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Chapter 1


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 8


Power: 14935


Speed: 4177


Fortitude (HP): 14500


Resistance: 14500


Unspent: 0


 


Elemental Abilities


Earth Qi: 8975


Metal Qi: 3399


Toxin Qi: 2217


Lunar Light Qi: 2015


Fire Qi: 1077


Wind Qi: 997


Wood Qi:467


Ice Qi: 376


Lightning Qi: 218


Water Qi: 115


Unassigned Qi: 645


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [27,790/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [1/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[160] Toxin Immunity Level 7 [3/10 Toxins
Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 6


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [3/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Active Quests:


 


 


Leaning over her desk, Ophelia massaged her
temples as she had seen other people do when frustrated. It did little more for
her than give her something to do with her hands, much less relieve any stress.


“I take it Eva was just here?” Vidkun asked as he
came up the stairs. His face looked older than Ophelia remembered despite the
acne scars still riddling the surface, and his expression had a seriousness to
it that gave his words more gravity than his normally breezy tone commanded.


Ophelia sighed. “When is she not these days?”


Vidkun chuckled like an old man who didn’t have
much strength left in his lungs. “It’s better than it was a few years ago.”


“I don’t know . . . I might take the
passive-aggressive avoidance over the constant interruptions and angry
demands.”


“What was it for this time? Natural disaster
relief? Food for some country that no one can point to on a map? Houses for
homeless people in the big city? Or did she just ask for something impossible
like ending world hunger?”


“Yeah, I definitely liked her better when she was
just a rich brat,” Ophelia decided out loud.


“Ha ha! Don’t say that. It’s your sermons that got
her so interested in helping others. What is it that you always say? If we want
the world to change, we must take the first step in the direction we want it to
go . . .” He trailed off before shrugging indifferently. “Or something like
that?”


“Something like that. But she doesn’t come to my
sermons. She hasn’t since she first hit her teen years.”


“She’s never missed one,” Vidkun corrected her. “She
just doesn’t go in person. Her mother still records them, and Eva forces her
whole family to watch them with her at the dinner table.”


“That’s . . . That’s so weird to think about. Her?
Really? Even when she—”


“Even when she was awful to you.” Vidkun laughed.


Ophelia frowned in response. “Well, she seems
madder at me these days than she did back then. She keeps demanding miracles
from me, but I can’t do what she wants.”


Vidkun nodded. “We all know how your dad and mom
are. They gave you every bit of power a kid could ever ask for. All of it. The
ability to snap your fingers and make every wish you’ve ever had come true. And
then they forbade you from ever using it.”


“You make them sound mean,” Ophelia replied.


“I don’t mean to. Your parents are the reason
we’re here. They’re the great watchers of this world. So, I’m just pointing out
what they did, not passing judgment.”


“Fine. You’re just pointing it out then. Well,
Mister Judgement-Free, what would you do if you could do anything? If you had
my powers for a day, what would you do?” Ophelia asked.


“I’d fix my face first.”


“Not cure world hunger? Not restock the oceans
with fish so people can eat sushi again? Not get rid of Mt. Plastic floating in
the Pacific?”


“I’m not Eva. I’m me. I know well the reason your
dad told you not to use your powers for anyone besides yourself: because if you
do it once, they’ll demand it again and again. That’s how people are. They’re
like electricity. They avoid the paths of difficulty and resistance wherever
possible.”


“And if I performed a single miracle for them,
they’d think of me as the route with least resistance?”


Vidkun smiled. “Some would. Many would. Enough
that you’d never hear the end of it. Which is why I never asked you to fix this
hideous face of mine.”


“It’s not like you need me to, though,” Ophelia
commented. “Even without the fix, you’re doing just fine.”


“My money is doing just fine,” Vidkun replied with
a chuckle. “Me? I’m struggling. I can’t talk to a girl without thinking, ‘If my
ancestor weren’t the great Olga, friend of God himself, would this girl even be
talking to me?’ You and Eva are my two closest friends, but if she wasn’t my
cousin, and if our families weren’t close, I don’t think even we would be
talking.”


“That’s a huge chip on your shoulder you live
with.”


“Keeps me from flying off at the mouth.”


Vidkun’s response felt oddly cold to Ophelia, much
colder than any part of it—looks, tone, or content—justified.


“What’s with this talk?” Ophelia sighed. “It’s
heavier than all Eva’s guilt-tripping.”


“Ah. Yes, you must have had your share of serious
topics for the day.” Vidkun flashed a smile for a moment that unnerved Ophelia,
but before she could place her finger on what exactly bothered her, everything
was back to normal. He was once again chuckling with his weird old-man laugh,
and his eyes had the same sparkle that they usually did. “So, instead, why
don’t we talk about movies?”


“Movies?” Ophelia asked curiously.


“Yes, movies. It’s been a year since you’ve left
this office. I’m sure you could do with the break.”


“But . . .”


Vidkun pulled out a scarf from behind his back as
if he were as magical as Ophelia was. “I’m sure we can find a disguise so no
one notices who you are. Or just simply cover up the recognizable parts.”


“I could have made it . . .” Ophelia gave a
half-hearted smile as she took the scarf from him. Handmade, she thought
as she noticed an error in the knitting.


“Unnecessary? I know. But, sometimes, it’s nice to
just do something for those you care about. It might have been unprompted,
unasked for, and unnecessary, yet I still thought it might be nice,” he
responded.


“It was . . . I mean, it is. Like inviting me out
to a movie. Thank you,” she replied, doing her best to show gratitude for a
gift she had no idea what to do with.


“Well, to be fair, that was Eva’s idea. She wanted
to take you to one last month, but you must understand: She doesn’t know how to
be nice to you. She doesn’t know how to be around you,” Vidkun explained.


Ophelia frowned, remembering the sight of an angry
Eva slamming a paper full of “suggestions” on her desk. “She seemed to manage
just fine earlier.”


“Well, she has spent the last two months failing
to ask you to go watch a movie with her, so consider it a favor and take her to
one.”


“You’re not coming?”


“Oh, of course I’m coming. Especially if you’re
paying.”


“Paying? Ha. Like you don’t have enough money.”


“No one is rich enough to afford movie theater
prices and still have cash left over for popcorn and candies.”


“Fine, but you better get me a large buttered
popcorn,” Ophelia said.


Vidkun looked genuinely surprised. “Your dad lets
you eat that?”


“No,” she admitted, “but that’s why it’ll be a
treat.”


The sensation of
sound slowly faded even as Ophelia continued talking, joking, and enjoying the
witty banter. It was as if she had plunged into a deep pool, going deeper and
deeper into the abyss until all sound was completely gone and all that remained
were Vidkun’s odd expressions.


Her senses of sight
and touch faded next, much more quickly than her hearing had gone. Finally,
complete darkness wrapped around her like a blanket.

















 


———


 


 


“What? Where? Who? . . . Huh . . .” The words
escaped Lars’s mouth as his eyes shot open.


He felt as if he had completely lost his sense of
self. He had been so lost in the dream that it left him feeling dizzy and
muddled after his body jolted awake, his starved brain grasping at any signals
he could find.


Everything had seemed so normal while he was
dreaming, but the second he woke up, he began to understand how strange what he
had seen was. Nothing that he had seen, felt, or experienced within that dream
made sense to him now that he was awake, but it all somehow still felt too real
to be just the illusion of a sleeping mind. He felt as if he had been living
through a memory. The room, the walls, the floor, the doors that opened on
their own—they were all believable and familiar yet completely unreal.


Then, after a moment, it dawned on him. He had
seen those types of structures before in the visions that Ophelia had shown
him. He had lived through the deaths of countless people, watching again and
again as humanity, the race he seemed to be the last of, was butchered and
massacred wholesale by cultivators. They had been killed in buildings just like
the one he had seen in that dream. They had been ripped to pieces, used,
brutalized, and savaged by their heartless assailants in a civilization like
the one he had seen in his sleep.


Was that . . . Was that what life was like back
then? Lars asked, wondering whose eyes he had been peering through. They
couldn’t have been . . .


Yeah, they were mine. Those were my eyes you were looking
out of in the world before the fall of man.


Lars blinked a few times and then began rubbing the sleep
out of his eyes, hoping it would remove the haze in his mind. And what . . .
What the heck was a movie?


About a two-hour journey through a fictional world that you
can see and hear but never touch or move about in. Basically, it’s like a game
if you were stuck in cutscenes the entire time.


A game? Cutscenes? Wait . . . who . . . was that
guy? Who was Eva? What were you guys talking about?


“You’re awake? That’s good,” Apep said, his large
scaly wings casting shadows around the room as he moved to face Lars. “I don’t
know which is more impressive: that a man can be such a sound sleeper when
coming from the hostile outer worlds or that I cannot spot a single injury on
you.”


Lars wondered what exactly Apep meant by “the
hostile outer worlds,” but he decided to bite his tongue instead. His time in
the city, however brief it had been, had taught him that information was a
precious commodity others used to their advantage and that everyone had a
purpose that might, at any moment, turn that information against him. His
questions were answers to such people. His focus was a weakness that could
entrap him when noticed. Silence was his only defense, but it also left him clueless.


“Don’t look so shocked. Surely even someone raised
in the barbaric outer settlements has ridden in one of these before?” Apep
asked as he scratched at one of his curled horns, likely taking Lars’s
hesitancy for befuddlement rather than distrust or uncertainty.


Lars looked around again. He had gleaned where he
was the moment he woke up. He was in the sky. The clouds directly out the
window from him were proof of that. There was no other way Lars could fathom
their passing right outside.


“It’s beautiful,” Lars said, gazing out the
window. The room was larger than the one he grew up in, the bed was higher
quality than even the one he had slept in at the Neukdaegalbi clan’s guest
courtyard, and while the furniture was sparse, it all looked handcrafted and was
covered with golden symbols Lars didn’t recognize.


“Originally, it was called the Cloud Killer,” Apep
said.


“Cloud Killer?” Lars mulled the name over for a
minute.


“Home to a thousand little deaths in the sky,”
Apep added with a laugh. “That was, at least, until the previous owner, the
current sect master, realized what it was being used for and traded it off for
a few pills.”


“A thousand little deaths?”


“Little deaths . . . you know, when a guy or a girl
. . . uhh . . .” The large horned-and-winged dragon demon looked somewhat
bashful, and his face even turned a bit red as he danced around the
explanation.


Climax. When two people are having physical relations and
they reach the end, it's called a “little death.”


Oh . . . Lars thought and then loudly voiced
his thought. “Oh . . . Oh!”


“Yeah, sorry about that,” Apep laughed. “But don’t
worry. You’re a disciple of mine. Those are all new sheets, and the bed is
fresh.”


“You could have led with that.” Lars frowned
uncomfortably at the idea he was in a bed that so many people had used for such
an activity. The very thought of it made his skin crawl a little.


“It is amazing, though, isn’t it?” Apep said as he
walked to the window. “The Cloud Killer, that is. It fascinated me when I was
your age. I remember before my tail or wings had formed—before my scales had
come in, and I was but a pup of a cultivator—I gazed at it as if it symbolized
everything great in the world. You see, it was the first time I had seen an
artifact move independent of its wielder. It broke my sense of reason. How
could something act without direction, without Qi? How could it fly? What made
it move through the air? How come the people in it weren’t thrown to the back
by the speed? I didn’t understand any of it. To me, it was an anomaly. To me,
it was an immortal wind blowing me forward, an afflatus, an inspiration that
drove me. A question unanswered is not a problem, but a solution to the
question, ‘Why am I here? What should I do with my life?’”


“Well, that’s dandy and all, but . . .” Lars
wanted to know what this had to do with him.


“But how do you grow? How can we make you grow?
What is your bloodline? I thought I understood everything there was in the
world until I was told of a tailless man, no beast ears nor eyes, who danced
like falling rain and caused an epiphany in the onlooking crowd.


“So . . . you’re interested in me now?”


“Yes. I’m very interested in you. I absolutely
must have you, and I must explore every part of you there is to know. I shall
reveal all of your parts and explore your mysteries the same way I—”


“I’m into women,” Lars quickly interrupted. “Only
women.” He felt the need to clarify when the gigantic dragon cultivator’s eyes
ravaged him in a way that left him physically uncomfortable.


And I’m strictly into men, but when you’re in Rome . . . or,
in my case, a woman trapped in a man’s body . . . you do what the Romans do.


“Good. That’s for the best. If you have children in
the future, we’ll have more test subjects. Perhaps your growth rate and
brilliance are a product of your environment and not genetic.”


Ah, I’m being dense. Lars shook his head.
He wanted to believe his gaffe was due to an easy-to-make mistake, but given
the context, he should have known better. He’s just interested in how I came
to grow in power, and there is no way I’m telling him about Ophelia. “Well,
don’t think anything of it, but I can’t share what I’ve been taught.”


“Yes, your master, Princess Hsein Ku, informed me
of the situation when she rode out to pass her pupil a message,” Apep said.
“I’m very well aware that you’re not allowed to share a single detail of her
training with anyone. Though, I must say, her alchemy has grown quite
impressive if she was able to infuse you with such power despite not even an ounce
of your blood manifesting.”


“Infuse me with power?” Lars mumbled. “Yes, a
secret indeed.” Lars suddenly remembered the deal he had made with Hsein Ku.
“Wait . . . what did she say? And how many days have I been out?”


“You’ve been out for five days. After you blew up
the carriage you were going to travel in, we were initially afraid to move you,
given your condition, but—”


“Blew up the carriage? Could you—”


“Oh my, that’s right. I may have studied the
incident, but you were unconscious, weren’t you, little pup?” Apep laughed, and
his hearty guffaw filled the entire room despite the fact that Lars didn’t
remember anyone telling a joke. “Well, where to begin . . . You had just woken
up, and we were still a few days' ride from the sect’s territory. You started
to say something, yet before you could get out more than a single sentence,
your entire chest began glowing an odd purple color. The earth and soil around
us began to shake, and then purple strands of Qi rose up from every direction
and assaulted our carriage, coming up from the floor to attack you. A moment or
two later, your body shook, and then the purple Qi that was within you exploded
outward in every direction. The violent Qi burned and scorched everything
around it like a harsh flame. It might have killed your companions had I not
protected them. That was quite odd. Su Ryeon is a league stronger than you, but
that move would have incinerated her the same as if she were an ordinary log
tossed in the fire. Once the explosive Qi finished ravaging the area, we rushed
in to find you lying there, unmoving. Your breathing had stopped, your heart
had stopped, and we thought you were dead for a moment until we realized that
your eyes were shining with the same purple Qi that had attacked you, leaking
it out in a horrifying way before closing.”


“Well, that sounds peachy.” Lars could only
imagine that it had been Ophelia’s doing, and her silence at the tale of the
event felt like confirmation.


“Yes. It was indeed an unpleasant surprise. But
what was even more surprising was that your heart began beating again, and your
breath returned as if nothing had gone wrong after some time passed. Quite
perplexing. I was in the middle of examining your body for wounds or
contusions—a difficult thing to do with the panicked women holding their necks
and wondering why they hadn't been snuffed out like normal slaves—when bam!
You were alive again. I have to say, I’ve lived a very, very long time, and it
was the first time I’d seen such a thing.”


“And . . .” Lars was not sure what had happened to
him, but he knew it would be the topic of a conversation with Ophelia in the
future. “What happened after that?”


“Well, after that, you slept. I didn’t let anyone
attempt to wake you, and I had to knock the panicked women out for fear they’d
accidentally make a noise that might disturb you. The problem was, of course,
that we didn’t have a carriage for you, so I returned to the sect and grabbed
this floating house instead. It’s quite nice and the way I would normally
transport guests if not for the fact I didn’t know I’d be meeting you during
our last visit. I must admit, I also chose the flying vehicle because I
wondered if you would be able to do the same trick in the sky as you did on the
ground, given that the horrendously violent Qi seemed to originate from the
ground.”


“If we were in the sky, then how did the princess
ride out to meet us?” Lars asked. He didn’t remember her being powerful enough
to use her Qi to fly.


“Oh, well, it’s not like we took off right away. I
still had to study your body a bit more, and—”


“Could you . . . uhh . . . skip to the part about
what she said?” Lars asked.


“She said that your debt to her is delayed, not
paid,” he replied. “She said that you must fulfill your obligation as a
disciple.”


Lars sighed. So I’m not off the hook. “But
did she at least say how long I have to fulfill the obligation?”


“No. She just said that she knows you won’t show
up in the city again empty-handed.”


Lars scratched at his head, wondering what he had
gotten himself into. “Well, thanks for passing on the message.”


“You shouldn't worry too much. It’s just a mundane
little kingdom filled with mundane fools and cultivators who chase nothing but
worldly pleasures like sex and booze and other terrible, earthly desires. They’re
clearly not a match for a glorious, high-minded sect like ours. Within the
walls of the Sect of the Spring Rain, there is no lesser kingdom that can
disturb us,” Apep assured him. “And while it is important to honor your
master’s wishes, if she is a good master, she will seek what is best for you
first and foremost, so just focus on that.”


“Speaking of the . . . uhh . . . slaves . . .
where are they?” Lars asked.


“They were trying to waste valuable time waiting
for you to wake up, so I secluded them in training rooms. I think it is best
they are not let free until you arrive . . . Though, there is one thing I
wanted to talk to you about.”


“Which is?”


“The woman, the other tailless one, Su Ryeon. I
would like to take her as my disciple. She adamantly refused, but her potential
is great. I think it is a waste to leave her as a slave.”


“Ah, well . . . it’s not like—”


“Her slave contract should be ending soon, no?
After all, it is a lesser slave contract, so when she ascends and breaks the
shackles of her servitude, I’d like to absorb her into my fold and take her as
my disciple.”


“I see, but . . . I think . . .” Lars didn’t know
how to reject him, but he was also in a tough spot. Su Ryeon’s previous master
might have used a weak contract, but Ophelia was the one who handled the new
one. There was no way Ophelia would “let a pawn escape her clutches,” as she
phrased it. Even if Su Ryeon ascended over and over again, lifelong servitude
was the only thing that awaited the poor woman. “I think it’s best if—”


“Is that why you seduced her? You were aware of
the circumstances and chose to make your moves early so that the moment she
tastes freedom, you will have already enslaved her by another method? Clever.
But it isn’t in her best interest, nor yours. I think it would be best if you
just agreed with me, and we made the decision for her. A woman trapped by love
cannot think clearly enough to be responsible for her own thoughts and
decisions, much less plan out her future.”


Even though Ophelia didn’t say it herself, Lars
could almost hear her voice replying with something along the lines of “I’ll
plan out his freaking face if I get the chance. Lars, go farm his soul for some
EXP” like she used to every time one of the bastards back at the village said
something similarly sexist.


Lars studied Apep’s expression, not sure what to
make of the old man’s never-changing face. It was as if someone had carved his
mien out of stone, and all the friendliness from earlier had completely
vanished only to be replaced with an emotionless mask. “While she is a slave,
she is still mine, and it is my duty to take care of her,” Lars pushed back.
“And when she is not a slave, what she does is not mine to determine, so I
should not be the one making decisions for her. I think it’s best not to bring
this subject up with me. It’ll make things awkward.”


“I see. You must still be muddled and recovering
your senses from what I can only assume was a very odd Qi deviation due to
whatever enigmatic form of cultivation you practice. We can discuss the finer
details of your slaves later.”


I’m not going to change my mind later, Lars
thought, but he knew he shouldn’t say it. He had a feeling that the old man
wouldn’t be so patient and accommodating if he weren’t so fascinating or needed
for whatever plans Apep might be concocting.


He even brought a special flying house so I
could travel safely . . . Lars mulled over what that meant. Things were
definitely not as they seemed. There was no reason for someone so strong to be
so concerned with someone so weak. Even if Lars displayed potential, it was
just that: potential. He was at most an agate ready for polishing, a pretty
rock in a world full of precious gems, people that were Qi Condensation Stage
or higher.


“You know my favorite part of the Cloud Killer?”
Apep asked, changing the subject.


“The view?” Lars asked.


“The free meals,” Apep answered with a grin. “It’s
fun to watch the birds in the sky splatter across the house's Qi field. Their
dead bodies are pushed down into the house’s storage facility for processing. I
never knew there were so many ways to cook mangled bird bodies until my chefs
were given the assignment of making sure we didn’t waste the meat.”


“You’d think, with the bones . . .” Lars began to
consider the subject, allowing himself to get distracted from the tense nature
of the conversation by the idea of mangled birds. “It’d be nearly untenable to
work into a good meal . . .”


“Not at all. There is a quick and easy way to
remove the feathers, and after that, they just get mashed into . . . well . . .
nuggets? I’m not sure what to call them. They mash up all the flesh and bones
into a weirdly textured substance, shape them into very small balls, and then
bread and deep fry them. They’re just okay on their own, but with the addition
of some ground mustard seeds and pepper stirred into just enough honey to
create a thick paste . . . Well, they are absolutely delicious. Quite a treat
indeed. And thanks to the inclusion of the bones, the flavor is much better.”


Lars was curious about the flavor and decided he’d
try it. “Ah. I see. Well, then—”


“I’ll have someone bring you some when we land. I
can’t imagine you want to eat right now. After all, you must still be feeling
out of it. I’ll be off.” Apep then hurried out of the room so quickly that Lars
couldn’t have replied even if he had wanted to.


“Did he just . . . Did he run away?” Lars asked
aloud, the shock from the rapid departure still lingering as he tried to put
one and one together and understand what just happened.


Less that and more like he had gotten what he wanted out of
you but didn’t feel the need to return the favor.


What he wanted? Lars scrunched up his face as he lay
back down and stared at the ceiling. What was with that story about birds
hitting the front then? And where were you?


I was hiding. His eyes were staring right through you,
looking for my existence. I didn’t want to give him anything that he could see.
Even that ramble about food was his way to gauge you. Your every minute facial
reaction will go toward his analysis of you.


So, you weren’t just avoiding the question about . . .
what happened to me in the carriage? Lars thought back to what Apep had
said, to the explosion that had knocked him out for a week, and to the fact
that he had lived, or experienced, parts of Ophelia’s past.


No. That question is easy to answer: You and I have made a
contract now. Previously, your father and I had made a contract. His devotion
to the cause, his belief in me, was enough to make him willingly give his—


Ophelia stopped talking, leaving Lars hanging as he
waited to find out what his father had done, but no answer came.


Ophelia, what did my father give? he
demanded. What was his devotion?


Must you make me say it out loud? He died for me. It was not
the outcome I wanted. To be honest, I was furious. But there was nothing I
could do about it. He would still be alive if it weren’t for Jung and his goons
chasing him like a dog across the world, even to the doors of my temple.


You were furious about him dying? That didn’t make
sense at all. Ophelia’s whole thing was that she wanted people to die, but she
was mad about him dying? On top of that, the details were too vague. This was
all unexpected information, and he wasn’t sure exactly what had been left out.
Something wasn’t right with what she said, like there was something missing.


Absolutely angry. Furious. That bastard! How could he go off
and die on his own? I didn’t want that at all! Your father was the best man I
could find in an entire world full of candidates. He was perfection incarnate.


Lars sighed. First she was upset over his death, and now he
was “perfection,” but the man had been a cultivator, one of the people Ophelia
deemed most evil. That logical inconsistency didn’t bother him that much
though. Instead, it was the fact she praised him at all. He knew that he should
have been happy to find out his dad was such a great guy despite the fact that
Ophelia had previously slandered him, but in place of that happy feeling, he
felt something else: a knot in his stomach that neither logic nor emotion could
untie. His lips pulled apart slightly at the edges, and his teeth flashed as he
breathed out the bile in his gut that arose with Ophelia’s words. The feeling
was strong enough that it caused him to forget momentarily about the fact she
mentioned she had a temple or that her father had been a “candidate.”


Either way, cheer up. That explosion meant that you and I
have reached such a point of synchronization that you’re now no longer just an
unwilling host but an active participant. That moment—which you don’t seem to
remember even though . . . It was my first, you heartless bastard! MY FIRST
TIME WAS WASTED ON YOU! TAKE MORE RESPONSIBILITY!


Your first? Take responsibility? What? We didn’t
. . . I don’t think we could . . . Wait . . . Lars tried to recall what she
was talking about. He remembered waking up in the carriage. He had seen
Ophelia’s face, and her eyes had pierced into him like two sharp spears, transfixing
his entire being. Everything had gone hazy, and then he had panicked, his heart
had started racing, and he had been scared.


My . . . My mother! Lars’s mother had been
his biggest concern when he had woken up, but that worry had been alleviated.
Ophelia’s calming voice had been there for him. He hadn’t known what to do, but
she had said that she would help him do what he wanted. It had only been for an
instant, but he could still clearly recall that feeling: he had wanted to kill
them all. He had wanted to kill every single one of those worthless cultivators
that had forced him into a corner and treated him like garbage and tried to
dispose of him like freshly stripped innards being tossed to the dogs.


That was the feeling he had. That was the rage, however
fleeting, that had consumed him as he thought about how powerless he was to do
anything, how he couldn’t even stop the world from taking the only person that
he loved. That she had to sacrifice herself like some sort of lamb on the altar
of his safety just to stop him from being murdered had filled him with rage. He
had wanted to kill them all. He had wanted to murder the cultivators that built
the horrible society he was in.


Yes. That’s right. That’s the moment it happened. For one
brief moment, our desires and thoughts were perfectly in coordination, and you
and I made our contract. You’re now officially my little warlock.


“Warlock,” Lars said aloud. The word sounded odd in his head
and even odder when he said it out loud.


Yes. Warlock. It’s an old gaming term that I grew rather
fond of back when I was . . . when I was still corporeal. It’s a word for a
regular mortal like yourself, a good old human, who receives power and
blessings from a powerful deity-adjacent being—like me.


A deity? Like Seokga? Mireuk? Or something like that
ultimate god, the Clockmaker, you mention often?


No, Seokga and Mireuk are folk stories. I’m real. And so is
the Clockmaker. But, no, not like him either.


You know, even after being able to do the things
I can do thanks to you, it’s kind of hard to view you like that . . . Lars
thought honestly. Deity-adjacent, deity . . . powerful being . . . If she is
those things . . . Lars paused, thinking back to the moments he had begged
anyone to stop the pain. The first time had been such a jarring experience for
him.


He remembered how it began: “Are you talking to
yourself again? Mumbling away like we can’t hear you, Big Bars Lars?”


At that time, he had just been confused. No one
had really approached him, ever, when he was with his mother. They had kept
their distance. It was like she had been an invisible barrier, a giant bubble
that no one dared to pop and enter. However, without her, the barrier was gone.
The kids came up to him, and rather than a hello, a “How are you?” or a “Nice
to meet you,” it was just that awkward greeting, leaving Lars fumbling around
in his head trying to figure out what they were talking about. “Big Bars Lars?”
he had thought, confused by what they meant.


“What? Got no reply, Big Bars Lars?” The question
had come again but from a different kid as five or six of them began to circle
him the way wild dogs circle their prey.


While the words coming out of their mouths hadn’t
been categorically insulting, Lars had known they were meant to be. He
remembered that tone. That had been his first time hearing it then, but
afterward, he heard it dozens and dozens of times. It was an insidious sound
tainting the words that came out of his peers’ mouths when his mother wasn’t
around.


“Big Bars Lars?” he had asked them. That was a
mistake. He didn’t realize it until it was too late, but they had picked that
name as bait. They wanted his confusion. They were lining up a joke he wasn’t
privy to and wasn’t meant to understand until the giant metal bar came crashing
across his back, sending him sprawling to the ground.


He had tried to stop himself from falling
face-first by extending his hands, but that didn’t help him much. It just left
him open for more hits as two and then three metal bars, likely ones used to
reinforce the town’s barely adequate wall, smashed into him again and again.


“See? Big bars! Big bars, Lars!” they had taunted
as he coughed up blood.


Lars remembered begging that voice in his head,
begging the nameless woman to help. Not just her. He had begged anyone. “Please
stop hitting me. Please someone stop them,” he had said, he had pleaded, he had
repeated until a bar clocked him right across the face and broke his nose. But
his own sobs were the only reply.


A god . . . Lars thought as he remembered how
desperately he had wanted Ophelia to help him back then. If you . . . If you
were a god . . . then how come . . . How come, back then . . .?


Lars. I may be like a god, but I am also chained to
restrictions. Didn’t I tell you to kill them? Didn’t I try to teach you how to
murder them softly in their sleep? You’re the one who was against it. You’re
the one who said that you hated pain—that it was the worst thing in the world
to you—so you couldn’t imagine causing someone else to hurt.


You’ve given me quests that don’t involve killing though
. . . You’ve . . . You’ve already—


I’ve done what I can, to the limits of what I can, for you.
You remember how much it hurt, but did you forget how fast you healed? Did you
forget that, by the next day, you were walking around town as if nothing
happened? That the teeth they knocked out of your mouth magically grew again
with time? I’ve done what I can for you, Lars. I’m not my mother or father; I
can’t do anything just because I want to.


Fine. Lars relented, but things still didn’t sit
right with him. Something was off; he just couldn’t tell what. There was a
piece he was missing, something unsaid, and he knew that if he thought about it
hard enough and that if he was willing enough to listen to the answer, it’d
reveal itself.


Anyway, don’t fret the little stuff. Instead, let’s open up
your stat sheet and see some of the newest and freshest goodies available to
you! Check it out!


Ophelia’s excitement felt forced, but Lars’s excitement
manifested quite naturally when the stat sheet appeared in front of him. He
couldn’t help but feel a little giddy as he saw the beautiful new purple box in
front of him, completely unlike the blue text boxes he was used to. The outside
trim was still white, but the text was a glowing green, brighter and sharper
than any green he had seen before on leaves or grass.


Warlock: Level 1.


Patron: Ophelia, Aspect of Death, Enjoyer of
Extra-Salted and Heavily Buttered Popcorn.


Manifested Invocations:


Lv. 1: Master of One [20% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 1: Master of None [0% Bonus]


Lv. 1: Rest in Servitude Eternal [20% Conversion,
1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


Temporary Invocation: Movie Mind, Bring the Popcorn.


What . . . Wait . . . What are manifested invocations? Lars
asked as he read through the ability list, skipping past the ridiculous title
mentioning popcorn or the more direct claim that she was the aspect of death
itself. What do these abilities even do?


Each of these is a gift you gained due to our increased . .
. affinity. The first ability, Master of One, lets you take all of the loose
and scattered elemental Qi types and convert them into a single type of
elemental Qi. However, because your affinity level isn’t super high yet, the
conversion ratio isn’t one to one. Instead, it’s more like . . . five to one,
where every five points of elemental Qi you have in another element becomes one
point of Qi in the element you have chosen to be the master of. The ability is
more like a mode or a form. The cooldown is the minimum length of time you have
to remain in the mode once activated.


So . . . if I use this ability to, say, focus on becoming
a master of Fire Qi, then I would basically be foregoing the ability to use Ice
Qi or any of the other elemental abilities?


Right. Your ability to control wind, to conjure water, or to
shake the earth would be taken from you the moment you entered Master of One
mode. However, your ability to burn would be heightened greatly, and you’d be
able to win any showdown of flames.


Then I take it Master of None is . . . choosing not to
specialize in any ability? What is that? Does it spread my points out evenly?


It does indeed. It adds all your points together and then
splits them evenly between all available types of elemental Qi you have
acquired. It might seem like a nonsensical ability, as a sharp point is often
preferable to a blunted edge in most fights, but it would give you a chance to
use rare Qi types without giving up your ability to control the elements you
usually rely on.


I see. Lars nodded. This all made sense. These two
“modes,” as she called them, were indeed amazing. He could already imagine how
he might leverage them to overcome a tough opponent. But . . . what’s the
last one? he asked after a moment of thinking about how strong his Fire Qi
might become if he were in the Master of One mode.


Rest in Servitude Eternal is a summoning ability. That Qi
flowing into you isn’t just random stat points—it’s the essence of the people
you’ve killed. Absorbing their Qi creates a sort of tether between you and
them, linking you eternally. This ability lets you use that connection to pull
them back into the world. The skill is very weak at the moment, however, so it
will only let you drag one of them from the abyss and back into this world.


Linking us . . . eternally? But . . . you mean .
. . I'm stuck with my soul linked to those filthy scum I killed? Lars
gulped. He felt dirty just thinking about it. The people he had murdered were
the worst of the worst. They were the types that had made it impossible for
ordinary people to just enjoy their day-to-day lives. They were the disgusting
underbelly of society. He didn’t know a ton about ethics or moral philosophy,
but he still knew everything about those people was wrong. They were the type
of people that he’d rather never see or speak to ever again in his entire life,
and now he was finding out that he was stuck with them. Forever.


He couldn’t help but also wonder if they’d be
waiting for him when he died, if it’d be like his childhood all over again. He
dreaded to think of what the truly evil, truly vile people he had killed would
do to him in the afterlife if the average kid could conjure up the “Big Bars
Lars” type of torture before they had even grown hair on their chest.


Lars, you’re thinking about it the wrong way. It’s not that
you’re stuck to awful people; it’s that you have a ton of free servants you
don’t have to feel bad about bossing around whenever you want, however you
want, for all of eternity. Just think: no matter how wicked they were in life,
in death they may be nothing more than your mean, daiquiri-mixing, shade-making
cabana boy as you sit on the beach, looking out into the oceans of time.


Ugh. Could you please not send me those images? Lars
closed his eyes in disgust for a moment as he envisioned a man with bigger
muscles and more shine than even some of the best warriors he had met, glowing
like he had been rubbed from head to toe in oil and covered in sunlight on a
beach while making his pectoral muscles dance back and forth one at a time.


Sorry. That’s your temporary bonus ability: Movie Mind. If I
imagine something vividly, you’ll be stuck with the image.


Like the dream I had before I woke? Was that a product of
that ability?


No. That was an unwanted intrusion into my past. An
unfortunate product of overlap. Not something to discuss further. I’ve humored
enough questions on the contents already, and I want to hear nothing of Eva
again.


Her voice hadn’t changed to the loud yelling he was
used to when she was mad, but Lars could feel her anger. He didn’t know if he
could sense it because of their connection or just in the terse way she punctuated
her syllables.


Lars leaned back and let the issue go, his thoughts
returning to the initial description of Rest in Servitude Eternal. He pondered
what to do next as he studied the ability. While he had mostly killed
people he didn’t have any desire to talk to again, there was one person he
wouldn’t mind seeing once more: Dawn. I was the one to end her life, so the
skill should work on her. Should I give Rest in Servitude Eternal a try? Lars
was unsure how to work the skill but still wanted to use it.


No. Apep may still be watching or be nearby. Do you remember
how he said that he could see Qi? Most cultivators can’t even begin to fathom
its presence. This means that, while he may not be among the strongest
cultivators in existence, he has an especially strong sense of Qi control. His
innate bloodline must give him an ability to understand its mechanics.


Is that why you were so quiet when he was around? Because
you’re worried he could see you? Lars asked.


Yes. Because he must never know that I exist outside my
temple.


Fair enough, Lars replied. He was debating what to do
next when he felt the vessel begin to slow down. Wait . . . No, the timing
isn’t that convenient, is it? Lars stood up, grabbed a white robe he found
next to the bed he was in, and stretched his legs.


It’s not convenient. I had to mentally poke you awake. You
were staying in the past too long.


In the past . . . Lars couldn’t help but scratch at
his chin.


Dear Dad above, I put up with the sighs, but you better not
start scratching your chin too. You’re not that old. And also . . .


You want me to go find the kitchen in this place before
we get kicked out so we can steal some chicken nuggets, don’t you?


You know me so well.


No threats if I don’t do it?


We’re more in sync, remember? There is no need to threaten
you. I know you want them as much as I do.


I . . . I do? Lars asked. The idea that his thoughts
were “in sync” with Ophelia, even a little bit, hadn’t fully gotten under his
skin until now. When they were back at the village, eating, drinking, and
laughing, she’d go from demanding he murder people one minute to asking about
food the next. He had thought that she was insane. He had, to no small extent,
considered her the most volatile, illogical, nonsensical, crazy-talking person
he had ever known. He had tolerated her because he had to. But now he wasn’t
tolerating her. The words appearing in his head weren’t to silence her. He
wasn’t bribing her with treats; he just wanted some food. He wanted to find out
what those chicken nuggets would taste like.


Lars! Quit the bellyaching and get moving. We have chicken
nuggets to steal before we’re forced to go outside and do dumb sect stuff.


Right. Lars finished tying the robe shut and
rushed out of the room. When he opened the door, he was greeted with the oddest
thing: a giant circular room with numerous doors at intervals along the wall. What
the hell? Lars thought as he looked at the doors in a panic.


The room was barren except for a tiny circular
marble fountain in the middle that had little lilies floating across the
surface of the water and small golden-scaled fish swimming around. Above the
pond hung the only source of light for the room: a large chandelier with each
of its candle flames held within an obfuscating crystal prison. The dimmed
light made it hard to see anything clearly except the doors and the fountain.


Lars wondered which way led to food. Every door
had a different number on the front of it, but Lars had no idea which number
was “kitchen.” The doors didn’t even have helpful symbols.


It was at this moment that Lars realized he had
forgotten something important. He had been asleep for days—days of lying in
bed. While his brain had initially just thought, “I need to get chicken nuggets
and see what they taste like,” out of curiosity, he was now stuck with only a
single thought running through his head: Where is the freaking bathroom? The
fact there was a fountain—and it was the centerpiece of the room—wasn’t helping
him at all.


Yeah. Feel this desperate need to find a restroom? Wait
until you’re older. It only gets worse. You’ll be minding your own business,
having a nice, snuggly moment in bed, and then BAM. Nature’s call will
summon you out of your cocoon across the frigid floors of frozen dreams as
you’re forced to relieve yourself. If you reach a certain age, you won’t even
be able to make it through a single night’s sleep without the cruel mistress
that is biology raising you from your slumber like you’re some mindless zombie
just to find a bathroom.


Will you just be quiet? I need to . . . Lars paused,
turning his head back to the door that led to his room. Can I just go out
the window? No, wait. We’ve landed. Maybe I can jump out the window and go find
a place to go before they lift off again . . . or . . . maybe I could—


Stop thinking like an idiot and just ask that girl, the one
right over there. Those eyes . . . kinda hot if you ask me. Who knows? Maybe
after she helps you figure out where to point your member, she’ll help you
figure out where to point your member.


Lars didn’t know how he knew which direction
Ophelia was suggesting, but he did. He knew without being told, almost as if he
could see her in front of him, pointing to one of the few places in the giant
cylindrical lobby that wasn’t illuminated properly. The girl was nearly
invisible except for two golden eyes that glowed out of the shadows a head
above his own.


“Umm . . . Hey!” Lars called out to her, holding
up a hand and waving as he tried to get her attention quickly. He could already
feel his body’s internal doom ticker getting closer and closer to the moment of
disaster.


“What?” The woman’s tone was so terse her mouth
could have doubled as an ice cellar or a winter wind machine.


Ooo . . . that stings. I’ve seen people give rotten food at
a restaurant a better response than you just got.


“Sorry . . . umm . . . bathroom?” Lars asked, not sure
exactly what he had done to offend this woman.


I think it’s the “umm.” You really need to stop saying it.
You’re not weak anymore. You’re not someone who can be killed by a fly landing
on the wrong spot. If you keep saying “umm,” you might draw less anger
generally and make yourself appear meek, but it will also make you unlikable. I
get why you say it though. You grew up with the confidence beaten out of you,
but let’s unlearn that. I don’t want you cutting our potential selection of
women in half with every opening line.


Ophelia, will you . . . Will you please be
quiet? Lars thought, doing his best to keep his temper as the urgency rose.


“Did you not learn how to speak in sentences,
backwater boy?” The woman’s eyes stared straight down at him.


“Sorry. Could you please point me in the direction
of a bathroom?” Lars asked, wanting to smack her for stalling valuable seconds
he wasn’t sure if he actually had.


“Number one or number two.”


“Oh . . . number one . . .”


“No, you imbecile, door number one or door number
two,” she clarified. “Those are the two bathrooms.”


“Ah, okay . . . Thanks,” Lars replied, trying to
sound polite despite hating the short encounter enough to never want to run
into her ever again, much less talk to her.


I don’t know. A tall, domineering chick could be your next
kink. Won’t know until you try.


I’ll pass.


Even if I generate a quest? Seduce the yellow-eyed beauty or
something?


It’ll have to be added to one of many quests
you’ve given me in life that I’ve ignored, Lars replied as he opened door
number one to find a large bathroom with marble flooring matching the same
texture and cut as the fountain outside. There was a clear row of structures
designed for a standing man, but even so, Lars almost hesitated. He’d heard of
fancy bathrooms like this before, but never actually seen one. It felt almost
like he was ruining art as he went to one of the stall-like cutouts to handle
his business.


“Master!” a voice called from the doorway right as
he started.


Huh? He looked over to only see Matthew,
the wolf boy of House Neukdaegalbi and his only male disciple, wagging his tail
and waving his hand as he tried to get Lars’s attention from the entrance, not
even letting the door shut.


To make matters worse, Lars not only saw his
disciple, but also the woman who had told him which door to use. She was still
standing against the wall, but her eyes were locked on him and his open robe.


“Tch,” he heard her say acutely, more clearly than
he would have expected at that distance.


Great start to the day, Lars. Wonderful luck
you have. He couldn’t help but sigh as he thought about this series of
events.


“Can you . . . umm . . . shut that and wait? I’m
kind of busy right now,” Lars said, trying to do his best to signal to the door
with his eyes.


“Oh! Oh right! Right! I just heard you woke up,
and I was like, ‘MASTER IS AWAKE!!’ I thought you were dead! You have no idea
how scared I was. What if my first master died before I could even accomplish
my dreams!”


Ah, right. Lars wanted to laugh. Matthew
wasn’t excited because Lars survived; he was excited because his opportunity to
progress within his family’s twisted hierarchy survived.


“Wait, why are you even here?” Lars asked,
thinking back to his departure. “Shouldn’t you be working with your family?”


“I should, but—” Matthew stopped, flashed a toothy
grin, and then shouted, “Ahh!!!” as waves of Qi poured off of him.


What the heck is he doing? Lars blinked in
confusion as he looked over at the man, standing in the middle of the bathroom
doorway, letting loose a very long “Ahh . . .”


It’s a Qi technique that his kind specializes in. By nature,
canines aren’t actually as deadly in the wild as most people think. They rely
on intimidation to begin their attack. Once their prey is intimidated and
flees, then the wolf uses the startled victim’s attempted flight to attack
without fear. Since most large prey could potentially one-shot them, this is
the only time they’ll attack: when the enemy is trying to escape and not trying
to fight back.


Okay, that’s nice and all . . . but what the heck is the
point of that? Lars asked, not entirely sure where Ophelia was going with
this.


I just explained. He’s using an intimidation move. It’s his
cultivation bloodline’s specialty: pack tactics and intimidation. He’s not
actually a . . . Stage 7 Qi-Gathering Cultivator. Rather, he’s more like Stage
4, almost Stage 5. This move, though, allows him to fool those around him into
thinking he is stronger—a very good tactic if he wants to either avoid a fight
or get an enemy to slip up so he can attack.


And I’m guessing he learned that from the pages we wrote
him . . . but . . . I don’t remember putting that down on paper . . . Lars
had been the one to transcribe everything. If there was a random part of the
manual that had to do with shouting like an idiot while trying to pretend to
have a higher cultivation stage, he should have known. He wrote the book on it.


It’s innate. Look at the larger ears, the more intensely
amber eyes, the thicker fur on his tail—he’s transformed his bloodline. If he
took off his robe, you’d probably find a very hairy chest.


No, no, no, don’t think about it. Lars quickly
blocked the image that manifested the moment she mentioned how the bloodline
would create a hairy chest: Matthew’s sister, Jill, with a hairy chest. After
all, if the two of them had the same bloodline, and if the bloodline caused
hairy chests, then she’d have hair on her chest too.


Ack! Why did you have to think about that so loudly?! Now
I’m imagining it too! Giant hairy chest on such a sweet angel. This is a sin
against nature and, more importantly, me!


I’ll repent as soon as I can get the image out
of my own head. Lars closed his eyes and failed for several seconds to
imagine anything else only to have the image of the “cabana boy by the beach”
from earlier reappear in his head. He’d normally hate to see that, but it felt
better, or at least more neutral, to his imagination than a hairy wolf girl
did.


“Am I not awesome, master?” Matthew bragged. “Did
you see that? No peasant could imitate me. Thanks to your tutelage, I’m already
on my way to being the best!”


“Yeah, yeah, whatever you say. Can you just shut
the door at least? I could use some privacy.”


“Ah! Right! Of course! Either way, glad to see you
finally woke up, master. We all thought you might never return. I’ll let you
finish, master,” Matthew said as he backed up to leave.


“Door. Please,” Lars insisted again, unable to avoid
looking at the glaring yellow slits piercing out of the darkness in the
distance as the door shut.


That one is dumb. You know that, right?


He’s a good kid, Lars disagreed, but not because he
actually thought so. He just felt bad making fun of someone for being dumb when
he was quite sure that, to most people, he was the idiot. He had no “common
sense” in either the mundane world or that of the sects.


Well, good kid or not, he has definitely helped you pack on
those negative affiliation points with the tall, angry, yellow-eyed lady. Did
you see her checking us out? I thought she was looking at animals at the
butcher.


Ophelia, what have I told you about mornings?


Yeah. Best part of the day. Don’t interrupt with complaints.


Shh . . . Lars leaned his head back and savored the
moment. If there was one key moment of pleasantness that he had been able to
enjoy every day of his life, it was this moment. First go of the morning. The
rest of the day would be harsh, and life was rarely kind, but this moment was
golden. He didn’t know what horrors awaited him in the sect, a kind of place
that he could only associate with the worst tragedy of his life, so he wanted
to try to relax while he could.


I know this isn’t the best time . . . but, really, don’t
forget those chicken nuggets. I’ll teach you how to make a good sauce if we can
find the ingredients later. I’m so excited. Disgusting fried chicken nuggets
with honey mustard. This Apep is truly a man of culture. I did not expect this.


Quiet, woman. I get five minutes in the morning. Let me
enjoy it already.


Fine. I’ll be quiet then. You happy?


For the moment? Yeah. Yeah, I am. Now, stay
quiet, Lars said, listening to the sound of the manmade waterfall as he
closed his eyes and enjoyed the moment.












Chapter 2


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 8


Power: 14935


Speed: 4177


Fortitude (HP): 14500


Resistance: 14500


Unspent: 0


 


Elemental Abilities


Earth Qi: 8975


Metal Qi: 3399


Toxin Qi: 2217


Lunar Light Qi: 2015


Fire Qi: 1077


Wind Qi: 997


Wood Qi: 467


Ice Qi: 376


Lightning Qi: 218


Water Qi: 115


Unassigned Qi: 645


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [34,002/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [1/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[160] Toxin Immunity Level 7 [3/10 Toxins
Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 6


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions


Enslavement [3/5 People Enslaved]


 


Active Quests:


 


Warlock: Level 1.


Lv. 1: Master of One [20% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 1: Master of None [0% Bonus]


Lv. 1: Rest in Servitude Eternal [20%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


Lars exited the bathroom refreshed, anxious,
hungry, and confused. Matthew; his sister, Jill; and Desdemona were waiting
with the now-talkative tall lady, who was chatting with the others as if she
were the nicest person in the world. Unfortunately, neither Su Ryeon nor Apep
were there. He wanted to find Su Ryeon in particular since, after his stint in
the city, she seemed to be the most trustworthy of his companions. Despite what
Ophelia had said, Lars believed that Su Ryeon would keep him safe if something
were to go wrong. After all, his safety determined not only her safety but also
the survival of every one of her friends and fellow slaves from her time with
the would-be drug lord Bok Kyu.


“Master!” Jill called out excitedly when she saw
him. She reached over to hit Matthew, who stood next to her. “I knew he was
awake. I told you! Right? I told you! Now, he can teach us even better
techniques!”


She’s made it all the way to being a Stage 5 Qi-Gathering
Cultivator. Not bad, given her previous bloodline. Just a shame that, from what
her robe reveals, she still hasn’t sprouted a full chest of hair. Growing
bodies need time, I suppose. But don’t worry: you’ll eventually be able to run
your hands through it. Hahahahaha!


What happened to these thoughts being a sin against you? Lars
demanded. He decided to sacrifice himself just to mess with Ophelia by closing
his eyes for a moment and imagining a super-disgustingly were-wolf-level-hairy
Jill.


Ack! Stop it! Stop it! I give!


“Is that all you care about?” Desdemona shot Jill a
judgmental look. “You forced your way onto this trip for what? Just to learn
more techniques? You didn’t want to make sure he was safe?”


Jill, whom Lars had to continuously remind himself
didn’t have a giant hairy chest, cocked her head to the side as she returned
Desdemona’s judgment with confusion. “Of course I wanted to know if he was
safe. How can he keep being a good master if he isn't safe? That’s a weird
question to ask. He can’t be a master if he is dead.”


Desdemona shook her head reproachfully. “Shallow.
I suppose life to people like you only matters if it serves a purpose.”


“Don’t act like you’re better than they are,” the
cold woman with glowing eyes said, although Lars noted that her tone had warmed
remarkably. “After all, you’re just a slave of that no-blood, wannabe
cultivator. And from what I hear, the only reason you didn’t kill him when you
two first met was that he bested you and enslaved you after ridding the world
of those good-for-nothing Falling Flowers wastes that couldn’t even beat a
low-born cultivator.”


“I . . . That’s not . . . Whatever.” Desdemona
barely put up a fight, but Lars wasn’t concerned with her protestations or
defense. Rather, something else concerned him: they knew far more than he had
expected.


He knew his ruse, calling the princess his master,
had been uncovered to a degree. He had thought that he would be able to play it
off as her having traveled out of the city’s walls and taught him in secret now
and then before the attack by his mother’s family outside of the auction, and
he could just insist his “master” was how he learned to cultivate. However, the
detail to which the woman recounted his first encounter with Desdemona belied
the fact that she knew way more. She likely knew everything. That meant any
chance of Lars either prevaricating or outright lying to Apep might have
already gone out the window.


He felt anxiety begin coursing through his veins
like a thousand tiny needles working their way under his skin and spreading
around his chest, forcing him to concentrate just to keep his breathing
regular. He didn’t like feeling this scared, this helpless, but part of him
also felt that this panic attack was “normal.” It was something he had grown
used to as a kid anytime he saw a group of people his age coming up to him. His
power had made him forget it momentarily, but this fear was a lesson he had
learned to his bone, one that wouldn’t fade easily. Breathe. Breathe
normally, Lars told himself.


“He smells funny again,” Matthew said. “Like
sulfur and sweat.”


The ice-cold woman’s piercing yellow eyes looked
down at him. “He’s nervous. Afraid. I can tell just from looking at his weak
and frail figure that he knows his place.”


Jill tried to stick up for Lars. “That’s our master.
If you insist on—”


“You’ll do what?” the woman snarled.


Lars looked at her. “I think I’m going to—”


The snarling woman interrupted Lars once more.
“What? You’re going to—”


Lars quite literally slapped the words out of her
mouth as he backhanded her with as much force as he could. He didn’t know what
had come over him, but he couldn’t tolerate appearing to be a weak pushover.
Not in this world. There was no room for spineless cowards anywhere but the
bottom in this cutthroat culture. That was a lesson Ophelia and painful
experiences had done well to teach him.


Ha! That’s awesome!


“You . . . You stupid, bloodless bastard!” the
woman shouted back as she threw a punch at Lars.


Lars successfully blocked the attack by throwing
up both of his arms to defend himself, but a knee quickly dug into his side
before he could react again, shaving off a few points of his health. After
seeing how little damage was dealt, however, Lars realized that he had been
intimidated by someone much weaker than he was. The woman he was fighting was
either not using her strength or didn’t have much to begin with. He leaned
forward and threw out a right haymaker as quickly as he could in response,
hoping to connect with her chest, a much larger target, as he didn’t have a lot
of confidence that he’d be able to catch her in the jaw with how fast she was
capable of moving.


The woman countered his attack perfectly,
diverting the blow at his wrist with her forearm, and then stepped in closer,
grabbing ahold of him and pulling him close with one hand, leaving her other
ready to hit him dead in the nose.


What the hell?! Lars couldn’t help but feel
angry as his instincts took over. He automatically pushed off the ground with
his back foot and drove his forehead forward, connecting with the center of her
face. He felt her nose smash under the force of his blow, and she was sent
tumbling backward before she could finish her punch.


Lars watched her stand up, and he could see the
blood trickling out of her busted and broken nose.


She used the sleeves of her robe to wipe it off.
“You’re dead, you bloodless runt,” she seethed, dashing at him and shifting her
body as she threw her whole weight behind another punch.


Lars felt like he was back in the forest with
Desdemona. This woman attacked like one of the wild rontin chickens he had
fought there, angrily charging straight ahead without consideration for what
Lars might do in retaliation. Just like during the fight with the rontins, he
concentrated on her center of mass and waited until the moment her momentum
exceeded her ability to control it. He deftly stepped to the side at the last
possible moment, barely leaving enough room for her to brush past him and throw
a quick jab at him as he spun away. Lars ignored the weak punch as it connected
with his shoulder and instead struck the woman’s face as hard as he could with
his right palm. The slap was so hard that Apep’s arrogant servant spun around,
her whole body twisting away from the blow, and she folded onto her knees on
the floor. Rage ran hot through her blush-red face, and she stood up, clearly
ready to strike Lars again.


“Continue this, and I’ll kill you where you stand
for insolence to my disciple,” Apep’s voice thundered as he entered the room,
swooshing across the circular confines of the small lobby in a flash and
appearing in the middle of the room. Apep separated the two, forcing each to
take a step back with Wind Qi while he stepped between the combatants.


“Elder Apep, I’m—”


“Silent! That’s what you are, and that’s how you
shall remain until I say so, yes? Do you understand me, you meddlesome wench?”


The woman gulped and nodded, once again wiping her
face with her blood-soaked sleeve as she swallowed down whatever words were
about to pop out of her mouth.


“That’s . . . That’s not necessary for someone
like me,” Lars interjected. Truthfully, he had wanted a chance to smack the
woman one more time too. He wanted to finish his fight. But the tenser
atmosphere Apep had created with his anger and the suddenly abrupt and
unfulfilling end to violence felt worse than her fists.


“For you?” Apep turned to look at Lars. “For you,
yes, I would do this. However, it wasn’t done for you. It was done for me. When
she raised a hand against you, she disrespected me. I cannot have an individual
in my employ disrespect me. If I tolerated it, then I would invite it. If I
invited it, then I would be inviting not only insolence but also
insubordination. Therefore, we must treat everyone who shows us disrespect as a
threat and stamp out all threats before they bloom into real dangers. Let this
be my first lesson to you, young disciple.”


“Right . . . don’t let people who work for you
disrespect you.”


“No, don’t let anyone disrespect you, for that would
be an unfavorable reflection upon me. I have chosen you, so hold your head
high, and if someone gives you pause again, beat them.”


I’m with him. Slap this woman one more time. GIVE HER THE
OPEN HAND OF JUSTICE! Do it!


“I see. I think I understand what you’re saying,” Lars said.
This type of situation was bad. It was dangerous. He didn’t want to complicate
it by listening to Ophelia’s suggestion.


Quest: Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2]


Objective: Slap at least five people that deserve
it. I’ll let you decide who deserves it.


 


Quest Detail: It’s not enough that they slap
themselves. They must learn how to be slapped properly and to accept their
disgrace. Make sure to rub it into their faces with the palm of your hand at a
very high speed. We don’t have all day after all. Slap them all!


You’re really going to generate a quest over this one
woman? Would you do it if Apep wasn’t around protecting us? Would you still
generate this quest?


Come on. You know me by now, right? Of course I’d still
generate it. I’d just wait until we got stronger . . . somehow.


Right. Lars sighed as he lifted up his hand,
looking the woman dead in the eye. He could tell that she wanted to talk back.


“Go ahead,” Apep encouraged him. “Teach her to
respect us. Teach her the meaning of servitude and her place in life.”


Lars was really tempted to hit her—even more so
because of the quest—but he just couldn’t. “She is angry with me because she
perceives me to be ignorant of social rank. Should I punish her for not
understanding it herself, for she would have tried to punish me?” Lars asked.
“Her kind? I’ve already proven once today that she is indeed beneath me, and I
want nothing to do with a being like her.”


“Ha!” Apep laughed loudly. “I tell you to teach
someone to respect us, and you disrespect me for doing so? Fun. Fun times indeed.”
Apep chuckled, and Lars saw a glint of light as the woman he had refused to
slap was sent flying into one of the walls. The remainder of her face was
smashed in, her body was instantly covered in dust and pieces of stone from the
wall, and scratches and cuts marred her garment.


Previously, she had been nearly invisible to Lars.
The only part of her that he had managed to see clearly had been her shining
eyes, peering out of the darkness from within the shadow. But now, however, he
could see her more clearly. If not for her height, her odd lanky figure, and
her unmistakable tail slithering back and forth across the ground like no other
tails did, Lars would have taken her for any other girl at his village around
his age. She looked completely average and unremarkable. She didn’t have Su
Ryeon’s curves, she didn’t have Dawn’s gentle smile or Desdemona’s face, and
she even lacked Jill’s allure. She was, in every sense of the word, average.
And now she was broken as well.


“Don’t look so surprised,” Apep said. “It is a
master’s job to teach his disciple how to act. I know what you are thinking,
that you are doing the right thing, but the treachery you invite with such
kindness will inevitably be your downfall or theirs. Kindness is a great
cruelty. Learn this well. Your kindness to this girl invited a far worse
disaster for her than anything you could have done with your strength.”


“I see,” Lars said, looking over at Apep. He didn’t
even disagree with him. He had seen it. He had seen the cruel underbelly of the
world, and it had only taken less than a week to be horrified by it to the
point where he wanted to retreat into whatever book he could buy from any
merchant he could find and never speak to them again. It was, after all, this
society that had, without consent, taken everything from him.


Not everything. It can still take much more. Much, much
more. Trust me. This is the nature of the beast.


The beast, eh? Lars repeated those words in
his head as he continued to look at the broken woman.


“Well, we’re here,” Apep declared in a cheerful
tone and with a pleasant smile masking the violence he had just committed.
“Shall we depart?”


“Sounds good to me,” Matthew said, wagging his
tail excitedly and looking at Lars. “I’ve never seen a sect before. They never
contracted our clan; they’re usually the ones we compete with for contracts.
I’m very excited! Aren’t you, master?”


Lars didn’t have time to respond before his
stomach beat him to it, rumbling so loudly that everyone stopped what they were
doing to stare at him.


“I see,” Jill said. “It seems your wife has failed
to uphold her responsibilities.”


“My wife?” Lars asked, left eyebrow raised in
confusion. “I don’t remember having a wife.”


“Oh, right. She’s your ‘slave.’ Sure.” Jill
giggled. “Yes, I’m certain he holds neither of his two beautiful women in
secret esteem . . . and especially not Su Ryeon.”


Desdemona didn’t miss a beat as she turned to Jill
and grabbed one of her wrists with both hands. “Dearest Lars,” she began,
moving from wrist to hand as she held Jill’s palm to her chest, squeezing it
tightly into her cleavage, “I, your faithful companion through all
tribulations, Su Ryeon, must ask . . . Did you . . . Did you sleep well, my
beloved? Are you . . .? Are you hurt anywhere?”


Jill did her best to shrink herself down as she
gazed up and into Desdemona’s eyes. “Ah! The pain! As I lie here in this
carriage after a nearly mortal fight, I confess, it hurts a little bit . . .
The stars, sun, and moon above will never know the pain I have suffered . . . but
seeing you again . . . It is worth it. I would suffer ten times over just to
see that smiling face of yours once more.”


“Oh! I do protest! We are master and servant. A
forbidden romance. Though flesh we can share, hearts we cannot. What will the
others think to hear you speak as if you were not master, but slave to love’s
desire?! We must keep this secret from all!”


Desdemona’s words were terribly overacted. Not
only did she put on the most ridiculously fake attempt at pretending to be
embarrassed, but she also fanned out her tail for the first time, drawing
Lars’s attention to it. There were only five plumes, but they were all large,
red, and covered with smokeless flame.


“I cannot help it! I have not the wisdom of a
beast, only the heart of a man, chained and led in all directions by your
fickle words. My eyes have already betrayed me by clinging to your beauty. My
hands have left my sides for yours, and my tongue tastes nothing if it does not
taste your lips first. Oh . . . swoon!” Jill collapsed forward theatrically
into Desdemona’s arms. “Hold me!”


Lars stood there and watched the exaggerated
interaction in complete shock. That’s . . . That’s not what I sounded like .
. .


I don’t know, Lars. The way you spoke . . . I think it’s dead
on. You definitely confessed to me like that last time. You were hurt, beaten
up, and barely moving in that carriage, but when you saw me, I definitely got a
confession. For a poor and innocent maiden with such a fragile heart to find
out that her first confession from a young man was so easily forgotten . . .
I’m devastated, Lars. Devastated.


Hey! Don’t add wood to the fire too! Lars protested. I
definitely didn’t say anything that flowery.


Whatever you say, Lars. Whatever you say. But clearly the outside
party has reenacted it perfectly in a way that is completely argument proof.


“Oh, come on, sourpuss,” Desdemona said. “There is
no reason to look so grumpy. We were just having fun.”


Who says “sourpuss”? Lars thought, looking
at Desdemona curiously. It was odd seeing her so . . . lively. They had just
reached a sect, a sworn enemy of her own previous sect, that they were going to
be forced to join, and yet she was happy as could be as if nothing were wrong.
It was tough to believe that this was the same woman who had been reduced to
tears and practically welcomed death. He didn’t know what Apep had said or what
she had been told that had comforted her about entering this sect, but it
didn’t seem right.


“Are you really okay with what we’re doing?” he asked.
For just a moment, he thought he saw Desdemona’s smile falter.


“You mean you and Su Ryeon?” Desdemona replied. “I
have no problem no matter what you want to do with her. Just don’t order me to
watch, and we’ll be fine.”


Is she pretending not to know? Lars
wondered, but he decided not to press the issue. “Well, as long as you’re
happy.”


“Oh, my.” Jill threw a hand over her open mouth as
she stepped away from Desdemona, grabbing Desdemona’s wrist and pulling her.
“It seems our prodding jest has revealed the truth. He and Su Ryeon . . . They
really are a . . . Oh my. Oh my! So SCANDALOUS! What will his own master, the
great and powerful Apep, think?” she asked, looking over to the large
dragon-blooded cultivator.


“I will only be disappointed,” Apep said, giving
Jill a sideways glance. “It would be a shame to see a potentially good disciple
wasted on such a coupling.”


“Indeed, such a waste . . .” the woman who had
been knocked into the wall said as she straightened herself out, ignoring the
fact her robe was in tatters.


“Well, we’re all here. Shall we go register you
all with the sect and get you your badges?” Apep said. “I’m quite eager to
announce to everyone that I have such wonderful candidates!”


Lars’s stomach once more spoke up for him by
growling very loudly in response to Apep’s question.


“Just get him some chicken nuggets, will you,
Yumi?” Apep said, looking over at the black-robed snake cultivator. “Make sure
to include some sauce.”


Thank the Clockmaker, Lars thought as he
heard those magic words.


“He prefers tteokbokki actually,” Matthew said to
Yumi. “As his disciple, I will go find some for him. It’s only right that I
take care of him.”


Apep watched the wolf boy run away so fast his
feet might have punched holes through any normal wooden floor and disappear
through one of the doors. After the door shut behind the young man, Apep looked
over at Lars and gave him an odd smile that sent a chill down his spine.


But . . . But I wanted chicken nuggets. Lars
silently cursed Matthew for being too much of a Matthew for the second time
that day. While Lars was grumpy, he could tell that Yumi was positively
thrilled not to have to do even the smallest of favors or tasks for Lars.


“I’m sure he will catch up,” Apep said, walking to
door number four and opening it to reveal a set of stairs that led downward.
The building, as far as Lars could tell from just looking out of the door, was
stationary at least ten feet above the ground. Strangely, Lars also noticed
that the stairs seemed to be emitting Qi.


Lars was stuck, staring at the steps and trying to
figure out how they worked, why they had their own source of Qi, and exactly
how high up the building was from the ground after landing, when he felt
himself get bumped from behind by Yumi as she passed by him.


“Hey, what did you—”


“Master! Are you not going because you’re waiting
on your wife?” Jill teased as she stepped up next to him.


“He must be so heartbroken that she hasn’t
appeared yet. Everyone knows that you're awake, but she’s still hiding from
you,” Desdemona remarked with a giggle. “Come on, Jill. Let’s go so that the
two of them can have some alone time when she comes out of the training room.”


“Ah. Right. Maybe that’s what she’s waiting for.
After all, why else would she not have appeared?” Jill stopped halfway to the
door, turned to him, and made odd heart-shaped symbols with both her hands by
crossing her thumbs and index fingers at the last joint. Then she shouted,
“Good luck, master! May you have the stamina to last the coming battle!”


I like this Jill. She knows what’s important in life.


“Master!” Lars heard Matthew call out to him. “I
got them all! I GOT ALL THE CHICKEN NUGGETS!”


“Is that okay? I mean won’t they need some for
other people?” Lars asked.


“Other people? Who cares? They can just fly
around, hit more birds, and make more nuggets,” Matthew responded, presenting a
giant bowl of fried nuggets and a smaller bowl filled with a very
sweet-smelling honey sauce streaked with thick lines of ground mustard seeds.


“Why do you think they call them chicken?” Lars
asked as he took one, dipping it in the sauce and giving it a bite.


It really wasn’t the best food he had eaten. The
flavor was slightly gamey, but the crunchy, spicy exterior made up for it.


“What do you mean?” Matthew asked.


“Why did he keep calling them chicken? It’s the
only bird I know that can’t fly. So, if it’s made from birds that we hit while
flying, why do you think it’s called chicken?”


“Oh, he said it’s because it sounds better to call
them chicken nuggets than gross pigeon mush nuggets,” Matthew answered through
a mouth full of food. “He said the name was just as important to the flavor as
the food itself. Name, presentation, then taste. He said that’s how we consume
it, and since the name is first, it is the most important selling point. Apep
is really smart like that.”


Well, he’s not entirely wrong. If the meal
had been called gross pigeon mush, Matthew wouldn’t have been eating it so
readily. He likely would have asked for something else. “Matthew, are you
joining the sect as well?” Lars asked.


“No,” Matthew answered, shaking his head. “We’re
getting a house on the mountain outside of the main sect. My dad said it’s so
we can better survey potential recruits from the sect.”


Lars didn’t understand. “Recruits from the sect?”


“Ah, well, it’s like this,” Matthew began. “Not
everyone who applies for the sect will make it in. The standards are very high
just to be an outer sect disciple of this sect. It’s one of the land’s four
great sects after all, second only to the sect Lotus Lake.”


“Second? So, of all the sects in the land, it’s
rank two?” Lars asked.


“It’s third. It’s one of the land’s four great
sects, but . . . well, between you and me . . . there has always been talk of a
secret sect. Everyone knows of it, but no one dares mention it publicly.”


“A secret sect?” Lars didn’t know how Matthew knew
of it if it was supposedly a secret.


“Yeah. The Wish of Falling Stars. Legend has it
that if you make a wish on a falling star, there is a chance it will come true.
It’s said they’re the reason that belief was first born, for if you make a wish
on a falling star, there is a chance they will hear it, and if they do, they’ll
fulfill your wish. But”—Matthew looked both ways despite their clearly being in
an empty room now as everyone else had exited with Apep—“if they grant your
wish, you have to be careful because they will always come for payment. If a
prince wants to be king, they’ll kill his brothers and the monarch for him, but
then they’ll come for the coffers. That’s why, even though a wish on a falling
star can sometimes be granted . . . no one does it. No one wants to pay the
price.”


“Why does this sound like a child’s tale and not
an actual thing?” Lars asked. It was way too reminiscent of the dumb stories
his bullies would tell to mess with him.


“‘Cause it is,” Matthew admitted. “But just
because it’s a child’s tale, that doesn’t mean it isn’t true.”


“Right . . .” Lars sighed. “So, you’re taking away
our patron sect’s second-place title over a child’s tale?”


“Better safe than sorry,” Matthew replied, making
Lars finally realize what he had been looking around for before Matthew began.


Lars was honestly worried that someone had
magically entered just to spy on the conversation they were having, as if that
person had nothing better to do than to sneak onboard Apep’s flying transport
and eavesdrop on unimportant nobodies who hadn’t even reached the first level
of Qi Condensation.


This kid is just way too paranoid, Lars
concluded. But the fact that Matthew, the guy who would say anything and do
anything, was this hesitant added an air of frightful mystery to the
mythological sect.


“We should probably get going . . .” Lars said,
turning his head to check the doors. He still didn’t get why Su Ryeon hadn’t
appeared yet. Everyone else was leaving; it didn’t make sense that she wasn’t
too.


“You didn’t want to wait for wifey?” Jill teased
as Lars caught up with the group.


“You know she’s not actually my wife, right?”


“Does it matter?” Matthew interjected. “The first
day after the incident, she waited by your side without even getting up for
meals or drinks. We had to bring them to her. She was like a statue. It feels
wrong that she waited a day for you, and you can’t even wait a minute for her.”


“The difference is she’s not hurt,” Lars replied.
“And if I wait on her, Apep’s patience may wear thin.”


As he said this, though, he could feel Matthew’s
judgment weighing down on him.


“Fine, we can wait a minute,” Lars conceded.


“That’s good, master,” Matthew replied. “I’ll go
ahead of you to explain to Apep. That way he won’t be as angry.”


“Thanks,” Lars said as he went over to the wall next
to the door and leaned against it.


So you’re just going to wait on her? How cute.


Well, since she apparently waited a day on me, then I can
at least wait a few minutes on her. The kid is right.


She waited a day for you because she didn’t know if she’d
die or not. She was worried for her own well-being. Don’t forget how the system
works. There is little chance she did it out of anything other than concern for
her own life.


I know, Lars responded, but he didn’t care.
He actually wanted to touch base with Su Ryeon because he wanted to hear what
was going on from her perspective. Desdemona was incredibly sheltered, his two
disciples seemed to have an agenda that aligned them with the sect’s interest,
perhaps even more than with his own, and Apep could easily be keeping things
from him for his own gain too. Su Ryeon was the only one he trusted to tell him
everything he needed to know for his own safety. Not to mention, she was also a
mercenary, one that had ended up as a slave for someone who collected all sorts
of information as a hobby.


However, even after it felt like over a dozen
minutes had passed, Su Ryeon still didn’t show herself.


Did she . . . Did she leave through a different
door? Lars wondered, staring at the exit. He had assumed the exit he’d used
was the only one, but there was a chance it wasn’t. There could be two or three
for all he knew, perhaps even one leading directly outside straight from the
room Su Ryeon was in. He shrugged to himself and then stretched a little,
partly to stall time just in case she finally appeared and partly to just get a
feel for his muscles and his body. Every time he leveled up, it was like he was
inheriting new super powers he would have to acclimate to.


