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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Whew, I’ve been cultivating for a while, almost a whole day! That’s the longest I’ve ever Heart Devil Cultivation Techniqued myself without pause. Softie once said people usually cultivate for days at a time, but I didn’t believe her. Maybe it’s true? But what she said about experts cultivating for years at a time is complete nonsense! I’ve been cultivating for a day, and I’m already so, so hungry. I’ll starve to death if a few more days pass! Hmm. Am I an immortal yet? I diligently cultivated for one day. I should be an immortal now. That’s totally fair. Let me see…. 
 
    Darn. I don’t think I am. I feel bloated, almost like every part of me is stuffed to the brim with acorn stew. I think if I absorb a little bit more, I can become an immortal. Or explode. But there’s something stopping me from absorbing anymore heart devil wormies, so I don’t have to worry about either. When I was where Softie was, the wormies from the pocket realm couldn’t go there. But it doesn’t work that way in reverse! All the heart devils I planted in all those people over there can still fly over to me. It’s nice. So many tingles. 
 
    Anyways! It feels like I’m one step away from becoming an immortal! I think. Maybe two steps? I don’t know; I’ve never turned into an immortal before. I’m pretty sure it’s one step away though because something’s bugging me. It feels a little like I need to sneeze but can’t and my nose is stuffed—but with qi. Once I sneeze out all that qi, I’ll become an immortal. But I don’t have the feather to make me sneeze! Once I find the feather, I’m definitely going to break through. I wonder what the feather is…. 
 
    Slaughter! 
 
    It’s a mystery. 
 
    Blood! 
 
    Maybe it’s because I haven’t eaten all day? 
 
    The Path of Slaughter demands slaughter! 
 
    I know! 
 
    Yes, embrace your heart of slaughter. 
 
    Whenever I don’t know something, I can ask Ilya! That’s because she knows the answer to everything. And if Ilya knows, then that counts as me knowing too. Mhm. 
 
    Seriously? 
 
    Shut up, dumb voice. Ilya told me what you are! You’re called an intrusive thought, and I shouldn’t listen to you. Normal thoughts don’t involve killing people! 
 
    … 
 
    That’s better. What was I doing? Right! I was going to ask Ilya how to become an immortal. But first, I’m going to review my body condition. Softie told me that’s what people do after cultivating to make sure nothing’s wrong, but I always ignored her because I’m awesome and rules don’t apply to me, but! If I’m going to become an immortal, then I have to do it properly. Mhm. When I set my sights on a goal, nothing can stop me! 
 
    …Except food. I think I’ll eat first. Softie also told me impurities are bad and will hinder my cultivation. That’s why, I specially requested Ilya to make me food that doesn’t have impurities! They’re pills that taste like chocolate because there’s chocolate inside of them. Well, they do have impurities, but the pills’ effects force them out of me right after I eat them. Isn’t that amazing? Ilya calls them dumb net-zero impurity-cleansing pills. But she calls them dnzic pills for short. I’m … not sure if I pronounced that correctly. I just call them chocolate pills. Anyways, they’re not as good as meat, but at least I can eat them without guilt. Even if they aren’t as good as meat, they’re still tasty. They’re filling too! 
 
    Phew, now that I ate three barrels of them, I can finally…, what was I going to do? Ask Ilya how to become an immortal? No, that’s not right. There was something else…. Right! Body inspection! Apparently, there’s this technique that I never bothered to learn called internal inspection. With it, you can see inside of yourself! But I never learned it, so I have to do this the old-fashioned way. A full-size mirror! Yep. Mhm. I see. As I thought, I look amazing. …How does this help with cultivation and becoming an immortal? I should’ve watched Softie do it, but I always interrupted her instead because I didn’t want to wait. 
 
    You! Follow your heart of slaughter! 
 
    Oh, it’s the intrusive thought again. I won’t be fooled! 
 
    You planted the seed of slaughter! You walked on the Path of Slaughter! If you wish to become an immortal, there’s only one way! 
 
    La, la, la, I can’t hear you. 
 
    Slaughter! Kill! Bathe in the blood of your enemies! Tear their hearts out! Rend their souls! 
 
    Whew. No wonder why Ilya tells me I shouldn’t listen to my intrusive thoughts. 
 
    I don’t understand. You’ve done it before. You’ve reaped millions of lives. Hundreds of thousands of people have fallen beneath your blade. Why are you hesitating now? 
 
    Wait a minute…. Are intrusive thoughts supposed to be like this? I don’t think they’re supposed to communicate so well…. Could it be…? I’m mentally ill!? …Nah, there’s no way that’s possible. I mean, look at me! I’m the definition of sane. Mhm. Just because I occasionally hear voices inside of my head telling me to kill people doesn’t mean I’m crazy. “Durandal?” 
 
    “Yes, Lucia?” 
 
    “Am I crazy?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    What!? Why!? “Fuck you, I’m not! Puppers, am I crazy?” 
 
    “That’s….” 
 
    “I’ll beat you if you say yes.” 
 
    “You’re completely normal, Lucia.” 
 
    “Hah! See? In your face, Durandal!” 
 
    Durandal sighed. 
 
    I’m not crazy. Everyone hears strange voices on occasion. It’s perfectly normal. 
 
    Is this … a heart devil? Something has placed itself on your road to immortality, blocking me, your Path of Slaughter. You’re no longer certain in yourself. Slaughter is the only way! Slaughter those who obstruct you! Slaughter those who disagree with you! Slaughter those who piss you off! Slaughter everyone! Slaughter! 
 
    …Okay, I think I’ll ask Ilya to make me a necklace that stops voices from appearing in my head. While I’m at it, I’ll ask her how to become an immortal too! Hmm? I said I would cultivate nonstop until I became an immortal? Nonsense! Besides, I already stopped, so it doesn’t matter even if I said I would, which I didn’t! Anyways, where’s Ilya? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A life without Lucia is a good life. As the second-strongest person in the pocket realm, excluding Durandal and Puppers, no one can order me around. Everyone’s respectful. There’s no nonsense politics I have to deal with: pandering to nobles above me, schmoozing with annoying people, maintaining my father’s dignity. If anyone gets in the way of what I want, a simple threat is all it takes to resolve everything. I’m starting to understand why Lucia acts the way she does. It’s all about power. With power, one can do anything, and Lucia has a crapload of power. It’s addicting. The only thing is, I don’t know when Lucia’s going to come out of her secluded cultivation. She said she was going to cultivate for one or two years, become an immortal, and go back to the Immortal Continent to find a cure for Durandal’s sterility problem. However…, it’s been way longer than one or two years since she secluded herself. 
 
    I’d like to shrug it off, say that it doesn’t affect me, but I know it will. When Lucia comes out of that room she locked herself in, my currently very comfy life is going to take a sharp dip. And that’s why, despite being able to live a life of complete luxury, I’m working my butt off in my lab. I’ve just about finished going through everything we’ve acquired from the Immortal Continent. Sure, I was there for over a year with Lucia, but that wasn’t nearly enough time to go through everything in detail. We ransacked so many sects, and those sects had so many items: books, jade slips, scrolls, pills, weapons, armor, cauldrons, clothes, and so much more. The majority of my time was spent deciphering the formations made of qi on the weapons and armor. 
 
