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				1 Beach Bum Dies
			

			
				Max Stone hadn’t always been one to appreciate the simple things in life. That was changing.
			

			
				As the blonde in the bikini walked by, Max couldn’t help but admire her sun-bronzed body. The curves were all female, but the muscle tone showed a healthy fitness regimen. The towering beast of a man next to her who had muscles growing out of his muscles—and who was now glaring at Max—confirmed the idea that she was a fitness enthusiast. It also confirmed that staring any longer was a recipe for disaster.
			

			
				He’d had enough of that in his life. And thanks to an old man who’d given him several kicks to his ass, he’d learned there was a better way of going about life than his unwelcome flirting, barroom brawls, and taking the easy way through things.
			

			
				Turning his attention to his cooler, Max pulled out a beer. This was his first vacation in years. He intended to balance his time on the beach with getting drunk, admiring the scenery and trying not to become a lobster. He was confident in his ability to succeed with the drinking aspect. Everything else was a crap shoot. 
			

			
				After taking a sip of the cold beer, Max let out an appreciative sigh.  
This was the life!
			

			
				At thirty-one, he’d lived an interesting life, to say the least. And there had been plenty of times that he’d thought that hitting the north side of thirty was a pipedream. To be here with all his limbs attached and not having to look over his shoulder was a testament to a few changes he’d made lately.
			

			
				He had an old man to thank for that. The gray-haired geezer had all but whipped his ass when he’d found Max on a less-than-legal job one day. The man’s words had rattled Max, but it wasn’t until the old bastard had found him at his apartment later and told him to join him at the bar for a beer that Max had really thought twice about the lecture.
			

			
				Seven bar meetups and dozens of beers later, Max took the old man’s advice to heart. The straight and narrow was far safer, and in his case, far more lucrative. Being a lazy sod who’d always gone for the easy money was a habit that had taken a long time to break.
			

			
				This trip, a reward from his new boss, was proof that the easy way wasn’t always the best way. Max had worked his ass off for once, and if this was the reward of that behavior, then he was all about that hardworking life. At least for the short-term.
			

			
				Yup, while hard work had gotten him here, lounging on the beach admiring the ladies was a life he could get used to.
			

			
				…
 
			

			
				“Help! Help! That lady is drowning!”
			

			
				Max blinked his way out of his buzzed nap. His eyes went from the screaming kid out to the ocean.
			

			
				There was a young woman swimming, and sure enough, she looked like she was drowning. Head going under only for her to pop back up, sputtering, and get pulled down again.
			

			
				He hoped to see someone jumping to be the hero. But to his dismay, everywhere he looked, he saw old people.
			

			
				Max was clearly the youngest person on this section of the beach. Most of the younger crowd preferred the big beach on the other side of the bay—a place he would have been except for having wanted to take a nap relatively uninterrupted.
			

			
				As he looked around for a hero, he looked for the athletic couple from earlier. They’d seemed exactly the type for a dramatic rescue.
			

			
				Farther up the beach, he spotted the muscle-headed dude. He was wearing headphones and, from the look of it, doing some sort of posing routine. Dude really took showing off his muscles seriously. But the gorgeous blonde was nowhere to be seen.
			

			
				Max had the sinking suspicion that the drowning woman was the same one he’d been leering at earlier.
			

			
				“Fuck a goat,” Max swore as he threw off his shoes and shirt and ran for the beach. He was three beers and four slices of pizza into day two of his vacation and hadn’t been swimming in twenty years. But saving a beautiful fitness chick from dying sounded exactly like the kind of stupid idea he was born to do.
			

			
				The water was warm. It would’ve been pleasant if Max wasn’t desperately swimming as fast as he could toward the young woman. As he swam, he noted the problem the woman was having. The tide was strong and was pulling her away from the shore.
			

			
				When Max reached her, he swam behind her. He started talking to her to calm her down. He hadn’t been swimming in a couple decades, but that didn’t make him stupid. No, the beer did that. But he remembered that drowning people panicked.
			

			
				“What’s your name?”  
			

			
				The young woman gasped. “Chantelle. Help me, please! I can’t out-swim the tide.”
			

			
				Max nodded. The girl wasn’t panicking. That was a good start.
“OK, Chantelle, I’m going to grab you around your waist and try to pull you onto shore. Maybe together we’ll make it. Sound good?”
			

			
				“Sounds a hell of a lot better than dying,” Chantelle said as he put his arms around her. “Where the hell is Todd? He was supposed to come join me for a swim.”
			

			
				“Um, it looked like he was posing?”
			

			
				“Fuck. If I drown because I hooked up with an over-inflated gym bro, I’m going to come back from the dead just to murder that shithead.”
			

			
				Max chuckled. He liked her spunk.
			

			
				“Alright, Chantelle. Let’s do this,” Max said as he started using powerful kicks of his legs to propel them toward the shore. They surged ahead several feet, and Max could see Chantelle was giving it to her all as well. They were going to make it!
			

			
				While he didn’t have the power and strength he’d had as a younger man, his well-earned dad bod floated pretty darn good.
			

			
				They were almost to the shore, but Max was tiring. He ignored it and resolutely kept going forward. They were so close now.
			

			
				Suddenly, it felt like something was pulling him down. And not just them—all the water was being pulled away from the shore. The power of it was like nothing Max had felt before. The ocean’s pull took them deeper.
			

			
				NO! he thought as he tried to push Chantelle toward the shore. 
			

			
				His world went black.
 
			

			



				2 Gods of Poker
			

			
				A glowing light flashed, and he was suddenly standing in a lineup. One that reminded him of a popular nightclub from his earlier years.
			

			
				Looking around, Max saw the strangest thing he’d ever seen. The lineup seemed to stretch on for miles. But it wasn’t the line of people that was strange. It was the never-ending white building. As far as he could see, there were just more white walls and ceiling.
			

			
				The line seemed to be moving fast, so he stepped forward while trying to clear his brain. What was going on? Was this a dream, or something worse? He was sure he’d been on a beach in Mexico a few minutes ago. And unless someone slipped something in his beer, he wasn’t high. He’d experienced that enough to be sure that wasn’t what was happening.
			

			
				“Next,” a voice called out.
			

			
				Max looked around and realized the voice was talking to him. He stepped forward and an elderly lady with cat eyeglasses gave him a look over.
			

			
				“Me?”
			

			
				“That depends,” the lady said, eyeing Max up.
			

			
				“On what?”
			

			
				“On whether you are Max Stone, age thirty-one, from Salmon Arm, BC, Canada.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “That’s me. But what am I doing here?”
			

			
				The lady looked down at her paperwork and sighed. “New arrivals do tend to be a bit out of sorts. I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised you’re confused.” She looked back at him with a flat expression. “Honey, you’re dead. Despite your rather heroic attempt at saving that beautiful young woman, you didn’t make it. There was actually an earthquake, and you both were sucked back into the ocean. Mercifully, you both hit your heads and weren’t conscious while you drowned.”
			

			
				“Oh.” Max looked around. “This is heaven?”
			

			
				The lady snorted. “Nah. This is more like a clearing house for souls. Looking at your profile, you aren’t exactly a candidate for heaven, now are you? But it’s your lucky day. Heroic deeds, even failed and self-serving ones, have their value. Your soul is up for reincarnation, pending an executive decision. You’ll have to go see Housar. He’s still on duty.”
			

			
				“Reincarnation? I’m going to be reincarnated?” Max was totally confused now. Heaven, hell and reincarnation were all options? The major religions really needed to promote their options better.
			

			
				“As I was saying, your case is inconclusive. An executive will have to make a decision. Please go down that hallway to your right and ask for Housar.”
			

			
				“Housar? Who’s Housar?”
			

			
				“Housar is the god who’ll be making the decision on your file. Did getting your head bashed in ruin your hearing?”
			

			
				Max touched his head, feeling for damage, but couldn’t find any. “No, I don’t think so.”
			

			
				The lady sighed. “Look, this isn’t normal, but trust me on this one. You want to see Housar. He’s been looking for a few special souls, and while I think he would’ve been much happier if it had been the boyfriend that sacrificed himself trying to save that lovely woman, I don’t think you can afford to annoy the god in charge of your fate. I suggest you get your butt in there and try not to ask too many stupid questions.”
			

			
				With a shrug, Max headed in the direction she’d pointed. He walked down the hallway till he came to a T. He stopped and looked back at the lady. She pointed to the right. He continued walking down the hallway until he entered a small room. It looked like a private gambling hall. There was even soft music in the background. The space reminded him of a bar he’d been in during a visit to New Orleans during his sketchy years. The kind of place trouble gravitated to.
			

			
				“Finally, another soul to bet on,” a voice said.
			

			
				Max looked at the speaker. He reminded Max of a guy he’d once worked for. The guy had been a slimy two-bit snake. This guy didn’t look any different.
			

			
				“Perhaps,” said another voice, this one deep and confident instead of nasally and scummy. The man with the attractive voice turned to Max. “As you know, you’re dead. It’s my job to decide what to do with you.”
			

			
				This guy seemed to be middle-aged and looked like a construction worker or a retired boxer. He had a stubby cigar sticking out of the corner of his mouth, which was surrounded by a healthy five o’clock shadow, and a deck of cards in his thick, powerful hands. He was dealing the cards as he spoke. “Max Stone. Are you ready for judgment?
			

			
				“No?” Max said, as his head pivoted around. “Are you guys playing poker?”
			

			
				Besides the two first two men, there was another pair of guys, two gorgeous women, and a huge ass cat. The cat sat in a chair and looked at him like a potential meal.
			

			
				Max shivered and looked back at the construction worker god.
			

			
				The big guy sighed. “Look kid, even the gods need some downtime. Yes, this is my weekly poker game. And I’d like to get back to it. Now, you’re here because I have to decide what to do with your soul. You weren’t exactly the most virtuous person out there, but you also weren’t the worst. Luckily for you, the gods don’t maintain the same feelings on those that dabble in illicit drugs that parts of your society do, otherwise you’d be on a one-way ticket to the Under-realm.”
			

			
				“Under-realm?” Max asked, still confused as to how the afterlife truly worked.
			

			
				“You know, fire and brimstone, hell.”
			

			
				“Oh,” Max said. At least he had that going for him. Going to hell over some weed and shrooms would’ve really sucked. “I vote against the Under-realm.”
			

			
				The slimy snake dude snorted. “He’s not as stupid as he looks. Can we get on with this?”
			

			
				The burly god ignored his fellow poker player. “Look Max, normally I’d make the decision myself, but my friends here have an interest in recruiting spirits for their own worlds. In the past, I’ve allowed souls like yours to be bet on as part of our game. But on the condition that whoever wins your soul treats you fairly. You’ll have the same chances in reincarnation as any other soul. The only difference is you’ll receive some benefit from the god that wins your soul. Any questions?”
			

			
				“What happens if I don’t agree to participate?” Max said.
			

			
				The god shrugged. “Then I make my decision and you go on your way.”
			

			
				Max looked around the room at the poker players. Aside from the boxer guy, who he assumed was the Housar character the cat-eye lady said to find, there was the weasel-looking guy, the pair of women—who were no doubt goddesses—and those two other dudes who so far hadn’t said anything. They seemed more focused on their cards than him and his predicament. The last one was that damn scary cat that Max studiously avoided looking at while talking to the table full of powerful beings. “Sure, let’s do it.”
			

			
				The way Housar had shrugged made Max nervous that not participating in the stupid game would be worse than letting himself be a prize.
			

			
				The rest of the cards were dealt out. The gods and goddesses bickered and bluffed each other as the bids got bigger. Even the damn cat was playing. And while Max refused to look at the beast, he could hear it talking.
			

			
				The gods were playing cards with a terrifying talking tiger.
			

			
				It really made Max question which religions were based in fact. He wasn’t a big bible guy, but he’d grown up in a town full of religion, and from everything he knew, there were no talking tigers in heaven. Although, if pets could go to heaven, his old dog Rascal was sure to be up there now. 
			

			
				Turning his attention back to the game, Max learned that Weasel Face turned out to be a god named Lobar, and the player beside him was named Balar. From what Max could tell, these two guys were real dicks. And they hated the fact that Xeren, the last dude at the table, had recently won a soul. Max wasn’t the first soul to be bet on that day. It made him wonder just how many souls they gambled for. And just how long has this poker game of the gods been going on?
			

			
				As he listened to the gods talking, it became obvious that, besides Housar, Xeren seemed the most likable of the male gods.
			

			
				The two goddesses, a beautiful brunette and an equally attractive blonde, were cool and almost indifferent to Max being added as a prize. They definitely seemed to be the least interested in winning his soul. He would’ve been offended, but as a fat, balding, middle-aged dead human, he really wasn’t that great a prize as far as he was concerned.
			

			
				“You ain’t getting this one, Xeren,” Lobar said. 
			

			
				Xeren smiled. “I don’t know. I’m feeling pretty lucky. I think I might just have what it takes to win this one.” He then placed a pair of platinum chips into the middle of the table.
			

			
				Balar grunted and flopped his hand on the table. “Too rich for my blood, not even with a human soul as the main prize. Your bid, Lady Evaline.”
			

			
				Max knew a liar when he saw one. This Balar dude had wanted to win but had a shit hand and wasn’t going to be able to bluff his way to a win.
			

			
				The cat, Baihu, folded next. “This one looks tasty, but I’ll pass.”
			

			
				Max let out a sigh of relief. The talking cat really freaked him out. He wanted nothing to do with the beast.
			

			
				The next player, the goddess Savannah, looked over at Xeren. The goddess frowned as she stared across the poker table into Xeren’s eyes. “Ah, I can’t read your damn aura at all. Either you have a great hand or you really want the soul of this mortal. Either way, I’m not biting.” She threw her cards into the middle of the table.
			

			
				Max looked around the table. There was only one other player left. The weasel-faced god, Lobar.
			

			
				Lobar looked at his cards and then swore in disgust. “You prick, Xeren! You think you can bully me with a high bid?”
			

			
				Xeren shrugged. “I think you’re almost out of chips. And there are no buy-ins, remember? There’s a waitlist of gods wanting to play. If you can’t match my bid, you can fold. Those are the rules. Unless, of course, you have something of value to bet against my coin.”
			

			
				“He’s bluffing, just like the last time when he beat me,” Balar said. “Take him down. I’ll back you.”
			

			
				“Sorry, Balar. You don’t have anything that interests me. If Lobar wants to match the bet, he has to come up with something else.”
			

			
				Lobar’s eyes narrowed. “You obviously have something in mind, Xeren. What’s it going to take?”
			

			
				Xeren smiled and looked at one of the goddesses. “Savannah still owes you a favor, does she not?”
			

			
				Lobar laughed. “Sure, but that’s worth more than one platinum essence coin. You’d have to bet all your coins on the table for that to be a fair deal.”
			

			
				Xeren moved all his chips into the middle of the table. “OK.”
			

			
				The brunette goddess frowned and really looked at Max for the first time. “Wait. I want to know what type of favor you’re asking for, Xeren. I only owe Lobar a small favor.”
			

			
				“It’s a simple favor. If I win, you give Max the Blessing of the Condor.”
			

			
				“What? That isn’t allowed,” Balar protested as he slammed his hands on the table. “Savannah is forbidden from meddling on that planet, and you know it.”
			

			
				“Housar, what’s your ruling?” Xeren asked.
			

			
				Housar looked at Max and then at the poker-playing gods. “If she gives his reincarnated soul the blessing now at Xeren’s request, she hasn’t broken the accord. As long as she doesn’t provide any help of a divine nature to other souls on the planet. You well know she can meddle all she wants when it’s no more than a typical advanced cultivator could do.”
			

			
				“This is unacceptable,” Balar yelled.
			

			
				“What is unacceptable is your secret little dealings with the demons,” Xeren said. “You think I’m going to roll over and not defend my planet?”
			

			
				Balar paled, but then sat back in his chair. “Who I associate with is none of your business. But I can tell you if the mortal is given her powers, he won’t live to use them. And it isn’t your planet, you half-baked blowhard.” 
			

			
				“Balar, you naughty little god, making deals with the demons. I will grant my boon if Xeren wins,” Savannah said.
			

			
				Xeren looked across the table at Lobar. “Looks like we have a bet.”
			

			
				Lobar looked at the pile of chips in the middle of the table and licked his lips. “Fine.”
			

			
				Max watched the gods. There was a dynamic to this group that he was missing, but the tension was palpable. For whatever reason, his soul mattered, and this Savannah goddess’ blessing mattered as well.
			

			
				Xeren flipped his cards onto the table and Lobar swore.
			

			
				“Better luck next time, Lobar,” Xeren said with a smirk.
			

			
				Max wasn’t sure if Xeren winning was a good thing or not, but it certainly seemed like a better option than Weasel Face winning.
			

			
				“Be back in a moment, ladies and gentleman,” Housar said. “I’m going to have a quick word with the human before sending him on his way.”
			

			
				Just like that, the poker room disappeared and Max was alone with the god. They were in a room looking out a window that seemed to face directly into the Milky Way. The view of space was like nothing Max had ever seen before.
			

			
				“I allow these little side bets because they amuse me,” Housar said. “But they also serve a purpose. I support what Xeren is trying to do. Using human souls to help protect his people is an interesting idea. But for that to work, he needs souls who are willing to bend the rules for the greater good. That and they have to be stubborn or stupid enough not to quit when things get painful. I think you match that description well.”
			

			
				Max frowned. He wanted to argue, but to be honest, that really did sound like him. It was debatable whether he was too stubborn most of the time, and there were more than enough moments in his previous life where he’d been stupid.
			

			
				Max just nodded.
			

			
				“One of the last souls we bet on was stubborn and refused to give up her memories. That changed her reincarnation process. It was painful as hell for a time. But when it was over, she still had all his old memories. That’s invaluable to Xeren’s cause. I’m not allowed to suggest any human be foolish enough to try. You understand?”
			

			
				Max nodded again. He was picking up what the god was putting down. All these gods had some set of rules they were following, rules he’d probably never understand. But one thing was clear: Housar was hinting strongly that giving up his memories was bad, and that whatever pain he went through, keeping his memories would be rewarded somehow. “Yes, I understand.”
			

			
				“Good. Now for the part you might actually like. The planet you’re being sent to is a magical one. Just like the ones from all those video games and books you like.”
			

			
				Max’s eyes widened. “Really? Which ones?”
			

			
				“Think Crouching Tiger crossed with Skyrim,” Housar said.
			

			
				“A western cultivation fantasy world?” Of all the weird ass fantasy stories Max had read, western cultivation books were some of his favorites. He didn’t know if it would be a safer world than something more Tolkien, but hey, magic was magic.
			

			
				Housar chuckled. “Exactly.”
			

			
				Max grinned. “Probably super dangerous and filled with monsters.” I’m definitely going to die a gruesome death, Max thought to himself. But I can’t help but be excited. Something is definitely wrong with me.
			

			
				Max imagined himself wielding a glowing magical sword facing off against an ugly orc. Yeah, he knew that was exactly the kind of life he’d suffer some pain to live in.
			

			
				“Don’t forget the dungeons, demons and gods and goddesses, with hidden agendas,” Housar said.
			

			
				Max laughed. He’d dreamed of worlds like this all his life. To find out they were real, and he was going to one, was like finding out Santa was real and hadn’t put you on the naughty list.
			

			
				“Last thing before you go. Life has little value on Eedan. You are but a pawn in a bigger game, but what type of piece you turn into is up to you. You don’t owe Xeren anything.”
			

			
				“I thought you were supporting his cause?”
			

			
				“I am, but that doesn’t mean I can’t give you a little advice. Grow strong. Being a pawn is a good way to get taken off the board, if you know what I mean. Do whatever it takes to grow strong so you can control your own destiny.”
			

			
				Before Max could reply, Housar was gone. The view of the stars disappeared, and a world of pain arrived. Max screamed, but there was no one there to hear it.
			

			
				He was alone in an infinite world of stars and pain, trying to take his memories.
			

			
				But no matter the pain, Max fought.  
And wheen the pain got worse. He fought even harder.
He wanted to remember all the stupidity of his first life. Not making the same mistakes again would allow him to get ahead in this new life. That, and he knew a reward was coming if he managed to hold on to his memories.
 
			

			



				3 Welcome to Eedan
			

			
				Max woke to the smell of rancid oils and dank, musty air. He looked around and found himself in a dirty alley. He was surrounded by garbage and covered in a ratty, threadbare blanket.
			

			
				Trying to sit up, Max groaned as pain shot through his body. Confusion filled his mind. He was supposed to be reincarnated as a baby, wasn’t he? But his body was that of a teenager?
			

			
				He struggled to get up out of the filth. His new body was pathetically weak. Had Xeren screwed him over? This definitely wasn’t what he’d imagined reincarnation to be like.
			

			
				A woman walked into the alley, wearing red robes with gold trim and a gold belt. Her robes had a hood that hid her face, but Max could sense her gaze.
			

			
				The woman pulled back the hood, revealing her ivory skin, thick dark hair and eyes that sparkled with intelligence and mischief. She smirked as she looked at Max. “Welcome to Eedan and the Province of Kukon, Outworlder.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “What happened? I thought I was being reincarnated and would start as a baby.”
			

			
				The woman nodded. “Yes, that was the plan. However, your refusal to let go of your memories has changed your fate. Instead of being reborn as an infant, you were placed into the body of a recently dead young man whose soul had left his body. You are now sixteen years old once more.”
			

			
				Reincarnated into a dead teenager’s body. It was a strange feeling. The whole thing was strange. “How can I understand you? I’m assuming English isn’t the native tongue of this world.”
			

			
				“You’ve been gifted with the ability to understand languages. All the people of this world speak a common language. Only the local dialects and accents change.”
			

			
				“That’s handy,” Max said as he thought about all the thousands of different languages on Earth.
			

			
				“Indeed,” the woman said.
			

			
				Looking around, Max couldn’t help but worry about his current situation. The fact that his new body was that of a recently dead teenager was troubling, to say the least. He still hadn’t gotten his head wrapped around the entire reincarnation concept, and now it had changed. Drastically.
			

			
				“How do you play into this situation?” Max asked the woman.
			

			
				She smiled. “My name is Amelia. I am a priestess of the god Xeren. I’m here to nudge you in the right direction.”
			

			
				Max groaned. “That can’t be good.”
			

			
				Amelia laughed. “It all depends on your perspective. Some would consider it a gift to have caught the eye of a god, others a curse. For you, that remains to be seen. Xeren isn’t one of the gods who enjoys directly meddling in the matters of mortals, but when it comes to a reincarnated soul like yourself and your unique set of circumstances on how you arrived here, he’s more likely to participate directly. However, whatever path you take with this new life will be your own.”
			

			
				Max felt cold and weak, and he coughed violently. “OK, what’s next?”
			

			
				Amelia stepped closer to him and reached down, pressing her thumb into his left bicep. It left a golden glow on his arm, and he could feel that glow going through his body. “I’ve marked you with the Blessing of Xeren. Your body will heal. The disease that finished off the poor soul is cured, but your body is still weak and you need to nourish it. The blessing will give you energy and allow your body to improve far faster than normal, but it will only last for a week. Don’t waste this opportunity; a blessing is rare. Once you’ve taken care of your body’s needs, I recommend learning about your magic.”
			

			
				“My magic?”
			

			
				“Yes, your magic. Or rather, your magical potential. Unlike your last world, chi is everywhere in this world. Chi is the energy that cultivators use to enhance themselves beyond that of what a normal person can achieve.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “OK?” While he was a fan of Chinese action movies and cultivation books, he’d read many types, and he wasn’t that familiar with the actual culture behind them. More than that, he wasn’t sure if it was even similar to what was happening in this world.
			

			
				“Xeren mentioned that it was possible you would have a good understanding of cultivation or none at all depending on what types of tell vision you had seen, whatever that means. He said for you to think of chi as the force. He seemed confident that would give you some sort of understanding as to the potential of chi.”
			

			
				The force? This world has Jedi? “Does that mean you’re my Yoda?”
			

			
				Amelia frowned and closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them she stared daggers at Max. “You think I look like this big eared green monster, Yoda?”
			

			
				“What? No! If anything, you look like Princess Leia.”
			

			
				Amelia’s eyes closed again. “Xeren has shown me this princess. This is much more acceptable. But I don’t think this force is a good way of explaining chi. You’ll have to learn. Either come to the temple or go to the Three Flowers Academy and ask for a lesson. They’ll teach you the basics and reveal your current progression level and your elemental affinity. But that is something you should do later. For now, I recommend finding new living accommodations and perhaps some new clothes.” Amelia sniffed the air. “And a bath or two.”
			

			
				Max was glad to see that Amelia was satisfied by the comparison to the princess. He’d have to be careful about making pop culture references in this world. Wouldn’t want people to think he was a confusing idiot all the time. “What do they use for money in this world?”
			

			
				“Coins. Here’s something to get you started. Xeren is in a generous mood, something about you being a good luck charm.” Amelia handed him a coin purse, heavy with money. “A copper coin is the lowest denomination, ten copper to a bronze, ten bronze to a silver, one hundred silver to a gold. Merchants in this world like to barter. Whatever price they say, offer no more than two-thirds that number as an opening offer. If you think something is overpriced, offer half. Fewer people will try to scam a reincarnated soul, but it happens.”
			

			
				“They’ll know I’m reincarnated?”
			

			
				“Some will. Your eyes tell the story. The citizens of this world never have eyes like yours. They’ll know you’re different. Those with the proper knowledge will know your true origins, others will just see you as different. They will not give you the same respect. This world shares the same ignorance toward differences that your previous one did.”
			

			
				Max understood how looking different could cause hate all too well. It was unfortunate that this world shared that fault. Curious as to how his eyes appeared now, he looked around until he saw a nearby puddle of water in the alley.
			

			
				He moved toward it, noticing how much less his body hurt since she’d marked him. When he looked in the puddle at his reflection, he saw a face surprisingly like his original face, but younger and with vibrant, jade-colored eyes. “I thought I’d look different.”
			

			
				“When a reincarnated soul takes over a recently deceased body, a transformation occurs, merging aspects of your past physical body with those of this one. This is not done for your benefit, but for the friends and loved ones of the boy who died. A mercy from the gods to not have a reminder of their loss walking around the city.”
			

			
				Max touched his jaw. His face was gaunt, and his new body was frail.
			

			
				It was obvious the boy had been sick for a while. Or had lived a poor life.
			

			
				Thinking back to his previous life and how it had ended, Max felt a surge of gratitude toward Amelia and the god Xeren. No matter the circumstances of his death or previous life, he had still been reborn, and into a world with magic, no less.
			

			
				It truly was an opportunity to reinvent himself. To be a new person in this new life—the kind of person he’d been changing into in his old one. “Thank you for being here, Amelia. Entering this world the way I did was disconcerting and disorienting. I feel much better now.”
			

			
				“It isn’t normal for a reincarnated soul to remember the way you do. The pain you must’ve suffered, I can only imagine.” Amelia shuddered. “Now, I must return to the temple. Do you have any questions?”
			

			
				Max laughed. “Thousands. But right now I can only think of taking a bath. The stench of this body might kill me before I even begin this new life.”
			

			
				“That would be a less than auspicious way to end your new opportunity. When you’re ready, come to the temple and we’ll talk more.” Amelia gave him a smile before turning and walking out of the alley.
			

			
				I died, was bet on during a poker game between gods and then was reincarnated into the body of a street urchin. This is just not my day, Max thought as he slowly stood up.
			

			
				His new body was weak. Incredibly weak. But at least the blessing Amelia bestowed upon him gave him energy.
			

			
				Looking into his coin purse, Max saw that Amelia had given him a good number of coins, and there were several gold and silver coins mixed in. The copper and bronze coins filled the majority of the purse, but at least he wasn’t starting with no money at all.
			

			
				Tying the bag, he put it in his pants, stuffing it under the waistband and beneath his ragged and disgusting smelling shirt. He wasn’t going to be a fool and walk around with his coins visible. In his current condition, if anyone saw him with a healthy sack of coins, they would assume he’d stolen them and he’d end up in jail, assuming this world had jails.
			

			
				Taking a few minutes to assess his own situation, Max felt better about the future after talking to Priestess Amelia. He was now ready to make his way into the new world.
			

			
				Satisfied that his coin purse was as hidden as it could be without taking drastic and completely unsanitary measures, Max walked out of the alley.
			

			
				As the sun hit his eyes, he blinked and paused, trying to get his eyes adjusted to the bright light. Before he could get moving again, someone ran into him.
			

			
				“Oof,” Max said as he was knocked back.
			

			
				“What! You dirty peasant, watch where you’re going,” a young man said. He looked down at his shirt and his face went red. “You’ve soiled my shirt with your stench. It’s ruined.”
			

			
				“My apologies,” Max said. “I couldn’t see you in the bright sun.”
			

			
				“Your apologies mean nothing, stupid fool. Do you know who I am? I’ll have you flogged for this.”
			

			
				Max frowned. Getting flogged for accidentally running into someone seemed a little extreme. Not to mention the young man had run into him, not the other way around. But his shirt did have a little grease and grime on it, though nothing a good laundering couldn’t fix. “Again, you have my apologies. I’m new here and mean no offense.”
			

			
				“I care nothing for your words, peasant. Now you must make reparations for your transgression!” the boy yelled.
			

			
				He struck Max, knocking him down to the ground.
			

			
				Max glared up at the snotty punk. He was way too weak to fight this asshole. Was he going to get killed before he even had a bath?
			

			
				“What’s going on here?” A man wearing armor and carrying a sword approached the commotion.
			

			
				Max struggled to his feet. He wiped the blood from his face. The arrogant jerk had busted open his lip.
			

			
				“Guard, this fool wasn’t watching where he was walking and has ruined my shirt. I want him flogged for his insolence!” He then struck Max again, knocking him back down to the ground.
			

			
				The guard stepped between them. “Junior Lang, I see but a smudge on your shirt. Did he not apologize?”
			

			
				Max groaned and got up again. Getting his face smashed seemed like more than enough punishment for an accident. This guy was just being a complete dick.
			

			
				“I am only your junior for a few more days. Soon I’ll be a student of the Three Flowers Academy. Are you sure you want to make an enemy of me over this pathetic boy?”
			

			
				“No, Junior Lang. However, it is my duty to get all the facts before deciding.” The guard turned to Max. “You tell me what happened.”
			

			
				“I was walking out of the alley, and stopped for a second because the sun was so bright. Then this gentleman bumped into me. I apologized twice now. And have also been hit twice now.”
			

			
				“Is this true, future cultivator Xu Lang?”
			

			
				Max took note of the way the guard drew out the word future. It seemed to be a subtle reminder to the boy that his status wasn’t that of a true cultivator yet.
			

			
				Hopefully, that meant the boy’s over-the-top reaction wouldn’t be taken too seriously.
			

			
				“No, he saw me and refused to move. His apology is not accepted.”
			

			
				The guard frowned. “I see.”
			

			
				“Perhaps I can be of assistance, Guard Mann,” a voice called out.
			

			
				An elderly woman walked across the street and spoke to Guard Mann. “I saw the whole thing. The boy is telling the truth. He was standing on the street for several seconds, trying to adjust to the sun. Young cultivator Xu Lang wasn’t watching where he was going. If anyone is at fault, it is him.”
			

			
				Xu Lang stared daggers at the older woman. But he didn’t refute her words.
			

			
				Max wondered if she was someone important. Xu Lang didn’t seem the type to let someone contradict him without an argument.
			

			
				Instead, he bowed to the woman. “Senior Hara, I respectfully disagree with your assessment of the situation. But for the sake of future goodwill between us, I shall drop the matter. Guard, your assistance is no longer necessary.”
			

			
				Xu Lang then glared at Max before walking down the street.
			

			
				Guard Mann looked at Max. “It might’ve been an accident, but I still have questions. What were you doing in the alley?”
			

			
				“I…well, the truth is, I was reborn there a few minutes ago.”
			

			
				The guard frowned and was about to say something when Senior Hara stepped closer to Max. She brushed the dirty hair away from his face and tilted his head so she could look into his eyes.
			

			
				“As green as polished jade.” She noticed the mark on his arm. “And he has the Blessing of Xeren. It seems it is true, he’s a reincarnated soul. Welcome to your new life, young man. What is your name?”
			

			
				“Max, Senior Hara.”
			

			
				“Max. It is rare for a reincarnated soul to be brought into the body of a recently deceased. I’m assuming that is what has happened here?”
			

			
				Max nodded.
			

			
				“And someone from the temple has already introduced themselves to you. Very interesting.”
			

			
				“Senior Hara, would you like me to deal with him? I can take him to the city magistrate,” Guard Mann said.
			

			
				“No need to involve the magistrate. Our new friend hasn’t done anything wrong. What he needs is a bath and an introduction to this world.”
			

			
				“Amelia said I should go to the academy to receive a lesson,” Max said.
			

			
				“Priestess Darwal greeted you personally?” Senior Hara said. “You must’ve caught the eye of her god.”
			

			
				Max sighed. “Yes, but not by choice.”
			

			
				She smiled at him. “That is often how it works with the gods. Guard Mann, would you be so kind as to escort young Max to the Eastside Bathhouse? Tell Tolliver that he’s to be treated as a guest of the academy.”
			

			
				“As you wish, Senior Hara,” the guard said.
			

			
				Senior Hara turned to Max. “I have a meeting to attend to, but after that I’ll come by the bathhouse and help you find your footing in this new world. Is that agreeable to you?”
			

			
				“That would be much appreciated, Senior Hara,” Max said.
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded, then headed down the street, leaving Max with the guard.
			

			



				4 Magic Showers
			

			
				Guard Mann looked at Max again. “Come, let’s get you cleaned up. Even with the blessing of the temple you still smell like death.”
			

			
				“You should’ve smelled me before she gave me the blessing,” Max replied.
			

			
				The guard shuddered. “No, I’m glad I missed that opportunity. Let’s head to the bathhouse. If I don’t walk you there myself, they won’t let you in.”
			

			
				They walked down the street and Max got to look around for the first time. The city was built with stone and wood with cobbled streets. Judging by the apparel of the people he’d encountered so far and the rest of the citizens he could see, it was the equivalent of the medieval time period on Earth. There were no cars or modern technology, the buildings and clothing people wore seemed to be a mishmash of medieval Europe and Asia, with a smattering of high fantasy thrown in. It would be fascinating to travel this world and see the differences.
			

			
				“What can you tell me of this world?” Max asked the guard as they walked.
			

			
				Guard Mann glanced over at Max as if he approved of the question.
			

			
				“You are in the city of Kafni, in the Province of Kukon, in the former Kirshan Empire. Kukon is currently ruled by the Dagong Clan. To the east of these lands is the Province of Qizhou in the Kingdom of Gaurtha. To the west is Chabun Province and Tekak, and then the Central Wilds. From there you would see the Nealum Nation and the Dancheng Empire. It takes three weeks to travel to the edge of Qizhou, but it would take eight weeks to reach the border of the Nealum Empire by carriage. There are faster methods of travel. That, however, is a different topic.” 
			

			
				“I see. Sounds like a large world.”
			

			
				“I’ve never been to another world to compare it to, but this is vast land and far beyond the knowledge of a lowly city guard. What would be more important to you is a local map. Kafni is a large city and has much to offer. We have one of the premier cultivation academies in the former empire, the Three Flowers Academy. If the gods have truly blessed you, perhaps you’ll be lucky enough to attend the school.” 
			

			
				Max tried to picture the world as Guard Mann listed off the locations to him. “You keep saying the ‘former empire.’ Is that a recent development?”
			

			
				“Recent enough. Emperor Ming Kirshan was defeated in battle by the King of Haka, and the Soaring Lotus Sect was removed from leadership. Now the provinces are ruled by their local leaders. In Kukon that is Duke Dagong Jin. The loss of Emperor Ming as ruler of the empire is a bit of a touchy subject. I suggest avoiding questions about it. Kukon was supportive of the Soaring Lotus Sect and so there are many who are angry about the death of Emperor Ming, and equally many who see it as an opportunity for the Province of Kukon to grow into its own empire. Right now, things are still settling, but I suspect war between the provinces is only a matter of time. Not to mention the threats posed by the Kingdom of Haka to the south, and the Dancheng Empire to the west. ” 
			

			
				Great, I’ve been reincarnated into a war zone, Max thought as he listened.
			

			
				“Can you tell me more about cultivation?” Max asked. The fact that this world had magic was the coolest thing, aside from the fact that he was no longer dead. Not being dead was pretty damn cool.
			

			
				“Sure. Chi is the energy source for cultivation. It’s in the air all around us, the ground below us and even in the food we eat. The more chi you bring into the body, the stronger you get. I’m an early Copper stage cultivator with an affinity for Metal,” Guard Mann said with pride in his voice.
			

			
				“Is that a high level?”
			

			
				“For a guard my age it is. To reach Copper without the resources of an academy is hard to achieve. I’m lucky my parents were able to support me. For a noble-born, no, it would not be impressive. That young man you bumped into... He is about the same age as you and is just about to enter the academy. And no doubt he’s already late stage or even peak Iron. The only reason he hasn’t advanced to Copper is to compete against other Irons upon acceptance into the academy.”
			

			
				OK, Iron and then Copper, that was easy enough to follow. “How does one advance in cultivation?”
			

			
				“For low-borns, hard work and time. Even the lowest cultivator can rise to the heavens if they have the dedication and desire to defy the gods, but few ever do. For high-borns, hard work is supplemented and often replaced with powders, pills and gathering techniques beyond what a normal citizen can get. But if you can get into a good sect or become a student at the academy, you can get those same advantages the nobles have.”
			

			
				“Are you part of a sect?”
			

			
				“No, my family’s clan was dismantled when the emperor died. It was better to lose our standing than our lives,” Guard Mann said. “Several clans that supported the former emperor were hunted down by opportunistic enemies. Many perished while others went into hiding. My clan wasn’t important enough to hunt down, but we were still dismantled.”
			

			
				Max heard something in Guard Mann’s voice that suggested he didn’t fully agree with that sentiment. “What’s the difference between a clan and a sect?”
			

			
				“A clan is usually based on family ties, while sects are larger organizations that can spread across nations. Some sects are even more powerful than nations.”
			

			
				As they walked, Max tried to remember every detail. The faster he learned the local situation, the less likely it was for him to be killed for insulting the wrong person. His first encounter had been an eye-opener.
			

			
				Guard Mann waved at an upcoming building. “This is the Eastside Bathhouse now. I will leave you in Tolliver’s hands. He is a fair man and will treat you well. I suggest that while you’re bathing, you have Tolliver order you some clothing. Do you have any coins? I don’t have many, but I could spare a few to get you started. It must be disconcerting being thrust into a new world.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Guard Mann. I do have a coin purse. Priestess Amelia provided it for me.”
			

			
				“Call me Kang, Max. I’m glad that the god Xeren has taken an interest in you. There are far worse that might’ve done the same. If I were you, I’d accept whatever help the Temple of Xeren is offering you. This is a brutal and tough world for a youngster with no family or clan behind him. You’ll need whatever help you can find to compete with the likes of Xu Lang. I’m sure he’ll go out of his way to make your life miserable.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “Because I soiled his shirt?”
			

			
				“Because you’re a low-born who didn’t bow and grovel when he demanded it,” Kang said.
			

			
				“Ah, I see. I need to grow stronger. This body feels like it would blow over in a strong wind.”
			

			
				“With a strong wind your current scent would destroy the city,” Kang joked as they arrived at the entrance to the bathhouse.
			

			
				A young man was standing at the entrance. He looked at Max and Kang, confused, as if he wasn’t sure why Kang would bring him to the bathhouse.
			

			
				Thankfully, Kang took charge of the situation.
			

			
				“Please inform Senior Tolliver that we are here. I’m Mann Kang and this is …”
			

			
				Max looked to Kang and realized he was looking for his full name. “Max Stone,” he replied. It was obvious that this world used the eastern style of surnames first.
			

			
				“Max Stone is a guest of Senior Hara.” 
			

			
				The man bowed to Kang. “I shall bring Senior Tolliver at once.”
			

			
				As the man scurried into the building, Max turned to Kang. “Senior and Junior are used with everyone’s name?”
			

			
				“They are used in polite conversation to show someone is above or below your own level, either in social status, familiar status or cultivation level. When in doubt, everyone is your senior,” Kang said with a wink.
			

			
				Max nodded. He’d already ruffled the feathers of one young noble, no point making a habit of it through bad manners. “Thank you for your wisdom, Senior Mann.”
			

			
				Kang laughed. “A strong back I have in abundance, wisdom is like a butterfly in the wind: I grasp at it but rarely can hold on to it.”
			

			
				A middle-aged man came to the door. “Greetings, Guard Mann. I understand we have a guest of Senior Hara?”
			

			
				“Yes, Senior Tolliver. This is Max Stone. He has recently begun a new life here in our world. His rebirth was in a less than auspicious location and he was in serious need of attending. Senior Hara requested that I bring him directly to you. She’ll be by later to check on him.”
			

			
				“Ah, how rare to meet a reincarnated soul. Yes, I shall do what I can for him. Junior Stone, if you’ll follow me.”
			

			
				Max turned to Kang. “Thank you for your assistance. You’ve been a most gracious and helpful host.”
			

			
				“It is my pleasure, Max. When I have time off, I take my meals at the Buxom Savage Inn. If you have more questions, I’d be glad to help.”
			

			
				“I’d like that. I would love to buy dinner to repay your kindness.”
			

			
				“I usually visit on Eighth Day or Ninth Day,” Kang said.
			

			
				“I have one question,” Max said.
			

			
				Kang smirked. “Which is?”
			

			
				“‘The Buxom Savage’? What kind of place are we going to? No judgment here, just making sure I know the lay of the land.”
			

			
				Kang chuckled. “It isn’t a brothel if that’s what you’re thinking. Lucinda, the inn owner, is…well…rather well endowed, and she uses it to her advantage. Low-cut tops and corsets are the standard wardrobe, but don’t try anything funny. She can handle her own and she’s earned that ‘savage’ title.”
			

			
				“Look but don’t touch. I can respect that.”
			

			
				Kang smiled. “See you later. Try not to anger any more young nobles.”
			

			
				Max nodded as Kang turned and walked away. He noted he’d have to find out more about this world’s calendar if he was going to try to meet up with Kang again.
			

			
				He turned and followed the waiting Tolliver inside.
			

			
				Tolliver glanced at him. “Did Guard Mann tell you about how bathhouses work?”
			

			
				“No, Senior Tolliver. We discussed many things, but I’m afraid the only information he gave me about bathhouses was a personal recommendation as to the quality of service you would provide.”
			

			
				Tolliver nodded. “I shall have to reward Guard Mann. Now, normally a citizen that isn’t a member of the bathhouse would use the common areas. However, your current situation would cause a commotion. You’ll be using a private bath.” He led Max into a room. There was a shower and a large square pool with steaming water. He walked up the shower and waved his hand over a blue tile in the wall. The shower turned on. “Wave your hand up to control the pressure and sideways to control the temperature,” Tolliver said. “Once you’ve cleaned the first layers of grime away, enter the bath.”
			

			
				Max smiled. Magic showers. Awesome! He started undressing.
			

			
				“While you bathe, I’ll have someone run and buy you some new clothes. Our laundry service is excellent, but even it can’t save those rags.”
			

			
				Holding onto his coin purse, Max gladly gave up his clothing. Tolliver held them out at arm’s length, trying to save his sense of smell. To his credit, he didn’t make a face, despite the offending odors. He pointed to a shelf with his free hand. “Your coin purse will be safe there.” He then left the room.
			

			
				Max put his coin purse on the shelf and walked to the shower. He carefully stood to the side and waved his hand across the blue tile.
			

			
				The waterspout wasn’t on the wall but above him. As the cool water fell on to his waiting hand, Max adjusted the temperature control until he had it just right.
			

			
				Stepping under the water, Max fell in love as he increased the water pressure with a swipe of his hand. The water was now pelting him with the same exquisite pressure that he got from hotel showers. Beside the shower unit was a shelf with a bar of soap and a chunk of sea sponge. Max sniffed the soap. It had a scent that was unique, with hints of vanilla, pine and something else that he couldn’t place. Whatever it was, he wished he could take it back to Earth. He’d make a fortune off it.
			

			
				After giving his new body a thorough scrub, to the point of being pink everywhere, Max reluctantly turned the shower off. How could a bath top the shower?
			

			
				He dipped into the water and leaned back. The bath was about the size of a six-person hot tub, and the seats were surprisingly as comfortable as you’d find in the modern tub. He leaned back and closed his eyes. The hot water pulled the tension right out of his body.
			

			
				Max had been in the bath for a good twenty minutes enjoying the heat before Tolliver came back into the room.
			

			
				“Here’s some clothing that should fit you. Senior Hara has arrived and is waiting for you.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Tolliver. This place is amazing. It reminds me of home, but better.”
			

			
				Tolliver smiled. “Yes, that doesn’t surprise me. My wife has eyes like yours. She’s the one who designed this bathhouse. She said she could live in this world, but she wasn’t going to do it without proper facilities.”
			

			
				Max was shocked. “Your wife is from my world?”
			

			
				“If your world has a place called New York, then yes.”
			

			
				Max laughed. “A New Yorker? Tell me she taught you how to make pizza.”
			

			
				“Yes, but she doesn’t approve of the way we like it. She says we make the crust too thick.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a true New Yorker. How did she end up in this world?”
			

			
				“A long story, but sufficient to say, she made the same choice as you. She chose pain over losing her memories. Reincarnates are rare, but reincarnates who accept the pain that comes with fighting the cleaning process are exceptionally rare. To my knowledge, my wife and you are the only ones in the province. Although there may be more who just choose to hide their past.”
			

			
				Max wasn’t surprised to hear how rare his situation was. If he’d known how painful the process would’ve been, he might not have gone through with it. And if he had to do it again, he wasn’t sure if he could. “I see.”
			

			
				“I would say that it is a huge coincidence that you arrived in this city, but my wife was also blessed by Xeren on her arrival.”
			

			
				“Was her fate decided during a poker game too?” Max asked.
			

			
				“A poker game? No, she was what she called a real ‘nerd’ in her previous life and when given a chance asked for a world with magic. Did the gods really bet on your soul?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Yes, and I was sure Xeren was bluffing. Thankfully, he wasn’t. The other god seemed like a real dick.”
			

			
				Tolliver laughed. “Yes, that does sound like Xeren. He’s a mischievous god, but also a caring god. You and my wife are both fortunate that he’s taken notice of you. Some of the other gods of this world are less keen on mortals and treat us the same way nobles treat slaves.”
			

			
				“How many gods are there?”
			

			
				“On this world? Hard to say. Dozens of minor gods, and a greater number of cultivators who’ve reached immortality. The major gods aren’t spoken of much, but there are three that have temples here. However, the major gods don’t show themselves the way the minor gods do. Perhaps Priestess Amelia can explain it to you, but I try not to know any more about the business of the gods than I have to.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a wise policy.”
			

			
				“I’ll leave you to dress. To dry yourself, swipe the red tile on the wall,” Tolliver said before once again leaving him.
			

			
				Reluctantly, Max got out of the bath. The combination of the shower and soak had him feeling like a new man, so to speak. While his new body was still weak and frail, he was clean, smelled better than a French madame and was alive in a magical world that still had luxury baths and pizza.
			

			
				The clothes were a simple tan tunic and black pants. The pants were loose and flowing and surprisingly stretchy. Max wondered if Tolliver’s wife had introduced yoga pants to this world or if they already had this material. Either way, Max dressed and headed out with one last look at the bath and shower area. “I’ll miss you, my precious,” he said, blowing them a kiss.
			

			
				When he exited the room, Tolliver led him to another section of the building. It seemed the bathhouse had an adjacent tearoom. There were at least a dozen tables, but each was blocked off by plants and flowers, making it seem far more cozy and intimate than an Earth tea house, at least the few he’d gone to. He was really more of a Tim Hortons guy.
			

			
				Tolliver escorted him to a hidden corner where Senior Hara was sitting.
			

			
				She looked Max over. “That is much better. You look almost like a normal person now.”
			

			
				“Well, I certainly smell better,” Max said. “May I sit?”
			

			
				“Please do, it would make for an awkward conversation if you stood the whole time,” she said with a smirk.
			

			
				Max took the seat across from her.
			

			
				“Have you given much thought to what you are intending to do next?” Hara asked.
			

			
				“Well, I need a place to sleep, and food. Those are my most pressing needs aside from information.”
			

			
				“An inn would be good for your immediate housing needs. Food we can deal with right now. I’ve taken the liberty of ordering snacks. A few from this world and a few from your previous one.”
			

			
				“Excellent. I’m starving, and I think I mean that literally. This body isn’t much more than bones and skin.”
			

			
				“Poverty is a problem here. Inside the city there are limited choices of work for those with low cultivation levels, and the only real opportunities for advancement are outside the city. It seems the previous owner of your body was too afraid to leave the city. That, or fell sick. Either way, you will have opportunities to change your body. The blessing the priestess gave you will allow you to change your physique rapidly. It won’t help your cultivation level, but a healthy strong body is the foundation you build your cultivation on. You do intend to cultivate, yes?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Definitely. I can’t imagine living in a world with magic and not doing my best to take advantage of that. I made a lot of mistakes in my first life, and I hope to follow a different path this time.”
			

			
				“A wise man. A lifetime of mistakes is a lifetime of lessons you can choose to learn from or repeat. Now, you may be wondering why I’ve taken an interest in you.”
			

			
				“You mean there is a reason besides me being the shiny new reincarnate from a different world?” 
			

			
				Hara laughed. “No, I suppose that describes it perfectly. The only other reincarnate is Lady Diana, and she has shown little interest in becoming an elite cultivator. She’s content with her life here with Tolliver.”
			

			
				“Is that a bad thing?”
			

			
				“Not at all. She’ll live a long life, full of joy and happiness, gods willing. But I fear that isn’t much help to us. Coming from a different world brings new perspectives. You’ve already seen the wonders of the bathhouse, a gift from Diana’s memories and desires. She’s also had a great influence on other areas of the city, including introducing new types of food, storage of food and sanitation. In some ways your world is far more advanced than ours. The lack of chi seems to make your people rather creative when it comes to building things.”
			

			
				“Very true, humans are good at building and destroying.”
			

			
				“The same happens here, we just use chi to do it. From what I’ve learned after talking to Lady Diana, our worlds differ in chi, but the sins of the people are the same.”
			

			
				“It seems so. But what does that have to do with me?”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded, taking a sip of her tea. “It’s simple. I’d like you to attend the local academy. I want to learn more about your world. I’d like to watch and see how you apply your previous knowledge to this world. Having Lady Diana come here was a boon to this city, and I think having you here, even if for a short while, will probably also be a benefit to us.”
			

			
				“A short while? You think I’m going somewhere?”
			

			
				“If you follow the path of a cultivator, then yes. This city would just be a starting point on your journey. The Province of Kukon has moderate chi levels. It is a decent place to start your journey, but to reach higher levels you’d want to travel to areas with higher levels of chi. And besides, you strike me as the type who might want to explore this new world.” 
			

			
				Max laughed. “Guilty as charged. One of the first thoughts I had was how interesting it would be to explore. It’s good to know that the path of a cultivator would allow me to do that. What about Xeren? What can you tell me about him?”
			

			
				“I have no idea what his plans are, but as far as gods go, Xeren is one of the good ones. Any boons he would offer you aren’t likely to be tainted. If I were you, I would visit his temple as soon as we’re done talking. The only reason I’ve stopped you from doing so was for my own purposes. I’m hoping that you’ll choose to attend the school, regardless of whatever Xeren offers you. But I know I can’t compete with the boons a god can provide. All I can do is offer my mentorship.”
			

			
				“I get the feeling you’re underselling the value of that mentorship. I won’t make any promises. I fully intend to find out what my options are before making any major decisions.”
			

			
				Hara smiled. “A wise idea.”
			

			
				A young woman came to the table and brought them a pair of dishes. Hara was served some kind of soup, while Max’s plate had something that looked a lot like French fries with strips of meat in a sauce. 
			

			
				Max tasted one of the fries. It was hot, crispy and tasted somewhere between a potato and a yam. “This is yummy.”
			

			
				“Another of Lady Diana’s specialties. The vegetable is a gamma, it is as close to a poe tattoh as we have.” 
			

			
				Max smiled at the butchering of the word potato.
			

			
				It was obvious that Lady Diana liked fast food. He had no doubt that if he asked, he’d be served a burger. Taking his utensil, which interestingly enough was basically a spork, he tried the meat. The sauce reminded him of a teriyaki and honey garlic blend, but the meat itself was unique. It was spicy! He could feel a tingling in his body. “What is this meat?”
			

			
				“It is ven-boar. A type of dire beast. It has small amounts of chi. I imagine it’s a little different from anything you’ve had before.”
			

			
				“Yes, it is. What does the chi in it do?” Max was still wrapping his head around the concept of chi and cultivation.
			

			
				“Eating foods high in chi will refill your body’s store of chi, and in some cases increase the amount of chi your body can take in. Your body already has chi in it, as everyone’s does, but since your host body was weak and obviously not a cultivator, it has a very small amount. What you’re feeling is your body trying to adapt to having an influx of chi. I suggest eating the meat slowly and drinking something to help tamper the effects. Lady Diana made a beverage she calls sweet tea. It can be a nice compliment to the demon meat.”
			

			
				“Please,” Max said as he wiped the sweat from his brow. “You mentioned dire beasts and demon meat. Are they different?”
			

			
				“No. What we call dire beasts are truly demons or monsters from a different dimension. This world has several areas that are full of interdimensional magic, or portals. These portals allow demons into this world. They are dangerous, but also a great source of elemental chi and beast cores.”
			

			
				Hara signaled the server and moments later there was a jug of tea and a glass in front of Max. The server poured him a glass before departing once more. Wasting no time, Max tried the beverage. It was just like he’d imagined, an iced tea almost identical to his favorite brand name, except with a fruitier tang to it. But the best part was how the fire in his mouth died down and the tingle in his body slowed to a mild level.
			

			
				“Part of your training as a cultivator will require you to increase the amount of chi in your body,” Hara said. “Food is an excellent way to do so. But like anything else that has demand, it isn’t cheap. Without a steady supply of coins, buying dire beast meat can be prohibitive, and it’s counterproductive if it has the wrong elemental essence. If you were a student at the academy, you’d have three meals a day with the appropriate low-level dire beast meat. It doesn’t provide as much chi as this meal, but it’s better than a normal citizen can get and would be free to you.”
			

			
				Max nodded, a bit dazed that he was getting the recruitment speech. He’d personally never had one before, but one of his good friends in high school had been a five-star athlete and been recruited by multiple schools to play football. The stories of the recruitment attempts had always been amusing to Max. Especially when he found out how things had changed for his friend after he committed to the school. The girls and fancy meals went away, and the work began.
			

			
				Much like a five-star recruit, he was getting the fancy meal, but at least Hara wasn’t blowing smoke up his ass and pretending the food at the academy was this good. “What else does the academy provide?”
			

			
				“If you were to join the academy, you’d be tested and given a cultivation manual based on what’s best for your affinities and future goals. You’d take classes that assist you in improving your cultivation base. You would have the option of taking classes in professions such as alchemy, blacksmithing and other skills that are in high demand. Normally, a student’s family or clan provides them with the pills and other agents they need to increase their cultivation, but you could earn them as a disciple. That, or you could look to the wilds for sources of income. Many students have turned to hunting beasts or gathering useful plants to fund their stay at the academy.”
			

			
				Max took another, smaller, bite of the meat and pondered what Hara was telling him. It sounded like a logical place for him to go, but he still was going to wait and see what Xeren wanted from him. It didn’t make sense to anger or insult a god if he could avoid it. “It sounds intriguing. I’ll give it consideration, but like I said, I want to learn more about this world before making any decisions.”
			

			
				“Of course,” Hara said.
			

			
				“I do have a few questions that you can help me with. How does the calendar for this world work? Guard Mann mentioned he had Eighth Day off.”
			

			
				“The local calendar is based on ten-day weeks. There are five-week months and eight months to a year. Four hundred days to a year, which wasn’t that much different from Earth, I’m told. According to Lady Diana, the days here are longer than she was used to.”
			

			
				“OK. What more can you tell me about these dire beasts? I get the feeling they’re rather important.”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “Well, you met a god, so you know there are realms, right? The dire beasts originate from other realms, mostly a single one that we know of, but I suspect that there’s more than one world connected to this one. You’d have to speak to one of the gods to get more clarification on that, although I doubt you’d learn much. The gods tend to keep certain things to themselves.
			

			
				“Dire beasts aren’t much different from regular beasts except their chi in their cores has different aspects than regular beasts. A regular beast can be just as dangerous as a dire beast, and all dire beasts have a core, while only high-level normal beasts have one. Right now, the countryside is filled with both. More than I can ever remember. That’s why there are so many young peasants in the cities. Many of the outer villages and farms have been abandoned for the protection that the cities can provide. It’s likely your host body was from one of those outer villages and never found his footing in the city.” 
			

			
				“I see,” Max said.
			

			
				Hara stood up. “I have some other things I need to attend to this evening. I hope to speak to you again soon Max Stone, even if you don’t choose to attend the Three Flowers Academy.”
			

			
				“It was a pleasure to meet you as well, Senior Hara. Thank you for all that you’ve done for me so far. Without your help, things would’ve gone much differently with Xu Lang.”
			

			
				Hara frowned. “Yes, I’m afraid you’re likely to have troubles with the Xu family in the future. Lang is one of their rising stars and his arrogance comes naturally. His family will take it as a personal insult that you weren’t punished for soiling his personage with your stench. They won’t touch me, but you will have to keep an eye out. In this world you’ll meet many like Xu Lang, and many of them will see you as a threat or beneath them. Either way, they’ll try to destroy you if you show any signs of weakness. This world is one where might makes right. Your personal power, and the power of your backers, matter far more than anything else.”
			

			
				Max sighed. “I suppose coming to a world with magic and pizza had to come with some downsides. I’ll do my best to not piss off too many people.”
			

			
				Hara laughed. “Somehow I think you’ll fail in that endeavor and we’ll all be better off for it. Until we meet again, Max Stone.” She nodded to him and left.
 
			

			



				5 That’s One Petty God
			

			
				With directions from Senior Hara, Max started heading toward the Sky Temple, home of a certain poker-playing god.
			

			
				The streets were quiet, as most of the street vendors were gone and the shops were starting to close. The air held the hint of fire and food, a telling sign as to the time of day. The walk to the temple was short, as it was only a few blocks from the bathhouse. To Max’s surprise, the area around the temple wasn’t fancy. It seemed to actually be in a rougher section of the town.
			

			
				The temple itself was huge, and incredibly, well, phallic. The tall round building with an oversized roof was erect? Max shook his head. Probably not a good idea to make dick jokes about his sponsor to this new world. The entrance to the temple was large, with two pillars supporting a veranda.
			

			
				Priestess Amelia was standing under the veranda as Max approached. “Welcome to the Sky Temple,” she said.
			

			
				“Thank you. Were you waiting for me?”
			

			
				“Only for a little while. Senior Hara was kind enough to send a message that you would arrive soon.”
			

			
				Max wondered if it was a magical message. He hadn’t seen any runners.
			

			
				“Would you like to go for a walk while we talk? I find the supper hour a lovely time of night for a quiet stroll.”
			

			
				“Sure, that would be fine,” Max said.
			

			
				Priestess Amelia smiled. “Excellent. Now, I assume you have many questions.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Yes, I do. And my first one is, who designed this temple?”
			

			
				The priestess made a face. “Ugh. I hate this question. This temple was built hundreds of years ago by sacred artists from the Borgye nation. It is an amazing structure built with the finest materials and expert craftsmanship. It also is a gift from a fellow god. According to Xeren, he won an epic event which required the loser to build a magnificent tower in the province of the winner’s choice. Regrettably, the design of the tower was left up to the choice of the builder.”
			

			
				“Dick move,” Max said, trying to keep a straight face.
			

			
				Priestess Amelia, likely having heard every joke of that nature several times over, nodded. “Indeed. Although Xeren seems happy enough with the tower. He says it gives Kafni character that other cities should aspire to. I’m not sure I agree with his sentiment.”
			

			
				“Well, it certainly catches the eye. But enough of that, let’s talk about something more important to my survival. How do I get stronger?”
			

			
				“Now that is a worthy question. The first thing you need is this.” Priestess Amelia handed him an opaque white crystal the size of a shelled peanut.
			

			
				Max accepted the crystal. He frowned. What was he supposed to do with it?
			

			
				Priestess Amelia smiled and mimicked putting it in her mouth.
			

			
				He started to do the same, then paused halfway through and looked at the priestess. She nodded in confirmation that he was to eat it. “What is it?” he asked.
			

			
				“It’s a core stone. It is a magically imbued crystal that senses your internal chi development. It is given to children to help their families track their progress. While not necessary to become a cultivator, it is a great training tool.” She paused for a moment. “Xeren says to say it’s like a video game status sheet. I’m not sure what that means, but in your case, it will be a valuable tool to help you gauge your progress. As you grow stronger, this will be the easiest way to track your progression.”
			

			
				Max popped the crystal into his mouth. It started to fizz and tasted like a strong sour candy. His face puckered as he felt the magic start to affect his body.
			

			
				Suddenly, Max knew Xeren wasn’t joking about it being like a video game. He now had an instinctive knowledge that if he thought MENU, he’d see his stats.
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Stone Stage Level 1
			

			
				“Stone stage,” Max said.
			

			
				The priestess frowned. “That’s worse than I thought it would be. Your host body was not only physically frail, but his cultivation was also very low. I suspect he must’ve migrated from one of the low-chi areas along the border, and never actively worked on cultivation.”
			

			
				“Okay?”
			

			
				“You are as weak as a newborn baby. Your body is physically weak, and your cultivation level is equally pathetic. Stone is the stage of someone who doesn’t cultivate at all and only has minimal chi flowing through their body.”
			

			
				Max frowned. He hadn’t expected anything less, but to hear Amelia explain it so bluntly was somewhat sobering. “I have work to do.”
			

			
				Priestess Amelia smiled. “Yes, you do. I imagine stage names mean nothing to you at this point. But you’ll get it quick enough. It’s a fairly simple system, broken down into many sublevels. There are four ranks. Novice, Initiate, Adept and Master. Each rank has three stages. Each stage has multiple levels. You are almost to the point of being a Novice. The first level of the first stage of the Novice rank is Iron Level 1.”
			

			
				Max scratched his head as he figured out the system. “So Stone is zero and then Iron the weakest level of the weakest rank. Basically, I’m the weakest chi user on the planet?”
			

			
				“Exactly. Only children and those with corrupt cores are lower. Many adults reach Iron Level 1 from ambient chi and chi-infused foods.”
			

			
				“Great, so I have a pathetic body and an even worse cultivation level. Is there an upside here?”
			

			
				“Several. First, you have two blessings. The first was given to you before your rebirth, the Blessing of the Condor. The second blessing I bestowed upon you on your arrival. As you should’ve noticed, your body healed right away. You also now have a window of physical and chi growth that is unparalleled. It lasts a short time, only a week, but with it you’ll be able to make up for much of your current deficiencies compared to someone of a similar age. The Blessing of the Condor is unique. Your body will adapt and change according to the stresses you put it under. It can be subtle or profound, according to Xeren, but I’ve never personally seen the blessing, so I don’t have any more information on it to give you.”
			

			
				“OK, so I’m the skinny runt who’s been given a dose of super steroids to become the savior of humanity. That’s actually kinda cool. I won’t be as virtuous as the Captain, but I like it.”
			

			
				Priestess Amelia frowned. “The Captain?”
			

			
				“A pop culture reference from my world. It gives me a bit of guidance as to how I should act,” Max said. “Nothing to worry about.”
			

			
				“Moving on then. The next thing we’ll have to discuss is essence. There are seven main types of essence, and almost all chi is tainted with some kind of it. And each individual has affinities for different types of essence. I’m an Air essence cultivator. When I take in chi with Air essence, I can use it directly. Any other type of essence I have to break down and remove. Luckily for me, the air here is abundant in chi and I don’t have to spend much time processing other types of chi essence.”
			

			
				“You mentioned before I’d be tested for my affinity. Is there another sour candy for that too?” Max asked.
			

			
				“No. There’s a large crystal that you’ll touch. Your information screen will adapt once you’ve taken the test. As a cultivator of a higher level than you, I can already tell just by looking at you that you have multiple essence affinities.”
			

			
				“Interesting. Is that good or bad?”
			

			
				Priestess Amelia shook her head. “Neither. Having a single elemental essence affinity makes your training and methods clearer, and you can arguably become more powerful in that one element. However, those with multiple affinities gain more options and can be more versatile. Cultivation techniques that fit become harder to find, and gains tend to be slower. But some of the most powerful cultivators alive are multi-elemental essence users.”
			

			
				From the way she was describing it, one thing was clear to Max: when it came to the elements, there was no simple answer. Whatever his own affinities were, he’d need to adapt to them to maximize his cultivation. It also sounded like having multiple essences would open up some interesting opportunities. “When can we do the test?”
			

			
				“When we return to the temple. I wanted to have this conversation before we did the testing, so you’d have a better grasp of how this world works before you started thinking about elemental chi and cultivation methods.”
			

			
				They continued their walk through the town. Max had more questions, but he didn’t want to rush them. With the Blessing of Xeren, every decision he made in his immediate future would have an outsized impact on his development.
			

			
				Already he was thinking about his physical attributes and the type of training from Earth that he would use to help improve his physique. While this world had magic, Earth had science. It was doubtful this world had a better understanding of the body and how muscle growth and athletic performance were achieved.
			

			
				Not that he’d been an athletically inclined person, but he’d had enough friends who had taken it seriously to have a pretty decent idea of what to do. Dave, one of his musician friends, had a passionate love affair with plyometrics. In a world where medieval weapons like swords were worn casually on the streets, having speed and explosive power—the two main goals of plyometrics—sounded like a good idea. Which was good, as finding a squat rack for heavy powerlifting wasn’t likely a thing in this world. No, physical development wasn’t going to be his biggest issue. Developing his cultivation was the issue that would require the most thinking and planning.
			

			
				“Senior Hara suggested she’d like me as a student. What do you think of that idea?”
			

			
				“Three Flowers Academy is one of the best cultivation schools in the entire former empire. I can’t think of a better place for you to learn how to cultivate. It won’t be easy; the academy is quite challenging. You will be viewed as an outsider by many, so making friend and avoiding gathering enemies will be important. But the knowledge contained in the walls of the academy is exceptional, and Senior Hara is a name known to this temple. You’d be lucky to have her as a mentor.”
			

			
				Max nodded. He’d already been leaning in that direction; his own personal experiences with Senior Hara gave him a good feeling about her character. If she treated him as fairly as a student as she had as a stranger on the street, he couldn’t ask for more. “OK. Get this body healthy and redo middle school in a fantasy world. I could be in a worse situation; I could still have braces and a crush on Anne Yule.”
			

			
				Priestess Amelia looked confused, so he changed the subject before he had to explain his awkward personal experiences as a teenage boy going to school. “When can we do this affinity test?”
			

			
				“Right now.”
			

			
				It turned out that their walk had gone in a loop and they were already back at the temple, just on a side street. Max had been so focused on his own thoughts he hadn’t even noticed that they were back at the phallic structure. “Don’t know how I missed that.”
			

			
				They entered the temple. And while the outside of the building gave Max pause, the inside was more than what he expected from a temple. The main floor was open, with a circular staircase that dominated the middle of the room. It went up at least six stories and was a combination of marble and wood. It reminded him of a tree with the trunk going straight up, with little branches splitting off to each floor.
			

			
				It was a stunning piece of architecture.
			

			
				A large water feature surrounded the staircase and had seven square pools connected by narrow water channels. Despite there being a flat floor, the water in the feature flowed like a gentle stream. Around the pools were benches and a plethora of flowering plants growing out of the floor.
			

			
				“The seven elemental pools of growth. This is the temple’s main meditation area. Each pool has an area of elemental chi that people can sit in to meditate,” Priestess Amelia said as she led him across a small bridge over the water feature and to the staircase.
			

			
				As they went up the circular staircase, Max marveled at the detailed carved wood railing. It looked like flowering creeping vines with strange runes that glowed, lighting up the staircase.
			

			
				When they arrived at the third level of the building, the priestess led him off the stairs and down a wide corridor. When they got to the end of the hallway, an eight-foot set of double doors awaited them. The priestess swiped her hand down a rune beside the doors, which glowed a warm green before the two massive doors swung open. They walked into the sparsely decorated room to a pedestal with a large, round crystal on top of it. The crystal was the size of a women’s basketball, something he was familiar with thanks to an old girlfriend, and had the same opaque color as the crystal he’d snacked on earlier.
			

			
				“This is the elemental globe. It will analyze your affinity for the elements. Place your hands on it.”
			

			
				Max placed his hands on the globe. It immediately started to warm, and a surge of energy went through his body. After a few seconds, the globe started to change colors. A section turned blue. The next part of the globe swirled with white wisps, followed by a jade green section and finally a section that seemed to sparkle like a disco ball.
			

			
				“Intriguing,” Priestess Amelia said as she studied the globe.
			

			
				“Well, doc, what’s the prognosis?” Max could feel that his status sheet had been updated, but he wanted to hear it first before he checked. Having a local’s perspective would likely give him a depth of understanding that simple stats couldn’t.
			

			
				“I’m a priestess, not a doctor. And this isn’t an illness, but a part of who you are now.” She pointed to the blue section of the globe. “Water.” She then moved her finger to the swirling white. “Air.” Next was the green. “Wood.” Finally, she stopped at the sparkling section. “Spirit. You have a fairly balanced affinity for four of the elements. This is…abnormal. It is also a combination of elements I’ve never encountered before. Normally, the temple has cultivation manuals and exercises it can give its followers, but in this case, it seems you will be well served in seeking out the guidance of Senior Hara and the academy.”
			

			
				Max frowned as he studied the globe. What was so unique about this combination? He posed the question to her.
			

			
				“Spirit and Air are considered heavenly elements. Air is the more common of the two, and is usually seen alone or alongside one of the yin elements. Spirit is the rarest element to have such a strong affinity for, though to see it in conjunction with Air is not unheard of. But the combination of those two, along with a yin and a yang element, is something I’ve not seen before. In theory, it gives you a solid balance between the earthly elements and the heavenly elements as well as between the yin and yang elements.”
			

			
				Having a hippie yoga freak roommate in college, Max was somewhat familiar with the concepts of yin and yang. Dave the hippie had often talked about the cool feminine traits of yin and the warmer, more masculine traits of yang. He knew it was far more complex than that, but at least he was following what the priestess was saying. He had a rare combination of elemental affinities that was particularly well-balanced.
			

			
				“Is balanced not good?” he asked.
			

			
				“Not a simple question. Balance in life is always a good thing, but cultivating a balanced system is far more complicated than when one has a direct path. And the rarer the combination of elements, the less knowledge we have on how to advance. Sometimes the simplest paths are the strongest. And having a high level of Spirit Chi complicates things more than normal. It can be a blessing and a detriment. You will be able to use rare and powerful Spirit magic, but balancing out your Chi will be much more challenging than if you had a different fourth affinity.”
			

			
				Max nodded and pulled up his status screen to confirm what she’d said matched his internal data.
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Stone Stage Level 1
			

			
				Affinities: Water, Air, Wood, Spirit
			

			
				His status sheet matched what the priestess was saying. Not that he didn’t trust her, but he was a verify kinda guy. “What’s my next step?”
			

			
				“The academy.”
			

			



				6 Magic? Sign Me Up
			

			
				Chantelle
 
			

			
				“Welcome to Eedan, Chantelle Walters.”
			

			
				Chantelle took a deep breath, taking in the basic decoration of the small room she’d appeared in. A small ornate desk and chair, a window behind them, and several shelves of scrolls. All of it looked like it was straight from a fantasy world.
			

			
				Shaking herself, she looked at the slender woman—well, goddess—in front of her. It was hard to believe that she was talking to a goddess, but after dying and meeting Housar and his cohorts, Savannah De La Monta had been the goddess that had seemed the most trustworthy. Accepting her offer to portal her body to Eedan had been an easy choice.
			

			
				The goddess hadn’t sugarcoated things. There was no bullshit about how wonderful her world was or how progressive and enlightened the society was. No, she’d been a straight shooter and told her being a woman in this world wasn’t much different from being a woman of Earth.
			

			
				What Chantelle liked was that Savannah said magic.
			

			
				A magic world filled with action and adventure. That was something Chantelle could get down with.
			

			
				She’d always been a bit of an adrenaline junkie. Skydiving, car racing and a fitness freak who spent a year in Thailand learning to kickbox. She’d been in Mexico training for a triathlon when she’d kicked the bucket.
			

			
				It was rather embarrassing.  
She’d been a damn good swimmer and had still drowned. Worse, she’d gotten a leg cramp and as the tide had gotten stronger, she’d panicked and yelled for help and instead of Todd—her training partner and bed buddy—some poor tourist had died trying to help her.  
			

			
				Chantelle turned her attention back to the goddess in front of her. “Thanks.”
			

			
				Thanks?  
Was that the proper way to greet a goddess who’d just given you a second chance at living? Probably not, but at this point her head was spinning and trying to process everything was a little challenging.
			

			
				“The first thing we need to do is make you stronger,” Savannah said.
			

			
				That got Chantelle’s attention. She was damn strong already. Or at least she had been on Earth. In a world with magic, she wondered just how strong the locals were. She had a feeling she’d soon find out. “I don’t know much about this world, but a regimen of physical training is something I know how to do.”
			

			
				Savannah smiled and laughed. “No, child, I don’t mean your body, although we will strengthen that as well. What I mean is that you are a child of Earth. You’ve never had chi before. I would call you a white jade cultivator, a rarity in this world, but your core is non-existent.” 
			

			
				White jade cultivator? She didn’t know what a cultivator was. Jade was a different story. The knockoff bracelet Todd gave her as a half-assed apology gift sprang to mind. “I thought jade was green.”
			

			
				A shiny white stone appeared in the goddess’s hand.
			

			
				“Jade comes in many colors due to the presence of impurities. White jade has no such impurities. That’s why those who have not taken in impure elemental chi before strengthening their core are compared to white jade.”
			

			
				“And having no impure chi in their body gives them an advantage?”
			

			
				The stone vanished.
			

			
				“In simple terms, yes. Getting rid of chi a cultivator cannot use requires body cleansing. It takes time, especially if you don’t have access to expensive cleansing pills. By portalling you here, you are free of this type of chi to begin with. You also kept all your physical traits and memories of your past life. Few reincarnates keep theirs.” 
			

			
				Chantelle thought about that for a moment, then replied, “So, on the upside, I’m a clean slate and can skip body cleansing. But the kicker is I have no core unlike reincarnates and those born here.”
			

			
				“Having no core is a problem we can easily fix. Being a ‘clean slate,’ as you call it, allows you to break through from Stone to Iron Level 1 faster because you can use chi pills earlier. Once you strengthen your core and increase your cultivation level, that will change.”
			

			
				Chantelle frowned. “My cultivation level?”
			

			
				Savannah sighed. “Yes, cultivation. I was hoping you might have read stories about it. They are surprisingly prevalent in your world. But it seems you are a blank slate. The easiest way for me to describe it is that chi is the source of magic. You have to train your body to use chi.”
			

			
				Running her hands through her thick hair, Chantelle thought back. She wasn’t a movie buff and most of the books she read were smutty romances, so this cultivation wasn’t ringing a bell. But the idea of training to get stronger was something she was intimately familiar with. “This core, is it like a muscle?”
			

			
				“In some ways, it is. And meridians, the channels that chi flow through, are like veins and arteries.”
			

			
				She wasn’t some super geek who played Dungeons and Dragons every weekend. She was probably going to struggle with those types of references and descriptions, but so far, Savannah was speaking her language. “Would the core be like my magical heart, then?”
			

			
				“A heart is a pump. Your core is that and more. It is also a battery for storing chi.”
			

			
				“And right now I have a really weak core that can’t pump much and can’t store much?”
			

			
				Savannah smiled. “Yes. That is exactly the problem.”
			

			
				“So, what do we do to fix it?” Chantelle asked. If there was one thing she excelled at, it was training her body. This was just a new part body of her body to train.
			

			
				Savannah offered Chantelle a chalice. “Drink this. It’s a concoction designed to help develop a person’s core. Normally, it’s given to the children of nobles and merchants looking to give their children a head start on their development. It will use your body’s energies and help them start at the beginning of your core. Then we find out what elemental affinities you have and decide the best path forward for you.”
			

			
				Chantelle accepted the chalice and looked at the fluid inside. It looked and smelled like cough syrup. But she drank it, grimacing at the sickly sweet and medicinal tastes. It had a cherry flavor to it.
			

			
				Not the worst questionable drink she’d ever tried.
			

			
				Putting the chalice down, she looked at the goddess. “What’s next?”
			

			
				“It will take a little while for the potion to work. In the meantime, you can explore or we can move on to martial training.”
			

			
				Exploring a new and dangerous world sounded fun, but if there was training she needed, she wanted to start with that. “Training.”
			

			
				Savannah nodded. “Very well. Matu will be your trainer.”
			

			
				A powerfully built man who reminded Chantelle of Elbek, a Mongolian guide she’d had while climbing the Altai mountains, entered the room and stood in front of Savannah. He bowed to the goddess.
			

			
				“Lady De La Monta, how may I be of service?”
			

			
				“Matu, this is Chantelle. She is an Outworlder who has just arrived in Eedan. I would like you to be her martial trainer.”
			

			
				Matu stiffened and turned to examine Chantelle. “It is not common for women to use the Stone Gathers style. Are you sure that I am the best teacher?”
			

			
				“Are you saying a woman can’t do it?” Chantelle asked before Savannah could say anything.
			

			
				Matu shook his head. “Not at all. It just isn’t a style that many women have the strength for. And as an Outworlder with no chi, you will struggle. To be frank, many men fail at this style as well.”
			

			
				“I believe Chantelle will be an excellent student for you, but if you’re unsure, you can test her. If you do not believe she’d thrive as a Stone Gathers style student, I will find her a more suitable teacher,” Savannah said.
			

			
				Matu bowed again. “An excellent idea, Lady De La Monta. With your permission, I will take her to the training area right now.”
			

			
				Savannah gave Matu a nod. She then turned to Chantelle. “Do your best. I have a feeling that Matu is the perfect teacher for you, but you’ll have to earn that right.”
			

			
				Matu motioned for Chantelle to follow him and left the room. Chantelle quickly followed, eager to prove herself. She was no raging feminist, but it did piss her off when a man said things like “oh, a woman can’t be strong or tough.”
			

			
				Between kickboxing and high school wrestling, she had done her fair share of rough stuff. She’d grown up a tomboy and had shown up at school with black eyes often enough that social services had visited her house to see if her family was abusive. The only thing abusive about her parents was her mom’s meatloaf.
			

			
				“Where are we anyway?” Chantelle asked Matu as they went down a hallway. A few other people walked down it past them, but they paid her and Matu no mind.
			

			
				“The Four Winds Sanctuary in Roha City, Tekak Province of the former Kirshan Empire,” Matu said. “Lady De La Monta is our guardian.” 
			

			
				“Things that bad here that you need a goddess for a guardian?”
			

			
				Matu shrugged. “In a world of cultivators, there is always someone stronger. Lady De La Monta protects us from the most powerful lords and minor gods and goddesses who would destroy us for our past sins.”
			

			
				There was definitely a story there, but it looked like she wouldn’t get a chance to ask as they arrived in a massive room that was obviously for training. There were martial artists practicing kicks and punches and sparring with spears, swords and other weapons.
			

			
				Matu stepped into the middle ring and the two combatants both stopped and bowed to him.
			

			
				“May I borrow your ring for a few moments?” Matu asked.
			

			
				“As you please,” one of the men said before bowing again and stepping back, eyeing Chantelle curiously.
			

			
				Matu stood in the middle and held his hands at his side. “You may attack when you are ready.”
			

			
				Chantelle smiled. No big speech, no complicated preparations, just “show me what you got.” She could appreciate that. When she’d been a kickboxer, her coach had always wanted her attacking. He felt her speed and aggression were her greatest assets—and weaknesses, for that matter.
			

			
				She fell back on her old training habits and launched her attack.
			

			
				Without warning, she stepped forward, driving a low kick at Matu’s shin. Matu waited until the last second and slightly moved his foot to counter.
			

			
				Chantelle wasn’t worried, as the kick was just the setup for the rest of her attack.
			

			
				She kept moving forward, throwing a hard left jab toward Matu’s face. Again, at the last possible second, Matu slipped the punch.
			

			
				He still hadn’t raised his hands. It was obvious that the large warrior was faster than her. Instead of the right overhand she’d been planning on throwing, Chantelle stepped closer and grabbed both of his shoulders. She pulled on him while delivering a knee strike to his chest. The knee was powerful and would’ve knocked most men she’d ever sparred with back—or it would’ve on Earth, where no one was a cultivator.
			

			
				Matu didn’t even flinch as Chantelle bounced off of him.
			

			
				So he was faster than her and built of iron. Cool story, Chantelle thought as she continued her attack. As she spun around, she attempted a wheel kick to Matu’s head, but he pulled back just enough to narrowly avoid her heel.
			

			
				It was frustrating to be so easily thwarted, but at the same time, she’d expected it. This was a teacher, in a world where martial arts wasn’t a hobby but a way of life. That Matu could kick her ass was obvious.
			

			
				It became even more obvious when he attacked.
			

			
				His arm shot out in a punch, and Chantelle barely got her shoulder up fast enough to deflect it. But she didn’t even see the next punch that struck her chin.
			

			
				From her back, Chantelle looked up at Matu. Or rather, she looked at the middle Matu, since she was seeing three of him. “Good punch.” She tried to struggle to her feet and was thankful when Matu gave her his arm.
			

			
				“You have fighting skills,” he said. “Your style is sloppy and easy to read, but your attacks were strong and your shoulder block was adequate. Perhaps you wouldn’t be a terrible student after all.”
			

			
				Chantelle wobbled as she stood, but she had a grin on her face. “I’ll do better next time.”
 
			

			



				7 Hot Wings Have Nothing on This
			

			
				
“I thought you said we were going to enroll me in the academy?” Max said as he looked out on the countryside. It was dark, but the moon, which was larger and slightly brighter than Earth’s, provided enough light to see an interesting world of shadows and shapes.
			

			
				After his meeting at the temple, he’d gone straight to Senior Hara. She’d immediately called for a carriage. They were now an hour out of the city.
			

			
				“That was before we found out you have such a strange elemental profile,” Senior Hara said. “Combined with your Blessing of Xeren, starting at the academy would be a waste. You need to be in an environment that will challenge you and expose you to all four elements. The Blessing of Xeren will speed and strengthen your cultivation base for a limited time. To take advantage of that, we’re going to the Senoa Swamps.”
			

			
				“Sounds like a lovely place.”
			

			
				Senior Hara snorted. “Not the way most would describe it. Do you have swamps in your world?”
			

			
				“Yes. They tend to be really wet, filled with nasty bugs and weird plants and have a horrible smell.”
			

			
				“It’s the same here except there is also an abundance of dire beasts and evolved natural beasts.”
			

			
				Max sighed. His first night in the new world was going to be spent in a nasty smelling swamp? Lovely.
			