She’s not coming, Lars. Let’s go.


Lars gave the room a final gander and then left,
taking in the sights as he walked down the stairs and marveled at everything
going on. The house had landed on a large, flat, circular space that hung off
the side of a mountain. Although the platform was smaller than the house, the
flying domicile stood on a set of massive pillars that extended down from the
lobby he had just exited. Because the building’s legs were closely grouped, it
didn’t require the space underneath it to be large enough to accommodate it.


There were similar landing pads up and down the
cliff, and a series of stone stairs wrapped around and down the thickly
forested mountain, the landing discs hanging off the mountain at intervals.


At the top of the stairs, Lars saw a massive
structure, easily the size of the entire city he had just left, carved onto the
mountain itself. Walls ringed the city from the base to the peak, acting almost
as a belt for the beautiful mountain. While the city itself was a white stone,
the walls were solid black, and there were phoenixes, dragons, and other
mythical beasts carved into them and painted with vibrant colors.


There was a line of people at the end of the stairs
that led into the city, waiting in a neatly ordered line before a group of
people seated at a table with quills and papers.


It’s just like the last city, but they’re letting the guards
take a seat while they work.


Lucky that. Nearing the gate, Lars looked
around for Apep and the others to no avail. I guess they already went inside
. . . Lars thought, feeling a little bothered until he managed to spot
Desdemona.


“Hey! Where's Su Su?” Desdemona asked the moment
she saw Lars.


“I don’t know,” Lars admitted. As they conversed,
Lars happened to notice that Desdemona’s tail was folded behind her in such a
way as to be hidden when looking at her from the front.


“Well . . . that’s odd. I thought she’d want to
see you a few days ago. I wonder what happened,” Desdemona said.


Lars shrugged. “No idea at all. Anyway, we should
go in. I’m sure the others are waiting for us.”


“Yeah. They all went in with Apep. He got swarmed
by outer sect disciples seeking his ‘guidance’ the second he arrived at the
door, and they dragged him away. Jill and her brother got residency passes and
are now going to find a place to live in while they’re here,” Desdemona said.
“You have the scroll with you still, right? It should have been in the robes
left out for you.”


“Yeah, I have it,” Lars said, checking just to
make sure he actually did. It was the invitation to the sect, allowing him to
directly enter as a first-ring outer sect disciple with a nice home and special
access to tutelage until he passed into the inner sect.


“Then we can just skip the line. Invited members
are processed there,” she said, pointing to the far-left side of the table,
opposite where people were lining up. “That guy on the first end”—she pointed
to the line—“processes people applying for the annual sect tests. If you don’t
have an invitation, that’s apparently where you go. They give you a temporary
residence, and you are forced to compete against one another. The top one
hundred make it in as disciples of the sect, and up to five will be granted the
title of inner disciple. I’ve heard that there are times when no one is awarded
the title because they’re all deemed to be too weak.


“Wait, how often are these tournaments held?” Lars
asked.


“At the end of each month.”


“So, there must be . . . thousands of people
testing to get a spot in the sect . . . and at most only a hundred make it in,
and only five make it to this spot?” Lars thought about how valuable the
positions must be and how powerful people in the sect must be. With their
handling applicants at a rate of one every few minutes for an entire month only
to have a hundred qualify, he could only imagine how strong those that made it
were.


“Well, let’s go in,” Lars said. He was thanking his lucky
stars that he had such a handy scroll on him when he saw some of the Stage 9
Qi-Gathering Cultivators looking dejected. Some argued with each other in line
as they waited, and others had seemingly formed alliances before they even
reached the gate. At least, they looked like they were forming alliances. Their
body language, the way their hands glided over each other’s shoulders, the way
their mouths smiled while their eyes glittered with opportunity, not
happiness—it felt just like back home. It felt like the people who would
quickly and instantly become friends just to make sure they could trap him as a
kid.


Hunters often hunt in packs. It’s their nature to form
social structures for the sake of more easily handling prey. They do it without
effort, without thought. It just happens.


You’ve said that before.


It’s worth repeating. You’re a human, the ultimate pack
hunter. You should consider learning that too. If you had a pack, you could
hunt bigger prey. The loot they’d come for is irrelevant for you. As long as
you got the EXP from the kill, even if your pack kept all of the cash, you’d
still be fine.


Truth, Lars thought, looking at the group of
cultivators close to his level. If he could get Su Ryeon to help him hunt more
powerful individuals, he could level a lot faster. She might easily be able to
subdue someone he would struggle desperately against.


She’s not the only one who could help you. Haven’t you
noticed?


Lars didn’t understand what Ophelia meant, but then
it became clear. Desdemona wasn’t the Stage 2 or 3 Qi-Gathering Cultivator she
used to be. She was Stage 9. She was even higher than he was. How freaking
long was I out? And how did I not notice this before? Lars suddenly
realized that the woman he had eclipsed completely before was now stronger than
he was.


“Welcome to the Sect of the Spring Rain. I feel I
must remind you that this line is for invited individuals only,” an elderly man
with a beard on his chin that extended over halfway down his body said from the
left corner of the table.


“Ah, well.” Lars pulled out the scroll. “I was
invited. The name is Lars. I was invited by Apep.”


“The first elder?” the man replied, looking at the
scroll. “That’s a shame. You’d think someone of his stature would know better.”


The man in the middle, a red-headed youngster that
couldn’t have been a day older than Lars, leaned over and whispered something
in the old man’s ear, causing the old man to laugh. He then repeated the
process with the man on his opposite side, who was just a little past his prime
and had a long monkey’s tail that was being used interchangeably with his hands
to help handle the stack of application papers. When he heard whatever the kid
was saying to him, he stopped handling the papers and chortled too. All three
of them looked at Lars, doing little to hide their obnoxious grins as they
laughed.


“He really thinks he can get in our sect like
that?” the older man asked loudly enough for Lars to hear but softly enough for
a potentially dumber person to be led to believe he wasn’t meant to hear.


“Yeah, the tailless upstart and his little
tailless slave,” the kid mocked, causing not only the three men to laugh but a
few of the people close by in line to chuckle as well.


Desdemona moved closer to him, pushing herself
into the side of his arm. “Maybe we should go,” she whispered. “I don’t think .
. . I don’t think this is going to go well.”


Lars looked over at her and saw only dread and
fear across her face. He could tell that just the few words from this guy had
not only gotten under her skin but also driven fear all the way to her bones to
the point where she was clinging to Lars and shaking.


Lars, however, didn’t want to give up that easily.
“Is my scroll not good enough? I got it from Apep himself. Is he not someone
who has that authority within this sect?”


The people in line looked around awkwardly like
Lars had just done something horrible, but the three at the table didn’t back
down. The kid forced out a deep, hearty laugh.


“HA! HA! HA! I heard that the first elder was
going to go get a disciple, but he didn’t even bother to give you a proper
scroll. This one was only good years ago. If he had cared about you at all, he
would have made sure it was for the right year at the very least. Or perhaps
you stole this off an actual disciple, and you’re just lying to me now? Did you
steal this, you tailless bastard?”


“I’m not a bastard.” Lars didn’t know why, out of
all the insults and accusations, that was the one that stuck out the most.


“Not a bastard? Ha! Is there another word for a
no-blood runt in the litter? Was your father the weak link, or were you?” The
young man in the middle continued his barrage of insults, and Lars could feel
his blood beginning to boil.


Lars. Don’t do it. Those two old men are in the Qi
Condensation Stage. If you act up now, they’ll kill you for sure. Hold your
anger.


“Lars, let’s just go,” Desdemona said quietly.


“Ha! So pathetic that even your slave doesn’t show
you respect, bossing you around and calling you by your first name. This is
just sad. I don’t think I even feel this bad for the pet cow of a butcher.”


“Careful, Master Jesse,” one of the older
cultivators said. “We wouldn’t want him to spit blood or die from
embarrassment. After all, if someone with his weak human constitution and no
bloodline dies, that’ll be one less farmer for the fields and one less tailless
bastard to go around cleaning up the crap of more dignified people—like
homeless cultivators that at least have an ounce of beast blood in them. I can
only imagine the sins his mother must have committed to spawn such a heinous
wretch. Disgusting.”


Lars could feel his blood rising. He wanted to
beat this man with every ounce of his being. There wasn’t a part of him that
didn’t want to stab him in his filthy mouth, replace his tongue with steel, and
then kick him in the chin hard enough to make his teeth shatter.


However, before Lars could even move an inch, he
felt Desdemona pulling at him again. “Come on, Lars. Let’s get going. These
three aren’t worth our time. I’m sure a solution will appear in the future.”


“Aren’t worth your time?” the young man laughed.
“I am the very sun above in these lands, the first child of the great sect
leader herself! Whose time am I not worth? It’s you who aren’t worth my time. I
wouldn’t even be down here to deal with peasants like you if it weren’t a
special occasion, and I didn’t feel like blessing the entire world with the
sight of my beautiful face. Now, run along, peasant. Scurry off with your tail
between your— Oh! Ha! I see you can’t even do that. You don’t have a tail to
tuck between your legs. Well, lacking one of those, why don’t you just tuck
that head of yours between your legs instead, kiss your worthless ass, and roll
out, you filthy peasant.”


Lars’s thoughts were filled with nothing but anger
as he stared at the young man, and his vision focused on him alone as if
nothing else in the world existed.


Lars. Lars, get a hold of yourself. You can’t do this.
You’re too weak. We can go kill others and get stronger, come back, and then
murder him. But right now, you can’t. Get out. Get out, Lars.


“Lars, please. Please, Lars,” Desdemona implored as
she pulled at him, but neither Ophelia’s words nor Desdemona’s seemed to reach
him.


Lars balled up his right fist and mentally
estimated the strength of everyone around him. He took a deep breath and
started doing the math for what he was going to do to that kid’s face the
moment he got a chance.


“A fist? You dare to raise a fist at the first son
of the sect?! Ha! Insolence!” One of the older men pulled back his open hand, almost
as if he were holding a ball and getting ready to throw it. When he finished
the windup, a giant ball of scorching fire formed in the palm of his hand.
“Learn your place!” the old cultivator yelled, releasing the flaming orb
straight at Lars.


Lars wasn’t confident he would survive the attack,
but he was even less confident he would be able to dodge it, so he threw his
arms up in front of him, dug his feet in, and braced for impact.


The moment the attack left the old man’s hand,
though, Desdemona let out a shout of panic, and the air ignited around her. The
back end of her clothes instantly turned to ash as the five-feathered tail she
had shown earlier shot back out into the open, and a shroud of flame enveloped
the spread-out plumes and then wrapped around Lars like a blanket.


Rather than give off scorching heat, the veil of
fire surrounded Lars in the type of warmth he had felt when waking up on cold
winter mornings under the heavy woolen blankets his mother had stitched by
hand—the type of warmth that made the outside world and a fresh day all the
more unwanted.


Lars heard a loud boom from in front of him, but
he remained unharmed. No explosive force, no intense heat searing his skin, and
no sign of the outside world whatsoever pierced through the warm veil created
by Desdemona’s large plumes. Lars held his breath as the veil withdrew. He was
returned to reality, and he saw that everyone else was staring at him and
Desdemona in shock. Their mouths were hanging open like they were trying to
catch flies, and their eyes were stretched like wide saucers.


He understood why. No one had expected a
Qi-Condensing Cultivator’s attack to be negated instantly as if it never
happened.


“What . . . You . . . You dare block my attack?!”
the old man shouted angrily.


That’s what he is mad about? Lars blinked
in surprise.


Lars looked over at Desdemona and grabbed her
hand. They nodded at each other, coming to an instant understanding. Lars
turned around, and they booked it into the forest as fast as Lars could run. At
a certain point, it was obvious that Desdemona was having to slow down to
Lars’s pace, so she simply grabbed him like a sack of potatoes and hoisted him
over her shoulder. It only took a few moments before Lars felt like he had
traveled miles. Desdemona’s speed was enough to ferry them to the bottom of the
mountain in what seemed like an instant.


Even after they reached the bottom, though, she
just kept running. She didn’t even turn her head so much as an inch to look
behind her. Eventually, Lars could tell that her sprint had started to drain
her energy, and her pace began to slow. Being carried as he was, however, Lars
had the perfect vantage point.


“It’s okay, Desdemona. They’re not following,”
Lars said as he tapped her back twice to make sure she heard him.


“What?” Desdemona yelled back, but she didn’t stop
moving.


Lars looked up at the mountain behind them. “I
said you can stop. No one chased after us. We’re safe. Let me down.”


“Sorry about that,” Desdemona answered as she
leaned forward, plopping him down in front of her.


“No, no need to apologize. Thanks for getting us
out of there.” Lars hadn’t at all imagined that he would go from laughing about
fresh chicken nuggets with Matthew one minute to almost being dead the next. It
was beyond his expectations completely.


“Well . . . umm . . .” Desdemona looked around
them. They were now in a nearly open field with some occasional fruit trees
here and there at the base of the mountain. The grass came up to their knees,
and there were orange and reddish flowers with beautiful petals covered in
glowing yellow fuzz interspersed amongst the grass. “At least it’s not the
woods?”


Lars looked at her, sighed, and nodded in
agreement. “At least it isn’t the woods.” He studied her face and tried to
figure out what was going through her head. Was she relieved that they had
lived? Was she calm because of the adrenaline? Was she just taking a moment to
process things but secretly angry underneath? The only thing he could think to
finally ask was “Are you hurt anywhere? You took that blast for me . . .”


“Not at all,” she said. “It didn’t even tickle.” She
flung her tail out in front of her.


She may not be in the Qi Condensation Stage yet, but she has
fully refined herself to have phoenix blood, and a phoenix need not fear any flame.


“Just out of curiosity, but why were you hiding
your tail when we went outside? You didn’t at the floating house,” Lars
inquired, asking another question that had been on his mind. The sect leader’s
son had mocked both him and her for being tailless, but she had a tail. It was
a magnificently large one too, fluttering back and forth behind her now. “For
that matter, how did you even hide it? Like, even if you wrapped it around you,
I don’t think it wouldn’t be noticeable.”


“I just wanted to be invisible,” she said. “We
were going to a sect. I remember what sect life was like. It was beaten into me
enough times, and even now, I still can’t forget that cold, freaking awful,
freaking stupid, freaking freezing floor.” She let out a string of almost
curses as she stomped her foot on the ground. Her tone was maliciously angry,
but her voice was soft, almost as if she were trying not to wake up some
imaginary baby in another room.


“So, you hid it to be invisible?” Lars asked,
remembering the horrible circumstances that Desdemona had told him about on
their last venture through a forest. It was something that made him wonder how
she kept on living and if he would have been able to put up with that life or
if he would have died trying to escape it.


“It’s better to be invisible than to be noticed.
You saw it for yourself in just a moment, didn’t you? You were noticed. How did
that turn out for us?”


“And you thought not having a tail would make you
invisible?


“It was a gamble—one that didn’t pay off. But I
figured a tailless slave to a tailless owner is probably more understandable
than”—she pointed to her phoenix feathers—“this heritage would be for a slave.
Who would believe that you—some powerless, tailless, pathetic human—could have
a phoenix as a slave?”


“Oh . . . But even if my slaves are the best, it’s
not like they can steal you.”


“Do you really think slaves can’t be traded?” she
asked. “Do you really think they can’t hold your hand to a device and force the
ownership transfer? If you can imagine a thing only a morally depraved beast
could do to another person, then their kind have perfected it. Every single
aspect of it. Slavery included. I’m sure the moment they saw that your slaves
were worth more than you were, they’d force the transfer and dispose of you.
It’d cost them nothing, and they’d walk away with some new toys that could
never disobey them.”


“So, what you’re really saying is . . . you just
didn’t want to be separated from me. Thanks. I appreciate it.” Lars made light
of the situation, but it was only because he didn’t want to deal with how
terrified he was at that prospect as he recalled his conversation with the
elder earlier about Su Ryeon. Was he asking me permission to transfer her
collar to him? Did he take our talk as consent? Does he have something that
would entice Su Ryeon to abandon me? The thoughts didn’t make it far in his
head before he forced them to an abrupt stop.


“Idiot,” Desdemona remarked. “You can joke around
if you want, but I’d sooner serve a homeless mutt on the street than be a
puppet to their kind again.”


“If it’s that bad, then why didn’t you say
something sooner?”


“I did. You didn’t listen to me the first time, so
why bother the second? I figured you’d see what they were like firsthand, and
then we could escape in the night. It looks like I didn’t even have to wait
that long. That bastard, the one who was slandering you and your mother, that’s
all of them. That is every inner sect disciple, every young master. No matter
where I went, they were all like that.”


“So, invisibility was the only answer for you . .
.” Lars sighed. He hated to admit it, but he couldn’t even bring himself to
disagree with her. Between being invisible and dealing with one of them, he
knew which option he would pick. “Well, we still have to go back. I’m not sure
how we’ll manage it unnoticed, but we still need to get inside.”


“Why?” she asked, looking at him with confusion.
“You went there because it was the safest option in the face of death, right?
Since it’s not a safe option, why would you still insist on going back?”


“Because, even if I hate those dumb disciples of
mine, I can’t leave them to that fate. Not to mention, Su Ryeon is still
there.”


“So, what about her?”


“What do you mean, so what? She’s one of us. If
they treated me like that, how do you think they’ll treat my slave? We have to
make sure she’s okay,” Lars insisted. “She would do the same for me.”


“If she’d do the same for you, then she’ll come
out of that impenetrable castle on the mountain. We won’t have to find a way to
penetrate it. She’ll find us,” Desdemona insisted.


But Lars wasn’t entirely convinced. The world was
large. The fact that she might come out looking for them felt like all the more
reason to go and find her first. After all, there was only one sect on that
mountain, but outside of it, the world was endless. If she went out looking for
them, there was no telling what might happen to her. Even if nothing bad
happened, she might be stuck searching for him for days, months, or years,
never knowing if his own death might happen and strip her life from the world
without a moment’s warning. He didn’t want that for anyone.


Lars, don’t forget your skills. If she comes down the
mountain, we can leave someone to tell her where we’re going. It’s not an
impossibility. Perhaps we could resurrect your friend Nick. He was definitely a
tracker despite his appearance.


“It still doesn’t sit right. We can’t just leave Su
Ryeon and those two would-be disciples without even so much as a notification,”
Lars said as he looked back at the mountain. If Su Ryeon and the two brats of
the Neukdaegalbi clan had known where he was going or that he was leaving, he
wouldn’t be hesitating. He’d have agreed with Desdemona. But at the moment,
they were clueless. He had fled. He had been whisked away in an instant, and
they had no idea what had happened.


“Please, Lars, think. For once, we’re free. We
don’t have to go back. We don’t have to be anywhere. There is no pressing need
for a town. You see the woods as a nightmare, but compared to up there”—Desdemona
pointed at the mountain—“they’re a godsend. We’re not weak anymore. The
monsters can’t kill us like they could when we were first running. We can
survive out here now. We can thrive out here. Maybe in the future, when we’re
strong enough to not be forced into cowardice by the first angry old gate guard
with a temper, we can go find a town. But we don’t have to. We could make a
life for ourselves somewhere, Lars. We could find a lake, a river, a mountain
of our own . . . Lars . . .”


“Desdemona . . .” Lars sighed. He could tell just
from looking at her that this wasn’t an argument he would win. He also knew in
his heart that he couldn’t give up on Su Ryeon and the others. He just didn’t
want to curse anyone to a life in that hellhole—or one wandering around looking
for him. Both were too heartbreaking to swallow.


“Lars . . .” Desdemona looked at Lars with the
largest puppy dog eyes he had ever seen her make.


Damnit! Why am I so weak? Lars cursed as he
felt himself about to give in to her pleas just from that look in her eyes.


Lars, listen to me. If you won’t give in to Desdemona’s
completely logical argument for our safety, then I think it’s time to use the
ability. Summon someone to send up the mountain in your stead. They can go wait
outside the gate in case Su Ryeon or one of the others tries to leave. They
won’t need food, water, or sleep, so they’ll be sure to spot them no matter
when they leave. Just send someone. Anyone. It doesn’t really matter who, just
as long as you don’t summon Bok Kyu. If Su Ryeon sees him again, then you’re
dead. I still recommend Nick . . . or one of the mercenaries from that group
that tried to kill you two in the alley. Mercenaries are good at tracking. All
you have to do is make sure they track any woman without a tail that comes down
the mountain.


Lars thought about it and gulped. “Desdemona, don’t
freak out,” he said as he turned his head away from her pleading gaze.


“Huh?”


Okay, Ophelia, how do I do this? Lars asked
as he closed his eyes and tried to imagine the skill.


It’s a little complicated, but also kind of simple. They’re
all connected to you, but they’re also still dead. We just need to go fetch
their souls from the afterworld. We don’t even need to go there to do it since
you have a connection to them. We can just use that tie to rip them back into
our world. You can think of the process like when a kite is flying in the sky
and you need to come down to earth. Just give the string a little tug.


That’s . . . That’s not going to be painful for them, is
it? Lars worried for a moment, hesitating about whom he should call. Being
yanked from one plane of existence to another didn’t seem like it would be a
particularly fun experience. If it was going to be horrid, then he might
actually end up summoning one of the people he had killed in the jail. He cared
a lot less if they suffered than if his childhood friend suffered.


Lars. Even if it is entirely smooth, are you sure you want
to summon Dawn? What if she dies halfway up the mountain? For that matter, how
long do you think it would take her to reach the top? Who is to say someone
won’t mess with her along the way up?


Lars frowned. Even though he had wanted to see his old
friend, Ophelia was right.


Let me help you with the first summon, okay? I have the
perfect person in mind.


Fine. Lars gave up on the idea of seeing his
childhood friend again for the moment.


Think about this image, and think about activating the
“RISE” skill to summon him. The clearer the image or the more of their name you
know, the easier it is to summon a person. Also, keep in mind that he is one of
the people you gutted like a pig in the jails, so we don’t have to worry about
what happens to him.


Lars chuckled when he saw the “RISE” skill acronym. You
came up with that name just so you could command the dead to “RISE,” didn’t
you? Lars asked.


Hey! It’s a good name. It’s well thought out. Whoever came
up with it is a genius and deserves some respect, okay? No mocking.


Sure, sure. Lars continued to chuckle to
himself even as he followed her instructions, conjuring up an image in his head
of a scruffy man with a rugged, scraggly looking haircut that hid
whatever-featured ears his animal race might have had, a thin sharp nose that
cut down across his face, and a mouth that was hidden behind an infestation of
hair posing as a beard. Out of all the faces in the jail, Lars actually
remembered this one best because it had been so distinctively . . . barbaric,
like a wild animal’s, yet barely had any of the visible animal-like features
others had.


Lars held the image of the man in his head and
imagined the man coming back into the world. I want to activate the skill
RISE. He opened his eyes, expecting to see the man before him, but there
was nothing. There wasn’t even a breeze to move the grass. Lars stared ahead,
looking side to side slightly as he tried to figure out when his new summon
would appear.


“Uhh . . . what am I not supposed to freak out
about? Nothing’s happening at— HOLY MEREMUCK! WHAT IN THE DUNG BEETLE IS
THAT?!” Desdemona screamed as a giant black tarry substance spewed out of thin
air, shaping and forming into the man Lars had summoned. Although the tar-like
goo was pitch black at first, the more it formed of the man, the more its color
began to match those of a person with dark hair and tanned skin. Within a
single horrifying moment, the substance had finished forming into both the man
and the prison uniform Lars remembered him in.


I feel the need to point out that not all essences are black
and that a black essence isn’t necessarily a bad thing. It’s just the color for
water. It’s a neutral color. Usually, those with black essences are easier to
deal with since they don’t generally have strong convictions or alignments.
They’re neutral. They go with the flow.


What color is my soul? Lars felt a little curious
about it since it was brought up, but even as he asked Ophelia the question, he
was still studying the person in front of him. And . . . are his clothes
alive too? Are they part of him? They were definitely created with the same
stuff he was . . . so they’re alive too? Are they part of the summon? Is he
wearing those because I remembered him wearing those, or is that what he was
wearing in the afterworld too?


Well, to answer that barrage of questions, no, they’re just
clothes. A person's essence is an incredibly powerful thing, and the summoning
spell is also an incredibly powerful skill. You are borrowing your power from
me, after all, and I am that awesome. Yes. Thank you. I know. It’s a privilege
for you to be here. So, yeah, don’t overthink it. Also, it’s an essence, not a
soul, and if you wanna know what color your essence is, all you need to do is
die and have someone summon you.


And he’s my summon?


Yup. Here, let me properly gamify this for you. There we go.
Bloop! That’s his health bar, and here’s his picture-in-picture, and here’s his
location. Now he’s statted up like a good little minion should be. Let’s even
add a little compass to it . . . There. That’s nice. It’s nice, right? Of
course it is.


In the bottom left of Lars’s vision, an image of
himself—as seen by the thing in front of him—appeared. There was a large green
bar above the square picture-in-picture box, and then above that, there was a
shiny light with little degree markers that pointed straight toward the man in
front of him—as if Lars would need help finding him from this close a distance.
Below that box was a small black box with white text displaying what Lars could
only assume was the man’s name: Seog-eun.


“Aww, man.” The man cracked his neck from left to
right, working his mouth open and closed like he was trying to dislocate or
relocate his jaw while stretching his limbs. “Who turned off the lights on the
show? It was just getting to the good part. What a thrill she was going to go
through, we were going to go through. Freaking awesome, man, but you . . . You
just had to interrupt, yeah?”


Lars stared at the man in confusion.


“Nothing is clear anymore. Everything is mixed up.
I was her, and she was me? Maybe? I don’t know. Someone was me. It wasn’t me
though. I wasn’t me. I was her, and she couldn’t move, and I knew what was
going to happen. She didn’t. I did. I always remembered my first, and it was so
exciting. The thrill, locked in a prison of anticipation and excitement as I
couldn’t even so much as raise her pinky while waiting for it to happen. So
fun, man. So great. But then . . . why did you bring me here?”


What is this moron babbling about?


He was still in the reflection phase of the transition. It’s
a crude method designed by Mother, not the Clockmaker, to help force empathy
and decency on other people. It’s a stage in which every person must experience
every moment of happiness or sadness, pleasure or pain, and joy or depression
they caused those around them, whether they were directly or indirectly responsible
for it. What counts as “around them” though seems to be the iffy part that sort
of varies from person to person. Their own souls decide. It seems when you
ripped him to this world, he was in the middle of experiencing his first murder
victim’s death firsthand, having to feel every single emotion and physical
sensation she experienced during the event. Usually, they experience it as the
person without retaining their sense of self until after they suffer through,
or share the joy of, the reliving. Only then do they realize it was they who
caused the whole event to begin with.


And he . . . He liked it? He was excited to experience
what it was like to be killed? Lars felt there were no words to help him
understand the man in front of him. The only thing he knew for sure was that
this particular guy was missing parts a person needed.


Honestly, I’m just more surprised he kept his sense of self
throughout the process. This one is more freakish than you would imagine and in
a much different way than you would expect.


Whether or not that’s the case, he’s going to follow my
orders at least?


Without question. Just go boss him around. We got stuff to
do. I’m hungry.


“Can you be quiet? I have a mission for you,” Lars
said, cutting the man off right as he began to open his mouth to say something
else. The man stood there quietly, silently opening and closing his mouth and
causing his teeth to click and clack unnervingly every time his mouth shut.
“You see that mountain?”


The man nodded as his eyes followed Lars’s pointing
hand before returning back to Lars.


“I need you to go up there and find a woman who . .
.”


Think of the image of Su Ryeon. He’ll get it.


“I need you to find this person,” he said,
imagining Su Ryeon’s face. As he did so, the man frowned.


“So pretty, but just find her? Can’t I do more? I
can give her a new smile, ear to ear and red as lips were meant to be. I can
give her a—”


Ugh. Mute! This guy creeps even me out. Be more specific
with your order so he doesn’t do something bad. Like really bad.


“You are to only tell her two things: that we are
safe and which direction she needs to head if she is going to find us. Make
sure she knows she doesn’t have to find us, though, and the choice is hers.
Don’t tell her any more information or less information than that. Don’t try to
make small talk with her. Just deliver the message and return.”


“And she’s on top of the mountain? Easy enough.
I’m going to—”


“Wait. You’re also not to go into the town. Just
be patient and wait if she’s still in the city, and you can’t find her outside
its gates.”


“How long do I have to—”


“As long as you need to.”


“And then you’ll let me go back? I can’t wait to
feel the finale. I’m missing out on so much. I can’t wait to feel it. Every bit
of it. It’s going to be great.”


Are you sure he got pulled right before he
experienced being killed?


Positive.


And we picked this type of guy? Why? Lars asked, not
sure what gave him the qualifications.


Because of what the man did for a living: he was a hunter
and trapper. If there is anyone who can track someone down, I figured it’d be
him.


That’s actually a pretty good reason, Lars thought as
he looked at the man.


I also may have picked him because he seemed to be enjoying
his reflection period way too much given all the acts he’s done to people.


Ha, how did I not know that was the . . . “Hey!
Focus! You have a job to do, so go do it.” Lars forcibly stopped his internal
dialogue as he caught, through the little screen that allowed him to see what
Seog-eun was seeing, his new summon lewdly staring at Desdemona.












Chapter 3


 


 


Su Ryeon stood with her back pressed against the
wall while doing her best to breathe as quietly as possible. She tried to not
move at all, mimicking how her body had been forced to act under Bok Kyu’s
slave contract, for fear that even the slightest shift in pressure or extra
decibel from her breath might clue them in to her existence.


Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe
out. She tried not to think about what had happened to Lars and Desdemona,
cursing herself for not coming out sooner and for now being stuck in the
entrance of the flying home as she did her best to sink into the shadow behind
her.


“Where is he?” asked a male voice whose power and
strength crushed Su Ryeon into the wall. “I can smell him here. He left the
house, but . . . why is it that his—”


“Apep . . . come on . . .” interrupted the young
master, the arrogant son of the sect leader. “Please stop using that nose of
yours like that. It’s embarrassing me.”


“If you refuse to address me as ‘Dad’ or ‘Father,’
then the least you could do is address me by my proper rank. I am not just
‘Apep’ to you. I am the first elder of the sect. Either be informal or formal.
Don’t hover in the middle, you ungrateful child. Anyone else would proudly call
me ‘Father,’ especially after the years of hard work I spent feeding my child
every precious herb I could to make that weak cultivation talent passable as
something other than that of a third-rate concubine’s son. I swear, I have no
idea how you inherited my blood and yet came out with none of my strength.”


“I’m sorry. It’s just I—”


“And if you lecture me again about how I am to
behave, much less do so in front of others, I’ll be forced to punish you
myself!” the man bellowed. “Now, tell me . . . The tailless whelp, where is he?
I cannot make a dragon of that pup if I cannot even find him.”


“Oh . . . umm . . . He . . . uhh . . .” The young
master who had been so boisterous was now stuttering, mumbling.


“Spit it out, boy. Don’t stutter so pathetically.”
Apep’s voice grew louder with every word even as his tone got sharper and
colder. “Where is the honored guest that I personally recruited and
painstakingly brought to this town to help cure your weak cultivation?”


“He left,” one of the men waiting in line to enter
the town said. “He just . . . uhh . . . said he wanted to see the mountain and
took some girl away on a date.”


“The young master even tried to stop them, Master
Apep. The child was insistent, though, and since he was a guest of yours . . .
we wouldn’t dare speak out against him,” the gatekeeper next to the young
master lied.


“That’s right! The young master was incredibly
generous with his words and time. We were shocked the boy didn’t reciprocate.”
The other gatekeeper’s sycophantic tone was as nauseating as his deception.
“Isn’t that right, prospective members?”


A moment later, another man spoke up. “Yeah, I saw
it. We didn’t think anything of it, though, since, you know . . . we didn’t
know he was your guest.”


“Of course, of course,” another one added. One by
one, the whole group began covering up the truth.


“I see,” Apep said, his rage no longer sticking to
every syllable. “If that is the case, then fine. It is his first time having
seen a sect of this magnificence. I cannot blame him if he wanted to sightsee .
. . but if it is not the case—” At that point, a sudden explosion boomed. Su
Ryeon felt the ground shake for a moment as a force of Qi strong enough to
crush her rib cage burst out from the direction of the conversation—from Apep.
“I will kill both of you old men for not telling me the truth sooner, and I
will lock you, boy, in the self-cultivation prison for a decade. Perhaps there
you can learn that my name to you isn’t ‘Apep,’ but ‘Father.’”


“But . . . Father.” The young master had paused
before saying the word “father,’ as if it were tougher than swallowing unchewed
seeds off a pine cone. “Why are you taking some tailless, low-cultivation
brat’s disappearance so seriously?”


“Ha . . . ha ha. HA HA HA . . . Son, this is why
you are not mature enough to lead the sect. You only see blood and power. To
you, a steak is just a cut cow. To me, it is the length of field needed to
sustain the cow, the soil to sustain the field, the climate that must be kept
so the cow doesn’t freeze or die from the heat, the water that the cow needs
access to, and the farmer to protect the cow from predators. While a plate of
food made from soil or grass is worthless next to a hearty serving of steak,
you cannot have the latter without the former. Take away a single part of an
ecosystem, and we, the men at the top who feast on steaks, would be forced to
forage for inferior fare.”


“So, he is a field?”


“He is a teacher. His words, when he was generous,
precisely and adeptly transformed a halfblood bird into a phoenix and a filthy
mutt into a wolf such as I have not seen in ages. Once we welcome him into our
sect, our dreams of transforming you into a pheonix strong enough to rule this
sect like your mother will not be just dreams. Our hopes of surpassing the
Falling Stars will not be hopes. They will all be realities we hammer into
existence.”


“Ah . . . well . . . I’m sure he’ll be back soon.
After all, the city may be large, but he hasn’t even entered it. Surely, he
won’t have walked far.”


“Good,” Apep replied. “Be sure to bring him to me
when you find him. I’m excited to see what tricks my future alchemist king has
in store for me. I cannot wait to find out his secrets and use them to reform
this country in our image.”


“Uhh . . . yes . . . Father.” The sentence was so
forced that even Su Ryeon felt pained hearing it. “I’ll wait here for him and
bring him right to you when he comes back.”


“That’s good. That’s good. I like hearing that
tone,” Apep said. “Also, I have another interest. His female slave, Su Ryeon.
When she leaves the house, make sure she doesn’t escape like he did. Your
future, my future, the sect’s future, will be determined by what rattles out of
my disciple’s brain, and his love for his slaves is going to be an easy leash
we can keep him by.”


“Yes . . . Father. I’ll be sure to—”


“‘Yes, Father’ is all you need to say. Get it
done. Your future is counting on it.” Apep then looked over at the two old men.
“And see he succeeds. If my new disciple isn’t returned to me by the time the
next moon rises, I’m going to assume you are the reason. Jesse is my blood. He
cannot fail me. You can.” A great boom thundered out, and then silence settled.


Su Ryeon did her best to remember her training
under Bok Kyu. As much as she hated that man—hated everything about her
previous “master,” if he ever deserved the name—that filthy gutterswine
masquerading as a crime lord had taken her half-hearted attempts at being quiet
and stealthy and honed them into an art form. He had given her book after book
on techniques for how to remain invisible and forced her to read and reread
them all while repeatedly practicing every technique; and, for once, she
actually felt slightly grateful to the bastard as she did her best to remain
unseen.


“Well, young master, I suppose I should just walk
right in then?” a man said, breaking the silence that had settled after Apep’s
presumed departure. He was the man who had first spoken up without any prompt
or coercion and chimed in to defend the young master.


“Walk right in?” the son’s arrogant tone returned
immediately. He was no longer the quivering-lipped coward who had been so
rattled by a word from his father that Su had heard tears in his voice as he
tried to lie his way out of trouble. He was once more the haughty brat whose
crony had tried to kill Lars. “Whatever makes you think I will allow you to
just walk right in?”


“Well, I mean . . . I . . . We did you a favor.”
The man paused and then changed his approach as he appealed to the crowd for a
little protection. “We helped you just now; you can help us here, right?”


“Right . . . you did lie to my father, didn’t
you?” the young master replied, his tone too calm for Su’s liking. She began to
have flashbacks of the times when Bok Kyu’s tone felt like flat water under
ominous clouds. She felt herself drenched in anxiety. She could feel the
violent storm that was about to erupt. Her brain was flooded with memories of
the pain that Bok Kyu had unleashed upon her following every use of that tone.
“Tell me, Wan-yong,” the young master continued, “what is the crime for lying
to an elder of the sect?”


“Young master Jesse Yeonsangun, you know the rules
of the sect better than anyone. If an individual intentionally lies to an elder
of the sect, it can be punished by up to twenty lashes. If the lie borders on
traitorous and goes against the sect’s interests, it can be punished by death,”
answered the first gatekeeper to speak before.


“But . . . But . . . I’m not even in the sect yet
. . . and . . . And you lied too!” the applicant protested. It came to no
avail, though, as an explosion roared and was followed by screaming. The force
from the attack rippled outward.


“You! You little ungrateful bas— AHH!!!” The cry
was from a different voice than the liar’s, but it didn’t seem to matter. Their
pleas and cries, their curses and exclamations, were all the same as those Su
Ryeon had heard from Bok Kyu’s victims before. The dying never differed much.
They all sounded the same.


“Young master, even if we have disposed of them,
what are we going to do about the boy?” Wan-yong asked.


“You told me that guy was just another promising
talent that Apep was going to take in as a disciple. What is this about him
having the power to change bloodlines?”


“I . . . umm . . . the mistress, she said the boy
was just a disciple. I had no idea.”


“Well, what the hell are we going to do?” Jesse
snapped.


“I mean, he can’t have gotten far. I’m sure we
could go find him and convince him to help you out with your bloodline, right?
The first elder suggested his slaves would be good bargaining chips. If we
could hold one of them, he’d definitely cough up his secrets.”


“But what if Apep finds out that we’re holding his
invited guest as a hostage?”


“Young master, I don’t think he’d mind as long as
he got the results he was after: your bloodline improvement. It’s not like he
would have invited some tailless bastard for any other reason.”


“Do you not understand? We’ve killed all six of
his last disciples to keep him from raising a monster and gaining power within
the sect, just as Mother instructed. If he finds out we’re responsible for it,
even for a single death, it’ll be the end of everything we have planned.”


“Young master, we dare not include ourselves in
taking credit for the schemes of our glorious mistress or yourself. We’re just
servants doing what is best for the sect, right, Geun-taek?”


“It is so, young master,” the other gatekeeper
affirmed. “You are the genius, not us. We cannot begin to fathom why you insist
on killing off the disciples of your father.”


“Of Apep,”Jesse corrected.


“The first elder . . . yes, of course, but . . .
we do know one thing. As long as we can get to him before the first elder does,
then there won’t be a problem.”


“And where are we going to stash him while we
torture the information out?” Jesse asked.


“We could, umm . . .”


“What Geun-taek means to say is that we would be
happy to hide him.”


“No, the risk is too great. If I start making
progress out of nowhere, there is no way that Apep won’t search the places of
everyone I know. He’ll know we’re storing him somewhere. It’ll be safer to just
kill him,” Jesse speculated out loud.


“But what if he really can advance your power?
What if he can help you with your bloodline . . . situation?” Geun-taek asked.
“Wouldn’t it be wonderful to see the young master’s rise to glory, Wan-yong?”


“It won’t matter if Apep finds out that I went
against him. Not to mention . . .” Jesse ground his teeth as he trailed off.
“Just . . . Just find him and kill him. Everyone here is dead. There is no
admittance work to do today. I’ll wait here and handle anyone who comes this
way while you clean up this mess and dispose of the bastard. Make sure his
corpse couldn’t even be recognized by his own mother. Burn it to ash just like
we did to these unlucky wretches.” 


“Yes, young master,” Wan-yong replied. “We’ll get
right on it. We’ll personally—”


“Wait! No. I’m not thinking right. Don’t do it
yourself. Hire some mercenaries. If you’re caught harming him, it’ll come back
to me. Put a layer between us,” Jesse ordered, proffering a coin purse. “This
should be enough money. Get to it. This will also save us from having to
explain your absence if it takes more than a day to find him.”


“Of course, young master. You’re so smart,”
Wan-yong said with his sycophantic tongue.


“Indeed, you’re the best there is at formulating
plans, young master,” Geun-taek added in praise of his patron.


Su Ryeon still didn’t move from her spot in the
flying house’s doorway, back against the wall, unmoving and barely breathing.
She was so quiet that she could hear her heart pulsing in her chest. She used
its rhythm to steady her mind, to calm it. She counted each thump to a hundred,
to two hundred, to three hundred, and then to a thousand. Time wasn’t an enemy.
It was a friend. If she waited long enough, he’d have to leave. She would have
an opportunity. But if she acted too early, death was all that would await her.
She just needed to wait until it was safe to run and begin tracking down Lars.
She just needed to wait until someone else took over door duty for this side of
the massive sect.


“What a scene . . .” The soft, slithering voice
interrupted her silence, snaking out of the shadow beside her as the owner
revealed himself. “Young, fit, handsome men and beautiful women in their peak
and prime turned to ash and discarded like wood in a campfire, their remains
scattered about with all their dreams and hopes. Can you imagine? Can you taste
the regret and sadness of their parents, who spent years raising them? Who
loved them so dearly they gave them everything they needed to become the best?
Can you picture the faces of their loved ones? To you, to me, they are nothing
more than ashes glittering in the wind, off to fertilize whatever field the
wind decides, but to someone back home, there was a love story—maybe a good
one, maybe a bad one—months of pain and effort just to bring them to life, and
years spent raising them, and it all came to a stop more abrupt than this
sentence.”


“How can you . . .” Su Ryeon allowed herself to
respond. If he could talk, she could talk. After all, he’d have been heard
already if her words were going to be, but that didn’t stop her from still
looking for an exit.


“Not enjoy such a touching moment?” he cackled,
his laugh causing Su Ryeon to fear notice as it continued to get louder. “It’s
just so . . .”


His voice was cut off as Su Ryeon quickly threw a
hand over his mouth. She was surprised at how weak the man was and how easy it
was to silence him. He didn’t even struggle as her hand covered his mouth,
almost like he was waiting for her to do just that. After a moment, he opened
his mouth as wide as he could under her hand and licked her palm, causing her
to yank it away from his face.


“Mmm . . . a woman’s salt.” His cackle went from
making her afraid the tyrant youth guarding the gates would notice to making
her just want to throw up. She watched his tongue forcefully extending out of
his mouth while he laughed. “How delicious! How tasty!”


“Shut up, or I’ll kill you,” Su Ryeon threatened. I’ve
warned him. He knows what will happen, she thought as she started
concentrating Qi in her right hand. She wasn’t about to allow some sick man’s
enthusiasm to get her caught by Apep.


“Too late, too late. Too late. Lars already did,”
he laughed. “What can you do now?”


“Lars? Where is he?”


“Oh, that bastard? He’s down the mountain. He sent
me to find you. But . . . hmm . . . Why is there another woman with him? Why
aren’t you the one keeping him company? I wonder, I wonder what those two are
doing right now, alone, lying on that big bed, eating that food . . . I bet,
even as we speak . . . Yes, I can see it in your eyes. You’d rather be her than
who you are, wouldn’t you? You’d rather be the one he’s disrobing, kissing,
holding, entering until only cries of pleasure can pass her lips.”


Su Ryeon knew it was a lie. She knew Lars, she
knew Desdemona, and she knew they wouldn’t do that. While they were training in
the house on the way to the sect, Desdemona had only described Lars the way a
sister would describe an annoying older brother she had to accept being stuck
with. It was not even close to the way a lovestruck woman would mention
someone. But, still, she couldn’t stop the thought of it from creeping into her
head.


“That’s it. That’s the expression,” he remarked
with another sick laugh. “I knew the moment he sent me to get you that this
would be a fun distraction. The look in his eyes was priceless.”


“You’re demented.”


“No, I’m just a fan of the arts and a gentleman
whom you’ll have to follow if you want to see that pretty boy of yours, the one
with that creepy shade holding his hand. Your choice. He told me to show you
the way, not to force you to come.”


“Like you could,” she replied confidently.


“The clock has already begun ticking,” he said.
“Don’t be late. The curtain must rise soon. If we’re late, the audience won’t
be there for the show.”


Su Ryeon couldn’t understand what this man was
talking about. He took two steps back and gave her a sickening smile before
turning around and starting off down the mountain.


“Don’t let that costume you brought for this
lover’s play slow you down.” He began to cast a shadow spell against a tree and
moved his hand like it was a knife being used to cut a veil in half. He stepped
through the shadow a second later and vanished.


The dress that had made her feel so powerful and
confident when she’d put it on now left her feeling exposed. The long, wavy
fabric that extended so far past her feet it had to be pulled back up and tied
around her waist, forming a skirt and belt in the process; the open back; the
exposed cleavage—it all left her feeling vulnerable, open for an ocular attack
the moment she knew this wretch had appreciated it. She gritted her teeth and
then started to move toward the spot where he had disappeared, but then she
realized that she was standing in sight of Apep’s mad offspring. She stopped
and glanced over only to see that he had fallen asleep on the job.


She didn’t get how he could do that. The kid was
arrogant and a bastard, but she didn’t take him for the type of lazy idiot that
would fall asleep when he was the only one standing guard at the door.


Turning back, she noticed an arrow and a small
symbol that looked like an hourglass above it near the messenger’s shadow. The
arrow and meter were both plastered in bright-yellow against the tree trunk,
and there were golden specks of light flowing from the top of the hourglass to
the bottom.


I’m insane. I shouldn't be following this
wretch. She rushed off in the direction the arrow pointed only to quickly
notice another tree trunk with the same two symbols. This time, however, the
top half of the new hourglass was a little fuller than the one in front of her.
One by one, she followed the trail of marks down the mountain while doing her
best to hold the bottom half of her dress up as she ran without making too much
noise. At the same time, she tried not to overthink all the alarm bells that
were going off in her head.


Lars already killed this man? He knows where
Lars is? Why was that guy at the gate asleep? Why is it so important for us to
be on this precise schedule of his? Every question piled up one after the
other as she chased the trail of golden arrows and hourglasses.


A few minutes later, taking in deep breaths and
with her stamina sapped from the trip, she saw Lars and Desdemona sitting in
the field.


“Su!” Desdemona called out as Lars just stood
there. “Su-Su! What took you so long? We were so worried about you!” Desdemona
called out.


Su Ryeon’s eyes met those of Lars. “I . . .” The
word sat on her tongue, and every word after failed to form.


“You look . . . beautiful,” Lars said.


His eyes felt like hands as they roamed across her
body, drawing blood to the surface with their touch. She couldn’t help but
blush with excitement as she heard the words she’d found herself hoping for
when she put the clothes on to begin with.


“Ah, all four of you are here in time for the
show. Excellent,” the creepy man crowed as he pulled himself out of the ground
the same way a person might exit a pool.


“Four?” Su Ryeon didn’t get where that count came
from. No matter how she looked at it, the disciples weren’t there. It was just
her, Desdemona, and Lars. That’s . . . three? She took a deep breath,
trying to get her energy back.


“Four?” Desdemona asked as well, looking just as
confused as Su Ryeon was.


“Did I miscount?” he asked. He scratched his head
as he walked up to Su Ryeon and draped an arm across her shoulders. It felt
like it weighed a thousand pounds as she struggled to remove the gross flesh
from her own. “There is our main lead, the pretty victim of the day . . .” He
smiled. “There is our second victim, the pining paramour, and then his slave,
and finally, there is the mistress of the hour.”


“Who?” Desdemona asked as Su tried to move forward
and escape the arm only to be grabbed more forcefully by the man.


“Tell me, doll”—he looked over at Su Ryeon—“how
does it feel? Being all prettied up for your favorite man, face painted as you
stand in that perfect white dancer’s dress, sublime and ready to be seen as you
take your final breaths? They say—”


“QUIET!” Lars yelled. He crossed the short
distance and struck the man, sending him flying backward. Lars grabbed a hold
of Su Ryeon. “What did you do to her?!”


“You— Arrrghhh!” The man’s flesh started to turn
as black as the shadows he had climbed out of earlier, and chains of darkness
began creeping up his extremities. Then, with a very pained expression on his
face, he continued talking anyway despite the fact every word drew the shadow
farther across his body. “I just added one more memory, one more death with
four fresh perspectives, which I’ll get to enjoy when I—”


He didn’t even finish his sentence before the
darkness had fully encompassed him, swallowing him up and forcing him to
disappear completely.


“Lars . . . I . . .” Su Ryeon found it even
tougher to breathe as she stared up at his face. I’m an idiot, she
thought as she looked at him. She didn’t know why, but from the moment she had
met him, she had thought maybe life wouldn’t be so bad anymore. I’m such an
idiot. She struggled to take another breath. Her hand suddenly started
itching, almost like someone was drawing a quill across it, and when she looked
down at the spot where she had been licked, she saw that a black mark had
appeared and begun spreading along her veins up into her arm.


Why did I have to dress up? Why did I have to make
him wait? Why couldn’t we have all just left with Apep and . . . Su Ryeon’s
thoughts, the myriad what-ifs in her head as she felt her death approaching,
repeated over and over until only one thought overcame them. “I’m such an
idiot,” she choked out, barely managing the last syllable as her throat and
chest constricted.


“No, Ophelia, what in the Clockmaker’s name have
you done?! You picked that guy! Now fix this! Fix this, Ophelia!” Lars cried
out as he held Su Ryeon.


Warm and cold, she thought, no longer able
to breathe as she looked up at him. As darkness overtook her vision, she
couldn’t help but think about how this was the first time anyone had ever
really held her. Her parents. Her friends. None of them had let her feel the
simple sensation of being truly held. Even that fake boyfriend who had tricked
her hadn’t done more than hold her hand once or twice. Not wanting to “damage
the goods,” he wouldn’t even touch her once before sending her off to slavery. It’s
really nice. It’s really warm. Then she gave up fighting and closed her
eyes.
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“Why in the hell did you pick that bastard if he was
just going to kill her anyway?!” Lars demanded. “You said he was perfect! You
said he was the right choice! Why did you let him go? How was he able to disobey
the orders? You said he couldn’t disobey!”


Hey! Why are you getting mad at me? Did you get any EXP? ANY
EXP? No, you didn’t. Not a single freaking Qi point . . . so she’s clearly
fine. She’ll walk it off. Check her pulse again if you don’t believe me. Yeah,
see? You see? There is that thump thump, thump thump, thump thump. She’s
totally fine. She’s just . . . sleeping it off. She had a rough day. She’s
getting a little shut eye is all. No harm, no foul, right?


“Ophelia! Answer the questions!” Lars held the cold and limp
woman in his arms. He had killed a lot of people since his town was first
attacked. However, apart from a few mercy killings, not once had he felt like a
person he’d killed didn’t deserve to die. Yet, here he was, holding a woman
whose loyalty to him far surpassed what he expected from a slave, and he knew
that he had been the one to kill her. His summon had been responsible for the
state she was in. “DAMNIT, OPHELIA!” he yelled when nothing but silence greeted
his demand for answers, unable to control his emotions. The thought that he had
killed someone who had trusted in him, someone who had rushed to his side the
moment she was called and whose company he had sincerely enjoyed, tormented him.


I said relax! She’ll be fine, okay? If you keep acting like
this, I’m not going to tell you what plants you’ll need to fix her. You
understand? You can either do what I say, and she’ll wake up right as rain, or
you can get mad at me and watch her die. Your choice. Well?


Lars quietly gritted his teeth and didn’t dare say or think
anything more. He needed to undo this. He needed to make sure that his actions
didn’t lead to Su Ryeon’s death.


There, there. That wasn’t so hard, was it? Well, I picked
him because he is good with poisons and shadows, compensating for his lack of
strength with stealth. I thought that he wouldn’t act up with your restrictions
in place and that the mission would be easy and successful. I had no idea he’d
be this type of monster, but I should have known. After all, he’s another one
of those filthy cultivators. They’re all traitors and liars, just like that
progenitor of theirs. Besides, what would even be the point of putting the
woman in mortal danger?


That’s true. Lars took a breath and tried to calm
himself. She was right. Ophelia wouldn’t intentionally do anything that would
force Lars to kill a person he deemed innocent or hurt someone who could
protect him. She would clearly see Su Ryeon as a strong bodyguard and useful to
keep him alive—or at least someone whom Lars could use, not someone to be
disposed of.


Exactly. There is no way I’d throw away a pawn while the
game is still in motion. Your position on the board is too fragile to toss away
a single piece. Now, we need to take some quick steps. Her life might not be in
jeopardy at the moment, but she doesn’t have forever. We need to keep her in a
safe spot and not jostle her too much. The more she moves, the more we risk
aggravating the poison.


“If it’s not one thing, it’s another. Fine. Let’s
go get the damn plants,” Lars grumbled and then turned to Desdemona. “We have
to go get some things to save her. Can you keep her safe till we get back?”


“Like, keep her safe here?” Desdemona asked.


“Yeah, here. If we take her with us, it’ll move
her too much,” Lars said.


“That’s fine, I was”—she kicked the ground—“just
looking at the rocks here, and I noticed a specific one between the two clumps
of ground. Here it is,” she said, bending down and picking up a stone before tossing
it to Lars.


“What does this mean?” Lars asked. He couldn’t see
any difference between this particular rock and any of the others he might
stumble upon if he went kicking at the soil.


“That pattern on the rock, the density, it only
occurs if . . . Could you hold Su Ryeon securely for a moment?”


“Yeah, no problem at— What the?!”


Desdemona stomped hard on the ground. There was a
crackle and a thump, and afterward, it revealed that the layer of soil with
grass covering it wasn’t that deep. Just underneath it, there was a cave-like
formation at least ten meters deep.


“Oh . . .” Lars said, understanding now what she
was up to.


“Hey, you don’t spend your life collecting rocks
without noticing a few things,” she said as she hopped down into the opening.
The five- or six-meter-wide cave appeared to extend a ways from northeast to
southwest, and Desdemona landed gracefully in the tunnel despite how far of a
fall it was. “Give me a moment, and I’ll have this area cleaned up and figure
out a way to get her down. You just go get Su-Su the stuff she needs.”


“Roger that,” Lars replied, placing Su Ryeon’s head
down on the ground as gently as he could. “Stay alive, you idiot.” Okay,
which direction am I going?


Opposite of that mountain. That’s the only thing we can be
certain of. The poison he made and its antidote don’t grow in the same place.
If the poison is in the east, the cure is in the west, or so the saying goes
for these plants.


So, how far are we going to have to travel? Lars
asked even as he began sprinting in the opposite direction of the sect’s
mountain. He felt uneasy leaving Su Ryeon, but he had to trust that Desdemona
would keep her safe while he was off on what felt like a wild gamble, not even
knowing what he was looking for.


The minutes droned on without an answer, but then he
heard Ophelia’s voice before he even saw the notification.


Wait!


Ophelia’s demand forced him to smash his heel into the
ground, and he came to an abrupt stop, leaving a long skid in the grass from
his forceful slowdown. “What is it?” he asked. His head swung from left to
right as he tried to take in everything around him, hoping to spot any herb,
flower, or fruit that might stand out or be what he needed to make Su Ryeon’s
cure.


Duck!


The warning came out of nowhere, but he didn’t hesitate to
follow her instruction. Just before he hit the ground, he felt a stream of ice
chill his back from above. What the hell? Lars quickly rolled behind a
nearby tree and looked out, but he didn’t see anything.


Stay quiet. This monster is older than even the oldest
cultivator, and it hunts by sound and by sensing movement across the ground.


So I have to stay quiet and still? Lars peered out
again, but the only thing he was able to see was a flying spike of ice heading
straight toward him. What in damnation?! Lars wanted to scream as he hid
himself back behind the tree trunk and tried to minimize his presence as he
huddled closer to the ground. He didn’t even know where his opponent was, but
it was already attacking him again and again. Where is the bastard? How did
he find me so quick when I can’t even see him?


Well, for starters, don’t be sexist. The monster could have
been a girl, but in this case, I’d be surprised if he didn’t find you. After
all, you’re standing on his nuts.


Huh? Lars looked down, but he didn’t see a
single opponent, much less a giant pair of nuts that he might be standing on.
He lifted up his foot, and there underneath it were tiny acorns that he’d
smashed into a paste against the ground during his skid to a halt. If it hadn’t
been for his incredibly strong body, he would have been screaming out in pain
from the small needle-like protrusions extending off the little acorns that had
pierced through his shoes.


At this point, Lars started to notice something.
All of the trees were identical. Every single one. Even the one he was hiding
behind. They were all evergreens that stood thirty to sixty feet above the
ground. Evergreens were a type of tree Ophelia had told him about when he was
young, but that he had never actually seen. He knew them, though, by the
hundreds and hundreds of little green spikes they had in place of leaves. Their
trunks weren’t that thick, barely wide enough to hide behind, and their bark
was crunchy and hard.


Wait-- Acorns? I thought . . . I thought that
acorns were something you only got off oaks? Lars thought as he did his
best to scrape the bottom of his shoe on one of the protruding roots, trying to
remove his enemy’s “nuts” before looking at the tree in front of him. He didn’t
like being this close to the enemy, but at the same time, he was certain he’d
be attacked if he moved.


Acorns usually are an oak thing. That’s how you can tell
this is one of the organization’s clonal tree sets. Even though it looks like
you’re in the woods, you’re not. Every tree here, every single one, is part of
one large organism.


Then . . . how do I defeat it? Do I have to burn down the
entire forest? Lars gulped as he tried to consider what it would entail.


Defeat it? You can’t. Short of being one of the greatest
cultivators alive, there is no way you can defeat the actual monster. What
you’re going to have to fight are its offspring. The tree itself doesn’t attack
those that enter its territory unless you start trying to chop down its
fingers. No, what you need to be careful of are its disconnected parts that are
going to try to murder you for nutrients. They’re all greedy little cancerous
growths that split from the whole because of how much they want to suck the
marrow from your bones before you can die of natural causes and feed yourself
to the collective. Their hearts are also one of the pieces we need for Su’s
cure.


You’ve got to be kidding me . . . Trees have parts of
them that split off and want to murder passersby for nutrients? How does that
even make sense? They’re trees! Lars had trouble grasping how a single
organism was also a collective and even had pieces that would go against the
whole.


You shouldn’t be so arrogant as to think that your body
doesn’t also have rogue cells and pieces that want to split from you, that want
to steal nutrients and grow without your consent. Why can’t a tree?


Whatever. So, how do I find this foe and kill him?


Do you have to find him? He’ll find us. You just need to be
prepared mentally. There will be, well . . . Actually, you wouldn’t know about
tentacle stuff would you? Before your time.


Tentacle stuff? Lars blinked. He knew the
word “tentacle.” Ophelia had used it to describe the limbs on octopuses and
squids, but even given the ridiculously silly drawings of them she had made
with her text bubbles, it didn’t make sense how that could possibly translate
to something above ground. They were weak, squishy little things that couldn’t
support a beast.


Lars didn’t have to wonder too long, though. Giant
roots shot around the tree he was hiding behind and tried to wrap around the
trunk of the tree and Lars at the same time. He jumped as high as he could, but
the second he got into the air, a web of roots began to spread out underneath
him, right where he was about to land.


See! Tentacles! Clench those butt cheeks before you land, or
it’s going to be a rough night. That creature will try to cover as much of you
as it can with those roots. That’s how it eats.


What?! Where’s the advice on how to beat it?! Forget how
not to die painfully from it!


Ah. Right. The best way to beat it: don’t die. I’d suggest a
summon, but you burned the last one up on Mr. Crazy Pants.


You . . . ugh. Lars wanted to curse again,
especially since “crazy pants,” as she had decided to nickname that monster,
had been her idea to begin with.


Given the considerable height of his jump, he had
a lot of time to contemplate how screwed he was as he stared down at the
tendril net forming and fortifying itself beneath him. Then, he saw what must
have been his enemy move into the open. It wasn’t actually a monster as Lars
might have thought of one, but rather a glowing blue core that occasionally
revealed itself from behind a long and continuous clump of roots that were
spreading from it to the spot where Lars was going to land.


Damnit. Lars closed his eyes for a second
as he tried to think about what he knew so far. It’s a tree. It has a blue
core. It’s . . . Wait! Master of One! Ophelia! Give me the ability Master of
One and set the element to fire! Wait! No, no, not fire . . . He shook his
head. Even if he put everything into fire, at a ratio of 20%, that would barely
raise him up to three or four thousand Fire Qi. If the monster was as strong as
he was, even with a multiplier of four from a weak constitution, he’d still be
boned. There was only one other idea that came to his head. Set everything
to toxin! Lars demanded, mentally preparing himself for the pain that he
knew would come with doing this. Against any sort of survival instinct his
brain had left, he dumped his 645 unassigned elemental Qi points into Toxin Qi,
raising his Toxin Qi to 5,389—two times the limit of what his Level 7 Toxin
Immunity could handle. He knew that he was immediately going to start taking
damage, and his Resistance didn’t matter. The moment he entered this mode, he
was going to be screwed if he didn’t get Qi points to raise his immunity
skill—and fast.


The worst part was that he didn’t actually know
how to use the Qi offensively, so the only thing he could think to do was to
try using it like water. As he fell toward the tentacle web, he focused on the
concept of toxin and tried to imagine a mist of poison flowing out of him, but
it didn’t work. Then he thought about the flow of Qi inside his body. If the
poison was in his body, he just needed to circulate it through his bloodstream
and out of him. He began circulating the toxin that was wrecking his entire
nervous system with stinging pain through his blood and out his hands.


This time it worked. Mere seconds before he
landed, a gaseous substance began to shoot out of his palms the way water did
when he used that element. The more circulations he imagined the poison making
through him, the more it hurt, but also the greater the density of the cloud
leaving his hands became.


The net, which had been ready to grab him the
second he fell—and presumably wrap him up like ground meat in a dumpling of
doom—instantly retreated, and the blue-aura-emanating crystalline core hissed
as the poison struck the roots. The wooden appendages began withering the
moment the gas made contact, causing the brown and green roots to turn black
and deflate like sausage links being squeezed of all their juices before
finally hardening and cracking apart.


Lars could also tell that the toxin was traveling
up the roots toward the core, confirming his suspicion that it was their heart.
Even though he had already begun to lose his hit points, he felt confident as he
landed. Not a single attacking “tentacle,” as Ophelia called them, came at him.


“It’s time to die, you bastard,” Lars said as he
charged straight toward the core. He didn’t make it two feet, though, before
the roots coiled around his ankles, latched on, and yanked him to the ground.
He instantly started circulating the toxins in his blood again, but he was
interrupted before he could finish the attack. Two sharp spears of ice shot out
from the core and struck him, digging deep into both of his shoulders.


“Freaking OW! SON OF A—!” Lars yelled out in pain,
but was cut off when the attack continued. The roots wrapped around his ankles
suddenly jerked him forward and began dragging him through their tangled mass.
What he had originally thought was a field of roots was only the topmost layer.
As he was dragged underneath, his body was ripped along through a hidden layer
of thorns, each of which stabbed and tore at his flesh.


His health pool had dropped an astonishing 7,480
hit points from the two large ice attacks that did 500 each and then 6,480 from
toxin damage and small 80-damage ticks as each thorn pierced into him. He tried
to aim his hands down before they could be blocked and stop the roots from
pulling him through another field of thorns, but the second he moved his hands,
another set of roots shot out and grabbed his wrists. He felt his body being
pulled even faster, but this time toward the core, the 80-damage thorn wounds
still ticking away at his health here and there.


Think! Think! Lars panicked. He didn’t know
what to do next. He only had one type of elemental Qi at his disposal thanks to
the Master of One skill. He couldn’t use either hand to attack with, and he
couldn't use his muscles to escape since he had nothing to push or pull off of.
There was still dirt on all sides of him, but it was too loose. The roots had
shredded the ground to pieces while yanking him. It didn’t help that the ground
wasn’t the only thing being shredded as the tiny thorns ripped through the
fabric of Lars’s clothes, digging into his skin in the process as they tore off
his covering and left in its place thin layers of blood from a hundred
different wounds they had inflicted across his body.


Wait. Lars’s eyes shot open. If he couldn't
circulate the poison through his body and out his hands, he just needed to make
sure all the blood he was losing was extremely toxic. It was going to hurt like
sitting bare bottom on a fire ant bed, and even worse, it was also going to
drop his total hit points even faster. Yet it was the only chance he had.


While he wanted to get it over with immediately,
as the occasional thorn poked at him, whittling away at both his health pool
and his focus, he knew he had to wait until he was as close as possible to the
core.


A moment later, the tree beast yanked him up into
the air in front of it, leaving him bound and dangling several feet above the
ground.


Lars began to circulate the poison as fast as he
could through his bloodstream. Each circulation burned enough to nearly make
him pass out, but the effect was instant. He was already bleeding out of every
pore thanks to how many times those tiny, little thorns had stabbed him, so the
second he began pumping toxin out of the wounds, his plan took effect. The
tainted blood droplets splattered the roots that held him suspended above the
ground, the poison rapidly spread into the tentacles, and a dark-black ichor
started crawling up them. The monster reacted instantly, attacking its own
roots in what was clearly an attempt to remove the diseased tendrils before the
toxin reached its core. Lars dropped free from its grasp but panicked when he
realized that the creature was pulling away the infected tendrils faster than
the poison was able to spread, so he did the only thing he could: he leapt
straight at the core through an opening in the mass of flailing roots. The
beast somehow saw what he was doing and recoiled, but it couldn’t pull itself
out of the way fast enough. Lars tackled the large blue ball, coating it with
his toxic blood. Almost instantly, the core began blackening and crumbling away.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
kuercaphellos. You have gained 15,349 stat points. Your elemental affinity with
Wood Qi has increased by 5,185. Your elemental affinity with Ice Qi has
increased by 3,873.


Lars stared at the kill message with giddy anticipation, and
then he let himself be overtaken with the pleasure of gaining so much EXP. His
eyes opened as far as possible, his head rolled back, and his mouth hung open
wide enough to catch bugs. That’s the stuff. But just as soon as that
pleasure washed over him, pain immediately followed, reminding him how close he
was to dying. He quickly took 480 of his freshly acquired stat points and
dumped them into Toxin Immunity, raising it from Level 7 to Level 9 and
neutralizing the issue.


Oh, man! That was great. That thing was strong enough that
he had to be at least a hundred, hundred and fifty years old. That poor ancient
creature, hunted down and killed by some crazy guy running around stark naked
and bleeding on it. I know slaying these is supposed to be a great honor, but I
don’t think it’s one you want to tell anyone about! Hahahaha.


Do you really have to laugh about this?


Of course I do. But, why did you end up picking Toxin Qi for
the focus instead of Earth Qi? The fight might not have been as quick, but it
would have been a lot safer. You could have just used your control over the
earth to crush his roots before they traveled. Who knows? You might have been
able to keep your clothes.


That . . . umm . . . You could have suggested it,
Lars grumbled.


No, I couldn’t have. You’ve graduated now. You’ve reached
Level 1, and the tutorial mode is completely off. I can give you color
commentary and potentially warn you of the occasional sneak attack, but I can’t
walk you through any parts of the actual fight once the engagement begins
unless it features a new piece of information.


What? Why not? You’re the Goddess of Death. What’s
stopping you from helping out a little more?


The same way your slaves have chains, I do too. There are
rules to every game, and this one is no different. You gotta win this on your
own—no saves, no cheats, no walkthrough. Trust me, it’s not to my liking
either. I’d love to teach you how to handle every monster in this world and
just give you all the skills instantly. It’d make my life much easier too.


Well, that’s . . . You can still help me with Su,
alchemy, and other things, right?


There are limitations, but for the most part, yeah. Outside
of fights, you can still rely on me for now. Anyway, I answered you, but you
didn’t answer me. What made you think to pick Toxin Qi?


What you said earlier. You said that, if the poison was
in the east, the cure was in the west or something. I took that to mean that
this creature avoids poison like fish avoid dry land. It was just a hunch, but
it seems to have paid off well.


Just a hunch? Well, your hunch was spot on, but what were
you going to do if it wasn’t? Were you just going to kill yourself before the
enemy got a chance? Like, HA! That’ll show you! You can’t kill me half as
quickly as I CAN KILL ME!


I guess? I don’t know. I had thought that, if I were
doing something wrong, you’d warn me. I didn’t think that you’d have let me do
something dumb enough to end up dead . . . Lars scratched at his head,
studying the blackened core in front of him.


Don’t assume that in the future, please! You’re way too damn
fragile to be taking these types of gambles. I can’t have you getting yourself
killed due to a single bad roll.


So . . . how exactly am I supposed to harvest this? Is it
still good, actually? My poison didn’t negate its ability to work, did it?


No. It’s fine. We’ll just have to purify it. But at least
you have the first ingredient you’re going to need.


The next one doesn’t require me killing a monster too,
does it?


I mean . . . I’m sure that it’s mother wouldn’t call it a
monster . . .


Oh, heavens above, how bad is it? Is it a ten-headed
hydra? Do I have to kill some gigantic flying, fire-breathing dragon? Do I have
to slay some stone golem? Come on, Ophelia, let’s get this over with. Tell me
what sort of beast I’m going to have to fight next.


Well, it’s another plant, and it’s going to be far more
annoying than the last one.


Lars winced. You’re kidding me. Another one?


Yeah, and while I can’t tell you much, I can tell you one
thing: it’ll be horrendously evil, you’re going to hate having to kill it, and
it’s completely immune to poisons—which is good since we’re going to be using
that immunity to purify that black core there—but it does mean you’re not going
to be able to just bleed toxin on it until it dies.


Good morning. Here’s some breakfast. The weather outside
is nice. How about we lounge around in the sun all day? Maybe we can go
shopping . . . Lars mockingly imitated Ophelia’s voice as he ran through
the things he wished he had woken up to. Nope, none of that. Instead, all I
get is “Hey, people want to kill you, and there are some monsters too. Oh, and
by the way, how do you feel about being a vegetarian?”


Well, to be fair, if you had listened to Desdemona, we could
be having that nice breakfast and enjoying the sun. You’re the one who had to
go inviting that dumb, frustratingly selfish woman back to the group.


Lars closed his eyes, focused on his breathing, and did his
best to prepare himself for what was about to come. What I really should
have done is listen to that damn disciple of mine and waited on Su.


Oh! There’s one!


What? Already?! But I haven’t recovered all of my . . .
Ophelia, what the hell is that? Lars was so anxious that his heart nearly
exploded out of his chest when he saw what Ophelia was referring to. Sitting in
the field, hugging one of the oak’s roots, was a gigantic, fat baby-shaped root
with a dozen leaves where a person would have hair, two tiny eyes, and an
opening where a mouth should go.


It’s a mandrake. As annoying as they are, we need to kill it
and squeeze its juices across that blackened core. Then we feed a piece of the
core to Su Ryeon, and boom! Problem solved.


