of Demonic Qi that radiates from the Bloodmoon will more than double. These are close to the conditions that you will face on the Hell Worlds at night. The Demonic Qi at this strength is disruptive to one’s core. You will need to increase your spiritual fortitude to withstand it and the only means of doing so, is to experience it firsthand.”

A few murmurs wafted through the crowd at hearing that.

“For those of you who have already experienced a full moon or indeed attended classes, you will already understand the dynamics the Bloodmoon and the Cursed Stars have on any form of life and how their power is able to corrupt and mutate one’s core. For those of you who have not been educated prior, you will gain firsthand this experience tonight.”

My pulse sped.

If the full Bloodmoon here was enough to affect even normal cultivators, I could only imagine what it would do to me.

I needed to sober up right quick.

“This will be a formidable part of your growth and cultivation at the Black Robe rank,” Yora continued. “Not all are able to achieve this. Only those who develop the mental and spiritual prowess to withstand the effects of the full Bloodmoon will be selected to become legionnaires. You will understand why this is important later on. For now, you will get your first taste of its effects. Any questions?”

More murmurs.

“How do we defend our cores from the Demonic Qi?” someone asked and when I looked, I saw it was the new guy, Wing Pho. He looked surprisingly calm for what we were about to face, but whether it was from confidence or ignorance I couldn’t tell.

“Cycle your Qi through your Dantian as quickly as possible,” she said. “The pressure it will exert will push against the Demonic Qi and stop it from invading your system. Stop cycling, even for a moment, and it will poison you. If you begin to feel ill, run immediately into the barrier. The more you train the longer you will be able to withstand the effects.”

That sounded a lot simpler than what it took for me to develop my [Soul Shield] technique, but perhaps they didn’t need anything as fancy as I did as Qi cultivators.

“One final thing,” Yora said. “The demons and spirit beasts will surge on nights such as this, driven wild by the effect of the full Bloodmoon. They will be attracted to your cores. For tonight we will simply retreat when the hordes come. But to pass the final tribute exam successfully and become legionnaires, you must withstand a full night’s assault. To do so, the mastery of one’s Qi and mind are paramount.”

A full night? I thought. Shit…

Could I even do such a thing without Venja to cleanse me?

Yora then nodded, looking us over a final time.

“That’s it for the briefing,” she shouted. “To the edge of the barrier now! Go!”

* * *

The closer we got to the barrier’s edge the more I felt like a damn werewolf about to lose his shit in the full moon.

If I started to go Demon mode in front of everyone, it’d be all over.

As we approached the flaming beacons, Yora began separating us into groups.

Veterans were at the front, followed by the initiated, followed by us the newcomers and then behind us came the phalanx crew.

I supposed that made sense.

The inner strength of the Phalanx Tributes was objectively weaker than anyone who was on the legionnaire path.

Having them closest to the barrier would allow them to bow out more quickly.

Which meant I at least had to outlast them.

As Yora began marching us through the beacons, I cycled my Frenzy but held off on engaging [Soul Shield] right away.

For one I wanted to experience what the full moon effects would feel like compared to the Bloodmoon back home and two, if this was close to what was experienced on the Hell Worlds, it would let me know just how prepared I would be to meet my final goal.

As the braziers that signified the edge of the barrier loomed overhead, I took a deep breath and stepped through.

Immediately I felt the crushing pressure of Dark Frenzy attack my Flame.

It was strong.

Strong as when I was down on the surface of the moon.

I cycled my Frenzy to mimic what the Qi cultivators were doing, trying to press against the force impacting me. Sweat beaded on my brow and as I glanced to my side, I could see Blue Rose reacting much the same.

It was a good sign, I guessed.

My raw core density and spiritual fortitude was enough to keep up with the Qi cultivators, at least. I couldn’t see up ahead, but I imagined our upperclassmen were dealing with it much more easily.

Chief Yora on the other hand looked completely unfazed.

She walked up and down the ranks, inspecting us casually.

“Drop into lotus position if you need to,” she said. “But do not. And I stress this. Do not attempt to cultivate. If you allow Demonic Qi into your system, you would be speeding the inevitable.”

Moans of agony began to come from the phalanx crew behind me.

I myself could relate as my vision subtly began tunneling, the edges becoming the blackness of the spiritual realm.

Someone suddenly screamed.

I looked behind to see the woman who reminded me of Threja suddenly standing and running for the barrier. Two more from the phalanx crew quickly followed after her.

“Curse the stars!” one of them cried. “What the hells was that thing?”

I could only imagine what he’d perhaps seen.

Some apparitions of I’xol’ukz perhaps.

I sensed the fear spike within everyone then.

The primal fear of the unknown taking hold in their minds.

I counted the time.

It’d been a little over ten minutes now and my vision was beginning to ebb further.

Writhing tentacles whipped past the dark corners of my vision and I sensed the cosmic god’s hunger. A Tribute from the cohorts of newcomers jumped up from lotus position and ran for the barrier.

I checked on Blue Rose.

Her eyes were closed, her face locked in an intense scowl of pain.

I grunted as my vision shrank further and the horrid shrieks of demonic forces began to invade my mind.

15 minutes.

More new recruits began to bail, including Blue Rose.

I was alone then. The last new recruit standing.

I felt my body start to transform, signifying the limit of my resistance against the demonic forces.

And then something new entered my mind.

~There thou art, husk~

Shit…I’xol’ukz…it had found me.

It knew I was here.

I was just about to engage my [Soul Shield] technique when I sensed something else present.

Something pure.

Familiar.

The faintest twinkling of a Frenzied Flame shone in the darkness.

But I couldn’t risk staying any longer to find out what it truly was.

Engaging my [Soul Shield] technique, my vision snapped back to full focus as my Flame was instantly protected. The burning of Frenzy to maintain it was rapid, but I had a crap ton more density now than I did when I first visited the surface of the moon.

Back then I had only minutes, but now, judging by how quickly it was draining, I felt as if I could last quite comfortably for hours. The realization was a shock even to myself. The cultivating on this heavy world had advanced me even more than I thought.

As I saw more and more people start to bow out from the ranks ahead of me, I contemplated faking the same myself. I didn’t want to have to explain how I was able to withstand more than the more seasoned Black Robes.

I gave it another minute and then ran to join Blue Rose and the others.

A few people were throwing up.

The one guy who had screamed was still muttering about the stars and I wondered if his mind had been permanently broken already.

“You okay?” I asked Blue Rose, who still hadn’t spoken as yet.

“That was intense,” she said. “I’m glad I was half drunk. I don’t think I could have stomached all that pain without it.”

That made me wonder if the drinking did have some effect.

I certainly lasted a lot longer than I thought I would have.

“Take a fifteen-minute break and then head back in,” Yora said. “Repeat for as long as you can manage. You will not be able to last as long the second time. Or the third. Stay until you can’t stand it for less than a minute. That’s when you will know that you are making progress.”

Grumbles and groans came in response.

The guy who was screaming about the stars began crying into his hands. “I can’t do it! I won’t do it! I won’t!”

“See to him,” Yora said to one of the veterans, and he gave her a quick bow before leaving the field to collect the screaming Tribute and dragged him back toward the prison.

“Don’t be alarmed,” Yora said. “Everyone reacts differently. Especially their first time.”

I was just happy I had tons of practice at this already. It was challenging and a bit risky without Venja as a backup, but I was managing.

I relaxed my core, preparing myself to go another round.

The whole process was faintly reminiscent of all the time I’d spent with Kelsey, doing the same back home out in the wild, only there we’d pushed it much further, actually dipping our Flames into the tar-black goo that was Dark Frenzy to enhance our knowledge and awareness of the unseen world.

And then it hit me.

Strange that I barely remembered it until now.

That faint Flame I had sensed.

What was it?

Was someone else here kindled?

But no, it didn’t seem as strong as that, and surely, I would have been able to sense their Frenzy already, if so. I tried to recall what I had sensed.

It was faint.

An after image almost.

But familiar.

Could it be? I wondered.

But no, that didn’t make sense.

But I couldn’t deny what I’d felt.

A Flame I knew all too well.

Kelsey?

* * *

Kelsey grimaced as the hordes of demons thrashed against her body.

She fought back instinctively, savagely—her vision tunneling as she reached the edge of her limits. The Struggler was desperately trying to keep her window of vision open to maintain control.

Hurry up guys.

Move the sword!

She desperately needed the healing safety of Venja’s barrier now.

But had she told them to wait too long this time?

Faintly she felt it approaching.

Distant.

Like the frenzy of another Flame.

But why was it so far away?

Hurry up dammit!

Blackness took her and she awoke screaming again.

Kelsey shuddered as she quickly regained her senses, the influence of the Bloodmoon subdued.

She truly had pushed it this time.

As she stood, Kelsey saw the evidence of the havoc she had wreaked. Hundreds of demon corpses lay slain by her hand. Or the axe in her hand to be more accurate. She limped back to camp and as usual the soldiers gave her a wide berth as she quickly took hold of Venja. The harmonic Frenzy cleansed her soul and she exhaled a thick stream of black smoke from her lungs, purifying her Flame.

“You okay, Kelsey?” Harris asked.

She nodded. “Yep. Thanks as always, colonel. You saved my bacon as usual.”

He nodded and the three soldiers who had helped push the cart containing Venja, took off with him for the night. Kelsey stayed and dove into her mind’s eye to have a chat with Venja in the ‘flesh’.

As she dove into the waiting blue body of the Struggler, Venja materialized next to her.

“Nicely done,” she said. “You’re improving quickly, Kelsey.”

“I hope so,” she said. “That last one was close though. Maybe I’m pushing it too fast.”

“What do you mean?”

“I told them to wait too long to move you,” Kelsey said. “I was nearly dead out there.”

“But you can survive nearly four minutes now. That’s quite the improvement from one.”

Kelsey sighed. “Yeah, but not enough.”

“And what is your goal again?”

Kelsey shrugged. “I dunno. Long enough to kill that giant monster that keeps following my ass around.”

For the last few weeks Kelsey had noticed a pattern with the surges from the demons. When she traveled to the wild, the demon surges in the city would stop and if she stayed long enough at the bunker they would appear there as well.

Venja chuckled. “Yes. I’ve always sensed it after you have left.”

“Well at least I’m making it waste time going back and forth between here and the city. Do you have any idea what it is exactly?”

Venja shook her head. “It’s unable to enter my domain fully, but it is a very powerful creature. One of the strongest I’ve sensed.”

That caused Kelsey’s insides to shift with anxiety and anticipation.

She’d already sworn to kill it, but she had no idea how strong it truly was.

Or even what it was.

Frustration filled her.

Four minutes.

That was it.

Although you could do a lot in four minutes.

“You say it usually shows up the day after I leave right?”

“Typically,” Venja said.

Kelsey had planned to leave early the next day as normal. But perhaps she could spare to stay an extra night more.

“I need more info on this thing,” she said. “I need to know what I’m facing and how strong I am compared to it.”

“What are you thinking?”

Kelsey rolled her eyes. “You already know what I’m thinking, don’t you?”

Venja laughed deeply. “That I do. A quick peek, is it? And best you try it here and not when you’re in the city. At least I can be here to save you then, in case anything goes wrong. Assuming they move the wagon in time.”

Kelsey laughed. “Yeah, that too.”

She didn’t know if she was quite ready.

But hell…neither did Max half the time for all the crap he did.

She’d be Berserker bold just like him.

“Alright, let’s set it up,” she said. “Tomorrow night, I’m taking a first crack at this damn demon.”

* * *

I sat in lotus position, sweating like my blood was on fire.

The corners of my vision were closing in, but I was resisting the force of Dark Frenzy with new purpose now. I sensed beyond, deep into the spiritual darkness beyond my own soul.

Where are you damn it?

Were you even here?

Am I going crazy?

I embodied my Struggler self with [Spectral Body] but dared not venture too far off.

The tentacles were flying back and forth, flooding my mind with the cosmic horror of their star-ridden eyes, but I held firm.

I had to know if what I’d sensed was real or not.

“Kelsey!” I shouted into the spectral void. “Kelsey, are you here?”

Nothing.

Damn it. Maybe I was just trippin—

A sudden cry woke me out of my concentration and instantly I engaged my [Soul Shield] technique to bring myself fully to my senses.

“Look alive!” Yora was shouting. “Horde inbound! Move! Move!”

In the darkness the familiar din of demonic cries filled the air. The entire platoon of Tributes moved back behind the barrier swiftly, but I stayed a half second to see if there was any difference to these demons here and those back home.

My mind nearly broke when I saw them.

There had to be several thousand.

But they looked nothing like what I was used to.

Instead of the humanoid creatures I had come to know, these were instead mutated versions of what could only assume was the animal life of the planet. Some vaguely resembled the insectoid Takrids but others were more aquatic-looking. Slugs and squid-looking creatures that flew through the air.

These were closer to the source, I realized.

Or more exposed to the true essence of Dark Frenzy.

Their bodies more closely resembling the horrors of the divine nature of I’xol’ukz.

My Flame surged at the realization.

A new hidden truth revealed.

“Don’t look at them!” Yora suddenly cried, and I could sense true fear exploding in her soul. “Look away! Look away!”

But for some it was too late. A few of the veteran Tributes screamed in horror at the horde of monstrosities stampeding towards us. Two of them fell to their knees, tearing their hair out as they continued to wail.

Yora pushed us back from the edge again screaming for us to not turn about.

“Run!” she shouted. “Run back to the academy!”

We started a mini stampede of our own as the horrified cries of the tributes we’d left behind were abruptly cut short and replaced by the thunderous roar of a thousand demon bodies slamming against the barrier. With my [Soul Shield] in place, I dared to look again.

“I said turn around!” Yora shouted at me, snapping my head back forward.

A few others had done the same, however and were now screaming as if in pain.

I suddenly feared for one person in particular.

“Blue!”

I pushed through the crowd of fleeing tributes, looking for her.

“Blue!”

I finally found her along with Tu’lok, the giant of a man shielding her in his arms.

Thankfully, both their backs were turned.

“You guys alright?” I asked.

Blue Rose looked up at me shaking her head.

“No,” she said. “I’m pretty far from alright.”

And that’s when I noticed the wild look in her eyes and the panic in her soul.

The same went for almost everyone else in the platoon.

Shit, I thought. We’d all just stared into the unknown.

“Keep moving!” Yora shouted from behind. “Everyone head to the infirmary! No exceptions.” And as she passed by me, I heard her mutter, “And pray you all haven’t gone insane.”


CHAPTER 29


IT DIDN’T TAKE long to figure out that what had happened had been anything but normal.

As soon as we got back to the prison, Yora split us into groups based on our reactions to the horde. More than half of us were lumped together into what she dubbed the unaffected; people who had listened and had turned away from the horde immediately, resulting in no negative reaction at all. Then came the moderate, or shell-shocked group for people like Blue Rose.

The people who were screaming were hauled off someplace else immediately.

They then formed us into queues, with Master Eiji examining the moderately affected people. Wing Pho, who was one of the unaffected, then volunteered to assist and after getting a clean bill of health from Master Eiji began examining the less critical group that included myself.

The whole time, hushed whispers filtered through the infirmary, all trying to speculate on what the hell just happened. From listening in to some of the veterans, surges that size weren’t uncommon, but most had never seen demons that looked like that before.

“Deep Dwellers,” one of my upperclassmen said near to me. “That’s what I think they were. The expedition records speak of them existing on the Hell Worlds. Must have been the pull from the moon to wake them if they’ve been dormant here all this time.”

I was just about to ask what a Deep Dweller was when Wing Pho called me forward.

“Master Iron Bull,” he said with a bow. “Please cycle your Qi for me.”

I did so warily, conscious to flavor my Frenzy with my [Devil’s Shadow] technique.

Wing Pho leaned closer, adjusting his glasses and then frowned.

“Something seems a little off,” he said. “You should perhaps join the other line so Master Eiji can examine you.”

Oh great, I thought. Just what I needed.

I was already pretty sure that it was I’xol’ukz detecting my presence that had triggered the ‘Deep Dwellers’ or whatever the hell they were, but an examination might confirm it.

I took a place just behind Blue Rose and checked in with her again.

She was still staring off into space in her own little world.

When Master Eiji examined her, he immediately nodded and placed her to the side.

My turn came next.

Master Eiji ushered me forward and began peering at my Dantian as I cycled my Frenzy.

He squinted as a very tense thirty seconds went by.

“You seem mostly fine,” he said finally. “But there is the presence of something unfamiliar there. Perhaps you’ve ingested a small dose.”

I breathed a sigh of relief as he placed me to the side next to Blue Rose.

He went through the rest of the line of the dozen or so of us that were in the moderate category. All but one of us were singled out and placed in the unaffected side.

“You all are to come with me,” he said. “This way.”

Master Eiji began leading us out of the infirmary and I could sense the fear creeping up inside everyone as we headed into the unknown.

“What’s going to happen to us, Master Eiji?” one of our upperclassmen asked. “Are we going to be alright? Where are we going?”

“Be calm,” he said. “You’re all going to be fine. You’ve just suffered a small dose of Demonic Qi poisoning.”

“Those things we saw,” the same guy said. “What were the—”

“Try not to think of it,” Eiji said. “The more you do, the more you’ll encourage the poison to spread.”

We went to the highest floor of the prison and stepped onto the roof.

As soon as we did, I sensed something change in the air. Something radiating energy that was strangely familiar to me. As we approached a tower set in the middle of the roof, I already guessed what was inside.

Master Eiji opened a locked door and then ushered us in to confirm it.

There, suspended on a set of chains was a chunk of aetherite the size of a car. The handful of Tributes who had gone mad were already inside, basking in the soft yellow glow of the faintly humming crystal. Even from where I stood, several feet away from them, I could sense the Dark Frenzy being driven from their souls.

But could it heal the damage to their minds as well? I wondered.

Perhaps? Or maybe it was just the same as my spiritual progression.

It all depended on your mental fortitude.

If you survived, you got stronger when you eventually healed.

Or you could just never heal at all.

As I looked to Blue Rose, I hoped she fell into the former category.

“You must remain within proximity to the aetherite crystal for healing,” Master Eiji said. “For you that I’ve just brought, an hour of exposure should be enough.” He then looked to the small group huddling and shivering in the corner. “They may take a bit longer.”

“Should we try to cultivate?” someone asked.

“Yes,” he said. “Do so freely. The more you can cycle your Qi the faster you will rid yourself of the corruption. I’ll be back in an hour.”

Almost immediately, everyone dropped into lotus position and began cultivating.

I slowly did the same, even though there was nothing for me to cultivate from.

But being this close to an aetherite crystal, I was starting to sense a lot of similarities between it and Venja. I could sense that same harmonic resonance, but fainter and cycling my Frenzy, it did seem to reinvigorate me, like restoking the embers of my Flame.

I closed my eyes and decided to get some work done internally.

Retreating into my mind’s eye, I sat in the darkness with the Struggler and the Demon at my sides.

I decided not to ask them their opinions on the horde.

Even though the Demon seemed eager to encounter them again.

“Good spiritual insight gains, I get it,” I said, and the Demon nodded in confirmation.

Too bad it nearly turned half the platoon insane.

It made me realize just how strong my spiritual fortitude was compared to normal cultivators. They’d never seen stuff like that before. But I’d seen enough weird shit to be able to tolerate it now.

I thought back to that Flame I’d sensed as well.

Was it truly Kelsey?

Could I sense her from across the stars?

Just as I was beginning to think on that I began to sense something else in the spiritual darkness. A pulse of Frenzy-like energy.

Faint.

The same as the crystal.

I dove into the [Spectral Body] of the Struggler to explore the darkness and after traversing a while I came to what looked like a shadowy outline of the crystal itself. It was sparkling like golden glitter floating in the darkness, its shape pulsating like an ever-changing geometric design.

How was it here in the spiritual realm? I wondered. Did it have a spiritual presence?

As I dared to touch it, immediately alien thoughts entered my mind.

Soft whispers.

Far to faint to make out.

But there was definitely…something.

Was the crystal sentient?

Just like Venja?

The more I probed the more I began to sense other things.

Emotions.

Thousands of them.

Different yet the same.

A sense of loss and despair.

Anger…

I was just about to try and probe further when my eyes flashed open, my meditation interrupted by something. Master Eiji was there, waking everyone up to collect us all.

Shit, had a whole hour passed already?

I had no idea how long I’d been engaged with that spiritual entity for but clearly time had slipped into a whole other dimension while I was doing it.

“My head feels clear finally,” Blue Rose said next to me. “What the hell happened? What are we even doing up here?”

I looked back at her oddly. “What?”

“The last thing I remember is standing under the Bloodmoon when the horde was approaching. I remember Chief Yora ordering the retreat but not much else. Maybe I was too drunk.”

Holy crap, she didn’t remember a thing.

And then I recalled a passage from the texts.

To see the unseen is the root of all spiritual growth and understanding, but to do so unprepared is to frolic with disaster. The unseen worlds—be they the Heavens or the nine planes of hell—neither can be seen by mortal eyes. For the eyes of mortals are shielded with the merciful veil of ignorance. To peel back this veil is to embark upon a path of both enlightenment and folly, for to see the unseen is to glimpse infinity.

Her mind was protecting itself, shielding her with its veil.

No different than when I had peered inside that demonic gate for the first time and couldn’t remember what I’d seen. She wasn’t ready to see what she had seen yet. I looked about at my fellow Tributes and everyone else seemed the same.

Disorientated, memories fuzzy.

I looked to the four Tributes who’d been screaming, and they now looked passed out or asleep. Perhaps this was how the crystal healed the mind as well as the soul.

“Each of you must be debriefed by Chief Yora now,” Master Eiji said. “Come with me.”

As we traversed back down the steps, we passed the ‘unaffected group’ which was perhaps heading to the crystal for an even lesser dose of treatment than our own.

I then pushed forward to walk next to the same Tribute who had mentioned the Deep Dwellers.

“Hey,” I said. “You still think those things were Deep Dwellers?”

The guy glanced at me like I had grown three heads. “Hell are you talking about? How you even know that name? Aren’t you new?”

Holy shit…even he didn’t remember anything?

I shook my head. “Think I must have heard Master Eiji mention it.”

“Looked like regular old demons to me,” another Tribute said. “Not that I’d know the difference.”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“They say to see a Deep Dweller will drive you instantly mad. No one can even describe what they look like.”

“Really?”

“So they say. They only exist on the Hell Worlds.”

I didn’t know who ‘they’ were, but I wasn’t going to push any further.

He finally just shrugged and I quickly looked away to end the conversation.

I was beginning to feel like I was in that stupid movie, Men in Black. In a secret army fighting against alien invaders but with mind wipe devices to keep everyone oblivious.

Hell, even our robes were black.

But in reality there was no mind wiping going on here. Their minds were just choosing to not remember to protect themselves. The veil of ignorance. Their spiritual fortitude was not yet strong enough to bear it.

This cosmic shit was dangerous, I thought.

Or perhaps I was the dangerous one now.

Able to now see the unseen without harm.

As I stood in line outside Chief Yora’s office for the debrief I began to contemplate what I’d say to her. If I told her the truth of what I could remember, I could be pegged for having way higher spiritual resilience than I ought to have for a new Tribute.

But whether I’d be hailed a prodigy or branded a heretic I didn’t know.

I could try and fake it, I thought—pretend I didn’t remember anything just like everyone else. Or maybe, by telling the truth, I could be placed on a new fast track of advancement if she realized I was already well down the path of where I needed to be.

Anxiety filled me as I approached my turn at the door.

Both scenarios kept flashing through my mind as I sat across from her.

Could I trust her?

She certainly wasn’t like the normal cultivators I’d come across. She seemed practical. Not so caught up in the bullshit. But she had also seen things that even I hadn’t yet seen. Revealing the truth could be high risk. She could possibly even know what a Berserker was.

“So, Iron Bull,” she said as she began taking notes in a book. “Tell me what you recall from this evening’s exercise.”

As my mind went into overdrive, I made a final decision.

“I recall the retreat,” I said. “The horde hitting the barrier. Not much more.”

“You said you were from a world with a Bloodmoon, yes? Did you see anything different tonight than what you’ve experienced before? The demons in particular?”

There it was. The pointed question.

But I’d already made my decision, and for a reason that would hopefully benefit me in the future. I had to know more about that crystal. I definitely sensed a presence there, but I’d need to be able to touch it to confirm.

To see exactly what was inside.

But to do that, I’d need access.

Which meant getting sick again.

Perhaps even for real.

And I couldn’t do that if I revealed the true strength of my spiritual insight.

Still, it felt kind of bad lying to Yora.

She’d dealt with me pretty straight up thus far.

“The moon was more intense,” I said, being as truthful as I could. “Other than that, not much difference.”

She nodded but her eyes squinted.

Skepticism?

Perhaps.

I smiled and shrugged with [Struggler’s Resolve] to play it off. “Demons are demons, right? Why, did something unusual happen?”

A counter-offensive to throw her off my trail.

I crossed my fingers hoping it would work.

To my surprise she actually answered. “An unusually strong surge yes, but nothing you need to be concerned about. I’m suspending Bloodmoon cultivation activities for tomorrow night while the High Marshal and I investigate the horde to ensure safety. Also given what has occurred I’m ordering a day of bed rest. You are dismissed, Iron Bull.”

Damn that was it? I thought.

But I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth.

“My thanks, Chief Instructor,” I said with a bow. “After this night, a day off to rest is well appreciated.”

* * *

I left the office to find Blue Rose and Tu’lok waiting for me, both of them wearing ear to ear grins. I approached them warily, definitely not expecting to see them looking so upbeat after what had transpired.

“What’s up?” I said.

“Didn’t Chief Yora tell you?” Tu’lok said. “A day off! Can you believe it?”

“I say our luck is looking up,” Blue Rose said, grinning.

I marveled for a moment.

A few hours ago, Blue Rose was bordering on being comatose, now she was back to her old self again. Better even. I supposed I should have been grateful for that. But it was a bit unnerving knowing the truth while they didn’t.

Just another struggle to bear, I reminded myself.

The price of knowledge and truth.

“Yeah, sleeping in sounds nice,” I said. “Must be close to morning now.”

“Forget about the sleeping,” Blue Rose said. “Let’s make a plan with the brothers for tonight. That brew of theirs is starting to grow on me.”

I raised a brow and looked to Tu’lok. “You okay with all this now?”

The big man shrugged. “Wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”

I contemplated it a moment.

Another night of drinking sounded fun, but I was burdened with worrying about more than just that now. The crystal. Those monstrous demon entities I’d seen. Even finding out if I’d sensed Kelsey or not. But most of all, there was another more time sensitive opportunity to gain some answers, if I were willing to take the risk.

“Nah, I’m good,” I said. “One night a week is probably enough for me, but you two go on ahead. I’ll let Ren and Chu know.”

Blue Rose frowned and looked a little disappointed. “You sure?”

“Yeah,” I said, remembering what Chief Yora had mentioned about inspecting the horde tonight along with the High Marshal. “I got some other dumb stuff I need to go do.”


CHAPTER 30


KELSEY CYCLED HER Frenzy as she waited patiently in the darkness of her own mind.

Across from her, Venja crouched to bring herself to eye level.

“Anything yet?” Kelsey asked.

“The moon has only just risen an hour ago,” Venja said. “Have patience, Kelsey. It will show.”

All day Kelsey had been preparing for this.

She’d practiced her axe forms and every one of her manifestation techniques. She’d likely need all of them, facing the unknown strength of this demon. She only wished she was as well versed with her [Frenzied Lightning] skills. She could manage the basics with most of them, but mastery still eluded her grasp. Just the thought of challenging something so powerful without being fully prepared put the [Odds Against Her], she knew.

But she wouldn’t have it any other way.

Time was of the essence.

Kelsey cultivated the Frenzy the technique produced from her Flame and stored it within her Dantian, preparing for the battle ahead.

“I can’t afford to lose another day if this thing doesn’t show up tonight,” Kelsey said. “I need to get back to the city no matter what tomorrow.”

“How are things going there?” Venja asked.

Kelsey almost didn’t want to think about it.

Trying to balance the needs of the sect along with her vendetta against this demon was really starting to take its toll.

“Jian Yi is keeping things together in terms of the community,” Kelsey said. “Fia helps as much as she can from the shadows, covering for me when I’m gone. But I need to get back there to be the face for the Sect. When people notice me missing, the attacks more than double.” She then sighed. “Times like this I really wish Max were back. Fighting cultivators is really not my thing.”

Venja chuckled. “And doing what you are tonight is?”

Kelsey shrugged. “It’s a lot less complicated. Plus, this thing is starting to affect me in the city. I can sense it getting stronger each time it attacks the barrier back there. It’s going to break through one day and when it does…”

Kelsey let her words trail off.

She didn’t want to think about where the first attack would be when it did.

The handler station.

Where Lee was.

“You’re really starting to care for this boy, aren’t you?”

Kelsey’s eyes went wide with embarrassment. “Hey! Stop reading my thoughts, Vee!”

Venja merely laughed again. “Have you even told your mother about him yet?”

Kelsey rolled her eyes. “You know I haven’t. And you’d better not say anything either.”

“As if I could. But why not?”

“She’d probably just freak out. Plus, she can’t even meet him so what’s the point.”

“She may find out eventually.”

“How?”

“Through Max perhaps?”

Kelsey shook her head. “I told him not to say anything. Not until I’m ready.”

“I see,” Venja said nodded. “Any word from Max, by the way?”

Kelsey shrugged. “He was shoveling a lot of pig shit the last time he wrote. Other than that, it sounded like he was doing okay.”

Venja smiled. “Sounds like he is on quite the path out there amongst the star—”

Her words cut short as her eyes shifted to the side.

“It’s coming,” she said. “Best to get ready, Kelsey.”

Kelsey nodded and then reopened her eyes in the real world.

She was outside in the courtyard of the bunker, next to the wagon containing Venja along with Harris and his team; all set and ready to go.

“Wish me luck, guys,” she said as she readied her axe. “Definitely wait no longer than four minutes this time. Whatever I’m going to find out there, it’s bound to be a doozy.”

* * *

I stared out the narrow slit in the wall that was my cell window, looking for signs of Yora or the High Marshal leaving the main gates of the Academy. It was well after nightfall now and so far, I hadn’t seen a thing. I’d spent the entire day resting and cultivating and now I was waiting for my opportunity to get more answers.

It was probably a dumb move, but my curiosity was eating me up inside.

I needed to know what that horde truly was and if I was the one responsible for summoning it. But more than that, I needed to know just how serious such an event was on this world. Yora made it sound routine, but it felt like a watered-down response when I had asked her.

Surely, if it was important enough to involve the Academy President, there had to be some significance to it. And if I was going to be the one ultimately pegged as the reason for the horde’s arrival, I had to know just how much trouble I was stirring up for myself and how fervently they might come looking for me afterwards.

I thought I was safe to flex my power here at Du Gok Bhong, and while that was true to some extent, I had to always remember what my powers could peg me as.

A demon.

Or even worse now.

A demon summoner.

Another half hour went by before I finally saw what I’d been waiting for.

Chief Yora and High Marshal Tzu Li Zen appeared far below, heading off towards the barrier’s edge. I had to move quickly to keep up with them. Stuffing my cot with a pillow, I slipped out of my room and padded down the hallway as if heading to the latrine.

I stopped by Tu’lok’s room to glance inside and noted he wasn’t there.

Still partying with the Ren brothers, and Blue Rose, I thought.

At least if I was caught outside, I wouldn’t be alone.

I made a quick dash for the stairwell but headed up instead of down.

I’d been planning on how I’d do this all day and now was the time to put my non-existent stealth skills to the test. I was no Blue Rose after all. And no way was I going to be able to just waltz out the front door either, but the door to the roof was wide open.