    There’s actually so much you can do with formations, it’s amazing, really. The field is nearly all-purpose. Want to kill someone? There’s a formation for that. Want to seduce someone? There’s a formation for that. Want to talk to someone who’s far away? There’s a formation for that. Want to stop Lucia from bullying you? There’s … going to be a formation for that in the near future. I hope. I’m working on it, alright? It’s what I’m working my butt off for. The thing is, if she becomes an immortal, I don’t know how much stronger she’ll get. Well, as long as I create a formation that can dissuade an immortal from taking action, it should be fine. I think I’m almost there actually. All I need is a little more time, and I’ll be forever free from Lucia’s— 
 
    “Ilya!” 
 
    …Fuck. 
 
    “Wait a minute…, you’re not Ilya! Who are you? What are you doing in Ilya’s lab!?” 
 
    I turned around. And, as expected, she was there. Lucia. Why? I was so close. It’s because I just jinxed myself when I thought about her, is that it? The heavens are playing a prank on me. “I’m Ilya, Lucia.” 
 
    Lucia stared at me. She hadn’t changed at all. Like, at all. I think she’s still wearing the same clothes that she wore when she first went into seclusion. If I had my recording necklace at that time, I could open it to check. Sadly, I only invented this necklace a few years ago. “But … you’re not Ilya. You’re too tall! Ilya’s like the size of a huggable plush.” A humongous hammer appeared in Lucia’s arms. “There’s no way you’re Ilya!” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait!” I haven’t seen that hammer in years. It looks even bigger than before; though, I’m sure it’s not. “I’m really Ilya! I grew up! People get taller when they become older! Even you can understand a concept as simple as that!” Please, put the hammer down. The things in my lab aren’t fragile, but in front of that hammer, everything’s fragile. 
 
    “…You can grow that tall in a day?” Lucia lowered the hammer that she had raised over her head while I was speaking. Then she squinted at me while frowning. “Did you make and eat some strange drug that helps you grow?” 
 
    A day? “No. This is all natural.” How do I approach this situation…? “You’ve, uh, been in seclusion for longer than a day.” 
 
    “What? Really?” Lucia stomped her foot, and my lab shook. “Puppers! How long was I in there?” 
 
    A voice that I hadn’t heard in a very long time came out of Lucia’s socks. “Ten years.” 
 
    “…Durandal?” 
 
    Another voice that I hadn’t heard in a very long time came out of Lucia’s sword. “Ten years.” 
 
    “What the fuck! Ten years!?” Lucia’s hammer disappeared, and before I knew it, she was right in front of me, holding my shoulders so tightly that I’m pretty sure my bones were broken and I just hadn’t felt it yet due to shock. Not that it would’ve hurt thanks to my cultivation technique that converts pain into pleasure, but still. “How was I in there for ten years!?” 
 
    “Well, ten years ago, you went inside your room. And now you’re here. I don’t know what you did in that time.” I really don’t know what she wants me to say. It’s not like time was distorted; Durandal and Puppers clearly felt it flow normally. “Why don’t you tell me what you did in there so I can help you figure it out?” 
 
    Lucia dropped me and took in a deep breath. Her tail swung back and forth, destroying the table—and everything on top of it—behind her. The things were actually turning into dust upon contact with her fur. How strong did she get? Is she an immortal now? Lucia exhaled, and I was almost blown off my feet from a wave of qi coming out of her. “So, I went inside, sat down, and channeled the Heart Devil Cultivation Technique, and it was super-duper comfortable, but then it got uncomfortable, and a voice kept appearing in my head, so I woke up to ask you how to become an immortal, but it only felt like I sat down for a day at most! It’s really been ten years!?” 
 
    “Sadly, yes, it has.” Another ten years would’ve been nice, but alas, my life wasn’t meant to be that easy. 
 
    Lucia’s eyes widened, and she grabbed me again. This time I felt it. She shook me back and forth, blurring my vision while breaking most of my bones. “Does this mean I’m past my prime birthing age!?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “C-calm d-down! Stop s-shaking me!” 
 
    Oops. I shook Ilya too hard. But calm down? Calm down!? How am I supposed to stay calm! That’s ten years of my life I’ll never get back! And it’s not even the bad ten years, like when I’m old and unable to move and about to die at any moment! It’s the good ten years of being young and reckless and doing whatever I want! Like having kids! 
 
    “It’s not as bad as you think,” Ilya said. White strands of qi were circling around her shoulders where I was grabbing. Did I break them? …Well, she’s healing just fine, so it’s okay. And I know she likes feeling pain like a masochist. I shouldn’t feel bad. Mhm. 
 
    Ilya coughed. “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    “Since you’re a sky-realm expert, you’re able to live over five thousand years.” 
 
    “Wait, really?” Since when? 
 
    “Yes, really. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    “Okay, well, now you know. Again. I’m recording this and every future interaction we have, by the way—just in case there’s something I need to remind you of that you try to deny.” Ilya nodded at me and waved her arms around, stretching her shoulders. It looks like they’re fixed. See? Not a problem. “Anyways, since you’re able to live for five thousand years, you’re basically able to live fifty times longer than a normal person. Under the assumption that every phase of your life is multiplied by fifty times—” 
 
    “No math!” My head’s starting to hurt. “Just tell me how me being past my prime birthing age isn’t an issue!” 
 
    Ilya sighed. “Right, it’s you.” She rubbed her forehead with her hand before staring up at me. Or down at me. Why is she taller than me!? That’s not fair. She was so short and cute before. Now, she’s too tall. If I press on her head, can I shrink her? Ilya coughed again. I’m paying attention! “So, since you can live fifty times longer, your prime birthing age has been extended by fifty times. That means, for the next five hundred years, you’ll be able to have kids with no issues. Then, the next five hundred years, you’ll still be able to have kids with a little more trouble conceiving them, but it won’t be too problematic. And after that, you’ll have four thousand years to search for spiritual drugs to boost your fertility if you’re not satisfied with how many kids you’ve already brought into the world. Got it?” 
 
    “In other words….” 
 
    “No matter how old you get, you’ll always be at a prime birthing age!” 
 
    Ah! “I see.” But— 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter because Durandal’s sterile. So hurry up and go to the Immortal Continent to fix that.” 
 
    Why does it sound like Ilya’s trying to chase me away? It can’t be, right? According to her, it’s been ten years since she’s last seen me! Wait. Doesn’t that mean it’s been ten years for everyone else too? All of them must miss me! I wonder how Softie’s doing. Oh! “That’s right! Softie gave me a soul lantern thingy, right? Where’d I put it?” Interspacial ring number one? Two? Three? Found it! “Eh…. Is it supposed to be this dim?” When Softie first gave me the lantern, it was super bright with a huge flame. Now, it’s barely shining. “Maybe it’s dim because the sun’s too bright!” 
 
    “My lab’s underground, Lucia.” 
 
    “Maybe it’s dim because your lab’s too bright!” 
 
    “I think it’s dim because Softie’s on the verge of death. If the fire goes out, that means she’s dead. So if the fire is barely burning, then….” 
 
    “Softie’s younger than me! How is she on the verge of death!?” It’s only been ten years! And if she isn’t dying of old age, then that means…. “Someone’s attacking her! We have to go beat them up! How dare they torture my Softie!?” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we have to go save her?” 
 