Is it some terrifying demon? Is it faster than
anything I’ve faced before? Is it an elemental Qi master? Why did you describe
it as so awful? Lars asked as he came up to it, activating Knife Hand and
extending a Qi blade in preparation.


You said you can’t help me once an engagement
gets started . . . but nothing has started. Anything I should know?


Just that you can’t say I didn’t warn you . . . and be
prepared to run the moment you cut it. You’ve only got 2,118 hit points left
after all that poison.


Okay . . . He looked up in the sky to make
sure he knew exactly which way he needed to run to get back to Su Ryeon, braced
himself, placed the monster on top of the tainted core, and stabbed into the
root lump. The moment his blade hit the creature, it started to squeal. The
screech it let out was so loud that Lars could see 10- and 20-damage ticks
appear as his health started to drop, and he felt blood begin to pool in his
ears and pour down the sides of his face.


FREAKING DIE ALREADY! Lars panicked, stabbing
again and again. There wasn’t a death notification, so he just kept stabbing
until it went quiet. Once the thing fell silent, he saw that the entire core
had been coated with its green juices, removing all of the dark color from the
core and leaving it a bright, glowing white.


Run.


You don’t have to tell me. Lars grabbed his
prize and darted back toward Su Ryeon, hoping he could escape the immediate
vicinity before anyone figured out exactly where he was. After all, that thing
had let out a screech so loud that anyone within a mile probably heard it.












Chapter 4


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 8


Power: 14935


Speed: 4177


Fortitude (HP): 14500


Resistance: 14500


Unspent: 14869


 


Elemental Abilities


Active: “Master of One” Element: Toxin Qi


 


Earth Qi: 8975


Wood Qi: 5652


Ice Qi: 4249


Metal Qi: 3399


Toxin Qi: 2862


Lunar Light Qi: 2015


Fire Qi: 1077


Wind Qi: 997


Lightning Qi: 218


Water Qi: 115


Unassigned Qi: 0


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [35,211/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [1/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[640] Toxin Immunity Level 9 [3/10 Toxins
Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 6


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [3/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2]


 


Warlock: Level 1.


Lv. 1: Master of One [20% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 1: Master of None [0% Bonus]


Lv. 1: Rest in Servitude Eternal [20%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


So, how come the mandrake didn’t give EXP? Lars
asked Ophelia as he got closer to the field where he had left Desdemona and Su
Ryeon. It cried, right? It definitely screamed out in pain, so it should have
been alive, right? I should have gotten EXP.


 


Just because something has a reaction that a person can
identify with doesn’t make it a person or even sentient. Brainless, soulless
creatures can develop specific reactions that mimic human emotions just to
elicit sympathy, fear, or other reactions. It’s just how things evolve. Despite
how heartless most of them are, there is still enough human in them that
cultivators can be considered emotional beasts, so things evolve to prey on
those emotions and take advantage of the new world. The mandrake evolved to
scream out in pain because most people have trouble causing pain, and the noise
alerts potential predators—predators that’ll most likely be carnivores and not
bother with a little root—of would-be prey.


 


That’s just messed up . . . Lars shook his
head. The idea that something had evolved specifically to toy with his emotions
was a little unsettling, but he could kind of understand how it might have
happened.


Lars was still so busy thinking about the subject
that he almost kept going straight past the massive hole in the ground. There
were no signs of Desdemona or Su Ryeon anywhere, and no matter how much he
combed back and forth, he couldn’t find them.


“Mona?” Lars yelled. “Desdemona? Where are you?” he
shouted as he looked around, trying to find the hole where he had left his two
slaves.


We could just order them to respond. If they hear it,
they’ll say where they are.


What if they’re not responding for a reason? With Su
Ryeon poisoned, he expected Desdemona to be urgently awaiting him. It had been
closer to an hour since he had left, and he was just now returning. A lot could
have changed. There was no telling what was waiting for him.


Like a monster? Maybe. They were in caves. For all you know,
there could be a Davian bear.


Did you just make that up? Lars frowned at the name.
It sounded more like a person’s name than a beast’s.


No, no. It’s a real thing. The name might be silly, but
that’s my father’s fault. He said he had a friend, some human from the old wars
named Dave, that would murder anyone who stepped on his lawn. So, when he found
out about a mutated bear that would hunt down anyone that entered his cave
system and kill them on sight, he said it had to be named the Davian bear.


Your dad had a friend from the old wars? Your dad was in
a war? Why would a god need to enter a war? That doesn’t make sense at all, Lars
thought, trying to imagine what type of war would drag deities into it. Your
dad wasn’t . . . stuck in people like you, was he?


Nope. From what my mom said, he was actually . . . You know
what? I don’t want to talk about my dad. Let’s just drop it. Anyway, the bear
is real, and it might have attacked your two slaves. They could be having a life-or-death
battle as we speak.


“BE CAREFUL, NAKED CITIZEN! BEHIND YOU!”


Lars heard the shout from his right side, and when
he turned to look behind him, he spotted a coyote-eared archer on the hill,
pulling a bow and aiming it at him. The bow lit up with flames as the
drawstring was pulled back, and the arrow grew a celestial-fire-like avatar
around it.


Earth! Change my Master of One to Earth Qi, Lars
demanded. The second he felt his Qi shift to the new element and away from
toxin, he stomped on the ground while channeling his energy down into the dirt.
A giant wall of rock erupted in front of him, shielding him from the attack.
Uncertain about how much a wall made with 13,092 Earth Qi would block and with
only 2,118 hit points, Lars immediately jumped backward several times, erecting
two more walls behind the first in order to hedge his bets. He then mentally
prepared to dump every point he could into Fortitude if the arrow was strong
enough to go through the walls.


“Right side, NAKED JUSTICE!”


Lars turned to the right and found himself face to
face with three fiendish dogs that were barreling right toward him.


Lars mentally cursed as he stomped on the ground
once more. But this time, instead of raising another wall, he responded with an
attack of his own. He dug his foot into the ground to brace himself; raised his
power to 20,000 and his speed up to 10,000; and punched forward as hard as he
could at the closest dog’s face. The effect was exactly what he wanted: the
mutt exploded on impact. The second and third beasts followed quickly behind
their fearless leader without deviating from their course so much an inch, and
Lars quickly splattered each of them with lightning speed.


Congratulations. You have reached Level 9! You have
been awarded 640 unassigned affinity points.






Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
moesangkeh. You have gained 2,053 stat points. Your elemental affinity with
Fire Qi has increased by 1,175. 






Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
moesangkeh. You have gained 2,050 stat points. Your elemental affinity with
Fire Qi has increased by 1,167.






Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
moesangkeh. You have gained 2,059 stat points. Your elemental affinity with
Fire Qi has increased by 1,185.


Lars turned back to the wall just in time to watch
as two of his three summoned earthen walls exploded. The earth they were made
of partially melted, and the entire area on either side of his quickly made
fortifications turned into smoke, glowing embers, and burning debris as the
now-molten walls rained down on dried vegetation in the field.


“You slow bastards! You let him kill the new
dogs!” the archer yelled.


Slow bastards, let him . . . Crap! Lars turned
about as fast as he could, trying to take account of everything around him, and
spotted two more enemies approaching him at a walking pace from behind. One was
a girl with a squirrel tail. She was wearing baggy clothes and carrying a long,
curved sword. The other was a tiger-blooded guy holding a simple sledgehammer.


“We’ll buy you more mutts,” the girl said. “But
I’m not attacking first when we don’t know our enemy.”


“Good thing too. Looks like we’ll have to charge
double on this mission. He’s not half as weak as the contractor said,” the
tiger guy remarked.


“Contractor!” the man who had given Lars warning
earlier shouted from the edge of the field. “You’re a group of assassins! Ha! I
knew I warned the right party! I clearly picked the side of justice at a
glance!”


Unlike any other cultivator Lars had ever seen
before, this man was decked from head to toe in a metallic suit of what Lars
could only guess was armor. It looked less like any clothing he had seen and
more like the shell of a lobster cast in steel and tossed on a person. The
metal layers had been rolled over each other one after the other, leaving no
gaps between any of the plates.


“What? Hold on a minute. How are you going to say
the crazy man without any clothes is more just?” the girl called back.


“Because he has nothing to hide! Even though I am
not so brave as to show the world my secrets, yet here he is, baring his all
for the world! Could you do the same? Could you rip away that veil of decency
and reveal the bitter truths of your form? I think not! This is why he is
clearly the most just and honorable party,” the metal lobster man declared.


“You want me to . . . What?” the woman asked.


“Take off your clothes,” the armored man
challenged. “If you do, then I’ll know you are just as honest as he is and take
no part in your skirmish.”


“You realize you are also fully clothed. We can’t
even see your face for that matter. If lack of clothes is a sign of justice,
aren’t you the most wicked?” the woman reasoned. The armored man extended his
hand as she spoke, and a large spear seemingly formed out of the glove until it
was firmly clasped in his right hand.


“I see there will be no reasoning with your wicked
kind!” he announced, pointing his newly made spear at her. “Be on guard, you
fiend. I shall subdue your evil, and no amount of seductive tongue-waving shall
change that.”


He’s a Metal Qi user, Lars intuited. He
understood immediately why the man was covered in armor. Whether or not it
served any protective use, it still gave him material to use as he pleased.


And he’s on our side. A good guy stepping up to defend us .
. . That’s good. I guess . . .


Are you angry that someone is going to help us in this
fight? Lars asked Ophelia. Are you . . . grumpy that he isn’t going to
try to murder me?


No . . . I’m not. I’m not. I swear. It’s . . . It’s not like
that at all. Hey! Don’t chuckle! I told you it wasn’t like that.


No, no, it’s fine. I won’t accuse you of pouting like a
little kid who had her candy stolen from her just because the extra person who
showed up isn’t a bad guy we can kill. Lars couldn’t stop himself from
chuckling, and that slowly evolved into a loud laugh as he continued to mull
the thought over. I’m not at all laughing because you’re this upset over the
fact there is one less person to murder because you wanted the extra EXP.


It’s not that funny!


Lars actually agreed with her. It wasn’t. But he
was stressed, he was upset, he was angry, and this one moment of seeing the
all-powerful and all-knowing, always-in-control Ophelia pouting like a kid over
someone not trying to murder him for once was such a random breath of fresh air
that he just let the relief wash over him and couldn’t help but laugh. The fit
progressed from just being loud to maddening after a moment, leaving him shaking
his head at the thought.


I may never see my mother again. Ever. I might
be killed at any moment because some good-for-nothing bastard decided to find
his amusement abusing me when I am trying to enter a sect. Su Ryeon might die
if this fight takes too long. Desdemona is all over the place emotionally . . .
The more Lars thought about how horrid his situation was, the more he found
it amusing that one person, one singular person that he morally wouldn’t allow
himself to kill, was the cause of Ophelia’s soured mood. And worse—his too!


“Is . . . he . . . uhh . . . boss?” the
coyote-eared archer asked, clearly befuddled.


“Why is he laughing? I don’t like this. Why is he
laughing? What’s going on? Did someone tell a joke?” The tiger-blooded
sledgehammer wielder began twisting his neck back and forth, his tail always
pointing the opposite direction of his head as he tried to see what Lars had
found amusing.


“Something is definitely off. There were also
supposed to be two of them. One woman, one guy. Unless the girl’s voice is
deeper than yours, the tin can ain’t her. Where’s the woman?” the squirrel
cultivator with the long and curved blade asked.


“I’m just . . .” Lars looked over at them. “I’m just
disappointed there are only three of you,” he said, kicking off the ground and
rushing straight toward the man with the sledgehammer.


That’s right! Beat Senor Sledge into the ground!


That is not his name! Lars thought as he
rushed “Senor Sledge” while still holding the monster core in his left hand.
Halfway there, he heard a twang and stopped as fast as he could, watching the
ground blow up in front of him as the arrow struck right where he was going to
be. He didn’t wait for the next arrow. He stomped on the ground and began using
his Qi to summon an earthen cage around the two in front of him and a wall of
earth at his back.


“Sorry, buddy,” Lars said as he watched the hammer
guy. “I don’t have enough hit points to play with you.” Then, taking advantage
of the fact that he knew there were tunnels and caves underneath them, he
kicked an opening in the ground and dropped down ten feet before landing on
solid rock.


Sure enough, another arrow struck the walls above
him as soon as he disappeared, exploding dirt and lava everywhere. Lars heard
several panicked shouts from above and thought he saw a spray of blood, making
him question whether or not the archer had struck his own teammates.


Lars had anticipated this would happen. The arrow
had been strong enough to shatter two layers of wall, and the area of effect on
impact was incredibly large. He had used the earthen cage to hold “Senor
Sledge” in place and also to obscure the archer’s vision so that the latter
wouldn’t notice his opponent was no longer there. The ground above him gave
away a moment later, unable to support itself after the blast, and Senor Sledge
dropped down into the tunnel with Lars. Unwilling to waste a single moment,
Lars rushed up to the man and kicked him in the ribcage as hard as he could.


The hammer wielder didn’t explode on impact the
same way the dogs had, but his body rocketed back through the air and
ricocheted off of the cave wall before coming to a stop back in front of Lars.
The man was left struggling for breath, having clearly had the wind knocked out
of him, and the shallow nature of his breathing indicated that he likely
suffered from several broken ribs as well.


“St— Wait! Don’t!” The man coughed out the words,
looking up at Lars with his eyes filled with tears.


But Lars kicked him again and again and again before
the man could recover. Each blow sprayed blood onto the wall behind the guy,
and the fourth finally drew out what Lars had been waiting to see.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Senor Sledge,
whose name is definitely actually Senor Sledge and not something more
reasonable like Hal or Bon-hwa. This notification message is more official than
any court document or parental testimony, so you can’t argue with it. You have
gained 4,299 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Water Qi has increased
by 2,099.


The archer had apparently repositioned himself, and
he let loose an arrow into the hole before Lars could enjoy the kill. As the
explosion sounded off, the concussive force sent Lars smashing into the wall
while dirt rained down on all sides.


Crap! That son of a coyote is too quick! Lars
cursed. He had quickly thrown 4,000 of his remaining 14,442 stat points into
Fortitude, raising his remaining hit points from 2118 to 6118 as soon as he saw
the archer reposition himself to fire the arrow. He was now completely buried
in loose soil and rock dust next to Senor Sledge’s dead body, and Lars couldn't
stop himself from letting loose a few cuss words in the debris.


Lars wasn’t cursing because he had been buried
alive; he was cursing because the arrow had only stripped away 192 hit points
from his bar. He could take over ten of those without dying, yet he had just
sunk 4,000 of his precious stat points as a last resort to boost his hit point
pool. This fact alone drove him mad with anger.


You son of a rotten, flea-bitten whore! Lars
mentally insulted this Qi-wasting scum of the earth that had appeared before
him. He did his best to focus on channeling Earth Qi and pushed off with his
foot while sending the Earth Qi outward. Every inch of the ground felt like it
had Qi, and by pushing against the earth’s Qi, the ground pushed against him,
shooting him upward through the debris and out of the tunnel.


“I’m going to kill you!” Lars shouted as he
started running straight at the archer.


The archer’s jaw dropped, but he didn’t let a
second slip by. He shot one arrow and then another at Lars. Lars just ignored
them both, taking one to the left side and then another to the right side of
his body. He had already been hit by the blasts, so he already knew they
wouldn’t kill him despite their devastating potential.


When he saw that his attacks weren’t working, the
archer turned around and began sprinting away in the opposite direction. Lars
summoned his Knife Hand’s Qi blade and rushed after him, determined not to let
the man get away. Surprisingly, the archer started pulling away from Lars.
Rather than watch him flee, Lars channeled Qi into the ground, sending the
energy ahead of his foe. The Earth Qi surged ahead of the archer and then burst
up from the ground, forming a wave of spikes that caught the coyote cultivator
by surprise. The archer came to an abrupt stop in order to avoid being impaled,
and Lars bore down on him, quickly sinking his Qi blade into the cultivator’s
back and killing him on the spot.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Wai-li. You
have gained 12,176 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Wind Qi has
increased by 5,698.


That’s it . . . That’s the spot. Lars closed his eyes
and let the pleasure from the fresh kill wash over him.


You know, the irony is, if he had just attacked you with his
fists, he would have probably been able to kill you in a hit or two. He had to
shoot flame arrows at someone whose constitution has no weakness against it.
The moron.


Lars ignored Ophelia’s ramblings about the battle as
he soaked in the bliss. The adrenaline, the post-battle Qi, the feeling of
relief after risking his life—all of it hit him in that perfect combination to
make the whole world sparkle just a little more than it ever did before. He
just wanted that blissful moment to last forever.


“Hah! Victorious me!” he heard the metal
cultivator say from the field behind him.


He turned around to see that the would-be new ally
had secured the sword lady but not killed her. Instead, he had bound her legs
and wrists together, apparently intent on holding her hostage.


“Ah, thank you. Thank you so much,” Lars said as
he re-extended his Qi blade and began walking toward the prisoner. He had been
worried he would only get to kill two of them instead of three after the
newcomer showed up.


“Hey! I will not allow that!” the metal man
shouted, positioning himself between Lars and the woman. “You can’t just kill
someone because they tried to kill you.”


“What? You . . . You can’t?” Lars blinked. “But if
you don’t, then they’ll kill other people. Don’t we have to stop that?” Lars
tried to look around the man at his potential prey. She was completely hogtied
with metal chains. She was defenseless. She was EXP just waiting to be
harvested.


Don’t ask me. I’m as confused as you are. What’s the point
of leaving her alive if she’s just going to go around killing people the minute
she escapes?


“Of course you can’t! We, the followers of Miller, are
completely against killing. It is our sacred duty to use our unique and special
abilities to apprehend targets and bring them back to the church to be
rehabilitated. Death is not the answer, my friend.” The man looked past Lars
and caught sight of what Lars had done to the archer. Then he added, “But I’ll
overlook your transgression. You did not seek out the fight, so you’re clearly
innocent of how it turned out. Accidents happen and whatnot. These things have
to be excused every now and then.”


Wait. This guy . . . This guy . . . The followers of Miller
don’t allow killing in the name of justice? Oh, my Clockmaker, this is great! I
can’t wait to tell my dad what has happened on Earth since he stopped watching.


“So, you’re going to drag her back to a church to
rehabilitate her? How are you certain that will even work?


“My friend, I am Sir Hite, Paladin of Miller and
eleventh son of the eighth generation of my kind, and I have yet to fail to
rehabilitate anyone,” he boasted.


“So how many have you actually—”


“Unnecessary question!” he quickly interjected. “I
haven’t failed once. Don’t ask such useless things.”


Lars shook his head, not sure how to point out
that the man had admitted to obviously never having succeeded either. “I’m
still lost. Can’t you just let me kill her and say it happened accidentally? I
think the world would be better off that way.”


“I’m actually with him,” the girl said. “Just let
him murder me already. It’s clearly what he gets off on. I mean, we saw that
face after he ganked Wai-li in the back, right? I don’t think guys even look
that happy after the best night with the best girl. Let him have it. It’ll make
things easier.”


“What? You want him to kill you?” Hite asked
incredulously. “You aren’t going to actually tell me that you are okay with him
just killing you?”


“You’re a weirdo who thinks stripping is justice.
I don't want to know what type of cult you’re going to drag me back to and try
to brainwash me to be a part of,” she replied. “Come on. Be a pal already. Just
let him kill me. It’ll be way easier than dealing with whatever form of
insanity you have planned. You know you want to. Just do it. You can even close
your eyes. I don’t think our hysterical, naked psychopath here needs an
audience . . . Unless . . . Is that your thing? Does the audience help? If it
does, I get that. I’m the same. I love killing with an audience too. I won’t
judge you. Go ahead and do it.”


“Hey! I did not try to get you to strip because I
thought it was justice! I just wanted to . . . see some breasts for once, and I
figured we were going to fight anyway. If your clothes weren’t on you, then
you’d be easier to defeat,” Hite admitted.


“Dude . . . you are not making your case any
better. Now you sound even more deviant than before,” Lars advised Hite.


“Yeah, I’m with psycho flop. He’s not wearing any
clothes, his laugh sent chills down my spine before the fight started, and he
definitely gets off on killing people. I mean, I kill people for a living, and
even I know he is taking way too much pleasure in it. But he’s still the sane
voice here? That's not a good sign. Just let him kill me already. These chains
are really uncomfortable.”


“I mean, if you’re offering.” Lars shrugged and
began walking forward again.


“Yeah, no, go ahead. Be my guest. Consider it my
treat. Just do it quickly. You know, spare a girl an unpleasant exit if you
don’t mind.” She angled the back of her head toward Lars the best she could
while lying on the ground and with the metal chains restricting her movements.


“Wait! What is wrong with you two?! How can you
two be so blasé about killing someone?!” the paladin yelled. “Or dying?! I
mean, seriously, woman, what is wrong with you?!”


“Be honest, shining man—” the girl started, only
to be cut off by Lars.


“Shining man? Really?” Lars said as he crooked his
head, trying to come up with a better name for the paladin. “I’m sure this
lobster man has a name, you know.”


“Lobster Man works for me,” the girl stated. “So,
Lobster Man—”


“That is not my name! I already introduced
myself!” Lobster Man protested.


“Will you just let her finish, Lobster Man?” Lars
asked. “Come on, show her some respect.”


“But . . . but . . .” Even though his face wasn’t
visible, Lars could definitely tell the man was pouting by the shaky, defeated
tone.


“What’s really going to happen when you drag me
out to your cult of crazy, where they don’t kill anyone? Are you expecting me
to lock me in some room and force me to recite scripture? What’s the game
plan?”


“Well, first we wake up and train for three hours
a day every morning. Hard work is the beginning of the righteous path. Then we
read the scripture of Miller and his glorious recounting of the tale of the
Eternal War, which coincidentally lasted only a few weeks. Maybe a month or
two. After which, you’ll spend the rest of the day doing community service
under supervision or writing the words ‘I will not commit crimes over and over
again’ over and over again.”


“So, there are, like, no breaks?” Lars found this
horrifying. “Not even to just cook a nice meal, sit down, and eat and enjoy
your food?”


“You can eat meat while working is what the
scripture of Miller says . . . so no,” he answered.


“Oh damn, Lobster Man.” The girl burst out
laughing, and her smile spread from ear to ear as she looked up at Lars.
“That’s why he’s so messed up. There wasn’t even a single slot of time in that
entire day for self-maintenance. This poor cherry boy who hasn’t even gotten
his first kill yet is working harder than any slave I’ve ever met in life.”


“I know, right?” Lars looked at him with pity.


Lars, I know you want to sweet talk yourself into a fresh
kill. I want that for you too. I want that for us. But don’t forget why we
ventured into a near-death scenario earlier. Su Ryeon needs a piece of the
core.


“Oh, right,” Lars said, looking at the core. “So,
can I kill her yet? Or are you gonna insist on dragging her back to your cult,
Lobster Boy?”


“Yeah, Lobster Boy, can he kill me already?”


“What?! I’m not even Lobster Man anymore?!”
Lobster Boy grumbled. “You know what? No. You can’t kill her. I won’t let you
two fall further into—”


“Death?” the squirrel woman asked. “It’s kind of a
one-stop—”


“Iniquity!” Lobster Boy yelled. “I will not have
you two fall further into a murderous state of degenerate behavior!”


“Okay. Alright, I tried, lady,” Lars said. “You’re
on your own. He fought you fair and square, and I am not a loot ninja.”


“Loot ninja?” the two of them said in unison.


“What the heck is a loot ninja?” Lobster Boy
asked.


“Never mind. Anyway, I got a pretty slave I need
to go save from some poison a crazy dude got her with. Can’t be having her
suffer when I fought so damn hard for the cure,” Lars responded.


“Wait, wait. Slave? Oh! That’s an option, right,
Lobster Boy? Can’t I just go be his slave? That’s an option too, right? Look, I
even have a few collars on me. Come on, please?” the squirrel woman pleaded.


“What? No,” Lars answered, immediately trying to
reject that option right away. “I have trouble enough taking care of the two I
already have.”


“Lobster Boy, I mean, Hite, come on. Just leave me
with floppy psycho. I’ll get him to make me a slave. Don't worry,” she
promised.


“Is being some random crazy person’s slave really
better than a life appreciating the goodness that is Miller?” Hite was starting
to crack at the seams.


“Oh! Gods above and below, yes! Did you not listen
to yourself? How is that not only slavery, but way worse? Locking a person in a
room and forcing them into labor during the day? Slavery. This guy at least
might drag me along on some murder missions,” squirrel girl responded as Lars
began to walk away. He had been in the insane conversation too long for his own
sanity, and he was starting to worry that he was going to get lost in it.


“Well, I suppose I could . . .” Hite’s quaking
voice belied the fact that he had clearly begun to crack under the
ridiculousness of the conversation.


“Not my loot!” Lars exclaimed, not even bothering
to turn around as he began to search the fields again for any sign of Desdemona
or Su Ryeon’s hole.


“What? Stop talking about loot and come save me
from this lobster zealot!” the woman demanded. “If you do, then I’ll help you
find your friends.”


“Do you know where they are?” Lars quickly turned
about and looked right at her. If she knew where they were, then the worst
might have come to pass. The three mercenaries might have discovered his two
friends before he did, offed them, and hidden the bodies. She better not
have done anything to them! Lars thought as he braced himself for the bad
news.


Nope. She wouldn’t offer to help just to show you corpses
and get herself killed now that she’s settled on the slavery option.


Right, but—Lars frowned—it doesn’t mean
they aren’t near death, beaten and bruised, and waiting to be freed.


“No, but I can find anything. Out of the three of
us, I was the tracker,” she said. “I’ll find them lickity split as long as you
agree to take me with you. I’ll be a slave, anything, just don’t make me work
at a damnable, hellish monastery for a bunch of weirdos like this lobster boy!”


“I am not a lobster!”


Lars didn’t like being put in this situation, but
he understood what she was really saying: “Can I be a lazy bastard under your
care? I don’t want to work all day, every day.” That was the trade that was
actually being made. She trusted him to be the better option, and she had a
very valuable card to play: his friends’ location.


“Deal. But if Su dies before you find them, I’m
going to personally drag you along with Lobster Boy and make sure you recite
every line of their scripture while you spend the rest of your life growing
potatoes,” Lars threatened.


“I swear by Miller’s calm and gentle demeanor I
have a name . . .” Lobster Boy murmured, obviously pouting.


“Consider it done,” she said and then tilted her
head up toward Hite. “Hey, can you . . . ya know . . . let me complete my side
of the bargain?”


“Let you free? Not a chance. The moment I undid
the bindings, you’d run away and go hurt or trouble innocent people! Every
crime you committed, it would no longer solely be your responsibility but mine,
for I’d be the one that unleashed you back into the world knowing what type of
monstrous acts you are inclined to commit!”


Not wanting to risk more time passing on useless
dialogue, Lars walked up behind her as the two were talking and put his hand on
the back of her neck. He almost didn’t even have to think about what he was
doing as he grabbed one of the dozen slave collars that she had hanging from
her belt and quickly wound it around her throat. He channeled his Qi into it,
and the moment she accepted the conditions, a notification appeared.


Congratulations! You have used an item to complete the skill
Enslavement. Repeat this process 1 more time for a chance at learning to use
the skill without the assistance of an item.


“Okay, you can let her go now,” Lars huffed
impatiently at Hite.


“Fine, fine,” Hite grumbled while waving his hand.
“You could at least ask politely.”


Hite’s hand moved from left to right, and the
woman’s bindings came undone and flung themselves away and to the right in
tandem with his gesture.


“Ah, great. Name’s Soseono, new boss guy,” the
woman said. She rose to her feet and pushed her hands behind her back as she
popped her neck and back a few times, loudly enough to make Lars nearly flinch
from the sound. “That’s the spot. Lobster Boy was so rude.” She stuck out her
tongue out at him, adding an extra pphhttt to go with it. After she was
done with her rude gesture, she just left her tongue hanging out in the air. It
extended nearly a finger in length and began to poke and stab in different
directions. She took a few sniffs, and Lars could swear he felt the air pull
toward her.


“Ugh. They’re . . . on the ground? Their scent is
coming from that way,” she said, scurrying past Lars on all fours with her face
near the ground like a bloodhound. With the speed she moved, how flat she kept
to the ground, and the way her giant fluffy tail shot straight up with her butt
being the highest point of her body protruding from the tall grass, it was
almost like she had become a weird shark-squirrel making her way through a sea
of green. “HERE!” she called out after a minute.


Lars quickly closed the distance between the two
to see what the “here” was. He found a mat of soil that had been carved from
somewhere and flopped on top of a layer of bamboo shoots. Aside from the fact
that the sides didn’t match up exactly right, from even a short distance, the
disguise left the opening indistinguishable from its surroundings.


Very clever. Lars would have complimented
Desdemona if it weren’t for the fact that this “clever” disguising of the hole
had left him wandering around and shouting out loud for enemies to find him.


He opened up the hole and jumped down to find
Desdemona cradling Su Ryeon.


“Lars! It doesn’t look good,” Desdemona said to Lars
as she saw him land. “Her pulse is so weak it feels like she’s going to pass at
any moment.”


Then let’s act quickly, Lars. You need to bite off a piece
of that monster core, chew it up, and then feed it to her through a kiss. Try
not to let a single bit of the chewed core touch air after you start chewing
it.


Got it, Lars thought, taking a bite out of
the core just as she instructed. Despite being a medicinal cure made from an
ancient monster, Lars almost instinctively swallowed the absolutely
divine-tasting mouthful. It was like Anneliese had come back, made the most
amazing milkshake ever, and flavored it to be both ridiculously sweet and
insanely spicy at the same time. It was a pinch of salt away from perfection,
and it actually took some focus to only chew it.


Once it had been sufficiently reduced to a
near-liquid mush, Lars cradled Su Ryeon’s head as he leaned over, used his own
lips to part hers, and then pushed the monster-core-paste into her mouth with
his tongue. He was confident that this would be all that was needed, but the
second the core hit her tongue, her hands moved. She tightly grabbed ahold of
each side of his head and began practically sucking his face off as her tongue
went straight into his mouth, exploring every nook and cranny it could reach.


“You can’t do that to an unconscious woman!” Hite
complained. But by the end of it, his tune had changed. Five seconds into Su
Ryeon’s assault on Lars’s mouth, Hite protested again, saying, “That’s . . .
That’s not what is supposed to happen! True love’s kiss can only wake a maiden
when the man performing it is pure of heart and mind! He’s clearly a deviant!
This . . . This is not fair!”


“Aww, my poor little shining star has never been
kissed. So cute,” Soseono remarked with a cackle.


Lars wasn’t sure what to think. His brain
momentarily stopped. Then, after what felt like a few minutes passed, he
finally managed to free himself of Su’s ravenous oral attack. What the hell
came over her? Lars thought as he wiped the excess saliva from the sides of
his mouth.


Aww, my poor boy is growing up. We finally got our first
kiss. Isn’t that great? Not as nice as I thought it’d be. Honestly, I was
hoping for fireworks. I felt a little spark, but I don’t know if she’s the one
for us, Lars. We may have to make out with Desdemona and maybe even Soseono
just to see if there was anything special.


Our first kiss? Wait, that wasn’t a kiss. That was . . .
That was me applying medicine! I am still pure! That . . . That was too rough
to be a kiss! Give me back my precious firsts! Lars wanted to cry. He was
happy Su Ryeon had gone from near death to full face-sucking machine, but that
was not the pleasant, sexy, romantic moment he had imagined for a first kiss.
It was much more like a fencing competition between two tongues—that he had
lost—than any experience to write a book about.


Applying medicine? Don’t lie. If that’s all you wanted to
do, you could have just put it in front of her face, and she’d have bitten it
without being prompted. What if I told you that even if she were a second away
from dying, the essence would have enticed her to bite? What if I said that
what you did was above and beyond anything needed? But, hey, it got us our
first kiss, so even in that situation, I wouldn’t complain. Still a little
disappointed though. Go try Desdemona.


You . . . You tricked me! You said I had to do it like
that to save her life!


Did I actually say that, or did I just tell you what to do,
and you did it? You could have asked if it was necessary to do those steps.
This is on you, Lars. Just like her lips were. Mmm . . . apricot. Weird taste
for lips but nice. I wonder when she got her hands on a lip balm. Damn I miss
cotton-candy-flavored lip balm.


Feeling cheated and betrayed, Lars fell back onto his butt
and stared at Su Ryeon. Gods above and below . . . I . . . but my . . . I
didn’t mean . . .


Lars, stop acting like a robot that won’t start. You got a
kiss when applying medicine. I was just teasing you about it not being a
required step to save her life. Chewing released the essence; air would have
let it escape. Her reaction was due to the fact that, to a poisoned person,
that stuff is more addictive than nearly any drug out there. She was trying to
find more of it, but you had already given her the brunt. Still, that didn’t
stop her unconscious self from trying though. Your make-out session was morally
approved by the gods of cliche setups.


“Not that I’m doubting your medical application skills—the
proof is in the pudding—but what were you going to do if the treatment called
for a suppository?” Soseono asked, causing Ophelia to nearly lose herself
laughing.


I guess it’s a dealer’s choice between tossed salads and
creamed hotdog buns.


Ophelia . . . Lars didn’t even know what she
was saying between her cackles, but he knew it was crude enough to deserve some
baseline of condemnation.


“Suppository? What are you talking about? The only
way to cure any disease is to drink,” Hite offered. “Drink and drink and drink
and wrap yourself in a bunch of blankets so the precious droplets of alcohol
can’t escape you.”


Well, at least he isn’t a total failure as a follower of
Miller.


“Lars, who is she?” Desdemona asked as she took Su
Ryeon back, laying her gently down once more and using a piece of cloth she had
obviously torn off from her sleeve to wipe Su Ryeon’s forehead of the odd,
filthy-smelling sweat that was beginning to appear.


“Soseono. Pleased to meet you,” the woman said,
sticking her hand out for a shake. “I’m the person who was hired to kill you
earlier.”


Soseono said this matter-of-factly, as if not a
single thing could ever possibly be wrong with her statement. Desdemona’s face
blanched, and her tail popped out, extending backward like a sword ready to
strike at any moment.


“Mona,” Lars tapped his neck to make the point he
was trying to without saying anything more.


“Huh?” Desdemona blinked and then noticed the
slave collar around Soseono’s neck before letting out a deep breath of air and
slacking her tail again. “Oh, I see. He got you too?”


“No! I was the one who rained victorious in the
great life and death struggle,” Hite began, once again getting worked up. “The
battle of good and evil that is but one of many in a thousand conflicts
throughout the war for our purity of heart! I subdued my enemy without an ounce
of bloodshed! This is why this situation is doubly preposterous!”


Lars gave him an apologetic look. “What do you
want me to do, man? The lady clearly doesn’t like you or your cult. You’re
going to have to come to terms with that.”


“But . . . But . . . what about . . . if . . .
Ugh! I was supposed to capture a wicked foe in battle, bring him or her back to
the fold, and rehabilitate the wrongdoer. It was going to help me earn my first
golden mug award.”


“You know, for a batshit crazy zealot, it really
is fun to watch him squirm. Poor guy. But better luck next time, right, kid?”
Soseono said, patting Hite’s metal shoulder. “You’ll find a girl who is into
your crazy cult stuff one day, buddy. There, there. Now, please roll along,
Lobster Boy.”


“I’ll make sure she doesn’t kill anyone,” Lars
tried to assure him. “And thanks again for your help back there. You were a
real life-saver. I appreciate it.”


“Do you think I’m going to leave her unattended
when you are clearly an immoral deviant with hedonistic tendencies? It would be
like leading lambs unto the slaughter. I’d be doing nothing more than saving a
pig from a life besides wolves just to deliver it to a butcher’s doorstep! I
cannot let you—”


“Lobster bro,” Lars interjected, putting his hand
on Hite’s right shoulder. “It’s okay. I promise I won’t do anything untoward to
the ladies. You can relax. I’ll give them choice over what happens.”


“I’ll relax, umm, after I’ve . . . uhh . . . I’m
staying with you to make sure you don’t do anything bad,” he harrumphed,
plopping down with a hard clunk as his butt hit the ground next to Lars.


You know how this story goes, right? He’s going to die. We
can’t have another male competing for our harem. He’s going to try to steal our
quest completions, and keeping the fox out of our hen coup is going to turn
into a whole annoying quest chain.


You really are insane, you know that? Lars asked, but
he didn’t disagree with her about the fact that this guy was going to be a
hassle. Unfortunately, he didn’t know how well Hite could fight, and he didn’t
want to make an enemy out of an ally that had done his best to save him in the
field earlier.


See, you can’t hide those thoughts from me. You’re already
worried that this guy is going to try to stop you from getting your EXP, aren’t
you? You’re thinking, “Oh man. This bastard won’t let me kill people even if
they’re bad guys. If he’s around, how am I going to murder people?” Aren’t you?
Yeah, you are. That’s my handsome man. You deserve to get your murder hobo on
unmolested by creepy metal men.


“What if Hite’s a girl?” Soseono asked as she poked
at the shoulder she had previously been patting. “What if the reason
Hitey-Tighty here can’t stand the idea of leaving you alone is that she’s a
woman who has fallen in love with you, but she’s so freaking ugly she can’t
show her face? Maybe she’s using some gadget inside there to make her voice
sound deeper. I mean, no one’s seen her face, right?”


Desdemona eyed Soseono while Soseono was speaking
as if she were a falcon looking at a mouse, deciding whether or not to pounce.
Then she let her shoulders slump as she leaned back. “That must be it. It was
love at first sight on the battlefield. She took one look at the handsome
cultivator, saw his tragic tailless plight, and knew instantly that she had to
be the one to save him. But with her hideous face, she had to hide her visage.
She knew that if anyone, especially her beloved, saw her contemptible
appearance, it would be over. What a tragic fate to be so close to the man she
loves but never ever truly be seen by him.”


“Y’all are messed up,” Lars said, but he was
having trouble holding back a laugh.


“I . . . I AM NOT A WOMAN!” Hite protested.


“Is there something wrong with being a woman?”
Lars quipped, deciding to join in on the fun. Despite how frustrated Hite
seemed, Lars knew he wasn’t actually having a bad time. He knew it so well it
was like he could see a smile on the man’s face beneath the mask as the two
girls teased him. “I think women are amazing. They’re certainly better looking
than I am.”


“You say that because you’re a deviant!” Hite
declared and then sighed.


“Ah, so it’s like that. That’s a shame. Who would
have thought one would need to be a horrendous deviant to think that women are
amazing and beautiful.” Lars nodded, and Soseono nodded along with him after
picking up the cue.


“An absolute shame it is,” Soseono agreed. “One
must be perverted in mind and heart to think any woman is better looking than
you. We’ve heard it from Sister Hite herself, the poor lovestruck fool. A
multitude of women, and not a single one is more amazing and better looking to
her—I mean ‘him’—than you are, Lars.”


“I’m deeply flattered, even if I must say so
myself,” Lars said, putting a hand over his chest to feign being truly touched.
“If only . . . If only I had met her before I had given my lips to another, I
would still be pure enough to be worthy of her affection.”


“I hate you all.” Hite seemed to give up as he lay
back, moving his shoulders out of reach of Lars and Soseono. His metal armor
clinked against the hard ground behind him.


Lars was worried for a moment that he had gone too
far and actually hurt the guy’s feelings, and he was about to say something
apologetic when Hite added one more thing.


“I’m not a girl.”


“I can’t even see her face, and I know she’s so
cute when teased,” Soseono remarked, laughing cruelly at the poor guy.


“Be honest,” Lars said. “You’re just messing with
him because he beat you in battle.”


“You didn’t see it,” she replied, “but the woman
grabbed my chest mid-fight. I think I owe her a little teasing.”


“I . . . It was a tactical maneuver! Who worries
about that stuff in a fight?!”


“Lars—I mean, my master,” Soseono said while
reaching out and grabbing Lars’s wrist, “feel how badly he hurt it.” She pulled
Lars’s hand straight toward her chest, and Lars froze. He couldn’t not pay
attention to what was happening. He had seen plenty of those in his
life—dozens—and Bok Kyu’s palace might as well have been a den of carnal
pleasure for all the sights it had to offer his eyes. But this was the first
time he’d felt anything like it. It was soft, yet bouncy. He could feel his
mind studying the sensation in depth.


“Guys, stop it. There are children here,” Desdemona
quickly said, yanking Lars’s wrist away with her right hand as she pointed at
Hite accusingly with her left. “You’re going to scar the poor child.”


Mine were way better than those C-cups, just so you know.
Mine were better.


“I think Desdemona is right,” Lars said. Even
though half of his instincts and a nearly drawn sword wanted to continue
whatever game was going on, the other half wanted some peace, some quiet, and
some emotional stability. He was burned out mentally from one thing after
another happening. The problems had been piling up, and he didn’t know exactly
what was going to happen next. But he did know what he wanted to happen:
nothing. He wanted things to just stay static for a single moment.


A year ago, when he was wishing to be a
cultivator, an adventurer, someone who mattered in the world and had the
strength to stand up for the little guy being physically abused by others, he
never would have guessed that the one thing he’d want most in life was to do nothing,
feel nothing, and think nothing. But here he was.


“Can you guys”—Lars reached out a hand to help
Hite up—“make sure this place is well hidden and secure? Let’s get some food
stored up. Also, Soseono, I’m going to want to know this sooner or later, but .
. . are you the only ones sent to kill us?”


“Nope. Two old bastards bought like fifty merc
groups at least. Well, bought or bribed. They put a bounty big enough on your
head that every single one in the guild office is going to be after you. We
were just the only ones in the office for the day, and Wai-li, being the
absolute genius he was, decided to try and three-man you. Said you’d be easy
pickings since the intel we were given had you listed only as a Stage 8
Qi-Gathering Cultivator.”


Lars put his fingers to his temples. “You’re
telling me that over fifty mercenary groups are on their way to kill us, and
you just thought to mention that?”


“Hey, boss! Boss! Come on, have some respect for a
girl, will ya? I saw you laying down your game on that poor, defenseless,
unconscious woman, and I was just trying to be a pal and not interrupt you. I
even let you play with my fun bags when the white knight Hite ruined your
game.” Soseono looked offended, crossing her arms and harrumphing at Lars as if
he had slapped her.


“That’s the story you’re going with?” Lars stared
at her in disbelief.


“It’s true! Every word! I am innocent. Now please
call the local patrol barracks and have them settle this for me. I’ve been
wronged. No respect. No respect at all. See if I let you play with my joy
mountains again.”


Those are not big enough to be called mountains.


“Okay, sorry, but why did you wait so long to tell
me? Is there more I should know?” Lars didn’t understand. If he died, she died.
He had no idea how she could lack any basic self-preservation skills like
communicating with the person she needed to keep alive.


“Because it’s not like I know how this is going to
turn out. For all I know, you might end up as horrendously awful of a choice to
follow as our plate mate here.” She pointed at Hite, who was lying down like a
log, unmoving and silent. “So, you know, at least if they killed me, it’d be
over. I’d have that to look forward to.”


“Oh yeah, true.” Lars agreed with her logic.
“That’s actually good thinking.”


“Right? And here you are accusing me of doing
unnecessary things when the only unnecessary thing is me helping you out with
this vital information. I could just keep quiet,” she said with a triumphantly
smug smirk.


“So which way are they coming from? Should we be,
you know, running away somewhere?” Lars asked.


“Well, sure, if you want to die, then that’s a
great plan,” she answered sarcastically. “Personally, if I were you, I’d stay
here for a while, maybe build in some traps, hide a little, and then sneak out
in the dead of night and go join some sect. Sects hate working with bounty
hunters, so it’ll be an easy way for you to escape a horrible fate.”


“So why shouldn’t I run?” Lars asked.


“Sky hunters. Terrible noses, bad trackers, but
they don’t need either. They’ll just fly around looking for any Qi-bearing life
form in their zones and check to see if there is a bounty on them. Even if you
get three or four or even five days away, once they circulate your name to the
sky hunters, being above ground is just asking to get killed. Your girl
here”—she pointed to Desdemona—“had the right idea. If there are a hundred
groups of trackers, maybe five of them will have someone with a nose good
enough to smell her out—and that’s if they know where to look. Right here is
probably actually pretty safe. Not to mention, we got running water.”


Desdemona beamed a smile at Soseono. “Thanks. I
even started working on pillows from grass patches I collected from the field.
It’s not the best solution to a rough night, but if you have to sleep on a
cold, hard surface, they’ll really make a difference. I’m excited too because
they’re some of the nicest and longest blades of grass I’ve ever gotten my
hands on for pillow making.”


“So, we stay here and pray no one with a good
enough nose tracks us down, or we try to run and get killed by . . . sky
hunters? Or we sneak out and join a sect in the middle of the night that will
keep us safe.” Lars thought about the options.


“I mean, there may be other options, but your
bounty was really, really high. Like, if the three of us had killed you, we’d
each be able to make a bed out of the gold and sleep on it,” Soseono said. “I’m
really disappointed we didn’t get you, but, you know, that’s life. You win
some; you lose some. Sometimes you eat bacon, and sometimes you end up being
tortured to death before you get your body tossed in a pig trough. Such is
life.”












Chapter 5


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 9


Power: 20000


Speed: 10000


Fortitude (HP): 18500


Resistance: 14500


Unspent: 22618


 


Elemental Abilities


Active: “Master of One” Element: Earth Qi


 


Earth Qi: 8975


Wind Qi: 6695


Wood Qi: 5652


Fire Qi: 4604


Ice Qi: 4249


Metal Qi: 3399


Toxin Qi: 2862


Water Qi: 2214


Lunar Light Qi: 2015


Lightning Qi: 218


Unassigned Qi: 640


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [38,545/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [1/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[640] Toxin Immunity Level 9 [3/10 Toxins
Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 8


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap yourself!
Part 2]


 


Warlock: Level 1.


Lv. 1: Master of One [20% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 1: Master of None [0% Bonus]


Lv. 1: Rest in Servitude Eternal [20%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


“Vidkun! Back me up on this!” Eva slammed her
water down dramatically as she pleaded for Vidkun’s assistance. She was so loud
that everyone else sitting at the tiny tables outside Lee’s Teas heard every
syllable like it was coming through a surround sound system.


“I don’t know, Eva.” Vidkun looked back and forth
between Ophelia and Eva uncomfortably. “You know how her dad is. It’s the only
rule her father gave her, and she can’t break it. Maybe we should just drop the
subject.”


“You can’t be okay with the way things are going,
though.” Eva continued to make her argument, waving her arms back and forth so
much with each word that she had to pause for a moment to make sure her black
halter top was properly adjusted. “Ever since that monster became our leader,
people are suffering from his indifference. He’s callous, he’s a jerk, and he’s
not doing a damn thing to help those starving children. Millions of people are
going to die from the famine at this rate, and we could stop it!”


Ophelia didn’t say a word in reply as she shifted
uncomfortably in her chair, pulling at the skirt her mother and she had picked
out together. She tried to make it just an inch longer to hide even an inch
more of herself as she sat there uncomfortably.


“Come on, Ophelia. Just one miracle. I know you
can do it. I know you want to do it. All you have to do is wave your hand, and
this would all be over,” Eva pleaded. She reached out and grabbed Ophelia’s
hands before she could retract them. “Please, Ophelia. If you do this for me, I
won’t ever bother you again. I can’t sleep at night knowing that so many people
are suffering.”


“Do you want me to order you a ride?” Vidkun
asked. “I’ll pay the bill for once. My treat.”


“Umm . . .” Ophelia wanted to immediately accept,
but she paused and glanced over at Eva before looking back at Vidkun.


“Why would you get her a ride?” Eva demanded. “We
just sat down. The movie doesn’t start for an hour. Why are you trying to get
rid of her?”


“I’m just trying to make sure my friend”—Vidkun
stressed the word “friend”—“isn’t uncomfortable. There is this incredibly attractive
and privileged, yet for some reason very angry, woman shouting at her to do the
one thing everyone knows she can’t while trying to emotionally blackmail her
into disobeying her parents, whose wrath might literally end existence for this
entire world.”


“I’m not emotionally blackmailing her! I’m just—”
Eva abruptly stopped mid-sentence and briefly looked like she was about to
stand up before slumping back in her chair. “I’m just frustrated, okay? I know
her dad said for her not to do anything, but her father is supposed to be,
like, the greatest guy in the world or something. I’m sure he wouldn’t fault
her for helping out just once.”


“So should I hit this button?” Vidkun asked,
holding up his phone to show he already had the ride program loaded and Ophelia’s
address entered. “Or are you going to stop bullying the poor girl?”


Eva didn’t respond. She just picked up her drink
and sipped her metal straw aggressively while glaring at Vidkun.


“Come on. Don’t sulk. We still have a nice meal
ahead of us and a fun movie to watch. Aren’t you a little excited to see if
they wait until the last second or the last three seconds to save the day?” 


“No, it’s the swimsuit scenes,” Eva replied as she
set her drink down. “I love my swimsuit scenes, and I hear our star is wearing
a banana hammock this time. I love the tropics, the coconuts, the bananas, and
the hammocks. I’m a beach girl.”


“Ha! Don’t let your mother hear you say that,”
Vidkun replied.


“Or what? She’ll force me to take her to the movie
too?” Eva chortled before looking over at Ophelia. “I’m . . . I’m sorry I put
you on the spot. It’s just—”


“It’s just better if we forget all about it,”
Vidkun interjected while putting a hand on top of Eva’s. He gave her a sort of
stern-but-gentle look Ophelia hadn’t seen from him before.


“Yeah, don’t worry about it,” Ophelia blurted
before looking down at her own drink. She barely parted her lips and did her
best to fake a smile. I shouldn’t have come. This is just awkward. I
shouldn’t have come. The words repeated themselves in her head as she snuck
a glance at the two of them. She already missed her desk. It was an altar of
power for her. That office was a sanctuary. The chair was a throne, and the
computer was her access to the only digital avatar she needed to explore the
world. “Everything is fine.” Then, after half a second of silence, she repeated
it again. “Everything is fine.”


“Right!” Vidkun laughed in such a way that Ophelia
wasn’t sure if he was laughing at how nervous she was or laughing at the
situation or some joke or faux pas she was oblivious to. “Everything is indeed
fine.”


Ophelia continued to sip at the straw despite the
fact there was practically nothing but ice in the cup and then said, “Well,
speaking of fine things, did you hear about the main actor and actress in that
last LitRPG movie, the one by Mejia that just came out, getting caught hooking
up in the prop castle after the shoot? If they had just filmed that instead of
the movie, I’d have paid twice as much to see it in theaters.”


Vidkun looked startled. “Really? That actor?
That’s your style? But . . . But he’s short.”


Eva smirked. “You say short; I say fun size. After
all, you don’t have to push their head too far down before—” 


“Eva! There are kids out here. Show a modicum of
self-respect,” Vidkun chided.


“What? There wouldn’t even be kids here if women
showed your old-fashioned sense of self-respect,” she teased. “You gotta get
with the times, ya old prude.” 


Vidkun shook his head. “God, you’re such a
pervert. It’s really embarrassing taking you anywhere.”


Ophelia silently watched the two as they quibbled
back and forth. She wanted to join the conversation. She kept thinking of lines
to say that would be clever or witty, but by the time she was ready to say them
and had worked out the wording, the conversation had already moved. It kept
evolving and shifting to the point that her eyes glazed over as she watched the
two friends chatting back and forth with each other like color commentators for
a sport she had never even heard of before.


“So, are we going to try to stick it to the man
and sneak some snacks in through our baggy pants?” Vidkun asked.


Ophelia gave him a sidelong look. “I’m not wearing
baggy pants.”


“Skirt here too,” Eva said while hiking hers
halfway up her leg.


“Drats. I suppose these cargo shorts will have to
work for all three of us then,” Vidkun said, gesturing to the atrocious
garments-pretending-to-be-clothes that he wore in place of real pants. “I think
there is even a convenience store nearby that we could stock up at.”


“Dibs on red licorice sticks,” Eva exclaimed
excitedly. “Three packs!”


“No sour balls this time?” Vidkun asked.


To Ophelia, who had never gone out before, the
whole conversation felt both alien and uncomfortable. She didn’t get why Vidkun
had to sneak food in. Why was it okay to just jokingly talk about stealing or
breaking rules? Rules were meant to be followed. If they weren’t good rules,
they were supposed to be petitioned and lobbied against, or you were supposed
to boycott and deny the companies making them. They weren’t supposed to just be
broken with such a laughing and cavalier style; yet, here were her two friends,
treating the entire thing as if it were the biggest joke in the world.


I should have stayed home, Ophelia thought
again. She yearned for the office where she lived or the odd room with one
hundred monitors that her dad spent all of his time in, watching people she had
never met do the same things over and over again. He was like a superfan
watching his favorite TV show on repeat while her mom cracked jokes from his
side, her floating blue box constantly popping up to talk over the dramatic
moments.


“Ophelia?” Eva asked while shaking her arm. She
had so completely tuned the two of them out as she got lost in her own head
that she didn’t know if it was the first or fiftieth time Eva had tried to say
something to her. “You okay?”


“Yeah . . . Yeah. Yeah. I’m fine,” Ophelia
replied, gripping her drink glass so tightly she worried it might shatter at
any minute.


“We were just wondering what snack you wanted,”
Vidkun explained.


“I’m good. I’ll just buy one in the theater. It’s no
big deal,” Ophelia replied. “I can afford it.”


“Ah, nonsense. We’ve already suckered you out of
the cost of the tickets. The least we can do is get you a drink.”


“Yeah, if you’ve managed to get the magical
vanishing wallet here to offer to treat you, you might as well take advantage
of it,” Eva remarked.


“Just tell me, what’s your favorite candy to eat
while watching a movie? I’ll get it for you,” Vidkun insisted.


“I . . . I don’t know. I’m not supposed to break
any rules,” Ophelia answered. Her attention was only half there as she
concentrated on doing her best not to change the glass from one solid piece
into a thousand tiny shards.


“Ophelia.” Eva leveled her gaze at her. “It’s
okay. You can do what you like. It’s no big deal. We don’t have to sneak
anything in for you.”


“It’s really not a hassle, though. Let me just get
you a box of sweet and spicy, cinnamon-flavored candy,” Vidkun said. “If you
don’t like it, you don’t have to eat ‘em.”


“I . . .”


“That works. Let’s get walking. It’s wonderful
weather for it,” Eva interrupted, standing up before Ophelia could get to a
second syllable.


“Hey, it’s just one time. It’s no big deal at
all,” Vidkun said. “You’re treating us to a movie, after all. It’s the least I
can do.”


“Fine . . .” Ophelia grumbled. It’s just one
time; it’s not really a big rule. It won’t matter, she told herself as she
stood up and followed the two. Everything about the interaction felt wrong.
Everything about it made her want to go back home. But she didn’t. It wasn’t
because she thought staying was the best idea, but she just didn’t want to get
left behind any more than she already had as the two walked ahead of her.
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Lars didn’t feel like moving from where he lay on
his back, staring straight up at the status window hanging above him, the only
illuminated part of the nearly pitch-black cave. His thoughts were suspended
with the prompt. Ophelia’s voice remained strangely absent from his head as he
read the words.


Warlock: Level 2.


Patron: Ophelia, Aspect of Death, Enjoyer of
Swimsuit Scenes and Tropical Delights.


Manifested Invocations:


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40% Conversion,
1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]






Temporary Invocation: Mr. Banana Hammock.


Lars knew he had questions for Ophelia—like who
this Vidkun or Eva really were, what the things around them were made of, what
was with the clothing, how that skirt fit her so tightly, and a dozen more.
Amidst all the shifting thoughts, though, there was only one thing that stuck
with him: she had tried to make herself small, tried to hide herself in the
clothes that she and her mother had picked out.


He knew Ophelia was all-powerful. Even back then,
even through her memory, he knew that she could have snapped cities out of
existence and torn continents in half with a wave of her hand. But she hadn’t
felt powerful. She had felt tiny and scared, and it had made Lars, who had only
gotten a glimpse of it for a single moment, want to reach out and hold her
tightly and tell her everything was going to be alright.


The fact he couldn’t even provide that basic modicum
of comfort, a pat on the back or a simple hug like the ones his mother gave him
when he came home covered in bruises and cuts from neighborhood bullying, ate
at him more than just a little. Ophelia was his closest and truest companion in
this hellish world, and the idea that he couldn’t do anything for her gnawed at
his sense of self and pride as a man.


Stop making that face, Lars. I’m fine.


Are you? Lars asked when Ophelia intuited
his thoughts before they could crystallize into any actual words. He didn’t
know if he actually believed her. He had felt longing and despair and isolation
in a way that was all too familiar to him. He knew what it was like to just
want to be part of the group, even if the group wanted nothing to do with him,
or—like in Ophelia’s case—he just couldn’t understand what was going on in the
group. He had a feeling that his empathy for her in this was the reason his
Warlock Level had gone up, which made it all the more likely he wasn’t wrong.
She wasn’t okay.


However, there was no smart-alec response or quick
retort from her to crush his doubts as he sat in silence staring at the
darkness above.


“You know, one of these days I’d like it if, when
you lie down, I didn’t have to worry about one of those Qi-based explosions of
yours randomly killing me,” Desdemona grumbled. She and Hite were both
diligently working on prettying up the tiny, little hovel they were currently
in. In lieu of a candle or another device for light, Desdemona’s tail was
acting as a massive torch in the middle of the room as they toiled away on
laying out grass patches and carving the walls into chairs and tables.


“That has happened before?” Hite asked from the
ceiling. He had stretched his metal suit to reach the top and was quietly
working on shaping the door to their domicile, making little air holes here and
there while at the same time reinforcing the place’s disguise.


“What? You didn’t know? I just met him, and even I
know what’s actually happened,” Soseono said. “Deep inside of him is one of the
trapped demonic gods that is trying to escape. Every night he goes to sleep,
and it struggles against his soul, ripping and tearing as it attempts to claw
itself free so that it can wreak havoc on the world and consume every
cultivator following the teaching of its most hated rival and the evil fiend
that locked it away: Miller.”


“What?! IS THIS TRUE?!” Hite moved so quickly that
Lars had trouble following him as he descended from the ceiling and formed a
dagger out of his armor. “Are you really a servant of one of Miller’s
vanquished foes?”


Soseono continued to poke at Hite. “Careful! If
you kill him, you’ll just be doing what the demon wants, setting it free upon
the world. He struggles day and night to protect your order, and the first
thing you do is threaten his life? I’m ashamed of you. What would Miller say?”


“Oh . . . Oh . . . OH!” Hite, who was somehow
eating up everything Soseono said as if the concept of lying or making
something up didn’t even cross his mind, lowered his weapon. “I can’t believe
what I’ve done. You’re right. Miller and the brotherhood of bacon and beers
would be devastated by my horrendous actions. I don’t know if I’ll ever be able
to— Hey! Why are you laughing? This is me seriously apologizing!”


“I’m sorry. It’s fine, old woman,” Soseono cackled
as she plopped down next to Lars, lying close enough next to him that the two’s
elbows were bumping into each other. “He’s perfectly safe. See? You can relax.
The giant, evil demon inside of him won’t bother anyone.”


“To think you are suffering so much just for the
sake of protecting Miller’s dignity and keeping a great foe of his
constrained.” Hite sniffled. “I can’t believe I ever dared to point a weapon at
such a noble man. Miller’s path of non-violence has escaped me in my journey to
right the wrongs of the world and rehabilitate the evildoers of our society.”


“That’s right. Which is why you should go back to
your convent of nuns and think about what you’ve done,” Soseono suggested.


“No, no, this is even more reason I must stand by
you to make sure no harm comes to you. If you’re truly protecting us from an
ancient foe of Miller, I have to do my best to save you.”


“You realize she’s more full of it than the
clogged poop chute of a five-story palace?” Desdemona asked with a laugh. “She
has no idea what she’s talking about. The explosion is just something that
seems to happen after our hero gets drastically injured. Then, bam, he’s
perfectly fine. Not a single injury on him. There aren’t even scars. Look at
that. I’m not saying I’m jealous. I’m not saying that I’m a little upset that
the porcupine prodigy prickled and pierced my precious posterior, so now I’ve
got dozens of tiny, little holes across my once-perfect backside and all the
way up to my neck . . . while this guy gets stabbed, beaten up, tossed around,
comes home with a dozen wounds, and then . . . Bam! Blows up perfectly good
carriages, and he’s right as rain in a drought.”


“I . . . I don’t think you’re making much sense
there.” Soseono looked over at Desdemona, hopping up and walking to her. “You
have scars? I didn’t see a single one on you.”


“Yeah. I checked them back at the old flying
manor. Just look.” Desdemona disrobed a bit, revealing her backside completely
as she was careful to hold the remainder of her cultivation robes so that her
breasts wouldn’t pop out as well. “They should still be there. One of them was
the size of a fingernail.”


“You mean right here?” Soseono reached out one
hand and started lightly dragging it across Desdemona’s back.


“Yeah, it should be right there,” Desdemona said.


“I don’t see anything though,” Soseono remarked.
She leaned over and swapped from simply grazing her hand across Desdemona’s
back to thoroughly getting in there and trying to stretch out the skin with her
fingertips.


“Oh, wow, that’s the spot,” Desdemona moaned as
Soseono worked around her back.


“But there is no scar here.”


“Maybe just, ah, close to the middle. Ah, that’s
it,” Desdemona said.


They have to just be messing with me, Lars
thought as he watched from where he was lying down.


You better not interrupt this too early. I don’t know which direction
this is headed, but if we time it right, then maybe we could win the lottery.


“It is so tense back here, but there aren’t any
spots at all,” Soseono remarked. “Have you never gotten a back massage?”


“Ah, could you just . . . Ah . . . Ah . . . Right
there.” Desdemona continued to relent to Soseono’s touch. “Just keep doing that
. . . Ah . . .”


“No worries, girl,” Soseono replied. “You are way
too stressed these days. We need to get you a nice bath, a few scented candles,
maybe some fresh beer or fried chicken . . . You need a pamper day. You might
be a slave, but that doesn’t mean you have to slave away.”


“Ow, ow, ow,” Hite groaned, interrupting whatever
sensual activity was going on. “I . . . uhh, I need to, umm . . . Ah, yes. I
think this cave had another stream with cold water flowing through it that I
spotted a while back! I shall return.”


“Where did Metal Girl go?” Desdemona asked as she
took the lull in activity to readjust her robes.


“I think that, after that reaction, it’s fair to
say he wasn’t lying. He’s actually a dude, and he probably went to adjust. The
lobster armor didn’t look like it left much room.” Soseono giggled. “Either
way, congrats, phoenix fire, you got yourself a fan.”


“I’d rather not,” Desdemona shuddered. “You want
him?”


“Nah, seems like he’s more effort than he’s
worth,” Soseono said. “Anyway, I won. Pay up.”


“Won?” Lars asked.


“I said you’d wake before she did,” Soseono
answered, pointing over at the still-unconscious Su Ryeon. “Desdemona was
certain your magic alchemy tricks were perfect, and so she’d wake first. Said
you might even be out for days. Even put a wafe on it.”


“How long was I out?” Lars asked, looking over at
an unconscious Su Ryeon lying on the ground near them.


“An hour? Two? You really were a light sleeper
this time,” Desdemona grumbled as she pulled out a small, thin disc and handed
it to Soseono.


“Why did you bet on something like that?” Lars
asked. “And what’s a wafe?”


“It’s what happens if you put all the nutrients of
two loaves of bread into a small, tiny wafer and seal it up with Qi,” Desdemona
explained. “They’re kind of like rations for the military, though, because they
taste bad. I brought a few dozen before we left the city because”—she frowned—“I
kind of saw this possibly happening.”


“You saw us ending up in the woods again?” Lars
asked.


“Well, yeah. Sects are by nature evil.” Desdemona
shrugged. “I thought Apep was a good guy, but he’d try to use you, so it’s not
like I saw this turning out well. Neither of us are anything more than
disposable to him.”


“You two didn’t even make it into the sect,
though,” Soseono snickered. “You couldn’t have seen things going that badly.”


“You’re right there. I thought it’d be a few
weeks, and we’d have a much stronger power base before this happened.”
Desdemona sighed.


“Well, you guys could just go back to the sect?
From what you were telling me while he was out cold, it’s only two or three
people who hate you. It should still be safer than being hunted down by their
mercenaries.”


“Well . . .” Lars frowned. He needed a plan. Any
plan would do if it kept them safe, but he didn’t want to take one that threw
him back into the lion’s den. “Are there other sects that would take us?”


“Her? Yeah, no problem. A phoenix bloodline is rare.
I can see a few people taking her in without a second thought . . . but . . .
you? Her? A pair of tailless bastards?” Soseono just shrugged again. “You could
try taking refuge in Hite’s weird cult. But if that Apep guy found out you
joined any other sect, he’d probably murder your two disciples.”


Welp. That settles it. We have two new openings for the
disciple position. Though I don’t like it. We’ve been helpless for two decades.
Isn’t it about time we go on a murderous rampage and kill everyone in that
sect?


Could we actually do that?


Not yet . . . but . . . well, if Soseono’s information is
correct, then aren’t there at least fifty groups of EXP coming to farm us?
Surely that will help us get a little bit closer to the “murder entire sect of
cultivators” goal.


Lars blinked. “Wait, how was I out so long, and no
one found us? Shouldn’t there have been a few fights? Some skirmishes?
Something?”


“You’d think,” Soseono admitted. “But between
Lobster Boy and Ms. ‘I was pierced from behind,’ this place is really well
hidden. While you were out, I also went above ground and wiped our scent off
the field. The entire field smells like rodent poop now, but you’d be surprised
at how effective that tiny fertilizer is at covering up odors.”


Lars and Desdemona both looked over at her with
disgusted faces.


“What?! Don’t give me that look. All I did was clear
this cave of rats by releasing them above us . . . and feeding them all a
little joowangberry so their stomachs would be full for the road.”


So, she cleared the pests out of the cave and stuffed them
with laxatives before tossing them above us. This one is smart, and she’s
right. An odor as strong as laxative-fed rats’ droppings isn’t just going to
mask our scent; it’s even going to discourage further investigation from anyone
with half a nose.


“Were there that many rats?” Lars asked. “Enough to
fully mask our scent?”


“She rounded up more than I could count,”
Desdemona answered.


“It’s hard to count something when you’re freaking
out about it like, ‘Oh no! Save me, master! Rats! Rats! Lars, save me!’ the
moment you saw them.” Soseono started laughing. “I thought you were going to
cover the entire cave in fire the way you were freaking out.”


“Whatever. That’s no reason to mock me. I just . .
. I don’t like rats!” Desdemona grumbled.


“It’s fine. It’s fine.” Soseono looked like she
was doing her absolute best not to laugh as she tried to comfort Desdemona.
“Our big, bad leader is awake. He’ll keep you safe from any rats. Won’t you . .
.” Soseono looked over at him. “Lars?”


“Yeah?” Lars didn’t understand what the question
was.


“Just checking,” she said. “I half-expected you to
only go by ‘Master’ or ‘Lord’ or one of those pretentious titles when your
slaves addressed you. You know, remind the good little slaves what they’ll
never forget, but here you are, just Lars.”


“I’ve had the name for a long time.” Lars didn’t
exactly know how to respond. “Not sure if I’d be comfortable switching over to
being addressed by just a title.”


“Huh, I guess that’s one way to look at it,”
Soseono replied as she sat down in one of the chairs that had been carved out
of the cave wall.


“Lars is weird like that. You just need to
remember that if he’s talking to himself, he’s not crazy. He’s got some . . .
uhh . . . demon god in his head.” Desdemona smiled mischievously as she sat
down next to Soseono. “You’ll get used to it, though. Without that demon god,
he’d never have been able to go from Qi-less to . . . are you at Stage 9 now?”


“Yeah.” Lars nodded and then, looking over at
Soseono, he decided to play along. “So, great demonic master stuck in my head,
could you give me a bit more power? These two girls are treating me way too
lightly.” He closed his eyes and pretended he was deeply concentrating. “What?
You . . . You want Soseono’s soul, master?” He had to concentrate not to break
face as he teased the squirrel cultivator. “I can’t . . . but you’ll . . .
okay. Okay, master. It’s a deal!” he concluded. He timed it out so that his
Speed would be raised by 240, the remaining number needed for him to reach
Level 10, at the exact moment he finished speaking.


His aura went from that of a Stage 9 Qi-Gathering
Cultivator to that of someone at Stage 10, and as he opened his eyes, he
watched Soseono’s mouth drop open.


“What?! No! I did not sign on for bad, demonic
juju. I did not agree to this just to sell my soul! Not cool. I was just joking
earlier. I didn’t mean to make light of anything. I swear. I swear I was just
kidding. Don’t take my soul! Please, please, don’t take my soul! I need it,”
Soseono whimpered.


“Relax,” Desdemona laughed. “He’s just messing
with you the same way you were messing with Hite earlier.”


“So . . . he’s not going to feed my soul to some
demonic being?” Soseono’s big brown saucer eyes were adorable as she looked up
at Desdemona, lip quivering. Given how freely she had joked around with Hite,
Lars hadn’t expected her to take it too seriously, and he instantly regretted
it the moment that she did. His stomach sank a little, and he had to swallow
back his guilt at playing what he had originally thought was a harmless prank
on her.


“No, he’s just very good at hiding his cultivation
process and developing techniques that help people cultivate. He helped me go
from Stage 2 to the girl sitting before you in the same amount of time he
rose,” Desdemona explained. “And, more than that, I was originally just a
regular bird cultivator, not a phoenix one. I’m sure if you asked him nicely,
he’d help you out too.”


“Oh . . . okay,” Soseono said. “But . . . the Qi
explosion and the fact he instantly heals. That . . . That’s not normal, right?
Are you sure there isn’t a demonic god inside him or something?”


It really hurts that she keeps using the word “demonic.” “Demonic
god.” Why can’t she just say “beautiful goddess” or “marvelous goddess.” She’s
even assuming my gender is male! I say we mess with her further.


Well, I’m guessing it has to do with the fact I’m a guy,
so you know, who would think that a girl would be stuck in my head?


Well, as a woman, I’d rather not have a girl inside me, I
just figured as a guy, you’d rather not have a guy inside you.


Anyway, it’s not her fault. You know how the religion of
this world is. It’s all about heavenly and demonic gods, the gods above and
below.


Yeah. I know, as silly as it is. Those bastard original
cultivators that hadn’t died, forming religions in their war with each other
and painting the other side as “demonic.”


Huh? Lars didn’t remember that detail at all being
covered in the religious history lessons at the local temple. They’re not
gods? They’re just cultivators?


Well, duh? I mean, did you really think that there were a
bunch of good and evil gods running around trying to either kill or save
everyone in the world?


I mean . . . Lars didn’t want to point out
the obvious: she was such a goddess, roaming the world and trying to kill
everyone in it. If there was some counterpart to her, if her father had more
than one child, and one of his offspring was also roaming around the world in
someone’s head, then the scenario would fit together perfectly. The only thing
that would change would be the names.


“Ignore his silence,” Desdemona said. “He does
that. It has nothing to do with any demonic beings.”