I reached the roof in less than a minute and had to resist the urge to try breaking inside the locked tower door housing the aetherite crystal. Even now I could sense the faint voices I’d heard from before. Calling out to me almost.

Pleading…

One mystery at a time, I thought as I pulled myself away.

Depending on what I would learn tonight would let me know whether I could remain hidden in the shadows as a Berserker or if I would become the chief suspect of a witch hunt. I could pussy out and just take my chances in ignorance, but I’d rather roll the dice on being caught to learn the truth than to hide and let blind luck determine my fate.

Plus, I had more skills to rely on than just stealth.

“[Mark of the Beast]…” I whispered.

My limbs elongated and my fingernails lengthened into claws as I took on my beastly form. With a burst of Frenzy, I leapt over the roof parapet and dug my claws into the soft stone of the outer wall, quickly crawling my way down. I took care to stay away from any of the window slits as I shimmied down the back side of the prison, exiting in a thick clump of shrubbery.

I then moved as quickly and as stealthily as I could, keeping low to the ground like a panther. My bestial instincts kicked in, heightening my senses of sight and sound in the darkness and I used them to track my quarry. I made for the fields and once through, picked up on movement far ahead.

I made certain to douse my [Devil’s Shadow] technique, keeping my Frenzy undetectable as Qi as I neared the two high-tier cultivators. I honestly didn’t know what realm they were in— Sacred Soul Realm at least or even higher.

I literally hugged the ground as they neared the braziers marking the edge of the barrier.

I hid in some tall grass half a football field’s length away, but my enhanced hearing could pick up even their breath from the distance. The moon was high and full and although I couldn’t feel its Dark Frenzy I knew it was producing a shit ton of it.

The wilderness beyond the barrier lay empty.

No demons at all.

Chief Yora and the High Marshal casually strolled to the edge of the flaming braziers.

“Well,” Tzu Li Zen said, as he folded his massive arms across his chest. “I suppose now we wait to see what comes.”

* * *

Kelsey steeled herself with [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core] before launching herself into the writhing mass of demons. It was something she had done countless nights before, but tonight was different. Tonight, she was after more than just the weak beings that fell quickly under her swinging axe blade.

Tonight, she was after something more.

“Where are you?!” she cried into the darkness, her Flame spewing Frenzy like a volcano. “Show yourself, I’xol’ukz spawn!”

She spun in a circle, taking out four demons at once with a modified [One Chop Cleave]. She dared to progress a little further into the wilderness, away from the edge of the barrier and the safety it would provide if things went wrong.

No guts no glory, she thought as she progressed further into the horde.

Her [Soul Shield] technique was protecting her from Dark Frenzy and thankfully the conviction of her own Flame—her vow of vengeance against the demonic invaders—was enough to produce enough Frenzy to keep it maintained.

But she couldn’t keep it up forever.

Even now, after a minute in, the faintest of a black edge of darkness was forming around her vision.

“Show yourself, you damn cowa—!”

Something burst violently through the crowd of demons, sending them flying like bowling pins. A massive tentacle suddenly wrapped itself around her waist and she was pulled off her feet as it retracted.

Kelsey screamed in defiance, hacking away at the tree-trunk-sized tentacle as it dragged her through the forest. Ahead of her she could just make out the towering silhouette of the creature it was attached to. In the red hue of the Bloodmoon its features became clear.

It was as big as she thought it was.

At least two stories tall with a humanoid like body and head.

Its skin was gray and corpse-like and in one of its hands was a huge club that glowed with Dark Frenzy. She immediately recalled the hammer that awakened corpse demon had used when she was down in the basement of the bunker. The thing that made her transform into a full-blown demon and kill Jim. Already she could sense its power attacking her Flame, desperate to break her [Soul Shield] technique.

No, she thought as the trauma revisited her. Not again!

The head of the demon was human-looking. A bald scalp with a set of glowing red eyes tucked beneath thick brows. On its face was a gnarled beard, but as she looked closer the beard was made of writhing tentacles instead of hair. On its chest was a second face more resembling the demons she was used to. Grotesque and alien with twin sets of glowing red eyes. Where its stomach would be, instead became the mouth of the second face, a vertical maw lined with razor sharp teeth that was now open like an undone zipper and from within it spewed a mass of tentacles, like bowels spilling from a cut open abdomen.

The sight of it alone was enough to make her scream.

Dark Frenzy pressed on her soul and filled her mind with madness.

Stay strong, she told herself, reaching for the spiritual root of her Dao. This is what you came for. The enemy you swore to destroy.

Her [Struggler’s Resolve] bolstered her psyche and she grimaced in defiance as the tentacle brought her face to face with the demon’s massive human-shaped head.

“Not who I was expecting,” it said in a deep, reverberating voice. “But no matter. The Lord calls for your demise all the same.”

The tentacle began to tighten about her and as Kelsey struggled to free herself, she quickly realized she had just stepped way above her weight class. This monster was indeed stronger than anything she had ever faced before. The [Odds Against Her] multiplied and caused a surge of Frenzy from her soul.

But despite the raw energy, the strength of her techniques failed to resist the crushing force of the tentacle. She had to do something. But it would mean going in a direction that might send her soul straight to hell.

“[M-mark… of the… Demon]!!”

Her vision closed in slightly as she gave into her primal urges. Horns erupted from her head as she released a visceral cry. Her [Iron Skin] and [Iron Core] manifestation techniques tripled in strength, resulting in a bit of relief from the demon’s crushing grasp.

“You show your true form,” it said, marveling at her as it spun her in the air. “Foul Demon of the Traitorous Flame.”

“I will end you!” she cried. “I will end you even if it kills me!”

But it was more bravado than anything else. Her system was taxed just maintaining her [Demon] form along with her defensive techniques plus [Soul Shield]. She needed the power of [A Thousand Slain Souls] to break free, but she had yet to master the technique, much less be able to employ it when her Dantian was about to run dry.

A deep chuckle rumbled from the demon’s throat.

“Bold words,” it said. “But your strength is lacking. I sought far more than you to quell my vengeance.” It then looked away from her and towards the direction of the city. “But I will have it still. I will not rest until every soul in Jurin Province joins me in hell.”

What? Kelsey thought. This ‘thing’ knows what Jurin Province is?

“What are you?!” she said. “Who are you?”

“Just a pitiful mortal like you once. But the Divine Herald of the Stars has blessed this soul with new purpose now. To destroy you and whatever else I wish of this mortal world.”

The demon then turned and began plodding off deeper into the forest, further and further away from the safety of the barrier’s edge.

No! Kelsey thought as panic gripped her. I’ve got to get back!

“I will break through the walls of the city and feast upon the weak. The mortals will feel the agony of this wretched soul. The vengeance of Hong Feng, resurrected to fulfill the wrath of I’Xong’Zhang the Reborn.”

* * *

Close to half an hour had gone by with nothing.

No horde.

No attack.

Chief Yora and High Marshal Tzu Li Zen took turns stepping into the influence of the Bloodmoon, trying to coax out what had come the night before perhaps. As the time went by, it became more and more definitive that what I had already suspected was true.

The horde was drawn to myself.

And if that was the case, there was only one way to make it reappear.

Protecting my Flame with [Soul Shield], I stalked towards the barrier’s edge, taking a wide arc around Yora and the President. I put myself nearly three times the distance away that I’d been before. As I stepped into the effects of the full Bloodmoon, immediately my Frenzy began burning away under its influence.

I didn’t know how long it would take for I’xol’ukz to sense me, but there was one surefire way to gain its attention. Slipping within my mind’s eye, I entered the spiritual realm and inhabited the Blue-hued [Spectral Body] of the Struggler.

All around me the wail of demons pierced the spiritual darkness, the rays of the Bloodmoon in spiritual form perhaps.

It didn’t take long for the monster itself to appear, its tentacles whipping past me with its thousands of star-ridden eyes.

“I’m here, you piece of shit!” I shouted at it with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Send your minions to come and get me!”

~Foul husk~ it spoke within my mind, its screeches translating into cognizant thought. ~Spreading thy putrid Flame across the cosmos~

It came at me then and I defended myself with a swipe of my [Spectral Blade].

It veered away, avoiding the hit.

Sensing its weakness I pressed on, chasing after it in the darkness.

I went in for another cleave and it backed off once more.

What the hell? Why was it running from me?

And then I remembered where I was.

I was in the spiritual realm, fighting what was most likely a mere shadow of its true self.

It was biding time.

While its horde of demons was on its way.

Bastard trying to catch me with my pants down in the real world, I thought with a grin. Not today, buddy.

I was just about to avoid its chess move by punching out of the spiritual realm when a sudden flare of Frenzy caught my focus.

It was faint like before.

But distinct.

Kelsey…?

I’d have to risk getting trampled in real life for a few seconds more.

I had to know if she was truly in here with me.

I ditched chasing after I’xol’ukz and chased after the faint trace of Frenzy instead.

It seemed an impossible distance away, but I pressed on, nonetheless.

I burned extra Frenzy to quicken myself towards it.

“Kelsey! Can you hear me?”

There was no answer.

But I did sense something else.

Fear…

Panic…

I arrived at where I thought the source was emanating from.

It was as faint as that outline the crystal had made.

Fainter even.

I reached into it and for a split second I could sense a sudden turmoil in my soul.

It was Kelsey, I could feel her.

But something was wrong.

She was in pain.

* * *

Kelsey screamed deliriously as the world closed in on her.

Her body was being crushed, but that was nothing compared to what was happening to her soul. Her vision was shrinking to a pinprick, the capacity within her Dantian soon to run out. She had no idea where she even was anymore.

Snarling demons and whipping branches.

Cursed moonlight and a million stars.

Nothing made sense.

Her mind was slipping.

The beast had its tentacles wrapped around her in both worlds.

She’d pushed too hard and too fast.

Her peek into the unknown had turned into a gaze within Pandora’s box.

No way to get back home now.

I’m sorry, Mom… she thought, her mind wondering. I should have given you a better goodbye.

Suddenly the tentacles released from about her soul as a thought forced itself inside her mind.

‘Fight, Kelsey! Fight!’

New energy filled her and in an instant her vision snapped back to normal.

She was still within the monster’s clutches, deep in the forest somewhere.

But a clarity now filled her mind and soul.

Her Dantian was somehow replenished, her sanity returned, her abilities maintaining themselves at levels that were near impossible before.

She didn’t understand what was happening.

Had she ascended?

Had she died and was now living through [Death’s Door]?

She pushed it all aside to focus on the only thing that mattered now.

Fight!

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

Kelsey fumbled with meridian sequences as she cycled the Frenzy through her Dantian, desperate to push full bore the technique she could scarcely manage to do in practice. Her body exploded with lightning and pain.

“ARRGH!!”

The tentacle released from about her and she shifted with [Mark of the Beast] to quickly heal her crushed organs and bones as she fell towards the ground. She spat blood when she landed, the transformation taking place in mere seconds.

Groups of smaller demons rushed her and with her enhanced speed she swatted them out of existence with a wide sweep of her axe blade.

“Foul little creature,” I’Xong’Zhang crooned from above her and within its hand it raised its enormous club to crush her.

Every instinct in her Berserker soul said to fight, but wisdom came as well.

A passage from the Orb.

Shura 3

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

She’d stayed to her Path.

She’d tested her opponent’s might and it was far beyond her own right now.

“I will return to kill you!” Kelsey shouted up at it with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “This I swear by the might of the [Frenzied Flame]!”

The twin techniques went off like a bomb in the air, the words of spiritual truth assaulting I’Xong’Zhang’s demonic core. It reeled and screamed, becoming enraged at the same time.

Kelsey spun and dashed through the forest, pushing through the stray demons that blocked her way. She was still slightly disoriented, but she could sense Venja in the distance. She homed in on her, speeding as the giant monster tried to give chase from behind.

But it was no match for her speed in [Beast] form.

Kelsey finally broke through the edge of the barrier and the reprieve from the moon’s assault lifted the burden pressing on her soul. She collapsed on the ground, breathing heavily, her Flame resonating with the harmonics of Venja’s aura.

After a moment she finally sat up.

That voice, she thought.

The thing that had saved her and restored her soul.

She’d know it anywhere.

But was it possible?

“Big brother…” she said as she looked up at the stars perplexed. “Was that you?”

* * *

I channeled my Frenzy into the faint form that was Kelsey, urging her to fight on.

I had no idea if it was even working or not, or what she was going through, but her Flame flickered in and out of existence a few times. It seemed to strengthen then and I sensed her soul once more.

Stronger now.

Fight, Kelsey, fight!

I sensed her resolve return and then suddenly her Flame disappeared.

“No!” I shouted. “Kelsey!”

Before I could do anything else, I was suddenly knocked out of the spiritual realm by something. I opened my eyes to find myself in the middle of a swarming horde of demons.

Oh shit!

I punched and kicked in my bestial form, drawing black blood and offal as I clawed through several alien-shaped monstrosities. They hissed and squealed as they fell on top of me, covering me in their blood. I couldn’t even make sense of what I was seeing. Flying squid demons and slithering eels. Creatures that looked like giant amoebas covered in razor sharp teeth.

I suddenly wished I had brought a weapon with me, but I wasn’t planning on fighting, much less being caught in the middle of a demonic swarm. I struggled to get my bearings, trying to head towards the braziers flaming in the night, but they looked to be even further away now. It was as if I were caught in a rip current made of monsters.

Suddenly a brilliant light flashed from the sky as a powerful voice filled the air.

“[Monarch’s Reign! Glorious Fist of the Heavenly Throne]!”

An enormous translucent forearm three stories tall punched into the ground a couple hundred yards away. A detonation like an atomic bomb went off, sending a massive shockwave flaring outwards, consuming the demons like kindling. It was all I could do to summon [Steel Lightning] and [Steel Skin] to absorb the attack, crossing my arms in front of me as the shockwave hit.

Blinding pain broke through all my techniques as I went flying head over heels into the barrier zone. I blacked out for a second as I hit the ground. When I reopened my eyes a few moments later, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

The entire wasteland was on fire, thousands of demon corpses burning in the night.

As I struggled to stand, a new presence filled my senses.

I glanced upwards to see a literal god hanging in the night sky above me.

High Marshal Tzu Li Zen was standing in mid-air with his arms folded, glaring down at me.

He only barely resembled what he looked like before.

He was twice the size he’d been and radiated with a powerful glowing aura, his eyes a brilliant white. Gone were his normal robes, replaced by cosmic armor that looked like glowing runes that superimposed itself over his bare skin, which was now metallic bronze instead of its normal tan.

His red beard glowed like embers—his white hair flowing majestically as if underwater.

I looked back to the wasteland and the burning demons.

Holy shit…he killed all of them in a single technique?

I fell to one knee, unable to suppress my awe.

I’d only seen power like this once before.

Back when eight-year-old me watched the Earth be destroyed by cultivators as powerful as gods.

And clearly High Marshal Tzu Li Zen was one of them.

Chief Yora then appeared at my side, hands tucked behind her back.

“Good evening to you, Master Iron Bull,” she said, her tone even, her countenance unreadable. “It appears you are outside after curfew.”

I glanced between her and Tzu Li Zen, the realization of my screw-up becoming clear as my awe began to subside.

“You have much explaining to do,” Tzu Li Zen said, his voice like thunder. “I suggest you speak quickly.”


CHAPTER 31


MY MIND RACED as I stood under interrogation by the most powerful cultivator I’d ever seen. I could kick myself for even getting caught, to be honest, but that was the price I had to pay for needing to find Kelsey in the spiritual realm, I supposed.

I still wasn’t sure what had happened, or if she was even alright.

Her Flame seemed to get stronger for a second, but then it simply disappeared.

I had no idea what that meant.

I prayed she was still okay, wherever she was and whatever she was doing.

But as for me, I had challenges of my own to deal with right now.

Thankfully there was some luck on my side.

Getting temporarily knocked out by Tzu Li Zen’s Heavenly Fist technique had disabled my [Beast] form, otherwise there would be more than just questions about curfew being asked. But Chief Yora was already asking more than just that. Asking why I was here was only the opener.

Precious seconds went by as my mind went into overdrive.

Whatever I would say next would determine the fate of my Path.

And for all I’d done, I still didn’t have any real answers which had been the whole point of taking the risk. Now I’d come up with nothing.

Shit…maybe this was a total ‘chun’ move after all, I thought.

Being sneaky and deceptive definitely wasn’t my strong point, or a feature of my Berserker Path. Perhaps that’s why I’d fail. Maybe being straight forward and upfront was the only way to go. Screw the consequences. Berserker style. And for as dead to rights as I could be right now, maybe telling as much truth as possible would be a good thing.

“I was curious,” I said eventually. “When you mentioned heading out here with the President, I wanted to know for myself what those demons were.”

Chief Yora gave a little smirk. “So you did lie then. About what you had seen.”

I shrugged. “I suppose so… yes.”

“Why?”

The million-dollar question.

“I didn’t want to be thought of as a freak,” I said honestly. “And I didn’t want it to affect my progression either. I honestly didn’t know what you’d do if I told you the truth.”

She chuckled. “Well at least you’re telling the truth now. You’re a terrible liar, Iron Bull. And predictable. Finding you here wasn’t a surprise at all.”

I furrowed my brow. “What?”

“I didn’t tell everyone that I’d be coming here with the High Marshal, but I told you as a test. I ensured following us would have been an easy task also. Or perhaps you didn’t notice how simple it was to escape your room unnoticed.”

I felt the rug being pulled from under me again.

Had the escape been too easy?

Maybe. Granted I didn’t use the front door either.

But maybe I could have.

“A test?” I looked up at Tzu Li Zen and then back to Yora before cracking a cheesy grin. “Did I pass?”

I waited to see if I would get smacked for my stupid joke, but thankfully Yora huffed out a laugh and even produced a bit of lemonade in her soul.

Thank God, I thought. I’d read the room right.

Yora was just as curious about me as I was about them.

If I played my cards right maybe I could still come out of this on top.

“You’re an interesting one,” she said. “But yes, I told you in hopes of you venturing out for another look. If my intuition proved right—that you had indeed retained your memory and seen the unseen—I had no doubt you would want to see more. So yes, I’m not surprised to find you here. But we were both surprised to find you in the middle of the horde and fighting outside the barrier.”

High Marshal Tzu Li Zen finally touched down on the ground to stand in front of me. “What possessed you to think you were capable of surviving such a thing? Do you have a death wish?”

Not yet, but soon I hope, I wanted to say, but they wouldn’t get that joke.

“I was just trying to see if I could still cultivate,” I said.

“After all you experienced yesterday and still you wanted to subject yourself to more?” Yora asked.

I shrugged. “I have sort of a timeline to keep. Any chance of advancement, I want to take advantage of it.”

“I honestly didn’t think you would show,” Tzu Li Zen said. “But now that you have, I can see clearly now why Chief Yora knew you were lying. You can’t hide what you’ve seen, boy. It’s plain as day.”

I grew more apprehensive then.

What was he talking about?

“Your eyes,” Yora said as if sensing my internal question. “Once you have glimpsed the unseen, they never look the same way again. At least to those who have also glimpsed. The moment I asked you I could tell what you’d seen and remembered. It was the lie that I found confusing. Which leads me to believe you know far more than you let on.”

Ah crap…

“The question is how,” Tzu Li Zen said. “How were you able to resist the horror of seeing those demons? Speak now.”

Moment of truth, I thought.

They did know too much.

And I’d have to come clean in some way.

But I couldn’t risk everything without gaining some truth myself.

“If I tell you, will you tell me what those demons actually were?” I asked.

Tzu Li Zen huffed out a laugh. “You are bold, I’ll give you that. But yes, if you are able to behold them, you might as well know what they are. But your secret first. How are you able to resist the sight of them? As you saw, even your upperclassmen, Black Robes who have been subjected to Bloodmoon cultivation already were nearly driven insane. I struggle to believe that your mental fortitude is so naturally gifted.”

“It’s not,” I said, thinking quickly. “As I told Chief Yora, I come from a world with a Bloodmoon. For the last few years, I have been exposing myself to it. Just like you do here, I guess. I honestly didn’t know if it was helping my cultivation or not, but I figured if the Bloodmoon could make spirit beasts it could somehow make me stronger. So…I guess it worked?”

They both paused, looking to one another as their eyes widened.

“And you were simply allowed to do this?” Yora asked.

I shrugged. “More or less.”

“How?” Tzu Li Zen asked. “Bloodmoon zones are restricted by imperial law.”

“I was a handler for many years,” I said. “We have special access privileges to the wild. I abused mine a little, I suppose. I did it in secret.”

Another pause, but I didn’t sense they weren’t buying it.

It was pretty much the truth anyway.

Minus the actual cultivation method of course.

“You took an incredible risk,” Chief Yora said. “As you perhaps no doubt understand now. You are lucky to come this far. Especially without the aid of an aetherite crystal to heal you.”

I grinned like the chun I was. “I just got lucky, I guess.”

“What have you seen?” Tzu Li Zen asked. “While under its effects.”

Another crucial question, but one I had to take care in answering. Tzu Li Zen had clearly seen more than I had, but I had no context for what was normal for a Berserker to see versus a Qi cultivator. I’d have to leave out the details.

“A lot of weird-looking monsters sometimes,” I said honestly. I then pointed out into the waste land of burning corpses. “Some like those, I guess. Nothing specific. Maybe that’s why I could bear looking at them. I’d seen stuff like them before. Although just in glimpses maybe.”

I held my breath hoping they would buy it.

In truth I’d seen much worse on the surface of the moon with those gargantuan demons with tentacles for eyes.

“How often did you do this?” Tzu Li Zen asked. “And for how long?”

“Like every night?” I said, testing the waters. “Over maybe three or four years?”

In truth it was much shorter than that, but that length of time seemed feasible given my age.

“Extraordinary,” Tzu Li Zen said. “And you suffered no ill effects?”

“I only did it for short periods at a time,” I said. “Plus, our moon back home isn’t as strong as this one. I never went out on a full moon either. We have demon hordes that spawn when that happens just like here. But they’re nothing like the demons that came here tonight.”

“So you truly don’t know what those things were?” Tzu Li Zen asked.

I shook my head. “One of my upperclassmen mentioned they were Deep Dwellers. Is that what they are?”

Both Yora and the High Marshal looked at one another before letting out a laugh.

“Boy, if a Deep Dweller ever arrived here, it would likely sunder this entire planet apart.”

Oh crap… “So… what are they then? Deep Dwellers?”

“Ancient demons said to reside within the hearts of the Hell Worlds,” Chief Yora said. “There are only reports of their existence, but no has ever seen one and retained their sanity enough to even describe them.”

“What you saw here tonight are much different,” Tzu Li Zen said looking back beyond the edge of the barrier. “These are the surface dwellers of those Hell Worlds. Demons far more corrupted than anything you would find on a Bloodmoon planet. They thrive under the unholy light of the Cursed Stars. They shouldn’t exist on this planet at all.”

Oh damn. I’xol’ukz must have been pulling out all the stops to get to me.

I had to ask the next obvious question.

“So how did they get here?”

“A new gate perhaps,” Tzu Li Zen said and then looked back out into the wilderness once more. “One leading straight back to a Hell World.”

I risked asking one more question.

“Is that normal?”

“The last one to appear was perhaps a decade ago,” Yora said. “We’re unsure why one has appeared now.”

“The demons are forever trying to expand their territory,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Sometimes they send gates randomly.” He then looked up at the moon. “Unusual for them to try the same planet twice however. If this world held meaning for them, they would have long since corrupted the sun and turned it into a Cursed Star, but there is no aetherite for them here.”

“Do you think they have detected the crystals within the prisons?” Yora asked.

Tzu Li Zen frowned in contemplation. “Perhaps.”

Oh shit…that was an alibi for me if I ever heard one.

“So the demons seek out planets with aetherite?” I asked.

“That’s the theory,” Yora said. “And one you will soon learn within your classes as a Black Robe. Cursed Stars only form within systems that contain aetherite-producing planets. Otherwise only the moons remained cursed. The demons then consume all Qi available and abandon the planet like this one and simply move on.”

My Flame flared at the sudden insight.

Was Earth going to end up like this place in the future?

Or perhaps even worse?

Evolve into a Hell World?

“This is why we choose to locate the academy here,” Tzu Li Zen said. “A place to train under effects close to the Hell Worlds’ conditions, but not the same. If the demons were to ever discover the academy, I would expect for them to attack en masse. Somewhat like what occurred tonight…”

I suddenly understood the gravity of what he was saying and felt immediately responsible.

Was my very presence dooming the academy?

“We should perhaps assume it’s random for now,” Yora said to Tzu Li Zen. “We won’t know unless it occurs again.”

He nodded in agreement. “I’ll close the gate. We’ll see what happens afterwards.” He then rose into the air with a burst of Qi before looking down at me. “As for you, Iron Bull. You need not hide your capabilities here. We are the defenders of the Empire, not its rulers. We are all but lowly tributes from conquered worlds. But the enemy we face is far greater than any noble would dare to understand. Now that we know you already have insight into the unseen world, we’ll put you to use.”

“Put me to use?”

“Chief Yora will explain,” he said. “I’ll be back by morning.”

Yora then snapped to attention with a Legionnaire’s salute. “Go a mortal and return a god.”

Tzu Li Zen nodded at the phrase and then flew away at a speed unimaginable, disappearing into the night.

I stood there stupefied.

I knew exactly what he would have to do to close that gate.

Enter within the spiritual realm, defeat the embodiment of I’Xan’dra.

Destroy the shackles around the crystal.

Although I had only done that for a gate leading to the moon.

Would one leading to a Hell World be different?

“Looks like he’s already a god to me,” I said absently.

Yora chuckled. “Nearly. But he stays here for our sake.”

I raised a brow at that. “What?”

“Tzu Li Zen could have long since ascended past the Lesser Deity Realm,” Yora said. “But he remains here within the mortal realm to ensure Legionnaires stand ready to bridge the gap. Or at least until he finds a successor.” She then chuckled. “Come. Now that we know what you are capable of there is much work for you to do.”

She turned and began heading back towards the academy.

As I followed after her a new sense of wonder and awe filled my soul.

The universe was far more threatening than I imagined.

And my struggle to free the Earth from the empire, might just be the beginning of my Path.


CHAPTER 32


“DO YOU REALLY think it was him?”

Kelsey sat within the darkness of her own mind as Venja asked her the question.

She still wasn’t sure herself.

But she couldn’t deny what she’d sensed.

Or what she’d heard.

“It sounded just like Max,” she said. “Felt like Max.”

The towering woman shrugged her shoulders. “You seem as convinced as anything as far as I can tell. Whatever happened it was certainly real to you.”

“Yeah, I know,” Kelsey said. “But is it possible? Did the real Big Sis ever do anything like this before? Sense other Berserkers from millions of miles away?”

“The real Big Sis?” Venja said with mock offense. “How insulting!”

“Come on, Vee, don’t joke around. This is serious.”

Venja chuckled. “You and Max both think I’ve been alive for ages like Threja, but I’ve only just come to be. And believe it or not, I am my own person. The real Big Sis is still the real Big Sis and I’m still me. I’m not a replica.”

“Okay, okay…sorry,” Kelsey said. “But what do you think? Really?”

“I think if you sensed it, you sensed it,” Venja said. “But I have no idea of how any of it may be possible. But it all happened within the spiritual realm so who knows?”

Kelsey sighed. “Yeah, I guess so. But aside from that, what about the demon, did you see it too?”

“Only from what you described,” Venja said. “I knew it was more powerful than anything I’d sensed before and now this explains why. It’s more than just an awakened demon, it’s a corrupted human soul reborn.”

“And that’s bad right?”

Venja shrugged. “Honestly, I have no idea. But it sounds pretty bad.”

Kelsey sighed. “I wish I had some way to put all this into perspective.”

“Didn’t you say you recognized the name?”

“Yeah… Hong Feng. He was the nephew of Lo Feng, an enemy of Fia’s family. Max killed him and took over his sect.”

“I see.”

“Either way this I’Xong’Zhang or whatever it calls itself now is hell bent on revenge. It wants to destroy the whole city. I’m not sure if it can even break through the barrier, but I’ve never encountered a demon like this before. One that can think and express emotions. Like a real person.”

“Is that what you consider it? A person now?”

Kelsey blushed, knowing Venja could sense her inner thoughts.

“Indeed, I can sense them,” Venja said. “But you need not be ashamed, Kelsey. Taking a sentient life is cause for moral contemplation. Where would your humanity be without it?”

“I guess.” She sighed again. “Maybe it’s the thought that this thing might be able to outsmart me too. It’s not some dumb mindless monster like the other demons I’ve fought.”

Venja laughed. “Please, you are much smarter than Max and he seems to make out just fine.”

Kelsey grinned. “Yeah, but Max has the power of the Chun on his side.”

Venja laughed again.

There was no getting around it. The [Odds Against Her] had just increased.

And preparing herself to face this demon would take time.

“One thing is for sure,” Kelsey said. “I’m in no shape to kill this I’Xong’Zhang or whatever it calls itself. I need to up my game big time. And if it knows kung fu as well, I need to really start fighting more cultivators to hone my skills.”

Venja nodded. “So, what is your plan then?”

Kelsey thought for a moment.

“First, I need to get back to the city. Check on things there. Defend the sect. Make sure Lee is okay. Then I need to find out if there’s ever been anything strong enough to breach the barrier before. Lee said they prepare for it, but I’ve never actually seen it happen. Not yet. But I get the feeling this thing might be able to do it at some point.”

“Best to be prepared then,” Venja said. “What else?”

“I need to find out if what I sensed was real or not.”

“You mean Max?”

“Yes,” Kelsey said. “It’s time I wrote my blockhead big brother a letter.”

* * *

I followed Chief Yora back to the academy.

Crossing the assembly yard we made for the library and after producing a set of elaborate keys, she let us inside. With a wave of her hand, she illuminated the Qi lighting within the building and then led the way upstairs to the top floor.

“This area is permittable to you now as a Black Robe,” Yora said as she unlocked one of the roped-off areas at the back of the top floor. “But I will grant you access to something even greater.”

My curiosity piqued at that.

As we walked through the dusty bookshelves, I couldn’t help but glimpse at how many ancient tomes I saw. Untold manuals, histories of the campaigns against the Hell Worlds, new techniques possibly. I wanted to sit down and soak it all up immediately, but Yora had us walking past them and towards the back swiftly.

We finally reached a locked cabinet filled with several more tomes bound in black leather. Upon opening the cabinet, she withdrew one of the tomes and set it upon one of the reading tables.

“Sit,” she said, and I did so immediately.

I reached to open the book and she stopped me.

“Wait,” she said. “Prepare yourself…for what you may see.”

I nodded, still not knowing what to expect.

I decided to channel my Frenzy and engaged my [Soul Shield] technique just in case.

When I opened the book the first thing I saw was a giant illustration of a creature that looked like a disembodied brain with spider-like legs. Immediately my [Soul Shield] technique flared, protecting my Flame from the sudden insight into the cosmic unknown.

Below it was some script.

Mind Reaper (D’Mjulthu)

These dog-sized monstrosities are common upon the Hell Worlds of Vathulas and Elferum. While weak physically, they can exude massive auras of Demonic Qi that can immediately disrupt one’s core. Often found accompanying larger hordes for protection, even one can easily turn the tide of a battle if not quickly dispatched. If discovered, they must the addressed with the utmost priority.

-Imperial Marshal Wi Chu Lou

“Wow,” I said. “You have hunter’s manuals for the hell worlds?”

Yora chuckled. “We do not refer to them as such but yes, it is a manual of sorts. A compendium of the various demons encountered on the Hell Worlds. Unfortunately, not many have the mental fortitude to even recall their encounters if they survive. And if they do, it is normally clouded and obscure. Only a select few have the ability to behold so plainly what would drive others mad. That picture included.”