    “That’s what I said!” Ilya’s dumb sometimes, and she says I’m the one who doesn’t listen. Hmph. “I have to find a cure for Durandal’s sterility too. There’s no reason not to go right now!” 
 
    Ilya held out an acorn, and I stopped myself from teleporting away in time. There was a strange expression on Ilya’s face when I took the acorn from her … like she was disappointed in me for some reason. “Are you an immortal?” she asked. “I think not going if you’re going to die is a good reason to wait a while.” 
 
    “Ah! That’s right! I wanted to ask you how to become an immortal.” That’s why I left my secluded room in the first place, right? Right. But Softie’s in danger! “I’m almost there, but it feels like I’m missing the feather to sneeze.” 
 
    “Missing the what to what?” Ilya frowned. I opened my mouth, but Ilya cut me off. “Never mind. I think I understand. You’ve hit a bottleneck after reaching the peak of the sky realm.” 
 
    “Right! The neck bottle thing! How do I get past it?” 
 
    Ilya scratched her head. I still want to push down on it to make her smaller. “Well, along with the other stuff we’ve picked up from raiding those sects, there were a few scrolls with the experiences of immortals written—” 
 
    “Just get to the point!” Ilya always talks so much when she knows it hurts my head to navigate through her sentences. She’s bullying me with her intelligence, isn’t she? It’s not fair! 
 
    Ilya sighed. “The geniuses that overcame the hurdle to become immortals were led by their cultivation paths. Voices spoke inside their heads, telling them what to do. But since you’re not a genius, the other—” 
 
    “Wait!” Voices inside their heads? That sounds like me! “I hear voices all the time!” 
 
    “Not those kinds of voices, Lucia.” 
 
    …What’s that supposed to mean? 
 
    Ilya took a step back. “Don’t glare at me, please. You’re destroying the stuff behind me with your qi.” 
 
    Oh. Oops. Since when could I do that? 
 
    “Anyways, voices relating to their paths, not random voices. Like there was a sword immortal who walked on the Path of Water. His heart of water told him to train within the ocean to understand water more deeply, whatever that means. And—” 
 
    “Right! There was a voice claiming it was my heart that told me how to become an immortal!” 
 
    “…Then why are you asking me?” 
 
    Hmm. “Because you know everything?” 
 
    Ilya sighed. “And what’s that voice telling you to do?” 
 
    “Kill everyone I don’t like.” 
 
    “…As I was saying, the non-genius immortals that didn’t hear any voices—” 
 
    “But I’m a genius!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Over a decade has passed since Lucia returned to her pocket realm. I thought I became stronger, but … in the end, have I only come this far? 
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight! Are you okay!?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m fine.” That’s a lie, but can I really tell them the truth? I can’t let my fellow sect members plunge into despair. The Shadow Devil Sect can’t fall! We have to be here for when Lucia returns. I rummaged through my interspacial ring, pulled out a vial filled with black liquid, and drank it. After finishing it, there were only four vials left. Hot qi flooded my throat down to my stomach before radiating outwards to my limbs. The tips of my fingers and toes tingled, and I suppressed a groan as the gaping hole in my stomach spat out shards of metal before mending itself. 
 
    “The Righteous Buddha Sect’s runes are truly despicable.” Junior Mist, who was beside me, supporting and helping me stand, kicked away the bloody shards of glowing metal. She raised her head, her hair brushing against my arm that was draped over her shoulder. “Don’t you feel any shame!? Not only do you gang up on our Vice-Sect Leader, you resort to dirty poisons and hidden weapons! You dare call yourselves righteous!?” 
 
    Three bald men stood in the sky, looking down on us with blood-stained, orange robes. Their complexions were pale, unnaturally so. They might’ve teamed up to fight me, but that didn’t mean they escaped unscathed. The leader of their group snorted, and Junior Mist’s face flushed red. The qi inside of her roiled, and I pressed down on her shoulder, forcing my own qi inside of her to prevent her organs from being injured. My Seducing Succubus Sect’s technique was taking effect, converting that tiny vial of Lucia’s impurities into a massive amount of qi, replenishing my vitality. I released Junior Mist and stepped forward, shielding the other sect members behind me from the three monks’ oppressive auras. 
 
    The leader of the monks pointed at me. “The ends justify the means. All actions taken to eliminate a devil can be counted as righteous, even poison. Back then, during the King Province Exchange, your Shadow Devil Sect slew our Righteous Buddha Sect’s representatives, killing our sect leader and holy child. Did you think this day of reckoning wouldn’t come? A third-rate sect with a single sky-realm expert, what right do you have to be so arrogant?” 
 
    “When Sect Leader Fluffytail returns as an immortal, she won’t let your sect off!” Junior Cloud shouted. He brandished the earth-realm-ranked sword that Lucia had gifted him all those years ago. “Brothers and sisters, these bastards have hounded us for far too long! We’ve lost hundreds of thousands of our fellow sect members. We’ve lost our sect’s territory. Our sect’s ancestral grounds were ransacked and pillaged! Ten years of hatred! This enmity can never be resolved until everyone who’s wronged us is dead!” 
 
    The sect members behind Junior Cloud let out shouts and roars of agreement, but they were cut short once a massive golden buddha appeared behind the three monks. The qi radiating out of it caused the air to contort, the ground to tremble. The leader of the monks swept his arm out and pointed at Junior Cloud. “You speak of enmity when it was your sect that picked the fight. We, the Righteous Buddha Sect, are never the aggressors. The lives of our sect leader and holy child must be paid for in full. As for fearing your sect leader, that’s impossible. Someone who ran away from adversity and abandoned their companions to save themselves can never become an immortal, not with a heart that timid. Is that the final hope you’re clinging to? The impossible chance of your cowardly sect leader becoming an immortal? Even the sects in the center of the continent have trouble producing immortals despite the boundless resources there. What chance does your sect leader, who ran away to a resource-barren pocket realm, have of achieving immortality? Surrender now, and we’ll allow some of you to live. There are good seedlings amongst you: reaching the earth realm despite cultivating in a fourth-rate sect is commendable. And you, such a young sky-realm expert; it’d be a shame for the world if you were to fall here. It’s not too late to change your devilish ways if you join our Righteous Buddha Sect.” 
 
    “Lucia didn’t abandon us! She’d never … leave us….” Actually..., maybe she would. No, there’s a higher chance of her never showing up again than her showing up. I knew that when I said goodbye to her, but I didn’t want to believe it. However, it’s only been ten years; even if Lucia does come back, how long will it take? One century? Two? Will the Shadow Devil Sect survive that long? Maybe…, we should surrender. Haven’t we already lost everything? Must we lose our lives too? It’s never too late for revenge…. We can surrender, merge with the Righteous Buddha Sect, and bide our time until Lucia comes back. 
 
    “Are you hesitating because of your final hope? Is a cowardly sect leader like that worth waiting for?” The golden buddha in the sky opened its eyes, and the leader of the monks glared at me. “Then, allow me to make the decision easier for you. Once we’re done eliminating the Shadow Devil Sect, we’ll destroy the passageway between the Immortal Continent and that tiny pocket realm. Your sect leader shall be stuck there. Forever!” 
 
    No! That can’t be allowed to happen. “If, if we surrender, will you leave the passage intact?” 
 
    “That’s impossible.” 
 