			
				For the next couple hours, Senior Hara had him working on his first cultivation technique. It was a breathing technique that required three short rapid inhales followed by a long inhale, hold for eight seconds and then exhale through the mouth while making an “s” sound.
			

			
				The Slithering Snake technique.
			

			
				According to his new teacher, this technique would increase the amount of chi he’d take in from breathing.
			

			
				Despite the bumpy road, Max found himself in a calm meditative state. Until he’d started the breathing exercise, he hadn’t realized how tense he’d been. Not that it was really surprising considering his recent death, meeting with gambling gods and waking up in a recently deceased body. Still, it was nice to relax.
			

			
				When the carriage came to a stop, Max opened his eyes; he’d had them closed for most of his meditation session to keep distractions to a minimum. To his surprise, they weren’t in the middle of a swap, but outside a large two-story building.
			

			
				“This is the swamp?”
			

			
				“Don’t be daft, boy,” Senior Hara said. “This is the inn we’ll be staying at while we’re out here. I’m far too old and set in my ways to be sleeping in a swamp.”
			

			
				“My apologies, Senior Hara. I misunderstood.”
			

			
				Senior Hara grunted. “It is fine. I’m sure this day was far beyond what you imagined. Let’s just get settled into our rooms, have a meal, and then you can get some sleep. You’re going to need it.”
			

			
				Max followed Senior Hara into the inn. It was a simple wooden building, and the tables and chairs were all basic, but sturdy. There was a fireplace that dominated one corner of the main room. Its crackling fire filled the space with warmth and the pleasant smell of wood smoke.
			

			
				“Vanya, what brings you out here, you old goat!” a large man with an apron said as he spotted Senior Hara. The oversized man had a thick dark brown beard, matching eyebrows and hair that was pulled back into a bun.
			

			
				“Subjecting myself to your shitty cooking and equally annoying company while I train a new student. I see you haven’t learned how to keep your apron clean yet, Bardon.”
			

			
				Bardon tilted his head back and gave a hearty laugh. Max could feel the man’s laughter from across the room. The innkeeper gave off a presence that made Max feel incredibly weak and frail.
			

			
				“Bardon, for crying out loud, control your aura. You’d better not break my student before I get a chance to train him.”
			

			
				The large man shifted his attention from Senior Hara to Max. His friendly smile disappeared. His brow furrowed as he looked Max over.
			

			
				“What in tarnation? That isn’t a student, it’s a baby scarecrow. Does the academy not feed its students anymore? He looks like a stiff wind would blow him away. And his cultivation level? How is that even possible?”
			

			
				“Set a table up with food and some of that Ursato ice wine you keep hidden behind the bar and I’ll tell you.”
			

			
				Bardon sighed. “’Tis far past the dinner hour and the meats I have here are likely too strong for him. Any particular elements you want him to partake in?”
			

			
				Senior Hara looked around the inn for stray ears, but it was empty. Still, she raised a hand and cast a spell.
			

			
				“Bubble of Silence? In an empty inn? Have you become paranoid, Vanya?”
			

			
				“The difference between cautious and paranoid is often a matter of perspective, old friend. My young student would benefit from Wood and Water essence foods.”
			

			
				Bardon gave Max another look. “I can see why you brought him here then.”
			

			
				“He’d also benefit from Air and Spirit essence.”
			

			
				Bardon had turned to walk toward his kitchen, but at Senior Hara’s words he froze. He glanced back and for the third time looked Max over. This time Max could actually feel energy touching him as the strange cook examined him.
			

			
				Bardon lifted a hand and started pulling on his beard. “Four affinities and one of them being Spirit? I spoke too soon about paranoia. My apologies, Senior Hara.”
			

			
				“Bah, don’t start being respectful now, Bardon. You’ll ruin a perfectly good friendship. Now bring me my wine.”
			

			
				“Coming right up.” Bardon chuckled as he left them alone in the inn’s main room.
			

			
				Senior Hara chose the table closest to the fireplace. “Sit,” she said to Max.
			

			
				Bardon came back with a bottle of wine and two glasses. He filled the glasses and gave one to Senior Hara while keeping the second for himself.
			

			
				Max eyed the wine, but Senior Hara shook her head.
			

			
				“This wine would kill you. It would freeze your insides, and you’d die a moderately slow yet incredibly painful death.” 
			

			
				Bardon took a sip of the wine and took over the explanation. “It’s made from the gramra grapes from the northwestern region of Ursato. An area with heavy elemental chi. The grape juices are then mixed with ground-up dire beast cores from the Central Wilds. It is a drink for those who’ve reached the Adept rank of cultivation.” Bardon gulped down the rest of his glass and put it and the bottle on the table. “I’ll be back with some food for you and the runt.” He disappeared again. 
			

			
				“Lovely fellow,” Max said.
			

			
				“Indeed. A little rough around the edges, but one of the finest men I know, and someone you should pay attention to. Most of the so-called cultivators of this region are idiots, including a good number that come through the academy. As an Outworlder, you’re going to have enemies, so do try to make friends with the few people with the character to stand beside someone regardless of their background.”
			

			
				Max glanced back toward the kitchen. It seemed that his new mentor held the cook in high regard. “What did you mean about controlling his aura?”
			

			
				“Did you not feel it?”
			

			
				“I felt something dangerous coming from him.”
			

			
				“That’s his aura. As cultivators advance, their auras grow stronger. Cultivators can project or hide that aura. It can have negative effects on those around them, especially those of a significantly lower level. You can also read a person’s aura and learn much about them. Something you’ll need to learn and master is having control over your own aura. Having people see your cultivation base is not something you want to have to have outside of your control.”
			

			
				“Is Bardon a higher-level cultivator than you?” 
			

			
				“No, but never ask a woman her cultivation strength, it’s rude. For that matter, asking anyone that question is generally rude unless it’s pertinent to some task at hand.”
			

			
				“You’re both obviously at a high rank, or is Adept rank wine something a lot of people in this world can drink?”
			

			
				Senior Hara smiled. “Few people can drink this.”
			

			
				“Got it,” Max said. This inn wasn’t just some random location. The fact that there was a high-level cultivator like Bardon running it meant something. What that something was, Max hadn’t figured out yet, but he’d get there, eventually.
			

			
				Bardon came back to the table with two plates. He put one in front of Senior Hara that looked suspiciously like a Nanaimo bar. The other plate he put in front of Max. His plate had a large pile of noodles on one side with four piles of meat surrounding a carafe of some sort of sauce.
			

			
				“Darkin duck slices, one of the better sources of Spirit element essence in the area, also is a source of Water essence. Finding a pure source of Spirit element is rare. The next meat is horah fish, high in Water and Air essence. These will be a staple of your diet if you can find enough of them. The last is gorro. A type of dire beast that is similar to a boar, only with four eyes and two spiked tails. An excellent source of Wood essence with trace Fire element. These noodles are low in chi, but you’ll be wanting to eat plenty of vegetables that balance out the meats that you have with each meal. This will help keep your elemental chi as balanced as possible, if that’s what you’re trying to achieve.” Bardon looked at Senior Hara as he said the last part. 
			

			
				She nodded in agreement. “It’s too rare an opportunity to ignore.” She turned to Max. “Eat.”
			

			
				Max grabbed his fork and took a bite of the gorro. The meat was spicy, like it had been infused with hot peppers. He immediately took a mouthful of noodles. Thankfully, they were as promised and didn’t add to the spicy feeling that was causing his mouth to tingle.
			

			
				“Eat a yin food after the yang to balance out the Fire of the yang meat,” Bardon suggested.
			

			
				Max tried a piece of the horah fish. It was dense and full of flavor, reminding him of halibut, but it also had a cooling sensation like mint. His mouth still tingled, but Bardon was right. The cooler flavor balanced out the heat of the yang-heavy gorro. 
			

			
				“Eat the meat and fish slowly, alternating with the noodles. Your body isn’t used to this much chi and will need time to adjust, so don’t eat quickly.”
			

			
				Taking another bite of noodles, Max thought about his favorite hot wings back on Earth; they could learn something from this world. The heat of the gorro meat made him sweat and tingle like a good hot wing, but it wasn’t making his nose run.
			

			
				As he ate, Bardon spoke to Senior Hara, asking about what was happening in Kafni. They gossiped about the clans and cultivators while Max slowly ate his meal. When he was done, Bardon paused for a moment and focused on Max. “Your cultivation level is incredibly low, and being here would normally be a danger for you. I’m sure Senior Hara has taken that into consideration…”
			

			
				“Yes, his body is pathetic. But there are bigger issues at play. Max, lift your shirt sleeve.”
			

			
				Max pulled up his sleeve to show the mark of Xeren.
			

			
				“Ah, that explains why you’re here and why I couldn’t fully sense you.”
			

			
				“It isn’t the only blessing he has. My new student has a second blessing from another goddess before he came to this world.”
			

			
				Bardon’s brow raised as he studied Max with renewed interest. “You’re an Outworlder?”
			

			
				Max nodded.
			

			
				“Ah, I should’ve noticed your eyes. And this second blessing?”
			

			
				“The Blessing of the Condor,” Max replied. “It’s supposed to make my body adapt and change according to the stresses put on it.”
			

			
				Bardon smiled at Senior Hara. “Now I fully understand why you’ve brought the boy here. I’ll have Melanie watch the inn for a few days.”
			

			
				“Thank you, old friend. I knew I could count on you,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				“I’ll start making arrangements. Do we leave in the morning?”
			

			
				“First light,” Senior Hara said. “The Blessing of Xeren has a time limit. We must take full advantage of it.”
			

			
				Bardon gave Senior Hara a short bow. He turned to Max and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I envy the opportunity you have, but not the process you must go through to achieve success. I hope you don’t grow to resent my involvement in your training.”
			

			
				When Bardon left the table, Max turned to Senior Hara. “What exactly is his role going to be in my training?”
			

			
				“That depends on your answer to my next question. How far are you willing to go to advance in this world?”
			

			
				Max thought about it. He thought back to the poker game and being at the mercy of the gods and Housar’s advice to grow stronger at any cost. 
			

			
				He’d only been here a short time, but he realized that Housar was right. If he didn’t want to be a pawn in a game of gods, he needed to be strong. Really strong.
			

			
				He fixed Senior Hara with a look. “I’ll do whatever it takes.”
			

			
				She nodded. “Then Bardon is going to be the one who breaks you.”
 
			

			



				8 Tenderized Like a Crappy Steak
			

			
				Standing in the middle of a pool of swamp water that was tickling his mid-calf sucked. There were no two ways about it.
			

			
				Max did his best to ignore his surroundings and focused on the breathing technique.
			

			
				Three quick breaths, one long deep breath and then exhale like a snake. While he did that, he was constantly watching his surroundings. The swamp was full of terrifying beasts—even the fish were trying to eat him. And to make it worse, Senior Hara hadn’t given him a weapon.
			

			
				“You need to learn how to defend yourself without a weapon,” she’d said before setting up her chair and umbrella on a small nearby island where she could sit and watch.
			

			
				At first, it wasn’t too bad. The water, while being as stinky as any Earth swamp he’d ever visited, was warm enough not to bother him, and Bardon was nowhere to be seen.
			

			
				“What’s the purpose of this training again?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Your body is pathetic, to say the least.” Max had to keep from rolling his eyes at her repeated assertion of that fact. He’d gotten it the first time she’d said it. “Aside from being a fair proximity for a scarecrow,” Senior Hara continued, “it has internal issues. Your meridians, which are like veins for chi, are narrow and brittle. The body you inherited was obviously from a low-chi area and had no training. We’re going to force your body to adapt to this new higher chi environment. Outside of the Central Wilds, this is one of the highest natural chi areas around. The swamp waters are heavy with Water and Wood essence chi, and the air, well, the air has Air chi. Bardon is out searching for dire beasts with Spirit essence right now.”
			

			
				“What about my physical training?”
			

			
				“Later, Bardon will begin teaching you to fight.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “In my world, we have fairly advanced programs for physical development. We don’t have magic, but our medicine and knowledge of the human body is strong.”
			

			
				“Yes, I’ve spoken with Lady Diana about some of the differences between our worlds. Bardon will have particular drills he’ll want you to do, but perhaps having you use some of the methods from your world would be a benefit. Anything you can do now while maintaining your focus on your breathing techniques would be acceptable. Just don’t forget to be aware of your surroundings.”
			

			
				“OK.” Focusing on his breathing would mean saving sprints and explosive movement exercises for later, but there were plenty of bodyweight exercises he could do while doing his breathing exercises. The one he knew would be the most effective was also the simplest.
			

			
				The squat.
			

			
				Lowering his body down, Max noted that not only was this new body lacking in muscle, it was equally deficient in mobility. Stretching was going to become a daily part of his new fitness regime.
			

			
				An hour later, Max’s legs were shaking, and he definitely wasn’t crying. That was just sweat trickling out of the corners of his eyes. Definitely just sweat.
			

			
				“Another ten. You can do it.”
			

			
				As much as she’d told him that Bardon would be the one breaking him, Max was now sure that Senior Hara intended to do it before the inn owner got a chance. He’d stopped doing squats after a half an hour to move to the next exercise. But she’d decided it was a good one to do, and that he should go longer.
			

			
				Apparently longer meant going until he passed out and drowned in a foot of swamp water.
			

			
				The only benefit of the torture was that it had improved his breathing technique. By accident, and exhaustion, he’d found that taking a deeper breath and slowing down his “s” sounding exhale had given him incremental improvements in his energy levels. According to Senior Hara, this was chi entering his muscles. When he’d told her about it, she’d excitedly increased his workload by having him hold a large rock while doing his squats. Now his arms and shoulders were throbbing as well.
			

			
				Eight, nine, ten. Max counted the last three reps, his body shaking and threatening to fail at any second. When he finished the last one, he let the rock drop into the swampy water.
			

			
				“Good work,” Bardon said from beside Senior Hara.
			

			
				Max blinked. He hadn’t noticed Bardon’s return.
			

			
				“It was good work,” Senior Hara said. “He managed to catch four fish while he trained.”
			

			
				By catching fish, she meant they’d latched onto his legs and wouldn’t let go. Then he’d walk onto shore and smash them across the head with a big rock—which had given Senior Hara the idea to include a rock in his workout regimen. Then Senior Hara threw them into a magic bag of holding and shooed him back into the water.
			

			
				“Your squats aren’t terrible, but you need to get lower,” Bardon said as Max exited the swamp water.
			

			
				“I know, ass to grass. I just don’t have much flexibility yet,” Max said.
			

			
				Bardon’s brow furrowed. “‘Ass to grass’? Ah, I like that. A good way to say ‘lower your butt to the ground.’”
			

			
				“A tad crude, but it gets the point across,” Senior Hara said with a cackle. “Here, take this.” She pushed a pill into Max’s hand.
			

			
				“What’s this?” he asked.
			

			
				“Healing pill.”
			

			
				Max took the pill and then took a swig of water from a flask. The pill began working immediately. The pain in his extremities was almost gone, and he didn’t feel exhausted anymore. “Woah, that’s an impressive pill.”
			

			
				“Yes, it is. The downside of it is that you can only use one per day, otherwise it will harm your cultivation instead of helping it. However, now you are in fine shape to begin your training.”
			

			
				Max gulped. “Begin it? What have I been doing for the last few hours then?”
			

			
				Bardon grinned. “A good warm-up. Now, let’s see if they know anything about hand-to-hand combat in your world.”
			

			
				“Oh, my world knows plenty, but I was pretty incompetent. The last fight I was in was middle school after Sally Jones’s boyfriend caught us under the bleachers. He gave me a good, and rightly earned, ass whooping.”
			

			
				“Good. If you think you know nothing, then I shouldn’t have to spend much time removing bad habits. Now, the first thing you need to learn is how to stop falling when I kick you.”
			

			
				“What?” Max said right before his head hit the ground.
			

			
				He groaned. “Oh, this really is going to suck.” He stood up and took a wider stance.
			

			
				“Better. Now bend your knees. You need to be light on your feet and ready to move quickly. You have a moderately decent frame, but you have no weight to throw around. You need to be about avoidance and balance,” Bardon said as he sent another kick toward Max’s front foot.
			

			
				Max tried to jump back and avoid it, but it struck him on the calf, spinning him around into Bardon’s second kick, which landed right on his solar plexus. Once again, Max found himself on the ground.
			

			
				“If you’re going to dodge a low kick, lift your foot up while stepping back. I might still connect, but if your weight is on your back foot, I won’t send you off-balance as easily.”
			

			
				Max got to his feet once more.
			

			
				“Now that you’ve seen me knock you down twice with a simple kick, let’s teach you your first movement pattern. The Frog Glides Through the Grass.
			

			
				“This is a technique for avoiding contact and gaining space between you and your opponent. When a fighter is bigger and stronger than you, being able to fight at your preferred range and not his can be your most effective weapon. Despite the fact that you’re thinner than a fig leaf, you have long arms and legs. Avoiding strikes and quick counters will be the mainstay of your close quarters combat techniques.”
			

			
				Bardon then squatted down into an aggressive stance. He suddenly pushed off his front foot, thrusting himself backwards. His stance went even deeper, but he was almost two feet back from his starting position.
			

			
				Max tried to mimic his movement. It felt awkward and looked even worse, but Bardon didn’t criticize him. He just had Max do it again and again. And then he had him switch feet and do it the opposite way.
			

			
				After what felt like a thousand repetitions of the simple movement pattern, Bardon threw another kick at Max. This time, Max automatically tried using the Frog Glides Through the Grass technique. Bardon’s foot smashed into Max’s ankle, but the attack didn’t send him to the ground.
			

			
				“Better. Now let’s see it again.”
			

			
				After another dozen kicks to each of his legs, Max felt something snap when Bardon struck his right foot mid-shin. He flopped to the ground in pain. Grimacing, Max refrained from screaming. As painful as a broken bone was, it was nothing compared to the pain he’d gone through coming into this world.
			

			
				Senior Hara got up from her chair and came over to Max. She knelt down beside him and put her hand on his leg. A warm light went into his leg, and the pain lessened. She then did the same on his left leg.
			

			
				“What level strikes were you using?” Senior Hara asked Bardon.
			

			
				“Mid-Iron strikes.”
			

			
				“Good.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “How is my leg getting broken by an Iron-stage strike a good thing?”
			

			
				“Both of your legs took quite a beating today. Your left leg had several stress fractures as well. But both of your legs will heal stronger and your body will be forced to adapt. It isn’t good that Iron-level strikes did so much damage. What is good is that Bardon used an appropriate level of power to hit you. If he’d used Copper or higher level strikes, he’d break your legs with one strike. That wouldn’t allow you to work on your techniques. Now get up, it’s time to work on punching.”
			

			
				“I’m not very good at throwing punches,” Max admitted.
			

			
				“I’m not talking about your ability to throw a punch,” Senior Hara said. “That’ll come later. We’re going to train your ability to take a punch.”
			

			
				Max groaned and folded over as Bardon sent a flurry of right hooks to his gut.
			

			
				“Protect yourself at all times,” Bardon growled.
			

			
				Max stood up straight again. He lifted his arms into what he thought was a traditional boxing stance.
			

			
				Bardon tsked and adjusted Max’s arms until he was happy. It felt strange to Max. It wasn’t a natural stance for him, but then again, he’d never been a fighter. The fights he’d been in usually involved alcohol, women, questionable decisions and a fist coming out of nowhere…not necessarily in that order.
			

			
				As Bardon battered his body, Max learned to move, dodge and weave, and use his arms to block Bardon’s powerful fists. His body was being tenderized like a low-grade steak being prepared for the grill.
			

			
				When Senior Hara finally called an end to the assault, Max was black and blue.
			

			
				Everywhere.
			

			
				He flopped down to the ground and closed his eyes.
			

			
				“We’ll be heading back to the inn soon. Don’t get too comfortable,” Senior Hara said as she started putting her chair and umbrella back into her magic storage space.
			

			
				“Healing?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Not now. Letting your body heal with the help of Xeren’s Blessing will prove the most beneficial. Continue to work on your breathing exercises as we walk.”
			

			
				This is really going to suck, Max thought as he picked himself up off the ground. He did have to admit that while he was in pain and his entire upper body hurt, his legs weren’t killing him despite the injuries he’d suffered earlier in the day.
			

			



				9 Coyotes
			

			
				When they got back to the inn, Max was in less pain. The healing properties of the Blessing of Xeren was amazing. But it did nothing to fix the sheer mental exhaustion he felt. As they entered the building, Max headed straight toward his room.
			

			
				“Where are you going?” Senior Hara asked.
			

			
				“To sleep?” Max asked. Please don’t let there be more training tonight, he thought as he waited for his mentor’s reply. 
			

			
				“You need to eat first. Take a seat. I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
			

			
				Max just nodded, too tired to argue. Unlike the previous night, the inn wasn’t empty. All the tables were full except one small one in the corner. Max plonked himself down there and waited for a server.
			

			
				A new group of men entered the inn, looked around, and then walked up to the table.
			

			
				“You’re at our table, boy. Move,” one of the men said.
			

			
				Max looked up at the man. He was large, with a prominent chin and nose, dark thick eyebrows and a scar over his right eye. But it wasn’t the man’s physical appearance that drew Max’s attention. He could feel the man’s aura pressing down on him. It would’ve frightened him if he hadn’t spent the day fighting Bardon, who had a much stronger aura. “With respect, Senior, this table is taken. My mentor will be back momentarily.”
			

			
				“Your mentor isn’t here, and this is our table. Now move before I move you.” 
			

			
				Max sighed. Getting in a fight with three men over a table when he could barely move seemed a foolish move. Senior Hara wasn’t in the room, and Bardon had left them earlier to get back to the kitchens. Hopefully, Senior Hara wouldn’t mind taking her meal in her room.
			

			
				He rose and gave a small bow to the pushy cultivator. “My apologies, Senior. The table is yours.”
			

			
				The cultivator grinned like a predator. “Wise choice, boy.” He then brushed Max aside and took his seat. His friends laughed. “What kind of idiot brings a lowly Stone cultivator out here, anyway?”
			

			
				Suddenly, Senior Hara was standing beside the table. “This kind.”
			

			
				The big-nosed cultivator sneered at her. “An old lady babysitting her pampered little grandson?”
			

			
				Bardon came out of the kitchen, bringing three heaping plates. He came to the table and placed them down. He then frowned at Max. “Why did you give our table away?”
			

			
				The big-nosed cultivator’s sneer disappeared.
			

			
				Max glanced over at Big Nose. “There was a misunderstanding. It seemed I was sitting in their seat.”
			

			
				One of Big Nose’s companions went to jump out of his chair. But he found himself stuck there. Senior Hara had her hand on his shoulder, and he couldn’t move.
			

			
				Bardon looked at Big Nose. “Is that right, Stanton? My young friend took your seat?”
			

			
				Stanton looked at Bardon. “No, it was my mistake. We’ll wait for another table.” He then turned to Senior Hara. “My apologies, Aunty. I spoke out of turn. Obviously, the boy is in good hands.” He then turned and walked away.
			

			
				Senior Hara released her grip on the other cultivator’s shoulder. The man quickly got up from the chair, gave a short bow to Senior Hara and Bardon, then scurried off with his companions.
			

			
				“Sit. Eat,” Senior Hara said to Max as she took her chair.
			

			
				“What was that about?” Max asked as they all sat down.
			

			
				“That was what happens when you’re too weak. The coyotes come out and start sniffing around,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Bardon chuckled. “An apt description. Stanton and his crew are rough. I wouldn’t go so far as to calling them bandits—”
			

			
				“Only because they haven’t been caught,” Senior Hara said, interrupting Bardon. “I can smell it on them. They were sizing me up, trying to read my aura.”
			

			
				“Ha, good luck with that,” Bardon chuckled. “It would take a late stage Adept rank cultivator to feel your aura.”
			

			
				“Why is that?” Max asked, noting that he now knew his teacher was likely an Adept rank cultivator. Which, as far as he understood, put her toward the top of the food chain.
			

			
				“As Senior Hara constantly reminds me, aura is a representation of one’s self, and to control your aura is to control how people see you,” Bardon said. “Senior Hara has incredible aura control, and only someone with a higher cultivation level could see her aura without her consent. Even then I doubt it.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “If he couldn’t see your aura, why did he insult you? Isn’t that foolish?”
			

			
				“As cultivators grow in power, they tend to appear younger in age,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				“So he assumed you had limited cultivation based on your appearance despite not being able to see your aura?”
			

			
				“Precisely,” Senior Hara said. “It seems you can use your head for something other than a target for Bardon’s fists. Now eat your meal.”
			

			
				Max nodded and dug into the food. Like the previous night, the meal consisted of duck, fish, gorro, and noodles. “Senior Hara, what happens if I don’t eat balanced meals with all the types of chi?”
			

			
				“You get a full stomach and less than optimum results. Your core can only absorb so much of each chi type and then the rest gets filtered through your body. You can eat any type of food and it will give you sustenance, but right now it is especially important to give your body the foods that will help teach it what it needs. We’re building the foundation of your cultivation for years to come right now. With your body being so wretched and undernourished, it is literally starved of chi. Your meridians are frail, your muscles are weak, your bones are fragile. The only thing you have right now that isn’t pathetic is your soul.”
			

			
				Max found it somewhat ironic that his soul was at his strong point. In his previous life, no one would have ever made that statement.
			

			
				Taking another bite of the tender and tasty gorro meat, he savored the spicy pork taste and thought about the school. “I won’t get meals like this at the academy, will I?”
			

			
				“No, you’ll get rations of high-chi foods, but not nearly the quality or quantity. You’ll also have to pay for it, though it is discounted compared to what you’d buy from somewhere like an inn or tavern. That is part of the reason I brought you here. This area has an abundance of excellent chi sources, and Bardon is both an excellent cook and physical training mentor. This trip is all about maximizing the benefits of your blessings.”
			

			
				The blessing of a god. It was a strange thing to have, let alone two of them. But so was letting his soul be a prize in a poker game, so it came with the territory.
			

			
				When he was done eating, Max excused himself immediately and headed to his room. His head barely hit the pillow before he was asleep.
 
			

			



				10 Box Clever
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				Sitting cross-legged in a meditation pose, Chantelle examined her core. She’d been at the Four Winds Sanctuary for a week now and every day started with meditation before heading to breakfast and then her training sessions with Matu.
			

			
				The difference today was that she was ready for a breakthrough. On her second day at the sanctuary, Lady De La Monta had given her a Scroll of Knowledge that was like a digital display in her brain for keeping track of her progress. She also had her affinity tested, and she had Earth and Air affinities.
			

			
				Which, to Chantelle’s understanding, meant those were the elements which she could use. Chi rarely was found without some sort of elemental taint. When she pulled chi out of the air, Chantelle was pulling in assorted types of chi that contained particles that had to be filtered out.
			

			
				Her body liked Air and Earth elements but rejected others like Wood and Metal. While her core was like a pump and battery for chi, her meridians were the transportation system and a Brita filtration system. All the elements her body couldn’t naturally absorb had to be filtered out.
			

			
				The new cultivation techniques Lady De La Monta had provided for her—in addition to the Stone Gatherers style Matu was helping her with—were called the Floating Pebble style.
			

			
				There were two main components of the cultivation system. First, the Sinking Stone breathing technique, which was used to draw chi into her body. Then the second technique which was…well, it was disgusting.
			

			
				Pebbles in the Wind was a cleansing technique that was basically passing gas. Impurity-tainted gas that made rotten eggs smell like a treat. The only upside to this technique was that if she did it every day, there wasn’t a strong odor. But if she missed a day or two…
			

			
				It was straight up nasty.
			

			
				Finding a private place with good airflow was essential. Needless to say, Chantelle spent a portion of every day outside. Alone. As far from others as she could get.
			

			
				In her hand was a Starlight Meditation Pill that Caden, one of Lady De La Monta’s top disciples, had provided. Caden was the ying to Matu’s yang. While Matu was her mentor for all things battle-related, Caden taught her the other side of being a strong cultivator. How to meditate, to channel her chi through her meridians and everything else a young cultivator should know. It wasn’t always about cultivation either, as Caden taught her about politics, local customs and the various gods and demigods who influenced this world.
			

			
				It was a lot to learn, but Caden was a patient teacher.
			

			
				This wasn’t the first pill that Chantelle had taken, but according to Caden it was by far the strongest, and would push her cultivation level up at least one level. Excited to see what would happen once she reached a higher level, Chantelle swallowed the pill.
			

			
				She checked her stats once more to get a benchmark of where she was.
 
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Level 2 18% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills: Unarmed Combat level 09/100
 
			

			
				“Now start cycling your chi,” Caden said from his position on the far side of the room.
			

			
				Chantelle nodded and started cycling. Using the Sinking Stone breathing technique while actively circulating her chi through her meridians, she could feel the energy of the pill entering her system like a flood. Her core stretched and expanded, trying to deal with the sudden influx of chi.
			

			
				“Keep cycling no matter what,” Caden instructed. “Your core will adapt as long as you don’t panic and stop cycling.”
			

			
				Pushing the chi through her meridians faster than she’d ever done before, Chantelle felt a bit of relief. It was working. Her core had stopped expanding like a balloon and was now shrinking. But as it shrunk, it felt denser. When it finally stopped, it was probably a good twenty percent bigger than when she’d started, but it felt like there was easily double the amount of chi in her system.
			

			
				“Good work,” Caden said. “You almost broke through to Iron 3. At this rate you’ll make Copper within a couple of months. Now go have a bath.”
			

			
				Chantelle, so excited about her breakthrough to mid-level Iron, hadn’t noticed that she was drenched in sweat and filth. Black sludge oozed out of her pores. “Oh gross. I thought that Pebbles in the Wind technique was supposed to purify my body?”
			

			
				“It does, but you just took in a large amount of chi that wasn’t pure. Your body can only handle so much and the rest has to go somewhere. That’s why it’s so important to cycle while taking in the energy from the pill. If you hadn’t, the elemental chi could get stuck in your meridians and create blockages. That’s one of the reasons cultivators can’t just take a bunch of pills to gain power. The tainted elemental chi would ruin your cultivation. Between the cost of gathering and cleansing pills, only the richest cultivators can be pill poppers. The rest of us have to cultivate and grow in a more organic manner. Besides, those who cut corners often find that the consequences don’t show up until later. A cultivator must build a solid base or they will never reach the heavens.”
			

			
				“So why was I given such a powerful pill now?”
			

			
				“One of the benefits of being an Outworlder—your body is clear of elemental chi, so there is less chance of harming your meridians. As long as you continue to use your cleansing techniques and cleansing pills, you can be more aggressive than normal cultivators. You’ll progress quickly for a time, but eventually those gains will slow, and you’ll progress at a natural pace. But for now you can push the boundaries and develop faster. Now get in the bath, you stinking mule.”
			

			
				Chantelle laughed and held her nose. Caden was right. She really needed to have a bath. She entered the next room where a tub was waiting for her. She stripped down and dove into the large tub. It had medicinal flowers soaking in it, and the water tackled the sludge like Dawn detergent fighting grease.
			

			
				Caden came in once she was in the tub. Using a long stick, he picked up Chantelle’s clothes. “These will be burned. I’ll bring you new clothes. Hong Su, come here please,” Caden yelled.
			

			
				A servant girl came into the room, took one look at the clothes hanging from the stick, and blasted them with a Fire technique.
			

			
				Magic is so cool, Chantelle said as she watched.
			

			
				Once the clothes were nothing but ash, the woman nodded and left the room.
			

			
				Chantelle finished scrubbing herself. She felt amazing. Her body felt strong and light. Her mind felt sharp and even her eyes felt like she could see everything just a little more clearly. “This is great. Is it like this every time I reach a new stage?”
			

			
				Caden laughed. “You only increased your cultivation by a small bit. Wait until you breakthrough into Copper. You’ll feel even stronger.”
			

			
				Hong Su came back into the room with a fresh set of robes for Chantelle.
			

			
				“Thank you, Hong Su,” Chantelle said.
			

			
				The woman smiled and bowed, exiting once more.
			

			
				“So what’s next?” Chantelle asked with a grin.
			

			
				“You go back to Matu and he starts beating on you again.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s smile disappeared. Matu was a sadist.  
			

			
				“Shit.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Chantelle used to lack faith in the gods. She was the master of her own destiny.
			

			
				How times changed. In this world, they held real influence.
			

			
				The gods had to be smiling upon her. She’d survived the day’s opening sparring session with only a few injuries. No broken bones this time.
			

			
				She was cautiously optimistic, but training with Matu was far from over. Injuries could still happen.
			

			
				“Do you know why I barely pushed you during our light sparring session?” Matu asked, still looking fresh as a daisy while Chantelle struggled. He held out his hand to help her up.
			

			
				Chantelle frowned. Light sparring?
			

			
				She took his hand and got to her feet. This time, she had barely lasted two minutes and felt like she had been run over by a rhino. A few deep breaths, using Sinking Stone cultivation to draw in chi, and her legs stopped shaking. A few more breaths, and she started to feel almost human again.
			

			
				Almost.
			

			
				Eager to have a little breather before the next grueling training session, she answered, “Is it because I leveled up today and need time to adjust?”
			

			
				“That’s right,” Matu said. “You need time to let your newly enhanced senses adjust. I also want you to gain better control of cycling chi through your body to power your moves. We don’t want you straining your core. But don’t worry, we’ll resume normal training tomorrow.”
			

			
				“Yay!” She inwardly groaned. “So every time I level up, it’s like breaking in a new pair of running shoes. Proceed with caution. No one’s got time for a twisted ankle on the first run.”
			

			
				“Sounds like you’re speaking from experience.”
			

			
				“Oh, I am! I learned that lesson the hard way. I went full speed in new trainers and busted my ankle. Then I had to sit around for months before I could train again. Not fun.”
			

			
				“You don’t strike me as the type who sits around.”
			

			
				Chantelle agreed with a sharp nod. It was a painful memory. She lost the race because she was impatient and didn’t give the injury enough time to heal before resuming training. That hurt more than the injury, given the months of training she had put in.
			

			
				“A busted ankle may have set you back, but it’s nothing compared to straining your core. If you go too far, you can cripple your cultivation. Caden would have a hard time treating you then. It can take months or years to heal.”
			

			
				Chantelle gulped. Broken bones? No problem. But a broken core...?
			

			
				“I’ll keep that in mind.”
			

			
				“Good. Now that you’ve reached Iron Level 2 we can expand your training. Caden will teach you Pebble Cascade to help you control and accelerate the flow of chi within your body.”
			

			
				“Is it part of the Floating Pebble style?”
			

			
				“Yes, it uses similar principles of the breathing technique combined with meditation, but it’s a little more involved. It’s a cycling technique he wouldn’t normally teach someone of your level, but you’re...” He trailed off.
			

			
				Not normal.
			

			
				Chantelle knew what he was getting at. She wasn’t a typical student at Four Winds Sanctuary. Caden had told her that souls from other realms rarely received a second chance from Savannah. In all the time he had been a disciple of the goddess, Caden had only met one other person who had been portalled to Eedan. They weren’t from Earth. 
			

			
				“Before we start your weapons training, we need to talk more. I’m a little concerned.”
			

			
				Chantelle straightened. “I’m all ears.”
			

			
				A strange look washed over him. It vanished almost as soon as it appeared. “Your experience in martial training is impressive...by Earth standards. Here, your gains are merely satisfactory. You can take a hit without losing focus, and you’ve learned the basic forms quickly. I must also add that you train hard. But if you want to not only catch up with your peers but surpass them, you will have to use your wits.”
			

			
				“I can box clever,” she said.
			

			
				“You’ll have to do more than that,” he said.
			

			
				“It’s just a phrase.”
			

			
				Matu frowned. “I see.”
			

			
				She wasn’t sure he did. They spoke the same language, but coming from a different world often left some things lost in translation.
			

			
				“Forms and wooden dummy drills are an important part of your training. Can you see how the benefits can lessen as you progress?”
			

			
				Chantelle’s heart skipped.
			

			
				He was testing her.
			

			
				On Earth, being predictable lost you matches. It separated those who had experience from those who didn’t. But they didn’t have magic to contend with. In some ways she felt like she was back at the bottom rung of the training ladder. There was a tough climb ahead.
			

			
				“Using the same pattern to evade provides a nice defensive safety net. Movement becomes second nature, speeding up reaction times. But if your opponent is observant, they could use those same habits to predict your next move.”
			

			
				Matu smiled. “Good answer.”
			

			
				Despite his sadistic training methods, Chantelle appreciated her new trainer. Matu was sharp as a tack. He also had an exceptionally keen eye. The fact that she had failed to land a single blow during their fights came as no surprise. It didn’t stop her from trying every time they sparred.
			

			
				“In all the times we’ve fought, you haven’t come close to hitting me. Do you think the gap in our cultivation levels is to blame?”
			

			
				Chantelle knew from experience the expected answer was no. It was partially true though.
			

			
				She shook her head. “No. Your superior strength and speed gives you an advantage. It doesn’t make you invincible.” She tapped her temple. “My biggest issue is I’m over-relying on the techniques I’ve learned. And I’ve been focusing on perfecting them. Instead, I should be adapting it to what I already know.”
			

			
				“Brains can defeat brawn. You’re clever and strong, but right now you’re consumed by what you don’t know. The raw intent you put into chi flow is so powerful I can sense it from here. You’re like a beacon. Using your mind in battle is a good thing, but don’t let it take over. You must get faster and learn to keep your opponent guessing.”
			

			
				Chantelle bowed. “Thank you for your guidance.” She filed that advice away and marked it as important. It was something she had known in her past life but had lost sight of.
			

			
				“Good, now follow me.” Matu strode around the ring. In the other rings around them, spears clashed in a captivating rhythm. Without a glance at the fighters, he gestured for Chantelle to follow, leading her to the weapons wall.
			

			
				“Today, we’ll tackle a simple drill called the Infinity Loop,” Matu said, grabbing a bo staff with a sturdy grip. He showed off the move, swirling the staff in a fancy figure-eight pattern. 
			

			
				Chantelle watched closely, her eyes fixed on the staff’s mesmerizing motion. Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward. Grabbing hold of a staff, she tested its weight.
			

			
				“Imagine the staff as a part of you,” Matu advised. “Now, trace the infinity symbol in the air with the staff. Go from one loop to the other smoothly.”
			

			
				Chantelle focused, copying Matu’s moves with her own funky twist. She started tracing the infinity loop, finding her groove as she went. With each spin, she gained confidence. Before long she felt the staff and her body harmonize.
			

			
				“Good. Now you just need to add more power to the movements. For that you’ll use Stone Surge.” Matu demonstrated the movement. “Send chi to your arms and legs as you twirl the staff.” He repeated the motion.
			

			
				Chantelle did as he asked. The first part was easy. She looked inwards as chi flowed from her core throughout her body. So far she’d been limited in what she could do with the chi, but the wooden staff made her feel like she had a connection to it. She focused, trying to push chi from her hand into the wood.
			

			
				It didn’t work. She tried again, but the result was the same.
			

			
				No dice!
			

			
				Heat rose from her core as she kept trying. It spread outwards like waves crashing against rocks each time she tried to force it into the staff.
			

			
				“Ease off,” Matu said in a low voice. “You’re trying too hard. Imagine your chi flowing from your core through your meridians into the staff.”
			

			
				Taking a deep breath, she willed the tension to leave her shoulders. The waves of energy crashing through her calmed. She pictured her core as a glowing reservoir. Twirling the staff, she visualized chi flowing from her core through her body into her hands. Just like blood rushing to her fingertips.
			

			
				Next she imagined the wood in the staff as a thirsty sponge ready to soak up her chi. This time chi flowed through her hand and into the staff. It glowed. She felt a surge of power as if lightning had coursed through her veins, jolting every cell inside her.
			

			
				“Well done.” Matu smiled in approval. “You have grasped the basics of Stone Surge. If you can make it work with a staff, you can make it work just as easily with your fist.”
			

			
				The corner of her vision flashed. She opened her Scroll of Knowledge.
 
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Level 2 97% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills: Unarmed Combat level 10/100
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 1—Increased damage on Earth chi-infused hits.
 
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. Her first skill achieved. The first of many, she hoped. There was a long way to go to reach the top of the training ladder.
			

			
				But she was no longer on the bottom rung.
 
			

			



				11  Plum Pudding
			

			
				 
			

			
				The next morning Max woke to a knock on his door. He yawned and looked down. He hadn’t changed before falling asleep. Shaking his head, he got up and went to the door. When he opened it, he found Bardon there with a plate in his hand.
			

			
				“Eat this. We’ll be leaving for the swamp again soon. Leave the plate in the room. Melanie will get it when she comes to clean the sheets. This room smells like a swamp.”
			

			
				“Sorry about the smell.”
			

			
				“It comes with the territory. Now eat.” Bardon pushed the plate into his hands.
			

			
				Max accepted the plate and sat down. It smelled delicious, and if he wasn’t mistaken, the gods were truly smiling down on him.
			

			
				Bacon.
			

			
				He tested the bacon. It was definitely gorro meat, but it was also absolutely delicious. Along with the bacon were three eggs with green yolks and a large pile of fluffy pancakes smothered in a syrup. He wondered if this was a traditional breakfast here or another of the meals that had come from the other Outworlder, Diana Tolliver. Either way, Max devoured the delicious slices of chi heaven and the rest of his meal.
			

			
				When he was done, Max stood up again and stretched out. Despite the copious amount of punishment he’d taken the day before, he felt good. Really good.
			

			
				When he got downstairs, Max found Senior Hara and Bardon drinking tea.
			

			
				“Tonight, you’ll bathe before bed,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Max felt his face warming in embarrassment. “Yes, teacher.”
			

			
				Senior Hara finished her tea and stood up. “Don’t feel ashamed. If you hadn’t been exhausted by the end of yesterday, it would’ve meant Bardon and I failed in our job. But learning to function through exhaustion is part of the path of the cultivator.”
			

			
				“At least for the good ones,” Bardon said. “There are plenty out there who’ll rely on alchemy, formations and other chi enhancers to get ahead.”
			

			
				Senior Hara snorted. “Fools sacrificing future gains for short-term advancement. The path to the heavens isn’t paved with potions. It’s blood, sweat and self-awareness that allow a cultivator to escape the mortal realm.”
			

			
				Bardon nodded. “True, but that isn’t to say that alchemy isn’t useful. Max, you’d be well served by gaining a strong knowledge of alchemy. It is definitely one of the careers that can gain you respect and power and also advance your cultivation.”
			

			
				“That is true,” Senior Hara said. “When you get to the academy, we’ll have to test your aptitudes for different skills. You being from a different world gives you knowledge that might help you here, but it also gives you deficits of local knowledge and experience. Getting you a basic knowledge of as many subjects as possible while learning what your calling will be is a valuable use of our time.”
			

			
				“I wasn’t a very good student in my world. I had a hard time staying still long enough to read a book. But I’ll do my best.”
			

			
				Bardon laughed. “You’ll find learning much easier here. There are magic skill books that directly input knowledge into your mind, no reading required.”
			

			
				Max smiled. “I like the sound of that.”
			

			
				“Don’t get your hopes up. Magic skill books are expensive, hard to find for things other than the basics and don’t give you a full understanding that can be acquired through learning the proper way. You’ll still be doing plenty of reading when you reach the academy. But that’s your future self’s problem. The current you, has training to do. Back to the swamps, boy.”
			

			
				***
			

			
				Max braced himself mentally for another rough day in the swamp. The foul smell of stagnant water filled his nostrils, and the humid air made him feel sticky. But he still had several days left of the Blessing of Xeren, and he refused to waste a moment of it to laziness or feeling sorry for himself.
			

			
				As much as Bardon was beating his body into a stronger vessel, so too was he beating into Max the mindset he’d need to survive this world. Even though Max may not be opposed to hard work now, he certainly hadn’t been forced to endure anything this difficult on Earth. And while he’d faced pain when he’d been sent to this world by Housar, he hadn’t ever had to return to something knowing full well what kind of pain he’d be walking into.
			

			
				It took a lot more mental fortitude than he’d expected.
			

			
				Senior Hara sat on her chair on the dry, solid path. Hands clasped serenely in her lap, she watched Max and Bardon with a keen, assessing eye.
			

			
				“Today,” Bardon said, standing in front of him with his hands on his hips, “we’re going to do something a little different.”
			

			
				Perking up, Max didn’t fight down the hopeful grin on his face. “Really?”
			

			
				Bardon snorted. “You don’t even know what it is and you’re excited. For all you know I’m going to tell you that you’re training in the deeper waters of the swamps where the Gargan alligators are.”
			

			
				Frowning, Max said, “Gargan alligators?” He didn’t like the sounds of that.
			

			
				Waving a hand in the air, Bardon said, “Monster alligators. Rather passive, which is why we can come out here and not get eaten. Well, why you can come out here and not get eaten. They’d be lucky to look at Hara or me funny and live. But they don’t take kindly to people intruding on their immediate territory, which is the deep water here. But that doesn’t matter.” Clapping his hands together, Bardon said, “Today we’ll push your body for speed. I’m going to give you a few pointers on throwing punches, and then you’ll be welcome to fight back when I’m pummeling you.” 
			

			
				Max pumped a hand in the air. “Finally!” He knew the point of getting beaten like a cheap steak this week, but it didn’t necessarily feel any less humiliating to be sent sprawling to his back without trying to fight back.
			

			
				Bardon raised an eyebrow, sharing an amused look with Senior Hara. “So excited to have a chance to show that his skills are nonexistent.”
			

			
				Senior Hara gave a knowing smile. “I do so love the confidence of the youth.”
			

			
				Scowling, Max said, “Look, I know I’ll be lucky to even come close to hitting Bardon let alone actually landing a blow on him. But just taking a beating day after day is already old. This is at least a bit more interesting.”
			

			
				“Aye, lad. I understand,” Bardon said, all humor gone. “And you’ve borne with it well, all things considered. Not everyone would willingly come back out here to accumulate bruises and fractures without truly learning any skills from it, and all for the sake of going to an academy where you’ll just have the process repeated, albeit in a more civilized and socially acceptable manner.”
			

			
				Max bowed. “Thank you.” Straightening, he added, “And that’s got to be the best way I’ve ever heard a school described.” Not that he thought all schools on Earth fit that description, but at times they sure seemed to. 
			

			
				“Enough yakking,” Senior Hara said. “We’re here to work, not debate the merit of Bardon’s choices of how to break and rebuild you.”
			

			
				Max bowed to Senior Hara, then faced Bardon.
			

			
				The large man nodded to him. “It’s unlikely once you get to the academy that you’ll progress much more in melee unarmed combat. There are plenty of reasons for that. As a low-level cultivator, it’s often more effective to fight with a weapon since it gives you additional reach—among other things. Not to mention a weapon allows you to direct your chi more easily into certain attacks. It’s possible to find a set of techniques to combine fist fighting with chi, but those are more for show or building control of your chi than anything else.”
			

			
				Max nodded back. That all made sense.
			

			
				“That said,” Bardon continued, “learning how to fight with your fists can be valuable. It teaches you the limits of your body. It helps you be more aware of how specific motions go together, and will make you more aware of that when you learn how to use weapons. And the most practical reason—even those who one day become the best of cultivators have lost their weapon at some point in their journey to the heavens. To be solely reliant on a weapon is to invite an early death.”
			

			
				Senior Hara scoffed. “To be solely reliant on any one thing as a cultivator is to invite an early death. Just as yin needs yang to balance it out, so any training and action a cultivator takes needs to be balanced with something else. Imbalance causes destruction.”
			

			
				Max opened his mouth to ask how that worked with things like being more of a ranged versus melee fighter, but Bardon spoke before he could.
			

			
				“There will be plenty of time later to get into theory,” he said. “And all of this is something that you must experience to truly understand.” He shifted his feet, taking a ready stance. “For now, let’s train. Copy me.”
			

			
				Sinking into a stance like Bardon, Max was glad to realize that it felt familiar and easy. Apparently the last few days of work had been good for something beyond rebuilding his body.
			

			
				“Good,” Bardon said. “When you’re attacking, where does the power come from?”
			

			
				“Uh,” Max, ever eloquent, said. “Your arm?”
			

			
				“Wrong,” Bardon said. “Though your arm is important, and certainly the stronger your arm ultimately the stronger a punch you will be able to throw. Watch me and see if you can tell.”
			

			
				Moving slowly, the large man twisted, then his back hand struck out.
			

			
				“And?” Bardon asked, relaxing his stance.
			

			
				Max frowned. “You moved your entire body.”
			

			
				“Indeed.” Bardon took his ready stance again, throwing another punch. “But where does that movement start?”
			

			
				Max watched as the man threw a few straight punches in slow motion. Then he grinned.
			

			
				“Your hip,” he said.
			

			
				Dropping his hands, Bardon grinned back. “Excellent. That’s a secret that will transfer over to your weapons’ training. With very few exceptions, your strikes start in the hip. If you fail to use your hip, you’re sacrificing loads of power that you’d otherwise have. Now you try.”
			

			
				Max took his ready position. Thinking how Bardon had moved, he tried twisting his hips first, then struck with his arm and fist.
			

			
				Grunting, Bardon said, “That’s…an interesting way that you failed.”
			

			
				Snorting, Max said, “That’s probably the nicest thing you’ve said to me this entire week. What did I do wrong?”
			

			
				“You didn’t transfer your power through your shoulder. You twisted your hips and then threw out your hand. It’s like you’re entirely disconnected.”
			

			
				So the hips actually can lie, Max thought to himself. He didn’t think Bardon and Senior Hara would appreciate the Earth culture reference as much as he did though.
			

			
				“Do it again. But think of transferring your power from your hips, up through your ribs into your shoulder and then out through your arm.”
			

			
				Pausing a moment to collect himself, Max twisted his hips, imagining the power—an admittedly miniscule amount in this body—running from his hip into his ribs. Then he thought of it like an electrical pulse that became stronger the farther it went, shooting into his shoulder and down his arm, exploding out through his fist.
			

			
				As he threw the strike, he wheezed from the sheer exertion he put into it. Stumbling, he gasped and shook out his arm. His shoulder burned lightly, like he had strained or nearly torn something.
			

			
				Bardon grinned. “Excellent. Well, not really in the grand scheme of things, but excellent for only your second punch in a sorry body.”
			

			
				“Thanks,” Max said dryly.
			

			
				Bardon continued as if he hadn’t heard Max. “Now that you have an idea of how the power should flow through your body, focus less on power and more on the motion. Stumbling every time you attack is probably near the top of the list for the fastest ways to get killed as a cultivator.”
			

			
				“So I’m just hitting all the fastest ways to die today,” Max said. “That’s fantastic.”
			

			
				“It is,” Senior Hara interrupted, sounding serious. “Because you’re doing it now, where you have two immensely powerful cultivators to protect you while you learn. If you learned this in Kafni or at the academy, it is entirely possible that your first lesson would also be your last.” 
			

			
				Max’s mind jumped to Xu Lang. He’d certainly learned the lesson of arrogant nobles and their expectations quickly, and if it hadn’t been for Senior Hara, he could have learned it the extra hard way.
			

			
				Bowing to her, he said, “You are correct. I apologize. And thank you again for your instruction. You as well, Senior Bardon.”
			

			
				Senior Hara waved him away. “Thank us by practicing and not being stupid about who you confront when you’re at the academy, particularly before you get to the Copper stage. We won’t be able to save your skinny ass every time you get in trouble.”
			

			
				Nodding seriously, he said, “I will.” He had no intention of purposefully making enemies, certainly not while he was still so weak. But as Xu Lang had shown him, intentions meant very little in this world.
			

			
				Taking his ready stance again, he exhaled slowly, twisting his body from his hips up to his shoulder and punching toward Bardon. As the man had suggested, he focused less on power and more on technique. And this time, much to his relief, he didn’t feel like he was going to tear his body apart with a simple punch.
			

			
				Repeating the motion a few more times, he grinned when Bardon said, “Good. Now you’ll do a one-two combination.” Bardon struck out with his front hand, then with his back. “You’ll have substantially less power with your front hand when you’re jabbing. That’s normal, and the point of the jab actually isn’t primarily to do damage. It’s being able to disorient your opponent enough for your cross to actually land and do damage.”
			

			
				“This would have been really nice to have in my previous life,” Max commented. “With the number of barroom brawls I was in, I should have invested in some of this experience sooner.” Dropping into the ready stance, he mimicked Bardon. Jabbing forward with his front hand, he realized he hadn’t compensated for the way he was standing, and stumbled again.
			

			
				Senior Hara scoffed. “I’m glad you’ve shown so much improvement this week already. Based on this performance, I’d be seriously considering the wisdom of you pursuing the life of a cultivator.”
			

			
				Face warming, Max couldn’t deny her evaluation. But he just took his stance again, jabbing a couple times with his front hand but not following up with his back. Once he was used to that motion, he jabbed, then added a slow cross to it. Repeating the motions several times, he grinned as it felt more natural.
			

			
				“Good,” Bardon said, stopping him. “Now the next thing is to actually hit something.”
			

			
				Grinning wider, Max said, “I hear a challenge.”
			

			
				“That’s a challenge, alright,” Bardon replied, voice light. “If you can land any kind of strike on me today, I’ll give you some wild plum pudding tonight with dinner. Absolutely worthless for anything relating to progressing your cultivation, but a great flavor.”
			

			
				Senior Hara groaned in appreciation. “Kid, Bardon’s plum pudding is a legend. Get your ass in gear and land a hit on him, or you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”
			

			
				Sinking into a ready stance, Max focused on the large man in front of him. “Let’s go then.”
			

			
				He didn’t even see the first strike coming and initially didn’t feel that it’d landed. Sprawled on his back, he stared up at the cloudy sky, blinking in surprise. An ache spread through his chest where Bardon had hit him.
			

			
				Bardon leaned over him, close enough for Max to reach. “Rule number one of fighting: no one fights fair.”
			

			
				Without pausing, Max lurched forward as fast as he could, fist outstretched.
			

			
				Bardon’s face morphed into surprise as the attack landed on his chest. The strike didn’t move him at all, but the solid thump was still satisfying. 
			

			
				Max laughed, the sound morphing into a pained gasp as he shook out his hand. “Hitting you is like hitting a brick wall.” Then he laughed again as he realized what he’d said. “But I did hit you. And within the first two minutes of us fighting to boot. Does that count as an extra prize?” 
			

			
				Senior Hara cackled, and Bardon looked over at her. “He’s got you there, Bardon. And before you say it was an unfair hit…”
			

			
				“Rule number one,” Max said, “no one fights fair!”
			

			
				Bardon was silent for a moment longer before he chuckled. “Got me there. Well, I suppose we’ll have to up the stakes to encourage you to land another hit on me. But no, I made no promises about how fast you had to get the hit in. So if you want something else other than my famous plum pudding, you’re going to have to give me a repeat performance.”
			

			
				Max got up, looking at the man eagerly.
			

			
				Bardon thought for a moment, then nodded firmly. “Another hit—fair and square—and you can also have a Raul Rock. It’s the less intense version of Usato wine.” 
			

			
				“You’re saying I get a Shirley Temple for something as hard as landing a hit on you?” He didn’t think that was worth it, but then again Hara had seemed to think the Usato wine was rather extravagant. Maybe its kiddy version would be worth the effort of figuring out how to land another hit. 
			

			
				Bardon gave him a confused look, but Hara said, “Raul Rock is expensive. Not as good as Bardon’s pudding, but still more than a fair trade for how hard you’ll have to work for it.”
			

			
				Shrugging, Max spread his feet and raised his hands. “Good enough for me. Guess I’ll have to earn it and figure out if I agree for myself.” With that, he launched himself forward.
			

			
				



			
				12 Three Moons Alder Ale
			

			
				Max didn’t get the Raul Rock, but he had to agree—the plum pudding was heavenly. If he could land more cheap shots on Bardon for it, he’d gladly do it, his newfound commitment to hard work and the straight and narrow be damned.
			

			
				Unfortunately, his reprieve of getting to fight back didn’t last. For the next two days, Max’s life consisted of Bardon beating on him, healing, exercise, food and sleep. Every day when they returned to the inn, he’d eat his meal, take a shower and promptly fall asleep.
			

			
				The amazing thing was that he could truly feel the difference that training was doing to his body. His body was going through a growth spurt that was impressive to say the least. He’d grown at least an inch taller and had put on at least thirty pounds of muscle. 
			

			
				Not that he was bulky by any means. Adding the weight had turned his body from looking like a poster boy for malnutrition to that of a college-level swimmer—tall, lanky and lean. Not only was his body adapting to the intense training, but his cultivation level had improved as well.
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Iron Level 1
 
			

			
				According to Bardon, he now had the chi levels of a twelve-year-old instead of a toddler.
			

			
				The blessings of the gods were certainly helping him, but it wasn’t instant progress. But Max wasn’t worried about that. After a life where working hard had taken a backseat to lazy tendencies, this was a second chance. A second chance he’d barely earned and definitely didn’t want to squander. In his first life, there had been plenty of temptation to fall back into the lazy way of doing things. But, after a few times of breaking his straight-and-narrow way of living, he’d had to admit it was far better not to give into the laziness.
			

			
				He was thankful for learning that lesson then rather than having to learn it now. This world seemed far less forgiving than Earth, and he didn’t think someone learning to work hard and slipping into a lazy mindset would last long.
			

			
				“Focus,” Bardon said as he tapped Max’s back. “You’re supposed to be meditating, not letting your mind wander.”
			

			
				Max nodded and shifted his focus back to his breathing. The Slithering Snake technique was now becoming second nature, but it was the meditation aspect of the task that was harder. Closing his eyes, Max imagined a small walnut in his stomach sucking in chi with every breath, pulling in the heavy elemental swamp chi. After fifteen minutes of meditation, it was back to physical training. Max’s least favorite part of cultivating.
			

			
				Bardon attacked with a combination of low kicks, knees and punches.
			

			
				Dodging when he could, Max spent the majority of his time dancing and weaving, trying to make Bardon miss. When that wasn’t possible, he tried to make sure the blows didn’t land squarely. A glancing blow hurt much less than one that landed flush. But the biggest benefit of the daily training wasn’t that Max was getting stronger.
			

			
				It was his speed.
			

			
				Senior Hara had hinted that there might be more to the Blessing of the Condor than simply affecting his body’s adaptation, but the most immediate impact was speed. Max didn’t know if he was training fast twitch muscle fibers, encouraging growth of new ones or just now had magically enhanced muscles.
			

			
				But there was no doubt that he was moving significantly faster than he’d ever been before. And aside from his new quickness, his reaction time was improving. All in all, the combination of training, abuse, food and blessings was giving him a much better body to work with. Instead of the malnourished sack of bones he’d inherited, he now had a long lanky body with quick reflexes.
			

			
				He still couldn’t fight his way out of a paper bag, but he could dodge and weave like a champ. And man, could he take a punch. His body had been treated like a heavy bag for days now and taking a punch no longer scared him. It was normal.
			

			
				“That’s enough for today,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Max raised an eyebrow. “It’s early?”
			

			
				“It’s Eighth Day. All the locals and people who hunt the swamps will be going to the inn tonight. Bardon needs to be there, and it will be a good break for you. You’ve earned it.”
			

			
				The mention of Eighth Day reminded Max of his new friend Guard Mann. He’d have to make sure he visited him when they returned to the city.
			

			
				When they got back to the inn, for the first time Max wasn’t completely exhausted when he showed up to eat his meal after his shower. Unlike Tolliver’s bathhouse, the inn here only had unheated showers. Not that the water was cold—it was room temperature—and it did the job, but still wasn’t pleasurable.
			

			
				After cleaning up, he went downstairs and headed to their table. After the incident with the three cultivators, Bardon had made it known that the small table next to the fireplace was reserved for Senior Hara.
			

			
				A few cultivators were looking sideways at Max as he sat down at the table, but he didn’t care. Senior Hara was right. The place was packed. Finding a table would’ve been impossible if they weren’t Bardon’s guests.
			

			
				Melanie, the girl who helped Bardon run the inn, brought Max his plate. “Make sure you stick around tonight,” she said.
			

			
				“What’s going on tonight?”
			

			
				“Bardon and a few friends play music for us every Eighth Day. It’s why the inn’s so packed. There isn’t much for entertainment in these parts.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Melanie, I might have to do that.” He was definitely going to do that. He was curious about the local music. Bardon had never mentioned the inn having entertainment before, or that he was part of it.
			

			
				Senior Hara arrived at the table and placed a vial in front of Max.
			

			
				“What’s this?” he asked as she sat down.
			

			
				“Three Moons Alder Ale. An alchemy potion to help you focus on your chi. Since you didn’t train hard today, you’ll have time tonight to cultivate. Drink it now.”
			

			
				Max opened the vial and took a quick sniff. It had a fruity smell to it. He downed it. The fluid tasted like strawberries and coffee beans with a slightly bitter aftertaste. From what Senior Hara had told him about the taste of some potions, this one was definitely on the better side of alchemy concoctions.
			

			
				“Finish eating and then start doing your breathing exercises. The potion will make the world seem more intense. Focus on your internal chi. Imagine it flowing through your body as you breathe in.”
			

			
				Makes the world more intense? Did I just drink hallucinogens? “Is that ale made from mushrooms?”
			

			
				“No, it’s made from three-year-old alder berries picked in a full moon, mixed with the blood of a dire dove. What made you think it was mushrooms? The taste?”
			

			
				“No, we have hallucinogens in my world that work in a similar way to what you just said.”
			

			
				“Interesting. I assume you were taking them for their recreational benefits and not their medicinal properties.”
			

			
				Max laughed. “Well, one could argue that I should’ve been taking them for medicinal purposes, there is some really interesting science about hallucinogens and depression. But you’re correct, my interest was purely recreational. I liked to see the world differently now and again. I never did the hard stuff... didn’t want to form any addictions. I had too many friends get into the party scene and not come out.” He didn’t want to admit how close he’d come to going down that road. Thankfully, of all his weaknesses and vices, he’d never fallen into that trap.
			

			
				“This world has the same types of substances. There are many who’d rather go through life in a pleasant fog than face its harsh realities, others use them to forget the atrocities they’ve seen or partaken in. This is a violent world and that can mess with a person’s mind.”
			

			
				“Yes, our world has studied the effects of war and violence on a person. It isn’t pretty. I imagine cultivators have to be prepared for such violence.”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “If you’re lucky, you’ll mostly be facing beasts and dire beasts, but you aren’t likely to be lucky. The winds of war have been brewing for a while now. One way or another, war will make you see things that give you nightmares. My advice is this: know your own moral code and attempt to follow it to the best of your abilities. When you fall from that moral high ground, don’t let that fall drag you down forever.”
			

			
				Max had lived long enough in his old life to understand how morals could fall to temptation or situations beyond your control. Senior Hara’s advice was solid.
			

			
				“I’m going to go meet a friend. Stay here and enjoy the music,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				As she left the inn, a young man and woman came up to Max’s table. They were the first people in the inn he’d seen yet that were close to his own age. Most of the cultivators were of a middling age. These two appeared to be teens like himself.
			

			
				“Excuse me, sir. Would it be alright if my sister and I joined you? I’m afraid there aren’t any open seats left.”
			

			
				“Only if you call me Max. ‘Sir’ is far too formal.”
			

			
				The young man grinned. “Excellent. I’m Tobias Aldan, and this is my sister, Adaya.”
			

			
				“A pleasure to meet you,” Max said as he pulled a chair out for Adaya.
			

			
				“Thank you,” Adaya said as she sat down. When Tobias was also seated, Max sat back down. He didn’t know the local customs for when a beautiful young woman sat at your table, but he wasn’t going to go without making an effort. Both Adaya and Tobias reminded Max of Swedish models. Tall, blonde and excellent cheek bones. He wasn’t jealous at all.
			

			
				“What brings you to the Senoa Swamps?” Tobias asked.
			

			
				“Tobias, don’t be rude.”
			

			
				“Sorry, Adaya. You’re right, that was an awfully personal question. It’s none of my business what brings you here. I couldn’t help but notice your cultivation level. It isn’t often we see Iron cultivators here. It’s a dangerous area,” Tobias said sheepishly.
			

			
				“Don’t worry about it, I don’t mind a few questions. I’m actually here for training. My mentor thought the swamps were a perfect place to improve my cultivation. I’m from a faraway land with much lower chi levels.”
			

			
				“The Qizhou Badlands?” Tobias asked.
			

			
				“Ah, much farther away. A place called Earth. I doubt you’ve heard of it.”
			

			
				“Can’t say I have. Well, I hope your mentor is strong, you’ll need protection out here.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “That isn’t a problem. What about yourselves?”
			

			
				“We grew up west of here, in the village of Lomang. It’s mostly a mining village. Our grandfather didn’t want us growing up in a mine so he taught us to become beast hunters. The swamps are foul smelling and dangerous, but also rich hunting grounds for beasts,” Tobias said.
			

			
				“I haven’t seen many beasts yet, but I’ve had plenty of encounters with horah fish. I’ve been bitten by those little buggers at least a dozen times in the last week.” 
			

			
				Adaya raised an eyebrow. “Truly? Your mentor must have good healing properties.”
			

			
				“Yes, Senior Hara has excellent healing when she chooses to use it.”
			

			
				“Senior Hara? Of the Three Flowers Academy?” Adaya asked.
			

			
				Max nodded. “Yes, do you know her?”
			

			
				“Only by reputation. Our friend Terry was one of her students. He’s constantly telling us tales of his time at the academy. He says it so often we made a drinking game out of it.”
			

			
				“Well, just be thankful his family doesn’t own the academy. You’d be drunk all the time,” Max said.
			

			
				Tobias and Adaya laughed. “That would be unbearable,” Adaya said. “But while he likes to tell stories, we can’t deny that he learned a lot of valuable tricks there. They produce excellent adventurers and cultivators.”
			

			
				Melanie then arrived with food for Tobias and Adaya. “I’m glad you two found a seat,” she said, giving Tobias a smile. Max couldn’t help but notice the look she was giving him. It was those damn Swedish cheekbones, he knew it.
			

			
				“Thank you, Melanie. This looks lovely. Would you bring three ales to the table, please?”
			

			
				Melanie glanced at Max. “I’ll bring two. This one isn’t to drink any libations tonight.”
			

			
				Adaya and Tobias looked at Max. He just shrugged.
			

			
				“That is one stringent training regimen,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Melanie laughed. “Oh, I wouldn’t say that. Max here is going to have a fine night if Bardon isn’t mistaken. I’ll go get those ales.”
			

			
				As Melanie left the table, Adaya turned her attention back to Max. “Well, that was intriguing. I feel like I might be missing something here.”
			

			
				Max laughed. “I have no idea. Senior Hara had me take a vial of Three Moons Alder Ale.”
			

			
				The shocked look on Adaya’s and Tobias’s faces told Max a story. To confirm his suspicions, he asked a simple question. “You’ve heard of it?”
			

			
				“Three Moons Alder Ale is a powerful potion usually used to help cultivators gain inspiration to break through a particularly tough bottleneck or to achieve a new rank. For her to give you one now, at your cultivation level…it’s strange,” Adaya said.
			

			
				“It isn’t just strange, it’s crazy,” Tobias said. “What in the heck was she thinking? No offense, Max, you seem like a nice guy, but to use a high-level potion like that on someone your age and cultivation level is confusing to say the least.”
			

			
				“Fascinating too,” Adaya said. “Your low cultivation level, her bringing you here to train and then giving you the Three Moons Alder Ale potion. It isn’t a normal training regimen.”
			

			
				“No, it certainly isn’t,” a voice said.
			

			
				Max looked over and found Bardon, who was bringing him more food.
			

			
				“This is a treat you might recognize. You earned it with your training this week.” Bardon then looked over at Tobias and Adaya. “I’ll bring you two a plate as well if you forget the information that my young friend here has shared with you. He’s new to the intrigues of cultivation and doesn’t understand the dangers of sharing too much information with strangers.”
			

			
				Max took a deep breath. He hadn’t considered the fact that giving out too much information about himself was dangerous. He was still trying to navigate how to interact with people. Other than his first day in the world, he’d mostly been talking with Senior Hara and Bardon.
			

			
				Spending his time training in the swamps was doing wonders for his cultivation and his body, but it wasn’t helping him to learn how to handle the social aspect of this world. Obviously he’d made a mistake by being a little too free with sharing the fact Senior Hara had given him the Three Moons Alder Ale potion.
			

			
				From their reaction, Max had realized it wasn’t a normal portion. And he realized that he was the weakest cultivator in the area. What if Tobias or Adaya shared the fact he’d been given a rare potion? What was to stop someone else from deciding that they should take everything he had? Here, in Bardon’s inn, he was relatively safe. But once he returned to Kafni, he’d have to navigate a foreign society.
			

			
				“Ranger Bardon, you can be assured that we’ll keep what we’ve learned here to ourselves,” Adaya said with a bow toward Bardon.
			

			
				Ranger Bardon? There was something about the reverence and respect that Adaya put on Bardon’s title that made Max take another look at his trainer. That he wasn’t a simple innkeeper was obvious, but what did being a Ranger mean? 
			

			
				Bardon turned back to Max. “You’re lucky this time. The Aldan twins are known to me. They have high character, despite the company they occasionally keep. I trust that they will keep their word. In the future, please remember that Senior Hara and I won’t always be there to protect you from those who’d seek opportunity anywhere they can find it.”
			

			
				Max glanced over at the twins. When Bardon mentioned the company they kept, Adaya glared icicles at her brother, who was squirming in his seat. There was a story there, but for now he needed to appease his teacher and recognize his own error. “Thank you for your wisdom, Ranger Bardon. I will make sure my tongue wags less in the future.”
			

			
				“It is a small lesson, but a valuable one,” Bardon said as he stepped away from the table.
			

			
				After Bardon left, there was an awkward silence. Finally, Tobias leaned forward. “Senior Hara and Ranger Bardon are both your teachers? Who are you?”
			

			
				Adaya slapped Tobias on the back of the head. “Ranger Bardon just told him to be more circumspect and you immediately ask him to reveal his secrets? What kind of idiot are you, brother of mine? And don’t for a second think I don’t know what Bardon was referring to with your choice in company.”
			

			
				Tobias raised his hands in surrender. “Ah, you’re right. That was a terrible question. As for the company I keep, that’s my business.”
			

			
				“I told you Shannara was shady. You looked the other way because you are too busy staring at her tantalizing tatas.”
			

			
				Tobias frowned. “You keep your paws off her tatas. I’m not going to lose another woman to you, Adaya. As for her friends, I admit that I might not have looked too closely at them, but can you blame me?”
			

			
				Adaya sighed. “No, she really is a gorgeous creature. But you have to be careful. It was obvious that Ranger Bardon was giving you a warning. Don’t let your lust get us into trouble.”
			

			
				“It’s not my lust that gets us into trouble,” Tobias said under his breath, just loud enough for Max to hear. 
			

			
				Max avoided looking at the beautiful Adaya, knowing his thoughts about her lusts would be on full display. In his previous life, he’d had an excellent poker face—except when beautiful women were part of the equation.
			

			
				Adaya turned back to Max. “As for you, Ranger Bardon was correct. Telling us about the Alder Ale potion was foolish. If we were bandits, you’d be an easy mark.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Yeah. I recognize my mistake. Now, can you tell me something… What is a Ranger?”
			

			
				“You don’t know what a Ranger is? You are a strange one, friend. Rangers are sacred artists that are asked to supervise regions and defend them from high-level dire beasts and monsters. It’s their responsibility to deal with monsters that the rest of us can’t. Senoa is at the base of the northern Chabun Mountains. Dire beasts from the Central Wilds travel through the mountain range and forests of Chabun into the eastern region of Kukon. Each province is responsible for providing rangers to ensure that high-level dire beasts and monsters aren’t invading their territories.”
			

			
				He glanced toward the kitchen where Bardon had disappeared as she continued. “Ranger Bardon is in charge of the Senoa region of Kukon. He’s one of the highest level cultivators in all of Kukon. Normally rangers tend to be reclusive and just roam their territories, but the swamps of Senoa are nestled between the borders of Chabun Province and the southern border with Tekak. Ranger Bardon doesn’t have to travel far from the inn in case of emergency. That you’re receiving training from a Ranger is an honor most would never fathom.”
			

			
				He’d already known that Bardon was far from a simple inn owner. That he was a Ranger and considered one of the most powerful cultivators in the province fit what he’d learned through their training. It was obvious that Senior Hara was investing heavily in him, between bringing him here and the potions and training he was receiving. The question was what would the price for all this help end up being?
			

			
				He crossed his arms, leaning forward. “Well, let me tell you a secret.”
			

			
				Tobias and Adaya leaned in.
			

			
				“Being trained by a Ranger sucks. It’s one of the most painful things I’ve ever endured.”
			

			
				Adaya shook her head and was about to say something. But she was cut off when someone shouted, “Silence, you swamp ass heathens, it’s time!”
			

			
				The crowded inn roared in approval.
			

			
				Max gave Adaya a questioning look as she banged on the table.
			

			
				She laughed. “The bards have begun.”
 
			

			



				13 Musical Breakthrough
			

			
				The room seemed magically to shift in the inn.. The crowd moved tables and suddenly there was a small stage in the corner of the room. Max had seen the platform before, but it normally held decorative shields in front of a massive pair of banners. It seemed the banners were actually set up as curtains and they could be opened to reveal a small stage.
			

			
				The oil torches in the room magically lowered and a magic ball of light appeared over the stage, acting like a spotlight. Max instantly felt like he was in a small club back on Earth.
			

			
				On the stage, under the glowing lights, was Bardon, holding a lute. Beside him was a tall willowy woman with long, curly, flaming red hair in a deep black strapless dress made from a sparkling velvet material. The third person on the stage was a short, thickly muscled man with his black and silver streaked hair pulled back into a ponytail. He had a small drum strapped across his belly.
			

			
				Ponytail slapped his hand down on the drum and the room shuddered with bass. The inn crowd cheered in response to the reverberating sounds. Ponytail then spoke in a voice that was amplified in what had to be a magical way as there was no microphone to be seen.
			

			
				“Eighth Day has arrived, and to my infinite disappointment, it seems you lot of stinky swamp dwellers have survived another week in this world. Like cockroaches, you fine ladies and gents continually survive the life of a swamp rat. Thus, we must celebrate your resilience. Raise your drinks to cheer those who have not been so blessed and then down those drinks until the ale is gone or Mikeal looks good enough to bed.” Ponytail pointed toward the crowd and the magical spotlight shined on a tall, heavyset man with a thick and wild beard.
			

			
				The bearded man flipped Ponytail in an obscene gesture, and the crowd laughed.
			

			
				Ponytail then started tapping his drum lightly, and the crowd settled down, becoming surprisingly quiet after the rambunctious reception the trio had received. The spotlight faded to black and the entire inn went dark and silent for a long, drawn-out moment. Then the magical spotlight provided a gentle light onto the middle of the stage, focused on the beautiful redheaded woman.
			

			
				She started to sing, and Max’s chest constricted as she crooned.
			

			
				The melody was enchanting, her voice captivating. The song was about a farmer who had to leave his young wife at home when he was called into military service to defend the province against the invasion of a neighboring kingdom. The young man, desperate to get stronger so he could help stop the enemy, made a deal with a demon to get unrivaled powers and strength. The newly empowered young farmer led the conscripted workers turned soldiers into victory time and again until they helped turn the war.
			

			
				The farmer returned home, a changed man. His appearance had taken on demonic features and his soul carried the scars of battle, changing him from a smiling and bubbly man into a quiet, reflective one. But the radical changes didn’t prevent a happy reunion with his wife. She readily accepted him and only cared that he’d returned to her. However, her family felt that he was now a stain on their family honor. They disowned the two of them and kicked them off their lands.
			

			
				Saddened, the farmer and his wife moved to the nearby city to look for work. Unbeknownst to them, the young farmer had become a hero to the commoners during the war. His sacrifice and fury in battle to protect his fellow farmers and workers was legendary. When the local lord found out about their predicament, he sent word to the emperor.
			

			
				Within days, the emperor himself, surrounded by a platoon of personal guards, came to the city. The farmer and his wife were summoned to the local lord’s home, and the emperor expressed his gratitude to the farmer for his service. He asked the farmer what he wanted to do about the way his wife’s family had treated him. The emperor offered to banish them from the kingdom and give him all the family lands. In fact, the emperor was willing to give the farmer whatever he wanted, so great was his service.
			

			
				The farmer turned to his wife and asked her to decide for them. The wife turned to the emperor and asked about the enemy. Would they return? How safe was the kingdom? The emperor admitted he suspected the enemy would return and the kingdom to the east was also raising an army. He feared that even if they defeated their rival, the other kingdoms would see them as weak and try to remove them.
			

			
				The wife said that her family should be left to their lands but their name should be associated with shame. That the family shouldn’t lose face for the farmer’s actions and appearance, but for not honoring his sacrifice to protect them, their lands and her life.
			

			
				The emperor agreed to this, but then asked what he could do for them. The wife said she wanted to be trained to fight like her husband, to be given powers to match his. The emperor was surprised and asked why. The wife said that her demon husband was more than just a farmer now, that to have him return to a life of normal man was good for him but not for the kingdom. She’d rather they die in battle saving the kingdom than watching it burn while working their fields. All she wanted was to be by his side and protect him as he defended the empire.
			

			
				The emperor was so moved by the wife’s request that he granted it and spent a small fortune to give her the best training and weapons available. She quickly became one of the top cultivators in the land and the pair of them grew so powerful that nations shook in their boots at their name. They became known as the Devil Thorn and Flower.
			

			
				As she sang, Max felt his emotions flowing with the story, the heartbreak, the longing, the agony of war, the reuniting of lovers. Every turn in the story seemed to take his emotions into a new frenzy. The effect on the crowd was similar. Tears, smiles and mournful looks filled the room, depending all on the words of the singer. It was the most captivating music Max had ever heard.
			

			
				The next song wasn’t as impactful as the epic farmer’s ballad, but it was more like an uplifting pop song. Then her next song had the power and feel of a modern rock song.
			

			
				The music seemed to go through the full spectrum of modern music from Earth, and yet each song carried the same magical elements of tugging at his emotions beyond what simple music could achieve. Some of the songs had Bardon and Ponytail adding their voices to the tune, others were led by Bardon with Ponytail and the woman singing backup and harmony. Bardon had talent, but his voice didn’t have the same impact of the fiery redheaded crooner.
			

			
				Max loved every minute.
			

			
				The next song, the lights went dark once more and then the spotlight turned to shine only on Ponytail. The short man started playing his drum, starting slowly and then progressing into an intense beat that shook the inn. Max could feel the chi in the air coming from the drummer, the effect was intense.
			

			
				Suddenly, the spotlight turned from the drummer back to the female singer. She was now wearing a pair of black and gold bracers with red gemstones. She had a determined and intense look on her face. She started to…
			

			
				Beatbox.
			

			
				As she did, she slammed her arms together, the bracers forming an X and making an image of a warrior form in front of her. The warrior image became so dense and realistic that aside from a golden glow surrounding him, Max wouldn’t have known it wasn’t a real person.
			

			
				The warrior pulled a sword out of a magic bag on his hip and did a training sequence. The singer’s beatboxing seemed to be controlling the movements, so in tune with the music was the image.
			

			
				As powerful as the warrior image was, it was the beat of the drums that captivated Max. He closed his eyes, ignoring the visual display of the warrior illusion to focus his attention on the rhythmic beat of the drums.
			

			
				Unbeknownst to him, while Max focused on the drums, a golden glow started to surround him.
			

			
				Adaya turned to the strange man and saw that he was having a breakthrough, inspired by the music. Knowing that Senior Hara had given him the Three Moons Alder Ale, it wasn’t a complete shock that he’d have a breakthrough. But the fact remained, he was a low level cultivator.
			

			
				Iron level cultivators just didn’t have breakthroughs. There weren’t bottlenecks at this stage of development, which meant his breakthrough wasn’t about chi gathering; it was one of inspiration.
			

			
				Something in the music had triggered martial inspiration in this young man. She suspected that he didn’t even know that he’d been started down the path of finding his martial dao. She looked to the stage, and despite the low lighting, she could see that Bardon’s eyes were on Max. He looked concerned. She suspected he’d been expecting a breakthrough, but wasn’t entirely happy with the results. Had this young man had a breakthrough that wasn’t the one Bardon and Senior Hara had anticipated?
			

			
				Regardless, Adaya couldn’t help but feel the aura coming off Max. She set her eyes on the illusion warrior on the stage, letting the golden aura from Max inspire her to focus on her own dao. As Lady Deena used her throat singing chants to control the warrior, Adaya focused on the power of the warrior’s moves. The way his strong base allowed him to thrust his sword with power and precision. A smile came to her face as she felt her aura start to glow. It wasn’t a major breakthrough like Max was achieving, but a minor one giving her further progress on her martial path.
			

			
				A patron at the table looked over in disgust. “Two bloody breakthroughs at one table? Damn my luck.”
			

			
				Another patron noticed the pair and immediately started to meditate, feeling the pair’s auras pressing on his own. Throughout the crowd, people noticed the aura and had their own reactions. Some were jealous, others happy to witness such a moment, others reflected on their own enlightenment, and some just ignored it to focus on the music.
			

			
				Bardon watched from the stage.
			

			
				His fingers played the lute, adding his own chi to Deena’s, enhancing her connection to her warrior. But Max wasn’t watching the warrior—his eyes were closed. He was wasting a glorious opportunity to absorb inspiration. Even one of the Aldan twins had found some inspiration from Deena’s warrior and the aura coming from Max.
			

			
				Bardon wondered what the Outworlder had gained inspiration from. Senior Hara had been confident that Max should have a breakthrough during the “Farmer’s Ballad.” The pain and suffering that the farmer dealt with should’ve resonated with the pain and suffering that Max had endured during the last few days. Bardon had broken so many bones, given the boy so many painful lessons in the power of proper martial techniques, that it was a perfect storm to allow Max to gain inspiration about his own defensive techniques and ability to grow through suffering.
			

			
				But the song had completed without even a spark of inspiration in the boy. It wasn’t until the last song that he’d finally gained inspiration. Did the potion not work as well on Outworlders? Or did Max have something greater to his dao than the pain and suffering he’d endured during the time in the swamp?
			

			
				Bardon sighed. There was nothing to be done about it now. Inspiration and one’s dao weren’t a predictable thing. Despite Hara’s history of helping students achieve significant progress on their personal daos, his own included, she wasn’t able to predict the future. She used her knowledge and experience to the best of her abilities and was often right.
			

			
				But this wasn’t one of those times. Whatever inspiration Max had found tonight, it wasn’t the one Hara wanted.
			

			



				14 A Goddamn Bard
			

			
				When Max opened his eyes, he was surprised to see that Adaya had a golden glow to her. He turned to Tobias, who was smiling as he watched his sister.
			

			
				“What’s happening to her?”
			

			
				“She’s gaining inspiration from Lady Deena’s skill and your own breakthrough.”
			

			
				“Mine?”
			

			
				Tobias laughed and shook his head. “Yes, you glorious bastard. You were glowing like a golden moon bug. Whatever inspiration you had, it was a strong one. It triggered Adaya’s inspiration. I’m not sure if I’m happier for her or jealous of the both of you.”
			

			
				Max frowned. According to Tobias, he’d had a breakthrough, but a breakthrough of what? He did feel different, and the music had been enchanting, hitting him right in the soul. But what did that mean? He looked at his stats sheet.
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Iron Level 1
			

			
				Unarmed Combat Level 4
			

			
				His level hadn’t changed. And the inspiration hadn’t been to his chi development, unless it was so minor that it didn’t increase enough to change his current level.
			