I looked up at her. “Seeing this picture would drive people mad? Just the picture?”

“For mortals, most certainly.”

“Damn…”

But then something else occurred to me. “Back on my world, we had things called comic books and movies. Fiction. They had monsters that looked sorta like this all the time.”

“Fiction…” Yora said contemplatively. “Perhaps it might have aided in your development of a resistance. But fiction and reality are not the same. The universe is connected in multifaceted ways. To see this, at some primal root of one’s being, we understand it to be truth and not fiction. And the terror of that unspeakable truth is often enough to drive one mad.”

I could certainly attest to experiencing that myself.

Like when my Flame acknowledged something new.

It didn’t even feel like new discovery sometimes, but almost like remembering something forgotten. I looked back to the brain spider thing on the page.

“Guess our shield of ignorance was too strong to break through, being Terrans.”

Yora chuckled. “Perhaps. Prepare yourself now…”

Before I could even acknowledge her warning, Yora began leafing through the manual. My [Soul Shield] Flared again as I saw creatures I recalled from the horde just outside the academy. I saw others I did not recognize as well, alien-looking things nearly impossible to describe, horrifying and mystifying at the same time. It was almost enough to make me look away, but I forced myself to endure.

To behold the unseen.

“How good are you at illustrating?” Yora asked as she finally turned to a blank page.

I shrugged. “I can do a mean stick figure.”

She twisted her lips into a frown. “It is a skill you will need to acquire then. I will arrange lessons for you with Master Eiji. He is quite skilled with the brush.”

I was starting to put two and two together now.

“So you want me to paint pictures of monsters?”

“Yes,” Yora said. “Of what you have seen. We have precious little information of the nature of our enemy. This tome comprises much of it.” She turned back to the first monster and then tapped on the name. “This also. The common name is what we have dubbed them, but the second name is its true name. Its demonic name.”

I looked at the name again, D’Mjulthu, and tried to pronounce it. “Duh Meh Jul Thu?”

Yora flinched. “You must have gotten it exactly right. You just caused my skin to prickle.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be,” she said. “You may possess a rarer talent than you think. Have you ever heard anything while you were cultivating the Bloodmoon back on your home world? Whispers? Voices?”

I’d heard a lot of shit, but I couldn’t tell her that. “Sometimes maybe?”

She tapped on the name signed at the bottom of the inscriptions. “The man who inscribed this was a legionnaire of great skill and talent. An Imperial Marshal—a Legionnaire who faced the Hell Worlds more than three times. He was able to make sense of the demonic noises the demons made and was able to decipher the true names of some of them. To hold one’s true name is to give great power. His insights have helped us many times over the decades.”

I could certainly understand demon speak, especially when I was in demon form.

“Imperial Marshal Wi Chu Lou,” I read his name aloud. “What happened to him?”

“He was lost on his fourth tour over a hundred years ago. We have not met a talent like his since. Until you perhaps.”

My insides suddenly froze. “Me?”

“That Awakened Spirit Beast spoke to you. That’s not common. You may have an affinity for these sorts of things. It was said that Wi Chu Lou possessed the same talent.”

Damn, I was getting damn close to being outed, but it didn’t seem like she was on a witch hunt. It made me look a bit closer at the name on the page.

Could this Wi Chu Lou have been a Berserker as well?

I huffed out a laugh. “Perhaps I’m his reincarnation.”

Yora grinned at that. “Let’s hope so. The president would be well pleased to have such a resource. You could fill this tome with new insights. Speaking of which, did you notice any that you saw tonight that are missing from this book?”

“I’ll have to check,” I said. I didn’t recall seeing anything that resembled those flying squids, or that amoeba thing with teeth. “Maybe…”

“You’ll have ample time to check later,” Yora said, closing the book. “I will allow you strict access to this cabinet. You will come here to study further to build your mental fortitude and also to add to the compendium when your artistic talent is honed.”

“Can I start right now?” I asked.

“No,” she said, handing me the key. “For now, get some rest. You will join the upperclassmen in the morning as a new tier. You are already a half step from advancing to become a full-fledged Graduate Legionnaire. You need only further hone your Bloodmoon resistance. You’ll still need to be able to survive more than an hour to do any good on those planets.”

I was rocked back on my heels.

I’d just gotten a huge boost in my advancement.

“Thank you, Chief Instructor,” I said, rising to give her a bow. “This is a great privilege and honor. I will not waste it.”

“I’m more concerned about us wasting you,” she said with a smile and a subtle hint of lemonade. “Which brings me to one final thing you shall need to master before I grant you the title of legionnaire.”

I raised a brow at that.

“You have proven both your skill and strength as a fighter, but on the Hell Worlds being permanently bound to the ground is a distinct disadvantage. I’m not certain what fighting path you follow, but you must expand your training to include some form of aerial maneuvering.”

“Aerial maneuvering?” I said. “You mean like flying?”

Yora chortled. “If that is what you choose. Come.”

She led me to another section of the library and selected three books.

“These are all manuals of various forms of techniques that will grant you air superiority in battle. From free flight, which most choose, but requires great reserves of Qi.” She pointed to one of the books. “Then there is this one on utilizing the flying sword or flying weapon techniques and finally this last one which is less popular but is very efficient—air walking. Choose any you feel you may be able to master.”

My eyes widened as I looked at the books.

For a brief moment I had a flashback to being within Hong Feng’s den and looking in that chest containing martial training manuals, wondering how the hell I was going to afford any of them. Now, here I was, having my pick of top-tier techniques and all of it for free.

Chun, you’ve come a long way, my boy, I thought to myself.

The Struggler and Demon agreed.

“Don’t forget to see Master Eiji about the art lessons,” Yora said, pushing the books towards me. “In truth, that may prove the most valuable talent you can provide as a legionnaire yet.”

* * *

I ascended the stairs within Du Gok Bhong in a state a semi-shock and awe. I couldn’t believe how the night had eventually turned out. I’d gone from thinking of myself as the chief suspect to the chosen one.

I still had things I wanted to discover, like the voices within the crystal and my connection to Kelsey, but now I could explore them far more freely.

I only had to worry about I’xol’ukz opening another gate on my behalf perhaps.

Hopefully I could control that somehow too.

But in the meantime, I had a ton of new stuff I had to learn.

Not least of which was learning how to draw.

Who’d have thought my Berserker path would lead me to becoming an artist?

I was just about to head down the hallway towards my room when a figure emerged from the darkened corridor ahead of me. I tensed immediately, squinting to see if it was perhaps Blue Rose, being so small. But the long hair didn’t match nor did the male voice that came with it.

“Out late I see,” Jei Su Long said. “I wonder doing what?”

My apprehension turned instantly to irritation.

“What the hell do you want?” I said, stepping forward. “Another ass kicking?”

“I see you trying to curry favor with the Chief Instructor,” Jei Su Long said. “But whatever you’re up to, it won’t work.”

“Pal, you have no idea what I’m up to,” I said, pushing past him to get to my room. “And if you want a rematch just let me know. Until then, I don’t have much to say to you.”

“I’m still your upperclassman,” Jei Su Long said, stepping in my path again. “You will show me respect!”

“Go check with Yora on that one, chief,” I said with [Indifference]. “I’ll be joining your class tomorrow and likely surpassing you soon after.”

“What?”

I laughed as his insides filled with anger.

“You’re not the only one blessed with special privilege,” I said. “The only difference, is that I’m earning mine.”

I slammed my door in his face and ignored the yells and curses that came after.

I had no time to waste on an upstart like him.

I pulled out the three training manuals instead and set my mind to loftier goals.

Which style should I choose? I wondered.

Flying around like Superman sounded cool, but it didn’t seem very Berserker like. Neither did flying on my Phalanx Glaive like a giant surfboard. That left air walking. But what the hell even was that?

I didn’t know what to pick just yet.

Not until I studied them all.

But one thing was for certain.

No way was I going to learn how to soar with the eagles if I kept entertaining jive turkeys like Jei Su Long.


CHAPTER 33


PRINCESS LUNALAH SQUINTED at the report on her Qi tablet.

Demonic activity had increased significantly over the last two months in Jurin Province. Or so the heading of the report said at least. Lunalah scrolled through several pages of text she had no inclination nor intention of reading.

“Summarize this report,” Lunalah said, shifting her eyes to Ling Wei who was seated across the desk from her. “What is the cause? And is there any impact to the excursions?”

“The cause is yet undetermined, your majesty,” Ling Wei said. “There are demon swarms reported roughly every fortnight that do not coincide with a full moon. On occasions where they have however, the barrier has come dangerously close to being breached.”

“Is that so? And what are they doing about it?”

Ling Wei paused a moment. “They… they have written to you in that regard, your majesty. The Warden has petitioned for a reserve company of army personnel to be transferred from the capital to Jurin Province for six months while the anomaly is being investigated.”

“For what purpose?” Lunalah said, irritated.

“In case there is a breach?”

“If there is a breach a company of common soldiers would not save them anyway,” Lunalah said. “And besides, it will cost a fortune.”

“147,650 spirit stones to be exact,” Ling Wei said. “The amount is detailed within the report.”

Lunalah scrolled through to see the figure as if to give it actual consideration.

“The report said the troop presence would also serve to quell concerns,” Ling Wei added. “It would show that the capital is aware of the issue and is actively addressing those concerns.”

Lunalah released a sigh.

The only good thing to come out of Jurin Province had already left to join the academy.

That was her only concern here now.

“Respond that the royal treasury is unavailable to provide such support at this time,” Lunalah said. “Besides, the strength of our fortress barriers are well tested. They can handle anything this young moon could conjure. The masses fret like mortals. The Warden needs to get her population under control. She must defend the city herself if she must. But I’m not wasting money on soldiers to stand around doing nothing.”

“Noted,” Ling Wei said. “But the report also speaks of the events intensifying, your majesty. Especially during full moon events.”

“Then write that they should hurry to find the cause. Give their sages and scholars something to do.”

“Shall I request that the academy here in the capital lend assistance?” Ling Wei asked.

Lunalah raised a brow at her. “Will it cost us anything?”

Ling Wei shrugged. “A skiff ride for a few scholars perhaps?”

“Fine,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “Let it be. What else do you have?”

“Another petition from Jurin Province,” Ling Wei said, presenting her a set of physical papers this time. “A private one this time. It was sent care of a Grand Sage.”

“What?”

Her interest was piqued immediately as she snatched the papers from Ling Wei.

But as she began scanning through them, she saw blocks of archaic characters written in legal jargon.

“What is this?”

“It is an appeal by the Terran Sect against a new statute that was put in place by the Warden.”

“The Iron Bull’s sect?”

“Yes,” Ling Wei said. “Their barrister claims the new edict is unlawful.”

“Is that so?”

“That is the claim.”

“Well, is it?”

“I have attached a legal opinion from the Chief Justice in anticipation of that query, your majesty.” Ling Wei pointed to one of the papers in her hands. “His determination is that the statute supersedes the authority set by a warden and that only your highness possesses such authority. As such it appears the statute is indeed ultra-vires as claimed by the legal counsel for the Terran Sect.”

Lunalah’s insides suddenly flared. “That bitch dares to step above her authority to impose a law which supersedes mine? Annul it immediately!”

Ling Wei bowed. “Yes, your majesty. Shall I have her punished as well?”

Lunalah paused for a moment considering it.

She still needed the Warden’s assistance for the other matter.

Punishing her would give her reason to renege and seek reprisal and the Warden knew far more secrets than Lunalah was comfortable with at the moment.

“It depends on how grave the offence was,” Lunalah said. “What is the statute?”

“A local ordinance to prevent non-Terrans from residing within the Native Housing District. The counsel for the Terran Sect claims that this has led to undue hardship on day to day activities and for families of mixed origin. She specifically mentions a married couple with a young child as well as the Iron Bull himself and his betrothed.”

Her heart suddenly skipped.

“His betrothed?”

“Yes. There is also an unenacted portion of the statute preventing the marriage of Terrans to non-Terrans on the basis of preserving their unique ethnic makeup. Such an edict clearly falls within your imperial powers and hence the Chief Justice’s determination.”

That Lady Silver Tear, Lunalah thought with contempt. Was she hinting again that she knew her ultimate aim to wed the Iron Bull? There was no way she would let this stand. Still, perhaps she was also carrying out her order—making life for that little girl as miserable as possible in the meantime.

“Is such worthy of punishment, your majesty?” Ling Wei asked.

Lunalah thought a moment more.

“No,” she said finally. “And belay my order to repeal the statute as well.”

“Your majesty?” Ling Wei said, confused. “Are you certain? The Chief Justice’s determination is quite clear.”

“Reply that I will take the appeal under consideration,” she said. “But the law stands and shall remain in place for now. Say also that I will give royal assent to the unenacted portion of the statute should evidence of non-compliance justify it.”

Ling Wei bowed her head. “It shall be communicated as such, your majesty.”

“Ensure the Warden is sent a copy of both my reply as well as the Chief Justice’s determination.” Lunalah then eased back in her chair and glowered. “That woman needs to know my position and interest in this most unusual piece of legislation she has enacted within her province. I shall be watching events carefully from here on.”

* * *

Master Hei Dong couldn’t contain his grin as he received the imperial-sealed envelope from the courier. He already knew what was within it but still he opened the envelope with a fervor to confirm what was inside.

“Something important, Master Hei Dong?” Ju Gong asked.

“More than important,” Hei Dong said with glee in his heart. When he read the first page of the legal script, he let out a laugh of triumph. “Ha! Those foolish girls couldn’t contain themselves, just as I thought!”

“What is it, Master?” Gui Zu asked peering over his shoulder.

Master Hei Dong had to admit, he had become quite accustomed to both Gui Zu and Ju Gong accompanying him and assisting with the basic running of the household. Ju Gong was especially dutiful and wise with insight while Gui Zu was proving a capable aid in the forge. But today they were serving as sounding boards and audience to his great triumph. And in a household now teeming with women, it was nice to have other men to converse with openly.

“It’s the writ I was expecting from the Vice Wardens,” Hei Dong said. “They have met my challenge and have put forward all three of the Shen sisters to prosecute the order in return for me offering Fia to challenge all three of them simultaneously as a defense.”

“So they took the proverbial bait,” Ju Gong said with a knowing smile.

“Indeed, they have,” Hei Dong said. “For a moment I feared their cowardice had won over and we’d get nothing. But after a month I suppose they have finally worked up the courage to save their face.”

“Does that say the grand arena?” Gui Zu asked, pointing to the location of the trial.

“Yes,” Hei Dong said. “They have agreed to my every condition. The fools have fallen prey to their own vanity and ego. And for their folly, Fia will now restore our family’s honor on the grand stage.” Hei Dong threw both Ju Gong and Gui Zu a shifty grin. “Can you imagine the disgrace that would befall them, when Fia bests all three in the ring? They would be forced to resign!”

“At the very least I would imagine,” Ju Gong said. “Their punishment from their Great Aunt, the Lady Silver Tear, might perhaps be even worse.”

“I certainly hope so,” Hei Dong said, folding the letter. “I suppose we shall see. Where is Fia? I must tell her at once.”

“She is with Mother Dong and Yu Li in the gymnasium, training Su Ling.”

“I suppose it is that time, isn’t it?” Hei Dong looked to the early morning sky.

Normally he would avoid the practice room in the mornings to give himself some peace from the women who spent more time cackling and gossiping than training his granddaughter. But today would be an exception.

They would have real news to gossip about this morning.

Hei Dong left the courtyard to find Fia.

The practice room was on the far side of the main house and he could hear the sharp words of Fia’s instruction as he neared the double doors to the gymnasium.

“1st Form, lotus bridge,” Fia said just as he opened the doors and he marveled as little Su Ling went through the ten-step motion with a seriousness that defied her age.

He couldn’t help but let out a laugh and cheer. “Well done, Su Ling! She looks as good at that as you are, Fia.”

“Gong gong!” Su Ling cried, breaking character from her cultivator stance immediately and rushing to give him a hug. Hei Dong picked her up and made her squeal as he placed kisses on her rosy cheeks.

“Father, please!” Fia said, annoyed. “We can never get her to focus when you’re here. This isn’t helping.”

“Fear not,” he said. “I won’t be long. And it is you who must begin your training now, daughter.”

“What do you mean?”

Hei Dong handed her the paper with a waggling of his eyebrows. “The idiots have fallen for my trap. You shall face the Shen sisters in combat three months from now.”

Rhi Dong let out a gasp of excitement. “The heavens have heard our prayers! We will have our revenge in the courts!”

She then turned to Yu Li and the mother and daughter-in-law jumped together excitedly.

“I will help you spar, my lady,” Zu Tien said, bowing before her. “As much as I can anyway.”

“Nonsense,” Rhi Dong said. “Fia could best those three in her sleep.”

They all shared a laugh at that, save for Fia herself who looked somewhat peaked.

Hei Dong studied her quizzically.

“What’s the matter, girl?” he said. “This is an opportunity to embarrass all three of them publicly and restore our family’s honor. You should be overjoyed.”

“I- I am,” she said, looking downward.

Hei Dong studied her Qi.

It was distorted. A jumble of confusion.

“Are you all righ—”

“Sorry!” she said and suddenly ran for the door. “I need the privy.”

Fia ran down the hallway leaving them all in a state of confusion.

“Is the lady unwell?” Zu Tien asked.

Yu Li abruptly stood. “I’ll see to her. Fia has been worrying about Max of late. I think that’s it.”

Hei Dong grimaced. “No sense worrying about something three years away when we have something three months away.”

Yu Li bowed to him before she left the room. “I will ensure she is okay, Master.”

Hei Dong huffed out a breath of irritation. Still, he wouldn’t let Fia’s reaction sully his mood. This was a clear victory handed down from the heavens. Three months was almost too long to wait. But all the more time to spread the word.

The embarrassment of the Shen sisters would be very public indeed.

* * *

Fia heaved into the toilet for the fourth or fifth time.

The contents of her stomach were long emptied but still the sickness remained.

She wiped the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand and then reached for a towel to clean herself up.

“Here,” someone said, and she looked up to see Yu Li.

“Thank you,” Fia said, taking the towel and composing herself somewhat.

Yu Li folded her arms and leaned against the side of the doorframe. “So…How many months are you?”

Fia’s mouth fell open, but she couldn’t find words to speak.

Yu Li merely shook her head. “Don’t look so surprised. I have been through it myself, you know?”

Fia still didn’t know what to say.

She felt guilty, ashamed, and embarrassed all at the same time.

“Was it that obvious?” she finally said. “Am I showing?”

Yu Li sighed. “More like how often you’re going to the bathroom every morning and pretending not to throw up. I’m surprised your mother hasn’t caught on yet, but she’s probably more distracted by Su Ling.”

Tears welled in her eyes. “Please don’t say anything.”

Yu Li took her by the hand and clasped it within her own. “I won’t. But you’ll need to say something eventually, Fia. Does Max know?”

Fia shrugged. “Kind of?”

“Kind of?”

“This is the ‘curved ball’ I threw at him,” she said.

Yu Li snorted out a laugh. “Heavens alive. That is one heck of a surprise. What happened?”

“Please don’t hate me if I tell you,” Fia said.

Yu Li’s countenance suddenly changed, her eyes growing wide with anger. “Don’t you dare tell me that you’ve been with someone el—”

“No, No!” Fia said quickly. “Of course not. But it wasn’t really with Max’s consent either.”

Yu Li’s expression shifted from anger to relief to confusion. “What do you mean?”

Fia finally exhaled and told her everything. Her fear and insecurity that led to the decision, her hope that he would return but dread that he would not. When she finished, she felt even worse than before.

“Am I a horrible person for what I did?” she asked, looking to Yu Li for some kind of penance.

“I wouldn’t say horrible, but you’ve certainly caused a mess for yourself,” Yu Li said, but then she grinned. “But who am I to talk? I ended up pregnant by your bone head brother.”

Yu Li laughed then and her mirth caused Fia to as well.

“At least you’re going to actually marry the father of your child,” Yu Li said. “Your brother is yet to reply to any of my letters.”

“You write to him?”

Yu Li shrugged. “Su Ling is still his child. He has a right to know what’s going on in her life, I suppose.”

“You’re a good woman, Yu Li,” Fia said. “Far better than me right now.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. We all do things we regret. But in the end they can become the greatest blessing.”

Fia smiled, knowing she was speaking of Su Ling.

“You still haven’t answered my question,” Yu Li said. “How many months now?”

Fia frowned. “Four and a bit?”

“You won’t be able to keep this a secret for much longer.”

“I know,” she said. “But it’s this court case that has me more concerned now. I can barely fight in this state, much less three months from now. What am I going to do, Yu Li? My family is depending on me. And I don’t even want to think what my father would say. He seemed so happy just now. If I tell him this…”

Yu Li draped an arm over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Fia. We’ll figure something out.”

Just hearing those words brought a comfort to her soul.

It was something she’d been yearning for but simply didn’t realize she needed.

She was finally able to share her burden with someone else.

Someone who could understand.

Someone who cared.

Fia’s throat tightened with a sob as her shoulders heaved and she let it all out.

Yu Li didn’t say anything and simply held her tighter.

When she was finally finished, Fia wiped her tears. “Thank you, Yu Li.”

“This is what sisters are for,” she said. “When you’re ready, we’ll tell your parents together, okay?”

Fia nodded, sniffling back more tears. “But what about the fight with the Bird Sisters?”

“Don’t worry about that now,” Yu Li said. “As Max would say, we’ll cross that bridge when we get there.”


CHAPTER 34


THE MORNING ASSEMBLY was packed full of all ranks and robes.

It was time for another two-week rotation—newborn Brown Robes joining us after surviving their gauntlet across the desert while a platoon of Legionnaires returned from the Hell Worlds and another took their place.

As I rushed to take my spot within the ranks of the Black Robes, I spotted Blue Rose and Tu’lok. Instinctually I gravitated towards them, but then Chief Yora caught my attention and directed me to stand two ranks ahead to rub shoulders with the likes of Jei Su Long and his crew.

I could sense the confusion in Blue Rose and Tu’lok’s combined stares as I leapfrogged ahead of them, but I decided to brush it off with [Indifference] for now. Or at least until the assembly was over. This would be my tenth or twelfth now, but each time I was impressed at how President Tzu Li Zen took notice of each and every one of us, mentally keeping track of who was advancing.

And perhaps also who was not.

I was no different, the High Marshal giving me a slight nod as he saw me in my new place. His opening speech was the same as I’d become accustomed to. A welcome to the new Brown Robes joining us as well as a broad overview of our mission to defend the empire against the scourge of the Cursed Stars.

When we got to the rotation of the Legionnaires however, something very different took place. Where I expected to see a handful of half-sane Legionnaires stumble shell-shocked onto the parade ground, newly returned home from their deployment, I instead saw only Chief Yora step forward.

“Legionnaires of the 19th Deployment of the 5,073rd campaign,” Tzu Li Zen shouted. “Give report!”

Chief Yora bowed deeply before the High Marshal. “High Marshal, the 19th Deployment was lost on entry to the Hell World of G’har Xi’ung. Zero gates destroyed. Zero aetherite crystal recovered.”

“Understood,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Assembly! Let us pay respects to the lost platoon! To the 19th of the 5,073rd who paid the ultimate sacrifice for the good of the empire.”

Where there normally came applause for a successful sortie, a somber silence stood instead. I could sense fear coming from different pockets around me. More from the rear where the White and Brown Robes were than from the four ranks of Black Robes ahead of me. We were all well adjusted to what fate may lie ahead for us now.

But damn, I thought. Only four ranks separated me from my goal.

A few more ranks of advancement and I’d finally be on rotation to the Cursed Stars.

So long as I learned how to fly as well as survive a night under the Bloodmoon by that time, of course. But both those things were within my control. My advancement in them was up to my effort. And with Fia nearing the halfway mark with her pregnancy, no way could I afford to miss getting home before she gave birth.

Less than five months.

That’s the time I gave myself.

I had to be on my way back to Earth well before then.

And I was well on my way to achieving it.

“May the 20th Deployment step forward,” Tzu Li Zen said and twenty Black Robes from the front rank advanced. “Assembly, hail the 20th Deployment of the 5073rd Campaign, the last sortie to assault planet G’har Xi’ung before rotating to planet Fhae I’ung. Give them your praise, respect, and honor!”

I thrusted my right fist into the air in a salute that was nearly instinctive now.

The words that followed came instinctively as well.

Words that resonated deep with the Dao of my soul.

Words that would see me come home after my journey across the stars.

“To those who now face the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars, we the assembly of Tributes salute you! May we too one day tread the path of death and sacrifice ourselves for the glory of the Empire. Go a mortal and return a god!”

* * *

“What the hell was that all about?”

I jerked my head back startled as Blue Rose approached me aggressively after the assembly broke. We were on the edge of the courtyard away from most of the masses, but still I glanced about nervously as I sensed an embarrassing conversation about to unfold. At first, I thought she was referring to the moment of silence, but then I saw the look on her face. One of confusion. Anger almost.

“What do you mean?”

“How did you advance two ranks overnight?” she said. “What did you do?”

I froze as her blue eyes studied me.

Piercing.

Accusatory.

I tried my best to engage my [Struggler’s Resolve]. I didn’t want to lie, but I certainly couldn’t tell her the whole truth either. “I don’t know. I guess I did a little better on that Bloodmoon test than everyone else.”

“Like hell you did. What did you say to Chief Yora in your debrief?”

“Nothing,” I said honestly. “I didn’t say anything.”

“Bullshit! What did you say, Max?”

I shifted to my backfoot, eyeing her warily. “I really don’t have to tell you anything you know?”

Her nostrils flared. “Oh, so that’s how it’s going to be, huh?”

“What the hell’s gotten into you?”

Then I sensed it.

Full-blown anger.

“I thought we were friends, Max! Help each other out. Work together. Or was all that stick together bullshit you were preaching, just aimed at me?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Where’d you go last night, huh?” she said, stepping into my space. “You ditched us all to go do something. What did you go do? Did you bribe Chief Yora? Sleep with her?”

“Hey! Cut the shit, Blue!” I said, pushing her back. “You’re starting to sound like Jei Su Long. Ain’t nothing going on like that. And how could you disrespect the chief by saying something like that anyway?”

“Well make it make sense then?” she said. “How’d we go from being peers to you being our upperclassman overnight? Or do you just have your head so far up Yora’s ass now that anything is possible?”

I tried to empathize with her but just couldn’t.

This shit was coming out of nowhere.

And it was offensive.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you,” I said. “It is what it is. Simple as that.”

Blue Rose nodded, looking more pissed off than ever. “Nice. Real nice, Bull Man.”

She turned and began stalking off.

“Well, I was going to ask you to help me learn how to fly,” I called after her. “But I guess that’s out of the question.”

“Go help yourself, Max!” she shouted without looking back at me. “Seems you’re getting pretty good at that. Damn hypocrite.”

I grumbled under my breath as she walked off.

Damn stupid woman. Hell was her problem?

Suddenly Tu’lok was standing beside me. “What happened to you two?”

“I don’t know. She got pissed off over nothing.”

“Nothing?”

I shrugged. “Well, me advancing a little. Ahead of her, I guess.”

Tu’lok folded his arms across his chest. “Probably thinks you tricked her into being partners instead of competitors.”

“I didn’t trick anybody.”

“I said she probably ‘thinks’ that.”

“Do you think that?”

Tu’lok shrugged. “I’m on a different path than you two. Phalanx is my end. I expect you to be ahead of me. She clearly thought you’d advance together.”

Damn, I thought. I guess it might seem like a bit of betrayal from her point of view, but I didn’t intend for any of this.

But that didn’t matter.

It would look all the same to her.

I sighed.

Just another burden to bear, I thought.

“You coming to phalanx training?” Tu’lok asked. “She’ll be there. Maybe you two could talk it out some more.”

I shook my head. “Nah…she’s too pissed off right now.”

And frankly I was a little pissed off myself. But at what I still wasn’t quite sure. I honestly hadn’t given a thought to how leaving Blue Rose behind might make her feel. Hell, I wasn’t thinking about her at all. I didn’t have any reason to.

And maybe that was the point.

But I didn’t know Chief Yora was going to elevate me like this either.

It was just another reminder that advancement came at a price.

Even the loss of friends.

“I’ll see you around, Tu’lok,” I said. “I’m going to take my frustrations out on some paper and ink.”

“Oh, you’re going to write her a letter?” Tu’lok nodded. “Good idea.”

“Wait what? No. I’m going to…”

I let my words trail off with a sigh.

I had meant my artwork, but no sense explaining to him what I was about to do either.

“Yeah,” I said finally. “I’m going to go write some letters.”

* * *

Although I had been referring to my art lessons with Master Eiji, I did end up writing some letters in the end. I wrote to Fia of course but then added a letter written in English for Kelsey. I wrote what I had experienced that night and hoped that she could confirm the same had happened to her. That we somehow connected across the void of space.

Berserker style.

I did all this at the library. After using the key to open the cabinet I absorbed more cosmic knowledge from the picture book of demonic entities. I spent most of the morning doing that and between enduring the eyeball-watering images I flipped between the three manuals I had gotten on flight techniques.

I studied each with the same intensity as I did the foundation manual. And with each reading I committed more and more to memory. After going over all three several times, I was definitely settling on the [Air Walking] technique as the one that best suited my style.

But how was I going to adapt it to my use of Frenzy?

The basic principle was using concentrated bursts of Qi at the soles of the feet to basically ‘kick’ off the air as if it were a solid surface. Not jet propulsion like the true flight style where Qi was constantly being expended to keep you afloat.

Quick and controlled bursts, that was the principle.

But Qi was not the same as Frenzy in a practical sense.

It was a form of energy, but Qi could be exerted as a force as well.

I’d need some way to simulate that through my use of Frenzy.

I studied the meridian sequences in the [Air Walk] manual and in my mind compared them to the only other technique I knew that had some comparison.

[Frenzied Lightning].

Could I make it work?

I pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and began scribbling down the basic lightning technique from my mind’s eye. The heart of it was the jing meridian. Next to the [Frenzied Lightning] sequence I wrote out the basic [Air Walk] technique. There was a lot going on at once, with some meridians needing to be engaged by both of the technique.

But perhaps not at the same time, I thought.

I went to work puzzling through the characters, rearranging them like a mathematical equation. An hour went by as I scrapped the process four or five times, scrunching up the paper of my failed attempts.

I was about to give up when I decided to go back through the texts again.

The concept seemed sound, so why wasn’t the ‘math’ lining up?

And then suddenly it hit me.

I was trying to line them up in sequence.

Make lightning that I then sent though the [Air Walk] technique, which in itself was a method of turning energy into a solid form. But the [Frenzied Lightning] technique started with a solid form of energy.

My core.

Quickly I pulled out a fresh sheet of paper and began scribbling in earnest, not linking the two techniques together but ping-ponging them between one another, setting the connections on where they made sense in terms of the flow of energy not the outcome.

By the time I added the last meridian, the whole thing came together.

A technique nearly two pages long.

It would be a heck of a lot to memorize and master.

But damn if I could do it…

I went to the top of the page and added a name.

[Lightning Walk Technique].

Well that sounds cool as hell, I thought. But can I actually make it work in reality?

There was only one way to find out.

I was just about to get up and leave to go to the practice yard when a voice came from behind.

“Ah so, here you are. Hiding in the back.”

I looked about to see Master Eiji approaching with a set of brushes and fresh paper in hand.

“Master Eiji.” I stood and gave him a bow.

He waved his hand dismissively. “You need not bow to me. You are my senior now.”