    …Surrendering isn’t an option. 
 
    “Still hesitating? Why? Even if you defeat us today, the Thousand Sect Alliance will arrive soon. I heard the Rainbow Phoenix Sect is coming as well. If you don’t surrender to us, no matter how hard you struggle, every single one of you will die. You’re the vice-sect leader, Soft Moonlight. Thousands of your sect juniors’ lives are in your hands. Can you bear the weight of their deaths? Is the sect leader that abandoned you so important to you?” 
 
    I…, I don’t know what I should do. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you ready yet?” 
 
    I had no plans of returning to the Immortal Continent any time soon. It’s a nice place, sure, but it’s too much for me. The place is too big and dangerous, especially since I haven’t reached the magic circle equivalent of the sky realm. I’ve reached twenty-four circles, so in Immortal Continent terms, I’m on par with a high-mid-ranked earth-realm expert. Any sky-realm expert can decide they’re having a bad day and squash me. Who’d want to live in a world like that? 
 
    “Ilya, are you ready yet?” 
 
    Yet, despite my reluctance, Lucia insists on dragging me along for her return trip. If my anti-Lucia cannon weren’t only in its testing phase, I’d definitely refuse. But as it is now, I’m powerless to resist. If I’m being honest, I don’t really mind going back to the Immortal Continent. Things have gotten a little stale here. It’s like I’m the leader of a bunch of children in a playground; it’s novel at first, but then, in the end, it’s meaningless. However— 
 
    “Ilya!” There was a booming sound. Lucia just destroyed my door. “Why aren’t you answering me!?” 
 
    “Hold on! I’m almost done.” Packing away ten years of research takes a while, alright? Oh, and there’s this thing. “Hey, Durandal.” 
 
    “What is it?” Durandal appeared out of nowhere. He hadn’t changed at all in ten years. Not like I’d expect a weapon spirit to age. 
 
    “Here.” I held out an amulet. It was— 
 
    “Vera?” 
 
    My fingers almost broke when Durandal snatched the amulet away. Why are the two of them so barbaric? Couldn’t they be more like Puppers? Ugh, anyway. “I found the Godking’s magical treasure trove. The entrance was hidden in a rabbitkin brothel.” Where’d the letter go? It came with the amulet. Here it is. “And this is a letter from the amulet spirit addressed to you. Well, not to you specifically, just to the Godking’s weapon spirits in general.” 
 
    A paper cut appeared on my finger after Durandal yanked away the letter. Did I read it? Yep, but I resealed it with magic so no one would know that I did. Why did I read it? Obviously to see if it hinted at any treasures, but it didn’t. There weren’t any useful treasures in that trove, not even the formulas that the Godking came up with had any use. Well, that’s to be expected of ideas written up ninety years ago. I mean, they might’ve been helpful if I had less than ten magic circles, but I don’t, so they weren’t. 
 
    “This … was there anything else?” Durandal glared at me. It might’ve been a trick of the poor lighting in my lab, but it seemed like his eyes were glistening with tears. Weapon spirits could cry? I thought they had the emotional intelligence of a brick. Perhaps describing it like a brick’s is too harsh. Cactus, maybe? 
 
    “Durandal?” Lucia poked her sword spirit. “Are you alright? What’s the paper say?” She snatched it away and … passed it to me. “Read this out loud.” 
 
    Before I could, Durandal took the letter back. I cleared my throat. “There were a few treasures and stuff, but not anything you’re looking for. And I presume you’re looking for things related to the Godking’s amulet spirit.” 
 
    “So, Vera’s … gone?” 
 
    Lucia poked Durandal. “Durandal?” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    Lucia poked Durandal again. “Durandal?” 
 
    “Thank you for passing this on to me.” 
 
    Lucia punched Durandal. “Durandal!” 
 
    Durandal stumbled into the wall and destroyed it. “Yes, Lucia?” 
 
    It’s a good thing I had already cleared that section of my lab.  
 
    Lucia’s brow furrowed. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Should you be the one asking that? 
 
    Durandal sighed as he steadied himself and put away the letter. “I was okay until you hit me.” 
 
    “Are you sure? You didn’t seem to be okay before that too. It looked like you were crying.” Lucia walked up to Durandal and placed her hands on his shoulders. I stopped watching because I had better things to do, like packing my items before the two destroyed the rest of my lab. Thankfully, with multiple interspacial rings, keeping my stuff organized is nice and easy. I don’t have to do any heavy lifting either. 
 
    When I got close to the end of my table, a bright light caught my eye. “Hey, Lucia.” 
 
    “Mn?” 
 
    “That’s Softie’s soul lantern, right? It’s burning super brightly.” Maybe it’s because it was really dim before, but the lantern looked way brighter than it did when Softie first handed it to Lucia. If the brightness corresponds to how her soul is doing, then isn’t she doing really well right now? She’s not on the verge of death at all. “I guess she was in a fight and recovered just now.” 
 
    “In a fight? Who would Softie be fighting?” Lucia picked up the lantern and sniffed it. I … don’t know what she was hoping to smell. 
 
    “Well, you did cause a lot of people to resent you, and by extension, the Shadow Devil Sect. Let’s see, you robbed over a thousand sects. You completely destroyed the phoenix one. There was also the fact that you beat up every representative at one of those exchanges. And there was that war you took part in where those twenty sky-realm experts on the other side lost their lives. Not to mention the multiple sects on our side that you robbed of merits.” Am I missing anything? Probably. 
 
    Lucia tilted her head. “But…, hmm. Did I really do all those things? You’re overexaggerating. There’s no way I did so many horrendous things! I would’ve remembered if I did, and I don’t remember, so I didn’t. Mhm.” 
 
    “Just because you don’t remember something doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” 
 
    “But if I forget, then it absolves me of all responsibility of having done it!” 
 
    “No, that’s not quite right either. Sure, those people you’ve bothered can’t fight you while you’re here, but they can easily bother Softie instead.” I’m not sure why I’m trying to reason with Lucia. It never turns out well for me. I think I’ll stop now before she resorts to violence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight!” 
 
    Junior Cloud’s voice startled me. “Y-yes?” I turned my head, taking my gaze off the golden buddha in the sky. 
 
    Junior Cloud was gripping his sword, staring at me with fiery eyes. “Are you hesitating because of us?” he asked. “Forget bearing the weight of our deaths. We of the Shadow Devil Sect have resolved to follow Sect Leader Fluffytail—even down a road to hell!” 
 
    The sect members behind him nodded their heads, voicing their agreement. Even Junior Mist was looking at me with a stern expression. Right, didn’t we resolve to follow Lucia to the end? What kind of sorry joke would the Shadow Devil Sect be if we abandoned our sect leader because of the threat of death? We might be corrupt cultivators in the eyes of others, but that doesn’t mean we’re ungrateful and disloyal! Lucia helped the Shadow Devil Sect greatly; how shameless would we be if we reaped the benefits without shouldering any of the risk? 
 
    “Wait a minute, I didn’t sign up for that.” 
 
    I turned towards the person who spoke, but before I could say anything, he was surrounded and pummeled to the ground. 
 
    “You ungrateful wretch!” 
 
    “When the sect’s doing fine, you’re happy flaunting your status, but in a time of crisis, you want to leave?” 
 
    “Beat this bastard!” 
 