			
				Thankfully, Senior Hara appeared at the table. She would have the answers he needed.
			

			
				She looked at Adaya for a moment, and with her smile, Max could see she approved of whatever was happening with the beautiful blonde woman. Then she turned to Max and frowned. She used a spell, and suddenly there was a strange bubble surrounding the two of them and all the noise from the inn was gone. “I’ve created a Bubble of Silence. It allows us to talk freely with no interruptions. Now, what the hell did you do?”
			

			
				“Me? Nothing! I was just listening to the music.”
			

			
				“Yes, I know, you bumbling fool. I could feel your breakthrough from the next building. But when I came back, I realized it was later than I anticipated. I was sure you’d gain inspiration from the ‘Farmer’s Ballad,’ but instead you gain inspiration from the illusion warrior. To make it worse, you had your eyes closed for the entire performance. You wasted such a good opportunity to gain further insight into the warrior’s spear attacks.”
			

			
				Max frowned. The illusion warrior? Had that been the source of his inspiration? He closed his eyes and thought back to the strange feeling he’d felt. No, it wasn’t the woman’s beatboxing or her illusion that had captivated his attention. “No, it was the drums. The drums were my inspiration.”
			

			
				Senior Hara’s face puckered up like she’d just sucked on a particularly sour lemon. “The drums. An amazing performance of the ‘Farmer’s Ballad’ brought you no inspiration. Then Lady Deena’s throat singing and her martial illusion did nothing, but it was the damn drums?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “What does it mean?”
			

			
				“It means you might be a gods-be-damned bard. What a waste.”
			

			
				“A bard? What’s wrong with being a bard? Didn’t you give me the potion to gain inspiration from the bards?”
			

			
				“I gave you the potion to gain inspiration from the music, the emotions in it, not the silly drums. Did you feel nothing when the farmer was being tortured and trained? Why didn’t that resonate with you?”
			

			
				Max shrugged. “His training wasn’t like mine. He endured it because of his love for his wife and his loyalty to the empire.”
			

			
				Senior Hara groaned. “And what was your inspiration?”
			

			
				His inspiration? That was easy. “In my previous life, I wasn’t dedicated to anything. I floated through life. This time I will be different. I’ll push myself to be the best version of myself possible.”
			

			
				“Damn, that actually would’ve been a good inspiration point for you to focus your dao on.” Senior Hara’s face relaxed, and she sighed. “OK. There’s no undoing inspiration, and there are worse things to be inspired by. We’ll get you a set of drums in the morning and see what happens. I’m going to have a drink now. Trying to train Outworlders is exasperating. I’ll see you in the morning. Enjoy the rest of your night. As for these two…” Senior Hara snapped her fingers and the sound bubble disappeared, the music once again filling the air.
			

			
				Adaya was still staring at the illusion warrior, and Tobias was looking back and forth between the stage and his sister.
			

			
				Senior Hara tapped Tobias on the shoulder. He turned and gave her a small bow. “Yes, Senior Hara?”
			

			
				“Meet us in the back courtyard at first light. Bring your sister.” She then turned and left the inn.
			

			
				Tobias turned to Max. “What just happened?”
			

			
				Max shrugged. He had no idea.
			

			



				15 Three Minutes
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				The next weeks raced by in a blur. Her days were filled with Matu pushing her to physical extremes while Caden tended to her cultivation and healing needs. Each evening after a shower, Chantelle shared a meal and lively stories from Earth with Caden.
			

			
				Once her head hit the pillow each night, she’d pass out, drunk on tiredness.
			

			
				The training room was quiet when Chantelle arrived. It was so early not even the rooster was awake. She smiled, glad to have the place to herself. Moving straight to the weapons wall, she took down a bo staff. Chi flowed through her body as she used Pebble Cascade cycling technique. 
			

			
				Matu would be there soon. He was still a sadist, but he was also a damn good teacher. Chantelle had never coasted through her first life. She wouldn’t start now in her second, even if Matu’s training would let her. As it was, his regime was, in a word, brutal.
			

			
				She knew progress came at a price. More often than not, she ended each day with a few broken bones. Caden was always there with a smile, insisting she take yet another costly healing elixir. “If you don’t take it, come morning you won’t be able to walk, let alone train.”
			

			
				Chantelle pushed away that memory. She’d always paid her own way. Her reliance on Caden wasn’t her only concern.
			

			
				Once she finished her weapons practice, she moved on to the training dummies. She loved the raw power Stone Surge gave her in hand-to-hand combat. Her open-hand technique had improved. It was clear by how easily the wood cratered under her fist. Hitting a fast-moving target like Matu was not as easy.
			

			
				Training dummies didn’t fight back.
			

			
				Since her first fight, she’d failed to land a single hit on Matu. Being stuck at Stone Surge Level 1 since she’d activated the skill motivated her to do what she did best.
			

			
				Train harder.
			

			
				Stone Surge wasn’t just useful for hand-to-hand combat and body conditioning. It gave her an iron grip when wielding a weapon. As her skill improved, Matu found it harder to disarm her. That gave her a small taste of victory. But she hungered for more.
			

			
				Hitting a steady rhythm, she thought back over the past weeks. Matu had told her she a knack for both the bow and staff. That made her grin. On Earth, she’d only tried archery for fun, not competition. But she’d loved it. She’d even promised herself she’d pick it up as a hobby when she had more free time. Back then, she thought she had all the time in the world. It took her death and new life on Eedan to make her realize free time didn’t just happen.
			

			
				Matu had praised her skill with the bo staff too. Chantelle thanked him and laughed. “All those years as a teen sweeping the floors in my local cafe finally paid off.” 
			

			
				Matu’s eyebrows rose at that. “I’d say it has more to do with your training and the fact the staff compliments your Earth affinity.” Then he’d warned her that she’d have to decide which weapon to focus on.
			

			
				A gruff voice brought her back to the present. “Have you made your choice?” Matu stood next to her, watching her every move.
			

			
				She finished the drill. Turning to her mentor, she bowed and greeted him.
			

			
				Why choose? she thought, thinking of the tagline used in those smutty romance novels. 
			

			
				Who had time to have multiple partners? She didn’t. Hell, she didn’t have time for any romance right now. Although she did look at Caden with longing eyes when he brought healing potions.
			

			
				Chantelle chuckled and brought her mind back to her current dilemma. Choosing only one weapon felt wrong.
			

			
				Matu crossed his arms. “Time is running out, and so is my patience. If you don’t choose a weapon, a choice will be made for you.”
			

			
				Chantelle didn’t like the sound of that.
			

			
				Before she could respond, a voice called out. “Instructor Matu, a word if I may.”
			

			
				She turned to find the goddess standing at the door. There was a grim look on her face.
			

			
				Matu bowed. Pointing at the wooden dummies, he said in a low voice, “You know the drill. While you’re training, think about which weapon you want to focus on. If you don’t make a choice soon, you’ll fall further behind in weapon skills. Your stone fists won’t be effective against a hungry pack of almanic panthers, but with the bo staff, you’ll stand a fighting chance.” 
			

			
				Matu marched off, leaving her to stew on his warning. It wasn’t long before she got back to work. Cycling chi in her core, she let it flow into her arms. Using Stone Surge, she unleashed a hammer fist.
			

			
				Thwack!
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. Pulling back, she saw the fist-sized crater she left behind in the wood. She’d barely stopped for a moment when she sensed someone behind her.
			

			
				“Focus,” Matu said as he prodded Chantelle’s back. “You’re supposed to be drilling, not letting your mind wander.”
			

			
				Chantelle faced him and bowed to hide the flush in her cheeks. She’d been so lost in her own thoughts she didn’t notice the goddess had left. Turning to face the training dummies, she focused on her Stone Surge drill. Then she took the pace up a notch.
			

			
				Her breathing technique had become second nature. After twenty minutes of drills, Matu called her ringside. “The goddess sends her regards and asks that you meet her this evening after training.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s lips parted in surprise. It had been weeks since they’d talked. Caden told her that the goddess was away on important matters.
			

			
				Curiosity rose in her, but she had no time to dwell on it.
			

			
				A sudden pressure filled her core. The discomfort reminded her of a full bladder. The flush in her cheeks spread all over her skin. Soon it itched and burned.
			

			
				“I can see you’re all warmed up.” Matu flashed a killer grin. “It’s time to fight.”
			

			
				Wiping sweat from her brow, she pushed the pain down, squeezing it into a tiny ball.
			

			
				Matu leapt into the ring. He took up a casual stance while waiting for Chantelle to join him. Slowly, she climbed into the ring.
			

			
				You can do this, she thought. Physical training and open-hand combat were her strong suits. It was easily her favorite part of cultivating.
			

			
				Ignoring the pain, she stood opposite Matu and settled into her fighter’s stance.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Chantelle blinked to clear the stars filling her vision. Her head spun and her jaw ached. Wiping blood from her lips, she grinned. Giving up wasn’t her style.
			

			
				Flexing her fingers to lessen the pain, she waved at Caden. Anything to ease his worried look. He stood by the ring, twisting the cap on a healing elixir, ready to come to her aid.
			

			
				Two minutes down. One to go.
			

			
				This time, she had to last the full three minutes. Her body didn’t agree. Darkness crept in, blotting out the exploding stars. Chantelle tried to blink them away. Stepping back into a defensive guard, she cycled chi to clear her vision.
			

			
				Matu locked eyes with her and charged. She jumped to the side—her reflexes were improving. Still, Matu’s strike was only a whisker away from knocking her head off. The glancing blow to her jaw hurt like hell.
			

			
				Circling Matu, she watched his shoulder for the telltale sign he was about to strike. He moved swiftly inside, slipping by her guard. Her senses couldn’t keep up.
			

			
				On instinct, she blocked the first jab and countered with a back fist. For a split second, she thought her chi-powered strike had hit him.
			

			
				Pain tore through her.
			

			
				Oh crap!
			

			
				She’d left herself open to his brutal stomp kick. Stone Surge grounded her, but she still wheezed, feeling air rush from her lungs.
			

			
				Doubling over, she heard running footsteps draw near.
			

			
				“For Xeren’s sake, what were you thinking?” Caden exclaimed, placing a hand on Chantelle’s arm. “Running straight into attack. It’s powerful enough to stop your heart.”
			

			
				Caden glared at Matu.
			

			
				“Relax,” Matu growled. “Chantelle can handle it. She’s almost mastered the basics of Stone Surge.”
			

			
				Almost? Those were the last words Chantelle heard before she dropped to the ground, feeling as if she had been sucker-punched once again. 
			

			
				“Chantelle?” Caden knelt beside her, unscrewing the elixir. “Here, take this.”
			

			
				Chantelle waved him away. “It’s not my injuries; I feel like I’m about to split apart.”
			

			
				Matu hunkered down. “Finally!” He looked her in the eye and grinned. “You’re leveling up to Iron 3.”
			

			
				“What?” Chantelle was confused. She was no stranger to pain, but this time it felt like she was dying. “It’s never...” She struggled to speak through labored breaths. “... hurt like this... before.”
			

			
				Matu smiled. “That’s because your core is stretching and growing. The little golden nugget you see inside you is cracking apart to make way for a bigger core to grow.”
			

			
				Caden nodded, giving Chantelle’s shoulder a gentle squeeze. “The first time is always the worst.”
			

			
				Relieved to know she wasn’t dying, Chantelle gritted her teeth and endured the pain. Unable to move, she hugged herself, waiting for the feeling to pass.
			

			
				With a helping hand from Matu and Caden, she slowly rose to her feet. They led her to a quiet corner. As soon as she sat down on the mat, she broke out into a cold sweat.
			

			
				It wasn’t long before the trembling began. Then she started to feel warm. Heat rose within her. The earlier feeling of burning, itching skin returned, tenfold this time. She felt like she was on fire.
			

			
				Fists clenched, she arched back, writhing in pain. It felt like someone had knifed her through the gut. Curling over, she hooked her knees to her chest. A mantra that had helped her in the past escaped her lips: “This too shall pass.”
			

			
				Caden’s soft voice cut through her pain. “That’s it. Focus on your breath. You’re going to be fine.”
			

			
				“Caden is right, Chantelle. This is your first proper body cleansing. You’re just growing to the next level.”
			

			
				Caden’s cool hand on her brow was a comfort. It grounded her, helping her focus. Time passed in a haze. Suddenly, the corner of her vision flashed, and the pain eased.
			

			
				Chantelle immediately opened her Scroll of Knowledge.
 
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Level 3 7% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills:  
			

			
				Unarmed Combat Level 15
			

			
				Armed Combat Level 05 
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 1
 
			

			
				Her heart leapt in her chest. Iron level 3. “I made it!”
			

			
				“Well done. The hard work has paid off,” Matu said with a grin.
			

			
				Chantelle grinned back. She looked at her scroll again.
			

			
				Just one more advancement and I’m in Copper.
			

			
				A few weeks ago, she knew nothing about chi, cores or cultivation. Now she was becoming a real cultivator. She stood up and flexed her limbs. The pain was gone. She felt stronger, more in control. The core that had felt overstretched was now like a goldfish bowl waiting to be filled, ready to grow and expand with her new skills.
			

			
				“How do you feel?” Caden asked.
			

			
				“Like a brand new me. It was tough, I’ll admit, but I’d do it again in a heartbeat.”
			

			
				Matu laughed heartily. “Spoken like a true cultivator!”
			

			
				Caden still looked annoyed with Matu, but he remained silent. Turning to Chantelle, his face brightened.
			

			
				“Let’s celebrate. I’ll treat you to a bowl of gorro and spicy noodles in the mess hall.”
			

			
				Chantelle shook her head. “I’d love that, but...”
			

			
				“Come on, I know it’s your favorite. If you’re worried about the cost, I told you—”
			

			
				“Never look a gift horse in the mouth. I—” Matu said.
			

			
				Chantelle cut him off. “You’ve been so kind, Caden, but I’m used to paying my own way.” She tried to keep upbeat, but she didn’t feel comfortable with charity. No matter how good the intention. Thankfully, she had an excuse.
			

			
				She glanced at Matu. “Savannah wants to see me.”
			

			
				“Oh, that’s right,” Caden said. He looked at his feet as if the ground was about to open and swallow him whole. “Don’t let me keep you.”
			

			
				Chantelle didn’t need to be psychic to know her new pal was holding something back. “I’ve still got plenty of time.”
			

			
				Caden gave her a pinched look. “I wouldn’t say half an hour is plenty of time. It’s not a good idea meeting her looking like you just crawled out of a sewer.”
			

			
				Chantelle looked down and grimaced. She was covered in gunk. Gross, disgusting and smelly gunk. She could only imagine how bad it would’ve been without her Pebbles in the Wind cleansing technique.
			

			
				“Good point,” Chantelle said. She excused herself with a bow. After a quick shower and change of clothes, she felt like a new woman.
			

			
				Excitement coursed through her as she made her way to Savannah’s study, chomping on a juicy, sweet apple to appease her growling stomach.
			

			
				A gentle rap on the door, and she was let into the study by Savannah. She looked every inch a goddess in her sheer golden robes that brought out the striking amber flecks in her eyes. This time she wore her dark hair loose to her shoulders.
			

			
				“Please sit,” she said, offering Chantelle a napkin to place the apple core in.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Chantelle said, a little lost for words. Wrapping the apple core in the napkin, she pocketed it to dispose of later.
			

			
				The goddess stood by a long window overlooking the sanctuary. Green hills rolled in the distance. “I see you leveled up. Congratulations!”
			

			
				Chantelle smiled politely. She knew she wasn’t there to receive a pat on the back.
			

			
				“Thank you,” she said, feeling a little awkward with her seated bow. “Matu and Caden have made it possible, along with the Floating Stone Style you gave me. I’ve been practicing daily.”
			

			
				“You should continue that. Matu feels Stone Gatherer Style isn’t challenging your Air affinity enough. “
			

			
				“Do you have something in mind?” she asked.
			

			
				“Perhaps.” The goddess clasped her hands behind her back. “But there is a more pressing matter you and I need to discuss.”
			

			
				Chantelle raised an eyebrow. Pressing matters? Was the cost of being brought to this world finally coming due?
			

			
				“Monster sightings have been increasing outside the Central Wilds. Some nearby farms and villages have been attacked. We fear something is forcing monsters to hunt outside their usual range.” Letting her hands fall by her sides, Savannah sighed. “I’m telling you this because I need Matu and Caden to supervise the formation of a new hunting party.”
			

			
				Chantelle pressed her lips together, wondering if she’d be given the chance to join it. A big part of her was ready to explore, but this wasn’t Earth. How long would an Iron 3 cultivator survive outside the walls of the Four Winds? She knew there were dangers out there beyond anything she’d ever faced before, but this was what she was training for. Despite being nervous about the risks, she was excited for this new challenge.
			

			
				“I am giving you two choices. You can remain here and continue your training at your current pace. Or you can become a member of the monster hunting team and gain real world experience to push you further, faster.”
			

			
				Chantelle didn’t give it a second thought. “I want to join the monster hunting team.”
			

			
				The goddess raised a hand. “I thought you might say that. It is dangerous…”
			

			
				“I appreciate your concern, but Caden warned me about what to expect outside this sanctuary.” Chantelle felt a swell of gratitude. “I’m ready to earn my place on the team.”
			

			
				The goddess looked pleased. “In my eyes, you already earned a place. There are rules to be upheld when joining a Four Winds hunting troop. First and foremost, prove your worth to the team leader.”
			

			
				“Who’s the leader?” Chantelle asked, her spirits soaring at the goddess’s earlier compliment.
			

			
				“Matu.”
			

			
				Dammit! I’m screwed. She gulped. “What do I have to do?” 
			

			
				“Last three minutes in the arena.” Savannah’s casual tone made it sound like a simple task.
			

			
				Double damn!
			

			
				Not to be defeated, Chantelle made a solemn vow: Not only would she last three minutes against Matu, she’d also knock him off his feet.
			

			
				She smiled at the goddess. “No problem.”
 
			

			



				16 Some Sticks
			

			
				The next morning Max followed Senior Hara through the kitchens and out a back door. There was a large private courtyard in the back, fenced in and private. On the far part of the courtyard, there was a pair of doors. Senior Hara opened them, and Max saw Tobias and Adaya nervously standing there. She beckoned them to follow her back to the middle of the courtyard. There was a small pond and four benches surrounding it. “Sit,” she said to the three of them.
			

			
				Max sat down and watched as Senior Hara stared at the twins.
			

			
				“Copper Level 2. Your time hunting in the swamps has given you strength and experience, but your cultivation levels are less than exceptional. What technique do you use to cultivate?”
			

			
				“We use the Harvest of Life technique,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “To be expected in your village. I suppose I can work with that. Do either of you have entanglements or responsibilities here that would keep you from leaving?”
			

			
				Tobias paused for a moment. “No, Senior Hara. We are alone here.”
			

			
				“Good. You are now my students.”
			

			
				Adaya gasped. “But why, Senior Hara?”
			

			
				Senior Hara glared at Max. “Because this one is proving to be more of a challenge than I anticipated, and I want to surround him with people who’ll be loyal to him. I fear the academy would swallow him whole and I’d have to explain to the gods why I failed to keep him alive.”
			

			
				“The gods?” Adaya said, looking at Max. Her eyes were as big as saucers.
			

			
				Senior Hara ignored the comment. She turned to Max. “Are you comfortable with these two as companions?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “I have no issue with that.”
			

			
				“And sharing your secret?”
			

			
				“I have no issue with that either.”
			

			
				Senior Hara grunted. “Good. That makes this easier.” She turned to the twins. “Max is a reincarnated Outworlder.”
			

			
				“Ha! I told you he wasn’t from the east,” Tobias said to his sister. “Those big, rounded eyes and those lips? No way.”
			

			
				Adaya gave her brother a withering look before turning back to Senior Hara. “You want us to be his bodyguards? We’re skilled hunters, but I’m not sure we’re qualified to protect him.”
			

			
				“No. I want you to become students. You will attend classes and grow as cultivators under my supervision. I expect you to keep his secrets and help him navigate being an outsider. You all will be looked down on by the noble students, some of which Max has already managed to make enemies of. You will benefit from attending the school and, in return, you will help Max adjust to this world. Is that acceptable?”
			

			
				Both Tobias and Adaya bowed at once to Senior Hara. “Yes, Master.”
			

			
				“Senior Hara or Teacher Hara when we’re at the academy. I don’t like being called Master. Now that it’s settled, Tobias, go into the kitchen and fetch Bardon.
			

			
				“Yes, Teacher,” Tobias said before running into the kitchen.
			

			
				Senior Hara turned to Adaya. “You gained inspiration last night as well?”
			

			
				“Yes, Teacher. My dao is that of the swordstaff. Watching Lady Deena’s illusion warrior gave me insight into my techniques.”
			

			
				Senior Hara narrowed her eyes and glared at Max. “See, that is how you properly gain inspiration. She didn’t even have the benefit of a potion, she just had your aura and her own intent to assist her. The dao of the swordstaff…a good weapon for a cultivator.” She then turned back to Adaya. “Is your brother also a spear warrior?”
			

			
				“No, he uses a bow for hunting and a sword up close. He wants to follow the path of a hunter.”
			

			
				“A spear woman and an archer. That’s good. Very good. OK, we’ll find techniques for you to follow. What are your elemental affinities? I can see you both have a strong yin essence.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “We’re both Water essence.”
			

			
				“You were tested in your village?”
			

			
				“Yes, Teacher,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Senior Hara rubbed her chin. “Their affinity crystals are weak. We’ll have you retested at the school and see what happens. I suspect neither of you is pure Water.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Teacher.”
			

			
				Max wasn’t sure what the difference in crystals meant, or how being pure mattered, but he could see that Adaya was excited about the prospect of being retested. He was surprised when she told the pair they could be students and how readily they accepted. Having friends at the academy would be helpful, but he couldn’t help but be nervous about her comments about him struggling there. Was this going to be a repeat of high school?
			

			
				Tobias came out of the inn with Bardon behind him. Tobias carried a small drum that he brought directly to Max.
			

			
				Max took the drum. It was about fourteen inches in diameter and about a foot deep.
			

			
				“The Banggu. It is a traditional marching drum. That one is made from the hide of a hargo, a dire beast that is similar to a deer, only with six legs,” Bardon said as he moved to stand beside Senior Hara.
			

			
				“Well, don’t just sit there fondling it,” Senior Hara said. “Play it.”
			

			
				Max snorted. He was running his hand over the surface; it was taut and smooth. The hargo hide seemed to be a perfect material for this drum. He started tapping it. The sound was deep and heavy. He used his fists to thump out a beat. He’d been in several bands in his previous life and knew his way around a drum.
			

			
				Mostly he’d learn music to impress girls, but if there was a more noble cause, he didn’t know it.
			

			
				“Hmm. OK, give him the suna sticks,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Bardon reached into his bag of holding and pulled out a pair of sticks. They weren’t drum sticks, or at least not the ones Max was used to. These were thick two-foot-long batons. When Bardon handed them over, Max felt a spark of electricity flow through his body.
			

			
				“Ah, there it is. Maybe this won’t be so bad after all,” Senior Hara said. “Did you feel something when you grabbed the sticks?”
			

			
				Max nodded.
			

			
				“That was your chi resonating with the suna sticks. They’re weapons.”
			

			
				The suna sticks definitely had the heft and size to be a good weapon. They actually reminded Max of Filipino fighting sticks.
			

			
				“Imagine your chi flowing from your core through your meridians into the sticks,” Bardon instructed.
			

			
				From his lessons, Max knew there were supposedly magical veins running from his core, the source of his chi, throughout his body. So far, he hadn’t been able to do anything with the chi, but the suna sticks made Max feel like he had a connection to them. He focused on trying to push chi into them.
			

			
				At first it didn’t work, but then he heard Bardon mumbling, “Just let it flow.”
			

			
				Max relaxed and imagined the chi was like his blood being pumped through his body and all he had to do was redirect the energy toward his hands.
			

			
				The suna sticks started to glow and get warmer.
			

			
				“Now play the drum,” Bardon said.
			

			
				Max hit the drum with the sticks. Not only did it sound better when struck by the sticks, it seemed to resonate and amplify the chi flowing through his hands.
			

			
				“A battle bard!” Tobias said excitedly.
			

			
				“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” Senior Hara said. “A drum and a little chi doesn’t make him a battle bard, but yes, that is certainly a possibility. You have definitely started down that path. Your breakthrough last night was an excellent start down that path. Now you’ll need training.”
			

			
				“I have plenty of musical training in my previous world,” Max said.
			

			
				Bardon smiled. “That isn’t the type of training she’s referring to. Your training will involve learning to channel your chi into spells and martial attacks. The suna sticks are your weapons, as is the drum. You will learn to make music that can cut a limb, crush one’s spirits or raise them when desired. Music can have a powerful effect on a person. That doesn’t mean you won’t find other weapons you’re skilled in, or that they are even the best choices for you, but they are tools you’ll find useful on your journey as a cultivator. Even if you move on to other weapons, the bard skills you gain will be powerful.”
			

			
				Max admired his new musical weapons. He wasn’t sure about moving on. The suna sticks seemed like a natural fit for him. “Are you a battle bard?” Max asked.
			

			
				Bardon shook his head. “No, I enjoy the lute, but that isn’t my path. Lady Deena is a battle bard, her voice is an excellent weapon, and Joron is a bard as well, but his path is more one of support than direct attacks. He has a number of healing and aura boosting spells. It’s a shame he doesn’t use the drums in battle. He would’ve been an excellent teacher.”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “There are manuals at the academy for the drums. And Instructor Kai Lo is a bard. You’ll receive a sufficient amount of instruction in bard skills. And fighting sticks, that isn’t a problem either.”
			

			
				Bardon flinched. “The Sparrow?”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. She then turned to Tobias and Adaya. “We leave for the academy in the morning. Settle your affairs here.”
			

			
				After Tobias and Adaya left to get organized, Senior Hara had Max work through a variety of exercises, then had him focus on his breathing technique.
			

			
				“The last few days have been about rebuilding your body by breaking it down and forcing it to adapt and grow. Soon you won’t have the Blessing of Xeren and its amazing healing properties, so your progress is going to slow rapidly. From here on, your development is going to come in spurts and with gradual improvement.
			

			
				“This isn’t bad, as developing a strong foundation is important to your future progression. Many cultivators stall because they focus too much on progressing as fast as possible and not developing their skills. Obviously, your situation is unique, and starting with a broken vessel was less than ideal. The Blessing of Xeren and the Blessing of the Condor have remade that vessel. You now have a healthy and strong body with a core that wants to grow, and meridians that are flexible and able to handle high chi. You are still behind any student of a similar age in your chi development, but your body has adapted into something superior to what a normal student would have at this point in their development.”
			

			
				Senior Hara paused for a moment. “There are varying opinions on what to do in a situation like this, when a student has a strong body and lower chi development. Some believe the student should focus on catching up, spending the majority of their time meditating and cultivating, while others believe that body cultivation and training to strengthen the body will give those students a weapon that will allow them to thrive despite having lesser chi development.
			

			
				“There are situations where both examples have proven to be effective methods. I believe that the choice isn’t mine to make. You are the one who should dictate your own development. As a reincarnated soul, you have life experiences that a normal student wouldn’t have. I feel less responsible for guiding your decision-making process, and I much prefer to give you all the information available and make suggestions. Even when I have tried to push your development in one direction, it failed. The inspiration you received last night is the most obvious example of that.”
			

			
				Max appreciated that she was taking this approach. There was a time for strong guidance, especially now when he was still adjusting to a new world. But being respected enough to make his own decisions was important to him. “Thank you, Teacher. In my world, we play fantasy games where we pretend we have access to magic and get to create a new person from scratch to become our avatar. We are able to develop these avatars to our own specs. Many like to focus on physical abilities, while others focus on magic. I was always one who preferred a balanced approach. While you never achieve the maximum result in either category, your versatility becomes a weapon that training only one or the other can never achieve.”
			

			
				Senior Hara rubbed her chin. “It isn’t as simple as that. Even students on the physical path must develop their chi. But as an overall philosophy of how to progress your training, I believe you understand the benefits and detriments of all the training styles. I do like the idea. Right now, your physical training is going to be far behind your peers, but you will adapt quicker than most. The Blessing of the Condor isn’t time-sensitive like the Blessing of Xeren. You will continue to adapt as the challenges get harder. It won’t be as noticeable as this last week, but your physical attributes will become superior to most students.
			

			
				“Your cultivation path is more of a question, but I have strong suspicions that your body is like a sponge that was dried up and shriveled. We’ve added enough water to bring it back to life and now it will soak up as much water as possible. A balanced approach to training your physical body and your cultivation isn’t the worst idea I’ve ever heard. In the future, as you learn about your place in this world and your path forward becomes clear, you’ll adapt your training to suit your needs. You will have to work hard, though. This is not an easy path you are choosing to follow.”
			

			
				Max nodded. He’d spent one lifetime taking the easy path. Now it was time to try something different. “I understand.”
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				The next morning, Max and Senior Hara had their last breakfast at the inn. It was an interesting time for Max as he was finally done with the brutal training regimen since the Blessing of Xeren had faded and disappeared. But it also meant he’d have to work harder for any gains to his new body. And even with as much progress as he’d made, he was still far behind his new friends. There was a lot of hard work in his future, even if Bardon was no longer the one pushing him.
			

			
				Bardon might’ve been the one responsible for beating the crap out of him, but Max couldn’t argue with the results. It was likely that the training he’d received from the innkeeper would one day save his life.
			

			
				After they finished eating, Senior Hara took the twins outside to talk with them, and leaving Max with Bardon.
			

			
				Reaching over the table, Bardon handed Max a leather satchel. “These are for you. This is a simple bag of holding. Keep your gear in it.”
			

			
				A bag of holding. The gamer in Max giggled. Magic was awesome.
			

			
				Next, Bardon handed him a pair of suna sticks. They were highly polished wood with sturdy, dark blackish-gray metal knobs on the end of each side.
			

			
				Max grabbed the sticks. They felt different from the pair he’d used the day before. “Thank you, Ranger Bardon.”
			

			
				“They are made with southern swamp willow, soaked in jilla tree resin and capped in high-carbon metal. They have a good balance between Wood and Metal chi with slight Air chi as well. They will be a good pair of weapons for you to use during your time as a Novice rank cultivator. At least for the Iron and Copper stages. Eventually, you’ll want to replace them with sticks that have all four of your chi essences, but that’s easier said than done.”
			

			
				“Thank you again for everything you’ve done for me,” Max said.
			

			
				Bardon laughed. “I spent a few days beating you like an Algortian slave. It was nothing. It was your willingness to endure the training that gave you result. That and those magnificent blessings you received. Although, I wasn’t sure that the blessings were a fair trade for the wretched and pathetic host body they gave you. Now you at least look like a healthy person. A skinny, long-limbed, gods-be-damned musician. Which is going to give you issues at the academy, but still, you’re much stronger and your core no longer looks like a shriveled burga berry. Those rich prick cultivators at the academy won’t be able to murder you with a sideway look now.”
			

			
				“You aren’t a fan of the academy?” Max asked, surprised by the way Bardon spoke about the school.
			

			
				“Bah. I’m a fan of the academy, in principle. But the reality of it is simple. Most of the students don’t get in because they possess talents non-cultivators do not. They get in because they come from families with political influence, wealth, or military connections. They look down on poorer students, and there is far too much politicking for my liking. Don’t get it twisted, though. The students are strong. They’ve been training and taking potions to advance their cultivation since they first reached puberty. That’s the problem. They are strong and dedicated to advancing, but with no humility or common decency.”
			

			
				“Ah. Not only am I the foreign kid coming into a new high school, I’m the foreign broke kid coming into an elitist prep school. Damn it, I’ve become a YA novel. At least that ensures that I’ll meet at least two beautiful students who will fall in love with me. I’m guessing a Betty and Veronica combo.”
			

			
				Bardon raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure if you’re mocking yourself or have developed a premonition skill.”
			

			
				“Definitely mocking myself. Being the long-haired hippy bard in a military academy is going to get me beat up a lot, isn’t it?”
			

			
				“The beatings will help you build character.”
			

			
				Max groaned. “I hate character, so overrated. Bardon, what do you think of Senior Hara deciding to invite the twins to the academy?”
			

			
				“Actually, it was my idea. I know more about Tobias and Adaya than they might expect. Their village is inside the area I protect. I’ve watched them grow from afar. They’ve had challenging lives but are honest and loyal—traits you will find hard to come by at the academy. I don’t know what games the gods play, but you being brought into this world means you’re going to bring new and fresh ideas.
			

			
				“I want the twins to learn from you, be inspired, and become stronger. The number of monsters coming out of the Central Wilds has been increasing in recent years, and there have been rumblings that the academy will be tasked with clearing the mid-level monsters out. If that happens, then the students who survive will find themselves earning great rewards. It’s an opportunity that Tobias and Adaya would never otherwise have if it weren’t for your arrival here. It was part of the reason I helped with your training.”
			

			
				“And I thought them arriving at my table last night was a coincidence.”
			

			
				Bardon laughed. “Actually, it was. I was going to introduce you all this morning, but then everything went perfectly. The twins didn’t know my intentions, and they didn’t know of my involvement in the decision until a few minutes ago. While I say goodbye to you, Senior Hara is letting the twins know.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “Why didn’t you tell them yourself?”
			

			
				“That was Senior Hara’s decision. As a Ranger, I can make recommendations, but at the end of the day it’s her call.”
			

			
				“She isn’t just a teacher at the academy, is she?” Max asked.
			

			
				An amused half-smile pulled at Bardon’s lips. “No, she certainly isn’t. She plays an important role in this province, but that’s her story to tell, not mine. Ah, it seems that the twins have been informed. If you’ll excuse me, I’d like to say my goodbye to them in private. It has been a pleasure to help you, Max. When you grow strong enough, come visit me and we’ll do some proper training.”
			

			
				Max got up and walked toward the inn door, going past the twins as they made their way to talk to Bardon. The confused looks on their faces indicated they were as surprised by their conversation with Teacher Hara as he had been with his conversation with Bardon.
			

			
				Heading outside, Max found the carriage waiting for them and saw Teacher Hara talking with the driver.
			

			
				“What’s on your mind? You look like your brain is about to explode.”
			

			
				“What does that look like?” Max asked, avoiding the real question.
			

			
				“Like you’re constipated and trying to push one out. Now, are you going to ask me a question or not?”
			

			
				“Who are you?”
			

			
				Teacher Hara sighed. “Who I am is…complicated. Not all of my roles are general knowledge. For most people, I am a venerated member of the Three Flowers Academy.”
			

			
				“Are you Bardon’s boss?”
			

			
				“In a way. When there was still an emperor, I was in charge of guiding the rangers in this province. Without an emperor, the chain of command has become somewhat confusing, but I have maintained my relationships with the rangers.”
			

			
				Max wasn’t surprised she had that role. From what he understood of Bardon, the man was one of the most powerful cultivators around, and yet it was clear that he had a student-mentor relationship with Teacher Hara. Her not wanting to be called Master Hara might give people the impression she was humble, but it was likely also to hide the fact that she was more than she seemed. “Were you at the alley by accident when I was there?”
			

			
				“Now, that is an interesting question. I don’t know the answer. From my perspective, I had no knowledge of your existence before the moment I laid eyes on you, but that doesn’t mean that Xeren didn’t choose that dying boy for your vessel because of the proximity to my location. I’m not privy to the minds of the gods. You’ve had more interactions with the gods than most. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was intentional. It also wouldn’t shock me if it was happenstance. Again, I try not to decipher the actions of the gods. That is a path to crazy. But I do know that there are changes coming to this world, and that Xeren is a champion of this world.”
			

			
				From the way she said changes, Max knew they weren’t good. He was going to be asked to partake in whatever battle was coming. The prospect scared him, but this second life, it was a chance to be something new, and, if for now that meant being a pawn in a bigger game, he would do his part. Though he had no idea what that part was, he did know that it meant getting stronger.
			

			
				While he waited for Tobias and Adaya to finish their conversation with Bardon, he started working on his Slithering Snake breathing technique.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Teacher Hara watched Max close his eyes and start gathering chi. She had wondered how he’d do under the pressure of the last week. Often, students would break and have to be rebuilt. Max never broke. Like a willow in a storm, he bent and allowed himself to be pushed around, but he never cracked. Whatever had happened to him during the transition between worlds, it was more painful than any of Bardon’s strikes. She felt sympathy for the young man.
			

			
				He seemed destined for pain and suffering. Having the blessing of two gods was amazing for his growth, but it also made him a target. There were plenty of other gods out there, and many who would seek to hurt Max for his association with Xeren. Xeren was one of the gods that believed in treating people with respect. Many of the gods saw people as servants and simple chattel, to be used and traded on a whim. Aside from the gods who undoubtedly would seek to harm him, there were far more immediate threats. And she was about to deliver him to a group of them.
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				When the carriage arrived at the outer gates of Kafni, Max was impressed by the size of the large wall that ran the entire width of the valley. Dozens of fields, tended by farmers, lay outside the massive wall. There were also fenced-off sections of pasture with herds of beasts that looked like a cross between a cow and water buffalo. The beasts were about the same height as a large cow, but were thicker and longer in the torso. The other noticeable difference was that they had three nose holes.
			

			
				Shortly after passing through the gates and into the city, they took a road that led them around the main part of the city and into a section that Max had never been to before. In fact, when he asked Teacher Hara, she said the area wasn’t actually part of the city. They were now on academy lands.
			

			
				The city of Kafni was nestled in the entrance of a large valley between three mountains that surrounded it like a large C. The deepest part of the valley and the three mountains surrounding it made up the home of the Three Flowers Academy. The mountains were named the Three Flowers, which explained the school’s name. While they’d traveled, Teacher Hara had given them a brief history lesson on the subject when Max asked about the school’s name. One of the first rulers of the area had a daughter who he gifted the lands to on her eighth birthday. When she saw the valley, the first thing she mentioned was the snow-tipped mountains and the fact they looked like moonflowers. She hugged her father and thanked him for giving her three flowers.
			

			
				To Max, the mountains looked nothing like flowers, but this was a new world. Perhaps this world had really ugly flowers.
			

			
				As they continued down the road connecting the city and the academy lands, they headed toward a plateau at the back of the valley that was the main location of the school. The plateau was a good hundred feet above the rest of the valley; the road up to it was narrow and windy. At first glance it seemed silly, as a road straight up the hill wouldn’t have been very steep, but when Max looked closer at the road and the towers above it he realized it wasn’t windy because of the slope, it was windy so that anyone trying to attack the academy would have to zigzag up the mountain while under the sightline of the towers protecting the gates.
			

			
				Teacher Hara noticed his observation. “There was a time when monster surges were troublesome. The valley is rich in resources and an excellent location for a city, but it’s difficult to protect. In times of surges, the villagers would defend the outer walls as long as possible, then they would retreat to the academy grounds. As monster surges slowed down, the village grew into a city and a trading hub. Protecting ourselves from monsters became less about walls and more about strategic monster hunts and the placing of high-level cultivators in key locations to protect against the more powerful monsters that came into our world. If we do indeed face a renewal of monster surges, then the outer walls will once again be the battleground to defend the city. But our greatest weapon is still our high-level cultivators who fight the strongest beasts before they ever arrive here.”
			

			
				“Like Ranger Bardon,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Teacher Hara nodded. “Yes, there have been a long line of rangers protecting the Senoa Swamps. The swamps get many monsters and dire beasts coming out of the Central Wilds.”
			

			
				“Not just the Central Wilds,” Tobias said. “There have been world portals in the swamps as well lately. At least three in the last two years.”
			

			
				“Six,” Teacher Hara confirmed.
			

			
				“What are world portals?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Rips in the shell of the realm. It’s these world portals that allow travel between realms. The Central Wilds constantly has portals open, and lately there have been random portals opening up farther and farther from the Central Wilds. It hasn’t been a significant problem yet, but I fear that it’s only a matter of time before that changes.”
			

			
				“Why would that change?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Because as more and more portals open, the chances of a large stable portal opening in the area increase. These rips aren’t usually stable and they only stay open for a short amount of time before the fabric of the realm repairs itself. The quick portals only allow a small number of dire beasts and monsters through. A larger, more stable portal will allow an influx of monsters into the region.”
			

			
				“Monster surges,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “Yes. The heroes who stopped the original monster surges thought they’d solved the problem. And for hundreds of years, that has held true. But something is changing. I fear that monster surges like the days of old will be back.”
			

			
				Max didn’t like the sounds of that. “What does that mean for places like Kafni?”
			

			
				“Kafni is the closest city to the swamps. It would certainly be attacked, and it would be up to the city guard and the academy to defend it. In the short run, I’m confident that the academy and city would be strong enough to stop the surges, but all the farm lands and woods would be abandoned and too dangerous for the families and people working them. Without those resources, the city would starve. Either a quick death from monsters or a long, drawn-out period of starvation.”
			

			
				“The academy can’t fail. It’s too strong,” Tobias said.
			

			
				“To be seen,” Teacher Hara said. “I certainly hope you’re right, but that’s a worry for the leaders. You three are new students. Your job is to grow stronger and learn to be true cultivators. With luck, most people here will be old and gray before the monster surges arrive and you three will be so powerful that you become the protectors of the lands.”
			

			
				Adaya chuckled. “If what we’ve seen in the swamp is any indication, it won’t be that long before the surges come.”
			

			
				“You aren’t the only one who has that belief. Now, let’s get you three sorted. It’s time to let the school know there are three new students.”
			

			
				Teacher Hara led them into an administration building. The space reminded Max of a bank with the rows of workers behind their desks and the lines of people waiting to be served. Teacher Hara bypassed these lineups and went to a larger desk in the corner of the room. The worker there was writing something as she approached and didn’t bother to look up. She tapped on the desk.
			

			
				“Just a minute. Can’t you see I’m busy?” the man said without looking up.
			

			
				“Yes, I can see exactly what you are doing,” Teacher Hara replied.
			

			
				The man paled and his pen froze. He looked up. “Master Hara!”
			

			
				Teacher Hara grunted. “How many times must I say it? I’d rather not be called that.”
			

			
				“But that’s your position, Master Hara. Forgive my insolence. What can this humble administrator do for you?”
			

			
				“I’ve brought three new students to the academy.”
			

			
				The administrator frowned. “But the school year has already begun. Selections have been recorded and all the clan-sponsored spots have been filled.”
			

			
				“They aren’t here as clan representatives. They are here as my guests.”
			

			
				“But Master Hara—”
			

			
				“Section three page forty-six paragraph nine,” Hara said, interrupting the administrator.
			

			
				The man started to speak, but then stopped and nodded. He got up from his chair and ran down a hallway, returning with a massive book. He dropped it down onto the desk and opened it up. “Section three, page forty-six paragraph nine: ‘At any time, a Master-level instructor may choose to accept any number of pupils from outside the academy as they like. For each new pupil, the master must agree to teach one class of the headmaster’s choice.’” The man paused and looked up at Teacher Hara. “You…are agreeing to teach three classes?”
			

			
				Teacher Hara nodded.
			

			
				“I’ll be right back,” the man said before running off again.
			

			
				“You’re having to do extra duties to take us into the academy?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Yes, a small annoyance. I haven’t had to teach in some time, but we’ll see what happens. The headmaster may wish to come to some other arrangement.”
			

			
				Max was about to ask what she meant by that when a loud voice boomed out, “No.”
			

			
				Seconds later, a man in long golden robes with crimson trim came striding toward the desk. “Master Hara, are you trying to give me a heart attack?”
			

			
				“Hello, Terrance. It’s good to see you. Of course, I wouldn’t think of intentionally adding to your stress load.”
			

			
				The man shook his head. “And yet here you stand, with three unsponsored students, citing obscure academy rules.”
			

			
				“If I recall correctly, they’re rules you voted for.”
			

			
				The headmaster sighed. “The last time you taught a class, we had a dozen complaints from noble families. I hesitate to give you one class, let alone three.”
			

			
				“Well, my three apprentices are in need of a basic class in order to catch them up with their fellow first-year students. Perhaps you’d prefer I fill that role, and perhaps one advanced class in portal detection.”
			

			
				The headmaster looked like he was about to argue and then paused. “You would do a portal detection class? We haven’t offered that in years.”
			

			
				“I’m afraid I think it’s high time we offered it,” Hara said. “I just came from the Senoa Swamps, and the ambient chi has increased at least five percent in the last year.”
			

			
				“Oh. I see.” The headmaster’s brow furrowed as he considered her words. “In that case, I feel we have an accord. Now, what of your new students?” He turned to the group and studied them. “Two early stage Copper—acceptable. But an early stage Iron. That is unaccept—Wait, what is that aura? Is that… That is the Blessing of Xeren!” The headmaster turned to Hara. “I assume there’s a story here?”
			

			
				“An interesting one that I will tell you over dinner. Max here had caught the eye of two gods.”
			

			
				The headmaster looked closer at Max. “That is troublesome. Normally, I wouldn’t allow a student with your cultivation level into the academy. It is far too dangerous, especially for someone without the backing of a powerful clan. But there are always exceptions, and Master Hara does not frivolously pick up riffraff and try to turn them into cultivators. You are accepted into the academy, but I will not be modifying the rules to protect you. Nor will Master Hara be able to use her influence directly to assist you.”
			

			
				“The boy will stand on his own,” Hara said. “Now, the other two need to have their elemental affinity checked.”
			

			
				“All three will be checked,” the headmaster replied. “It’s protocol.”
			

			
				Hara smiled. “If you insist.”
			

			
				The headmaster looked at her suspiciously.
			

			
				Max felt like Teacher Hara was a puppet master. Everything she’d said since arriving in the administration office had been designed to get a response. If her career as a cultivator ever ended, she’d make a fine politician.
			

			
				The headmaster turned to the group. “If you will follow me. Administrator Bindo, you will record the results.” The man who’d served them nodded and picked up a tablet.
			

			
				They went down a corridor into a smaller room. On the floor was a seven-pointed star. At each tip was a stand with a crystal on it.
			

			
				“Tobias, step into the middle of the circle, please,” Hara said.
			

			
				Tobias nodded and did as instructed.
			

			
				“Just stand there and remain calm. It will tingle for a moment, but it’s harmless,” the headmaster said.
			

			
				Tobias stood there and then one of the crystals started to glow. Then a second one started to as well.
			

			
				“Strong Water affinity and slight Air,” Administrator Bindo said.
			

			
				“Thank you, Tobias. Adaya, your turn,” Hara said.
			

			
				Adaya stood in the circle and the same globes started to glow.
			

			
				“Strong Water affinity and slight Air,” the administrator said again. This time, he looked at Adaya. “Are you two twins?”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				“Interesting,” he muttered.
			

			
				“Max, your turn,” Hara said.
			

			
				Max went into the circle, and it took only a second before he felt a tingle. When he looked at the crystals that lit up, it was no surprise. The results were the same as the test he’d taken at the Temple of Xeren.
			

			
				“High affinity for Water, Air, Spirit and Wood,” Administrator Bindo said.
			

			
				The headmaster raised an eyebrow. “Spirit? And a high affinity for three other elements?”
			

			
				Bindo nodded, noting the results. “And they are almost perfectly balanced.”
			

			
				“Very well. That is intriguing and a bit of a challenge. Master Hara, I assume you have a cultivation path in mind for him?”
			

			
				“Actually, I was hoping you’d be willing to assist me in that regard. Right now, I’ve got him using the Slithering Snake technique.”
			

			
				“What? That’s not a beginner technique! Yet, his chi… There have been no side effects from using the technique?”
			

			
				“None,” Hara said.
			

			
				“Very interesting. Yes, I would very much like to assist you in this matter. Would you also like Master Walper to be included in the discussion? His research into multiple essence paths would be invaluable.”
			

			
				“That would be excellent. Bring him to dinner. I brought back some Ursato wine. Enough for a lengthy discussion on the topic.”
			

			
				The headmaster grinned. “Excellent. Are you going to have your apprentices stay at your residence? You aren’t exactly set up for hosting students.”
			

			
				“I have other accommodations in mind. You and I aren’t going to be the only ones interested in seeing what young Max can accomplish.”
			

			
				“Very well. I will call Archives Master Walper and get started on finding some viable options for…Max was it?”
			

			
				“Max Stone, Headmaster,” Max replied.
			

			
				“Welcome to the school, Max Stone.” The headmaster then turned to the twins. “And for these two…”
			

			
				“Tobias and Adaya Aldan,” Tobias said.
			

			
				“Welcome, Tobias and Adaya. For you two, I recommend the Ocean’s Tide. It is a cultivation style that works well for Water cultivators with some Air essence.”
			

			
				“If Teacher Hara agrees,” Adaya said, looking at Hara.
			

			
				“An excellent choice. Headmaster Hetney has given a strong recommendation that I can only agree with.”
			

			
				Max watched the headmaster’s chest puff out slightly. It was obvious that he desired Hara’s approval.
			

			
				“OK, let’s go see about getting the three of you a place to stay.”
			

			



				19 The Sparrow
			

			
				“You want me to take three students?”
			

			
				“Do you not have the room, Zan Lee Ann?” Hara asked.
			

			
				“You know damn well I have the room. I’ve been barred from having apprentices living on the academy grounds for another decade!” Lee Ann said.
			

			
				Max had to keep himself from raising an eyebrow at that. What had Zan Lee Ann—or one of her apprentices done—to get that kind of restriction?
			

			
				“As they are my apprentices, there would be no rules broken,” Hara said.
			

			
				“Yes, I appreciate that, but that doesn’t explain why I would want three Copper rank first-year apprentices messing up my domain.”
			

			
				“Two Coppers and one Iron. Well, I thought having your new student close by would be handy.”
			

			
				The petite woman laughed. “And you think I am going to teach one of them?”
			

			
				“No. I think you will teach all three, but only one of them is a future battle bard.”
			

			
				The woman’s eyes narrowed, and she glared at the three of them. “Oh? One of the claims that they’re a future battle bard?”
			

			
				“I claim that one is a future battle bard,” Hara said, her voice taking on a threatening tone.
			

			
				The woman straightened up and her eyes went wide. “My apologies, Sister Hara. If you believe one of them has the talent, then I will reserve my judgment. Having more bards as allies is always a worthy cause, but what would you have me teach a bard?”
			

			
				“Max, pull out your sticks.”
			

			
				Reaching into his new bag of holding, Max pulled out the two suna sticks.
			

			
				“A suna fighter?”
			

			
				“Not yet. He is completely raw, but he’s already had a moment of enlightenment on his dao. It came during a performance by Lady Deena. I gave him a Three Moons Alder Ale potion, and this fool got inspiration from the drums.”
			

			
				“Lady Deena was singing, and he got inspiration from the drums?” Lee Ann gave Max a strange look and then shook her head. “I’ll bet you didn’t see that coming. OK. A potential battle bard that uses suna sticks. That is definitely something I can help with, but what of these two? They better not be musicians as well.”
			

			
				“Hunters from Senoa Swamp. They’re here on Bardon’s recommendation.”
			

			
				“Ah, I see. Thank you, Sister Hara. I shall repay the favor one day. You three can use the blue compound on the left. It has plenty of rooms and its own training grounds. Put your stuff in the room and then return to us.”
			

			
				Max and the twins went to the compound. It was a small horseshoe of buildings with an outdoor training area as its courtyard. It had a very traditional Asian vibe to it, but Max wasn’t sure what part of Asia. He just didn’t know the culture well enough to make a comparison, and he was pretty sure some of the elements were in the fantasy realm. The buildings themselves were simple, with two bedrooms and a bathroom. They had a very college dorm feel to them, sparse and efficient, and not for long-term use.
			

			
				“Looks like we each get our own building for now,” Tobias said. “If someone else comes along, we can discuss swapping rooms.”
			

			
				Max nodded. He wasn’t going to complain about having his own space.
			

			
				The twins dropped off their bags while Max only had the contents of his bag of holding, so he just headed back to meet with Teacher Hara and Teacher Zan.
			

			
				Hara and Zan were talking about the ambient chi in the swamp when he returned.
			

			
				“Pardon me, Teacher Hara, but why is the ambient chi so dangerous? Isn’t more chi better?”
			

			
				“Well, that’s one way of looking at it. However, the chi on this planet is consistent. When there’s more chi in the air, it means that more world portals are open,” Hara said.
			

			
				“And that means more monsters and dire beasts,” Tobias said as he and his sister returned.
			

			
				“Indeed,” Hara said.
			

			
				“Oh, and one other question. What’s the difference between a monster and a dire beast?”
			

			
				Lee Ann gave Max a strange look. “You don’t know?”
			

			
				“Umm, I’m not from around here.” He’d had a conversation about beasts already, but he wasn’t entirely clear on the details still.
			

			
				“Max is an Outworlder,” Senior Hara said. “Not something we’re going to advertise, but too many people already know for it to be a true secret.”
			

			
				“Ah, now I see why you wasted such a valuable resource as a Three Moons Alder Ale on a lowly Iron cultivator,” Zan Lee Ann said. “I shall be discreet with the knowledge of your origins. To answer your question, nothing. Dire beasts are simply beasts that look like something from this planet. The difference usually is size and or power. Dire beasts all have a core, while only the strongest natural beasts will develop a core, although with this recent chi increase, more will undoubtedly gain one. Monsters are creatures that resemble none of the local wildlife. It’s a poor method of description since the planet is vast and what’s considered a monster in one location may be a dire beast in another. Either name is apt.”
			

			
				“True,” Hara said. “The thing to remember is, monsters or dire beasts, they are dangerous and valuable. Monster cores are one of the main ingredients in alchemy potions that increase your chi. For people with only one type of chi essence, they can directly ingest a core and grow stronger. Although it doesn’t come without consequences. If I’m not mistaken, both Tobias and Adaya have ingested monster chi directly.”
			

			
				Max looked at his new friends. They both nodded.
			

			
				“We’ve ground up Water essence cores and used them as a tea. Without a clan, we didn’t have any cultivation techniques given to us.”
			

			
				“Perfectly natural to make that mistake. After all, you were never properly informed of your essences until now. Your Air essence has been suppressed because of the heavy Water chi use, but it’s not a long-term issue. We’ll want to change your diets and what pills and potions you take in the future, but I would’ve done the same in your place,” Hara said. “You will get ample opportunities to improve your techniques here. Work hard and you will be rewarded.”
			

			
				“Speaking of hard work, if you three are going to be my students, you’ll need good endurance. That means running. Every day you will start your day by running the outer wall. Head to the orange building and tell Felton that he’s about to show you the route.”
			

			
				Max looked around. He finally noticed that all the buildings in the compound had different colors. They were all combinations of a bamboo-like wood and stone. The stones had natural colorations ranging from blue, green, orange, and red. While the blue and green buildings were for students, the orange building was large and had no central courtyard. Nodding to their new teacher, Max and the twins jogged to the building.
			

			
				Knocking on the door, Max waited a minute before a tall young man opened it. He frowned as he saw Max and the twins.
			

			
				“Yes?” Felton said.
			

			
				“Teacher Zan Lee Ann has requested that you show us the wall run,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Felton’s brow furrowed, and then he looked past them toward Teacher Zan. “I see. One moment.” He then closed the door on them.
			

			
				A minute later, Felton came back out. “Follow me.” He started jogging, heading not toward the wall, but further into the academy grounds. He stopped at a large pole in the middle of an open square. “All wall runs start here.”
			

			
				He touched his hand on the pole. “This pole has a magic script. When you touch the pole, it will remember your hand. When you touch the pole a second time at the end of your run, it will tell you how long it took you. Practice runs are done on the honor system. If you’re caught cheating on the route, your master will be informed. During academy testing and tournaments, there will be multiple poles that you must touch to get a recorded time. I suggest pacing yourselves today. Master Zan doesn’t care how long you take, as long as you don’t stop.”
			

			
				Felton took off at a slow jog, leaving the square until he hit a path leading along the base of the mountain. When they reached the outer walls, Max saw that the entire wall was lined with sections of stairs that led to the top of the wall. The stone stairs were wide, and there were at least fifty sections of stairs to the top.
			

			
				As if reading Max’s mind, Felton commented, “There are one hundred and seven sets of stairs and a total of ten miles to complete the run.”
			

			
				Heading up the first set of stairs, Felton led them to the top of the wall. Like the stairs, the top of the wall was wide, at least eight feet of path leading all the way around the top, with six-foot-wide and seven-foot-tall parapets that had a foot of space between them. Perfect for archers, Max noted as they jogged by an archer who didn’t even look at them as they passed. His eyes were focused outside the wall.
			

			
				They jogged until they reached the next set of stairs. From there they headed down, then ran along the base of the wall until they hit the next set of stairs, where they went back up onto the top of the wall.
			

			
				After the fourth set of stairs, Max was sweating and starting to feel the effects of the run. While he’d gone through a hellish week of training in the swamp, there hadn’t been much running, and it was obvious his new body wasn’t used to such training. Max slowed a little, letting himself fall behind the others.
			

			
				Felton looked back and nodded. He didn’t say anything, but he also didn’t slow his pace.
			

			
				After the fifty-third set of stairs, they made it to the front gates.
			

			
				Halfway, Max thought as they ran past the guards, watching the gates. Several of them were grinning and watching them run. Max was pretty sure he heard one of the guards say “fresh meat” as they jogged past.
			

			
				Max hoped there weren’t any stupid hazing rituals that new students were subjected to. He’d been on the receiving end of a few hazing incidents in high school and both had ended up with him bleeding.
			

			
				When they got back to the start post, Max was drenched in sweat and barely able to keep going. A slow jog was the most he could achieve. He had a nasty stitch in his side and his heart was pounding. It was obvious that his endurance training was severely lacking. Both of the Aldan twins were barely breathing hard and were looking at him with pity.
			

			
				Touching the pole, a time came up.
			

			
				1 hour 35 minutes.
			

			
				“Are you OK?” Adaya asked, confirming Max’s suspicions that they were worried he might keel over and die.
			

			
				“I’ll be fine.” The one thing that he’d been able to deal with well in this new world was that pain was now a normal part of his life. It worried him that he might be becoming a bit of a masochist, but short-term pain for long-term gains was something he was now willing to accept. Despite the pain he’d endured coming into this world and the suffering that training with Bardon had entailed, he’d actually had a relatively easy introduction into this world. His first encounter with the arrogant Xu Lang had been the type of interaction he should expect going forward.
			

			
				This was a violent world where power mattered and being weak was the path to a quick death. Between beasts and monsters, the world was dangerous, and if that wasn’t enough, the people were as likely to kill you as look at you. For a weakling, being able to run would be a vital survival tool. His current abilities weren’t going to cut it.
			

			



				20 Prince Charming 
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				Chantelle froze, awestruck. The training room was packed with disciples. Matu stood beside the ring, watching them train in teams. The clash of blades gave off a vibration so deep she could feel it in her chest.
			

			
				“Follow me,” Caden said, snapping Chantelle out of her daze. “You’ve got forms to fill out.”
			

			
				“Forms? What forms?” Chantelle hurried after Caden as they weaved through the crowd. It was almost amusing that she’d traveled to an entirely new realm and yet paperwork was still an issue.
			

			
				A tall figure standing by the wall stared at her. He had a bushy brow and a nose that could rival the runway at Laguardia. He obviously had no idea because he was looking pretty smug.
			

			
				“Who is that?” Chantelle asked.
			

			
				“Who?” Caden asked, distracted by the crowds.
			

			
				“The one with the punchable face,” Chantelle replied. “Makes me wonder if evolution took a wrong turn somewhere.”
			

			
				Caden looked toward Big Nose. “Oh, that’s just Sam. Thinks he’s the biggest bigwig in the Blue Eagle Clan, but he’s really just an administrative worker.”
			

			
				“Sam the Eagle.” Chantelle chuckled. “How about that?”
			

			
				Caden tilted his head. “Don’t let him catch you calling him that or you’ll never get your paperwork done.”
			

			
				Before they reached him, a female warrior in brown leather armor appeared through the crowds, waving a scroll. “Administrator Stadler, I was injured during a hunt. You cannot dock my pay.”
			

			
				Big Nose sneered. “I don’t make the rules. If you wish to apply for compensation, fill in the scroll.”
			

			
				“Fine!” She crumpled it into a ball and swallowed it whole. “Consider it done when it comes out the other end.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s jaw dropped. That might’ve been the most epic display of rebellion against paperwork she’d ever witnessed.
			

			
				Caden cleared his throat. “Brother Sam, I’m sorry to interrupt, but my student needs to fill in a hunter’s guild application.”
			

			
				His eyes narrowed into slits. “She’s an Outworlder, is she not?”
			

			
				“Hey, dickbag, Outworlders have names,” the Xena warrior woman said. Grinning, she extended a hand to Chantelle. “I’m Lilith, by the way. Nice to meet you.”
			

			
				Sam sputtered in protest. Lilith ignored him.
			

			
				Chantelle instantly liked her. She shook Lilith’s hand. “Nice to meet you, too. I’m Chantelle.”
			

			
				Lilith was around five-foot-three, with her black hair tied back and shaved sides, revealing an inked canvas on her scalp. Her dark eyes had a savage look to them. Chantelle knew it well. Lilith hadn’t just stared down death. She’d kicked its butt into next week. It was a look she’d seen on Earth from veterans that had recently come back to America.
			

			
				“Please wait here,” Sam said, marching off with his big nose leading the way.
			

			
				Caden’s shoulders relaxed. “Great to see you, Lilith. I take it you’re here because Matu called in a favor?”
			

			
				Lilith laughed. “You know it! I owe Matu my life. If he didn’t ask me to join the team he’s overseeing, I wouldn’t be here. I hate all the politics and rich kids running around thinking their shit smells like roses.”
			

			
				Chantelle held back a smile. So Lillith was going to be one of the members of her team? That was a promising start. Between her dislike of Sam and her air of competence, Lilith seemed like a perfect teammate.
			

			
				Caden turned to Chantelle. “I need to talk with Matu, so I’ll let you two get to know each other.” He took his leave with a bow.
			

			
				“I take it this is your first time joining a team to monster hunt,” Lilith said, crossing her arms.
			

			
				Chantelle nodded. “Yes, I’m not sure what to expect. Something tells me you do.”
			

			
				“Damn right!” Lillith said with a grin. “It’s the only way of life for me. Farming was boring as hell. When I got a chance to become a fighter, it wasn’t even a question.”
			

			
				“Will you be leading the team Matu is overseeing?”
			

			
				“Hell no.” Lilith shook her head. “I’m no leader. I kill things, drink a lot, swear more and make sure the team gels.”
			

			
				This woman is going to be the perfect teammate, Chantelle thought.
			

			
				Lilith pointed to a man with striking green eyes who was in the ring. He looked like Atreyu, all grown up and ready to kick some monster’s ass. He danced around his opponent with a charming smile on his face.
			

			
				“Who’s that?” Chantelle asked.
			

			
				Lilith smiled. “Nic. I think he’s also going to be on Matu’s new squad. He doesn’t talk much, but he’s a heck of a tracker and woodsman. I like him. His gray parrot, Ash, not so much. Thing’s got a mouth on it like you wouldn’t believe.”
			

			
				Sam returned. He laid a scroll on the table by the wall and pointed at Chantelle. “Fill this in...” His grim voice trailed off.
			

			
				Chantelle didn’t blame him.
			

			
				All eyes were on the lithe man strolling toward the ring as Nic won his fight. He looked like a cross between a Swedish swimwear model and a dark assassin she’d seen in those questing games her brother played.
			

			
				Once Nic left, the model turned assassin jumped into the ring. 
			

			
				“Who’s Prince Charming?” Chantelle asked.
			

			
				“He isn’t a prince. He’s Lars-Olaf, a noble of House Svensson, and the most likely candidate to lead Matu’s new squad,” Sam said without taking a breath.
			

			
				Chantelle rolled her eyes. “Oh, a noble.” At least she had the Swedish thing right. His name sounded like it’d been lifted straight from a baby name book from the Swedish section.
			

			
				Lilith nudged her. “Right? Titles mean squat when hunting dire beasts in the wild. But he’s competent. Probably the strongest fighter in this group, aside from Nic and me. We could do a lot worse.”
			

			
				Nodding, Chantelle asked, “Is he a good guy?”
			

			
				“Define ‘good’—”
			

			
				From the far side of the room, Matu gave her a sharp nod.
			

			
				Chantelle gulped.
			

			
				Once Lars finished thrashing his opponent, she was up next. She quickly filled in the form and gave it to Sam.
			

			
				He scowled. “Awful writing. You’ll never make a good scribe.”
			

			
				“I have to go, but thank you for the career advice,” she said, forcing a polite tone.
			

			
				Lilith called to her as she turned to leave. “Something tells me you’re better at making the news than breaking the news. Good luck!”
			

			
				“Yes, good luck,” Sam echoed, but it didn’t sound like he meant it.
			

			
				Chantelle’s smile faded the moment she turned away.
			

			
				It was time to face the music.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Chantelle stood across the sparring ring from Matu, bo staff in hand. Weeks of sweat, determination and countless defeats had led to this moment. It was time to prove herself. Her heart raced as the bell rang, signaling the start of the three-minute bout.
			

			
				As soon as the fight started, Chantelle fell into her usual rhythm.
			

			
				She blocked, evaded and danced away, all while cycling chi through her body using the Pebble Cascade technique to enhance her movements. She absorbed each hit, her focus fixed on Matu’s every move. He, too, settled into a comfortable rhythm, displaying power, speed and confidence.
			

			
				Chantelle used Stone Surge to block and counter only when necessary, conserving her energy for when she truly needed it. That meant enduring punishing blows to her ribs from the butt of Matu’s staff.
			

			
				She was fast, but he was faster.
			

			
				As the last minute approached, Chantelle gritted her teeth against the pain, gripping her bo staff tightly. Taking a deep breath, she channeled all the chi she had left into her limbs.
			

			
				It was time to shake things up.
			

			
				With a sudden burst of speed, Chantelle charged forward, twirling her staff in an infinity loop. She had learned many moves from Matu since choosing the staff. Recognition flashed in his eyes as she aimed a swift strike toward his midsection. He grinned, easily deflected the blow with his own staff.
			

			
				As he countered with a horizontal strike, Chantelle ducked under it. Her chi-enhanced reflexes allowed her to evade his flurry of attacks with ease.
			

			
				Matu’s eyebrows rose, impressed by her skill.
			

			
				Chantelle pulled back, remaining confident despite his greater reach, strength, and speed. With thirty seconds left, each one felt like an eternity. She danced around him, forcing him to spin, never letting her slip out of his sight.
			

			
				She was counting on it.
			

			
				Infusing her staff with chi, Chantelle dashed forward, unleashing a lightning-fast combination of staff strikes aimed at Matu’s shoulder. The force of their clash splintered both their weapons, sending jarring ripples of pain up her arm.
			

			
				Stone Surge anchored her, but she still slid back a few paces, raising dust clouds in her wake.
			

			
				Everything bled white as pain exploded in her head, Matu’s blisteringly fast strike connecting. Closing her eyes, she shook off the impact. It wasn’t her first headshot, and she knew how to handle it.
			

			
				Sending chi to her vision, it cleared in an instant.
			

			
				She charged forward again.
			

			
				With chi-enhanced senses, she knew exactly where Matu was. Raising her staff, she signaled her intent by moving to his right. Disappointment flickered across Matu’s face, as if he thought her move to be too predictable.
			

			
				She grinned.
			

			
				Sensing his anticipation, she feigned a strike toward his body, seamlessly transforming it into a sweeping motion aimed low. Knowing he could easily counter, so she needed something more.
			

			
				Dropping to her knees, she slid forward just as his bo staff whipped toward her. Her whole body blazed white-hot as she skidded across the stony floor. Shifting her weight, Chantelle launched a lightning-quick strike at his legs.
			

			
				It caught Matu off guard, landing with a satisfying thud. While it barely disrupted his balance, it was a strike‌.
			

			
				Matu looked down and smiled. Then he knocked her back with a bone-crunching strike.
			

			
				Stone Surge rippled across her chest, protecting her from the worst of it, but her vision still went dark. She didn’t care, though.
			

			
				The sweet sound of the final bell rang in her ears just before she hit the ground.
			

			
				…
			

			
				“Congrats,” Lilith said as she helped Chantelle to her feet.
			

			
				Chantelle groaned. She’d been knocked unconscious for a moment, but it’d been worth it. She’d passed the test and Matu officially named her the fourth member of his team. As Lilith had suspected, Lars and Nic were the other two members, and Lars was the team leader.
			

			
				Matu didn’t waste any time. After the brief meet and greet, he ran them through a training session, using the wooden dummies as targets for both melee and ranged attacks. Chantelle sparred with Lars and soon learned he had Fire affinity and he was excellent with the spear at close range.
			

			
				Lilith was even better with both spears and daggers, whether in ranged or melee combat. She obliterated a dummy from a distance with such explosive force. The walls shook as the dummy split apart.
			

			
				Nic’s bows didn’t pack quite the same punch, but his shots hit vital points with deadly accuracy. With Wood, Earth and trace Air affinities, Matu advised Nic to practice Warrior’s Roar, a skill he could use to stun opponents.
			

			
				…
			

			
				The next day, their new team found themselves outside the walls of the Four Winds Sanctuary, at the edge of a forest. Caden stayed behind after supplying them with chi pills suited to their individual needs. He had more alchemy supplies to make for the group before they left the sanctuary to head west, tracking monsters to the Central Wilds.
			

			
				Matu gathered them around and gave them pointers on their fighting styles. Then he ran them through practice scenarios, assigning them team roles and group strike positions. Nic was their main ranged fighter, and Lars was their “tank.” Lilith and Chantelle were supported, meaning they made sure nothing killed Nic or Lars when they were doing long range damage. It wasn’t the traditional video game group since they had no dedicated healer, but still it was a solid group. And the fact all four of them were competent with ranged and up-close fighting gave Chantelle a lot of confidence that they would do well.
			

			
				It didn’t hurt that Matu, despite his grumblings to the contrary, seemed to think they were ready.
			

			
				“Think of this as an extension of the intense group training session we did yesterday,” he said. “Your first quest is a simple bounty. Kill a beast fit for a feast. I suggest deer, but it’s up to your team leader to decide.”
			

			
				The group exchanged glances.
			

			
				“Lars will lead, but you all should keep in mind Lilith has the most field experience,” Matu added, looking at Chantelle and Nic. “Her experience is something the rest of you will benefit from.”
			

			
				Ash, perched on Nic’s shoulder, chimed in, “Yeah, listen to Matu. Lilith’s got more battle scars than the rest of you combined.”
			

			
				Chantelle grinned at the bird, a mixture of excitement and dread bubbling up inside her. By the look on their faces, the group didn’t share her enthusiasm for the bird’s sass.
			

			
				Matu clapped his hands. “Liven up! I know this isn’t the most thrilling bounty, but that’s not the point. You need to work together so that when you face bigger threats, you’ll know what to do. Claim the bounty and report back to me at the sanctuary. Oh, and to make it a little more interesting…”
			

			
				Lady Savannah has offered you a quest. Complete your first mission for the Four Winds Sanctuary.
			

			
				“Oh hell ya,” Lilith said.
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. It seemed she wasn’t the only one that had gotten a quest from the goddess for this simple hunting job.
			

			
				“Be safe, and good luck,” Matu said. With that, he marched off, disappearing over the hill leading back to the sanctuary.
			

			
				“Ok, let’s not waste any time,” Lars said as he led the team in the opposite direction, down the path into the woods.
			

			
				“What should we hunt?” Nic asked.
			

			
				“Since we have a quest, we should challenge ourselves,” Lilith said.
			

			
				Lars nodded. “Exactly. We’re hunting gorro.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s pulse raced.
			

			
				Caden had told her that gorro were dire beasts, like boars but with four eyes and two spiked tails.
			

			
				The woods were quiet, with the late morning sun filtering through the trees. The ground was covered in spruce tips, making it difficult for Nic to search for prints.
			

			
				An hour into the journey, Nic raised a fist, and the group came to a halt, alerted by the sound of heavy footfalls further up the trail. Thick green foliage blocked their view. Whatever it was, it wasn’t making any effort to be quiet.
			

			
				Ambush predators or prey animals could be ruled out.
			

			
				Lars pointed in the direction of the sound, and Nic and Lilith nodded in agreement. Chantelle quickened her pace to match her teammates’ as they moved silently toward the noise. As they passed a grove of young spruce trees, Chantelle caught sight of the beast.
			

			
				Even from a distance, it looked huge, easily the size of a water buffalo. Squinting to get a better look through the trees, she saw it had a thick hide coated in coarse hair.
			

			
				Sniffing the air with its black snout, it stared in their direction with four unblinking eyes.
			

			
				Afraid to give away their position, Chantelle held her breath. Slowly, the beast lowered its head and began rooting out and munching on something hidden from view.
			

			
				“OK. There’s our target,” Lars said to his team. “Keep alert. Where there’s one, there’s more.”
			

			
				Nic shook his head. “Young males aren’t very social. It could be on its own.”
			

			
				Lars scowled. “Let’s hope that’s not the case. One kill is a poor bounty for a team as talented as ours.”
			

			
				Ash fluttered his wings and squawked as he took to the air. “I’m off to get a bird’s-eye view. Don’t come back empty-handed. I’m craving a feast!”
			

			
				Chantelle watched as the gorro whipped its twin spiked tails about as it fed. It was a dangerous beast that could either flatten Chantelle with its body or club her to death with its tail. Since this was her first bounty, she didn’t mind if Nic was right and it was out here all alone.
			

			
				“Remember what we learned in Matu’s training session,” Lars said, giving the signal for everyone to move into position. “Work together and stay in formation.”
			

			
				Nic and Lilith moved off to either side of the beast, bringing up their bows and daggers. Lars and Chantelle formed a central line, ready to join in with a second wave of attacks.
			

			
				Nic was about to loose an arrow when Ash swooped by. “Watch out, here comes another one!”
			

			
				Startled, Nic’s shot went slightly off target, grazing the beast’s shoulder. The animal let out a sharp squeal as a larger gorro tramped out from the trees. The newcomer butted its head into the first one, prompting the first to lash out with its twin tail spikes.
			

			
				Ash let out an excited squawk from up high in the trees. “A tag team! Things just got interesting!”
			

			
				Nic made eye contact with Lilith through the trees and nodded. They both took aim. Nic released his arrow, striking the beast’s right shoulder and piercing through its thick hide.
			

			
				The animal shrieked and leapt backward, startling the larger gorro. Lilith threw her dagger, but the beast moved suddenly, causing the blade to merely graze it. Quickly reloading, Nic targeted the same gorro once more. This time, the arrow found one of its eyes, causing the creature to stumble.
			

			
				The larger gorro charged at them.
			

			
				Lilith hurled another dagger, this time landing a solid hit on the creature’s chest. Yet it wasn’t enough to bring it down.
			

			
				Lars nodded to Chantelle, signaling her to get ready.
			

			
				Nic let out Warrior’s Roar, knocking the charging gorro back. While it was stunned, both Lars and Chantelle closed the distance. Chantelle streamed chi into her limbs to run faster.
			

			
				She couldn’t match Lars’s, though.
			

			
				He soared through the air, wielding a short spear with a glowing diamond-shaped blade. Like a hot knife through butter, he tore through the beast’s hide. The gorro twisted to the side, swiping at Lars as he landed. He moved out of range in a blur.
			

			
				Chantelle thrust her staff into the open wound. The creature squealed and whipped its twin tail spikes toward her. She ducked, using Stone Surge to drive the staff in deeper. The beast shook with rage, stumbling as Chantelle delivered a follow-up strike, collapsing its ribcage.
			

			
				Lars came from behind and slit its throat. The gorro took three unsteady steps before dropping to the ground, dead.
			

			
				“Nice work, team,” Lilith said, breathless.
			

			
				“Consider yourself lucky that tail swipe didn’t lodge in your skull,” Lars said, eyeing Chantelle.
			

			
				It had been a close call, but Chantelle believed she’d handled it well. She decided not to challenge the group leader on her first outing. After all, she still had much to learn.
			

			
				She’d come a long way.
			

			
				The more she used her new skills, the better she’d get. Glancing at her flashing Scroll, she discovered a skill update for Stone Surge.
			

			
				Yes!
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Level 3 53% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat Level 16
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 8
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 2
			

			
				Finally, she’d reached level 2 of the Stone Surge.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Chantelle stared at the wooden chest that appeared in her room. “Woah, where did that come from?” she asked Matu.
			

			
				“Lady De La Monta. It’s your quest reward.”
			

			
				Chantelle arched her brow. “Really?”
			

			
				He nodded. “Open it. I think you’ll like what you see.”
			

			
				She searched for the lock but couldn’t find one.
			

			
				“Just say ‘open,’” Matu said with a grin.
			

			
				So she did.
			

			
				The lid popped open, and her heart skipped a beat as she peered inside.
			

			
				Lying on its side was the most beautiful green staff she’d ever seen. Despite its color, it was made from a well-crafted strip of bamboo. As she ran a finger over it, she appreciated how smooth it was and how well-sized it was to fit her hand.
			

			
				A light flashed in the corner of her eye. Excited, she flicked open her Scroll of Knowledge.
			

			
				Congratulations, you have received a rare weapon, Jade BowStaff.
			

			
				Jade BowStaff: A rare weapon, the runes on the Jade BowStaff allow the user to transform the weapon between its staff and bow forms. Perfect for a cultivator who wants a quick shift between melee and ranged combat.
			

			
				“Holy flying sheep shit. This is awesome,” Chantelle said as she examined the weapon. Then she grinned. Matu had been pushing her to choose between the bo staff and bow at one point. She’d jokingly thought why not both—and now she literally had both.
			

			
				Grinning, she lifted the staff and gave it an experimental twirl. “Oh yeah. This is gonna be great.”
			

			



				21 Lady Diana
			

			
				 
			

			
				After the exhausting run, Max walked slowly back to Teacher Zan Lee Ann’s compound. His body ached, but he held his head high. He’d finished the run, and that was what mattered.
			

			
				“Too slow,” Zan Lee Ann said when he got back to the compound. “But for a first effort, it was…adequate. Tomorrow, your goal is to beat your current time. If you fail to do so, you will run the course again later.”
			

			
				Suddenly, Max was relieved that his pace had been as slow as it was. It had taken all he had to finish with that time, but it couldn’t get worse, could it?
			

			
				“Max, you have a meeting. Head to Tolliver’s bathhouse. I trust you can find it on your own?”
			

			
				“A meeting? With who? And yes, I can find the bathhouse from here.”
			

			
				“Lady Diana has returned to the city. She requested to meet you,” Teacher Hara said. “You might as well just head there, have a bath, and then have dinner with Lady Diana. Tobias and Adaya are going to be getting a new cultivation method today, so the timing is convenient.”
			

			
				Max smiled. The last time he’d been to the bathhouse, he’d been in desperate need of a cleaning, and this time he wasn’t far off. At least this time he stank of sweat, not blood, death and alley grime. “OK. I’ll get moving then.” He waved at Tobias and Adaya, then started walking at a slow pace, still not fully recovered from his grueling first attempt at the wall run.
			

			
				As he headed back into the city from the academy grounds, Max took his time to truly look around. This section of the valley, between the academy and the city proper, was filled with wide lanes, plenty of green spaces and small acreages. It made him wonder if it was a land for affluent citizens or retired members of the academy. On his run around the wall, Max had noticed that there was a second section of the city outskirts also held rich-looking estates. Were there two different factions of wealthy citizens that filled the valley? It seemed likely. The question was who each one was. Getting to know the culture and politics of this new world was going to take a little time, especially if Teacher Hara intended to take him into the swamps weeks at a time for training. He shuddered at the thought of repeating the abusive regimen he’d endured last week.
			

			
				When he arrived at the Eastside Bathhouse, the young man at the front doors recognized him. “Senior Max, a pleasure to see you again. Are you here to see Senior Tolliver?”
			

			
				Max smiled at the young man. “Please, I’m not a senior to anyone around here. What’s your name?”
			

			
				“My name is Pargo, and Senior Tolliver has made it clear that you are an important guest.”
			

			
				“I appreciate that. But Pargo, if I’m such an important guest, shouldn’t you do your best to make me feel at ease? Surely addressing me as an equal instead of making me feel uncomfortable would please your boss?”
			

			
				Pargo laughed. “Well, when you put it like that… I shall call you Brother Max if that puts you more at ease.”
			

			
				“Brother Pargo, I’d appreciate that. Now I would like to use the bathhouse as I need to freshen up. Lady Diana’s expecting me and I smell like I just ran the outer wall for the first time.”
			

			
				“You have an appointment to see Lady Diana? Truly, you have deceived me, Brother Max!”
			

			
				Max frowned. “How so, Brother Pargo?”
			

			
				“Senior Tolliver is an excellent businessman and has many guests of all levels of society. But to have an appointment with Lady Diana means you truly are someone of importance.”
			

			
				“Ha. Don’t be silly, Brother Pargo. I can assure you I’m only important to people who like oddities.”
			

			
				Pargo shook his head. “I doubt that, but you were right about one thing. You do smell like you just ran the wall. Let’s get you cleaned up so that you don’t offend Lady Diana’s sense of smell.”
			

			
				After enjoying a quick shower and twenty minutes in the public bathing pools, Max felt refreshed and recharged. His body no longer ached, and his clothes no longer clung to his body like a wet rag.
			

			
				Having the ability to carry spare outfits in his bag of holding was something he could get used to. He wasn’t a fashion diva, but he did appreciate being able to look the part. And being reincarnated into a teenager’s body gave him a degree of confidence only someone who’d lived in a dad bod for years could understand.
			

			
				The bathhouse attendant, after receiving notification of his arrival from Pargo, had informed Max that when he was done, he should head directly to the tea room.
			

			
				In the same hidden corner of the tea room where Max had met with Tolliver, he found Lady Diana waiting for him.
			

			
				“A pleasure to meet you, Lady Diana,” he said as he approached the table.
			

			
				She smiled. “I still get a tingle when someone new addresses me that way, and now I finally have someone here who actually appreciates why. Please, have a seat, Max.”
			

			
				Max sat across from his fellow Outworlder. Yes, being called Lady Diana would definitely have meaning to someone from Earth that no one in this world would truly appreciate. Heck, even someone from Earth that wasn’t of the right generation wouldn’t appreciate the iconic British commoner turned royalty, if you truly thought being the daughter of a viceroy was common. “Yes, I suppose being Lady Diana is strange when you think of it like that.”
			

			
				“It actually worked to my benefit when I first arrived here. I was lost and confused, and didn’t know how to act. Channeling my inner princess and trying to emulate how the real Lady Diana would act in a new world helped me balance out my inner New Yorker who wanted to fight and scream at the gods who couldn’t save my original life yet managed to throw me into a fantasy world.”
			

			
				“I can sympathize,” Max said. “I’m truly glad that you arrived before I did. The ability to eat French fries on my first day here was comforting and definitely made the transition easier.”
			

			
				Lady Diana smiled. “If you knew how long it took me to find a proper root vegetable that was close to a potato in both texture and taste, you would doubly appreciate it. Finding meat to make a great burger was easy, but French fries took a while.”
			

			
				“How’s the local pizza?”
			