“Never,” I said with a laugh. “Our robes may be different colors but you’re still the master here.”

“Indeed I am,” he said, dropping the brushes in front of me. “And you will become my student once more.”

“Actually, I just wanted to go try something real qui—”

“Nope.” He pointed towards the seat. “Yora said to might try to wiggle out of this, but she said it was of the utmost importance. So sit down and pay attention. Your first lesson in the brush starts today.”

* * *

I honestly didn’t know what to expect from the art lessons.

Or how long they would take.

But Master Eiji was nothing if not thorough. It was an hour before he allowed me to even hold a brush. That time was instead spent by me cleaning them. Several times.

“If you cannot maintain your tools there is no hope for you,” he said.

He then explained concepts of perspective, scale, lighting.

Finally, after another hour, he sat next to me and began to draw while I tried to follow along next to him. We were drawing an apple he had brought that was now sat on the table. I had no idea how difficult something could be. I had to keep starting over while he continued to reproduce the image flawlessly.

“You know,” I said. “Back on my world we used to have these things called cameras. Did all this in a second.”

“Your ‘Kam Rah’ sounds like a Qi Tablet. We could use this too. But what would be the point? The point is to develop skill so that you can produce what has yet not been seen. To create the image seen only in your mind’s eye.”

I sighed. “Yeah, I get it.”

“Good,” Eiji said. “Now start again.”

We continued after lunch and went for the rest of the afternoon. By that time, I was itching to be done with drawing. In between the brush strokes I also had a lot of time to think about Blue Rose. Now that the anger had worn off, I eventually did feel bad that I had upset her. I’d made her change and then what I did, probably looked like the same thing she had done to me back out in the desert.

Seizing the prize to go on alone.

That wasn’t my intention.

But it looked the same.

I decided I’d have to explain it all to her somehow, but right now some distance was probably good. As I looked to the setting sun a new idea hit. I had no idea if the High Marshal had managed to close the gate, but seeing as he was at the ceremony this morning, he must have had some kind of success.

Which meant they might start up the Bloodmoon cultivation sessions again while the moon was still full. But that also meant now was a very short window of opportunity to gain access to the crystal alone.

If I played my cards right.

“Hey, Master Eiji, I have one more favor to ask.”

“Oh?” he said.

“Chief Yora said I should gain insight where I can. I know the Bloodmoon is still full and the classes have been cancelled, but I wanted to take a look for myself tonight.”

He looked at me oddly. “I have no authority over that. You will need to speak to Chief Yora.”

“Oh, I know,” I said. “And I will. But what I wanted to ask of you is if you could be available to watch over me, in case I need to be rushed to the crystal.”

His eyes widened some more. “Oh…that sounds dangerous.”

“Which is why I need you as my backup,” I said. “Will you help me?”

He shook his head. “I can’t say I will unless Chief Yora approves it. But if she does, of course I will.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I ignored his protests to finish the art lesson and left the library to find Chief Yora. I tracked her down in her office and after explaining my idea, she leaned back in her chair with a wry smile.

“You never take a break, do you?”

I mirrored her smile. “No time like the present. The moon is still full to cultivate from and I figured there might be more Star Cursed demons out there as well.”

“Master Tzu Li Zen closed the gate,” she said. “So unlikely, but there could be some stragglers, I suppose.”

“So you’ll let me go?”

“It’s still a risk.”

“I’ve already asked Master Eiji to accompany me in case I get into trouble.”

She chuckled. “So, I see you’ve thought of everything.”

I nodded and grinned like an idiot. “Pretty much.”

“Very well,” she said. “I will accompany you as well. I will use it as a test to see if training can be resumed for the rest of the Black Robes.”

I pulled an internal fist pump. “Thank you, Chief Yora.”

“Meet at the barrier at moonrise. We should know soon enough if the conditions are good or not.” She then huffed out a sigh. “And I could do without another late night. So be prompt.”

“Understood, Chief Instructor,” I said and gave her a bow. “I’ll be sure not to be late.”


CHAPTER 35


BLUE ROSE CONTINUED to give me the cold shoulder in the mess hall, but I couldn’t care. I had a major experiment to conduct and I needed a clear head to be prepared. After dinner, I headed down to the barrier to meet up with Chief Yora and Master Eiji.

In my head I went over all the things I wanted to accomplish.

I needed to first see the limit it would take for me to attract the attention of I’xol’ukz.

Then I needed to see if I could sense Kelsey again.

And finally, I needed to ingest just enough Dark Frenzy to become sick enough to warrant a private visit to the aetherite crystal. It would mean me dipping in and out of the Bloodmoon to limit my exposure and keeping a close eye on my spiritual surrounds while on the inside. The last thing I needed was to be ambushed by I’xol’ukz and me losing control and turning into a demon right in front of both of them.

The Bloodmoon was already cresting over the horizon by the time I reached the barrier.

Yora was waiting for me with Master Eiji.

“You just about made it on time,” Yora said, looking up at the night sky. “Are you prepared?”

I nodded and cycled my Frenzy to engage my [Soul Shield] technique.

“Let’s go then.”

We both stepped past the barrier’s edge and I sensed my [Soul Shield] flare in response to the Demonic Qi. Glancing over at Yora, I noticed her jawline tighten a little but nothing more. The landscape was barren, no demons at all.

But that didn’t mean they weren’t out there.

“We’ll give it a couple of hours,” Yora said. “If nothing abnormal appears we’ll know it’s safe to resume cultivation classes.”

I merely nodded again, focusing on the dark areas of my peripheral instead.

I lowered my [Soul Shield] technique and allowed the full effect of the Bloodmoon to take hold.

It was like taking a punch to the gut.

My Flame roared and shifted like being blown by a strong wind. As the edges of my vision began to darken, I dove into my [Spectral Body] and quickly traversed the spiritual landscape, seeking both Kelsey and I’xol’ukz.

After about ten minutes I had sensed neither.

I waited a bit longer and the pressure of the Bloodmoon began to truly weigh on my Flame. I was in the gains-making zone now. On the edge of my limitations. This was where I had to balance increasing my endurance naturally and resisting the sudden pull that might send me over the deep end into full demon mode.

I waited until I felt my muscles begin to twitch before raising my [Soul Shield] again to give myself a breather. About that same time, I noticed the first eye-ridden tentacle appear in the corner of my vision.

He’s coming, I thought. Time to ditch.

“Are you alright?” Yora asked, glancing at me.

“Fine,” I said, quickly jumping back into my physical form. “I’ll take a quick break and return.”

I stepped back within the barrier, regaining my focus. But mostly I was biding time for I’xol’ukz’s presence to dissipate. I got back ten minutes later and repeated the process, going a bit further before quitting this time. I performed the same maneuver four or five times in a row, steadily building my resistance and tolerance while avoiding I’xol’ukz’s eye-ridden stare.

“Something’s coming,” Yora said, halfway through my sixth attempt. “Minor horde.”

Within my mind’s eye I snuck a peek at the outside world and sure enough there were screeches of demons being carried by the wind. It was bad timing, I hadn’t completed a full cycle yet, but I needed to poison myself before those monsters arrived. I had to speed the process up. Waiting for it to happen naturally was out of the question, which meant I had to do the next best thing—cultivate a sip of the Dark Frenzy directly.

Here goes, I thought and reversed my Flow of Frenzy, drawing in instead of pushing out.

I braced myself as the putrid energy pulsed through my meridians like razor blades. Instantly my Flame darkened, and I fought back the urge to shift into demon form as perverse thoughts invaded my mind.

Anger.

Malice.

Hate.

Rage.

I pushed back with my [Soul Shield] and took in a gasp of air as I returned fully to my senses.

“Iron Bull?” Yora said, staring at me, brow furrowed. “What happened?”

I realized then that I must have cried out.

“Too much exposure,” I said, stumbling towards the barrier, putting on less of an act than I had anticipated needing to. The Dark Frenzy really had done a number on my Flame. It was still darkened when I got to Master Eiji for him to examine me.

“Looks like you already overdid it,” he said, staring at my Dantian. “Come on then. To the tower with you.”

I smiled inwardly as the next part of my plan unfolded, but my curiosity got the better of me and I hesitated to see just what kind of demons would show up. As the screams drew closer the familiar shapes of humanoids emerged from the darkness.

Chief Yora immediately flew into the air, distancing herself from the horde as it slammed against the barrier. She held herself aloft with a whisper of radiant Qi, the form enveloping her like a sheer silk robe. I peered into the writhing mass, looking for signs of the alien demons from before, but this seemed all in all like a normal swarm.

Demons born of the humans who once inhabited this world.

“I see no anomalies,” Yora said as she touched down beside us. “A good sign. The President must have cleared them all out.”

“Which means it’s safe for the rest of the team to get back in the water again, right?”

She looked at me oddly. “What water?”

I chuckled. “Sorry. A Terran expression. Has to do with sharks and the ocean.”

That only got a more confused stare.

“Whatever the case, yes,” she said. “We will resume training tomorrow night. But as for you. Looks like you’ll need some healing first.”

“We’re on our way,” Master Eiji said. “See you in the morning, Chief Instructor.”

* * *

Anticipation built in my gut as Master Eiji and I made our way back to the prison and started the long climb of stairs towards the crystal chamber at the top of the roof. But as excited as I was, my soul was still poisoned for real and I had no idea if the crystal could cleanse me the same way as Venja. Be that as it may, I was honestly more eager to discover what those voices were that I’d heard before, than to merely cure myself.

“I’ll give you a good hour,” Eiji said as he unlocked the door. “Remember to cultivate deeply. The crystal will cleanse your spirit of the Demonic Qi.”

“Thanks, Master Eiji,” I said as he closed the door behind me.

I waited another painful five minutes to ensure he was gone, cultivating steadily as I did so.

The harmonics of the crystal did indeed resonate with my soul, but for true cleansing I needed direct contact. The thing I’d been dying to do for days.

“Here goes,” I said, faintly hearing the muffled voices within the humming of the crystal as I outstretched my hand.

I finally put my palm on the glowing crystal and my vision shrank to a pinprick as the entire world disappeared.

* * *

In the void of darkness, It waited.

The Husk had appeared but briefly.

A new aperture opened and then closed.

Yet nothing, did It sense now.

Had It been mistaken?

Perhaps.

The remnants of the Cursed Flame were widespread across the cosmos—foul effigies to the great betrayer of the One True Flame.

But a husk was rare.

A husk conjured wrath as well as defiance.

The expansion of space within the primal realms was too vast to scour for it.

It would wait until the Husk would traverse the realms again.

Then, would it reveal itself to It and then It would know with certainty where it lay.

For now, the lesser Husk held more opportunity.

Its location was clear and with Its champion would It destroy the foul remnant completely.

* * *

I found myself in darkness, like the inner workings of my spiritual realm.

I engaged my [Spectral Body] immediately, assuming my blue-hued form. I summoned my [Spectral Weapons] as well, just in case, feeling the grip of my Axe and Glaive form in my spiritual hands.

A yellow glow appeared before me and in a brilliant flash of radiance a hovering figure emerged. It appeared to be female, a naked form with flowing golden hair. Her body was made of the same glowing skin. As soon as she appeared a deep sorrow resonated within my soul and I could see her angelic face was marred with a look of sadness or despair.

Her golden eyes widened when she focused on me however and I sensed a sudden hope spring from within her.

“The Frenzied Flame,” she said, the words forming more in my mind than being heard. “Art thou here to avenge us now?”

I wasn’t even sure if she was speaking Yee, or English or if it even mattered, but what I was sure of was that she spoke in multiple voices. It was like listening to an auditorium of a hundred people all speaking at once.

“I’m a follower of the Frenzied Flame,” I said, resting a hand on my chest. “My name is Max. Who are you? What are you even?”

“We are the few of those who used to be,” she said in her reverberating multivocal voice. “A remnant of what once was whole.”

“Do you have a name?” I asked.

“Our name is Fhae I’ung but we are now but a remnant of the whole. Our memories are few and scattered. Pray thee, Frenzied Flame, art thou now come to avenge us?”

The name sounded familiar for some reason, like I’d heard it before but I couldn’t quite place where at the moment. But I had a bigger question to ponder about.

“Avenge you? What happened to you? And are you the crystal? Or are you trapped inside the crystal?”

“We are the few of those who used to be, a remnant of what once was whole. Our memories are few and scattered. Pray thee, Frenzied Flame, art thou now come to avenge us?”

I paused, wondering if I had heard her right.

“Yes, I understand that. But what do you think I’m here to avenge you for?”

“Our memories are few and scattered. We are the few of those who used to be, a remnant of what once was whole. Pray thee, Frenzied Flame, art thou now come to avenge us?”

This certainly wasn’t like having a conversation with Venja.

It was almost like who or whatever I was talking to, wasn’t quite real.

A shadow or copy perhaps.

I tried a different question. “Where do you come from?”

“Our memories are few and scattered. We are the few of those who used to be, a remnant of what once was whole. Pray thee, Frenzied Flame, art thou now come to avenge us?”

I stood back, studying the radiant glowing woman some more.

She was beautiful, but nondescript.

Nothing significant at all.

Like an amalgam of every beautiful woman my imagination could conjure.

Whatever this was, she knew the Flame. Knew instantly what I was and referred to me as the Flame rather than myself. The same way I’xol’ukz did. Did this make her some kind of spiritual being like it was?

“Do you know I’xol’ukz?” I asked.

“Our memories are few and scattered. We are the few of those who used to be, a remnant of what once was whole. Pray thee, Frenzied Flame, art thou now come to avenge us?”

I was batting zero for three.

It was like communicating with a broken computer system or something.

The interface was there but there was no data to back it up.

A shell perhaps.

But I couldn’t deny what I was feeling coming from her either.

The pain and sorrow.

Maybe I was asking the wrong questions.

I had to try a different take.

Cycling my Frenzy, I engaged a more subtle technique than blunt questions.

“You seem like more than one person to me,” I said, approaching her slowly. “And I know you can’t remember much, but I think I can sense [Everyone’s Sorrow] coming from within you.”

At the mention of the technique, the woman let out a surprised gasp.

Instantly a pulse of energy radiated from her and as it crashed into me, visions of horrors filled my mind. There was nothing I could make out clearly. It was like watching a collage of a million points of view all at once.

But in each there was a common theme.

Death…

Thousands upon thousands of deaths.

I cried out as I simultaneously experienced each one, my mind screaming.

Flashes of the Bloodmoon appearing in the night sky, the sun becoming the raging cosmic eye of a Cursed Star.

People from some age and place I didn’t recognize fleeing in panic.

People being torn apart by monsters and demons as terror filled their hearts.

I felt it all.

The helplessness.

The cruelty.

The suffering.

And then from somewhere deeper a new sense emerged.

One of sadness and despair, but also of violation and injustice.

A sense that what was happening should not be so.

A new power then appeared from within the madness and chaos.

A power influenced by the fiery darkness falling from the stars and the pain and sorrow coming from below.

It sympathized, taking on a new form.

From the hate and chaos of the Cursed Stars it emerged.

A brilliant Frenzied Flame that gave strength to the suffering with a single thought.

A single gift.

~Defiance~

The world exploded into bright yellow flames as I emerged from the vision with a gasp, still finding myself within the spiritual realm. My head was spinning, the remnants of what I had experienced evaporating like a dream.

I had perhaps glimpsed far more than I could comprehend.

“No!” I said, trying to force my mind to not close. To force myself to remember. “I will not choose to unsee what I have seen!”

I engaged my [Soul Shield] technique, not knowing what else to do and with the sound of a striking tuning fork, my thoughts instantly cleared. I felt the Struggler within me collapse to his knees and weep with the thousands of new memories from [Everyone’s Sorrow] imposed upon his soul. I saw the flashes of insight from the cosmic story I had witnessed rattling inside my mind.

I could still barely make sense of it now.

But at least it was still there.

A half-finished puzzle yearning to be completed.

The golden-hued woman was hovering over me still.

“Oh, Frenzied Flame,” she said while reaching down to me, her voices the ones of all those who had been slain. “Will thou now avenge us?”

I didn’t know how to respond.

I lacked the conviction and strength to say yes.

Even though I felt I needed to.

But I wasn’t the Flame.

Merely a follower.

“I’m sorry,” I said as honestly as I could with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “I just don’t know how.”

Her face saddened, but then like she hadn’t even acknowledged what I’d said, she merely repeated her words again. “Oh, Frenzied Flame, will thou now avenge us?”

I was about to try and answer her again when a sound emerged from the real world.

I quickly withdrew from the spiritual realm, just in time to pull away from the crystal and drop down into lotus position, right as Master Eiji entered the room. He looked surprised to see me, like he had forgotten I was in there or something.

“I didn’t think I’d find you awake,” he said, helping me up from the ground. “Looks like you could use some sleep now though. Those eyes of yours look more bloodshot than ever.”

“Yeah,” I said, mumbling my words. “Guess I got a bit more exposed than I realized.”

Master Eiji adjusted his glasses as he examined my Dantian. “Seems like the crystal did the trick though. No trace of Demonic Qi.”

I checked and confirmed the same within my Flame.

Not only was it back to normal, but it seemed even larger and brighter than before.

Filled with new truth and insights into the unknown.

Had I just achieved another breakthrough? I wondered.

Perhaps. I wouldn’t be able to test for sure until I faced the Bloodmoon again.

But I’d had enough of dabbling in the cosmic realm for one night.

As I followed Master Eiji back down the stairs, something else was nagging at me though. Something small yet something that couldn’t be just trivial. Her name. I recognized it somehow. Heard it recently, but I wasn’t sure where. I could still barely remember it myself. Just a phonetic sound.

“Master Eiji,” I said, taking a chance. “Have you ever heard the name… Fay..yung, I think it is?”

“You mean Fhae I’ung?”

My eyes widened instantly at the recognition. “Yeah, that’s it. Where have I heard that name before?”

Master Eiji chuckled. “The assembly perhaps? It’s the next planet on rotation.”

“Planet?”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s the name of the planet set for our next deployment.”

I briefly recalled it now, the president mentioning the name. But that caused only new thoughts to stir within my mind.

“How did it get its name?” I asked.

“Eh?”

“The planet, did we name it that, or was that the planet’s name already before it was attacked by the Cursed Stars?”

“We do not know the original names of those worlds or their inhabitants,” Master Eiji said. “But the great Imperial Marshal, Wi Chu Lou, is said to have heard the whispers of those names from the aetherite crystals we recovered from the planets they were on. He supposedly named all the Hell Worlds imprisoned under the Cursed Stars that way.”

Wi Chu Lou, I thought. The same guy who drew all the pictures.

“Did our crystal come from Fhae I’ung?”

“Why?” Eiji asked. “Is that the name it whispered to you?”

I froze dead in my tracks.

I’d said too much.

Master Eiji then broke into a laugh. “I’m only teasing, boy. Come on and get some sleep now. Clearly, you’ve had a long day.”

“Yeah,” I said, relieved. “It really has been a long day.”

* * *

As I said goodnight to Master Eiji and finally retired to my room, my mind was spinning. A deep unsettlement now lay at the core of my soul. I’d felt the injustice of millions, yet I couldn’t help them at all. My own struggles seemed selfish in comparison, but I couldn’t deny I cared more about them than the nameless millions I had just seen slain.

Perhaps it was the limitations of my human spirit, or my human nature in general.

But with it came thoughts of Blue Rose as well.

I had prioritized my advancement to get home to marry Fia over thinking about slowing my advancement to keep pace with her. Maybe that was just how it was. How things had to be. Maybe it was naïve to even think that I could be everything and save everyone and do everything all at the same time.

I had to choose.

And I had chosen.

I had chosen Fia and the people I loved.

But I had to admit.

With the knowledge I had now.

Those choices weren’t feeling very good at the moment.

I pushed it all away with a sigh and then turned in my cot to try and get some sleep.


CHAPTER 36


THE NEXT DAY I got up to start training early.

I began with some martial forms and calisthenics in my room before breakfast. I still had a lot on my mind, but the physical exertion worked as a welcome distraction to it all. I was still pondering what I had experienced with that entity within the crystal. What was it even? Some kind of combined spirit? A shattered soul of a planet?

I had so many questions.

Above them all though, was what I would do about her request to avenge them.

Or even if the request was truly for me.

Maybe it was something I would just have to ignore for now, I decided. I had more immediate situations to deal with. Like a fiancée who was about to become a mother in a few months and me needing to marry her before that. Or me just becoming a dad in general. It still sounded strange to even think like that, but that was to be my future.

The thought focused me and I felt a sudden reassurance as I realigned with my Path.

I finished up my routine and headed down for chow.

In the breakfast line I saw the other thing that was giving me mental heartburn.

Blue Rose.

I tried to make eye contact with her, but she turned her head sharply as soon as we did.

I had to admit it kind of hurt a little.

Still pissed off, I guessed and with some reason, to be fair.

Leaving her behind would leave her with a cohort of people she didn’t know, or trust.

And I had gained hers.

Might have just broken it as well.

I sighed inwardly.

Maybe she would come around in time so we could have a proper conversation, but I was feeling nothing but ice from her at the moment. I decided to eat by myself and then headed to the library for my art lesson with Master Eiji. With what I had learned the night before, the name at the bottom of those pictures held all new meaning for me now.

Master Wi Chu Lou had to have been a Berserker like me.

There was no doubt.

And if he managed to survive—if not thrive—at the Academy, then so could I.

* * *

After my art lesson I spent some extra time digging into the histories of the sorties to the Hell Worlds. The entries were made by various platoon leaders of the legionnaire deployments. They mostly contained the base information, such as the location of the drop, what kind of resistance they encountered, where and how far they dug down to find aetherite and how much they brought back.

It appeared that the first few deployments to a Hell World were targeted at removing the gates. Those ones also seemed to have the lowest survival rates. There were several entries where only two or three legionnaires returned. But when they had taken out the gates within the vicinity, it cleared the way for later deployments to spend more time finding and harvesting aetherite crystals rather than fighting off hordes of demons.

Details beyond that were sparse, but there were some that identified unique or unusual demon sightings. One in particular mentioned a ‘Mountain Walker’, which seemed something like those giant demons with tentacles for eyes that I’d seen on the moon.

I was tempted to waste more time looking through the drawings to see if Master Wi Chu Lou had drawn a picture of one, but I had other things to attend to. Gaining secret knowledge was cool and all, but that wasn’t going to get me off this rock and back home.

I needed to advance to become a legionnaire and top on my list to do that was learning how to fly.

I grabbed the manuscript for my [Lightning Walk] technique that I had scribbled out the day before and headed towards the training grounds. A new cohort of Black Robes was already in place undergoing Phalanx instruction from the woman who reminded me of Threja. A few of the new Black Robes I recognized as former White Robes who were in my platoon from when I took down the Jolup. They smiled and offered me bows of respect as I passed by, which earned them a good scolding from their instructor.

I found a quiet corner away from the activity, both to give me some peace to focus as well as some privacy. I’d never attempted the technique before and who knew how bad my first few attempts might turn out.

I started by re-reading the meridian sequence again. There were a hell of a lot of steps and my spiritual muscle memory needed to be trained to carry them out in a heartbeat if I was going to make it all work.

When I was confident that I had it at least memorized, I went through the actual motions, slowly channeling Frenzy through each of them. It was difficult at first. Generating lightning was second nature and my spiritual muscle memory in that regard was well trained.

Several times I ended up just performing a [Frenzied Lightning] technique out of habit when I was trying to do something else. A good hour went by with nothing to speak of. I decided to switch up my method and start with the unfamiliar parts first, the parts related to the [Air Walk] technique.

Those came more slowly, but surprisingly more assuredly. In this case I was simply learning and not un-learning and learning as I had to do with the lightning. After another hour I finally went for a dry run with just the [Air Walk] by itself, channeling my Frenzy through the various meridians that ended at the balls of my feet.

When I did, nothing particular happened, but I did feel a warming sensation.

Progress? I thought.

Maybe.

It was time to add some power to see if it really worked or not.

I went back to the meridian sequencing for my lightning technique and began combining it with the [Air Walk]. I went through all the sequences correctly but again nothing happened. It was too slow. The momentum of energy simply wasn’t there.

The timing was vital, I realized. I had to push this through fast to have any real effect. I tried again and again, getting slightly faster with each attempt. It was like trying to recite a twenty-word sentence in less than a second.

After half an hour my brain and spirit was frazzled and I wondered if it was this hard for Qi cultivators who used true flight. I was nearly on the cusp of rethinking my method and giving the other flight technique books another try, but flying around like that just didn’t suit my style.

I dug deep, thinking about how much this meant for me to achieve.

Fia and the baby.

Master Hei Dong and his position.

And not to mention Kelsey and my people in the wild.

You’ve got to get it together, man, I told myself.

I started through the sequences again when a spat of laughter came from behind.

I glanced over my shoulder to see Jei Su Long along with a handful of his cronies, all of them wearing stupid grins.

“Did I not tell you we’d find him here?” Jei Su Long said. “Let’s see if it’s true or not.”

I turned slowly with a blank stare of [Indifference]. “What the hell you want, Jei Su Long?”

The clown stepped forward slowly with his hands behind his back. “A little bird told me that you’re learning how to fly. So we all came to see if it’s true or not. So what do you think boys, can a bull fly?”

He broke into a mocking sarcastic laughter again and his mates followed suit.

Ire filled my gut, but I wasn’t taking the bait. “I have nothing to prove to you.”

“See!” he shouted, loud enough for everyone within the training ground to hear. “The Iron Bull Man is just that. A weight far too slow and too heavy to fly. An incompetent ground pounder is all you’ll ever be. You can forget ever becoming a legionnaire.”

The Threja-like woman instructing Phalanx, sauntered across the grounds. “What’s wrong with being a ground pounder? Someone has to do the dirty work while you all fly away.”

“Watch your tongue, phalanx!” Jei Su Long snapped.

“I have faith in the Iron Bull!” someone said.

I turned at the familiar voice to see Tu’lok stepping from out of the crowd.

“Show these scoffers,” he said with genuine lemonade in his heart. “The Iron Bull already bested you without flight, Jei Su Long. Imagine what he would do with it.”

Jei Su Long threw his head back with a laugh. “Imagine is right! Because it will never happen! Go on and prove me wrong if you can, Lead Bull!”

He continued to laugh while more of the lower-ranked Black Robes got behind Tu’lok and began chanting to spur me on.

“Bull man! Bull man!”

Ah shit… I thought.

What the hell had I gotten myself into now?

And how did I even get myself into this?

One minute I was practicing in peace and this asshole comes from nowhere to start some shit and now I’m on the grand stage with performance anxiety? And then I saw it. The orchestrator of this little display of power gone wrong.

Far to the back of the crowd and leaning against one of the courtyard pillars with folded arms was Blue Rose. A subtle smirk was on her lips. A look of satisfaction with malice in her heart.

She was the only one I had told about learning how to fly.

I thought I’d be angry. But I felt something worse.

Pain.

“Come on then!” Jei Su Long said. “Show us! Show us!”

“Show him, Master Iron Bull!” Tu’lok cheered me on. “Prove him wrong!”

Although I was certain he wasn’t part of Blue Rose’s little plan, Tu’lok wasn’t exactly helping me.

The guy genuinely believed in me, though.

All of these people did.

I sensed the room and felt everyone’s faith in me.

Shit!

I couldn’t back out like a punk now.

Especially not in front of Jei Su Long.

Ah, what the hell, I thought.

Berserkers work best under pressure.

I cycled my Frenzy and ran through the meridian sequence again.

I didn’t need to do anything fancy, just hover in the air for a second.

Show him it was easy peasy.

I cultivated the ire in my heart to fuel my technique.

I’d show him and Blue Rose.

[Lightning Walk]!

As I shouted the name in my mind I busted through the meridian sequence in a flash, sending my Frenzy bouncing between my Jing and back before redirecting via the [Air Walk] sequence to my toes.

A huge bang of thunder went off as a flash of lightning shot from my feet.

I wasn’t ready for the force that came with it.

It felt like I’d been shot from a cannon, but my feet took the lead, sailing over my head and twisting me into a lopsided somersault that sent me careening into one of the courtyard pillars with a bang!

I fell to the ground, landing flat on my back.

A hushed and stunned silence filled the air as the heat of embarrassment filled my face.

And then, with perfect comedic timing, Jei Su Long and his crew let out a raucous mocking laugh. Half the assembly joined in with them and as I slowly and painfully got to my feet, I could see the looks of disappointment in the faces of my supporters.

Tu’lok gave me a halfhearted smile and a shrug as if to say, ‘you tried’.

“Well, I guess we have our answer now!” Jei Su Long shouted above the laughter. “It’s what we’ve all known since we were children. Bulls cannot fly!”

That got another round of jeers and I suddenly found myself back in Foundation school all over again. Being teased and bullied by Yee kids who were better than me. Mocking me for my failures. Humiliating me for simply not knowing how to do something I’d never done before.

I wanted to be angry.

I was angry.

But none of that could help me now.

I looked for the source of all of this.

Blue Rose.

I expected to see her laughing right along with everyone else, mocking my failure.

But instead, I saw nothing but pain and hurt in her eyes.

Regret and shame.

Like she’d just done something she knew was wrong—something she shouldn’t have, but it was too late to take back now. I saw the beginning of tears forming before she quickly wiped her eyes and then dashed away.

I endured the painful, jeering laughter in silence.

Saying nothing.

And then I understood.

What it was that all cultivators hated worse than even death.

The loss of face.

* * *

I wasn’t sure for how long I remained there.

By the time everyone got called to their next lesson and moved on, I was still just sitting there in the courtyard, enduring the pain of both betrayal and humiliation. I still didn’t know how to process it all. I knew I’d hurt Blue Rose, but did it truly warrant this in retaliation?

And why the hell did I even care?

The thought frustrated me.

I should have used [Indifference].

I should have walked away with nothing to prove.

But that would have made me look weak.

And maybe that was the problem.

I let my ego get the better of me.

“Still here?”

I looked over my shoulder to see Chief Yora approaching.

I scrambled to my feet to give her a bow, but she simply gestured for me to not get up and surprisingly she came and plopped right down next to me.

“So, I understand you had quite the bad first flight,” she said, jutting her chin towards the crack in the pillar.

“So you heard, huh?”

“I believe the entire Academy has heard by this point.”

That made me feel even worse.

Damn, what a flop.

I sighed. “My own fault. I got egged into doing something I wasn’t ready for.”

“But you did it anyway?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Stupid, I know.”

She chuckled. “Does it make you want to give up?”

“Give up?” I shook my head. “No…but go back in time and choose to not do it…maybe.”

Yora laughed. “That’s the spirit. It’s something you must become accustomed to, you know?”

“What? Failure?”

“Public failure. It can happen. You’ve enjoyed quite a bit of public success. Every Yin must have its Yang after all.”

I thought about that a bit. “Yeah, I guess so.”

Although this one felt more forced than natural.

Or maybe it was just karma.

“Do not let this setback deter you,” she said. “You have already proven yourself quite capable and valuable, but trust me, I will not approve your next advancement until you can get off the ground when you need to.”

“Is learning to fly that important?”

“As I said, you are proving too valuable to lose on a stray demon surge that taxes you beyond your limits.” She then gazed out across the courtyard and by the distant look in her eyes I could tell she was already transported to someplace else. “The demon hordes of the Hell Worlds are vast like seas. Their surges like waves. No one can withstand them forever. To be able to extract yourself quickly before death is paramount.”

I nodded, taking that in, my understanding of the risks increasing.

A pause fell between us and I sensed a rare opportunity then. A chance to ask her anything. There were many things that I wanted to know. About the missions, the Hell Worlds, how we actually got to mining the crystals. But I knew all those would come in time, when the classes presented themselves.

I instead sought something a bit more abstract.