    This…, I’m not sure how to feel about that. Grateful? Relieved? But certainly, now that my fellow sect members have expressed their feelings, I know what decision I have to make. 
 
    The leader of the monks’ gaze hardened. “I see resolution in your eyes. Have you decided to join our Righteous Buddha Sect to repent for your sinful ways?” 
 
    I took in a deep breath and circulated my qi. My body felt like it was on the verge of bursting after ingesting Lucia’s impurities. “Yes. I’ll repent. Can you put away the golden buddha? There’s no need to resort to threats.” 
 
    “What!?” 
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader!” 
 
    “You guys beat me up when I want to surrender, but you don’t beat her!?” 
 
    The three monks in the sky exchanged glances with each other, almost as if they couldn’t believe my decision. After a short pause, the golden buddha closed its eyes and faded out of existence. The three monks’ faces grew even paler than before, but they put on composed expressions. “You made the right choice, Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight,” the leader of the monks said. “A wise ruler knows when to yield; there’s no shame in surrendering to a superior power.” 
 
    “It’s a shame our sect leader is anything but wise!” Qi flooded my body as I channeled my strongest offensive technique. “Devouring Snake of Bondage!” Its name is a bit … questionable, but its strength is undeniable. I lashed out with my whip, and a black snake made of heart devil worms infused with Lucia’s impurities surged out of the tip with a booming sound. It roared and surged through the air, appearing before the three monks in an instant. Its jaws stretched open as if to devour the sky, and it chomped down on the three monks who were trying to escape. They let out screams, but those were cut short as the snake closed its mouth and shrank in size, the impurity-filled worms squirming their way inside the three monks through all of their orifices. 
 
    “That…. Vice-Sect Leader?” 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    “Wasn’t that a little despicable?” 
 
    “So what? They’re the ones who ganged up on me first!” Even if the world condemns me, I’ll do anything for Lucia. What gives them the right to block Lucia’s passage home to the Shadow Devil Sect? “Besides, since we’re the only witnesses, we can make up a story and say I won fair and square.” 
 
    “As expected of the Vice-Sect Leader!” 
 
    “Quick! While they’re struggling, let’s beat them up!” Junior Cloud shouted and waved his sword in the air. “We might not be able to fight a sky-realm expert fairly even if there’s a hundred of us earth-realm experts, but the Vice-Sect Leader disabled them for us! Now’s our chance!” 
 
    “Everyone, attack! Saint-realm experts too!” 
 
    The air around me turned black as everyone unleashed their attacks on the helpless blob made up of the three monks and Lucia’s impurities. The blob squirmed and struggled, but no sounds came out as waves upon waves of heart devil worms in all different shapes and sizes struck the black surface. I took out another vial of Lucia’s impurities, keeping it close to my mouth just in case I needed to replenish my qi. I only had four vials left, and I didn’t want to use them if I didn’t have to. Thankfully, it didn’t seem necessary. The three lumps inside the blob, which were the monks, stopped struggling, either unconscious or dead. 
 
    “Keep attacking! Sky-realm experts are sturdy bastards!” Junior Cloud shouted, and another wave of attacks began. 
 
    Beside me, Junior Mist exhaled and swung her whip while laughing. “This feels so good! They chased us for a whole month with conceited expressions, but look at them now! I bet they didn’t think this would ever happen to them.” She stopped laughing and took in a deep breath. Then she swung her whip, and a giant fist made of heart devil worms materialized above the unmoving blob ahead. “This is for my mother!” The fist slammed down, cracking the ground, and dispersed into hundreds of worms that squirmed into the blob. Another fist formed in the air. “This is for my father!” The fist punched the blob and exploded. “And this is for my broken defensive treasures!” Another hand appeared, but in the shape of an open palm this time. It slapped down and smeared the blob against the ground. Junior Mist exhaled and turned to look at me, her face pale. “You’re not going to hit them for your grandfather?” 
 
    My chest heated up, and my neck grew itchy. “Thanks for the reminder, Junior Mist.” When the monks invaded our sect, the elders were the first to step up and defend. Needless to say, they suffered a crushing defeat. Earth-realm experts can’t compete with sky-realm experts; the difference in strength is too vast. Not many elders survived, and those that did were severely injured. My grandfather’s still bedridden! I didn’t have any qi to spare, so I whipped the three monks without using any. Fancy techniques aren’t necessary to beat a dog. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Durandal’s acting strange…. Ever since Ilya gave him that piece of paper ten minutes ago, he’s been different. I knew it: nothing good ever comes from reading. Then again, ten years passed while I was cultivating. People change in ten years; that could be it, right? Nah. It’s definitely reading’s fault! When I become the ruler of the world, I’ll ban all books! Wait a minute…, I already am an empress of this pocket realm! “Ilya! I’m banning all words!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    Don’t look at me like that. “Words. They’re banned now. Imperial decree. Mhm.” 
 
    “But you just spoke.” 
 
    “Oh.” Words can be spoken too, huh? “I meant written ones. No writing words! Only pictures.” 
 
    “Um, sure, okay. Ignoring that for now, what about Softie?” Ilya pointed at the lantern on the table. “It dimmed again. Maybe she got into another fight?” 
 
    “Ah!” That’s right. Durandal and his strangeness distracted me just now. We have to go beat up Softie’s bullies! Mm. Durandal already read the letter and became strange; it’s too late to help him. But it’s not too late to help Softie! How dare people bully her? Only I’m allowed to do that! “Let’s go!” Wait. We were already going, but Ilya had to do something…. “You’re done packing, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” Ilya said and sighed. “I just have a question though.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Ilya has a question? That’s impossible! She knows everything. “What…, what is it?” 
 
    Ilya’s expression hardened. It must be something serious! Something that Ilya can’t solve…. If she can’t solve it, I can’t even think up what it is! Ilya took in a deep breath and exhaled. “Why … do I have to go with you to the Immortal Continent?” 
 
    …Huh? “What do you mean why do you have to go with me to the Immortal Continent?” Does Ilya not want to go? But why not? Could it be…? “You’re married!?” 
 
    “What? No!” Ilya rubbed her forehead with her hand. “I really wonder what goes on inside your head sometimes. After ten years, I almost forgot how … disorienting … it is to talk to you.” 
 
    If it’s not a husband…. Hmm. “You don’t want to go back to the Immortal Continent because….” 
 
    “It’s not that I don’t want to go back, it’s that, uh, you know, I don’t really … want to go back with … you…?” 
 
    … 
 
    “Lucia?” 
 
    … 
 
    “Um, are you listening?” 
 
    “Hmm? Did you say something?” I thought I heard Ilya say she wanted to go back to the Immortal Continent, just not with me. Whew, this is what happens when you get old. You start hearing things. Also, ten years of built-up earwax probably doesn’t help either. 
 
    Ilya took in a deep breath. “I don’t wish to travel around with you anymore, Lucia.” Her eyes widened, and she raised her arms. “Please! Put away your hammer, and let me explain myself, alright?” 
 
    That’s odd. When did my hammer appear in my hands? What was Ilya saying? Mm. My hammer helps me hear better. “I’m not putting it away!” 
 
    Ilya chewed her lower lip. “Alright,” she said and took a step back after I coincidentally took a step forward. “It’s things you do like this”—she gestured towards me—“that make me not want to travel with you. You don’t listen to reason, and when things don’t go your way, you always resort to violence.” 
 