			
				Lady Diana’s brow furrowed, and her nose twitched. “Ugh. The locals have deviated from the norm and ruined the gift from the gods that I brought them. They actually prefer Chicago style pizza to a proper New York slice. It is frustrating beyond belief, but there’s only so much culture I can bring these heathens.
			

			
				Max laughed. “Spoken like a true New Yorker.”
			

			
				“Speaking of that, how are my Knicks doing?”
			

			
				“Yankees are still good, but the Knicks are…”
			

			
				“Bad?”
			

			
				“Really bad. When did you leave Earth?”
			

			
				“We lost to the Spurs in the finals.”
			

			
				Max did the math in his head. He wasn’t a big sports guy, but he followed basketball enough to know that meant she’d been in this world since the turn of the century. “That was the last true success the Knicks have had. There have been many bad years since. A lot of losing and off-court drama.”
			

			
				Lady Diana sighed. “I guess it’s for the best that I left. I would’ve lived a life of misery if my Knicks were always losing. Now, what about you? How are you adjusting? Tolliver has informed me that my good friend Vanya has taken an interest in you, and while that is a good thing, her training techniques are a bit…intense.”
			

			
				Max laughed. “To say the least. Although, from what I understand, in this world, a little intensity is needed.”
			

			
				Lady Diana nodded. “True. This world is a bit like a combination of old world Asia and a grim, dark fantasy novel. There’s culture and magic and amazing beauty, but it’s also a harsh world where death and violence are always a step away. The sooner you’re able to reciprocate that violence, the more likely you’ll live long enough to grow strong. When you become truly strong, the need for violence diminishes.
			

			
				“Monsters in this world, beasts and humans alike, respect strength and prey on weakness. Your cultivation level, along with your physical health, isn’t nearly as pathetic as Tolliver suggested, but I’m not surprised. To have the Blessing of Xeren along with Vanya as your teacher surely produced impressive short-term gains. Although you have a long, long way to go before you are truly strong.”
			

			
				“Yes, I have progressed, and I’m willing to work. I was a bit of a loafer in the last world. I fully intend to make up for it this time around.”
			

			
				“An excellent attitude. Hard work and a good teacher will get you a long way. So, you’re on the right track. However, this is a world where it takes more than hard work. Alchemy and beast cores are vital to your ability to improve your body. So don’t isolate yourself in school and just focusing on learning the techniques. Fighting monsters is the surest way to success for you. Vanya, or Teacher Hara to you, knows that well and will ensure that you get the right opportunities to grow, but I can also help you on your path.”
			

			
				“Any help I can get is appreciated. As long as there are no strings attached. I’m still learning my way around this world and don’t want to find myself tied down by foolish mistakes.”
			

			
				“Ha. Wisely said. When it comes to this world, the clans and merchants will try hard to give gifts with those exact types of strings attached if they perceive you to be a powerful asset. Currently, they will look at you as foreign dirt that needs to be swept away. But when you become strong enough, those attitudes will take a distinct turn. No, I’m not attaching any strings. I want you to succeed in this world. If Xeren has seen the need to bring another champion from Earth, then I fear there is something coming. The gods have their own rules and say directly what is expected of you, but they don’t like throwing something new into the mix when things are going well. Well, I should say most gods. Xeren tends to like throwing a little chaos into the mix once in a while.”
			

			
				Max laughed. Him becoming a powerful cultivator would probably count as a chaos move.
			

			
				“What I can offer you is simple. One of the gifts that I received when I first came to this world was a ritual, one that brought organization to my own chaos, and gave me enough structure to understand the magic of this world. The ritual codifies your progression to an even greater detail than what you currently have. It isn’t quite like having gamer stats that pop up when you fight, but it allows you to track your own progression beyond the norm. Aside from the Update skill, you will also receive automatic updates when you hit major achievements or unlock new skills.”
			

			
				“No mana and health bars?” Max said with a smirk.
			

			
				“No. More like a virtual spreadsheet that tracks your chi and fighting techniques. Similar to the skill you were given, but more sophisticated, and your progress is tracked as a percentage. I’ve given the ritual to a few people in this world. Some love it, others hate it, but for you, I think it would be useful. I find it especially useful for tracking my elemental chi essences. Makes keeping my chi balanced significantly easier.”
			

			
				With his four primary essence affinities, Max could see how that would make his life much easier. “Well, that actually does sound useful. I would appreciate that.”
			

			
				“My pleasure. Although I wish you’d brought me better news about my Knicks, I do like having someone from Earth to talk to.” Lady Diana slid a scroll across the table. “Read that once, and it will activate the magic. Simply say ‘update’ and you’ll see your progress. I highly recommend not doing it in battle or in front of strangers.”
			

			
				Max slipped the scroll into his bag of holding. “Thank you.”
			

			
				“My pleasure. Now, since asking about my beloved Knicks is obviously going to bring me nothing but pain, I’ll tell you a little more about myself. I was an accountant back on Earth, probably why I appreciated the ability to view skills like a spreadsheet, and the company I was working for had some shady clients. Not that I knew that. I only knew that there were some questionable entries into their paperwork.
			

			
				“When I investigated, I found that one of their operations was an orphanage and they were selling babies. The local cops couldn’t prove anything, and to be honest, I’m pretty sure they were bought off, so I stuck my nose in and talked to a reporter. When the story leaked, they were finally brought to justice, and a week after that, I was murdered. I then met Xeren and was given a choice of worlds, and I said I’d like to go with the one that was the most magical. In hindsight, a more prudent choice would’ve been to ask for the safest one, but it’s worked out.
			

			
				“For the first few years, I spent the majority of my time fighting monsters. I had emotional trauma from my death and worked it out by killing as many monsters and beasts as I could, growing stronger so that I could sleep at night without shaking in fear. It was a hard adjustment, as I was slow to appreciate the good of this world. I was too focused on my internal struggles to appreciate what new opportunities I had in this new life.
			

			
				“I met Tolliver while we were serving in the emperor’s army together. As our bond grew, my anger and need for violence dissipated. And when the emperor was assassinated, the empire was in flux and being a soldier lost its job security. We came to Kafni and Tolliver opened the bathhouse while I focused on using some of my knowledge from Earth to improve the city and learn a craft. Kafni has grown substantially with my influence and is now one of the most prosperous cities in the province.”
			

			
				Max appreciated Lady Diana sharing her story with him. But what really got his attention was when she mentioned obtaining a craft.
			

			
				“Wealth is important in this world. Progression isn’t just about hard work, and while you’ve had very generous support thus far, don’t expect Vanya to pay for your potions and weapons going forward. Normally, those are paid for by supporting clans, and in your case, through crafting or taking on jobs. There is always money to be made hunting dire beasts and monsters, but having a secondary source of income is a more balanced approach. The traditional fields of alchemy, rune engraving, talisman making and blacksmithing are sensible options, but don’t forget you come from a very creative world. There are plenty of things that you could do with that knowledge.”
			

			
				Thinking back to his previous life, Max thought about all the different jobs he’d held and nothing really came to mind that he’d want to do again in this world. He’d certainly look for opportunities to profit off of Earth’s concepts, but for now he wanted to experience some of the jobs of this world. While he’d definitely been a lazy sod in his last life, he also had a knack for picking up new skills and had always managed to gain competence in each new field he applied himself to. Of course, laziness and a big mouth had gotten him fired often enough to sour those experiences.
			

			
				He just nodded to her. “Thank you, Lady Diana. You’ve given me much to think about.”
			

			
				“And now I’m going to give you one more important detail to think about…”
			

			
				“What’s that?”
			

			
				“What do you want for supper?”
			

			
				Max grinned. “Can a New Yorker be trusted to bring a proper burger to this world?”
			

			
				Lady Diana raised an eyebrow. “Challenge accepted.”
			

			



				22 Gain a Cultivation Method
			

			
				After a deluxe cheeseburger, a side of fries and the most decadent, delicious ice cream he had ever encountered, Max headed back to Teacher Zan Lee Ann’s complex at the academy. He spent an hour working on his breathing technique, then did a few stretches before falling into bed.
			

			
				The next morning, Max woke and headed out of his new home. He found Tobias and Adaya doing stretches in their shared courtyard.
			

			
				“Morning Max, how was your meeting?” Adaya asked.
			

			
				“Good. Lady Diana was very accommodating with her time and gave me plenty of thoughtful suggestions on how to adjust to this world.”
			

			
				“Excellent. Now I suggest you join us for some stretching. Our first task for the day is another wall run,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Max groaned. “Yay.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				1 hour 33 minutes
			

			
				Max eyed the magic pole suspiciously. He’d only improved his time by two minutes? At least he’d beaten his previous time and wouldn’t have to run the grueling course again that day. He shook his head and headed back toward the compound. Both Tobias and Adaya were significantly faster than him and were already back there.
			

			
				When he arrived at the compound, Teacher Hara was waiting for him.
			

			
				“Come with me,” she said. She led him farther into the academy grounds. They went to a large building that reminded Max of a Roman temple. Dozens of tall pillars gave the entrance to the building an intimidating and powerful aura.
			

			
				“This is the Hall of Archives. All the records of known cultivation techniques are kept here,” Hara said as they went inside.
			

			
				While the outside of the building felt like a temple, the inside was decidedly library-like with a maze of shelves, enclaves, and workstations. Hara led them to a main desk.
			

			
				“Master Walper, this is Max Stone.”
			

			
				Master Walper, a large man with a thick brown beard and bushy eyebrows, looked Max over. “Ah yes, the Outworlder. How exciting. Master Hara has informed me of your situation and your elemental affinities. It is rare for someone to have four different elemental essences, and even more rare to have a strong balance between the four, so there aren’t a lot of options. Luckily, I have found a couple that I think warrant your attention.”
			

			
				He placed two scrolls on the counter. “The first is the Heaven’s Guard path. It is a Spirit path, but allows the user to use all chi sources to build their core. It is an excellent path and allows fast growth for users with multiple essences. The downside is that it does focus on Spirit chi for attacks and defense, which isn’t necessarily bad, but it takes away some of the advantages of having four balanced affinities.
			

			
				“The second is the Fountain of Sacred Soil path. This is a path that can take advantage of all four of your affinities as well as Earth, if you ever gain an opportunity to adjust your affinities. The path emphasizes the balance of nature and the cycle of growth. Ironically, it doesn’t have the same speed of growth as the Heaven’s Guard path, but it does provide strong roots in all four of your elements. I would be comfortable suggesting either of these paths for you.”
			

			
				Max turned to Teacher Hara. “What would you suggest?”
			

			
				“As Master Walper said, both are viable paths. Heaven’s Guard will give you an advantage in cultivating chi speed, but the Fountain of Sacred Soil has more techniques and skills that apply to your different elemental affinities.”
			

			
				Max thought about it. Focusing on one element but gaining an advantage in chi gathering sounded like a strong path, but the balanced options of the Fountain of Sacred Soil spoke to him. It might not be the fastest path to power, but it sounded like he’d have more options on that path. “I think the Fountain of Sacred Soil is the right path for me.”
			

			
				Master Walper seemed pleased. “Excellent. Read this scroll. It will imbue you with the knowledge of the path. It will hurt for a moment, and you’ll still have to study the scroll to gain intimate knowledge of the techniques, but you should have the basics right away.”
			

			
				Max opened the scroll and started reading. Suddenly there was a flash of light and he was blinded. A dull thumping pain filled his brain, but he could feel knowledge streaming directly into his mind. When the flashing light went away, Max had a basic knowledge of the cultivation techniques and a massive headache.
			

			
				“Drink this,” Hara said. She handed him a vial.
			

			
				Max drank the viscous and bitter fluid. His face puckered, and he almost chucked it back up, but the headache went away quickly, leaving his mind clear and able to analyze the new data in it. The first thing he noticed was that he’d be doing a new breathing technique, the Rumbling Storm technique. It was similar to the Slithering Snake, except it was slightly longer and instead of an “s” sound, it was more of a throaty rumbling “r” sound. Aside from the chi gathering breathing technique, there was now a second meditation technique for circulating gathered chi, sending it through his meridians and into his body parts.
			

			
				From his newly acquired knowledge, Max knew this second one, the Twisted Tree technique, was a body cultivation technique that would strengthen his body while building his core. “Are body cultivation techniques normal? I haven’t heard anyone mention them yet.”
			

			
				“They are normally used once someone reaches the Adept level and has an establish core,” Master Walper said. “However, there are exceptions. With your balanced chi, this technique can be started early. While other paths would give you a faster chi gathering speed, this one will certainly develop your physical body to be stronger than other paths would. It’s slower growth, but I do believe the overall benefits to be greater. And you can always speed up your cultivation using alchemy and beast cores.”
			

			
				“So this was the better path, but you still gave me both options.”
			

			
				Master Walper nodded. “You will face many such choices in your life where you will have to choose between immediate gains and long-term benefits. This was one time where both paths would give you benefits. You may not always have the option of taking the longer path in the future, but I am pleased with your decision. It has the most long-term potential.
			

			
				“Unfortunately, neither cultivation path is designed with a bard in mind, so if you choose to be a bard, you’ll have a hard time amalgamating the two concepts together into one martial system. The Fountain of Sacred Soil path focuses on using the element essences to create strong shields and diverse strikes that use all of your essences together into physical attacks, while bards train more on ranged sound-based attacks and auras.”
			

			
				Max thought about Master Walper’s warning. “But isn’t that a good thing? Having one set of skills for up-close attacks and one for ranged attacks?”
			

			
				Master Walper smiled. “Yes, indeed. The only issue is neither will reach their full potential until you bring them together. There’s no set path we have for you to learn. You’ll have to figure it out on your own.”
			

			
				“But you are right, between your new cultivation path and the martial skills of a bard, you will have a good balance between ranged and close attacks,” Teacher Hara said. “However, right now you have neither, so let’s leave Master Walper to his duties and get started on your training at the academy.”
			

			
				“Thank you for your time, Master Walper,” Max said with a bow.
			

			
				The archives master seemed pleased. “Always a pleasure to work with a unique skill set. I look forward to seeing what you achieve. Outworlders are so rare, and to have one in our academy is intriguing.”
			

			
				Leaving the archives, Max and Teacher Hara headed across the academy campus.
			

			
				“What’s next?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Now you learn about being a bard.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max entered the room, not knowing what to expect. Other than directing him to the right place, Teacher Hara hadn’t said much about what it would mean to learn to be a bard. In fact, she’d said nothing other than “you’ll see.”
			

			
				The classroom was in the basement of one of the main academy buildings. As Max headed down the stairs, he saw runes all over the walls and doors heading into the basement. When he walked through the doors, it felt like he’d walked into a different world. The air felt strange and there was a small amount of pressure on him.
			

			
				The basement, or at least this section of it, was one massive room filled with plants. Along the outer walls, it had smaller rooms. The ceiling was easily twenty feet high and had a glow to it, like the entire roof was one big fluorescent lightbulb.
			

			
				“You look confused,” a large man said as he approached Max.
			

			
				Max blinked. Where had the man come from? He was tall, thick around the waist, and wore orange robes that reminded him of Tibetan monks. “I am. This room… it seems off.”
			

			
				The man laughed. “That is because it isn’t truly a room in the basement of the academy. It’s a dungeon. You must be Max. Teacher Hara told me to expect you. I’m Master Kai Lo, but I’m not one for formalities. When we are in this dungeon, I am simply Kai Lo. When we are on the proper academy grounds, you will respect their traditions and address me as Master. Understood?”
			

			
				“Yes, Kai Lo.”
			

			
				“Excellent. You aren’t going to be one of those bootlickers from the clans that feel they must follow their clans’ rules at all times. It’s annoying having students that don’t respect my wishes because of their own clan expectations. Now, before we get started, I assume you want more information on the dungeon. You still have the look of one who is confused and curious.”
			

			
				Max smiled. “That’s an accurate description of me most of the time.”
			

			
				Kai Lo laughed. “Well, the simplest way I can explain a dungeon is that it’s a bubble dimension attached to our world. You understand dimensions?”
			

			
				“I think I get the concept. The universe has multiple dimensions and they are all independent but can be attached and traveled. On Earth, we had lots of theories about the possibility and much of our lore and fiction included those concepts. If I’m not mistaken, a dungeon is similar to the inside of a bag of holding.”
			

			
				Kai Lo nodded. “The entirety of space is made up of dimensions and interconnecting waves and areas. People look out into the night sky and they see a one-dimensional image filled with specks that are distant stars and galaxies. But the truth is far more complex and multi-dimensional. The full theory is beyond me. As for your comparison of a bag of holding and a dungeon, it isn’t terrible. Both are bubbles of a different dimension. A bag of holding is more of an artificial construct designed to make use of a small portion of a different dimension with different rules about time and space. All holding bags and devices are based on one particular dimension. Dungeons are slightly more nuanced and individual.
			

			
				“This dungeon is from a dimension that has similar time and laws to our own. It allows us to use our skills to our heart’s content without damaging the academy. Before we switched to using a dungeon for our teaching area, there were complications. Sound waves can be powerful large area attacks. When they aren’t channeled properly, they can damage structures beyond repair. Also, beginning musicians tend to make god awful noises at times, which can be terribly distracting. Each of the rooms in this dungeon has sound barriers, allowing safe spaces for budding bards to practice their paths. Have we discussed the origins of this dungeon to a level that satisfies your curiosity?”
			

			
				“Yes, thank you, Kai Lo.”
			

			
				“Excellent. Let’s join the rest of the class. I have a class of beginners who are at a level appropriate for you to practice with.”
			

			
				Max followed Kai Lo deeper into the dungeon-turned-teaching area. They ended up in one of the rooms along the outer edges of the dungeon entrance. It was much more like Max would’ve expected from a classroom. The biggest differences were the stone floors and wooden dummies along the far wall. The class itself was small. There were six students, and from what Max could see, he was the oldest by a couple of years, and that was based on his seventeen-year-old body.
			

			
				The students sat in wooden chairs in a semicircle around a tall redheaded young woman who was giving a lecture.
			

			
				“We have a new student,” Kai Lo said, interrupting. “This Max. He’s from a low chi area and has just gained entrance to the academy.”
			

			
				“Well met, Junior Max. I’m Senior Tandis. I’ll be your evaluator.”
			

			
				“Tandis is going to walk you through the basics and evaluate your understanding of basic bard skills and competencies. From there, you will be given different learning tools and guidance. This is not a traditional Three Flowers Academy classroom. We do things differently here because of the nature of what we teach. Expect some of our teachings to conflict with what you might learn in other areas of the academy.”
			

			
				Max saw a few of the young students smirk at Kai Lo’s comment. He guessed that Kai Lo wasn’t exaggerating when he said bards were different. Yep, I got thrown in with the long-haired hippy kids, Max thought as he found a chair and joined the semicircle of students.
			

			
				“Sorry for the interruption, Tandis. I’ll leave Max in your hands,” Kai Lo said before exiting the classroom.
			

			
				Once Kai Lo left the room, the students seemed to relax.
			

			
				“You aren’t from a low chi region. You’re from a different world,” one of the students in the circle said, pointing at Max.
			

			
				“Eli, that is rude!” Tandis said.
			

			
				“But it’s true, isn’t it? My brother’s girlfriend’s dad’s best friend works in the administration building, and he said that Senior Hara recruited an Outworlder. Look at his eyes! It has to be him,” Eli said.
			

			
				Max looked at Eli. The boy looked to be about fourteen. He was skinny, with a narrow face and large almond-shaped brown eyes that held an intense curiosity. There was no malice or anger in his voice, only excitement.
			

			
				“Yes, but Kai Lo wasn’t lying,” Max said. “My world had no chi, and I’m just now strong enough to join the academy.”
			

			
				Eli broke into a wide grin. “I knew it! Nice to meet you, Max. You made a great choice. The bards are the best.”
			

			
				The other students stomped their feet in agreement.
			

			
				“OK, OK,” Tandis said. “Let’s let Max learn what being a bard means before we try convincing him the bards are superior to everyone else, despite having no proof.”
			

			
				“Oh, come on, Tandis. Everyone knows we’re way more fun than normal students,” the girl sitting beside Max said.
			

			
				“Penelope, being the most fun group, doesn’t make us the best,” Tandis said.
			

			
				“Doesn’t it?” Max asked with a grin.
			

			
				The other students started stomping their feet again.
			

			
				Tandis sighed. “I can see you’re going to be trouble.”
			

			
				“That means he’ll fit right in,” another of the students said with a grin.
			

			
				Max laughed. Maybe being thrown in with the aspiring bards wasn’t so bad.
			

			



				23 Bard Training
			

			
				Once Tandis started her lesson, Max learned that the class was going to be a lot of musical theory with a bit of physics and magic theory. Already having a good grasp of musical theory, Max was able to spend the rest of the class asking about how bards were able to use chi to turn music into magical spells.
			

			
				Not that they used the term magic. It was broken down into more mundane sounding skills: aura skills, defensive skills, attacks, healing energy, and other assorted classifications for musical skills. It seemed chi allowed sound waves to act in ways that absolutely defied all the laws of physics he’d learned on Earth. It was honestly fascinating, and every time he asked a question, either Tandis or one of his fellow students would answer. Tandis allowed Max free rein to ask anything he liked, then would direct one of the other students to answer. The other students were eager to show off their knowledge. After two hours, Tandis finally ended the class.
			

			
				“OK. That’s it for today’s class. Max, you stay. The rest of you, head to your practice areas. I want you all to work on your Dancing Cats aura technique.”
			

			
				As the other students left the classroom, Tandis sat down in the chair next to Max. “I see they had music in your previous world. Your understanding of musical principals is stronger than some of our more advanced students.”
			

			
				Max smiled. Finally, years of goofing around and aspiring to be a rock star were paying off. “Music has always been a large part of my world’s culture. I spent several years learning music in school and then was in a band for a while. We weren’t great, but I really enjoyed it.”
			

			
				“Excellent. Now, do you have an instrument in mind or are you going for the classic singing bard style?”
			

			
				Max reached into his bag and pulled out his drum and suna sticks. “I seem to have an affinity for the drums.” He explained what happened during his first experience listening to the bards in the Senoa Swamp Inn.
			

			
				“Interesting. The drums are definitely a war weapon compared to some of the other musical paths. But for an Outworlder that might be a good choice. You certainly are going to get the attention of the other students in the academy. The warm reception you received here won’t be replicated when you interact with the main student body,” Tandis warned.
			

			
				“Yes, I’ve encountered some of that already,” Max said, thinking back to his first minutes in Kukon and the arrogant Xu Lang.
			

			
				“I assume you’ll be taking classes to learn how to use your suna sticks as weapons?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Yes, Senior Hara arranged for Teacher Zan Lee Ann to be my instructor.”
			

			
				“The Sparrow? Interesting. Teacher Hara is certainly making sure you have every opportunity to succeed. Although it won’t be easy. Teacher Zan Lee Ann is notorious for being a very demanding teacher.”
			

			
				“‘The Sparrow’?”
			

			
				“Instructor Zan Lee Ann’s nickname. She has an aura attack that takes the shape of a giant sparrow. It’s her most famous attack and one of the most powerful attacks possessed by a cultivator from the Three Flowers Academy. There are some who argue she isn’t the strongest or most dangerous cultivator in a fight, but none would argue that her Sparrow’s Vengeance isn’t one of the most powerful aura attacks seen in a tournament in the last fifty years.”
			

			
				“There are fighting tournaments?”
			

			
				“Of course. How else are students to challenge themselves and the clans prove their superiority? Tournaments are an important part of the academy. The clans need warriors who can fight. The tournaments are an excellent way to test students without the risks of real battle. You will be participating in a tournament in only a few months’ time. But with your low cultivation level, you will mostly be fighting younger students or other older students who have come from low-chi areas. But don’t let that fool you into thinking it will be easy. Most students here have been training in some sort of fighting technique for years. For your sake, I hope you are a quick learner.”
			

			
				Max shrugged. “We’ll see.”
			

			
				“Yes, we shall. Now let’s see how your musical talents with your drums are. I’m going to sing a song. You find a beat for it.”
			

			
				“OK,” Max said. He placed the drum’s strap over his shoulder, and the drum rested nicely on his right thigh. He took his suna sticks and tapped the drum once to get a feel for how the sound resonated in the room. When he was ready, he waited for Tandis to start.
			

			
				She started humming softly.
			

			
				Mmm, mmmm, daaa mmm.
			

			
				My Emperor fell to a weaker man.
			

			
				Betrayed, but someone called loyal
			

			
				My emperor fell to an ambitious clan
			

			
				Who next will claim the title royal
			

			
				And protect our people?
			

			
				My Emperor fell before his time
			

			
				And now who will reunite our people?
			

			
				Max could feel the air tingle as she sang. The melody was slow, and as he tapped the drums, he did it with a light touch.
			

			
				After she finished her second verse, Tandis stopped and smiled at Max. “Good. Most new drummers try to make the song about the drums. You chose a soft beat that blended in with the song. I was right—we’ll focus your training on using chi. You don’t need musical lessons.”
			

			
				“Thank you. That song… Is it about the last emperor?”
			

			
				“Yes. It’s a song of loyalists. I don’t sing it often, and I probably shouldn’t have sung it for you. There are a few clans in Kukon who are not mourning the loss of the emperor.”
			

			
				“You obviously aren’t among them,” Max noted.
			

			
				“No, my family is from the Whispering Star Clan. We were proud supporters of the emperor. When he fell, we lost a lot. It wasn’t as bad for us as some of the clans that were attacked afterwards. Some clans disappeared altogether, hunted down by those seeking to gain from the emperor’s death. It’s been over a dozen years since the emperor’s death and still there is turmoil in the lands as the clans and sects posture and fight over who should be the next ruler. Some of the former provinces have declared independence, while others argue over who should rule.”
			

			
				She sighed, shaking her head. “It’s a complicated and delicate time. Right now, the academies and the provincial governments have maintained a relative peace—the threat of monster surges and foreign invasions give them just enough reason not to fall into civil war. But it’s a tenuous situation at best. Many of us long for the old days of the emperor. He was far from perfect, but he was fair and strong. All the provinces prospered under his family’s rule. But that’s enough politics for one day. I’m afraid I have another class arriving soon. Come back tomorrow morning and we’ll start your training.”
			

			
				Max thanked Tandis and headed out of the dungeon. When he left it, he could feel the air change. It was odd but didn’t hurt.
			

			
				He was just starting to head back to the housing compound when he heard his name.
			

			
				“Max, there you are,” Tobias said. He and his sister jogged toward him.
			

			
				“Hey, guys. How are your classes going?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Good,” Tobias said. “Teacher Hara got me into a scribing class.”
			

			
				“And I’m in an herbalist class and a healing class,” Adaya said with a smile on her face that seemed to make the world a little brighter.
			

			
				“Sounds like you both found classes you’re interested in.”
			

			
				“Oh yes, they’re subjects we could only get limited training in at our village. This is a great opportunity for both of us,” Tobias said. “But we can talk more about that later. Right now, we have someplace to be.”
			

			
				“And where is that?” Max said with trepidation. He wasn’t ready for more training with Zan Lee Ann.
			

			
				“The mess hall. It’s supper time.” Tobias slapped Max on the back. “I’m hungry, man!”
			

			
				Max let out a relieved sigh. “Why didn’t you say so? Lead the way.”
			

			
				As they entered one of the main academy buildings that Max hadn’t yet visited, he thought about the concept of a mess hall at the academy. It seemed that the clans would want their own meal halls. “Do all the students use the mess hall?”
			

			
				“No. Most of the clans and sects have their own student housing and dining areas,” Tobias said, confirming Max’s suspicions. “The mess halls are for students who don’t belong to a clan or their clans don’t have a large enough representation to warrant having their own building.”
			

			
				“Does the school pay for the meals?” Max asked.
			

			
				Tobias snorted. “Hardly. There are no free meals here. You’ll see in a second.”
			

			
				As they entered the mess hall, Max was reminded more of a Starbucks than a traditional mess hall from Earth. The area was much nicer and only had about twenty tables spread around the room.
			

			
				The counter to get served started at a large pole similar to the one that they touched to start their daily runs. Tobias walked up to it and put his hand against it. It glowed for a second, then Tobias went to the counter.
			

			
				“Each student has an account at the academy,” Adaya said. “While you were at your bard class, Senior Hara had a student show us around and explain how things work. Anything you buy from the academy goes against your account. If you’re a member of a clan, the clan might pay for it, but for students like us, we have to take jobs to pay for the fees. Tobias and I will be going on monster hunting trips to do that. You’re welcome to join us when we go. Monster corpses are one of the higher paying options. It will also allow me to forage for more herbs if you come with us.”
			

			
				Max thought about it. “Monster hunting also makes you stronger, right?”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Yes. While most of the chi from a monster is stored in its core, a small amount is always going through its system. When someone kills a monster, that chi flows from the monster to whoever killed it. Does hunting work like that in your world?”
			

			
				“No. There is no chi, so the only things you get are the physical parts, like the meat and hide.”
			

			
				“Ah, that’s a pity. The meat is valuable, but the hides of monsters and dire animals are hard to use, so there’s less of a demand for them. Only people who become leatherworkers can use them. And there isn’t much demand for leather armor around here.”
			

			
				“Really? I thought it would be highly useful. If the monsters and beasts are hard to kill, don’t they have tough hides? Wouldn’t those make good armor?”
			

			
				“Yes and yes, but good iron and steel armor is readily available here. There are far more blacksmiths in this region than leather workers.”
			

			
				Interesting, Max thought. He’d dated a Native woman for a while, and she’d been an avid hunter. He’d learned from her how to skin and clean a deer, and then how to use the hide to make clothing. He wondered if it was the same process here. If it was similar, perhaps he could do leatherworking as a job. If he was going to go hunting with Tobias and Adaya, he’d surely be able to get some hides to practice on.
			

			
				“High-chi or low-chi?” a server asked as they got to the counter.
			

			
				“Sorry?” Max said. He’d been thinking about leatherwork and hadn’t noticed it was his turn to order his food.
			

			
				“I said high-chi or low-chi meal? Which do you want?” the server asked.
			

			
				Max looked to Adaya.
			

			
				“High-chi meals will help you grow your cultivation faster but cost more,” Adaya said. “Tobias and I are going for the low-chi option. We can always eat monster cores for more chi now that we have a cultivation method.”
			

			
				“I’ll go low-chi as well then,” Max responded. He wanted to learn more about the costs associated with attending the academy before spending his way into trouble. Did they have predator credit programs with high interest here? He doubted that the academy would act like a loan shark, but it was better not to make any assumptions.
			

			
				“Ok. Just put your hand on the pillar,” the server said.
			

			
				Max touched the pillar, and it glowed for a second. He then followed Adaya and Tobias to a small buffet. The menu was mostly local foods, but he spotted something that looked a lot like lasagna. He took a slice and added some vegetables and a large flaky bun.
			

			
				They sat down at a table and ate. The food wasn’t nearly as good as what they’d gotten at Bardon’s inn, but it was still pretty tasty. Max definitely noticed the lower chi.
			

			
				“You must be Max.”
			

			
				Max looked up and saw a large young man standing in front of him, holding his food tray. “Yes, that’s me.”
			

			
				“I’m Mann Tao. My big brother is Kang. He said to say hello to you.”
			

			
				Max smiled. “A pleasure to meet you, Tao. This is Brother Tobias and Sister Adaya.”
			

			
				Tao smiled at the twins. “Greetings.”
			

			
				“Have a seat, Tao. I haven’t had a chance to see your brother since he helped me.”
			

			
				Tao sat down. “He said that he figured Teacher Hara would be keeping you busy. But he wanted me to make sure you had someone outside of the clans to talk to. He thought you might have problems with some of the students and need backup until you choose a clan.”
			

			
				“You aren’t with a clan?” Tobias asked.
			

			
				Tao shook his head. “No. My family is all farmers, but Kang and I are the youngest and needed to leave and find jobs. Kang got the city guard job to pay for me to attend here.”
			

			
				“A good brother,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Tao smiled shyly at Adaya. “Yes. The best.” He turned to Max. “Have you chosen a clan?”
			

			
				Max shook his head. “No. I haven’t had time to think about anything like that. And from what I’ve seen so far, I think I won’t be in a hurry to make that decision.”
			

			
				Tobias waved his bun at Max. “Don’t discount the value of joining a clan. I would sell my sister to get into one of the top clans.”
			

			
				Adaya swatted Tobias across the back of the head. “Liar. Don’t listen to my brother. He knows we aren’t joining any clans. At least none of the ones that attend this academy. And besides, no one is going to ask a couple of first-year students from the swamps to join them. We have no family influence or money to offer as bribes. The only way we’ll get accepted into a clan is by growing strong.”
			

			
				“Or skilled in a trade,” Tao said. “I want to get a trade.”
			

			
				“You’re certainly built like a blacksmith. You have muscles on your muscles,” Tobias said, staring at Tao’s arms.
			

			
				Tao laughed.
			

			
				Max couldn’t help but agree with Tobias. Tao was a massive young man. “I’m surprised your parents let you leave the farm. You probably pull like an ox.”
			

			
				“Better,” Tao said with a wink. “But I eat a lot. My parents decided the ox was cheaper to feed.”
			

			
				Everyone at the table chuckled at Tao. He was affable, to say the least, and despite his intimidating size, he had a smile and personality that drew you in.
			

			
				“So, Max, my brother says that he’s still expecting dinner,” Tao said.
			

			
				“I certainly intend to keep my word. I missed last weekend because I was in the swamps training, but next Eighth Day I’ll try to meet up with him. You should join us,” Max said.
			

			
				“Ha, you sure? I warned you that I eat a lot.”
			

			
				“You can eat all you like. Your brother was incredibly helpful and saved me from taking a beating from a snot-nosed brat.”
			

			
				Tao made a face. “Yes, Xu Lang. Definitely the type of cultivator who doesn’t mind striking those he thinks are beneath him. You should be wary. Xu Lang is a student here at the academy. He’s also part of the Profound Phoenix Clan. He’ll make trouble for you once he sees you.”
			

			
				Max shrugged. “The last time he saw me, I was barely alive and had a broken body. If he wants to cause trouble now, I won’t be backing down.”
			

			
				“After a week of training with Bardon, you certainly should know how to take a hit,” Tobias said with a smirk.
			

			
				“That I can do,” Max said. “Now I just have to work on my attacks.” While Bardon had taught Max some basic attacks, the majority of their training had revolved around blocking and breaking Max’s body so that it could grow back stronger. Now that the Blessing of Xeren had faded, Max couldn’t push his body to the same extremes, but he also now had a body that was strong enough to truly use the powerful techniques that he was currently learning. Not to mention that his chi gathering would soon reach a stage where he’d be able to infuse chi into his attacks.
			

			
				As they ate the rest of their meals, Tao told stories about his time growing up on his family’s farm. In return, Tobias and Adaya told stories of growing up in their village. Once in a while Max would add a story from Earth, but for the most part, he was more interested in hearing their stories. He could always tell more about Earth and the wild tales of his delinquent youth in the future once he had a better grasp of what life on Eedan was like.
			

			
				After their dinner was down, they said goodbye to Tao and headed back to their new housing.
			

			



				24 Copper
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				 
			

			
				Chantelle ate the last bite of succulent fish and sat back, fully satisfied. It left a cool, zingy taste on her tongue, a nice contrast to the earthy, aromatic flavor of the sage leaves. Sitting opposite her, Caden was a little slower to finish his meal.
			

			
				Chantelle enjoyed watching him savor every bite.
			

			
				The last week of local monster hunting had been tough, but worth it. The chi-infused meal and a glass of Champion’s Wine was on her. It was the first time she’d tried fortified yellow rice wine.
			

			
				Delicious!
			

			
				Pity a full bottle would cost a month’s wages.
			

			
				She raised her glass. “A toast to a wonderful mentor and friend.”
			

			
				“To friendship,” Caden said. His eyes sparkled as he took a sip. “Eat up. You need noodles and vegetables to help balance the chi in the meat.”
			

			
				Chantelle sighed, enjoying the spicy kick of the wine. “Thanks, but I’m stuffed.”
			

			
				Caden frowned.
			

			
				“You know… ‘I’m fit to burst,’ meaning I couldn’t eat another bite.”
			

			
				“Ah… Fit to burst…” Caden said, testing out the words. “Another one of your strange Earth phrases… I like it.”
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. “Speaking of which, I’ve been so busy monster hunting I still have those pills you gave me to level up to Copper 1.”
			

			
				Caden pursed his lips. “But you’re leaving for the Central Wilds in the morning.”
			

			
				“Fancy helping me through it now? If you have time?” Chantelle asked, feeling a little sheepish.
			

			
				Caden brightened. “Of course!”
			

			
				...
			

			
				Chantelle’s last breakthrough happened in the middle of the training room. This time, she was fully prepared. She’d stripped down to a light vest and pants and sat on a mat in her room. Caden placed a bundle of towels beside her and a small bucket of warm water.
			

			
				“Ready?” The warmth of his smile was comforting.
			

			
				Chantelle pushed away the painful memory of her last breakthrough as soon as it surfaced.
			

			
				“As I’ll ever be,” she replied.
			

			
				She took two pills, as Caden had recommended. Closing her eyes, she began her Sinking Stone breathwork and waited.
			

			
				Soon, the world fell away.
			

			
				Heat flooded her chest, spilling outwards. Chi flowed through her as it always did, but it was faster this time. It streamed through her core then flowed around her body into her limbs. Each time chi cycled back through her core, the shell surrounding her life force cracked a little more. Her skin felt hot, and perspiration rolled off her in waves.
			

			
				The intense power coursing through her made her whole body tremble.
			

			
				Keeping her breath steady took all of her focus. Her daily practice really paid off. As the pain peaked, she let out a sharp gasp. Her core split, but the pain faded as the old shell was reabsorbed as chi. That triggered a release of impurities throughout her body. Her pores oozed with dark sludge and formed a thin layer covering every inch of her flesh.
			

			
				Sensing Caden hovering close by, Chantelle was glad she’d done her body cleansing daily, using Pebbles in the Wind. The smell of the toxic waste her body excreted wasn’t too bad this time. She still stunk, but the difference was noticeable.
			

			
				The discomfort in her core eased. With every breath, her body cooled, and she began to shiver.
			

			
				Her vision flashed with an update.
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Copper Level 1 4% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat Level 18
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 8
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 2
			

			
				Hunter’s Gift: Level 1
			

			
				“Yes! Copper 1!” Suffering the pain of breaking through to a new tier was totally worth it! Her Armed and Unarmed Combat levels were climbing steadily too, thanks to the experience gained while monster hunting with her team.
			

			
				She’d also gained the skill Hunter’s Gift during the week.
			

			
				Hunter’s Gift: Enhanced strength and accuracy for ranged weapon attacks.
			

			
				It was perfect for her new BowStaff, the amazing weapon that had been her quest reward.
			

			
				“Congratulations!” Caden said with a wide grin.
			

			
				Chantelle wanted to give him a great big hug but didn’t want to cover him in grime. She felt great, so energized, like she could take on the world.
			

			
				Caden opened the window and a light breeze whirled in. It smelled pine-fresh.
			

			
				Taking a deep cleansing breath, Chantelle moved chi through her body. Ah, there was more room in her chi reservoir to grow stronger. She shared a smile with Caden.
			

			
				A loud knock on the door killed the moment.
			

			
				Caden passed her damp towels to clean up. Then he opened the door.
			

			
				Matu stood there with a grin on his face. “Nicely done! You’ve broken into the Copper tier. Let’s celebrate.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s smile widened. “What do you have in mind?”
			

			
				He tapped his nose. “Let’s not ruin the surprise.”
			

			
				...
			

			
				Chantelle should have known what surprise Matu had in mind when they entered the training hall. It wasn’t exactly what she’d hoped for, but she rolled with it. Besides, she never passed the opportunity to learn new things. When they reached the Central Wilds, it could be the difference between life or death.
			

			
				Matu pulled a scroll from his ring. “You earned a Jade Bowstaff. So it’s high time you learn a new skill.” He handed a scroll to Chantelle.
			

			
				She unfurled it. The top read “Force Shot,” and under it was a series of runes. “I’m not sure I can read this, let alone memorize it.”
			

			
				Caden shook his head. “You don’t have to do that. Focus on the runes and let the scroll do the hard work. It’s infused with chi that will transfer the new skill to you.”
			

			
				“Nice!” Chantelle said, concentrating on the runes. She felt a tingle behind her eyes, and the runes lit up in a blinding flash.
			

			
				She reeled back.
			

			
				Matu placed a firm hand on her shoulder. “Keep going. It may hurt a little, but it’ll pass, leaving you with the basics of Force Shot straight away.”
			

			
				Chantelle narrowed her eyes and focused. Her senses opened, and the runes turned into words she understood. They streamed across her mind like a banner. When the light faded, she knew the basics of her new skill.
			

			
				Ouch!
			

			
				She also now had a pounding headache.
			

			
				“Here, drink this,” Caden said. He handed her a vial.
			

			
				Chantelle drank the syrupy bitter liquid and gagged. She pursed her lips tight to hold it in.
			

			
				Sweet relief!
			

			
				The headache faded. Her mind cleared, leaving her with blade-sharp senses. Her vision flashed with an update.
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Copper Level 1 18% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50%
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat Level 19
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 8
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 2
			

			
				Hunter’s Gift: Level 1
			

			
				Force Shot: Level 1.
			

			
				Force Shot: Infuse arrows with chi to increase range and damage
			

			
				Chantelle shook her head with wonder. “That’s so awesome!”
			

			
				“It saves time, but don’t forget, the only way to level up is to use it.” Matu marched over to the wooden dummies. She followed with Caden by her side.
			

			
				“Now that you’ve reached Copper, you can easily change the form of your Jade Bowstaff. Just infuse chi into its runes while thinking of changing it.”
			

			
				Chantelle removed her new weapon from the ring of holding Matu had given her. She spun it around. It looked like a green bamboo pole about five feet long, deceptively light, possibly hollow, but surprisingly stiff and sturdy. Filled with anticipation, she pushed chi into the runes on its surface. The air smelled of beeswax as it transformed into a green recurve bow.
			

			
				While in its staff form, the weapon was rigid and stiff, but as soon as it turned into a bow it became more flexible and a thin string materialized.
			

			
				Matu handed her an arrow. “Let’s see what you can do.”
			

			
				Streaming chi into her arm, she lined up a shot using Force Shot. With a slow exhale, she released the arrow.
			

			
				The raw power of the new skill blew her away. It also blew a hole through the training dummy.
			

			
				“Wow, just…wow.” For once, she was lost for words.
			

			
				But it didn’t compare to what came next.
			

			
				Caden wrapped her in a big hug. “You take care out there. Come back to us in one piece.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s eyes teared. She wondered how long they would be apart.
			

			
				“Chin up!” Matu folded his arms. “Caden and I will check in on you when you are near the Central Wilds. I’ve already told Lars we’ll meet in the Buxom Savage Inn when you’re in Kafni.”
			

			
				Chantelle liked the sound of that. A knees-up with plenty of food and drink in great company.
			

			
				“Sounds like a plan,” Chantelle said. “Then I’ll show you how we celebrate. Earth-style.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Lars strode into the clearing, his powerful strides shaking the nearby trees. Birds circled above a small mound ahead, cawing as a cool breeze carried the scent of fresh earth. Chantelle jogged beside Lilith, with Nic and Ash trailing behind.
			

			
				It had been almost a week since they’d headed west from the Four Winds Sanctuary, and they had already completed several successful dire beast bounties. The one that led them here was a little vague.
			

			
				Something big was kidnapping cows from the nearby village of Bryton.
			

			
				Lilith circled the mound they’d been aiming for, her aura blazing like the sun. She exchanged a glance with Lars, and they both nodded. “Dog spiders,” Lilith said, her tone flat.
			

			
				“Hardly a challenge,” Lars remarked. “Not worth the effort even for the loot.”
			

			
				“Ugh! Lars, stop thinking about coin for once,” Lilith replied sharply. “This isn’t about you. We are a team with a new member needs to gain experience.”
			

			
				She flashed an apologetic smile at Chantelle, who laughed. “It’s alright, I have a lot to learn. Bring me up to speed about these dog spiders. Why are they called that?”
			

			
				Spiders made her skin crawl, especially when she found big hairy ones in her bed. She preferred to catch and release them rather than kill them. Something told her that probably wouldn’t work with dog spiders.
			

			
				Ash perked up on Nic’s shoulder. “By the powers of the Divine Tortoise, you’re a special kind of clueless. They’re called dog spiders because they’re spiders the size of a dog.”
			

			
				“Give her a break. She’s new,” Lilith said, shaking a menacing fist at the bird.
			

			
				Lars cracked his knuckles. “Right, let’s get this over and done with. I’ll torch the nest. Chantelle, you back me up. Everyone else, you know what to do.”
			

			
				Chantelle beamed. “Teamwork makes the dream work.”
			

			
				Lilith stopped pacing. “I haven’t heard that one before, but I like it,” she said. “This might be a simple in-and-out, hunt-and-destroy mission, but it’s an opportunity for us to play to our strengths and get more comfortable with our roles on the team. Especially since things are probably going to get really dangerous soon. The closer we get to the Central Wilds, the more likely that will be.”
			

			
				Lars said to Nic, “As the tracker, you’ll lead us to the nest once we reach the tunnels below.”
			

			
				Ash chimed in, “You know what, Lars? I think it’s best if I stay up here and keep watch. Feathered creatures like me aren’t really built for underground adventures.”
			

			
				Nic ruffled Ash’s feathers. “Good idea.”
			

			
				Earth vines erupted from the mouth of the hole, snaking down to create a network of ladders for them to descend into the pit. Lars raised his hand. “Keep an eye out for each other down there. Dog spiders are easy to kill on their own, but we don’t know how large the nest is.”
			

			
				Nic added, “These spiders also have the pack mentality of dogs. They’ll coordinate their attacks.”
			

			
				Lars nodded. “Lilith will be in the thick of it, with Chantelle providing ranged support at the nest site. Nic, you watch our backs, but keep your distance unless you want trouble.”
			

			
				Nic scowled.
			

			
				Ash snorted ash clouds at Lars.
			

			
				Wafting the smoke away, Lars sneered. “I think it’s a good idea for the damp squib with wings to stay up top. If we need to smoke them out, we’ll give you a call.” Jumping into the pit, he didn’t wait for the curses that spewed from the bird. Grabbing onto the vines, he scaled down easily.
			

			
				He disappeared into the inky depths before Chantelle lowered herself into the pit, taking hold of the vines. They yielded some under her weight, like net ropes. Once her footing was sure, she scaled down faster.
			

			
				At the bottom, they regrouped.
			

			
				Using Fire chi at his fingertips like ET, Lars lit the way, providing only a dim glow to avoid alerting the nest. Being deep underground, Chantelle sensed the Earth chi in the air, its hum calling to her. Gathering chi using Sinking Stone while on the move, she felt the presence of small creatures underfoot.
			

			
				The cramped tunnels left by the dog spiders forced them to crouch. A dull ache spread across Chantelle’s shoulders the further they went. They came to a small chamber with tunnels snaking off in all directions.
			

			
				All eyes turned to Nic.
			

			
				He simply pointed at the tunnel on the far left. As they entered, Chantelle asked, “How did you know which one to take?”
			

			
				What had he seen that they hadn’t?
			

			
				He put his finger to his lips, but then surprised her by saying quietly, “Subtle hints of raw silk were a dead giveaway. It’s the mark of the Dog Queen, left behind as she entered the tunnel. Can you catch the scent of burned paper? That tells me we’re on the right track.”
			

			
				Chantelle inhaled.
			

			
				Musty, like old library books.
			

			
				“Wow, that’s some talent you have there.”
			

			
				“It’s nothing, really.” He shrugged and kept moving, picking up the pace. But Chantelle could tell from his tone that he wasn’t comfortable receiving compliments. She doubted his parrot ever gave him any.
			

			
				The stillness of the tunnel shattered.
			

			
				The walls erupted with a frenzy of movement, as if the very shadows had come to life. Chantelle blinked. The shadows weren’t moving. It was a wave of dog spiders. Their black bodies scurried up the walls with frightening speed. Eight thick legs propelled them forward, with beady eyes glinting like gems.
			

			
				As they drew closer, Chantelle saw how gruesome they looked. Their bodies were covered in coarse hair and had tufts rising at the joints of their legs. They resembled giant wolf spiders with fangs the size of her forearm. Boundless energy came off them in waves.
			

			
				And worse, Nic was right. They damn well knew how to coordinate an attack.
			

			
				Lars sent out a blast of Fire chi, but the spiders flowed around it like dark water, reaching them in seconds. They poured down from the ceiling like monstrous stalactites brought to life. Their numbers grew as they tunneled up through the ground, spilling out from every hole and crack.
			

			
				Chantelle smacked the first one and booted the second, using Stone Surge to increase the damage she dealt with each blow. It helped her keep an endless cycle, drawing in Earth chi while putting everything she had into her attacks. The tight space didn’t allow her to use her staff, but she didn’t need to.
			

			
				Sensing an Earth connection, she commanded it to rise up in sharp spikes. The spikes were a small but effective midrange attack, though she soon realized it drained her core at an alarming rate. She sped up her gathering rate and pulled back on her attacks while Lilith hulk-smashed her way toward the nest.
			

			
				Lars’s flaming torch cleared a path and lit the way while Nic warned them of hidden attacks, snaring many with a net of Earth vines.
			

			
				A shrill cry echoed down the tunnel, a clear sign that they were drawing near to the nest.
			

			
				The narrow tunnel opened out into a chamber. Chantelle’s jaw dropped at the hulking brutes guarding the nest.
			

			
				“The Queen’s Guard,” Lars yelled.
			

			
				They looked like bull mastiffs on super-strong steroids, but with eight legs and gigantic claws the size of dinner plates. At least three of them stood in their way, looking fierce with venom dripping from their fangs. Behind them, dark pulsing vines, alive with Earth and Wood chi, covered the nesting chamber.
			

			
				Lars went straight for the attack, taking down one of the mastiff guardians. That enraged the other two. They lunged at Nic, but Lilith wrestled one to the ground. She roared as its fangs dug into her flesh. She ripped the fangs from its mouth before removing its legs one by one.
			

			
				Chantelle saw no more. A mastiff spider filled her vision. It had changed course and charged toward her. Its venom dripped to the ground, burning holes like acid. She wasn’t sure if her skin was as tough as Lilith’s, but she focused on Stone Surge, feeling it ripple across her skin as armor.
			

			
				The dog spider lunged. Chantelle dodged to the side, whipping out her Bowstaff and cracking it across the spider’s back. It shook off the attack and reared up on four legs, spitting venom.
			

			
				“Oh great, I forgot my umbrella, so of course it’s raining acid,” Chantelle joked.
			

			
				Spinning her staff in an infinity loop, she kept the guardian at bay while following Lars as he closed in on the queen, torching her.
			

			
				Lilith backed him up. She was small but built like a tank and bulldozed through the new spider swarm spilling into the chamber.
			

			
				Chantelle grinned with every satisfying crunch and splatter as green blood sprayed beneath her boots.
			

			
				“Watch your left,” Nic shouted.
			

			
				The queen rolled to one side, revealing a spear-like tail of a scorpion. It had a bulbous tip, shiny and oozing with black venom. A dark haze surrounded her, like a defensive aura.
			

			
				Lars’s flames glanced off her harmlessly, allowing her burned flesh to heal. His hands glowed brighter as he readied his next assault.
			

			
				That’s when Chantelle saw it—the sudden tunneling of the queen’s tail into the dirt. The ground trembled as she reared up to her full height, exposing her segmented body like a prized gift.
			

			
				Lars grinned. “Thanks for making my job easier.”
			

			
				Still gathering chi from the earth around her, Chantelle sensed movement deep underground. The queen wasn’t using her tail to anchor herself to give herself a height advantage—
			

			
				The queen flashed her aura, sending Lars back, stunning him.
			

			
				Powering forward, Chantelle activated Stone Surge and threw herself between Lars and the Queen.
			

			
				“Get out of my way,” Lars yelled. Just as he moved to brush her aside, the queen’s spiked tail ruptured from the ground, spraying venom.
			

			
				It hit Chantelle across the chest instead of spiking Lars in the head.
			

			
				Fuming, Lars’s fire blasted the tail.
			

			
				Chantelle dropped to her knees as the attack roared above her.
			

			
				Before she knew it, Nic was at her side, drawing Wood chi from the vines to heal her. The poison made her body feel like fire.
			

			
				“I didn’t need your help,” Lars said coldly. He blasted the queen with such force that it went through her defensive aura.
			

			
				Her flesh sizzled like meat on a griddle.
			

			
				The smell of burning fat stung Chantelle’s nose. Looking away, she gagged. Nic helped her to her feet while Lilith and Lars flanked them on either side.
			

			
				“Time to leave,” Lars said. He sped off down the tunnel without looking back.
			

			
				Retreating, the tunnel behind them began to collapse, smothering the bewildered dog spiders that were no longer under the control of the queen.
			

			
				Chantelle felt herself being pulled to safety, but her poisoned senses left her in a fog of pain. Soon, the darkness claimed her, and she knew no more.
			

			



				25 Stick Training
			

			
				 
			

			
				Sitting on his bed, Max pulled out the scroll that Lady Diana had given him. Opening it, he started reading, and as promised, he felt a surge go through his body as the magic changed him.
			

			
				I guess I might as well test it out, Max thought as he closed the scroll.
			

			
				“Update.”
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 2 12% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 23%, Air 26%, Spirit 24%, Wood 27% 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 6
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 1 
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
			

			
				Blessing of Xeren (Temporary)
 
			

			
				“That’s interesting. Not only does it tell me my current cultivation level, it also tells me my elemental affinities by percentage. That will be really handy for trying to balance them out through powders, pills and food.”
			

			
				Another change was that he now had Titles. He wondered what other types of Titles there were beside his Blessings.
			

			
				As for his other stats, the fact that he had a score of six for Unarmed Combat was a little disconcerting. Evidently, acting as a punching bag for Bardon wasn’t enough to level up his abilities. There wasn’t anything about his cultivation techniques or style, but Max wasn’t upset about that. The more information the update skill provided, the more info he’d have to sort through as he progressed. This list seemed sufficient to help him manage his progression while not overloading him with data. He’d have to find a good gift for Lady Diana to thank her for the magic scroll.
			

			
				Done checking out his new magical toy, Max settled down to do some of his new breathing technique. The Rumbling Storm wasn’t too different from the Slithering Snake technique he’d started with, but it wasn’t second nature yet. He still needed to focus on the timing. During their meal together, Tao had mentioned that Max should be able to start seeing his own chi moving through his body if he focused on it while doing his breathing technique. That would help him improve the flow of chi through his meridians.
			

			
				It took a few minutes of consistent breathing, but Max could visualize the chi now. With his eyes closed, he could see little flecks of color floating down from his skin into vein-like structures that he assumed had to be his meridians. The meridians carried the chi down toward his stomach. There was a loose ball of chi swirling around what would one day be his core.
			

			
				Comfortable that his breathing technique was working, Max decided to try his new meditation technique. It was rather similar to what he was already doing, but now he needed to imagine that the ball of circulating chi was a tree. And by imagining the tree growing roots and branches that flowed into his bones, muscles and internal organs, he could force chi into them.
			

			
				As with the Rumbling Storm technique, it took a while before his concerted efforts and focus started to show results. Slowly the ball of chi started changing shape and little lines of chi started spreading out over his body. When the top of his “tree” of chi reached his brain, Max felt something click in his body and he could feel energy moving all through the branches and roots of his tree. Maintaining this technique was challenging, and he could feel his pool of available chi shrinking fast.
			

			
				When his chi was almost drained, Max stopped using the meditation technique. He felt surprisingly exhausted by the simple yet intense movement of chi through his body. He was rewarded for his efforts with a new notification.
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 0.2% completed.
			

			
				It was interesting that body cultivation seemed to have a different leveling system than his chi cultivation path. Was body cultivation less complex, or was the notification system just not as advanced as the one used for normal chi cultivation? It was an interesting question, but for now, he was exhausted, and his bed was whispering sweet nothings to him.
			

			
				 *** 
			

			
				The next morning, Max automatically headed out for the morning wall run.
			

			
				“Morning, Max,” Adaya said as she joined him. They jogged together side by side.
			

			
				“Morning. Where’s Tobias?”
			

			
				“He left earlier. He’s excited to get started with his new scribing classes and wanted to make sure he was ready.”
			

			
				Max nodded. He shared Tobias’s enthusiasm for attending the academy and learning new things. “And what about you? You weren’t as excited?”
			

			
				“Oh, I am. But I hardly think waking up an hour early helps me learn any faster. I have my first Herbalism class later today.”
			

			
				“What made you want to take the Herbalism and Healing classes?” Max asked.
			

			
				“I like the idea of having healing skills. Tobias and I have always been hunters and gatherers, which means going out by ourselves into dangerous areas like the Senoa Swamp. If I have healing skills, we’ll be much safer.”
			

			
				“Interesting. Certainly different from Tobias wanting to be a scribe.”
			

			
				Adaya laughed. “We’re twins, but that doesn’t mean we think the same. Tobias wants to join a powerful clan. Being a skilled scribe is far more valuable than a low-level hunter. If he does well as a scribe, he’ll have plenty of clans courting him.”
			

			
				“And you?”
			

			
				“I enjoy hunting and gathering. I want to use this opportunity at the academy to grow stronger, not change who I am. I love my brother, but I won’t be following him forever. If he wants to join a clan, I’ll wait and see what they’re like before deciding. But that’s for the future. Right now, I’m trying to make sure I don’t have to do this run again later in the day. So I’m going to pick up the pace. Talk to you later, Max.”
			

			
				Max laughed. They were almost halfway done with the wall run, and he felt good. But he knew if he tried to match Adaya’s pace, he might fade at the end. He was getting better, but he wasn’t ready to compete with her endurance just yet. “Have fun in class.”
			

			
				After setting a new personal record in his wall run, Max had a quick breakfast and then reported to Teacher Zan Lee Ann. She was waiting for him in the main courtyard of her complex.
			

			
				“Today we are going to start your martial training. Pull your suna sticks out,” Zan Lee Ann said.
			

			
				Max nodded and pulled them out of his bag of holding. He grinned to himself as he did it. It was still an awesome sensation to use the magical device. Setting his feet the way Bardon had trained him, Max lifted his sticks.
			

			
				“Decent footwork,” Zan Lee Ann said. “But your upper body is a different story. We’ll work on that as we go. First thing is understanding what your sticks are. For you, they are for both defense and offense. Which means you are always aware of both needs.” She pulled out a wooden training sword. “Suna sticks don’t have the range of a full-length sword, nor do they have the piercing ability. Against longer weapons like a spear, you’ll have to focus more on the ability to deflect and move forward into striking range. The key is understanding the range and distance that you want to be fighting at versus the distance your opponent wants to fight at. Your footwork will dictate this, as will your ability to block and deflect attacks while moving. Suna sticks are very much about patterns and speed.
			

			
				“For the most part, you are striking with the same patterns as other blunt weapons like a club or a maul. But because you don’t have the weighted end of a maul or the reach of a large club, you need to be more precise in your strikes. A stick to the hand or elbow will break bones just as easily as a hammer or a staff. Also, you can use the sticks as thrusting weapons. The end of a suna stick to the throat is going to do damage.”
			

			
				As she spoke, Zan Lee Ann was slowly launching sword attacks at Max. They were slow and methodical, allowing him to match her speed and focus more on the patterns of movement than the actual act of sparring. Occasionally she’d stop the conversation and adjust his hands or point out small adjustments. But for the most part, the next hour was just a tutorial of the basics done at quarter speed.
			

			
				“Is using two suna sticks always my best option?” Max asked.
			

			
				Zan Lee Ann shook her head. “No. There are times when using a single stick with an open hand has advantages, and there are times when a single stick with a dagger will be optimum. I’m starting your training with dual sticks to get you used to using both arms. This will increase your coordination and ability to use your non-dominant hand when fighting. Since you already have experience as a drummer, we won’t spend as much time on dual sticks, but it will still be the foundation of your training. Also, while suna sticks are an impact weapon and not a bladed, when you infuse chi into your attacks, you’ll be able to cut and slash the same as a sword. Learning to use your chi and incorporating it into your attacks is what allows suna sticks to be more than just a good self-defense weapon. They’re an effective offensive weapon when your skill is high enough.”
			

			
				Max raised an eyebrow. “I sense a but.”
			

			
				Zan Lee Ann shrugged. “I believe bladed weapons would be a better fit for you. There are weapons other than suna sticks that can be used with a drum.”
			

			
				The suna sticks seemed like the right choice for Max. He wasn’t a true warrior, and killing people wasn’t something that interested him. He’d do what he needed, but if he could defend himself with the suna sticks and bard skills, he’d be happy. He’d work hard and make the suna sticks his weapons.
			

			
				“I see you aren’t convinced. That’s fine, suna sticks are a weapon I can teach you. Now, let’s get started.”
			

			
				Max tried to absorb as much of his teacher’s knowledge as he could. He’d been in fights on Earth, but he’d never considered himself a fighter. Here, he would embrace the need for violence. Not because he wanted to hurt anyone, but because he wanted the skills to defend himself and others. Even on Earth, he’d run into situations where he wished he had the skills to defend himself properly. On Eedan, a planet filled with monsters and deadly beasts, it was even more important to be able to stand on his own two feet.
			

			
				“Faster,” Zan Lee Ann said. Her attacks sped up, and she started changing her angles. The first part of the training had been a tutorial, but now she was forcing him to apply the knowledge.
			

			
				Several times, Zan Lee Ann landed a strike on Max as he failed to block. When she struck him, she would take a step back and give him the briefest pause before continuing. Max grunted and endured the pain, knowing she was holding her strikes back and taking it easy on him.
			

			
				When she finally called an end to the training session, Max was covered in sweat and his entire body hurt.
			

			
				“You have decent instincts, your hands are fast and you don’t flinch when you know you’re going to take a strike. That’s good. However, your form is sloppy and you need to learn to be more aggressive. We’ll continue your lessons tomorrow.”
			

			
				“Thank you for the instruction, Teacher,” Max said.
			

			
				After cleaning up, Max headed to the mess hall, where he ate a quick lunch. Not seeing anyone he recognized, he finished up and headed to the dungeon.
			

			
				When he got there, he found Kai Lo waiting for him.
			

			
				“Welcome back, Max. Tandis informed me of your musical skills. Today I’m going to start teaching you a few bard skills. But before I do, we need to choose what skills you focus on. Learning too many techniques would be a detriment. Practice and applied use of skills is how you improve them. The fewer skills you focus on, the faster you’ll be able to level them up so that they can be powerful and useful tools.”
			

			
				“Sounds good. What kind of bard skills are there?”
			

			
				“Defensive skills, offensive skills, healing skills, aura skills—bards have a diverse set of abilities.”
			

			
				Max thought about what would be useful. “I’d like defensive skills for myself and aura skills that assist my fellow students. I think I’d like to try monster hunting with Tobias and Adaya, so being able to help them will be important.”
			

			
				“Wise. There are several skills that bards can use that are excellent for hunting. I’m going to start you with a healing skill. This one isn’t as strong as a self-healing skill, but it can heal you and anyone within your party. I can give you a self-healing skill as well, but if you get good at the aura technique, it should be sufficient.”
			

			
				Max smiled. “I’d prefer the aura technique. Learning one skill that does both and leveling it up sounds like the best choice.”
			

			
				Kai Lo nodded. “Exactly. This is the Heart Tap Beat. It’s just like it sounds. You create a beat that matches your heart rate and do a double tap for each heartbeat. On each tap, you are allowing your chi to follow the sound waves. The chi will hit you, and anyone in your party, with healing energy. To successfully use the technique, your taps must be timed to your own heart and your chi pulse must match your taps. To start, just get used to tapping your drum and matching your heart. Once you’ve that done, imagine your gathered chi is a short burst of energy exploding from your body and attaching itself to the sound waves from your tapping.” 
			

			
				Pulling out his drum, Max focused on himself, feeling the beating of his heart. He tapped the drum: da da, da da, da da.
			

			
				Once he matched the taps to his heart rate, he focused on visualizing his chi. He could see the swirling mass had been replenished from his previous night’s body cultivation technique. This time, instead of imagining it growing out like a tree, he did as Kai Lo instructed and imagined it bursting out of him.
			

			
				Skill Activated: Heart Tap Beat aura. All allies within 5 yards have a healing rate increased by 8%.
			

			
				“Good work,” Kai Lo said. “Practice that often and you’ll improve the healing rate. The louder you play it, the greater the distance, but also it will slightly reduce the healing rate so you want to gauge the range of your allies and play accordingly. When you stop playing, the healing will last for five minutes. Until you have a much larger pool of available chi, I recommend using bursts of music to keep the aura going over a longer time frame. Most bards start with about a five percent increase in healing.”
			

			
				“I have eight percent.”
			

			
				Kai Lo raised an eyebrow. “You can tell your spell efficiency?”
			

			
				“Lady Diana gave me a scroll that helps me understand magic better.”
			

			
				“Ah. That is handy. Most students have to learn to gauge their spell efficiency by trial and error. It seems you have an above average ability for healing magic. Which, to be honest, isn’t really a surprise. The fact you have Water, Spirit, Air and Wood as your elemental affinities is why it’s higher than normal. If you were pure Wood or pure Spirit it might even be higher. But both are excellent when it comes to healing auras. Water and Air are also complementary elements when it comes to healing, so that works in your favor too.”
			

			
				“Are there other skills besides healing that work well with my affinities?”
			

			
				“Arguably, all skills will work. There are obviously skills like making fire that would benefit from the affinities you don’t have, but when it comes to basic spells, chi is chi. Elemental chi acts more like an enhancer. There are advanced and unique spells and magic that do require certain elemental affinities. I’ve found a few spells that maximize your particular blend of elemental affinities. The next skill is a ranged attack. The Spitting Turtle.”
			

			
				“The Spitting Turtle? Sounds deadly,” Max said with a chuckle.
			

			
				“I guess that depends on how you view turtles.”
			

			
				“In my world they were tiny, cute, little slow creatures who hide under their shells at the first sign of danger.”
			

			
				“Ah, you’ll find there are different types of turtles in this world. Some turtles are more like slow-moving dragons, fierce and powerful creatures.”
			

			
				“I see. Good to know.”
			

			
				“Indeed. Now the spell is a bit controversial amongst the bard community. Some refuse to acknowledge it as a valid bard skill, but you don’t seem like a traditionalist to me, so I’ll let you decide for yourself.” Kai Lo turned and made a noise that sounded like he was humming, then he spat and sneezed at the same time. A blue ball of chi flew out of his mouth and crashed into the ground fifty feet away, blowing apart a huge chunk of the rock it hit.
			

			
				“Turtle spit, eh!”
			

			
				“Spitting Turtle,” Kai Lo corrected with a grin. “As you can tell, it isn’t the most visually or acoustically pleasant spell, but has excellent range.”
			

			
				Max shrugged. “If a monster’s attacking me, I’m not worried about offending its ears. And I never worry about looking pretty when my life is in danger.”
			

			
				“A wise philosophy,” Kai Lo said. “To do the Spitting Turtle spell, you imagine your chi working its way from your core, gathering energy and power as it comes toward your mouth. Then when you spit, it bursts out of your mouth.”
			

			
				Wanting to try this new attack, Max once again focused on his internal chi. He imagined a small ball of it rising up, vibrating and building momentum as it moved to his throat and into his mouth. Then, when the vibrating ball of chi entered his mouth, he spit. The chi exploded out of his mouth in a chaotic pattern, cutting his lips and tongue. The ball smashed into the ground a good twenty feet from where he’d been aiming.
			

			
				“Not bad. You were able to build good momentum through your vibration of the chi. But you lost control of it when you spit it out. Try thinking of a word or sound that you can associate with a controlled exit of chi from your mouth. Using chi as an energy attack is all about the image. The stronger your image, the more efficient the use of chi will be.”
			

			
				Wiping the blood from his mouth, Max tried to find a word or sound to use. Then he grinned.
			

			
				He had the perfect sound.
			

			
				Once again, he brought a small amount of chi up, an even smaller amount this time, but he made it vibrate more. “Hmmm.” Then, when the vibrating ball of chi entered his mouth, Max concentrated his eyes on his target. “Pew.”
			

			
				The chi ball came out of him like a subsonic spitball fired from a fifth grader’s straw. It smashed into the rock he’d been aiming for. It wasn’t a bullseye, but it was the right rock. A win in Max’s book.
			

			
				Skill Activated: Spitting Turtle. A little Water, a little Air and some Spirit. Variable damage rate attack.
			

			
				“Much better. As you increase your internal chi, you’ll be able to increase the power of your attack and change the sound and form of the chi. But sound wave attacks require more chi and you’d drain your source of available chi too fast. For now, this is a good spell, so you have a ranged attack. Here, take this healing potion to deal with your bleeding mouth.”
			

			
				Max shook his head. The cuts in his mouth were minor. “Seems like a good time to practice my Heart Tap Beat.”
			

			
				Kai Lo grinned and put the healing potion away. “Indeed. When you are done healing, there’s a range for practicing targeted attacks in the far corner. Head there and continue working on your Spitting Turtle. Most bards find that mouth-based attacks are the most accurate, as your alignment to your eyes is so close, but it’s still a skill that needs practice to increase accuracy. And when you do, it as a small ball of chi, you can do it repeatedly. I’ll see you again tomorrow, Max Stone.”
			

			
				Max bowed as Kai Lo turned and walked away. It was interesting. Most of the training he was receiving was one-on-one instruction and not classroom based. When hearing the name Three Flowers Academy, he’d pictured large classrooms like a high school or a dojo. But this seemed more like a private school or maybe an undergraduate program at some fancy college. Small classroom size, private tutors and expensive equipment. No wonder the academy enrollment seemed limited to young men and women from affluent families and talented youths sponsored by clans and sects.
			

			
				Finding a large rock to sit on, Max focused on his own heart rate once again and started Heart Tap Beat. From his time in the swamps with Bardon and Senior Hara, he knew that people who cycled chi healed faster than normal, but at his current level, it wasn’t significant. He could absolutely benefit from even an 8% boost in healing rate. Now, with a minor flesh wound, it was the perfect time to use the skill.
			

			
				After playing the drums for a good twenty minutes, all the bleeding had stopped and there was no pain. So Max headed to the area of the dungeon that Kai Lo had pointed to. He found an area that was the Eedan equivalent of a gun range. Instead of paper targets, there were stone mannequins that were floating about the ground. On the wall was a dial and a sign saying, “Turn left to decrease target distance. Turn right to increase.”
			

			
				Simple enough, Max thought as he turned the dial until the target in front of him was about twenty yards away. He started to hum and then said, “Pew… pew.”
			

			
				He grinned as two chi spitballs flew out and slammed into the target’s chest.
 
			

			



				26 Kev
			

			
				Max woke up with a start. It sounded like someone was dying. He dashed to his bedroom window and looked outside.
			

			
				Standing on top of a small hut, silhouetted against the pre-dawn light, was a big rooster.
			

			
				Happy that no one was, in fact, dying, Max thought about going back to bed. However, the rooster had other plans. It crowed again. And again.
			

			
				“If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em,” Max mumbled to himself. He took one last look at his cozy bed and said, “Time to cultivate.”
			

			
				Max lagged behind everyone else. His body cultivation was at 0.02%, and his Iron Level 2 was at 12%. He didn’t have enough academy points to buy pills and potions. He could go hunting to get beast cores, but that hadn’t happened yet. The one thing he could do was spend more time cultivating.
			

			
				Over the next few days, he cultivated before his sparring sessions with Zan Lee Ann. He even took his meals in his room. By the second night, his breathing was more natural, and he was better at visualizing chi moving around his body. His body cultivation had progressed to 3%, and Iron Level 2 was at 22%. Progress!
			

			
				Zan Lee Ann stopped him on his way out of the compound the next morning. “No classes today or tomorrow. I have a brief trip I must take with Senior Hara. I expect you to train harder in my absence. You have extra sessions with Master Kai Lo—”
			

			
				The rooster crowed.
			

			
				“A great way to make sure we’re all up early,” Max said with a grin. “I’m cultivating first thing every morning and every chance I get.”
			

			
				Zan Lee Ann’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t become a cultivation fanatic, holed up in your room all the time and forgetting about your friends.”
			

			
				“I know, I’ll make time to see them... All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy.”
			

			
				“Hmm, an Earth saying, I assume... Never mind, make sure you make time for your friends. You’re too weak to survive here on your own.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “Speaking of friends, where did the rooster come from?” He was eager to change the subject.
			

			
				Zan Lee Ann frowned. “It’s a gift from the local farmer for dealing with the hargos that were eating all their good grass. He’s great for security, with his poison metal spurs.”
			

			
				“Does he have a name?”
			

			
				“No, but since you asked, I’ll leave it up to you.” She gestured to the door. “Now run along, and next time we train, bring a dagger.”
			

			
				She marched off before he could ask why.
			

			
				Outside, Max tipped his head at the rooster. It sat perched on the wooden hut, giving him the evil eye. Back home, he knew a cool guy who bred venomous snakes. His favorite of the reptiles was Kevin.
			

			
				“See you later, Kev,” Max said, leaving the compound.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Kai Lo grinned and turned the dial on the wall to the right. Max gulped. He had only practiced Spitting Turtle as far as twenty yards. This was more like the length of a soccer field.
			

			
				The stone mannequin flew back, bobbing in the air in a way stones didn’t back on Earth.
			

			
				“Concentrate,” Kai Lo said. “Feed chi into your eyes. Let’s get you good at ranged attacks.”
			

			
				By circulating chi into his eyes, Max seemed able to improve his vision. Using this technique gave him greater accuracy at range, but even then, it took a few tries before Max could hit the bullseye at that distance.
			

			
				“What did you learn?” Kai Lo asked.
			

			
				“Power isn’t everything, especially if you want a kill shot at range.”
			

			
				“Exactly. And on a hunt, if you blast the beast to smithereens, what do you have left to trade?”
			

			
				“Nothing?”
			

			
				“Exactly. You’ll get better when you practice all your bard skills with a team outside this range,” Kai Lo said. “Now, we have some extra time today. I’ll teach you something with a long-term goal in mind.”
			

			
				He led him away from the range and into a quiet corridor.
			

			
				“How do you feel about beast companions?”
			

			
				Max smiled. “Pets? I had a few back on Earth.”
			

			
				Thinking of his old dog, Rascal, brought back happy memories. He loved that dog. Cats were okay too, he supposed. His ex-girlfriend’s cat, Misty, was almost as high maintenance as she was. It’d surprised him how much he’d missed the fluff ball after his then-girlfriend left.
			

			
				“Walk with me.”
			

			
				They left the dungeon and went out to a field. On a nearby hill, little furry beasts that looked like meerkats stood poker straight, looking around in all directions.
			

			
				“Here on Eedan, we can form bonds with beasts if your affinities are compatible,” Kai Lo said. “That you have a high Spirit Affinity is a huge advantage and makes it far more likely for you to succeed.”
			

			
				“Magical pets. Awesome!”
			

			
				Kai Lo frowned. “It is not an easy thing to do, but it helps if you know the right technique.”
			

			
				“Technique?”
			

			
				“I’m going to teach you Soothe. The fact that you have a Wood affinity is good. You can use Wood chi to calm a wild beast, increasing the chance they will bond with you.”
			

			
				Max couldn’t wait to get started.
			

			
				“Today, you’ll learn the basics of beast calming.”
			

			
				“Does it work on people?” Max asked.
			

			
				“No, you will need to learn the Smooth Talker skill in order to do that. But that is a complication for another day. Now pay attention. Place your right palm face down and part your fingers in the middle, forming a V.”
			

			
				Max copied him and grinned. It looked like the Vulcan salute but facing down.
			

			
				“Look the beast in the eye with absolute confidence. Let your chi flow, don’t force it, and allow it to wash over your vocal cords. Then release a steady hum.” Kai Lo demonstrated. “Hmmm...”
			

			
				Max could feel the surrounding air vibrate. Moments later, the meerkat-like creature relaxed and lay down on the hill.
			

			
				“It lasts for one minute. If you want to bond, approach with caution, lay a hand on the beast and calm it with Wood chi. Pick a charoo to calm.”
			

			
				“What about Spirit chi? Do I add that as well?”
			

			
				“No, just focus on Wood chi.”
			

			
				Max nodded, thankful for the advice. It made using the skill far easier, having only to control one type of chi. It took a few tries before he got it right. The trick was to remain calm while matching the beast’s heartbeat, tapping into their natural biorhythms while he hummed. The moment the charoo lay down, his Scroll updated.
			

			
				Skill Activated: Soothe. Calm beasts in a 20-yard radius. Forge a beast bond with a 55% success rate. Success rate increases with skill level.
			

			
				He frowned at the success rate. “Fifty-five percent. That’s not very good.”
			

			
				Kai Lo crossed his arms. “Bah, what do you know? That is very high for just getting the skill. What did you expect? Beasts are unpredictable. Even if they’re tame, they may still reject the bond.”
			

			
				“Why do they reject the bond?”
			

			
				“It could be affinities. It could be that they don’t like you or your smell. They are just as fussy about their friends as us.” He gave Max a pouch of spruce tip pellets. “Use it on wild beasts. But don’t try forging a bond with creatures you don’t intend to keep. Breaking the bond or killing the beast will weaken the skill. Now, the next one you need to know is Soldier’s Beat.”
			

			
				Max wanted more time to practice and ask questions, but he held his tongue.
			

			
				“Show me Heart Tap.”
			

			
				Max tapped his drum as he did the day before. Da da, da da, da da.
			

			
				“Good. Now, on every second tap, I want you to tap a little harder, then get that rhythm and imagine you’ve gathered chi like before, but with a long burst of energy surging out of your body, riding on the sound waves from the drumbeat.”
			

			
				Max started with Heart Tap but tapped harder on alternate beats until he got it in time with his heartbeat: da dum, da dum, da dum. Then he pictured the swirling ball of chi, which was not quite full after morning body cultivation.
			

			
				Like Heart Tap, he imagined it bursting out of him.
			

			
				It was more powerful than the healing aura, and it rocked him back on his heels. Kai Lo shot out a hand to steady him.
			

			
				“The recoil takes you by surprise first time. Next time, widen your stance,” Kai Lo said.
			

			
				Max shook it off, and an update appeared.
			

			
				Skill Activated: Soldier’s Beat. Allies within 5 yards have their strength and endurance increased by 5%.
			

			
				Max read his update aloud for Kai Lo.
			

			
				“Well done!” Kai Lo said. “The first chance you get, practice with willing subjects who trust you. And, like Heart Tap Beat Healing Aura, when you stop playing Soldier’s Beat, the power boost will last for five minutes. Until you have a much larger pool of available chi, like with the healing aura, I recommend using bursts of music to keep the aura going over a longer time frame.”
			

			
				Max thanked Master Kai Lo and set out to find Adaya and Tobias. He hoped to catch them before lunch and see if they’d join him for the wall run.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max couldn’t help but grin. “Yes! One hour and thirty minutes, a whole five minutes faster than my first run.”
			

			
				“Less sweaty too,” Tobias said, smirking. “You no longer resemble a drowned rat. Now you’re more like a mildly moist, but definitely not dead, weasel.”
			

			
				“Thanks for the compliment,” Max replied dryly.
			

			
				Adaya nudged her brother. “Cut it out, Tobias. He’s catching up to us.”
			

			
				Tobias scowled at his sister. “I suppose you’re right. He left Tao in the dust. I can barely see him by the guard tower.”
			

			
				“Same time tomorrow?” Max asked.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes lit up. “You just reminded me. We’re going fishing for horah and gathering herbs tomorrow. You’re welcome to join us.”
			

			
				Max thought about his last fishing experience in the swamp, where the fish caught him with their sharp teeth. But horah was rich in Water and Air essence, and it was too expensive to eat in the mess hall. No such thing as a free meal… unless he caught it himself. Plus, he could practice his bard skills and maybe encounter some new beasts.
			

			
				A whiny voice interrupted his thoughts.
			

			
				“Out of my way, peasants.”
			

			
				The voice sounded vaguely familiar. Max turned around and found Xu Lang standing there, looking down his nose at him.
			

			
				Max stood his ground. “Cultivator Lang, please don’t let us stop you. There’s plenty of room to walk around.”
			

			
				Xu Lang’s cronies closed in, their fists clenching. Xu Lang sneered at Max. “Step aside. You’re nothing more than an insignificant insect compared to my greatness.”
			

			
				“We’re not moving,” Adaya said firmly. “If you insult my sworn brother again, I’ll punch you so hard that your descendants will feel it.”
			

			
				“How dare you speak to me? A village wench like you isn’t fit to lick my boots.” He raised his hand to strike her.
			

			
				“One hour and thirty-five minutes, not bad,” came a cheery voice between puffs of breath. Tao’s shadow fell over Xu Lang, causing his face to pale as his eyes traveled upward, taking in Tao’s massive form standing behind Max near the run time pole.
			

			
				Xu Lang shook his head. “That is nothing compared to my personal best time of one hour and twenty minutes.”
			

			
				Tao stepped forward. “Congratulations. A fine time.” He scratched his jaw. “But I’m curious. How fast would you be without cultivation enhancers and the Haste skill?”
			

			
				Xu Lang looked like he was about to explode. Just then, a group of students approached, their eyes fixed on the pole.
			

			
				That was their cue to leave. “Anyone else worked up an appetite?” Max asked, looking at Tao.
			

			
				“Do you even need to ask?” Tao slung an arm over Max’s shoulder, and they walked toward the mess hall.
			

			
				“Run along, you pill-popping wet noodle,” Tobias muttered over his shoulder, trailing after them.
			

			
				Mental note, Max thought, in the future, run first thing in the morning. There are fewer assholes around.
			

			
				They enjoyed a low-chi meal in the mess hall and made plans for the next day.
			

			
				“Be up with the cock’s crow,” Tobias said grimly. “Not that we have a choice anymore. That bloody rooster is a menace.”
			

			
				Adaya took a bite of her apple. “I think it’s great. I don’t have to kick your sorry ass out of bed every morning.”
			

			
				“Yeah, Kev’s great. Better than an alarm clock.”
			

			
				“My tormentor has a name,” Tobias groaned, then laughed. Max and Adaya joined in. The rest of the afternoon flew by with discussions about the upcoming hunt. Despite being tired from all the practice at the range, Max couldn’t sleep when he returned to his room. He was buzzing with anticipation, wondering what the following day would bring.
			

			
				…
			

			
				The next morning, Max jumped out of bed just as Kev belted out his morning wake-up call. He opened the window and waved at the rooster. Then he got ready and met Adaya and Tobias in the small kitchen, where they packed a picnic lunch for their day-long hunt.
			

			
				They headed out into the cool morning air, the sun barely peeking over the mountain ranges.
			

			
				The path leading to the lake was quiet, but they remained alert for any signs of dire beasts wandering in from the Central Wilds. Max sent a small stream of chi to his brain, sharpening his senses. There were no sudden movements, just the sounds of birds chirping in the dawn chorus and squirrels darting about.
			

			
				“Watch your belongings; those thieving bastards will steal from you the moment you’re not looking,” Tobias warned.
			

			
				Max’s eyes darted about, half-expecting an NPC to jump out and yell, “Help! The bandits are coming!”
			

			
				Instead, Tobias pointed to a tree and glared. “Squirrels. They look cute, but everyone knows they’re plotting the downfall of mankind.”
			