Poor girl, look how freaked out she is. How could
you want to keep messing with her? Lars asked.


You didn’t say a word when she tormented Hite. I think the
only reason you’re protesting now is that she has +2 Charisma hanging from her
chest, and you don’t have enough faith in me.


Lars wanted to deny it, but he did mess with Hite
without a second thought, even as the man clearly overreacted to everything. He
hadn’t even corrected Hite yet, leaving the would-be do-gooder paladin of
Miller believing him to still harbor some demon in his body.


“Well, Soseono, Desdemona is right. I’ve just been
sort of hiding my power,” he admitted as he raised his stats again. He didn’t
know when his crew might be discovered or when they might be attacked by
someone from the shadows, so he decided that he couldn’t just hold onto his
points in case of an emergency, only spending them how and where he thought he
might need him.


This time, he went with an even leveling strategy.
He had 22,378 points left, so he spent 500 of them at first on power; 10,260 of
them on speed; 2,000 of them on Fortitude; and 6,000 of them on Resistance.
This brought his total stats each to 20,500 and left him with 3,618 points left
over. Not being satisfied with any remaining stat points, though, after having
made up his mind to spend them all, he sunk those last 3,618 into Power,
bringing it up from 20,500 to 24,118.


Congratulations. You have reached Level 11! You have been
awarded 2,560 unassigned affinity points.


“Woah, did you just . . . Did you just cross the
breach to become a Stage 1 Qi-Condensing Cultivator?”


“Uhh . . .” Lars blinked. “Yeah, I guess I did,”
he responded. It was hard to believe really. The “EXP,” so to speak, had been
flowing so readily.


“Dang. So, you’re on par with Hite,” Soseono
remarked. “You just were pretending to be weaker.”


On par with Hite? Lars looked over at her.
It was at this point that he remembered he hadn’t actually seen Hite fight her.
He had only seen the aftermath, and it had been such a clean struggle that he
hadn’t even heard the conflict. This made sense in a way. She was a Stage 9
Qi-Gathering Cultivator. For her to be beaten so handily, Hite had to be
strong. If he was in the Qi Condensation Stage, then that would easily be
enough to achieve such a victory.


“How strong do you think the enemies above us
are?” Lars asked Soseono. “You’ve worked with those mercs. Could I defeat their
groups?”


“One? Two? Three of them? Sure. Maybe. The intel
is really bad on you. It said you were Stage 7 or 8 of the gathering phase. But
. . . they’re still going to be tough. Mercenaries don’t take risks. If they’re
hunting down someone who is Stage 2, they’ll make sure their team can handle a
Stage 3 or a Stage 4 first. Even for our group . . .” Soseono paused in her
speech, her eyes drifting off for a moment, “I think we’d have been okay. If it
weren’t for Hite, I don’t know if you would have survived our ambush. Wai-li
was a great leader. He had planned out everything.”


“Sorry about that . . .” Lars didn’t know what to
say. Soseono had a sort of nostalgic longing in her voice that made him think
he had killed someone very important to her.


She perked up, smiling at him again. “It’s fine.
Anyway, let’s talk about how to live! First thing’s first! To the mountain
kingdom of Sectopia!”


“You mean Sect of the Spring Rain?” Lars
clarified.


“Yeah, let’s go up there. I hear they have some
great food. I always wanted to go and apply,” she said, beaming.


“While I’m not opposed to the idea, I think we
should wait a day,” Lars replied. “If we rush up there right now, there is a
good chance we’re going to be running straight into that young master or one of
his two lackeys.”


While the logic wasn’t lacking as far as Lars
could tell, the reason he said that was different. He wanted to hunt. He needed
kills. The feeling of ecstasy flowing through him after righteously slaying
someone who was trying to take his own life, the power growing in him, none of
it would be his once he reached the sect.


I’ll be safer if I’m stronger, too, Lars
thought to himself as he clenched his fist. He was already thinking about how
to sneak away from the group and begin massacring the bounty hunters out to
kill him.


“I’m with Lars,” Desdemona said. “This place isn’t
the best, but we got water, wafes to last us a while, and better furniture than
I remember ever getting in a sect.” She proudly patted the chair she had carved
out of the wall herself.


You’re going to leave them here and go off on your own,
right?


Right. It was exactly what he planned to do. As nice
as Soseono and Desdemona were as company, he wanted to get out of there before
Hite came back from whatever he was doing and insisted on tagging along.


Hold on, before you do that, you should seal this place up.
It’s holding our precious women, after all. Until we figure out which one gives
us that magic spark with a kiss or gives us the best . . . uhh . . . you know .
. . “fun time” . . . we gotta keep them all, I say.


You’re incorrigible, Lars nearly winced as he tried
not to chuckle or make any movements to give away Ophelia’s existence,
especially with how Soseono had reacted earlier to the idea of a demonic god in
his head. So, what do I need to do?


Well. For starters, I should probably teach you the five
primary elements—earth, metal, water, wood, fire—and how to draw out the primary
circle and its overcoming pentagram and all of that, but since we’re pressed
for time before Mr. Can’t Kill Anyone shows back up, just copy this circle with
Earth Qi onto the floor. Once you do, infuse it with your Earth Qi. You’re
still in Master of One mode, so with that much Earth Qi going through the
circle, you’ll be able to easily make a rock substance hard enough that it
would take a Qi-Condensing Cultivator a bit of effort to break through.


Lars followed the instructions to the letter, and
he soon felt the Earth Qi pulsing all the way out across the ground from the
hand he had used to form the Qi circle. He followed that sensation until the Qi
enveloped the entire ceiling and floor, leaving only the walls malleable as he
sealed up the cave’s roof with his power.


He looked around at the aftermath after he finished
and realized that both the ground and cavern ceiling now looked much more akin
to a crystalline jewel. It was like they had broken into a geode, and someone
had smoothed it down to the point where Lars feared he’d just slip and bust his
rear if he started trying to run.


Welp. They’re safe now. There is only one more thing to do,
and it’s to make sure they power up while we go power up. Cut the remaining
part of that purified monster core into three pieces and have them eat it.


Would it help me if I ate it?


Nope. You’re stuck with only being able to rely on your
beautiful “demon god,” as Soseono keeps calling me, and my special little
harvest-the-world ability to level up, suckaaaaaaa . . . Well, actually . . .
to be fair, there are other methods, but killing is pretty much the best.
Sorry, Lars. Get that Qi knife ready.


You’re laughing right now, aren’t you? Just so
amused with yourself, huh? She wasn’t actually laughing out loud, but he
knew her well enough.


“Okay, I guess there is one more thing I’m going
to need you two to do,” Lars said as he looked over at Desdemona and Soseono.


“Say no more.” Soseono let out an overly dramatic,
exasperated sigh as she stood up and began to disrobe. “Just . . . let’s finish
before metal gets back. I don’t know where he went or what he’s up to, but I’d
rather not double the length of his trip.”


“Uhh . . .” Desdemona looked over at her in
confusion.


“What are you doing?” Lars asked.


“You were going to ask for a threesome before you
left, right? That’s what the thing you need us to do is, right?” Soseono was
blinking in confusion as she looked back and forth between Desdemona and Lars.
“I’m not the crazy one here, am I? That’s why a guy takes female slaves that he
doesn’t use for labor, right? Right? What is going on here?”


Lars scratched at his forehead with his right hand.
He didn’t know where to begin.


She’s really not the crazy one. I’ve been asking myself what
is going on for a while too.


“Just . . .” Lars took the core and broke it into
three pieces as quickly as he could. He tossed one of the pieces at Soseono and
another at Desdemona, and then he set one down on the makeshift earthen table
between their chairs. “Take these and eat one each. When Su Ryeon wakes up,
have her eat one too. I’ll be back in a bit,” he said. Then, just as he was
about to jump out of the cave, he remembered all the effort he had put into
making that a very hard-to-accomplish feat.


“What? That’s all? But . . .” Soseono looked
defeated. Turning to Desdemona, she asked, “Are we . . . Are we used goods?”


Yup, not my conversation to continue, Lars
decided as he began making his way down the cave path. Roughly ten or twenty
feet in, he had to switch from his Master of One configuration back to normal
just so he could generate a flame with his Fire Qi and light up the dark cavern
enough to see where he was going. He had taken an opposite direction to Hite
and made sure he was at least three hundred feet away before slowly using his
Earth Qi manipulation to create a staircase and hole leading out of the cave.


So, what’s your plan to find these mercenaries out to kill us?


I was going to ask you that, Lars replied, doing his
best not to disturb the ground too much while walking. Then, looking down at
the leaves beneath his feet, he started to wonder if he should step on them
more forcefully and crunch them as loudly as he possibly could. At least if he
did that, he’d be able to draw the mercenaries out of hiding.


We could go back and grab Soseono. She’s got a nose like a
bloodhound, doesn’t she? Surely, she’d be able to find us some foes. She
points, we kill. It’d be nice, right?


Maybe, Lars considered the idea, but then decided
against it. Instead, an idea even he considered to be a bit idiotic entered his
head. Ophelia, the commands for the dead, can they be heard across species
lines?


Yeah? I suppose? Although, there are limitations to how well
a creature can follow the commands. It must have some basic learning capacity
in order to process the commands. If the creature is too dumb, it’s just going
to stare at you.


Just stare? Not attack? Lars questioned, thinking
about how disobedient his last summon had been, even to the point of
jeopardizing his people.


Right. I know what you’re thinking, but that type of
rebellion against the summoner takes strong will and intelligence. If a
creature has neither a high enough intelligence to know they’re being
controlled nor a powerful enough will to overcome it, then they’re just puppets
to the summon.


I see . . . Lars thought for a moment as a smile
spread across his face. He then activated the RISE skill and summoned the one
being he knew could help him find people anywhere: the kuercaphellos he had
killed earlier. He had no trouble at all picturing it either as he summoned it
into existence. In a few moments, a green tar had sprung up from the ground and
begun shaping itself into the monstrous fiend that had nearly killed him
earlier.


Not a bad play. You were able to overcome it easily because
you had Toxin Qi, but what are the chances that someone else would have that
same lucky element? Good thinking.


Lars didn’t know if he bought her tone. Why do I feel
like you praising me is somewhat condescending? Is there something I’m missing?


What? No! I’m genuinely impressed with your thinking, my
young disciple.


As Lars and Ophelia chatted back and forth, the
monster finished shaping itself. The moment it was fully formed, it let out the
oddest deep and pulsating screech. It was enough to make Lars wince, his eyes
shutting as he instinctively threw his hands over his ears, trying to stop the
sound from hurting him further.


“Quiet!” Lars shouted at the beast, and sure enough,
it went silent. “So, the question is: How much intelligence and will does this
thing have, and how much can it understand me?” Lars pondered aloud as he
walked up and put a hand on the thick roots of the kuercaphellos.


It understands everything you say, but not necessarily
anything anyone else says. Call it a bond between summoned and summoner. And
don’t forget it only has 40% of the power that it had when you killed it. Your
RISE level still isn’t high enough to summon them back with perfect efficacy.


“Can it raise its stats any? I don’t want it to die too
easily. Waiting two hours to summon another one would be tedious. I don’t want
any unnecessary downtime during this hunt.”


I love it when you talk about killing like that. It’s so . .
. sexy. Okay, okay, to answer the question: yes. The kuercaphellos gains Qi by
absorbing the corpses of its victim, sucking the vital nutrients out of their
bodies and using their meridians to fuel its growth. It is, after all, a tree
cultivator cancer. Its potential is endless, but often the main host tree will
snuff it out of existence once it starts stealing too much of its food.


“I see. Well then . . .” Lars looked up and down the giant
mass of roots that were now sprawling two feet above him. Its base continued to
grow from a foot in diameter, to two, and then to three as the roots extended,
planting themselves into the ground. “If we’re going to be working together for
a while, partner, I think you need a good name.”


Oh! Oh! Call it “Big Ethan”! That will annoy my dad so much.
That name is sacred to him.


“Really? You want me to do something with the express intent
of annoying the most powerful entity I know of in this world?” Lars asked.


Yeah. Don’t worry. It won’t annoy him any more than the fact
I’m spending all my time with a guy.


“Why do I feel like, if I ever meet
your dad, he’s going to kill me?” Lars wondered aloud.


He might. I heard from GNPC1 that when a guy once hit on his
precious little NPC2, he tore him into a thousand different pieces and
scattered them across the planet. Although, I also heard that was an isolated
incident, and it had to do with some silly food-related discussion. I think it
was about bacon versus turkey bacon or something.


“GNPC1? NPC2? Who the heck came up with those names?”


I’m not sure what to call her, but . . . my dad’s other
wife, Jade? She said that, if her kids were NPC, then her grandkids should be
GNPC . . .


“Forget it. ‘Ethan’ it is. If I’m already going to
be scattered across a planet, I may as well have a laugh first. Your new name
is Big Ethan,” Lars said as he patted the kuercaphellos. “You can answer. Do
you like that name?”


The kuercaphellos let out another deep sound, but
this time without the same volume, so it didn’t hurt at all. In fact, Lars
thought he could understand what it was saying.


“Name . . . good.”


“Alright, Ethan, I think your cry earlier drew
some foes to us. Could you check? If we’re about to be attacked? Let me know
which direction if it’s the case.”


“Yes, master,” the beast replied. Half of its body
disappeared into the ground as its core sank from eye level down to rest on the
torn-up crumbles of dirt where the roots dug into the earth. A moment later,
three roots pointed into three different directions.


“Alright, let’s go find our prey. Keep me safe,
but try not to die,” Lars ordered as he picked west, a direction that would
take him back toward the woods. He wanted the trees to reduce his visibility
and to give his new companion an advantage.


Lars was surprised at how fast Big Ethan was able
to move. Its root tendrils left a line clear across the meadow as it sped in
front of Lars, easily keeping up despite Lars’s enhanced speed. Lars was
undeniably nervous, but the excitement of a potential fight—and the Qi—was
swelling up in him. He had no idea what he was going to encounter, and unlike
with his previous summon, he couldn’t see what this one was seeing since it
didn’t even have eyes.


After traveling for a short time, the beast finally
reached out with a tendril and yanked on his wrist.


“Enemies. Near,” Lars heard it say as he came to a
stop. His eyes followed the direction of a pointing root, and he saw the
predators appear. Rather than just two or three people like Lars had initially
anticipated, there was one giant man, a gortenfaskel, holding two shields. He
was flanked by two other cultivators sporting large opalescent wings with
visible veins and pairs of antennae. There was a primate-looking cultivator who
was missing the long tail common to some of the order, and the way he was even
running on his knuckles was only possible because of how lopsidedly large his
arms were. Finally, there was a rat cultivator with giant ears and a long tail
holding two swords.


What mode is best? Lars wondered as he
appraised them. The group noticed him a moment after he noticed them, and they
came to a screeching stop with the two winged cultivators flying to the sides,
revealing that each had a very large, thin, rapier-like black tail.


“I had’a heard there be two lovebirds,” the
gortenfaskel said. He was the only one of the group that was moving forward
toward Lars. The others were still fanning out and attempting to encircle him,
possibly thinking he was going to retreat rather than engage after noticing
their numbers.


“Well, you know, I feel it is only fair to let you
know that, if you ask for forgiveness for attempting to kill me and then leave
these woods to go off and repent, I will be happy to let you live,” Lars
replied. His aim wasn’t actually to humiliate them. He wasn’t even bluffing. He
just wanted his conscience to be a hundred percent clean before he crushed them
and stole their Qi.


The rock giant sported muscles that looked like
they had more veins in them than his whole body, and he towered above Lars. He
burst out in the most awkward laugh Lars had heard. “Ha! HA HA! You done did
it. Now I gotsta kill you twice.”


“Mmm . . . indeed,” one of the flying insect
cultivators buzzed as she waved her tail menacingly. “I wanna butter you up and
split you like a biscuit.”


“I just wanna spread your innards across a
thousand flowers and call them all roses,” the other flying cultivator added.


“Big Ethan,” Lars said. “That one’s Rocky, the
flyer on his left is Biscuit, the one on his right is Rose.” He pointed over to
the rat. “That one is Trevor, and the monkey boy is Bruce. Got it?”


Big Ethan let out a roar of acknowledgment.


“I am the great wielder of night light, he whose
blades move like the waxing or waning crescent cutting across the sky,” the
dual-sword-wielding rat said as he flashed the blades to create an imitation of
the moon phases he was describing. “They call me the Blade of Light and Dark.”


Lars just ignored the self-aggrandizing mouse man
and continued his conversation with Big Ethan. “Since you know their names,
then listen close to me for commands, but until then . . . do you wanna take
Bruce and Trevor, or do you want to take care of Rose and Biscuit?” Lars backed
up a few steps and set Master of One to Fire Qi. He knew it would be mostly
useless against the giant rock creature, since he couldn’t imagine a giant
earth-based golem to be particularly vulnerable to fire, but he could also tell
that the insect ladies were wind cultivators with how they were able to propel
themselves despite clearly being too heavy for those wings to lift them. His
previous combat experience had taught him how quickly wind cultivators turned
into extra-crispy cultivators with a little fire.


“For this gross injustice of giving me such a
plebian name, your death shall be as swift as the wind flowing across the
grass,” Trevor said, clearly angry that Lars had insisted on the renaming.


“Fine. Big Ethan, you can take the crazy guy and
Bruce, and I’ll take this guy first and meet back with you,” Lars instructed as
he channeled his energy into Flame of the Pill God. Despite the fact that the
skill had leveled with his increased Fire Qi, he still only used two
concentrated tongues of fire as he pressed forward, sending them out in front
of him while he channeled a Qi blade into his right hand using the Knife Hand
skill.


The gortenfaskel raised one of his forearms to
block the fire, and the two bee girls spread out. “You reckon that flame gonna
hurt me, boy?!” The gortenfaskel laughed at the fire snake creeping toward him,
closing the distance of the battlefield as it approached him.


Flame of the Pill God required that Lars keep his
mouth open as the two snakes of fire he had summoned spewed out of it, so Lars
couldn’t have answered if he wanted to, but he also didn’t want to make a habit
of laughing right before a fight.


As Rocky braced for impact, preparing to fend off
the fire skill, Lars curved the two snakes in either direction, splitting them
up as he sent one after the flanks of each of the two flying women.


“What the?!” Biscuit yelped out in pain as the
fire from Flame of the Pill God engulfed her unguarded side like a giant
crocodile clamping its mouth down on its prey, and her cry of pain caused Rose
to look over seconds before the side attack struck her.


She shouted out, “WIND WALL!” and tilted her body
up as soon as she saw it, throwing out both of her wings and in the process
sending out a huge gust of wind that easily dispersed Lars’s attack.


Well, that’s a fancy trick, Lars thought as
he turned his attention back to the angry giant barreling toward him.


“Ya ain’t gonna get away with that!” Rocky
shouted, raising his hand and striking the ground before he even reached Lars.
“EARTH GO BOOM!”


Lars looked down and saw the ground split apart as
a fissure of earth spread toward him. He jumped to the side just in time to
avoid the earthen eruption that spawned where his feet were less than a second
ago. Small spikes and pebbles flew out, peppering him with tiny Qi-infused
rocks that knocked over 250 hit points off him, 1 to 2 points at a time.


“I’m not dead yet, you bastard! Toxic Sting!”
Biscuit was now on the ground and completely covered in black burns from head
to toe and missing her entire outfit. She was running toward him with far more
speed than Lars had thought possible. She twisted her body around as she
reached him, throwing out her butt toward Lars while aiming the long, pointy
black tail that she intended to use as a weapon.


Lars tried to dodge this attack too, but he was
just too slow. The needle pierced into his abdomen but only stripped away 1,879
hit points thanks to his Toxin Immunity.


Ha! Lars gloated. He grabbed the stinger
that was buried four inches into his torso, preventing her from retracting the
barb. He then swung his body, and consequently her as well, around to the side.
Rocky had wound up an attack, and he didn’t even bother pulling the punch that
had been aimed straight at Lars despite the fact that his own teammate was
thrown between the two of them. She took the punch in place of Lars, but her
stinger was driven deeper into Lars’s abdomen from the force as well, digging
another 563 hit points off of Lars’s health. The blow nearly killed Biscuit,
and she vomited blood all over Lars’s face.


“SISTER!!!” Rose desperately yelled from behind
Rocky.


Lars pushed Biscuit away, removing her stinger from
his gut, and then grabbed her shoulders to use her limp body as his human
shield against the team-killing gortenfaskel. He began channeling the Flame of
the Pill God skill a second time, and he couldn’t help but notice the dead
expression in her eyes. He had killed before, and he had watched people as they
died, but he felt like her limp expression with a solitary tear swelling up in
each of her eyes was a new one. It shook him so deeply that he momentarily
forgot to properly open his mouth and finish the skill. Flame of the Pill God
forced itself out in a grotesquely loud burp, and the uncontrolled tendrils of
fire melted Biscuit’s tearful face down to a charred skull.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Robin. You
have gained 2,896 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Toxin Qi has
increased by 1,789. Your elemental affinity with Wind Qi has increased by
1,671.


“You . . . You bastard!” Rose yelled at Rocky as
she dived straight toward the two combatants.


Lars braced for impact and prepared his Qi blade
to defend the potential attack, but instead of her hitting Lars, she instead
struck Rocky, piercing his back. He had obviously not anticipated the attack,
leaving himself completely exposed.


“THIS! THIS IS WHAT YOU GET, YOU FREAKING
BASTARD!” Rose screamed as she continued her assault, stabbing the rock monster
with her stinger over and over again.


“Uhh . . .” Lars nearly wept as he looked at the
potential EXP dying in front of him before he could get it. He didn’t know
exactly what to do.


“You . . . You stupid, freakin’ wench!” Rocky
bellowed.


Lars had thought that Rocky was about to bite the
big one, but the rock giant flipped over, rotating his body and swinging out
his arms and then his legs rapidly. He struck Rose in the face with the palm of
his hand, sending her flying. “I’m your damn teammate, you dumb,
good-for-nothin’ side piece.”


“Don’t say that now,” Rose said as she stood up.
She wiped the blood off her mouth and popped her neck before throwing up two
fists like an amateur boxer getting ready for a match. “She loved you, and you
killed her. You promised her heaven and sent her to the grave! BASTARD!”


“Ha? Love? She was just good for one damn night,
woman. Well, I’d say she was good, but she took my D already.” Rocky snickered
as he backed up and repositioned himself so that he could see both Lars and
Rose at the same time. “Not to mention, he was the one who used her as a human
shield. Not me.”


“Bull! He threw her right toward you. You coulda
grabbed her and freed her. Instead, you carried on with your attack just to
shorten the damn pot so you could get more money. Don’t act like that wasn’t
your intention,” Rose snarled as she charged straight toward the wounded behemoth.


“So what if it was my intention? Huntin’ dogs get
put down when they’ve outlived their usefulness! Ha ha!”


Rocky’s boisterous laugh unsettled Lars to his
core. He glanced over to see how Big Ethan was doing, but the only thing he
could see was light exploding out from the gaps between a thousand plant
tendrils that covered the ground, breaking it again and again as the roots shot
up and into the sky.


Hoping that the battle was going in Big Ethan’s
favor, Lars turned his attention back to Rocky and Rose in time to notice that
Rose had flown up in the sky and pulled her legs up toward her chest while
pointing her tail at Rocky. “It’s over for you!” she shouted, squeezing out a
fart-like sound that was followed by her tail detaching itself and shooting
straight at Rocky.


Even though the attack was aimed at Rocky and
wasn’t likely to land anywhere near him, every instinct in Lars’s body told him
to get away. He responded by sprinting in the opposite direction, his head
swiveling back to watch the effect and make sure that neither took advantage of
his escape.


“You really reckon that’s going to phase me, you
stupid—”


Rocky’s words were cut short as the black needle
exploded into a noxious gas cloud that billowed outward. The cloud expanded so
quickly and so far that it almost caught up with and encompassed him too. Lars
didn’t know what effect it would have on him, but given the fact the grass and
trees touched by the dissipating remnants of the cloud were dying, he knew it
would be bad.


I’ve got some Toxin Immunity, Lars thought,
licking his lips with anticipation for the outcome as he watched Rose go limp
and start falling to the ground. Screw it. I can’t waste this chance.
Lars dashed into the thick, voluminous green and black poison cloud, and as soon
as he entered, he began taking toxin damage as the deadly fumes seeped into his
skin. He dumped 640 of the points remaining from killing Biscuit and then an
additional 1,280 quickly into his immunity skill, and the text changed as the
skill turned into Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1.


The gas cloud of doom had taken away 412 hit
points off of Lars already, but it no longer affected him and became as easy
and harmless to breathe in as fresh country air after a spring rain.


“Damn you, woman!” Rocky yelled, swinging back and
forth with his attack.


Ignoring the angry rock-man, Lars rushed over and
dove to catch Rose before she landed. Once she was in his arms, he was able to
tell that her life was fading incredibly fast. Not wanting to miss out on
precious experience, Lars opened his mouth and cast Flame of the Pill God. The
second the fire formed inside his mouth, however, the noxious gas surrounding
them ignited, starting a chain reaction. Within a fraction of a second,
everything around him erupted into flames, scorching Lars’s body and searing
away 6,400 hit points.


Damn, freaking, ugly, stupid, son of a . . . Lars
cursed in his head as the kill message popped up for Rose but not Rocky. He
wasn’t mad at Rocky for living or at Rose for creating the cloud but because he
had completely forgotten how combustible clouds of poisonous gasses could
sometimes be.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Mauricia. You
have gained 2,869 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Toxin Qi has
increased by 1,798. Your elemental affinity with Wind Qi has increased by
1,617.


“You . . . You fixin’ to pay for that, boy,” Rocky
said.


Just shut up, Lars thought. The smoke
created such a perfect sensory blocker that sound was the only way for Lars to
even know where Rocky was, and he didn’t want to give away his position. He
fortunately didn’t have to wait long, and the moment Rocky began speaking, Lars
charged right at the sound with his Qi blade at the ready.


“As soon as I find you, I’mma mash your face in
like moonshine corn!” Rocky threatened, giving away his position again. Lars
was happy to hear how close he was as he threw his Qi blade in front of him and
dashed forward like a knight holding a lance out for the charge.


Lars didn’t know if the blade hit something vulnerable,
triggering its damage multiplier, or if Rocky was simply low health, but the
moment he felt resistance, and his blade penetrated his target, the
gortenfaskel died instantly.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Mason. You
have gained 3,423 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Earth Qi has
increased by 2,789.


Lars turned away and rushed toward the spot where
Big Ethan had been fighting the other two enemies without fully savoring the
sensation of the kill. Ultimately, he wasn’t entirely sure of what to think of
Trevor and Bruce struggling within a prison of roots, being held in suspension
as the roots slowly squeezed and pierced them. One of Big Ethan’s tendrils had
stabbed through Trevor’s foot and wrapped around his ankle before piercing into
his thigh. Flesh was slowly being ripped away from the cultivator as the root
slithered through its victim.


“Please . . .” Trevor begged with utter agony
filling his voice when he spotted Lars. “Please . . . kill me . . .”


That is messed up.


I thought you weren’t going to be joining me for fights? Lars
questioned as he walked up to where Trevor was being held ten feet above the
ground.


I’m not, but this isn’t a fight. Just kill him. We don’t
torture people.


You’re right, Lars thought, extending his Qi blade.
He made the slice through Trevor’s throat as quick and clean as possible and
then finished off Bruce as well.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed
Sally. You have gained 3,101 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Lunar
Light Qi has increased by 2,262.






Congratulations. You have successfully killed
Byung-woo. You have gained 3,223 stat points. Your elemental affinity with
Metal Qi has increased by 2,301.


Sally . . . Lars looked at Trevor’s real
name as it displayed in the kill notification. That is . . . a lot shorter
than what he said. Lars almost laughed, but then looking at the bodies, he
just didn’t have it in him.


Before Lars could even finish reading the entire
kill notification, Big Ethan began swallowing the corpses whole. He wrapped
them up in a cocoon of roots and then popped them like a balloon, allowing his
roots to absorb all the blood that splashed across them. When he was finished,
he reformed from an entire battlefield of vines to the single suspended monster
core with a dozen roots making up its frame.


The creature didn’t have eyes, but Lars could
still feel it staring at him nonetheless. Whether it was the skill or instinct,
he could still hear its need for praise as it watched him, begging for his
response to the question that hung in its mind: “Did I do good?”


“Yeah . . .” Lars reached out and patted one of
the tendrils. “Yeah, you did good, Ethan.”


After the ash and smoke had cleared enough for
Lars to see what had happened, he spotted Biscuit’s tail sticking straight up
from where her charred and melted corpse lay face down on the smoldering
ground.


“I’ve got an idea,” Lars said, his eyes fixated on
the woman’s built-in weapon.












Chapter 6


 


 


Dupin closed his eyes and leaned forward. The
smell coming from the south, west, and even east assaulted his nostrils. He
sniffed the air again against his better judgment, recoiling from the metallic
odor, and he could identify the different types of blood around him.


“I don’t know which way he is,” Dupin said.


“How can you not know?” Carla, the middle-aged
woman in charge of their mercenary group, berated him just like she always did.
“You had a whole bedsheet he slept on for a week to track him with.”


“Yeah, but I wasn’t the only one,” Dupin
countered. “And now what was a clear scent is just pure chaos.” He hated having
to explain himself to non-trackers. His sensory perception was like a room. The
quieter the room, the easier it was to hear a pin drop. If it was too noisy, no
one could even hear you stomping on the floor with all your might. Sense
tracking wasn’t a guarantee. “All I’m picking up is blood.”


“That . . . That doesn’t sound good,” Yoon-ah
said. She was the greenhorn of the group, and she looked over at Carla
anxiously. “You think we should pull back?”


“Turn back? Turn back?!” Carla laughed. “You dumb,
worthless wench. Are you really suggesting we run just because he smells some
blood?”


Yoon-ah flinched. “I . . .”


“It’s not just some blood,” Dupin corrected. “It’s
a lot. It’s enough that it’s all I can smell. I’m going to go to sleep with
nostril nightmares over this crap.”


“Oh, sure. Take the naive, pretty young girl’s
side,” Yoon-ah spat. “Of course you would. Damn men.”


“I’m not being like that,” Dupin insisted. “I just
. . . I don’t like the way this whole thing is going. It doesn’t feel right. I
mean . . . it didn’t sit well with you either, yeah?”


Dupin thought back to the moment when the job had
come in. He remembered that the bounty hall had been so stuffed that some
groups like his that ended up drinking at the seats lining the wall near the
entrance. Dupin had spent the entire day pulling herbs on the city’s infamous
“monster mountain” since his group had shown up late in the morning and hadn’t
managed to snag a single bounty, and he was doing his best to drink as slowly
as possible so he wouldn’t end up going broke on booze despite the fact that
their fearless leader, Carla, had wanted to cheers every little thing—including
the announcement of an urgent new bounty.


He was the soberest person in the group, so he
hadn’t been sure if the others had felt the unease too or if they had noticed
the issues with the bounty. He had immediately picked up on the urgency in the
guy’s movements and his unusual behavior as he barged into the bar and started
scanning the room. The guy was clearly terrified about someone finding out
about the bounty, and he had even gone so far as to wear a mask and a robe so
no one could make out a single one of his features.


“Five gold coins up front, a thousand if you
return with the heads of the two targets,” the man had declared bravely as he
pulled out parts of the target’s bedsheet. Normally, an elimination contract
would never have an upfront payment. But there was one lone exception: the only
time a client would pay upfront was when the client was paying for secrecy
regarding the job’s details. The only information the man had shared was that
the contract was to kill an “evil, tailless demon who stole the treasures of
his clan.”


Except, Dupin had thought, if that were
the case, then the clan wouldn’t have the money to afford the bounty. And on
top of that, there wouldn’t be any need to bind everyone with the information
to silence. After all, killing a thief is not something that needs to be
suppressed.


Things had grown even stranger when the contract
was extended to all of the target’s companions with no regard to who or how
many they might actually be.


That means we aren’t killing a thief, he’d
reasoned. The target is someone who knows too much. We’re silencing someone
for that old man and finishing off everyone who talks to him so that whatever
he knows doesn’t get out. But . . . what could he know that would be worth
killing him over? And why wouldn’t the contractor just kill us to make sure he
didn’t spill his secret before we finished him off?


With another deep breath of the blood-tainted air,
Dupin turned his thoughts to the present and his prey. But that didn’t put the
current discussion of the contract to rest.


“I know it doesn’t sit right,” Bolin said. He was
the oldest member of the group, and his hair had turned so white that it
matched his fluffy tail. “But we signed the damn contract, didn’t we?”


“Even if you’re sketched out about it, you should
learn to do what you’re told. We kill, we slaughter, and we go home and feed our
families with these bloody hands,” Yoon-ah said in a forlorn tone. “We bury
people for money; we can’t be scared of getting buried ourselves. It’ll happen
one day, and that’s just our fate.”


“Do you really feel that way?” Bolin asked,
turning to Yoon-ah. “I didn’t know the weight of our actions landed so heavily
on you.”


“How could it not?” Yoon-ah answered, turning to
Carla. “Do you not remember the look on that kid’s face last year? I still see
it when I close my eyes.”


“That’s why you should consider a new line of
work, you damned upstart, before you get stuck like me—as some old hag with
nothing good to show for your life, doing the dirty deeds of rich bastards who
would rather see you dead than pay you as they reluctantly hand over the small
amount of money they deemed to be the value of some damn fool’s life.”


“I . . .” Yoon-ah froze. ”I’m so sorry.” She fully
bowed at her waist, making a perfect ninety-degree angle with her body. “I
thought you were some heartless witch that was trying to kick me out of the
group because I was stealing all the attention of your men. I had no idea. I
had no idea you were thinking so deeply of me! That this was the reason you
tried to stop me from joining you on today’s mission!”


“It’s . . . It’s no problem.” Carla turned her
head so that Yoon-ah couldn’t see the sheen of water in her eyes. “We’ll handle
today’s mission so you don’t have to get your hands dirty.”


“You do know that Dupin and I, as well as Yoon-ah,
have families, right?” Bolin grumbled. “Stealing attention? We’re all taken.”


“Psh. Dupin doesn’t have a wife,” Yoon-ah shot
back with a mocking laugh. “You just don’t listen, baldie. That girl he keeps
talking about is his older sister.”


“Well, the way he wouldn’t shut up about her, how
was I to know it wasn’t his wife?” Bolin replied, chortling.


“How can I not brag? She’s even going to be in the
Sect of Falling Flowers by the end of this month. They already accepted her and
everything. You guys can tag along with me if you want to watch the placement
exam. I hear there will be a ton of great cultivators,” Dupin said, beaming
with pride.


“I’ll make the snacks for the day!” Carla said.


“I’ll get the booze,” Bolin offered. “My brother’s
one of those dumb Miller cultists after all. They make enough alcohol to drown
the kingdom. I’m sure they can spare a bottle.”


“Yeah, yeah,” Yoon-ah replied. “We’ve heard it a
million times. You won’t shut up about their beer every time we do family
picnic day.”


“Hey, if he can brag about his sister, I can brag
about my brother!” Bolin laughed heartily. “Anyway, we should really focus on
the hunt right now, so get to it, you sniff sniff.”


Even though “sniff sniff” felt like an insult, he
knew it was coming from a good place. Bolin only called him that during bonding
moments like this one. “You got it, bro,” he responded with a smile on his
face. “If I’m right, the guy is . . .” Dupin did his best to try and isolate
the smell. Previously, all he could smell was blood. Tons of blood. Now,
however, he was actually able to make the scent out. It’s so strong, Dupin
thought as he turned his nose from the left to the right, trying to find the
direction the smell was strongest in. “He’s . . .” Dupin sniffed and then
sniffed again. Wait, the smell is changing direction too fast. It’s almost
like he’s— “He’s HERE!”


“What?!” Bolin backed up, pulling out his pair of
spirit axes and taking a defensive stance. “Where is he?! I can’t see anything.
Is he near us?”


“Yoon-ah! Get out of here!” Carla shouted as she
began making a circle on the ground with her right foot. It was her trademark
stance that let her channel Metal Qi into the ground. It would draw loose bits
of iron in the ground together, forming shards that would grow larger and
larger until she stomped and sent them flying from the earth straight at her
opponent like daggers.


“Scram!” Dupin parroted. The fact the enemy could
close in on them without so much as leaking an ounce of Qi and showing himself
was terrifying. The smell of blood was sticking to their target like he had
just bathed in a dozen victim’s remains.


“Aggghh!!!” Bolin screamed as the ground broke
beneath him and gigantic tendrils shot up, wrapping around him and yanking him
down. The roots’ death grip spread from his ankles to his wrists before Carla
could react. She sliced through several roots using her metal shards to cut
them, but new ones took their place as soon as they were severed, never letting
Bolin recover his footing at all.


“DODGE, Dupin!!” Yoon-ah yelled from behind the
group.


Dupin quickly looked back and caught a glimpse of
a thin black disk flying out of the shadows directly toward him. The moment his
eyes caught sight of it, it exploded, releasing a giant gas cloud in all
directions that covered him and Carla.


“Don’t breathe!” Carla said, coughing.


Like it matters. Dupin could already feel
whatever toxic substance that made up the cloud creeping across his skin like a
million needles. Every inch of his body was wracked with pain. He reacted
without thinking and turned toward Yoon-ah, but he heard a boom and was sent
flying forward dozens of feet, heat covering every inch of his body.


“So good . . . It feels so good,” he heard a voice
say through ecstatic laughter. “This . . . feels . . . so good.”


“Don’t . . . Don’t kill the new girl . . .” Dupin
managed to croak out those few words as he tried to stand up and see what was
happening. The shapes were hard to focus on. The smoke and poison had wrecked
his nose, and the burns and lingering toxin made him feel like his skin was
melting from top to bottom, but he could make out a pair of glowing purple eyes
hovering in a cloud of smoke above a field of cinders, making their way toward
him. There was a lump where Carla should have been, a statue where Bolin was,
and those eyes, slowly swaying side to side as they moved closer.


“You shouldn’t have taken the contract,” the
voice, more demon than man, said between twisted cackles. “You had a chance to
back out. I listened. I waited and listened, but you still came. This isn’t my
fault.”


He listened. He waited. He knew all along what
was going on? Dupin gulped. That was the type of thing only the ascended
would have the senses and wherewithal to do. This monster had risen past the
Qi-Gathering Stage to the Qi Condensation Stage. He could stomp all of them out
like flies.


“But don’t worry,” the voice continued. The smoke
clung to the speaker as he stepped closer and closer, causing his purple eyes
to shine like a devil’s in a sea of ethereal darkness. “She’ll live. You won’t,
but I’ll spare her.” And then a mouth appeared, spewing forth a giant flame
that consumed Dupin’s face.


A second later, his pain was completely gone. He
wasn’t lying in the woods anymore. Instead, he was standing in an empty white
room with a small white table, and a woman dressed in all white with the same
purple eyes as the devil sat down facing him. He hadn’t lived as long as many
cultivators, never making it to his twenty-first year, but he had lived long
enough to see a thousand women, and she stood peerless among them. If her eyes
weren’t the same color as the monster that had just attacked him, he’d have
been entranced by them.


“Where . . . Where am I?” Dupin asked. He stared
at the table in front of him as the chair moved of its own accord, pulling away
from the table and presenting itself to be sat in.


“You died, dear,” the woman said. “As for where
you are now, it’s my office. Well, it’s one of my offices. I have millions of
them.”


“Millions . . . of offices?”


“Yes. Millions of them. And right now, we’re going
to review the case for Dupin,” she explained, leaning back in her chair while
pointing to the wall.


“The . . . case for me?”


“Yes. We’re going to be going over every moment of
your life. Then you’ll be re-living them—every single one. We won’t miss a
moment at all.”


“The good parts too?”


“Of course, just . . . not from your point of
view. Call it a little game of mine, but I like to make sure every person gets
to relive every moment of their lives from every point of view there is.”


“That’s a little much.” Dupin cringed as he
remembered a lot of his most embarrassing moments—moments when he’d thought he
was alone and moments where he had done incredibly stupid things. “Can I please
just die?”


“You can . . . But only after we’re done,” the
girl replied. “But don’t worry. I’m doing this for your sake as well as mine. I
will learn everything you know, and you . . . Well, you’ll get a spit-shined
soul, repentant of all your wickedness . . . I hope. Then you can die.”


“Who are you? W-why are you doing this?”


“Ha! Good question. You’re probably wondering if
I’m a demon or a god, yeah? But . . . I guess you could say both? I’d like to
say that I’m humanity—well, one one-millionth of her—and I’m doing this because
you’re a filthy, disgusting cultivator who has forgotten what it means to be a
human. I can’t stand the stench of your putrid, gross souls, so I must clean
them myself and remind you that somewhere, deep down inside that foul mess,
there is a little part of you that’s human. Once we get rid of the filth,
that’s the only part that will be left: a fresh, clean human soul that I can
use at my leisure.”


“Use . . . what . . .” He managed to get the two
words out, but the third wouldn’t follow. His voice turned completely mute when
the woman raised her finger up to her mouth.


“Shh . . . Show’s about to start. Gotta stay quiet
so we don’t miss anything. Especially since the beginning, childbirth, is such
a fun part. You’re going to love experiencing that as your mother when it’s
time for the live-action replay.” The woman laughed as Dupin’s heart sank.


I’m . . . I’m dreaming, right? This is all a
dream . . . His focus remained locked on the screen, witnessing his life
begin, while the woman across from him cackled away.

















 


———


 


 


Lars’s nails tore at the skin on his arms a little
as he tried to take his mind off the pleasure that he had felt just moments
ago. One kill felt great. Five kills felt fantastic. Once he reached ten,
fifteen, and then twenty, even seeing straight was difficult for him, much less
maintaining his sense of reality. To make sure he didn’t completely lose his
reason and drown in bliss, Lars had started tearing the skin on his arms with
his nails to balance out the pleasure with a little pain as he murdered, afraid
that the euphoria might take over if he didn’t.


“Was that really the last group you could find?”
Lars asked.


Big Ethan just moped, its roots sagging around its
core as if to say it’d try better.


“Fine, fine. I know you’re trying your best, big guy.
I mean, I guess . . .” Lars thought about the people he had let go, the girl he
had encouraged to run, and the twin guys who had begged their team leader every
step of the way to let them go back home, and, for a moment, he hesitated. He
had already decided not to kill anyone who didn’t pose a mortal threat, but
that didn’t stop part of him from wanting to turn around and go murder them
just to get a little bit more of that instant Qi-based happiness.


You really need to be careful there, Lars. If you don’t pace
out your kills, you’re always gonna get like this. Don’t be the type of guy who
eats a week’s rations in one day and finds himself starving.


Aren’t you the one always encouraging my killing sprees?
Lars asked.


And I’m not discouraging this one. I’m just saying you have
to space out the kills a little. If you kill everyone, then no one will be able
to go home and get reinforcements. No reinforcements means this horrible,
terrible drag in which we no longer feel as good.


That’s . . . But we left a few stragglers, yeah? I swear
I didn’t kill them all, Lars grumbled. Anyone who wasn’t intent on killing me
would have gone home and told the tale. Maybe there will be relatives of the
people we finished off who will put a bounty on my head . . .


Now that’s the forward-thinking Lars I know. Always planning
his next step. If they put a bounty on you, then we kill those hunters, and the
families of those hunters put a bounty on you . . . I just can’t— Oh crap. Do
your thing.


Lars panicked, looking around as he tried to figure
out what was going on. What? What “Oh crap”? There were only a couple
scenarios in which Ophelia would go quiet, usually whenever people like Apep
showed up, so that Lars could keep his secret, or when a fight started. He
couldn’t see anyone approaching in peace, so it had to be the latter.


“Big Ethan, keep scouting! We have incoming!” Lars
did his best not to yell, but his inability to spot his enemy no matter where
or how hard he looked forced panic into his voice. Even Ethan, who had roots
spread throughout the earth in all directions sensing for vibrations, couldn’t
locate their opponent.


“I don’t know how you spotted me, but it’s too
late!” a voice called from the last place Lars expected: the sky. The speaker
was so high up that Lars had trouble even seeing his opponent.


Is he . . .? Is he using Wind Qi to carry his
voice? Lars speculated, trying to guess what element his opponent favored.
Lars had kept Master of None active, alternating his use of Fire, Toxin, Wind,
and Lightning Qi during the hunt. At first, this tactic had left him doing less
damage than he would have liked, but after a dozen kills, he had gained enough
strength to overpower the mostly Stage 8 to Stage 9 Qi-Gathering Cultivators he
encountered.


“It’s too late for what?” Lars asked the
mysterious opponent, still not entirely sure what he was up against.


“It’s too late to try to run! I’ve already
discovered your elements, I know your fighting style, and I know you’re now out
of tricks!” the cultivator yelled back as he suddenly landed in front of Lars
with a thud that kicked up a cloud of dirt several meters high.


“Tricks?” Lars asked, scratching at his head. “How
exactly are you going to counter my ‘tricks’?”


“You think I don’t know that you’ve already used
up that apis cultivator’s tail?” the man said, pointing to Lars’s empty left
hand. “See! It’s empty! You used your last one to drop a toxic cloud on those
pitiful runts earlier. Now, you’re just bleeding out, unarmed, and waiting to
be killed. You don’t even have a single Qi stone with which to heal yourself.
HA! Your life is mine!”


“WOAH! Woah there!” Lars held up his hand and
stopped the guy. “I have plenty of Qi stones. See?” He reached into the pouch
that had been strapped around his waist with a cut-off and thinned-down fiber
from one of Big Ethan’s roots.


The man paused, his eyes grew wide, and he started
backing away. His previous confidence was almost completely shattered. “Oh . .
. uhh . . . If you had those, then why aren’t you using them to restore your
Qi? You’ve been casting elemental attacks nonstop!”


“Restore my Qi?” Lars didn’t understand what he was
talking about at all. “Can you, you know, just—”


Quest: Re-arm the opponent.


Objective: Since the opponent insists that you
re-arm yourself, you need to kindly make sure he is also re-armed. A fight is
only fair if both sides are armed. Be a gentleman now.


 


Reward: A random skill.


Lars hadn’t gotten a quest in what felt like
forever, and he was overjoyed to see one generated for him now. The only
problem was he didn’t know how to “re-arm” the opponent. “Hey, before we start
the fight, are you . . . Are you lacking any Qi?”


“You trying to pay me off?” the man asked,
stepping forward and puffing out his chest. “I’ll have you know that, no matter
how many Qi stones you offer me, I am a righteous man who will not accept a
single copper to forgo a bounty I have taken.”


“No, I mean, are you running low? As in, do you
need to charge up before the fight?”


“I’m full. You’re the one who should charge up before
I kill you, or . . . I should kill you before you charge up!” he shouted,
rushing at Lars a second later.


A wind attack smashed into Lars’s back, pushing
him directly into the cultivator’s fist, which connected right in the center of
Lars’s belly, dealing 1,500 damage. Lars was a bit caught out by the initial
shove forward, but otherwise, he was relatively unfazed. If it had been earlier
in the evening, such a strong attack would have left Lars crippled, on the
ground, and gasping for air. This time, however, with over 40,000 hit points,
it was barely a drop in the bucket.


“I think you’re too late,” Lars said, striking the
cultivator gently on the back of the head and sending the man smashing into the
ground. “Now, tell me, what weapon do you use? What do you usually bring into
battle?”


“A real man . . . A real man doesn’t use weapons!
He only uses his own fists!” the cultivator insisted, causing Lars’s frown to
deepen as he racked his brain trying to figure out how to “re-arm” this fool
before he killed him.


“Wait . . .” Lars paused. “So you’re saying you
attack only with your own fists?”


“That’s right! Come at me!” the man shouted. He
forced himself to his feet and wiped the blood off his mouth. “I’m going to
teach you why I’m the best bounty hunter in these parts!”


“I see.” Lars replicated his enemy’s attack. Since
Lars wasn’t skilled enough with Wind Qi to loop an attack around behind an
opponent’s back, he instead opted for Earth Qi, an element he was now quite
familiar with. He stomped the ground, and a column of dirt burst from the earth
behind the cultivator and pushed the man forward, copying the cultivator’s
exact move perfectly. Just as had happened to him, Lars took advantage of the
enemy’s surprise and punched the man squarely in the stomach. The man doubled
over in pain as the wind was knocked out of him, and he dropped back down to
one knee.


“I’m really sorry about this,” Lars said. He
pushed the wounded man against the earthen column with his left shoulder and
grabbed onto the fellow’s arm with both of his hands.


The cultivator fought against Lars with an
occasional weak hit, but without any momentum or leverage, he barely did any
damage. Then, using both his hands, Lars ripped off the man’s left arm.


The cultivator screamed out in pain, flailing
harder with his remaining arm, and Lars backed up and put a little distance
between them.


“Why . . . Why would you . . . My arm!” the man
screamed. “You monster!”


“You were trying to kill me,” Lars retorted. “I
don’t think I’m really in the wrong here. You confirmed it yourself: you wanted
me dead. You even tried to wait for me to be tired out.”


“But . . . you . . .” The man was clearly in
shock, trying to process what was going on as he mumbled out those words. His
water-filled eyes shifted from his now-empty shoulder socket to Lars as he
mumbled, “You were supposed to be weak . . . not even a Qi-Condensing
Cultivator!”


“Here, take this,” Lars said, handing the man his
left arm. Likely acting on autopilot in his pain-induced stupor, the poor soul
instinctively grabbed the appendage and tried to reattach it, as if putting it
up to the socket would work.


As soon as the bounty hunter did that, Lars got the
notification he was hoping for:


Congratulations! You have successfully completed
the following quest: Re-arm the opponent. Some people venture into battle with
swords or knives, with weapons drawn, ready for combat. Others bring only their
fist. If a fist is their only weapon, it’s even more important that they don’t
fail to equip it for battle.


 


Reward: You have been awarded the new skill Wind
Walk.


 


Skill Details: Wind can be as sharp as a blade, so
why can’t it be as hard as one too? This skill allows one to create a stepping
“stone” of pure air. The skill may only be used once every 5 minutes. The step
will last no longer than 1 second.


 


Skill Requirement: Must have 10,000 Wind Qi or
higher.


Woah. Lars studied the skill. He had been hoping to
fly one day after he saw Apep’s wings, and seeing this cultivator fly, he had
been even more stoked about the idea. But he hadn’t expected it to be this
soon.


I need to remind you this isn’t actually flying. It’s more
like you just figured out how to rocket jump in a video game or maybe, more
accurately, do a double jump. You know that, right?


Rocket jump? Double jump? Lars didn’t exactly
understand these terms; however, given the context, he could guess. He wasn’t
actually able to fly, but what he could do was jump as high as possible with
his insane strength, and then, right when he reached the zenith and just before
he started to fall, he could create a disc of air to step on and propel himself
even farther into the sky.


Lars, could you please . . . uhh . . .


Oh, right. Lars grabbed the arm back from the
cultivator he had just used for a quest completion and beat him across the face
with his own arm until the annoying flyer coughed up the death notification.
Then the pleasure hit.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed Jusep. You
have gained 11,176 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Wind Qi has
increased by 5,162.


“That’s better,” Lars said as he watched Big Ethan
excitedly gulp down the body. “You enjoyed it too, right?”


Big Ethan gave its agreement, or at least what
Lars assumed was its form of agreeing, by squeezing the body tightly and causing
the blood to splash out in all directions across the remainder of the monster’s
roots, where it soon disappeared.


“How strong are you?” Lars asked his summoned pet.


Well, while you’re about a Stage 3 Qi-Condensing Cultivator,
he’s got you beat. He’s about Stage 4. Not that you need to be jealous or
anything. His growth will slow down after he reaches his next form.


“Next form?” Lars chuckled. “Hear that, big guy?
You got another form to look forward to. You might even end up more handsome!
Wouldn’t that be great?”


Big Ethan just bobbed its head up and down.

















 


———


 


 


As Lars walked back into the cave, he realized
that the previously bare dirt ceiling of the main room was now covered in
glowing moss, which gave the illusion that there was only a clear and cloudless
night sky above them. The ground was now covered with a carpet of soft grassy
turf, and the pair of stone chairs were now adorned with pillows.


“What in the . . .?” Lars walked in with a
surprised look on his face as he took in the whole area.


“Oh! You’re back! And you’re naked again . . .”
Desdemona said as she looked over from where she and Soseono were idly chatting
in the two chairs.


Lars noticed that Su Ryeon was missing from the
bed and glanced around the room again in search of her.


“Hite built her a room in the back if you’re
looking for your girl, boss,” Soseono said. She grabbed the two collars of her
solid white robe, which was also new, and slowly separated it to begin showing
off. “But she’s asleep . . . so if, you know, you need so— Ow! What was that
for?”


“That’s what I should be asking you!” Desdemona
snapped after smacking Soseono on the back of the head. “What the hell are you
doing? Can’t you show a modicum of self-respect?”


“What the hell, Mona?!” Soseono exclaimed while
rubbing the spot Desdemona had hit her. “Why don’t you mind your own business
and let me survive the way I want to. Do I get onto you for spending your time
flirting with Hite, being all, ‘Oh, the way you make those pillows is so neat.
Oh, that’s so cool how you made a chimney that disperses the smoke so it
doesn’t come out as a giant pillar. Oh, the way you set up the stream is so
fancy,’ despite the fact you have a master already? No. So get off my back.”


Hite walked up from the other side of the cave,
holding a large bear over his shoulders with one hand and a stone container
filled with innards in the other, but he stopped dead in his tracks when he
heard his name. He watched the two women for a few seconds and then silently
exchanged looks with Lars.


Lars hadn’t known this man past an hour or two,
but he somehow knew exactly what Hite was thinking. Not wanting to draw
attention from the two arguing ladies, Lars just shook his head very slowly at
Hite, causing Hite to slowly back up, turn around, and walk away as quietly as
a tin can holding the innards and corpse of a massive bear could.


“What?! I wasn’t flirting! I was just saying he
was doing a good job. What he does improves our situation here. Why can’t I
appreciate him for that?” Desdemona argued.


“Psh. You’re the type to keep one man on the line
while fishing for another. Not me! And if I wanna do like every freaking slave
does and curry favor with the guy I’m spending the rest of my life with, that’s
my business, okay? So shut up with your condescending, shaming nonsense, you
two-faced trollop!” Soseono was practically fuming, her face solid red, and
Lars was nearly positive that if Soseono weren’t the weaker of the two parties,
she’d have already thrown fists.


She is definitely not keeping her mouth shut. Damn, Lars. We
picked up a fierce one. Think we should, you know, try to sneak past them and
escape with Hite before this devolves further?


“I . . . I’m not fishing! And I’m not a trollop!”
Desdemona protested. And . . . and . . . Hite!”


Lars watched as Desdemona, flustered by Soseono’s
words, turned around in her chair and called Hite’s attention. The poor knight
was nearly at the finish line, his figure almost fading into the darkness
altogether, when he was stopped completely.


While they’re busy with him, we could run, you
know? It’s not too late for us. In fact . . .


 


Quest: Escape the fury of the slaves.


Objective: Get out of here before they turn their
attention to you!


Reward: We will be spared this nonsense, catfight
drama.


Failure: We will be thrust into the middle of a
verbal nightmare.


Lars frowned. Ophelia . . .


“Tell her that we weren’t flirting, Hite!”
Desdemona demanded.


“Uhh . . . we weren’t flirting?” Hite responded.


Desdemona pointed at Soseono as if she had won the
argument somehow. “See?!”


“Really? This dense tin can of a lobster boy
couldn’t tell flirting at all. Could he?” Soseono objected.


Lars could see the abject horror in the knight’s
eyes. Hite knew what was going to happen next.


“Come on, fess up. Have you EVER been flirted
with?” Soseono demanded.


“Not . . . exactly . . . but . . .”


“Not even once? Have you?” Soseono continued. “Not
by even a single girl?”


“No, but . . .”


Lars could feel Hite’s words shake with the poor
man’s confidence.


“Then how can you say you even know what flirting
is? What if you have been flirted with, and you just can’t tell?” Soseono
asked.


“I mean . . . that . . .” Hite paused as if he had
magically regained his confidence. “By Miller! What if I am getting flirted
with and I don’t know?! WHAT IF THERE ARE DOZENS OF WOMEN WHO NEED A LITTLE
EXTRA HITE IN THEIR LIFE, BUT I’VE CRUELLY REJECTED THEM WITHOUT A SINGLE
EXPLANATION?! Have I failed in my obligation as a follower of Miller to justly
treat all women of good valor and character who make themselves vulnerable to
me by the sincerity of their pleas, whether I accept them or not? Have I failed
even this basic tenant of Miller’s because I am too handsome yet too dense?”


“Well, if there are throngs of women flirting with
you, I’m not one of them,” Desdemona harrumphed.


“I think we’ve heard enough,” Lars interjected.


Congratulations. You have successfully failed the
following quest: Escape the fury of the slaves. You had to be that guy. We
coulda run.


Reward: This verbal nightmare. Please end this drama
quickly if you insist on taking part. I can’t stand this stuff after putting up
with Eva for so long.


“That’s right, you tell her, master,” Soseono said.


“I’m telling you both that, if I hear you fight
again, I’m going to . . .” Lars paused, not exactly sure how he was going to
punish them.


Soseono jumped on the delay, filling it in with
suggestions of her own. “Spank us? Put cloth gags in our mouths and drip hot,
melted candle wax on our backs until we learn our lesson?”


Lars. I’m stuck behind a cooldown timer and a reward cap for
the day. Otherwise, I’d be generating a quest based on her suggestions right
now if you hadn’t just wasted the last one, so just . . . you know . . . throw
a girl a bone. Me metaphorically, her literally.


“You’re never going to stop, are you?” Desdemona
shot an incredulous look at Soseono.


“You’re never going to start, are you?” Soseono
sneared.


“That’s it. You know what? You’re right,” Lars
interjected. “If you argue one more time, I’m spanking you”—he pointed to
Desdemona—“and if you start something again”—he turned to Soseono—“I’m not
going to ever spank you.”


This caused the two women to stand with their
mouths agape in horror.


“I wouldn’t fret about it too much,” Su Ryeon said
as the stone door to the new room opened. “I’ll be happy to spank you while he
watches if it pleases the court.”


“Thank Ophelia! You’re awake!” Lars exclaimed.


Did you just . . . sub out “the Clockmaker” for my name?
That’s some nice devotion. But . . . really?


Huh? No, you’re the one who helped me save her. Why
wouldn’t I thank you? Lars felt a little embarrassed, his face flushing a
little at Ophelia’s misinterpretation. You know that’s not what I meant . .
.


Haha! It’s fine. Hahaha. It’s good that you place your
master and mentor on the same level as a deity. Showing this level of respect
for me is only right. And I am a deity of sorts, after all. Good job. I’m glad
you finally recognized it.


“I . . .” Su Ryeon smiled. “I couldn’t leave you on
your own after all, Lars. For all I know you’d get yourself killed in no time.”


“O . . . Ophelia?” Hite stammered excitedly. “You
lied! You’re clearly from the Church of Miller as well!”


Lars turned toward Hite in confusion, and he
wasn’t the only one. “What? How do you figure?”


“The only place where the name Ophelia is used is
in the book of Miller, in the story of the gods’ great wars before the rise of
Lee.”


Oh, so you have this type of history? Lars
thought to Ophelia as he eagerly waited to hear the story. “Who was she?”


“Are you testing my knowledge, brother? You must
already know, of course. She was the goddess who held one of the sacred stones.
Without the sacred stone, Lee could not have won the war for centuries, and
thousands, hundreds of thousands, potentially even millions would have died in
the endless conflict that would have followed. Lee would have even been forced
to kill his own beloved Jade, so Ophelia made herself appear to be a demon. She
cloaked herself in atrocities and beckoned her own destruction. Only by killing
her could Lee obtain the stone, so she forced him to do it.”


That’s how Miller tells the tale because he always saw her
as a monster, but when Dad killed her, he knew she wasn’t a monster. Mom says
it’s part of what broke him. He killed her to save others, but he loved her
more than the others he saved. She said it wasn’t something he could help,
though, since they had spent so much uninterrupted time together, just the two
of them, and that they would have been meant for each other in any other world.
Days that stretched into oblivion, years that passed by in a second, is how
mother describes the time they were together.


Lars was unsure why Ophelia could so casually mention the
women her father had been with before her mother or why her mother would talk
so lovingly of her man’s exes—and let him name their daughter after one of
them. Your father had a lot of women . . .


Not all at once. He and mother only got together officially
after his last wife was long dead. The most women he ever had at one time was .
. . three? But that didn’t even last for a month or two.


Oh . . . Lars still wasn’t sure what to make of this
increasingly complex family history, but it wasn’t the only thing he was
curious about, so he decided to ask about something else, hoping it wouldn’t be
too much. So, um, what did you mean when you said that woman’s death broke
your father?


No clue. Mom said it didn’t matter because Dad had regained
his love for life and was really into games again by the time I was born. So, I
don’t know what she meant. I wasn’t around.


Uhh . . . thanks for sharing. Lars felt
unsure of how to respond. He was caught between feeling like he had just
received a massively sensitive information dump straight from a young girl’s
diary and feeling like it was no big deal at all, just public information,
based on the matter-of-fact way in which Ophelia was talking about everything.


“Your silence must mean you do know the truth! AH!
A FELLOW BROTHER! I knew you were testing me!” Hite exclaimed enthusiastically.
“Those people you ‘killed’ must not be really dead, and that’s why you had to
go back up top: to see to the wounded people who—”


“No, they’re really dead,” Lars stated, cutting
off Hite’s speculation. “I killed them. They’re dead-dead. They will never breathe
again.”


“But a principal tenant of Miller’s is that—”


“I am not a follower. I kill people all the time
if I think they’ve done wrong,” Lars insisted.


“So, Lars, is it time we march back up to the sect
and kick that bastard’s teeth in for messing with you?” Su Ryeon suggested,
cracking her knuckles. “We could tie his arms behind his back and kick him down
the mountain.”


“I like how you’re thinking,” Lars replied. “At
the very least, we can force all three of them to slap themselves now.”


“Absolutely. I feel so much stronger than I did
before. What happened?” Su Ryeon asked. Lars could immediately tell that she
had already reached the second stage of Qi Condensation, only a single stage
behind him.


“He kissed you with a magic monster core in his
mouth to detoxify the poison,” Desdemona explained.


Su Ryeon’s face flushed a slight pink as she
turned to give Lars a quiet stare for a brief moment. “Lars . . . I . . . thank
you for finding the cure and giving me a powerup . . . and saving my life.”


“So shall we be leaving?” Lars asked her. He had
been planning to hide down here until the mercenary problem was settled and Su
Ryeon had recovered. Both of those check boxes had been ticked, and all that
was left was for him to go back up to the sect or run away and join a different
group, and he didn’t want to accept cowardice as a plan now that he didn’t have
to.


“I . . . I don’t want to go, Lars,” Desdemona
admitted. “I can’t do it. I thought I could, but I can’t.”


“What are you going to do then?” Lars asked.


“I just want to stay here. It’s nice here. There
are plenty of places to find food, there is running water, and it’s a lot safer
here than in the sect. I just . . . We can stay here, can’t we?” Desdemona
pleaded. “We could even go farther away and find a cave in a nice mountain,
right?”


“You don’t have to come,” Lars replied. He could
tell from the way she was shaking a little as she spoke that the idea of going
up there was terrifying to her. It must have taken all of her willpower to try
earlier, and when that went wrong, it was over for her. She didn’t want to try
again.


“Why do you have to go?” Desdemona asked.


“If we don’t go, do you think Apep won’t hunt us
down like runaway hunting dogs?” Su Ryeon asked. “It’s our fate to go. There is
too much he wants of us.”


“But . . .”


“You don’t have to go,” Lars repeated. “Just take
a deep breath. When Su Ryeon and I get a chance, we’ll come back to check in on
you.”


“I can stay with her,” Hite suggested, raising his
hand.


“Huh?” Lars looked over at the knight.


“I mean, I can’t go into that sect. I’m a member
of the brotherhood, and we can’t join additional groups or organizations. So,
since I can’t follow you up there, I can watch after the fair lady for you.”


Lars wasn’t sure what to make of this as he turned
to look at Desdemona, who was stiff as a board.


“I’ll leave you one extra form of protection,”
Lars added, signaling to Big Ethan, whom he had been holding off on
introducing. Hite jumped back, dropped the bucket of innards, and drew his
sword as the monster dropped into the cave to plant itself next to Lars.
Strangely, Hite maintained his grip on the bear.


“En garde!” Hite yelled. “I will defend us!”


“This,” Lars said, resting a hand on one of Big
Ethan’s roots, “is a guardian I’ll leave with you. If anything should go wrong,
you can rely on him. Can’t they, boy?” Lars petted the roots, and Big Ethan
bobbed his monster core in agreement.


“That’s right. You’re a good boy, aren’t you?”
Lars continued, patting the roots of his revenant tree monster.


“That . . . That foul demon is your minion?” Hite
asked.


“Aww . . . He didn’t mean it when he called you
names,” Lars cooed to the abomination, pretending to be offended on Big Ethan’s
behalf, though he was quite positive the monster only understood him because of
their connection, not because the thing could actually understand human
language. “He’s just being a big metal meanie.”


“Well, bullying Hite aside, I think you should
still have a meal before you head out. It’s the middle of the night, and your
chances of entering any sect in the middle of the night aren’t great. I’ll cook
some food, and then I’ll wake you in the morning,” Desdemona offered.


“Okay,” Lars consented. He was in a rush to get
back to the sect, but it wasn’t such a rush that he couldn’t wait until someone
would be at the gate to meet them. “That sounds great.”


“I cook the best bear!” Hite said
enthusiastically. “And we can get some mead from the town for when you guys
come back again! I already have a small distillery going, of course, but we
need something to drink in the meantime. We’ll make this little place better
than any home you’ve ever been in, so when you come to visit Desdemona, you’ll
be living in luxury meant for kings!”


“I don’t actually doubt him,” Desdemona remarked.
“You should see the pipes he’s built to heat the floors in the bedrooms he’s
carved. He’s really good at building stuff.”


“Of course! And the next thing I need to install
is a water wheel for the stream and some gears so we can start automating
things. Not a single paladin of Miller doesn’t yearn for automation! A year
spent working hard just to make sure a single once-a-week, five-minute task
need never be done again? It is a lofty and beautiful goal indeed.”


Lars blinked. This man . . . he gets it.
Lars didn’t know how to automate anything, but the man’s ambition was one that
resonated with Lars as he listened. “Well, I’ll leave Desdemona in your hands
then,” he said. “Take good care of her.”


“What? What are you talking about? You make it
sound like— Oh. I’ll just go cook this real quick. I said nothing. Nothing at
all. I said nothing at all,” Hite mumbled as he quickly vanished.


“So, when he’s done, we should have some food,”
Lars said, laughing at the awkwardness of the situation.


“I wasn’t hitting on him,” Desdemona mumbled.


“Soseono, you coming with Su Ryeon and me, you
going to try to make your way back into town, or you gonna hang around here
with Desdemona?” Lars asked the squirrel woman. “I won’t say a word if you just
want to go back into town and be with your family.”


Soseono didn’t even respond as she stared, her
gaze focused on Su Ryeon’s chest.


“Soseono?” Lars called out to her again, trying to
get her attention.


“How come gravity doesn’t affect them at all? How
are they so perky? This isn’t fair!” she grumbled, looking down at her own
chest and giving both her breasts a squeeze, lifting and dropping them slowly a
few times. “This is cheating! Boss! Boss, she’s cheating! This is a clear
violation of the rules of conduct!” Soseono said while turning to face Lars.
“Do you know how much I want perky boobs?! These things try to murder me every
time I run! Sure, it wasn’t bad when I was a regular Stage 1 or 2 Qi-Gathering
Cultivator, but at my level, these damned monsters nearly kill me with pain any
time I try to sprint!”


“It still hurts. It still hurts so much
sometimes,” Su Ryeon grumbled. “And don’t even get me started about the boob
sweat. Boob sweat is the worst thing ever. If I could, I’d never wear a shirt
just so I wouldn’t have to deal with the sweat stains.”


“Ugh, and even if you try to bind them with as
much cloth as possible, it doesn’t help. Guys have it so lucky,” Soseono
whined.


“Soseono . . .” Lars did his best not to laugh at
the poor girl. “Go help Hite cook the food.”


“Fine. I see how it is. If I can’t succeed with
the chest, I’ll strike toward the stomach!” Soseono proclaimed
enthusiastically. But it didn’t stop her from stopping halfway toward the room
Hite had disappeared into and giving Su Ryeon’s chest one more stare before
shaking her head and vanishing as well.


“You’re not mad at me?” Desdemona asked. “For not
coming with you?”


“Nah. You have to do what’s right for you,” Lars
replied. “But . . . be careful about that Hite. Don’t let his weirdness rub off
on you.”


“How young is he?” Su Ryeon asked.


“I don’t know,” Lars said, looking over at
Desdemona.


“No idea,” she answered with a shrug.


“You know, before we get back”—Su Ryeon looked at
the corners of the cave—“you should build tunnels. Lots of them. The more exits
you have, the safer you’ll be if something happens. It’d also be nice if there
were a tunnel closer to the city we could use to escape in an emergency.”


“That’s not a bad idea, but be careful,” Lars
cautioned. “This sect has been around a long time. They must have defenses
against an invasion from below, and you don’t want to run into any of those.”


“I’d rather, personally, just do nothing. It’s
been nice,” Desdemona said.


“And with Hite around, you’ve got your own little
cooking, cleaning, crafting servant to take care of everything,” Lars observed
with a chuckle.


“A slave’s slave?” Su Ryeon asked, her eyebrows
perking up.


“If he’s volunteering, who am I to say no?” Desdemona
stretched out in her chair, wiggling her butt back and forth as she adjusted
the pillow. “After years of hardship, I’m going to enjoy the good life.”


Lars plopped himself in the seat opposite to
Desdemona, enjoying the cushion. “Ah, the good life.”


Su Ryeon leaned against one of the walls and said,
“I’m not entirely sure how this is the good life when we could have just stayed
in the city and been waited on hand and foot at Bok Kyu’s old place. I can’t
imagine any innovative designs from the metal-clad man will top the efficacy of
cheap labor and the bliss of not living inside of a cave with glowing moss for
lumination. However, it’s still a lot better than some of the alternatives.”


Lars had trouble focusing on her words as Su Ryeon
carried on. The only thing that popped into his head when he imagined a good
life was the ecstasy of the kill. For Desdemona, staying here might equate to a
nice, peaceful paradise, but he needed more. He needed battle, victory, and
knowledge. He understood exactly how lacking he was when it came to fighting
and how expansive the cultivation world really was—how much Qi there was for
the taking if only he could do it. He had no strategy in his fighting except to
punch, kick, or throw a random element at his opponent. There was no skill or
finesse to his movements. If he had been fighting opponents on even ground,
there was no doubt in Lars’s head that he would be dead.