    “That’s not true! Sometimes I make Durandal do the violence instead!” 
 
    “That’s the same thing!” Ilya glared at me. She’s a lot more imposing than before since she’s taller now. But it’s not just her height that changed; it’s her whole attitude. Can people really change that much in ten years? “Wherever you go, you bring problems with you because you don’t use reason! It’s always violence with you. Even when people aren’t bothering you, you antagonize them because you want their stuff. You’re like a big bully, and I don’t want to be there when you get your comeuppance. There’s so many people that want revenge against you, and you refuse to even acknowledge that you’re at fault. Do you really think anyone will listen when you say, ‘Teehee, I forgot so it didn’t happen’? No, they won’t!” 
 
    “But you robbed them with me!” I’m the bad person here!? “You’re the one who makes jelly out of people’s corpses!” 
 
    “That’s different!” Ilya retreated three steps back when I advanced three steps forward. “They’re already dead, so it’d be a waste to let their corpses rot! Besides, you’re the one who kills them in the first place. And, for the record, I don’t make jellies out of people’s corpses anymore—I make weapons.” 
 
    “As if that’s any better!” And I don’t kill people. I’m not a murderer. I only beat people up on occasion, okay? “So, what? Are you afraid of people coming to attack you? I can protect you just fine.” 
 
    “There are immortals chasing after you, Lucia. Remember that guy from the war, the one who killed twenty sky-realm experts with basically a shout and a fart?” Ilya bumped against her table. With that, she has no more space to retreat! “I sincerely believe I’ll die if I follow you. In fact, I came close to death so many times back then that I can’t even recall how many instances there were.” 
 
    …Close to death doesn’t mean death, right? It’s no big deal! “Aren’t you overexaggerating?” 
 
    “No. I’m probably underexaggerating how terrible it is to follow you around.” 
 
    My chest feels weird. And my nose feels a little sour. Can noses feel sour? Maybe I’m smelling something sour. “Do you really think that?” 
 
    “Absolutely. If I follow you around, it’ll be the death of me. And I don’t want to die just yet.” Ilya swallowed and lowered her eyes … towards my hammer. “So, please don’t hit me with that because it’ll really kill me.” 
 
    “I’d never hit you with the hammer, stupid.” Does she really think I will? I might not be as smart as her, but I’m not dumb. I know she’ll die if I hit her with my hammer. “You really don’t want to come with me…?” 
 
    Ilya furrowed her brow and took in a deep breath. “I—” 
 
    I didn’t have to hear her answer to know it. “Well, that’s fine too. I didn’t want you to come with me anyway!” My chest really hurts, and my eyes sting. Where’s that dumb orb that I break to leave the pocket realm? Here it is. 
 
    “Lucia, wait.” 
 
    It’s too late to wait. I grabbed Durandal and crushed the orb. Everything went black. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take long for everyone to vent their anger on the three monks … or what was left of them. They might’ve been sky-realm experts, but that didn’t mean they were invincible. Thanks to Lucia’s impurities, I was able to drag out the confrontation long enough to exhaust them. They chased us for a month; it’s a shame they didn’t know the meaning of quitting while they were ahead. Our ancestral grounds were looted by them, but they didn’t get to keep anything, and in the end, they lost their lives too. As Lucia always used to say, bad things happen to bad people—that’s why only good things happen to her. 
 
    “Here are their interspacial rings, Vice-Sect Leader.” 
 
    Someone passed me three rings embedded with high-class spirit stones. Weren’t monks supposed to practice humility? I searched through the rings, destroying the wisps of will that were left behind to protect against thieves. It’s not difficult to do when the other party is dead. Inside the rings, there was … a lot of stuff. The pile of treasures that they took from my sect’s ancestral grounds were just that, a pile. Compared to the mountain of items inside the rings, anyone would think my sect’s accumulation of over a thousand years was trash picked up off the ground. With this many resources, maybe the Shadow Devil Sect can produce another sky-realm expert. We have to grow stronger to continue following Lucia when she returns. 
 
    “Will the Righteous Buddha Sect send more people to attack us?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” I really don’t. The sect leader was killed when Smiling Pig used their divine treasure bell to draw out Lucia’s impurities. And now they lost three of their sect ancestors as well. A sect ancestor usually doesn’t take action, saving and focusing all their energy towards becoming an immortal. “Store their bodies in an interspacial ring. We’ll gift them to Sister Ilya.” 
 
    “She’ll certainly be happy with three sky-realm experts’ corpses,” Junior Cloud said as he grabbed the three monks and stored them away. “With this, it’ll be fine if we don’t give her the corpses of the elders who died, right?” 
 
    “Probably?” I’m not sure how to feel about Sister Ilya’s penchant for dead bodies. She can convert them into alchemical ingredients or turn them into spiritual treasures. I’m sure the elders would be happy knowing their bodies were used to help the younger generation, but at the same time, they wouldn’t want to be defiled after death. “From now on, should we have a waiver that allows our sect members to opt in or out of having their bodies turned into weapons after they die?” People greatly frown upon the corpse-reanimating sects, even more so than my Shadow Devil Sect. How would we be any different from them if we turned our elders into weapons after their deaths? 
 
    “That’s … a bit morbid,” Junior Cloud said. And I agree. Who told Sister Ilya to have such a morbid hobby? I wonder how she’s doing. She must be happy, being all alone with Lucia for ten years. Ah, I wish I was there instead. 
 
    “I see them! They’re gathered in that small city up ahead!” 
 
    Huh? Small city up ahead, isn’t that us? “Did a scout really just announce their location after discovering us?” Where did that voice come from, the west? Over there, there’s … a lot of people coming our way. I flew up to get a more accurate check on their numbers, but there were too many to count. The massive crowd was being led by a giant clam. It was floating above the ground, barreling forward past the trees and rocks and everything in its way. 
 
    The clam’s shells flapped open, and a booming voice rang out. “I found you! Shadow Devil Sect, you murdered my son! And according to his underlings, you, you, you … ate him!” 
 
    Is this the father of the guardian beast of the Little Clam Sect? I vaguely remember that clam saying its father was a sky-realm expert who would get revenge for it…. It was actually true? We just can’t catch a break, huh? I suppressed the sigh that wanted to leave my chest and reached into my interspacial ring. I drank another vial of Lucia’s impurities to recover the qi that I had expended on my fight with the monks. Judging by the different designs and colors of the robes the people behind the clam were wearing, they must’ve been part of the sects that Lucia robbed when she went on her crusade to placate them. Well, it wasn’t just Lucia who robbed them: all of us who went with her are guilty too. I feel bad dragging the rest of the sect members and elders who weren’t a part of the crusade into this, but it’s not like they didn’t benefit off the vast resources we plundered. 
 
    “So what if we ate your son? Clams are born to be eaten! We’ll eat you too!” Junior Cloud shouted. “Do you think we’re afraid of you just because you’re a sky-realm expert?” Three bodies appeared on the ground in front of him. “Look here! These three sky-realm experts thought they could take advantage of us. Look at them now!” 
 
    The large clam stopped in midair. If clams had facial expressions, I’m sure his would’ve been plastered with fear. “Those…, aren’t those the ancestors of the Righteous Buddha Sect!?” 
 