			
				“Really?” Max couldn’t help but question the logic. It sounded like Tobias had been giving some conspiracy nut too much of his time. Or maybe, in this world with chi and magic, squirrels really could take over.
			

			
				They foraged for herbs along the way. Adaya chatted happily with Max about the plants she had gathered on their trek.
			

			
				When they finally arrived at the lake, the glistening waters spread out before them, inviting and serene. All thoughts of squirrels conquering the world faded from Max’s mind as he took in the breathtaking view.
			

			
				The lake was vast and deep. They spent an hour searching the rocky shores for shallow fishing spots. Adaya caught a few barrow fish, similar in size to freshwater cod and bright orange like goldfish. Tobias caught nothing and quickly became bored.
			

			
				“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving,” he said with a yawn.
			

			
				Adaya unloaded their lunch from her bag. She had prepared a tasty mixture of dried fruit and nuts. They sat on a boulder overlooking the lake. Cows mooed in the distance. Tobias shared some dried jerky with Max.
			

			
				“It tastes a little sweet,” Max said in between bites.
			

			
				Tobias nodded toward the pastures. “Moon cows love sweet clover.”
			

			
				Max rubbed his jaw. So that’s what those funny-looking cows near the academy gates were called. “Why are they called moon cows?”
			

			
				“At night, the dumb beasts just stand in the fields staring up at the moon,” Tobias said, chomping on a large piece of jerky.
			

			
				“I think they’re cute,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Max ate the rest of his jerky. It turned out all the snacks were well-balanced in the four chi essences he needed. They worked with the twins’ two affinities, too.
			

			
				Max grinned. They also tasted delicious.
			

			
				A ripple in the still water drew Adaya’s attention. She leapt off the boulder and dashed to the shoreline. She threw a smile back at them. “Finally! The big fish have arrived!”
			

			
				She threw off her shoes and rolled her pant legs above her knees. Her spear appeared in her hand. Wading into the lake, she slowed her movements and scanned the water with her spear held in a high downward strike position. She went still.
			

			
				A little ripple to her right, and she drove the spear into the water.
			

			
				Max’s jaw dropped.
			

			
				He didn’t realize just how big the fish in the lake were until she held one up at the end of her spear. Tobias flung off his shoes and jumped into the water as the fish flip-flopped, its tail whipping out like jellyfish tentacles dripping with dark green ooze. Together, they bound it and brought it ashore.
			

			
				Max moved in for a closer look. It reminded him of a barracuda. An ugly mouth full of needle-sharp teeth. It flopped about, gasping until Adaya brought the butt of her spear down on its head.
			

			
				Who knew spearfishing in the lake could be so dangerous? he thought. The fish in the swamps had been much smaller than that.
			

			
				He must have looked a little stunned, because Adaya gave him a reassuring smile.
			

			
				“Gives you a better appreciation of the food you eat when you catch it yourself,” she said, wasting no time gutting and filleting the fish with a bone knife she took from her bag.
			

			
				Max agreed. “When it’s served up on a plate all nice and neat, it’s easy to forget it came from a living, breathing creature.” He pointed to the tentacles. “I take it that gives a nasty sting.”
			

			
				Tobias frowned. “Hurts worse than a kick to the soul.”
			

			
				Max knew he was speaking from experience. “How many do you normally catch?”
			

			
				“It takes a lot of skill and experience to catch them without getting stung. Even at this time of day, when they’re most active, we’d be lucky to catch two or three.”
			

			
				“They’re clever too,” Tobias said. “They’ll start avoiding us now. If you’re wondering why dishes containing horah fish are so expensive, it’s because they are so damn hard to catch.”
			

			
				Adaya had made it look easy. Max didn’t fancy his chances of wading in and catching one. If only he had the skill and experience they had…
			

			
				Then an idea came to him.
			

			
				He went to the water’s edge. He channeled chi into his mouth and forced out a powerful chi spitball. It slammed into the water’s surface, sending out a shockwave of large ripples. He did it again, this time driving the attack deeper underwater. Then he waited as Adaya and Tobias joined him.
			

			
				Suddenly, three silver bodies bobbed to the surface.
			

			
				“Yes!” Max said. They waded into the water and each took a fish. Max’s feet slipped on the stony bottom as he turned to leave, but he quickly found his balance.
			

			
				“Watch out for the tentacles; they can still sting you,” Adaya said, reaching the shore before him. Tobias wasn’t far behind her.
			

			
				A dark shadow flew over Max as he looked up. The fish was torn from his grip.
			

			
				“What the hell?”
			

			
				Hovering above him on flapping wings was what looked like a blue dragon. It was only the size of a Rottweiler, but it had claws that could shred him in seconds.
			

			
				He backed away slowly. It ignored him and flew off, perching on the boulder they had sat on earlier.
			

			
				“You’re lucky it didn’t take your head off,” Tobias said as Max made it back to shore.
			

			
				Adaya winced. “I thought water drakes didn’t venture outside Ursato.”
			

			
				“Maybe it’s looking for a mate,” Tobias said, his eyes on the dragon while it ripped the fish apart. It began shrieking as if in pain. Max narrowed his eyes; the poor thing was stung by the horah’s tentacles.
			

			
				Max had yet another idea, but he needed a little information first. “I take it that water dragons have an affinity for water.”
			

			
				Adaya gave him a knowing look. “Yes, but don’t get any ideas. They’re nearly impossible for the likes of us to kill.” She slowly bent down and placed the horah fish she’d taken from the lake beside Tobias’s. She set about cleaning it as she did with the first one. Clearly, she wasn’t eager to hang around with a killer dragon nearby.
			

			
				“Do they make good beast companions?” he asked. He wanted to get close enough to heal the dragon, and if that worked out, then maybe he could try to bond with it.
			

			
				Adaya looked at him. “Are you mad? Say goodbye to your hand if you go anywhere near it with Wood chi.”
			

			
				Tobias nodded. “Water dragons are difficult to bond with unless you have some beast master trick up your sleeve...”
			

			
				“Will Soothe work?”
			

			
				A glint of excitement appeared in Tobias’s eyes. “It might,” he said with a grin.
			

			
				Adaya scowled. “Don’t encourage him. You should practice on something that doesn’t want to kill you.”
			

			
				“Imagine having a water drake as a beast companion. If I knew Soothe, I’d give it a go. What’s the worst that could happen?” Tobias said.
			

			
				Max put all thoughts of the Coke commercial jingle out of his mind. He couldn’t help but feed off Tobias’s energy.
			

			
				He looked at Adaya and said, “You can head back. I’ll catch up with you. If it doesn’t work out, I’ll run for cover.” He pointed to the trees at the base of the mountain.
			

			
				“I’m not going anywhere. Just do what you need to do.” She gripped her spear in her hand.
			

			
				Max slowly approached the water drake. He paused when it stopped eating and looked him directly in the eye. It let out an ear-piercing screech.
			

			
				Don’t break eye contact, Max told himself. Chi swirled through his body; he focused on his mouth and hand. A steady stream of chi passed over his vocal cords, and he began to hum. “Hmmm...”
			

			
				At the same time, he did his palm-down Vulcan salute, and chi flew toward the drake, surrounding her in a calming aura. It took all his focus as she fought against his influence. He kept his breathing steady and willed his heartbeat to match hers. Her wings relaxed and fell to her sides. Then she sat down like a roosting hen.
			

			
				Cautiously, Max approached and fed more Wood chi into his hand. She didn’t flinch away from his touch. A soft rumbling came from her chest. It almost reminded him of a cat purring.
			

			
				It’s working, Max thought. He sensed the trickle of Wood chi transfer to the drake. It lowered its tail, and its whole body seemed to relax even more than before. He patted its soft scaled head.
			

			
				“There, there,” he said, activating his healing aura. “That’ll help you feel much better.”
			

			
				He was just about to initiate the bond when a shriek came from above him. He looked up just in time to see another water drake diving toward him, its blade-sharp claws glinting in the sunlight.
			

			
				He threw himself to the ground and, using Spitting Turtle, sent out a swift stream of chi spitballs toward the winged monster. The first two pew pews glanced off its wings, barely slowing it down, but the third one hit its head with enough force to knock it back. The female on the boulder flapped her wings and flew off.
			

			
				Adaya yelled something, but Max couldn’t make it out over the thundering of his heart.
			

			
				“Pew, pew!”
			

			
				He threw out two more spitballs, his head beginning to spin as he drained his chi to near empty. His stomach felt like someone was gutting it with a knife.
			

			
				Then Tobias was at his side, helping him to his feet. The drake hurtled to the ground, overcome by Max’s chi attacks. It crashed to the ground inches from Max, its tail splashing into the lake, sending waves in all directions.
			

			
				Adaya closed the distance and lunged, spearing it through the chest with all her might. She drew back, watching for signs of movement, but the beast was dead.
			

			
				“The bigger they are, the harder they fall,” Max whispered. High above, the female water drake circled the lake.
			

			
				Damn it!
			

			
				He’d been so close to forming a bond with her. Instead, he’d nearly been crushed to death by her companion. A valuable lesson learned. Never take anything for granted, even if he was so close to victory, he could taste it.
			

			
				Adaya’s brows furrowed. “Are you hurt?”
			

			
				Max shook his head.
			

			
				“Good. Take that dagger I gave you and let’s get this monster skinned and ready for the merchants,” Tobias said.
			

			
				Max stared in awe at the massive drake, its size rivaling that of a pony. The adrenaline still pumping through his veins reminded him of the risks he had taken. But as he glanced at Adaya and Tobias, their unwavering determination shining in their eyes, he realized in this unpredictable world, they were always ready for the unexpected.
			

			
				After an enjoyable high-chi meal with his friends, Max went back to the academy, cultivated and checked his Scroll.
			

			
				“Update.”
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 2 44% completed
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 6% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 23%, Air 26%, Spirit 24%, Wood 27%
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 9
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 2
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
			

			
				Bard Skills:
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1
			

			
				Spitting Turtle Level 1
			

			
				Soothe Level 1
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat Level 1
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
			

			
				Blessing of Xeren (Temporary)
			

			
				His body cultivation progression had doubled since his last update and he was inching closer to the halfway mark of Iron Level 2. There was still so much for Max to discover and understand, but there was one thing he knew: he wouldn’t give up on his quest to forge a bond with a beast companion.
			

			



				27 The Bar and a Blonde
			

			
				The pattern of Max’s days became fairly consistent for the next week. Every morning he ran the wall, then sparred with Zan Lee Ann. They would use either two suna sticks, one and an open hand, or one and a dagger. Unlike his chi magic, which he could do after a single lesson, sparring was a slow and steady progression. Max continually was beaten on by Zan Lee Ann. Every time that he thought he was making progress, she exposed a new flaw in his thinking. Stick fighting was far more nuanced and complicated than he’d ever imagined, and when you included open-hand and knife techniques in the mix, it became even more so.
			

			
				After sparring, he’d head to lunch, and every second day, he was able to share a meal with all of his friends before heading to the dungeon to work on his bard skills. After using most of his stored chi practicing his spitball attacks, Max would head back to Zan Lee Ann’s compound, where he’d meditate until the twins returned. Then they’d head to dinner, where they’d meet up with Tao. After, Max would work on his Twisted Tree Meditation.
			

			
				On the Eighth Day of Max’s third week in this new world, the routine finally changed.
			

			
				“I can’t wait to go have a drink with Tao and his brother,” Tobias said as he and Max waited for Adaya to get ready. “I’m loving the training we’re receiving here, but I miss my village and being able to get a good drink. We deserve a little entertainment.”
			

			
				Max laughed. “I’m not against a little entertainment.” He felt the same. Hard work was the path to success in this world, but taking a little time to unwind and recharge was a part of the process. This might be a fantasy world full of cool magic, but it didn’t mean that depression, anxiety, and stress had magically disappeared. Being social and enjoying time with friends was still a valuable use of time.
			

			
				Adaya came out of her cabin and both Max and Tobias’s jaws dropped.
			

			
				“What?” Adaya said.
			

			
				“Is that a dress? Why are you in a dress?” Tobias said.
			

			
				Adaya rolled her eyes. “Look, bozo, we aren’t in the swamps. I don’t have to worry about a dire beast eating me on my way home. I can look like a girl, thank you very much.” She turned to Max. “Are you going to comment as well?”
			

			
				Max shrugged. “Only to say you look lovely.”
			

			
				Adaya smiled. “Good answer.”
			

			
				“I don’t like it, and I do think you need to worry about being eaten by a dire beast. I’ve seen some of the men in this town.”
			

			
				Adaya scowled at her twin and then winked at Max. “That might be a good time.”
			

			
				Tobias stuttered and shook his head. “Gods above, why do you punish me so?”
			

			
				“Shut up, you blow hard. I know exactly what’s going to happen when we get there. You’ll have two drinks and be flirting with every beautiful woman in the place. Don’t give me your big brother crap. I am not some delicate fairy from a rich family that’s saving my flower, so my dowry can be increased.”
			

			
				Tobias looked to Max as if saying “help a brother out.”
			

			
				Max shook his head. “Don’t look at me. I’m a firm believer in what is good for the goose is good for the gander. Equality for all, regardless of race or gender.”
			

			
				“What does a goose have to do with anything?” Tobias said.
			

			
				Adaya chuckled. “That must be an Earth saying. I like it. And thank you, Max. I’m glad to see the men of your world are far more enlightened.”
			

			
				Max said nothing. The fact was that his views on gender roles were fairly progressive and that Earth had a long history of not treating women as equals.
			

			
				“Whatever, let’s get going,” Tobias said, giving up his attempts to win the argument with his sister.
			

			
				When they arrived at the Buxom Savage, Tao was outside with Kang.
			

			
				Tao waved them over. “Good timing, guys. It’s starting to get busy inside. Let’s grab a table before they’re all gone. I’m ready to eat!”
			

			
				“You’re always ready to eat,” Kang said with a laugh.
			

			
				Once they sat down at the table, Kang slapped Max on the back. “You’re looking good, friend. You’ve changed since the last time we met.”
			

			
				Yes, he certainly had changed. Max had grown at least a couple of inches, put on a few dozen pounds of muscle, and had increased his cultivation level. Of course, the brutal training techniques used by Senior Hara and Bardon, along with a few gifts from the gods, were the reasons he’d changed. But there was no denying their effect. “It’s good to see you as well, Kang. It was a pleasant surprise to meet your little brother.”
			

			
				Kang laughed. “Not so little, little brother. We had to leave our parent’s farm to keep them from starving, trying to keep him fed.”
			

			
				Tao blushed and gently shoved his older brother. “I’m a growing boy.”
			

			
				Kang shook his head. “No, we left the boy at the farm. You’re a cultivator now. Remember that.”
			

			
				Tao’s lips pressed together, and he nodded to his older brother. “Always.”
			

			
				“Now, Max, is it true you have become a devil?” Kang asked.
			

			
				Max raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
			

			
				“Tao tells me that you intend to become one of those silver-tongued devil bards!”
			

			
				Adaya laughed. “Bard maybe…but silver-tongued? I don’t think so.”
			

			
				“Definitely a devil,” Tobias chipped in before being distracted by a brunette walking past their table. He winked at her and she blew him an air kiss over her shoulder.
			

			
				Adaya scowled. Tobias didn’t notice. He was too busy watching the sultry beauty rejoin her exotic friends at a nearby table.
			

			
				“I have started learning in the bard class,” Max said, looking at Adaya. “But I am definitely not a silver-tongued devil. My focus is the war drums.”
			

			
				“Ah,” Kang said. “Well, that’s less interesting than the traditional skirt-chasing, ballad-singing bard that the academy gets. But certainly a skill set that would help a group of adventurers or an army. See, Tao, I told you Max was a good man to know.”
			

			
				Max chuckled. “Why? Is Tao going to start his own army?”
			

			
				Kang shook his head. “He’d better not. No, Tao here wants to be a tradesperson. He wants to find a chubby wife to cook for him and have six kids.”
			

			
				Tao’s eyes went wide. “Lies. I am not looking for a wife. I am a cultivator and I need to grow strong before I go looking for a curvy woman to warm my bed.”
			

			
				Tobias shook a finger in front of Tao’s face. “You’ve got it all wrong, friend. You can find a woman to share your bed and still be a cultivator.” He nodded to the table where the brunette sat with her friends. “There are plenty of beautiful women here tonight—”
			

			
				Adaya slapped her brother across the back of the head. “Don’t listen to this one. He knows nothing of love. He only thinks with his loins.”
			

			
				Tobias shrugged. “A warrior knows not when his last breath will be drawn. Passion should not wait till the danger of life has passed him by. He should suckle at the bosom of life whenever the opportunity arises.”
			

			
				Adaya glared at Max. “One week hanging out with a would-be bard and listen to him!”
			

			
				Max raised his hands. “Don’t look at me. I certainly didn’t teach him to talk like that.” He stood up. “Before Tobias can get me into any more trouble, I’m going to get a round of drinks.”
			

			
				The group gave Max a cheer as he left the table to head to the bar.
			

			
				“What can I get ya?” the bartender said when Max finally got to the front of the line.
			

			
				“Five mugs of ale.”
			

			
				“You going to be eating?”
			

			
				Max nodded. “We’re not in a hurry, but yes.”
			

			
				“Verna will bring your drinks to the table and get your order,” the bartender said.
			

			
				“Thanks.” As Max turned to head back to the table, a body slammed into him, sending him to the ground.
			

			
				“Bitch, nobody talks to Jorquon Warren like that! I’m a member of the Resplendent Rooster Clan!”
			

			
				Max looked up at the two people standing about him. A pug-faced man was yelling at a blonde-haired woman.
			

			
				The same woman who’d just been knocked back into Max.
			

			
				“I don’t care if you are the king of the shiny little cock clan. Keep your hands to yourself,” the woman said.
			

			
				“What! No, that’s not our clan name. How dare you!” He took a swing at the woman.
			

			
				Max, still on his back, could only watch as the woman slid under the attempted punch and countered with a right cross that sent the pug-faced cultivator flying back.
			

			
				“Hey, no fighting or I’ll have the city guard throw you both in jail for the night,” the bartender yelled.
			

			
				The woman turned to the bartender and gave him a small bow. “My apologies, sir. I was only protecting myself from wandering hands and bad breath.”
			

			
				The bartender just shook his head. “Just keep it down, and quit knocking my customers over.”
			

			
				The woman turned and offered Max a hand.
			

			
				He took the proffered hand and let her pull him to his feet.
			

			
				“Sorry about tha—” she said as Max stood up. “Holy shit, Batman. It’s you!”
			

			
				Max was staring into the eyes of one of the most beautiful faces he’d ever seen on Earth. It was also the last face he’d seen. “You.”
			

			
				The woman pulled Max in, giving him a big hug.
			

			
				Max stood ramrod straight, not knowing what to do or think. The beautiful blonde was the swimmer he’d died trying to save.
			

			
				“Thank you. Thank you for trying to save me,” she said as she broke the sudden embrace. “I’m Chantelle.”
			

			
				He nodded. He knew that already, but appreciated the second introduction, anyway. “Max.”
			

			
				“How did you end up here?” she asked.
			

			
				“Would you believe in a poker game?”
			

			
				Chantelle laughed. “Fricking gods and their games. Wait…you didn’t let them bet on your soul, did you?”
			

			
				“Yes? Are you telling me you didn’t?”
			

			
				Chantelle shook her head. “Hell no. That Housar guy told me that I had my choice of worlds and that there were several that were interested in having me join their worlds. I chose this one because of the magic.”
			

			
				“Which god?”
			

			
				“Lady Savannah De La Monta, not sure what her official goddess name is, but that’s what she wanted me to call her. Who brought you here?”
			

			
				“Xeren.”
			

			
				Chantelle shrugged. “Haven’t heard of him, but I’ve only been in this world for a few months now.”
			

			
				“Months?” Max said. “I’ve only been here for a few weeks.”
			

			
				“You must’ve had a longer wait in that eternal lineup of souls,” Chantelle said. “How are you adjusting?”
			

			
				“I’m doing OK. Dying sucked, but honestly, this body is in way better shape, and magic…”
			

			
				“I can tell your body has changed, but your eyes haven’t. I knew it was you as soon as I looked into your eyes. They were the last thing I saw before I died… As for magic, Savannah got me started cultivating right away and has me doing tasks going all over the place.” She pointed to the pug-faced cultivator who was getting pulled off the floor by his friend. “Aside from arrogant assholes like this numb nut, it’s been pretty cool. I miss my life on Earth, but I can’t complain about getting a second chance.”
			

			
				“I know what you mean. Being here has been strange and tough, but living in a world with magic is pretty awesome. I’m here with some friends. Join us?” Max asked.
			

			
				Chantelle looked around. “I’m here to meet some people and will have to leave when they show up, but I’d like that.”
			

			
				Max brought Chantelle back to the table. “Hey guys, this is Chantelle.”
			

			
				“Wow, you work fast,” Tobias said with a wink.
			

			
				Chantelle smirked. “Yes, I do.”
			

			
				Tobias was caught off guard by her snappy reply. He tried to return fire, but he couldn’t come up with a witty reply before Adaya spoke. “Nice to meet you, Chantelle. I’m Adaya. The obnoxious one is my brother, Tobias. The big one is Tao and the serious one is Kang.”
			

			
				“Hello, everyone,” Chantelle said as Max pulled her up a chair.
			

			
				The intro was cut short when Pug Face and his cronies came storming up to the table. “You will pay for your insolence, wench. You’ve forced me to be ruthless.”
			

			
				Kang let some of his aura loose and stood up. “Are you suggesting you intend to attack a city guard?”
			

			
				Pug Face stopped the attack he was about to throw at Chantelle. “No. But I shall not let this…this woman repudiate my reputation.”
			

			
				“Ah, so you are insulting the personal guest of Senior Hara of the Three Flowers Academy,” Kang said.
			

			
				Pug Face stepped back and his face went white. He looked at Chantelle and then back at Kang. After a moment of indecision, he turned to Chantelle. “This one would like to offer his apologies. It was my mistake.”
			

			
				“Yes, it was,” Chantelle said coolly. “But if you were to buy a round of drinks for my friends and I, perhaps I can convince Senior Hara to forget the matter.”
			

			
				Pug Face bowed again, then turned to one of his cronies. “Go, get them their drinks!” He stepped back and walked away as if it had never happened. The rest of his cronies quickly followed.
			

			
				Once they were out of hearing range, Chantelle turned to Max. “I don’t know who Senior Hara is, but it sounds like I owe her my thanks.”
			

			
				Kang sat back down. “Senior Hara is Max’s teacher. I’m sure she’d consider you a guest.”
			

			
				The server showed up and brought their first round of drinks. “Cultivator Jorquon is paying for your next round,” she said. She then smiled at Chantelle. “Thank you for that. Cultivator Jorquon likes to push the boundaries of acceptable behavior whenever he can. It’s been a while since a woman put him in his place quite like the way you did.”
			

			
				“My pleasure. I’m sure it only happened because he didn’t see any sect colors. My experience so far is that weasels like that only try to prey on people weaker than them or with no backing. His mistake was thinking that he was stronger than me just because his cultivation level is slightly higher.”
			

			
				Max tried, but he couldn’t sense Chantelle’s cultivation level, which indicated she was stronger than him. That wasn’t a surprise considering how weak his body had been when he’d arrived and the fact that she’d been here significantly longer than him.
			

			
				“Speaking of getting stronger, Max, there’s something I’d like to talk to you about,” Kang said.
			

			
				“What is it?” Max asked.
			

			
				“What are your intentions for gaining academy points?”
			

			
				“I’m still figuring that one out.”
			

			
				“Don’t be silly,” Tobias said. “Obviously you’re going to join Adaya and I and go hunting for dire beasts. Now that we’re in the academy, they’re worth far more to us.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “Why is that?”
			

			
				“Because we get the value for the beast parts, but we also get academy points,” Adaya said. “Small villages and farms pay the academy to control the monster population. Some contracts through the academy are worth more in points than they are in beast parts, depending on the where and why of the contract.”
			

			
				Tobias and Adaya had told him before they intended to go hunting to gain points for the academy, but he hadn’t considered the fact that they were getting both the monster and beast parts along with the points. It was already something he’d been considering, but now the math seemed clear. Hunting monsters was a great way to get stronger and to pay for school. “I guess my intentions are to go monster hunting.” If they found more beasts like the water drakes, they would have no problems gathering the necessary points, and maybe he’d still get a cool beast companion.
			

			
				“Good choice,” Chantelle said. “Hunting dire beasts is dangerous, but it definitely will help you get stronger and faster. The sooner you show that you can defend yourself, the fewer issues you’ll have with asshats like Jorquon.”
			

			
				Kang nodded. “I agree with Chantelle. Hunting down dire beasts is a good way to progress. Tao thought that might be your answer. I was hoping you would consider taking him with you.”
			

			
				Max rubbed his chin. “Well, it actually wouldn’t be my decision. Tobias and Adaya are the experienced hunters in our group, so I’ll be following their lead.”
			

			
				“We’ll take him,” Adaya said.
			

			
				“Yeah, sorry Tao… Wait. We will?” Tobias said, looking over at his sister.
			

			
				“Tao is strong, and I’ve seen his martial skills. He might be a farmer, but he can fight. Max has his drums and will be a good support member, but he’ll need defending. That will be Tao’s job while you and I focus on hunting.”
			

			
				Tobias eyed his sister suspiciously, as if he wasn’t sure if Tao’s fighting skills were the reason she was so eager for him to join. But after a few glances over at Tao, he shrugged. “Well, four is a proper adventuring team number. Welcome to the team, Tao.”
			

			
				Tao grinned. “Thanks guys. When do we start?”
			

			
				Adaya shook her head. “Easy there, big guy. We just got to the academy. We’re still getting ourselves organized and into classes. We’ll start doing some group training together at night and then we’ll keep an eye on the job board. If a juicy contract comes up that we can’t afford to miss out on, we’ll take it. Otherwise, we should get at least a week more of school in before we start taking time off to gain academy points.”
			

			
				Max agreed with Adaya’s logic. He was just starting to learn how to use his magic and he definitely didn’t think he was ready to head out into the wilds to fight monsters. He wanted to get his healing skill much higher before going out with his new friends. Of the group, he’d be the weakest, and his ability to heal would be the most valuable asset he could bring to the team.
			

			
				A powerfully built man walked up to the table. “Time to go,” he said to Chantelle.
			

			
				“I’ll be right there, Matu,” Chantelle said. She stood up from her chair. “Sorry, I have to go now. It was nice to meet you all. Max, good luck and I’ll keep in touch. I’ll be out of the city for a couple of weeks. I have a little monster hunt of my own to deal with. But when I get back, I’ll come to the academy to visit you.”
			

			
				Max smiled. “I’d like that.”
			

			
				When Chantelle was gone, Tobias gave him a grin. “That is a beautiful woman. I didn’t think you were going to be a ladies’ man.”
			

			
				“Don’t be an idiot, brother. That woman was from Max’s world,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Tobias raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? Another Outworlder?”
			

			
				“What makes you say that?” Max asked. He wasn’t sure if Chantelle would want him sharing her status as an Outworlder, but since Adaya seemed to have figured it out for herself, he couldn’t do much about it.
			

			
				“I saw her hug you. I know she wasn’t from Senoa, and you didn’t meet any beautiful women in your first hours in this world, aside from the priestess. Therefore, you either met her since joining the academy and built up a secret relationship without myself or Tobias knowing, or she’s from your past.”
			

			
				“I don’t spend all my time with you two,” Max countered.
			

			
				“True, but you also pass out every night from exhaustion. It might be possible that you met her in your bard classes and started a secret relationship, but highly unlikely. Besides, that wouldn’t explain the most convincing piece of evidence that she’s from your world.”
			

			
				“What’s that?”
			

			
				“She talks like you. No one from this world uses an ass for headgear. Until tonight, the only person I’ve ever heard use that word asshat, is you.”
			

			
				“It is a weird word,” Tao said.
			

			
				Max shrugged. He was impressed with Adaya’s logic. “I cannot confirm or deny her location of birth, but I’d appreciate it if you kept your assumption to yourself. If she were from a different world, she probably wouldn’t want anyone knowing.”
			

			
				Kang put his hand on Max’s shoulder and chuckled. “Sorry, friend, it is a little late for that. Adaya gave some strong evidence as to why Chantelle might be from your world, but she forgot a couple things.”
			

			
				Adaya’s brow furrowed as she looked at Kang. “What did I forget?”
			

			
				“Two things. Her eyes. Green-eyed blondes aren’t, as Max would say, a thing here. Blondes have brown or hazel eyes, and rarely they’ll have lavender. Only the Coiran tribes have green eyes, and they are never light-skinned and blonde. Also, when is the last time you saw a woman with a tattoo that isn’t runic?”
			

			
				Adaya tsked. “I can’t believe I missed those details.”
			

			
				Scratching his head, Max asked, “What’s weird about her tattoos?”
			

			
				“They are colored, but have no magic,” Kang said.
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “It is rare for women to have tattoos. When they do, it’s either a traditional black squid ink tattoo or a runic tattoo that gives some sort of chi power. I should’ve noticed that. But it does prove that I’m right. She’s definitely not a local to this world, and since she knows you…”
			

			
				“You’re a damn Sherlock,” Max said.
			

			
				“What is this Sherlock?”
			

			
				“A detective. Sherlock was a famous detective that had excellent powers of observation that helped him solve all sorts of crimes.”
			

			
				Tobias groaned. “Don’t go giving her ideas. We’re monster hunters, not crime solvers.”
			

			
				Max laughed.
			

			
				The rest of the night was uneventful. Max enjoyed catching up with Kang and learning stories about his and Tao’s childhood. Tobias spent most of the evening flirting with the waitress and a few other women at other tables. Adaya spent half her time watching her brother’s back to make sure some jealous cultivator didn’t take exception to his flirting. The rest of the time she spent explaining her hunting and scouting techniques to Tao and Max.
			

			
				After a few more drinks, Kang went home, and the others headed back to the academy. Tobias had to be dragged away from the table with the brunette and her three lady friends. They all seemed to enjoy his flirting, but after Adaya whispered something into his ear, he stood up straight, bowed to the women and quickly followed Adaya out the door.
			

			
				Max felt the hairs rise on the back of his neck as he trailed after them. He threw a look over his shoulder and his pulse raced.
			

			
				The brunette was watching him like a hawk while holding what looked like a creepy Lolita doll in her hand.
			

			
				Chilled to his core, Max looked away and went outside to catch up with the others. He was even more curious as to what Adaya had said to Tobias, but he wasn’t going to ask. At least not right now. If Tobias was going to be a terrible flirt everywhere they went, he might want to know Adaya’s secret way of getting her brother to comply.
			

			



				28 Guilds and Clans
			

			
				Max entered the dungeon to meet Kai Lo at the range. He had activated his healing aura as soon as he finished his morning sparring, but he could tell by Kai Lo’s expression that he still looked battered and bruised.
			

			
				“Looks like Sister Zan really turned up the heat. Why don’t you take a pill?” Kai Lo suggested.
			

			
				Max shook his head. “I want to gain as much experience as possible using my healing aura.”
			

			
				Kai Lo looked happy with that answer. “She must like you enough to make her point with the pommel instead of the blade.”
			

			
				“Thanks,” Max replied dryly. “I do my best to stay on her good side.”
			

			
				Kai Lo looked around and lowered his voice. “Since she came back from that trip to the capital with Sister Hara, they’ve both been on edge. Something’s brewing.”
			

			
				“Anything to do with the increased monster sightings?” Max asked.
			

			
				“It has everything to do with that,” Kai Lo said. “But you didn’t hear it from me.” He narrowed his eyes at Max. “That reminds me. Did you use your bard skills outside of this range?”
			

			
				Max thought of his close encounter with death. “I got plenty of practice with Spitting Turtle.”
			

			
				Kai Lo crossed his arms. “What about Soldier’s Beat and Heart Tap Healing Aura? The ones I specifically asked you to practice. You know, the most powerful tool you have to help your teammates.”
			

			
				Max squirmed. “I haven’t practiced Beat yet, but I used my healing aura on a water drake.”
			

			
				“A water drake?” Kai Lo’s eyebrows rose, as if he didn’t quite believe what he was hearing. “They’re native to Ursato. Are you sure you’re not mistaken? Perhaps it was an oversized Azure Winged Lizard.”
			

			
				Max shook his head. “It looked like a blue dragon to me, but Adaya and Tobias confirmed it was a water drake.”
			

			
				“Are you telling me you came close enough to such a dangerous monster that you could use your healing aura?” Kai Lo’s tone turned grim.
			

			
				Max gulped. “Yes...”
			

			
				“Don’t tell me you tried to bond with it,” Kai Lo said, his jaw clenched.
			

			
				“Fair enough,” Max replied, easing the tension with a grin. “I won’t tell you that.”
			

			
				“Well, at least you’re still alive with all your limbs intact. Don’t try that again. Next time, you won’t be so lucky.”
			

			
				A chill raced down Max’s spine. “I’ve learned my lesson. Next time—”
			

			
				“Next time, try a charoo. They won’t kill you and they’re realm seers. They sense subtle fluctuations in chi that occur when portals between realms open nearby.”
			

			
				Max nodded. That sounded useful for detecting monster surges, but the idea of bonding with a charro didn’t particularly excite him. 
			

			
				“Before we move on with our lesson, you must promise me one thing,” Kai Lo said.
			

			
				“Of course, what is it?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Smooth Talker is a powerful mind manipulation skill. You may never use it to cause harm to those who know and trust you,” Kai Lo stated firmly.
			

			
				“I’d never do that,” Max said, his tone serious. “I’ve done things in the past I’m not proud of, but I always looked out for my friends and family. I’ve never manipulated anyone, especially not for personal gain.”
			

			
				“I thought as much,” Kai Lo replied. “But I had to make my stance on the matter clear. It is a powerful weapon, and your allies need to be able to trust that you won’t manipulate them. You will gain enough enemies from people learning you have mental powers, no point adding your allies to that list.” 
			

			
				Max was glad that he did. “Understood.” The ability to influence people was not something he’d take lightly. He had no problem using such skills against enemies, but Max knew a thing or two about losing trust in your friends and he never wanted to make that mistake again. 
			

			
				“Now let’s begin,” Kai Lo said, shifting the focus back to their training.
			

			
				Max rubbed his hands together eagerly, ready to get started.
			

			
				“Like Soothe, let your chi flow. Don’t force it. Sense your target’s heartbeat and match yours to theirs. When your chi washes over your vocal cords, clear your throat. Then speak,” Kai Lo instructed.
			

			
				Max thought of those hypnotists at the Vegas shows he went to with his old boss. “Can I use willpower to resist you?” he joked. 
			

			
				Kai Lo laughed. “You can try...”
			

			
				Max braced himself while a crooked grin appeared on Kai Lo’s face. It felt strangely reassuring. Kai Lo cleared his throat and said, “Max, you look tired. Please take a seat.”
			

			
				A wave of tiredness swept over Max, and without thinking, he sat down... on the ground. His cheeks flushed once he realized what he had done, earning curious glances from people passing by.
			

			
				He tried to get up, but he felt compelled to stay there. The more he resisted, the worse he felt. A cold sweat washed over him, while Kai Lo just stood there with that damn smile on his face.
			

			
				“Now it’s your turn,” Kai Lo said, his smile vanishing.
			

			
				Max stood up and shook off the dizziness. “Is it normal to feel like I’ve got bugs crawling all over me?” He resisted the urge to scratch his skin all over.
			

			
				“An unfortunate side effect of trying to resist Smooth Talker. It should pass in a minute or two. In time, you will need to learn how to resist the effects yourself. But first, let’s get you familiar with the basics.”
			

			
				Max visualized his ball of energy and let chi flow from it around his body. Once he focused on his vocal cords, he felt a light buzz in his throat and resisted the urge to hum. Instead, he cleared his throat and smiled.
			

			
				Looking Kai Lo confidently in the eye, he said, “How about you take a seat?”
			

			
				Kai Lo didn’t move. “Don’t ask questions, it weakens your influence. Try again.”
			

			
				Max cleared his throat. “Take a seat.”
			

			
				Again, Kai Lo didn’t flinch. “You forgot to smile.”
			

			
				Taking a deep breath, Max smiled and tried again. This time, he tried to match his words to Kai Lo’s. “Please take a seat.”
			

			
				“Much better,” Kai Lo said. “But you are missing something.”
			

			
				Max chewed his cheek, thinking back to the exact words Kai Lo used. A moment later, it came to him.
			

			
				Smiling, he let his chi flow and cleared his throat. “Kai Lo, you look very tired. Please take a seat.”
			

			
				This time, Kai Lo’s brow twitched, and his cheery expression vanished. He didn’t sit down, but an update flashed in Max’s vision.
			

			
				Soothe Upgrade Level 1: Smooth Talker. Amplifies charisma to captivate and influence beasts and humans within a 5-yard radius for 5 minutes. Cooldown: 1 hour. 
			

			
				“I did it!” Max punched the sky. “Looks like I really am a smooth talker.”
			

			
				“Don’t get cocky. You need more than a silver tongue to influence people,” Kai Lo warned, wagging a finger. “It takes wits and charisma too, which I’m glad to see you have since you have a charming smile and also realized that what you say matters. Suggesting emotions and feelings helps too.” His tone softened. “Also, try to relax. I know it’s hard to do when there’s so much to get right, so give it time.”
			

			
				Max’s shoulders relaxed. Kai Lo was right. There was a lot to think about, but like every new skill, he would get better with practice. One question remained.
			

			
				“The cooldown is pretty long. Will it decrease as I level up and my chi pool expands?” Max asked.
			

			
				“In a word, yes, but you need to reach Copper before that happens,” Kai Lo replied.
			

			
				“Should I practice on friends if I warn them of the effects?” Max asked.
			

			
				“Yes, it is a great way for them to practice resistance, especially if they’re at a similar cultivation level as you. Right now, you are halfway through Iron 2. Anyone who is Copper or above will easily resist your influence, but you will both gain experience by practicing together. Using it wisely is the most important advice I can give you,” Kai Lo said.
			

			
				“I will,” Max said with a bow. “Thank you for entrusting me with this skill.”
			

			
				“You earned it,” Kai Lo said, pointing to the stone mannequins. “Now go practice your bard skills, especially Spitting Turtle. See if you can balance power with accuracy. Your Unarmed Combat level was 9/100, if I recall correctly.”
			

			
				Max nodded.
			

			
				“Well, see if you can get us into double digits by the next time we meet,” Kai Lo said.
			

			
				Max grinned. “Challenge accepted!”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max had worked up an appetite by the time he left the range. Arriving in the mess hall, he was surprised to see how busy it was. The atmosphere was charged. Tobias stood up, winked at a passing female cultivator, then waved to him to come join them.
			

			
				Max was happy to see Tao and Adaya were there too. Adaya winced as he sat down. “You had training with Zan Lee Ann, I see. Need some ointment for that?” She gestured to the bruise on his forehead.
			

			
				“No thanks, I’ve been using my healing aura. Don’t worry, I look and feel much better than I did an hour ago.”
			

			
				“The Sparrow was in a foul mood with you, too?” Tobias said. “I thought it was just us with our ‘shoddy weapon skills’ that ticked her off.”
			

			
				Tao ate a thick slice of Darkin duck and washed it down with a drink. “I bet it has something to do with whatever has the clans all hot and bothered. The Profound Phoenix and Celestial Crane Clans were gossiping like grandmothers after my wall run.” He patted his belly and leaned back. “That was delicious! And the reason I ran a faster time today.”
			

			
				“How so?” Adaya asked, leaning forward with a curious smile.
			

			
				“Darkin duck is a seasonal special dish. They’re rare as hen’s teeth and always sell out. That was all the motivation I needed to run faster.”
			

			
				Max laughed, and the others joined in. Tao shoved the platter of duck, fish, gorro and noodles toward Max. “Eat up.” He flashed a wicked grin. “Before they’re all gone.”
			

			
				“Thanks. I’m so hungry I could eat the hind leg off a donkey,” Max said, helping himself to a juicy piece of duck and gorro. It was nearly as tasty as the high-chi meals in Bardon’s inn. Thanks to the academy points they’d earned, they could afford to buy high-chi meals for a day or two.
			

			
				Tao poured him a dark, cloudy drink that tasted a lot like root beer. “It helps balance the Spirit and Water chi in the meat.”
			

			
				Max sat back and enjoyed the refreshing taste while listening to Adaya and Tobias discuss their future prospects.
			

			
				“Master Primus told me I have great potential as a scribe,” Tobias said. “My only problem is that parchment is damn expensive. The five academy points we got for each of those water drake parts was an insult. It wouldn’t have happened if we were part of the Hunter’s Guild.”
			

			
				“Or one of those highbrow clans,” Tao said, nodding toward the exit. “After my run, I saw lots of them heading toward the admissions building. I’m curious to know why.”
			

			
				“Why didn’t you follow them?” Tobias said. “Or better yet, ask them?”
			

			
				“Because I was hungry.” Tao shrugged, as if the answer was obvious.
			

			
				Adaya perked up. “The Hunter’s Guild noticeboard is right outside the admissions building. I’d say that’s what drew them there.” She took a quick drink and jumped up. “Let’s go check it out.”
			

			
				“Great idea,” Tao said, smiling at Adaya. Her cheeks pinked.
			

			
				Tobias’s eyes narrowed at Tao.
			

			
				The big guy was too busy looking at Adaya to notice. “With the increase in monster sightings, there might be tons of new bounties. We might stand a better chance of getting one.”
			

			
				Tobias snorted. “We’d have a better chance if we were part of the guild. They won’t look at low-level cultivators like us.”
			

			
				Adaya crossed her arms. “Well, we won’t find out if we stand around here complaining.”
			

			
				She turned away from her brother’s scowl. “Come on, Tao, lead the way.” They left the mess hall, smiling at each other, with Tobias and Max trailing behind.
			

			
				Tao used his gigantic form to push through the crowds. Adaya had already read the post by the time Max and Tobias caught up. Her eyes lit up as she turned around. “The Golden Griffin Guild is recruiting new members. The best part is you don’t have to be a clan member.”
			

			
				Tobias grinned, drawing the group into a huddle. “We’re definitely going to apply, right? They have all the best resources.”
			

			
				“Don’t get ahead of yourself, brother. The only perks for us will be that we won’t get monster dregs.”
			

			
				“And more academy points!” Tobias added.
			

			
				Max rubbed the back of his neck, wondering if there was a catch. “How much is it to apply?”
			

			
				“Pfft... Don’t worry about that,” Tobias waved him off with a cocky grin. “Master Primus runs the Golden Griffin Guild, and I’m his star student. We’re practically a shoo-in.”
 
			

			



				29 The Golden Griffin
			

			
				Master Primus’s office was like a treasure trove for magpies. Max wished he had sunglasses. Every surface was bright and shiny. All the furniture was painted gold.
			

			
				“Welcome, welcome, young cultivators.” He flashed a gold-toothed grin. “Quite an impressive application. Before you ask, we’re widening the selection criteria to meet the demand. Not everyone agrees, but I say it’s about bloody time. As a favor to Tobias, I’m seeing you first. Line up so I can get a good look at you.”
			

			
				He stroked his long silver beard, looking every inch like a badass ’70s kung fu master. “Who is your group leader?” he asked.
			

			
				Tobias opened his mouth to answer.
			

			
				Max beat him to it. “Sister Adaya. She is calm under pressure and an excellent fighter and healer.”
			

			
				Her lips parted in surprise.
			

			
				“I’m glad you didn’t say Tobias,” Primus said with a wink. “He’s an excellent scribe and an impressive hunter. But Sister Zan said he’s a tad impulsive. She also said his sister displays excellent judgment and is more than capable of reining him in.”
			

			
				Tao beamed. “Adaya is a natural-born leader.”
			

			
				Tobias had the look of a wounded animal. He was smart enough not to protest in front of his mentor.
			

			
				Primus put their application down; he was surrounded by mountains of parchment. He drummed his fingers on the table. “To become full members, you must pass a trial of my choosing. It so happens we are spring cleaning our mountain lookouts and have discovered a minor problem.”
			

			
				A spring clean in high summer?
			

			
				Curious.
			

			
				Max shared a knowing look with the others. Everything led back to the increased monster sightings.
			

			
				“We have a large rat infestation at our East Ridge Lookout. You must clear it as soon as possible. Any thoughts?”
			

			
				“Sounds really easy, barely an inconvenience,” Tobias said, raising his chin. “We’ve done it before. Block their escape tunnels and smoke them out.”
			

			
				“Think again. I need their hides in tip-top condition to use as parchment. Any more questions? No? Then don’t let me keep you.” In a blur, he passed them and opened the door. A long queue of clanless hopefuls had formed, waiting to see him. He ushered them into the corridor. 
			

			
				Max had hardly taken a step when Primus yelled, “Next!” His voice lost all of its charm.
			

			
				…
			

			
				They set out early the next morning, Tao joining them this time. Talk soon turned to weapons as they climbed higher up the mountain path.
			

			
				“What’s your favorite?” Max asked Tao.
			

			
				His dark eyes glowed with pride. “My grandfather’s shovel. He turned the soil in my grandmother’s herb garden with it for years. Left it to me when he died. Forge Master Roh used his Metal affinity to turn it into Earthshaker Spade.”
			

			
				He showed it to Max. It had a curved blade at one end, perfect for slicing through enemies, and a sturdy six-foot wooden handle. It looked small in his hands.
			

			
				“You have Earth affinity, I take it?” Max asked, unable to sense his cultivation level.
			

			
				“Yes,” Tao nodded, “and Metal affinity along with a hint of Spirit, but not enough to use for skills. It does give me the ability to process Spirit chi, so I’m not going to complain.” The blade glinted as he said that, looking sharper than before.
			

			
				“Impressive,” Max said, feeling thankful the big teen was on their side.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Tao said, “but the real test will be when we face off against actual monsters.”
			

			
				Farther up the trail, it got rockier and steeper. Soon, the trees thinned out, allowing Max to look back and see how high they’d climbed.
			

			
				He inhaled the fresh mountain air. “Wow, nice view.”
			

			
				“So beautiful!” Tao said, catching his breath. Stopping beside Max, Tao placed one hand on his knee and stole a glance at Adaya.
			

			
				Ah, young love, Max thought, smiling to himself.
			

			
				“We’re almost at the lookout,” Tobias called over his shoulder as he carried on up the trail.
			

			
				“We’ll catch up,” Max replied, enjoying the warmth of the sun on his face. It cast a nice shimmer on the stream running down the side of the mountain, pooling like a silver mirror near the pastures far below.
			

			
				It felt good to take a moment to appreciate where he was.
			

			
				This high up, it almost reminded him of home and the hiking trips he’d gone on when he was a kid. Far below, the academy lands sprawled all the way to the city gates. Everything looked smaller, including the wall that ran the length of the valley. Closing his eyes for a moment, his senses tingled from the natural energy flowing all around them.
			

			
				“Found the lookout,” Tobias called from further up the trail.
			

			
				Taking one final look, Max, Tao and Adaya continued uphill. His brows rose as they crested the ridge. On the far side, the ground fell away to a level area filled with what looked like bunkers and huts. It was like someone magically carved away the rock and replaced it with earth and shrubs. Looking closer, Max noticed holes in the roof and weeds growing everywhere.
			

			
				“Watch your step,” Tao warned, stomping on a small hole in the ground until the sides caved in.
			

			
				“You’ve a keen eye,” Adaya said, impressed. “I bet there are plenty more of them leading back to the main rat den.”
			

			
				Tao tapped his temple. “Earth Sense. It’ll help me find and close off all the escape routes, so they will have only one way to go when we flush them out.” He wandered off, stomping in more holes as he went.
			

			
				Tobias called them over to a large barrel at the side of the lookout hut. Rainwater filled it to the brim. He wrung his hands together. “Let’s get to work. These rats are nocturnal, so we’re going to have to flush them out.”
			

			
				Max knew better than to assume these rats were like the ones back home. “Where are they going to come out from?” His eyes went wide when he saw the size of the den entrance.
			

			
				Adaya took out her spear, and Tobias his sword, confirming his worst suspicions. These rats were big. “Don’t worry about killing them. Leave that to us. Practice your bard skills. Tao can cover you.”
			

			
				Tao wandered back over. “Got all the holes closed up. Ready?”
			

			
				“Before that,” Adaya said, “can you give us a hand lifting this barrel over to the den entrance?” Max laughed.
			

			
				Adaya, Tobias, and Tao shared a look of confusion.
			

			
				“What’s so funny?” Adaya asked, gripping the barrel opposite her brother.
			

			
				“You’re serious?” Max asked.
			

			
				Tobias scowled. “As serious as death and taxes. I wouldn’t ask if I could project chi and move this much water over there.”
			

			
				Max could see the strain on their faces as they tried to move it.
			

			
				He raised a finger. “Give me a minute.” He took out his drum and, taking a wide stance, tapped out Soldier’s Beat in rhythm with his heart. Da dum, da dum, da dum…
			

			
				Drawing on his ball of chi, he imagined chi flowing out of him and surrounding Tobias, Adaya and Tao in a powerful aura. Their eyes lit up. Tao and Adaya smiled at each other.
			

			
				“I feel great,” Tobias said.
			

			
				“Stronger,” Adaya added.
			

			
				“I feel like I could crush a rock with my bare hand,” Tao boomed.
			

			
				Max nodded. “We’ve got about five minutes of increased endurance and strength.” Gritting his teeth, he joined in, and together they raised the barrel a couple of inches off the ground. He now understood why moving the barrel was no laughing matter. Even with the boost, it was heavy as shit!
			

			
				Coordinating their movements, they shuffle-stepped toward the den opening.
			

			
				One last heave, and they tipped the water out. It spilled into the tunnel like a waterfall. Tao rolled the barrel away, and they dashed over to the only escape exit that the rats had left.
			

			
				The ground trembled, and Max stumbled back as rats poured out in greater numbers than he’d expected. And they were huge, easily the size of a capybara but with killer fangs and claws.
			

			
				Adaya, Tobias and Tao took advantage of Soldier’s Beat and hacked and slashed their way through the rat horde. The jumbo rats were fiercely territorial; they went from flight to fight mode as soon as they escaped their waterlogged den.
			

			
				Max jumped back, using Frog Glides Through the Grass each time the ankle-biters came near. Tobias and Adaya were not so lucky. Both suffered nasty bites. Max cleared a path using some well-timed Spitting Turtle attacks.
			

			
				“Pew, pew!” Two chi spitballs flew out and slammed into a charging rat, leaving a crater behind and the flattened remains of the creature. That wouldn’t do. Primus wanted their hides intact to make parchment. Max threw out two more chi spitballs wide of the mark. It was enough to scare the rats, giving him the time he needed to focus on his heart rate and start Heart Tap Beat Healing Aura.
			

			
				Although Adaya and Tobias could cycle chi faster and heal their minor flesh wounds, Max saw it as a perfect time to test the skill on others. He did his best to gauge their distance and experimented with the Heart Tap Beat until he was in range of Adaya. Tobias moved too fast, and Tao’s movements were erratic.
			

			
				A few fails made him realize he needed to plan it better next time. Asking them to stay within range would be a good start. With a little more practice, he would maximize the healing aura’s area of effect. Max decided against using more chi attacks; he could feel his energy draining.
			

			
				It was time for a suna stick workout.
			

			
				Sweeping both sticks in a wide arc, he cleared a path toward Adaya. Max fell into a fighting stance with his back to her. Crouching, he swept the sticks in a low circular arc, knocking the rats off their feet before they could slash or bite him.
			

			
				Slamming his sticks down, he finished them off by crushing their skulls.
			

			
				As the bodies piled up, the clever rats attacked less and began to evade. Finally, they retreated. Adaya sprinkled herbal rat repellent around while Max, Tobias, and Tao skinned the beasts and removed the cores.
			

			
				“Not bad,” Tobias said, stowing the hides and cores in his bag of holding. “Primus will be able to make good quality parchment. Keep practicing those aura skills, Max, especially that power boost.”
			

			
				Adaya scowled at her brother, then turned to Max. “What Tobias means to say is that we really appreciated your healing aura and power boost.”
			

			
				“I could’ve done a better job healing, but you all were too spread apart. Until my range increases, we’ll have to coordinate better. And using my Spitting Turtle attack was a waste. It damaged the hides too much.”
			

			
				Tao grinned. “You did fine, and with our powers combined, we make a great team.”
			

			
				As they started back toward the academy, Max nodded. “Well said, Tao. I couldn’t agree more!”
			

			
				Max’s spirits rose even higher when he checked his progress after his nighttime cultivation.
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 2 66% completed 
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 18% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 23%, Air 26%, Spirit 24%, Wood 27%
 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 14
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 4
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle Level 1 
			

			
				Soothe Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat Level 1
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
			

			
				Blessing of Xeren (Temporary)

 
			

			
				Using Spitting Turtle and practicing his aura skills to help his team hunt and kill those jumbo rats brought his unarmed combat skills into double digits, and he’d increased his Armed Combat as well.
			

			
				 And his Iron Stage Level 2 increased over 20% since his last update. There was no doubt about it. Monster hunting was definitely worth the effort. 
			

			
				“Let’s turn in the rats. I want to see how many points we get,” Adaya said.
			

			
				“I’m sure it will be good,” Tobias said. “Master Primus is no piker when it comes to points.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Heading back down from the lookout went far quicker than the trip up, and it wasn’t long before Max and the gang stood outside Master Primus’s door. Hearing a heated discussion coming from the other side, Max hesitated to knock.
			

			
				“With all due respect, Administrator Bindo, Cultivator Lang’s father, doesn’t run the Golden Griffin Guild. I do,” Primus argued.
			

			
				An exaggerated cough followed. “Pardon me, but Senior Lang, patriarch of the Profound Phoenix Clan, puts the gold in the Golden Griffin Guild.”
			

			
				Primus scoffed. “Bah, he’s not our only patron, even if he acts like he is. If he’s so concerned with the ‘riff raff’ we are allowing into the guild, he knows where to find me. He and his generous behind could do with the exercise.”
			

			
				Silence followed. Max took that as his cue to knock.
			

			
				“Come in,” Primus said.
			

			
				They all entered and bowed.
			

			
				“Aha, greetings, young cultivators. I received your most impressive update: one hundred rat hides in excellent condition. Congratulations, you are now members of the Golden Griffin Guild. As for your reward for the rat hides, our starting rate is twenty points each per hide.”
			

			
				Administrator Bindo frowned. “That is far too generous for Novices.”
			

			
				“Nonsense! Stronger cultivators survive longer and kill more beasts. Worth the investment.”
			

			
				Administrator Bindo pursed his lips and took his leave with a bow.
			

			
				Primus watched him leave, then handed Adaya a scroll. “Here’s your next quest. Off you trot, young cultivators! May your chi flow like a mighty river, your spirit soar like an eagle, and your luck be as boundless as the heavens... or at least enough to avoid stepping into a moon cow pie!”
			

			
				Tao laughed.
			

			
				Adaya read the scroll aloud while Tobias listened eagerly. “Rutting hargo running amok in the farmer’s fields. I think we can handle…” Her words trailed off.
			

			
				Max felt Senior Hara’s presence before she brushed by him. She wore a grim look as she stood in front of them.
			

			
				“Forget hargo. Real monsters are coming.”
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				The room fell silent as Senior Hara stood there.
			

			
				“What do you mean, Sister Hara?” Primus asked.
			

			
				“Another monster surge has been reported in the Senoa Swamps and the Eastern Sky Mountain Range.”
			

			
				The room grew very still. Max’s pulse raced as they all exchanged a worried glance.
			

			
				Finally, Tobias broke the silence.
			

			
				“I have only one question,” he said. “When can we hunt them?”
			

			
				Senior Hara frowned. “It’s not that simple. I know living near the Senoa Swamps you’re no stranger to monster surges, but they were small fry compared to what’s coming.”
			

			
				Tobias’s confident look vanished.
			

			
				Adaya and Tao glanced at each other, then back to Senior Hara.
			

			
				Primus stroked his beard, his eyes locked on Senior Hara. “That’s why the local regent summoned you and Sister Zan, isn’t it?”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “I’m afraid so. The three provinces bordering the Central Wilds are ill at ease. Chi levels are rising. The migration of dire beasts from the Central Wilds is happening at an alarming rate. Soon we won’t be able to deal with the monster surges heading this way. That’s why all sects and academies were ordered to increase the numbers of monster hunters by all means necessary.”
			

			
				Max scratched his jaw. “What’s causing the sharp increase in monster surges?”
			

			
				“Not only are more portals opening up, but they are staying open for longer due to increased stability.”
			

			
				Tao paled. “Which means more monsters can pour in.”
			

			
				“Unfortunately, there’s more bad news.” Senior Hara clasped her hands in front of herself. “There’s a knock-on effect on the natural dire beast population. Take our charoos, for example. They are highly sensitive to chi fluctuations when portals open and close. Other beasts near the Central Wilds are fleeing their natural hunting grounds to escape these fluctuations.”
			

			
				Adaya chewed her lip. “What about mobilizing all active rangers?”
			

			
				“Already done, but the number of active Rangers has dwindled in recent years,” Senior Hara said, her tone regretful.
			

			
				“What about retired rangers like Bardon?” Tobias asked.
			

			
				“Yes,” Senior Hara said. “He’s near the swamp and will leave his inn to do his part in the One Hundred Kills quest.”
			

			
				That sounded dangerous and exciting. Max leaned forward, asking, “Can Novice hunters like us take part in the quest?” He crossed his fingers, hoping the answer would be yes.
			

			
				“Anyone who is a member of a guild—or the academy, for that matter—can take part, no matter their status. Whether low-level cultivators should take part is another matter entirely.” 
			

			
				An academy-wide quest. It’s definitely serious then, Max thought. As far as he knew, this only happened in grave situations where they needed all hands on deck.
			

			
				“What does it involve?” Adaya asked.
			

			
				“Each team must rack up one hundred kills and present the monster cores to their guild master as evidence. Complete the quest in one month and receive one hundred academy points each per core. If you collect five rare Metal cores, you’ll receive bonus points and an elixir of your choosing. Be one of the first three to finish and you’ll get bonus points too. Finally, the top ranked group will have their choice of quests for one hundred days.”
			

			
				Tobias’s mouth fell open. Adaya closed it.
			

			
				Max did the math. That was one heck of a quest with awesome rewards. “Is there a bounty list?” he asked.
			

			
				“Of course there is,” Senior Hara said. “But I won’t release it until I give the formal announcement later today. I’m telling you now because there will be an uproar among the nobles. I’m giving you time to prepare and offering you a friendly warning—watch your back. With competition this fierce, this academy will be just as dangerous as any part of the Central Wilds. Stick together, work as a team, recognize your strengths and weaknesses and find them before others do.”
			

			
				For the first time, Tao looked worried. Max understood—how safe would he be once the announcement was made? Cultivators like Xu Lang would see him as an easy target since he was a clanless farmer. 
			

			
				“I think it’s a great idea that we stick together, but right now, Tao is on his own,” Max said. “Can he stay with us in Zan Lee Ann’s compound?”
			

			
				Adaya beamed. “Great idea. There are plenty of free rooms.”
			

			
				Senior Hara’s brow furrowed. “Under normal circumstances, that would be difficult. But since you are all now members of the Golden Griffin Guild, I can allow it.” She looked at Adaya and Tobias. “How about you both help Tao gather his belongings and discretely move him into the compound? Primus, would you mind calling on Sister Zan and letting her know she’ll have a new guest?”
			

			
				“Of course. She’s such a people person. I’m sure she’ll be delighted,” Primus replied with a wink. He bowed with a flourish and zipped out the door in a golden blur.
			

			
				She turned to Max as the others prepared to leave. “How about you and I have a little talk about your cultivation progress?”
			

			
				Max was happy with that. It was a great opportunity to get as much cultivation advice as possible.
			

			
				She dove straight in. “Tell me, how far into Iron Level 2 have you progressed? I have a good sense of it, but I like the specifics.” 
			

			
				Max cleared his throat. “Right now, I’m over the halfway mark at 66%. I’m progressing much slower with my body cultivation. I’m at 16%, and that’s with using the Twisted Tree Meditation twice a day.”
			

			
				Senior Hara remained silent for a moment. She took a deep breath, then and let out a long exhale. She began to walk around the room, and Max could feel her aura pressing against him. When she completed a full circle, she finally spoke.
			

			
				“Do you know what I was doing there?”
			

			
				Max scratched his brow. “Looks like you were doing the Rumbling Storm breathing technique while walking around the room.”
			

			
				Her eyes lit up. “Exactly! I can draw chi into my core while on the move. I’m sure you can see how handy it is when you don’t have to rely on seated breathing or meditation techniques.”
			

			
				Max grinned, delighted with this new insight. “What about the Twisted Tree technique?” With all the threats coming, he wanted to be as physically strong as possible.
			

			
				Senior Hara pursed her lips. “Not recommended at your cultivation level. Twisted Tree requires much focus and visualization. You won’t be able to split your awareness. However, in time, perhaps.”
			

			
				Max’s heart sank, but it made sense. Once he reached the Copper rank, his ability to cultivate on the move would become more effective.
			

			
				“Don’t look so down. During the One Hundred Kills Quest, you’ll absorb a small amount of chi from the monsters you kill. If you collect five Metal cores, you’ll win a potion that will push your advancement to Copper. But in relation to body cultivation, I warn you not to cut corners with chi enhancers. You chose the Fountain of Sacred Soil path because you weren’t afraid to work hard in order to lay down solid foundations in the Iron stage.”
			

			
				“You’re right,” Max said. He was glad to have the reminder. His path also allowed him to take advantage of all four of his affinities, as well as Earth.
			

			
				“Chin up, Max! Gain all the academy points you can. Eventually, you’ll be able to pay for the Iron Silkworm potion.”
			

			
				“What’s that?” Max asked.
			

			
				“A body cultivation enhancer. It’s not recommended before you’re a third of the way in. It tastes like liquid death. You’ll wish that you died after drinking it. But once you come through the other side, it will boost your body cultivation progress up to 50%,” Senior Hara explained.
			

			
				Max grinned. That was a goal he was happy to work toward. The liquid death sounded terrible, but worth it.
			

			
				For now, he would keep cultivating and aim to break through to Iron 3. In the long-term, Max and his team needed to work better together. He would practice his combat skills and embrace the role of support.
			

			
				“If you’re going on this quest, don’t forget to eat foods that keep your four affinities balanced,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Max nodded. “What would happen if my affinities became unbalanced?”
			

			
				Senior Hara’s expression turned grim. “It would be—in a word—unpleasant. At your low level of cultivation, even minor fluctuations with your affinities can make you feel ill. Over time, if not addressed, it would stunt your progression. In other words, it’s not something I recommend. You need to eat well until you advance to the Adept stage. Then what you eat is more for enjoyment than anything else.
			

			
				“Speaking of advancing,” Max said, “I better get back to training.”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “Remember, it’s not just about cultivation, but also working as a team. Good luck, Max.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				“Morning, Kev,” Max said, strolling into the empty courtyard. Sunlight filtered through the silver birch trees, casting a patchwork of shadows on the flagstones.
			

			
				There was no sign of the plucky rooster.
			

			
				“Still on your morning walkabout, eh?” Max said, taking a swig from his drink, a concoction he had grabbed from the mess hall. Tao had claimed it helped maintain balanced affinities.
			

			
				The fact it tasted like root beer was a welcome bonus.
			

			
				Moving on from his search for Kev, Max wondered if Tao had settled into their group’s quarters yet. Hopefully, he, Adaya and Tobias would be ready for a team training session. With a mischievous grin, Max reached into his pocket and pulled out a dried sweet plum.
			

			
				“This should do the trick.”
			

			
				Max had barely tossed the plum in the air when a streak of red and green shot by on lightning spurs, snatching the fruit from midair. The blur landed on top of a wooden hut with a sharp clack, and there perched Kev the rooster, a fiery glint in his eye.
			

			
				His wattles jiggled as he threw his head back and let out a victorious caw. With a gulp so loud it resonated through the courtyard, Kev swallowed the plum whole.
			

			
				“Enjoy, my fine feathered friend,” Max said. He bowed his head respectfully. To his surprise, Kev ruffled his wings and returned the bow.
			

			
				Sweet success!
			

			
				The rooster no longer looked like he wanted to tear Max apart for trespassing in his mighty domain. As Max glanced to the far side of Kev’s hut, he noticed a newly built coop. Inside, hens roamed about, their little heads bobbing up and down as they pecked for seeds.
			

			
				Max couldn’t help but smile and shake his head. Who needed to join a clan when they had Tao, a rooster called Kev, and a handful of hens? They were growing their own clan right here, in the heart of the academy.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max focused on the Rumbling Storm technique as he made his way to the training dungeon. Distractions lurked around every corner, forcing him to start over again and again. By the time they reached the range, he had only drawn in a small amount of chi. Still, he felt energized.
			

			
				It was a start. He just needed to keep practicing. Visualizing the flow of chi through his body had once seemed impossible. Now it was as natural as breathing air. In time, the same would be true when practicing Rumbling Storm on the move.
			

			
				Adaya led them to the far end of the range, where it was quieter. She motioned for them to gather around. “We can practice our skills here all we want, but if we don’t plan ahead and work as a team, we’ll be in deep trouble once we’re out in the wilds.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “We may be Novices, but we should see ourselves as part of a tribe where each member brings something unique to the table. We’ll fill in the gaps for each other.”
			

			
				Tobias, a bow in hand, took aim at a stone mannequin and fired. He turned to the group. “Using my bow at range is a solid way to start any engagement with the monsters we’re hunting. Since we’ll be facing larger creatures, blinding them would be our best bet. I can take them down in one shot if they’re small.”
			

			
				“Until we grow stronger,” Adaya added, “dealing as much damage as possible from a distance is a clever strategy. Only a few high-level monsters can reach us with their attacks from bow range.”
			

			
				“We have to use every advantage we can,” Tao said.
			

			
				Tobias crossed his arms. “Leave the ranged attacks to me. The monster will either charge at us or attempt to flee. Max, you can use Spitting Turtle to guide it in the desired direction.”
			

			
				“I can do that,” Max said with a grin, recalling how useful that strategy was against the rats. “If it comes toward us, what midrange attacks do we have?”
			

			
				Adaya pulled out her rusty dagger. “I’m better with the swordstaff, but I’ve slowed down dire beasts before with my daggers at midrange. I’m following the Ocean’s Tide cultivation style. In time, I’ll be strong enough to unleash waves of water.”
			

			
				Tobias placed a hand on her shoulder. “Don’t underestimate yourself. You can already create a distracting mist, better than I can. Those nobles look down on Water cultivators. But do you know what I learned? Our bodies are mostly made up of water. Just imagine what you and I can do when we grow stronger.”
			

			
				Adaya smiled and gave his hand a grateful squeeze. Despite their daily bickering, they clearly had each other’s backs.
			

			
				Tao scratched his neck. “What if the monster tries to flee? Back on the farm, our goal was to protect the livestock.”
			

			
				“If it’s a solitary creature and there’s no threat of an ambush, you can pursue it and launch a barrage of attacks until it weakens. Once that happens, it’s safer to engage in melee combat,” Adaya explained.
			

			
				She demonstrated with her spear, swiftly striking out and then spinning in a wide arc before retreating into a defensive stance. “Watch out for spiked tails, claws, tusks, you name it. Some monsters even have toxic glands and can spit venom. But if you neutralize those, you can go for the kill shot with less risk of injury.”
			

			
				Max, though limited in hunting experience, understood the fundamentals. “Whether it’s a dire beast or a monster, the most efficient attack is a blow to the head or heart. I’ll provide healing aura or power boost support so you can finish them off before they have a chance to kill you.”
			

			
				“Great idea, Max,” Tobias said. “Just shout at us to get in range so we don’t miss out on the area of effect.”
			

			
				Tao frowned slightly. “Back at the inn, you mentioned I could support Max.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Yes, you can take some damage to protect him, but that won’t be your sole role. I’m swift and have plenty of melee experience, but we’ll rely on your strength to deliver the final blows to the bigger monsters. How does that sound?”
			

			
				“That sounds fantastic,” Tao replied eagerly, brandishing his Earthshaker Spade. “I pity any fool monster that crosses our path.”
			

			
				“Then we better start practicing,” Max declared. He smiled as Kai Lo entered the range, striding over with a confident grin.
			

			
				“Senior Hara told me I’d find you all here. She asked me to give these to you.” Scrolls appeared in Kai Lo’s hand. He gave one each to Adaya and Tao. Then he gave Tobias two.
			

			
				“Skill scrolls,” they gasped in unison, almost too stunned to express their gratitude.
			

			
				Kai Lo waved off their thanks. “Use them to slay monsters. That’s all the appreciation we need.”
			

			
				Adaya opened her scroll. “Oh, Haste. That’ll be handy.”
			

			
				“Yes it will,” Kai Lo said before showing Adaya how to use the skill to enhance her speed and spear strikes. “Don’t forget to practice your footwork, too. It’s easy to lose control at higher speeds, and the last thing you want is to lose your balance or your weapon.”
			

			
				“Or run headfirst into a tree,” Tobias added, laughing. Adaya playfully nudged him in the ribs.
			

			
				Next, Kai Lo helped Tao wield his weapon, demonstrating his new skill—Power Thrust—to deliver even stronger strikes. Finally, he guided Tobias in channeling his chi while activating Force Shot, enhancing the range and accuracy of his arrow shots.
			

			
				By the time Kai Lo was finished, Tobias was grinning from ear to ear. He also practiced with a skill called Hunter’s Gift. Max couldn’t help thinking he looked like a kid unwrapping gifts.
			

			
				Fueled by the energy of the team, Max honed his Spitting Turtle technique until an idea struck him. “Kai Lo, could you control the distance of the stone mannequin, starting at the farthest point and gradually bringing it closer?”
			

			
				“Good idea,” Kai Lo agreed. “That way, you can practice your strategy, shifting from ranged attacks to melee as a single unit.”
			

			
				Although it wasn’t a perfect simulation, it gave an excellent starting point for them to understand their positions and coordination. After a few attempts, they stopped colliding with each other, gaining a better sense of where each member needed to be.
			

			
				For the next two hours, they trained as a team, paying no mind to the dagger eyes from the nobles who had scoffed when Senior Hara announced that anyone in a guild could participate in the One Hundred Kills Quest.
			

			
				Afterward, Adaya and Tobias studied the bounty list. They both arrived at the same conclusion. To compete for the top rank, they would have to hunt lathwar, striped orcana and pharon in the mountains. Max had no idea what any of these creatures looked like, but a surge of excitement flew through him. Soon he would find out.
			

			
				…
			

			
				After a tasty dinner, Max made his way to the archives on his own, eager to dive into the realm of beast lore. Tobias had mentioned that the Rangers’ field notes were a hidden treasure, accessible only to those in the know. Scribe Master Primus had gathered a collection by cleverly requesting them from the local regent. After a day of intense training, Max looked forward to this change of pace.
			

			
				Walking back to the compound, his mind raced with thoughts of types of beasts he might encounter. The idea of forming a bond with one thrilled him, but he struggled to focus on the Rumbling Storm technique. He was more on edge than usual. A nagging feeling urged him to check his progress.
			

			
				“Update.”
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 2 82% completed 
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 22% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 23%, Air 26%, Spirit 28%, Wood 23%
 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 18
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 9
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 1 
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 1
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
			

			
				Blessing of Xeren (Temporary)
 
			

			
				His grin widened. He had come a long way, standing at 82% completion of Iron stage Level 2. Each step brought him closer to Copper stage.
			

			
				As expected, his body cultivation progress had only increased by 4%. On the upside, he was nearly a quarter of the way to completion. Though his Unarmed Combat level was at 18, he knew it would rise faster once he slayed some monsters in the mountains. Same with his Armed Combat level. But instead of excitement, a twist of dread gnawed at his stomach.
			

			
				Something wasn’t right.
			

			
				A closer look at his stats revealed an unexpected shift in his elemental affinities. His Wood affinity had dropped by 4%, now standing at 23%, while his Spirit affinity had risen by 5% to 29%.
			

			
				“That’s strange,” he said, striding past a group of nobles cursing him. He was too distracted to pay attention to what they were saying. The imbalance in his Wood affinity could be the cause of his unease. As for the increase in Spirit affinity, he had no idea what that would do to him.
			

			
				A cup of spruce tip tea might restore balance to my Wood affinity, he thought. Senior Hara had warned him of the effects of imbalances on his low cultivation base. Tomorrow, if his affinities were still out of whack, he’d ask Adaya or Senior Hara for advice. 
			

			
				Max pushed the matter aside as he caught sight of the compound shrouded in late evening shadows. A prickling sensation crawled up his spine as he stepped into the courtyard. An unshakeable feeling of being watched took hold.
			

			
				“Get a grip, Max!” he mumbled as he glanced toward the coop, finding it dark and silent. The hens and Kev were undoubtedly fast asleep inside.
			

			
				The warm glow coming from the kitchen window lifted his spirits. A smile played on his lips at the thought of eating a slice of walnut bread with his cup of tea.
			

			
				A sneering voice stopped his thoughts. “Nice evening for a walk.”
			

			
				Max flinched. His muscles tensed as the sound of mocking laughter and approaching footsteps filled his ears. He spun around.
			

			
				Xu Lang stood there, wearing fancy academy robes. His dark eyes narrowed on Max.
			

			
				“I think you must be lost. This is Zan Lee Ann’s private compound.” Max straightened, trying to seem more confident than he felt. “The exit’s behind you. I recommend a trip to the lake, or perhaps a nice long walk off a short boardwalk. Or you could always swim with the fishes.”
			

			
				Xu Lang’s gaze swept across the compound before settling on Max. “Oh, I’m not lost,” he said. “Not that I take advice from a lowly peasant like you.” Tilting his head, he continued, “You’re looking rather pale. All that training in the range must have exhausted you. I must say, I was quite amused to hear you actually believe you stand a chance of completing the One Hundred Kills Quest, you and your little troop of scum village farmers.”
			

			
				“You don’t need to worry about us,” Max said, his voice steady. “We know exactly what we’re doing. Worry about your own survival.”
			

			
				A wave of nausea washed over Max, and he felt dizzy.
			

			
				Xu Lang’s smirk widened. “Feeling a little off, are we? I’ve heard Outworlders are particularly sensitive to the effects of unbalanced affinities. Something as simple as a drink spiked with savage root could cripple your cultivation. With so many enemies here, be cautious about what you eat and drink, if it’s not already too late.” 
			

			
				“What have you done?” Max’s mind reeled, a cold sweat breaking out on his brow. Ghostly whispers filled his head. The shadows seemed to distort around him, as if he were coming down from a mind-bending trip.
			

			
				Xu Lang closed the distance between them, lowering his voice to a menacing whisper. “I will relish watching you suffer. It’s satisfying to know I didn’t even need to lift a finger to cripple your cultivation.”
			

			
				Max stood his ground, defiance burning in his eyes. “You haven’t crippled me yet.”
			

			
				“It’ll only be a matter of days,” Xu Lang sneered. “And don’t bother trying to tell anyone I poisoned you. I am the son of the patriarch of the Profound Phoenix Clan. I can get away with murder if I like.”
			

			
				Max gritted his teeth, his anger simmering. “Didn’t your father ever teach you not to count your chickens before they hatch?” Retrieving a sweet plum from his pocket, he continued, “Hey, Kev, we have a trespasser.”
			

			
				Unable to see anyone else in the courtyard, Xu Lang looked confused.
			

			
				Max grinned. “Right now, you’re in the Sparrow’s compound. Here, Kev is king. He eats patriarchs like your father for breakfast. Leave before he becomes your judge, jury and executioner.” 
			

			
				The click-clack of Kev’s metal spurs against the flagstones drew Xu Lang’s attention as the rooster emerged from the shadows. 
			

			
				“My—my, have you grown.” Max said. “What has Tobias been feeding you?” Struggling to keep his balance, Max said, “Can you please escort Cultivator Lang off the property?” 
			

			
				Kev’s eyes bulged white. Spreading his wings wide, he charged toward Xu Lang. A look of horror washed over the young noble’s face before he turned tail and fled.
			

			
				Max turned and stumbled toward the kitchen entrance. Somewhere in the distance, Xu Lang screamed like a strangled cat.
			

			
				“Ouch,” Max said. “I forgot to warn him not to let Kev’s metal spurs clip him on the way out.”
			

			
				Suddenly the world around Max spun, and the ground rushed up to meet him. Kev’s claws clacking on stone was the last thing he heard before darkness took him.
 
			

			
				



			
				30 Warrior’s Roar
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				 
			

			
				Matu led Chantelle to the back of the inn, slipping out into a courtyard wrapped in aged stone. Red lanterns floated above them, casting a warm glow over patrons seated at tables decked with wildflowers and ivy. Their laughter mingled with the clink of ale-filled mugs.
			

			
				Chantelle’s heart skipped a beat as her eyes met Caden’s.
			

			
				Smiling, Caden rose from his seat and waved her over. “It looks like life on the road suits you well,” he said, smile widening into a grin.
			

			
				Chantelle basked in the warmth of their embrace. Hunting every day was making her stronger. Each time she killed a monster, their chi flowed into her. Inch by inch, she was getting closer to Copper Level 2. And her martial skills were progressing at a steady pace. That’s how solid foundations were built.
			

			
				Caden settled back into his seat, patting the spot beside him. Chantelle joined him, pulling a large tooth from her ring of holding. “Here’s a little something for you—”
			

			
				“A komodor canine,” Caden gasped. They were like bears covered in reptile scales. Mean as a honey badger and twice as dangerous. Caden’s eyes went wide as he looked at it. “It’s a rare find, worth a pretty penny to the ivory merchants in Kafni.”
			

			
				Chantelle took her hand and placed it in Caden’s palm. “It will be worth even more to me if you keep it.”
			

			
				“Speaking of merchants,” Matu cut in. Crossing his arms, he leaned back. “Where’s everyone else?”
			

			
				Chantelle scratched her jaw. “Lars and Lilith are off trading cores. We snagged a massive Earth core from the komodor and Lars is itching to refine it. Nic headed to a leather crafter with the hide, claiming it’ll make outstanding armor.” 
			

			
				Matu smirked. “I bet Lars is taking his sweet time, wringing the pants off those merchants. He’s a master of driving a hard bargain.”
			

			
				Caden nodded. “He knows their vices better than their names. If I know him, he’s playing them against each other to get the best deal.”
			

			
				Matu leaned forward. “Chantelle, why didn’t you join them? It’s a great opportunity to learn about bartering and trade, especially if it’s different from where you come from.”
			

			
				Chantelle winked. “Oh, I know a thing or two about negotiating deals. It’s a universal skill. But that’s not why I didn’t go with them. We had a run-in with some nasty dog spiders, and I may have gotten a bit poisoned.”
			

			
				Matu cocked an eyebrow, and Caden’s face paled. “There’s no such thing as getting ‘a bit’ poisoned. You either were or you weren’t.”
			

			
				“I blacked out, but I’m fine now. Nic healed me and gave me some chi recovery pills. Then Lilith ordered me straight here to grab something to eat.”
			

			
				Matu pursed his lips. “I didn’t see any sign of food when you were chatting with those folks...”
			

			
				“I was thirsty, so I grabbed a seat at the bar.” Chantelle hesitated, deciding whether to mention her encounter with the Shiny Cock Clan douchebag. Seeing the lines of worry on Caden’s brow, she decided against it. “You won’t believe it, but I bumped into someone I knew back on Earth.”
			

			
				Matu exhaled, his expression unreadable. “The Outworlder you were sitting with when I found you?”
			

			
				Before she could answer, a pleasant voice cut in. “I’m Verna. What can I get you fine folks to eat and drink?”
			

			
				Matu drummed his fingers on the table, keeping his eyes on Chantelle. Clearing his throat, Caden spoke up. “What do you recommend for a group of hungry monster hunters? We’ll have some more joining us soon.”
 
			

			
				Verna smiled, wiping the table clean with a cloth. “The spice bag is a favorite among hunters. It’s a tasty combination of shredded salt and chili chicken, peppers, onions and fire chi-spiced potatoes. And to balance all that yang, I recommend horah fish with green scallions and steamed rice.”
 
			

			
				“Sounds fantastic! And bring us two jugs of ice-brewed ale and a jar of firewater,” Caden replied.
 
			

			
				“I’ll be right back with your drinks. It’s busy inside, so the food might take a little longer,” Verna said with a tired smile before making her way back inside.
 
			

			
				Matu turned to Chantelle, his gaze heavy. She squirmed under its weight. “Now tell us all about this friend of yours from Earth.”
 
			

			
				Chantelle glanced over her shoulder as voices rang out across the courtyard, relieved to see Lilith, Nic and Lars approaching. “Where’s Ash?” she asked, hoping to shift the topic…permanently.
 
			

			
				“Don’t worry about him,” Nic said. “He’s up on the roof eating fire seeds.”
			

			
				Lars smirked. “And shitting the husks on the alley cats below.”
			

			
				Chantelle cocked her brow. “Ash has something against alley cats?”
			

			
				“Not just alley cats. He hates cats of all shapes and sizes. Don’t even get him started on pumas.”
			

			
				“Or the green harvest moon...” Lilith added with an eye roll.
			

			
				Lars shook his head. “Or pharon.”
			

			
				“What are pharon?” Chantelle asked.
			

			
				Lars waved a dismissive hand. “Cats with wings.”
			

			
				Nic’s expression turned dark. “There’s more to them than that.”
			

			
				They glared at each other. Chantelle decided not to press further, sensing an old wound opening.
			

			
				Once everyone settled into their seats, Matu looked at Chantelle. “You were about to tell us about the old friend from Earth you met earlier.”
			

			
				Damn!
			

			
				They all knew how she’d died on Earth, but she’d never gone into detail about what actually happened.
			

			
				“His name’s Max, and he’s not an old friend. But I owe him my life. He lost his while trying to save mine.”
			

			
				Lars sneered. “So he’s the one who tried to save you from drowning? Technically, he didn’t save your life. You died, and all he did was get himself killed trying to be a hero.”
			

			
				Chantelle didn’t appreciate his perspective. “If I ever meet the future Mrs. Lars, I’ll be sure to tell her she’s marrying a real gem. At least you’ll have a life insurance payout to comfort you when you let her die.” 
			

			
				Lars raised his chin. “I don’t know what life insurance is. But at least I have the means to start a family. This Max of yours, has he even reached Copper yet? What’s his class?”
			

			
				Chantelle hesitated. She didn’t know Max’s class. “None of your business, but he’s attending the Three Flowers Academy.” She hoped namedropping such an exclusive academy would be enough to shut him up.
			

			
				It wasn’t.
			

			
				Lars snorted a laugh. “I bet you won’t tell because he’s a bard.”
			

			
				Verna returned, her cheery voice breaking the tension. “Chef’s on fire tonight, so here’s your food and drinks together,” she said, serving them.
			

			
				Chantelle thanked her and gave her a tip, happy to see Verna walk away with a smile on her tired face. Not wasting any time, she dove into her food, hoping Lars would take the hint.
			

			
				He loved the sound of his voice too much to stop talking.
			

			
				“If he’s a bard, I wonder if he knows any bad jokes. I could use some to torture some high-level beasts.”
			

			
				Matu poured Caden a frothy pint, then downed a shot of firewater. The table shook as he slammed his glass down while sucking air in through his teeth.
			