He couldn’t help but recall a fight he had earlier.
One of the cultivators had shot liquid globs of metal at him, super-heated with
fire to the point that they had wrapped around his arms and restricted his
movement when they struck him. He hadn’t even been able to secure his footing
thanks to their restrictive weight, and then another one had launched a lightning
attack. The lightning shouldn't have been that strong, and it wasn’t on its
own, but when it struck the metal, they combined into a powerful attack that
numbed his whole body. The paralysis from the lightning and the movement
restriction from the heated metal that cooled on his skin were incredibly
scary. If it hadn’t been for Big Ethan coming in and scooping up his opponents,
spiking them with his thorny root attack, then Lars wasn’t sure he would have
even lived despite his level advantage.


You’re showing your hand, Lars.


What are you on about this time? Lars asked. What
hand am I showing?


This wait. It’s killing you, isn’t it? Because you love the
kill. You loved the killing. You didn’t have to think about right or wrong,
good or bad. All you had to do was slay the people who came to murder you and
enjoy the sensation afterward.


Lars struggled to gulp as his mouth dried out. But . . .
it’s . . .


It wasn’t enough. You need more and more to scratch that
itch of ours, don’t you? That’s the whole reason you’re rushing to the sect,
right? You’ve realized what’s actually important in our life. You could live
the easy, mundane, boring life that this woman desires, but you want more than
that. You want to be strong. You want to learn how to fight, how to control our
power and wreak havoc across the world.


Maybe . . . Lars didn’t deny it. They were chatting
peacefully, joking around, having fun waiting on the food to arrive, but Lars
did want to do just what Ophelia said: he wanted to kill. He was impatient. The
itch hadn’t been fully scratched.


It’s okay to give in sometimes, Lars. Desdemona isn’t wrong.
We should enjoy “the good life” too. Just her good life and our good life will
never be the same.


“To the good life indeed,” Su Ryeon agreed, her
words loud enough to break Lars’s mental fog.


Lars looked between the two women. “Yeah . . . the
good life.” He faked his best imitation of a smile, but his mind was already
replaying the fights with the bounty hunters over and over again as he worked
through them. “The good life . . .”












Chapter 7


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 1900


 


Elemental Abilities:


Active: “Master of None”


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534


Wind Qi: 16345


Water Qi: 12346


Lunar Light Qi: 11638


Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684


Metal Qi: 9638


Wood Qi: 8452


Lightning Qi: 4163


Unassigned Qi: 600


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [41,100/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2]


 


Warlock: Level 2.


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


Lars stared at his stats while walking up the
mountain. So . . . when I hit the next level, the Lesser Clay Brick Stage,
is the increment going to get even smaller?


Ugh. I didn’t explain the slow down when you first got to
the Qi-Condensing Stage, but do I have to go over everything? Can’t you just
skip the tutorial and move on with the main quest?


Ophelia, don’t even start. Just explain it already, will
ya?


Fine. Fine. Look, pay attention so I don’t have to repeat
myself. Even though you’re not a cultivator, it might help you to understand
how it works. The first phase of cultivating is introducing a normal human body
to Qi. In its normal form, it’s just a wispy essence. If you think of it like
air and your body as an unbreakable glass container, then the first phase is
like taking that completely empty container and filling it with air. The second
phase, the one you’re in right now, is when you take the air inside the
container and start turning it into a liquid. Liquid is a lot denser than air,
so when the Qi “condenses,” it frees up room for more condensed Qi.


So, if about twenty thousand Qi is ten percent . . . then
two hundred thousand is the most condensed Qi I could have in me? What happens
next?


Right, well, if the first phase is like air, and the second
phase is like water, then obviously the third phase is a solid. Except, unlike
air and water, the solid doesn’t fill up the jar. Instead, it’s more like
you’re making a solid core that is like a chunk of earth within you that you’ll
draw your strength from. After the earthen brick-like core is made, Qi is like
a lump of clay that’s waiting to be shaped. The next level of cultivation
involves shaping the hardened Qi inside of you like a sculptor molding clay
until it fits the image of his will. This process doesn’t actually increase the
amount of Qi, but rather the cultivator’s control over the Qi and its purity.


So . . . the ultimate goal is to build a core of Qi and
shape it to be like oneself?


Well . . . ugh, no. There is even more. But it all sounds
too . . . Blerg. I am never playing an MMO with you. You’d be that guy who
would read the entire quest dialogue from every NPC with an explanation mark,
wouldn’t you?


Ophelia, I don’t know how many times I have to tell you,
but I don’t understand what the heck an NPC is, Lars grumbled.


You know the idea of cultivation isn’t exactly wrong. The
human brain is essentially a universe unto itself in many ways, so why
shouldn’t the true self of the self one creates reflect a self within a
universe within a self?


Okay, fine, Lars relented. I won’t ask for more
tutorial info . . . except, actually, one thing . . . I don’t feel sixty
thousand times faster or stronger than the average person.


That’s because you’re not. It was easy to explain your
abilities that way early on, but, like everything else, scale changes
everything. You may become world-wreckingly powerful, and the damage formula is
sound, but it’s a damage formula. It’s a way to measure output and compare
stats. That said, the formula and reality are like two atoms never ever touching
no matter how close they appear. Just think of the stats as how much damage you
do against creatures based on their level. After all, once you delve into the
world of Qi, the physical self is far, far less important than the Qi self
you’re creating.


Lars frowned. I see. The whole thing was disappointing.
And one more thing . . . the banana hammock?


Oh. That’s been in effect. Haven’t you noticed the way
everyone has been behaving? Until the invocation switches, you’re going to keep
making people act weird around you.


Lars would have complained, but then he remembered
the first invocation where he had been forced to imagine what Ophelia was
thinking and decided to just shut his mouth on the subject. The last thing he
wanted to do was be forced to picture something of Ophelia’s choosing again,
especially given her sense of humor.


“God above and below, what the hell is with you
two?” Soseono grumbled from behind Lars.


Lars, who had been wrapped up in his conversation
with Ophelia, hadn’t even noticed that the three of them were silently standing
in line, only moving forward a few steps at a time.


“Are we just going to stay quiet this entire time?
Did you guys get in a fight or something? What the hell?”


“No one will think you’re mute if you stop
talking,” Su Ryeon said from the front of the line.


“But . . . ahh— Nooo!!” Soseono pleaded.


“Tch. But even if a mute eats dumplings, he knows
how many he has eaten,” a man with two pig ears and a snout to match said from
behind them.


“Of course you would mention dumplings,” the man’s
companion, a tall woman with even taller rabbit ears, said.


That’s an expression I haven’t heard in a while. It’s an
archaic adage that only a reader of old texts would come across these days. Be
mindful of that orcish fellow, he’s smarter than he looks.


“Next,” the examiner called. It was the same man from
before, the young master’s croney who had forced Lars off the mountain and made
him run away to stay alive.


Stage 1 Qi-Condensing Cultivator, maybe halfway to Stage 2
at most. You’re at least twice as strong as he is.


“That’d be me,” Lars said, stepping forward with a
grin on his face. Previously, he had been scared of the old bastard. Now,
barely twenty-four hours later, he knew he could crush the old man like a fly
in one hit. Part of him considered doing it right there, but he knew that
guards much stronger than he would pop out of the woodwork and swat him like he
was planning on swatting the old man if he did.


“You! Bu— Wha— You! Bu—” the old man babbled,
turning to the two others at the gate with him. They looked like amateurs by
the way they were dressed. The old bastard, Wan-yong, was wearing a darker
shade of blue with a bright red sash, but the other two were wearing light blue
that looked more like flower petals bleached by the sun, and their sashes were
solid white.


“I’m here to apply to join the sect,” Lars said.
He had thought about trying to use the letter, but it just wouldn’t work.


“Is there something wrong, Senior Brother
Wan-yong?” asked one of the two lower-rank gatekeepers, a cat-eared woman who
stood closest to Wan-yong.


“It’s . . . umm . . . I . . . where is the young
master?” Wan-yong scratched at the back of his neck. His fidgety, squirrely
response drew the attention of not only the lady next to him, but also the
other gatekeeper who stood to her left. “Is the young master around?”


“Why would the young master be needed to handle
this application?” the woman asked. “Do you need to . . . handle some business
with nature? I can take over for you if that’s the case.”


“If that were the case, why would he be asking for
the young master? He needs the guy’s help to go to the restroom?” Soseono asked
from the side.


“You shouldn’t judge a man’s preferences,” Lars
said, pretending to be angry at Soseono as he flattened out his hand and struck
the top of her head with a light chop.


“Sorry, master. I’ll remember in the future not to
judge him for wanting to sneak away during work for a little master-servant
bonding time. I know I, for one, wouldn’t mind that type of break.” Soseono
snickered wickedly as Lars reveled in Wan-yong’s anguish.


Wan-yong panicked. “I— It’s not like that! The
young master only has affection for Senior Sister Gyuri! How could you imply we
have a relationship?”


“Oh, forgive me.” Lars put on his best taking-pity
face and lowered his head. “I didn’t realize it was so one-sided.”


“What . . .” Wan-yong’s voice cracked when he
heard Lars’s statement. “No! It’s not like that!”


“Of course it isn’t,” Soseono cackled. “If it were
one-sided, why would you be looking for him to go on a bathroom trip together?”


“This . . . I’ve . . . Ugh! Your application is
rejected!” the man said.


“Aww. Is it because things didn’t turn out well
when you were so eager to come after me yesterday?” Lars’s smile grew wider by
the moment. He had lived on the other side of bullies and jerks his entire
life. They were always playing with words and humiliating him. In a sense,
experience had been his greatest teacher as he unknowingly mastered the subject
of being awful. “I heard you even took off work to do it.”


“You know him?” the junior sister asked, a look of
pure befuddlement on her face as she glanced between Lars and her senior.


“Don’t worry. We don’t know each other. It was our
first time meeting, but my departure must have really angered him, given his
reaction,” Lars continued, telling partial truths to mess with the man.


“I never came after you!” Wan-yong declared.


“Oh, really? I have a few witnesses and a little
evidence that you did. You really shouldn’t be so dirty about your methods,
senior brother . . .” Lars trailed off. “Or at least better at cleaning up the
evidence.”


“Evidence?” the junior sister asked with a look of
disgust.


“Dirty methods?” the junior brother beside her
added.


“It’s okay to be a little different with your
preferences, but you should learn to be more respectful with regard to your
methods. If a man says ‘no,’ then he means ‘no,’” the junior sister blurted
out, clearly disappointed. Her face hung as low as her opinion of her “senior
brother” appeared to be now.


“Junior Sister Bo-ram! I promise it’s not like
that! I wasn’t trying to seek him out for that! I just wanted—”


“You just wanted me for what?” Lars’s grin nearly
reached from ear to ear as he leaned in. “Would you like the witnesses to produce
evidence of what you wanted? Of exactly why you wanted me?” Lars made sure to
emphasize the word “why” just to spell out his meaning.


Wan-yong got up. “I . . . but . . . I . . . Please
excuse me, Junior Sister Bo-ram and Junior Brother Yusuke.”


“So gross,” Bo-ram muttered, turning her head away
from Wan-yong as he fled.


“Some fools do not understand that carnal desires
and physical pleasures are only temporary in the pursuit of cultivation,”
Yusuke, the man on the other side of Bo-ram, remarked.


“Well, that’s dumb. What’s the point of
cultivating if you’re not going to use the body you perfect?” Soseono asked
with a chuckle. “I personally love myself and my body. Why do you think I
worked so hard on keeping it perfect if not to enjoy the world around me?”


“I do not expect a mere slave who can’t even
condense their Qi to understand the finer points of cultivation and its
ethereal nature,” Yusuke scoffed, literally throwing his nose in the air.


“Do you think her position is different than
yours?” Su Ryeon interrupted this time. “If your elders beckon, do you not wag
your tail and dart to their side? If they command you to jump, do you not jump?
If they tell you to starve, do you not starve? How are you anything but a
slave?”


“I . . . That is not the case!” Yusuke insisted.


“So, if an elder gave you a command, you’d disobey
it?” Su Ryeon glared at him. “Do you truly have the guts?”


Everyone within earshot went quiet as they all
stared at him, waiting for his response. Lars didn’t know much of the world,
but he could already tell one thing based on his conversations with Desdemona:
this poor bastard was screwed. If he admitted he would defy an order from the
elder, they might execute him on the spot. If he agreed, then he was admitting
he was the same rank as a common slave.


“It’s . . . I was just pointing out that she
hasn’t cultivated enough to understand the finer properties of having a mind
above physical wants.”


“You’re above physical temptation?” Su Ryeon
asked.


“My cultivation has taught me how to discard such
feelings and thoughts. Lust? Gluttony? Ha! Those are nothing more than words
that need not be in my lexicon!” the guy boasted.


“So you find Bo-ram unattractive?” Su Ryeon
immediately shot back.


Yusuke paled.


“You don’t need to answer that, Senior Brother
Yusuke,” Bo-ram assured him.


“Right. I don’t need to answer that at all,”
Yusuke repeated defiantly, puffing out his chest.


Su Ryeon looked down at him scornfully. “So you
don’t find her attractive at all, and thus you aren’t answering so that you
don’t hurt her feelings? That’s fine.”


Lars looked at Bo-ram with a consoling air. “It’s
okay, Bo-ram, I’m sure—”


Yusuke immediately cut Lars off. “What are you
saying? Of course I find her attractive! She’s the epitome of beauty and—”


“Gross . . .” Junior Sister Bo-ram turned her head
away from Yusuke and looked like she was about to vomit at the mere thought of
him finding her attractive.


“I think it would have been in your best interest
if you hadn’t answered,” Lars observed.


“What? No. I was just saying . . . I . . .” Yusuke
looked from Lars’s group to his junior sister and back to Lars’s group before
standing up. “I think maybe I need to go use the restroom. I’m sorry to burden
you with being in charge of the entrance registration for a bit, junior
sister.”


No sooner had he begun to walk away than Lars
decided to double down on Su Ryeon’s efforts, loudly saying, “Ah, so in place
of the young master, Wan-yong will have Yusuke to join him in the bathroom. I
suppose things will work out.”


Yusuke froze in place and glanced at Lars. Then he
went into full retreat mode, doing his best to power walk away at top speed.


“You know, Wan-yong and Yusuke may be a bit . . .
stubborn . . . but at least they’re useful at signing papers,” Bo-ram said.
“Did you have to chase them off so harshly?”


“Well, Wan-yong did try to kill me when I showed
up last time,” Lars said, pulling out his invitation to the guild.


“What? Why is he in line like the rest of us if he
has an invitation?” the guy directly behind Lars grumbled.


“I see.” The woman frowned as she took the scroll
and read it. “You know, Lars, he’s the young master’s man. And the young master
is called the young master because he’s the heir apparent to the whole sect.
His mother is the sect leader, and his father is the first elder. If he tried
to block your entry, I don’t know if I can accept it.”


“So this isn’t valid?” Lars sighed. He had been
hoping to get into the sect, kill those that tried to kill him, learn how to
use his power, and study the teachings of those who had thousands of years of
practical experience condensed into handy manuals and books.


“It’s not that it isn’t valid. If you forced my
hand, I’d still have to take it . . .” The woman glanced around to see if the
guards were watching them too closely. “It’s just that, if I do that, I’m going
to be on the young master’s bad side. It’s better than the option that occurs
if I don’t take it: the first elder finds out and kills me in my sleep for
disrespecting his name . . . It’s just . . . Look, you don’t know me, but
please do me this huge favor.”


Lars didn’t like where this was going, but he
understood her position clearly. “What?”


“Just . . . enter the trials and join the sect the
same as the others do. With your strength, and especially at your age, you’ll
just be set back half a year to a year at most, and that’s if your master,
First Elder Apep, doesn’t find you first and promote you of his own accord.
That’s not a big deal for someone who is going to live to a thousand, right? I
promise I’ll make it up to you.”


Lars didn’t like the idea of causing this woman
grief when, for all he knew, she was just an innocent caught up in the whole
affair, but he wasn’t about to turn away an opportunity to get something out of
it. “How?” he asked.


“Just . . . Just do it, and I’ll definitely find a
way to pay you back. I’ll talk to my older sister, okay?”


“Wait,” Soseono interjected. “What’s with this
junior sister, senior sister, older sister, and first elder stuff?”


“Are you serious?” Bo-ram asked. “Oh. Right. Mundane
people don’t understand this. The sect is like one large martial organization,
and it functions according to a hierarchy based on a combination of rank and
when the rank was achieved. Since I’m only a Stage 9 Qi-Gathering Cultivator,
I’m still an outer sect disciple. Those two are both inner sect disciples,
though just barely. That means that, even if they were younger than I am, I’d
still have to call them ‘senior brother,’ and they’d still address me as
‘junior sister.’ Once you pass all the entrance trials and join the sect,
though, you’ll be the same rank as I am. Even though I’m younger than you,
you’ll have to call me ‘senior sister’ and them ‘senior brother.’”


“So higher rank grants seniority, and if it isn’t
a higher rank, then seniority goes based on who reached the rank first?” Lars
asked for clarification.


“Right. And apart from elders, who are always
called ‘elder,’ not ‘brother,’ there are three tiers for the sect. There are
outer, inner, and then core disciples, with ‘core’ being the highest rank, and
‘outer’ being the lowest.”


“So, about ‘older sister’?” Soseono asked. “Is
that just, like, your actual older sister?”


“Yes. She’s my actual half-sister and a core
disciple of some merit.”


Lars thought about everything for a moment and looked
over at Su Ryeon to see what her thoughts were.


“Our master has told me to let you know he’ll
happily try out for the outer sect disciple position. While he knows this is a
favor your life depends on asking, your asking has still offended him, so he expects
compensation,” Su Ryeon said strongly.


Well . . . yeah. What she said. He would
have said it aloud if it weren’t for the fact that it would ruin whatever
atmosphere Su Ryeon had just created and any dignity that she had imparted to
him.


“I . . .” Bo-ram stood up and then gave a
half-bow. “I promise I won’t forget this. I will consult with my sister right
away to repay you.”


“Good.” That was the only word Lars could think to
reply with. What the hell am I supposed to do here? Do I bow back? He
wanted to ask, but when he looked at Su Ryeon for guidance, she just gave a
slight shake of the head, small enough that no one would notice but him.


“Now then,” Bo-ram began, handing Lars a piece of
paper with a number and some instructions on it. “Because of past donations
you’ve made to the sect, I am using my privilege to award you this private room
to stay in. Should you successfully pass your trials, the room shall become
your permanent place of residence, and should you fail them, it shall be a
temporary accommodation that you can use for up to seventy-two hours.”


“What trials does the master need to complete?” Su
Ryeon asked.


Bo-ram pointed to a clear spherical crystal in
front of her. “The first one is this. You need only put your hand on it and
channel Qi into it. Depending on the type or types and purity of your Qi, we’ll
be able to gauge your potential. Even if you’re incredibly powerful at the
moment, if you have no potential, the stone won’t have any reaction.


Lars walked up to the stone and put his hand on
it.


“Ugh, are you really going to keep trying to show
off?” groaned the man behind Lars who had remarked about the invitation. “We
already know you’re the type who prefers to use the backdoor to get what you
want. Stop acting like you’re impressive.”


“The backdoor disciple is what he is,” another
person agreed.


The stone started to glow as Lars began channeling
his energy into it. The light was only a mild, grass-like green at first,
causing one of the men behind Lars to cackle at Lars’s apparent humiliation. “See?
He’s only green tier, the most worthless of worthless cultiva—”


Before the man could finish, the sphere changed
from green to yellow.


“Well, yellow isn’t that much better,” the second
voice mumbled, but he was cut short too. The sphere continued to change colors,
turning from yellow to red, red to cyan, and then from cyan to a glowing purple
that matched Ophelia’s eyes.


“I . . . umm . . . What the heck? What color is
that?! Why is it the same color as his eyes?” the man behind Lars demanded.


“Yeah, this is bull. No one is purple tier. This
must be a trick stone,” his heckling buddy said.


“Now . . . Now that the color has finished taking
hold, the shape will tell us your elemental type,” Bo-ram explained, her voice
quivering as she tried to control the shock that was evident in her wide-eyed
expression. “If you’ll notice, we placed one of each elemental type in a circle
around the sphere, and your Qi will naturally shape itself toward its own kind,
telling us what type of . . . Why isn’t it shaping?”


“I told you. It’s broken. You’re trying to cheat
us,” the heckler said.


“No.” An old man that Lars had never met appeared
next to Bo-ram as if he had teleported there, his actions causing a gust of
wind to explode outward. “It’s not that the Qi this young man sent out isn’t
shaping. Indeed, it has already been shaped. It wasn’t pulled by any elements.
Though his Qi is incredibly pure, giving him stupendous talent, its elemental
affinity is so weak, a connection practically doesn’t exist. He will always be
a simple strength cultivator, never able to properly use the elements that
define most of our cultivation’s martial techniques. What a pity.”


“Ha! See! Backdoor cultivation se—” Before the
heckler finished, his head exploded on the spot when a flame shot out from the
old man and consumed both him and the man behind Lars.


“I would prefer if no one—and I mean no one—slanders
the tools or criticizes the choices of our sect—especially not mundane fools
who haven’t even made it in the front door.” The old man’s voice was no longer
as quiet and composed as it had been earlier; it was booming and oppressive as
if his words alone were going to smash Lars to death.


Don’t correct him. It’s not his fault he’s an idiot. Between
someone having the ability to access any and all elements and someone having
none, the latter is definitely more likely. But if he had half a brain cell,
he’d have tested your ability rather than assume it.


“Since he’s passed the first test, can we still
give him the second one even though he doesn’t have an element?” Bo-ram asked,
her cat ears twitching.


“I find it odd, young one,” the old man said,
turning to Lars. “You reek of blood, but you flinched. When I killed those two,
you cringed as if I had slighted you.”


Lars didn’t say anything; he had no retort. It was
true. He killed all the time, but when he saw those two people destroyed just
because they were weak, it hurt him a little inside. While he was thinking
about how to reply in a way that wouldn’t get him killed too, though, the old
man reached into a seemingly black hole within his robes and pulled out a few
small dough-covered spheres and tossed one to each person there.


Lars normally would have refrained from eating
something straight out of a man’s robes, but he went along with it after seeing
everyone else take a bite, thinking that perhaps offending this old man would
be worse than any gross taste that might accompany sweat-covered snacks. He bit
into the slightly sweet, doughy white exterior to reveal a beautiful, savory
pork interior. To Lars’s surprise, the little bun was absolutely delicious. It
tasted freshly made as if not an ounce of flavor had been lost between the
kitchen and Lars’s hand.


“It’s bao,” the old man said. “It’s one of the few
foods that I find has a lot in common with cultivators. So often, when making
it, most people focus on the outside. They spend all their time gathering,
condensing, and solidifying the outside. The bao starts as a simple powder, but
it transforms into something more as water is added in the liquid stage, and
with enough work, it becomes a solid, albeit a springy and often spongey solid.
It’s a beautiful process, much like the condensing of a cultivator's Qi to form
the perfect body. But, much like the cultivator’s Qi-hardened exterior, the
dough that encompasses the pork is nothing more than a vessel. Even if the
vessel is perfect, if the heart is not, does it matter? A small mistake in the
formation of a cultivator’s heart can spell disaster as he moves past the Qi
Condensation Stage. This is the same for the cook who makes bao: a small
mistake when he is cooking the pork can lead to a toxic result that will render
the bao deadly.”


“Thank you for the lesson, Third Elder Changhoon,”
Bo-ram said, bowing her head.


“Thank you for the lesson,” Lars echoed, mimicking
Bo-ram’s movements as well as her words. As he did so, others followed suit. No
one wanted to offend the man whose mere syllables landed more heavily than most
people’s fists.


“It is nothing much. I have only tossed out a few
words for my own humor,” the elder said to Bo-ram before turning his attention
back to Lars. He reached into his robes and pulled out a strange fist-sized
stone sphere wrapped in a thick leather cloth, which he held so as not to touch
the sphere. “You drip with killing intent. Your essence is bathed in death, yet
you flinch at killing. I am worried that you may succumb to a heart demon when
forming your core. Perhaps, if you wouldn’t mind, I shall give you an unusual
second trial.”


“Is that—” Bo-ram began but quickly caught
herself. She pursed her lips as tightly together as possible, like she was
trying to forcefully prevent any future words from coming out.


“This is the stone heart trial,” the elder said.
“If this old one may be so presumptuous, I believe that, for one in your
situation, this is the most appropriate test.”


Lars stared at the ball, his eyes turning over to
Bo-ram for a moment. He noticed she was practically sweating bullets as she
looked at the stone.


“How . . . How does it work?” Then, trying to
mimic the tone and nature of the conversation, he added, “If this young one
might be so bold as to ask? I fear rushing into a trial I know nothing about
might only spell disaster. Please advise so I can prepare myself.”


“Ha! Seeking wisdom before seeking gains,”
Changhoon observed with a laugh. “It seems that not all young ones who are
filled with fire are as dense as diamonds. You have indeed understood the crux
of the issue. This trial is a death sentence for the weak-willed, for it will
force you to relive the cause of your heart demon. Once your hand comes in
contact with the stone, you will be forced to face that which haunts you,
whether it is a question or a memory, until you have reached a resolution in
which your heart holds no conflict. Only when your heart and mind are one can
you escape its illusion.”


Lars heard everyone behind him take in deep breaths
and hold them as the old man spoke. It was clear that they too understood the
danger Lars faced: grabbing onto this rock was the same as facing death if he
could not resolve his internal conflicts.


Maybe we don’t need to do this trial. Maybe we can turn
around and go elsewhere. There are other sects that won’t be as insane as this
guy.


But isn’t he right? Don’t I need to settle my feelings?
Isn’t this the chance I’ve been waiting for?


Lars! Stop! It’s not about you. Don’t be so damn bra—
Freaking hell.


Lars heard Ophelia’s warnings, but by the time they
registered in his head, he had already grabbed the stone. He was impatient. He
simply didn’t fear anything. He had yet to kill a single person he didn’t
consider worthy of death. And the flinching earlier hadn’t been due to any
hatred of killing. He had only feared he might be next if he weren’t careful.


When his hand hit the stone, though, the world
changed to the familiar stone terrain of Ophelia’s past. He was no longer Lars,
and his sense of self eroded along with reality.

















 


———


 


 


Ophelia had arrived early to the theater. She knew
that Vidkun was busy with work on weekdays, and without him to buffer, she
didn’t want to be forced to deal with an inescapable and hyper-passionate Eva.
She had tried it once, and the result had been a painful, forty-five-minute
lecture on how the forests in Brazil needed to be saved at all costs and how
cows needed to be killed for the good of the environment. Ophelia had tried to
explain that she couldn’t use her powers for anyone but herself, or really at
all outside of the home dimension of her mother and father, but Eva didn’t
care. She just kept on talking and talking and talking. So, for the last five
movie days that landed on a weekday, Ophelia had just volunteered to show up
early to the movie, instead of meeting up with Eva at a coffee shop, and get
the tickets for them so that she wouldn’t be stuck for an hour trying to make
small talk. At most, she would only be with Eva for fifteen minutes. Fifteen
minutes she could handle. That was the perfect amount of bonding time before
things could become too heated.


“I’m here,” she texted Eva, following it up with
specifics. “I’ll be outside, standing in front of the
random-skyscraper-sized-monster poster and wearing a regular black mask and a
black T-shirt with blue jeans so no one recognizes me.”


As she stood in front of the poster at 6:45 with
her three 7:00 p.m. movie tickets, waiting for her friends to show up, she
couldn’t help but watch the couples pass by one after the other. They were
holding hands, giggling, and nuzzling into each other's napes as they stood
together in line. She couldn’t help but wonder what that was like, how they
must be feeling to be so caught up in their own romantic whirlwind that they
didn’t even notice her standing there alone.


Ophelia sent another text to Eva at 6:55. “I’ll be
on the bench actually, next to the movie theater entrance.”


Nothing.


Ophelia sent one more at 7:06. “Don’t worry about
being a few minutes late. The first fifteen is all trailers.”


Again, nothing. Next, she sent one to Vidkun. “Are
you running late too?” She kind of understood Eva showing up late. Eva was all
over the place. But not Vidkun. Something wasn’t right, and she didn’t get it
at all. Where are they? she thought as she stared at her phone. They
hadn’t even so much as sent her a single line telling her they weren’t going to
show up.


“I’m going home.” Ophelia typed out the words for
the text message to Eva. A part of her felt like she was nauseous and about to
lose her lunch despite the fact her body was always in perfect health. Even
though the message was typed out, she couldn’t bring herself to send it. She
just stared at it instead as the clock moved from 7:14 to 7:20 to 7:23.


Each minute that passed was the minute she said
that she’d give up, the minute she’d stop caring and just go home. It wasn’t
until 7:28 that she finally broke and hit the send button.


As she got in the first auto-taxi that showed up,
a message from Vidkun appeared in her inbox: “Eva can’t talk to you today.
She’s at the hospital. Her father was in an accident, and he’s probably going
to die tonight.”


Ophelia felt a mixture of grief, worry, and even
relief flood over her as she realized she hadn’t been stood up for no reason—as
well as a twinge of guilt that followed when she realized that she was feeling
relieved over the fact her friend’s dad was dying and that she hadn’t just been
randomly abandoned. “Wait, why can’t she talk to me then? I can be at the
hospital in a few minutes. Which one is it? What address? I’ll be right there.”


“You shouldn’t though. Don’t come. How can you?
How could she ever face the person who can save her dying father with a single
touch, but won’t? Just . . . give her some space for a few months. Give her
some time to grieve. I’m sure she’ll come around eventually. She won’t hate you
forever.”


Everything Vidkun was texting her made sense, but
reading it still hurt. She had always been annoyed by Eva, constantly feeling
pressured to use her powers, but the idea that Eva was going to hate her felt
like the worst outcome possible.


No . . . no . . . no . . . She shook her
head and tried to clear her thoughts. No, I can’t . . . but . . .


Vidkun added another text message, and this one
was followed up by a few sad-face emojis. “Seriously. You’re not doing the
wrong thing. You’re right not to help. Just, he’s her dad, you know? Just . . .
don’t visit and give her some space.”


Ophelia gulped. I shouldn’t do this. She
hesitated for a moment before coming to a conclusion. A moment later, she was
no longer in the auto-taxi, but was instead in the hospital next to Eva, who
was crying over the hospital bed where her mangled father lay in a
near-comatose state.


“Eva . . . Eva, it’s okay,” Ophelia said as she
grabbed her crying friend and held her in her arms. “I’m here, Eva. It’s going
to be okay.” She might have heard it a thousand times, that she was not
supposed to use her powers, but those thousand times didn’t amount to the
urgency of her sobbing friend.


“I . . . I’m sorry,” Eva whimpered into Ophelia’s
clothes as she clutched tightly at the back of her T-shirt, snot pouring down
into her face-shaped mark. “I don’t want him to die. I don’t want to lose my
papa. Please . . . Please. I don’t want him to die. I’ll never ask you for
anything again. Just . . . Please don’t let him die. Pl—” Her words hadn’t
stopped. They were instead only muffled by the fabric of Ophelia’s shirt.


Ophelia’s confidence waned for a moment as she
stroked the back of her crying friend’s head. “It’s okay,” she whispered. “I’m
here for you. It’s going to be okay.” She looked over at Eva’s dad. It would be
an act as easy as blinking her eyes. There was nothing she couldn’t do. That
was part of the reason that her father had been so insistent that she not use
her powers.


“For those who grow up with such convenience,
nothing will have value,” he had said.


Before Ophelia even blinked, the dying man’s major
injuries were healed. He would be on his way to a speedy and absolute recovery.
It was a simple action, and she was sure it was the right thing to do given how
hard Eva was crying, but a part of her still felt guilty. She felt as if she
had committed a grave and unspeakable evil by saving just one man’s life, like
she had done the worst thing imaginable.


After her friend Eva settled down, after Vidkun
had left, and after the lights had gone off in her own bedroom, Ophelia lay
there, staring at the ceiling with that feeling of dread hanging over her.


“I know how you feel,” her father’s voice came
from her doorway as it opened and let the hallway light creep in. “I’ve been
there before.”


“You’re not mad?” she asked. “I broke your one
rule. I used my power for another.”


“Yeah, you did,” he said as he walked over and sat
down next to her. He rested a hand on her head and ruffled her hair the same
way that he had done when she was five or six years old before letting the arm
fall down to her back and scooping her up into a one-armed side hug. “But that
rule wasn’t for me; it was for you. It was for the people around you. You think
you did something good, but you didn’t. Eva would have lost her father; that’s
true. But now her father will have to watch something much worse: his only
daughter dying.”


“Eva’s going to die?!” Ophelia panicked.


“Well, not now. But for you and me, soon. Yes. Her
father will die too, but not for a while. When we heal someone, we give them a
touch of our divinity. We perfect their body. The end result is that he will
now outlive her no matter how bad his health or habits are, and he will have to
watch his daughter die before eventually dying by himself, alone in a tiny
apartment and not knowing a single person around him. That’s a hefty curse. Trust
me.”


Ophelia didn’t even need to ask how he knew how
bad it was. Her mother had told her that she was the only child of Lee that had
immortality like her mother and father did. She knew that, before she was
created, her father had buried dozens and dozens of his children and
grandchildren. Hearing those two words, “trust me,” made her want to hug her
father and never let go. Although, unlike what her dad had described for Eva’s
father, he had at least had someone with him while his loved ones died. He hadn’t
been alone. He had eventually had her mother.


“So, what do I do now?” Ophelia asked. “I can’t .
. . I can’t just pretend like I did nothing, can I?”


“You can do whatever you want,” he responded,
hugging her tightly. “Just know that, as things unfold, I loved you enough to
pick your happiness over every other person on this planet.”


“Hah . . . I didn’t mess up that badly, did I?”
she asked, looking up into his eyes. She could swear for a moment that she saw
tears forming in them. It was something she had never seen before. To her, he
had always been the gentle yet immovable kind of detached and stoic, yet here
he was, looking at her with eyes that filled with sympathy and concern.


“You did. You will. But it’s okay. That’s why I
replaced the pure water dispenser in our home with a hard cider tap after all.
Oh, and I’ll still be here for you. Your mother is always talking about the
‘perfect outcome.’ I’m sure she won’t let us down.”


His words faded into darkness as Lars slowly began
to come back to his senses. He was once more standing outside the gate of the
sect, staring at the rock he had just touched.


I warned you not to touch that damn thing. Ugh. You’re so
impatient.


I’m sorry, Lars told her. His thoughts were shaky as
he tried to piece together what he had experienced, what he had felt. None of
it made sense, yet every part did. The only thing he knew for certain was that,
if he had been in her shoes, he probably would have done the same thing. He
would have acted impulsively and healed a friend’s father without a second
thought.


You’re sorry? Then you know you’ve done wrong. Good. Then,
as penance, you’re not allowed to talk about what you saw.


What I saw? Right. It was a precious memory to her.
He had always thought her dad was some angry and irrational being that had
exiled her in a fit of rage, but what he saw was the opposite. Ophelia’s father
had been a man on the verge of tears who seemed ready to take on the whole
world just to protect his daughter’s happiness.


Stop thinking about it. Just don’t.


Right, sorry . . . Lars’s thoughts trailed
off, but try as he might, he couldn’t readily give up thinking back to the
subject. It felt like a precious clue to understanding more about Ophelia, and
so his mind instinctively churned over every nook and cranny of the memory as
he combed and sifted through the information in an effort to uncover more.


“What?!” Bo-ram’s voice broke Lars’s thoughts.
“He’s already out of the illusion?!”


The third elder took a step back. “This . . . This
can’t be. No one has ever broken through the illusion this quickly. To do so
requires one to face the most critical moment of their past with only the
emotions of an observer. If they can’t, then they are forced to relive it again
and again until they grow numb and reach a resolution, or they die. How did . .
.”


“It’s not right. Most people—no, everyone—I’ve
heard of who took a heart demon test like that died! How did you pass it so
quickly?!” an onlooker blurted out.


“Is this chea— a chosen one. Is this a chosen
one?” a man asked from the line behind Lars. The guy had clearly almost asked
if it was cheating but corrected himself as quickly as possible, likely having
only taken a second to remember what happened to the last person who accused
the sect of something unfair.


“I can’t believe my eyes. This is a surefire
entry. There is no way a sect would turn down someone with such talent,”
another person in line said.


“What’s the third test?” Lars asked.


“For the first test, you proved your potential.
For the second test, you proved the equanimity of your being. I think that, for
the third test, you should prove your wit,” the old man responded, having
collected himself. “After all, having power but not knowing how and where to
apply it can be worse than having no power at all.”


Lars nodded, and as he looked around, he saw
everyone but Su Ryeon nodding as well. “Okay, please advise me, Third Elder
Changhoon.”


“Good,” Changhoon said. “Then I will ask you only a
single question. There is a wicked devil of lies who is holding the lives of fifty
people hostage. He tells each of them that they can choose their own method of
death. If they tell him a lie, like he prefers, he will behead them quickly, so
they will die a painless death. If they tell him a true statement, he will
incinerate them slowly, so they will suffer for hours before they die. What
might one of the hostages tell the wicked devil such that he won’t even die?”


Dear Clockmaker, it’s social media meme riddles all over
again. The next thing you know, he’s going to talk about how 90% of people
can’t do it—despite this problem being so ridiculously easy—just so you’re
encouraged to share the riddle yourself and perpetuate the virus that is bad
memes even further. This one is so easy though. You can do it without me,
right?


“That the devil will behead him,” Su Ryeon answered
before Lars could even finish reading Ophelia’s message.


“Is this your answer?” Changhoon turned his
attention to Lars.


Lars nodded. “It is.”


“I see.” Changhoon scowled, shooting Su Ryeon a
disapproving look. “The answer is indeed correct, and it is an answer that
nearly every person fails to think of. However, your slave’s quick tongue has
prevented me from testing your wit. I don’t know what to do about this.”


Called it! Ha. 90% can’t do it? You know what was the sad
thing? Back in my day, the questions 90% of people actually couldn’t do were
math problems that an elementary school kid could solve without a calculator.
Oh well. Just talk your way through this. You always do. I’ll give you five
imaginary cool points if you do a good job.


Imaginary cool points? Really? Lars wanted
to shake his head, but there were too many people watching him for that action
not to be suspicious. Even though he was disappointed at the reward, he still
had a job to do. “This humble one could argue, though, that it is not a sharp
mind but discerning eyes that are more important. As no man can see all angles,
no one man’s wit can solve all problems. It is only by surrounding oneself with
clever people who can see what he cannot see that a man can truly make the best
decisions. This is, after all, why I have sought out this glorious sect; so
that I may be surrounded by the brightest minds that can see what I cannot.”


“Even effective medicine comes covered in honey
these days,” the old man replied with a laugh. “Very well. That answer alone
shows that your wit is not one bit duller than your slave’s. Good. Very good.
You have passed all the trials, but I am going to have to tell you that only
the first trial there was a trial for outer sect disciples.”


Everyone who had been waiting in line to apply to
be an outer sect disciple let out a deep breath of relief. None of them wanted
to do a test that could potentially kill them or answer one of the old man’s
riddles.


“The rest of the trials will be the usual. Test
their strength with a punch, their potential with the stone, and their ability
to perform a basic skill of the appropriate element,” Changhoon instructed.


How nice. He only tried to murder you with an insane
heart stone and then block you with a crazy riddle. Past that, he’s letting
every other applicant in easily . . . save the two he already killed.


“As for you”—the old man looked at Lars for a few
seconds—“you deserve a reward for your courage, so you’re an inner sect disciple.
When you reach the core disciple stage, if you come to my mountaintop, I will
accept you as my personal inheritance disciple.”


This caused everyone to audibly gasp.


“An elder can only take one personal inheritance
disciple at a time, and it is a disciple that he will raise so that, should
something happen to him, the disciple will inherit both the elder’s position
and school so that the elder’s legacy will not be lost,” Bo-ram explained for
Lars and anyone else who wasn’t familiar with the inner structure of the sect.


“His mountaintop” were the two words that
Lars was most confused about. As far as he could tell, he had only seen one
mountain when he was hunting mercenaries outside of the sect.


“Take care, young one. I look forward to seeing
you in the future,” Changhoon said. With that, he pushed off the ground like he
was jumping into space and disappeared, flying away so fast that Lars’s eyes
couldn’t keep up.


So that’s an elder, Lars thought, and then
he remembered that Changhoon was only the third strongest of the elders.


“Well, congratulations, Senior Brother Lars.
You’ve officially been accepted into the sect. As an inner sect disciple,
you’ll be given a house of your own and not a room with the outer sect
disciples. Arrangements will need to be made ahead of time, however, so you’ll
have to forgive us for only lending you a room at the moment. A servant will be
there tomorrow morning to take you to your actual facilities,” Bo-ram
continued. “And . . . I’ll make sure to repay you. I haven’t forgotten
earlier,” she said, reminding him about the fact she considered it a huge deal
that he hadn’t forced her to accept his letter of invitation.


Lars looked up at the gate. “Before I go in, I
have a question. How do you become a core disciple?”


“That’s easy. You just have to win one of the
tournaments. If you place first, and if you meet the other qualifications, then
you’ll be instantly upgraded. If you place in the bottom ten more than two
times for your bracket, though, you’ll be forced to become one of the sect’s
servants, who are in charge of taking care of disciples with actual potential.”


Brutal, Lars thought, imagining how rough it
must be to go from an inner sect disciple to just a common servant that
quickly.


In this type of world, the pyramid requires significantly
more people to be on bottom than top. Don’t forget that.


Yeah, I won’t, Lars assured Ophelia as he
walked forward with Su Ryeon and Soseono at his sides. It’s a fact that I
don’t think I could forget if I tried. Reminders of it are everywhere I look.
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Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 1900


 


Elemental Abilities:


Active: “Master of None”


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534


Wind Qi: 16345


Water Qi: 12346


Lunar Light Qi: 11638


Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684


Metal Qi: 9638


Wood Qi:8452


Lightning Qi: 4163


Unassigned Qi: 600


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [43,367/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2] [0/5]


 


Warlock: Level 2.


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


What are you doing? Lars asked Ophelia as
they walked through the gates into the sect.


It’s our victory music. Didn’t you know that victory music
is important when the main character finishes a quest? We’re not heathens, are
we? We have to have proper victory music. You should even pose—a victory pose!
Maybe hold your sword up high and then sheath it really cool-like.


Lars sighed. I don’t have a sword . . .


Sword? No sword? Random pigskin in the endzone? Who cares?
Just do a dance already. Let’s celebrate. It’s the first quest completion since
we left the big town and came to this mountain. We finally made it through the
door.


You’re really going to make me do this? Lars asked,
feeling a little self-conscious. He looked around at the street filled with
people walking back and forth, talking to each other. Every single person was
wearing robes to signify their rank. He looked down at the robes in his hand,
the ones he had been given by the guard when he entered to signify that he was
an inner sect disciple.


Quest: Victory deserves a dance.


Objective: When you first reach the center of any
large populated area, you must do a victory dance. The dance must draw the
attention of at least 10 people. After all, what is a victory if you can’t rub
it in someone’s face?






Reward: The ultimate shuffle dance.


“Is it just me, or are the slave robes way better
looking than the disciple robes?” Soseono asked as she looked at her black
robes with a blue sash. “I mean, other than the fact this is going to suck if
we have to work outside in the summer, I like it.”


“It’s not just you,” Su Ryeon said.


“Weird though, right? You’d think they’d have
burlap sacks for servants and slaves, but nope. Nice and expensive black dye.
Crazy, right?” Soseono continued.


Su Ryeon gave Soseono a quizzical look. “Do you
really not know why?”


Lars, don’t get caught up in their dialogue. It’s dance
time. I’ll play the music and add the little EXP-gain sound effect; you do the
dance. Doesn’t need to be fancy. Just a simple two or three motions on repeat.
Come on.


Up the reward, or it’s not happening, Lars bargained.
I can do without a shuffle dance, whatever that is. He knew he was going to
have to crack eventually, or else he’d have to listen to Ophelia pestering him
all day. But if he was going to crack, he wanted more for it than a dumb dance,
especially when he had two already.


Fine, fine. Ugh. Why can’t you be as agreeable as you used
to be? Do the victory dance with the music and find me some street food after,
and I’ll answer one of your questions as well. Any question.


What if it’s an inappropriate question? Something
lecherous or naughty?


From you? I’d be delighted if you could think of an
inappropriate question, but you’re the definition of polite.


“Ohh . . . what a bad sect we’ve entered,” Soseono
giggled as she listened to Su Ryeon whisper something in her ear.


“Stop acting innocent. It doesn’t suit you,” Su
Ryeon chastised.


Fine, you win, Lars thought as he looked
around. Even though he was barely inside the sect, there were easily more than
the ten people he needed around him. Maybe I should do the fire or falling
water dance I learned . . .


Nope. Gotta do your own. Be creative. You’ll figure it out.


“This feels like my days back at the weekend school from
when I was a kid,” Soseono said. “Look, everyone’s just walking around, minding
their own business. There are more shops than homes, and no one is paying
attention to anything but themselves.”


Do it, Lars. Do it! VICTORY DANCE! I’ll play the music!


You’ll . . . Fine, give me a beat. Lars took a deep
breath, mentally preparing himself to be embarrassed in front of at least
thirty people. He shoved the robes in his hands into Su-Ryeon’s, held his arms
out awkwardly, and began making a circle in front of him with his hands and
making one in the opposite direction with his hips. The second he started, he
heard a click, a beep, and then the start of the promised song from Ophelia.


The Ultimate Shuffle: Wind Walker’s Victory Dance has been
activated!


Lars didn’t even have time to think about what that
meant as his body began to move on its own. His feet started to lift, rise, and
go back and forth like he was walking in a disjointed way yet somehow stuck in
place. His knees were coming together and separating, his hips were twisting,
and—for anyone looking and even Lars himself—it looked like he was trapped in
some stasis bubble. The soles of his feet never seemed to properly move him in
any direction no matter how many steps he took one way or the other.


To make matters even stranger, Lars couldn’t hear
anything around him, only the song that Ophelia was somehow playing, one which
was simply impossible to produce with any instrument Lars had ever heard
before. Despite being reluctant to dance, much less in public, he somehow
became hypnotized by the repetitive rhythm and periodic bass, making him feel
like he had to continue the movements and match the beat of the song.


Ophelia’s music stopped after a few minutes, and
Lars’s own movements began to slow down before abruptly coming to a halt as
well. He realized he hadn’t just attracted the attention of a few people;
instead, it felt like a throng was watching him intently. He had gone from the
random guy walking down the street to the main animal attraction at a zoo.


The chatter had ceased. The walking had ceased. All
that was left were stares—silent stares demanding an answer for his actions.


This is what the world has come to, Lars. The only places we
can find beautiful culture, stunning paintings, and proper clothes are criminal
compounds and gambling dens. What a shame. This is the worst part of
cultivating: Either people spend all of their days working, or they spend all
of their days cultivating. No one ever just stops and says, “You know what
would feel good? Killing a few random people, collecting the loot, and doing a
little victory dance.” Heathens. Absolute heathens. All of them. They haven’t
just lost their blood; they’ve lost their humanity.


How did we go from talking about dancing to looting
corpses and killing? Lars would have facepalmed at that ridiculous jump in
topic if it hadn’t been for the fact that he was still being watched by people.
You know what? Screw it. You’re right, he conceded for a moment. I
mean, not about the killing . . .


Hey, don’t look down on our bread and butter.


“What are all those faces for?” Lars asked his
audience of gawkers. “Why are you all looking at me so surprised? I just passed
the entrance exam and not only made it through the gates, but I got these
robes”—he turned to Su Ryeon and grabbed his inner disciple robes to hold up
for the crowd—“to show that I aced it. What’s so strange about celebrating with
a little dance? Why do you all need to be so weird about it? Come on, are you
going to tell me you wouldn’t want to dance with joy too if you just passed a
difficult trial?” In large numbers, people were often like a school of fish
waiting for a signal to decide their direction, and once someone moved, they
all moved. Despite Lars’s question, no one actually answered him.


So, all I need to do to break this silence and
this awkward encounter is find a victim to shift the focus onto . . . Lars
scanned the crowd for a moment before leveling both his gaze and finger at a
random point in the crowd around him. “You. Yeah, you there.” The person he
aimed his finger at haphazardly was a large man, easily six-a-half-feet tall
with fuzzy, striped cat ears; a matching, cat-like snout; and yellow eyes. He
was wearing a set of inner disciple robes. “Would you not also dance in
celebration?”


“Of course not!” the man huffed angrily, indignant
at being asked.


“Oh, I’m sorry,” Lars responded, looking like he
was sincerely apologizing. “I had just assumed you were brave enough—that you
wouldn’t be the type who would get self-conscious and stand petrified in fear
at a little attention. I apologize for putting you on the spot, senior
brother.”


“I . . . What?! No! I’m not a coward!”


“Ah, so then you would do it,” Lars replied. “I
knew it. I knew at first glance that a man who carried himself with such poise
would no doubt be braver than most.”


“I still wouldn’t perform such a silly and mundane
movement. Whether or not I’m a coward has nothing to do with why I wouldn’t do
that,” the tiger man huffed again, even louder this time as he threw his nose
up in the air at Lars.


“Oh. So it’s that you can’t.” Lars did his best to
look remorseful and apologetic despite the fact that watching the man get
flustered was so amusing. “No, no, I understand. Not everyone can feel the
rhythm; not everyone was born to dance. I must once more apologize for calling
you out, senior brother. I know that being faced with your inadequacies in
public must not be pleasant. My deepest apologies.”


“It’s not that I can’t—” The large, muscular cat
man wasn’t able to get out more than a handful of words before Lars interrupted
him, cutting him off before he could formulate yet another excuse.


“So, if you’re brave enough, and you’re able
enough, then doing it now should be no problem.” Lars laughed loudly. “This is
great. Come on now, senior brother. This is our first meeting. I was told at
the gate that, once we’re in the sect, we’re all brothers and sisters under the
guidance of our elders. This makes us all family, right, senior brother? And
for someone like me who grew up an only child, what greater joy could there be
than welcoming a sibling and a new family member? An even greater cause for
celebration than my admittance has appeared: my welcoming of a strong and capable
brother to the family! Come on now, join me over here. Everyone has cleared a
space for us. We can do our victory dance without fear of bumping into a single
person!”


“I . . .”


Lars could see the hesitation in the feline
cultivator’s fluctuating eyes. It was almost like he wanted to try to do a
dance. “It is inappropriate to behave like children in this refined
establishment of learning.”


“I guess I’m too young then.” Lars chuckled. “The
only difference I’ve ever noticed between children and adults is responsibility.
From what I’ve heard, our food is hunted for us here, our things collected, our
place cleaned, and our chores done by servants and slaves. We don’t seem to
have any responsibilities at all, so I just assumed we’re being treated like
children here already. What’s the harm in having a little fun then? It’s not
like we have any responsibilities to tend to.”


When all that followed Lars’s ramble was silence,
and the senior brother just stood rooted in place, his eyes cast to the side by
Lars’s words. Lars finally just shrugged. “Oh, well. I’m off to go enjoy the
benefits of retiring from being a hardworking, contributing member of
society—like these poor slaves I’ve dragged with me—to join the upper echelons
of the pampered, worthless elite, who only have to look stronger than everyone
else. Good times ahead, right? Who knows? Maybe I’ll get a job again one day.”


“That’s enough!” a woman declared. She had feline
properties like the tiger man, except her nose and mouth were perfectly
human-looking despite her eyes having a cat-like amber color and feline shape
to the pupils. “I will not sit here and listen to you besmirch the tradition
and dignity of our sect. Wait, where are you going? Don’t you walk off!”


Lars, upon hearing the annoying voice of someone
about to yell at him, had just started walking away. “Where am I going?” Lars
replied. The crowd was kind enough to part for him as he approached, no one
wanting to be the center of the type of negative attention he had garnered.
“I’m looking for a room. Room 3174? Do you know where it is?”


“If you head up four blocks, take a left, and then
take a right, halfway down that block and just behind a dessert vendor is where
you’re trying to go,” the feline woman answered quickly. Then, realizing what
she had done, she went right back to her fussing, this time even more angrily.
“Wait! Hold it right there! I didn’t say you could . . . Stop!! Arrgghhh!!”


“You think it’s okay to just walk out like that?”
Soseono asked. Following the directions the angry woman had given quite
clearly, Lars reached the second block and spotted the turn he was going to
have to make ahead of him.


“She’ll get over it, and if I had tried to talk to
her when she was that mad it would have only made things worse,” Lars said.
“Trust me. I know.”


“Do you get yelled at often?” Soseono asked Lars,
looking over at Su Ryeon.


“I know better than to yell at people. It
accomplishes nothing more than angering them, and I’ve never been in a
situation where that would benefit me,” Su Ryeon said.


Lars was afraid to even think of where his
experience came from. He had grown used to ignoring Ophelia when she was angry
at him for not killing people, and he knew from experience that just walking
away from a conversation—even metaphorically with Ophelia—was nearly always the
best option when nothing you could say would convince the other party. Saying
this truth aloud or even thinking it, though, might get him in deep trouble.


“You know, I’ve been wondering,” Soseono began,
“how do people pay for stuff here?”


“You talk a lot,” Su Ryeon said, looking over at
Soseono.


“What? It’s a legit question! Do you think
everyone in the sect is given an allowance like a child, or do you think they
have to come from a wealthy family to afford living here? I mean, the vendors
can’t sell at dirt-cheap prices this far away from the farms. The
transportation cost to bring the carts up the mountain would be way higher than
rolling them into a town,” Soseono replied.


Su Ryeon took out a bag and tossed a funny-looking
wooden chip to Soseono.


Soseono hefted the bag. “Huh? What’s this? Oh,
there is . . . There’s a weird Qi on it? Is it . . . Is it marked? Is this
their currency?”


“Hand me a few of those,” Lars said as they
arrived at the dessert stall in front of the building where his room would be.


“Ah, I knew we had a customer!” the vendor
exclaimed excitedly as Lars walked up to him. Unlike on the main street, the
side street they were now on was almost desolate despite being almost just as
wide. The vendors on the other side of the block were thriving, selling goods
left and right, yet the only one on this side who looked like he had sold
anything was the dessert dealer.


“You’re after my specialty? Aren’t you? The
glorious cream creation!”


“That does not sound right.” Despite its silly
name, it actually looked pretty tasty. The basics were simple, but the flavors
likely wouldn’t be. The treat was a thin, folded material that looked like a
hybrid pancake-waffle that was wrapped around a cream filling and then
garnished with strawberries and blackberries. Lars was indeed tempted to grab
one of them and bite into it, satisfying both his hunger and Ophelia’s quest
for street food.


However, just before he could consent, he noticed
something odd. Is that . . . Is that a tteokbokki vendor? Lars turned to
see an old man standing in front of a tteokbokki cart on the opposite side of
the street to the dessert vendor, filling a bowl of the delicious, spicy-sauced
rice cake treat and making sure to get an extra hard-boiled egg into the bowl.
“I know exactly what you need, young man,” the vendor said as he extended the
bowl, as well as a few toothpicks, to Lars. “It’s on the house.”


“Damnit! That’s my customer! Don’t make me come
over there!” the dessert vendor shouted. “Don’t think I won’t beat you to death
with your own cane, you wrinkled-up has-been!”


Lars felt a little awkward about the situation as
he grabbed the tteokbokki bowl from the old man.


“I’ll put one of these”—Soseono held up one of the
little wooden chips with the rain symbol on it—“on the tteokbokki man winning
the brawl. His fighting style should be way spicier.”


“Hmm . . .” Lars scratched at his chin. “Alright,
I’ll see that bet. The dessert vendor has to have a sweet combat stance.”


“Don’t try to cake on the bad puns; you know our
tteokbokki brother is going to rice to the occasion,” Soseono quipped back.


Lars frowned. “What a run-of-the-mill play on
words. Are you just trying to grind out every grain of humor from this conflict
that you can? It won’t matter, though. Surely you know that victory cannoli go
to the man with the butter fighting skills.”


“Don’t even try to egg me on here. We both know
your boy is about to get served.”


“I . . . You know, you can have them as
customers,” the dessert vendor said. “I don’t even want to bother anymore.”


“Ha! Victory by default! Piece of cake! My side
wins,” Soseono declared triumphantly, holding up the wooden coin and giving it
a kiss right on the center. “Let the spoils of this bet be the price you have
to pay for an important lesson: my side always wins. Mua ha ha ha ha!”


“You bet on the tteokbokki man winning the brawl.
Since no brawl occurred, you didn’t win anything. As far as a lesson fee, I
should remind you that you’re currently in your situation because your side did
not win,” Su Ryeon stated, her hand moving like lightning as she snatched the
coin from a disappointed and shocked Soseono.


“You might not know this”—Lars leaned over like he
was going to whisper to Soseono, despite the fact he didn’t lower his voice or
talk softly—“but Su Ryeon won’t be pudding up with any more bad wordplay.”


“Indeed. I’ve had my fill of it,” Su Ryeon
commented, and her straight face made it hard for Lars to tell if the pun was
intentional or not.


 


Intended. Definitely intended. You might not have noticed
it, but I did. The edge of her lips pulled up a tiny bit as she said that.
She’ll be super fun to tease. I wonder if, you know, she’d try to keep a
straight face even when the lights go out. Hee hee.


“Whatever. Anyway, how much for whatever that
delicious, cream-filled thing is?” Lars asked the dessert guy as he shoved some
of the tteokbokki into his mouth.


“Either five silver or one sect merit coin,” the
old man answered. “But if you’re buying anything from me, you best pay the
vendor behind you too. Can’t be having him complain that we both fed you, and
only I got paid.”


“There is no need for that. I’m just happy to
stretch my legs and get some sunlight on a beautiful day like this. The work is
something I love too. I don't need any payment,” the old tteokbokki man
insisted.


“You . . . Just take my generosity and be quiet!”
the dessert vendor snapped back.


“Su Ryeon, how many of those coins do we have?”
Lars asked, looking back at her.


“It seems they started us off with two hundred and
seventy. I am assuming they gave you nine per day. Given a meal costs one, it
is likely either just enough for you to feed yourself and us three times a day,
or it is three times the needed amount for three meals a day to reward you for
the fact you’re an inner sect disciple,” Su Ryeon reasoned as she picked up a
few of the wooden tokens and handed them to Lars.


“Alright. I’ll take six of those and six of
those,” Lars said, pointing at the desserts and the tteokbokki. “We got a busy
day ahead of us, so we might as well get some food in our bellies.”


“You don’t know how to merge those, do you?” the
dessert shop owner asked as he took the six merit coins.


“What do you mean?” Lars asked as he leaned
forward, watching the man manipulate the tokens.


“Those merit coins are specially made so you don’t
actually have to carry them around. See how the chip is plain wood? If you take
five coins of a kind and stack them up, it’ll do this.” He took the five coins
and layered them on top of each other. As he did, the coins glowed for a second
and then turned into a small bronze coin. “If you do it again”—he paused and
took four bronze coins out of his own pocket—“it does this.” The bronze coin
turned silver. “It’s like the outer world currency, but it’s more advanced.
After it reaches gold, it turns into a platinum coin, and then the Qi begins to
illuminate stars. One star on a gold coin signifies five gold coins, two stars
signify twenty-five, three stars signify one hundred and twenty-five, and so
on—all the way to five stars representing 3,125 coins. Not that anyone would
ever have one of those coins except the Treasure Queen herself.”


“That’s . . . really convenient,” Lars remarked,
looking at the coin in the man’s hand.


“Well, if you don’t know how this works, you must
be a real newcomer, not just a kid who got promoted recently. I’m Kiuchi, and
if you’re here, I’m guessing that young girl, Bo-ram, sent you this way?”
Kiuchi asked, but before Lars could even answer, he simply continued on
talking. “Of course you are. Why else would you be on this road on your first
day? It’s a straight shot if you were heading to the normal dorms. Anyway, hand
me the paper, and I’ll get you settled in. Afterward, I recommend you try to
make use of your first day and see the place a bit. These desserts might be top
tier, but you should try washing them down with a nice cup of dark tea. I can
give you a map so you won’t get lost,” Kiuchi said, reaching into his jacket
and pulling out the aforementioned map.


Lars reached out to grab the map, but he noticed
the man’s other hand was open and waiting. Oh, I see. Lars’s face grew
stern as he begrudgingly grabbed a merit coin from Su Ryeon and handed it to
the man.


Kiuchi grinned ear to ear. “It’s always nice to
meet a friendly young kid.”


“As curmudgeonly greedy as Kiuchi seems, that’s
just his veneer. He could make far more than a merit coin selling that map to a
cartographer’s guild. They buy them by the stacks and sell them to tourists
paying thirty to forty silver sometimes,” the tteokbokki vendor said.


“Don’t act like I’m a good guy,” Kiuchi grumbled.
“I’m just too lazy to walk down the mountain. These bones aren’t what they used
to be. Forget saving a few merit coins; I’d be hard pressed to go on a long
walk even if it saved my life with my back as it is these days.” The old man
popped his back in an exaggerated fashion.


“Well, let’s not keep these young ones here with
our old men's complaints,” the tteokbokki vendor said, waving the kids along.


While looking at the map, Lars took a big bite of
the dessert and enjoyed the way the sugar-rich cream mixed with the fruit. Then
he finally got his quest completion reward.


Congratulations! You have successfully completed
the following quest: Victory deserves a dance.






Reward: The Ultimate Shuffle (already awarded) and
1 Anytime Question.


Bonus Reward: Six-Element Food Mastery: Spice. Spice
allows the conversion of 10 points of any elemental Qi into 1 ounce of pure
capsaicin.


Capsaicin? Lars hadn’t seen that word before.


It’s what makes the food spicy. It’s the chemical reason why
your mother hated the curry in the village. From what I’ve gathered, she was,
after all, one of the top cultivators of her clan before giving birth to you,
so her body was nearly perfect. That perfection wasn’t just in frame, muscle,
symmetrical shape, and ability to retain Qi, but also in tongue and taste. As
cultivators get more powerful, they also get more sensitive to different
flavors. So, while spice was a good flavor booster to you, because of the
perfected sensitivity of the VR1 receptors in your mother’s mouth, eating the
stuff was the same as if her tongue were being dipped in a river of lava and
burned all the way through—not that taste sensitivity is a downside. In fact,
it let her identify potential poisons and save her life.


You could have just answered with a simple “Because
cultivators, even ones that have lost most of their Qi, are sensitive to spicy
food,” you know? Lars chuckled at Ophelia’s lengthy description.


Whatever. You got an answer. Don’t be so picky with the length
of it.


Lars took another bite of the dessert as he walked
into the building behind the street vendor. He was enjoying the flavor, but he
couldn’t help wondering what it might taste like to a cultivator who would
enjoy the sweet, rich flavorings of the treat that much more. He and his party
were greeted with rather boring accommodations. In the main room, there was a
central stove that looked like it doubled as a fireplace, a table pushed
against the wall that looked like it was meant for ingredient prep, and a table
that looked like it was used for eating. Despite the dusted and uninhabited
look, the eating table was covered with a rather nice decorative cloth, and
placemats were set in front of four cushioned chairs for four people to sit and
enjoy a meal together.


Lars opened the door closest to him, revealing a
room that had a very nice floor setup, but little-to-no furniture. There was a
massive bed large enough for five people and a small table, the kind you had to
sit on the floor to use, by a large window with a sill decorated with
arrangements of flowers. The window had curtains, but given the fact that the
room sat across from another building, and barely any sunlight could make it
in, Lars didn’t think he’d have a need to ever use them. Finally, in the center
of the room, there was a round floor mat with drawings and designs on it that
Lars didn’t recognize at all.


It’s a formation. This particular one allows the user to
channel extra Qi from the environment. If the formation isn’t being used, it’ll
keep storing Qi in the floor mat until it reaches capacity. Given the design,
it should only take a few hours at most.


Are you good with those? Could we ever benefit from them?
He was still uncomfortable with the idea of living in a sect, especially considering
the fact that he didn’t actually know when he’d be able to grow stronger in
this current environment. The bare minimum for entering the sect was more or
less the Qi Condensation Stage. If he wanted to survive and prove himself, he
needed to grow his power base.


Good? They all originate from the designs that bastard, Vid—
They’re all mine to begin with. When I was designing the system, I left in some
loopholes too, so we could easily make one greater than anything around.
Unfortunately, no. You can’t benefit from them in the way you’re thinking. You
won’t be able to increase your Power, Fortitude, Speed, or Resistance.


You’re not just saying it like that because you want to
force me into a corner, are you?


Nope.


But . . . wait . . . You said I couldn’t improve any of
the four base stats, right? Lars questioned.


That’s right. Sorry. You’re going to have to stay my little
murder hobo.


Okay, that’s fine, but . . . what about my elemental Qi?


You’re ungrateful sometimes, you know that? Why can’t you be
happy with what I’ve already given you?


Even though her words denoted irritation, the fact
she was laughing let Lars know that she wasn’t offended at all. Rather, it
seemed like she was just bemused at the fact Lars had actually picked up on
that omission of hers.


Well, can you teach me more about elements later?


Fine. But I want something in exchange for it.


Didn’t I get some Anytime Question reward? Lars shot
back, remembering that part of the reason he had been willing to humiliate
himself so much with that dumb victory dance was the fact that he wanted the
ability to ask Ophelia anything.


Is that what you want to waste it on?


Waste . . . No, I don’t. Lars shook his head. But,
if I do another request for you, will you help me set it up?


Sure. But let’s get to classes first. You’ve got a lot to
learn. I can teach you nearly everything, but I can’t teach you the basics. I
don’t have a physical body to show you how to fight or give you the experience
you need. I can only give you the theory, so go drop your stuff off and get a
move on.


Good point, Lars thought as he looked behind
him to notice that the two girls he was with had vanished. Walking back into
the main room, he saw Soseono and Su Ryeon had shifted off into rooms of their
own and were examining similar formations.


“Hey, who said those rooms are for y’all?” Lars
teased as he watched Su Ryeon excitedly playing around with the cultivation map
in the middle of the room.


“They aren’t?” Soseono was the first to ask as she
turned and looked through the door, her tail standing straight up. “Are you
going to have us sleep with you . . . in your bed?”


Lars shrugged. “No, you can do what you want.
Those rooms are yours. But I’m going to need some of that currency before I
head out,” Lars added to Su Ryeon, the girl who had somehow earned the position
of money manager for the group.


“How do these pattern things work?” Su Ryeon asked
as she stared at the formation on her floor and absentmindedly handed him some
merit coins.


“I don’t know. Never seen one,” Soseono said
despite having an identical one in her own room. She hopped into the next room
to look at the formation mat Su Ryeon was now holding.


“Curious. I wonder if this is part of the reason
the sect has risen to power over time. This formation doesn’t seem to be made
of any special material. It’s drawn out with blood, but the blood doesn’t
appear to be special either. There is no Qi smell to the blood, and it's rooted
with a few formation stones. This could be easily mass produced. I imagine that
it would be harder to weave together the actual rug itself than it would be to
produce the formation they’ve laid on top of it,” Su Ryeon remarked. While she
was going over the item, though, Lars grabbed one more bowl of tteokbokki from
the pile that Soseono had carried in and left on the table and then he began
walking out.


“You’re leaving right away? Not going to set up
your room first?” Su Ryeon asked.


“Yeah, you wanna come with?” Lars replied.


“No, I . . . I just thought that perhaps you’d
want to take some time and center your power base. You’re growing fast, too
fast. I’m worried that you’re going to suffer from Qi deviation at this rate.
You could potentially face a major setback in your cultivation, if not die,”
she explained.


Although it wasn’t very noticeable, he could swear
he saw the corner of Soseono’s mouth pull up in a grin when Su Ryeon mentioned
that Lars might die before being suppressed downward into a frown.


“Oh, but he’s our great master,” Soseono said.
“There is nothing bad that could happen to him.”


Yeah. I saw that too. Interesting. We need to be careful
about this one.


What? You don’t still want to invite her to the bed?
Lars teased, knowing Ophelia’s often one-track mind.


I don’t know. Do you think we could train the rebellious and
murderous intent out of her in bed? I’ve got a few skills I stole from some Don
Juans and Casanovas that I could give you as quest rewards. It’s clear she
plans on messing with you, and her jests and lax attitude might just be a cover
to hide her deep hatred as she schemes . . . but hey, this could all be in our
imagination. I just wouldn’t put it past a cultivator to use such tactics.


While Lars didn’t know what a Don Juan or a
Casanova was, he didn’t have to. He could easily glean what she meant.


“It’s precisely because I’ve been advancing so
quickly that I have to worry about whether or not something bad will happen if
I keep on,” Lars said, making up this excuse as he started walking toward the
door again. “I’m going to do my best to take a break from cultivation and let
my foundation build. Remember, it’s like I wrote in your cultivation manual, Su
Ryeon: a good foundation must be built with care and effort so it doesn’t
collapse under the weight of future stages.”


“Cultivation manual?! I want one!” Soseono
practically bounced as she heard that Lars gifted Su Ryeon a manual. “Gimme
gimme!”


“I think it’d be best if you learn patience and
temper yourself first,” Su Ryeon stated, shooting Soseono down for him.


“But, but . . .” She looked at Lars with a
pleading face that was actually quite adorable, and her button nose and big
eyes nearly swayed him.


“No buts, you’re not getting one,” Lars
re-affirmed as he turned around and began to leave.


“Then I’ll just head out with you,” she said,
regaining her cheery pep instantly.


“I think you’ll stay with me,” Su Ryeon insisted,
grabbing the back of Soseono’s robes and yanking her backward. “Though, Lars,
you should change into your disciple robes before you head out. It’ll draw less
attention; you’ll be better at blending in.”


“Huh? Oh, right.” Lars looked down at the robes in
the center of the dining room table next to the three remaining bowls of
tteokbokki.


So exciting! You know, I never did get to wear a school
uniform.


Not even once? Lars asked, and as he did, a
series of images played throughout his memory like a video recorder. There, in
his mind, he saw a hand reaching up and grabbing onto the sleeve of a man,
tugging at the cuff to get his attention.


“I . . . I want to go to school,” he heard the
voice of a young girl say. “I . . . I’ll be good. I promise. I’ve been good. I
did all my work, so let me go to school and play with the other kids.”


“I’m sorry, but if you just want to play with some
kids your own age, I’ll have someone bring over a playdate. We have plenty of
friends around your age,” explained the man. His voice sounded exactly like
Ophelia’s father from the other dream. “Be a good girl and go back to your own
studies. Your mother said you didn’t fully explain why you chose the offending
party on page three hundred and seventeen.”


“But . . . but . . .”


The word “but” continued to repeat itself between
sobs as the image of the small hand clutching the man’s cuff faded from Lars’s
thoughts, and he was left in total darkness for a moment before he could once
more see the bare-bones accommodations around him. Despite the view changing
back to normal, though, Lars could still hear the sobs ringing clearly through
his head.


Those aren’t your memories. They’re mine. Stop peeking where
you’re not wanted.