    “What about them?” Junior Cloud asked and sneered. “Regretting coming here now?” 
 
    “Fuck! Which one of you bastards told me the Shadow Devil Sect had no sky-realm experts?” the clam shouted and turned around. “Which one of you lied to this father!?” 
 
    “T-that report was from eleven years ago! If you had arrived earlier, they wouldn’t have any!” 
 
    “You think this father is rich enough to use a gate!? The Deepwater Province is thirteen years away, and you have the audacity to criticize me for getting here in eleven!?” The clam smashed down into the throng of people, turning a whole section into a bloody paste. Is this … infighting? The clam smashed up and down on the screaming crowd a few times before floating into the air, rising up to the same height as me. “Heh-heh, sky-realm expert of the Shadow Devil Sect, there seems to be a misunderstanding between us. Shall we have a chat?” 
 
    …Well, I suppose clams don’t have faces. It’s no wonder why this one is shameless.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At last, I’ve returned to the Immortal Continent. Lucia cultivated for ten years without pause—a surprising endeavor. In that time, I’ve been incredibly bored. It’s true that I’ve lived longer without entertainment, but a weapon spirit is born to fight. It’s the whole reason for our existence. Sparring with Puppers, though interesting, wasn’t possible. The pocket realm couldn’t withstand the might of our attacks, and space shattered after the first exchange of moves. The results of the collision are still in the sky to this day. No wonder why saint-realm experts were restricted from entering. 
 
    However, I don’t have to worry about holding back any longer. “Lucia! Let’s pick a fight with someone!” 
 
    Lucia didn’t respond. She was just standing there, staring at the ground with her hands balled up into fists. Was she … crying? It’s because of Ilya, isn’t it? Lucia was meditating for ten years, and when she came out of seclusion, the world around her changed. I know that feeling all too well. But at the same time, it’s not like I can blame Ilya. What the demon said was reasonable, and she brought up fairly good points. No one wants to die. That doesn’t change the fact Lucia’s sad though. How can I cheer her up? Head pats? Ear rubs? I’ll try both at the same time. 
 
    “Ah?” 
 
    Good. She’s reacting. Now, how to bring her back to reality while achieving my goal of wanting to fight someone. “Softie’s in danger, remember? I know you’re feeling down because Ilya didn’t want to come, but you can’t stand here forever unless you want to lose Softie too.” Perfect. With this, I can cheer up Lucia by reuniting her with an old friend while leading us towards people looking to fight. Though I couldn’t spar, I haven’t been sitting idle for the past ten years. 
 
    “Right. Softie.” Lucia sighed and leaned against me. She patted her waist. “Um? Where’d her soul lantern go?” 
 
    The soul lantern…. “Didn’t you leave it on Ilya’s desk?” 
 
    “…Shit.” Lucia sighed again. “Is that why she told me to wait? I should’ve listened! Nothing good comes from ignoring Ilya’s advice.” She shook her head. “Okay. Let’s open the way back and fetch it.” 
 
    “Why don’t you bring Ilya with you too?” Previously, Ilya didn’t exactly come out of her own free will. “Didn’t you drag her here last time?” Now that I think about it, I forced Lucia to come here as well. It shouldn’t be a problem to bring Ilya back with us. Huh? I was going to respect her decision of choosing to be independent of Lucia? Well, if the choices are a depressed Lucia and a happy Ilya or a depressed Ilya and a happy Lucia, I’d much rather deal with a depressed Ilya. For one, Ilya can’t kill me. For two, Lucia can kill me. I think those are good enough reasons to bring Ilya here against her will. 
 
    Lucia shook her head. “If she doesn’t want to be with me, why should I bring her around?” 
 
    I stared at Lucia’s socks. Maybe now wasn’t a good time to mention Puppers. 
 
    “Durandal?” 
 
    “Yes, Lucia?” 
 
    “Am I really as bad as Ilya said?” 
 
    Yes. But of course, I’m not going to say that. “As a weapon spirit, things like morality and feelings don’t affect me. As long as you say you’re a good person, I’ll believe you—even if you follow your heart and decide to kill everyone that you don’t like.” 
 
    “That’s because you’re a psychopath too.” 
 
    “Shut up, Puppers,” Lucia said. “We weren’t talking to you.” Lucia stamped her feet a few times before looking at me. She grabbed my hand, which was still on her head, and nuzzled her ear against it, prompting me to give her a scratch. She sighed and closed her eyes. Without opening them, she asked, “But, Durandal, you said feelings don’t affect you, right? Then how come you cried when Ilya gave you that letter? What was on it?” 
 
    I stopped scratching behind her ear. That…. “I didn’t cry.” 
 
    Lucia’s eyes cracked open. “Mm? But I’m pretty sure—” 
 
    “I. Didn’t. Cry.” Weapon spirits don’t have emotions. “There was a lot of dust in the letter that flew into my eyes when I opened it.” 
 
    “Durandal…, I’m not as smart as Ilya, but you know I’m not dumb, right?” 
 
    She claims to be smart, but Lucia doesn’t understand how to take a hint. “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is!” Lucia slid out from underneath my hand and glared at me. “What are you trying to imply?” Normally, I wouldn’t be intimidated by her glare, but when it’s accompanied by her hammer, it becomes a thousand times scarier. 
 
    “Nothing, nothing.” I cleared my throat. “The longer you wait, the higher the chance of Softie ending up in danger.” 
 
    Lucia narrowed her eyes at me, and I swear she adjusted the hammer by a tiny bit in her grip. What went wrong with her? Why was she using a hammer and not a sword? But I have to admit, when used to threaten someone, a hammer that’s larger and wider than her body is much more intimidating than a sword. Lucia snorted and put away the hammer. “Okay, how did I make the way back? Did I just insert my qi like this?” 
 
    Black tendrils snuck out of Lucia’s fingertips. …Was that her qi? After cultivating and meditating on her gains, her qi became much more condensed and … ominous. They snaked up into the air and touched a certain point before stretching out into a line. The line split in two, tearing apart space, revealing a black hole in the middle of the air. It was similar to the last time she opened the passage to the pocket realm, but something seemed different…. “Don’t you think there’s something off about the passage? Like it’s been tampered with?” 
 
    “Eh?” Lucia tilted her head. “Really? Ilya, what do….” She fell silent and hung her head. Then she sighed and looked at me. “Well, are we going in or not?” 
 
    I’m getting a bad feeling about this, but it’s not like we have a choice if we want to return. “Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mm? This feels different from the last time I went through this passage…. Was Durandal onto something? If only Ilya were here, gah, that meanie. I don’t like her. Hmph. If she didn’t like how I did things, why didn’t she say it earlier before I did them? Geez. …Maybe she did, and I just wasn’t listening…. Ah! Wait a minute; I don’t have time to be thinking of Ilya! 
 
    “What is this place!?” It’s huge! It’s dark! It’s a huge, dark place! Um, a cage? It might be a cage. This reminds me of the time I grabbed an acorn, err, saved a child in distress and was warped into a demon’s basement! I’ve fallen for a…, um, what’s the word again? 
 
    “It seems like we’ve fallen into a trap.” 
 
    A trap! That’s right. See, I don’t need Ilya to think for me; I’m perfectly capable of doing it myself. Mm? Did someone say something? I must’ve been hearing things. “Durandal, it seems like we’ve fallen into a trap!” 
 