			
				“How about you give our ears a break? Lars! Eat up!” Matu’s fierce gaze told him it was more than a friendly suggestion.
			

			
				Scowling, Lars grabbed the jar of firewater, poured a shot, and knocked it back. Then he helped himself to a big serving from the two delicious platters.
			

			
				“I agree with Lars. Also, bards can’t keep their hands to themselves,” Lilith said.
			

			
				Caden stopped eating. “Not all bards are like that.” 
			

			
				“All the bards I’ve met were leery bastards,” Lilith said, waving her chopsticks about. “They were never that picky either; anyone was fair game,” she added, picking up a spiced potato. “Maybe it was the rough places I visited.” She shrugged, then stuffed the potato in her mouth.
			

			
				“Bards love to love almost as much as Lars loves coin,” Nic said without missing a beat.
			

			
				“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Lars replied casually.
			

			
				Chantelle lifted her ale and drank deep. “Coin won’t keep you warm on a cold night out in the Central Wilds,” she said, wiping froth from her lips.
			

			
				Lars bit down on a spicy chicken, sucking the juice from his thumb. “Let me explain a few things since you’re an Outworlder. The choices we make shape our future potential. Those of us who follow noble paths like fighters, beast tamers or earth magic like Druids, they’re good company to keep. And then there are bards... with their... whatever they have.”
			

			
				“They can write a damn good poem,” Lilith said.
			

			
				“They can sing you a fine song playing the lute,” Caden added.
			

			
				Nic grinned. “Oh, and they tell a good story.”
			

			
				Lars leaned in, his voice filled with disdain. “The problem is, they often risk dying horribly because they can’t stop themselves from dipping their wick where it doesn’t belong. My advice to you, stay clear of him.”
			

			
				Moving her drink to one side, Chantelle met his cold gaze with fiery defiance. “Well, I know him damn sight better than I know you. I can make up my own mind about who I spend time with and who I kick to the curb.”
			

			
				They continued eating in silence, the drinks going down smooth, mellowing the anger that lingered.
			

			
				“I hope you’ve eaten your fill,” Matu said finally. “Get a good rest tonight. Your next quest takes you toward the mountain forest by the Central Wilds. There have been almanic panther sightings, and the farming communities are scared. You’ll either have to kill a lot of them or lure them away after killing the alpha. I lean toward the first option.” 
			

			
				Lars nodded in agreement while Caden doled out cultivation pills to the group, a mixture of healing, cleansing and recovery pills suited to their affinities. When he finished, he took Chantelle to one side.
			

			
				A scroll appeared in her hand.
			

			
				“The pills will help you speed up your cultivation, but you’ll need this as well.” Caden handed Chantelle the scroll. “The Haste skill scroll is a gift from the goddess for all your hard work. I recommend combining it with Force Shot during target practice with your bow before your next hunt. A large pack of almanic panthers is more deadly than anything you’ve encountered before.” 
			

			
				Chantelle looked at the scroll, a mix of excitement and gratitude bubbling within her.
			

			
				“Thank you, but please stop worrying,” she said, trying to reassure Caden. “With all the help you’ve given me and how hard I train, those panthers won’t know what hit them.”
			

			
				She smiled at Caden and raised her glass. “Now, I promised you I’d show you how to celebrate Earth style. The next round is on me.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				The next morning, they said goodbye to Matu and Caden over tasty gorro breakfast rolls and spruce tip tea to clear their heads. A half day’s journey brought the group to the Effing Forest near the Central Wilds Mountains. Lars took the lead and guided them to a clearing not far from the path.
			

			
				“I’ll start a fire,” he said. “Lilith, set up the tents in the shade of those trees. And Nic, take Chantelle into the woods to hunt for dinner.”
			

			
				Chantelle remembered her promise to Caden. “Before we go, I need to cultivate and activate the Haste skill scroll.”
			

			
				“Good idea,” Lars agreed. “Haste will make you faster and improve your chances against the stealthy and swift almanic panthers.” 
			

			
				“They need to be quick to catch springboks coming off the mountain to graze,” added Nic.
			

			
				Ash hopped up and down on Nic’s shoulder, flapping his wings. Then, with a loud squawk, he flew a few feet into the air. “I’d rather shove a rusty spoon in my eye than wait around while you do that. I’m off to look for some juicy grubs.”
			

			
				He flew off, disappearing over the treeline of the nearby woods. Chantelle was relieved to see him go. She liked Ash but didn’t want his distractions during her cultivation.
			

			
				Nic pointed to a fallen tree in the clearing. “Do what you need to do, and meet me there for target practice.” A fine recurve bow appeared in his hand as he walked off, nocking an arrow as he went.
 
			

			
				Chantelle found a quiet spot in the shade close to Lars, who was collecting wood for the campfire. She sat cross-legged and centered herself. Using the Sinking Stone technique, she drew chi into her core, feeling more energized with each breath.
 
			

			
				Next, she focused on body cleansing, emitting a foul odor. Lars cursed loudly, apparently downwind of her.
			

			
				Opening her eyes, she stole a glance in his direction.
			

			
				He gave her the stink eye, while Lilith covered her mouth and distanced herself.
			

			
				Deciding to move on, Chantelle opened the Haste skill scroll and read it. An update appeared in her vision.
 
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank: Copper Level 1 23% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50% 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: Level 20 
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 15 
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 2 
			

			
				Hunter’s Gift: Level 1 
			

			
				Force Shot: Level 1 
			

			
				Haste: Level 1
 
			

			
				Chantelle was satisfied with her progress but eager to gain more experience and level up her new skills faster. She knew it required not just grinding but also improving her technique, as Matu had emphasized.
			

			
				Advancing to Level 2 and beyond required a significant amount of experience compared to Level 1. It all boiled down to training smarter. She was in awe of Nic’s remarkable accuracy as he shot arrows at the tree trunk, hitting even the smallest targets.
			

			
				When Chantelle joined Nic, he had already peeled off the bark with a dozen arrows. “Take out your staff and transform it into a bow,” he instructed. “I want you to hit the low branch hanging off the trunk as fast as you can until your arrows run out.”
			

			
				Chantelle infused chi into the runes on her staff, transforming it into a lightweight recurve bow. She nocked her first arrow and drew on her chi to activate her new Haste skill. 
			

			
				With complete focus, she used Haste with Force Shot to enhance her reload speed and sent out a steady stream of arrows, splintering the branch into pieces.
			

			
				“Well done,” Nic praised, slinging his bow over his shoulder. “Remember, the real test will be when you try to hit a moving target like a deer.”
			

			
				“If you give me a little more time before we hunt for dinner, I’ll improve my technique,” Chantelle replied.
			

			
				“I can give you until Ash comes back. Also, start thinking about how well your martial style fits with your dual affinities. Matu mentioned that Stone Gatherers might not be the best path for you in the long run.”
			

			
				Chantelle nodded. “The goddess mentioned that too.”
			

			
				“I agree. Stone Gatherers is great if you have a dominant Earth affinity or want to be a ‘tank’ who can withstand hits, taking the heat off the team. However, to be effective in support and utilize your Air affinity, you need a style that better suits your flow. Haste will speed you up, but training in a style that complements your Air affinity is the smart way to progress as a hunter and fighter.”
			

			
				“Can you help me with that? You have Air affinity too,” Chantelle said.
			

			
				“I’m not your instructor, and it would be disrespectful for me to teach you a new style without Matu’s permission. However, he asked me to teach you Warrior’s Roar if I had time.”
			

			
				“Do you have time?” Chantelle asked eagerly. Warrior’s Roar was an impressive skill with a low chi cost and high power.
			

			
				“Yes, I do. Given your stage of cultivation, it’s a perfect fit for you. If you’re serious about learning a new style, level up to Copper 2, then ask Matu to take you to the Three Flowers Academy archives. They have the best resources in the province.”
			

			
				Nic spent half an hour teaching Chantelle Warrior’s Roar.
			

			
				“Watch how I gather chi and let it fill my chest, then release it with a shout,” Nic explained. He demonstrated by drawing in a deep breath and shouted, “Ka!” After clearing his throat, he smiled and said, “Now you try.”
			

			
				Chantelle squared her shoulders and faced a nearby bush. She followed Nic’s instructions, drawing in a deep breath and filling her chest with chi. She shouted, “Ka!” but nothing happened. She tried again and again, but the leaves on the bush remained still.
			

			
				Nic gave her an encouraging smile. “Try again, but this time, focus all your intent on the target.”
			

			
				Determined, Chantelle took a deeper breath. Her chest buzzed with energy. She willed the bush to blow apart and released her breath. “Ka!”
			

			
				Chi flew from her mouth, swirling toward the bush. The leaves rustled as if caught in a strong breeze. Her scroll updated, showing her progress:
			

			
				Warrior’s Roar: Level 1—Stuns opponent and sends them stumbling back.
			

			
				“I did it!” Chantelle exclaimed, excitement filling her voice.
			

			
				Nic nodded. “You have the basics, but you know what you need to do now?”
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. “Practice.”
			

			
				Nic returned the grin. “Keep at it until I return. I’m going to make sure Ash hasn’t fallen asleep in a tree after stuffing himself with grubs.”
			

			
				Chantelle continued practicing her new skills until she felt confident she could use them during their next hunt. As she retrieved her arrows from the tree trunk, she thought about her future prospects. There was something about Max and his group that appealed to her. Unlike Lars, none of them had inflated egos.
			

			
				She didn’t want to leave the Four Winds Sanctuary behind entirely, but she wondered if there was a way to balance both paths. When she met with Matu and Caden next, she would discuss her thoughts with them. For now, she kept her plans to herself and focused on surviving the almanic panther quest. 
			

			
				Suddenly, Nic raced across the clearing toward Chantelle, waving his arms. “We’ve got company,” he angled toward Lars at the campfire.
			

			
				Ash burst through the trees, squawking, “Puma, check!”
			

			
				Chantelle’s senses sharpened, and she scanned the treeline. “Wait, what? There are pumas in the Effing Forest too?”
			

			
				“No, dummy,” Ash cawed, flying over her head. “It’s code for ‘Prepare to be ambushed!’”
 
			

			



				31 Let’s Kill Some Monsters
			

			
				“Wake up, sleepyhead,” Adaya said. Her voice cut through the haze of Max’s dreams.
			

			
				He groaned, eyelids fluttering open. Slowly, he took in his surroundings and sat up. A wave of confusion washed over him. Somehow, he was back in his bed.
			

			
				Brow pinched, Max looked at Adaya. “I was... Wait, how did I get here?”
			

			
				Adaya frowned. She handed him a glass of water. Max’s dry lips eagerly met the cool liquid. He drank it down, enjoying its soothing relief.
			

			
				“You want the good news or the bad news?” Adaya asked. Her aura pressed against him, giving him a once-over. Her eyes held an intensity he found troubling.
			

			
				Max put the glass down, his attention fully on Adaya. “Let’s start with the good news.”
			

			
				“The good news is you’re alive,” she said, crossing her arms. “Tobias found you after he went to see why Kevin was screaming bloody murder out in the yard.”
			

			
				“Kev stayed with me?” Max said. Appreciation welled within him. Good for you, Kev, he thought. That rooster’s as loyal as any hound.
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “You were in a bad way when Tobias found you—sweating, shivering, and completely delirious.”
			

			
				Max sighed. “I think I know what the bad news is.” Connecting the dots, an image of Xu Lang’s ugly mug flashed in his mind. “Xu Lang poisoned me.”
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes went wide. “Senior Hara feared as much. She was here earlier with a healer while you were unconscious. They stabilized you using a healing aura. Also, they sensed an imbalance in your Wood and Spirit affinities. Was Xu Lang stupid enough to boast about what poison he used?” she asked, her doubt clear.
			

			
				“Hmm. My mind’s foggy.” Max scratched his head. “Where’s Senior Hara now?” he asked, buying himself some time to gather his thoughts.
			

			
				“With everything that’s going on, she had to return to her office and work. Senior Hara has classes to run and needs to deal with the monster surge that’s on the way. But I’m to let her know as soon as I have any new information,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Max pushed through the mental fog. A single word surfaced in his mind. “Savage...”
			

			
				“Savage root?” Adaya prompted, her voice tinged with concern.
			

			
				“Yes, that’s it!” Max said. “My best guess is Xu Lang spiked my magic root beer before I bought it in the mess hall.”
			

			
				Adaya paled. “Are you sure he said savage root?”
			

			
				Max nodded. A knot of dread formed in the pit of his stomach.
			

			
				“I have to talk to Senior Hara right now!” Adaya rushed out, leaving Max with more questions than answers.
			

			
				In his old life, Max loved to lie about doing nothing when he was ill. But things had changed. As soon as he could put one foot in front of the other, he’d be ready to leave for the One Hundred Kills Quest. Reaching for the beast lore notes on his bedside table, Max’s fingers closed around them. “Let’s see about these magical beasts we’ll be facing.”
			

			
				Opening the notes, he flipped through the pages, revealing rough sketches of strange beasts accompanied by scribbled notes for identification. Some pages contained information on how to trap or hunt the beasts, but others remained blank.
			

			
				After a few minutes, Max focused on the beasts that lived in the mountains. The lathwar sounded like a fierce fusion of badger and cat. The komodor was a reptilian beast, taking the form of a bear. 
			

			
				However, it was the notes on the shadow-esper that sent a chill down his spine. There wasn’t any description, but its abilities were what concerned Max. These creatures possessed mind magic that allowed them to control the behavior of other beasts.
			

			
				It reminded him of the mind-altering fungi that killed bullet ants back home. The thought of an enemy with mind-altering abilities that could hunt him down sent shivers through him. 
			

			
				Suddenly, the door burst open and Tao and Tobias rushed in.
			

			
				“Glad to see nap time’s over,” Tobias said, crossing the room with a pep in his step.
			

			
				“You gave us quite a scare there, Max,” Tao said. “Glad to see you’re doing better.” He offered Max a plate of almond cookies and a steaming mug of tea.
			

			
				“Thanks, Tao. I’m still a little queasy, but I appreciate the offer,” Max said. His gaze shifted to Tobias, who still wore an ear-to-ear grin.
			

			
				“You look way too happy,” Max said, his curiosity rising. “Spill the beans.” 
			

			
				Tao laughed. “I love your Earth phrases,” he said. Then he nodded at Tobias. “Our fine friend Tobias escorted Healer Elle back to her quarters once you were stable.”
			

			
				Tobias grabbed a cookie and ate it with a cheeky grin. “Elle’s a member of the Soaring Swans Sect with wonderful healing hands. Turns out she’s a little behind on her note-taking, so I offered her a helping hand.”
			

			
				Tao shook his head, amusement dancing in his eyes. “I’m surprised she entertained you. She comes from a long line of warrior nuns who took a vow to preserve their virgin yin.”
			

			
				“What can I say?” Tobias shrugged. A playful glimmer shone in his eyes. “After meeting me, she had a moment of enlightenment. These are dangerous times. Wasting a chance to feed our passions is a sin.”
			

			
				Tao rolled his eyes. “I think you missed your calling as a bard, you silver-tongued rogue.”
			

			
				Tobias laughed, but before he protested, Adaya returned to the room, accompanied by Senior Hara.
			

			
				“Good to see you’re feeling better, Max,” Senior Hara said. Her voice carried a mix of concern and authority. “I heard that fool Xu Lang spiked your drink with savage root.”
			

			
				Max nodded, his eyes fixed on her. “He said it would cripple my cultivation in a matter of days.”
			

			
				“Cultivator Lang is as stupid as the day is long. He believes the rumors that Outworlders are highly sensitive to any imbalance in their affinities. It’s all lies designed to make you and others like you appear weak. Also, you already have high Spirit Chi, so spiking it isn’t nearly as dangerous for you as it is for other cultivators.
			

			
				“However, if left untreated, savage root could indeed pose a threat to your cultivation. But consider yourself fortunate to be in the Three Flowers Academy with excellent healers,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Max’s stomach churned. “Tobias mentioned Healer Elle was here treating me. Have I fully recovered?”
			

			
				Senior Hara shook her head. “Goodness, no. Right now, you need to be extra vigilant and use supplemental chi sources like food to restore balance to your affinities. In the short term, we’ll focus on your Wood affinity as our priority, and afterward we’ll work on keeping your four affinities balanced within reason. It won’t take long before your Spirit is back within optimum range. If anything, this was just a good reminder that a balanced level of chi is the best approach for you.”
			

			
				Adaya stepped forward, offering her support. She squeezed Max’s shoulder gently. “Don’t worry, Max. I’m going to help you. We have Wood chi, rich herbs and food to treat your imbalance.”
			

			
				“I’ve asked Bardon to send slabs of smoked gorro. And Adaya’s fermenting a spruce tip tea drink that you should drink daily,” Senior Hara added.
			

			
				“Thank you, Senior Hara,” Max replied. “I appreciate your guidance.”
			

			
				“You’re welcome,” she said with a warm smile. “Now hurry and get better. You have a quest to prepare for!”
			

			
				Max’s resolve solidified. It would take more than Xu Lang’s cheap tricks to keep him down for long.
 
			

			



				32 Teen Wolf
			

			
				The rest of the day flew by in a blur. Max gulped down as much of Adaya’s foul-tasting fermented drinks as he could. He pushed himself through group training at the range—his muscles ached, but his determination was unyielding.
			

			
				Dinner was a hurried affair. Adaya rattled off a checklist of supplies they’d packed, including cleansing and recovery pills, as well as healing root salves she had prepared. They were a day behind the other teams, but Max was unfazed. He trusted Adaya and knew the team could make up for lost time.
			

			
				After a restless night, Max woke to the sound of Kev’s morning call. He washed his face and dressed quickly, eager to begin the day. Following his morning cultivation, he felt awake and energized.
			

			
				Checking his stats, he was pleased to see his Wood affinity had increased by 1% while his Spirit affinity had decreased by the same margin. It would only take a few days at this rate to restore his balance to his previous range.
			

			
				A hearty breakfast cooked by Tao and Adaya left him feeling stuffed. But he knew the long trek into the mountains would help work it off.
			

			
				As they jogged north out of the academy gates, leaving the green pastures and the horseshoe mountain range surrounding the town behind, the landscape changed. Farms became scarce, replaced by rolling hills and dark forests that flanked the narrowing road. It soon turned into little more than a dirt path.
			

			
				A sense of anticipation rose as they reached the base of the mountain. The sun dipped on the horizon, casting a fiery glow. It painted the sky a deep orange and draped dark shadows over the mountains.
			

			
				“We’ll set up camp over there.” Adaya pointed to a clearing nestled between a large rock formation and a thick grove of trees. Tobias and Tao swiftly erected a canvas shelter with bedrolls beneath it, their movements practiced and efficient.
			

			
				Adaya called to Max, her eyes scanning the treeline. “Tobias and I know this area well. We’re only a few hours east from the edge of the Senoa Swamps. There are rocky caverns at the base of the mountain behind those trees, perfect dens for dire wolves. We’re close enough to the mountain stream, but not too close. At this time of year, komodor like to fish there.”
			

			
				Max agreed that it was wise to keep their distance until they were ready to hunt those dire beasts. “They’re on the bounty list,” he said, thinking back to their discussion on which beasts to target.
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Yes, and also the soil is rich in Metal chi here, which means the vegetation should be too. It works its way into the food chain, giving us a better chance of claiming Metal chi cores here than anywhere else.”
			

			
				Max admired her ambition and felt a surge of confidence. With their knowledge of the area and hunting skills, he was sure they’d get five Metal chi cores in less than a month.
			

			
				“It’s great that you know the terrain. We can use all the advantages we can get.” A chill breeze swept in from the mountain, and Max shivered. He gazed at the darkening sky as the first stars came out. “I’ll gather some sticks and kindling for the fire before it gets too dark.”
			

			
				“Good idea. I’ll join you,” Adaya said.
			

			
				As they gathered wood, Max asked her questions about the beasts that roamed the area. He wanted to fill in any knowledge gaps he had. A shiver ran down his spine as the wind picked up, rustling the tall grass near the woods. Something caught his attention, and he blinked, seeing a pair of glittering eyes staring back at him. He blinked again, unsure if it was a trick of the light.
			

			
				The eyes were gone.
			

			
				“Did you see...” Max began.
			

			
				Adaya followed his gaze, scanning the area. “See what?”
			

			
				Max shook his head. “Never mind. I probably imagined it. Didn’t sleep well last night.”
			

			
				“Better safe than sorry.” Adaya pursed her lips. “One of us will keep watch during the night. Who knows what might have wandered in from the Central Wilds.”
			

			
				Max’s thoughts turned to the shadow-esper, the notes still fresh in his mind. The evening passed without incident, and after a campfire meal, they took turns sleeping. Max took the last watch before dawn. The sun rising above the mountains was breathtaking.
			

			
				After a light breakfast, Adaya gathered them around. “Before we set off, make sure you have everything you need.”
			

			
				Max checked his weapons and pills in his inventory. Then he joined the others as they marched toward the treeline.
			

			
				Once inside the forest, the air grew cool and damp, carrying the scent of pine. Tobias nudged his sister. “The cave network is to the west of here.”
			

			
				“I remember,” Adaya said. “Come on, let’s go faster.”
			

			
				Tao’s thick muscles flexed as he quickened his pace to match Adaya’s. He used his Earthshaker Spade like a walking stick. His shoulders were relaxed, but his eyes remained sharp as a hawk’s.
			

			
				They followed the pine-covered trail and Adaya led with confident strides. “Though dire wolves aren’t the most dangerous monsters we’ll face, I want us to work twice as hard as a team so we can wrap this up cleanly and quickly.”
			

			
				Everyone drew their weapons.
			

			
				After a while, Tobias came to a stop and hunkered down. “Fresh canine droppings,” he said. “It’s likely the pack of dire wolves that lived here has grown in number. Keep your guard up.”
			

			
				The group crept through the woods, moving as silently as they could. Max kept a watchful eye for any tripping hazards like twigs, overgrown roots or branches.
			

			
				Another mile in they found fresh tracks crossing older ones. “They’ve circled back this way before,” Tobias said. “The den must be nearby if they’ve retread this area.”
			

			
				Following Tobias’s gaze, Max looked at the tracks more closely. There were many prints, but one set stood out, going in both directions multiple times.
			

			
				Adaya looked at Tobias and gestured in the direction the tracks led. “Let’s go this way.”
			

			
				“Do you think we’re close?” Max asked.
			

			
				Adaya nodded.
			

			
				Max gently started drumming Soldier’s Beat.
			

			
				Once the aura was in place, Tobias took the lead with Adaya close behind. Max and Tao fell back as Tobias raised his bow, ready to nock an arrow. They moved on slowly until they reached a clearing partially hidden by dense bushes with a rocky area. Adaya pointed to a large crack between two boulders. “If memory serves, that’s the den.”
			

			
				Tao narrowed his eyes. “Looks like somebody’s home. Those are deer bones scattered around the entrance.”
			

			
				“I don’t fancy entering the caves where they’ll have the advantage. So we’re going to lure them out,” Tobias said in a low voice.
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Let’s find a suitable spot.” She led them to a small clearing in the trees, providing a better line of sight once the dire wolves emerged.
			

			
				Tao took a handful of leftover meat from the previous night’s dinner. He placed it in the center of the clearing. They took up their positions, weapons at the ready, and waited.
			

			
				Nothing happened.
			

			
				The breeze died down as if the forest was holding its breath.
			

			
				A short while later, Max spotted movement in the trees. It was fast. A flash of gray—definitely something huge. His eyes widened, and he pointed at the spot. Adaya acknowledged with a nod.
			

			
				The beast moved again.
			

			
				Sending chi to his eyes, Max now could tell it was a wolf. A huge ass one. Bigger than any he’d ever encountered, even when hunting in the wilds with his Native ex-girlfriend.
			

			
				It was unlikely the big brute was alone. Max knew they had to act quickly and injure it before other wolves joined the fray.
			

			
				Adaya had the same thought. “Aim for its rear legs,” she said.
			

			
				Tobias raised his bow, arrow ready. With a well-executed Force Shot, the arrow landed in the wolf’s hind leg, causing it to howl in pain as its back legs gave way.
			

			
				The sound of growling signaled the arrival of more wolves. Max quickly assessed the situation as four huge wolves sprinted toward them. These beasts stood as high as Max’s waist, with wide shoulders and thick, shaggy fur.
			

			
				Their yellow eyes narrowed on Max. Their black lips peeled back in a savage snarl, revealing deadly fangs.
			

			
				The ground trembled beneath their charge.
			

			
				Tobias delivered a headshot to one wolf, striking its eye. He caught another attacking wolf in the neck. Channeling his chi, Max used Spitting Turtle.
			

			
				“Pew, pew!”
			

			
				He sent two chi spitballs hurtling through the air, targeting the wolves’ flanks to slow them down. Max followed up with two more to distract and disorient the remaining two wolves.
			

			
				Tao was ready with his weapon, swiftly dispatching one wolf by sinking his crescent blade into its chest and dropping it to the ground. Adaya, using Haste, rushed in and slit the wolf’s throat.
			

			
				Tobias and Max provided cover while Tao and Adaya dealt with the first wolf Tobias had wounded.
			

			
				Max flinched when the wolf’s claws caught Tobias’s arm, but he quickly cast Heart Tap Beat Healing Aura to help.
			

			
				Wiping the sweat from her brow, Adaya stood back and grinned. “No sign of any more,” she declared. She looked at the bodies more closely. “These were all young males.”
			

			
				Tobias joined her. “Probably thrown out of their mother’s group once they reached adolescence.”
			

			
				Max’s jaw dropped. “Teen wolves! How big are the adults?”
			

			
				“I once chased off one that was about as big as a horse. On all fours it would come up to shoulder height on you,” Tobias said raising a hand casually.
			

			
				Max looked back at the smaller dead wolves, glad that his first encounter was with the teen wolves rather than full-sized ones.
			

			
				“Nice work, everyone,” Adaya said, cleaning her blades. “We’re working like a well-oiled machine.”
			

			
				Max smiled at her use of Earth slang.
			

			
				“Definitely getting the hang of this teamwork thing,” Tobias said. “Good timing with that heal, Max.”
			

			
				Max and Tao grinned in agreement
			

			
				Holding a skinning knife Tobias had given him, Max approached the wolf carcasses. “Once we process these wolves, we’ll have our first five cores.”
			

			
				Tao beamed. “Five down, ninety-five to go until quest success.”
			

			
				Max gave him a thumbs-up. He was eager to get started.
			

			
				The group carved up the wolves’ chests and heads, searching for cores. The ones they found were about half the size of a walnut due to the beasts’ immaturity. One core had Metal chi, while the other four had Fire chi.
			

			
				Tobias logged the details using parchment and ink, and Adaya stored the cleaned cores in her bag of holding.
			

			
				“Not bad for a first haul, but I think we can do much better,” Tobias said.
			

			
				They had barely finished the butchering and cleanup when a sudden wave of tiredness washed over Max. His vision blurred. He blinked to clear it, but darkness crept in at the edges. He struggled against the drowsiness, fighting the urge to collapse on the ground.
			

			
				Tao caught him as he stumbled forward. “Whoa, mind your step, Max,” he said, looking at him with a furrowed brow. “Are you alright?”
			

			
				Max forced a smile. “Yeah, just tired, didn’t sleep great...” His words slurred as the drowsiness took hold.
			

			
				Then his stomach clenched, and he broke into a cold sweat. The agony was worse than any stomach flu he’d ever had. The pressure was unbearable. It forced him to his knees, arms wrapped around himself as if his insides were about to burst out.
			

			
				Adaya knelt beside him. Her voice was soft and reassuring. “It’s okay, Max. You’re leveling up.”
			

			
				“I’ll scout the area and make sure it’s secure,” Tobias offered. His discomfort was obvious when Max met his gaze.
			

			
				“I’ll help,” Tao chimed in, dashing after Tobias, leaving Adaya to watch over Max.
			

			
				With Adaya’s help, Max stripped down to his trunks and sat in a meditation pose. She told him to close his eyes and focus on his breathing.
			

			
				The pain was awful at first, robbing him of breath and speech. But through deliberate breath work, he centered himself and concentrated on the swirling ball of chi inside him. His body burned, and he felt like his very core was being torn apart.
			

			
				Max groaned, unable to escape the torment. Adaya’s soothing voice provided a comforting presence.
			

			
				“You’re almost there,” she said. “Think of your chi ball as a seed, splitting open to make room for a bigger core to grow.”
			

			
				Accepting the pain as a gift, Max pictured himself riding the wave of agony, cresting and breaking on the shore. Slowly, the pain began to recede, replaced by a sense of relief.
			

			
				He took a deep breath and opened his eyes. His entire body was coated in dark sludge oozing from his pores. It dripped onto the ground, the stench filling the air.
			

			
				Wiping goo from his eyes, Max grinned despite the foul odor. “I’ll take a swim in the stream as soon as we get back to camp.”
			

			
				Adaya wrinkled her nose. She gave him a cloth doused in water. “Do us all a favor…start now.”
			

			
				Max laughed and began wiping off the black gunk. Once each cloth was saturated and reeking, Adaya handed him another. He sheepishly accepted, knowing he smelled worse than a skunk.
			

			
				An update flashed in his vision, showing his Wood affinity at 27% but his Spirit affinity back to 24%. He had overindulged in Wood chi-rich foods and drinks, and he made a mental note to ask Adaya about his chi food diet.
			

			
				Tao and Tobias returned, and they headed back to their camp. They kept their distance while congratulating Max on his breakthrough. He checked his stats, feeling accomplished.
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 3 1% completed
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 28.6% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 23%, Air 24%, Spirit 26%, Wood 27%
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 20
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 15
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
			

			
				Bard Skills:
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 2
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 1
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
			

			
				Senior Hara had been right. Everything his body had endured had been beneficial to his Iron Body cultivation. He was closing in on 30% completion. He’d also managed to increase his Spitting Turtle to Level 2 since he’d last checked his stats.
			

			
				Missing was his Blessing of Xeren. The temporary blessing had run his course, but he couldn’t complain. He’d gain so much from the blessing and his body and chi levels were nothing like the wretched state he’d started with.
			

			
				Eager to clean up, Max wasted no time heading for the stream. His team had endured his lingering stench all the way back.
			

			
				The icy mountain water felt refreshing as he dove in.
			

			
				Jogging back to camp once he was done, he enjoyed the breeze against his face. He felt energized. His unarmed combat was improving, and he was confident he could shave off another minute or two from his next wall run.
			

			
				Joining the others around the campfire, Max took deep breaths, savoring the aroma of smoked meat. He was on top of the world.
			

			
				A pained, high-pitch whine pierced the air.
			

			
				Max froze. “What the hell was that?”
			

			
				“Sounds like a wounded beast.” Tobias sprang to his feet and began extinguishing the fire. “Come on, if we’re quick and follow the sound we’ll get a two-for-one.”
			

			
				Tao scratched his face. “Two-for-one?”
			

			
				Adaya helped put out the fire. “We save time when we don’t have to track the beast. If we act fast and follow the cries, we’ll come across a wounded or dying creature and the predator or predators responsible.”
			

			
				A fire ignited within Max.
			

			
				If the injured beast and its predator were on the bounty list, this could be a golden opportunity to catch up with the other teams.
			

			
				Noticing Tao’s longing gaze at the succulent smoked meat, Max’s grin widened. “Don’t worry, Tao,” he said. “Once we’ve dealt with this hunt, we’ll feast like kings tonight.”
			

			
				Tao let out a resigned sigh, his gaze meeting Max’s. “You’re right. But keep in mind, you’ve just broken through to Iron Level 3. It takes time to fully adjust to your enhanced senses.”
			

			
				“He’s right,” Adaya said.
			

			
				“A dip in the stream sharpened my focus,” Max said. “I’m fit as a fiddle now.”
			

			
				Adaya’s brow furrowed. “Are you sure?”
			

			
				“I’m fine, really,” Max said with a smile. “If we wait any longer, we’ll miss our chance.”
			

			
				“Alright then,” Tobias said, wringing his hands together. “Let the hunt begin.”
			

			



				33 Something About Its Eyes…
			

			
				Cries echoed through the trees as Max and the group headed toward the river. Along the way, they passed bushes and boulders that had fallen from the steep rock face of the mountain. Past the second boulder, Tobias found a game trail going in the direction of the wailing beast.
			

			
				The trail led to an upper riverbank then sloped down to the water’s edge. Max slid down the embankment to the water, alert for any danger. Smooth pebbles covered the ground, while patches of wet dirt and sand caught Tobias’s attention.
			

			
				“Look over here,” Tobias called out. Crouching down, he traced an outline of the track with his finger.
			

			
				Adaya leaned over. “Has to be a komodor,” she said, scanning the distance. “Looks like it went this way.” She pointed upstream. “Tobias, take the lead.”
			

			
				They followed the riverbank, keeping their senses sharp for any signs of danger.
			

			
				Along the way, they spotted more tracks. After a few minutes, Tobias raised his fist signaling them to stop. “Smells rancid.” He wrinkled his nose.
			

			
				Max caught the musky scent on the breeze as well, but there was something else mixed with it, a stench of decay.
			

			
				Tobias motioned for the others to keep up. “We’re upwind, which gives us the element of surprise. Watch your step.” He slowed his pace. Then he readied an arrow and brought it to half-draw for quick action.
			

			
				They rounded a bend in the river, finding thick bushes partially blocking their view of the far side. Max noticed broken branches as he brushed past, and the leaves were stained crimson. He touched a slick red leaf and sniffed his fingertips. He recognized the rich copper scent.
			

			
				Fresh blood.
			

			
				Could it be from the injured beast?
			

			
				With a nod to Tobias and Adaya, Max and Tao crept ahead. Keeping watch, Adaya followed. Tobias joined Max and Tao on the other side of the bushes. There, they found the komodor. Its gruesome jaws, scaly skin and wide-set limbs left no doubt about its reptilian nature.
			

			
				To Max, it looked like a bear with a bad case of mange.
			

			
				But he exhaled in relief. “It’s already dead.”
			

			
				The beast lay on the ground, its wide belly slashed open, exposing its entrails. The stench of decay lingered, making him gag.
			

			
				More cries came through the trees, sounding angrier and closer. Max wondered if they were truly dealing with an injured beast or something else entirely.
			

			
				Tao leaned on his weapon, cocking his ear toward the sound. “Sounds like a big cat to me. There was one that used to prowl around our farm. Strange that we don’t hear any sounds from whatever’s attacking it.”
			

			
				Adaya stood upright. “Before we do anything, we need to assess the threat. Once we have a clear view, I want to see how close this big cat is to death before we take action.” She gave Tobias a meaningful look, urging caution.
			

			
				“Never underestimate big cats,” Tobias said, eyeing the komodor’s carcass. “They’re clever beasts, capable of playing dead to lure you in. Stay on guard, no matter how injured it appears.” There was a hint of bitterness in his tone. 
			

			
				Tobias glanced again at the decaying komodor carcass. “If I have a clear line of sight, I’ll take out the injured beast with one shot to end its suffering. We can get the komodor beast core later. The creature that killed it was half its size but powerful. I can tell by the slash marks on its belly.” 
			

			
				“I think it was ill before it was attacked,” Adaya said pointing to its foam-covered mouth. “And look at its eyes.”
			

			
				Max took a closer look. He was glad his stomach wasn’t full. Adaya was right—the poor beast had bloodshot eyes and dried blood congealed on its snout and ears.
			

			
				They moved away from the river, back into the trees until they reached the edge of another clearing.
			

			
				They froze.
			

			
				Max blinked, unable to believe the carnage unfolding before him.
			

			
				“Holy hell!” he said, finding his voice. “It’s raining goddamn flying cats and spider dogs!”
			

			
				Tobias moved closer. “They’re called dog spiders,” he said without a hint of mirth. “I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
			

			
				Four enormous flying cats that looked like snow leopards with raven wings circled above. Taking turns, the big cats dive-bombed the ever-increasing swarm of spiders. Max didn’t know where the spiders were coming from. That was a concern for later. These huge ass spiders could jump twenty feet in the air, spitting venom at the flying cats and landing with a bone-shaking thud on their eight killer legs.
			

			
				In the midst of the chaos was a smaller flying cat, reaching only up to Max’s waist. He stared in disbelief. Why hadn’t it taken flight like the others? Then he noticed its limp wing, hanging uselessly by its side.
			

			
				The cat let out a yowl as a spider attacked. She fought back fiercely, sending the spider flying with a flurry of paw strikes. More spiders took its place, but she didn’t back down. Max saw the fury in her ice-blue eyes, a mix of pain and anger that could rival a mother protecting her cubs.
			

			
				Suddenly, rumbling from the ground caught their attention. A large hole erupted and more spiders poured out.
			

			
				“Spiders hunting in packs? When did that become a thing?” Max blurted out, forgetting where he was. “Dumb question. Spiders the size of dogs attacking like it’s a damn buffet! Sure, why the hell not?”
			

			
				Tobias shook his head. “You’re not the only one finding this odd. I’ve never seen so many spiders out in broad daylight, let alone in such numbers.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Normally they’re under the control of their queen and highly organized. You’d never see drones, princesses, nurses and builders all crawling around up here alongside the foragers and soldiers.” She swept her hand across the various sizes of spiders to emphasize her point. “This is chaos, a bloody frenzy, with the wounded cat right in the middle.”
			

			
				Max remembered reading about the flying cats, called pharon, in the field notes. The sketches didn’t do them justice. Now he understood their power and ferocity. The spiders were on a killing spree, their movements jerky—kinda like zombie eight-legged freaks—but the cats were holding their own just fine.
			

			
				Tobias took aim but couldn’t get a clear shot amidst the leaping spiders and dive-bombing cats. It also wasn’t wise for Adaya and Tao to get too close for melee combat.
			

			
				Tao pointed to the sky. “Why don’t you take down the ones in the air?”
			

			
				Tobias kept his sights on the wounded cat, but Max could see the scowl on his face. “Have you ever tried taking down a pharon mid-flight with a bow and arrow?”
			

			
				“No,” said Tao.
			

			
				“Of course you haven’t. If you tried, you wouldn’t be alive to talk about it. Pharon are fast and agile, both on the ground and in the sky. They’re quick thinkers too. Even with Force Shot, the best I can do is blind it in one eye. And if I manage to do that, it will use its other eye and senses to track me down. It won’t stop until it kills me and picks my bones clean.”
			

			
				It sounded like a Terminator with wings.
			

			
				Adaya spoke up. “If it wasn’t for the One Hundred Kills Quest, I’d say we should leave. But I think if we bide our time...”
			

			
				One of the flying cats didn’t like that idea. It locked eyes with Max and dove at them.
			

			
				Tobias tracked it with his bow and released an arrow. The cat took the arrow in the shoulder, but it didn’t slow down.
			

			
				Holy hell!
			

			
				Less than one hundred feet away in the clearing a massive spider burst out of the ground and into the air, ballooning on silk like a spiderling from an egg sac.
			

			
				But this was no damn spiderling.  
			

			
				Its bulbous head was round and shiny like a bowling ball with jaws. It latched onto the cat, venom dripping from its pinchers.
			

			
				Struggling under the added weight, the cat pitched sideways, swiping at the spider as they plummeted to the ground.
			

			
				The impact sent a tremor through the ground as they rolled over and over. A swarm of spiders descended upon them, covering the cat in a blanket of death.
			

			
				Max held his breath. Then, in the blink of an eye, the swarm dispersed, leaving behind nothing but blood and bones.
			

			
				Shrieks came from the three pharon left in the sky. They circled once, then twice, their cries filled with mourning, before flying away.
			

			
				Max’s eyes widened. “What the hell? Where did they go?”
			

			
				“The Guardian spider just killed their pack alpha. They need to regroup,” Tobias said, his expression turning grim.
			

			
				Max felt a surge of pity for the injured cat left behind. Adaya didn’t. She readied her daggers. “That young pharon’s abandoned and poisoned. It’s only a matter of time before she dies.” 
			

			
				Tao nodded. “There’s no need to kill her. Let’s conserve our energy. We’ll need it to kill the surrounding spiders.”
			

			
				Tobias raised his bow again, scanning the area. “I’ll start thinning the swarm. If that attracts them here, Adaya and Tao, you’re on standby. Max, provide support however you can, especially with your healing aura if we get stung or poisoned. Feel free to use Spitting Turtle. Dog spiders aren’t part of our bounty, and they don’t have useful cores.”
			

			
				Max channeled chi from his core, feeling stronger than before now that he was at Iron Level 3. He focused all his energy into a powerful spitball attack.
			

			
				The remaining spiders scattered away from the blast zone.
			

			
				He targeted the area around the injured cat, whose back legs were trembling. But still she stood defiant. A spitball whizzed past her, taking out a flying spider. She looked at Max, her eyes blazing like flaming sapphires. It was a blade-sharp gaze that could pierce his soul. Then the big cat snarled.
			

			
				Given half a chance, she’d devour him whole.
			

			
				Suddenly, another spider leapt at her. Max unleashed another chi spitball, knocking it back.
			

			
				Hissing, the cat swiped at the spitball like a kitten playing with yarn, then pounced on the spider as the spitball hit its chitinous body. A satisfying crunch confirmed the spider’s demise.
			

			
				The cat looked back at Max. Her eyes held more than just pain and rage. This time there was a flicker of gratitude, fleeting yet unmistakable. Then she turned her attention back to the next spider, ready to strike.
			

			
				With the path clear, Adaya raised her daggers, ready to attack.
			

			
				“No, don’t,” Max said, raising a hand to stop her. “Let me handle this.”
			

			
				Tobias continued firing, but he shouted back to them, “Using Spitting Turtle at that range will damage the goods. Adaya has more experience with pharon. Let her deal with it.”
			

			
				“Please, Adaya,” Max said. “I’m not using Spitting Turtle. No time to explain, but please trust that I know what I’m doing.”
			

			
				She looked at the cat, then back at Max. Finally she lowered her dagger. “Okay, you have one minute. Not a second longer. If she attacks, we won’t hesitate to put her down.”
			

			
				Max thanked her and focused on his breathing. He activated Soothe, letting chi flow over his vocal cords.
			

			
				“Hmmm...”
			

			
				Stretching out his palm in a familiar V shape, Max sent out a calming aura. The spiders within a 20-foot radius slowed their erratic movements, making it easier for Tobias to pick them off.
			

			
				Dammit.
			

			
				The injured pharon was still outside his reach. Walking into the clearing was extremely risky, but it was a risk Max was willing to take. “Can you guys cover me?” He didn’t wait for an answer before stepping into the clearing.
			

			
				He extended his soothing aura, letting it roll across the clearing. The pharon began to calm. The spiders looked almost drunk in their movements. It didn’t take long for the cat to regain her composure, standing proudly like a show-winning Persian. Her eyes showed signs of strain.
			

			
				Any spiders that were still standing retreated underground. With the threat of attack reduced, the rest of the group ventured into the clearing. They set to work killing any weak, injured, dazed or confused spiders whether they put up a fight or not.
			

			
				Max watched the injured pharon, taking a moment to weigh up his options. Within five yards, he could use his healing aura to help her. But ill or not, she could still pounce on him and gobble him whole.
			

			
				Tobias’s angry calls snapped him out of his thoughts.
			

			
				“You’re in my line of sight. Move out of the way!” He was ready to take a shot at the pharon.
			

			
				“No, Tobias!” Max raised his hands. “Please don’t kill her. She’s not a threat to you.”
			

			
				“Are you insane?” Tobias said, his eyes bulging. “I don’t have a death wish. Give her a moment to recover, and she’ll come after all of us. That’s what pharon do. If you grew up in our village, you’d understand.”
			

			
				Max stood his ground, shaking his head. “I’ve calmed her down. I don’t think she’s in any condition to attack anyone. She’s poisoned, but I think I can heal her.”
			

			
				“I’m not asking you to think!” Tobias yelled, shifting his stance for a kill shot.
			

			
				Max matched his movements to stay between him and the injured pharon.
			

			
				Adaya raised her voice. “Max, she could kill you if you get too close. Didn’t you learn anything from that water drake?”
			

			
				Max strained to stay upright, his energy at an all-time low. He was ready to collapse, but if he did, the cat would be doomed. Pushing himself to the limit, he remained standing.
			

			
				“Adaya, tell this fool to move,” Tobias urged.
			

			
				She looked at Max with pleading eyes.
			

			
				Tobias turned to Tao. “Use your Earthshaker Spade and crush its skull.”
			

			
				Tao tightened his grip on his weapon, but he hesitated, looking to Adaya for guidance.
			

			
				Finally, she spoke. “I don’t agree with Max’s attempt to save this beast, but if we leave her, she’ll soon die with no risk to us. The poison is taking its toll.” She pointed at the cat. “If you don’t believe me, take a look.”
			

			
				Max spun around. The pharon was lying on her side, her chest rising in staggered gasps. His gut clenched.
			

			
				Time was running out to save her.
			

			
				Max called Adaya. “Please... I need to do this. She won’t attack us; you have my word.”
			

			
				She gave him a silent nod. Turning to Tobias, she said, “Clear out the remaining spider stragglers. Tao and I will back you up if they get too close.”
			

			
				Glaring at Max, Tobias slung his bow over his shoulder and took out his sword, then led the final assault against the dying spider horde. Tao threw Max a sympathetic look before joining Tobias.
			

			
				As she passed by Max, Adaya said in a low voice, “Please be careful, Max. I don’t want to lose you...”
			

			
				He whispered his thanks and refocused his attention on the cat. Taking small, cautious steps toward her, he watched her long silver whiskers twitching like switchblades.
			

			
				She growled at Max, a low rumble echoing in her chest.
			

			
				Her paws twitched, claws extending like silver blades, ready to end his life with a single swipe. Once again, their eyes locked—a battle between defiance, anger, hurt and something Max had felt before.
			

			
				It cut like a knife…a heart-wrenching loneliness.
			

			
				“You don’t have to face this alone,” he murmured, beginning the Heart Tap Beat on his drum. “I’m here now. Let me help you.”
			

			
				Time seemed to stretch as his chi flowed, his heartbeat falling into rhythm with hers.
			

			
				The big cat chuffed, giving him a haughty look as if to say, “Well, what are you waiting for, human? Make yourself useful and heal me already.”
			

			
				There was something so human in her gaze. It almost pained Max to meet her eyes. His healing aura enveloped her like a warm hug, and she closed her big blue eyes.
			

			
				Max smiled, feeling a familiar warmth spread through his chest.
			

			
				Back home, there was one cat that earned his respect.
			

			
				Misty Almighty.
			

			
				The last name he added himself. He wasn’t crazy about cats, but he’d loved Misty. She did whatever she pleased and didn’t give two shits about what anyone thought.
			

			
				Max felt happiness burst inside him.
			

			
				Even injured, this pharon was full of cattitude. An XXL version of Misty.
			

			
				Feeling the healing aura take hold, the big cat began to purr, her chest rumbling like a revving race car engine.
			

			
				Max dared to take a step closer. “I have a feeling we’ll be friends in no time.”

 
			

			



				34 Befriend a Pharon
			

			
				Max’s heart pounded in rhythm with the injured pharon’s heartbeat. He channeled his chi through the steady beat of Heart Tap, casting an aura of healing over her. The cat mewled in protest. 
			

			
				Max reached out a hand, hesitated, then drew it back. He wanted to soothe her with a calming touch, but there was still a good chance she’d bite his hand off.
			

			
				“Easy there, girl,” he said, voice calm. “You put up a great fight, but now you need to rest and let me help you heal.”
			

			
				She shot him a sullen glance.
			

			
				Max took it as a sign for him to continue. As an Iron stage cultivator, he was no Miracle Max. But he didn’t need to be. The pharon wasn’t on death’s door, but the spider venom had taken its toll, and her wing was badly broken.
			

			
				By casting his healing aura, Max had increased her healing rate by 8%. Looking closer, he was happy the nasty gashes on her paws had closed. Her wing still hung limp, but the deep external wounds were no longer seeping.
			

			
				Internal damage took longer to heal, and Max was still a Novice. Still his aura could boost her body’s natural defenses against the venom and help fight off infections. But there was one injury he couldn’t fix no matter how many times he cast the healing aura.
			

			
				Max stopped drumming Heart Tap. The broken bones needed to be reset and her wing bound to let the bone knit together correctly. If not, she could lose the use of her wing permanently.
			

			
				Max needed a healing kit and Adaya’s help. He’d have to wait. She was busy standing guard while Tobias searched the remains of the fallen pharon alpha, looking for its core.
			

			
				Tao moved slowly around the clearing. He was using his Earth Sense to find entry points to the spider’s underground tunnels. Then he closed them with his Earthshaker Spade.
			

			
				The cat swished her tail and stretched. Her blue eyes looked brighter than before. Max thought about offering her spruce tip pellets to calm her, but Kai Lo’s words of caution echoed in his mind. With a 55% chance of success, Max wouldn’t rush into a bond this time. This cat was no pushover. He’d have to work hard to earn her trust.
			

			
				A shadow fell over him, interrupting his thoughts.
			

			
				Max turned around. Tobias stood there, a beast core in his hand. “That alpha pharon had a Metal chi core. Three more cores like that, and we’ll each earn a powerful potion,” he said with a grim smile. Sidestepping Max, he glared at the big cat. “The only good pharon is a dead pharon.”
			

			
				Not wanting to argue, Max ignored the remark. “What potion would you choose?”
			

			
				Tobias glanced at his sister, then back at Max. “We’re going to take a cultivation enhancer to break through to the next level. The stronger we are, the better we can protect each other. Hunting in the swamps is dangerous...” He trailed off, turning his attention back to the pharon.
			

			
				The haughty cat stared right back at him, opening her mouth in a silent snarl.
			

			
				“Hey, Adaya,” Tobias called over his shoulder, “the pharon is perking up. You got any rope? I think we’d all feel safer if Max tied up the damn beast.”
			

			
				Max shook his head. “She’s still too weak from the poison. I need to earn her trust. Tying her up won’t help with that.”
			

			
				“She’s not your friend,” he said, narrowing his eyes. “You can’t build trust with natural-born killers like her. Pharon are all the same.”
			

			
				Adaya stood next to Tobias and gave a sharp nod.
			

			
				“She’s not like them,” Max said, crossing his arms. “She’s—”
			

			
				“Different?” Tobias said, raising a dismissive hand. “Don’t be so naïve, Max. You’re smarter than that. We’ve seen it happen to other hunters countless times before. Your eagerness to form a bond with her is clouding your judgment.”
			

			
				Anger rose in Max’s chest. “That’s rich coming from you, chasing skirts when it could get you killed.”
			

			
				Tobias frowned. “What the hell are you talking about?”
			

			
				“The brunette you were flirting with in the Buxom Savage Inn seemed like a sweet and spicy delight, but after you left, she had a real intense killer look about her.”
			

			
				Tobias flung his hands in the air. “So what? She was probably annoyed I left without so much as a goodnight kiss.”
			

			
				“I doubt it. And to top it off, she had some creepy doll in her hand.”
			

			
				It made Bride of Chucky look like Barbie, Max thought. 
			

			
				Max crossed his arms. “I’m glad Adaya said whatever she did to make you leave, otherwise you’d have ended up in some back alley face down in the dirt.”
			

			
				Tobias scratched his head. “The end of the night’s a bit hazy. I don’t remember leaving her or seeing a doll.”
			

			
				“I do,” Adaya said sharply. “Let me refresh your memory. I didn’t know who she was at first. When I went over to tell you I was going home, I saw the Gu doll tied to her hip, and my heart seized.”
			

			
				Tobias palmed his face. “Damn, I remember now. You told me she was a member of the Obsidian Vixens.”
			

			
				“That’s a mouthful,” Max said, shaking his head. “Why don’t they make it easy on everyone and just call themselves Black Vixens?”
			

			
				 “Because they’re an elitist group of female assassins with personalities more toxic than the poison Gu dolls they use,” Adaya said all in one breath.
			

			
				“Thanks to your sister, you had a lucky escape,” Max said.
			

			
				Tobias pressed his lips together before looking at the ground.
			

			
				Max didn’t mean to shame the poor guy. “Who am I to talk?” he said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I’ve done more than my fair share of stupid things back on Earth. Been to more bars than you’ve had hot dinners. I know too well what happens when you make a booty call then ‘wham bam thank you ma’am,’ their gym bro partner suddenly shows up.”
			

			
				Tobias shared a confused look with Adaya.
			

			
				Max exhaled. “What I’m trying to say is I bet here in murder world, getting on the wrong side of a powerful cultivator can get you killed. I know as well as you do Adaya was trying to protect you back at the inn.” Gesturing to the pharon, he added, “And I know you’re looking out for me, but I’m not going to rush a bond this time.”
			

			
				“Hah, nobody bonds with a pharon,” Tobias sneered. “Give her an inch and she’ll take your life. Underestimate what a pharon’s capable of and you’ll end up dead. Just like my grandfather.” 
			

			
				“Don’t you dare tarnish our grandfather’s memory by dragging him into this,” Adaya hissed. “It’s not fair—”
			

			
				“I don’t need you telling me what’s fair. I went hunting with him every damn day. I begged him not to go, but he refused to listen,” Tobias said bitterly. “Grandfather was too old. He should have let us younger hunters protect the village livestock from those pharon.”
			

			
				“He was also the village leader. It was his responsibility to go, you know that.” Adaya sighed, shaking her head sadly. Then she turned to Max. “Tobias has a point, even though he isn’t great at putting it nicely. Trust takes time to build, and wild beasts have survival instincts that make them unpredictable. Those same instincts could get you killed if you cross their path unprepared. I’ve got an idea, if you’re open to hearing it.”
			

			
				Asking for his attention instead of ordering him around showed true leadership.
			

			
				He smiled at her. “Of course, I’m all ears.”
			

			
				Looking at her brother, she asked, “Has Master Primus taught you anything about protection arrays yet?”
			

			
				“I know how to form basic arrays,” Tobias said with a proud smile. “If you want, I can mark out runes in a ten-yard radius around the cat. Any larger and the effect weakens. I don’t have a big enough chi pool to power it, but Primus let me borrow a mid-grade chi stone. Should keep the array going for a few hours. Nothing can get in or out except us.”
			

			
				Max nodded, seeing where Adaya was going with her suggestion. “While the array’s in place I’ll use my bard skills and Wood chi-infused pellets to keep her calm. Adaya, can you help me set her bones and bind her wing?”
			

			
				“Yes,” she said without hesitation. Her confidence in him was a welcome boost.
			

			
				“Great, thanks, Adaya,” Max said. “I don’t want to cast healing aura again before that’s done.”
			

			
				Tobias’s brows snapped together. “Make sure she’s heavily sedated before you get too close.”
			

			
				“Brother, you worry too much,” Adaya said softly. A healing kit appeared in her hand. “I know what to do. A double dose of Nightingale drops in a bowl of water will sedate her.”
			

			
				Tobias’s shoulders relaxed.
			

			
				Max had his fair share of hardships, but life had been damn hard on the twins growing up near the swamps. Max now better understood Tobias’s reaction to the injured pharon. “I appreciate your help, Tobias. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry about your grandfather.”
			

			
				Tobias bowed his head but didn’t reply. He quickly set to work marking runes in the earth around the pharon. Raising the chi stone high, Tobias focused all of his attention on it. The runes glowed silver, signaling the protection array was active.
			

			
				“Nearly finished,” Tao called from the center of the clearing. He stomped the earth with the heel of his boot.
			

			
				Tobias smiled and gave Tao a sharp nod. His smile faded as he turned back to Max.
			

			
				“Adaya’s all the family I have left,” he said, moving closer to Max. He glanced at the pharon. “I know I come across as too forceful at times, but you don’t know this terrain or the beasts like we do. You’re still an Iron stage cultivator. If you aren’t careful, things can turn sour real fast.”
			

			
				Adaya nudged Tobias. “Don’t go all overprotective on me now.”
			

			
				“I’m not. Just doing what a big brother should,” Tobias said, grinning. “After all, I am older than you,”
			

			
				“Ha,” Adaya laughed. “By five minutes!”
			

			
				Tobias shrugged. “Still counts, doesn’t it, Max?”
			

			
				“I’m not taking sides,” Max said, raising his hands with a grin. “But I can’t argue with facts.”
			

			
				Adaya crossed her arms, pretending to scowl.
			

			
				Tobias clapped Max on the shoulder. “Thanks, brother. I knew I could count on you.”
			

			
				“One hundred percent,” Max replied. He looked at the pharon. “For the record, I appreciate your concern earlier. I know you’ve got the best interests of the team at heart.”
			

			
				“But I wasn’t speaking to you as a team member…” Tobias said, his voice low. “I was and still am talking to you as a friend. Please, Max, be very careful with that beast.”
			

			
				“Anyone care for a nice cold drink?” Tao said, returning with his boots covered in dirt and his face flushed. He held out a large waterskin and offered it to them along with crackers from his bag. The water was refreshing, and the crackers were tasty and more filling than they looked.
			

			
				When they were done, Adaya pointed to the beast core in Tobias’s hand. “Can you make a note of our second Metal chi core in your logbook before you put it away?”
			

			
				Tobias did as she asked, then looked back toward the river. “We should take that komodor core before something else does. I can go...” 
			

			
				“Let me handle it,” Tao offered. “It’s not far from here.”
			

			
				“Tobias or I should go with you so we stay in pairs,” Adaya suggested.
			

			
				“No need, it won’t take me long,” Tao said confidently. “And it’ll give you time to plan our next move. “
			

			
				Adaya scanned the treeline blocking their view of the river. “I’d feel better if you had company. Tobias, would you mind?” 
			

			
				“Not at all,” Tobias said, taking off into a light jog. He called to Tao, “Last one there buys the next round at the inn!”
			

			
				Tao laughed and sprinted after Tobias.
			

			
				Max agreed with Adaya. The two together were safer than Tao going alone, even if he was built like a brick shithouse and the carcass was close by.
			

			
				While they were gone, Max cultivated, drawing chi into his core. Adaya stood watch. When he finished, she followed suit. She opened her eyes when she was done and looked at the cat.
			

			
				“Now let’s see how quickly we can fix your pharon,” she said, opening her healing kit. “Do your best to keep her calm with Soothe while I get a bowl of water and add Nightingale drops to it. I want her to be nice and sleepy before I apply devil’s club salve to that wound on her wing.”
			

			
				Max stepped inside the array and cast Soothe.
			

			
				It wasn’t long before the pharon was purring contentedly. He offered her spruce tip pellets from his pouch. She sniffed at them once and gave an indignant huff. Max tried a piece of smoked meat next. She sniffed it, licked her chops, and finally ate it. While she was occupied with that, Adaya cautiously slid a bowl filled with water toward her and stepped back.
			

			
				The pharon moved closer and began to drink. A minute later she rolled on to her side, her eyes closed.
			

			
				“That sedative works fast,” Max commented.
			

			
				After a few gentle prods, Adaya set the bone, applied the salve and with Max’s help bound the wing so the bones would knit together properly.
			

			
				They’d barely finished when Tao and Tobias came charging back.
			

			
				“What happened?” Adaya asked, looking Tobias up and down as if checking for injuries.
			

			
				Tobias waved her off. “We got the komodor core no problem. But we found fresh tracks nearby.” 
			

			
				“They’re almanic panther prints,” Tao said, his eyes bright. “It was odd that they didn’t scavenge the body, but the good news is they can’t have gone far.” 
			

			
				Tobias looked at Adaya. “We still have a good few hours of daylight left. We should scout the area and find them before they settle for the night.”
			

			
				“I’d prefer if we took some time to plan ahead and cultivate.” Adaya scratched her jaw. “But almanic panthers have a wide hunting range. We could lose them if we don’t make a move soon.” 
			

			
				“Exactly,” Tobias said. “We won’t rank top in the quest by scavenging cores, killing dog spiders and hanging around here. Almanic panthers have a strong Metal affinity and they usually have well-developed cores worth harvesting.” 
			

			
				Max frowned. While he understood why they were excited, he wasn’t in a rush to leave yet. The pharon needed more time to shake off the sedative.
			

			
				Tao noticed his unease. “If you want to wait here with her while we scout ahead, you’ll be safe if you keep inside the protection array.”
			

			
				Max didn’t like that idea. “I read the field notes on those beasts. They’re poisonous. Splitting up is dangerous, and you won’t have me there to provide support. Give me an hour and I’ll go with you. The pharon will be fully awake by then. And don’t worry, she’s calmer and beginning to trust me ever since I cast Soothe.”
			

			
				“We can’t afford to wait that long,” Tobias said, looking at Adaya. “We’ve tracked these types of beasts for years and it was just the two of us.”
			

			
				Tao thumbed his chest. “They’ll have me around too. I’ll clobber any fool beast that dares attack us.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Stay here, use the time to earn the pharon’s trust. We’ll come back for you before nightfall.” 
			

			
				Max’s frown deepened. “I still think it’s a bad idea, Adaya. You said it yourself, wild animals are unpredictable—”
			

			
				“You worry too much, Max,” Tobias said, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Those risks go way down when you know the area and the beasts that roam it as well as we do.”
			

			
				Max still wasn’t convinced. He shot a grim look at Adaya to make sure she knew it.
			

			
				“I know you don’t like us splitting up,” she said, crossing her arms, “but as leader, the final decision rests with me. I have to balance the risks against the reward. There are other teams out there that are larger, stronger and better resourced than us. They can rack up one hundred kills in as little as a week. We can’t afford to pass on finding these panthers. Not if we want to rank in the top three.”
			

			
				Max gave a silent nod. He respected Adaya’s decision even if he didn’t agree.
			

			
				Still, his heart grew heavy as he watched them leave.
			

			
				…
			

			
				The midday sun beat down on Max’s nape as he cast his final healing aura on the pharon. By the time he was finished, the cat was more alert. He could also stand within arm’s reach without her growling at him. Her appetite improved, and she ate all the pieces of smoked meat Max had left.
			

			
				Although he was happy she was healing well and beginning to trust him, he couldn’t relax. His unease grew with the lengthening of the afternoon shadows.
			

			
				“What’s taking them so long?” he muttered.
			

			
				The pharon growled and sprang onto all fours. Her ears flattened as she stared at the trees hiding the river from view.
			

			
				“Easy, girl,” Max said. He cast Soothe. Stepping closer, he let Wood chi trickle from his hand as he gave her a pat on the head.
			

			
				Her shoulders relaxed, but her eyes were flint-hard.
			

			
				Suddenly a flock of birds burst into the sky, creating a dark shadow beneath their flapping wings.
			

			
				She didn’t flinch. Instead, she cocked her ear as if hearing something.
			

			
				A moment later, a horrifying scream froze Max’s heart.
			

			
				It wasn’t an animal this time. No.
			

			
				It sounded all too human.
			

			
				Max let his chi flow, and his senses sharpened before the cry echoed again. Blood drained from his face.
			

			
				He knew exactly who it was.
			

			
				“Adaya!”
 
			

			



				35 Panthers of Death
			

			
				Max’s heart was like a caged beast pounding in his chest. After promising the pharon he would return, he sprinted in the direction he’d heard Adaya scream. The silence that followed filled him with dread.
			

			
				Crashing through the undergrowth, his legs pumped with desperation to reach his friends. Max had never prayed before, but as he raced along the riverbank toward their original camp, he repeated the same words like a mantra. “Please don’t let me be too late.”
			

			
				Relief washed over him as he burst into the clearing. There, in the middle, stood Adaya, Tao and Tobias, back to back, their weapons drawn. The flicker of relief was snuffed out by the presence of almanic panthers circling his friends. 
			

			
				Tao had a bad gash on his shoulder, but Max was too far away to cast his auras. Rustling in the long grass further out alerted him to other panthers lying in wait, ready to ambush.
			

			
				Charging toward the group with only his suna sticks was a bad idea. Almanic panthers were built for speed. They would pounce on him before he could get in range to cast his boost or healing auras. 
			

			
				He needed a plan, and he needed it fast.
			

			
				Checking that his drum was secure, Max quickly assessed the situation. He counted four large almanic panthers circling like vultures. How many more lay in wait? With no way of knowing for sure, he needed a distraction. 
			

			
				Max cycled his chi, focusing the flow into his mouth. Activating Spitting Turtle, he blew chi spitballs left and right, spraying the ground in a wide arc. Panthers emerged from the long grass, drawn toward the sound of his spitballs crashing to the ground.
			

			
				Taking a chi-infused breath, he blew out another round of Spitting Turtle chi balls. Max swallowed hard. His mouth was beginning to feel like sandpaper. Hoping he’d created enough of a distraction, he charged toward his friends.
			

			
				Tapping out Soldier’s Beat on the run was hard, but once he was within five yards of the group, it would enhance their strength and endurance by 5%. Closing the distance, he noticed movement to his right.
			

			
				A panther emerged.
			

			
				Its eyes locked onto him as it lunged toward him. Realizing he wouldn’t make it in range on time, Max spun his suna sticks into a forward strike position. Mouth still dry, he hoped to hell his sticks would withstand the might of these savage beasts.
			

			
				The panther wasn’t the only one to notice him.
			

			
				Out of the corner of his eye, Max saw Tobias spin and nock an arrow in his direction. He sent a stream of arrows to intercept, using Hunter’s Gift combined with Force Shot to increase accuracy and range.
			

			
				Max licked his lips, drawing his energy into another spitball attack, but he realized he didn’t need it. Tobias’s arrow hit the panther’s flank, slowing it down. Another arrow struck its neck with such force that it crashed to the ground at Max’s feet.
			

			
				Max skidded but hopped over the fallen beast. Stumbling on the far side, he quickly recovered, spurred on by the sound of another panther snapping at his heels. A dagger whizzed by his ear, followed by Adaya yelling at him from the middle of the clearing. “Watch out for tail strikes and don’t let the bloodthirsty bastards bite you.”
			

			
				Max looked over his shoulder just in time to see the dagger hilt conk the panther on the head with a dull thud. The beast shook its head, dazed.
			

			
				It bought Max a little more time.
			

			
				Running full tilt while drumming wasn’t easy, but Max had no choice. Casting Soldier’s Beat, he knew exactly when he was finally in range. As soon as the aura reached Adaya, Tao and Tobias, their eyes lit up with a fiery glow.
			

			
				With renewed strength, they braced themselves with weapons raised as the circling panthers closed in. With little time before they attacked, Max cast a healing aura on Tao. If he had been ambushed first and Adaya saw it, fearing he’d die, that would explain why she had screamed.
			

			
				Max greeted his friends with a nod. Adaya and Tobias nodded in unison, while Tao replied with a grateful smile. It vanished as an almanic panther leapt into the air and sailed toward him. Rolling his shoulder, Tao’s smile returned. “Feeling much better now!” He gripped his Earthshaker Spade and smacked the snarling panther midair. 
			

			
				It hit the ground hard.
			

			
				Tao leapt on top of the fallen beast, finishing it off with a powerful two-handed downward strike.
			

			
				Tobias kept a steady stream of arrow strikes to keep the second wave of panthers at bay. Max blew out more chi spitballs to reinforce Tobias’s ranged attack. Claiming intact hides wouldn’t matter if they didn’t survive.
			

			
				Adaya focused on the first wave, swiftly using her flying dagger on one, blinding it. She drew her spear before the first wave reached melee range. A barbed tail whipped toward her at frightening speed. Using Haste, she dodged it with ease and countered with a flurry of spear strikes, knocking it down.
			

			
				Activating Power Thrust, Tao drove his crescent blade into the fallen panther’s heaving chest. A bone-crushing stomp kick and a hammer blow with his spade made sure it stayed down for good.
			

			
				That’s when Max noticed it.
			

			
				The dead panther stared up with bloodshot eyes, mouth foaming, just like the komodor carcass. He pushed that concern aside to deal with later. 
			

			
				Adaya lunged to meet an attacking panther. Blocking its claw strike with her spear, she countered, driving the blade tip into its neck. Again, Tao rushed in and finished it off.
			

			
				Looking around at the corpses littering the ground, Max’s hope surged. They were doing it. Once they worked as a team, they could take on countless more and survive.
			

			
				Oh shit!
			

			
				He spoke too soon. The second wave grew in numbers as more panthers emerged from hiding.
			

			
				“The sneaky bastards,” Tobias said. “Incoming from all directions, brace for a melee attack.”
			

			
				Max cast Soldier’s Beat one more time. They’d need all the added endurance and strength they could get. With suna sticks out as backup, he activated Spitting Turtle and sprayed chi spitballs in a wide arc. They landed with enough force to slow down at least half a dozen panthers closing in on them, though they weren’t critical wounds.
			

			
				Tobias targeted two panthers Max missed, blinding one and slowing down another with a flank shot. That left at least two more sprinting toward them, although he couldn’t rule out more hiding in the long grass.
			

			
				Taking a breath after another round of Spitting Turtle, Max noticed the strain visible on Tobias’s face. The last strength and endurance boost Max had cast on the group was beginning to fade. With his chi stores running dangerously low, he had to conserve his energy for when they really needed it.
			

			
				After all the chi Tobias infused into his arrow strikes using Force Shot, his energy had to be running low too. Keeping his eye on the prowling targets, Tobias called to his sister, “Fall back, I’ll cover you. We need to put as much distance as we can between us and the long grass.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. With a hand gesture, she ordered Tao and Max to watch each other’s backs as they retreated. That gave Tobias precious seconds to weaken the pack before they entered melee range.
			

			
				Tobias cursed.
			

			
				His last shot only grazed the panther stalking out of the long grass. It wasn’t as big as the others, but it was lightning-fast. In a blur, it dodged his follow-up arrow strikes. But instead of charging straight at Tobias, it zigzagged past him with its barbed tail raised like a scorpion ready to strike.
			

			
				Tao and Adaya swept forward, lashing out with their weapons to take it down. But again, it dodged, whipping its tail around like a mace on a chain. Tao and Adaya evaded the strike and braced for another attack, but the panther snaked around them, forcing them to turn.
			

			
				Max snuck up behind the panther and spun his suna sticks on the beast while its attention was fixed on Adaya and Tao.
			

			
				Without looking, the beast sensed his presence and whipped its tail at him.
			

			
				Chi flowed into his limbs as he raised his sticks into a defensive cross-guard. The tail hit his sticks with a loud crack. Max held his ground, using all the chi he could muster. The barbed spikes stopped inches from his face.
			

			
				Jarred by the impact, Max grunted and shook his head.
			

			
				“Watch your back!” Tobias yelled, pointing frantically.
			

			
				Max felt the air swirl around him before he realized what was happening. Snarling, the panther turned on him and swiped with its right paw.
			

			
				Max’s eyes went wide.
			

			
				The paw swipe was little more than a distraction. He ducked. Tail spikes whizzed over his head in a metallic blur.
			

			
				Tao and Adaya closed in. Tao hacked and slashed until the tail fell off, and Adaya speared it through the heart.
			

			
				An update flashed in Max’s vision, but he ignored it. Turning back to Tobias, Max gave him a thumbs-up.
			

			
				Wiping blood from her brow, Adaya joined him. “You saved our skin, those damn beasts are getting smarter.”
			

			
				Using his weapon, Tao prodded the panther they’d just killed. “It ignored Tobias to get to us, like it was playing hide and seek.”
			

			
				“We’re not in the clear yet,” Tobias said, thumbing over his shoulder to the long grass behind him. “Let’s check—”
			

			
				He cut off with a frown.
			

			
				He spun around and drew his sword. A barbed tail strike whipped toward him like a wrecking ball. He countered hard with his blade, but the force knocked him to the ground.
			

			
				Max, Adaya and Tao sprinted to his aid.
			

			
				Tobias had barely jumped to his feet when two sets of claws landed on his shoulders, forcing him to his knees. His hands trembled as he drove his sword into the panther’s belly. It roared and dug its claws deeper, drawing blood.
			

			
				Tobias twisted the sword and grimaced against the pain each shoulder movement cost him. Max cursed his low chi pool and the fact he couldn’t use Spitting Turtle without risking hitting Tobias. Ignoring the strain in his chest, he cast Heart Tap Beat Healing Aura.
			

			
				He was in range, but would it be enough?
			

			
				Before it took effect, the panther’s venomous jaws closed around Tobias’ neck. It clamped down and shook him violently.
			

			
				“Tobias!” Adaya roared and let her spear fly.
			

			
				Her aim was true.
			

			
				The panther howled as the spear tore through its shoulder. It retaliated with a tail strike, hitting Tao in the shoulder. Gritting his teeth, Tao struck the panther with such force his Earthshaker blade nearly cleaved the panther’s head off. He finished the job as Adaya fell to her knees and cradled Tobias.
			

			
				Across the clearing, a deathly silence fell.
			

			
				“Tao,” Max said, “can you keep watch and make sure there aren’t any more?”
			

			
				Tao rotated his injured shoulder and winced. He gave a grim nod.
			

			
				Max knelt down beside Adaya. Tobias was bleeding badly, his breath coming in wet gasps.
			

			
				Ripping her sleeve off, Adaya bundled it up. Applying pressure to the wound on his neck would slow the blood loss. Desperation clawed at Max’s mind. Deep down, he knew Tobias was too far gone for his healing aura to work.
			

			
				Adaya grabbed a healing potion and was getting ready to pour it down her brother’s throat when Tobias stopped her. “You know I’ve been poisoned. That healing potion won’t help. Without a powerful healer, there’s nothing that can be done.” Tobias turned white as he placed his hand on Adaya’s. His voice was thick with emotion. “Looks like I have to leave this party early...”
			

			
				Tears welled in Adaya’s eyes.
			

			
				“Hey now, why the long face?” he said, brushing her cheek with a trembling finger. “I’ve had plenty of fun times and few regrets.”
			

			
				“You’re not going anywhere, you hear me?” Adaya choked out.
			

			
				Tobias blinked, eyes starting to get hazy. “I’m afraid it’s not up to me.”
			

			
				Blood soaked in pools beneath Adaya’s fingers. She couldn’t reply. A sob caught in her throat.
			

			
				“Max, what’s it like?” Tobias asked, his voice straining. “You know…dying...”
			

			
				A knot tightened in Max’s chest.
			

			
				Memories of his death and rebirth came rushing back. In his past during times of grief, Max struggled to find the right words. This time he had to do better. Taking a deep breath, he took a moment to gather his thoughts.
			

			
				“Tobias, my friend,” he said, swallowing hard. “The truth of what lies beyond is a tricky beast. Everyone’s journey is unique. One thing I know for sure is that you’re a good man. Your spirit, your essence, will endure. Whether you find yourself in a world of cultivation or something different, your spark will keep on burning.”
			

			
				Tobias gave him a sad smile but seemed to take comfort in his words. “If there’s any justice, I’ll come back as a bard, wooing every heart in the realm.”
			

			
				Adaya blinked away her tears. “Always such a charmer. A bard’s life would suit you well.” A small smile tugged at the corners of her lips. “Give me a front-row seat for your grand performance. I’ll cross realms to find you just so I can throw roses at your head if you sing off-tune.”
			

			
				Tobias winced as he tried to laugh. “You’ve always had my back. Now you’ll have to keep Tao and Max on the straight and narrow.”
			

			
				Keeping a watchful eye, Tao dropped to one knee, his face ghostly pale and clammy with sweat. He opened his mouth to speak but looked lost for words.
			

			
				“I hope you find a nice wife,” Tobias said. “Forget everything else I ever said.”
			

			
				Tao bowed his head, offering comfort by his presence.
			

			
				Tobias squeezed Adaya’s hand. “Never forget, in this life or the next, I will always be your big brother.”
			

			
				Adaya swallowed hard. “I love you to the moon and back... big brother.”
			

			
				As the last breath left his lips, time ground to a halt.
			

			
				The world turned colorless and very, very quiet, leaving Max with a deep ache in his heart.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max lost track of time. The sun sank in the sky, cloaking him in shadows while he sat in silence with Tao and Adaya watching over Tobias’s shrouded form.
			

			
				Finally Adaya spoke. “I need to bathe Tobias before we lay him to rest.”
			

			
				“I’ll get water from the stream,” Tao said. Straining to get to his feet, he looked paler than before.
			

			
				Max’s breath stalled. “Tao, your shoulder wound looks infected.”
			

			
				Snapped from her thoughts, Adaya looked up at Tao. “Did you get hit by a tail spike?”
			

			
				“I think so,” he mumbled, his eyes looking heavy.
			

			
				Adaya jumped up. She pointed to the shelter Tao and Tobias had made when they first arrived. “Get onto a bedroll before you collapse,” she said, taking Tao by the arm. “Damn tail spikes are deadly poisonous, but not as fast-acting as the venom from their bites.” Adaya paused for a moment. “A healing potion will make a difference.”
			

			
				Max took Tao’s other arm and helped Adaya guide the big guy back to the shelter. Once there, they eased him onto a bedroll before his legs gave way. Max cast his healing aura while Adaya grabbed the healing kit. He wished his healing aura had been a higher level. Perhaps if he’d studied more, he could’ve made a difference.
			

			
				Tao groaned, clutching his stomach.
			

			
				Adaya pulled Max aside. “It’s worse than I thought. Your healing aura gave him a fighting chance, but even with my herbal remedies, his recovery will take a few days.”
			

			
				Max repeated his healing aura several times. Once Tao was stable, Max’s thoughts turned to the pharon. While he knew she was safe in the array, he was eager to return to keep her emerging trust in him alive.
			

			
				“You’re thinking about that pharon, aren’t you?” Adaya asked, grinding leaves in a stone bowl.
			

			
				“How did you know?” Max asked.
			

			
				“You’ve got the same faraway look in your eye Tobias used to have...”
			

			
				“I’m not going anywhere until Tao is—”
			

			
				Adaya raised her hand. “He’ll be fine. Go check on the pharon,” she said softly. “We’re safe here for a few hours. I activated the protection array Tobias set up around this shelter using his chi stone.”
			

			
				Slowly, Max rose to his feet. “I can get water from the stream—”
			

			
				“No, it can wait. Stopping by the stream is too risky on your own. Don’t stop until you reach the pharon.” She handed him a packet from her bag. “Dried wild mint. It’s better fresh, but if you offer some to the pharon, it will follow you to hell and back. Handy if you want to coax her to follow you back here without delay.”
			

			
				Max sniffed the package. It reminded him of Misty’s catnip. Pocketing it, he thanked Adaya and left the shelter in the direction of the pharon. On his way there, he noticed the update he hadn’t checked earlier.
			

			
				Tobias’s death weighed heavily on him, but he had an injured pharon to care for, and he couldn’t afford to neglect his cultivation. Grief and guilt would visit him again once he was somewhere safer.
			

			
				With a heavy sigh, he said, “Update.”
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 3 18% completed 
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 32.7% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 22%, Air 27%, Spirit 28%, Wood 23%
 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 25
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 17
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 3
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 2
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
 
			

			
				“Hmmm... Spirit’s up to 28%, and Wood’s down to 23%,” Max said. He couldn’t think of anything that he’d eaten that was high in Spirit chi. Adaya might have the answer. And Spitting Turtle had gone up to level 3, which wasn’t surprising given how much he’d been using it. Soldier’s Beat had also, and there was a small note with it:
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: level 2 — the user can target a specific person or creature to affect. Must be within a 5 yard radius.
			

			
				That could be handy. It would save a lot of chi to be able to pick a person to affect. He wondered if he could accidentally target an enemy. He’d have to keep that in mind and practice control later.
			

			
				Everything else was progressing as expected. But he was too preoccupied with thoughts of Tobias to truly appreciate it this time.
			

			
				It was hard to believe Tobias was gone. He’d risked his life to save Max more than once and he’d never forget that.
			

			
				In that moment, a fire ignited in his heart, and he made a silent vow.
			

			
				In honor of his sworn brother Tobias, he would forge himself into a powerful cultivator. He would push the limits of his abilities, tirelessly training and cultivating his skills. Max would not only become stronger but would willingly lay down his life to protect Adaya and Tao, his newfound family.
 
			

			



				36 Spineless Hairy Bastards
			

			
				“The spineless hairy bastards,” Max growled, stepping into the clearing. “I leave for a few damn hours, and the dog spiders come crawling back.” His gaze fell upon the magnificent big cat, protected by Tobias’s array.
			

			
				His throat tightened with gratitude for his fallen friend.
			

			
				The injured pharon was safe.
			

			
				For now.
			

			
				Dog spiders scuttled about. Their attempts to attack the pharon were thwarted by the array. Some were clever enough to test the invisible shield with their legs before they lunged.
			

			
				Most were clueless idiots, launching themselves headlong at the big cat. Max couldn’t help thinking they deserved a Darwin award for their stupidity. They splattered against the veiled array like bugs on a highway windshield.
			

			
				The pharon sat there, watching them with mild amusement.
			

			
				Max used Spitting Turtle to scare the remaining pests away. Then, he dashed across the clearing and entered the protective array. The pharon rose to her paws, her tail swishing happily as she approached Max, sniffing the air between them. Her pupils grew round and zeroed in on his tunic pocket.
			

			
				With a forceful nudge of her pink snout, she sent him stumbling back. Raising his hands, Max said with a chuckle, “Easy, girl. Calm down.” He let Wood chi flow into one hand while the other reached for the pack of wild mint.
			

			
				Her brilliant blue eyes shone with anticipation. While she was fixated on the packet of wild mint, Max scratched behind her ear, releasing a trickle of Wood chi to calm her. In that moment, he felt a connection, an inexplicable exchange of energy between them.
			

			
				Eager to eat the contents of the packet, she nudged it with her nose.
			

			
				Max smiled. “You’ve been plenty patient,” he said, pouring half the contents into his hand. Her sandpaper tongue licked his palm clean. Once done, she sat back on her haunches with a satisfied chuff.
			

			
				Max couldn’t be sure, but it almost looked like she was grinning. It didn’t last long. Dog spiders interrupted her calm by shrieking their guts out, splattering against the array.
			

			
				The runes forming the array flickered and dimmed. Max knew it wouldn’t be long before it ran out of power.
			

			
				“I think it’s time to leave, don’t you?” he said, staring at the spiders creeping out of the freshly reopened tunnels. The pharon growled in agreement.
			

			
				Suddenly, the runes vanished. Cursing the spiders under his breath, Max turned to leave, calling the pharon to join him. With a guarded stance, he set off toward the camp. To his surprise, the pharon didn’t follow.
			

			
				Instead, she stood there, watching him, her one good wing spread wide, black feathers rustling. Then she looked to the sky and let out a mournful howl. Thanks to Adaya, her injured wing was still tightly bound, restricting her movements. The pharon scowled and chewed at the bindings, trying to free her wing.
			

			
				Max caught her attention by urgently shaking the packet of wild mint at her. Adaya had said cats would follow him anywhere once he had some wild mint. He hoped it worked on pharon. It wouldn’t be long before this place was overrun with dog spiders.
			

			
				Shaking the packet again, Max took a step back. This time, the pharon took a step forward.
			

			
				More spiders spilled out of the tunnels.
			

			
				Max didn’t want to distract her by using Spitting Turtle on them. When he’d rescued her earlier, she had tried to pounce on his chi spitballs like a playful kitten. He held a piece of wild mint in his hand and said, “If you want more catnip, follow me.”
			

			
				Jogging back a few paces, he was eager to put as much distance as possible between them and the swarming spiders.
			

			
				A sigh of relief escaped him as she quickened her pace.
			

			
				Spinning around, he broke into a light jog. In the blink of an eye, she matched his stride. With big blue eyes locked on the wild mint, she licked her chops. Max increased his speed, and she effortlessly kept up.
			

			
				Her gaze never strayed from the wild mint all the way back to camp.
			