Esoteric.

But perhaps crucial to what I was feeling in my soul.

“Chief Yora, have you ever had to make a choice between advancement and staying true to the ones you love?”

She turned to me, raising a brow at the odd question. “Do you find yourself at that crossroads now?”

I thought of Blue Rose and what she’d done as well as the entity within the crystal begging me to avenge her. “Kind of, sort of. I need to get back home within a few months to protect my family and marry the woman I love. Yet here, meeting that goal has sort of led me to leaving some people behind that I also kind of love. Well… not love, love. Like a friend love.”

“And this troubles you?” she asked.

“I’ve always been pretty certain of my path. Still am, I think. But being here. Within these ranks. I didn’t realize that advancement could come with consequences. It’s not in my nature to leave anyone behind, but more and more I think the universe is telling me that I have to, and that just rubs my soul the wrong way.”

Yora didn’t say anything for a while, perhaps digesting what I’d said.

“Every two weeks I become the last voice that over a thousand people will ever hear before their deaths. And after that, after many months or even years of training I challenge those same few survivors to face a fate that will likely see their demise all the same.”

I was now the one to look at her oddly.

“You asked if I ever had to make a choice between advancement and those I love. The reality is that few ever get that choice. What I must do every two weeks is a choice I make for those people. They have no choice but to advance. This is a blessing as much as it is a curse. The burden of such a choice is terrible, but in the end, there is only one correct answer.”

“What’s that?”

“You see me still here, don’t you?” she said. “I could have returned to my home world a champion. Married. Raised a family. Lived comfortably. Yet instead, I send thousands to their deaths every two weeks, all in the name of advancement. Is this the better choice?”

I didn’t know if she wanted a real answer or if it was a rhetorical question.

I merely shrugged.

“It’s not the best choice for me,” she said. “But it is for the empire. The enemy we face does not sleep. If we do not make the sacrifice to advance, to grow strong enough to push back against the Stars, all hope we have for a future will be lost.”

I nodded. “So you’re saying when you advanced there is no choice?”

“Yes, if you advance you have made the choice already,” she said. “Count it lucky if your choice still leads to some happiness and even more so, if it leads to love. It sounds like you may be lucky enough to have both.”

With that she patted me on my leg and stood.

“You’ll want to master this flying thing quickly if you want any hope of getting home to meet that deadline of yours. The best rotation for success will be two months from now. You’ll want to be able to pass your final exam before then.”

“What’s the final exam?” I asked.

“A night of survival under the Bloodmoon. Your platoon must stand by morning. But unless you have command of the air, it’s doubtful if you’ll survive.”

“I understand,” I said and then stood to give her a deep bow of respect. “Thank you, Chief Yora, for your instruction and your words of wisdom.”

She smiled with a hint of lemonade. “I have high hopes for you, Iron Bull. Do what you must to stay true to your path, save your family, but always remember what you have learned here. The outside world has no idea of the terror that lurks in the darkness. And whether you choose to fight it here today or tomorrow, the truth is you will fight it one day. Because once you are strong, you will be called to fight. The only difference is where that fight will take place.” She then chuckled. “For me, I choose to make the sacrifice, so that the fight remains on those Hell Worlds and not our own.”

Chief Yora then turned and walked away and a profound sense of resolution and revelation resonated within my soul. The world suddenly seemed both small and vast at the same time. I’d seen the unseen and no matter what I did, I couldn’t ignore what I knew to be the truth now.

I thought of Fia and getting back to her, freeing the Earth from the empire’s control.

But in the end, would we all just become like those lost voices in that crystal?

No matter what we did or what we accomplished, would we all just be doomed to become another world conquered by the Cursed Stars?

I couldn’t allow that to happen.

Wouldn’t allow that to happen.

I got myself off the ground and focused my Frenzy.

That final fight might be decades or even centuries away, but as Yora had said, “Count it lucky if your choice still leads to some happiness and even more so, if it leads to love.”

I had to do both, but I wouldn’t be going anywhere without learning how to fly.

One step at a time, I reminded myself.

And with that, I ran through the meridian sequences and again attempted the technique.


CHAPTER 37


YO MAX,

HOW are you, bro? I hope you’re doing better than us because things have pretty much gone to shit back here since you left.

Those bird sisters have done a total number on us. They broke up the neighborhood with some stupid new law that prevents non-Terrans from living in the Native Housing District. Fia kind of saved the day by moving Yu Li, Su Ling and Gui Zu into her parents’ place with her though. That’s going okay I think, but now those damn bitches challenged her to a duel or some crap a month or so from now. Anyway, don’t mention I said any of this when you write Fia. She was trying to not give you stuff to stress about, but I know how you work. I’m not sure if you got any cultivators to hate out there in prison, so I figured I’d give you the lowdown on those bird bitches so that you can cultivate some rage.

You can thank me for the Frenzy later.

I put Kelsey’s letter down to digest what she had wrote.

“Son of a bitch…” I mumbled, causing a harsh whisper to come from one of the librarians.

I was taking a break from my artwork, midway through my rendition of the flying squid monster. It’d been a little over six weeks now and my artistry had gotten pretty good with Master Eiji’s daily instruction. Between doing that, binging on the histories of the deployment drops, learning mining techniques for the Hell Worlds and spending my afternoons trying to perfect my [Lightning Walk] technique, my days were well spent.

I was able to make three whole steps with the technique now. It was a bit like doing qinggong except you were jumping off the air itself instead of objects like in parkour. It was mentally taxing though and it took all my concentration to get the timing of my body and my meridians right to ‘kick’ off the air at just the right moment and angle to propel myself through the air and maintain control. I was still at a novice level though, knowing that to truly be effective I’d have to be able to [Lightning Walk] subconsciously while I fought with my other techniques.

At nights I cultivated the Bloodmoon and pushed my limits to the max while skirting the detection of I’xol’ukz. I could last up to six hours now by cycling in and out of my [Soul Shield], which put me in good stead to challenge the final exam.

A few times I had even detected Kelsey again as well, but it seemed mostly random and I couldn’t reproduce the encounters at will. That was why when I received her letter, I dug into it with a fervor, hoping Kelsey might confirm the things I’d sensed. But no way could I have expected her to open with something like this.

What the hell were those damn Bird Sisters up to?

A new law to separate us?

Kelsey was right though.

Just the thought brought ire to my gut.

Part of me wanted to fly back to Earth right now and knock their damn blocks off, but I had to settle for what Kelsey had written instead. I had to trust they could take care of things while I was away.

I read on.

Now for what I was really writing you about.

A huge demon has appeared in the wild and I think it’s the reincarnation of that Hong Feng guy. The one you killed. Or one of the ones you killed. Anyway, he calls himself I’Xong’Zhang now but it’s not really him I don’t think. At least not fully. He’s a demon for sure with maybe Hong Feng’s memories or something, I guess? He’s totally psycho though and wants to destroy the whole city. So far he hasn’t been able to get through the barrier but I worry he might get strong enough to at some point. Any Berserker tips you can send to help please do. I’ve been cultivating under the Bloodmoon as best I can, but I don’t know if I’ll ever match his strength in time.

I put the letter down again.

I totally wasn’t expecting this.

And thankfully Kelsey had had the sense to write to me in English and not Yee when mentioning all this stuff. I didn’t even know I’xol’ukz had that kind of power to recycle demonic souls.

I read on.

I tried to fight the thing and got my ass kicked. But here is the weird part. I swear I sensed you come to my aid that night. Was that you? Please tell me that was you. I heard your voice and you sort of brought me back from the edge. Write me back to confirm, okay?

If it was you, maybe we can find some way to communicate in real time in the spirit realm or something. Also write back in English, okay? Don’t be a Choon!

Love you,

Kelsey

I sat back perplexed, taking in everything Kelsey had written.

The demon. The Bird Sisters. The spiritual connection.

It sounded like all hell was breaking loose back home.

Literally.

And I couldn’t do much about it.

The [Odds were Against Us] all in that regard, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try. With everything that was going on, I needed to get to the Hell Worlds and back faster than ever.

I tore a fresh sheet of paper from my sketch pad and began responding to Kelsey in English. If there was some way for us to communicate through the spiritual realm, we needed to figure it out.

And fast.

* * *

Fia looked at herself in the mirror and frowned.

She was wearing nothing but her undergarments and all she could see was belly.

Six months on now and nothing was looking or feeling good.

Anxiety roiled in the pit of her stomach, bad as the morning sickness that seemed to come at any time of the day it felt like, much less mornings.

Even now she felt nauseous. She sighed at herself.

“I’m such a chun,” she muttered. “Why did I let myself get pregnant?”

She knew why of course but it seemed so foolish now.

What should have been a happy and expectant occasion was now looming over her head like a death sentence. And that was due to just the thought of eventually having to tell her parents, much less having to fight the Bird Sisters in just over a month’s time.

It was enough to make her go weak in the knees and feel like throwing up again.

Even her face was getting incredibly fa—.

Her thoughts left her as a knock came from her door.

Panic flared immediately as she rushed to pull on the oversized robes she had come to wear of late to hide her growing stomach.

“Just a minute!” she called out. “I’m not decent.”

“Fia, it’s me!” a familiar and welcome voice called back through the door.

Praise the heavens, Fia thought.

It was Yu Li.

Fia still cautiously opened the door, making certain Yu Li was alone before she slipped her inside.

“I’ve got them for you,” Yu Li said with the widest grin on her face.

“Wonderful! Thank you!”

Yu Li quickly unwrapped the parcel she had tucked under her arm, removing the brown packing paper and revealing three sets of robes inside. Yu Li picked one up to present it to her. It perfectly matched her clan’s motif of black with silver trim.

Fia had asked Yu Li to secretly purchase her larger robes, but these ones seemed strange indeed. The craftsmanship alone seemed odd and for some reason she couldn’t tell if the robes were too large or perhaps too small. She felt the material and they too felt somewhat odd to the touch. Not silk like she was used too, but something coarser, almost like burlap in some parts.

“What sort of robes are these, Yu Li?”

“You’ll see,” Yu Li said with another grin. “Try one on. It will amaze you.”

Warily, Fia undressed to her undergarments again while Yu Li continued to grin at her almost mischievously.

“Yu Li, what are these robes, seriously?”

“Will you just get them on?”

Fia rolled her eyes. “Fine.”

She pulled on the new robes which felt altogether too heavy and uncomfortable at the same time. She pulled the sash about her waist and felt the robes tighten around her enormous belly.

“Well, they fit I suppose,” Fia said. “But what’s so special about them?”

Yu Li smiled and nodded towards the mirror. “Have a look.”

Fia did so cautiously and when she saw herself, she nearly let out a scream.

Gone was the tummy altogether, the robes seeming to look as tight fitting as a swimming garment. She didn’t understand what she was seeing. But something else was off. Her bust and belly seemed to have swapped places.

“Yu Li! What have these robes done to me?”

“They’ve done nothing to you,” Yu Li said, looking at her from behind through the mirror. “They’ve simply changed your proportions to trick the eye and take the focus off your stomach.”

“And put them on my breasts? I look like a harlot!”

“Don’t be so dramatic,” Yu Li said.

“What are these robes, Yu Li?”

“They are mummer’s robes,” Yu Li said. “I had Jian Yi special order them for me from the next province. No one will know.”

“Mummer’s robes?”

“Yes, mummers use them all the time to play different characters. Even a man can dress in this robe and appear as a woman.”

Fia stepped back to admire herself in the mirror again with new eyes. “Mummer’s robes. How do they work?”

“There are wards lined within the fabric that can trick the eye and change the proportions of one’s body. You can still feel your tummy, but others will only notice your bust.”

Fia wasn’t certain she liked the trade off, but what choice did she have?

“For the record,” Yu Li said. “I think you look fabulous. Max will probably love it.”

Fia rolled her eyes again. “I’m sure he will.”

There was another knock at the door.

Both women paused.

“Are you expecting someone else?” Yu Li asked.

“Certainly not at my bedroom.” Another wave of panic took hold. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for people to see her like this. “Answer for me please!”

Fia ran and hid in the privy while Yu Li answered the door.

She heard Ju Gong’s voice. “Ah! Mistress, Yu Li. I assume Lady Fia is within?”

“Yes, in the privy.”

“Can you inform her that Mistress Kel Zhi has come to visit. She needs to speak with her on what seems quite an urgent matter.”

Urgent?

Fia’s mind conjured up all kinds of mishaps that could be taking place in the city below.

“Send her up!” Fia called out. “Thank you, Ju Gong!”

“Will do, madam!”

Once he had left, Fia re-emerged. “What do you think it is?”

Yu Li shrugged. “Must be very important for her to come all the way up here.”

A few moments later a knock came at the door and when Yu Li opened it, Kel Zhi burst inside. She was sweating profusely, like she’d just run the entire way. And knowing Kel Zhi she probably did. But that wasn’t what struck Fia the most.

In her hands were several sheets of paper that she waved in the air as she approached her aggressively.

“Damnit, Fia!” she shouted. “You’re freaking pregnant?”

The floor fell out from under her and she thanked the stars that Ju Gong hadn’t accompanied Kel Zhi to her room. Yu Li immediately slammed the door closed behind her, looking white as a ghost.

“How did you know?” Yu Li suddenly asked. “Does she look that bad in the robes?”

“What?” Kel Zhi said, staring oddly at Fia now. “Something seems off for sure, but no it it’s not that. You don’t even look pregnant.” She then shook the papers again. “But that doesn’t mean you aren’t! Max just wrote me and told me that you are!”

“Max wrote to you?” Fia asked.

“Yeah. What the hell, Fia? You’ve been hiding this?”

Shame and embarrassment flushed her face red. “It’s…”

“It’s the curve ball,” Yu Li spoke for her. “This was what Max was speaking of in his last letter.”

“Yeah, no shit it’s a curve ball,” Kel Zhi said. “This is crazy, Fia! How are you supposed to fight the Bird Sisters like this?”

She sighed. “I don’t know. I try not to think about it.”

“Maybe it’s time you tell everyone the truth now, Fia,” Yu Li said. “Your parents at least.”

She shook her head. “Not until after the trial. I’m the only one who can represent the family. I can’t give them any more stress than I already have. Plus…I just don’t want to disappoint my father again.”

“Probably should have thought about that before,” Kel Zhi said sardonically.

“Kel Zhi!” Yu Li chided her.

“What?”

Fia sighed. “It’s alright. I deserve it. I was thinking with my heart not my head. But it’s too late to turn back now.”

“What about Kel Zhi fighting for you?” Yu Li said. “I’m sure she could fare well against the sisters.”

Kel Zhi’s eyes widened. “Me? Well sure. I dunno if I could beat all three but I’ll give it a shot.”

“No,” Fia said, shaking her head. “I appreciate it, Kel Zhi, but you’re not the proper rank. You’ve just entered the Iron Bracket and they are all Gold. And besides that, the writ is written specifically in my name. The Bird Sisters would not agree to the settlement match without it.”

Yu Li frowned. “I worry for you, Fia. Can you even fight in this condition? What about the baby?”

“I have no choice. Perhaps these mummer’s robes will help.”

“So what has Max said?” Yu Li asked, reaching for the papers in Kel Zhi’s hands. “Is everything alright?”

“Don’t bother,” Kel Zhi said, handing them to her. “It’s all in English.”

“Really? Max can write in English still? Let me see!”

As she opened one of the papers, Kel Zhi’s eyes suddenly grew wide.

“No wait! Don’t look at that one!”

Yu Li and Fia looked at Kel Zhi perplexed as Yu Li held up a blank page. “What? There’s nothing on it.”

“What?” Kel Zhi said, sounding surprised. “You two don’t see anything?”

Fia looked again at the blank page. “See what?”

Kel Zhi then laughed. “Nevermind. I must have gotten the pages mixed up.”

“So what is he saying?” Fia asked, as Yu Li handed the odd-looking Terran script to her.

“A lot of stuff about his advancement. He’s hoping to do his final exam soon and then he’s off to the Hell Worlds.”

Fia’s heart suddenly jumped. “What? Already?”

“I thought the time frame was three years,” Yu Li said.

Kel Zhi merely shrugged. “You know, Max. Where there’s a will there’s a way. He said no way is Fia having that baby without him being here.”

Fias’s throat tightened as tears filled her eyes.

The heavens had answered her prayers yet again.

“This is wonderful news!” Yu Li shouted. “Max will be home soon to sort all this mess out.”

“Don’t go celebrating just yet,” Kel Zhi said. “The toughest part is yet to come, but don’t worry I’ll be helping him all the way.”

“Helping him?” Fia asked. “How?”

Kel Zhi suddenly blushed and grinned. “You know. Prayers. Moral support. All that.”

Fia laughed. “Yes, of course. We all will.”

“This still doesn’t solve the issue with you fighting the Bird Sisters, does it?” Yu Li asked. “Max won’t be home that quickly, will he?”

Kel Zhi shook her head. “I don’t know. Maybe?”

A new resolve filled her, as Fia once again looked at herself in the mirror.

Gone were the self-deprecating thoughts and emotions.

Her love had achieved the impossible for her and she would do the same.

“There is no issue,” Fia said confidently. “I beat those stupid girls when I was twelve. And with these robes, I can easily do it when I’m pregnant.”

“You sure?” Yu Li asked, looking uncertain.

“I’ve got this,” Fia said. “The Bird Sisters won’t know what hit them.”

* * *

As Kelsey departed the Dong family estate, she couldn’t help but reflect on what Fia had said. Although she had spoken with confidence, Kelsey had sensed the sliver of fear in Fia’s heart. She was still taking a risk, but had the courage now to do what needed to be done.

She wished she could help in some way.

But her own limitations were preventing her there.

Which meant she had to put her energies towards the next best thing.

Helping Max and dealing with the demon that would destroy the whole city if she let it.

Kelsey stopped briefly to read the last part of Max’s letter again.

I can sense you when I’m out under the Bloodmoon so maybe that’s the connection. I have a date for my final exam where I need to be under the influence for a whole night. Go under the Bloodmoon and spirit walk within your Struggler on that same date. Maybe we can find one another. If we can make this work, I’ll be able to help support you to kill that demon bastard Hong Feng 2.0.

Oh! And be sure to show no one that picture, okay?

It will make them go insane.

But you can look at it briefly to strengthen your spiritual cultivation.

Kelsey had nearly forgotten about that. She glanced about to ensure no one was around and quickly opened the ‘blank’ paper for another look herself. Instantly a sense of terror and dread filled her soul as the image of the squid monster stared back at her, the creature seeming to come alive on the page. She quickly closed it again, breathing heavily.

If these were the types of creatures Max would have to face on the Hell Worlds, then he had a hard road ahead indeed. She dared not tell Fia or Yu Li though. It was enough for them to know that Max was making the struggle to get back home early.

But if they had any idea of the reality of his Struggle.

It truly would drive them insane.

Kelsey took one last look at the date.

It would be three days from now.

Just enough time to shore up things in the city and then race back home to the bunker to try and connect to Max under the Bloodmoon without that demon showing up for her and with Venja as a safety net.

“Hang in there, Max,” Kelsey whispered. “Your little sis is gonna come find you.”


CHAPTER 38


I CENTERED MYSELF as I stood within the middle of the training grounds.

It was close to noon now and I’d been training since dawn.

High above me, three targets were placed atop the pillars in the courtyard.

I cycled my Frenzy and with a burst of speed, leapt into the air with [Lightning Walk]. My foot pushed off the air with a sharp snap of thunder, propelling me higher. I performed the technique again with my opposite foot as I literally climbed an invisible staircase to the targets hanging high in the air.

Swinging my axe, I used [Lightning Two Log Chop] to take out the first one and then pivoting, [Lightning Walked] to the next two targets to take them out as well. I found myself hanging high in the air after the last one and then allowed myself to fall to the ground in a somersault, hitting [Lightning Walk] at the last second to slow my descent before landing in a superhero pose.

A small round of applause came from behind me as the Phalanx crew, who had admittedly been watching me perfect my technique for the last few weeks, cheered me on. But my true audience consisted of only one person.

Chief Yora stepped towards me, hands clasped behind her back, a neutral expression on her face. “Quite an unorthodox style and a bit clumsy but you did make it into the air this time.”

“Does that mean I qualify for the final exam?” I asked hopefully.

She paused a moment.

I began to fear what she would say next, but then she gave me a smile.

“Just barely,” she said. “This will be enough to survive the exam tomorrow night, but on the Hell Worlds you will need to be even more proficient. And arguably, you will need a faster form of travel as well. [Air Walking] is efficient but slow. You may need some form of quick escape that can transport you much more rapidly out of harm’s way.”

I grinned with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Running away from a punch usually ain’t my style, but I understand. I’ll work on something. I’ll have it perfected before my deployment.”

Yora chuckled. “Don’t count your winnings early. You still need to pass the exam itself. Which won’t be easy.”

I nodded. “Understood.”

“Be sure to attend the briefing tomorrow at noon,” she said as she turned to walk away. “There will be some additional challenges to face besides just survival. You’ll want to know what they are.”

As Yora left a new sense of resolve filled me.

New challenges?

What the hell could they be?

No matter, I thought. Noon was basically 24 hours away. I’d find out then, but 24 hours gave me ample time to at least start thinking about an improvement to my [Lightning Walk] technique.

I plopped down into lotus position to ponder it some more within my own mind.

The Demon and Struggler joined me on the secluded lakeside beach of my inner domain.

Seeing them reminded me that I still hadn’t achieved the real breakthrough I needed to yet—combining them somehow so that I could advance to the Sacred Soul Realm.

I took a peek at the Foundation manual again just to confirm where I was.

	Core Formation	1st	Core Formation
		2nd	Core Body Refinement
		3rd	Core Mental Refinement
		4th	Core Density Refinement
		5th	Inner Soul Detection
		6th	Inner Soul Focus
		7th	Inner Soul Refinement
		8th	Inner Soul Projection
		9th	Secondary Soul Germination


I had definitely mastered the 8th Tier now. I could project my [Spectral Body] in the real world with ease and had even honed my [Fist/Blade/Axe of the Struggler] techniques, which allowed me to do spiritual damage on the fly without summoning my full [Spectral Body Projection].

But that damn Secondary Soul germination still eluded me.

I had increased my Frenzy capacity by what had to be a hundredfold by now as well, cultivating under the Bloodmoon each night. So much so, that I was fairly confident I could survive an entire night now by utilizing my [Soul Shield] technique.

That put me in good stead to pass the exam.

So long as I didn’t burn too much extra Frenzy fighting the demons, I should be okay.

Which led me to my next impediment.

Flying.

I’d gotten some basics down, but I had to trust what Yora was saying was true as well.

The basics just wouldn’t cut it on the Hell Worlds.

But at least she’d given me my shot at passing the exam in advance.

I summoned the [Air Walk] manual from memory and began scanning through it.

There was a more advanced technique within it that maybe I could adapt but I wasn’t sure.

I found the passage for it.

[Wind Walk]

If [Air Walking] is akin to strolling among the clouds, then [Wind Walking] is gliding upon the currents flowing between them. It requires a mastery of the [Air Walk] technique combined with the physical agility to ride upon the wind itself.

Riding the wind, I thought.

That sounded like surfing or something and the more I read the more it appeared to literally rely upon a wind blowing as a form of movement. If there was no wind, the technique was useless.

That certainly wouldn’t be a reliable form of escape.

Not unless a hurricane was blowing.

Still, it gave me some ideas.

If there was no wind, perhaps I could make some of my own.

Or make something like it.

A smile came to my lips the more I thought about it.

The Struggler and Demon instantly agreed, reading my thoughts.

“It’s settled then,” I said to them. “I’m going to figure out how to [Ride the Lightning].”

* * *

I was a good couple of hours into my research when I hit the first roadblock.

The [Wind Walk] technique was similar to [Air Walk] in that it used the same meridians, but it was almost the same technique in inverse. Where [Air Walk] used Qi to ‘kick’ off the air, [Wind Walk] used the same to stick to it.

To complicate matters was how I was going to stick lightning in there to make it all work together somehow. I was beginning to fear I had bitten off way more than I could chew when something suddenly tugged me out of my meditation.

“I said congratulations,” a voice said.

I opened my eyes and was stunned to see Blue Rose standing over me.

And much more stunned that she was actually talking to me.

We hadn’t spoken to each other in weeks.

Not since she blew up at me after the assembly.

Part of me wanted to tell her to piss off, but the river of fear running through her soul urged the Struggler to hold the Demon at bay. I still wasn’t sure what was going on between us. It was more her beef than mine, but she still hadn’t apologized for embarrassing me either.

Perhaps this was it.

“Congratulations for what?” I asked.

“On learning how to fly.”

I couldn’t tell if she was being completely sincere or not, but she did seem a little mousey about it.

“Thanks,” I said. “It took a while.”

Blue Rose only nodded as an uncomfortable silence fell between us.

“Anyway,” she said. “Good luck on the final exam.”

She then turned and walked away, leaving me wondering if that was as good of an apology as I was going to get from her. Or if that even was one. Maybe I’d have to go first.

“Hey, Blue!” I called out after her and she stopped. “No hard feelings, alright?”

“About what?” she said.

I merely shrugged. “Everything?”

She nodded slowly, but didn’t smile. “Sure. No hard feelings, Max.”

And with that she left the training yard.

It wasn’t the reaction I’d hoped for.

I still didn’t know if we were cool or not.

But I couldn’t worry about that right now.

I had already made my choice to advance and as Yora had said, it was simply luck if relationships could survive. I closed my eyes and tucked myself away again into my spiritual domain, setting my mind back to task.

I had to figure this [Ride the Lightning] thing out.

That’s what was important now.

Not friends.

* * *

I stayed up most of the night plodding away at the new technique, as well as continuing into the morning. By that time, I thought I might have constructed the bare bones of something that could work, but I had no time to test it.

Flame willing, I would have a week or so before having to deploy anyway.

I tucked the meridian sequence into the back of my mind as I joined the noonday assembly of Black Robes in the courtyard to prep for the final exam.

Chief Yora was there along with the President who stood overlooking us with arms folded across his massive chest. A much smaller contingent of Black Robes had assembled—the upperclassmen, which was only about 20 of us or so.

Jei Su Long gave me a leer as he entered the square with his Token Tribute gang, but I paid them no mind with [Indifference]. Then I saw someone I wasn’t expecting. Blue Rose sauntered in right behind them.

What the hell?

Had she advanced?

Before I could ponder the situation, President Tzu Li Zen stepped forward to address us.

“Before Chief Yora explains the details of the final exam, I wish to congratulate each and every one of you for making it this far in your progression. Many of you arrived here with only a sliver of hope for survival and yet you have beaten the odds and persevered. By standing here today, you have accomplished more than 90% of the empire ever will. You are beyond just cultivators, you have toughened yourselves to face the fires of the Hell Worlds and tonight, you will face your final challenge to prepare you for that.”

He then nodded to Chief Yora.

“I echo the president’s sentiments,” she said. “It is no small feat to achieve what you have. You are right now a magnitude stronger than when you arrived and perhaps stronger than any peer you faced in the outside world. But tonight, we will simulate exactly what you will face on your tour of the Hell Worlds. Caches of salt crystals have been buried in the desert, which you will mine as aetherite. You must do this throughout the night, under the effects of a full Bloodmoon and defend yourselves from the hordes that follow. In addition, a new component shall be added. Jei Su Long, Iron Bull, please step forward.”

My heart jumped for a moment as she called my name.

I went to the front of the assembly and stood next to Jei Su Long.

“These two have qualified for the final exam in all but one aspect,” she said. “They are both required to partake in a leadership assessment. This final exam will incorporate their respective assessments in a unique way. You will be split into two teams with Jei Su Long and the Iron Bull as respective captains. It will be their job to direct the teams to locate the aetherite, mine it and return home safely. The team captain who harvests the most aetherite will be named Platoon leader for the 28th Deployment of the 5073rd campaign.”

Jei Su Long grinned next to me. “Seems I’ve been blessed with a rematch. I hope you prove better at this than you are at flying.”

I chortled with [Indifference]. “No worse than you are at fighting.”

“Bastard!” he hissed. “You’ll swallow those words.”

“The captains will now select their teams,” Tzu Li Zen said. “The first pick will be decided by a coin flip.”

“Yin or Yang?” Yora asked as she produced a single coin.

“Yang!” Jei Su Long shouted. “He can be Yin. It suits him more.”

He broke out into a laugh that was echoed by a few of his cronies.

I chose not to comment.

Yora flipped the coin. “Yang it is. You may make the first selection, Jei Su Long.”

“See,” Jei Su Long said, glancing at me sideways, “the fates favor me with victory already.” He then looked into the crowd. “Blue Rose!”

My heart did another jump, which seemed to mirror the shock on Blue Rose’s face.

As she shuffled almost reluctantly to stand behind Jei Su Long, I nearly forgot to call the name of my own pick. But it didn’t really matter after that. We went through the process mechanically, but I was more concerned with what Jei Su Long had up his sleeve.

“Why the hell you pick her?” I said once we were through.

The bastard merely shrugged. “Because I could. We’ll see how your friend fares under my supreme command.”

Son of a bitch…

Chief Yora gave the order for us to disperse and prepare and I caught Blue Rose by the elbow. “Hey, what are you even doing here?”

Her brows lowered as she pulled her arm away. “What? Do you think you’re the only one who can advance? You think I’m not at your level?”

“Chief Yora cleared you for this?”

“You want to ask her yourself?”

I studied her and sensed the contempt in her heart. But I wasn’t going to let that stop me. “Blue, the last time you were under the Bloodmoon you nearly lost your mind. Are you sure you can spend an entire night?”

“That’s the last time you saw me,” she said bitterly. “I’ve been doing a lot of stuff since then. Advancing on my own. Just like you.”

Guess we weren’t cool, I thought.

But could she actually have advanced that quickly. As quick as me?

“Blue, I just want to be sure you can hand—”

“Save the fake concern, Max,” she snapped. “If you don’t believe me, I’ll prove it to you. I’m good on my own.”

“Yeah, but you won’t be on your own. You’ll be with that idiot leading you.”

She jutted her chin in the air. “I’m actually glad Jei Su Long picked me first. That’ll prove I did it through my own strength and not just by following you.”

My insides flared.

I felt like slugging her.

“Still got that damn chip on your shoulder, huh?”

She cut her eyes at me and then turned her back without answering.

I cultivated the anger in my soul just to get rid of it. I turned to see the ten tributes on my team all looking to me expectantly. It was a reminder that I had a job to do and there was no time for a dumbass grudge to get in the way.

“Go back to the barracks and get some rest,” I said. “We’ll meet up after chow to go over the game plan. Dismissed.”

As they departed giving me salutes and bows, I couldn’t ignore the whispered comments that came with them.

“Hell’s up with those two?”

“They should just bang and get it over with already.”

“I hope this doesn’t mess us up tonight.”

“Is it too late to switch teams?”

I grimaced inwardly.

Blue Rose’s ability to inadvertently cause me to lose face was becoming legendary.

I shrugged it off with [Indifference].

I had to prove to my team that I was in control.

Not let this crap affect me.

I looked to the sky and the stars I couldn’t see, imagining the globe of the Earth floating somewhere out there.

Eye on the prize, Max, I told myself. Remember what you came here for.

I cycled my Frenzy with the fresh resolve of my Dao. Tonight, I would get my first taste of the Hell Worlds and I had a lot more people than just Blue Rose to think about.


CHAPTER 39


KELSEY SAT ON the edge of the barrier, watching and waiting.

The sun was still hanging low in the sky, a few hours yet until night fall.

She reread Max’s letter and mentally went through the gymnastics of calculating the exact date and time on Earth. She didn’t know how the day and night cycles of Earth and the planet Max was on lined up, but hopefully there would be some overlap throughout the night where Max was supposedly going to spend it entirely under the effects of the Bloodmoon.