Lars could hear not only irritation and anger but also a
little hurt in Ophelia’s voice. I didn’t try to watch them, he
protested.


This stupid host synchronization or whatever is happening
needs to stop. Those are my memories, not yours to rifle through whenever you
want.


Ophelia, are you just . . .? Did you encourage me to jump
through all those hoops just so we could live out the school life you always
wanted to have? Lars quickly took his inner monologue in a different
direction, hopefully before Ophelia could notice what had crossed his mind.


You think that, if I can’t hide my thoughts from you, you
can hide yours from me?


Hey! What was that about invading privacy? I didn’t
invade yours on purpose. Why are you invading mine on purpose?


What?! Why are you going to pretend to be the victim after .
. . You know what? Fine. I’ll drop it. Let’s just put on some clothes and go
check out the school . . . I mean sect. I’m wondering if they’ll give us
lockers and those cute desks I always saw on TV shows.


“You’re really into this, aren’t you?” Lars laughed, imagining
the purple-eyed girl in disciple robes of her own excitedly showing up to
class. “You’re after the whole experience, huh?”


If you try to mock me, I’ll sing the song that never ends on
repeat for days.


“How is that a threat? I love your singing,” Lars
teased as he finished changing.


“Who are you talking to in there?” Soseono asked
from Su Ryeon’s room. The door was now shut, likely to give Lars privacy for
changing clothes.


Your mom. You have to say, “Your mom.” It’s the taunt that
starts every good high school experience.


Lars just went with it. “Your mom.”


“What? She’s not in there with you, is she? No.
That’s dumb. She doesn’t even know what I do—I mean, used to do—for a living,
so how would she have . . . Err, wait . . . Stop joking around!” Soseono
replied.


Oh! Oh! I have another “your mom” joke. I saw it on the TV
too!


Ophelia, do you want me to stay here and fake cultivating
all day? Lars threatened as he looked down at the bowls of tteokbokki. He
grabbed another rice cake before leaving their new base of operations with
nothing more than ten merit coins and his disciple robes.


So, the first thing we need is a cute bag and a new haircut,
and then we have to—


Ophelia . . .


What?


This is a sect, not a school. They don’t do bags
and stuff like that. At least, I think they don’t do that stuff. Stop getting
your hopes up. Lars actually wanted to help Ophelia experience that life.
He wanted to give her the school life she had imagined as a little girl. He
just knew he couldn’t.


Lars studied the map that he had been given while
idly flipping one of the merit coins. He noted all of the important spots that
the dessert vendor had chosen to mark on the map. Most of the spots were tea
shops that elders would visit, and many of the rest were classrooms.


Hey! Look! The Neukdaegalbi clan, Lars
thought as he recognized the name of one of the shops. He had to admire the
dessert merchant’s map-making dedication given he knew for a fact that Matthew
and Jill had just arrived.


We could stop in there and get the cute sister to give us a
hand. Maybe she can fix up your hair and adjust your robes to fit better.


What happened to your—


“Oh! It’s Junior Brother Dance Man!” a voice
called out from behind Lars. When Lars turned around, he saw three people
walking toward him. The one who had called out to him was flanked by two others
who followed a step behind him, almost as if they were afraid to walk side by
side with the man. “I didn’t think I’d run into such an interesting young
master as yourself, Junior Brother Dance Man.”


Lars couldn’t tell why that was supposed to be so
funny, but the two people with the man were snickering as if they had heard an
inappropriate joke and were doing their best to suppress their laughter.


“Don’t tell me you were jealous of my moves?” Lars
replied as he looked across their faces.


Yay! It’s our first day, we haven’t even made it to our
first class, and we’ve already got the bully we can beat up. This is great. All
of the tropes. I WANT ALL OF THE TROPES. Wait, can we kill him? Does the sect
allow killing? There has to be some mention of it somewhere.


You know, we just got here, and . . . isn’t he strong?


He’s about the same strength as you. I think we can take him
out.


And we’re going to kill him just because he’s a
bully laughing at me? Lars didn’t know if that met the minimum threshold
needed to justify ending the kid’s life.


The man laughed. “You think I’m jealous? You think
that I, Senior Brother Fong, am jealous?” He laughed again, even more loudly.
“You think that I, Senior Brother Fong, first ranked in fire cultivation, am
jealous of you?!” His laugh got louder still and sounded even more forced.


“It’s okay if you can’t dance, man. No one is
going to blame you. In fact, I’d be happy to teach you some moves some time,”
Lars offered.


“Keep running your mouth, and I’m going to have to
teach you a lesson,” Fong snapped back, his laughter stopping as he began
staring straight at Lars.


Lars pretended like he didn’t know exactly what
Fong was trying to say. “What type of lesson? Was there some orientation
material I missed before I got here that I should know? Like, what are the
rules on fighting to the death?”


“What? You must know that no one from the sect can
kill another outside of the life and death arena, and those matches must be
both sanctioned and supervised by the sect leader or one of the elders,” Fong
explained with a derisive smirk.


“Which is good for you, or else Senior Brother
Fong would have killed you for talking back to him like that,” one of the
flunkies, a guy with bat ears, replied while putting a hand on Fong’s shoulder.


Fong shrugged the hand off him while adding, “But
that doesn’t mean I still can’t teach you a lesson.”


“Oh, another lesson? My, my, my, Senior Brother
Fong, you really are generous with your time,” Lars replied. “In that case, I
have another question: Is fighting prohibited, or is it just life and death
matches that are banned?”


“Fighting isn’t prohibited. I mean, it is a
martial sect. So long as you don’t shatter a person’s dantian and ruin their cultivation
or hurt them in a way that cannot be healed with time, combat is encouraged as
a means of comparing notes,” Fong answered. But he didn’t seem as sure of
himself as he was before. Then, puffing out his chest, he added, “That is . . .
That is why you should be careful how you talk!”


“Yeah, you should be real careful!” the other
lackey insisted.


“Yeah! Show some respect!” the bat-eared guy barked.


Don’t forget you still have the slapping quest.


Right, right, I do. “Alright, let’s do
this,” Lars said. “Since this is an empty street with nothing but a few
vendors, and yet you found me here and called out for me, you’re obviously here
to start trouble. Why don’t we get this over with so we can go about our day.”


Even as Lars said “empty street,” the place began
to fill up with sect disciples coming to watch what was going on. It was as if
they knew trouble was about to start, and they had honed in on it with some
sixth sense.


“It’s the dance guy and Fong,” Lars heard someone
in the forming crowd whisper.


“Look, it’s the crazy dude and that jerk.”


“Ugh. I don’t know which one I want to lose more.”


“At least the crazy kid isn’t as big of a tool as
Fong.”


Even though Lars tried his best, he simply couldn’t
make out who was saying what as his eyes darted around at the flocking students
that began creating a circular arena with their bodies.


Lars, I need to warn you about this fight.


What is it? Lars asked, not liking the sound of that.


Well, even if you had lost earlier, I wasn’t going to worry
about it much, but there are too many people watching now. We have to keep a
little bit of our dignity, so we can’t lose. That’s why I need you to
understand something.


Well? Lars felt Ophelia was taking too long
to get the words out. The “ring” had already been formed, and Fong was already
arrogantly striding around in front of him as if his victory were assured.


“This is to teach you a little respect!” Fong
rushed at Lars, throwing a wild punch. A large eruption of fire engulfed his
fist, making it look like a meteor heading straight toward Lars.


Lars blocked the attack by throwing up his fists
and absorbing the blow with his forearms, but the hit still hurt like crazy,
and the fiery fist exploded like a bottle of flammable oil tossed in an open
fire the moment it struck.


“Damnit!” Lars clenched his teeth and did his best
to ignore the pain. “These robes are newly made. Why do you have to be so cruel
to the tailor?”


Fong, suddenly acting incredibly confident in his
win, backed up instead of following through with more attacks. “Keep on with
that glib mouth of yours. I’ll just have to work extra hard to beat more
manners into you,” the man said. He popped his knuckles and assumed a combat
stance again.


Lars, you need to learn to incorporate elemental attacks into
your regular moves. That dance I taught you earlier wasn’t just for show. It’s
a very strong defensive stance.


So, how do I use it? Lars asked. Then,
trying to buy some time, he tried to get the overconfident Fong talking again.
“Wow, that fist of yours wasn’t actually bad, Senior Brother Fong. What’s it
called?”


“HA! I’m glad you asked. You should know that this
technique is . . .”


Taking the bait, Fong began to talk at length about
how great his move was, but Lars straight up ignored the reply. He was too busy
focusing on what Ophelia was explaining, reading the replies to slow time with
his Advanced Reading skill.


The shuffle is a strong wind cultivation technique. Even
though you’re currently in the Master of None phase, and your Wind Qi is lower
than if you weren’t, the dance should still be quite strong.


But how do I use it? Lars asked. He didn’t get how
dancing around like an idiot could be protective in combat.


Simple. Think of a random flying insect. When you were a
child, you were faster, stronger, and larger than the bugs. However, if you
tried to strike them, they’d always evade your attacks, making them seem nearly
unkillable. Despite your being much faster than they were, they often evaded
the damage. This is due to the nature of wind. The closed hand creates a gust
of wind, the wind pushes the fly, and the fly thus avoids the strike. By
floating, never being static, and being able to change direction in an instant,
a bug can easily evade a hand that is soaring through the air straight at it.
However, put some holes in the slapping surface, like a fly swatter, so that it
doesn’t create wind to push away the target, and suddenly the creature’s life
is threatened.


So, the shuffle dance uses Wind Qi defensively? Lars
asked.


Exactly. Consider this the first combat lesson of the
semester. Now, don’t let me down. Dance your heart off and slap that bastard!


“Which is why my Comet Fist of Nine Exploding Stars
is such a powerful move that one like you has no chance of defeating!”


“Are you done yet? I think I’m ready to carry on
with the fight . . .” Lars blurted out as he activated The Ultimate Shuffle. He
felt his feet begin moving back and forth unpredictably, and his body started
twisting around. Even though Ophelia’s words had made sense—somewhat—he was
still more than skeptical.


“You need another taste of my . . . Comet Fist of
Nine Exploding Stars!” Fong yelled as he rushed forward with the same attack a
second time.


Lars watched the fist approach in what felt like
slow motion, and he could discern the fire building up as it got closer. This
time, though, rather than just throwing up his forearms to take the beating for
him, he trusted in The Ultimate Shuffle. The dance, or defensive stance, helped
him feel the air displaced by the incoming attack before it even struck. His
body reacted and began to adjust with the air current, and he glided to the
side with the wind pushing him. By the time Fong’s attack connected with Lars’s
left shoulder, Lars was already spinning like a top, nearly negating the blow.
His left arm shot out as he rotated, and he focused Wind Qi into his arm,
creating a sharp blade right on his elbow that connected with Fong’s back.


Fong’s attack had still done 218 points of damage,
but it was still far less effective than the first hit, which had stripped off
over 6,500 hit points even while blocked.


“What the— You bastard!” Fong yelled loudly,
charging in and striking at Lars once more. The whole scene from a moment ago
repeated itself with Lars absorbing the blow into a spin attack that he
unleashed on Fong’s back while he glided off to the side and continued
shuffling.


Frustrated by the fact his last two attacks seemed
to have had no effect on Lars, Fong yelled out a strange attack name: “Fire
That Cracks the Largest Tree in Two!” He leapt into the air and performed a
spinning kick attack that was aimed at Lars’s stomach.


Lars almost laughed out loud as his body,
suspended a centimeter above the ground by Wind Qi, was pushed away by the
incoming force. He glided away in tandem with the attack, never letting it
truly connect. He hadn’t been able to chain the defensive maneuver into an
offensive attack this time, but he had also entirely avoided taking damage.


If . . . If this dance is a combat stance . . .
Lars began to think for a moment as he remembered the other two dances he
had. The first had been so stunning that it had caused people to make
breakthroughs when he performed it in the gambling hall. Water Qi should be
the right one to focus on while doing that dance. Lars grinned as he looked
at his frustrated opponent, whom he was about to leisurely experiment on.


His feet firmly planted on the ground as he
switched stances, and he looked over at his prey with a smile. Fong was afraid
to be the aggressor now that Lars had seamlessly defended against his last
three big moves, and he was doing exactly what Lars wanted him to by standing
in place motionless and apprehensive.


Lars focused on remembering the feeling of his
motions when he had performed the dance in the gambling hall. His motions had
been fluid, like a waterfall of movement reflected across the ground in perfect
meter. Water Qi began swelling up and coursing through him at the memory,
rushing from his core out to the farthest tips of his extremities. It poured
forth like an endless river rushing up and then falling from the sky in the
form of an infinite number of tiny raindrops. When he opened his eyes again, he
could see the raindrops striking Fong as if he were a still lake, each impact
causing ripples in his skin.


Lars watched Fong collapse under the beating rain,
and it took every ounce of his willpower to stop the attack. He knew he wasn’t
supposed to kill anyone, but he had almost completely done Fong in.


Why the hell didn’t you tell me those dances were
like that? Lars asked Ophelia, realizing how devastating the blow had been.


Well, it was so effective partially due to the dance, but
the elemental match-up played a role too. Your water crushed his fire. You’re
starting to learn, little one.


Now is not the time to be condescending. If he dies, it’s
over for me. Lars gulped, panicking as he ran up to Fong and checked for a
pulse. Thankfully, it seemed that the blows had merely knocked the man out.


You’re . . . You’re still going to slap him, right?


He’s half-dead, knocked out on the ground, and you want
me to slap him?


Fine, fine, you’re right . . . but . . . next time we see
him, I want to see a slap.


We’ll see . . . Lars responded. He apprehensively
stood up and looked around. Everyone had been cheering, jeering, or mocking
either one or both of them earlier, but now they sat in silence while watching
Lars make sure Fong wasn’t dead.


“You’re new here, aren’t you?” an old man asked,
appearing behind Lars before Lars could even sense his presence.


“Uhh . . . yeah, I guess I am, sen— Umm . . .” As
he looked at the old man, he felt that the man was both young and old. His face
had wrinkles, his hair was nearly gone, and his beard was covered in streaks of
gray and white, yet he could tell from a glance that the old man’s body was
solid muscle. It was as if he were a six-foot-tall block of muscle with a
terribly weathered face attached. “I apologize. I don’t know how to address
you.”


“That’s not important yet,” the man replied, his
gaze causing Lars to feel as if he were going to be crushed at any moment.
“Your eyes are rather unique. I don’t believe I’ve met someone with purple eyes
that glowed brighter the closer he was to killing something.”


“Thank you . . . elder?” Lars responded awkwardly,
still not having a name to call the man by.


“You wanted to kill him, didn’t you?” the man
continued. “I could feel it. You wanted his death, yet you felt no animosity
toward him.”


“Little can be hidden from you, it seems, elder.”
Lars didn’t like that his secrets were being tossed out in the open. He didn’t
want the reputation of a bloodthirsty killer despite the fact it might actually
suit him.


“It is good you showed restraint; your dao is not
yet sufficiently formed. I suppose you are still worth molding,” the man opined
before tossing something at Lars and disappearing as quickly as he had arrived.


What the . . . Lars looked down at the
object. It was a simple golden coin the size of the palm of his hand. It bore
only two words: “Butcher’s Apprentice.”


I know what you’re thinking, but don’t ask me. I’m as
confused as you are.
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Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 1900


 


Elemental Abilities:


Active: “Master of None”


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534


Wind Qi: 16345


Water Qi: 12346


Lunar Light Qi: 11638


Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684


Metal Qi: 9638


Wood Qi: 8452


Lightning Qi: 4163


Unassigned Qi: 600


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [45,276/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] The Ultimate Shuffle: Wind Walker’s
Victory Dance [No Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Access Qi Conversion Shop


 


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2] [0/5]


 


Warlock: Level 2.


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


Oh my dad! They have the desks! They have the cute
all-in-one desks! And look! They even have cute, adorable built-in pencil and
rubber holders on top of the desks!! And they’re animal themed! Oh! And the
desks even come with provided notepads and paper!


You realize that those animal-themed pencil and rubber
holders are more than likely not meant to be cute but meant to represent the
different cultivation beasts whose blood the cultivators use to refine their
cultivation techniques, right? I’m assuming those dragons and turtles are here
in abundance because of the Qi that’s being discussed here.


I know. I know, but don’t ruin my good time.


Lars bit his tongue and didn’t respond further as
he recalled how desperately the tiny, little Ophelia child had wanted to go to
school.


“So yeah, this is the classroom for water
cultivation, the main class for today,” Hyuk said as he walked Lars through the
door. “I’m surprised you didn’t know where it was. Usually, when someone first
enters the sect, the person in charge of the temporary dorms for new students
shows them where to go and which classes are available for the day.”


“Ah, well . . . I kind of got a little house of
sorts. I wasn’t put in the dorms,” Lars explained as he took in the drawings of
bodies on the wall with maps of the meridians as well as the passages from
books he barely recognized.


“You know, class isn’t going to start for a few
minutes. I’m sure you could head to the main office and get a . . . uhh . . .
new set of robes for a merit coin or two?” Hyuk advised.


“If there isn’t a rule against it, I think I’ll
just go like this for the moment,” Lars replied as he looked at his partially
reflected image in the window across from him. His attire reminded him of the
outfit Su Ryeon wore in Bok Kyu’s compound. The fabric above his waist had been
so shredded after his fight that Lars had simply taken the remainder of it,
ripped it apart, and tied it around his waist, leaving his upper body
completely exposed. The lower half was more of a long skirt than a robe, and as
it fluttered against his legs, Lars couldn’t help but think back to the sight
of Su Ryeon’s nearly naked body when they first met. The gorgeous woman who had
become his right hand had been wearing something similar while standing
defiantly in the middle of Bok Kyu’s drug den.


“Suit yourself,” Hyuk said. “But keep in mind this
isn’t the only lecture for today. You can check which ones are going to be
available at the stone pedestal at the center of the amphitheater next to the
school entrance. If you’re lucky, one of the elders will be using that theater
to extol the virtues of an aspect of the dao. Those lectures are the most
important ones to visit, as you might even find enlightenment and break through
a difficult barrier in your cultivation thanks to the elders’ wisdom. All other
classes will be cancelled whenever they’re happening, so you won’t miss
anything from the regular lectures.”


“What he means to say is that no teacher would
dare try to educate someone if an elder is speaking,” said Beom-seok, one of
the men who had walked all the way to the campus with Lars and Hyuk. He pushed
past the two and plopped into a chair. “Because everyone knows better than to
do something that could cause an elder to lose face.”


“Ah.” Lars nodded. Yeah, that makes more sense.


“Don’t say that!” Hyuk chastised. “That’s rude.”


“So what if it’s rude? It’s true. The most
important lesson this sect teaches is how to recognize Mt. Tai,” Beom-seok
claimed. “The importance of face is the first and foremost thing a cultivator
must learn after all.”


“But saying it means you haven’t learned the
lesson yet,” Hyuk snapped.


“I’m just trying to help a senior brother realize
his error soon enough to not be killed,” Beom-seok replied as a few more people
walked into the classroom. Unlike Lars, who was an inner sect disciple,
everyone else walking into the classroom was an outer sect disciple.


“Senior Brother Lars is a dead man?” one of the
women who had been trailing them since his fight earlier asked as she walked
into the room, looking at Lars curiously with her opaline bronze eyes. “Did you
offend someone already?”


Lars frowned as he walked over to pick a seat.
“Not that I know of,” he replied. “I mean, maybe that guy who was too cowardly
to enjoy a dance with me when I first got here?”


“Psh!” Beom-seok scoffed. “Senior Brother Lars,
you’d be way better off if that guy was your only problem. Everyone knows that
you actually offended the young master of the entire sect, and that you’re
going to be killed by whoever challenges you first when the end-of-the-month
tournament happens.”


“Eww! That guy who—” The woman caught herself. “I
mean, how did he offend our sect’s glorious young master?”


“No idea, Bora,” Beom-seok said. “That’s why I’m
warning him. He only has a few weeks to make it right, or else he’s going to be
killed in the advancement tournament.”


“Isn’t that prohibited?”


“No. As barbaric as the practice is, those trials
are technically supposed to be life and death according to the ancient laws of
the sect; so, technically, it’s the one place you can murder with impunity,”
Beom-seok explained.


“Ugh, how uncivilized.” Bora shook her head.
“That’s just . . . such a lowly, peasant-like, mundane thing to do. I thought
cultivators were better. I thought we were above such disgusting, dirt-blooded
practices.”


“We might be,” Beom-seok said, “but remember that
our senior brother here is all about that killing intent. So, it only stands to
reason that he’d find someone with an equally strong killing intent to match.”


“And here I thought you were explaining the basic
propriety of not talking down to those of higher rank,” Hyuk grumbled as he
found a seat.


“Lighten up, Junior Brother Hyuk, there is nothing
wrong with pointing out that our Senior Brother is a little barbaric when he
clearly came from some low-class background and doesn’t even know to cover up
his chest. I’m merely stating facts, and what dao cannot be improved by outside
counsel?” Beom-seok argued.


“It is . . . a little . . .” Bora looked over at
Lars and frowned. “It seems a tad inappropriate for you to be showing your body
like that, senior brother. I think it might distract people.”


“I don’t think the young lady is wrong about that
at all,” the teacher said as she walked into the room.


She carried herself with more poise than any noble
Lars had met and was dressed in a uniquely patterned set of robes. Several
students filed in behind her as if they had been waiting on her to enter the
classroom before daring to step over the threshold. “To focus on the dao and
the ethereal, one must transcend the earthly and the fleeting physical forms of
desire. If you walk around dressed like that, you’re just asking for trouble,
young man. Perhaps you should reflect on that when you have free time. For now,
I am Teacher Hwang, and I will be your instructor in understanding the basics
of the dao of water. I think you should also introduce yourself before we jump
right in.”


“I sincerely appreciate the compliment, teacher. I
will treasure your kind thoughts,” Lars said, standing and giving a short bow.
“I am Inner Sect Disciple Lars. Please take care of me.”


“I don’t remember complimenting you, Disciple
Lars, only admonishing you,” the teacher replied with a stern tone. “Did you
not understand my words?”


“If I may be so bold as to interpret your words of
wisdom”—Lars smiled—“you said that I am so handsome that merely looking at my
semi-exposed form fills women with carnal desires—desires so intense that they
cannot focus on the dao or cultivate. I can only assume that is what you meant,
honored teacher.”


This reply caused a few of the guys in the class
to snicker and most of the girls to give Lars different complicated looks that
he had trouble deciphering.


“Your wit is rather quick, Disciple Lars.” Hwang’s
tone showed she was obviously not amused. “I can see why someone might seek to
harm you as a way of gaining favor with others at the next advancement
tournament.”


“Of course, esteemed teacher.” Lars knew she was
trying to stab at him, but he wasn’t about to be outdone. “Your words hold
absolute truth. If I found that a man was inspiring carnal desire in a woman I
liked, I too might want him gone, but what am I to do? I am sure you know,
teacher, that even if I wanted to, I cannot change the face or body that was
gifted to me by my mother.”


“A talented tongue servant to a foolish mind is a
deadly weapon against oneself,” the teacher lectured.


Lars lurched backward, gasping as he feigned
offense at the teacher’s comment. “Esteemed teacher, how did you know my tongue
was talented? Which woman ratted me out?”


This caused the teacher to blush as her face
twisted in anger at the same time, “I look forward to your next advancement
trials, Disciple Lars.”


“I look forward to you watching me rise up, most
esteemed teacher.” Lars paused to wink as he smiled back, and his innuendo
caused the teacher to snap the chalk she was holding in half. “I hope to make
you proud.”


I’m not complaining about the transformation, but what is
with this confidence? You’re not nearly as reserved as you usually are. Is my
young Lars actually flirting? Have you finally learned to appreciate the other
sex properly?


It’s not that I’ve changed so much as I’m just tired of
it. When I let people do what they want, they bully me. When I try to stand up
for myself seriously, they bully me more, or a fight breaks out, and I end up killing
someone, which I can’t do here. There is no wind for me. Either I let the
current carry me to my doom, or the waves beat me up and exhaust me as I try to
fight them. If I can’t win, I might as well have fun losing.


So that’s the game plan? To lean into everything like a
dirty old man making jokes at his own expense?


Yeah? Do you think it’ll work? Lars asked seriously.
So far, he wasn’t sure if it had. Just as if he had taken the harassment from
the teacher and the two students seriously, he was positive they wanted to kill
him. However, he did feel better about it than if he had tried to argue or
reason with them. The result wasn’t different, but his outlook on it was. It
was refreshing.


Do I wanna know what inspired this?


The dance, Lars replied honestly. I kept thinking
about the air shuffle and the victory dance. By joking around with that one
poor sucker after dancing in the street, I defused a whole crowd. I walked out
of that circle perhaps still a subject of interest, but much less one of ridicule.
By fighting that guy earlier, I began to understand that, so long as I didn’t
tie myself to anything, I wouldn’t get hurt much. Attaching importance to my
own feelings and attaching weight to my own ego are the same as taking a firm
stance on the ground. A firm stance needs to be defended; it has to block or
deflect all blows. When I gave those up, it was like I was doing The Ultimate
Shuffle, and the slanderous attacks and taunts moved me around this verbal
battle field, but they didn’t hurt me.


Well, well, well! Congratulations! I didn’t think a single
skill would set you on the path of understanding the dao of dancing or that you
would start to see the importance of meter and taking the lead in other aspects
of life, matching the rhythm and controlling your steps so that only you and
your partner matter—so that your partner is always at your command so long as
you make the first step. I also didn’t expect you, having only just begun to
scratch the very first layer of the dao of dancing, would so quickly apply this
lesson to bullying. I don’t know if I should say, “Well done,” or be annoyed
that I have less to teach you in the future.


Ophelia . . . can you not just start using words that
everyone else is starting to use but that I still don’t know? Like, what the
hell is going on with this dao stuff? How come this wasn’t a thing the entire
first time I was trying to learn cultivation, and now you’re talking about the
dao of dancing? Is this just a thing that everyone in the sect knows and talks
about?


The dao is something hard to explain but easy to say. In
words, it feels like an ethereal concept, elusive and vague and filled and
surrounded by fancy platitudes, because it is not something we grasp in a
single sentence or a single action. Even if the words in the sentence are the
same, we must cast a hundred sentences to catch a single concept. We must
repeat an action a hundred times to understand a single thing. Just as when
walking any path, we have to take countless steps that feel no different from the
last to make any progress. That’s why the dao is the way, and everything has a
dao, and everyone has a dao, and no way is right or wrong.


Ophelia, do you realize how pretentious you sound right
now?


Hey! I’m trying to do my job as master for once and actually
teach you something. You’re not in the mundane world anymore. You’re officially
a cultivator. You need to start understanding more than just “Kill bad guy. Get
Qi.” Unless you want to go back to plan A, which is to poison some towns and
murder everyone to the point where we’re so powerful we don’t have to blend in
or learn to control our power. That’s still an option, you know. I bet if we
took out two towns, we could march through this place with a giant murderhobo
strategy. It’d be so much fun too! And it’d feel better. Can you just imagine
how great it’d feel? Come on, Lars. You know you want to do that too.


Lars decided not to deal with the subject of the dao,
whatever it was, and not to humor Ophelia’s bloodlust. Speaking of
murderhobo . . . Did you see those three homeless-looking crow cultivators on
the side of the street when we were walking here?


Yeah, that was funny. If I weren’t so busy enjoying the
sight of a school for the first time, I swear I would have made that pun. But
wait! Wait! No! You’re not escaping this topic. Look, Lars, you need to
understand that knowing isn’t understanding. Dao is the path to understanding,
not knowing. By knowing something and practicing it, we come closer to
understanding it. By understanding something, we come closer to incorporating
it into our lives. That’s what I mean when I say that, even if you have the
words to the sentence right the first time, it doesn’t mean you’ll grasp a
single concept. For you—and this is important—the dao is understanding how your
elements and styles can improve your combat and make you a better killer. The
better you understand the dao of fire, the better you’ll be able to use it to
cook food and cook cultivators.


Got it . . . Learn dao to burn enemies alive. That much I
can do.


I love it when you talk dirty to me.


By the way, what about this teacher’s lecture? What have
I missed? Were you paying attention for the both of us?


Yeah . . . but it’s not worth remembering. She’s clearly
just repeating something she heard from someone who was repeating something
they heard from someone who had drunk way too much before giving a lecture.


That happen often in schools?


Well, back in my day, teachers weren’t even paid enough to
afford basic booze after being left with no real option but to spend their own
money on school supplies, so it wasn’t really a thing. However, here, where it
seems the teachers are paid quite nicely—judging from the expensive perfume,
nice robes, and fancy necklaces our teacher is wearing—it might happen.


You know, if I had to teach me, I’d probably
drink too. Lars shook his head and got up to leave the classroom. While he
had been the center of attention at the beginning of the class, the moment his
mouth shut, no one seemed to care about him anymore. Nice and peaceful. See?
That’s definitely the desired effect.


“I need you to stay after class, Disciple Lars,”
the teacher announced, instantly proving him wrong by calling out to him before
he could finish exiting the room. Her comment drew scornful laughter and comments
from everyone around him as Lars turned and walked back into the room.


“Teacher, is there any way I can be of service to
you?”


Hwang’s expression contorted as she let out a
sigh. “It’s about the advancement trials at the end of the month. As much as I
was joking around, people will be trying to kill you there. I have heard it
personally that Young Master Jesse himself hasn’t asked anyone to do anything,
but both of his confidants are spreading vicious rumors about you and telling
everyone that anyone who kills you will be handsomely rewarded.”


“He’s not saying it himself, though?” Lars asked,
remembering a little from the conversations he had overheard. “So, he can’t do
it himself. His father won’t allow it.”


“That’s why I’m trying to warn you: if you join
Apep’s camp publicly and distance yourself from other elders, you’ll find more
safety. Even if the young master wants you dead, no one is dumb enough to anger
the first elder. Even the sect master knows better. If you don’t, you’ll be
stuck in a life-or-death fight against at least three people when you go to
challenge the trial. You can forfeit if the fight is too tough, but too many
forfeits and you’ll end up with your things confiscated and working as a
servant to the sect, which is no better than being one of your bed-warming
slaves.”


Lars gulped unconsciously at the thought, pursing
his lips as he tried to think about things.


“It’s that or death,” the woman said. “While
you’re clearly a Stage 3 Qi-Condensing Cultivator, some cultivators wait until
the fifth or even sixth stage before doing the advancement trials just to prey
on individuals like you who can get them a bounty.”


“So, I’m not the first one?” Lars asked. He didn’t
realize that so many people would want to kill someone within the same sect.


“Killing people during the advancement trial
doesn’t happen often at all actually—maybe once every few years—but when it
does, it’s usually for good pay. Usually, someone has robbed a cultivator of
his dual-cultivation partner through tricks or charm and left the poor,
victimized man or woman with nothing but used goods and a green hat. Nine out
of ten times, when the wronged party finds out, they might offer years of
savings to someone to kill the thief, the cheating dual-cultivation partner, or
both during the advancement trial. That’s the most common reason actually.”


“I see . . .” Lars’s eyes began to travel down
toward his feet, but they stopped at the teacher’s waist when he noticed that
one of the hands she had folded in front of her was holding an interesting
scroll. The parchment was gilded and bore letters in red ink that glowed golden
near her touch. “Is there no other option?” he asked.


“Is there any reason you don’t want to follow my
advice?” the teacher asked back.


Lars looked toward the door. He didn’t even know
if he could trust the teacher, much less someone else. But Hwang had gone out
of her way to warn him and try to help him, and that was more than most people
ever did. “I think the first elder only brought me here to use me. I’m worried
that, once I’m used up, he’ll discard me. He seems like that kind.”


“I see . . .” Teacher Hwang slouched against the
backboard, the hand with the scroll against her forehead and the other cast
toward the door as she muttered a few words under her breath that Lars couldn’t
make out. When she finished, a wall of water no thicker than a fingernail
extended out of her until it encircled them completely, sealing the classroom
off from the outside world. “Okay. Now, speak truthfully. What can you, a lowly
Qi-Condensing Cultivator who doesn’t even have the first manifestation of your
cultivation beast’s blood offer someone of Apep’s level? He is a god among men
in terms of power. That knowledge-thirsty psychopath is someone that could
crush you in an instant with the flap of his wing.”


“I have no beast blood in my veins, teacher. I’m a
human. A regular, pure, and unadulterated human.”


“Your . . . Your tail wasn’t ripped out or
something? I just thought you were someone who had been wronged early in life .
. . but really?” Hwang leaned forward, grabbed Lars’s head to study his eyes,
and then turned it to look at his ears and other features. “Oh my. Now I see
the issue. You’re both amazing and terrifying.”


“I don’t see why being human is either.”


“Have you forgotten the largest issue facing
cultivators? Why do sects, despite having many men and women, often have to
constantly recruit new members when old ones die? Offspring. The first elder
and sect master have been together for as long as anyone in the sect can
remember, yet they only have a single child.”


“Oh, that’s right . . .” Lars nodded. He had heard
something about that once. “So, maybe because I’m human, I won’t have the same
penalties with reproduction. I won’t have to drop my cultivation level to even
attempt producing an heir . . .”


“Exactly! Even after reaching the pinnacle of
cultivation, you should—theoretically—be able to have thousands of kids. You
could impregnate hundreds of women every year. With you, our sect might not
have population problems.”


“But would any sect want children that are half
human?” Lars argued. “Wouldn’t that be bad?”


“How is that? Wouldn’t it just mean that the
children would only have a single lineage, a more pure blood influencing them?
It might be more favorable for two reasons: you wouldn’t have to pray that the
blood of the child isn’t diluted by too many influencing lineages or that the
match up of elements isn’t negative or harmful,” the teacher explained. “Your
children should be a perfect replication of the mother’s bloodline.”


Ah. Speaking of which, don’t you love that feeling when
you’re sitting on a secret that could change the world, waiting for the right
time to give it as a quest reward?


Really? What? Is this related to knocking up a girl? Wait
. . . I haven’t done it with a girl yet! I can’t be a father before then! I’m
still pure!


No spoilers. Anyway, what do you make of this development
with the teacher?


“Going back to the original point, is there really
no way to avoid potentially dying in the advancement trials?” Lars asked,
trying to pull the subject back to what seemed most important.


“I mean, you don’t have to undergo the trials
right away, I suppose,” the teacher said.


“Hmm?” Lars’s ears perked up. “They’re completely
optional? Won’t that count towards automatically forfeiting?”


“Not at all. It’s not mandatory, so you should also
consider just not partaking,” Hwang replied. “Didn’t you pay attention in
class? Think back to the dao of water and the hydraulic jump. When the water is
moving quickly, when it is at a critical velocity, it will always be as thin as
its speed and volume allow. However, you can always tell where the water begins
to slow down because, at that point, it will swell up as if it is jumping
upward. Think of yourself as water. If you rush too quickly, your Qi and
potential will both be as thin and limited as possible. If you take a moment to
breathe and slow down, then you can swell up, growing in both potential and
power as you fortify your future.”


See? If we took the murder route, we wouldn’t have to deal
with dumb metaphors. Just think, right now, we could be taking beautiful women
as slaves, killing people, and eating food on top of a throne of corpses. But
nope. None of that good stuff. Just a random middle-aged lady in a cute outfit
talking in vague platitudes at us. Is this the future you want? IS THIS THE
FUTURE WE DESERVE?


Ophelia, I’m not going on a murder spree. Drop
it, Lars snapped before addressing Hwang. “You really put everything in the
context of water, don’t you?”


“I incorporate it into every part of my life,” she
answered.


“Well, thank you for your advice,” Lars replied,
giving a short bow of his head. He didn’t know if it was the right thing to do,
but it seemed right. I really need to learn this sect’s customs and manners,
he noted to himself after the awkward bow.


“And one more thing,” the teacher said. “Remember
that water survives by being adaptable. It wouldn’t hurt you to learn to fit in
with the class better, to match the role they need and not invent your own. I
am sure you’re just peacocking as a class clown, but if you strive to fit in
and take life more seriously, you’ll get more out of it.”


“Teacher, I was genuinely happy with the
compliments you gave. If you hadn’t made such a face when I thanked you, I’d
have invited you out for a drink after . . . to discuss the dao, of course.”
Lars gave her his best smile. “After all, I’m just a humble, mundane
cultivator. All of this stuff is new to me. Thanks for the lesson either way!
Take care!”


The teacher didn’t respond. She merely waved her
hand and the water barrier that had acted as a means of making their
conversation private vanished, letting Lars leave the room.
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A tea shop? Lars questioned Ophelia as they
walked up to the destination she had picked. Not going to go for a
milkshake? Get some wonderful krowenberry treats? Maybe go for a burger? Just
tea?


Don’t underestimate the importance of tea after school. The
first place Eva and all the kids used to go after classes was a teahouse. They
would form great bonds and long-lasting friendships and learn about each other
and the world over those simple cups of tea. For most of them, a cup of tea or
coffee was all they could afford to have while out on the town on a student’s
budget.


But not you? Lars asked as he looked around the
establishment. He felt his face puffing out in frustration as he tried to
decide where to sit. He could tell that his presence alone within the place had
made everyone wary. Several of the disciples were watching him like they were
deer, still deciding whether to jump away at full speed or whether to carry on
grazing.


I had my fair share of tea shops later on. Sort of.


A woman came up to Lars before he could pick out a
seat of his own.


“Hello, young master,” she said. “How may I seat
you? Will it just be you, or do you expect someone to join you?”


Lars smiled back. “I think it’ll just be me for
now.”


“For now? Should we leave space for someone to
join in the future?” the lady asked. Even though she was wearing a very plain,
loose-fitting white robe—likely to denote that she was one of the servant-class
members of the sect, she still looked gorgeous. She was the epitome of what the
kids fantasized about when he was younger: she had long dark-black hair,
beautiful big eyes, and a perfectly shaped face that look like it had been
carved from marble by the greatest craftsman—and though her sash wasn’t
tightened, her hips still gave a pleasant curvature to her robes.


“Well, I’m hoping that a beautiful girl will join
me later, but I’m not entirely sure what time you get off work.” Lars smiled,
and whether his corny pickup attempt was good or not, it still caused her to
blush.


“Young master, you . . . You compliment me too
much,” she said, pulling her hair back behind her ear as she broke eye contact
with Lars and looked away.


How come you couldn’t talk like this when we were still
stuck in the village? Life would have been so much more interesting, you damn
Casanova.


Well, you’re the woman I’m hoping will join me. I like
talking with you while I eat or drink, but I’m never certain if you’re just
going to fade off into silence and leave me with my thoughts while I wait for
your next interlude of “Who should we kill?”


Ah, so I’m the beautiful woman you’re always waiting for?
Are you trying to go for me too?


I’m just stating a fact, Lars replied, remembering
what she looked like when they had danced that one time under The Owner’s
illusion. You are, without a doubt, the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.


And here I thought it would be impossible to view me as a
woman, given I’m nothing more than a voice in your head.


“Umm . . .” The bashful hostess straightened
herself out, tugging on both sides of her robe. “Could you follow me? I’ll show
you to your seat.”


“That sounds great,” Lars answered, and he was led
to two chairs that were practically pressed into the window with a tiny
circular table between them.


“I don’t get off work until the store closes
today,” she said. “But . . . I’ll make sure to be your waitress, if you . . .
if you don’t mind.”


“I guess I’ll have to settle for that,” Lars
replied. “And if you could, can I . . . umm . . . Can I get a cup of tea to
start with-”


Ask if they have a nice, dark Darjeeling tea!


“A nice, dark Darjeeling if you don’t mind—”


And a cookie. I don’t care what cookie, just a cookie. They
should have some, right?


“And a cookie . . .” Lars paused, leaving the last
syllable of “cookie” hanging as he waited for Ophelia to interrupt again.


“That’ll be one merit coin.”


“For the tea? Or the cookie?”


“The tea comes with two snacks, one of which I’ll
make sure is a cookie; a glass of water; and a scone, and all that costs one
merit coin.


“What if I only wanted the tea?”


“Then . . . that’ll . . . uhh . . . be one merit
coin?” She looked as if no one had ever asked her that before, as if refusing
the extras was ridiculous.


Lars blinked. “Wait, do you guys not have a way to
break things down into smaller portions than full sets that cost a full coin?”


“You could always pay with gold or silver . . .”
she offered. “Then we have exact prices . . .”


Lars shook his head. “No, thank you.” He wasn’t
short on gold. If Su Ryeon had kept track of it for him after he got knocked
out, he should have loads of gold coins somewhere. His money was also possibly
with his two disciples, but he only had the merit coins with him at the moment.
“I’ll just have the set. As for the other snack, I’ll trust you to pick
something nice. It’s my first time here, so I don’t have any idea what to
choose.”


“I’ll make sure to pick something you’ll enjoy,”
she said, giving a small courtesy bow before disappearing.


While she was gone, Lars looked around and saw
that everyone was still openly studying him. There were only a handful of inner
sect disciples in the teahouse, and the rest were outer sect disciples. There
was also one girl whose face reflected the light from outside as if she were a
heavenly being illuminating the dark around her. She was wearing a striking set
of robes colored pink and dark brown. Having not seen the colors before,
though, Lars didn’t know if she was a core disciple, a teacher, or even another
elder. The only thing he did know, though, was that she was emanating power and
light like a lamp on a dark night.


“Is this seat taken?” asked a sonorous voice from
the other side of the table, pulling Lars’s attention from the mysterious
beauty drinking her tea across the room.


“Ophelia?” Lars mouthed as he instantly recognized
the speaker. The words barely escaped his lips as he looked at the woman
sitting down in the seat across from him.


“What? This is my day. Why wouldn’t I finish it
off with the one thing I never got to experience: a date at a teahouse,”
Ophelia replied. She leaned forward, and her ghostlike form phased into the
table slightly.


“So this is a date,” Lars mouthed once more, not
letting more than the slightest sound escape.


“Why can’t it be? Aren’t I the prettiest girl in
the world to you?”


“I think I said ‘most beautiful.’” Lars shrugged.
“But sure, ‘pretty’ works too.”


“Then that’ll do.” She smiled, her radiant
expression a lethal illusion attack that left Lars mystified and confused. “And
for what it matters, you’re kinda cute too.”


“Just kinda?” Lars chuckled, no longer hiding his
words or worrying about the people around him as much.


“Don’t push it. You’ve been flirting with everyone
lately. I forgot how desperate a man your age who has never properly been with
a woman can be.”


“Hey, it’s not desperate! It’s just—”


“Are you going to tell me you haven’t been looking
at every pretty woman we’ve seen since you first woke up in that carriage?”


“Okay, I get it. Har har.” Lars felt like he
should have frowned, but just seeing Ophelia was enough to raise his spirits
and make the teasing easier to take.


“Anyway, I’m not complaining. I want you to keep
up the good work, not be discouraged. Just remember that I’ll always be the
only girl that lives within you—quite literally.”


“So, is teasing the guy what you wanted to do on
your date?” Lars asked.


“Yeah, teasing people and flirting? They’re my favorite
things to do. I was just terrible at them back in the day. Always the victim,
never the victimizer.”


“Well, don’t feel you need to catch—” Lars stopped
mid-sentence when he saw the girl he was conversing with vanish before his
eyes. It had been a small illusion, but it wasn’t an unwelcome one.


“I made sure to make yours first,” the hostess
said shyly as she approached with a tray. There was a small kettle and a little
mug on the tray in addition to a plate with a scone, a heart-shaped cookie, and
a small bowl of cut-up fruit with what looked like drizzled caramel and a touch
of salt across the top of it.


“That looks delicious,” Lars admitted as he took
in the spread.


“I hope you’ll like it,” she said. “And, umm . . .
that shape . . . The lovers’ cookie set is the only cookie set we have. Don’t
read anything into it.”


“I won't,” Lars promised as he took the kettle and
filled the mug, which already had a cloth pouch filled with loose tea leaves at
the bottom of it.


After a few minutes of waiting for the tea to cool
while taking small bites out of the cookie, Lars grabbed the tea mug’s handle,
blew on it to cool it off, and took his first sip. The Darjeeling tea had a
rich, bitter, yet full flavor, and as he enjoyed it, he felt himself feeling a
little dizzy.


Then the dizziness got worse until the world went
black. When he opened his eyes, he saw that he was no longer the pilot of his
body. Instead, he was once more viewing life through one of Ophelia’s memories.
She was alone again, sitting in a chair outside at Lee’s Teas, taking a sip of Darjeeling
tea as she watched the people around her.


She leaned back in her chair and took yet another
slow sip as she fumbled to unlock the very large screen of her phone and check
a message she had just gotten from Eva.


When she opened the inbox, she saw that she had
over fifteen unread messages from her, not including the one she had just gone
to read. Every single one was enthusiastic, excited, and filled with some story
of how great her life was going and how much she was enjoying her time with her
father. A few of the texts were invitations to join her and her dad for some
occasion like a nice meal or a hike.


“Are you going to just go back to ignoring her
forever?” Vidkun asked as he invited himself, without her permission, to the
table.


“No. I’ll respond eventually. But right now . . .”
Ophelia sighed, not having the energy to make up an excuse.


“You know you didn’t do anything wrong, right?”
Vidkun asked. “You saved her father’s life. She’s happy. Let her be happy and
let her share that happiness with you. Her dad is spry and energetic and, for
the first time in forever, able to do stuff she likes with her without getting
exhausted. You should feel proud of yourself.”


Proud that I disobeyed my father? That I broke
his heart and made him cry? Ophelia opened and closed her phone’s lock
screen again, mostly to pretend as if she were looking at something else so
that she didn’t have to look at Vidkun’s face.


“Ophelia, you didn’t do anything wrong,” Vidkun
repeated as he reached out a hand to put on top of hers. But the moment she
felt his skin touch hers, she pulled her hand back away from his.


“Fine, I won’t press it. Just . . . call her
sometime. She misses her friend,” he said. “She misses you.”


Friend . . . yeah. Whatever. Ophelia did her
best to swallow down the lump of regret that was stuck in her throat, making it
hard to breathe.


You’re just going to keep digging, aren’t you?


I’m sorry, Lars thought as he sipped the tea again.
He couldn’t lie to Ophelia and say that he didn’t want to see these memories.
He did. He wanted to see every bit of Ophelia’s past. He wanted to know every
detail there was to her life, what made her who she was—how doing a small favor
for Eva was somehow an apocalyptic sin and why her father had been so
frustrated. What he didn’t want to do, though, was betray Ophelia’s trust. He
didn’t want to snoop where he wasn’t allowed. He was sure Ophelia would
eventually tell the story with enough time, but he had robbed her of the chance
instead.


It’s fine. I’ve given up at this point. I don’t get what’s
happening either.


Was it like this with your other hosts? Lars asked,
remembering Ophelia had, on more than one occasion, told him it wasn’t a big
deal if he died because she could just get someone else.


Others? You’re my first, Lars.


“What is wrong with you?” asked the woman wearing the pink
and brown robes as she marched up to Lars and looked down at him.


Did this wench interrupt us? We’re sitting here having a
moment, and this stupid, filthy, good-for-nothing, dirt-blooded cultivator
interrupts us?! Ugh. If she wasn’t a Stage 1 Lesser Clay Brick Cultivator, then
I would suggest you kill her on the spot for her insolence.


“I think the same question could be asked of you,
or do you always interrupt people when they’re having a pleasant cup of tea?”
Lars did his best not to glare, but he was irate about his conversation with
Ophelia being disturbed as well.


“Just having tea? You come in here without a
proper robe on and your chest exposed like a mundane farm worker, not a proper
cultivator; you flirt with the staff as if doing so isn’t putting her in an
awkward spot as she must satisfy the customer and avoid making you angry no
matter how rude you are; and then, when you sit down, you start mumbling to
yourself, your face changing over and over again like the mechanism in your
head that regulates it is broken. How can you claim to just be having tea?” The
woman struck her left palm flat against Lars’s table, as if to corner him in
case he tried to get up and leave.


“Last time I checked, what I do is my business,”
Lars shot back.


“It’s my business when you disturb the peace!” the
striped-tailed cultivator with cat eyes snarled back at Lars. “This isn’t just
a cafe. Can you not read the air?”


Lars looked around the cafe to see what she was
talking about. Sure enough, he began to notice something he hadn’t when he
first came in: most people were standing. They were huddled around in groups,
while he was one of the few people just sitting. Even though the cafe was two
stories, with the middle of the second floor mostly removed so that someone on
the first floor could look up at the patrons on the second and see them through
the rails, the people were drinking their tea and eating their snacks in such a
way that most of them were all facing the same direction.


Lars. What happened to always being on the offensive? To not
letting yourself get emotional? If this were a dance, who is leading it right
now? And what happened to destroying this foul female for so rudely
interrupting our conversation!


“Everyone here has come to discuss their writings
on the dao and the nature of man. For us to be interrupted by some— What
cultivation beast’s blood even runs through your veins? I can’t see a single
mark. Are you—” The woman, who had been warming up to a full tirade, paused as
she studied Lars more. “Wait, is your name Lars?”


“Oh, yes, I was wondering if you were actually so
rude as to not even bother with basic introductions, he replied curtly, “but
I’m glad that isn’t the case. I’m Lars, and you are?”


“Tch. So it’s not just waitresses and hostesses
you’re friendly with,” she muttered under her breath. “I can’t believe you’d
have the gall to try and seduce my own naive and innocent younger sister on
your first day in the sect.”


“Uhh . . . your sister?” Lars blinked. When did
I wrong her sister? Is her younger sister the teacher? How old does that make
her?


“And if that wasn’t bad enough, you even had the
audacity to humiliate my innocent brother, Joon-ho, before you had even taken
ten steps into the sect with your frivolous dances and mockery!”


Lars began running through his memory to identify
the people she was talking about. Bo-ram, the girl at the gate, was her
sister . . . and the guy whom I embarrassed to diffuse the awkward dance stuff
after I walked into the sect was her brother?


“He . . . He’s trying to mess with the young
master’s girlfriend’s whole family! No wonder he wants him dead!” one of the
other patrons gasped before his companion smacked him in the stomach for being
too loud. At this point, everyone in the establishment had their attention
focused solely on Lars.


Center of attention again. Lars didn’t know
if he should laugh or cry. This time, he hadn’t even tried to be. He had just
wanted to have a nice cup of tea with Ophelia and enjoy her company as he tried
out a new experience; yet, here he was, the focus of every person around him
yet again thanks to this annoying woman.


“Wait, you’re related to Bo-ram?” Lars confirmed,
not entirely sure if he should call her junior sister or senior sister as he
had already forgotten her status within the sect.


“Saying her name so casually without any proper
title! How dare you take such liberties with my sister?! Junior Sister Bo-ram,
got it?” the woman lectured.


She really needs to be slapped, but I’m afraid that she
might tear your arm off if you try, given your strength difference.


I definitely agree with you for once. Lars
forced a smile as he tried to put together what to do. Ophelia’s comment
earlier had been right: this woman was leading the conversation.


“Well, I just assumed from the fact you couldn’t
even be bothered to give your name before talking down to me like I was your
servant that you didn’t care about manners. Yet here you are trying to say I
should care about them, as if that mouth of yours knows not what your hand is
doing, and with actions that never match your own words. How rude,” Lars
scoffed. He then took a dramatic slurp of tea for extra effect.


“I . . . You . . .” The lady’s white porcelain
face flushed red surprisingly quickly with anger, as if no one had ever called
her out like this before.


“Your name is Ai Yu?” Lars asked, deliberately
misunderstanding her. He set down his tea cup and stood to face the woman.
“Well, that’s a strange name, but I suppose it’d be rude to judge you for it.
Senior Sister Ai Yu, it’s a pleasure to meet you. I am humbly Lars.”


“You know that is not what—”


“Ah! Do . . . Do people often monologue about
themselves in third person here?” Lars interrupted. “Senior Sister Yu, what
else do you know or not know? Oh dear. I interrupted you mid-sentence and
didn’t hear the end of what you were saying. Senior Sister Yu, please forgive
me. What was it that Senior Sister Yu was saying again?”


“Will you stop it already?”


“What is Senior Sister Yu doing that this lady
would like halted?” one of the women “Ai Yu” had been standing with earlier
pleaded with frustration as she forced her way into the conversation.


“You are being a pain,” the first guy to step
forward began, only for Lars to interrupt him again.


“I believe the right way to say that is ‘Senior
Sister Yu is being a pain.’ Let’s not forget our grammar or our manners, young
lady,” Lars quipped, throwing his nose up at the two.


“Her name is Senior Sister Gyuri, not ‘Yu.’ Don’t
play dumb,” the other woman snapped.


“Oh, then she should have said that to begin
with.” Lars shook his head. “Here I thought she had just been tongue-tied
during the introduction. That makes much more sense.”


“I swear, if it weren’t for the rules of the sect
and the fact it would make Senior Sister Gyuri look bad, I would beat you to
death right here for your failure to learn manners,” another fool said, coming
forward. He looked twice Lars’s age despite only being about the same strength.


“As would I!” proclaimed another man as he stepped
up.


“You think you’re going to get away with it after
impugning the senior sister’s honor?” said yet another.


“Count me in!”


One by one, the cultivators defending the senior
sister from whatever slight she had suffered came forward to threaten Lars
physically.


“Me too!” announced one more man.


“Don't forget me,” said the sixth person to
volunteer, a woman this time.


Lars. We still have the bastard-slapping quest, right? There
are at least five of them here . . .


Lars barely stopped himself from licking his lips
right there as he imagined how good the Qi would feel if he could fight them,
if he could actually kill all six of them. It wouldn’t just feel good either;
it’d be a stage jump at the very least.


“Why did his eyes just flare up bright purple?”
someone wondered aloud, dragging Lars back to the scenario at hand.


“Ah, sorry, I was just thinking, senior and junior
brothers and sisters . . .” Lars paused, thinking about how best to provoke
them. “It isn’t the sect’s rules stopping you from beating me. It’s that you
can’t. I was thinking about how amusing it was that you all are jumping out and
making a show of being powerful and strong cultivators, but everyone here must
know you’re just weak children riding on this Senior Sister Gyuri’s coattails.”


“You little!”


“That’s enough! You’re letting this tailless runt
anger you?” Senior Sister Gyuri harrumphed. “Don’t make me laugh. Is he worthy
of your ire?”


“Right, right, properly grip those coattails and hide
behind her words and actions.” Lars laughed loudly, mocking and belittling
them.


“Must you speak? The only reason I’m not
encouraging them to beat you where you stand is that you did my sister a
favor,” Gyuri said.


“You can say that, Senior Sister Gyuri. I
understand full well that even after I did a kindness for your sister and tried
to make friends with your brother, you still sought me out to start trouble.
You say I tried to humiliate your brother? All I did was encourage him to share
in the joy of dance. I tried to seduce your sister? All I did was spare her a
smile. It’s you who has perpetually been rude, and it’s you who needs to be
taught a lesson, but the men around you in life must have been too enamored by
your beauty to say anything. What a pity!”


“That’s it! I challenge you to a fight!”


“Me too! On the honor of Senior Sister Gyuri, I
will—”


“Okay, stop there. I’ll accept all the fights,
every last one of them . . . on two conditions,” Lars said to the first two
idiots who had offered themselves up for him to reap. Lars did not want to
listen to the long diatribe of an idiot who was willing to put himself in
harm’s way for the honor of a girl who started trouble, so Lars figured he
might as well take advantage of it. “Will you be okay with mediating the fight
as well as negotiating the conditions, Senior Sister Gyuri?”


“I will mediate the fights and the conditions for
the fights,” Gyuri replied. “Though I do not recommend you charge headlong into
disaster all because of your tattered pride.”


“No, not plural. Just one. I want to fight all of
them at once,” Lars proclaimed. He felt like he was doing something foolish,
but he didn’t have any choice if he wanted the trap he was setting to work.
Although none of them was particularly strong—not a single one had a presence
even as strong as the man he had fought in front of his place earlier—there
were still six of them.


“You want to fight them all at once?” Gyuri asked
in shock.


“That’s right. I’ll fight them all at the same
time if you can agree to my conditions,” Lars said. “They’re not even that big
. . .”


“Fine. What are they?” Gyuri demanded.


“First, I want everyone, you included, to bow down
low and accept a few slaps across the cheek—maybe one, maybe ten if ten are
needed. I’ll decide after the duel as a lesson in humility. If I lose, I’ll
accept the same fate.” The moment he had declared his intention, the room went
quiet except for the sound of grinding teeth as if he had already finished
humiliating them just by stating his condition.


“And the second condition?” Gyuri almost snarled.
“State it now so that we can proceed.”


Lars smiled. “I want a kiss on the cheek from the
prettiest girl here, of course. I mean, I’ll understand if she doesn’t feel
like taking part in such a dumb bet . . .”


“Fine! I’ll make sure you get your just deserts,
but when you lose, I expect you to grovel on the ground and beg for
forgiveness, you understand?” Gyuri replied with a haughty glare.


“Absolutely, Senior Sister Gyuri. I won’t disappoint
you.” Lars popped his back and stretched his arms, making the exaggerated
motions of preparing his body for a fight.


Those were your conditions?


Ophelia, you want to make them suffer too, right?


Of course.


Those idiots tried to ruin what was becoming a precious
memory for me. I have to teach them their place, and I have to do it
absolutely. She might be too strong, but by using those bastards to tie her
down with obligation and conditions, I can get her too.


Okay, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. I suppose I also
shouldn’t mention it, but not a single one of them is weak against wind. In
fact . . . two of them are strong against both wind and water, so you won’t be
able to use that method from earlier to mess with them.


Right . . . Lars walked outside and stood in
the center of the nearest square. There were three bird-type cultivators, two
of whom had blue tail feathers, which meant that they probably had an affinity
to water. The girl looked like she was of jackal blood, and the remaining two
guys were horse and oryx cultivators. All of them would have strong ties to
wind and most likely be able to defend against earth and water both. Fire was
the only thing he could think of that would give him an advantage. It often
crushed bird cultivators completely from his experience with the mercenaries.


Standing in the makeshift ring outside of the
teahouse, Lars looked at the six people he had challenged at the same time.
Even as he faced odds stacked heavily against him, he only thought it was a
shame he couldn’t kill them all.


But even if I can’t kill them, they can’t kill
me either . . . Lars mused for a moment, gazing at his total Fire Qi.


“This is your last chance. If you get down on your
knees, call me grandfather, and admit your wrongs, I can spare you,” said the
leader, the horse-faced bastard who had jumped forward first. He spoke with as
much condescension as Lars had ever heard squeezed into words.


“Should I say the same to you? When my hand
punishes your lady’s alabaster cheek with impunity, it’ll be your fault, you
know? Or are you too proud to imagine you might lose?”


“There are six of us! What tricks could you
possibly pull?!” the man growled as the six formed up in front of Lars like an
acting troupe about to bow after a performance.


Ophelia, when I burn them to the ground, let’s
make it look pretty. Let’s do this right. Master of One mode: Fire.


The temperature began rising as soon as he
reallocated his Qi. Lars could feel the heat permeating the air around him. He
began his opening move. “Please forgive me. I need a moment to pray to the
goddess of death before the battle,” Lars said, lowering his head and closing
his eyes as he began to fake a prayer.


“Quit stalling! If you’re afraid, just admit it!”
the jackal girl snapped. She wasn’t entirely wrong. Lars was stalling. There
was a cooldown for the Master of One skill: five minutes. While he was
confident that fire would carry him through the battle, that didn’t mean he was
going to trust it absolutely. If he was able to wait out a bit of the cooldown
timer, he’d be able to switch stances in the middle of the fight.


“If he needs to pray to the goddess of death, let
him. He might be meeting her in a few minutes if we make any mistakes, so
sending a greeting card in advance might not be a bad idea,” one of the
blue-feathered cultivators remarked with a laugh.


As if they thought for a moment the blue-feathered
bird boy was correct, none of the others said anything after that. Lars really
could die because of some accident in the fight, and so he was clearly
gathering his thoughts to prepare for that possibility. Even if they hated
Lars, that was at least something a person could respect: piety toward one of
the gods and preparing oneself for death.


When the five-minute timer had worn down, Lars
opened his eyes and straightened himself again, looking at the opening move he
had yet to try: Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun.


Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun allows the user
to perform the long-lost dance buried deep in the traditions of humanity before
the first cultivator discovered Qi.






Skill Note: Fire is neither life nor death, but
hunger—a desperate hunger that, when unfed for even a single moment, spells the
end of flames. It can have no patience, take no respite, nor ever be at peace
as it is forced to continuously destroy everything around it to feed its
appetite, a trait that once scared all who saw it. While others fled, however,
man became intoxicated with the flames, consuming their nature and birthing the
first civilization as they waltzed with the flames and an endless, desperate
hunger that, like the sun’s, must always be consuming itself and everything
else lest it vanish into the dark.


Even after looking through the skill note, he still
wasn’t exactly sure what it would do. He didn’t even understand the basics of a
waltz. All he knew was that he had six dance partners, and every single one of
them would look better once he’d cooked them well done with a flame skill.


“It’s time to die, my brothers,” he said, unable
to contain the excitement for the coming battle from spreading across his face
like a smile.
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Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 1900


 


Elemental Abilities


Active: “Master of One” Element: Fire Qi


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534


Wind Qi: 16345


Water Qi: 12346


Lunar Light Qi: 11638


Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684


Metal Qi: 9638


Wood Qi: 8452


Lightning Qi: 4163


Unassigned Qi: 600


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [47,444/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] The Ultimate Shuffle: Wind Walker’s
Victory Dance [No Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Access Qi Conversion Shop


 


Active Quests:


Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap
yourself! Part 2] [0/5]


 


Warlock: Level 2.


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


Lars had marked each of them with target names in
his head, using the numbers from his old village. The three bird boys were Il,
Ee, and Sam respectively, the words for one, two, and three, and the other two
guys were Sa and Oh, with the horse moron being oh, or five. The girl was of
course Yuk, the number six. He wanted to remove the first three as fast as he
could because of their speed, and he suspected that Yuk would be rather
balanced in her approach based on the way she carried herself and her
cultivator type. Balanced types could do well in a one-on-one, but they didn’t
excel the same way extreme types would in a group fight.


“You’re far too arrogant for your abilities!” Oh
declared as he began to power up, channeling Earth Qi in a way that Lars hadn’t
seen before.


They’re not moving because they don’t want to
shame Oh. Even though all six are in the arena, they still want to keep their
pride and pretend this is a one-on-one . . . Lars realized, wondering if he
should change his priorities.


Not wanting to let Oh get a head start, though,
Lars also began to channel his own ability. The moment he thought about the
skill and pushed all of the Fire Qi he could into it at one time, he started to
understand the nature of a waltz. The shuffle was a dance that had his feet
moving constantly, matching whatever beat was decided and countering it. The
water dance was one that created a harmonious flow so that it was hard to see
the rhythm as each movement rushed into the next one without pause or
consideration for anything else. The waltz was different. The waltz was fiery
and quick. His feet were pulled forward and to the side, coming together in an
instant as his body began to accommodate the explosions beneath his feet that
took the place of musical notes. Each blast left behind a small burning patch
wherever his foot connected with the ground and at a random nearby spot, as if
magma had been summoned from the earth, exploding upward and outward like a
flare.


Three explosions, three movements, three beats in
repetition—Lars was pulled forward, to the side, and back to a starting fight
position so quickly that, by the time they were done, he was left hanging, and
his body was ready for a fourth explosion that never came.


Dun dun dun . . . dun dun dun . . .


Ophelia began to hum a song to the tune of the
waltz that covered up the sound of the explosions threatening to deafen Lars,
and by the third round of three movements, Lars had started combat properly.


He had almost no control over himself at first as
he rushed out toward Oh. Lars landed on his left foot and threw both hands out
in front of him as fire surged up from his body, out through his palms, and
into the horse cultivator.


The effect was nearly instantaneous. Half of Oh’s
clothes were incinerated as the flames struck his chest, instantly singing away
fabric and body hair and leaving behind a trail of ugly, blackened, charred
skin that resembled a writhing serpent.


“SON OF A DONKEY’S ASS!” Oh yelled out in pain as
he backed up, and the earth shook beneath their feet as whatever move he had
been preparing was interrupted.


Before the first syllable was out of his mouth,
however, Lars had already slid away, and the second part of the three-part
waltz placed him on his right foot before both of his feet finally came
together.


The meter started over again, and Lars leapt
through the air toward Il, the cultivator with the blue-feathered tail. Likely
having seen what happened to Oh, Il instantly threw his own hands forward the
moment Lars landed on his left foot in front of him, causing a gush of wind to
rush at Lars while Il was simultaneously propelled backward. Ee and Sam tried
to retaliate by extending their wings and shooting blades of wind at Lars, but
he never stopped moving, and his body warped two feet to the side, leaving only
a small patch of lava-like fire where his foot had been.


Lars suddenly realized that he had lost 300 hit
points even though none of the enemy's attacks had hit him. He rushed forward
for another attack against his fleeing opponent as gracefully as he could
manage, landing on his left foot while throwing out his arms to channel a fire
attack. Unfortunately, another flurry of wind blades came straight for him the
moment he raised his arms. Lars barely evaded the barrage with a split second
to spare.


Once again, he hadn’t been touched. He hadn’t felt
an ounce of pain from the moment he landed, sending out fiery coils that shot
out of his arm like striking serpents, to the present, but his health had gone
down by another 600 points.


Faster! Rather than attacking Il a second
time, however, Lars flew toward Ee, who appeared to be preparing whatever wind
attack it was that had cut through the air at him the last two times. The
cultivator’s stance left him balanced on his tippy toes and standing as erect
as possible, almost like a pole sticking out of the ground, with his arm
pointed straight up. Lars immediately changed course and broke the pattern he
had established. Ee yelped in surprise, but flame snakes had already left
Lars’s body. They soared through the air in a split second and landed on Ee’s
chest before he could back away and began crawling around him.


Unlike the serpents that had struck Oh, these
didn’t just leave a trail of charred skin across Ee’s body. Instead, they
practically consumed the cultivator. Ee screamed in anguish as the smell of
burning flesh filled the air, but Lars didn’t pause to celebrate a victory. He
kept pace with the rhythm in his head and leapt to the left this time. He was
immediately glad that he had when a large stone spike shot up from the ground
exactly where he normally would have leapt.


“I’m out! I give up!” Ee screamed when Lars made
eye contact with him. Ee threw off his burning robe and jumped out of the
makeshift ring.


Unfortunately, Lars’s hit point loss increased
again to 900 damage, leaving him down a total of 1,800 since the fight started
and all from a source he couldn’t identify.


Not having a full grasp of what was going on, Lars
leapt backward with his opening step and tried to take in his surroundings. He
saw right away why he hadn’t been attacked more fervently: the entire area had
been steadily growing hotter and hotter as the battle continued, and the ground
was now covered with patches of flame, two for each step he had taken. His
dance had also spawned small red fire snakes on the ground that were randomly
crawling around and forcing his enemies to carefully mind their step.


The only opponent that was moving freely was Yuk,
the hyena cultivator. A quick glance far to the right revealed her figure
rapidly moving around to attack his back. But before Lars could launch another
attack, his health took another 1,200-point hit.


Is it her? Lars wondered as he rushed
forward, once again focusing on Il. The blue-feathered bastard was cornered
this time. Lars didn’t think he’d be able to hit him, but one of the six flame
snakes had curled its way around and behind the cultivator. Alright. Here it
goes. Lars landed in front of Il, and just like before, the cultivator
instinctively backed away from Lars. This time, however, there was a fiery
snake behind Il that wrapped itself around his foot as he took the step back.
The snake was absorbed into Il’s ankle the moment the two came into contact,
Il’s eyes started to water, his face turned red, and his whole body went limp.
Il collapsed to the ground, screaming in agony as the flesh on his lower leg
began to boil before charring and falling away in clumps of ash.


Freaking hell! What is getting me?! Lars
spun about frustratedly as another 1,500 hit points disappeared, putting the
total loss up to 4,500.


“I’m out too. Screw this! I’m not about to scar
myself that badly for the sake of a lowborn, even if she is favored. I
concede,” Sa shouted. Without ever taking a single hit or having been the focus
of a single attack, he backed out of the ring.


“I’ll take the slaps too. Forget this,” Sam
conceded as he cowardly retreated. “I’m sorry.”


“You bastards! How dare you pretend to be noble in
front of a lady when you can’t even help but cower from a single blow!” Oh
protested.


Lars didn’t get a chance to revel in the fact he
had gone from six to two opponents, however, because Yuk finally struck at him.
The attack was so powerful that Lars would have been driven into the ground if
he hadn’t been moving, and Oh hadn’t been right in his way.


“Bastard!” Oh yelped as Lars crashed into him.
Lars pushed off of the horse-faced fool in time with the beat, driving him back
through a giant patch of magma.


Whatever kick, push, or strike attack Yuk had done
hurt. It had hit him for a solid 8,320 hit points, and he had taken another
1,800 damage the moment he straightened himself out again. Then, when he saw Oh
in pain and the whole battlefield covered with patches of fire, he finally
realized what was actually happening: his health was the price. The waltz was consuming
him to generate and maintain the flames.


Damnit! Lars cursed as he spun around,
making sure his back wasn’t to either Yuk or Oh, and tried to distance himself
from the two.


Yuk had somehow turned almost fully animal. Her
snout was longer than he remembered, her eyes were glowing gold, her teeth were
bared, and her hands were now more like blood-covered claws.


“You’re mine now,” Yuk claimed proudly as she
rushed in for Lars again. Her speed was augmented this time by whatever green
gusts of illuminated wind were pushing on her back, and she easily jumped over
three of the hot spots.


Fearing that he wouldn’t be able to evade due to
his current stance, Lars backed away and moved to the side while throwing out
another attack. He only hit empty air, however, and he narrowly evaded her
forward momentum, taking another 2,100 damage from the waltz.


She adjusted faster than Lars expected, and before
he could take another step forward and repeat the waltz’s movements, she
barreled into his side. She knocked Lars into an awkward and uncontrolled
tumble that sent his body skidding across the ground before he finally came to
a stop. The attack had done 13,890 damage this time, and with the 2,400 claimed
by the waltz, Lars was beginning to panic as he pushed himself back to his feet.


He didn’t manage to even get into the air before
he saw the crazed woman rushing at him with her claws out once more, and he
knew that whatever spell she was casting, she was faster than he was. What
the hell am I supposed to do?! Lars threw his arms up to block the attack
while backing up at the same time. This time, however, she was careless with
her footing, and as she landed near Lars, she was caught by the fiery patch of
ground. Yuk yelped like a beaten dog before backing up.


Her retreat didn’t give Lars much chance to
prepare himself. The moment he danced away, a stone pillar shot up from
underneath him, tearing away 6,100 hit points as it stabbed up into his left
butt cheek.


Freaking . . . You know what? Screw this! Lars
looked around at all the fire and then made a quick decision. He ended the
waltz right there, switching Master of One from fire to toxin, and released a
large cloud of poison as quickly as he could from his hands, hoping it would
reach one of the fire spots before the flames from the Waltz faded.