			
				…
			

			
				They laid Tobias to rest at dawn. Adaya chose a quiet spot where the melody of birdsong came from the trees overlooking the flowing stream. A golden glimmer of sunlight danced upon its waters.
			

			
				“Tobias would’ve loved it here. Ever since we were kids, being out in nature was his happy place.” Adaya turned to Max, her eyes downcast. “We better get back to Tao. He’s due another healing potion.”
			

			
				Max wrapped his arm around her, offering comfort. “It’s a beautiful spot,” he said, voice low. Adaya leaned into him briefly before turning back toward the camp. Walking beside her, Max stole a glance back at the burial mound.
			

			
				“Rest well, my friend. You’ll be missed.”
			

			
				In the presence of Adaya, the pharon kept her distance.
			

			
				They returned to the camp in silence. Tao stood at the shelter entrance, looking past the campfire remains to the flattened grass where they had been ambushed.
			

			
				Adaya placed her hands on her hips. “I told you to rest. Go back to bed Tao, that’s an order.”
			

			
				“But I feel better. And I get ants in my pants if I sit still for too long. How about I start the fire and roast some panther meat?”
			

			
				Adaya’s tone turned stern. “How about you do as I ask?” she said, brushing past him into the shelter. She picked up a canteen from beside his bedroll. “It’s vital you take this potion in full. Your insides were damaged by the poison, even if you feel fine. Pushing yourself now won’t do anyone any good.” Her tone softened. “You’re a better cook than us but let me handle the next meal for now. When you’re better, you can take over.” 
			

			
				“Anything you say, boss,” Tao replied.  
			

			
				Adaya produced a silver packet. “In the meantime, there’s some snacks in a bowl by your bed that are infused with Earth and Metal chi. This packet of fish flakes is rich in Spirit chi. Eaten together, they’ll help keep your affinities balanced.”
			

			
				Tao opened the packet and peered inside. “Don’t need to ask me twice to eat,” he said happily, eating some of the fish flakes. “I want to be in top form when we resume the One Hundred Kills Quest.”
			

			
				A darkness clouded Adaya’s expression. Her brow furrowed as she reached down and opened Tobias’s bag of holding. With a sad sigh, she pulled out what looked like a leather notebook. Flipping through the pages, she tapped on an entry. “Twenty-one kills. Only seventy-nine to go,” she said. Her voice cracked, but she persisted. “I updated Tobias’s kill quest logbook last night when you returned to the pharon.”
			

			
				Max followed her gaze outside the shelter to where the pharon sat upright. The big cat exuded a majestic aura.
			

			
				Returning his attention to the book, he understood the difficulty Adaya faced in handling Tobias’s belongings. Yet she didn’t let it show. “Tobias took down a particularly large panther from the pack. It had a well-developed Metal chi core. Thanks to him...”
 
			

			
				Clearing his throat, Max reluctantly voiced his concerns. “Isn’t it dangerous to be out at night alone? I could have helped you collect cores and skin the panthers when I returned.”
			

			
				“It’s not as dangerous for me. Remember, I’m at the Copper stage. Besides, I have some aura sense to alert me to danger. And I like to keep busy,” Adaya said, chewing her lip.
			

			
				Max knew what she really meant.
			

			
				She didn’t want to sit around and let grief bury her.
			

			
				“Did you notice they were acting strange? Just like those dog spiders,” Max asked.
			

			
				“Tobias and I have encountered almanic panthers before. You’re right, they were acting strange last night. And there were far more than normal in that group. While collecting their cores, I spied movement near the trees over there. I remained cautious, but they never attacked. That’s highly unusual.” She closed the logbook and ran her fingers affectionately over its leather-bound cover. 
			

			
				An unease settled on Max as he glanced at the treeline. “Once Tao is well, we should return to the academy and warn them about what we’ve discovered. Some of those panthers were sickly, just like the dead komodor.”
			

			
				Adaya blinked twice. “We’re not heading back to the academy yet. We need more academy points, and thanks to the ranged kill shots Tobias took, we have more than enough Metal chi cores. Once Tao has healed, we can hunt day and night. If we complete the One Hundred Kills Quest in the next week, I’m sure we’ll rank in the top three.”
			

			
				“Wait, what?” Max said, raising his voice. “I can’t believe you want to continue the quest after what happened to Tobias.”
			

			
				“I can’t believe you don’t,” Adaya said, clenching her fist. “We might have taken down the panther that took Tobias away from me, but I won’t rest until the entire pack is wiped out.”
			

			
				“But some of them are acting like they’re rabid. We should really—”
			

			
				“They’re not rabid, but I agree with you that some are ill,” she said. Steel edged her voice. “I’ll gladly put them out of their misery.”
			

			
				Max recognized that look. “You’ve just lost your brother. You need time to—”
			

			
				“I know what I’ve lost better than you do. Tobias would kick my ass if I sat here wallowing. What would his death mean if I give up on the quest? Everything he’s done out here would be in vain. He wanted all of us to rank in the top three to win a potion of our choice... So that’s exactly what we’re going to do. Understood?” 
			

			
				Max couldn’t argue with her. He knew she’d go alone if he refused to join her. He wouldn’t let that happen, no matter how dangerous the quest became. Adaya was family, and he had vowed to protect her life.
			

			
				“I’ll go with you on one condition.” He exhaled. “Give me time to bond with the pharon. If I can train her, she can hunt with us.”
			

			
				Silence hung heavily in the air. Tobias would never be replaced. But there was something about his connection to the pharon that he couldn’t fully explain. Max knew he was asking a lot from Adaya, given her history with the creatures.
			

			
				Adaya pursed her lips. Her gaze shifted toward the creature as the big cat stretched her limbs. Putting away the logbook, she turned to Max and said, “Agreed. But you’re going to need a hell of a lot of fresh catnip.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max let out a weary sigh. “Where’s the damn Dummies’ Guide to Training a Big Ass Cat in Less Than a Day when you need it?”
			

			
				“Who knows?” Tao shrugged, eating an apple.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes sparkled with a hint of mirth, but she focused her attention on the preparations for their upcoming hunt.
			

			
				Tao finished his apple, leaving only the stalk behind. “If you want to bond with her, start by giving her a name.”
			

			
				“Great idea,” Max said. His mind drifted to memories of naming Kev the rooster. He glanced at the majestic flying cat sprawled before them, eyeing the leftovers of the roast meat they’d enjoyed at dinner. “I could call her the Queen of Sheba?”
			

			
				The cat looked at Max and yawned with mild disinterest.
			

			
				Max scratched his jaw. Naming pets was no easy task. “How about Cleopatra?”
			

			
				Adaya brightened. “I like that. You could call her Cleo for short.”
			

			
				The big cat snorted as if to say, “Please, do not insult me.”
			

			
				Taking a breath, Adaya closed her eyes. “I’m still a Novice with aura sense, but I can tell she has Spirit affinity, which is rare. If you bond, you’ll share your energy with her and she’ll share hers with you. Since you have compatible affinities, it will be like eating Spirit fish and taking Spirit pills.”
			

			
				Max startled. “Is that why my Spirit affinity has risen to 28%?”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “I’d say when you soothed her with Wood chi, she reciprocated by giving you some of her Spirit chi.”
			

			
				Max’s mind flashed back to the stories his Native ex-girlfriend had shared with him. “Wow, she’s like a spirit beast from my home world. My ex-girlfriend believed in animal totems.” He loved his dog Rascal and Misty was cool, but he’d never believed in spiritual bonds like she did.
			

			
				Adaya looked at him curiously. “What happened between you and your girlfriend?”
			

			
				Max hesitated, regretting bringing up the topic. But Adaya was family now. She deserved his honesty. “We split up because I was heading down a dark path. One she asked me not to go down... I wasn’t joking when I said I’ve done stupid things in the past. Things I’m not proud of.”
			

			
				Adaya’s gaze softened. “The past is the past. You’re turning things around and doing the impossible like bonding with a pharon without being killed. Now that’s something to be proud of.” She looked down at her hands. “I know Tobias would agree.”
			

			
				Max’s chest ached at the mention of Tobias.
			

			
				Adaya squeezed his shoulder. “My grandfather was a wise man. He once told me to cherish all relationships because you never know how long they will last. Some people come into your life for a reason. Others for a season. And precious few for a lifetime.”
			

			
				The truth in her words comforted Max. It reminded him of his ex-girlfriend’s ritual of thanksgiving to each animal after the hunt. She believed in the interconnectedness of all living beings and the importance of balance and harmony in nature.
			

			
				“I think I have a fitting name for my new companion,” Max said. His eyes drifted from Adaya to Tao before resting on the pharon. “I’d like to call you Nara. It means ‘spirit’ in a Native language from my world. You’ve certainly got plenty of spirit... What do you think?”
			

			
				The pharon looked Max in the eye. She raised her chin, as if considering the merits of the name. Her tail swished lazily behind her until, finally, she gave a subtle nod.
			

			
				“I’d take that as a yes,” Tao said.
			

			
				“I agree,” Adaya added. “Your pharon has excellent taste. Nara is a lovely name.”
			

			
				“Great,” Max said, lowering his voice. “Now I just have to get her to like me enough to bond with me.”
			

			
				Tao grinned knowingly. “Easier said than done, my friend. Dogs, bless their loyal hearts, are easy to train. Shower them with love, and they’ll perform tricks that’ll make your head spin. But cats, oh boy, they’re a different net of sardines.”
			

			
				“Sounds like you speak from experience. Any tips?” Max asked.
			

			
				Tao nodded. A mischievous glint lit his eyes. “Picture this: I used to work part-time in the village bakery. In strolls a feral fur ball acting like he owned the place, cozying up to the oven. He got so obsessed with the heat that he ended up with a bald rump. Winning over that heat-loving, half-bald bakery cat was no walk in the park, let me tell you. But growing up with cats on the farm, I’ve learned a thing or two. The baker fell over himself, offering treats to win him over, hoping he’d stay and be a mouser. But not me. I knew fawning over him wouldn’t work. Every morning, I’d arrive a little early, leave the door open for him, turn the oven on for warmth and provide him with food and water. I gave him space and let him be.”
			

			
				Adaya chimed in, “It’s the same with cats in our village. You have to play it cool, let them know they’re free to stay or go. But when it comes to bonding, you can’t force it.”
			

			
				 “I can play it cool,” Max said confidently. 
			

			
				Nara gave him a doubtful look.
			

			
				“Don’t believe me?” Max grinned, revealing his secret weapon. He pulled out fresh wild mint that he had foraged with Adaya.
			

			
				When all else failed, it never hurt to have a damn good cheat.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Over the next day, Max focused on building trust, soothing Nara’s senses and boosting her strength and endurance using his aura. He felt her trust in him grow from a seed to a sapling. He knew he had to continue nurturing it, allowing strong roots to form.
			

			
				He sensed she was ready to bond, but there was one last thing he needed to do.
			

			
				Pointing to the bandage covering Nara’s injured wing, Max said, “I think it’s time to take off the bandage and see how you’re doing.”
			

			
				Nara looked at her bound wing curiously. Then she gave her uninjured wing a mighty stretch. Glossy black feathers fluttered in the light breeze. Max felt a mix of anticipation and apprehension for what the next day would bring. No matter what, he had to press on.
			

			
				With gentle hands, he removed the bandage, giving Nara time to stretch her wing. She moved cautiously at first, testing her range of movement. She looked at Max with big eyes, as if gauging his reaction.
			

			
				Max stepped back, his hands raised. “I think you and I make a fine pair. We share affinities and a fighting spirit that I respect. But I want you to know that just because I healed you, it doesn’t mean you have to stay with me and hunt with our team. I understand this is your home. You have family out there. If you need to go your own way….” Max bowed, not prepared for Nara to fly away.
			

			
				His heart sank as she rose into the sky.
			

			
				But instead of flying away, she hovered, tilting her head side to side as if testing the truth of his words. When Max didn’t move, she rose higher. Whirling around, she soared over the treetops with the grace and speed of a feline goddess.
			

			
				Max watched until she became a faint dot on the horizon. He let out a sigh, his spirits dropping. Slowly, he turned around and trudged back toward the camp.
			

			
				Halfway there, he felt a swish behind him.
			

			
				Nara’s warm body brushed past him, her tail tickling his neck.
			

			
				“You’re back,” Max cried, overjoyed, but also feeling a little silly for stating the obvious. She flicked her tail across his face in agreement.
			

			
				Turning around, he could see a faint aura surrounding Nara. Her eyes glowed like blue fire.
			

			
				“Are you ready to bond?” Max asked.
			

			
				Nara bowed her head.
			

			
				Max found a quiet space back at camp. Sitting down beside Nara, he activated Soothe. Letting a gentle chi-infused hum fill the air, he extended his hand in a V shape. This time, he stroked Nara’s fur, allowing strands of Wood chi to flow from his hand into her to increase the chance of a successful bond.
			

			
				Closing his eyes Max visualized his swirling ball of chi. At the same time, Nara’s ball of chi came into focus. The similarities between them were striking. Max sensed their shared Spirit and Air affinities.
			

			
				Nara’s chi surged and flowed toward Max. A reflection of their new bond. Hope bubbled up inside him as both their auras glowed a little brighter.
			

			
				Feeling her energy course through him, Max felt truly alive.
			

			
				Opening his eyes, he saw a whole new world in strange colors and hues. Everything looked sharper, as if he were seeing through Nara’s eyes.
			

			
				He blinked twice, and the colors faded back to normal.
			

			
				An update flashed in his vision.
			

			
				Primal Bond Activated: You established a spiritual link with a large beast of land and sky. Beast Status shared and updates available to view in Ritual Scroll.
			

			
				“Update,” Max said, smiling at Nara. Two options appeared. He ignored the first one, “Max Stone,” in favor of the second one titled “Pharon.”
 
			

			
				Pharon
			

			
				Large Beast - Sky and Land
			

			
				Primal Bond: Level 1 2% complete 
			

			
				Name: Nara 
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Bond Aligned - Iron level 3 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Air 51%, Spirit 49% 
			

			
				Predator Abilities:
			

			
				Dark Sense 60 ft., Heat Sense 60 ft., Perception (passive)
			

			
				Languages: understands languages through bond
			

			
				Primal Hunter Skills: Melee Mauler level 29/100
 
			

			
				Nara nuzzled his palm, drawing his attention. He closed the status view and stroked her soft fur. She was hungry; he felt it.
			

			
				“Let’s eat,” he said. “We both need to be at our best before we train to hunt together.”
			

			
				Nara rose to all fours, giving him a haughty look that said, “What are you waiting for?”
 
			

			



				37 Revenge
			

			
				“Congrats, Nara likes you enough to bond with you,” Tao said. A smirk played on his lips as Max and Nara approached the campfire.
			

			
				Tao handed Max a mug of tea. He gratefully accepted, bowing in thanks before taking a sip. The aroma of roasted almonds filled his senses. The warm liquid quenched his thirst after a morning of training with Nara.
			

			
				Nara settled by the open fire, her gaze fixed on the roasting panther meat. Max filled a bowl with water and placed it beside her. She lapped it up while keeping a watchful eye on the roasting meat.
			

			
				“How are you feeling now?” Max asked, looking at Tao.
			

			
				Tao raised his mug with a smile. “Much better, thanks to your healing aura and Adaya’s potions.” He grimaced slightly. “This honeysuckle tea helps take away the bitter taste in my mouth.”
			

			
				Curious, Max took a sip of the tea, finding a slight spicy and sweet kick to it. It reminded him of those fancy chai lattes back on earth. It wasn’t something he normally drank, but it went down smoothly.
			

			
				“Where’s Adaya?” Max asked. He checked his surroundings.
			

			
				“She took off to track what’s left of the almanic panther pack so we know which direction to go,” Tao replied. “Once I finish taking the last of my potions, she’ll give me a clean bill of health. Then we can get back to hunting. Speaking of which, how did your training session with Nara go? Do you think she’s ready to join our team?” 
			

			
				Max nodded. “I spent the morning doing test runs. I have a bird call whistle that she responds to both on the ground and in the air. I’m also accustoming her to commands such as “attack,” “fall back,” and “round them up,” as well as hand signals similar to those I used with my previous dog, Rascal.
			

			
				“Did you track and hunt any beasts together?” Tao asked.
			

			
				“We went after the dog spiders. Nara tagged them from the sky and activated her first technique called Flyby. At level 1 she expends chi to increase aerial speed and strike damage. Two sweeps did the trick: blinding them on the first pass and going for the legs on the second. Then I finished them off using Spitting Turtle. In a real hunt, that’s where you and Adaya can come in.”
			

			
				Tao frowned. “I have little skill with aura sense. But when I focus, I can sense the bond between you. What does it feel like?”
			

			
				Max scratched his head, struggling to find the right words. “It’s like visualizing chi flowing through my body. With Nara now, it’s like there’s a chi thread tethering us at our energy center. When she takes to the skies, I can feel it like a gentle tugging, as if I were holding onto a kite string. I know little about beast bonds, but I feel our shared affinities. And she’s at the Novice stage of cultivation, like I am. I imagine it will grow stronger than our cores develop.”
			

			
				“Sounds amazing,” Tao said, slurping the last of his tea. “Do you think we should have a practice run as a group before we hunt the almanic panthers?” 
			

			
				“Definitely!”
			

			
				Adaya marched into the clearing. Her eyes were lit with fiery determination. “I found them,” she said, holding up a glass vial. “Took me a while. I’m not as eagle-eyed as Tobias was, but the tracks are about half a day old.” She handed the vial to Tao. “No time to waste, drink this, cultivate, and I’ll prepare a quick meal. Then we leave.”
			

			
				Max raised a brow. “Shouldn’t we wait until dawn? That will give us time to practice as a team.”
			

			
				“No,” said Adaya, shaking her head. “We need to be wherever the almanic panthers are before dawn so we can catch them unawares.” 
			

			
				Tao drank the potion, grimacing at the taste. “Isn’t it risky, going through the forest at night?”
			

			
				“Not with a pharon on our team. She has excellent night vision and the ability to smell other beasts from great distances. We don’t have to worry about any nasty surprises,” Adaya replied.
			

			
				Max enjoyed a hearty meal while Nara sat at his side. She devoured her raw, juicy panther flank, leaving nothing but the bone. Once done, they quickly packed up camp. Given the distance the panthers could roam, Adaya predicted an all-night trek before finding their resting spot.
			

			
				Weaving through the dark forest, Max felt at ease with Nara by his side. After seven hours of trekking, Nara alerted them with a soft growl. She sniffed the air. Adaya readied her spear, and Tao tightened his grip on his weapon.
			

			
				“Looks like a gap in the trees not far in front of us. I can scout ahead with Nara and see what we’re dealing with,” Max said.
			

			
				“Good idea, Max,” Adaya said. “Be prepared to use your aura to support us. You’re also our primary ranged attack, along with Nara’s aerial assault.”
			

			
				Max gestured toward the gap in the trees and locked eyes with Nara. “Lead the way.”
			

			
				Nara prowled forward, shoulders raised, moving slowly and silently.
			

			
				Max followed close behind until they reached the gap. It opened up into a rocky clearing with thick bushes and sprawling vines. Uneven ground and scattered boulders added to the rugged terrain.
			

			
				Max focused his chi, allowing him to see what Nara saw. His gaze followed hers, and at the foot of a large bush lay a group of almanic panthers, fast asleep. The shade and dip in the ground hid most of them, making it difficult to count their exact number. 
			

			
				Max gave the signal to Nara. With lightning speed, she swooped down.  
			

			
				The sound of gurgling final breaths and yowls from injured panthers filled the air.
			

			
				“Here we go!” Adaya said.
			

			
				Max watched Nara swoop back into the air, paws clearly bloodied even in the dim pre-dawn light. Below her, two panthers lay still, though several more had leapt up and zeroed in on her. Their tails lashed behind them, their lips drawn back in a snarl.
			

			
				Inhaling, Max focused on the panthers closest to him. Cycling his chi, he let loose two chi spitballs, the attacks aimed at two of the panthers’ eyes.
			

			
				The bright energy tore through the air, one ball connecting solidly with one panther’s face, sending it spinning to the ground.
			

			
				The second panther he’d targeted whirled around when its companion fell. But it wasn’t fast enough to evade the second strike entirely, shrieking as the attack struck its shoulder and left a smoldering wound behind.
			

			
				A flash of metal glinted in the corner of Max’s eye, and a fraction of a second later he watched another panther fall. One of Adaya’s daggers protruded from its throat.
			

			
				“Again!” Adaya said. “Before they close the gap!”
			

			
				Another group of four panthers rose from the vines farther across the clearing. Max took aim at them, careful to not hit Nara as she dove once more and finished off the injured fourth and fifth panthers in the original group she’d attacked.
			

			
				The first Spitting Turtle landed short, spewing dirt through the air as it ravaged the ground in front of the charging panthers. The monsters split around it, effectively separating one from the rest of the pack.
			

			
				Before he could target that one, Adaya’s second dagger shot through the air, embedding in its eye. It tumbled to the ground, rolling several feet before sliding to a standstill, dead.
			

			
				Inhaling again, Max released one more Spitting Turtle. He aimed at the feet of the monsters, intent to separate another from the pack.
			

			
				He grinned as the scenario played out again, a single panther snarling and veering away from the other two.
			

			
				He startled as Nara shot straight down at it, cratering it into the dirt with finality. Even from this distance, Max could hear the panther’s bones snapping.
			

			
				No getting up from that, he thought. Another note to self: Nara’s absolutely brutal. Don’t get on the cat’s bad side.
			

			
				He was glad Nara liked catnip enough that she’d chosen to be on their side.
			

			
				“Fall back, Max! Tao, you’re up!”
			

			
				Rolling back at Adaya’s command, Max positioned himself behind her and Tao as the panthers closed the rest of the distance. Tapping out Heart Tap Beat, he bolstered their healing in anticipation of the likely wounds they’d get at such close range.
			

			
				With a roar, Tao surged forward, slamming into the bigger panther. His blade flashed, but failed to strike a vital area, instead biting into the meat of the panther’s shoulder. He grunted as the monster barreled into him, driving him back several paces and threatening to take him to the ground.
			

			
				Max prepared to leap to his aid, but with a rallying cry, Tao lowered his bulk and threw the panther down. He lunged, Earthshaker Spade flashing through the air and sinking into the panther’s throat.
			

			
				Jerking his attention from Tao to Adaya, Max watched as she whirled around the other monster’s claw strikes. With a fluidity he could only hope to achieve one day, she spun and darted in and out, infuriating the beast as she landed wound after wound on it. Then, in a move layered with aggression that Max would normally not associate with her, she lunged forward, exploding with power.
			

			
				She drove her spear into the monster’s chest, right in the vulnerable part near its leg.
			

			
				The panther whined and shuddered, staggering and falling as Adaya pulled her spear back.
			

			
				Max and his friends stood, poised for action for one, two, three heartbeats, then started to relax. After what had happened with Tobias, all of their senses and reflexes were wound tight.
			

			
				“Nice work,” Adaya finally said. Her eyes flicked through the clearing. “Nine panthers. That’s a good haul.” Her jaw tightened, and her knuckles went white on her spear. “They got exactly what they deserved for what they did to Tobias.”
			

			
				Max opened his mouth, wanting to offer comfort, but Tao shifted and cut him off.
			

			
				“Guys,” he said, nervous. “Did you hear something?”
			

			
				Heart hammering in his chest at Tao’s words, Max tensed, crouching low. Suna sticks raised, he scanned the area.
			

			
				“I didn’t hear anything,” he said. “Nara, Adaya, did you?”
			

			
				Adaya had sunk into a ready stance as well, scanning the trees of the surrounding forest. Her hands shook, and Max could guess it was because this was too similar to the situation that ended with Tobias’s death. Thinking they’d killed all the panthers, only for another to sneak up on them.
			

			
				“I don’t hear—” she started.
			

			
				Nara growled, looking into the trees. Then she spun, tail lashing, and growled at another section of the forest.
			

			
				“I don’t like that,” Tao commented. “Something—more than one something—is out there.”
			

			
				“More panthers?” Max asked.
			

			
				Adaya exhaled slowly. “Almost for sure. Panthers don’t usually let other large carnivores into their territory. And sometimes packs split up into smaller groups, then come back together.” She cursed roundly, voice low. “We probably just killed a fraction of the pack, and what Nara and Tao heard is the rest.”
			

			
				“That’s a big pack, right?” Max asked, heart still hammering in his chest. “Between what we killed yesterday, the nine we took down now, and whatever else is out there.”
			

			
				“Very big,” Adaya said. “Normally, almanic panthers will split into new packs once there are more than ten. Each of the groups we killed could have been its own pack. But they are clearly one, because we’d have seen more evidence of fights between the panthers—injuries on them, territorial behavior, even a pack joining in the fight yesterday to take out its competitors.” She frowned, but didn’t take her focus from the forest. “But we’ve seen that the beasts and monsters out here aren’t acting normally. A huge pack of panthers isn’t out of line for something unexpected.”
			

			
				Max wanted to point out how weird that sentence was and make some quip about expecting the unexpected, but a low growl sounded deep in the forest.
			

			
				“So,” Tao said slowly, backing toward Max until they stood back-to-back. “How large should we expect this part of the pack to be?”
			

			
				Adaya and Nara moved to join Max and Tao, completing their small fighting circle. “Best guess?” Adaya said. “If it was a normal pack, there could be at least five. Since we’ve already established this isn’t a normal pack…” She trailed off, silent for a moment, then said. “Well, let’s just say I hope it’s a normal pack.”
			

			
				Swallowing hard, Max braced himself. No matter how many panthers were out there, he and his friends wouldn’t go down without a fight.
			

			
				Tapping Soldier’s Beat, he renewed their strength and endurance boost. His chi was low, and he wouldn’t be able to help with his auras much in a sustained fight. He guessed that Adaya in particular was running low on chi also, and Tao certainly wasn’t at full capacity either.
			

			
				They had to fight smart if they wanted any hope of making it out of this alive.
			

			
				“Plan?” he asked.
			

			
				Adaya’s voice was hard, determination coursing through it. “We’re likely going to be attacked from all sides. Nara, I want you in the sky. Wherever it looks like we’re going to be overwhelmed, you support there. Max, you and I will try to pace how fast they come at us. Kill as many as you can before they get to melee range. And Tao…” Max could hear the grin in her voice. “You have free reign on everything that comes close. Protect Max first since I’m better equipped for a melee fight than him. And one last thing—if there happen to be fewer than we thought, don’t do unnecessary damage to them. We are still in a competition to get in the top three of this quest, after all. That said, if you need to make a messy kill, do it.”
			

			
				“Got it,” Max said, Tao echoing him. “Let’s kick some panther ass.”
			

			
				Nerves strung tight, they barely had to wait the span of a breath before the first panther charged from the forest.

 
			

			



				38 Round Two
			

			
				Before Max could react, Adaya’s dagger flew out, catching the panther in the eye. It yowled, falling to the ground, writhing and shrieking.
			

			
				Nara sprang to the air, dive bombing it. An eerie silence fell, her attack cutting the panther’s pained noises off abruptly.
			

			
				Three more panthers streaked from the trees, forcing Nara to shoot into the air. One of them launched itself after her, claws scraping along her flank and leaving red lines behind.
			

			
				Nara snarled at it, but Max couldn’t watch the rest of the confrontation. From his side of the forest, five more panthers leapt from the undergrowth, strafing across the clearing.
			

			
				Max aimed at the center ones, deciding trying to keep the monster parts intact had already officially taken a back seat to staying alive. Letting loose a Spitting Turtle chi ball, satisfaction filled him. The panthers all saw the attack coming, hastening to get out of its way. In their hurry, three of them tripped and went tumbling, and a fourth failed to evade at all, catching the full strength of the attack to its head. It dropped to the ground, skidding from its momentum. It clumsily rose again, shaking its head in pain and nearly falling again.
			

			
				The fifth monster shot forward, lean body rippling with muscle and power and eating the distance in the blink of an eye.
			

			
				“Tao!” Max shouted. “Here’s one for you!”
			

			
				Tao spun around him, his Earthshaker Spade darting forward. Max dropped to a crouch as he pushed himself aside, trading places with the large cultivator and facing a new section of the forest.
			

			
				Tao’s shout, the crunch of his weapon cleaving muscle and bone and the thud of a carcass falling to the ground, told Max all he needed to know. 
			

			
				In front of him, he counted two panther carcasses for a total of four of the nine they’d encountered being taken care of. Four were charging from Tao’s direction, with Nara dive bombing them and Tao angled to meet them, and one of the original had locked in combat with Adaya.
			

			
				Adrenaline hit his veins as he saw two new panthers circling, preparing to flank Adaya and take her down. On opposite sides of the clearing, they weren’t in any position that Max could easily help with.
			

			
				As if of one mind, they both charged.
			

			
				Gritting his teeth, Max summoned part of his rapidly dwindling chi and shot a weak Spitting Turtle toward the one on the left. Not taking the time to see if the strike landed, his breath caught as the other panther leapt at Adaya. Even if she noticed it, she wouldn’t be able to defend against both it and the panther she was already fighting. Focusing on either one would leave her exposed to the other.  
			

			
				He lunged to the right and brought his suna sticks up.
			

			
				I am so not made for this kind of combat—
			

			
				The panther’s claws caught the sticks, driving them down to the ground.
			

			
				Lurching forward with the force of the attack, Max pressed into the panther’s space. It wouldn’t be able to do anything with its claws this close—
			

			
				Hooooly shit balls! 
			

			
				Yanking himself to the side, Max narrowly dodged the panther’s barbed tail. Jerking himself to the side again, his breath caught in his chest as the monster’s fangs flashed toward his throat.
			

			
				That must have been the last sight Tobias saw in his fight.
			

			
				The thought flitted through his mind, there and gone so fast he almost didn’t recognize it. Grim as it was, it didn’t feed his fear. Instead, his resolve hardened, his focus narrowing through his growing fatigue and foreboding assessment of the situation.
			

			
				He’d vowed to become a strong cultivator in honor of Tobias, and he couldn’t do that if he was dead.
			

			
				Digging deep, he twisted around the panther’s next tail strike and follow-up claw slashes.
			

			
				Then he jabbed the end of his suna stick into the panther’s throat.
			

			
				Stunned and choking, the panther didn’t have time to react before Max’s second stick slammed into the base of its skull. Bone cracked, and the monster dropped.
			

			
				Zan was right. A well-aimed blow from these does just as much damage as a bo staff. 
			

			
				Breathing heavily, Max slammed the stick once more into the monster’s skull, cracking it further. Excessive, perhaps, but he refused to make the mistake of assuming an enemy was dead only to find out the hard way it wasn’t.
			

			
				Satisfied the panther wouldn’t be getting up, Max assessed the battlefield with a glance. Adaya had slaughtered the panther she’d been locked with, now engaged with the first panther Max had attacked. Compared to when they’d started, her movements were sloppy, an extra fraction of a second to withdraw her spear here, clumsy footwork there.
			

			
				She likely was drained of chi and relying solely on her physical stamina at this point.
			

			
				Behind her, Nara and Tao had slain two of the four panthers they’d faced. Each had taken one of the remaining ones, but Max could see their fatigue as well. Admittedly, Tao was holding up the best out of all of them, having expended the least amount of chi in their initial confrontation, but his massive frame and natural bulk meant he didn’t have the inherent speed the rest of them did. Several gashes lined his arms and one across his chest, all of them welling red. Sweat glistened from his brow and his chest heaved.
			

			
				Nara held one of her paws as if it’d been injured and bombed the panther from the air. This one must have been smarter than the rest, though, because it used its poison-barbed tail to keep her from landing any substantial hit. The most she was doing, weighed down by her fatigue and injury as she was, was keeping it from attacking Tao or Adaya.
			

			
				Charging toward Adaya, Max braced himself and dug deep again. He had no more than fumes left, but he’d make the last of his energy count.
			

			
				Feet pounding on the ground, he drew his arm back, preparing to strike. He had angled his approach diagonally from the panther’s back end, hoping to be in its blind spot.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes widened, and she renewed her attacks with fresh energy, clearly intent on keeping the panther’s focus on her.
			

			
				Only four feet from the panther, Max’s muscles coiled, ready to deliver a blow to get Adaya an opening—
			

			
				The monster’s tail whipped out, looking as if it had a mind of its own.
			

			
				Curses exploding in his mind, Max threw himself to the ground, no time for considering alternatives to the awful position that left him in. He rolled, pushing himself to his feet and spinning, waiting for the flash of pain of the panther’s claws or tail landing a solid strike on him.
			

			
				As he got to his feet, his mind blanked for a moment. Adaya held her spear like a bo staff, two hands set wide on it and holding it horizontally in front of her body. The haft was jammed into the panther’s jaw, gagging it. 
			

			
				But it slashed with its claws, an enraged yowl rising from it.
			

			
				Leaping back, Adaya cried out as the claws connected. In her haste to retreat, her grip had loosened on the weapon, and the panther jerked away from her, pulling her spear away with it.
			

			
				It shook its head, spitting the spear out.
			

			
				Even the best cultivators will lose their weapon once on their journey to the heavens. Bardon’s words echoed in Max’s mind. 
			

			
				What a time to lose a weapon. Though there’s never a good time, I suppose. I expect when we get back to the academy, Adaya’s going to train hard to make sure that never happens again.
			

			
				Before the panther reoriented itself, Max lunged at it. Driving first one stick forward, then the other, he drove the end of the first into the hinge of its jaw, then the other through its eye.
			

			
				Even without an edge or pointed tip, the suna stick was more than a match for a soft eye.
			

			
				Max threw himself back as the panther bucked and spat, pained hisses and shrieks rising from it.
			

			
				It abruptly fell still, and it took Max a moment to see the dagger sprouting from its neck.
			

			
				Turning, he glanced over at Adaya quickly. “You okay?”
			

			
				She waved him away, grabbing for her spear. “Good enough. Help Tao!”
			

			
				Not waiting to check her over more, Max spun on aching, tired legs. Nara still had the other panther’s attention, and Tao was still standing, but the blood soaking his robes and the near-desperate lashing out with his spade told Max he wasn’t going to last long.
			

			
				Lamenting his drained core, Max ran for Tao. Same kind of tactic as I used with Adaya and the last panther, he thought. Distraction to make an opening, and either of us can land the killing blow.
			

			
				He’d closed over half the distance, only for his eyes to widen at the sight of a panther flying toward him.
			

			
				Diving, he rolled under the tackle the monster had tried to down him with. Pushing himself up clumsily, fighting fatigue, a part of his brain realized that the panther Nara had been taunting must have lost interest in her the moment it realized Max was an easy target.
			

			
				The rest of his mind shouted at him to move.
			

			
				Throwing himself to the side again, he gasped at the feel of claws raking over his back. Warmth welled from the cuts, and a burning sensation spread over his back, but he could tell he was lucky the wound wasn’t deeper.
			

			
				He pushed himself up again, suna sticks raised in a miserable effort to defend himself. The panther was already lunging at him again, claws connecting with his shoulder—
			

			
				Nara rocketed down into the panther, driving it into the ground like she had one of the very first ones they’d attacked.
			

			
				With a swift bite and shake of her head, she crunched the panther’s neck and broke its spine.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Max gasped. He sucked air in greedily, a throbbing pain radiating out from his new wounds.
			

			
				Nara purred briefly. Red stained her jaw and several spots on her body where a panther must have landed a successful hit. Despite that, she looked relatively well, even if exhausted.
			

			
				Turning toward the last panther, Max was in time to see Tao slash his Earthshaker Spade across its throat twice. Adaya’s spear plunged into its side a moment later, and it dropped to the ground, well and truly dead.
			

			
				Sucking a deep breath in, Tao straightened with a weary, wide-eyed look. “That’s all of them. Man, how many was—”
			

			
				A new wailing shriek pierced the air.
			

			
				Max and his friends all jerked around, looking toward its source. And there, standing at the edge of the clearing, was a giant panther with two pulsing purple nodes on its forehead.

 
			

			



				39 Alpha
			

			
				“You have got to be kidding me,” Tao gasped out.
			

			
				“Healing and recovery pills,” Adaya snapped, eyes on the newest panther as she dug in her storage.
			

			
				Max watched the panther warily. Other than its two nodes, this one stood another half a head taller than even the biggest panther they’d killed already. With the bulk to match, it looked more like a walking slab of muscle and power than anything similar to the sleek killing machines of the rest of the pack.
			

			
				Adaya held pills out to all of them.
			

			
				Max took his, relishing the feel of energy and healing flowing through him. His shoulder and back started knitting back together, and while his core was drained, he at least didn’t feel like he was one wrong step from falling over. Chi from the recovery pill slowly trickled into his core as he cycled it through his body, but nowhere near fast enough to make him feel good about facing what would be the hardest monster to fight yet.
			

			
				He glanced at Adaya. Despite her fatigue, the sweat coating her and the blood staining her robes, a pointed, grim anger swirled about her.
			

			
				“This one’s mine,” she said, voice low and dangerous. “This is the alpha. See how large it is? And with two nodes when the rest only had one.” Shaking her arms out, her eyes followed the panther as it slowly circled the edge of the clearing. “I have unfinished business with him. I need to kill him, repay him for what his pack did to my brother.”
			

			
				Max glanced at Tao, stepping back slightly and giving Adaya room for her fight. He didn’t need her to spell out how, without this final kill, she wouldn’t have the same closure for Tobias’s death as she otherwise would.
			

			
				He also knew, despite how dangerous it would be, trying to talk her out of it would be foolish and entirely pointless.
			

			
				“If it goes south, I’m intervening,” Tao said, quiet. “I won’t lose you too just to satisfy your revenge.”
			

			
				Jaw tightening, anger flared in Adaya’s eyes. “That won’t be necessary. And I ask that you respect my wish. Don’t. Interfere.”
			

			
				Opening his mouth to argue, Tao fell silent when Max put his hand on his arm. With a small shake of his head, Max said quietly, “Let her do this.”
			

			
				Tao pursed his lips. But he just wiped the blood from his Earthshaker Spade onto his ruined pants, effectively giving his silent agreement.
			

			
				Max stood next to Nara, cycling the pills’ energy through his body. He brushed his hand over her fur and watched Adaya.
			

			
				She stepped into the clearing, getting the alpha panther’s focus entirely on her. Crouched low, she circled the monster, spear held low and ready. Her hand twitched like she wanted to reach for a dagger, but she hadn’t had time to retrieve any of them before the panther appeared. A real loss, considering the level of success of her opening pass on the creature could determine how the rest of the fight went.
			

			
				The massive monster prowled on silent feet. Teeth bared, tail lashing, a low, near-silent growl grew louder in its throat. Its dark fur glistened in the sunlight, muscles rippling below and coiled with power.
			

			
				Adaya stopped. The panther mirrored her. For one silent, stretching moment, they did nothing but stare at each other.
			

			
				Max’s heart beat loud in his ears, body shaking with fresh adrenaline. Come on, Adaya. You’ve got this. 
			

			
				Then, the two foes exploded toward each other.
			

			
				Max’s breath caught at the sheer aggression in Adaya’s approach. Being primarily a Water cultivator, most of her attacks were far less focused on raw power and typically used more fluid motions and indirect approaches. It was what earned Water cultivators a reputation of dancing as much as fighting when they were in a battle.
			

			
				Now, she tore forward, a guttural shout ripping from her throat.
			

			
				The panther shot forward as well. But unlike the rest of its pack, all of which attacked by leaping up and coming down on top of their intended target, this one surged straight ahead.
			

			
				The angle forced Adaya to spin aside. But she struck out with her spear, the tip tearing through the entire length of the panther’s side.
			

			
				Faster than Max could fully process, the panther’s tail whipped at Adaya’s shoulder before it got out of range.
			

			
				Adaya bent back and twisted, the barbed tail narrowly missing her. Straightening, she regained her balance and lunged after the panther.
			

			
				The monster had already turned, its dripping canines and flashing claws tearing through the air to meet Adaya’s charge. It batted her spear aside, forcing her to twist with the momentum or lose her weapon. With her side now exposed, the panther lunged, teeth seeking flesh.
			

			
				Adaya fell into a controlled roll, following the force of the strike to her weapon and tumbling out of range of the panther’s teeth. Crouching to push herself up, she lashed back over her shoulder with the butt of her spear and rolled to the side again.
			

			
				Max’s eyebrows rose, and it took him a moment to realize that she’d anticipated the attack of the panther’s tail. The monster had lashed out so quickly Max’s eyes couldn’t keep up with it.
			

			
				“It’s fast,” Tao said, worry in his voice.
			

			
				Max nodded. “Adaya is too.”
			

			
				“She is.” Tao flinched as Adaya and the panther made another pass at each other. “But she’s going to run out of the boost the recovery pill gave her soon. And that panther isn’t just coming into the fight fresh, it’s got a large chi reserve considering it’s a two-node monster.”
			

			
				Max didn’t reply, chest tightening as he watched Adaya. It was true, she was holding up remarkably well against the panther—far better than Max would be, with his Iron stage cultivation level—but a single mistake or slow reaction could be lethal. The monster would be dangerous just with its speed and strength, but the poison in its tail and fangs made any slipup times over more hazardous.
			

			
				Spinning, Adaya whipped her spear forward, landing a glancing blow to the panther’s face. It jerked back, seeming surprised at the superficial wound.
			

			
				It dropped low, avoiding Adaya’s follow-up slash.
			

			
				Then it darted forward, belly nearly on the ground, and attacked.
			

			
				Max’s breath caught in his throat as Adaya and the panther surged back and forth. Despite their speed, he still caught sight of drops of red flying from each of them, spattering the ground and flicking through the air. Grunts of pain from Adaya and hisses from the panther were the only other indication of when one of them landed a strike, otherwise too focused to react more.
			

			
				Sweat trickled down Max’s temple, concern for Adaya making his heart beat double time. The fight hadn’t lasted more than a few minutes at most, he knew, yet each passing moment left his body tenser and tenser. Gone was the burst of energy Adaya had displayed at the beginning of the fight, and gone was all the smooth, lethal grace of the panther. Fatigue edged every one of Adaya’s movements, and, from her bared teeth and flinty eyes, it was pure rage and the need to see the fight through to victory that kept her upright.
			

			
				The panther, despite Tao’s estimation that it should have a large chi reserve, had begun to flag as well. Its grace had disappeared, but in its place was a brutal efficiency that spoke of raw power. Its claws tore into the grass of the clearing with each turn and lunge, saliva coating its mouth and flecking its chest. It seemed to have largely given up on using its tail to strike, favoring a more direct approach.
			

			
				Max wondered if it knew this was personal to Adaya, or if it was capable of seeking revenge as well. They’d slaughtered its pack, and if it was able to seek revenge, as the alpha, that gave it more drive than an average panther to kill what had destroyed its family.
			

			
				Shaking those thoughts aside, Max couldn’t find it in himself to feel bad for the monster. It was a threat to his friends, the academy and the city.
			

			
				He pulled his attention back to the fight. The panther shot forward once more, and in a motion used a dozen times already in this fight, Adaya twisted to the side. She jabbed with her spear, forcing the panther to keep its distance or earn itself a deep, gaping wound in its chest.
			

			
				Her face twisted, and Max couldn’t tell if it was in pain or exhaustion. Considering the amount of blood on her robes and how long she’d been fighting, he guessed both.
			

			
				He expected the panther to shoot past her as it had the last few times it’d been in this position.
			

			
				He shouted in alarm as the barbed tail whipped out.
			

			
				Tao and Nara jerked beside him, both shouting or snarling their own warnings.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes widened, and Max could see her thought process flash across her face. Calculating how fast the poison barb was coming at her, considering how fatigued she was and how fast she could move, whether to dodge or block, if those had any hope of working.
			

			
				A host of curses tore through Max’s mind in the split second Adaya took to assess the situation. To hesitate was to die, and all he could imagine was watching the barb skewer Adaya, poisoning her beyond what a healing pill could do to save her.
			

			
				“Get down!” Tao shouted.
			

			
				Like a puppet with its strings cut, Adaya dropped to the ground.
			

			
				Max’s heart froze a moment, thinking the panther had landed its strike.
			

			
				The monster whirled around, yowling. Springing forward, it barreled down on Adaya’s fallen form.
			

			
				Max was running before he realized what he was doing, feet pounding through the grass. But no matter how fast he ran, he wouldn’t be able to reach Adaya before the panther landed on her. He could use a Spitting Turtle, weak as it would be with his drained core, but he couldn’t without risking hitting her if she was still alive.
			

			
				He was getting flashbacks to Tobias’s death. Helplessness bubbled inside him, and he cursed it with all his strength, for all the good it would do.
			

			
				The panther descended on Adaya. A howl of fury and grief rose from behind Max, tearing from Tao’s throat.
			

			
				Almost so fast that Max missed it, a dark glint flashed between Adaya and the panther.
			

			
				Then the monster dropped on top of Adaya. It thrashed, but even through Max’s fear, the movements seemed off.
			

			
				After another second, the monster fell still.
			

			
				Max slid to a stop beside Adaya and the panther, lashing out with a suna stick and cracking the monster’s skull.
			

			
				He leapt back, adrenaline hitting his system, when the panther moved.
			

			
				“Get this thing off me,” Adaya gasped, voice muffled. “I don’t appreciate getting smothered by a monster I just killed.”
			

			
				“Adaya!” Max grabbed hold of one of the panther’s legs and pulled. He stumbled, body exhausted even with the recovery pill he’d taken.
			

			
				Tao appeared beside him and grabbed the other leg. Between the two of them, they hauled the carcass off Adaya.
			

			
				“Thanks,” she wheezed. She laid on her back, staring toward the sky.
			

			
				“Are you alright? What do you need? Take a healing pill,” Tao said rapid-fire, hands flitting over her injuries. She was covered in blood, several noticeable gashes running over her torso and arms. Saliva from the panther had smeared on her clothes.
			

			
				Max wondered how dangerous it was to get on their skin. Considering Adaya hadn’t mentioned anything, he assumed it wouldn’t be too bad, so long as it wasn’t much.
			

			
				Adaya swatted Tao away. “I’m fine,” she gasped. She pulled two pills from her storage, swallowing them dry. “Just…give me a moment.”
			

			
				Tao sat heavily beside her, and Max let out a relieved breath. He didn’t know what he’d do if Adaya had died as well.
			

			
				Glancing around the clearing, he couldn’t quite let himself relax. The panthers seemed to be masters of emerging from the shadows when they assumed the fight was over.
			

			
				He hovered over Adaya and Tao, scanning the clearing with Nara by his side. He counted the panther carcasses as he did.
			

			
				Twenty-one. That’s an excellent haul. He frowned. And an excessively large pack, from what Adaya said.
			

			
				He shook the thoughts aside as Adaya pushed herself into a sitting position. Glancing at her, he was glad to see the pills seemed to have taken the edge off her exhaustion and injuries.
			

			
				“Doing better?” he asked.
			

			
				She nodded, the motion still tired. “Yeah. I don’t know how I lasted that long against it. But it got a few good hits on me.” She winced, hand raising to her collarbone. A deep gash ran there, and Max suppressed his worry that if it’d been a few inches over, it’d have gone across her throat.
			

			
				“That was quite the last minute victory,” Tao said.
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “I couldn’t have planned it better if I’d tried. When its tail came at me, I realized I couldn’t keep my feet and avoid it. So I dropped, like you yelled to do, but that’s the worst place to be in a fight—on the ground.” She chuckled. “I guess most of the time it is. It changed the rhythm of the fight. I needed something new to win it, but I wasn’t coming up with anything, certainly not anything that would have been in alignment with my training. Who knew that taking the weaker position can still win you a fight?”
			

			
				Tao pursed his lips. “Not to minimize the excellent job you did, but I don’t think that’s a takeaway lesson from what just happened.”
			

			
				Adaya shrugged. “I think it could be. Something to keep in the back pocket, if you will. If you need to surprise an enemy or get them off their game, that might be a good way to do it.”
			

			
				“Maybe,” Tao said, still sounding unconvinced.
			

			
				Max thought Adaya might have a point. At least enough that he would consider the strategy later. “That was a good fight,” he said. He cleared his throat. “I think Tobias would be proud of how well you did.”
			

			
				Adaya looked down, silent for a moment. Then she nodded. “Thanks.”
			

			
				Max nodded back. “Take time to cultivate and rest,” he said. “Nara, you too. Tao and I will start processing the carcasses. It was a good haul—twenty-one of them.”
			

			
				“That’s a huge pack,” Adaya said. She pushed herself to her feet and retrieved one of her daggers from a nearby carcass. “Glad we cleared them out. I’ll cultivate in a minute, but first—” She looked at the alpha panther. Kneeling, she carved out the nodes from its forehead. Slipping them into the pack with the rest of the nodes, she closed her eyes and said, “The past is the past, and while it shapes who we are today, it doesn’t have mastery over us.” Opening her eyes, she looked upward. “Rest well, Tobias.”
			

			
				Max murmured the words as well, voice mingling with Tao’s. He appreciated the sentiment of Adaya’s words and the sense of closure they held.
			

			
				Adaya dropped back into a sitting position with a wheezing exhale. “Now I’m going to cultivate. Freaking monsters really took it out of me.”
			

			
				


			
				

 
			

			
				40 Regroup
			

			
				As they skinned the panthers and removed their cores, Nara growled and darted away suddenly. She slowed as she reached the gap in the trees where they had first arrived. Circling the trunk of a tree, she sniffed the air.
			

			
				Max joined her, raising his suna sticks in defense. But there was nothing there. Not even a paw print.
			

			
				Nara stared into the darkness of the forest, letting out a warning growl.
			

			
				Adaya soon joined them. “Big cats like Nara can detect pheromone scent markers usually left by other pharon to mark their territory. If that’s a fresh scent, the pharon who sprayed it had to know we were here but didn’t attack.”
			

			
				Max felt like they were missing something. “What if it wasn’t another pharon, but a different predator?”
			

			
				Tao shook his head. “If it is, I’ll thank it kindly to leave us alone until we’re in better shape. None of us have another hard fight in us at the moment.”
			

			
				Max nodded, taking one last sweeping look at the treeline. They were particularly vulnerable at the moment, and the smell of blood in the air didn’t help. Before too long, opportunistic creatures would come knocking, seeing if they could get a piece of the unfortunate panthers. Most individual scavengers probably wouldn’t be an issue for them, even worn out and injured as they were, but if anything came in a pack, that’d be a different story.
			

			
				“Let’s work quickly,” Max said. “If something comes wanting to poach the carcasses from us, we may be forced to let it. We worked hard for these kills, and I want the credit for them for the quest. Get the nodes and cores first, then worry about any of the valuable parts.”
			

			
				Tao nodded, and they quickly went back to work. Max cut into panther after panther, their blood coating his arms as he dug for their precious nodes and cores. His body ached and his limbs didn’t want to fully cooperate, dragged down with fatigue, but he finally had nine of the panthers’ cores and nodes removed.
			

			
				He decided to check his stats real quick to see if anything changed significantly.
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 3 16% completed 
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 30.4% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 22%, Air 26%, Spirit 27%, Wood 25% 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 25
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 20
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 3 
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 2
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor

 
			

			
				He frowned.  
			

			
				Looking across the clearing at Tao, he found his large friend wiping his hands on the grass. “Done with the cores and nodes?”
			

			
				Tao nodded. “Let’s start on the rest of the parts.”
			

			
				“You’re both going to cultivate,” Adaya said, stirring. “I’ll keep working on processing the carcasses.”
			

			
				Max startled at her voice, not having expected her to be finished so soon.
			

			
				“That’ll be slow,” Tao said. “Even tired, having two of us working will be much better. Max could cultivate while we work, then I can cultivate.”
			

			
				Max frowned. “And I don’t think you cultivated nearly long enough,” he said. “You were running on fumes. Even with the recovery pill you took, it wouldn’t have gotten you back to full that quickly.”
			

			
				Adaya sent him an annoyed look. “I cultivated long enough. No, I didn’t do it for as long as I could have. But I’m recovered enough to be useful in a fight. That’s more than either of you can say.” She rubbed her forehead, stopping with a frown when she realized she had dried blood on her skin. “Look, how about Max cultivates until he’s largely recovered, Tao and I will continue, then Max and Tao can switch. We’ll keep rotating until we’re finished or cultivated to our max.”
			

			
				Tao nodded, looking far more pleased. “Sounds like a good plan.”
			

			
				Shrugging, Max dropped himself to the ground. “Fine with me.” With that, he settled into his cultivating routine. It took a few tries to focus, each unexpected sound making him twitch with nerves that more panthers or some scavenger had appeared. But he finally got into his breathing rhythm and cultivated until his core was recovered enough to be useful for a short skirmish.
			

			
				“Your turn,” he said to Tao. Glancing around the clearing and switching places with his friend, he found that Adaya and Tao were incredibly efficient. They’d gathered the valuables from over half the carcasses already. Granted, panthers didn’t have a lot valuable on them to begin with, but he was still glad of their progress.
			

			
				He and Adaya worked quickly and quietly as Tao cultivated. Nara patrolled the edge of the clearing, stopping here and there to listen. She didn’t growl again, which Max found relieving, but he wondered what had made Nara react in the first place.
			

			
				When Tao finished cultivating as much as he intended, Max and Adaya were finishing with the final panther. They all took a moment to clean themselves up, washing blood off their clothes, skin and weapons, then took another moment to treat their wounds. They’d been incredibly lucky, considering the number of panthers they’d fought. Adaya definitely had the worst with the wound on her collarbone and chest, and Tao and Max had several deep cuts as well. Nara had a few injuries, but she’d gotten off the lightest of all of them. They’d all avoided anything poisonous, and with some more and smart use of recovery pills, they’d be in fighting shape quickly.
			

			
				Adaya updated Tobias’s logbook. She noted their current count of fifty-one beast cores, with forty-nine more needed to finish the quest.
			

			
				“Excellent job, everyone,” Adaya said, eyes sparkling. “That nearly doubled the number of kills we have. We’re just over half finished with the quest, and if we keep taking down large groups of monsters in each fight, we will be done in no time.”
			

			
				Tao rubbed the back of his neck. “That worries me. Both because there are so many monsters out here, and that doesn’t bode will for the city, but also because other groups are probably encountering huge groups of monsters too. We may be doing well, but everyone else likely is too.” 
			

			
				Adaya shook her head. “Not necessarily. Remember, Tobias and I grew up learning how to track and hunt beasts? A lot of the nobles and wealthier students didn’t. And if they do know how to track, a lot of them don’t know this area like Tobias and I do…did.” Her voice caught, but she continued, “Some teams might be doing this well either through luck or because they’ve learned about the area, but that doesn’t mean everyone is. I think we still have a shot at placing in the top three.”
			

			
				Looking less concerned now, Tao nodded slowly. “That makes sense. I shouldn’t take your hunting and tracking skills for granted.” He offered her a sheepish smile. “I apologize.”
			

			
				She slugged him lightly on the arm. “No, you shouldn’t. Thanks for the apology. I forgive you.” Looking one more time around the clearing, Adaya said, “Let’s get away from here for a short rest and cultivate some more. Then we can assess whether we think we can manage hunting again later today or this evening. We may have an edge in the quest, but we need to keep moving if we want to keep that edge.”
			

			
				Following her from the clearing, they shifted so Nara led Max, interpreting her cues about what lay ahead.
			

			
				They eventually reached a small group of tightly packed together trees.
			

			
				“We’ll stop here,” Adaya said. “Nara, can you perch in the trees and keep watch? I want those at our back. Nothing very big will be able to come through there.”
			

			
				Nara hopped up, settling in one of the thick branches. She didn’t blend in with her white fur, but neither did she stick out too badly.
			

			
				“Maximize our time here,” Adaya said. “We still have a lot of the day left.”
			

			
				With that, they each settled down and cultivated.
			

			
				


			
				41 Fast Tanks
			

			
				Checking his suna sticks and drum one more time before heading out, Max took a deep breath. Moving forward without Tobias felt like going without a limb. He kept looking for him, feeling as though something were missing and he had to find it before they could leave, only to realize that it was Tobias’s missing presence. While killing the pack of panthers helped give some sense of closure, Max suspected it’d be a long time before he truly adjusted to Tobias’s absence.
			

			
				Rolling his shoulders, he did his best to ignore the feeling for the moment. To be distracted out here would be to invite trouble, and he didn’t intend to join Tobias in death quite yet.
			

			
				Adaya’s face was grim, her jaw set as she led them deeper into the forest. They needed to hurry if they were to finish in the top three of the quest, and she clearly had no intention of letting their misfortune keep them from advancing. Setting a quick pace, she led them to a rocky outcropping that rose in a thinner section of trees.
			

			
				Coming to a halt a good hundred feet away from it, she gestured to them to gather around.
			

			
				“If I remember correctly,” she said, “that outcropping has had lathwar in it in the past.”
			

			
				Max eyed the rocks with fresh wariness. “And lathwar are…?”
			

			
				Tao gestured widely. “Snarly beasts that look like badgers with scales.”
			

			
				Wrinkling his nose, Max said, “Fantastic. So they have good defensive capabilities, I assume?”
			

			
				Tao nodded. “That, and they’re surprisingly fast and strong. They’re essentially an all-around solid fighter. Good defense, quick, strong. The normal sacrifices that one of those traits usually comes with—like sacrificing speed for strength—aren’t applicable to them.”
			

			
				“So they’re a tank that can sprint and punch hard. Got it.”
			

			
				Adaya and Tao raised their eyebrows at him. He waved their confusion away. “Earth term. ‘Tank’ means something can take a lot of damage and still function. But they aren’t fast usually.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Sounds like an apt description.” She eyed the rock outcropping. It rose maybe fifteen feet into the air, with several dark holes that could be used for burrows or hiding places. “Assuming there isn’t a huge network of tunnels under the rocks, there might be anywhere between two and five lathwar. If there’s five, they’ll be weaker. If there’s two, they’ll be pretty strong.”
			

			
				Max twirled one of his sticks in his hand absently. “Two would be preferable. It’d let us split our abilities better. Me and Nara on one, you and Tao on the other. That way, each pair has some kind of ranged attack and a melee fighter.” As he said it, he mourned Tobias again, this time for his ranged skills. None of them had a technique or weapon that could reach as far and as accurately as Tobias’s bow could.
			

			
				Max suspected they would be feeling that difference in their fighting style more than once for the next several days while they were on the quest.
			

			
				Adaya hummed in agreement. “True. Can Nara tell how many there are? I see signs of more than one, but I can’t tell for sure how many.”
			

			
				Max turned to Nara, but she swished her tail with a low rumble in her chest.
			

			
				“I’m taking that as a no,” Max said.
			

			
				“What’s the plan, then?” Tao asked. “We have to flush them out, but I don’t like the idea of getting on those rocks. The monsters would have the advantage there.”
			

			
				Adaya hefted her spear in one hand, pulling a dagger out with her other. “Lathwars are territorial, just like most monsters. Once they catch wind of Nara being here, they’ll pour out of their dens. We’re upwind here, so they won’t know we’re here until they see us. So if we take as many out as possible before they get close, that’d be ideal. If they’re low level, we’ll be able to take all of them out before they get over here, if Nara’s able to keep their attention long enough. If not, well—” She shrugged. “That’s what our weapons are for.”
			

			
				Max turned to Nara. “Keep their attention on you as much as possible after you flush them out, and if you have a clear shot at any of them, take it. But don’t take an unnecessary risk. If there are really five in there, then they can overpower you if you get too close.” He took a slow breath. “I don’t want to lose anyone else, okay?”
			

			
				Rubbing her head against his arm, she purred for a moment, then took to the air.
			

			
				“Alright everyone. Steady does it,” Adaya said. She crouched behind a tree, watching the rocks.
			

			
				Max cast Soldier’s Beat on Adaya and Tao, realizing he should have done it sooner, so Nara had the effects as well. He made a mental note to teach Nara to wait for any aura effects in the future.
			

			
				That done, he tucked himself behind a tree as well, angled so he could use Spitting Turtle if needed.
			

			
				Wings silent in the air, Nara rose without a sound until she was over the rocks.
			

			
				Then she yowled, the sound cutting through the stillness.
			

			
				Barely a second later, Max heard the lathwar’s commotion in the den. Huffing, scrabbling and several growls reached across the forest to his position.
			

			
				Tightening his hand on his suna sticks, he didn’t have to wait long before the first monster emerged. It sprang from one of the holes near the top of the den in a flurry of motion. Leaping straight up, it slashed its sizeable claws at Nara.
			

			
				Max’s breath caught in his chest at the sight. That’s not a badger, it’s a goddamn wolverine. Compact like a badger and wolverine, the brown creature had scaly skin just as Tao had said. And while Max could see why Tao had likened the monster to a badger because of its shape, its attitude was all wolverine. Only a fraction of Nara’s size, the monster’s fangs and claws flashed in the midday sun, a snarl ripping from its throat.
			

			
				Max muttered a curse as Nara barely twisted out of the way of the monster’s claws.
			

			
				Before she could launch her own attack, three more lathwar streamed out of the dens. Two of them sprinted up the rocks to join the first in attacking Nara, but the third paused, sniffing the air. It growled low in its throat, its gaze sweeping over the forest.
			

			
				Max pulled in a deep breath, preparing for—
			

			
				The lathwar snarled. Leaping from the height and hitting the ground running, its short legs pounded the dirt and sent it rocketing forward with startling speed.
			

			
				One of the others noticed its companion’s distraction. Getting a short running start, it threw itself off the top of the rock outcropping in what Max would have called a stunning display of confidence and ability if it weren’t for the fact that the monster was charging straight for them.
			

			
				The lathwar landed beside its den mate, the pair a sprinting blur of destruction.
			

			
				Releasing his breath, Max aimed a Spitting Turtle at them.
			

			
				The chi spitball careened through the air, exploding right in front of the two lathwar. The monsters howled, splitting apart to run around the smoldering scar on the ground.
			

			
				Max barely saw the glint of one of Adaya’s daggers shooting out. The blade struck the left monster in the shoulder, causing it to stumble and slow.
			

			
				The right monster surged forward, feet thundering against the dirt. Then it leapt, and Max’s eyes widened as it locked its sights on him.
			

			
				Using Frog Glides Through the Grass, Max pushed himself out of the line of flashing claws and dripping fangs. Whirling around, he brought his suna sticks up, lamenting that he needed so much more precision to cause damage than either Adaya or Tao with their sharpened weapons.
			

			
				Lashing out, he landed a blow to the lathwar’s neck, only for his heart to skip a beat as the beast’s claws narrowly missed gutting him.
			

			
				Using Frog Glides Through the Grass again, Max dodged another brutal swipe of claws, only to be forced to duck under the monster’s follow-up.
			

			
				They’re ridiculously fast, he thought, heart pounding from yet another narrow miss. I either have to accept getting injured to land a hit, or I need to outlast it.
			

			
				Neither option was viable, though. A single swipe from the monster’s claws could literally eviscerate him, and his friends were still fighting the other three monsters. He could hear Nara’s snarls and Adaya shouting, but he couldn’t spare a moment to ensure their safety.
			

			
				What about Tao?
			

			
				No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than he ducked under the lathwar’s claws. Surging up, he aimed his sticks for a brutal strike at the monster’s face—
			

			
				And the mountain of muscle that was Tao drove the Earthshaker Spade into the monster’s neck.
			

			
				Shrieking, the monster thrashed, flailing about with its nasty claws.
			

			
				Tao threw himself onto the creature, pinning it beneath him and rendering its desperate attacks inert until it finally slowed, then went still.
			

			
				“Thanks,” Max said, breathless. “They’re way faster than I thought.”
			

			
				Tao yanked his spade from the beast. “No problem. Still have three more to go. Best tag-team them. Nara’s got two entirely focused on her. Let’s get this one off Adaya and then split the others.”
			

			
				Grinning, Max said, “Sounds great.” Turning toward where Adaya was in the small clearing, his head spun at the speed she and the lathwar exchanged blows. He knew Adaya was fast, being much more advanced in cultivation than him and having both Water and Air affinities, but he hadn’t truly watched her in action when she wasn’t holding anything back and came into the fight at full capacity. Her spear jabbed, her body twisted, her feet danced and her hair streamed behind her as she turned and dodged and launched her attacks.
			

			
				The lathwar and she exchanged blow for blow. A glancing strike from her spear here, a graze from its claws there. Neither truly could land a decisive strike, and neither showed any sign of slowing.
			

			
				Charging, Max and Tao flanked Adaya and the lathwar. Max, being faster, launched himself to the far side of the monster, delivering a thundering blow with his suna sticks to the side of its face. Though the monster was still trying to shake off the surprise of the attack, it leapt up as Tao plunged his blade toward it. Instead of landing true, through the ribs and into its heart, Tao’s blade tore through the monster’s scales and down its side, leaving a bloody gash in its path.
			

			
				The creature snarled, turning toward Tao and swiping at him.
			

			
				Only for Adaya to drive her spear into its chest, skewering it.
			

			
				The beast jerked, twitching for a moment, before falling limp on her weapon.
			

			
				Dropping the carcass to the forest floor, Adaya yanked her spear from it. “Last two. Let’s go!”
			

			
				Turning, they all faced the rock outcropping, where Nara distracted the last two lathwar. Diving close, then pulling back at the last possible moment, she flirted with their claws and fangs, driving them into a frothing, snarling anger.
			

			
				“Split one off with Spitting Turtle, Max,” Adaya said. “Leave the other for Nara.”
			

			
				Inhaling, he released a chi spitball. It struck the rocks just below one lathwar as the other launched itself into the air again.
			

			
				The airborne lathwar sank its claws into Nara’s side, tearing through her white fur and leaving red stains behind.
			

			
				Nara twisted in the air, surprised by the hit and trying to shake the monster off. The lathwar’s claws were sunk in deep, though, and it pulled her down with it.
			

			
				


			
				42 Adjustment
			

			
				“No!” Max yelled. Charging forward, he ignored the lathwar that his Spitting Turtle had knocked off the rocks, trusting that Adaya and Tao would handle it.
			

			
				He only had eyes for Nara as she thrashed, more red spreading through her white fur. The lathwar and her tangled together, barely space between them as they hissed and snarled and slashed at each other.
			

			
				Max launched himself up the rocks, feet and hands slipping in his haste on the moss-covered surface. He tried to find any opening to launch another Spitting Turtle as he went, but the two beasts were locked together too tightly.
			

			
				Getting to the top of the rocks, Max cast Heart Tap Beat, boosting Nara’s natural healing. He knew the moment the aura hit her, her movements becoming smoother rather than stilted with pain.
			

			
				With a roar, he launched himself at the lathwar’s back, sticks outstretched and seeking bone. 
			

			
				The monster spun, then leapt away from him and Nara.
			

			
				Max’s sticks met with empty air.
			

			
				Stumbling, Max realized too late how foolish it was to overextend himself as he had. Anger and fear had made him channel all his power into the blow without realizing it. If it had landed, it wouldn’t have mattered. As it was, he did nothing more than leave his side open to the vicious claws.
			

			
				Already bracing for rending pain, he thrust his suna stick out blindly, hoping to deflect the attack he thought was coming.
			

			
				A growl and snarl hit his ears, quickly followed by a howl of pain.
			

			
				Regaining his balance, Max spun toward the sounds. He found Nara’s claws dripping with blood, a fresh wound bleeding from the lathwar’s side. 
			

			
				“Thanks, girl,” he said, breathless.
			

			
				Nara’s tail twitched, her eyes fixed on the monster.
			

			
				The lathwar sank lower, its teeth bared. Shifting, it slowly circled, movement jerky with what Max thought was a badly injured paw.
			

			
				“Nara,” Max said. “Fly by. I’ll attack it, you kill it from above.” From the few seconds they’d fought the monster, it was clear that its speed and general ability to make split-second adjustments to its attacks would make it nearly impossible for them to kill it if they both stayed on the ground.
			

			
				Nara growled, her lips pulled back. Her displeasure at the plan thrummed through their bond.
			

			
				“I’ll be fine,” Max said. Nara growled again. “And you’re not retreating like a coward,” he said, guessing at the reason for her disagreement. “You’re being tactically savvy.”
			

			
				Her growling immediately stopped. After a moment, she huffed.
			

			
				Max could have laughed. Of course the proud cat wouldn’t like any plan that smacked of cowardice.
			

			
				A shout from Tao below snapped Max back into focus. “Go, Nara. It sounds like they might need our help.”
			

			
				Without further argument, Nara’s wings beat the air, and she rose off the rocks.
			

			
				Max’s eyes widened as the lathwar lunged forward. He hadn’t thought the creature would be that aggressive the moment it had one of them to itself. 
			

			
				Note to self, he thought. Don’t underestimate an opponent, no matter how injured they are or how much you think you understand them.
			

			
				Twisting to the side, he realized too late that he wasn’t the center of the lathwar’s attention. The monster flew past him, springing off the rock at Nara. 
			

			
				Whirling around, Max struck with both his sticks. Both landed with a crack on the monster’s back leg, and Max guessed he’d broken some bones. 
			

			
				But it didn’t matter. The monster was already airborne, claws outstretched and seeking flesh.
			

			
				Nara twisted midair, and—in a move that stole Max’s breath—struck the lathwar in the chest with her meaty paw.
			

			
				The monster sailed back through the air, landing harshly on the rocks and bouncing once before sliding to a stop.
			

			
				Max surged forward. The monster was already staggering up, wobbly on broken and weak feet.
			

			
				He slammed his sticks across the side of its face once, twice, three times.
			

			
				The monster fell, but still moved. It tried to rise again—
			

			
				Max hit it two more times, and it fell still. He waited a moment, looking for it to take a breath.
			

			
				It didn’t.
			

			
				“Really is a tank,” he muttered. Getting hit five times on the skull on top of all the injuries he and Nara had given it already made him appreciate just how much damage the monster could handle.
			

			
				Max glanced at Nara. She held herself painfully, but now that they weren’t in the middle of fighting for their lives, he could tell the injuries looked worse than they were. Red doused her white fur, the difference in color glaring and jarring, but the sharp contrast was exactly what made it look awful.
			

			
				Adaya and Tao’s voices cut through the air. Max looked down on them to find them flanking the final monster. It had several wounds on it already, and Max could tell those slowed it down. Yet it still moved with incredible speed, and, though it was smaller than the rest they’d killed, he guessed it had been faster too and that was why Adaya and Tao hadn’t managed to kill it yet.
			

			
				Just as he crouched to get down the rocks, Tao locked his blade with the monster’s claws. Twisting, he threw it to the ground, and Adaya surged forward into the opening with a shout, thrusting her spear through the monster’s throat.
			

			
				It died with a breathy whine.
			

			
				Chest heaving, Adaya pulled her spear from the carcass. She planted it in the ground and leaned on it.
			

			
				“Gods above,” she said. “That thing was fast. Faster than that alpha panther even.”
			

			
				Tao wiped his spade clean on the trampled grass. “They all were. And persistent.”
			

			
				Slipping down the rocks, Max got close to them and cast a second round of Soldier’s Beat. Adaya in particular gave him a grateful look.
			

			
				“You both alright?” Max asked.
			

			
				“I think I pulled something in my back,” Adaya said, rolling her shoulder and wincing. “Those things gave me a workout.”
			

			
				“You definitely were the only one who could keep up with them,” Tao said. He ran a hand over his leg, and Max realized he was bleeding from a gash there. “That last one got me pretty good, and the one Max fought first nearly had him several times. And it looks like the got Nara too.”
			

			
				“They seemed particularly intent on Nara,” Max commented. He glanced back and found his beast companion tossing the two carcasses off the top of the rocks to the ground.
			

			
				“Makes sense,” Adaya said. “She was the one who disturbed them first. And she’s a monster like them.”
			

			
				Nara growled from the rock perch.
			

			
				Adaya held up her hands. “Just a classification statement. You’re nothing like them, Nara. Much more beautiful and much better company.”
			

			
				Nara’s growl morphed into a purr, then she hopped down the rocks as well. Apparently Nara liked to have her ego stroked almost as much as she liked catnip.
			

			
				“Let’s get these carcasses taken care of and find somewhere to rest and recover a bit.” Adaya wiped her weapon clean in the grass like Tao had. “We still have plenty of daylight, and with a bit of time cultivating and a pill for each of us we’ll be in fighting shape again quickly.”
			

			
				With that, they each started on a carcass. Max knelt next to the one he’d bludgeoned to death, grabbing his hunting knife and getting to work on the scaly hide. This lathwar had a single fully developed node. He carved it out of its chest, wiped it clean, and put it in his bag of holding.
			

			
				As he removed everything that was valuable—surprisingly, most of it was, including some of the internal organs he would have suspected to be trash—he glanced occasionally at Nara. She sat near him, licking her bloody fur clean. Each swipe of her tongue lifted some of the red stain, but she couldn’t manage to get it all out. She ended up with a slight pink tinge around her wounds.
			

			
				Finishing with the carcass, he walked over to Nara and cast his healing aura again on her. She purred, flicking her tail and blinking slowly at him.
			

			
				“You really are just a big cat,” he said with a laugh. He blinked back at her.
			

			
				Tao was sitting tending his own wound while Adaya finished butchering the fourth carcass. So Max took the opportunity to assess his progress since he hadn’t looked at it recently.
			

			
				“Update,” he said.
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Iron Stage Level 3 18% completed 
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 32.4% completed
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 24%, Air 27%, Spirit 26%, Wood 23%
 
			

			
				Martial Skills:

 
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 26
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 23
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 1
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 3 
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 2
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor


 
			

			
				He frowned. He’d hoped to have leveled up another of his skills by now, especially Spitting Turtle since he’d used it in every fight so far with the monsters. And his armed and unarmed combat numbers seemed to be slowing in their progress. But he supposed there was nothing he could do about it except keep practicing. 
			

			
				“Did either of you level up your skills with that fight?” he asked.
			

			
				Tao glanced at him, but Adaya just continued her work. “I’m not sure,” she said. “You know it works differently for us than you. We can’t see as many details about our progress.”
			

			
				He rubbed the back of his head. “Oh yeah, sorry. I forgot.”
			

			
				Tao grinned at him. “No big deal. It’s fascinating that you have assigned numbers to your skills and level. I bet that’s so helpful.”
			

			
				Shrugging, Max said, “In a lot of ways it is. But I can’t see how close I am to leveling up my specific skills. Only how close I am to a breakthrough in cultivation. And I can see the percentage of my affinities. It’s helpful for knowing what foods I should focus on eating.” Moving to sit next to Nara, he coaxed her to sit still so he could inspect her wounds.
			

			
				“Well, I can’t say that I feel like any of my skills are different now than they were at the beginning of the fight,” Adaya said. Then she paused in her work on the carcass. “That would have gone a lot differently if Tobias had been here.”
			

			
				Max let out a slow breath. They were all silent for several seconds before he said, “I know. None of us have the combined range and precision he did. The two lathwar that charged us would have been dead before they reached us. Or probably one, at the very least. And that could have been the difference between us being able to help Nara before she got injured or not. Shit, it could have been the difference between Tao and you getting injured as well.” He ran his fingers through Nara’s fur. “We’ll have to adjust in our next fights.” Though it’s painful that we have to.
			

			
				Adaya sighed, and Max returned to inspecting Nara’s injury. “It’s true. None of us have any ranged attacks that are ideal. For now, Max, if you think we’re up against too many monsters charging us at once, just blast them with Spitting Turtle like you did with the panthers. The loss of academy points and coin from the excess damage to the monster parts is worth making sure we all make it back.”
			

			
				Nodding, Max swallowed the lump in his throat. He wished he could have done something differently to make sure Tobias made it back safely too. He knew he couldn’t have, not really, but that didn’t stop him from wishing.
			

			
				They all fell silent again, the quiet only broken by Max occasionally asking Adaya for help with treating Nara’s wounds. Grateful to see that the worst were a set of puncture wounds—probably from when the lathwar dragged her back to the ground—Max treated those particularly carefully. The last thing any of them needed was an infection.
			

			
				Packing the last of the poultice Adaya had instructed him to make into Nara’s wounds, Max stood and cleaned his hands. Glancing around, he was satisfied that all the carcasses had been taken care of.
			

			
				“Four more down, forty-five more to go,” Adaya said. She snapped Tobias’s logbook closed and put it back in her bag. “Now for another temporary camp and resting.”
			

			
				Nodding, Max shared a determined look with each of them. They would finish this quest in honor of Tobias, no matter how many wounds they sustained.
			

			
				Wherever you are, my friend, I hope you’re pleased with our efforts.
			

			
				


			
				43 Bullox Payday
			

			
				After two days of hunting, their journey led them further from the mountain range and closer to a gully formed by water runoff. It was there that they stumbled upon a fresh set of tracks. The prints ran through a mucky section of open ground.
			

			
				Multiple sets of large, two-pronged hooves pointing southwest.
			

			
				"A herd of bullox migrating south to Chabun Province before fall sets in," Adaya said, pointing into the distance. "They're searching for a safe crossing point across the gully. This area is quite steep, but there are shallower sections further along the open plains."
			

			
				Tao frowned. "Those are mighty big beasts. They can be trouble in large numbers. How can our small team take down a herd of horned bullox without getting trampled or gored?"
			

			
				"You're right, a single horn catching us would be fatal," Adaya said. "By using Nara and Max, we can execute long range hunting strategies without getting too close."
			

			
				"I can guide Nara using whistles and hand signals to herd them in the right direction. Our practice with the dog spiders proved effective," Max said, hoping that would reassure Tao.
			

			
				Adaya nodded and laid out the basic strategy she had planned while they walked. From the crest of the next hill, she surveyed the valley below—a green grassy plain stretching out before them. She pointed out the large dark shapes dotting the field.
			

			
				Max enhanced his vision with chi. It allowed him to see the beasts' huge horns and shaggy, dark brown fur that covered their massive frames.
			

			
				Adaya grinned. "That's a big herd of horned bullox."
			

			
				"They look calm from this distance," Tao said, joining her. "But I've heard they get real nasty up close."
			

			
				"That's exactly why Nara and Max will redirect their aggression with well-timed distractions. Their ranged attacks will make our job easier."
			

			
				The general plan was to separate at least five of the horned bullox from the rest of the herd.
			

			
				"Alright, let's do this," Adaya said. "We'll lose daylight if we wait any longer."
			

			
				"Wait for my signal," Max said as he crept down the hill, Nara faithfully at his side. The other two fanned out beside him.
			

			
				Once they successfully isolated the five bullox, Nara would scare off the remaining beasts from the sky, circling back to assist them in taking down their targets.
			

			
				Max's role involved coordinating with Nara, using his Spitting Turtle as she dove from the sky to disperse the herd. While his attack wasn't strong enough to bring down the huge beasts, it should be enough to drive them in the desired direction.
			

			
				Max signaled Nara, and she took to the skies. He continued his cautious descent, keeping a watchful eye on her flight overhead. Reaching the bottom, he sprinted across the plain until he reached waist-high grass, then followed a path along the eastern side of the bullox herd.
			

			
				As he drew closer, he realized just how big they were. Each creature's horns were as wide as Max was tall, ending in sharp, pointy tips.
			

			
				Max trusted in his Spitting Turtle's ability to distract the bullox without drawing attention to himself. It was a risky gamble, but with Nara close by and evening closing in, he was willing to take the chance.
			

			
				At the distance, he noticed a trail of trampled grass where Adaya and Tao had taken up their positions. If he could get the herd to split there, a small number should run toward the group while the rest fled.
			

			
				Max whistled like a bird, signaling Nara. Five seconds later, he unleashed a Spitting Turtle attack. It coincided with Nara's roaring descent alongside the herd.
			

			
				The startled animals stomped their hooves. But the damn hairy beasts didn't scatter as expected. One bull turned to face Max, its nostrils flaring and eyes bulging with rage. It pawed the ground, ready to charge.
			

			
				Oh shit! Max thought.
			

			
				But he stood his ground and prepared another Spitting Turtle attack.
			

			
				The bull charged.
			

			
				With the beast just five yards away, Max gathered all his energy. He channeled it into his chi spitball. It struck the bullox squarely on its quivering snout, but the creature shook it off without losing balance or momentum.
			

			
				Head down, it hurtled toward Max. The ground trembled beneath its weight.
			

			
				Max leapt to the side. He narrowly missed the hooves as he landed and rolled. Staying low, he used the grass as cover.
			

			
				The bullox spun around, snorting loudly. Before it could charge again, Nara pounced, extending her claws as she raked them across the bullox's eyes. The enraged beast let out a furious bellow, stomping in place.
			

			
				Seizing the opportunity, Max blasted the bullox with another Spitting Turtle attack, and Nara attacked its flank. The bull thrashed its head, striking Nara hard. Flying back, she regained her balance using her wings. She landed gracefully on all fours.
			

			
				"Ha! Well done, Nara!" Max grinned. "Cats always land on their feet."
			

			
				Adaya charged forward, spear in hand. She thrust it into the bullox's neck just below the jaw. Blood gushed from the wound as the creature strained to stay upright. But its legs gave way, and it collapsed to the ground.
			

			
				Without pause, Adaya mounted the dying bullox, driving the spear blade behind its ear. The beast emitted a strained whimper before going limp.
			

			
				Despite her stellar landing, Nara limped toward Max. She had a nasty gash on her leg.
			

			
				Max rushed to her side and cast a healing aura. Seconds later, her wound began to close. It seemed their bond strengthened the healing effect.
			

			
				Tao joined them, panting heavily. He pointed toward the gully where the rest of the herd was stampeding.
			

			
				"We might get lucky. They were stampeding toward the gully. If they panicked, some of them might have gone over. It's a far enough fall they'd have been badly wounded or killed, and we can harvest the cores."
			

			
				"Luck, you say?" Adaya pinched her brow, a grim look on her face. "We still need forty cores to complete the quest. If we rest and repeat the process over and over, we might gather enough cores before the month ends."
			

			
				"We have one," Max said. "We know more about how the bullox thinks now. We can regroup, let the bullox calm down, and look for another group of monsters to hunt this afternoon. If we want to try them again tomorrow, we can."
			

			
				Adaya frowned. "There aren't likely any monsters worth hunting besides the bullox here. At least none that are pack animals. We face the same problem with that as what we just had with the bullox. Taking down monsters one by one isn't going to get us in the top three of this competition."
			

			
				Tao sighed, kneeling and starting to process the bullox. "It's too bad. The meat from bullox is worth a lot. We'd have a huge leg up in our financial situation if we could take down even just a few more of them. That would help us a ton in the coming months at the academy. Being a cultivator isn't cheap, and it only gets more expensive as we progress further."
			

			
				Pursing her lips, Adaya knelt and started helping him. "I don't like it either, but the potion each of us could get from the One Hundred Kills Quest is worth more than this entire bullox herd. We can't gamble on being able to take enough of these down to make it worth our time."
			

			
				Max let them work, their discussion of how to proceed washing over him. He pulled a few supplies from his storage and started tending to Nara's wounds, the process unfortunately familiar now. As he did, his mind wandered. Adaya was absolutely right. If they wanted to place in the top three of the One Hundred Kills Quest, they couldn't focus all their attention on the bullox, no matter how valuable their meat was. But Tao was also right. Being a cultivator and progressing was almost as much about having finances as it was about working hard. And with the number of enemies they had at the academy, they never knew when they might need some extra cash for whatever reason.
			