Kelsey couldn’t risk such exposure herself.

She had managed to get her tolerance up to just under an hour now, but that was the most she could endure accumulatively. She decided she would take short ventures into the Bloodmoon a couple of minutes at a time and then space them out every half hour.

That way she had the best chance of hopefully running into Max in the spirit realm.

As for what would happen when they did however, she still had no idea.

In the times prior she hadn’t been actively looking for Max and it was he who had found her.

But now they both would be seeking each other.

The idea excited her.

To find a way to communicate across the stars.

She prayed that Max was as excited as she was.

* * *

A mixture of anxiety and apprehension seized my gut as I headed towards the flaming braziers at the barrier’s edge. I’d assembled my platoon earlier and had all ten of them in tow as we together faced our final exam. I knew them each by name, but I couldn’t say I knew them well personally.

Not to the extent that I would need to in order to win this challenge.

I’d been plotting out a strategy all afternoon and had what I thought was a good plan.

I felt like I was back at the handler station again, training a batch of new recruits.

This challenge was more than just survival and I needed to know everyone’s strengths and weaknesses if I wanted to get the best performance out of my team. The majority were high-tier Core Realm cultivators with a couple on the cusp of breaking through to the Sacred Soul Realm like myself. But what really mattered, was their ability to withstand the Dark Frenzy of the Bloodmoon.

“Alright,” I said, stopping them and pulling them into a quick formation. “Time to go over the gameplan. I want to be able to rotate people in between the front lines and those who are mining and for that I need to know what everyone’s tolerance is to the Demonic Qi of the Bloodmoon.”

“What difference will it make?” a guy named Juk Sui asked. “We’ll all be under the same effect.”

“It’ll be worse when you’re looking those demons straight in the face,” I said. Most of these guys hadn’t had the deeper insight like me—knowledge of what glimpsing the unseen could do to one’s psyche. Granted they wouldn’t be facing off against those Star Born demons like before but for them even normal demons would count. “It’ll wear you down more. For front liners, I need people with mental fortitude as well as fighting ability. So who’s on my front line?”

Everyone raised their hands.

“Alright, hands down,” I said with a sigh. “Look, the bullshit stops now. There’s no shame for one’s abilities or lack thereof in my platoon. Everyone has a purpose. Now which of you just barely squeaked by your last Bloodmoon assessment. Be honest.”

Timidly three people raised their hands.

“Alright, you three are my core mining team,” I said. I then looked between them. “Dim Wei, you’ll be the team lead.”

Dim Wei, a petite woman who I knew to be pretty smart in the lab, snapped me a salute. “Yes, platoon commander.”

“It’ll be your job to mine and secure the crystals,” I said. “I’ll lead the frontline team for defense. Now who is the best flyer here?”

Everyone pointed to a guy named Ten Chui. He was tall and lanky, with short cut hair and a mustache. I hadn’t seen him fly but I respected everyone else’s opinion.

“Ten Chui, you’ll be our scout,” I said. “You’ll warn us of incoming demon waves as well as seek out the next mining location.”

“Understood,” he said.

“Alright one last thing,” I said looking to the rest of the team. “Above all else, everyone fights to survive this night, understand? No one gets left behind, even if it costs us the win.”

That caused a bunch of murmurs and shocked looks.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “We’re still gunning to win this, but we’re all way too close to being able to do this for real to throw our lives away now.”

“Yes, platoon commander!” they shouted in unison.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get to it.”

As we got back underway, a whistle called out to me from behind.

I stopped and looked toward the bushes and was shocked to see Chu Ren and Lo Ren emerge.

“Hey!” I said in a hushed whisper, glancing over my shoulder as I approached them. “What the hell are you guys doing out here?”

“We came to give you this,” Chu Ren said, producing a bottle from his robes. “We heard about your final exam.”

“Whoa,” I said. “I can’t be celebrating early, guys.”

Lo Ren laughed. “It’s not liquor. It’s a potent healing and revitalizing elixir. Figured you could use any advantage you can get out there.”

I smiled, taking the bottle. “I don’t know if this counts as cheating, but thanks, guys.”

“Here is one for Blue Rose as well,” Chu Ren said, handing me another.

“Blue Rose?”

Chu Ren smiled sheepishly. “I know you two don’t get on anymore, but she’s become a good friend to us. We wish to see her succeed as well.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, taking the second bottle. “I’ll make sure she gets it and knows it’s from the both of you.”

The brothers gave me a bow.

“Thank you, Master Iron Bull,” Chu Ren said. “For everything. May this small token of what we can offer, be only a gesture of what we owe you.”

I returned the bow. “Thank you, fellas. Wish us all luck.”

As I turned to catch up to my platoon, I stashed both bottles in my robes.

I couldn’t say I was surprised that they had made one especially for Blue Rose.

They all liked to drink together after all.

But it was a revelation that she had progressed and even maintained relationships outside of my own. In a way, I wondered if I was the one who had been missing out all along.

* * *

Chief Yora was waiting for us once I rejoined my platoon. Jei Su Long then arrived with his crew and I made an effort to pick out Blue Rose from his group. I desperately wanted to give her the brothers’ gift, if only to just have the obligation over with, but there was no time for that now.

Chief Yora quickly took center stage to address us.

“Here are the rules for the final exam,” Yora said. “Several caches of crystals have been buried in the desert. Two are close to the barrier and each cluster found within is worth ten points. There are other caches of clusters further out in the desert, with crystals worth 20, 50, and 100 points each. The amount of crystals in each cache is random and become fewer with the higher-value caches and more plentiful with the lower values. The crystals will be differentiated by color. Brown crystals are 10 points, black are 20, silver are 50, and gold are 100. The team with the highest total shall be deemed the winners.”

I wasn’t expecting a tiered point system.

This changed the strategy completely.

“Obviously, the closer you mine, the closer you will be to the barrier in case you get into trouble. The gold crystals will be at a point that is roughly the distance of the New Tribute run. If you venture past that point, you’ve gone too far. The caches are marked, but you will need to rely upon your Qi sensitivity to detect them, much as you will have to do on the Hell Worlds themselves. A small quantity of aetherite has been added to each cache in this regard.”

I was already recalculating what the best strategy would be now.

Mine for more lower-value crystals in the safer areas, or head into the deep and get the jackpot win?

Both had pros and cons.

“Crystals can only be handed in at the end of the exam,” Yora continued. “You must either transport them with you or stash them to be retrieved later. If you are unable to endure the exam, it is recommended you return to the safety of the barrier. You will fail your examination if you do so, but it is far better to fail and try again later than die at this stage. Keep this in mind when making your decisions of where to mine.”

Chief Yora then looked over her shoulder and out at the barren desert. “As for now there are no hordes, but your presence will soon attract them. The exam will commence when the first horde arrives. Are there any questions?”

A silent pause filled the air.

“Then you may cross the barrier,” she said, taking a glance upward at the full Bloodmoon. “Good luck.”

I walked casually into the effects of the Bloodmoon and resisted the flare of dissonance it produced within my Flame. I pushed against it with my strength of will and Frenzy alone, saving my [Soul Shield] technique for when I would need to take a break.

I glanced over at Jei Su Long and the bastard leered back at me.

I looked further into his ranks to see Blue Rose and surprisingly she didn’t break her gaze when I made eye contact with her. She stared back instead, but with eyes wide and full of fear, the same thing resonating in her soul. I shot her a quizzical expression, as if to say, ‘Are you okay?’

Again, to my surprise she nodded at me.

But she looked anything but okay.

Across the desert, the wail of a lone demon drifted across the air.

It was quickly followed by another and then another.

“They’re coming,” Chief Yora said. “Prepare yourselves.”

It didn’t take long for the howls and wails to rise to a fever pitch and the slow rumble of what sounded like thunder to roll in as the stampede approached. The horde was perhaps just minutes away, but their presence reminded me of something else.

I yielded to the subtle effect of the Dark Frenzy to slip into a meditative state, accessing the spiritual realm to quickly inhabit my [Spectral Body] of the Struggler. I still couldn’t forget my other homework assignment while out all night under the Bloodmoon.

I sprinted off across the spiritual landscape, seeking Kelsey’s Flame.

I couldn’t sense anything.

Perhaps she wasn’t under the effects of the Bloodmoon herself as yet.

I was just about to pop back into my body when I sensed something else.

Something dark.

Sinister.

I’xol’ukz? I thought. So soon?

I didn’t see any tentacles yet, but I ejected myself from the spirit realm just in case.

When I reopened my eyes, a tsunami of snarling demons was now approaching, less than a football field’s length away and building speed. I readied my Axe and Glaive, surging with Frenzy as I engaged [Steel Skin] and my [Soul Shield] technique.

“Get ready!” I called out to my platoon. “We stand our ground and make a hole in the horde.”

We formed into the classic phalanx defense formation, shoulder to shoulder with weapons at the ready. I couldn’t sense Qi, but I could imagine the air was pulsing with it as each cultivator tapped into their various defensive Qi techniques.

In the darkness the forms of the demons emerged.

Twisted and red-bodied.

All claws, horns, and fangs.

But at least they weren’t Star Born.

Suddenly Jei Su Long let out a cry.

“To the air!” he shouted and immediately took off into the night sky. “Follow me! Anyone who can’t fly gets left behind! Move!”

He took off in a burst of speed, flying over the heads of the charging demon horde. The majority of his team took off with him, including Blue Rose who winked out of existence at just the last second before the stampede hit.

Two poor sods who couldn’t fly were left out in the open.

Shit!

“Quick advance!” I shouted. “On me!”

I took off in a sprint to intercept as the horde closed in on the two cultivators.

“Fall back to us!” I shouted to them.

I didn’t have to yell twice.

They jumped into the midst of our defensive formation just as the wave of demons hit.

I surged with Frenzy, releasing a [Lightning One Chop Cleave].

My Glaive and Axe swung in unison and a huge arc of lightning sailed outwards, cutting into the charging demons. The cultivators at my sides performed similar maneuvers, using Qi technique to slaughter the demons in huge swathes.

Ten Chui took to the air and blasted downward with a fire technique to clear a path ahead of us.

“Keep pushing!” I shouted with [Struggler’s Resolve], charging headfirst into the swarm.

Claws and teeth raked against my hardened skin, but I bashed them aside with elbows and wide sweeps of my blades. Time folded in on itself as my [Bloodlust] kicked in and my Flame began to spew fresh Frenzy.

“We’re making headway!” Ten Chui called from above. “I can see the wave coming to an end!”

“How many left?” I cried.

“A thousand maybe!”

A hundred to one, I thought.

The sheer numbers put the [Odds Against Us].

My Flame surged a second time and I directed the Frenzy that came with it straight towards my jing as I engaged [Lightning Walk] to get above the horde and jump straight into their midst.

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]!”

I landed like I was performing a cannonball-dive into a pool, my technique going off with a massive splash of [Frenzied Lightning]. The technique spread fifty feet all around and when I looked about the entire area was covered in smoldering demon corpses.

A rush of lemonade came from behind as my platoon stared at me stupefied.

It was probably the first time they’d ever seen me truly cut loose.

I cultivated it to fuel my next [Lightning Arc Strike] as I pushed into the rest of the horde.

I kept an eye on my Frenzy reserves as time wore on.

I had plenty in the tank thanks to how much I was producing, but my [Soul Shield] was constantly engaged as well. I’d have to manage it carefully to survive the entire night. I led the charge as I hacked and cleaved my way into a [Bloodlust]-filled fervor.

A solid ten minutes went by with nothing but carnage and rage.

When some semblance of peace returned, the entire horde lay decimated at our feet.

A couple of my platoon members fell to their knees in exhaustion, struggling to catch their breath. Ten Chui touched down next to me.

“I’m not certain who the real demon is,” he said to me. “You or them.”

I cracked a smile as I cultivated the compliment. “You got no idea, my friend.”

I checked on my team and thankfully no one was badly injured, including the two tributes from Jei Su Long’s group.

“What are we going to do with them now?” someone asked.

I shrugged and looked to the both of them. “Well, I guess you’re either under my command now or you can both cross the barrier and fail. Which is it?”

They looked to one another and then bowed before me.

“We humbly request to join your platoon, Iron Bull,” one of them said. “Please accept us.”

“Fall in under Dim Wei,” I said. “You can join the mining crew.”

I looked out at the sea of bodies and tried to get my bearings. We’d traversed a good thousand yards or so from the barrier, the lights of the braziers just barely visible now.

“What now, Commander?” Juk Sui asked. “Jei Su Long and his platoon are probably deep into the desert by now, mining the high-value crystals.”

“We should do the same,” one of my tributes said. “We should get after them!”

“No,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “This is a marathon, not a sprint. We need to spend all night out here regardless of how much we mine. Jei Su Long is going to burn them all out flying like that.”

“And this won’t?” Juk Sui said. “That battle was brutal.”

He had a point, but I needed to shut down any dissension fast.

The last thing I needed was for morale to slip.

Winning wasn’t the main objective anyway.

“Do you think they will be any easier on the Hell Worlds?” I shot back. “This isn’t some dumbass competition to be won. It’s preparation for what we’re going to have to deal with for real. If you want to cut corners for a cheap win, then you can march your ass back to the barrier right now.” I then shouted to the rest of the platoon. “That goes for everyone! You want an easy ride, let me know now.”

I waited and a mixture of fear and lemonade filled their hearts.

“Good,” I said. “Now let’s get to mining. Since we made the effort to clear the first wave, we might as well grab what’s here.” I turned to Dim Wei. “Get on it. Once you find the cache, we’ll all kick in to clear it quickly.”

“Yes sir!” She snapped me a salute and then ventured off with her mining team.

“Ten Chui, you go scout our next position.”

“On it,” he said.

As Ten Chui took to the air I looked to the rest of my team.

“Everyone else, take a breather while you can,” I said. “This is going to be a long night.”


CHAPTER 40


KELSEY WADED THROUGH the sea of demons, cutting them down with swift chops of her axe.

Her Flame was a Frenzy-brewing furnace, triggered by the root of her Dao. Demon after demon she killed, each one adding to her [Bloodlust]. It wasn’t her objective to merely wait out the demon horde as she normally did when she cultivated.

Tonight, she was trying to thin it completely.

To cut it down so she could have a moment of pause in order to enter the spirit realm.

“Come on! Come on!” she yelled impatiently, subtly gauging the time. “Hurry up and die already!”

She wished she had mastered the more powerful [Frenzied Lightning] techniques like [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls] but she had to settle for killing only one or two at a time. It cost her precious seconds, but eventually she caused enough collateral damage for the demons to flee when she whittled them down to just a handful.

Alright, no time to lose, she thought.

Closing her eyes, Kelsey quickly jumped into the spiritual realm. She took on the blue-hued form of the Struggler and began racing through the darkness.

“Max!” she called out. “Max!”

She didn’t even know if sound worked in spiritual space.

Or if it worked like normal anyway.

She decided to take a different approach and quieted herself instead.

Closing her spiritual eyes, she listened and sensed instead of just charging forward randomly.

She wasn’t sure how much time had passed, but eventually she sensed what she’d been looking for. The essence of another Flame. She focused on it a second longer, determining a direction and when she reopened her spiritual eyes, she could just barely see a faint golden glow in the distance.

There you are!

With newfound excitement, Kelsey took off into the spiritual darkness, seeking her Big Brother.

* * *

I spun with a [Lightning One Chop Cleave], cutting into the huge abdomen of the giant-insect like creature blocking my path. It was a Frenzy-mutated Takrid as far as I could tell, twice as big as a normal one and three times as mean.

I pressed on with my men beside me, pushing back against the swarm.

What had to be half an hour of straight killing went by as we charged into the hundreds of creatures—insect offal and blood mixing with claws, swords and fangs.

By the time there was room for a breather, everyone in the platoon was exhausted and panting like dogs. I stumbled atop the small outcropping we were upon and could see another wave of them already on the way.

“These things don’t stop coming, do they?” Juk Sui said. “What a cursed night.”

He wasn’t wrong, but I had a feeling this was still easy mode compared to what lay ahead.

“Dim Wei,” I called. “Get to mining while you can. We’ll prepare to defend against the next assault.”

The five tributes in her small team began tackling an area right behind the outcropping with shovels and Qi blasts. In less than a minute they had struck pay dirt and began extracting silver crystals worth 50 points each.

“Looks like 5 of them were here, Commander,” Dim Wei reported.

“What’s the total now?” I asked.

She spent a few moments to check the large black duffle bags they were hauling the tennis-ball-sized crystals within. “1870 points to my count.”

“I concur,” one of her team who was counting with her said.

I looked for Ten Chui. “How far is the next location?”

“Mile and a half east,” he said. “Hoping it’s a gold one. I spotted the other platoon near there too, so if we want it, we’ll need to hurry.”

I looked back to the swarm of Takrids bearing down on us, a group at least three hundred strong. Fighting through them would cost us more time.

“Alright,” I said. “We’re leap frogging over this next wave. But watch your backs after we do. We’ll need to get to the next location and be ready to defend against them if they turn around.”

“And be ready to fight the next wave ahead of us as well,” Juk Sui reminded.

“Yes,” I said. “And possibly at the same time.”

No rest for the wicked, I thought.

I cycled my Frenzy reserves, just over halfway depleted now.

I would survive the night if I played it conservatively, but I needed to fly to gain some speed right now. I took the lead, powering across the desert and heading straight for the swarm of demonic Takrids charging towards us. I got within thirty feet and executed [Lightning Walk] as I stepped into the air.

It was a surreal feeling to perform the maneuver in combat, sailing right over the tops of my enemies like I was walking on a separate plane of existence. My platoon came with me, most of them taking to the air easily, while the two tributes we inherited from Jei Su Long’s team performed a rather slow levitating maneuver, like they were being lifted by a hot air balloon or something.

I was surprised there was someone as bad as me at flying, but they got the job done and cleared the swarm. I pressed on for a couple hundred more yards, sprinting through the sky at a speed I’d never experienced before.

It was the first time I’d gone all out with the technique and the ability to glide over the terrain at three times the speed as normal was addicting. But I was still relatively slow compared to everyone else, especially Ten Chui who was flying backwards and waiting for the rest of us to catch up.

He landed after a minute more of flying, right on the edge of a cliff face that towered some three hundred feet into the air.

“It’s here!” he said. “Start digging.”

I touched down clumsily, tripping in the sand and saving myself with a roll.

Dim Wei and her team immediately got at it while I formed the rest of the platoon into a perimeter. We at least had the cliff to our backs now, which meant that was one side we didn’t have to worry about defending against.

It didn’t look like the Takrid swarm we flew over was smart enough to turn around either.

Scanning the dark horizon, now lit with the subtle red hue of the full Bloodmoon, I couldn’t see anything stampeding towards us. That meant a rare opportunity for a break.

“Defense team!” I shouted. “Rest and recover. Juk Sui, give Ten Chui a break and stand aerial lookout. Ten minutes.”

I didn’t have to give the order twice.

Immediately the team collapsed onto their haunches and began chugging down water and snacking on small bits of food we had brought. I felt for the two bottles of elixir in my robes and considered taking a swig of one.

But I didn’t feel that spent as yet.

Blue Rose though, I didn’t know.

I wished I had had the chance to give it to her.

That worried look she had given me before the exam started was still etched in my mind.

I stuck my Axe and Glaive in the sand and sat down for a break myself.

After chugging down some water and tearing through some jerky, I disengaged my [Soul Shield] technique to give my Dantian and Frenzy reserves a break as well. I compensated instead by cycling my Frenzy and allowing the strength of my spiritual pressure alone to fight against the dark aura of the Bloodmoon.

It reminded me that my entire team was doing the same thing constantly.

They didn’t have the advantage of a [Soul Shield] technique like me, although granted the effects of the Bloodmoon on them was probably a tenth of what I experienced as a Berserker. As the effects of the Bloodmoon increased, the edges of my vision began to slip into the darkness of the spiritual realm.

It was something I’d gotten used to after all these weeks of cultivating. I knew just how long I could push it before I started to wig out and turn into a demon, or before I’xol’ukz might come snooping around to find my location again.

About a minute went by when I began to sense something else.

Frenzy.

But not my own.

Kelsey!

I dove deeper into the spiritual realm, taking on the persona of the Blue-hued Struggler. As I took on my [Spectral Form] I could sense the faint presence of Dark Frenzy permeating the spiritual air. The effects of the Bloodmoon itself.

I cycled my Frenzy to focus on what I’d sensed earlier and then like a ghost emerging from the darkness, the faint outline of Kelsey’s Flame appeared.

“Kelsey!” I shouted as I stepped towards her, tapping into her Flame. “Kelsey, can you hear me?”

The glowing blue image before me flared a little and I could sense her excitement and relief.

We did it, I thought.

We’d connected across the stars under the influence of the Bloodmoon.

But it wasn’t like direct communication it seemed.

Or complex communication was perhaps a better way to describe it.

I could sense her emotions perhaps.

Sentiments.

Joy at finding me.

Some anxiety about being out in the open while she connected to me in the spiritual realm.

Curiosity about what the hell I was doing.

I chuckled internally.

Her personality came through loud and clear.

“Yeah, I’m out in the open too, Kelsey,” I said to her Flame. “Fighting off endless hordes of demons. You’d be loving it out here.”

I waited a moment and her Flame pulsed.

I wasn’t certain how much I expressed across the void, but I got a sense of jealousy from her.

I laughed.

This was freaking wild.

We were actually communicating.

In real time!

I went back and forth with her, trying to perfect the crude form of communication. I spoke aloud into the spiritual void and imagined Kelsey doing the same in return on her end. But what came back were only vague senses of emotions and feelings. It was almost like we were both playing a game of charades with each other. Communicating by gestures alone.

Still, I was beginning to make sense of things.

She was concerned about something.

Fia.

But I wasn’t sure quite about what.

I tried to ask her.

But I don’t think it was getting across.

Suddenly I sensed alarm from her.

Fear and panic.

What the hell…?

It was then that I noticed an eyeball-ridden tentacle whip past me.

Shit!

I immediately ejected myself from the spiritual realm, hoping I’xol’ukz hadn’t sensed me. I’d lost track of time, staying well past my safe limit.

I opened my real eyes to find my platoon already on their feet. A commotion was brewing with people yelling and shouting. When I got to my feet, I saw something that caused my mind to spin.

A couple hundred yards away was an enormous creature that looked straight out of the prehistoric era. It had the body of a tortoise that was nearly five stories high and its shell was covered with spikes. Where its head would be was an elongated neck that ended in a massive head that resembled a cobra.

I recognized it immediately.

The creature I was hunting for when the Jolup decided to attack instead.

A Pythor.

It made sense why it was here, burrowed under a cliff. But that wasn’t all.

Scattering before it was the disorganized remnants of Jei Su Long’s platoon. Two cultivators were in the air, hammering it with Qi techniques, which seemed to do nothing as they bounced off its shell. At its feet I could see four more and at least one tribute who now lay dead.

My heart jumped.

Blue Rose.

I prayed it wasn’t her.

Everything seemed to be playing out in disorganized chaos. Half the team wasn’t even with those fighting the Pythor. Jei Su Long was a further distance away, yelling at three other tributes who were digging in the sand.

The whole scenario became clear when they extracted several golden crystals from the sand and then Jei Su Long gave the order to retreat. The tributes in the air were clearly only distracting the monster. As soon as Jei Su Long gave the order they withdrew, leaving the four tributes on the ground open to its wrath.

The monster lashed its head downwards, striking at one of the cultivators.

I couldn’t tell who it was, but they barely managed to defend against the attack, but was knocked back a good thirty feet or more by the force of the hit. Then with the sound of a roaring furnace, jets of bluish flames erupted from the creature’s mouth. One of the tributes on the ground formed a shield against it, the flames deflecting to the sides and turning the sand to glass.

The gigantic creature then lurched forward, hundreds of tons moving with a speed that seemed impossible. It crashed into the sand, landing on top of the tribute generating the shield, killing him instantly.

The other three scattered and ran in seemingly random directions.

My stomach lurched at the sight.

What the hell was going on?

I looked for where Jei Su Long was, but the bastard was already in full retreat with the rest of his men, the black duffle bags containing the crystals in tow. My Flame stirred.

That son of a bitch…

“Dim Wei, stay with the crystals. The rest of us, let’s go!” I cried. “We’re rescuing those tributes!”

“But they’re on the other te—” Juk Sui began, but one glare from me with [Fear the Flame] and he shut the hell up.

I kicked off the sand with [Lightning Walk], accelerating through the air to get to the monster. The closer I got the bigger it loomed. I didn’t even check to see if my men were following me. I couldn’t really care.

All I wanted to know was if Blue Rose was among those still alive.

I armored myself with [Steel Skin] and [Steel Lightning] as I blasted through one of the creature’s fiery roars. My ablative technique protected me, but even through it I could feel the heat and power of its strength. Under the effect of the Full Bloodmoon, the beast had to be well above S-class ranking. Double or even triple perhaps.

When the flames cleared, I finally got sight of the tributes up close.

My heart soared when I finally saw Blue Rose but then immediately sank when I saw what she was doing. She had her hands atop her head and was laughing with tears in her eyes. I looked to the other tributes and they were all in a similar state of semi-psychosis.

Shit!

It was no wonder they hadn’t fled like the others.

But Jei Su Long had done nothing to try and save any of them either.

Anger poured into my soul as I looked back at the towering monster.

There was no way they could run in that state.

And this thing was about to cook them alive.

“Focus on its head!” I shouted to my platoon as I took to the air with [Lightning Walk].

I vaulted up the five stories with quick lunging steps, like climbing a set of giant stairs. It took most of my focus to do so, but I had enough wherewithal to kick off the air and jump to the side just as the monster took a strike at me.

The massive cobra-like head bit nothing but air and up close I could see its jaws dwarfed that of even the Jolup.

Flames and beams of Qi came from above and struck the monster on the side of its scaly hood. I looked to see Ten Chui and two other tributes hammering away at it from afar. Below, the rest of my team had joined in the fray, attacking the creature along its snakelike neck.

I kicked off the air again with a spinning slash, striking it full force with my Axe and Glaive. I was rewarded with a deep splash of crimson as I cut through one of its fangs. As I retreated with another kick to the air, several more of my platoon members joined in, attacking its head and using their more elegant flight techniques to stay aloft while they slashed away.

I sensed anger building within the creature and then with an explosion it breathed flame right into us. I went flying back involuntarily, enduring the intense heat as I lost my aerial footing and went crashing to the ground.

The wind was knocked out of me and as I struggled to get back up, I saw a whole new threat bearing down on us. The Takrid swarm from earlier had returned and was now about to hem us in between the Pythor and the cliff face. I looked for Blue Rose and saw her kneeling on the ground still screaming and laughing.

I didn’t know where the other two tributes had gone.

And then I saw them.

Both of them running straight towards the mass of giant insects. At first, I thought they were attempting to repel the horde, but they both stopped and opened their arms wide, as if inviting the creatures to devour them.

The reality of what happened next was hard to bear.

They were snapped up like twigs.

Torn apart.

Their screams a mixture between laughter and terror.

I looked to Blue Rose and feared the same would soon happen to her.

No, I thought. I wouldn’t allow it.

I ran to her, withdrawing one of the elixirs from my robes. I didn’t know if it would work to preserve her psyche or not, but it was all I had left to try. I grabbed her about the head and forced the neck of the bottle into her mouth. She fought against me, but I pinched her nose to force her to swallow. She gasped and spluttered as she downed it all and then she stared at me with a maniacal look in her eyes and began laughing again.

Damn it!

I looked back to see the team still chopping away at the Pythor, its head a bloodied mess now, but they looked to be getting the better of it. I turned to the approaching swarm of Takrids. I needed backup.

“Mining team!” I called. “On me!”

No response.

“Dim Wei!”

I looked about and spotted her still back at where I had told her to stay. But the rest of her team was still with her and they weren’t alone. Fighting them was another group of tributes who were attempting to pull the duffle bag from her grasp. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing.

Jei Su Long.

That damn bastard!

I didn’t even have time to process my anger.

The three hundred or so Takrids were about to slam right into me. And I was the only thing left standing between them and Blue Rose. I cycled my Frenzy, pulling out all the stops as I engaged [Mark of the Giant].

With a primal yell, I surged into the wall of insects, spinning with the [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]. My lightning technique went off with a thunderous boom and a dozen demonic Takrids exploded into a fine mist of shell and guts. I let go of the handbrake and spent as much Frenzy as my meridians would dare, channeling technique after technique with abandon.

My rapid explosions of lightning went off like a string of firecrackers, taking out the Takrids whole groups at a time. I endured the cut of their razor-sharp claws through my [Steel Skin] and pressed on through the blood and pain, not stopping until I killed them all.

Saving Blue Rose was all that mattered to me now.

I felt the strength of my Flame increase as the revelation of the single-minded goal solidified within my Dao. To hell with all the misunderstandings and grudges. With the endless competitions and keeping score.

This was about life and death now and no way was I going to let my friend be killed.

I channeled my Frenzy with a supercharged blast to my jing, releasing a thunderstorm of lightning fifty yards wide. In an instant, a hundred Takrids exploded, sending their body parts raining from the sky.

I collapsed to my knees, my Dantian down to under a quarter now.

But I’d done it.

They were all dead.

Get up, I told myself. Not done yet…

I staggered back to my feet, dragging my weapons to face the Pythor.

I was just about to launch myself into the sky with [Lightning Walk] when I saw Juk Sui perform a brilliant crescent blade technique midway in the air. A huge flash of Qi traced his sword strike in a giant arc that cut straight through the creature’s massive neck.

Time froze for a second, before a huge fountain of blood sprayed and the monster’s giant head and neck collapsed to the ground like a tower of falling bricks. Cheers of victory went up from my platoon and inwardly I cheered with them.

But my soul was too troubled to be relieved in full.

With trepidation I looked about for Blue Rose and found her curled up in a ball and sitting on the sand.

Please be okay, I thought as I lowered myself to her.

“Blue?” I said. “Speak to me. Are you alright?”

Fearful seconds passed as her head remained buried between her knees and then slowly, she raised her face to mine. Tears were in her eyes, but she wasn’t laughing anymore.

“I… I lied, Max,” she said.

“Blue!”

Perhaps it was the elixir, or the Pythor being killed, but she seemed okay again.

“Thank God you’re alright!”

“No!” she shouted. “I’m not alright. I lied, Max, I lied.”

What was she talking about? “Lied about what?”

She shook her head. “I’m not ready. I wasn’t ready. I lied, Max. On the assessment. I cheated.”

“What?”

“I blinked in and out of the barrier to keep from being over exposed. I knew I couldn’t last more than three hours out here.”

My eyes widened. “Why the hell did you do something like that? This is not a game to be wo—”

“Because I wanted to be with you, okay?” she shouted and then burst into a sob. “I didn’t want you to leave me behind. I didn’t want to face those Hell Worlds alone. Without you.”

My heart melted a little.

“You damn idiot,” I said and then pulled her into an embrace. “You’ll be strong enough when you’re ready. And if I need to come back to do a second tour with you, I will.”

She looked up at me as a huge surge of adoration and lemonade filled her soul.

“You really mean tha—”

“Commander!”

The shout had come from Ten Chui who was still flying in the air.

“What is it?” I shouted back. “Another horde?”

“I don’t know what it is… I…”

He suddenly cried out and fell from the sky.

I didn’t understand what had happened to him, but then I felt it for myself.

Dark Frenzy.

The truly potent kind.

From the severed neck of the Pythor, bone and sinew began to snap.