Oh and Yuk, who were both closing in on him for
another round of attacks meant to break Lars’s flow and juggle him, couldn’t
back up fast enough as the black toxin spread through the air and engulfed
them. The miasma wafted across a burning patch a moment later, and a fiery
explosion ripped through the area as the cloud ignited. The blast knocked Lars
back, but he was resistant against both elements, so he only took a minor
amount of damage. The other two, however, weren’t able to stop the concussive
force from hitting them dead on and wrecking their bodies.


Oh had been completely knocked out, and Yuk was
curled up on the ground, coughing in a fetal position. Her clothes were
shredded and her hair singed. She had been the closer of the two to the blast
point, and now her body and clothes were both in tatters as she wheezed on the
ground. Based on her inability to breathe well, it was clear that she had
inhaled a good part of the cloud as well.


“She’s not like Hye; Ailiseu’s constitution is
weak!” Gyuri shouted as she ran forward, picking the hyena cultivator off the
ground and holding her in her arms. “You have to do something. Use your Toxin
Qi or whatever to draw out the poison, or she’s going to die!”


Huh? But wasn’t she trying to kill me? Lars
wondered, checking the nearly 40,000 hit points missing from his health pool to
make sure he was right in thinking that this fight could have been deadly.


I’m with you. That hit . . . She’s at least over halfway
through the Stage 2 Qi Condensation realm. Her death will feel soooo good. And
she was trying to kill us. So, why not?


Was she though? Lars wondered. Even though
he was missing nearly two-thirds of his 65,000 hit points, with only a small
bit of that being from the fight in the morning, he wasn’t convinced.


“DO SOMETHING!” Gyuri shouted. The air around her
began vibrating and crackling with lightning, and her eyes turned red with
anger.


“I will. Just . . . give me a second.” Lars thought
about how to handle this. He had taken the remaining vials of antidote when he
left the cave, but they were with Su Ryeon at the moment. The only thing he had
on him were some merit coins. Even if he wanted to make a new antidote, and
even if he had the ingredients, he didn’t have access to fire due to the fact
that he had just switched his mode again.


Lars, you need to learn to feel out and control the elements
around you. There are two ways to do it: either have her drink your blood the
same way you ate the baem’s gallbladder to help her build a resistance to it
or, alternatively, try to pull the toxin out of her lungs.


Lars took a look at the woman that Gyuri was holding. He put
a hand on Yuk’s wrist as everyone watched him. He could feel the toxin in her,
but he wasn’t sure he could remove it. He knew how to expel Qi from himself,
but he didn’t know how to pull it back in. Checking the wound on his side, he
used his hand to scoop up some of his blood and then slowly let it drop into
her mouth. The effect was nearly instant. As if he had cured her, she stopped
coughing, but he could still sense the toxic Qi within her body. It just wasn’t
reacting as violently.


Yeah, if you don’t remove it, she’s got less than a minute
to live. I say we prepare to act stupid and pretend like there was nothing we
could do. Maybe we should release another cloud of Toxin Qi and run?


Hold on, Lars cautioned. Even if the girl
had been a brat, he didn’t want to kill someone in a sparring match. It would
make him no better than the people that he had exterminated because they were
trying to kill others. Focusing as hard as he could, he tried to reach out with
the regular Qi that swam around his body and grab at the Toxin Qi inside her.
To his surprise, it worked. He was able to push his own Qi through her
meridians and into her system, and he slowly began siphoning it back to him
little by little.


This didn’t come without a price, though. The
influx of Qi pushed him over the limit of what his body could withstand, and he
began to sicken under the strain: his head began hurting, his stomach started
to feel nauseous, and his muscles grew sore as he fought against the toxin.


“There,” Lars said as he finished pulling in what
he could only assume was the final vestiges of the harmful Qi in her body. He
probed her body one last time with his Qi to double-check that he had cleansed
her. “All done. She’ll be fine,” Lars said before sighing a breath of relief.


Twice. Twice in one day I’ve had to exchange
blows and been tempted to kill someone since I got here, Lars thought to
himself as he took a step back and looked around at everyone. They were staring
at him wide-eyed and in complete shock.


“I . . . How many elements do you have?” someone
asked from behind him.


Lars swiveled his head to find the speaker.


“Thank you for going out of your way to save her,”
Gyuri said, taking her friend and setting her down. “It was very hard for me,
someone born with a lowly, common cat-blooded cultivator for a father, to make
friends during my first days within the sect. I did not want to lose one so
soon.”


But you’re in the Lesser Clay Brick Stage, and
she’s just around my level, Lars thought, observing the difference between
the two. It proved just how immeasurable Gyuri’s talent was compared to her
friend’s.


“Think nothing of it.” Lars smiled, but as soon as
he did, he saw Ophelia’s message and heard her words.


Don’t forget to slap all of those little ingrate white
knights and their annoying, obnoxious, self-righteous lady. They interrupted
me, Lars. They must pay. If you won’t kill them, then you have to slap them at
the very least.


Fine! Lars exaggerated his smile even more
and continued after a moment of silence. “After all, if she had died, I
wouldn’t be able to collect my prize.”


“Your prize?” Gyuri blinked. “Do you mean—”


“Yes. Each and every one of you owes me an apology
and some slaps across the cheek,” he explained. “Do you want to go first?”


“I’ll take the first blow,” Oh, whose real name
was apparently “Hye,” offered as he staggered up to them. He didn’t appear to
be in much better condition than Yuk, or “Ailiseu,” as Gyuri had called her.
“Hit me as many times as you need so that your anger may be quenched before you
reach the lady.”


I . . . I can’t . . . Is he for real? Lars
had no idea there were people like this. However, considering the fact that Oh
might actually die if he hit him too hard, Lars decided not to be brutal.
Instead, just to mess with him, he walked up to Oh and said, “Alright then. Bow
your head toward the ground like you’re afraid of the sky.”


Oh, true to the bet, did just that, bowing at a
full ninety-degree angle.


“Now, where is my apology? Tell me you’re sorry
for sticking your nose out where it doesn’t belong,” Lars demanded.


“I apologize! I should not have placed myself in a
situation where I do not belong. Please forgive me!” Oh proclaimed so
forcefully that each syllable was a declaration that could probably be heard
down the mountain.


“Good! Very good!” Lars exclaimed. “Next time
someone is trying to mind their own business and have tea and talk to a pretty
girl, you’ll know your place!” Lars’s words accompanied one of the weakest
slaps he had given since he first began cultivating. It was so pathetically
weak that Oh seemed more shocked by it than he would have likely been by
anything with genuine force.


“Is that all?” Oh asked, touching his cheek as if
he didn’t believe it was really there.


“Yup. That’s all. Be on your way and don’t put
yourself into another person’s business again.”


“Yes, of course.” Oh bowed again and returned to the
crowd, stepping out of the arena where Gyuri and Lars still stood.


I’m counting that towards the quest, but that was pathetic.
Why didn’t you hit him harder? We could have killed him with a slap. Can you
imagine it? Death by slapping. The slappadon killer!


Lars sighed. Ophelia . . .


Fine. I’ll be quiet. Carry on doling out the slap
punishments.


“Alright, Ee, you’re next,” Lars said, gesturing to
the second of the birds only to realize that he probably had no idea what he
was talking about.


“Ee? Like the informal way to say the number two?”
Sa snickered.


“Uhh . . . is he calling you a number two?” Sam
asked as he looked over at Ee.


“No! What?! No!” Lars exclaimed. “He’s just number
two in the list of people that I’m going to slap, stop trying to make your
friend seem like a number two. You guys are brutal, throwing your own friends
under the carriage like that.”


“Oh, that makes sense,” Sam replied, Sa and Il
nodding along in agreement.


“Since it’d be rude to call him a number two when
he lasted far longer than you guys and actually put up a proper fight,” Lars
said, “maybe let’s just have you all line up and do your bows now. There
doesn’t need to be some great exaggerated show. The crowd is here to witness
the conclusion of the bet, as faithful witnesses to what transpired from
beginning to end, but we shouldn’t waste too much of their time, should we?”


“As you say,” Ee replied. He had put on a new robe
at some point and filed in with the others. Lars didn’t know if it was magic or
not, but his defeated opponents were actually in the order he had named them.
There was Il, then Ee, then Sam, and Sa nicely in line. Yuk was still being
held by Gyuri.


As Gyuri also began to line up with them, still
holding onto her nearly dead friend, Lars stopped her. “Hold up. Our conclusion
shall be the final one, for I need to lecture you on manners and respect.”


Lars could tell she hated the way she was being
talked to. Here he was, a much-lower-ranked cultivator than she, yet he was
talking down to her like she was a child that had done something wrong and
needed to be singled out and punished by her elders.


“Fine,” she spat back. “Just get on with it.”


Lars shrugged. “Alright, first . . .” Lars walked up
to Gyuri, and then he very gently slapped the side of Yuk’s unconscious face.
To be more precise, the poor excuse for a slap was so light that it might not
even get someone’s attention if they were caught up in the moment doing
something else. “When she gets moving again, just tell her that her debt is
paid.”


I’m not counting that. Do better. Not to mention, she wasn’t
even awake to suffer properly. How can you educate a child if you spare the
rod?


Ophelia, I know where your mind is going, but I’m not
giving her my rod.


Tch.


Lars couldn’t help but smile at Ophelia’s
grumpiness. There were no sides of Ophelia that he didn’t enjoy to some extent.


“Thank you,” Gyuri begrudgingly muttered.


“And next, we have you guys. Go ahead. Bow, say
you’re sorry, and hold that bow until I administer the punishments,” Lars
instructed.


“Yes, senior brother. We deeply apologize for our
mistakes,” Il said first.


“Senior brother, please forgive me!” Sa exclaimed
next.


“Senior brother, please forgive me!” the others
repeated nearly in unison.


Ugh. Lars looked at them, and then his eyes
were drawn to Il’s leg. “Well, you’ve already suffered enough,” Lars mumbled
out loud as he gave Il a weak slap across the face. It wasn’t as weak as the
one he gave Ailiseu, but it wasn’t enough to properly be counted as a
punishment. “Fine, fine, you’re forgiven first.”


“Thank you,” Il said, limping off with a nearly
unblemished face.


Lars. If you halfarse another damn slap, I’m going to be
sorely disappointed, and it will be the last time I take you for a cup of tea.
If you can’t even take revenge properly when given the opportunity, what kind
of a man are you?


Would it make you feel better if I killed one of them? Lars
grinned at the thought—not of killing them, but of how frustrated Ophelia must
be that he wasn’t going to.


Yes! You damn well know it would. Stop teasing me if you
can’t follow through. Hasn’t anyone ever taught you that it’s rude to leave a
girl wanting after a date? Just, you know, murder one of them quietly on their
walk home. I’ll generate some quest reward tricks for disposing of the body. No
one has to know, Lars. No one.


As he had slapped Il, he could see the visible
relief on the faces of the others. Between Hye, Ailiseu, and Il, he had been a
saint in terms of doling out their penalty. They probably thought he was a nice
guy who was just pushed into an awkward situation and had to do something—that
he wasn’t actually cruel.


“Welp, your turn,” he said to Ee, looking at his
next victim.


Ee didn’t even seem to brace himself as he stayed
in the bow, waiting for his turn.


“I’m sorry for my inso—” Ee’s words were cut off
by a loud clapping sound as Lars struck his face. It wasn’t hard enough to
destroy a Qi-Condensing Cultivator, but it was powerful enough to force Ee to
adjust so that he didn’t lose his balance. Ee put a hand over his cheek.


“Have you learned your lesson?” Lars asked.


“Yes, senior brother!” Ee replied.


“Then get out of here.”


“Yes, senior brother.” Ee raised his head only to
bow one more time before rapidly leaving.


There you go! That’s how to slap someone. Ah, that feels
better. Do it again!


“That was a little hard. Was that called for?” a
tall, lanky girl with leopard spots behind Ee remarked before taking his hand
and leading him off.


“Ah . . . youth,” Lars said, only to remember where
he had often heard those words back in his home village. He could clearly
remember the time he had been beaten to an inch of his life, his skin darkened
and blued beyond reason, his eyes red and filled with tears, and his body still
quivering from muscles so damaged that he didn’t know which he could contract
and which he could relax. He had thought that he was going to die as the blows
rained down on him, one after the other.


The hits had been constant; and, at a certain
point, he had become numb to them. He had been able to hear the sound of the
metal bars as they struck his flesh, but his brain had struggled to register
what was happening. It was like he was still Lars, but he wasn’t. He had been
an observer looking down at a child getting smashed by four kids in the middle
of the street.


He remembered the sound of Dawn’s voice shouting,
“Stop,” and “You’re going too far,” and “You don’t need to do that.” But those
words had just been a pretty melody playing over a flesh percussion, barely
loud enough to be made out over the jeers and laughs of the drummers.


When they had finally stopped hitting him, those
were the two words he heard. “Ah . . . youth.” It wasn’t the first time, and it
wasn’t the second or the third time. Those were the words that let Lars know
that the elder patrolling the streets had seen what happened and that the
bullies had thus stopped. He acted like it was just “kids playing,” that Lars
suffering wasn’t a big deal. The kids would stop beating him not because the
elder told them to; they’d do it just to preserve his face. They wouldn't dare
commit violence in front of their superior and an elder who had been tasked
with preventing violence.


Just thinking about how those people had ganged up
on him caused Lars’s blood to boil. He thought about the participants who had
hit him, the people who had watched, and the old man who had brushed it off
like it was no big deal just because he was different—just because he wasn’t
exactly like them. They’re just kids . . . we were just teaching him a
lesson . . . we were just playing . . . it was just fun and games . . . Lars
repeated the words he had heard them say over and over in his head and stared
at the two remaining losers.


They’re just like them . . . Lars raised
his hand into the air. They’re just like those bastards who did whatever
they felt like doing, no matter who got hurt, because it made them feel better.
They claimed hurting people was justice? They wanted to fight me and hurt me
because I was different? Lars’s rage surfaced as he recalled the way he had
been treated. “Fine!” Lars bellowed, his heart beating a mile a minute. He
swung in a wide pattern and struck Sam’s face so hard that his whole body was
thrust into Sa, the person bowing next to him. Lars didn’t even wait for Sam to
recover before pulling the hand back and slapping him again. “I’ll teach you
what it feels like to be bullied, what it feels like to be hurt just because
some bastards can’t mind their own business without harming others!” Lars let
his anger flow through him, raining down slaps across Sam and Sa’s cheeks as
his hand turned red. By the fourth slap, Lars saw blood coming out of Sam’s
mouth, turning his teeth red. Sam couldn’t stand up. Sa had looked over to see
what was happening only for Lars to slap him too.


“Is that enough?” Lars taunted. “Do you like the
way this feels? Do you want to feel this more? If you do, then step up. I’m
going to haunt you on campus any time I even hear about you challenging or
threatening someone because they’re different. I’m going to come to your home
and slap you. I’m going to slap your mother. I’m going to slap your mother’s
mother and her mother and her mother and so on until common sense about how to
treat others is beaten eight generations into you, do you understand?” Lars was
trying to just lecture them, but he was nearly yelling.


“I-I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!” Sam
pleaded from the ground, scooting backward and away from the raging Lars.


“I promise, I won’t do it again! Please don’t hit
me!” Sa added after the fifth slap to his face knocked him down too.


Lars sighed. “If you can’t stand having something
done to you, then don’t do it to others. What was my crime? What was so bad
about it that you had to threaten me with violence? Is sitting alone with no
friends really so wicked? Is being nice to the people who serve you a criminal
offense? I didn’t touch her. I didn’t force her to be nice back. I gave her a
coin and said some kind words. Am I now the devil? Did I deserve to be beaten
nearly to death for your pride? For her pride?”


“No! Of course not! Please don’t hit me again. I
was wrong!” Sam pleaded.


“Absolutely not! You’re too kind! You’re too
gracious! Show mercy!” Sa begged.


Lars sighed. “Alright! Scram, you bastards. Don’t
let me see your face. Not only did you stand up first to hurt others, but you
ran away first too.” Lars then turned toward the entrance of the teahouse. He
didn’t want to admit it, but beating them had been one of the best experiences
he had had since he started leveling up with Ophelia. It was cathartic. It was
like a dozen years of pent-up anger had been able to transfer themselves to the
two idiots’ faces in one action.


Gyuri stopped Lars before he could finish walking
back to the teashop. “What about me? I’m not the type to break an agreement.
I’ll bow, apologize, and give you that kiss. Please don’t dishonor me by
assuming I won’t fulfill my end of the bargain because I’m strong.”


Lars blinked. Despite the fact his remaining
clothes had been almost completely destroyed in the fight, his body was covered
in wounds from that hyena cultivator’s attacks, and he was still in the awkward
position of being the center of everyone’s attention, he was so relaxed and
felt so good that he had forgotten what he was doing. He had forgotten that he
was supposed to slap Gyuri too.


“Oh.” Lars paused, turning to look back at her.
“You see, Senior Sister Gyuri . . .” Lars tried to think of a reason he had
forgotten her, and then he remembered the wording of the bet. “I just didn’t
think it would be appropriate to strike those alabaster cheeks. Even though it
was the condition of the bet, I would simply feel like it didn’t count as
consent if you’re only doing it because of a bet. It’s wrong to use bets as
leverage for that type of stuff . . .”


“What? Then what else could be leverage? The bet
has been lost. Do not throw away my dignity by pretending that I am the type to
hold a grudge and not carry through with the terms, and don’t spare me like you
did Junior Sister Ailiseu or Junior Brother Hye. I’m a strong woman; I don’t
need to be treated like a weakling.”


“I’m in a tough position here, Senior Sister
Gyuri. Even if you say it like that, it still feels inappropriate for me to
take liberties with your cheeks with such dirty hands. I can’t deny I’m not
curious what they’d feel like, how they’d bounce . . .”


“Bounce?” he heard a girl ask from behind Gyuri.


“I . . . I don’t know what you’re talking about.
What person can’t be slapped by a superior?” Gyuri responded.


“You . . . let your cheeks get handled by your
superiors often?” Lars inquired.


“Never. You’d be the first one. But I know that if
one has erred as wrongly as I—having put your life in jeopardy over a small
point and lost the bet—how could they not let you fulfil the terms? You can
slap away,” Gyuri insisted.


Lars sighed. “But . . . I keep telling you it’s
okay if I don’t spank you, especially not in front of all these people. Can’t
you just replace my robes, and we’ll call it even?”


“Don’t hold back. Just span— I mean, slap— Wait,
huh?” Gyuri began fumbling her words over each other as she realized what was
being said. Her alabaster cheeks were clearly not those on her face, but on her
butt. They were untouched by light and likely pale as a ghost underneath her
robes. He wasn’t saying he was going to slap her across the face; he was
implying he was going to spank her butt in front of everyone.


“Senior Sister Gyuri, I really had no idea you
were that type of woman. Here I am, trying to give you a way out, and you are
just demanding it over and over again. What will the others say if they find
out that you asked to be spanked? Don’t you have a boyfriend more suited to
carrying that out? Didn’t I hear something about you being Young Master Jesse’s
girlfriend?”


“What?! No, the young master and I haven’t even so
much as held hands. That is just speculation because he brought me flowers a
few times!” Gyuri insisted.


“Ah . . . You don’t have a boyfriend to handle
this type of play, so you came to me,” Lars replied. “Now it all makes sense.
You didn’t want to call me out and make a scene because you thought I was in
the wrong. Rather, you just wanted me to humiliate and spank you and then force
you to kiss me somewhere dirty like my feet, I’m guessing? Is that what you
thought I meant by the condition that the prettiest girl kiss me? I get it,
senior sister. We all have perverted desires, but you should keep those in
check. This is too much, and you have far too high of a position in the sect to
be doing this type of stuff.”


Lars could see the spectator’s faces around them
pale as he spoke. The onlookers were turning to each other and whispering,
planting foul rumors in the ears of others. Even though any idiot should have
known what he was saying was ridiculous, they were all treating it like it
wasn’t. This made Lars wonder how dense the people gawking were.


“That! That’s not what I was aiming for at all!”
Gyuri protested. “I’m not the type of woman that would want to be spanked so
publicly!”


“Oh. My bad.” Lars put his hands together as if he
were praying for forgiveness. “I am sorry. I had no idea you were the type that
only wanted to be spanked privately. Please remind whoever handles your butt in
the future. However, I just can’t bring myself to do that to you over a bet, so
if you don’t mind, I’m going to go back and finish my tea.”


“Ack! Ugh! This is so frustrating! You are
deliberately twisting my words!” Gyuri exclaimed. She seemed to have lost
reason.


“If that’s the case, then why are your cheeks so
flush with excitement?” Lars asked, even though he knew it was much more likely
from anger.


“Stop trying to humiliate me,” Gyuri demanded
after taking a deep breath and calming herself as much as possible. “But fine.
If you don’t want to carry out the first part of the bet, then—”


“You’re going to try to kiss me for the second
part? But you’re not the prettiest girl here . . .” Lars said. He could tell
the words really enraged Gyuri. “That waitress I was talking to earlier was,
and it’s not right of you to decide whom she kisses. So, let’s call the whole
bet done. I’m going inside. I want to finish my tea before it cools off too
much.”


“I can’t just call it off,” Gyuri replied. “My—”


Lars slapped her once across the face while she
was talking, interrupting her words.


“There. That’s for not learning how to drop it.
We’re done now, okay?”


Congratulations! You have successfully completed
the following quest: Slap those insolent bastards. [Go slap yourself! Part 2].






Reward: You have been granted the new skill The
Rock of Sediment Dreams. 






Skill Note: For those who live, life appears to be
defined by the ever-changing, fast-paced movement from one place to another.
But when they die, their body’s journey isn’t over. Beaten, eaten, withered,
and crushed over time, they all eventually become the ground they once lived on
as the layer of sediment they are on buries itself further and further within
the earth, never granting them the rest they desired as they died.


Another dance? Lars frowned as he looked at
the reward. Even though he was beginning to understand how powerful the dances
were, it didn’t necessarily mean he wanted to be stacking them up. It’s not
like I can use more than one at a time . . . Lars lamented, and then his
brain froze for a minute. Wait, can I use more than one at a time? Can I?


While Lars was reading and thinking about the
reward he had just gotten, Gyuri stared at Lars like she was going to kill him
at any moment. If it weren't for the strict sect laws on violence, he imagined
that she might actually do just that. She coldly said one thing as he turned
away from her. “At the very least, you should put on some clothes.”


Lars only snickered. “Even if I won’t treat you to a
spanking and kisses, the least I can do is give you a show,” he said, flexing
his butt once before entering the teahouse again and sitting down.


So, where were we? I think you were talking about the
prettiest girl and not saying it was me.


You know, I just pointed at the waitress because she’s
cute and also to mess with that annoying woman who interrupted our date.
Lars imagined that Ophelia was sitting right across from him, the vision of her
from earlier still fresh in his head.


Are you going to tell every girl you meet that?


Not every girl, but at least you, Lars replied with a
chuckle, leaning back in his chair and grabbing onto the tea. It was still
warm, but it wasn’t hot anymore. Moreover, it had somehow lost some of its
flavor. It was a mild echo of what it had been when Lars first sipped it.


There is a window for beverages. Some are only good cold,
some are only good hot, and most are terrible when served lukewarm. Even if water
is easier on the body when you drink it lukewarm, it’s still unpalatable.


That’s true, I guess . . . Lars couldn’t remember a
time when the water he drank wasn’t lukewarm. Is this what it was like for
you? Back then? Sitting at one of these cafes with your tea having turned
lukewarm?


Yeah. Actually . . . I was generally afraid to drink it too
quickly when I showed up early. I thought, if they came, they’d see the stacks
of empty disposable tea cups and know how long I’d been waiting.


Could you not have just thrown them away?


I could have, but that felt a little shameful too. It was
like I was hiding a secret.


Weren’t you though?


Can’t a lady just want to hide her secret?


Yeah . . . I suppose you can. I just . . . Lars
sighed. I just can’t stop thinking about it, and I kind of hate it.


I know you do. Sorry. Your thoughts are more stirred up and
erratic lately. It’s easier to hear them, but it’s harder to understand them.
You’re all over the place lately.


Aren’t you too? Lars replied. He didn’t think he was
the only one changing. He felt something different in Ophelia too.


I know you want to become powerful, I know you want to save
your mother, and I know you’re willing to kill to do it, but what’s your
short-term goal, Lars? Where are you throwing the first milestone?


The advancement tournament, Lars responded, tightly
closing his hands as he took a deep breath and imagined how good it would feel
to win that tournament. I want to pass it and become a core disciple.


Because that means something to you? Why is it such a big
deal? Lars, if your goal is power, how does winning this advancement thing put
you one step closer?


Lars rocked back in his chair for a moment and scratched at
his chin while looking at the lukewarm cup of tea. It’s not just about
power, Ophelia. From the moment I woke up in that flying house, it was about
more than that. It’s about regaining control, and it’s about moving forward
because I want to, not because I have to. It’s about . . . It’s about crushing
the plans of those who try to stop me.


I don’t hate that reasoning. Okay. Let’s do it, but first we
need to work on your dances. Your footwork is sloppy. If I were your dance
partner, I’d probably have bruised feet from all the times you’d accidentally
stepped on my toes.


Can we not right now, though? Lars asked. He had done
what she asked over and over again. He had fulfilled his obligations, and he
just wanted to rest for a minute. He wanted to enjoy some peace, lean back in
his chair, and stare at the ceiling.


Yeah, we can just sit here. We don’t have to do anything. We
don’t have to say anything.


As he listened to Ophelia’s voice, he saw her
visage appear in front of him again. She was picking up a strangely shaped cup
from her past while leaning back in the chair, sipping her tea, and giving him
a smile. Out of all the words that Ophelia and Lars had exchanged over the day,
he felt like the words unspoken as the two sat, quietly sipping their beverages
and relaxing in their chairs, were the most meaningful.


“Umm . . . senior brother,” the waitress that had
served him earlier meekly interrupted as she came over to him. Lars had been
sitting there for a while, nibbling on the food as he just relaxed with
Ophelia.


“Aww . . . if it isn’t my favorite cutey.” Lars
changed his face, feigning enthusiasm and cheeriness as he looked over at the
girl that had broken the holy silence. In his mind, he quietly said, Don’t
worry, master. You’re still my favorite. He didn’t know why he felt the
need to add that line in, but he did.


What? You don’t need to worry about my feelings. I get it.
I’m even for it. Keep it up! Let’s do this! Full steam ahead, Lars!


Full steam ahead? Lars wondered, not sure
what she was talking about.


“You’re too kind, senior brother,” the woman said,
her face flushing red as she broke eye contact with Lars. “I just . . .” She
reached out and placed a hand on top of Lars’s. “There is an extra robe for you
in the back. I thought perhaps you’d like to clean yourself off in the back and
change into a fresh robe. I’ll be sure to give you some fresh tea too.”


“Oh . . .” Lars looked down at his state of dress.
Yeah, I must be making people uncomfortable, he reasoned. “Okay then.
Thank you for thinking of me,” Lars said as he stood up.


“Well, to be honest, senior brother, I heard what
you said about me when you were speaking to our senior sister earlier. I heard
why you fought, and . . .” Her face flushed again. While it was adorable, Lars
didn’t get it. Nothing he had done or said elicited that type of reaction from
a girl. “You know that we’re just slaves with a better title, right?” she asked
as she led him out the door to the back of the teahouse. There was a changing
room and what looked like a showering area with soap readily available.


Lars frowned. “I know.”


“That’s why no one says kind things to us anymore.
Everyone was really nice to me when I first arrived, but after I failed in the
tournament a few times, after I was demoted . . .” She started to take off what
was left of Lars’s outfit for him, handing him a bar of soap in the process.
“It was only the worst words I’ve ever heard. I went from the pretty lady to
the petty trash.”


“I’m . . . sorry about that,” Lars responded.


“‘Please’ disappeared from their speech, ‘thank
you’ vanished, and gentle tones were replaced with barked orders,” she grumbled
as she forcefully pulled the remainder of Lars’s robe off.


Lars’s clothes had been true warriors, holding on
for dear life even as they were reduced to shreds bit by bit. They had
maintained enough of their form to cling to his waist through fire, after being
soaked in blood, and after being enshrouded in exploding poison. Yet, with one
smooth yank, she had swiftly stripped him, leaving him naked in the changing
room with only a bar of soap in his hand.


“I’m assuming a fire cultivator like you can’t use
water, so I’ll help you with the washing part first,” she said.


“I . . . I can do it myself,” Lars replied,
switching to Master of None mode so he could once more access his Water Qi.


“And there’s still the matter of that kiss,” she
added as she lowered herself to her knees in front of him.


“What kiss?”


“Didn’t you fight for the prize of a kiss from the
prettiest girl? Aren’t I that girl?”


“But that’s . . . uhh . . .” Lars’s brain stopped
functioning. He just watched the beautiful woman, on her knees, place a hand on
each side of his hips while staring straight ahead.


Just shut up, Lars. Dear Dad above, just shut the
hell up and let her do this. Consider this a quest.






Quest: “Lower” Part 2.

Objective: Just let her go lower, Lars! DON’T TAKE THIS AWAY FROM US! WE NEED
THIS, LARS! WE NEED THIS!






Reward: I’ll think of something later. Just please
don’t ruin this by being yourself, Lars. Do not talk us out of a good thing, or
I swear to Dad, I will smite you somehow.


“You didn’t say where the kiss had to go, though,
did you? What if I . . . What if I want to put it right here?” The waitress
smiled, giving him a gentle touch with her mouth that left him leaning back and
closing his eyes—and then the light brushing of her lips evolved into something
far more than he had ever experienced before.


“You really don’t have . . . to . . .” Lars
struggled to get words out as he began to decide fulfilling Ophelia’s quest was
the perfect thing to do at this moment.


“It’s okay. It’s just that, well, I . . . I’ve
never seen one this large before . . . Senior Brother Jawbreaker . . . But
don’t worry, though. I can do this,” she said, cheering herself on before
adding, “Fighting!” and then resuming her attempt.


Lars didn’t say another word as he simply leaned
back and let the pleasure wash over him. He struggled to stay standing through
the whole ordeal, and when his knees began wobbling near the end, he had to
clutch her head to brace himself.


“That was . . .” Lars tried to explain it, but
adjectives failed him. As he was searching for the right words, he heard
Ophelia’s “victory music” play again in his head.


Congratulations to us! We’re one more step toward
finally losing our virginity! Granted, it’s kind of depressing I’m having to go
through these phases through the body of a guy . . . but . . . it’s not my
fault that not a single man asked me out when I still had a woman’s body.
Anyway, enough of that! CONGRATS TO US! YAY!!!! Da da da da, da, da, da da da .
. . 






Now, for the reward! Please forgive the new
format, but I think you’ve earned this one.






Reward: Divine Finger Technique.






Skill Note: A hand can be deadly in more than one
way. This skill will allow you to use your Qi and hand motions to create
pleasure in any person you are fighting. The amount of pleasure you deal will
increase based on both your Lightning Qi and your Speed.


That’s . . . Are you trying to turn me into a gigolo?
What is this? How is this going to help keep me alive?


I don’t know . . . Cling to the coattails of a powerful
woman? That should work, right? You’ll figure out how to use it.


Ophelia . . . Sometimes, I wonder what’s wrong with you.
Why couldn’t you give me a skill to take less damage? Or maybe one to kill
faster?


Shh . . . less of the talky-talky. More of the “Go get us a
sandwich.”


“That was a life-or-death experience,” the woman
said through coughs, interrupting Lars’s conversation with Ophelia while she
stood up. “Don’t be so cruel at the end. You almost killed me.”


Lars didn’t have to ask what she meant. “I’m
sorry.”


She was still opening and closing her mouth oddly
as she tried to adjust her jaw. “And I’m sorry I couldn’t . . .”


Lars stumbled over his words as he tried his best
to think of what was the appropriate thing to say. “It’s fine. You . . . You
did great.” He had just had an amazing moment, but he couldn’t even think of
the girl’s name. Is it too late for introductions? Can I just say, “Hello,
my name is Lars. What’s your name?” After all this?


“Anyway, please don’t think I’m that type of
girl,” she quickly said. “I’ve never done something like this before. I . . .”
Her face turned red again, the same shade it had been flashing earlier, making
her look like a chameleon on a berry bush. “It’s just that you’re really cute,
and you were so nice, and you made me feel appreciated and happy for the first
time in the two years since I’ve served here, and I just wanted to make you
really happy too. But . . . But I haven’t done anything like this before! I
swear!”


“I can’t lie. If I had known a few compliments
would get me this much, I might have unloaded my entire arsenal of kind words
on you,” Lars said.


“No.” She shook her head. “It wasn’t just a few
words. You’re going to think it’s petty, but I felt the happiest when you
slapped Gyuri and told her I was prettier than she. Am I shallow? It felt
great. She’s always so rude to me, yet she acts like she’s being nice. She’s
not nice. She’s demeaning.”


“It felt great for me too.” Lars couldn’t even
chuckle as he slumped on the first bench he could find.


“Also . . . please don’t think I’m a bad girl . .
. but, Senior Brother Jawbreaker, what was your name again?”


“Oh, it’s Lars. Just call me Lars,” he said. “What
. . . was yours?”


“I’m Nari. Nice to meet you,” she replied. “But
I’ve been back here too long already. I need to go tend to the shop. I’ll make
sure to get you some fresh tea, and you can use one of the spare robes over
there. The cultivator who used to wear them is dead, so you should be fine.”


Looking over at the inner sect disciple robes that
had been neatly folded and set down by the door, Lars wasn’t sure how to handle
conversations with Nari in the future. He had paid her a few compliments,
slapped a bully, and gotten more than he had from other women for as far back
as he could remember.


Didn’t she mention she was going to help us with the
washing? Where did she go? I want a full body wash too . . . and maybe a back
rub . . . and a lower body rub . . . and round two?


Don’t be greedy. Lars shook his head as he
began circulating Water Qi to clean off all the blood and ash that had stuck to
his body.












Chapter 11


 


 


Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 1900


 


Elemental Abilities


Active: “Master of None”


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534


Wind Qi: 16345


Water Qi: 12346


Lunar Light Qi: 11638


Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684


Metal Qi: 9638


Wood Qi: 8452


Lightning Qi: 4163


Unassigned Qi: 600


 


Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [49,292/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] The Ultimate Shuffle: Wind Walker’s
Victory Dance [No Level]


[N/A] The Rock of Sediment Dreams [No Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[100] Divine Finger Technique Level 1


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Access Qi Conversion Shop


 


Active Quests:


 


Warlock: Level 2.


Lv. 2: Master of One [30% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 2: Master of None [10% Bonus]


Lv. 3: Rest in Servitude Eternal [40%
Conversion, 1 Minion, 2-hour cooldown]


 


 


Ophelia’s voice woke Lars up first thing in the
morning.


You know, you really don’t understand how lucky you are, do
you?


Lars had crashed hard the night before, face first
into the surprisingly nice and fluffy pillow on an extra bouncy bed. The day
had worn him out emotionally and mentally more than physically, and when he had
arrived back at the house, Su Ryeon and Soseono had both been holed up in their
rooms ignoring him, not that he minded the peace and quiet.


What do you mean? Lars asked as he popped his
neck and began getting out of bed.


Because of me, you’re never going to have to wake up to back
pains or shoulder pains or just wake up after eight hours feeling more tired
than when you went to bed the night before.


Is that really a thing? Lars questioned, but then he
remembered some of the older cultivators back in his village had complained
about it. One of them had jokingly said that birthdays were like street corner
dice rolls, where if it came up double ones, then you were stuck with a random
ache or body issue that would just be with you for the rest of your life and
you wouldn’t ever be able to do anything about it.


My dad said it was his mother-in-law’s chief complaint in
her later life.


Well, thanks then, Lars said, smiling as he looked
down at his body. Sure enough, the eight-hour rest had fully restored his
condition. He was back to tip-top shape, his wounds gone and his skin flawless
as if nothing had ever happened the day before. Since Nari had even been so
kind as to replace his robes for him, he even had pristine clothes.


Just a thank-you? Shouldn’t you offer me some reward for
making your body the perfect specimen of humanity and removing all the
negatives?


Ophelia? Lars asked while adjusting his robe and
opening the door. He had hoped that perhaps the doors to Su Ryeon’s or
Soseono’s rooms would be open, but they were still tightly shut. What is it
you want? Out with it.


Nothing much. Just, you know . . . a cup of tea. A nice cup
of tea served by our super-cute Nari.


Our cute Nari? You realize we’re not dating her? Right?
She did something nice for us, but she didn’t exactly promise a repeat. Despite
finally getting that experience under my belt, we’re still single, you know?
Also . . . Lars reached into his robes and pulled out the Butcher’s
Apprentice medallion he had received from a mysterious elder after his fight
with that random bully, Fong. I’m pretty sure I have to go report in here.


This is why we’re forever alone, Lars. If you want a girl,
you need to follow the important steps. The follow-up is an important step! You
got all ballsy and started hitting on everyone. Now, we have to follow up.
Let’s go get some tea, okay? I’m not asking for too much. Hasn’t your master
taken care of you for a long time?


Yeah, you have, so . . . who knows? Maybe I’ll go at the
end of the day . . . if you help me out first. Lars let a mischievous grin
spread across his face as he looked back into the room he had just left,
specifically at the rug with the formation in the middle of it.


You’re really going to do this? You’re really going to milk
me for more information?


Lars laughed. Yes, yes, I am. If you want any visits to Nari
or even Jill, then you’re going to have to pay up, Ophelia. Otherwise, I might
never hit on a girl again, Lars threatened.


Nooo!!!! How can you be so cruel? Where is your humanity?
Aren’t you a man? Could you even last that long? Come on! Don’t tell me I’m the
only one thirsting over here.


I don’t know how long I can last, Lars admitted.
That felt great. In fact, ever since it happened, we both know Nari’s
“thank-you” has been on my mind . . . He laughed to himself for a moment.
But I am still positive I can go without some physical release longer than you
can, you little hedon.


Fine! Go in there, and we fix it right now, but in exchange,
you’re visiting both of them, fair? I want us some Nari and a nice massage from
Jill, preferably both at the same time, but I’ll settle for either at the
moment.


Fair. Lars couldn’t help but laugh at that as he
walked back into his room. When he entered, he was surprised to see a vivid
image of Ophelia. She was standing in the middle of the room, wearing a long white
dress with matching white high-heeled shoes, and her hair was pulled back into
one large braid. The sight of her alone was enough to stop Lars’s movements,
and he stood frozen in the doorway.


What are you doing? Get in here. We have work to do.


But you’re . . . You’re . . .
Lars fumbled at the words. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to say exactly as he
looked at her. Beautiful? Perfect? Here? The words that could finish the
sentence cycled through his head as he continued to stare at her.


Huh? I . . . Oh, yeah. I am. But I have to be. I have to
show you the pattern we have to draw, and it is going to take a minute, so get
over here and work quickly. I can’t do this for too long with your currently
low Warlock Level.


Right! Lars’s heart had gone to beating so fast it
felt like it might explode, but he quickly moved to the center of the room.


Okay, the first thing we need to do is cut ourself, deeply
enough that we can get some blood going, but not too deeply. We need a drop of
it to paint the rug with. Normally, it’d be better to find a mythical creature
like a lost dragon or something and use its blood, but our own blood will have
to do for now. As soon as it starts dripping, you need to start moving those
hands, though, so be careful and drip the blood exactly where my hand points.


Okay. Lars nodded. He looked at his right hand and
wrist, dreading the fact he was going to have to hurt himself but not wanting
to waste time. Ophelia’s image was likely going to fade quickly. It had barely
lasted at all yesterday at the tea shop, and he hadn’t leveled up as a warlock
since then. Despite how much the idea of self-harm made him hesitate, he didn’t
even let a blink pass before he activated his Knife Hand and cut into the
center of his palm with the Qi blade.


Start here . . . That’s it. Keep drawing the circle . . .
wait . . . Slice a little deeper. The flow isn’t thick enough. Okay, right
there. And . . . that’s good. Keep going. And pause the flow for a minute.
We’re starting a second circle . . . and . . .


Ophelia’s instructions continued, and Lars gritted
his teeth as he continued to cut deeper into his palm so as to keep enough
blood flowing to finish drawing the formation. The new pattern that he had
drawn out was so intricate and complex that, as he stood up, he couldn’t help
but feel a sense of both amazement and accomplishment. One of the coolest parts
of the formation was that, the more blood he used to make it, the more blood it
absorbed for each line. The red liquid congealed as fast as it spilled from him
into the thin lines, and the haphazard blotches shrank to fit the form.


“Woah,” Lars said out loud as he stared at the
completed work. However, as he was looking at it, he began feeling lightheaded
and dizzy.


Idiot! What are you doing? You just took 45,000 damage from
bleeding out over a third of your total blood. You need to . . . Damnit, Lars!
This is why I didn’t want to do this . . . Crap.


Lars, who hadn’t even paid attention to the damage,
suddenly stumbled backward. His legs went weak. What . . . the . . . Lars
tried to say the words out loud, but his speech failed him. He fell backwards,
slamming his head against the floor. He tried to fight against the sensation
for a moment, but despite how cold and hard the floor was, it just felt too
comfortable.


The next thing he knew, he was once more watching
the world through Ophelia’s eyes as she walked down a sidewalk next to an empty
street.


“Ophelia!” Eva shouted from far away, causing
Ophelia to freeze in place like shackles had sprouted from the ground.


Ophelia’s mind scrambled for an out as she debated
whether to turn her head and see where Eva was. Can I just pretend I didn’t
hear? She’s not that close, is she? I can just keep walking? Take a right, go
into a building . . .


“Ophelia! Oh my god, I didn’t expect to see you
out here at all. Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you
for two weeks. Did your dad punish you or something?” The sound of her heavy
footsteps got closer and closer as she sprinted up to Ophelia.


Freaking hell, Ophelia mouthed while
clenching her eyes shut. Eva was too close. There was no way she could lose the
girl. Ophelia smiled as she turned, and she could already feel the mask she was
putting on become weighed down by her guilt. “Eva! I’m so sorry I’ve been hard
to reach lately. I’ve been . . .” She trailed off and let the words hang. She
wanted to go with the punishment excuse that Eva had just given her on a silver
platter, but she couldn’t. Actually speaking lies was harder for her to do than
anything else—a trait she inherited from her mother. It annoyed her sometimes
since her father was practically the god of manipulation and lies when it
suited him—at least according to her mother—but she was stuck with a
near-obsessive need to never utter even a single word of falsehood.


As if intuiting what was going through Ophelia’s
head, Eva took a step back, her mirth dripping off her face to reveal confusion
and shock. “Oh, God, I’m so sorry. I didn’t . . . I didn’t think that. I just .
. .” She paused to sniffle. “I just didn’t think. I was just so happy. My dad
isn’t just alive . . . He’s really alive! He’s so healthy, and . . . I’m so
sorry.”


“No, Eva, it’s just that . . .” Ophelia was once
more blocked by her cursed honesty. She wanted to comfort her friend. She hated
seeing Eva looking like that. She didn’t understand what she was seeing either.
She didn’t know if Eva was hurt or what she was feeling. Does she know why
I’m avoiding her? she wondered, not wanting her friend to feel betrayed.
Ophelia had needed space. She had wanted distance to deal with all the things
that were going through her head. She had even taken some time away from her
pastoral duties to spend alone at cafes, and yet she had been caught red-handed
instead.


“I’m so sorry!” Eva cried. She lunged at Ophelia,
wrapping her arms around her in the most awkward hug that Ophelia had ever been
forced into. With her arms trapped as they were, Ophelia couldn’t even properly
return the hug. “I didn’t even think about what you must be going through. I’m
so sorry. I only thought about myself. I am so dumb. I’m such an idiot. I’m
such a moron. I’m so dumb,” Eva repeated, leaving Ophelia frozen like a pole
and unsure of what was going on.


“It’s . . . It’s okay.” Ophelia did her best to
wiggle her own arms free enough to return the hug without hurting Eva. “I just
needed a little time. I’m sorry I was so distant.”


“No, I get it. I asked too much. I put you in such
a bad spot. I’m such a bad friend,” Eva replied, continuing to self-deprecate.


“Eva, what did I say to you?” Ophelia asked as she
hugged her friend tightly. “I said it was going to be okay. It was my decision,
okay? I made the choice. You didn’t do anything wrong. Everything will be
okay.”


As she held Eva close for all the warmth her
friend had to offer, she saw Vidkun in the distance approaching them. He was
walking slowly while watching them, and as she and Eva embraced each other on
the sidewalk, comforting one another, Ophelia could see his left lip curl up
momentarily into a smile before quickly fading as he saw that she was watching
him too.


Ophelia knew that Vidkun was her friend, but it
sent a small chill down her spine, and she ended both the moment and the hug
with Eva before gently creating some distance between them again. “I didn’t realize
you two came together,” Ophelia said as she looked over at Vidkun.


“Yeah, he said he wanted to take a walk with me in
this park today. What a coincidence that we ran into you here, right?” Eva
grasped onto Ophelia’s hands so that she couldn’t back up any farther.


Coincidence? Huh? Ophelia blinked. I
walk in this park around this time every Tuesday . . . but it’s not like I make
a scene of it. Did Vidkun know that? She closed her eyes for a second and
pushed those thoughts out of her head. There was no reason to be suspicious of
Vidkun. Even if he had set this up, it was just because he was probably worried
about his two friends. That’s all there is to it.


“Since we’re all here, why don’t we go get a cup
of green tea over at Lee’s Teas?” Vidkun offered.


“Darjeeling here,” Eva said.


“You always order that,” Vidkun remarked with a
laugh, putting his hand on Eva’s head and playfully mussing the woman’s hair.
“You should try something new like Ophelia does. She gets a different order
every time, don’t you?”


“Maybe I’ll get Darjeeling too . . .” Ophelia
said, turning her head away from the scene for a moment.


“What’s with the sudden want to chill at a cafe,
though? I thought you said you had studying to do?” Eva asked Vidkun. “You’re
not just saying this because you know I’ll treat you, are you?”


“Hey! I would never!” The words came out between
laughs. “But isn’t that what friends do? Look out for each other?” he said, his
grin looking more mischievous than ever. “We gotta take care of each other. No
one else will.”


“Ha! Says the person who is always sponging off
me,” Eva joked, pushing on Vidkun’s arms as the two walked ahead of Ophelia
toward the cafe.


“You coming?” Vidkun asked, turning his head back
to look at her. “Ignore Eva. I’ll treat you today.”


“I . . .” I want to carry on with my walk. I want
to go back home. I want to go back home and curl up with a book, she
thought, her mouth standing agape. “Okay,” she finally responded, walking
forward like there was some invisible chain being held by the two of them that
pulled on her just hard enough to force her to keep pace.


You know, no matter how close you are, they’re still just
NPCs. NPCs with bad code. I could kill them both for you and find two new
friends? It would save you a lot of heartache in the future.


As Ophelia’s mother whispered in her ears, the
message box appeared so that only Ophelia could see it as she walked. Even
though she knew her mother wouldn’t lie to her, that her mother always cared
about her, she couldn’t stomach the thought of her mother’s solution. No matter
how much she wanted to avoid hanging out with people for a week or two more to
collect her thoughts, she couldn’t stomach the idea of someone harming her Eva
or Vidkun.


No! she thought back at her mother. That’s
. . . That’s not okay! She rushed up to Eva and Vidkun, joining the two as
they joked and laughed. They were oblivious to the fact that, at any moment,
Ophelia’s mother might wipe them out of existence.

















 


———


 


 


“Hey! Hey! I think he’s awake!”


Soseono’s concerned voice snapped Lars back to the
real world.


That was your mother? That was the first
thought that Lars had when he woke to the world. Did you and she, like . . .
you and I?


No. She wasn’t like we are. No matter what I felt, she
didn’t feel it. No matter what I thought, she only heard it if she was
listening. You and I are stuck together. What you feel, I feel. What you see, I
see.


Oh . . . so . . . different? Then . . .


She is more like the system of a video game than an actual
entity or person. Miller and the others used to joke that if my father was God
and a creator, then my mother was the Devil and an enforcer.


That’s . . . not a nice thing to say, even as a joke.
She’s your mother. Why would anyone call her a devil?


Because she always knew what was going to happen but rarely
stopped things from happening unless it wouldn’t turn out in Father’s favor.
Being around her made people feel manipulated, even though she never tampered
with their free will. There was even an issue with a woman named Brigid, but
that’s another story. Anyway, I’ve done my part. Are we going to the teahouse
now?


Yeah, a deal is a deal, but you have to explain
how to use the formation too, Lars thought as he looked up at the ceiling
and then down at his mangled right hand.


“Are you sure he’s all there? He looks like he’s
still spacing out some,” Su Ryeon said. It was at this point that Lars realized
that her voice was coming from right above him. And that his head was being
cradled by two soft thighs.


This is a lap pillow. Come on, you should know this term by
now. Have I taught you nothing important in life? Have I failed as a master?


Breasts . . . Lars’s mind jumped to only one
thought as he looked up toward Su Ryeon’s face. She was wearing a simple cloth
band across her chest that did little more than secure her breasts and failed
to cover up nearly everything. “I’m . . . Yeah, I’m awake,” Lars said. “What
happened? Why are you two here?”


“We should be asking you that,” Su Ryeon replied.
“The only thing I remember is that I heard you laughing like a mad man this
morning. Then, when I left my room to check on you, I found the door open and
you passed out, bleeding on the floor next to the formation circle.”


“Yours looks so much fancier and more effective
than ours. What’s up with that?” Soseono asked.


“Oh, umm . . . I did that this morning. I think I
got carried away,” Lars explained. “Sorry.”


“Woah, you did this?” Soseono asked. She lifted
the rug where the original formation was and where Lars thought he had put the
new formation. Underneath, printed on the floor rather than drawn across it
with blood, was the new formation. It was filled with circles, lines, stars and
other symbols that Lars couldn’t make heads or tails of, but as he stared at
it, he somehow knew the formation was powerful. Even he could feel the
elemental Qi swirling around it.


What . . . What element is this? he wondered
for a moment as he put his hand on the design.


At the moment? You can’t tell?


Of course I can’t. That’s why I’m . . . Wait . . . Lars
began to feel the energy flowing through him little by little. Is it
currently channeling Lightning Qi? Ophelia— Ophelia!


What? Why are you mentally shouting at me?


Ophelia, be honest with me. Did you pick Lightning Qi
just because of the new hand technique you gave me as a reward yesterday?


Huh? What? Don’t be so suspicious of me. You can spend a
little blood and easily change it at any time. Gosh, why on earth would you
jump to a conclusion like that? I am a bastion of dignity, a goddess. Don’t act
like I’d be so conniving.


You’re totally guilty, aren’t you? Lars thought,
noticing she didn’t actually deny the claim. You totally picked this so I
could level up that dumb skill you gave me!


Dumb skill?! That skill is a masterpiece! How dare you
insult the Divine Finger Technique?! It’s a work of brilliance that has myriad
uses. You’re just being ignorant. IGNORANT, I TELL YOU! Now, go practice it
with Nari, and I’ll forgive this unwelcomed insolence to your kind and
beneficent master.


Even though Ophelia was chiding and lecturing him,
Lars couldn’t help but smile. It was a comforting feeling, like Ophelia’s voice
was the closest thing to home he had here. No matter how ridiculous his life
got, she would always be there for him, always demanding more and always
expecting him to do silly things. Here he was, recovering from blood loss on
the floor, and she was still trying to talk him into doing something frivolous.


“Definitely the underboob,” Soseono snickered.
“Look at him grinning like a kid at a dessert stand, just staring at that
underboob.”


“No, he’s not. He’s just—” Su Ryeon looked down at
Lars. “Is underboob really what’s got you looking so happy?”


“Never underestimate the underboob. Look, I can do
it too!” Soseono bragged. She separated the halves of her robes, briefly
exposing herself before using her hand and arm to block off the middle half and
everything above that.


Unable to resist his curiosity, Lars couldn’t help
but look over at her, but when he did, he could only frown a little.


“What? They’re . . . They might not be as big or
insanely perky as hers, but . . . Whatever! Forget it!” Soseono grumpily fussed
after seeing Lars’s lack of reaction to her assets.


“Sorry,” Lars apologized as he sat up, popping his
shoulders and back as he began to get to his feet. “I’ve just had a bit on my
mind. I think I’m going to head out for the day.”


“So soon?” Su Ryeon asked.


“Well, I got things I need to do today, so—” He
didn’t finish the words before he felt two hands grab onto his shoulders and
yank him backward, tossing him onto the bed. “What are you doing?”


“I’m keeping an unruly master from walking around
injured. You apparently passed out from blood loss, judging by that formation.
You’re staying right here,” Su Ryeon said, roughly holding him down in the bed
as she began to pull the duvet up and over his body. “Now, don’t move. I’ll go
and get some liquids for you. Your body needs to recover.”


Fine. We can stay here. She’s not wrong. But she better
bring us some damn food and do it while dressed up really cute. Tell her she
needs to cosplay as a nurse and kiss us all over to make us feel better.


Lars laughed to himself. You’re incorrigible
sometimes.


“Why do you always laugh randomly?” Soseono asked
as she leaned against the wall casually, watching Lars.


“Because I’m listening to the daughter of a devil
tell me funny jokes—like where your soul is going to end up,” Lars replied,
deciding to tease Soseono the same way she had mocked Hite earlier.


“Ha underfoot. Funny. No, really, what’s with
you?” she asked.


“He is not the type to joke about something like
that,” Su Ryeon commented, looking over at her. “It would also explain how he
came up with that design. He originated from a poor village with no masters or
cultivators of renown anywhere nearby. It really only stands to reason that he
must have made an arcane deal of some sort with one of the gods or devils in
order to gain his techniques and knowledge.”


“What?” Soseono turned her head ever so slowly to
stare at Lars with wide eyes. “No, you’re kidding me. This is just a joke. This
is what we did to Hite in the cave. It’s not . . . It can’t be . . . It can’t
be . . .”


“If he mentioned it in the cave earlier with Hite,
he’s repeated the joke once already. That means it wasn’t a joke,” Su Ryeon
remarked matter-of-factly. “He was telling a truth you simply didn’t want to
accept because the possibility seemed outlandish.”


Wait, I shouldn’t do this, but . . . let me see if I can’t .
. . there. That’s the set of memories I’m looking for.


What are you doing?


What do you think I’m doing? You should know how I gain most
of my information by now, right? It’s through the dead. Just tell Soseono,
“Halmeoni Nee-reh-yo wants to remind you to never stop eating your carrots.”


“Wait, if he’s talking to a devil, then . . .”
Soseono mumbled something, her head turning between Su Ryeon and Lars, unsure
of where she should look.


Did you seriously just rifle through her dead
grandmother’s memories just so you can taunt this poor innocent girl? Lars
asked. But he already knew the answer. “Not only that, but . . . well, your
Halmeoni Nee-reh-yo told me to remind you to never stop eating your carrots.”


Soseono gulped. “No, tell me this is a joke. Su
Ryeon. Tell me you’re joking. I’m not gullible like Hite. This can’t be, but .
. . No, plenty of people have grandmothers who . . . But my grandmother’s name
. . . But . . .” Soseono gulped a second time as she stared at Lars. The words
“please tell me you’re kidding” were practically written across her face, and
her large, watery puppy-dog eyes begged him to admit that he was messing with
her.


Just say one more thing for the kill shot. Say, “I know
about Kadis.”


Without even asking what that was referencing, but
wanting to see the cute faces Soseono was about to make as her mind broke, Lars
burst out laughing. He could already taste her confusion and befuddlement.
“Kadis. I know about Kadis.” Then, hoping his intuition wasn’t wrong on the
type of secret it was, Lars added, “You devilish woman.”


Soseono’s expression instantly changed, turning
completely dead. She stared at him for a moment with empty, lifeless eyes and
then straightened herself out and left the room without saying another word,
not even bothering to shut the door as she walked to her own room and
disappeared.


“Kadis?” Su Ryeon asked, her left eyebrow raised.


“Shouldn’t you be just as shocked as she is?
Shouldn’t you be concerned your master is consorting with the daughter of the
Devil?” Lars asked, wondering why none of this had seemed to faze Su Ryeon.


“Demon, god, or peasant, slaves don’t get to
choose their master. All I know after being with you is that you hate this
hierarchical system as much as I do,” she said. Her words and tone stayed
steady, but Lars could feel a rising anger in her as she spoke. “If the twelve
high creation gods existed, though, then why didn’t they help me? Did they make
this world the way it is? Did they create a reality where someone like me could
suffer what felt like an eternity in darkness, no sound or light piercing
through the void as I stood in pain and waited for an end that felt like it
would never arrive?” Her words came out from behind grinding teeth, and her
fist clenched so tightly her nails pierced into her skin, causing a tiny
droplet of blood to fall onto the formation that Lars had just created.


“Did they watch and laugh? Did they chuckle to
themselves as they looked on at my plight? Or were they so far up that a
peasant like me never entered their sight, and no matter what I did, they never
would have noticed me to begin with? I don’t care.” The steadiness of her words
broke with the last three syllables, and her anger pushed the volume up as she
stomped her foot. “If you have to make a deal with a devil, Lars, and become an
evil cultivator following a devil’s path, then so be it. If it brings you even
one step closer to striking the heavens and breaking the chains that bind this
world . . . I’ll become a demon with you. With or without this collar, I’ll
always be your sword, Lars.”


Lars had been watching as a glowing red light
rippled out from where the drop of Su Ryeon’s blood struck the foundation. He
tossed the covers aside, stood up from the bed, and entered the now-glowing and
flashing formation, which was visibly responding to Su Ryeon’s anger and
emotions. He didn’t know if he could stand hearing her talk anymore. Each word
she spoke was filled with such desperate anger that it cut him to the bones. He
knew that hatred. He felt it like it was part of him since he was a child. He
knew exactly what she felt, but he could only imagine where that hatred came
from, how much she had suffered, and what she had gone through to say those
words, to swear that vow to always be his sword. Not waiting for her to say
another sentence, he pulled her into a tight hug, hoping that his desire to
comfort her would somehow be evident and that this was the right thing to do.
Su Ryeon stiffened for a moment, but then Lars felt her relax ever so slightly.
She relaxed more when he kissed the top of her forehead and buried her face in
his chest. He stroked her hair, wishing he could do more for her.


“Kill them all, Lars,” Su Ryeon seethed into
Lars’s chest. “Kill the heavens, Lars. Kill the gods that made this rotten
world and then laughed at me from up high.”


“You and the devil both,” Lars mumbled. He wanted
to hold her until she could let go of all of her pain and suffering. No matter
how awful his life had been, he had always had Ophelia, a fact he was more
appreciative of by the day. He had always had someone to talk to, to suffer
with him, to be there for him, but Su Ryeon had had no one. She had quietly
agonized in a lonely world of silence, and he didn’t want her to go through
that again.


While he held her, he could feel Qi flowing from
her into the formation, into him, and then back into her again. His weariness
started to fade as the Qi circulated between the two of them, and little by
little, he started to feel rejuvenated. He felt like he was stealing her life
energy more than he was actually generating any on his own. It was like he was
siphoning her life force into him through the formation only to give it back to
her and then repeat the process all over again.


The light in the room flashed between bright red
and yellow as the formation below them entered a new stage of activation. It was
so bright that it cascaded off the walls in waves and draped the pair in its
multicolored brilliance. A third color began to emerge after a few moments, and
Lars’s vision slowly went purple. He took a step back from Su Ryeon, breaking
their embrace as he felt his mouth forced open. He couldn’t see anything but
the color purple. His chest tightened and then felt like it exploded outward,
and the next moment, before he could realize anything else was going on, his
vision faded to black.


When his sight came back, he noticed that his health
and stats were restored. Not just that, but the gigantic hole in his palm where
he had continuously dug and ripped at his own flesh to the point of nearly
destroying his whole hand was also gone. There wasn’t even a single scar
remaining. It had been replaced with a baby-smooth crystal patch on his palm
that was shining in the light of the sun coming in through the window, and he
had a giant status message in front of his face to let him know that his
Warlock Level had increased.


Warlock: Level 3.

Patron: Ophelia, Aspect of Death, Enjoyer of the Quiet Cup of Tea on a Nice
Night Out.

Manifested Invocations:

Lv. 3: Master of One [40% Conversion, 5-minute cooldown]

Lv. 3: Master of None [20% Bonus]

Lv. 5: Rest in Servitude Eternal [60% Conversion, 2 Minions, 1-hour cooldown.

Maximum charge storage: 2]






Temporary Invocation: Personal Bubble of the
Introvert.


Personal Bubble of the Introvert? Lars looked at this
one, having much more faith in it than the Mr. Banana Hammock one.


Yeah. I can now use you to make people physically
uncomfortable by how close you are to them. Personal bubbles on introverts
should be respected. Mwahahaha. They should be respected until they are broken
for our amusement.


Why do I feel like your definition of respect isn’t right
here?


So, anyway, has she been waiting here this entire time?


Lars saw that Su Ryeon was on the bed next to him, sitting
in the lotus position and meditating with her eyes closed. She was still
holding Lars’s hand.


Oh, my dad! Look! She brought more tteokbokki! Tteokbokki!
And look at the table next to us. That’s a nice cup of orange juice. She even
brought three! THREE, LARS! Lars, get to it. I’m dying here of thirst and
hunger. Then kindly repay her with sweet love down by the fire for all her hard
work. It’s for her, Lars, not us. She deserves it.


Yeah, yeah, Lars grabbed the orange juice
first and downed it, being very careful not to wake Su Ryeon out of her meditative
pose as he did. It didn’t take him long to finish every glass, and then he
deftly used the toothpick in the top-most rice cake to start working into the
tteokbokki. After finishing the food and carefully leaning back, a small belch
escaped his lips, rousing Su Ryeon’s attention.


“Were you here the whole time?” he asked as he
watched her eyes open. No, of course she wasn’t. She clearly went out and
grabbed all the drinks and food. But . . . how long was she here?


Long enough that she deserves a nice back rub and then a
lower back rub, and then you know what comes next. Lars, don’t be rude to such
a caring woman.


“I’ve never left you once since you first saved
me,” Su Ryeon said, gripping his hand tightly as she spoke. “I’ve only
momentarily failed at my job a few times.”


“I . . . You’ve never failed me, Su,” Lars objected,
trying to comfort her as he squeezed her hand right back.


“Lars.” Su Ryeon, still clutching his hand
tightly, looked into his eyes. “I can never be a wife or even a proper woman in
society again after being forced to wear this collar. I can only be your sword,
your will, your right hand. But . . . I’ll always be here for you. I’ll get you
everything you need, women, wealth, and wares. Anything you want. I’ll help you
get it.”


“I know you will,” Lars replied, but he didn’t
want to express agreement with her sentiments. He didn’t even understand what
she was saying. Can’t be a wife or a proper woman? Your purity is intact.
Your cultivation method required it, and even if it weren’t . . . What’s wrong
with you? Why would you treat yourself like that? He wanted to ask her all
of it, but he didn’t. He just held her hand as he sat up and leaned his back
against the wall.


“Kill the heavens,” he muttered, repeating her wish
as their conversation faded into silence and left the two sitting together
quietly.


It’s so melodramatic and angsty, perfect for young people
and burgeoning romance. I love it. She’s awesome. We can keep her, right? Can
she be our first girl? I can just see it now: two people with traumatic
backstories finding comfort after a long journey through the darkness together,
building a life together in a world of death and desolation. It’ll be a
best-selling romance book. We can call it The Master’s Sword . . . or Romance
of the Underboob. Wait! No, even better: Tail for the Tailless!
It’ll be perfect . . . for men, of course. If it were written for women, then
the guy would get cheated on by the two-timing, self-entitled wench that wavers
in every romance book the moment a second male lead shows up. In our story, if
a second male lead shows up, we just have to kill him.


You’re not talking about Hite, are you? Lars asked,
remembering the discussion earlier when Ophelia had insisted on Lars killing
Hite so there wouldn’t be another fox in the hen house.


GASP! WAIT!! No, this can’t be. What if he really is the
second male lead? What if, right now, he’s putting the moves on our shy and
quiet housemaker, Desdemona? The one who is supposed to clean up our messes and
make our meals and tidy our home while we’re out killing? And what if he has
aims for our beautiful Su Ryeon too? Lars. This won’t do at all. We have to
kill him before our girl turns into a fickle floozy. Female romance books are
the worst for us. We won't even find out until fifty chapters in that our girl
is secretly flirting with and spending her time thinking about another guy
while stringing us along, and then we’re just supposed to accept it like, “Oh
no, cheating is fine.”


Ophelia, isn’t that what you’re asking me to do, though?
Aren’t you telling me to flirt with every girl?


Shh, it’s not hypocrisy; it’s harem. Harem is beautiful,
wonderful, and absolutely amazing. Female novel cheating is trash, and they
deserve to rot in hell and die. All they do is cheat, lie, and fraudulently
misrepresent feelings! The difference is just simple: we give them no
expectations about monogamy at all. We lay down a clear relationship
expectation, and we don’t lie to them at all. If one of our harem members asks
something dumb like “Where were you?” then we go, “With my secretary, getting
serviced in the elevator, of course.” No lies! No expectations! It’s the harem
life. You can’t lie to people, Lars.


Ophelia, how about we worry about getting a first girl
before you start worrying about if someone is stealing her, okay?


Look, I’m just cautioning you about this. Don’t trust
someone whose every book has their self-insert character cheating on the person
they say they love most with a random, pop-up second lead. Harem MCs, male or
female, don’t ever make such lies. That’s what I loved about Eden’s books.


That . . . That can’t be every female romance novel? I
read plenty that were just one guy and just one girl. They were cute. You even
enjoyed them with me. Why do you have to disparage them all?


Lars, most of those were fanfics that I handpicked before
sharing with you. That’s why they were so awesome. We didn’t have to worry
about a second male lead because the author already stated exactly what ship he
or she was going for, so there wasn’t any boring, unnecessary, and tedious
drama. It’s all clear from the start, and that’s why the stories were soooo
good. They had the formula down pat.


Alright, alright, enough of that. We have stuff
to do today. It seems to still be light outside, and I’m not going to spend the
rest of my day worrying about imagined slights and issues that don’t exist,
Lars thought as he let go of Su Ryeon’s hand and stood up, prompting her to
look at him.


“You don’t have to come, but I need to do things
today. I’d like to check on my disciples and also check on a girl who . . .” He
glanced down and did his best to signal what he was talking about without
spelling it out. “She kinda took care of me yesterday at the teahouse. I also
need to figure out what’s with this,” he said, picking up the golden Butcher’s
Apprentice medallion.


“Can I use your cultivation formation while you’re
gone then?” she asked. “The one in my room isn’t as efficient. That one . . .
It feels alive.”


“It really does. I almost felt like . . .” Lars
paused and decided on a whim to look at his stat sheet. Sure enough, he had
gained 100 stat points and 100 Lightning Qi. “Huh, it really did improve my
power,” Lars said. Then, to Ophelia, Lars remarked, I thought you said it
wasn’t effective on anything but elemental Qi. She had, for the longest
time, assured Lars that killing was the only way to gain power.


I honestly didn’t know it would work like that. I had no
idea. I swear to Dad. That was something random done by you and Su Ryeon. When
her blood dripped onto the formation, it not only fundamentally altered it, but
it allowed for dual cultivation that will mutually improve both of your stats.
The more effective you two get at that, the more likely it is that it can
improve your abilities. Although, I’m still against any method that makes us
dependent on anyone. I like Su Ryeon, but we haven’t known her long enough that
we should bet our cultivation on her.


What could be the cause? Lars wondered.


Well, it’s an old expression, but when a woman reaches a
point of release, it used to be called “la petite mort,” or “the little death.”
That might be what’s happening? Though that’s usually only used for a different
climax . . . so I don’t know. You passed out before the status message
generation was prompted. You need more endurance, Lars. Let’s go out and kill enough
people to raise that toughness.


Do you want me to kill people or go to the teahouse?
Lars asked in all seriousness.


Can I want both? Whatever. Go find the butcher first. I’ll
consider that payment for the formation. My curiosity is killing me. But we’re
going back to the tea shop immediately after!


Sure, Lars replied as he walked toward the
front door.


“So, is this the place of that kid who was
bullying you?” The familiar voice came through the wooden door, loud enough for
Lars to easily hear it. He was just about to step outside, but after hearing
the confrontation quite literally at his doorstep, he couldn’t help but pause,
deciding to eavesdrop first.


“I said stop it!” a woman’s voice exclaimed. It
was Senior Sister Gyuri.


“Yeah, it’s his place. I followed him after the
confrontation, but he hasn’t come out in a day.” This voice clearly belonged to
Hye, the white knight from the day before.


“Don’t do this,” Ailiseu’s voice cautioned.


“Yes, listen to reason and please stop,” Gyuri
insisted.


“Why should I? If anyone wants to lay hands upon
my woman, then they have to suffer the price,” came that first voice again.


“I’m not your woman!” Gyuri protested.


“I am the young master of this entire sect. What
do you gain from playing coy?” It was Jesse, the jerk from the sect gate whose
goon had tried to incinerate Lars.


“You are not your father. You’re nothing like
him!” Gyuri insisted. “If you were, maybe people would treat you with respect.”


“Young master, it sounds like she’s already fallen
for him. Why else would she talk like this?” Hye said. “Are you going to take
that? The girl who wouldn’t even hold hands with you is already getting chummy
with the new kid like you don’t even exist. He’s not showing you any respect at
all.”


Was your loss that humiliating that your anger
got the best of you? Or is it that I didn’t slap you hard enough? Didn’t learn
your lesson? Lars wondered as he listened to the drama.


“How can you say that? You’re just trying to goad
your insecure and childish master into fighting the battles you couldn't win
yourself, you traitorous mutt,” Ailiseu snapped, her voice filled with sharp
disdain.


“It really isn’t like that,” Gyuri pleaded. “So
please leave. You’re making a scene, and I don’t want that.”


“Is that the only reason you want me to leave?
You’re not hoping he’ll secretly come out here so you can run off with him, are
you?” Jesse demanded.


“You should be happy that Young Master Jesse is
showing you such special attention. How dare you rebuke him?!” said a girl’s
voice Lars didn’t recognize.


“Yeah, how could you do that?!” asked another
woman Lars didn’t know.


“Tch, if you knew what was best for you, you would
get down on your knees and beg Young Master Jesse to honor you with such
attention,” Hye commented snidely.


Lars, we have to slap that bastard Hye again. You didn’t
teach him a lesson well enough the first time.


Not a bad suggestion, actually, Lars thought
to himself as he opened the door, causing Gyuri, Hye, Young Master Jesse,
Ailiseu, and the few strangers in their group to look over at him. They were
all gathered outside his door with Gyuri, Ailiseu, and three guys on one side,
and Jesse, Hye, four girls, and Ee from the day before on the other side.