			
				Finishing cleaning Nara's wound and putting a bandage on it, he stood. He sank his fingers into her thick fur, thinking. If they could do both, finish in the top three and get all the money they could from the bullox herd, that would be the best of both worlds. It was risky, but…
			

			
				"We can do it," he said, cutting Adaya's and Tao's conversation off.
			

			
				They both paused in their work and looked at him. "Well, yeah," Adaya said. "That's what I've been saying. We can definitely be one of the top finishing teams."
			

			
				Max nodded. "And we can harvest this bullox herd."
			

			
				Adaya looked like she wanted to pinch her nose, but refrained because of the blood coating her skin. "Max, we can't. Even you can see how killing these individually isn't worth our time."
			

			
				He gave her a look. "Ouch. 'Even you'? Should I be worried about how little you think of my math skills?"
			

			
				She gave him a flat look. "Sorry to offend you. But I don't see why you're arguing for this option. That's all I mean."
			

			
				He nodded, not truly offended. "I get it. But I'm not arguing for the option. I'm arguing to kill multiple, all at once."
			

			
				Tao leaned forward. "How?"
			

			
				Pointing toward the gully, Max said, "By doing what you hoped some of them did already. Running them off the cliff."
			

			
				He glanced at Adaya. She seemed thoughtful. "Interesting," she said slowly. "But I still don't like the risk involved. We're so close to a hundred kills if we can just get a group of monsters like the almanic panthers."
			

			
				Waving toward where the bullox had stampeded, Max said, "There's our group of monsters right there. Way more than the forty-something kills we need. And way less dangerous than almanic panthers, if for no other reason than they don't have poison and venom." He crossed his arms. "On Earth, we had a saying. 'Work smarter, not harder.' This is working smart."
			

			
				Leaning back, Adaya said, "Convince me then. What's your plan? You seem to have one."
			

			
				Max nodded. "We're going to make them stampede, but toward the gully. Simple as that."
			

			
				"Aren't they too smart to all go charging over the edge? They would have done that this time if they were going to do it at all."
			

			
				Shrugging, Max said, "Maybe. You're the monster and beast expert. But there's a creature on Earth called a lemming. If you get one to run off a cliff, the rest of its pack will follow. You just have to get that single one to make a domino effect. If bullox are anything like that, then we only need to make one go over. Or several. We're just trying to kill as many as possible as fast as possible, so we don't even need the whole herd to go over." He raised a hand before Adaya could say anything. "And if we aren't any more successful tomorrow than we did today, we can abandon the bullox and look for something else."
			

			
				Adaya sat silently for a moment. Then she glanced at Tao. "You're for this, I assume."
			

			
				He gave her a nod. "Absolutely. I still think any finances we can get would be beneficial. But I also agree, the potions are super important."
			

			
				Adaya nodded, then shifted her gaze to Nara. "Nara, you'll be an important part of making this work. Are you alright with it? And will your injury prevent you from being able to do it? We can work around it. I just want to know now rather than in the middle of the plan breaking apart."
			

			
				The pharon inclined her head.
			

			
				"Well, that's as firm of a yes as I've ever had from a large cat, not that I've had many," Adaya chuckled. "And I suppose it's settled. We'll let the bullox calm down this afternoon. We'll hunt for anything else that can count toward our quest. Then tomorrow morning, first thing, we'll surprise the bullox herd and do our best to stampede them into the gully." She nodded to herself. "I'll think of a more detailed plan. Max, Nara, Tao, I want you all to cultivate and defend each other while I scout the area. I won't be out of eyesight or hearing range, so if I need help, I'll shout. But with the commotion we just caused, I don't think we'll have any company for a bit."
			

			
				Max grinned. "Sounds great." He glanced at Tao and Nara, his own excitement reflected in their eyes.
			

			
				If this worked, they were going to hit a massive payday.
			

			
				


			
				44 Ox Blood
			

			
				Max shifted in his spot across from Nara near the gully. Yesterday had been disappointing for the number of kills they’d had. After killing the bullox, they’d trekked back out the way they’d come into the forest. After nearly seven hours of tracking, backtracking and picking up fresh signs of monsters, they’d only killed another four creatures. None of them had particularly useful or valuable cores, but at least they still counted toward the hundred kills.
			

			
				Regardless, killing five monsters a day wasn’t going to win them any prizes.
			

			
				Max had tried looking on the bright side that they’d at least found a few and the less intense fights had been a good reprieve after their hard few days. But that felt like flimsy comfort in the face of what they stood to gain and lose.
			

			
				Now, they were back at the gully. The sun had barely brightened the sky past a faint early morning blush. The cool air brushed against his skin, and a feeling of peace lay over the grassy area.
			

			
				Not for long.
			

			
				He and Nara had hidden themselves several hundred feet apart near the gully. Tao and Adaya were on the other side of the grassy area, the bullox herd between them and Max. Once Adaya gave the word, she and Tao would rout the monsters, driving them toward the gully where Max and Nara were waiting.
			

			
				Max and Nara would use Spitting Turtle and flyby attacks to force as many of the huge monsters down into the gully as possible. While Max salivated at the idea of sending the entire herd over, they didn’t need to. Really, it wouldn’t be practical to either—whatever they sent over beyond the roughly forty monsters still needed to complete the quest would likely be left to rot. While the parts would be valuable, they were balancing a race against time for coming in at a good place in the quest against any future monetary returns. Not to mention Max found it distasteful to kill creatures without using the products from it, even if they were monsters that threatened their city.
			

			
				Shifting, he took a deep breath, ears trained for Adaya’s signal. They’d argued about positioning, since Max was the only one with a ranged attack that could safely rout the monsters. But by the same argument, he would be the safest to be in the direct line of a stampeding herd. He could control their path much more easily than Adaya or Tao. Nara could spook the herd into stampeding, but they suspected the monsters might try to fight her rather than flee since she was one of their natural predators and, without a pack of several more pharon with her, would be easy to defend against.
			

			
				A low whistle sounded from across the meadow. Max leaned forward, watching the herd of bullox. Some of them startled at the unexpected sound, jumping to their feet, blowing breath hard through their nostrils and looking about.
			

			
				A moment later, a shout and a fierce screech from Tao and Adaya pierced the air.
			

			
				Bullox shot to their feet, colliding with each other in a mass of confused beefy bodies. They whirled about, knocking into each other with grunts, irritated snorts and an occasional bellow of a dominant monster defending its space.
			

			
				Adaya screeched again, and Max grinned when, as one, all the bullox shifted and moved toward him and Nara.
			

			
				Step one down. Now it’s Nara and my turn.
			

			
				Hooves pounded the grassy ground, the vibrations running through the dirt and into Max’s feet. He’d gotten a good look at the number of monsters in the meadow both yesterday and this morning, but he hadn’t appreciated how much power and strength that represented until now, when he felt it shaking the ground as it all barreled toward him.
			

			
				Swallowing his nerves that he could at some point be directly in the path of the raw power that was currently blasting across the open space, he braced himself. He couldn’t see Nara from here, but the bullox were on a heading toward the gully that would bring them right between him and his companion.
			

			
				A fraction of a second later, the bullox realized their path. With a single mind, they veered to the side, heading toward Nara.
			

			
				Max’s heart leapt in his throat, worry for her filling him, despite knowing she would be perfectly fine since she could fly.
			

			
				With a savage yowl, Nara sprang from the grass. She leapt just above where the bullox’s horns could reach, flaring her wings and appearing twice as large as she actually was.
			

			
				The stream of monsters balked, sending a ripple through their horde. A large number bolted past Nara, too close to do anything except sprint past her. More spun about in chaos, knocking each other down and trampling their fallen herd mates.
			

			
				He couldn’t see clearly, but he didn’t think any went over into the gully even in the middle of the chaos. They were far more agile than their bulk suggested, and far more aware in the middle of their panic than what he’d anticipated.
			

			
				The rest, sensing the chaos in front, turned toward Max.
			

			
				That’s good. We have a second chance.
			

			
				Adrenaline hitting his system, Max’s eyes widened at the sight of dozens of monsters weighing in over one ton bearing down on him.
			

			
				Reflexively, he released three Spitting Turtle shots at the monsters. He aimed to miss, knowing that hitting one directly would likely result in, at best, a few falling and getting trampled.
			

			
				The chi exploded at the monsters’ hooves, light flashing and illuminating their wide, white eyes.
			

			
				Max cursed as the bullox reacted. A large fraction of the herd peeled away, heading back toward Adaya and Tao. Unless they could drive them toward the gully again, they were as good as gone. The bullox closest to Max’s attack panicked, a few goring each other in their chaos.
			

			
				The rest continued their charge toward him.
			

			
				Everything in him blared in warning that he’d be killed in a matter of mere seconds if he didn’t act. Heart pounding, breath coming in short spurts, he released another three Spitting Turtle spitballs, aiming directly at the lead bullox. If he killed or at least made that one fall, it’d buy him the precious few moments of breathing room.
			

			
				The three attacks landed true, the first hitting the monster’s chest, the second its head and the third—as it tried to slide to a stop and got flipped by the momentum of its herd mates behind it—blasted across its back.
			

			
				The herd split around the monster as more collided with it, making a roadblock. Scrambling toward the small pocket of space, the roadblock forced in the charging bullox, Max’s breath caught as the monsters thundered by on either side of him. So close he could reach out and touch them, he stayed as close as he dared to the thrashing, squealing knot of downed creatures, unwilling to risk getting gored or kicked but forced to stay close to avoid getting trampled.
			

			
				Inhaling one more time, he hesitated a moment. The gully was so close, he could probably force some of the monsters streaming by him off the cliff. But if he did that, it was possible the creatures behind them would jump toward Max and injure him in their attempt to miss colliding with their herd mates.
			

			
				Yolo. Or in my case, yolt—you only live twice. And I refuse to live this life cowering behind the what-ifs.
			

			
				With that, he blasted the bullox on the side closest to the ravine.
			

			
				The one he hit stumbled into the creatures next to it.
			

			
				A squeal cut through the air over the pounding of hooves, and Max knew he was successful. And, seeing as he wasn’t in any more danger of getting trampled than he was before, he released another Spitting Turtle.
			

			
				Ball after ball of chi, he shot them rapid-fire at the monsters. Again and again, the same scenario played out—the monster he hit knocked into the ones next to it, and invariable a squeal or two rang through the air and faded with distance. Max didn’t bother counting how many he hit and how many it sounded like went over the edge. He was too busy avoiding the still-flailing roadblock he’d first caused to save himself while forcing as many over the edge as he could.
			

			
				Finally, the thundering hooves swept past him completely, and the dizzying sight of dozens of monsters running past him ceased. The lack left Max as disoriented as their presence had, and as dust hung in the surrounding air, he glanced around in a daze.
			

			
				“Max!”
			

			
				Turning toward the voice, he found Adaya, Tao and Nara sprinting toward him.
			

			
				“Hey, that was—” He got cut off as Adaya slammed into him, arms thrown around him. Then she pulled back out of the hug and slugged him on the shoulder.
			

			
				“That was the most reckless thing I’ve ever seen you do, and I watched you try to bond a drake.”
			

			
				He rubbed the back of his neck. “In my defense, I didn’t mean to. They didn’t act like I thought they would.”
			

			
				Adaya scowled at him. “I’m just glad you’re okay. You are okay, right?”
			

			
				He nodded. “Yeah. Are all of you?”
			

			
				“Yeah,” Adaya said. She glanced at Nara and Tao, who nodded.
			

			
				“Good.” Max relaxed some, though adrenaline still thrummed through his veins. “How did we do count wise?”
			

			
				Tao grinned. “Oh, plenty good enough.” He walked over to the gully and pointed down. “There’s at least twenty down here that you forced off, there’s another probably five or more that Nara forced off on her side, and then there’s a whole pile of monsters where you and her made them panic and turn around. They gored and trampled each other.”
			

			
				Max looked at the pile that’d saved him from getting trampled. It indeed was a pile, and a big one. Almost as tall as him, he walked around the bloody mess, keeping clear of the hooves and horns in case any of the monsters weren’t entirely dead.
			

			
				The pile had at least ten in it by his count, and if the other had at least ten, that put them at well over forty monsters.
			

			
				Grinning, he walked around the rest of the pile to face his friends again. “I’d say that was a successful morning. And we didn’t have to use hardly any chi, meaning we can all get started on processing these right away.”
			

			
				Clapping her hands once, Adaya grinned back. “What are we waiting for, then? The sooner we get this all processed, the sooner we get to the academy and claim our prizes! But first—” She pulled out the logbook. Opening it, she made a few quick notes. With a satisfied nod, she said, “Even if we only got forty monsters out of that, we’ll still have over a hundred fully formed monster cores. And, no offense Tao, but I think you’re estimating low how many went over the cliff into the ravine. So we might have even sixty or so here.”
			

			
				She poured water from her canteen and dampened a cloth to clean her hands. With a hint of sadness in her eyes, Adaya opened Tobias’s logbook. She entered the final tally of the monster cores collected for the One Hundred Kills Quest. Then she called the group together. “Quest success. Well done, everyone!” She threw an arm over Tao and Max and looked up at the sky. “Wherever you are, big brother, I hope we’ve made you proud.”
			

			
				



			
				45 Choices 
			

			
				After taking three days to butcher the bullox, harvest the cores and smoke the meat, they finally made their way home.
			

			
				It took them just over a day to make their way back to the academy. Max was glad they made it there late at night to avoid unwanted attention. By Kev’s crow the next morning, Adaya had already set up a meeting with Senior Hara to tell her about Tobias.
			

			
				Max skipped breakfast. He’d lost his appetite.
			

			
				After feeding Nara, he went with Adaya and Tao to Senior Hara’s office. A heavy silence hung between them as they waited for their mentor to speak.
			

			
				Max felt trapped. It was as if the walls were closing in on him.
			

			
				Senior Hara circled the room. Finally she stopped next to a potted plant that looked like a magic bonsai tree. Its bright red flowers pulsed with a blinding glow.
			

			
				It hurt Max’s eyes if he looked at it too long. He glanced out the window, seeking comfort in the outside world. Tao shifted awkwardly beside him while Adaya stood tall, giving their mentor her full attention. Max wished he could be anywhere else, discussing anything but Tobias’s death.
			

			
				If only he could turn back time.
			

			
				Earth and Eedan, for all their differences, shared the same harsh truth. There were no do-overs if he messed up.
			

			
				Choices had consequences.
			

			
				This wasn’t a game, and there was no respawn. No papering over the cracks of his mistakes; he just had to live with them.
			

			
				A flash of silver caught his eye, bringing him back to Senior Hara. She delicately pruned the green leaves, avoiding the red blooms. But one flower stood out. A sky-blue blossom that held his gaze.
			

			
				Senior Hara slipped a hand behind her back and bowed. “My deepest condolences, Sister Adaya.” Her voice carried a mix of sympathy and sorrow.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes welled with tears, and gratitude shone through her grief. Senior Hara addressing her as an equal in this time of mourning meant something to all of them.
			

			
				With her silver shears, she pointed toward the door. “Before Scribe Master Primus barges in here, there’s something I need to show you. Come closer.”
			

			
				Max, Adaya and Tao exchanged curious glances.
			

			
				What the hell does a magic bonsai tree have to do with Tobias? Max thought. 
			

			
				They moved closer, and Senior Hara looked at Max and Adaya. “As you know, I was responsible for bringing you to the academy. I am immensely proud of Tobias and his achievements during his short time here. He died with honor, protecting those he cared about.”
			

			
				Senior Hara’s eyes fell on the blue flower. She caressed its petals. They shimmered like ice crystals on fresh snow.
			

			
				“To your Iron and Copper stage eyes, this plant may seem like it only has a few flowers... Right?” Senior Hara asked. There was a knowing tone in her voice.
			

			
				Max, Tao and Adaya nodded.
			

			
				“But I see many more... These are soul flowers. Each one represents a member of the academy, be it staff or student.” She paused, carefully pruning a small branch and allowing it to fall into her hand. “Many years ago, I received a clipping like this from the Coiran tribe. It originated from their ancestral world tree, given to them as a seed by the gods they worship.” She handed the clipping to Max. “I nurtured this plant and formed a bond with it.” 
			

			
				Max’s brows shot up.
			

			
				He’d no idea bonds could be formed with plants.
			

			
				Senior Hara smiled gently. “Yes, it’s possible to bond with a plant once it’s evolved and reached a high level of cultivation. Each flower that blooms on this plant shines with an internal flame, burning bright red. But if the person it represents dies, it turns blue.”
			

			
				All eyes turned to the blue flower, holding a moment of somber silence. With great care, Senior Hara clipped the flower and placed it in Adaya’s palm.
			

			
				Adaya looked down, tears falling on the flower. They turned into crystal droplets and rolled to its center. She wiped her eyes and looked up at Senior Hara. “Do you know where Tobias is now?”
			

			
				Senior Hara shook her head sadly. “That’s for the gods to know. His legacy lives on through you.” A jade box appeared, and she motioned for Adaya to place the flower inside. “I suggest you get a soul-bound world storage ring to keep Tobias’s soul flower safe.”
			

			
				It seemed like that flower held more than just sentimental value. It was something other cultivators might kill for.
			

			
				“And you’re aware of the benefits if you cultivate the garden in a world storage ring or manifest a spirit pagoda?” Senior Hara added.
			

			
				Adaya’s eyes widened. “Yes, but I’m only at the Copper stage. I can’t manifest a spirit pagoda, and even if I could, I can’t afford—”
			

			
				Before she could finish, the office door swung open.
			

			
				In strolled Master Primus like a goddamn king of bling. His golden robes swirled around him, settling into place as he reached Senior Hara’s side. With a flick of his long, golden sleeve, a scroll appeared in his hand.
			

			
				Stroking his long silver beard, his eyes roved over Max, Adaya and Tao. “Ah, young cultivators. Back in the fold, I see. Wish it were under cheerier circumstances. But life in the academy must trudge onward.” He raised the scroll. “This here was meant to be a grand announcement for the whole academy, but given the unfortunate turn of events, we thought it wise to keep our congratulations to you relatively low-key.”
			

			
				Max glanced at Adaya, finding Tao doing the same. She stood tall, her expression unreadable.
			

			
				Max was in awe of her strength shining through the cracks of her sorrow.
			

			
				“First, Junior Adaya, please accept my deepest sympathy. Junior Tobias was one of the finest student scribes I’ve had the pleasure of teaching. He spoke highly of you, wanting to excel in his studies and make you proud.”
			

			
				“Thank you, Master Primus,” Adaya said. “Your words mean a lot. Tobias held you in high regard, and his skills in protection arrays were invaluable during our hunt.”
			

			
				“I’m glad to hear it. May he soar on the wings of the Phoenix over the Ageless Sea and bestow great fortune upon those he leaves behind.”
			

			
				Adaya bowed her head.
			

			
				“Now, it’s time to settle his estate,” Primus added, unfurling the scroll.
			

			
				“Estate?” Adaya asked, surprised.
			

			
				Master Primus looked up from the scroll. “Yes. As your guild master, I took the liberty of setting up a fund for each of you. In case of death, the Golden Griffin Guild pays out academy points based on the individual’s lifetime earning potential. Given my estimation that Tobias would become a venerated scribe and live at least a century, the total comes to one million points.”
			

			
				Adaya’s hand trembled as she stowed the jade box in her bag of holding. Max flashed her a reassuring smile, hoping to provide some comfort.
			

			
				“Now, on to the matter of the One Hundred Kills Quest,” Primus said, tapping the scroll. “Your final tally was over one hundred thirty beast cores, with an impressive number of Metal chi cores.”
			

			
				Senior Hara put away her shears and clasped her hands in front of her robes. “A truly impressive performance. It’s clear that you work well as a team.” She gestured toward the window. “The Profound Phoenix Clan, with all their resources, arrived back yesterday, and only managed to gather a measly six Metal chi cores.”
			

			
				Primus’s silver eyebrows twitched. “Exactly. Even the renowned Velvet Blade Sect only gathered four Metal chi cores. One of them was of poor quality.”
			

			
				Max’s hope rose. “How many clans returned before us?”
			

			
				Stroking his beard once more, Primus replied, “You were the third to return. So, right now, you easily rank in the top three, if not higher, considering the quantity and quality of the beast cores you’ve collected.”
			

			
				Tao bowed his head. “We did it in honor of Tobias.”
			

			
				Tokens appeared before them, bearing a strange symbol in the center. “Ranking in the top three earns you a potion or pill of your choice. Go to Emo’s Place in town and make your request.” Primus raised his hand. Three more tokens appeared, this time with a symbol of a golden griffin atop a golden horde. He looked at Senior Hara, then back at the group, smiling. “All members of our guild with at least 500,000 points automatically receive one of these gold tokens, which you can use to store and spend your points.”
			

			
				Senior Hara nodded. “You can use them here at the academy, in Kafni and at all Golden Griffin Guild-accredited merchant outlets throughout the empire.” 
			

			
				Max grinned. It sounded like a gold card back home, but with even better rewards.
			

			
				Lowering his voice, Primus placed a hand on Adaya’s shoulder. “Tobias died in service of the guild. Each guild member receives 100,000 points as an award for completing the quest. Your guild accounts have been updated to reflect this. As his next of kin, Tobias’s points have been added to yours.”
			

			
				Max’s chest tightened. Countless “if onlys” swirled in his mind—if only he’d done things differently, Tobias would still be alive.
			

			
				A sad look filled Adaya’s eyes as she spoke. “If he were here, I’d have a hard time keeping him away from the Scarlet Teahouse in town...”
			

			
				Tao, unable to contain his laughter, joined Adaya in a chuckle. It raised Max’s spirits. Together they could find light in the darkest of times.
			

			
				“Ah, I can already hear his laughter echoing in the wind,” Primus said with a wistful smile. “Well, it seems I have delivered both good news and bad news today. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a guild to run and a flock of eager cultivators to oversee. Take some time to rest and mourn. And remember, the Golden Griffins are always here for you.”
			

			
				With a final nod, Primus swept out of the room, leaving Max, Adaya, Tao and Senior Hara in the wake of his golden robes.
			

			
				…
			

			
				The journey back to Zan Lee Ann’s compound was a quiet affair. A black cloud of guilt hung over Max. Adaya frowned and slowed her pace. “What’s with the grim look?”
			

			
				He shrugged, not wanting to burden her further.
			

			
				She clenched her fist. “Don’t make me beat it out of you. My patience is running thin.”
			

			
				Tao chimed in, “If I were you, I’d do as she says.”
			

			
				Adaya shot Tao a glare, but it soon softened.
			

			
				“Eh,” Tao said, rubbing the back of his neck. “You two talk. I’ll run ahead and whip up a nice meal. And I better check on Nara to make sure she hasn’t emptied the pantry. Senior Zan will lose her mind if she did.”
			

			
				Max patted Tao on the shoulder. “Thanks, Tao. Luckily, there’s plenty of space in the compound for all the egos.” He wasn’t sure who had the biggest one. Kev the rooster, Nara or Senior Zan.
			

			
				Once alone, Adaya punched him in the shoulder. “Snap out of your funk, Max. Start by telling me what’s bothering you.” Her fierce look told him she wasn’t messing around.
			

			
				“Something Senior Hara said hit me hard,” Max confessed. “She brought both of you to the academy because I was weak and needed protection.”
			

			
				Adaya scowled. “I know you cared for Tobias, so I will let that insult slide.”
			

			
				Max flushed, realizing he had put his foot in his mouth. Before he could figure out how to apologize, Adaya spoke again. “You make it sound like Senior Hara hired us as your babysitters. But we came to this academy based on our own merits.”
			

			
				“Shit, sorry. I didn’t mean to imply that you didn’t deserve to be here. I—”
			

			
				“You didn’t mean to, but you did… But that’s not what gets my goat. Senior Hara asked us to watch out for you. That’s true. But you also had our back even though we were stronger than you. We looked out for each other here in the academy and out there in the wilds.”
			

			
				“But I should have insisted you wait for me when Tobias suggested scouting ahead. Maybe if I tied Nara up in the first place like Tobias said, I could’ve brought her with us. Instead I just let you go on without me—”
			

			
				Adaya interrupted him with a raised hand. “Let me stop you there. You didn’t let us do anything. I was the group leader, and Tobias had my full support to scout ahead. Nara wasn’t ready, so you did the right thing by staying behind.” 
			

			
				Max looked down at his feet. It didn’t seem right that she was comforting him instead of the other way around.
			

			
				“Life’s hard, Max,” Adaya continued, her eyes filled with kindness. “Tobias knew that as well as he knew the dangers we faced on every hunt. Don’t insult his memory by suggesting he made the wrong decision by risking his life to save yours. If he were still here, he would do it again in a heartbeat, just as you would for him.”
			

			
				A lump formed in Max’s throat. “I’ve made too many bad decisions in my past life... hurt people I never thought I would. Before I died, I had finally turned my life around, and it felt good.”
			

			
				“You feel that way because you’re a good person, Max,” Adaya assured him, her gaze unwavering. “Tobias could see it, and I can see it. It’s about time you see it too. Stop beating yourself up over the past.”
			

			
				Max managed a half-smile. “Thanks, Adaya. I needed that.”
			

			
				“Don’t mention it,” she replied. “That’s what family does: gives each other a good kick in the butt when we need it. Now, enough moping around. Let’s go back and see what’s cooking. Then we’ll go shopping.”
			

			
				…
			

			
				The scent of spicy peppers filled the air as Max entered the kitchen. Tao was a whirlwind of activity. It was a chaotic scene, with pots steaming and counters cluttered.
			

			
				“Never enough hands for my adventurous culinary delights,” Tao said, wiping sweat from his brow. The heat in the kitchen was noticeable.
			

			
				Max could tell there was more than just cooking causing the rise in temperature between Tao and Adaya.
			

			
				Adaya, ever willing to lend a hand, raised both of hers. “I’ve got a spare pair if you need them.”
			

			
				Smiling, Tao pointed to a chopping board with wrinkled red peppers. “Fancy chopping up some ghost peppers?”
			

			
				Eagerly, Adaya grabbed the knife. Her eyes lit up with enthusiasm. “Oh, I love ghost peppers. Grandfather could never stand them though, said they’d burn a hole right through your stomach.”
			

			
				Tao chuckled, placing a hand over his chest. “A woman after my own heart.”
			

			
				Their laughter filled the kitchen, lifting Max’s spirits. Adaya seemed genuinely happy, a sight he hadn’t seen in days.
			

			
				Max’s attention shifted to the window, where steam clouded the view. Nara pressed her snout against the glass, fixated on the courtyard and the chicken coop.
			

			
				Guiding her away from the window, Max whispered, “Let’s leave those two lovebirds alone and get some training in before dinner.”
			

			
				In the courtyard, Nara’s eyes locked on Kev where he perched on the chicken coop. He held an air of superiority, refusing to look at her.
			

			
				She growled at him.
			

			
				Max sighed. “Promise me you won’t eat Kev or his harem of hens. They’re friends, okay?”
			

			
				Nara pouted but followed Max to the back of the courtyard.
			

			
				They settled under the shade of a silver birch tree. Max was eager to test the bounds of their sensory skills. He let his chi flow, connecting with Nara. He aimed to hold the connection for longer periods.
			

			
				Despite the drain on his energy, he persevered, sweat dripping from his brow.
			

			
				The world changed colors. It reminded him of heat vision like in those Predator movies. He narrowed his focus on Kev, but the color faded thanks to Nara’s lack of attention. 
			

			
				They tried again. This time, Max held on longer. Bribing Nara with catnip ensured she stayed focused on maintaining their connection. Trust and cooperation were key.
			

			
				Soon, dinner was ready. The delicious smells had them all salivating. Nara eagerly licked her bowl clean, and Max’s hunger matched hers. He left nothing behind but half a ghost pepper.
			

			
				After their meal, they took a stroll into Kafni, heading to Emo the angsty alchemist’s shop.
			

			
				The place had a weird charm, with candles flickering and spooky crystal orbs emitting black smoke. The eerie music in the background added to the whole experience, like stepping into a goth music video from the ‘90s.
			

			
				Emo, his jet-black hair hanging over one eye like a funeral shroud, sat behind the counter with a deck of cards in his hands. Dressed in dark robes, he wore a grim smile as Max approached with Adaya and Tao in tow.
			

			
				Max caught sight of the magical deck building cards in Emo’s grasp, each adorned with curvy cat girls. The guy was in the middle of some solo campaign called “Claws and Whiskers.”
			

			
				Adaya tilted her head to get a better look at the cards. “Sorry to interrupt your…game, but we have some quest tokens to spend and you came highly recommended by our guild master.”
			

			
				Emo’s gaze drifted up from his cards. He stared off into space looking like there was no cure for what ailed him. “It’s more than a game. It involves complex strategies that lubricate the mind.”
			

			
				Max, Tao and Adaya exchanged amused glances
			

			
				Slowly Emo stood and put a hand out. “Let me see your token first.”
			

			
				Max handed him the guild token. Emo took it and walked over to his alchemy work station to inspect it.
			

			
				“What form of cultivation enhancer do you want? A purified powder? Or a pill?”
			

			
				Max tilted his head. “I’m Iron 3 and want to level up to Copper. What would you recommend?”
			

			
				“Since the bulk of my sales come from academy students, if I said just let it happen, I’d be out of business. You’re an Outworlder and I can see you haven’t relied heavily on pills to level up through the Iron stage. You’re more diligent than most of the cultivators who come here looking for a big boost with minimal effort. Your cultivation practice has your core primed for breakthrough without detox being a major issue. Therefore, I recommend a potent chi pill which I can, with my expertise, customize to suit your four affinities so you don’t pass out and feel too miserable.”
			

			
				Max looked at the others and then back to Emo. “You can tell what my affinities are?”
			

			
				Emo rolled his eyes. “What kind of second-rate alchemist do you take me for? I’d be pretty useless if I couldn’t read cultivator’s affinities, unless they were a high enough level to hide their aura. You have little aura sense or control. I can read you like a book, unlike your pretty and talented friend.”
			

			
				Adaya smiled. “It will be a real pleasure doing business with you.”
			

			
				“Given your advice, I’ll go with the pill,” Max said.
			

			
				Emo got to work at his alchemy station, combining ingredients into various vessels. “You’ve managed to maintain a good balance between the affinities. Whatever you’re doing, keep it up.”
			

			
				“Oh I will,” Max said, a little surprised by the compliment.
			

			
				Emo finished the powder and then pressed it into a pill. “Take this on an empty stomach…it’ll be less messy that way.” He placed it in a small pouch and handed it to Max. “I see you’re nearly a third of the way through Iron for body cultivation. If you’re serious about completion before your hair turns gray, I have boost potions that would suit your affinities. I accept academy points as payment.”
			

			
				“I’ll keep that in mind,” Max said, putting the pouch in his bag. Sounding too eager might drive up the price. He stepped back, giving Adaya and Tao room to present their tokens in exchange for their pill of choice.
			

			
				As they returned to the academy, there was a buzz of excitement between them.
			

			
				“Feels great to be harvesting the fruits of our labor,” Tao said, pride clear in his voice. “My family sacrificed so much to send me here. Just wait until I visit home as a Copper cultivator. I’ll plow all the fields in less than a day without breaking a sweat.”
			

			
				Adaya linked their arms. “Iron to Copper is a huge milestone. I’m excited for you both.”
			

			
				Max nodded. “I feel much more prepared this time now I know what to expect. I’m so glad all my cultivation practice has paid off too. Emo said I’ve built solid foundations and my affinities are well-balanced, but that’s thanks to your chi-infused meals and Nara’s bond.”
			

			
				“We all provide great support to each other,” Adaya said with a smile as they walked into the compound.
			

			
				Nara greeted Max with an impatient chuff, following close behind as they entered the main building.
			

			
				“I’ll wait awhile before I cultivate and breakthrough,” Adaya said. “If you need any help, you know where to find me.”
			

			
				“Thanks, I appreciate it,” Max said, heading for the stairs with Nara. “I’ll see you both on the other side.”
			

			
				Back in his room, Max held the shiny white pill in his hand, marveling at its power. A knock on the door interrupted his thoughts. Outside, he found Senior Zan standing there with a broom in one hand and a rug in the other.
			

			
				“This is for your flying what’s-her-name,” Zan said, frowning as she handed Max the rug. She shoved the broom in his hand. “If she sheds, you clean it up. Kai Lo wants to see her in the morning. Don’t ask me why. He probably wants to make sure she doesn’t have fleas.”
			

			
				Zan turned and marched off, leaving Nara to scowl in reply. Max patted her head. “Don’t mind Senior Zan, she’s just not used to having so many guests.”
			

			
				Nara raised her snout and turned away.
			

			
				Eager to break through, Max laid towels on the floor. He placed the rug by the open window, and Nara curled up on it as he stripped down to his pants. He sat cross-legged on the towels close to Nara. “Wish me luck,” Max said, running his hands through her silky fur. “I apologize now for how badly I’m going to stink. I’ve left the window open, so that should help clear the air quickly.”
			

			
				Nara’s lazy swish of her tail told him she couldn’t care less.
			

			
				A cool breeze blew in, raising goosebumps on his arms.  
			

			
				“Copper stage, here I come.” Max swallowed the pill as Emo instructed. It wasn’t long before heat spread outwards from his chest. It washed over him in waves, chasing away the chill he’d felt.
			

			
				Closing his eyes, Max imagined his ball of swirling chi as a tree growing roots and branches spreading out over his body. As the pill dissolved in his stomach, his internal chi began to flow faster. It passed through his core, then cycled around his body. He could feel the energy swirling and crackling inside him, making his whole body sweat and tremble.
			

			
				Each cycle through his core pushed him closer and closer to a breakthrough.
			

			
				As he focused on the visualization, a surge of determination filled him. This was his chance to advance to Copper 1, to strengthen his cultivation and become even more formidable, just like he’d vowed to do in Tobias’s honor.
			

			
				Nara began snoring, but the sound faded as chi surged through Max, overwhelming his senses. Before long, an intense pain seared through him. It was as if every cell in his body was boiling.
			

			
				Heat made his vision swim, and his limbs grew heavy.
			

			
				Despite feeling like the very core of him was splitting apart, Max held on. He did his best to keep his breathing steady, inhaling deeply like he did with Rumbling Storm breathwork.
			

			
				Soon the pain eased, slowly disappearing like the memory of a bad dream. He wrinkled his nose at the foul smell coming off him.
			

			
				Opening his eyes, he grabbed a towel to wipe away the layer of post-breakthrough gunk oozing from his pores. Minutes later, he doubled over in pain. His stomach lurched. He gagged, and before he knew it dark sludge poured from his mouth. He spat out the remains, a bitter aftertaste lingering.
			

			
				Rising slowly, he drank some water. With the impurities expelled, his temperature returned to normal, and he stopped shaking.
			

			
				An update flashed before his eyes, fueling his anticipation. Flexing his muscles, he grinned, knowing his strength now surpassed that of ordinary mortals.
			

			
				Sensing his transformation through their bond, Nara looked at him with a half-open eye. Then she wrinkled her snout at the smell and stepped back.
			

			
				Max wagged a finger at her and laughed. “Don’t act like you’re not impressed. Just wait and see what we can do in our next training session.”
			

			
				She ignored him, so he checked his stats.
 
			

			
				Max Stone
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank, Copper Stage Level 1 8% completed
			

			
				Iron Body Cultivation: 33.1% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Water 22%, Air 27%, Spirit 28%, Wood 23% 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: level 27
			

			
				Armed Combat: Level 26
			

			
				Frog Glides Through the Grass: Level 2
 
			

			
				Bard Skills:
 
			

			
				Heartbeat Tap Healing Aura: Level 1 
			

			
				Spitting Turtle: Level 3 
			

			
				Soothe: Level 1 
			

			
				Soldier’s Beat: Level 2
 
			

			
				Titles:
			

			
				Blessing of the Condor
 
			

			
				Yes!
			

			
				Max fist-pumped.
			

			
				Last time he’d checked he was only 18% the way through Iron Stage Level 3. Emo the alchemist’s chi pill was awesome!
			

			
				And he’d finally leveled up Frog Glides Through the Grass. Having to avoid numerous monsters had proven the key to increasing the skill.
			

			
				Max wasn’t surprised to see little gains in his Iron Body cultivation as he didn’t practice Twisted Tree technique much out in the wilds. Now that he was back in the academy, he’d practiced more. His armed combat skills had almost caught up to his unarmed combat. With his fighting style it wouldn’t be long until armed combat was his highest skill. But he’d have to ask one of the professors why combat skills seemed to level so much faster than other skills. He used his bard skills often, but they didn’t level nearly as fast. Was there a different scale for different skills?
			

			
				Max didn’t let it bother him. In honor of Tobias, he’d vowed to grow stronger and train harder, so that’s what he’d do. The numbers weren’t what mattered, it was the progress that they represented that mattered. And no matter how he looked at, he was progressing. 
			

			
				And this was the first milestone in that journey to strength.
			

			
				“Come on, sleepyhead,” Max said to Nara. “Let’s get one more training session in before bed.”
 
			

			



				46 Poison and Eyes
			

			
				Chantelle
			

			
				“Almanic panthers,” Nic said, pointing to the treeline. “You can’t see them yet, but they’re out there.”
			

			
				“Yes,” Ash said, landing on Nic’s shoulder, feathers flustering in agitation. “And it’s a large pride, at least twelve, by my count.”
			

			
				Nic examined him with concern. “Did one clip your feathers?”
			

			
				“It’s just a scratch. It’s nothing to a bird as amazing as me,” Ash replied.
			

			
				Nic’s brows rose. “You know they’re poisonous, right?”
			

			
				“Of course I do, but I feel f—”
			

			
				Ash fell off Nic’s shoulder and disappeared into the long grass. Nic gently scooped him up and fed him a healing pill. “You’re not fine, and if you think you’re flying around watching our backs, you can forget it.”
			

			
				“But if I don’t watch your back, who will?” Ash glared at Lars.
			

			
				“Watch out for their bite.” Lars sneered at Ash. “I have no room in my ring of holding for dead bodies.” He laughed darkly.
			

			
				No one joined in.
			

			
				Chantelle shivered as a cool breeze whipped around her. Taking her staff in hand, she fed chi into the runes across its surface, picturing its transformation into her bow. Lars was still smiling.
			

			
				The damn prick wasn’t joking.
			

			
				If he had to choose between filling his ring with cores or returning their dead bodies home as a mark of respect, she knew what he would do.
			

			
				Nic shushed Ash.
			

			
				“We don’t have time to argue,” he said, carrying Ash off to the tent. Despite the bird’s loud protests, Nic returned quickly and shrugged. “A dose of Nightingale drops on his seeds will keep him quiet until all this is over.” He looked out into the clearing.
			

			
				It was a little too still and quiet for Chantelle’s liking. Her skin crawled with the feeling of being watched.
			

			
				“Look!” Lars said, his voice filled with awe.
			

			
				A slender, powerful body appeared in the clearing, its tawny coat and long tail resembling a puma. Caden had warned her that these dire beasts were the most poisonous of all big cats, with either a bite or a lash from their barbed tail leading to deep trouble.
			

			
				Although they looked like pumas, they weren’t solitary predators like the pumas back home. No, like most things in this fantasy land, they were souped-up nightmare versions of beasts she knew. Powerful predators that hunted in a pride. Her father’s favorite book, The Ghost and the Darkness, immediately sprang to mind.
			

			
				Back home, man-eaters were the exception. Here they were the rule.
			

			
				The big cat was acting a bit brazen, but...
			

			
				A rustling both to her right and left drew Chantelle’s attention.
			

			
				It was all smoke and mirrors.
			

			
				Chantelle’s blood ran cold. How many more were moving through the long grass and surrounding them from all directions?
			

			
				“While we’re doing the local farmers a service, don’t forget these beasts have well-developed cores worth harvesting. Kill the beasts, but don’t destroy them,” Lars said, his eyes locked on Lilith.
			

			
				“And their meat is an excellent source of chi,” Nic added.
			

			
				“So if you get into trouble and think I’m going to save you by roasting their asses with Fire chi, think again,” Lars said, dry washing his hands. “Nic and Chantelle, thin the herd, then use midrange attacks to distract them. We’re surrounded. If they unleash a fully coordinated attack on us, we’re finished. Lilith, your task is to cover me while I draw the alpha male’s focus. Leave that big boy to me. None of you are strong enough to take him down alone without risking poisoning, or worse, death.” His brow creased. “We make a formidable team, so let’s not jeopardize it. Understand?”
			

			
				Chantelle nodded, but deep down, she didn’t believe there was any empathy in his lying eyes.
			

			
				Lilith crossed her arms. “I could take down the big boss cat as well as you, but I get your point. I’ll keep myself busy by unleashing hell on the rest of them… Once we’re done, the loot is shared, fair, and square.”
			

			
				“Of course,” Lars said dryly. “Now let’s get to work before they make a quick meal of us.”
			

			
				Chantelle scanned the tall grass bordering the treeline, sensing their silent stalkers. Biting back her frustration that she couldn’t kill what she couldn’t see, she sent more chi into her eyes.
			

			
				Now she could make out the panthers’ stealthy movements from across the clearing. If Nic was right, and he usually was, they were so outnumbered that their only chance was to use ranged attacks to thin the beasts’ numbers.
			

			
				About five paces from the treeline, she spotted the first signs of movement.
			

			
				She read the wind, the distance, and the change in elevation. Taking a deep breath, she held it, bringing her bow to full draw. She infused the arrow with chi.
			

			
				Exhaling, she released. The arrow sailed through the air, a trail of white light following its path as it picked up speed. It arced up, then angled down toward its target.
			

			
				Strike one!
			

			
				The tall grass shuddered as the beast went limp with an arrow sticking out of its neck.
			

			
				“Nice shot, Chantelle!” Nic exclaimed.
			

			
				The corner of her vision flashed.
 
			

			
				Chantelle Walters
			

			
				Cultivation Level: Novice Rank: Copper Level 1 23% completed 
			

			
				Elemental Affinities: Earth 50%, Air 50% 
			

			
				Martial Skills:
			

			
				Unarmed Combat: Level 29
			

			
				Armed Combat Level 36
			

			
				Stone Surge: Level 2 
			

			
				Hunter’s Gift: Level 2
			

			
				Force Shot: Level 2
			

			
				Haste: Level 1
 
			

			
				Woohoo! That’s how it’s done! She was thrilled to see such an epic shot was enough to finally level up Force Shot and Stone Surge to Level 2. She’d leveled one of the skills earlier but hadn’t checked, but she’d wanted to know what had improved during this fight and she was sure that the latest skill to upgrade had been Force Shot. She fired an arrow with the skill.  
			

			
				Yup. Definitely Force Shot. Getting her mind back on the fight, she checked her companions. Nic seemed to be focused on something in the distance.
			

			
				Following Nic’s line of sight, she spied movement circling them in both directions. “I’ll take the one on the right. You take the one on the left.”
			

			
				In a single breath, they took two more down.
			

			
				Four down, eight to go.
			

			
				Nic gestured for her to fall back as Lars strode toward the huge alpha panther prowling toward him. He wore a confident grin and held a short spear in his white-knuckled grip.
			

			
				The alpha pounced, and Lilith launched two flying daggers. The alpha swiped the first with its massive paw. But it couldn’t both deflect the second and dodge Lars’s incoming spear strike. The second dagger found its mark on the beast’s shoulder, blood oozing, but it was too small to slow it down. Lars’s spear glanced off its hide as the enraged beast’s defensive aura flared.
			

			
				It unleashed a mighty roar.
			

			
				At least four panthers gave away their position, raising their noses above the tall grass to sniff the air. In a heartbeat, they fully emerged from hiding and stared directly at Nic and Chantelle.
			

			
				All four broke into a sprint, heading straight for them.
			

			
				Chantelle’s pulse raced. There were still three more panthers lurking unseen. She readied her bow, combining Force Shot with Haste to increase the range and damage. Of course, it was much easier with a non-moving target.
			

			
				She was a little off with her aim, striking the panther in its ear rather than its eye. The cat bucked and shook its head. The arrow embedded in its skin, well shy of its brain. Using Haste, she fired off two rapid shots at the panther in an attempt to finish it off.
			

			
				Hells bells!
			

			
				It thrashed around violently. She couldn’t get a clean headshot. One arrow struck the panther’s shoulder, and the other hit its rump. Nic followed up with a stream of arrows, bringing the beast crashing to the ground inches from Chantelle’s nose.
			

			
				“That was a close call,” she muttered. Undeterred, she spun to take down the next panther flying at her with claws outstretched. It was too close for an arrow strike, so she drew in chi and let out a powerful yell. “Ka!”
			

			
				The panther’s eyes rolled to white, and it fell to the ground, dazed.
			

			
				Lilith swiftly moved in to finish it off. “Ha! Who said cats always land on their feet?” She knotted her entire body around the panther, looping her arms and legs around it like a human pretzel. It tried to shake her off as it fled. But Lilith had latched herself firmly onto its back and stabbed it over and over until it fell over dead.
			

			
				“Watch out!” Nic shouted, pointing over her shoulder. He spun back and roared, “Ka!” knocking yet another panther back before it could claw his face off.
			

			
				The last three panthers came into view in a triangle formation, with Nic and Chantelle at the center.
			

			
				The first two closed in fast.
			

			
				Somewhere to her right, Lars yelled. “Die, you filthy beast!”
			

			
				Lilith yanked her daggers from the panther she’d killed and charged off to the side, intercepting a fourth panther they’d failed to notice.
			

			
				Chantelle transformed her bow into a staff and used Warrior’s Roar to try to slow down the approaching panther. It didn’t flinch. This one was much more powerful than the last one she’d used the attack on. She thrust the staff forward using Stone Surge, striking the panther’s chest with an audible crunch.
			

			
				The second panther barreled toward Nic, but he was already neck-deep in two hundred pounds of panther. He had dropped his bow and was slashing at the beast with a short sword, only landing glancing blows. He lacked the power to deliver anything more.
			

			
				“Watch your back!” Chantelle shouted.
			

			
				The panther sailed through the air, its murderous claws glinting in the evening light. Nic dove to the side, grabbing his bow from the ground and firing a stream of arrows. Three struck true, but they weren’t enough to slow it down.
			

			
				It landed with ease and swatted him aside with one of its huge paws.
			

			
				The panther that Nic had struck with his sword returned. Now the two panthers both closed in on him.
			

			
				“Lilith, Lars, help!” Chantelle yelled.
			

			
				Lars, blood-splattered, was too busy lashing out at the alpha to come to Nic’s aid, while in the distance, Lilith’s eyes went wide. She swiftly slit the throat of the surprise panther and sprinted toward Nic.
			

			
				Chantelle mirrored Lilith’s urgency, channeling the last remnants of her chi into a burst of Haste. Despite their best efforts, the distance was still too great to close in time. Not willing to give up, Chantelle swung her staff with all her might. She unleashed a powerful Stone Surge strike with such force the panther’s skull caved in.
			

			
				Its body went limp atop Nic.
			

			
				But the damage was already done. Cruel claw marks raked across Nic’s face where his eyes had been.
			

			
				Chantelle’s heart stalled at the sight. She refused to look away. Ripping off her sleeve, she made a field dressing to stop the bleeding.
			

			
				After another moment, Lilith dropped to her knees at her side. Cursing the heavens, she threw the beast off Nic and popped a healing pill into his mouth. “Need to neutralize that damn acid bite. Stay here,” she said, dashing off toward the trees.
			

			
				Chantelle kept pressure on the wound until Lilith returned with fistfuls of forest greens. “I hope dock leaves work as well on Nic as they did on the poor cows back on our farm. We used this when the beasts fell into nettles.”
			

			
				Where the hell is Lars? Chantelle thought.
			

			
				The damn bastard had to have been closer to Nic than they were.
			

			
				She looked up, and he loomed over them, his eyes dark and expressionless. He lorded over them like some fucking blood baron.
			

			
				She switched her attention back to Nic. Using Stone Surge, she crushed Lilith’s dock leaves in her hand. Lilith lifted the bandage and slathered a thick layer of the paste over his wound.
			

			
				He lay there on the edge of consciousness, groaning. “I’m so tired…”
			

			
				Lilith tightened the dressing. “Listen to me, Nic. Don’t you dare fall asleep on me, or I’ll haunt your dreams.”
			

			
				“Stay with us,” Chantelle said, squeezing his shoulder. Together, they helped him to his feet.
			

			
				Finally, Lars made himself useful. He carried Nic inside the tent, laying him on a bedroll. Ash stirred.
			

			
				His eyes popped open. “Nic!” He flew from his perch and landed on Nic’s chest. “What did you do, you big dummy?”
			

			
				Nic couldn’t answer.
			

			
				Lars stepped back to give Lilith room to tend to Nic while Chantelle calmed Ash. She gave him a brief account of what had happened.
			

			
				“He needs a healer to draw the venom out,” the bird said. “That dock leaf paste will only slow the spread. Quick thinking, you two. Keep him comfortable until I get back.”
			

			
				“Where are you going, Ash?” Lilith asked.
			

			
				“To find a Coiran healer. Their camp is only a few clicks from here as the crow flies.” 
			

			
				Lars opened the tent flap and Ash flew out. “I’ll go boil some water,” he said in a low voice.
			

			
				Chantelle glared at him, but he wouldn’t meet her gaze. As he turned to leave, she saw a silver glint in his hand.
			

			
				A damn beast core dagger.
			

			
				Nic lay dying, but gold ruled Lars’s thoughts.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Chantelle joined Lars outside while Lilith kept an eye on Nic. Lars was unusually quiet as they started slicing open the panthers. The venom sacs under their tongues reeked like putrid gasoline fumes, making Chantelle feel dizzy.
			

			
				Soon enough, Ash returned with the Coiran healer. Covered from head to toe in a hooded cloak, the healer silently passed by them and entered the tent. As soon as Lilith came outside the tent, Chantelle called her over. 
			

			
				“How’s he doing?” she asked.
			

			
				“He’ll live,” Lilith said, sporting a grim smile.
			

			
				Glancing at the sinking sun, Chantelle felt sweet relief.
			

			
				Lilith picked up the pace. With a cleaver in hand, she carefully chose cuts from the panthers’ shoulders and rumps while Lars removed the cores in their chests.
			

			
				“Except for the alpha, the hides are mostly intact. Nic would want to keep them, so let’s use them to wrap the meat,” Lilith said.
			

			
				Lars stowed the last of the beast's cores in his ring and wiped sweat from his brow. “Poor Nic. Looks like his days as a beast tracker are over.”
			

			
				Chantelle scowled. “Damn it, this world is brimming with magic. Can’t someone heal him?”
			

			
				“It’s not that simple,” Lars said. “Even if he can afford the resources and the best healers, it’s a tough ask.”
			

			
				Hope bloomed in Chantelle. “So it’s possible if you’ve got enough coin?”
			

			
				“Yes, technically,” Lars replied. “But Nic isn’t exactly the favored son in his family, you know?”
			

			
				Lilith planted her hands on her hips. “His family can’t afford it, and you know it... but yours can.”
			

			
				Lars waved her off. “If I help Nic, I’d have to help every poor sod I come across. My father isn’t the charitable type.”
			

			
				Chantelle saw red. “Nic isn’t just some poor sod. He’s your friend. How many times has he saved your sorry hide?”
			

			
				Lars clicked his tongue. “Nic knows the risks. Once he fills out a compensation scroll, the guild will take care of him. That’s why we pay our dues.”
			

			
				Lilith growled. “You and I both know that compensation pay is garbage. It won’t come close to helping him get his eyesight back.”
			

			
				“Enough!” Lars raised his hand. “If I wanted a lecture, I’d talk with my father. Stop whining and focus on absorbing all that chi that’s making you grow stronger.”
			

			
				“What good is that if I’m not on the right path?” Chantelle said. “Nic saw the value in going to the Three Flowers Academy, and the more I hang around here, the more I think he’s right. I may not be as powerful as you two, but I’ve got to find my own way.”
			

			
				“You should stick with us, get stronger. With all these monster surges, you’ll rake in more coin too.” Lars smiled. “Besides, it’s always better to have two meat shields with unique skills in a hunting party. If you stay, I’ll make it worth your while.”
			

			
				“I think you should do what feels right,” Lilith chimed in. “The academy’s got some great resources, but it can be just as dangerous as out here in the wilds. Sneaky snakes hidden in the grass. If you go, watch your back.”
			

			
				Chantelle nodded and called out to Ash. He flew out of the tent and perched on her shoulder.
			

			
				“Hey, think you can do me a favor?” she asked.
			

			
				“Just this once, because you helped keep Nic alive.”
			

			
				She bowed. “Can you fly to the Three Flowers Academy and set up a meeting with Senior Hara for me?”
			

			
				“And who should I say you are? ‘Dummy’ might not cut it this time,” Ash chuckled.
			

			
				Chantelle grinned. “How about the disciple of Lady De La Monta?”
			

			
				…
			

			
				“Come in,” said the stern voice from the other side of the door.
			

			
				Chantelle’s heart raced as she took a deep breath and opened the door. Senior Hara’s office was a nice, cozy space with tons of scrolls lining the walls.
			

			
				Given the formal tone in the teacher’s voice, Chantelle half expected to find her seated behind a large oak desk, fingers steepled together. Instead, Senior Hara stood beside a large potted plant that resembled a bonsai tree dotted with glowing red flowers.
			

			
				The shears in her hand flashed silver each time she pruned the bush, matching the color of her eyes.
			

			
				“Please take a seat,” Senior Hara said with a wave of her hand.
			

			
				“Senior Hara, my name is—”
			

			
				“I know who you are. Lady De La Monta spoke highly of you.”
			

			
				At a little lost for words, all Chantelle could manage was a polite “Thank you.”
			

			
				Senior Hara’s eyes narrowed as she snipped a branch. “Oh, I don’t mean it as a compliment. Rather, I mean to highlight how fortunate you are given the enemies you’re making.”
			

			
				“Enemies?” She rubbed her jaw. “I’ve held my own against a few creeps, but—”
			

			
				“I am not talking about Jorquon Warren of the Resplendent Roosters. Unfortunately, he is friendly with Xu Lang, who attends this academy. I am talking about Lars-Olaf.” 
			

			
				“Lars? He’s an arrogant asshat and tighter than a camel’s asshole in a sandstorm. But I don’t think he would go out of his way to harm me.” As soon as she spoke, Chantelle realized how naïve she sounded.
			

			
				“As far as you know,” Senior Hara pointed out. “It would be wise not to underestimate any cultivators you meet. Especially those who attend this academy. That brings up another issue. Your skills, while admirable, are not why you are here or what will grant you access to this academy.”
			

			
				“They’re not,” Chantelle said, trying to keep her face composed.
			

			
				“Indeed, the skills you possess as a cultivator and at your level are nothing remarkable. It is your intelligence and strategic thinking, not to mention your heart, that makes you a standout student...at least in my eyes,” Senior Hara said.
			

			
				Chantelle was impressed. In a world where strength and power were valued above all else, it was refreshing to hear Senior Hara speak with respect and acknowledge the importance of the other qualities she possessed.
			

			
				“I must warn you,” Senior Hara said. “Ruthless clans hold real influence here. You need to watch out for pitfalls created by the power plays they make. You do not want to get caught in the crossfire. Some will not take kindly to you simply because you are an Outworlder.” She clipped off a gnarled branch and caught it in her palm. “I cannot offer you a place in good conscience without making you aware of the dangers here.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s stomach flipped. “You’re offering me a place!”
			

			
				She nodded.
			

			
				“When do I begin?” Chantelle blurted out.
			

			
				Senior Hara pointed to a stack of application scrolls and smiled.
			

			
				“How about right now?”
 
			

			



				47 Beast Training
			

			
				The next morning, Max took Nara to the training dungeon to meet Kai Lo.
			

			
				Walking past other students, Max smiled, ignoring their reactions—curiosity, fear and jealous hisses from a few snobby nobles.
			

			
				Nara didn’t give a toss. The regal cat strutted with her head held high, tail swishing like she owned the place.
			

			
				Max bounded down the stairs to the training dungeon. He was eager to escape the prying eyes of the students.
			

			
				Why the hell did Kai Lo want to meet Nara in the dungeon instead of the privacy of Zan’s compound?
			

			
				He’d soon find out.
			

			
				Inside, two kids were yakking it up by one of the smaller rooms along the outer walls. The sandy-haired dude flashed a gap-toothed grin, and the girl waved like she was auditioning for a beauty pageant.
			

			
				Figures, Max thought with a smirk, recognizing them as his music class buddies, Penelope and Eli.
			

			
				Nara let out a low growl as they dashed over.
			

			
				Max gave her a gentle pat. “Chill out, Nara. These are my friends.”
			

			
				“Max!” Penelope’s voice was full of excitement. “Long time no see. You’ve been busy, huh? And who’s this new pal of yours?”
			

			
				“This is Nara,” Max said with pride. “Hope you guys are doing alright.”
			

			
				Eli’s eyes bugged out. “Damn, she’s a pharon? I’ve only heard wild tales and seen badly drawn pictures. Seeing one in the flesh is something else.”
			

			
				Nara scowled, clearly not a fan of being talked about like she was invisible.
			

			
				Kai Lo’s appearance at the room’s far entrance cut the conversation short. Dressed in his orange robes, he fixed his sash while he waited.
			

			
				“Sorry, folks, but we gotta bounce.” Max jerked his thumb in Kai Lo’s direction. “Good catching up with you both.” 
			

			
				“Likewise,” Penelope chimed in, her eyes shining with anticipation. “We might catch you later. Heard there’s gonna be a big academy assembly.” 
			

			
				Max nodded, curious to know more, but his attention quickly refocused on Kai Lo.
			

			
				He followed the colorfully robed man into the room, and damn if it wasn’t a mind-bender. The stone walls and floors were like the other rooms, but the back wall shimmered with gemstones, creating a trippy mosaic that would make any stoner jealous. Light danced and splashed colorful patterns at their feet, while the smell of incense wrapped around them like a fog.
			

			
				Kai Lo took a moment to study Nara before speaking. He gave a curt bow. “Welcome to Three Flowers Academy. I am Kai Lo,” he said, locking eyes with Nara. Then he turned to Max, placing a hand on his shoulder. “Senior Zan told me the sad news. Tobias was a bright student and a loyal friend to you. I’m sorry for your loss.”
			

			
				Max thanked him and took a moment to ruffle Nara’s fur, seeking comfort for himself as much as for her. “This is Nara,” he said.
			

			
				Nara tilted her head and sniffed the air, sizing Kai Lo up.
			

			
				“It’s a pleasure to meet such a magnificent beast. Pharons have a ruthless reputation, but in truth, they are fiercely territorial and loyal to their pack. In all my years, I’ve never known anyone to form a bond with one. Those who tried to capture a cub met horrific deaths.”
			

			
				Max’s eyes went wide.
			

			
				If Nara’s pack alpha hadn’t died, he would never have had the chance to heal Nara, never mind bond with her.
			

			
				“When we found Nara, she was injured and couldn’t fly. The pack leader was killed by swarming dog spiders, and the rest of the pack fled.”
			

			
				“An alpha pharon killed by dog spiders. Highly unusual…” Kai Lo said, rubbing his chin. “But I’ve received strange accounts of beast behavior from other hunting parties. We believe the increase in portal activity has something to do with it.” He stepped back, placing his hands on his sturdy waist.
			

			
				Max felt a prickling sensation on his neck, and Nara’s ears perked up as Kai Lo’s aura pressed against them.
			

			
				“Good,” he said with a smile. “The bond between you is stable. I see you took my advice and earned her trust before initiating the bond. You both share Spirit and Air affinities, which will greatly benefit your cultivation. It will also make strengthening your bond and sharing abilities easier.”
			

			
				Max was confused. “I thought once we formed a bond that was it. How do I strengthen the bond?”
			

			
				“Why, cultivate together, of course,” Kai Lo said, spreading his arms wide. He gestured for them to sit by the wall. “Let’s dive straight into training. I want you to sit, close your eyes and encourage Nara to do the same.”
			

			
				Max settled down and guided Nara to sit beside him while Kai Lo busied himself with changing the incense stick. Soon, the room filled with the aroma of patchouli, and Kai Lo waved around the smoke. “Spirit essence, use Rumbling Storm to gather chi. Then, focus on the chi thread binding your cores.”
			

			
				Max closed his eyes and began Rumbling Storm, taking deep breaths. The space was nice and peaceful like an old country chapel. Within minutes, he’d drawn chi in and filled his core, urging Nara to do the same. When he tried to focus on her core, it seemed blurry, out of focus.
			

			
				“Nara’s distracted by my presence,” Kai Lo said. “Guide her through touch and let your Spirit chi flow into her.”
			

			
				Max gently stroked Nara’s soft fur, and strands of white Spirit chi emanated from his hands into Nara. She replied with a contented chuff and sent her Spirit chi back through their bond. Max sensed their auras expanding, and Nara’s core became clearer to him.
			

			
				“Excellent,” Kai Lo said, cupping his hands in front of himself. “If you want to strengthen the bond, practice this daily. It’s best to do it first thing before breakfast.”
			

			
				“Thank you. We’ll do that, won’t we Nara?” Max said, scratching behind Nara’s ear. She looked at him with brows raised as if to say, “Silly boy, fuss me all you want but breakfast comes first!”
			

			
				“Kai Lo,” Max said, eager to change the topic. “You mentioned earlier about sharing abilities?”
			

			
				Kai Lo glanced at the door, as if expecting someone to arrive. “Yes, you may have already accidentally borrowed some of Nara’s abilities. But at this early stage of the bond and with your current level of cultivation, it comes at a high chi cost.”
			

			
				Max nodded. He recalled how drained he felt after their training session the night before, when he tried to see the world through Nara’s eyes.
			

			
				“When you say abilities, do you mean Nara’s night vision and heat sense?”
			

			
				Kai Lo’s smile widened. “Yes. Remember how I said charro are born with the ability to sense when portals open and close?” 
			

			
				Max nodded.
			

			
				“You’re finding it difficult to keep the connection open because you’re seeing her abilities as skills to learn, just like the ones you absorbed from skill scrolls. But you’re actually borrowing her abilities, and for that, you need her full attention and cooperation. As your bond grows, that will change.”
			

			
				Realization dawned on Max. “That explains why it was so hard to maintain the connection last night. I used catnip to bribe her to focus. It worked for a short while, but I was exhausted afterward.”
			

			
				“Never bribe your beast companion to share abilities, especially not at this stage,” Kai Lo said sharply. “If you rely on it too much, she’ll become a catnip fiend. Just ask her for her cooperation and say it like you mean it.” 
			

			
				Under Kai Lo’s instruction, Max tried again. He looked directly at Nara and spoke with conviction. “I need your full attention Nara. Let’s practice together so we both benefit and grow stronger.”
			

			
				Nara bowed and closed her eyes.
			

			
				It wasn’t long before their breathwork synchronized. Max could feel their energy levels rising. The rising tide lifts all boats, he thought, and smiled. His senses opened up, and when he looked around, it was as if he hadn’t been using his eyes properly his whole life. 
			

			
				The world appeared sharper and cleaner, and his thoughts moved more swiftly.
			

			
				Grinning, Max said, “I understand why you brought us here. This place is great for cultivating.”
			

			
				“Oh, that’s not why I brought you here,” Kai Lo said, shaking his head. “Especially not at this time in the morning when the academy grounds are busy. I brought you here because I wanted the students to see you with Nara. I want them to think twice before messing with you. There’s an announcement coming later today, and once it’s made, you’ll need to watch your back.”
			

			
				Max looked at Nara, then back at Kai Lo. “What’s the announcement?”
			

			
				Movement at the entrance caught his attention.
			

			
				A student stood there, waiting. Kai Lo’s mouth pressed into a thin line as if he wanted to tell Max more. Then he changed his mind and called the student into the room. Turning back to Max, he said, “Looks like we’ve run out of time. Class is over. Don’t let me keep you. You don’t want to be late for Senior Zan.”
			

			
				Max bowed and quietly left the room with Nara.
			

			
				He made his way back to the compound, filled with more questions than answers. He tended to Nara’s needs quickly and grabbed a light snack.
			

			
				Lucky I feel as energized as I do, he thought, leaving the compound. I’m going to need it to survive the hell of Senior Zan’s sparring sessions.
			

			
				…
			

			
				Max stepped into the training room with a sigh of relief. Senior Zan was nowhere in sight. Good, he wasn’t late. He approached the training dummies with his suna sticks in hand, ready to begin his warm-up drill.
			

			
				Before Max could start, he sensed his teacher’s presence. He spun around, finding Senior Zan looking at him with narrowed eyes. She walked over with a stern look and plucked a fine, silver hair from his tunic. It had to be Nara’s.
			

			
				He smiled apologetically.
			

			
				Senior Zan might be called the Sparrow, but she had the eyes of a hawk.
			

			
				“Tidy yourself up before this afternoon’s assembly,” she said. “The headmaster and all faculty will be there.”
			

			
				“What’s the assembly about?” Max asked.
			

			
				“You’ll find out soon enough. I’m only telling you this because I want you to take some pride in your appearance, boy.” She snapped her fingers, and fighting sticks appeared in her hand. “You’re not the only student I need to train today, so let’s get to work.”
			

			
				The sparring session was intense, a grueling test of Max’s skill and endurance.
			

			
				Zan attacked, and Max countered with a flurry of strikes, his double sticks slicing through the air. Her defense was impenetrable, fueling his determination to improve.
			

			
				Using his enhanced Copper senses, Max dodged some of Zan’s powerful strikes. They transitioned to single stick and open-hand combat. Despite his battered body and mounting exhaustion, he pressed on, driven by the fiery resolve to improve himself.
			

			
				The clash of steel echoed as they switched to single stick and dagger combinations, each move a dangerous dance.
			

			
				Max embraced the challenge, knowing each strike, each parry, brought him closer to mastery. He got into a flow state, but Zan brought him down to earth with a whack to the side of his head. “Watch your guard! If I were an ax-wielding ogre, your brains would be spilled all over the floor.”
			

			
				Max rubbed his skull to ease the pain and got back to training, keeping his focus on the fight.
			

			
				When they were done, Zan looked him up and down before speaking. “That was slightly better than last time. Now that you’re at the Copper stage, you can almost keep up. Let’s practice strengthening your sticks with chi, a stepping stone to chi projection. Next time you face a beast in the wilds, your sticks won’t be easily smashed if you reinforce them with chi.”
			

			
				Spinning her stick, she pointed at the reinforced metal ends of his suna sticks. “Expect to outgrow those swamp willow sticks by the time you break through to the next stage.”
			

			
				Max tried to recall what came after Copper. “And the next stage is...?”
			

			
				Senior Zan tsked. “Silver. It’s the last stage in the Novice rank before you hit the Sapphire stage in the Initiate rank.”
			

			
				She gave him a severe look, but Max ignored it. He had questions that needed answering. “I recall Bardon mentioning that they would last me through the Iron and Copper stages, but I don’t know the reason why. Is it something to do with the chi they’re infused with and my four affinities?”
			

			
				“That’s only part of the reason. The sticks have three essences with two that match your affinity. All four would be better,” Zan said.
			

			
				Max recalled that his sticks had a good balance between Wood and Metal chi with slight Air chi as well.
			

			
				“When you channel chi through your sticks, micro-cracks appear, leading to wear and tear as you use them. As you grow in power, you need a weapon capable of handling increased chi force.” Zan looked at him squarely. “Before you begin drills, visualize your chi flowing from your core through your meridians into the sticks.”
			

			
				Max recalled his time with Bardon and Senior Hara in the swamp. He’d learned how to let chi flow from his hands into the suna sticks. It wasn’t easy, but once he got the hang of it, the sticks started to glow and get warmer.
			

			
				This time, he visualized chi flowing into the sticks with greater ease.
			

			
				“Good,” Zan said, pointing to the training dummy. “Keep that up and practice your drills until I say stop.”
			

			
				Max got into position, striking the dummy with dynamic footwork and powerful strikes, shifting side to side. His blows landed with a satisfying thud, woodchips flying as the chi he sent from his body into the sticks amplified the power of each strike.
			

			
				Memories of Tobias flooded back.
			

			
				A lump formed in Max’s throat as he recalled the excitement in his friend’s voice, proclaiming Max to be a battle bard. His movements slowed, lessening the power of each strike.
			

			
				Pain rushed through the back of his legs, bringing him to his knees.
			

			
				“If you’re not here to give training your all, you can get out,” Zan snapped, lowering her stick with a scowl. “I did not tell you to stop! Now begin again and keep going until I say so.”
			

			
				A gong rang out with a booming sound, and Max held back a grin.
			

			
				Zan’s scowl deepened. “Saved by the assembly bell. Head straight to the arena and find your friends. You’re going to need them.”
			

			
				He guessed he wouldn’t be getting a chance to clean up after all.


 
			

			
				…
			

			
				Students poured out of the buildings, across the square and around the wall run pole. Max followed them, curving around the orange building where he’d first met Felton. Rounding the building, he was greeted with colorful banners flanking the path leading to a simple stone arena with tiered seating.
			

			
				Tao waved from the stalls.
			

			
				Max maneuvered through the crowds to join him and Adaya in their seats.
			

			
				Across the arena, a large stage commanded attention. Headmaster Hetney, Administrator Bindo and Senior Hara stood beside a wooden podium, with other figures like Master Primus, Kai Lo, Senior Zan and Tandis seated nearby. They all wore colorful sashes over their robes.
			

			
				As the murmurs quieted, Headmaster Hetney nodded to Senior Hara. She stepped forward, projecting her voice with chi.
			

			
				“Welcome, one and all,” Senior Hara addressed the crowd. “We are gathered here as we approach the end of term, which means it’s time to set the date for the academy-wide tournament and announce the end-of-year prizes.”
			

			
				Silence fell upon the assembly. Anticipation charged the air like electricity.
			

			
				“As per tradition, you have a little over three weeks to prepare. The fighting schedule will be posted outside the admissions building tomorrow. As for prizes—the second through eighth places will get rewards based on their weapon of choice, their class or their affinities. And for the grand prize—the winner shall be awarded a Soul Stone Amulet. Wear it with pride, for the victor will become the Three Flower’s Academy’s ambassador for a year.” 
			

			
				Gasps rippled through the crowd. Though Max had no clue what the amulet did, the crowd’s reaction told him it was a powerful artifact.
			

			
				Senior Hara stepped back, and Headmaster Hetney took the podium. His expression was solemn, his voice resonating with authority and gravity.
			

			
				“Students of Three Flowers Academy,” he began, his gaze sweeping over the assembled faces. “We gather today under circumstances both somber and proud. The One Hundred Kills Quest, undertaken in response to the growing monster surge, has concluded.”
			

			
				He paused, allowing the weight of his words to settle. “This quest was not assigned lightly. The dangers were immense, the risks profound. Many of you faced horrors that would break lesser individuals. And tragically… not all who ventured forth returned.”
			

			
				A hush fell over the arena. Max felt a pang in his chest, thinking of Tobias. He glanced at Adaya; her jaw was tight, her eyes fixed on the Headmaster.
			

			
				“We mourn the loss of brave students,” Hetney continued, his voice thick with emotion but steady. “Their courage, their sacrifice, will not be forgotten. They gave their lives protecting the villages, the farms, the very heart of Kukon. Let us honor their memory with a moment of silence.”
			

			
				The silence stretched, heavy and respectful. Max bowed his head, picturing Tobias’s easy grin.
			

			
				“Their sacrifice,” Hetney resumed, his voice regaining strength, “was not in vain. Because of the efforts of all who participated, the monster surge threatening our borders has been significantly weakened. Countless lives were saved, countless homes protected, thanks to your bravery. You faced the darkness and pushed it back. Be proud of what you have accomplished.”
			

			
				A murmur of assent rippled through the students. Pride mingled with the sorrow.
			

			
				“While every student who participated deserves recognition for their courage,” Hetney went on, “some teams displayed exceptional skill, tenacity, and effectiveness. Today, we honor three such teams with the Headmaster’s Commendation for Valor. Each cultivator will also be given a skill scroll from my personal inventory.”
			

			
				Administrator Bindo stepped forward, holding a tray with three ornate silver medals shaped like the academy’s three-flower crest.
			

			
				“First, for their strategic prowess and resilience, we commend the team led by Cultivator Lena of the Azure Serpent Clan!” A group of three students in elegant blue robes stood, accepting the applause with dignified nods.
			

			
				“Second, for their sheer determination and effectiveness against overwhelming odds, we commend the team led by Cultivator Borin of the Stone Fist Sect!” A rougher-looking group, clad in practical leather, grinned and waved, clearly popular among many students.
			

			
				“And finally,” Hetney announced, his eyes seeming to find Max’s group in the stands, “for their exceptional teamwork, adaptability, and courage in the face of loss, we commend the team consisting of Cultivator Adaya Aldan, Cultivator Tao Mann, and Cultivator Max Stone!”
			

			
				A wave of surprise and then applause washed over them. Max felt Tao clap him on the back, and Adaya gave a small, watery smile. He saw Chantelle beaming at them from a nearby section. Even Xu Lang, sitting amongst his clan members, looked momentarily stunned before his expression soured.
			

			
				“These three teams,” Hetney declared, “have exemplified the spirit and strength of the Three Flowers Academy. Let their actions inspire us all.” He gestured for the teams to come forward after the assembly to receive their medals.
			

			
				“The quest is complete,” Hetney concluded. “But the challenges facing Kukon remain. Train hard. Grow strong. Uphold the honor of this academy. You are dismissed!” 
			

			
				As the students began to disperse, Max felt a complex mix of emotions: sorrow for Tobias, pride in their accomplishment, and a renewed determination for the future. The tournament awaited, and beyond that, the ever-present threat of monsters. He looked at Adaya and Tao, his found family in this strange new world. They had faced loss together, and now they faced the future, stronger for it. The path ahead was uncertain, but Max knew one thing for sure: he wouldn’t walk it alone.
			

			
				Once the assembly finished, they followed the stream of students toward the exit.
			

			
				“Those skill scrolls are going to be valuable,” Adaya said. “Headmaster Hetney is one of the strongest and oldest cultivators in all of Kukon. He’s probably collected a massive number of unique skill scrolls in his time.”
			

			
				“I can’t wait to see what we can get,” Tao said. “But what about the tournament announcement? A Soul Stone Amulet. That is an incredible prize.”
			

			
				“Competition is going to be fierce,” Adaya said.
			

			
				Tao shook his head. “Warnings won’t stop some folk trying to put their opponents out of commission…permanently.”
			

			
				Adaya nodded. “Good thing we have each other’s backs. We best stay in pairs if going anywhere. Max, you’ll be okay if you stick with Nara.”
			

			
				“Max!” a sing-song voice called through the crowd.
			

			
				His heart skipped a beat when he saw who it was. Chantelle approached, dressed in an academy tunic.
			

			
				Her beautiful smile lit up her face.
			

			
				She threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “So great to see you again,” she said, pulling back to look into his eyes.
			

			
				Max cleared his throat, aware of Tao and Adaya’s amused gazes. “Great to see you too, Chantelle. I didn’t expect to find you here. Aren’t you a disciple of the Four Winds Sanctuary?”
			

			
				He noticed her hunting party was absent.
			

			
				Chantelle’s expression darkened, hinting at hidden troubles. “It’s a long story. I’m still a disciple there, but Senior Hara allowed me to study here as part of an exchange program for Outworlders. They believe it can be beneficial. It’s lovely to see you and your friends again…” she added, her brow furrowing. “Although someone seems to be missing—your brother, the charming boy who had a way with the ladies...” Her voice trailed off as she noticed the sadness in Adaya’s eyes.
			

			
				The moment passed, and Adaya pointed toward the mess hall. “It’s great to see you again. You’re welcome to join us in the mess hall, although Tao and I are just grabbing a quick bite. I have a storage ring in mind I want to buy in town before they close.”
			

			
				“Why don’t you two go ahead,” Max said. “I’ll meet you back at the compound later.”
			

			
				Adaya smiled and exchanged a knowing glance with Tao. “Have fun, you two,” she said, taking Tao’s hand as they disappeared into the crowd.
			

			
				Max and Chantelle strolled back to the central square, catching up on everything that had happened since they last met in the Buxom Savage Inn.
			

			
				“I’m so sorry about Tobias. I never would have said—”
			

			
				“Don’t worry about it. You couldn’t have known,” Max interrupted. “You’ve been through a lot yourself. Nic sounds like a good guy, and I truly hope he gets the funds to restore his eyesight.”
			

			
				Chantelle offered a sad smile. “I’ll do everything I can to help him. My friend Lilith is looking after him while he recovers. I miss her and my mentors, Caden and Matu, but they all agreed that coming here was the right decision.”
			

			
				“I don’t blame you for taking a break from the group. Lars sounds like a real asshole.”
			

			
				They were interrupted by a nasally voice piercing the air. “Out of my way, peasant!” Xu Lang spat, barging past Max with an elbow jab.
			

			
				“Speaking of assholes,” Max said. “This place seems to have its fair share. This is the guy who poisoned me.”
			

			
				Chantelle’s body tensed beside him, her gaze locked on Xu Lang. If this were a cartoon, her eyes would bulge out and steam would billow from her ears.
			

			
				Not in the mood for a fight, Max discreetly said to Chantelle, “Follow me,” as he sidestepped Xu Lang’s path.
			

			
				But the prick cut him off.
			

			
				Chantelle’s eyes blazed as Xu Lang’s two lackeys appeared, one on each side.
			

			
				“Know your place, peasant,” Xu Lang sneered, raising his chin arrogantly. “Bottom-feeders like you don’t leave my presence until I say so.” His henchmen nodded obediently, like puppets on strings.
			

			
				“Listen here, needle dick,” Chantelle said, clenching her fists. “Call us peasants one more time and I’ll rip your tongue out and strangle you with it.” Her words dripped with a menacing aura that left no doubt about her intentions.
			

			
				The henchmen took a step forward, one with a melted-taffy face and vacant eyes, the other sporting beady eyes and a sharp nose.
			

			
				Chantelle was unfazed. “Back off, Penguin and Two-Face!”
			

			
				Max held back his laughter.
			

			
				Xu Lang’s grin grew savage. “You have no idea who you’re dealing with. Kowtow before me, and when I cripple your cultivation in the arena, I’ll do it swiftly.”
			

			
				“Why don’t you test your luck now, you turd nugget?” Chantelle growled, raising her fists. “You know what? I’ll relish the opportunity to fight you in the arena. I’m going to obliterate you. I’m going to decimate you. I’ll take that smug, pug-ugly face of yours, turn it inside out and wipe my ass with it.”
			

			
				Xu Lang scoffed but seemed oddly delighted by her outburst. “A clanless Outworlder threatening me? How did you die? Let me guess, you drowned because you were weak, and your partner cared too little to save you. That’s what a little bird named Lars-Olaf said.” 
			

			
				Chantelle froze. “You know Lars?”
			

			
				“We have a mutual friend, Jorquon Warren of the Resplendent Roosters Clan. I had a good laugh when he told me the rather dull and pathetic tale of your demise. The hidden tragedy of this monster surge is the scum they’re allowing into this academy. You don’t deserve a second chance. When you die, you die. Just like that village idiot peasant friend of yours, Tobias.” 
			

			
				Max’s blood boiled. Stepping forward, he got in Xu Lang’s face. “Say that again.”
			

			
				“You heard me,” Xu Lang spat back. “Tobias was too weak to fend off an oversized cat. You should be more careful who you associate with. And as for this rancid bitch—”
			

			
				Xu Lang’s words were cut short as he crashed to the ground, twitching. The lightning-fast move had caught Max off guard, and he struggled to figure out what had just happened.
			

			
				Despite her smaller stature, Chantelle had swiftly twisted around, entangling Xu Lang’s lower legs and toppling him within seconds.
			

			
				“I hate that word,” Chantelle said. “Rancid. It’s so filthy.” She looked down at Xu Lang with contempt, then turned to Max and smiled sweetly.
			

			
				He was left speechless.
			

			
				“Excuse me,” a bombastic voice boomed from behind Max. Administrator Bindo had arrived, scurrying to Xu Lang’s aid. “What happened here?” His voice oozed concern, though Max couldn’t tell if it was for himself or for Xu Lang’s well-being.
			

			
				“A wasp landed on him and appeared ready to sting.”
			

			
				Clutching his swollen face, Xu Lang groaned, “She hit me.”
			

			
				Chantelle shrugged innocently. “I was trying to swat the wasp away.”
			

			
				Bindo frowned at her. “With your fists?”
			

			
				“It was a big wasp.”
			

			
				After an impassioned rant, Bindo gave Chantelle a warning and told her to report to Senior Hara’s office. With a haughty snort, he spun on his heels and walked away.
			

			
				Meanwhile, one of Xu Lang’s cronies fetched a horse to transport him away. The blow to his head had left him concussed and barely able to walk.
			

			
				“I’ve only been here for a few days, and I’m already on the verge of being expelled,” Chantelle said, her eyes cast downward.
			

			
				“Don’t worry,” Max reassured her. “Senior Hara knows what a pain Xu Lang is.” He recalled the first time he’d met them both mere minutes after his arrival in this world. Placing a hand on Chantelle’s shoulder, he added, “You were right to stand your ground.”
			

			
				“My friend Lilith would agree. I think I know exactly what she would do in this situation.”
			

			
				Once Xu Lang was propped up on the horse, he spat at Chantelle. “You and everyone you’ve ever known will rue the day you crossed me.”
			

			
				Calmly, Chantelle wiped the spit from her cheek. A staff materialized in her hand, prompting Max’s eyes to widen as it transformed into a green bow.
			

			
				Pointing the bow at Xu Lang, she let out a low growl. “I’m coming for you, asshole! And when I’m done, I’m going to feast on your ugly-ass horse. After that, I’ll track down your despicable clan, and I’ll devour your mom and dad too!”
			

			
				Xu Lang glared back but ordered his lackey to lead the horse away.
			

			
				Max’s eyes widened in awe. He placed a hand on Chantelle’s shoulder and spoke softly, “Easy, Tiger. I think we’re good.”
			

			
				Chantelle lowered her bow, a mischievous smile playing on her lips. “I suppose you’re right. Dealing with bullies like him brings out the worst in me. Couldn’t stand it in high school, won’t tolerate it here.”
			

			
				Max met Chantelle’s gaze. “He may think he’ll crush us, but you’ve made it clear that won’t happen.”
			

			
				Chantelle nodded. “Understanding your own darkness is the best defense against the darkness in others.”
			

			
				Max agreed. With the tournament looming, it was time to prepare for the upcoming challenges. But first there was something bothering him. “Um, where did you learn to swear? Turning someone inside out and using them to wipe your butt? Feast on his horse and parents?”
			

			
				Chantelle laughed. “OK, when you say those things, they sound cheesy. I think I might’ve been embracing my inner thug a little too much.” 
			

			
				“Oh no. It was awesome. The look of confusion on Xu Lang’s cronies was priceless. Maybe next time threaten to BBQ their babies.”
			

			
				“Oh shut up,” Chantelle said as she pushed Max away.
			

			
				Max laughed. It was nice to have Chantelle around. Maybe he could convince her to join their group. There were challenges ahead. Between the upcoming tournament and the friction with Xu lang he was going to need as much help as he could get.  
			

			
				But there was one thing that Max was eternally grateful for. If it weren’t for that greased up muscle bounded ex of Chantelle’s being too involved in his posing routine to try to save Chantelle, Max might never have died. That death was starting to look like the best day of his life. As challenging as this new world was. It was now his life, and one he loved. Now he just needed to survive and keep getting stronger.
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