I quickly shut my eyes for a peek into the spiritual realm and sure enough the source of what was happening was clear. There, somewhere in the distance, the purple hue of a demonic gate was spewing Dark Frenzy into the spiritual realm.

Damn it, I thought. So it had found me.

When I opened my eyes, I instantly spotted the gate in the physical world for myself. It was fixed in midair, about where Ten Chui had been hovering. It was small, only man sized, but the strength of the Dark Frenzy pouring out of it was immense.

There was no mistake what was coming through it.

It wasn’t an army I’xol’ukz was sending this time.

The gate was small, but still large enough to send its own will.

A will that would soon inhabit the body of the Pythor and turn the already Triple S-rank monster into something even more. Blue Rose began to scream as did several other tributes. The gate was sending them into the realm of the unseen and the monstrosity the Pythor corpse would soon become would be no exception.

“I’m losing it again!” Blue Rose cried. “I’m losing my mind! Max! Maaax, help me!”

Panic surged as my heart raced.

I had to get her back to the barrier, to the healing warmth of the aetherite crystal.

But she wouldn’t be able to survive the next few minutes, much less the trip back to Du Gok Bhong that was nearly twenty miles away. I looked to my platoon who were slowly falling apart under the direct effects of the Herald of the Stars.

They wouldn’t survive much longer either.

My mind reeled as an impossible decision fell before me.

I could stay and fight, but lose Blue Rose in the process.

Or I could try to save her instead and leave my men.

Men who had entrusted their lives to me and the decisions I would make.

But I couldn’t just run and leave this gate open either. If I’xol’ukz discovered what it was we were doing here, our fight against the Cursed Stars would be over.

I wanted to save everyone.

But how the hell could I?

It was either her or them, I realized.

Shit! I thought. How the hell do I choose?


CHAPTER 41


KELSEY RE-ENTERED THE spiritual realm and immediately began looking for Max’s Flame.

She had to retreat to the safety of Venja’s barrier for the tenth time already.

The last interaction she’d had with Max was hours ago now and she wasn’t able to detect his Flame since. They’d been interrupted by the sudden appearance of I’xol’ukz as well some pesky demons in the ‘real world’ on her side.

She still wasn’t sure what it meant for Max to completely disappear like this.

Had he gone back within the barrier on his world?

Or maybe she’d only caught him at the tail end of the night.

There was no way to be sure until they shared letters weeks from now.

It dawned on her then that for all their superiority when it came to strength and even technology like space travel, the Yee cultivation empire was still in the stone ages when it came to communications.

She wondered for a moment if that was by design.

Jim had always said whoever controlled the flow of information in a conflict held an advantage. And speed of communication had to be a factor. In the old world they’d been able to communicate instantaneously across the globe.

Granted it didn’t do much for the Earth when the cultivators came.

Still, it made her wonder.

“What am I even thinking about?” Kelsey said.

All this stuff was Max’s Dao, not her own.

She only cared about killing demons.

But it intrigued her to ponder just how Yee society worked outside of their planet. She envied Max again for his opportunity to experience the true outside world. A world she too hoped to venture to and explore one day.

She was just about to call it quits for another half hour when she sensed Max’s Flame reappear. Excitement filled her as she rushed towards it, but when she finally touched her disembodied Flame to make contact with his, an equal amount of concern filled her soul.

Max was in trouble.

I’xol’ukz.

And he was fearing for someone else’s life that she didn’t know.

But most of all, she sensed something she rarely did within Max.

Uncertainty.

* * *

Blue Rose was growing worse by the second.

I held her in my arms and the laughing fits started again.

As her sanity ping-ponged back and forth between madness and clarity, she looked to me with tear-soaked eyes and struggled to get words out in between.

“I’m sorry… Max,” she blurted in between laughs. “For what… I did. You’ve been… the best… friend… to me.”

“Blue, just hang on!” I shouted at her.

But I could sense her soul dying inside.

Twisting with the Dark Frenzy and becoming something else.

No, no, no!

The same would happen to my men if they stayed here as well.

The Dark Frenzy was just too strong.

Even I was starting to suffer.

As I took another peek into the spiritual realm, I could see dark tentacles flowing from the spectral form of the gate now hanging in the air. There was too much happening. She wouldn’t survive this, I realized grimly.

Blue Rose was simply too far gone.

My heart broke as I came to the realization.

I couldn’t save her.

But I could still try to save everyone else.

“Full retreat!” I shouted. “Take to the air! You won’t survive what’s about to happen here!”

It would seem a cowardly call, especially considering everything we had faced up until now, but these guys were not ready for this. I looked back at the Pythor corpse, its body still popping and convulsing. I didn’t know how long it would take to fully transform and become I’xol’ukz’s new husk, but once it did, everyone here would be driven mad.

“Head for the barrier!” I shouted. “You all need to be cleansed!”

My platoon hesitated at my command, some of them still mesmerized by the pulsing corpse of the Pythor while others were questioning the order itself. It didn’t matter. They all needed to clear the area so I could face this beast alone.

“Commander?” Ten Chui said as he landed next to me.

A new thought sparked.

Ten Chui was fast.

“Take her,” I said, pushing Blue Rose towards him. “Get her back to the barrier as fast as you can. Don’t stop for anything.”

It was a slim chance. It would take hours to get back to the barrier.

She might not even make it.

But I had to try to save her at least.

Ten Chui stared back at me perplexed as Blue Rose began to struggle in his arms. “I can’t move as fast carrying her. Especially with her fighting like this.”

“No!” Blue Rose suddenly shouted, pushing Ten Chui away. “I stay with, Max!”

She was in a moment of clarity again.

“Rose, you can’t,” I said. “You’ll die. You’ll lose your mind.”

“Don’t care!” She gritted her teeth, struggling to maintain control between the laughing fits. “Won’t make. It. Anyway. Rather stay! Die here with you!”

My soul broke a second time.

She’d come to the same realization herself.

Blue Rose then burst into a maniacal laugh, rolling on the ground.

“Blue!” I shouted. “Blue!”

But she didn’t respond and just kept on laughing and crying.

I knew all hope was lost then.

“Get going, Ten Chui,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “Get everyone out of here.”

He paused a second, before nodding to me.

He then turned about and began barking orders.

“The Iron Bull has granted me command as platoon leader!” he shouted. “The order is retreat! Move quickly! Back to the barrier! Now, now!”

People paused unsure.

“You heard him!” I shouted. “He has command now! Go!”

The platoon reacted with soldierly efficiency, taking to the air and heading back toward the Academy.

I looked to Dim Wei and her team, who looked to have won the battle against Jei Su Long. Or perhaps more likely, Jei and his boys had turned tail and run as soon as they saw the corpse begin to mutate.

“Leave the bag!” I shouted to her, as she struggled to carry the crystals while trying to fly. “Save yourself! Go! That’s an order!”

Reluctantly she dropped the bag and took to the air with a burst of Qi.

I watched them all depart as Blue Rose’s laughter and tears grew worse.

The Dark Frenzy was permeating the air rapidly now.

As the edges of my vision began to tunnel, I looked back into the spiritual realm. The tentacles were growing longer. I had no idea if I could even fight this thing. My Dantian was down to under a quarter now. I probably didn’t have enough Frenzy to make it back to the Academy myself without becoming a damn demon.

Shit... I thought. Could this be game over for me too?

I’d burned too much Frenzy fighting.

I was in as bad a position as Blue Rose now.

A sudden resonance filled me as a familiar presence made contact with my soul.

Kelsey?!

I edged further into the spiritual realm, splitting my consciousness in two. I inhabited the blue form of the Struggler and made connection with Kelsey’s Flame again.

“Hey,” I said to her. “I’m dealing with all kinds of crap right now, Little Sis. Things aren’t looking good.”

Her ‘words’ came to me fast and furious.

She understood.

She encouraged me.

Fight back, was the sense I got in my mind.

“Not so simple,” I said. “I can’t summon demon fury like you can. Fighting demons isn’t really my thing.”

It was true. My anger was fueled by the injustice of the empire. Not the threat of I’xol’ukz directly. It made me pause and wonder if I was making the right decision here. I looked again to Blue Rose, quickly losing her sanity and going out of her mind.

She might even be too far gone already.

Already lost perhaps.

But I stood to lose everything now.

If I died here, Fia would have to raise that baby alone, in a world where the Warden would have won. What kind of future was that? I would have failed my clan, failed Fia and her father and lost all hope of restoring the Earth with the seed of humanity hidden in the bunker out in the wild.

I could perhaps still achieve it all if I left now, I thought.

I looked back towards the Academy as I considered it.

Fighting I’xol’ukz wasn’t my true battle.

Not right now.

This was all still just a means to an end for me.

This was perhaps Kelsey’s Path. One that I could help her along.

But it wasn’t mine. I needed to complete my own path first.

My heart broke as I looked again to Blue Rose.

I’d have to leave her too.

But she was dead already, wasn’t she?

I took one step towards the academy and froze.

What the hell am I doing?

If I left this gate open, I’xol’ukz could discover the Academy.

Who cares? I thought. I need to save Fia.

My mind teetered on indecision again.

My path was guiding me one way, but my heart was swaying to another.

I felt Kelsey touch my soul again, lending me her strength as more ‘words’ of encouragement came.

She acknowledged my anguish and indecision.

The turmoil in my soul.

Fight it!

That was her message to me.

If you see no path, just make your own. Just like you always do.

I wasn’t sure if those were Kelsey’s thoughts or my own. Or even if it mattered. Perhaps they were coming directly from my Flame. I focused on it as the Dark Frenzy grew stronger and the skin-crawling, nail-on-chalkboard screeches of I’xol’ukz filled the air.

My own path?

I looked across from me to the Demon within my soul.

He was staring at me imploringly. Like he wanted to say something.

But he was me.

What the hell did I need to say to myself?

To do?

Should I run away and complete my path or stay with Blue Rose and try to fight the demon to save the Academy and maybe even the empire? The same empire I was trying to destroy. It didn’t make sense.

And then it hit me.

The source of the rift in my soul.

The Struggler had his own mission, that same that mirrored my own.

To defeat the empire, free the Earth and restore my people.

But the Demon had his own path as well.

And this was it.

The same as what that spirit within the aetherite crystal had begged me for.

To seek revenge against the demons of the Cursed Stars.

I finally understood now.

The two paths were diverging, or perhaps they’d always been separate.

That was why my soul was split.

It wasn’t the Demon and the Struggler that needed to amalgamate.

It was my paths.

As the thought came to me the Demon outstretched his hand.

I knew what it meant. He was inviting me to join his path. Perhaps this was the Will of the Frenzied Flame all along. The reason why It had lent me its strength, the power to achieve my own Path of the Struggler, but in return, it wanted my strength to fulfil Its own.

If I chose though, would I be giving up my own path?

No, I thought with conviction.

I would combine them.

But what did that mean?

Could I still save Fia?

Save Blue even?

Trust. Kelsey’s message came to me. Fight!

Easy for you to say, I thought with a laugh. This is your path already.

But she wasn’t wrong either.

At every step of the way, I had trusted the Flame and it hadn’t steered me wrong yet.

Even if what it was asking me to do seemed contrary to what needed to be done.

I made my decision.

I would follow both paths.

I would defeat the empire as well as destroy the demons of the Cursed Stars. I would destroy this gate and prevent I’xol’ukz from learning the location of the Academy and fight across the Hell Worlds and beyond.

Not to just save my people, but to protect the mortal realm itself.

“Alright you son of a bitch,” I said to the Demon. “You got yourself a deal. But now you need to come through for me. Give me the power to make all this shit happen! Right now!”

Within the Blue [Spectral Body] of the Struggler, I shook the Demon’s hand and the world exploded in a brilliant flash of light. I was ejected from my [Spectral Body] to see both the Demon and the Struggler, hands joined, and dissolving before my eyes.

My Flame pulsed, flaring like an explosion going off and shifting from bright blue to all white.

New power filled me like never before.

My soul was replenished.

In the darkness of my mind’s eye, my [Spectral Body] began to reform.

It grew from the bottom up, strong legs with red skin, covered in scars. My new height was easily that of the demon or more. My face resembled my own, the true form of my [Struggler’s Resolve] but on my temples were a set of bull’s horns that looked far more elegant and refined than before. Across my scar-ridden body, slow pulses of electricity formed my [Spectral Armor], now a permanent fixture within my new [Spectral] form.

Holy shit… I thought. This was it.

I had finally germinated my Second Soul.

I had broken through the 9th Tier of the Core Realm and pushed beyond.

I had ascended to the next realm.

I was a Sacred Soul Realm Cultivator now.

* * *

Kelsey blinked in shock at what she was witnessing.

Max’s Flame pulsed and transformed before her spiritual eyes. He seemed ten times as powerful as before, like he’d just had a breakthrough or something.

His thoughts too had evolved. Coalesced and refined.

She wasn’t sure what had just happened, but she hoped she had played some small part in it.

“Good job, Max!” she shouted. “I’m proud of you, Big Bro!”

She wasn’t sure if he could hear her.

Or even understand her fully.

But she prayed he could.

She sensed his thoughts responding to her.

Gratitude.

Elation.

Power.

But beneath it all she sensed what he desired the most.

The desire to protect.

To save.

He’d just made a choice, but wasn’t sure if he could accomplish it all.

“Do it, Max!” she urged him. “You’ve got this, bro. I believe in you. Save everyone!”

* * *

I opened my eyes in the real world and a new sense of conviction filled me.

My Flame burned white hot like a furnace.

No, not a furnace…like a forge now.

A forge that had formed my new soul.

A soul of the Struggler and Demon combined.

My Dantian seemed smaller, but denser, my Frenzy increased by a hundred fold.

“M-max?”

I looked over my shoulder to see Blue Rose kneeling on the ground. Her eyes seemed steadier than before, her soul more stable.

“Blue?”

Her eyes widened. “Is that you?”

I wondered what she was talking about, until I realized I was covered by the red-hued form of my new [Spectral Body]. I must have projected it reflexively when the transformation took place. I realized then I was seeing in double, able to see both the spiritual world and the real world at the same time.

“You’ve… ascended,” Blue Rose said. “Was that what I felt?”

Felt? “What do you mean?”

“I can sense something in you,” she said. “Like it’s… shielding me. From the Demonic Qi of the moon.”

I checked my [Soul Shield] technique and it seemed to have evolved.

Not only was it protecting my flame but some distance around me as well it seemed.

“The true you,” she said, marveling at my [Spectral Projection]. “Guess you really took that ‘bull’ thing to heart.”

I nearly laughed.

I supposed I was lucky. With my moniker, it was far easier for people to see a red-skinned Bull Man instead of an awakened demon lord.

And that was just fine with me.

Blue Rose broke into a sudden laugh again.

Shit!

I was able to protect her now, but she was still damaged on the inside.

I looked back and saw the creature still forming itself.

I had mere minutes maybe.

Once it emerged there was no telling what would happen.

But I was looking at the situation differently now.

Before running or staying meant turning my back on either one path or the other.

But they were combined now.

And I felt the power to achieve both.

“Let’s go,” I said to Blue Rose. “We’re getting you back to the academy.”

“What?” she said. “How?”

“Drink this,” I said and fed her the second elixir. “It’ll help keep you together until we get there.”

She wiped her mouth as she finished off the bottle. “That’ll take hours.”

I grimaced as I cycled my Frenzy. “Not if I can help it.”

I scooped Blue Rose up within my arms as I dropped my sword and axe.

“I’ll be back for those later,” I said to the monster. “And for you too, bitch.”

“Who are you talking t—”

Blue Rose let out a gasp as I leapt into the air with [Lightning Walk].

I pushed forward with a burst of speed as my steps quickened.

I had no idea what level my abilities were at now.

If I was still keeping score, my Internal Strengthening had to be at stage 20 or more.

That meant the potency of my techniques had more than doubled and that went the same for my [Lightning Walk]. I could push off the air with much more force and speed now, literally sprinting through the air.

I was moving fast, but I needed to go faster.

Blue Rose was still in between sanity and madness.

She needed to get to that crystal.

I dared to pull out the stops and try the next phase.

I hadn’t even attempted the technique yet much less perfected it, but it was all down to necessity now. I went through the meridian sequences in my head and began cycling my Frenzy. A spark of intuition said to forget using my feet and just use my whole body.

I sent a burst of solid Frenzy to my jing in the form of [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls] and then redirected the force as I annunciated my newly modified technique.

“[Ride the Lightning]!”

The world exploded in a burst of lightning as I went corkscrewing through the air like I’d just been shot out of a cannon. Blue Rose screamed, holding onto me for dear life as the world spun. The ground sped by like we were in an airplane, thousands of feet eaten up in seconds.

I had no idea how fast we were traveling but I didn’t let up.

I poured on the Frenzy to keep the maneuver going.

At some point I saw the remnants of my platoon flash by and a moment after that Jei Su Long and his team. I had no idea what I looked like to them, but I was moving too fast to even see a reaction.

The glow of the beacons soon appeared on the horizon, and I had to reverse the direction of the technique to quickly slow down. As I zoomed towards the flaming braziers, I saw a horde of demons assaulting the barrier’s edge.

“Hold on!” I shouted to Blue Rose.

I aimed for a point closest to the edge and landed with another full burst of [Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls]. The explosion of lightning went through the horde, clearing a space over a football field wide, killing them all.

As I arose from the charred embers and burnt demon flesh, a voice rang out from above me.

“Iron Bull?”

I looked up to see Chief Yora hovering in the air.

“No time to explain,” I said as I pushed Blue Rose past the threshold and into the barrier. “Can you please get her to Master Eiji and the aetherite crystal? She’s been badly poisoned by Demonic Qi.”

Chief Yora looked to a couple of Black Robes who were assisting. “Take her right away.”

Blue Rose reached out to me as they carried her away. “Max! Come with me!”

I shook my head. “I got work to finish yet.”

“What in in the nine hells is going on?” Yora said as she touched down next to me, glancing about at the destruction I just caused. She then looked up at the translucent form of my [Spectral Body] superimposed over my physical self. “Did you just ascend to the Sacred Soul Realm?”

“Something like that,” I said quickly. “My platoon is on its way back here. The same for Jei Su Long’s.”

“What happened?”

I thought quickly. “Let’s just say some stragglers from before were still out there. The Cursed Star born kind. Everyone may need some aetherite treatment.”

“I’ll alert the President,” she said, but I stopped her.

“No need,” I said. “I’ll deal with it. And besides, I need to go back for my crystals.”

I took back off before she could ask or say anything else, launching into the sky with [Ride the Lightning]. As I flew away, I couldn’t help but reflect on my newfound power. I was getting closer and closer to god-mode and was only a realm away from being a Lesser Deity now myself.

But I couldn’t focus on that.

I gritted my teeth as I poured on the speed.

I had a dark god of the stars that I needed to go kill.


CHAPTER 42


I SOARED OVER the open desert at what had to be close to the speed of sound. I shot past both my platoon and Jei Su Long’s, and this time I noticed a couple of heads look up towards the sky.

I was pushing through the air like a rocket, passing huge swarms of demons as they roamed the landscape, looking for prey. I had the power to take out hundreds of them now in just a single technique, but I was after only one demon in particular at the moment. I arrived back at the cliff to see the corpse of the Pythor now completely transformed.

The first thing that hit me was the smell.

The animated corpse reeked like it had been dead for days, not minutes.

Where its long neck and cobra-like head had been, was now a squid-like face with a maw full of tentacles. Its legs had transformed into tentacles as well, which the beast now stood upon, like long spindly legs. The bulbous, building-sized spiked shell remained, but now it was encased in a ceaseless shroud of green flames.

I touched down next to my weapons still buried in the sand. I grabbed my axe but decided to stow it on my back. There was no need for my mixed Axe and Glaive technique. This thing was a giant monster, not a skilled cultivator, and for that, only one weapon would do.

I pulled the Phalanx Glaive from the sand and hefted it onto my shoulder.

“Alright, I’m back, shithead,” I said with [Fear the Flame]. “You ready to get your ass kicked back to the Hell Worlds?”

The monster responded with a sort of scoff.

~Foul husk. Thine impudence hath grown~

“That’s not the only thing that’s grown,” I said, flexing my core. “I’ve got a bone to pick with you now. You’re going to pay for all the destruction you’ve caused.”

Those scattered memories from the crystal returned to the forefront of my mind in vivid clarity. Before, I could just vaguely visualize them, but now I could feel their fear, pain, and suffering in full form. I internalized it with [Everyone’s Sorrow] and a burst of Frenzy emitted from my Flame.

It was the first Frenzy from my newly combined path.

A path that seemed to extend to the very stars.

I cultivated it into my newly refined Dantian, the amber crystal forming in my mind’s eye. It seemed even more radiant than before. Closer even to the hue of the aetherite crystal itself. My [Soul Shield] technique was protecting my enhanced Flame to the point where I didn’t feel the effects of the moon at all, but it put a steady drain on my Frenzy still. With the Frenzy density I had now, I could probably withstand the Dark Frenzy of the Bloodmoon for days instead of mere hours.

But the dark energy shooting out of that gate was another story.

I had to be wary of that even after my ascension.

With my [Spectral Body] still projected, I could see the tendrils of dark energy connecting I’xol’ukz to the Pythor’s corpse. I could probably sever the connection by destroying the gate and ending the fight prematurely.

But where would be the fun in that?

This son of a bitch needs to feel some pain for all it’s done, I thought.

“This is for you folks,” I whispered as I channeled my Frenzy. “You nameless souls that suffered under the blight of the Cursed Stars.”

I bolstered myself with [Steel Skin] and [Steel Lightning] before engaging [Mark of the Beast] and [Mark of the Demon]. My body transformed, taking on the beastly image of what used to reside within my mind’s eye. For a second, I thought I might have transformed into something that resembled my new [Spectral Body], but it figured I would need to master [Spectral Form] to do that first. That was the same technique I had seen Threja use when I first met her along with [Furnace of the Frenzied Flame].

Maybe I would even need to advance to the Lesser Deity Realm to achieve it, but now that I was a Sacred Soul Realm cultivator, anything seemed possible.

Maybe even… three forms at once?

I toyed with the idea for half a second, but decided to let it slide for now. I needed to see how strong I’d grown from just my ascension first, and I didn’t want to risk going full demon mode and losing my mind in I’xol’ukz’s presence either.

He’d snap me up for sure then.

I waited.

The beast wasn’t moving, seemingly waiting for me to make the opening attack.

Fine, I thought.

You asked for it, bitch!

I flew into the air with [Ride the Lightning], spiraling straight towards its head with a [One Chop Cleave]. One of the tentacles came flying out of nowhere, shooting through the air like a laser beam.

It struck me hard across the chest and slapped me right out of my aerial technique.

The world spun as I tumbled to the ground and then landed hard, my head dazed.

Holy Crap…What was that..?

As I sprung to my feet, I narrowly avoided another whip from one of its massive tentacles. I leapt backwards to give myself some distance. I totally wasn’t expecting a hit that strong or fast, and considering the power I’d felt through it, I was perhaps lucky I had already ascended to the next realm in order to have survived it.

I was still too high on my breakthrough, I realized.

Filled with overconfidence and bravado.

I guess the universe had a way of humbling you no matter what level you reached.

“Okay, I’ll take that,” I said, steeling myself again. “Rushing in was a dumb move.”

But I wouldn’t let that deter me.

I took to the sky again but with the more controlled [Lightning Walk] technique this time. I ping-ponged through the air in a zigzag formation causing the tentacles to fly in all directions as I misdirected its attacks. As one of the tree-trunk-sized appendages flew past me, I kicked off the air and spun with a [Lightning Three Log Chop].

My Phalanx Glaive met the strong resistance of its Demonic hide. For a moment, it felt as if time stood still as I poured on the extra Frenzy to power through. With a sharp snap of steel, the tentacle gave way, and I was rewarded with an exhilarating screech of pain from the monster.

“That’s right!” I shouted. “Welcome back to the mortal realm, bitch!”

I kicked off the air again just as I’xol’ukz sent another tentacle to slap me.

With [Mark of the Beast] in my newly ascended realm I was moving faster than I ever had before. It was a reminder that a change in realm was nothing like a change in a mere tier. I was easily moving ten times as fast as I was before.

I released a yell of exhilaration as I continued to avoid the flying tentacles like they were standing still. I kicked off the air and tentacles alike, keeping myself airborne as I continued my assault.

I lost track of time as I began cutting the giant creature down piece by piece.

Small snippets of pain came with each one as the tentacles spewed their black blood all over the sand. I cultivated it quickly, adding to my reserves as my Dantian dropped to about the three-quarter mark.

I’d gotten a heck of a lot stronger, but I wasn’t without my limits still.

~Foul husk of the Cursed Flame. BE GONE!~

As its words roared in my mind my soul shook.

A wave of anger spewed from within it as something else spewed from its tentacle-faced maw. A stream of green flames shot through the air, covering an area fifty feet wide. I couldn’t kick off the air fast enough to get out of the blast and a sticky substance covered me in the emerald flames.

The gunk ate straight through my ablative technique and began seeping into my [Steel Skin]. The pain was excruciating and I howled with defiance as I struggled to stay in the air. Something hit me hard, a tentacle perhaps. I accelerated like a bullet as the ground rose up and hit me right in the face.

The world went black.

Dark thoughts entered my mind.

I could see my [Spectral Body] looking down at me mournfully.

Tentacles of I’xol’ukz’s spiritual form writhed behind him.

Get up!

It was Kelsey’s voice.

Get up, Max!

She was still with me.

I came to with a violent gasp for air. I found myself face down in a crater that had to be a hundred feet wide and nearly half that in depth. Every bone in my body ached and as I looked at my singed skin, I realized that all my techniques had dropped, including my [Soul Shield].

I gasped for air a second time as I saw my Flame being assaulted like it was in the middle of a hurricane. The bright white glow was now a struggling ember, like one of those trick birthday candles that kept defying the odds and reigniting again.

As I felt Kelsey’s presence still with me, I realized what was happening.

I had passed out, leaving myself completely vulnerable.

But it was Kelsey’s Flame from afar that was keeping my candle lit.

Damn that was close.

“Thanks again, little sis,” I said as I struggled to my feet and prayed she could feel my thoughts.

I cycled my Frenzy to push back against the Dark forces about to choke my Flame. It sputtered and sparked and gave me just enough juice to engage my [Soul Shield] technique again. It flared with a kickstart and my Flame returned to full power as the technique glowed with a protective barrier that I could almost see in a ten-foot radius around me.

I struggled to find my weapons next, glimpsing my Phalanx Glaive a good thirty feet away. I then looked about fully, wondering why the hell I’xol’ukz hadn’t attacked to finish me off already.

I saw the reason why in the form of the giant Pythor shell being on the move. It was nearly a football-field-length away from me, a testament to how far I’d been flung. It was advancing on the stubs of its ‘legs’ that I’d cut short, eliciting pain as it half dragged the mammoth tortoise shell through the sand.

The sight amused me for some reason.

“Missed your chance to kill me, lardass!” I shouted at it with a grin of [Indifference]. “That’s going to be your last mistake.”

A cauldron of anger and rage bubbled up from within its soul.

~Thou art hubris incarnate, husk! Know thy place!~

The words echoed through both real space and in my mind.

The monster then stopped moving, getting about half the distance to me.

~ All traitors of the One True Flame shall be consumed for their crimes against the Greater Will~

As it said the words something shook in my soul.

A truth.

A hidden secret revealed.

The Greater Wil—?

The shroud of green flames about its body suddenly flared and I sensed Dark Frenzy intensifying around me. Before I could even react, the world exploded in a torrent of the same green flames now erupting from the sand below me in a circle thirty feet wide.

My [Soul Shield] flared to protect me, but I didn’t have time to raise my [Steel Skin] or lightning armor for protection. The violent heat burned straight to my soul. I screamed with a primal pain as my skin was set on fire. It felt like Hin Wu’s technique turned up to eleven. It took all my will to break out of the sudden shock to my system and flip to retreat through the green flames.

I slammed into a wall I couldn’t see.

Shit!

I was trapped!

I screamed again as a sudden panic overtook me. All I could see was green! It was just like Hin Wu’s technique. No… it was the other way around. This was the true technique that the demonic Fire Bird cultivators had merely copied.

I had to break out. I engaged [Mark of the Giant] and felt my skin quickly renewed as my body transformed. I struck the edge of the green flames with my Glaive but it felt like hitting steel. My skin was being burned again, even through my [Steel Skin].

Speed, I thought.

I had to hack this barrier down like a tree.

I engaged [Mark of the Beast] and was topped up with a second wind as my body was restored yet again. I focused my dwindling Frenzy, jack-hammering away with my Glaive at what had to be two or three hits a second.

Still nothing!

~I sense thy demise. A disappointment. Be consumed, foul husk~

“No!” I cried as my skin and soul burned.

To hell with that shit!

I wasn’t going out like this today!

But as the damage took its toll, my body failed me, my limbs growing weak from lack of muscles as they were burned from my body in the violent torrent of acrid flames. I collapsed to my knees, struggling to survive at [Death’s Door].

All I could see…was green flames.

Shit…not like this.

Deep in the psyche of my mind, I fought to center myself.

For a moment I glimpsed the lakeside beach, and the sight brought a calmness to my soul.

My path was now far too strong to end here.

I had a twin Dao to strengthen my resolve.

Fia and the empire.

The demons and the Earth.

The Frenzied Flame and the scourge of the Cursed Stars.

In the darkness of my mind’s eye, I saw myself.

My true self.

My second soul.

It was the familiar visage of the Struggler now clad in red skin instead of blue and with the power of a demon in his heart. He nodded at me, as if to say ‘get ready’, and I wondered what the hell he was talking about. But he was only a few thoughts ahead in my mind.

I had one mark left to use.

Two were already burning just to keep me alive.

Could I handle a third?

Guess we’re gonna find out, I said to my inner self.

My second soul smiled.

“[Mark of the Demon]…”

As I said the words, a monstrous form suddenly appeared within my mind’s eye. It was as tall as my new self, a demon of immense violence and aggression, even more than the one that existed before. My Second Soul immediately grabbed it in a headlock as my body transformed and my mind began to scream.

The Demon flexed in his strong grip and as he gritted his teeth, I got the message.

Be quick. I can’t keep this shit up forever.

He didn’t have to tell me twice.

I released a howl as my body was reformed for a third time. With all my [Marks] engaged at once, my techniques withstood the flames, bolstering my body with [Steel Skin] and [Steel Lightning]. I grabbed my glaive and went to town on the edge of the flames and with a sound like shattering glass, broke through the invisible barrier.

The night sky reappeared above, and I never thought I’d be so grateful to see the Bloodmoon again. But the relief was short lived. I already felt the Dark Frenzy intensifying around me again, as the monster tried to trap me in another column of flame.

I roared as I launched myself toward the giant creature, moving so fast that by the time the flames erupted they were already well behind me. I choked up on my Glaive but it felt like almost a hindrance to me now. I threw it with all my might towards I’xol’ukz’s squid-like head instead, and it flew with a high-pitched whistle, spinning like a helicopter blade.

It struck the monster dead in the face and a horrid screech pierced the air.

I wasn’t sure if I’d killed it, and I didn’t care.

I had more work to do.

I needed to kill!

I needed to kill more and more!

I roared with savagery as I leapt onto the top of its flaming shell with [Lightning Walk]. The flames did nothing as I fell to my knees and began to slam the top of the shell with my bare fists alone. A madness overcame me as the red-hued Struggler of my Second Soul began to lose his grip.

Hurry up!

I know, I know!

Just a bit more!

I kept pounding away at hypersonic speed, my fist becoming a blur. Suddenly the shell cracked and collapsed and my fists buried themselves in blood, ichor, and gore. I didn’t stop. I kept on driving straight through, sinking deeper and deeper into the foul body of the beast. I couldn’t see anymore, but I didn’t care.