Lars didn’t hesitate after exiting the place either,
taking advantage of everyone's shock as he walked right up to Hye in the middle
of the street. Hye instinctively took a step backward, but Lars still slapped
him with a raised hand as hard as he could. The force was enough to send Hye’s
body to the ground, and the idiot ricocheted off the dirt before coming to a
stop.


“I see you didn’t learn your damn lesson the first
time, you little bastard, spitting venom at me behind my back,” Lars griped.
“Aiieesshh . . . this must be my failure as a teacher. I wasn’t strict enough
in my lesson.” Lars bent over and looked at the barely recovering Hye, raising
his hand and slapping him again and again. “Did you learn yet? Did you figure
out your place yet?”


“You can’t talk to him like that!” Jesse
exclaimed, puffing his chest out and moving closer to Lars.


“Ah, I forgot. You’re the one holding this dog’s
leash. Well, you should keep him on a shorter line then. Here I am, having to
train your mutt. How is that fair?” Lars paused to slap Hye again and watched
as the Qi-Condensing Cultivator tried to slowly push himself up with his hands.


Lars couldn’t stand people like Hye. They used and
bullied others, not because anyone deserved it, but because they wanted to
promote themselves or endear themselves to some other scummy piece of crap.
Even when they didn’t raise their fists themselves, they were responsible for
the crimes that other people committed due to their instigation.


Jesse, not having expected Lars to simply ignore his
protest, didn’t seem to know how to react. His mouth kept opening and closing
in shock as he watched Lars slap Hye over and over again.


That feels great. I love slapping. I don’t know when this
became a thing, but this is the best.


It really is. I should have listened to you
better the other day, he added. He was still angry that he had shown Hye
kindness only for the bastard to not only stab him in the back but even go so
far as to follow him back to his place to do so.


“I think you’re going too far,” Gyuri interjected
on Hye’s behalf, prompting Lars, who was at this point squatting down to more
easily slap the bastard, to stand up. “He has gotten more than what he
deserved.”


“Is that so?” Lars asked, turning to Gyuri. “I
thought he had gotten enough yesterday, but here the dog is, either wagging his
tail for his master or waiting on me to beat him again. Maybe it’s like you
just wanting to get spanked. He’s not my type, but maybe that’s how he and the
young master play when the doors are shut?”


“I do not like to be spanked!” Gyuri huffed.


“You don’t? Then why are you here? I said that I’d
slap you people’s cheeks until you sufficiently learned your lessons. Hye
didn’t learn his lesson, so of course it is well within the terms of the bet to
slap him until he does. Isn’t that so, Senior Sister Gyuri?”


“It . . . Yes, it was part of the bet, but that
doesn't mean that I—”


“If you don’t want to admit in front of your
boyfriend that you like to be slapped, then you don’t have to say a word. No
one will think you’re a mute if you don’t speak,” Lars chided.


Of all things Lars had ever said, this one thing
somehow silenced her.


“Don't talk to my woman like that!” Jesse barked
back in Gyuri’s place, filling what should have been pleasant silence. “She did
not come to you to be spanked.”


“How do you know? If you kept her on a leash like
you did this mutt”—Lars lightly kicked the now-unconscious Hye, who was still
in a fetal position from Lars’s heavy-handed slaps—“then would she be here in
front of my home? Would she be standing there with her neck extended and her
face out, her butt jutting out for me to see and strike? Would she have brought
her friend who didn’t get to enjoy her cheek-slapping the day before? Come now,
if she’s your woman, tell me if they’d be here or not.”


“That’s . . . You’re not making sense! No one
would ever come to a man’s house to be spanked!” Jesse declared. But even as he
spoke, Lars could see Ailiseu’s face blush slightly, and her eyes darted to the
side briefly.


Oh no . . . Lars thought as he looked over
at Ailiseu, his eyes peering into hers. That damned Hyena might actually be
into this type of stuff . . . Lars almost couldn’t contain his surprise at
what his intuition was telling him based on her reaction to the conversation.


“How am I not making sense? What man would ever lead
his woman to another man’s door in the middle of the day like this?” Lars
asked.


Jesse clenched his jaw. “That’s—”


“Ailiseu!” Lars practically barked the name,
making sure it was so loud that it not only interrupted Jesse and got the
woman’s attention but also drowned out any other protest. “Come here.”


“What? What is it? Do you think I’ll be
intimidated by your words and arrogance into doing what you want as well?”
Ailiseu asked defiantly. Yet, despite her puffed-out chest, she did exactly
what Lars wanted and walked straight up to him, stopping a few inches away.


“You didn’t bow and complete the bet properly
because you were knocked out? Did you?” Lars asked.


“Gyuri said that—”


Lars activated the skill Divine Finger Technique
and slapped her with lightning-fast speed, his hand sparking with electricity
as it connected with the side of her face.


“Uhhhh!!!” Ailiseu let out a soft moan as the slap
connected, her knees wobbling momentarily.


“Was one enough?” Lars asked, a grin spreading on
his face as he looked at her.


“I . . . Umm . . .” The woman seemed to be
contemplating how she was supposed to answer.


YES! YES! This is definitely how we use the skill: to
confuse beautiful women! I’m so proud of you, Lars. As your master, I couldn’t
be happier. Go ahead, give her another one to reward the little hyena for good
behavior.


Lars had to work hard to keep a cold, detached look
on his face and not let a smile break out as he activated the skill again. He
felt the flow of electricity course through his fingertips as he swung his open
palm at Ailiseu’s face again. The moment it connected, the woman let out
another, much louder sound of pleasure.


“Uhhhhhhh!!!”


Deciding to try his technique in a new way, Lars
brought his hand back to her face and gently rubbed the cheek that he had just
struck, causing the electricity to dance through his fingertips and across her
skin. “There, there. Do you feel better now?”


“Mmmm . . . Yesss . . .” she purred.


Even though Lars was positive a hyena didn’t have
even an ounce of feline blood in its veins, Ailiseu nuzzled into Lars’s hand
like a petted cat. All the while, Lightning Qi sparked and popped around his
fingers.


Lars studied his hand and her face to see what was
happening. He wanted to understand how the Divine Finger Technique worked on a
fundamental level, and it was starting to make sense. The Lightning Qi, which
had the property and ability to stun or numb opponents, was being directed into
her meridians and was then pulled out so quickly that it was exactly like lightning
was striking thousands of times across her face where the hand moved. The only
difference was that, unlike lightning, it never once burned her flesh. It
strictly connected with and retreated from her meridian points in the most
efficient way possible.


It’s like the dual cultivation technique, Lars
thought as he continued to watch the woman pressing into his hand. Her mouth
was partly open, and there were small amounts of drool starting to escape her
lips and run down the side of Lars’s thumb toward her chin.


You know, just imagine doing this technique with Master of
One activated and set to Lightning Qi.


You’re right . . . This could be game-changing, Lars
thought as he looked at the girl who was practically putty in his hands.


“Ailiseu! Control yourself!” Gyuri exclaimed,
yanking her friend away from Lars’s hand.


“But . . . I . . . He . . .” Ailiseu took a moment
to regain herself as if she were awakening from a trance.


It’s like her brain was numbed by the . . . Wait,
Ophelia, are our meridian points connected straight to our brains? Is that what
was actually happening? Was I . . . Was I numbing her brain?


Meh. Who cares about the how? It worked, right? Why do you
always have to analyze things? All I know is that her drooling like that with
that expression . . . perfection.


You are such a pervert. Lars gave up trying
to not laugh and let out a chuckle. “Ah, see Jesse? Did I not tell you she came
to be slapped? If one did, then why can’t we assume the other did too? Or is it
that . . . Are you embarrassed because the girl you’ve pined for, you’ve loved,
you’ve begged and pleaded to be with you . . . came to my doorstep?”


“You bastard!” Jesse yelled, his face twisting in
anger.


“Calm down!” Gyuri demanded.


“No, this bastard needs to be taught a lesson!” Jesse
shouted as he rushed forward to punch Lars. Unlike Hye and the others, he was
barely in the Qi Condensation Stage and pathetically weak compared to even the
basic lackeys he toted around with him.


Lars watched in what felt like slow motion as a
figure shot out from behind him toward Jesse. A flashing sword lit up the sky,
and a moment later, the kid stepped back, holding his forearm while cursing in
pain. Su Ryeon now stood between Lars and Jesse.


“Su?” Lars blinked, surprised to see her there.
She was much stronger than he remembered, likely having already broken into the
third stage of the Qi Condensation realm.


“Lars, I’m going to ask you the same question I
asked you last time,” Su Ryeon said. “This child is still a member of the sect
royalty. This could still get us killed. Murdering his guards is one thing, but
if we attack him, we will be making enemies of an entire sect. If you still
want to go through with it though . . .”


“What do you think?” Lars asked, making it seem
like he had to decide whether or not to kill Jesse then and there.


“Another poor fool whose goatish eyes don’t know
where to look,” Su Ryeon spat. She walked up toward Jesse and struck him across
his face with the bottom of her sword hilt. Jesse was knocked to the ground,
and she instantly placed her sword on his neck. “His hateful, tear-filled gaze
was cast upon my master instead of a mirror by which he could properly despise
himself. By rights, we should kill him here and now for such an affront, but
since he is the child of my master’s master, I am asking, what is the best
course of action?”


“You can’t kill him,” Gyuri warned Su Ryeon, who
was still holding a blade right to the spine of Young Master Jesse.


“I can’t? If I raise this sword and strike down
with the right angle, his head should—”


“No, I mean, you can’t!! It’s not right!”
Gyuri cried.


“What do you mean? My master kindly took interest
in this ingrate’s woman, yet he tries to show his ill will by throwing a fist?
Is death not what he deserves?” Su Ryeon’s tone and manners came off like a
block of ice as she replied to Gyuri. She acted like murdering someone in the
street was a completely normal thing to do, and Gyuri was insane for even
questioning her at all.


“No, Su Ryeon, it’s fine,” Lars began. “I’m sure
he has already learned his lesson. It’d be rude of us to press this issue
further. He is, after all, the first elder’s son. We shouldn’t be too
excessive. Thank you for your help with him.”


“If things are done here, then, I’m going to
return to cultivating. Thank you for letting me be of assistance, master,” Su
Ryeon replied, giving a short bow before walking back inside.


“Did you even see her come out the door?” He heard
Ee ask one of the girls next to him.


“No, she was like a shadow . . . Woah,” the girl
replied.


“I . . . Why do people keep embarrassing me?! I
work hard! I cultivate, and I try to be nice,” Gyuri ranted in a fit of
frustration. “Why does this keep happening to me?! UGH!”


Ailiseu pouted at Gyuri. “But . . .”


“Are you seriously going to ask him to slap you
again?” a vexed Gyuri practically shouted.


Ailiseu didn’t reply. She just looked at Gyuri for
a moment with a pouty look and then turned back to Lars with an apologetic
expression that was not without a touch of longing. She then followed her
friend off down an alley.


“Never thought I’d see the day someone tamed
Ailiseu,” one of the men commented.


Ee and the girls that had come with Jesse helped
carry Hye away from the street, being careful with how they held him.


“You know you won’t hear the end of this. If his
father doesn’t kill you, his mother certainly will,” Ee noted before scampering
off with Hye.


“Yeah, probably,” Lars said to himself with a
sigh. He wondered if he should vanish from the sect, if he should tunnel out or
summon Big Ethan to help ferry him and the women back to his cozy cave to hide.


While he was thinking about this, the mysterious
elder who had given him the medallion the day before appeared.


“You can’t seem to avoid trouble, can you? I’ve
never seen a young man spend so long just trying to leave the house in the
morning. Even if your bloodlust doesn’t seek it out, their stupidity comes to
your door.” The old man pulled out a cane, a walking aid that seemed entirely
unnecessary given his incredible physique, and tapped the ground with it after
barking a laugh. “I think it is time for us to go to the butcher’s shop. I
believe you have business there.”


“Thank you for coming to escort me, elder. It has
been a fraught morning indeed.” Lars gave a small bow. He didn’t know how to
address this person, but given the force of power carried in every word that
left the man’s mouth, Lars decided that he should follow the man and treat him
with the utmost respect—for his own safety more so than just his curiosity to
see what was going to happen.


“I like your eye, young man,” the elder said. He
patted Lars’s back with his free hand while using his right to keep tapping the
ground with his walking stick. “You’ve got an understanding of the world despite
the world not having an understanding of you.”
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Name: Lars


Level: 13


Power: 64500


Speed: 63000


Fortitude (HP): 63500


Resistance: 63500


Unspent: 2000


 


Elemental Abilities


Active: “Master of None”


 


Earth Qi: 19597


Fire Qi: 17534
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Water Qi: 12346
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Ice Qi: 11637


Toxin Qi: 9684
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Wood Qi: 8452


Lightning Qi: 4263
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Abilities


[10] Advanced Reading Level 2 [51,381/2,000,000
Words Read]


[1280] Knife Hand Level 9 [3/10 Unaware
Combatants Killed]


[2560] Advanced Toxin Immunity Level 1 [4/10
Toxins Consumed]


[N/A] Unyielding Ice Veins [No Level]


[N/A] Falling Water Dancing over the Moon [No
Level]


[N/A] Rising Flames Waltzing with the Sun [No
Level]


[N/A] The Ultimate Shuffle: Wind Walker’s
Victory Dance [No Level]


[N/A] The Rock of Sediment Dreams [No Level]


[N/A] Flame of the Pill God Level 10


[100] Divine Finger Technique Level 1


[5000] Wind Walk Level 1


[15000] Slave Lord Level 1 [0/100 Slaves
Impacted by Skill]


 


Item Skill Progressions Enslavement [4/5 People
Enslaved]


 


Access Qi Conversion Shop


 


Active Quests:


 


Warlock: Level 3.


Lv. 3: Master of One [40% Conversion, 5-minute
cooldown]


Lv. 3: Master of None [20% Bonus]


Lv. 5: Rest in Servitude Eternal [60% Conversion,
2 Minions, 1-hour cooldown. Maximum charge storage: 2]


 


 


Lars and the old man walked through the city, out
a back gate, and toward a large courtyard in the distance. The courtyard felt
like the family home of the Neukdaegalbi clan, except at least three times
larger. The other noticeable difference was that, instead of guest houses,
there were large storage houses that were glowing blue.


“I’m surprised you’re not nervous,” the old man
admitted.


“Should I be?” Lars asked, looking over at the old
man.


“Whether we choose to or not, we are still beasts
at heart. What beast does not feel nervous when walking into a slaughterhouse?”
the old man chuckled as they reached the gate of the courtyard.


“A slaughterhouse?” Lars asked. Then, clutching
the Butcher’s Apprentice medallion in his hand, he understood and chuckled to
himself. “So, I am an actual apprentice butcher.”


“Did you think the job was a metaphor?” the old
man asked.


“No, I just . . .” I assumed that food was
sourced from the town. “Well, actually, kind of? I had no idea what to
expect. It’s quite a nice medallion for a very simple job.”


The old man chortled at Lars’s words. “You think
the job is simple? I suppose it is to most. The basics of it aren’t
complicated. We take an animal like a cow, and we cut its throat. We slit open
its belly and rip out its guts. Then we hang it neck down by its hind legs and
leave it suspended over a bucket in a cold room for about three weeks,
sometimes more, to drain all the blood, which is usually about ten or so
gallons at most. Then we quarter it. That’s not a hard process either. You
simply look for the twelfth and thirteenth rib and take a bone saw to it. It
helps to find the joint between the vertebrae, but that’s not needed for us,
now is it?” The old man paused to chuckle and turned to face Lars.


“I can repeat myself, but nothing I’ve said sounds
difficult at all, does it?” the old man asked.


“It does not,” Lars agreed. “It sounds rather
simple.”


“Indeed, it does sound simple.” His laughter kept
growing, and he slapped Lars’s back as if the old man were having the time of
his life. “You’re quite perceptive and quick for a junior, aren’t you? How many
gallons of blood will drain from the beast?”


“About ten or so gallons at most . . .” Lars
repeated, wondering if this was a trick question.


“That’s great. Next, we cut off the legs from the
hip to the tailbone, but I suppose that isn’t going to be an issue for you.
We’ll start with the small stuff and move upward.” The old butcher put a hand
on Lars’s back as he led him down the courtyard walkway.


“Wait . . . umm . . .” Lars stopped walking. “What
do I get out of this? I mean, what’s the complicated part? You said it’s simple
to most. Is it simply butchery to me?”


“Oh, ha ha ha! That’s wonderful! I didn’t think
you’d ask that. Most don’t. Most hares can feel the lion’s breath on the back
of their neck when they’re bit and don’t move at all.” His eyes flashed yellow,
and Lars caught a good glimpse of the canine teeth that nearly protruded from
his mouth as he spoke.


“If I’m the bit hare in this analogy, I might as
well ask Death how the lion got me,” Lars replied.


Psh. Not like I’d know until the lion died too, and I don’t
think that bastard is going to die for a long, long time. Have you not realized
we can’t see through him at all? If you told me he was a Qi-Gathering
Cultivator, given your limited power to sense his talents, I’d believe you.


“Well, you are an interesting one,” the man said,
“So I’ll answer your question bluntly. To others, it is simple because they do
not have the dao of death. To them, killing is just an everyday occurrence.
Consuming flesh and life is nothing more than eating food after a hard day’s
work. Their eyes only see the surface of the endeavor the same way a passerby
may think a woodworker is only cutting logs and trees.”


“The dao of death . . .” Lars let those words
linger in his mind for a moment as he started walking again.


“So I have your interest then? That’s good.”


“You’re going to teach me the dao?” Lars asked.
“The dao of death?”


“The dao of the butcher can be one aspect of the
dao of death, and it is not something I can teach you. I can educate you on how
to look for it, where to study, and what might be helpful to kill, but the dao
is not something you can put into words. You are going to have to learn it for
yourself. You will have to kill and kill until it becomes a part of you and you
can control that bloodlust of yours.”


“I see . . .” Lars let the words linger, his feet
automatically moving separately from his mind. The world felt larger by the
minute as he continued forward.


“There are no simple jobs in this world, young one,”
the man said. “A janitor, a butcher, a carpenter, a carriage driver, or a
sandwich maker—all of them offer wisdom, all of them offer serenity, and all of
them are as important as the next. It is not the job that separates men but how
those men do the job that is the most important. I hope that, while you’re
here, you will learn to seek wisdom in even the most mundane and repetitive of
tasks as the disciples I have chosen before you have done.”


“Thank you for this opportunity, elder,” Lars
replied, bowing his head. He knew that there was something great behind the
man’s words and that this was not an opportunity everyone would be given. He
had lucked out by somehow catching this elder’s interest. “It is my blessing to
be given this chance.”


“I was going to bring you in one way or the other.
For an alchemist, it is important to understand death if you are to understand
life,” the old man said. “And not to mention. I can’t very well leave a butcher
in a pet store.”


“An alchemist?” Lars’s ears perked up. He hadn’t
told this man he was an alchemist, and he wanted to question him further, but
their conversation came to an end before he could.


They reached the middle of the courtyard, and the
pathway opened up to reveal a large area that was empty except for a young
woman meditating in the lotus position at its center.


“Is this the one?” the woman asked, opening her
eyes and peering at Lars. The woman was likely taller than Lars by a few
inches, and she had long, thin legs that looked like perfection that had no end.
Unlike the others in the sect, who were all in nice robes, she merely had
loose-fitting pants that clung in clumps to her body, more so because of sweat
than being properly fitted, and a shirt that barely covered any of her stomach.
She also had a wet towel that she was holding to the center of her forehead.


“He is, young lion. He’s your new junior brother,
so treat him well,” the man replied.


“His walk is sloppy, his form is unnatural, and
his gaze is unnecessary. If he’s going to keep leering at me, I’m going to want
to throw him on the chopping block next,” the woman threatened.


“Balance is different for those missing tails,”
the old man explained. “But that’s not for me to say. If you think his walk is
sloppy, teach him.”


“Tch. I’ve got more meat to cut,” the woman
responded.


“I can do it if you won’t,” a man offered as he
walked into the courtyard along with another man and woman wearing identical
clothes. Lars was beginning to think that the loose-fitting white tops and
pants were the uniform of the butchers.


“No, jackal, a baby cub needs to learn who the
mother lion is, who leads the hunt,” the woman objected. She threw the towel
down and cracked her knuckles without ever letting her gaze leave Lars. “The
master has gone out of his way to take this one into the pack. It is my blood’s
duty to make him crawl so he can learn how to walk.”


Lars, how the hell is it that there is literally a fight
every freaking ten feet in this sect, yet we get no experience from any of
them?! Ugh. She’s only a Stage 2 Qi-Condensing Cultivator. Where is she getting
her confidence from? Damn, if we could have killed people from the fights
earlier, we’d be so fast and powerful that this woman wouldn’t even be worth
our notice.


I don’t know, but I want to teach her a lesson, Lars
thought, licking his lips in anticipation of the upcoming fight. He knew it was
going to hurt—he hadn’t managed to learn how to fight without getting smacked
around a little—but he didn’t care. He wanted to teach this woman a lesson—to
slap her across the face like he had done to Ailiseu earlier.


“Alright. First round. Begin,” the old man said
without so much as a countdown.


The woman shot across the open space in the
courtyard separating them, striking at his sternum with a quick jab. The
movement was so precise and fast that Lars barely had a chance to respond. He
stepped to the right, avoiding her initial thrust, but found his movement
blocked when her foot came around, striking him in the knee and breaking his
flow.


Without Lars even having a chance to react, her
other fist came crashing into his chest, smashing him downward so hard that his
back bounced off the ground. The combination of the leg strike and the punch
stripped off 13,880 hit points, confirming to Lars that she really was just a
Stage 2 Qi-Condensing Cultivator and that she hadn’t been hiding her power.


As annoyed as this makes me, it’s just going to make it that
much better when we take her to bed later and train that insolence out of her.
I’m going to keep track of every time she strikes us, and we’ll have to spank
her ten times for each hit.


Ophelia’s words didn’t help Lars feel any better as
he lay on the ground for a moment, trying to come to his senses.


“Get up,” the woman said as she walked back to her
spot. “The next round is starting soon.”


Air dance. I need to do the air dance, Lars
thought, thinking about The Ultimate Shuffle as he got back to his feet.


The old man smiled. “Okay, let’s begin again. Go.”


This time, Lars thought he was ready. He shifted
into The Ultimate Shuffle, and his feet began gliding across the air just above
the ground, preparing for the first strike. He dodged to the left as he watched
her leg strike outward toward his knee, trying to stop him from dodging once
again. Lars’s leg was struck, but the blow barely did any damage at all, only
shaving off a few hundred hit points while moving him in the direction she had
struck him.


Ha! Can’t get me! Lars thought cockily. But
then he felt an earthen hand push onto his back. Since his feet were not on the
ground or rooted enough to offer any resistance, he was thrown forward,
straight into a jab aimed at his face.


Freaking hell! Lars cursed. He tried to
pivot out of the way, but the earthen hand clasped onto him, holding him in
place. Not wanting to give in that quickly, Lars opened his mouth and let loose
a Flame of the Pill God.


She moved to the side quickly, dodging the fire
snakes as her fist connected with his face. Lars simply accepted the hit
straight onto his cheek, taking the 11,570 damage as he pulled the flames
toward her.


The earthen hand had stopped him from being thrown
backward by her punch, and even though she was quick enough to escape his first
attack, his fire snakes twisted around her as Lars tried to seal off her
movements.


“Interesting,” the woman said as she continued to
leap around, twisting and turning in attempts to avoid the fire snakes. “So,
you’re a fire and a wind cultivator? You enhance your fire with wind. Clever.”


“He is not,” the old man said from the sidelines.
“He is a white cultivator.”


This drew gasps from everyone around them. Lars
didn’t know what “white cultivator” meant, but whatever it was, it was enough
to cause the woman who had been flawless in her movements to hesitate for a
split second. Lars’s flames smashed into her in that second, and a fire snake
instantly wrapped around her. She didn’t even make so much as a sound despite
her flesh charring under the Flame of the Pill God’s dragon snake, but the
earthen hand holding him in place collapsed as she was hit by the attack.


“Hmph!” The woman didn’t seem pleased at all with
this development as she rushed through one of the flames and struck Lars in the
sternum, not giving him enough time to dodge. The unexpected strike knocked the
wind out of him, forcing him to clench his jaw shut from the pain and cutting
Flame of the Pill God short.


Freaking hell, Lars cursed. The blow hadn’t
just ended his own attack; it had cost him another solid 11,570 hit points. He
was now missing over 38,000 hit points since the start of the fight. Over half
his health was gone, and he had only managed to land two blows on her.


“The round goes to our amsaja,” the old man
said, and as soon as he did, the woman turned quickly to him.


“What do you mean by saying he’s a white
cultivator? That fire was stronger than any fire cultivator’s in his stage!”


“Amsaja, go again,” the old man said.


“But . . .!” The young woman looked like she
wanted to protest, but the old man was having none of it.


“Do not question me.” The old man simply tapped
his cane on the ground, and she stayed quiet, turning to face Lars.


Lars, who had just been beaten twice in a
humiliating fashion, was hoping to get back some of his dignity. She was so
quick that he barely had any chance to react. She’s fast, like she’s
augmenting her speed somehow . . . but . . . Lars already knew her attack.
Her kick seemed always poised and ready to strike at whatever knee was left
rooted the second he gave up his stance. If he moved right or left, she would
be waiting. If I can’t move to the side . . . Lars almost backed up before
a wicked idea came to his mind. Her strikes were so perfect, her arm always
fully extending right before it hit. But what if . . .


“Go.”


The word hadn’t even finished leaving the old
man’s lips before the woman was coming straight at him again. She wasted no
time, her long legs pulling her across the distance, and in a split second, as
she arrived in front of him once more.


He rushed forward to meet her, throwing his arms
in front of his body to try and block the hit while pushing off his back leg. There
was no way he could possibly attack her as long as he was acting defensively,
but he did have one option open to him: a headbutt. He pulled his head back as
fast as he could and smashed it downward at the woman, completely ignoring how
much he would hurt himself.


The fact she was a few inches taller than he was
worked to his advantage, and his forehead crashed right into her nose. He could
see shock in her eyes as he withdrew. A shower of blood spewed out from the
point of impact, and her eyes seemed to waver along with her stance. She
clearly had not expected that attack at all.


Ha! I got— Lars didn’t get a chance to
celebrate at all as he felt a strike hit him on his chin, knocking his head
upward. The fist came out of nowhere and without warning, and she backed up,
creating distance between the two of them again.


Another 11,500, Lars thought as he regained
his composure, rubbing the part of his chin that had been hit.


“Let’s call that one a draw. Good job, young
ones,” the old man said as he looked at Lars and the lady.


“Did he really bloody the princess on his first
day?” asked the guy who had offered to take her place in teaching him a lesson
when he first arrived. He was looking at Lars in shock.


“Is he really a white cultivator?” the other girl
asked.


“How is that even possible? How did he get
accepted as a white cultivator?” the same guy asked.


“Accepted? How did he . . . How did he do that
fire attack?” The woman next to him continued to stand there gawking.


“Father, what is the meaning of this?” the girl he
had just sparred with asked, turning her back to Lars as she faced the old
butcher.


The old man’s face looked incredibly stern as an
aura began to radiate off of him. For some reason, Lars found it somewhat hard
to breathe near the man. “I told you not to call me ‘father’ here. Sharing
blood with me will not earn you any special treatment on the job, and using
that word here makes it seem like you are trying to appeal to my heart.”


“I’m sorry, master,” she apologized, bowing
deeply. “I will try not to make the same mistake twice.”


“Good.” The aura that had continued to pulsate off
of the old man vanished in an instant. “You can call me that when we’re home,
and I’ll spoil you to death, but not here.”


“Yes, master.”


“As for the boy, ask him yourself. Though you
fought, he has still not yet learned to walk. His form is sloppy. His moves are
without consideration, and he hasn’t learned the basics of butchering. Do you
want to show him around?”


“If it is what you desire,” she replied. But Lars
could understand her real answer underneath that one: “No, I’d rather not, but
if you are going to make me . . . then fine.”


“So be it,” the old man replied.


“I could show him if you’d like, Junior Sister
Bong-cha. I don’t mind leading him around at all,” the guy who had wanted to
fight Lars offered.


She waved off his concern. “It’s okay, Senior
Brother Dong-gun. I need only listen to the master’s orders.”


“That’s a good girl. Now, shake hands after the
match, exchange bows, and be done with it,” the old man instructed.


Lars looked over at the girl. “What’s a white
cultivator?” he asked as he walked up to her.


“Do you not even know this much about yourself?”
Bong-cha asked in return, her voice dripping with annoyance and disdain. “Why
should I bother explaining what you should already know?”


“I just was asking . . .”


“It’s better to learn to follow than to question,”
Bong-cha quipped as she stuck out her hand.


We have to shake hands with this uppity woman, Lars. Ha ha!
You know what I’m thinking, right?


You’re evil, but yes. I’m thinking the same
thing, Lars replied, switching his Master of None into Master of One and
choosing Lightning Qi.


“Thank you for exchanging notes with me,” Lars
said. He activated Divine Finger Technique, and he heard the old man chuckle
before his hand even made contact with Bong-cha.


“It was my pleasure to—” Bong-cha paused as Lars
took her hand in his. It was only a quick pause, and the fact it didn’t last
longer than a second despite Lars having raised his Lightning Qi as high as
possible, surprised him. Her facial expression, aside from a momentary twitch
of her left eye, didn’t change either. “Be there to begin guiding you on the
road to butchery. Unlike a traditional martial art, you will find our style is
about quick, direct, and precise cuts. We must know the deadliest spots to
strike and the most efficient way to strike them.”


“I see.” Lars nodded. He was about to give her a
small bow, as that was what was asked of them after shaking hands, but she
hadn’t let go of his hand despite not showing any reaction to his technique. To
any onlooker, it would likely appear as if he were stuck within that awkward
moment when two people would square off to see whose grip was stronger while
pretending to be cordial.


“You can let go now. I believe our handshake is
over,” Lars said after a moment of the two staring into each other's eyes in
what Lars only imagined looked like a battle of determination. He forcefully
yanked his own hand away from the woman.


“Ah, yes, well . . .” Bong-cha frowned for a
moment when the handshake ended. “I suppose I need to show you around . . . but
. . .”


“Is something wrong, amsaja?” the old man
asked, his muscles flexing with his question as if annoyed at her lack of
directness.


“I was merely wondering if you would prefer that I
teach him the ropes first, or if Senior Brother Dong-gun should take him to get
changed first,” Bong-cha replied, turning to the elder.


“I have not formally accepted him as a disciple
with proper ceremony, so it would be rude to the others to give him the clothes
of the butcher. Yet he can’t be ruining his current robes.” The old man then
reached into a pocket and pulled out a pair of loose-fitting, long-legged pants
that had the words “Beginner in Training,” “Idiot Novice (Treat with Small
Words),” and “Don’t Feed the Newbie” written across them over and over again in
large letters. “Go ahead and change into these.”


“Yes, elder.” Lars immediately stripped off where
he stood, removing his robes in one clean motion and folding them up as he laid
the new pants on his shoulder.


Bong-cha let out an unusually girlish squeal and
quickly turned around. “Not . . . Not here!”


“What the . . . That’s not fair!” Dong-gun yelled
out loudly.


Lars, who had already taken everything off, had
forgotten that he wasn’t back in the old courtyard with Desdemona or someone
else whom he had been through life and death fights with but in public with
people he was supposed to work with in the future. He simply looked down and
shrugged. He quickly tied up the sash for his pants and proudly stood there
with everyone looking away from him except the old man, who was still laughing
louder than usual, his muscles bouncing up and down with every “Ha.”


“Now, go show him where to begin the cuts,” the
elder instructed. “Have him slaughter the presents we prepared first.”


“Yes, master,” Bong-cha said, leading Lars out of
the courtyard toward one of the large buildings. Halfway toward the building,
Bong-cha’s knees seemed to give way, and she had to brace herself against a
nearby pillar.


“What’s wrong?” Lars asked. But he already had an
idea of what happened. Couldn’t hold it in any longer, could you? he
thought to himself with a smirk on his face as he watched the young woman, who
had looked dignified and composed, do her best to stand back up straight.


“I don’t know what trick you pulled back there,
but you won’t get the best of me. Ever. I will win our matches, and I will win
our after-matches, no matter how long you try that wicked technique,” she
promised.


“What wicked technique?” Lars continued to feign
ignorance as he reactivated the Divine Finger Technique and put a hand on her
shoulder. “I’m concerned. Should we go back and find someone who can help you?”


“You!!” Bong-cha growled through gritted teeth.


“You shouldn’t be so stressed. It’s not good for
you,” Lars said, activating the technique in his other hand and placing it on
her shoulder as well. “Let me know if this bothers you. I wouldn’t want to
invade your personal space, but I feel you have too much tension here. I’m
going to help you out with that.” He then began giving her a neck rub from
behind with the technique in full force, and he could feel the Lightning Qi
flowing in and out of her pressure points as he massaged her neck.


It wasn’t like he had beaten her in a fight, but as
he watched her body go limp under the workings of his hands to the point she
would have fallen down if he wasn’t holding her up, he felt a little pride and
a small sense of victory.


I think you owe me an apology, Mr. “Oh, but I want a
fighting technique.” If you really think the technique is worthless, then why
do you keep using it so much?


I hate to admit when I’m wrong, Lars thought as he
kneaded her back like bread dough, but I was wrong. This technique is good.
I am already thinking of ways to use it further.


My father used to say that a good man knows not all battles
require a fight. Sometimes, you can win with words or, well . . . this new
technique. Ha ha! Brings a whole new meaning to the phrase “make love not war.”
In this case, it’s more like “bring pleasure not pain.” That should be the name
of a punch attack we develop.


“Hey! Quit it. That won’t work on me,” Bong-cha
said after a minute or two, barely coming back to her senses.


Lars removed his hands from her, and after a brief
pause, the two continued toward the room at the end of the pathway. “If it
wasn’t going to work on you, you could have stopped me sooner.”


The first thing he noticed after he entered the
room was how cool the space was. Only after the cold had bit his skin did he
see what was around him: dozens and dozens of different beasts hanging by their
hind legs with giant hooks stuck through them, their necks slowly dripping
blood into large buckets placed underneath them.


“This is the room where you will first be crafted.
I could tell already, just from looking at your sloppy form in the fight, that
you have never worked a proper factory-style job,” she said, producing a thin
little boning knife with a simple wooden handle.


“When you’re cutting the throat, it’s best to stun
the creature first. You can do this by injecting a burst of Qi directly through
their forehead and into their brain,” she instructed as she passed the knife
hilt-first to Lars. “After they’re stunned, it shouldn’t be hard to kill them.
Do it in one quick motion. Don’t be gentle, don’t coddle, don’t dawdle or waste
time. One quick slit. That’s it.”


Why is she emphasizing the ‘one quick slit’
part so much? He watched her disappear from the room out one of the back
doors only to return a moment later with a large cow that she led by its leash
with one hand.


Bong-cha brought the beast into the center of the
room while carrying two empty buckets with her other hand. She put the buckets
down and looped the leash arm around the creature, putting her hand on its head
as she petted it.


“Who’s a good girl?” she asked the large cow as
she petted it, the cow nuzzling into her hand. “Who is a good girl? You’re a
good girl. Yes, you are. You’re a really—” Bong-cha stopped her cooing baby
talk abruptly as if her voice had been muted. “At this point, the Qi has shaken
the brain and stunned the creature. It’s not dead, but it might as well be,”
she said to Lars. “The process is easy once you get the hang of it. So, once
it’s like this”—she paused, pulling its head back and quickly slitting the
jugular in one quick motion—“we just take care of the throat, nice and easy,
and then we move to the guts.”


Before the cow had even collapsed, she moved the
second bucket underneath the animal, holding it up by its chest with one arm,
and cut straight down the center of the cow’s belly, causing the innards to
start falling out into the bucket. After putting the knife down on the ground,
she reached her free hand in and started yanking on things until the cow was
fully hollowed out and the bucket was full.


“Last, but most importantly, you have to make sure
you finish what you start. A throat cut doesn’t bleed the animal,” she
explained. She pulled two hooks with ropes attached off the wall, stabbed them
through the hind legs of the creature, and then tossed the ropes over a steel
bar near the ceiling. By pulling on the ropes, she was able to effortlessly yank
the cow into the air before tying the ends off to leave the animal suspended.
“It’s a simple waiting game, but it’s still an important one.” She slid the cow
down the pole toward the other beasts that were hung in suspension and slowly
moved the bucket along the floor with the cow, keeping it right underneath the
animal’s throat at all times.


“And that’s it. That’s going to be your job from
now on,” she said.


“I see . . .” Lars replied. It really was, just as
the old man had described earlier, a procedure that could seem very simple to
most people. He didn’t get what “dao” he was supposed to learn here, what he
was supposed to do to better himself as a person.


Bong-cha disappeared again through the same door
and returned with two animals. Every other animal in the room was a large,
massive creature two to three times larger than a person, but these were no
larger than a big dog at best. They looked like foxes at first, but their red
and silver coloring kept fluctuating as they walked ahead of Bong-cha, who was
pulling at their leashes. They seemed to want to interact with Lars but
couldn’t reach him. The other thing that differentiated them from regular foxes
was that they each had two massively large, bushy tails that swayed back and
forth. Each tail was always a different color than the other despite both of
them changing between different shades of red, white, or silver randomly.


“The first kill for us butchers is always
special—the cherry pop, if you will,” Bong-cha explained. “It must be special.
The master always picks our first kills. Mine was a bunny I had raised,
Hoppers. For you, I don’t know what these are supposed to signify, but this
pair of yeou-nim are yours.”


“Yeou-nim . . .” Lars recognized the name
immediately. They were the creatures that Princess Hsein Ku had ordered him to
find and bring to the royal palace. He could either bring in a dokkaebi and a
yeou-nim or two of one, but if he brought in a dokkaebi, it had to be alive.
The instructions for the yeou-nim hadn’t been as specific.


“I take it from your expression that you know the
significance then,” she said, handing the still-bloody boning knife to Lars.


Lars nodded. “Yes, I do.” The two cute dog-sized
foxes began to snuggle into Lars. As he looked down at them, he couldn’t help
thinking about how adorable they were.


“Don’t,” Bong-cha warned, and that one warning was
all Lars needed to understand her meaning.


Don’t get attached. That was what
she was likely saying. His feelings must have been written on his face.


Taking a deep breath, Lars put a hand on each of
their foreheads. “Who is a good little yeou-nim?” he asked them in the same
friendly tone Bong-cha had used when playing with the cow before stunning it.
Then, trying to understand her technique, he pushed his Qi out of his body and
straight into their heads. He was surprised at how effective it was. A moment
later, both of the animals went stiff under his hands and then went limp.


He mirrored Bong-cha’s next steps to the best of his
ability without trying to think too deeply about what he was doing, but the
moment he slit one of the yeou-nim’s throats, it was hard not to pause and
enjoy the sensation. The joyous rush of Qi. It felt like it’d been months even
though it had only been a few days.


Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
yeou-nim. You have gained 10,002 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Fire
Qi has increased by 3,812. Your elemental affinity with Ice Qi has increased by
3,812.






Congratulations. You have successfully killed a
yeou-nim. You have gained 10,139 stat points. Your elemental affinity with Fire
Qi has increased by 3,844. Your elemental affinity with Ice Qi has increased by
3,844.


After he was done with the whole process, he slid
their bodies down toward the cow that had been killed moments ago with one
question in mind: What beasts give Qi?


He knew for a fact that chickens and some hares did
not. He had killed them before he began to level, and nothing had shown up. He
was curious now whether a cow would.


Cows are easily 15 to 20 EXP each, mainly because they often
have Ice and Water Qi in them, two elements that help them handle colder
climates. They’re not going to be in the 1,000s like the yeou-nim, but if you
kill a hundred of them, will it matter?


Ophelia’s question made Lars truly appreciate his new
occupation even more. He thought that maybe, for once, if he worked hard at
this job and kept his head down for a little bit, he’d be able to grow stronger
and avoid taking risks. He thought perhaps he would be able to finally enjoy a
peaceful bit of life after constantly being threatened with death.


It still won’t feel as good as a real kill though. Don’t be
the vegetarian constantly trying to eat fake meat burgers to get the sensation
back. Never give up on your true love, Lars. Never give up on the real thing.


But this isn’t that bad . . . But even as
that thought entered his head, the yearning itch to kill people returned.
Having scratched it just a little, the urge was fully flared up again. He tried
to steady his thoughts. No matter what he told Ophelia or himself, she wasn’t
wrong. He wanted to kill something—someone—that would give him a proper fix,
that would give him a lot of Qi.


“You should think hard about how you killed that
creature. It was one swift slice. You didn’t dally at all. Remember that when
you try to kill a person. Don’t be fanciful. There is no need for flashy
technique or showy form if your movements are focused on pure efficiency and
chase only that goal. Identify the steps you need to take and take them,”
Bong-cha instructed. Your walk is wasteful, your punches are wasteful, your
skills are wasteful—everything about you is wasteful. If you were to try to
kill one of those yeou-nim with such wasteful movements, they’d run away before
your knife touched their throat.”


“I see . . .” Lars felt a little ashamed. He was
starting to understand her a little bit, but he was also missing something. He
didn’t understand how his “walk” was wasteful.


“You’re thinking too hard.” She smacked the top of
his head with four of her fingers. It wasn’t a hard enough hit to even do a bit
of damage, but it was enough of a hit to grab his attention. “The sword that
dances does so in a series of useless movements; the knife that slaughters is
never wasteful. Its movements are precise with no excess. Be the knife, not the
sword.”


“Right.” Lars nodded, taking in what she was
saying.


“Think about our fight earlier,” she continued as
she walked into the back room and brought out another cow and two more buckets.
“My punches were direct, and my moves had purpose. There was no wasted
movement. You thought they were fast, didn’t you?”


“I thought they were faster than mine . . . as if
you had augmented them,” he admitted. She worked flawlessly and swiftly, moving
so quickly this time that Lars had trouble keeping up.


“They weren’t though. The difference was that I
was limiting the excess. My moves were all essential. That is the base of the
butcher’s style,” Bong-cha explained. “From hoof to tail, neither our movements
nor the beast’s body is wasted. We strive for simplicity. The style will look
ugly to the others, especially those like the second elder who have mastered
the beautiful sword katas, but we are the best. Our master is the best.”


What rank is he? Lars wondered. He wanted
to ask her, but felt he shouldn’t. If he did, it would show his ignorance on
the subject.


“If a counter takes two moves to execute, or three
moves to fully divert an attack’s force, then the person executing the counter
must be more than two or three times faster than the person attacking. This is
the first lesson of the butcher’s style: know what you want to hit and strike
it.”


“What if I want you?” Lars asked, his tongue
moving faster than his brain. He knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that he was
probably the only person in the world that could look at a blood-covered woman
who was dripping with sweat, part of her skin still charred and bruised from
the fight earlier, her clothes tattered and dirty, and her hair matted up like
she hadn’t showered in a few days, and think, “I want that.” But he did. There
was an aura of death dripping off her that he found intoxicating. He felt a
sense of belonging and hunger at the same time as he soaked in her murderous
killing intent.


She only looked at him and smiled. “A direct move
would have done better,” she remarked with a slight chuckle before gutting the
next cow. The response shook Lars back to his senses. “Learn the style. Then
maybe your attacks won’t fail.”


That wasn’t a “no”! That wasn’t a “no”! That was a “Try
again later.”


Lars nodded. “Yes.”


“Go get another one while I finish up this one. We
have to get through at least thirty of these today, and we’ll be starting in
the southwest hall tomorrow. I’ll show you where that is before we leave. Once
we’ve stacked two of the halls, we’ll be doing cuts for the rest of the week,
and then we’ll be loading the next two halls on the first two days of next
week. It’s going to be a lot of work, but you’ll get the hang of it.”


“Thanks for your guidance,” he replied. He gave a
short bow, feeling it was only the right thing to do given she was his teacher
for the moment.


“It’s good your manners aren’t as wasteful as
those movements,” she snorted without looking up from the cow she was working
on.


Lars repeated the motions over and over again, and
by the end of the day, they had finished off every single cow and stocked the
warehouse for “draining.” He felt weird acting like Bong-cha did, holding the
animals gently and caringly with one hand as he stunned them before coldly
slitting their throats.


“We finished early,” Bong-cha noted, “earlier than
expected.”


Lars took that as a compliment. “Yeah . . .”
Surveying their work, his eyes drifted over to the two yeou-nim.


“Those two drained quickly. The yin in their blood
causes it to retreat faster from the body than in most animals,” Bong-cha said
as she caught Lars’s eye. “They should be ready by now, but the first lesson is
patience, so you can pick them up in a few days. Our master said they’ll be
your gift for the end of the week.”


“Is it weird? Calling your father ‘master’?” Lars
asked.


She shrugged. “No weirder than the son of a king
calling his father ‘Your Majesty.’”


“I see.” That was a question he had hoped to get a
more insightful answer to. His relationship with Ophelia always seemed odd, but
he had to settle for what he could get. Sometimes he viewed Ophelia as
annoying, sometimes she was a savior, and other times she was his teacher, yet
every time he saw her, she was the reason his heart skipped a beat and his eyes
lost focus of everything else in the world. It was a complicated relationship.


“So how does it feel working a real job as an
inner sect disciple?” Bong-cha asked. She tossed Lars a towel and disappeared
behind the door to the other room as she continued to talk to him. “I’m
assuming you can clean yourself off.”


“Yeah, I can,” Lars answered. He began to wash
himself down with Water Qi and the towel before changing back into his inner
sect disciple robes as quickly as he could so that he would finish before
Bong-cha.


“Why did you ask me how it feels to work ‘a real
job as an inner sect disciple’?” Lars inquired.


“Why would one need to work when there are so many
servants?” Bong-cha chuckled. Her laugh sounded strangely like her father’s.


“Then why do we?”


“We do not pursue cultivation here; we pursue the
dao of the butcher,” she stated, her laugh fading. “If you want to lock
yourself in your room like the other maniacs and act like a stone until you die,
you can. You could even waste the resources of the sect spending your time
flirting with women at cafes. But I thought I told you already that the art of
the butcher doesn’t tolerate wasteful things.”


“You love that word,” Lars noted with a laugh.


“Wasteful?” She looked at him puzzled.


“If I named myself that, you’d never be able to
stop thinking and talking about me.”


“I suppose that might be your only method of
attack.”


“I’ll be more direct next time,” Lars said. When
she reappeared, he noticed that her robes indicated that she was a core
disciple.


“And I’ll be sure to slaughter you next time,” she
said with a smile that made Lars unsure as to whether she was joking or if she
really would kill him.


“Bring that bastard out so I can kill him right here!”
Lars heard a woman shouting angrily with such volume that it was impossible to
miss.


“That’s the courtyard. We should go see what’s
going on,” Bong-cha said.


Lars had a different thought: We should run away.
That is the voice of a woman who wants to kill someone, and with my luck, it’s
me.


Lars. That old man is the only one we haven’t seen through.
If he got you some yeou-nim to pay off a debt to the princess, he’s the one we
need to stick by. Let’s go.


Ugh. Freaking logic. Lars grumbled as he
followed after Bong-cha, but he actually agreed with Ophelia. It was better to
hide behind a powerful person than risk uncertainty out in the wild.


When he reached the courtyard, he saw a very
familiar figure: Jesse. His face was sporting an awful bruise from Su Ryeon’s
sword hilt. Standing in front of the youth was a woman whose wings and eyes
were solid fire. She stood inches away from the old butcher.


“You will bring him out so that I can kill him
like the filthy mutt he is,” the sect leader demanded. She pointed at Lars even
as her head stayed focused on the old man. “Just look at what he did to my son!
LOOK AT HIS FACE! HOW DARE HE?!”


Even though she was so angry that her words alone
made Lars flinch, the old man merely laughed, his pectoral muscles dancing in
her arrogant face. “Someone finally taught the boy a lesson, and you want him
to pay? You should be happy he didn’t send you a bill for services rendered.”


“Taught him a lesson?! He humiliated him!” the
woman seethed.


“I see no difference between those two points.
Your son had all the knowledge and resources of an entire sect, yet he couldn’t
even hold his ground against a lowborn child?” The old man guffawed. “Perhaps
you should just get a refund, sue the father for bad seed.”


“You will not speak ill of my seed,” Apep roared
as he landed with earth-shaking force, his imposing dragon wings spread wide.


“I suppose this is our meeting to discuss the
white cultivator,” Third Elder Changhoon said as he also flew in. “How
troublesome. He was so promising, yet he is stuck to a bad teacher and an ill
fate.”


“Bad teacher? My daughter handled him quite easily
despite being weaker and slower,” the old man countered, laughing in the faces
of the elders in front of him.


The sect leader took a threatening step forward.
“This is no time for jokes. Bring the boy out so—”


“So you will what? You will do nothing. He is
needed to fix our child’s bloodline,” Apep interrupted.


“Oh? Fixing bloodlines . . .” The old butcher
turned to look over at Lars. “Can you fix the child’s bloodline? Won’t this
make it easy?”


“I . . .” Lars paused. Ophelia, can we fix his
cultivation?


We can. Sure. But why should we? Let the brat suffer.
Beating our enemy until he can barely walk, listening to the cries of pleasure
from his woman, eating his food and sleeping in a bed paid for by his coin—are
those not the things we strive for?


We can do those things only if we are still
alive, Lars told Ophelia before finally responding to the question: “Yes, I
could fix the bloodline issues of his cultivation.”


“Then the problem is solved. He just needs to help
the boy with his cultivation and continue to help the boy with his manners, and
we can all go about our merry ways, right?” the butcher concluded. “There are
no more issues. I’ll have him help you later. Now, get off my mountain.”


Wait. Wait. I wanted to . . . I wanted to save this for
later, but . . . I can’t help it. I need you to say something for me, or I
won’t help you at all with this subject.


Fine, I’ll say it. What is it?


Tell him that you want to help, but strengthening his
father’s blood will result in a weak beast, not a dragon.


Ophelia, are you saying what I think you’re
saying? Lars stood rooted. This was a life-threatening world-changer. This
was a world-changer that he had already agreed to say because he trusted
Ophelia.


“What do you mean, you can fix his cultivation?”
the woman asked.


“He is going to strengthen the boy’s lineage so
that he is both the dragon and phoenix he is meant to be. Our child is meant to
conquer mountains, not flounder at the Qi Condensation Stage while gobbling up
our alchemy pills like they are candy for a child,” Apep explained.


“What? What does this mean? You’re kidding. No, I
won’t have him touch my child’s lineage. I do not trust him. He will use this as
an opportunity to kill my son. There is no way he can be trusted!” the sect
leader responded.


“Dea, dear, you’re being unreasonable. He won’t do
that because he knows that, if he does, he will be dead,” Apep assured her.


“But you don’t know! He could plant a flaw to harm
our poor Jesse’s future cultivation. We can’t have that!” Dea again insisted.


“Why are you being so obstinate?” Apep asked. “Is
harming his future cultivation some great threat when even the lowborn trash we
take in at the gate are outperforming our child?”


“If I . . .” Lars found this to be the perfect
moment to interject. “If I strengthen his father’s lineage, he will be part
phoenix still, but the other part won’t be compatible.”


“You!!!” Dea shrieked.


“That's why the child seems defective, isn’t it?
The ice type of the father’s blood is too strong,” Lars said. He watched Dea
and Apep’s faces both crumple and distort with anger for completely different
reasons and with completely different targets. “You fed him alchemy pills and
gave him techniques for a fire cultivator, didn’t you? You hampered his growth
and potential by playing against his father’s bloodline.” Lars was just
throwing out conjectures based on the limited knowledge he had, but it seemed
like his guesses were landing home one after the other. Apep’s face was
becoming less and less human with each word.


“What?!” Apep thundered. Scales covered his face,
and Qi began to circulate around him, his body slowly transforming.


Dea was clearly in a panic. “I— It’s not the case.
He’s speaking only lies. You know it’s not the truth that—”


“HA! Ha ha ha! HA HA HA HA!! I was wondering how
long it would be until someone said it.” The old master’s hideous laughter was
not a welcome interjection for any party involved.


“This is not the time for your interruptions,
butcher,” Apep snapped.


The old butcher continued cackling for a moment
and then said, “I just tasted the smell of death in the air, and it brought me
so much joy. What are you going to do? You’ve found out you were cuckolded, and
the child you’ve spent so much effort on isn’t even yours. How is that not
delicious? How can I not savor it? Come now, mighty Apep, greatest of the five
peaks, dragon of destiny, you couldn’t even control your woman . . . and . . .
Ha ha ha! You spent two decades of your life raising your woman’s indiscretion
while the man who bore the child with her stood a few feet away from you,
calling you brother! HA HA HA!”


“BUTCHER!” In a fit of anger and trying to silence
the tongue of the butcher, Dea had transformed halfway into a phoenix as she
rushed at the old man in a rage with her arms spread out like two fiery wings.


“Don’t act like the boy didn’t know.” The butcher
didn’t seem fazed at all by the sect leader’s attack. Not even taking a single
step to the side, he swatted the woman away, sending her rolling across the
ground like a ball. “Don’t act like you didn’t know. Look at the resentment he
has had for Apep since he was born. You told him, didn't you?”


Apep’s burning anger exploded in all directions in
a burst of Qi. His body radiated heat like a thirty-foot-tall bonfire as he
turned to Third Elder Changhoon. “Brother . . . my wife?”


“It— It’s not what you think!” Changhoon insisted.
But even before he finished his denial, Apep started moving. Dea tried to get
back to her feet, presumably to block the attack, but Apep was as quick as
lightning. Apep grabbed the Young Master Jesse with one of his hands, holding
him by the neck while wrapping his claw-like fingers around Jesse’s throat.


“Let him go!” Dea pleaded. She struck Apep’s wing,
and another explosive force blew outward as the blow was violently repulsed by
Apep’s Qi. “PLEASE LET HIM GO!” she screamed, striking again toward Apep only
to be deflected once more. “HE’S MY SON!!!”


“Ha ha ha!” Apep, looking like he was going crazy,
began to laugh a bit.


“Don’t do it, brother!” Changhoon also pleaded.
“He’s my only heir!”


Apep began to mutter to himself as he lifted Jesse
up. “This . . . This bastard . . . This worthless, filthy failure of a child
had me thinking—ha ha ha—had me thinking I was the failure. He had me seeking
knowledge in every direction to understand why. Why was it that my blood was
weak? But it wasn’t my blood that was weak; it was his. His blood was weak. He
was born of weak blood from a weak-hearted woman—from a weak and disgusting
affair.”


“You get it now, don’t you? The joke has always
been on you,” the butcher said, suddenly disappearing from where he stood and
appearing behind Apep. Then he leaned forward so that he could speak directly into
the man’s ear, his sinister voice sending chills down Lars’s spine as it filled
the area around them. “You understand now what must be done, don’t you? How to
rectify this?”


“Father! Father, I love you! I swear you’re my
only father! Please don’t!” Jesse pleaded, but Apep’s eyes narrowed as he
looked at the boy.


“That’s why you never wanted to call me ‘father,’
isn’t it? You never thought of me as one. Not once was I your father. You
listened to your mother because she was your kin, but me? HA! I was the joke
you were sponging off of, you rotten cuckoo bird.”


“No, I didn’t, Father. I swear—”


“DON’T CALL ME THAT NOW!” The only things that
Lars could see were the trails of light cast by Apep’s claws when he attacked,
and then Jesse was falling to the ground in two pieces, his limbs and lower
half already ripped off and the cuts cauterized so they wouldn’t bleed as the
now-crippled child fell.


Jesse somehow screamed out in misery and anguish,
but Apep stomped his heel down on the boy’s sternum, killing Jesse where he
lay.


“NOOO!!!” Dea yelled. She instantly transformed
fully into a phoenix and rushed Apep.


Changhoon changed into a blue-scaled dragon with
long azure whiskers and hair and charged the first elder as well.


Run! The aftershock of this is going to get us killed.


Don’t have to tell me twice! Lars reached
over to Bong-cha and grabbed her wrist, intending to pull her along with him as
he fled. “We have to escape the blast radius before they finally connect.”


“It’s fine. Our master is here,” she said,
standing firmly in place. “How do you think we’re not dead already?”


Lars didn’t understand what she meant, but as he
turned back to look, he saw that what had promised to be an epic explosion of
death and destruction in all directions hadn’t happened. Instead, Apep was
standing there with his claws around Changhoon’s throat, and the phoenix was
flying off. She tore through the sky at full speed, her fire igniting the
buildings underneath her, leaving behind a long plume of flame in her wake.


“WE’RE NOT DONE HERE!” Apep yelled, his wings
opening up to fly off and continue the fight. He didn’t even get off the ground,
however, before the muscled butcher let out a roar that rooted Lars and
everyone around in place. A sudden sense of fear gnawed at the back of Lars’s
head, and he nearly screamed out in terror as his mind was assaulted by the Qi
from the roar.


“You’re done here,” the butcher stated, his laugh
echoing into the darkness of the night.


“She must die!” Apep declared, turning to the
butcher.


“And she will. She will,” the old man replied.
“But not today and not yet.”


“Why are you stopping me now?” Apep’s anger seeped
out of every word. “That cheating wench must pay the price for her misdeed!”


“Why must I let you go? I helped you kill that
traitor, paralyzing him for you to finish off, didn’t I? Can’t I do what I want
now? And you’ve already got an heir, or did you not know?” The butcher looked
over at Apep with a wicked smile. “She walks around this sect, and you don’t
even know who she is, do you?”


“What? Who? I always follow up on women I bed
during a lessening,” Apep said, looking confused.


“Oh, but did you? You power-drunk fool! You were
deceived by your wife so you wouldn’t give out your resources to your actual
heirs! HA HA!! The daughter she didn’t find and kill off is a mere servant who
has been abused countless times while you praised and raised the bastard child
who struck her. You rewarded him after he degraded her, after he beat her, with
his friends more than a dozen times. Ahh . . . what a good story this has
been.”


“If you knew all this—”


“Why didn’t I tell you? I don’t have to.” For the
first time since Lars had met the old man, his voice turned cold, and the
laughter stopped. “Do you not understand where you are right now? You’re at the
butcher, and if you don’t want to become another slab of meat, slit throat and
hooked legs, you will leave my mountain now while I'm still in good humor.”


Apep stood there and stared at the old man for a
moment. “I never thought I’d see ‘Laughing Lion’ lose his grin,” Apep
practically spat before turning his back and flying off the mountain.


Laughing Lion. Lars thought about the name
as he looked over at his new “master.”


“I’ll see you first thing in the morning,
young’un,” the old man said after giving Lars a sidelong glance. “Bring me a
cup of tea on your way. Knowing what is to come, I can only imagine how
delicious the tea at your favorite shop will taste.” He threw his head back in
laughter before pulling out his cane, tapping it on the ground a few times, and
then vanishing.


“What in the . . .” Lars stood befuddled as he
looked at the spot where the butcher had been moments ago.


“Ugh. I thought we were done with work for the
day. So much for not having to clean the robes later.” Bong-cha sighed as she
walked over and grabbed Third Elder Changhoon and Young Master Jesse’s dead
bodies. She tossed Jesse’s body to Lars and said, “Go get a knife. We need to
chop these thin enough for the yin worms to digest, or else the place will
smell horrendous.”


“The yin worms?” Lars asked as he followed
Bong-cha.


“They will preserve the Qi still in the bodies,
turning it into fertilizer. Otherwise, it would be . . . wasteful.”


I could be wrong, or I could be reading too much into this,
but did our new master just tell us to go bang the tea shop girl? That’s what
we both heard, right?


Ophelia, will you be serious for a minute?


Fine. I’ll be serious then. This sect has either just lost
its leader, or it has lost its first elder. It has, without a doubt, lost its
third elder. From the way the sect leader was talking to this . . . Laughing
Lion, it seems like most people aren’t aware of his existence. Otherwise, she
wouldn’t have disrespected someone as strong as he is by yelling at him when
the confrontation started. He isn’t even one of the elders, or else if he
called himself the second elder, who would dare to call himself the first?


Yeah, and now we’re safe. Why are you bringing this up?


No, that doesn’t mean we’re safe. What do you think will
happen when other sects discover that half the support propping up this
glorious, top-tier sect has vanished?


Lars knew very well what these monstrous sects would do when
they discovered weakness. His village had experienced it. He had felt it in his
core when his mother’s clan almost killed him for simply being a mutt. Pride
was a foolishly volatile and deadly thing in this world, and only fear kept it
in check.


That’s right. I can see you already understand. That’s my
adorable Lars. You’re so quick.


“War is going to come to the sect,” Lars concluded.
“And once one war starts, if we don’t win it handedly to show our strength,
there will just be more of it. The other sects will see us as even weaker than
we were before the first fight. There will be carnage and bloodshed everywhere
as we are forced to fight for our lives . . .”


“Probably. Not that it will matter. It just means
we’ll have more beasts to either chop up or hang by the hind legs,” Bong-cha
replied. She led Lars to the slaughterhouse once more, seemingly unconcerned by
the prospect of endless war in their future.


That’s right. It means much, much more butchery in our
future, Lars. I love it. We can kill all the men, sleep with their women, and
then use all that fat loot we take from their corpses to buy us the best homes,
food, and luxuries money can buy. I can’t wait!
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The Bathrobe Knight:


Darwin, a video game addict, was sitting in his bathrobe and
slippers playing his favorite MMO on a Christmas night when an uninvited guest
breaks into his house to steal his belongings. After the scuffle is over, he
finds himself transported into one of the sword-and-magic RPG-style MMOs that
he has always loved to play, albeit one he has never heard of, where he has to
overcome trials and tribulations at every turn as he fights for his life
alongside new companions.


Available
on Amazon


The Bathrobe Knight Volume II:


Having gone from a simple video game addict to the leader of
a band of refugees, Darwin continues to cut his way across the world of Tiqpa
searching for a home. Be it his home in real life, or one for his people in the
game, the sleepless warrior presses forward. Unfortunately for him, each step
he makes changes the fate of Tiqpa, a fact that is not welcomed by those who
inhabit the lands.


Available
on Amazon


The Bathrobe Knight Volume III:


Our hero carries on down the path that has been laid out
before him. He must wrestle with the task of leading a new race of Demons and
grapple with a madness that threatens to completely consume him–all while
working with a bounty on his head and thousands seeking to kill him.


Available
on Amazon


The Merchant of Tiqpa


Tiqpa, the first VRMMO to hit the markets, has become a
world in and of itself with its own burgeoning political structure and growing
strife between kingdoms and players. This unknown terrain, ripe with
opportunities, becomes a new frontier which Locke, a blacksmith, tries to use
to pay off real-world debts. But when he is betrayed by one of his business
partners, he finds himself caught between his growing lust for revenge and his
very real need for capital.


Available
on Amazon


The Merchant of Tiqpa 2


When a diplomatic mission goes off the rails, Locke quickly finds
himself between a rock and a hard place as old urges and new desires clash to
shape the life and death decisions that he is forced to make. He soon realized
that a mysterious new organization is pulling everyone’s strings and calling
the shots from the shadows, and it seems to have the uncanny ability to
anticipate his every move. Ultimately, he must choose between saving a friend’s
life or a kingdom from the brink of corruption


Available on
Amazon


War Aeternus: The Beginning


Lee is a quiet and unassuming office worker who leads a life
of solitude, comfort, and routine. Day in and day out, he shuts off his brain,
keeps his head down, and goes about doing his job and minding his own business.
That is, he does until a drunken god shows up randomly one day and whisks him
off into another world, demanding that Lee serve as his pawn in a game between the
gods. Now, trapped in a completely different world full of danger, magic, and
creatures he's never imagined outside of fairy tales and video games, Lee has
to figure out how to stay alive long enough to make it back home.


Available on
Amazon


War Aeternus 2: Sacrifices


Desperate to save as many people as he can from a horrible
fate in the cruel game of the gods, Lee and his small group of friends abandon
the relative safety of Satterfield for the great city of Kirshtein. Tensions
within the city have reached a breaking point after the arrival of an enemy
Herald, and Lee is soon caught up in the struggle for power. Captured,
imprisoned, and forced to fight for his life on the blood-soaked sands of the
Kirshtein arena, Lee has to figure out how to survive long enough to mend the
rifts in the broken city before it falls apart completely. Armed with new
skills, joined by new allies, and up against his most dangerous enemy yet,
Lee's bid for survival in the War of Eternity takes on even higher stakes as he
learns the what true leadership requires. Now, with an ominous new threat
looming in the distance and an army on the horizon, Lee has to answer one
question: Can he pay the price of victory?


Available on
Amazon


War Aeternus 3: The Culling


Struggling to
recover from his losses in Kirshtein, Lee is swept back into the fray when a
dangerous new Herald sets her sights on him. Hell-bent on reshaping the world
in her own image and with her own ideals, she is willing to commit even the
most immoral acts in her pursuit of righteousness. At risk of losing everything
he has worked so hard to create, Lee has to find a way to defend the weak
against a madwoman whose deranged sense of justice has twisted the limits of
the game.


To make matters
even more difficult, Lee is forced to face these problems while dealing with an
increasingly erratic system he doesn't understand and the Goddess of Blood's
own strong-willed Herald.


Available on
Amazon


War Aeternus 4: Harbinger of Ash


Lee has managed
to survive encounters with the Heralds of three different gods, but the price
he that has paid has been tremendous. Every step he takes leads him closer to
victory in the cruel game that he had been forced to play, but it also takes
him further down a dark path and away from the man he used to be.


After receiving a
request for aid from a beautiful and mysterious messenger, Lee and his inner
circle travel to nearby Birnefeld, a large and prosperous city ruled by the
Dragon King. Before he ever arrives, however, Lee encounters a group of
marauders ransacking the countryside, meets a strange new Herald who has set up
camp in the region, and receives the dire news that the hero Brigid of Kildare
has gone missing. To make things worse, a powerful new enemy is stalking him
from the shadows, toying with his dreams and striking at his closest
relationships. With the seeds of doubt sown, Lee has to choose whom he can
trust before his nightmares become reality and everything he has worked so hard
for goes up in flames.


Available on
Amazon


War Aeternus 5: End of the Faithful


Lee
has barely established his foothold in the kingdom of Birnefeld, and yet enemy
forces are already rushing to attack. Almost all of the other Heralds have been
stamped out of existence by the anti-religious zealot King Ramen, and now that
the ruthless rule of the empire has turned his sights toward the newly
conquered realm, and started marching a massive army easily capable of crushing
the entire kingdom beneath their feet straight toward Lee's doorstep. With no
other choice, Lee has to turn to the nemesis who plagued his dreams, the
Mistress of Shadows, for help. Now, with everything on the line, Lee has to
race against the clock to gather the last remaining world stones and finally finish
the gods’ cruel game and close out the final chapter of War Aeternus before
King Ramen puts an end to the faithful.


Available on
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The Heroic Villain


Although he was once the promising young CEO of a successful
corporation, Lucas abandoned everything he knew and retreated from both the
real world and his demanding life following a horrific accident. In order to
cope with tragic loss, he began spending his time in virtual reality, lazing
about in the sun and living a carefree life.


When he learns that his escapist paradise is being
threatened and is about to disappear, however, Lucas is once again forced to
take action and do what he does best: take charge. With newfound purpose, Lucas
desperately begins making plans that will not only save the world that he has
come to love but also propel him back into the spotlight once again—only this
time as the villain.


In this GameLit LitRPG adventure, Lucas overthrows local
lords, assumes command of the evil Imperium’s forces, and begins designing a
dungeon that no player would ever want to miss out on. As he struggles to
evolve his monsters and create an entourage of minions in order to become the
greatest villain ever, however, Lucas realizes that things aren’t going to be
as easy as they initially seemed.


Available on
Amazon


The Heroic Villain 2


After conquering all of Hesse, creating a devilish new
dungeon, and establishing himself as the villain that everyone loves to hate,
Lucas decides to continue his quest to create new content by taking over as a
dungeon master on the mainland.


Unlike the dominant force on the island he left behind,
however, the once-mighty Imperium only controls a single capital city in a
rapidly shrinking territory, leaving a group of scheming nobles to bicker among
themselves and fight over scraps of land. Seen as an upstart and rabble-rouser,
Lucas is instantly shunned and must struggle to find somewhere to begin
building his new base. Now, after declaring himself the enemy of every man in
the city, and with every player in the region hunting his head to claim the
bounty placed there, Lucas has to decide which allies he can trust as he fights
to stay alive long enough to establish a new lair and gain a foothold in a
hostile land.


Introducing new monsters, a curious new group member, and
flashy new spells, this Gamelit LitRPG adventure follows Lucas as he writes his
own story as the greatest villain the game world has ever known.


Available on
Amazon


The Heroic Villain 3


After a night
of drunken debauchery following the defeat of the academy's headmistress, Lucas
awakens to trouble on all fronts. The steady balance of power within the
Imperium has been shaken by his's presence, and the resulting aftermath is a
town full of heavily armed and well-staffed enemies that seek Lucas's death.
Lucas must not only survive their assault but also manage his own slowly
crumbling internal affairs when his party begins to fracture. Angered by
Lucas's increasingly selfish actions, some of his closest allies are tempted to
turn against him.


Follow our
protagonist while he tries to grow his influence within the empire, survive the
daggers in his back from Imperium traitors, and restore the relationship he
truly wants with the woman he has slowly fallen in love with in this epic
litrpg adventure from Charles Dean.


Available on
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Death’s Favorite Warlock


"Kill. Kill them all." It's the first four words
Lars usually wakes up to every morning as the voice in his head nags him, telling
him she's just giving him a 'quest' that will help him 'level.'


But even if he wanted to do it, he can't. They're
cultivators -- beings with ancestral bloodlines that have powers he could only
dream of and that may as well be gods while he is stuck as a puny human.


Even if he could kill them, the people who bullied him, beat
him, treated him like a punch-bag pariah for being the 'tailless worthless
human' that he was to them, he wouldn't. It just wasn't in Lars's nature.


That is, until a vicious group of murderous psychopaths
called a 'sect' descend on his village. The vicious group brutally kills
everyone he's known his entire life, taking a select few with them as slaves.


Lars must now trust he isn't going insane and find a way to
complete the voice's quests and level up, so that he can save his mother from
her cruel and heartless captors in this cultivation themed LitRPG and Gamelit
adventure.


Available on
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Death Flag


Madison spends his days lugging around boxes in a warehouse
while dreaming of adventure and longing to see the world. He keeps his head
down, goes to work, and does his job to earn a living, but he can't help but
feel that his life is passing him by with nothing that he can do to change it.
Then, on the way home from work one day, he is confronted by a beautiful but
vengeful woman who accuses him of crimes he doesn't remember committing and
banishes him to another world as punishment.


Now, trapped in a mysterious world he didn't think existed
outside of fairy tales, pursued by angry slavers and vengeful pirates, and in
the company of killers and assassins, he has to figure out how to survive long
enough to get revenge and make it home. The only problem is that he might not
be as innocent as he thinks he is, and everyone else seems to know more about
his past than he does.


Available on
Amazon
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