All I could see now were all those people in the crystal, their last thoughts burning within my mind’s eye. Thoughts of terror and hopelessness, of fear and death as the demons descended upon their world from the blazing orb of the Cursed Star.

It was no different than what we had suffered on the Earth.

This bastard I’xol’ukz needed to know what It’d done.

It needed to feel [Everyone’s Pain]!!

As my Frenzy erupted into an ocean of power, new thoughts and feelings emerged.

I felt the new root of my twin Dao.

A right to exist.

A defiance against annihilation.

AN INDIGNANT RAGE!!

“[Wrath of a Thousand Slain Souls!]”

The technique went off like a nuclear bomb, shattering the giant shell from the inside. Pieces flew from it like a grenade going off as the shockwave raced across the desert with a thunderclap.

My technique quelled slowly as the tendrils of lightning receded back within my body.

I remained standing in midair at the center of it all.

Chunks of shell, bone, and rotten flesh rained down from the sky all around me.

My [Marks] all fell, leaving me weaker, yet fulfilled within my soul.

The presence of I’xol’ukz was gone.

But I could still feel the presence of Dark Frenzy permeating my soul.

One last thing to do.

I [Lightning Walked] back to the gate and with a glimpse into the spiritual realm could see the dark tentacles of I’xol’ukz slipping back inside of it.

Retreating like a coward.

“Don’t come back here looking for me again, you hear?!” I shouted at it through the gate. “Because next time I’m coming to look for you!”

The gate was small like the one I’d taken out in the bunker. Not a giant one like what I had to take out by fighting I’xan’dra in the spiritual realm. Still, this small one existed in both the real world and the spiritual realm and I needed an attack that affected both to destroy it for good.

I reared back with a single punch.

“[Frenzied Fist of the Struggler].”

As I punched the gate into oblivion, the red-hued form of my Second Soul appeared.

I made the true connection then.

The Demon and the Struggler had combined, but the Struggler was still with me.

No, more than that.

The Struggler was me.

In the form of my Second Soul.

I exhaled as I looked down at the enormous mess that I had caused.

The debris from the Pythor’s corpse was spread over a mile wide and demon swarms were rushing towards the pieces of foul flesh to feed. As I stood in the air like a god, I realized I had broken through to the next level in more ways than one.

I glanced up at the Bloodmoon and felt both hatred and kinship now.

The Frenzied Flame and the Demons of the Cursed Stars were connected.

But by what Greater Will, I was not sure.

You laid the path for us to be consumed by the Cursed Stars, I thought. But now, I’ll take that same path back to you… to destroy you all.

As the vow took hold in my soul, I felt my Flame stir.

“Alright, let’s go,” I said to the Struggler. “Time to get back to reality. We still got an exam to pass.”


CHAPTER 43


KELSEY BREATHED A sigh of relief as she once again entered the safety of Venja’s barrier. It would be for the last time tonight, or so she hoped. The Bloodmoon was setting, and the first rays of dawn were cresting over the horizon.

She was exhausted both mentally and spiritually—her Frenzy reserves depleted and her body full of fresh scars. A tough night, but one she was glad to be a part of. Kelsey still wasn’t certain what exactly had happened to Max, but she knew from her last encounter that everything was now ‘all good’.

No…better than good.

He had ascended.

Even the presence of I’xol’ukz seemed to have lessened somewhat after it occurred.

Even here on Earth.

But she knew it was still out there.

That demon-spawned zombie of Master Hong Feng especially.

But Max’s ascension gave her hope.

If he could progress, even in a prison, then so could she.

* * *

I arrived back at Du Gok Bhong in a burst of [Frenzied Lightning].

As I skidded to a halt in mid-air, stopping right before the barrier’s edge, I had to pause to take in what I was seeing. I had expected to find no one here at all, with everyone having evacuated to the aetherite crystal in the tower, but instead I saw my platoon busily fending off a horde of demons while Dim Wei and her team extracted brown crystals from a pit a few yards from the barrier.

Jei Su Long’s platoon was there as well but were sitting back and doing mostly nothing as they watched and jeered my team from afar.

“Iron Bull?”

I turned about to see Chief Yora approaching me. She flew through the barrier with a burst of Qi and then stopped before me.

“Thank the heavens,” she said. “I thought you might have died out there.”

I couldn’t blame her for thinking that. It was just before dawn now, the official end of the exam, and I had been MIA for a while. It had taken me the better part of an hour to find the duffle bags buried beneath the mile-wide crater containing the Pythor guts and another to find both my Axe and Glaive.

“I came close,” I said with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “But today’s not the day, it seems.” I then outstretched my hand to show her the two blood-soaked duffel bags in my grasp. “Took me a little extra time to bring these back.”

Chief Yora glanced at the bags dubiously. “Are those your team’s crystals?”

“Yeah, like I said, it took me a while to find them.”

“Find them?”

I chuckled. “Don’t ask.”

I then looked back to my platoon, still busy digging away and fighting off monsters. “Is everyone okay? Did Master Eiji check them all?”

“Only Blue Rose appeared to be deeply poisoned by Demonic Qi,” Yora said as she hovered next to me. “The rest refused to forfeit the exam and have stayed outside the barrier.” She then looked up at me and smiled. “As have you, fortunately.”

Yora then straightened herself, taking on a more professional demeanor.

“We can debrief about what you saw later,” she said. “You still have twenty minutes to complete your exam. I suggest you reassume command of your platoon and hold onto those bags until the official hand-in.”

I smiled.

She didn’t have to tell me twice.

I jumped back into the fray, weapons swinging, taking out a dozen demons as I rejoined my team.

* * *

The battle to push back the final horde was a quick one. After what I’d just fought, taking out normal demons, even ones influenced by a Full Bloodmoon, was child’s play to me now. My platoon cheered for me when I rejoined them, which caused nothing but glares of disdain to come from Jei Su Long and his crew. As we finally cleared out the last horde of demons, my platoon mobbed me with questions.

“Was that you in the sky?”

“Did you ascend?”

“What happened with that gate? With that monster?”

“You seem ten times stronger now!”

Dim Wei, however, was more interested in the crystals. “Thank you for bringing these back,” she said, dropping the duffle bags at her feet. “There was nothing but low-point clusters here. We feared we would be under Jei Su Long’s control for good.”

“Don’t worry,” I said, tapping the duffle bags with my foot. “I wasn’t going to leave you all hanging.”

More smiles and cheers came with that. My platoon gave me salutes of respect, but that paled compared to the lemonade now filling their hearts. They all gazed upon me awestruck, like I had just become someone else.

And I suppose I had, in a way.

Advancing to a new realm wasn’t just about gaining power.

Everything about me had changed.

How I viewed myself.

How I viewed the world.

But some things remained constant no matter what, and as much as I relished the praises of my team, there was something far more important I wanted to go do.

As the exam finally ended, we were let back inside the barrier and Dim Wei dropped the bags full of crystals at Chief Yora’s feet. Her assistants then rapidly began counting them as well as the bags from Jei Su Long’s team.

The bastard continued to glare at me with a mixture of envy and fear now, perhaps not quite knowing how to view me as the whispers of my ascension began floating through his own ranks.

But I paid him no mind, ignoring him with [Indifference].

President Tzu Li Zen then appeared, emerging from the direction of the Academy. We all fell into formation and then saluted as he took a place next to Chief Yora. He didn’t say anything, but he gave me an intense stare. I could feel he was sensing the strength of my Dantian and his eyes widened with a bit of surprise before he slowly gave me a nod.

“Congratulations,” Chief Yora said as she stepped forward to address us. “All of you here today have passed the final examination. While there were some unusual events, I believe it even more so confirms that you have been well prepared for what is yet to come. President Tzu Li Zen has come to address you on your success. President?”

Tzu Li Zen nodded while looking us over. “You have all been deemed fit to venture forth to defend the empire from the scourge of the Cursed Stars. This is a great honor and you should be proud of your accomplishments today. Sadly, three who ventured out into the wild shall never return, having been lost to the desert this night.”

He paused then and the gravity that three tributes had died took hold. Knowing their deaths were primarily from Jei Su Long’s incompetence brought a heated anger to my stomach, but I quelled it knowing that I’d done what it would take to ensure that such would never happen again.

“Be that as it may,” Tzu Li Zen continued. “We are but soldiers in this conflict and casualties are to be expected. Even in training. And what you are about to face will be many times harder than what you faced tonight.”

He paused yet again perhaps to let it all sink in.

“But that day will come soon enough,” he said. “For now, you will celebrate your achievement. You will be granted one week to recuperate before your deployment. But on this day, I now grant you a new rank and title.” Yora’s assistants began handing us new sets of black robes, but these ones came with a white stripe. “With the bestowing of these robes, you are all hereby promoted to the rank of Graduate Legionnaire. Congratulations.”

A round of cheers and hollers went up as Chief Yora and the President himself both gave us a bow. It was an odd sort of feeling. I’d done it. I’d passed the academy and become a Legionnaire in record time. Well, a graduate one anyway, but still, I had a true title now and was but a step away from fully reaching my final goal.

“Wear these new robes with pride,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Fewer than one percent within the entire Empire ever reach such a stage of advancement. You are indeed a select few.” He then turned to Yora. “I believe there is one other matter to consider tonight, Chief Yora?”

The president then stood to the side as Chief Yora took center stage again.

“We will now proceed to the matter of the leadership assessment,” Yora said. “Do we have a final tally of the two platoons?”

“Yes, Chief Instructor,” one of the aides said.

“What is the score?”

“For the platoon of Jei Su Long, the total recovery was 32 gold, 42 silver, no black and no brown for a total of 5300 points.”

Jei Su Long threw his fist in the air. “No way you will beat that score.”

“And no way you should be leader with how you tried to earn your score either,” Dim Wei quipped from behind me.

The out of place comment threw him off and he glared at Dim Wei with disdain.

Chief Yora looked to Dim Wei imploringly. “What was that?”

She was just about to speak when I spoke ahead of her.

“I’ll apprise you in the debrief, Chief Instructor,” I said. “Please continue.”

There was no need to sully the exercise right now.

Especially as I was now most assured of the results.

“For the platoon of the Iron Bull, the total recovery was 28 gold, 23 silver, 35 black, 74 brown for a total of 5390 points. The winner is the Iron Bull!”

Jei Su Long’s jaw fell to the floor as both platoons went wild.

It was a reminder that the competition was never between our platoons, but Jei Su Long and I alone. All but his Token Tribute cronies, left his side to join with mine and together they let out more cheers, chanting my name.

“Iron Bull!”

“Iron Bull!”

“That’s impossible!” Jei Su Long shouted. “There was no way he had that many crystals before. I saw—!”

“And when did you see?” Dim Wei said. “When you were trying to steal them from me?”

Ah shit, I thought. So much for keeping things cordial.

A mini argument broke out, but Chief Yora quickly brought it to a close.

“Enough of that,” she said. “I will review the details of the exercise in full after my debrief from the now substantive Platoon Commander.” She then turned to me. “Well done, Iron Bull, you have proved once again your prudent ability to lead.”

As she gave me a bow I returned it graciously.

I was thankful then that I had spent the extra time to suss out a couple more gold crystal stashes while I was looking for my sword. There was no way I was going to allow that bastard Jei Su Long to win and lead us all to a fiery death on the Hell Worlds.

“Congratulations to you all once again,” Yora said. “Legionnaires, you are dismissed.”

* * *

As we all dispersed, Chief Yora pulled me to the side along with the president.

“Now then,” she said. “Tell us what really went on out there. What did you encounter?”

Shit…What could I tell them?

Certainly not that I’xol’ukz had paid me a personal visit.

But I could start with something more mundane.

“Jei Su Long caused the death of those tributes,” I said. “They must have run into that Star Born demon earlier. The one I spoke of. Anyway, they were all Qi poisoned, just like Blue Rose, but a bit further gone. He left them there to fend for themselves and die.”

Tzu Li Zen let out a terse sigh. “The things we must tolerate to maintain our funding in this day and age.”

I raised a brow. “Funding?”

“Jei Su Long’s family is a major sponsor of the Academy,” Chief Yora said. “The Twin Rivers Sect make up over a quarter of our annual budget through their donations.”

“Which means from time to time we must acquiesce to accept one of their Young Masters to our accelerated program,” Tzu Li Zen said with a grimace. “Even ones as destructive and irresponsible as Jei Su Long.” He then shook his head. “At times…we must all bow to someone.”

“You did well to win the competition,” Chief Yora said. “Not that I had any doubts.”

“I would have ensured your victory even if I did have doubts,” Tzu Li Zen said. “I trust the lives of these legionnaires in your hands, Iron Bull. Do your utmost to bring as many back with you as possible.”

I gave them both a bow. “Understood, President.”

“What happened to the demon?” Yora asked. “Did you kill it?”

I nodded. “It’s good and dead alright.”

“What type was it?” she asked.

I smiled. “Not sure, but I’ll draw it for you later.”

I then glanced at the newly rising sun.

“Will that be all for now?” I asked.

“Yes, of course,” Chief Yora said. “After tonight, you’ve earned a well-deserved rest.”

“Later for sure,” I said. “But right now, there’s one person I need to go see.”

* * *

I raced up the stairs with a mixture of apprehension and anxiety in my soul.

Blue Rose seemed on the mend when I had left her.

But that was hours ago and there was no telling what kind of permanent damage being exposed to Dark Frenzy for so long had done to her psyche. I prayed for the best as I hit the rooftop and saw Master Eiji half asleep and leaning against the tower door.

“Master Eiji,” I said, shaking his shoulder to wake him. “I need to see Blue Rose, is she okay?”

He stirred instantly and then his eyes snapped wide open as he looked up at me. “By the nine heavens. You’ve ascended!”

I smiled. “Guess nothing gets past those spiritual eagle eyes of yours.”

“Well done,” he said, rising from his stool to give me a bow. “And I suppose it is Legionnaire Iron Bull now.”

“Graduate Legionnaire,” I said correcting him. “I’m not claiming the real deal until I make it back from my first tour. But enough about me. Please tell me Blue Rose is okay.”

The smile on his face faded. “Her poisoning was quite severe. She’s been under therapy for some time now.”

“Can I go see her?”

“You can try,” he said. “I’ve tried to wake her a few times now.”

Shit… I thought. “She will be okay though, right? Eventually?”

“Spiritually yes,” he said. “But I have no idea how much her mind was forced to endure. As it mends, there is no telling what it might choose to forget to protect itself.”

“So she might not remember anything, like before?”

Master Eiji wobbled his head from side to side. “It depends on the strength of one’s mental fortitude and how much they saw.” He then paused. “You should prepare yourself. I have seen times like this where the mind chooses to remember nothing at all. Not even who they once were.”

My stomach fell through the floor.

“But she was alright, she was speaking to me.”

“As the mind heals, who knows what it will choose to forget.”

Master Eiji stepped to the side and held open the door. “I pray she is still the friend you remember.”

Nerves and anxiety built in my stomach as I gingerly eased open the door. The resonating hum of the aetherite crystal instantly greeted me as I looked within and saw Blue Rose curled in a ball in the corner.

“I’ll give you some privacy,” Master Eiji said and then closed the door behind me.

As I passed by the crystal, I paused.

It seemed to resonate even stronger now.

Or perhaps it was my soul being more in tune with it.

I touched it briefly and in my mind’s eye, I embodied the form of the red-hued Struggler as the luminescent form of the crystals spirit emerged. She still looked the same, an elegant, celestial figure with skin and hair made of gold.

As she hovered towards me, I could sense hope in her heart. “Oh, Frenzied Flame,” she said, the words again forming within my mind. “Art thou returned to avenge us now?”

“I have and I will,” I said. “But I need your help now, Fhae I’ung.”

At the mention of her true name, a spark of recognition lit within her golden eyes. “Thou dost remember us?”

“Please if there’s anything you can do to restore my friend’s mind, do so.”

She looked off in the distance and into the darkness, perhaps towards where Blue Rose was in the real world. “The scourge is removed. We have done all we can. Please remember us. Avenge us.”

I flexed my core with [Struggler’s Resolve]. “It’s alright, I can sense [Everyone’s Pain] inside of you. The [Frenzied Flame] will avenge you against the Cursed Stars.”

She smiled with relief and hope.

“Bless thee, oh righteous Flame.”

I felt the root of my twin Dao increase, but that wasn’t going to help Blue Rose. As I returned to the real world, I realized it was just as Master Eiji had said. The crystal could heal her spirit but not her mind.

It would be up to her to do that.

“Please still be you,” I whispered as I knelt down next to her.

I shook Blue Rose gently and after a few tries she eventually stirred and slowly opened her eyes to look at me.

“Blue,” I said. “It’s me, Max. Do you remember me? Are you okay?”

She didn’t respond, her eyes still shaky.

A long second passed as they focused.

But I didn’t see any recognition there—nothing but a hollow stare.

My heart sank.

Dear God… did she remember anything?

“Blue!” I shouted at her again. “Say something please! Blu—!”

My words cut short as Blue Rose suddenly leapt into my arms. She squeezed me tightly as a sob escaped her lips.

“Blue?”

“Shut up, Max,” she said as she squeezed me tighter. “Just let me thank you, while no one’s looking. Cause no way am I hugging you like this in front of other people.”

I let out a laugh as I hugged her back, crushing her with relief and gratitude in my heart.

I still had my friend.

“Okay, okay!” she said, finally pulling away. “Enough of that.”

“How much do you remember?” I asked. “Please say everything.”

“Everything.”

“Seriously, no more jokes. What do you remember?”

She sighed. “I remember that you actually look kind of handsome with those bull horns in your Sacred Soul form. Not that I’m into you like that.”

I laughed again. “Shit this is great, Blue! It means you’ve advanced. Your spiritual and mental fortitude have grown stronger now. You’ll definitely be able to handle the Hell Worlds in time.”

“Yeah,” she said, sounding a little deflated. “In time. I’m assuming you made legionnaire right?”

I nodded. “But don’t worry. I’m going to keep my promise to you. I’m going to come back and join you for your deployment.”

She shook her head with a laugh. “Come on, Max. I know you were just saying that to keep me from going insane. I’m not going to hold you to that. How could I? That’d be like asking you to sign up to commit suicide twice.”

It probably was, but she didn’t know the change I’d just made to my path.

“Trust me,” I said. “I got a lot of trips to the Hell Worlds planned in my future. Just hang here until you’re ready. I’ll need to pop home to take care of some business but after that I’ll be back for sure.”

She looked back at me like I was crazy. “Are you serious, Max?”

“Like a heart attack.”

“Like a what?”

I laughed. “It means I mean it. I’m not going to let you go without me.”

Her eyes shifted back and forth rapidly and then began to tear.

She tackle-hugged me again just as a knock came from the door.

“Just checking to see if—”

Master Eiji cut his words short as he saw Blue Rose in my arms. “Ah, you’re awake!”

Blue quickly pulled away again, blushing embarrassed. “Yes, Master Eiji. I thank you for your help. I wouldn’t have been healed without you.”

Blue Rose then quickly performed a bow on her knees.

“I’m glad,” he said. “And all intact?”

He looked to me as if for confirmation and I nodded.

“She’s back and better than ever. I think she’s had a breakthrough.”

“Wonderful news,” he said. “And good timing. I have a few more visitors who would like to see you, Blue Rose.”

“Visitors?” Blue Rose said.

As Master Eiji stepped to the side, he opened the door to reveal Lo Ren and Chu Ren along with Tu’lok.

“Guys!” Blue Rose shouted as she sprang from the ground.

She then rushed to hug each of them in turn.

“Yo, what the hell?” I said. “You can hug them in front of other people but not me?”

“You’re not other people,” she said.

I could only laugh.

“Congratulations, Legionnaire.” Tu’lok greeted me with a salute and the brothers did the same. “I understand you ascended as well.”

“Something like that,” I said.

“Always the modest one,” Master Eiji said with a chuckle.

“We should all celebrate later,” Chu Ren whispered and then revealed the top of a bottle hidden in his robes.

“Ah, screw later,” I said, grabbing the bottle from him. “This many wins in one night, calls for a celebration now. You don’t mind do you, Master Eiji?”

Eiji chuckled. “Well technically, you outrank me now, so it’s up to you.”

“Well only if you join in then.”

Eiji smiled as I opened the bottle.

“I’ll go lock the door,” he said.

* * *

We partied away with the homemade hooch, sitting around the edge of the glowing aetherite crystal. It’d been a long night, but I didn’t mind losing out on some sleep to celebrate my victory with my newfound friends.

As we joked, talked, and laughed I couldn’t help but feel it was the perfect capstone to my Du Gok Bhong career. My school days were now over and I was a graduate legionnaire. The only thing stopping me from returning home was a week of R&R and then a quick tour to the Hell Worlds. Quick being the key word, because now, with my new path, I was bound to be coming back for more.

“To Max!” Blue Rose gave me a toast. “Legionnaire, Bull Man, extraordinaire.”

“Got a nice ring to it!” Eiji laughed, half toasted himself. “To Max!”

They all drank to me and I gave them a toast right back.

“To good friends,” I said. “May the bonds we create, keep us across the stars.”

As we raised our cups in salute, I raised one internally to the Frenzied Flame.

Today we conquered Du Gok Bhong…next stop, the Stars.


CHAPTER 44 - EPILOGUE


I FINISHED PENNING the last character of my letter to Fia before sealing the envelope and then stuffing it inside my duffle bag. I would have to find time to send it later, but as of right now, I was in a rush.

It was early morning still and the gongs were already sounding for the two-week assembly to commence. It would be bad form to be late for my final assembly, especially when I was a platoon commander now. I gave myself a once over in the mirror, smoothing the seams of my freshly pressed black robes.

The white stripe signifying my rank as a Graduate Legionnaire was accented by a small bronze pip, designating me as the platoon commander. I had no love for the empire, but I had to admit, I felt a bit of pride when I looked at myself in the mirror now.

Maybe it was the fact that despite it all, I was still a damn outcast in some sense when it came to true Yee society. We were all just prisoners and scum in Du Gok Bhong. Unless you were the likes of Jei Su Long and his Token Tribute crew.

I had to earn my stripe through the slaying of thousands of demons and enduring the madness of the Cursed Stars. And that was just the fun part. I wouldn’t have it any other way, though. I’d made it through on my own steam. Technically, when I returned to Earth, I could look the Warden straight in the eye, equal to her in rank.

Or superior even.

When I got my jade trim that was.

But even now, I could feel the nature of my advancement kindling my Flame as it tapped into the root of my twin Dao. Surviving through the shit as a prisoner tribute and coming out a Legionnaire was the biggest middle finger to the Empire that I could think of.

And now all I had to do to make it permanent was to survive my first tour.

The thought brought a smile to my lips as I looked at myself in the mirror again.

Hell yeah, I thought. I’m almost home, baby.

And I’m ready to kick ass.

* * *

I entered the courtyard with my platoon of Graduate Legionnaires following in close profile behind me. We marched through the assembly of Brown, White and Black Robes like a well-tuned machine—a far cry from my very first assembly where I stumbled in from the desert wilds. I could sympathize with the wild-eyed stares I got from the newly joined Brown Robes as we passed by the ranks.

The fear and lemonade they produced was an extra treat. I cultivated it as I passed by the other robes, giving Chu Ren and Lo Ren a brief nod as they stood in the back ranks of the White Robes now.

Over the past week I had used my R&R time to help train the both of them, conditioning them to pass their first exam. It’d been brutal they’d said, but with the elixirs I had given them over the past few months, they had both cultivated enough inner strength to get to the deep of the desert and back again unharmed.

Chu Ren was now in charge of overseeing the new Brown Robes in the farming discipline and Lo Ren had joined Master Eiji to train exclusively in the lab after revealing his skilled brewing technique. They would probably never advance far enough to leave Du Gok Bhong, but they both seemed much happier now.

I hoped that I’d done both Kou Ren and Su Ren proud to get them where they were.

I spotted Tu’lok and Blue Rose next. Tu’lok was within the middle ranks of the Phalanx Crew, another stalwart who would perhaps never leave the academy. Blue Rose was another story. She gave me a warm smile as I maneuvered my platoon just in front of her own. She was next in line for advancement, her only impediment being passing the final exam again.

Over the past week we had trained together as well, in her off time, but not in a physical sense. With the breakthrough she’d had with her mental fortitude, she could now tolerate further glimpses into the unseen. I made a sketch of a Star-Born demon for her and she practiced enduring its maddening sight for just a few seconds each night before folding the picture closed again.

“Keep it up,” I’d told her. “By the time I get back to take you on your tour, you’ll be as strong as me in the psycho monster department.”

She had laughed and then gave me another one of her never-to-be-seen-by-anyone-else hugs again, thanking me for all I’d done. I couldn’t tell her exactly when I would return to keep my promise—rescuing Fia from her dilemma and saving my family came first, but Blue Rose seemed content to wait.

“I’ll look at your terrible drawing every day,” she’d said. “It will remind me that even a Chun can have talent.”

Just the memory of that moment made me smile as I passed by her and she gave me a slight nod and a burst of lemonade. The exact opposite came from Jei Su Long as I glimpsed him from within my ranks. The blue-haired cultivator was exuding nothing but anger and rage, but I didn’t care. He had technically failed his leadership assessment based on my report and those of others on his team. But being part of Yee high society had its privileges and he was passed through regardless. The prick would be accompanying me on my first tour as a subordinate, but now that I had both the authority and power to keep him in check, everything would probably be okay.

Or so I hoped.

With a bastard like that though, you just never knew.

We all came to attention as Chief Yora appeared, followed closely by the Academy President Tzu Li Zen. The assembly began and like I had endured a dozen times already, the Imperial anthem played before President Tzu Li Zen gave his usual welcome speech to the new recruits.

I only half listened to it, but the sentiments rang home true now more than ever.

Our purpose and mission.

Our station within the Academy and how it would be up to us to grow to reach the rank of Legionnaire. The whole thing filled me with an anxiety and anticipation, especially when the Legionnaires from the last deployment were called forth.

“Legionnaires of the 27th Deployment of the 5,073rd campaign,” Tzu Li Zen shouted. “Give report!”

The platoon commander, a Dharmian guy I knew by face, but not name, stepped forward. “High Marshal, the 27th Deployment gives this report of our endeavors on the Hell World of Fhae I’ung. Zero gates destroyed, with 25,115 taels of aetherite crystal recovered.”

“Excellent report, 27th Deployment,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Assembly! Congratulate them on their success!”

As the salutes and cheers went up, I couldn’t help but feel the Flame was yet again guiding my path. The fact that they’d not had to destroy any gates meant they’d all been taken out already. Which meant my tour should be a relative milk run.

Not that I was looking for an easy ride, but this was still a means to an end for now. Plus, Flame-willing, I would be returning to kick demon ass in earnest for many years to come.

“May the 28th Deployment step forward!”

At High Marshal Tzu Li Zen’s command, I gave the order for my platoon to advance, and we marched forward with a salute.

“Assembly!” Tzu Li Zen shouted. “Hail the 28th Deployment of the 5073rd Campaign. Give them your praise, respect and honor!”

We all braced ourselves at attention as the rest of the assembly raised their fists in salute.

“To those who now face the Hell Worlds of the Cursed Stars, we the assembly of Tributes salute you! May we too one day tread the path of death and sacrifice ourselves for the glory of the Empire. Go a mortal and return a god!”

The words poured a new sense of purpose and conviction into my soul.

Especially the last part.

The free Frenzy that came with it was like a tidal wave, the twin path of my new Dao kicking in. I cultivated it eagerly, reveling in my new expanse of power. I was still a fledgling Sacred Soul, with no idea of how to advance down my next cultivation path, but tons of Frenzy was a good start.

As we were given the order to dismiss, Chief Yora approached.

“You have thirty minutes to board the army transport skiff,” she said. “Commander, assemble your platoon ten minutes prior.”

“You heard the lady!” I said, dismissing my platoon. “20 minutes to grab your gear and go.”

As they departed, Jei Su Long gave me the stink eye. “Yes, Platoon Commander. May your reign in command be long.”

He said the words sardonically, edged with venom and it took all my wherewithal to not backhand him for insolence. The smirk of [Indifference] was far more effective, causing a burst of anger to come from within him.

“Ensure he does not leave the safety of the transport,” Tzu Li Zen said as he joined us. “Strict orders from the royal house.”

“Understood,” I said. “Will probably be safer for all of us as well.”

Yora laughed. “Never one to mince words. Here, these are for you.”

She handed me a small metal case the size of a notepad and when I examined it further, I found it opened to reveal an actual book inside along with a metal quill.

“For your artistry,” she said. “Ensure to capture us something new.”

“You can count on it,” I said, giving her a bow.

I then turned and gave the same to the president. “Thank you, High Marshal, for your support.”

“Good luck, Legionnaire,” Tzu Li Zen said. “Bring them home safely.”

* * *

I spent my final moments in Du Gok Bhong Prison gathering my belongings and saying goodbye to my friends. They gathered to see me off at the landing pad high atop the prison, next to the aetherite crystal chamber.

Chu Ren and Lo Ren gave me bows of respect and a bottle of special hooch to take on my travels. Tu’lok gave me a firm forearm to forearm handshake and a royal salute with his Phalanx Glaive.

“Go a mortal and return a god, my friend,” he said. “Off to the stars with you now.”

I laughed. “Thanks, Tu’lok.”

I finally approached Blue Rose who gave me a snarky little smile. True to her nature she offered me a fist bump instead of a hug. “See you in two weeks, Bull Man.”

I ignored the fist and gave her a hug anyway, causing her to yell in protest as I pulled her off her feet. “Hey! Put me down, damn it!”

“See you in two weeks, Blue,” I said, dropping her back down.

She blushed and smiled, shaking her head. “I’ll get you back for that one.”

“I’m sure you will. See you guys soon.”

I gave them all a final wave and then turned to head towards the army transport skiff parked on the rooftop. I glanced upwards at the clear blue sky. Somewhere up there was a star ship waiting to transport me and my men to the Hell Worlds. As I approached the skiff, two army personnel in olive green and black-trimmed robes, came to attention and gave me a salute.

“Greetings, Legionnaire Commander,” one of them said. “I am Infantryman Wei, Third Spear, 566th Battalion, Imperial Army Infantry aboard the battleship Xing Long. I will be your liaison for this deployment. Your men have all assembled. Are you prepared for departure?”

I took a final glance over my shoulder and saw my friends waving to me in the distance. I then expanded my view to encompass the aetherite crystal chamber and imagined the spiritual entity that lay within. I had a whole lot of people rooting for me now and I wasn’t about to let them down.

“We’re ready,” I said to the soldier as I made my way inside. “Let’s get to the stars.”

* * *

In the outer darkness, It reeled—contemplating what had transpired.

The Cursed Flame had grown stronger.

Much stronger…the Husk now able to repel It from the very firmament.

And in a strengthened vessel no less.

Still, that vessel was not Its true champion.

Its champion was not yet formed.

Soon, It thought.

But the Husk grew yet stronger and bold in Its hubris.

The Husk had dared to even threaten It.

To dare to seek It out within Its own domain.

Folly.

Perhaps It would need not a champion if the Husk delivered itself to Its very gate.

The Husk would seek its own demise.

Yet still something within It lay unsettled.

The Husk grew rapidly in power.

Disturbingly so.

Its defeat upon the firmament was unexpected.

What would transpire if the Husk grew even more so?

The strength of the Cursed Flame within it, more than doubled before Its eyes.

How though?

The unsettling sensation came again, a sensation alien to it, but not unfamiliar.

It produced it easily within others, but for Itself, this was something new.

Something novel.

For the first time…

It felt Fear.
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