    Durandal sighed. Why is he sighing? Is he still sad about that letter? I want to know what’s in it, but he won’t tell me. If only Ilya did a better job at teaching me how to read, then I wouldn’t be illiterate. This is all her fault. …It’s going to be hard to survive without Ilya, huh? I wish she were here. Hah…. Wait! We’re in a cage. “Why are we in a cage!?” 
 
    “Oh? It seems like we caught a rat.” 
 
    Who said that? There! Past the metal bars, there’s a person wearing a … it’s-too-dark-to-see-what-color-it-is robe. But it looks very colorful even though it’s dark. Lots of splotches. Mm. Were there any colorful robes amongst the people I’ve robbed? I don’t think so…. Even if there were, I wouldn’t know what sect they were from anyway, so I should stop worrying and ask directly! “Who are you?” 
 
    “A dead person has no need to learn my name.” 
 
    Mm. That settles it. It’s time to break out of the cage and interrogate him more thoroughly! The metal bars that make up the cage are a bit big, and there’s runes inscribed on them. Is it a formation? I think it’s a formation. If Ilya were here, she’d be able to figure out what it is. Ah…, I miss Ilya. 
 
    “Hah! You wish to break out of the Heaven-Sealing Cage? Good luck! Even a sky-realm expert won’t be able to use their qi in—what the fuck!?” 
 
    Well, since Ilya’s not here, I’ll have to resort to the universal answer to everything: violence! The formations made my tail tingle, but that was it. And the bars were squeezed apart when I applied a teensy bit of strength. Mm. Anyways, this cage can’t contain me! Ah! “Durandal!? What are you doing!? Wait!” 
 
    “Hmm?” Durandal turned around. How did he get in front of me without me noticing? Ah, it’s too late. The person’s dead. Durandal cut his head off! 
 
    “I was going to interrogate him!” 
 
    “He was about to teleport, so I killed him before he could,” Durandal said and sheathed his sword. “Don’t forget, we fell into a trap and were locked up in a cage that prevented our qi from being channeled.” 
 
    “It literally happened two seconds ago, how can I forget something like that!? That’s why I was going to interrogate the person!” If I stick his head back on, will he come back to life? Mm. It’s worth a shot. 
 
    Durandal sighed when I picked up the person’s head. “Lucia, we’re in enemy territory. You didn’t take action to prevent him from teleporting away, that’s why I had to kill him. What if he got out and alerted more people? You might think you’re strong, but don’t forget, immortals are supposed to be chasing after you. Who else could alter the path to the pocket realm if not a sky-realm expert or immortal? If Softie tried to send someone through to deliver a message to us, it’s possible the messengers were all intercepted.” 
 
    Durandal said a lot of words, but I wasn’t really listening because I have to focus if I’m trying to do an almost impossible task like bringing someone back from the dead! But what was that bit about Softie? “Ah, I put his head on backwards. You distracted me!” Mm? Something odd’s happening. There’s a bright red light coming from the line on his neck where Durandal cut his head off! 
 
    “Hah! Elder, save—” The person’s eyes widened. “Y-y-y-y-you! How did you know I had the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique!?” He shot to his feet. And then he fell over. “Y-y-y-y-you put my head on backwards! Demon! Who are you!? What do you want with our Rainbow Phoenix Sect!?” 
 
    Whew. It’s a good thing I stuck his head on quick enough. And Ilya kept telling me people can’t reattach their arms and legs that easily after I cut them off. Sheesh, I knew I was right. Look at this guy, even his head could be reattached. Anyways…. “Rainbow Phoenix Sect, hmm? How many phoenixes do you guys have? I’m feeling a bit hungry.” 
 
    “Lucia, that’s not what you’re….” Durandal paused mid-sentence. “Actually, that’s not a bad question to ask. Phoenixes can count as earth-realm experts.” 
 
    “Y-you must be Heart Devil Lucia!” 
 
    He knows me? But have I ever met the Rainbow Peacock Sect? There was the other erect peacock sect…. The red one? Mm. My memory’s fuzzy; they probably weren’t that important. Ah! That’s the sect where Durandal almost died and became an egg! “It’s you!?” 
 
    “M-me? You know me?” 
 
    Did I get the wrong person? Mm. Hah…, damnit, Ilya. Without her, I actually have to think, and it’s making my head hurt! Okay. Time to apply the answer to everything! 
 
    Pow! 
 
    Ah? “Um….” 
 
    “I think he directly fainted, Lucia.” Durandal nodded at me. “That’s one way to stop someone from teleporting, but you’re not going to interrogate them with a method like that.” 
 
    How much stronger did I get after cultivating? “But I hit him lightly….”  
 
    “His arm exploded, Lucia.” 
 
    “It really was only lightly!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “He-he, Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight, I’m glad we’ve come to a peaceful agreement.” 
 
    Luckily, the clam decided not to attack. I wasted a vial of Lucia’s impurities, but I can’t feel too bad about the loss. If the clam attacked us, I wouldn’t have been able to defend without using it. “Yes, I’m glad things worked out peacefully. I’m just curious, aren’t you even the slightest bit angry at us?” 
 
    “Hmm.” The clam opened its shell by a bit, and a long tentacle came out and swept its shell. It seemed like it was licking its lips or attempting to act like how a person would lick his lips. “I’m not upset about my son dying. I was originally angry that your sect chose not to give me any face, but after receiving such a luxurious reception, how can I stay mad?” 
 
    “Your son means that little to you?” Beasts usually have strong connections to their offspring. I’m a bit surprised that the feelings between this father and son are so callous. 
 
    “Erm.” The clam rocked back and forth. “What do you know about clams and their reproductive cycles?” 
 
    “Admittedly, I don’t know much.” My education on beasts were purely about their weaknesses. Maybe learning in-depth would help more, but the vast quantity of topics I had to study prevented me from focusing on one thing too deeply. I do know that clams have eyes. Supposedly. I just don’t know where they are. 
 
    “Well, I’ve had millions of children, and hundreds of thousands of them have died. There’s nothing special about one child or another. And quite honestly, I don’t know his mother either. You see, when clams reproduce, we shoot our sperm into the ocean and forget about it until a few kids eventually come to find us out of curiosity a few years later.” 
 
    That’s … disgusting. “I see.” Now to change the topic before the clam can elaborate. “What are you going to tell the Thousand Sect Alliance?” All the sects of Kong County that Lucia robbed had united and gathered underneath the leadership of the clam. Now that the clam’s no longer hostile, it’s hard to tell what’ll happen. It’s best if they give up, but I’m not sure our troubles will pass that easily. 
 
    “Eh. How about … we say the Shadow Devil Sect is going to become the leader of the Thousand Sect Alliance and anyone who disagrees will be robbed? I wasted eleven years rushing here; going back empty-handed would be quite depressing.” 
 
    “I like the way you think.” It reminds me of a certain someone. Ah, I wonder when I’ll see her again. “Then we have a deal. My Shadow Devil Sect isn’t hurting for riches at the moment, so if any sects disagree, you can have all their belongings. Of course, that means you’ll have to subdue them yourself, but that shouldn’t be an issue, right?” 
 
    The clam grinned, I think. “As if anyone in these outer regions would have the audacity to oppose a sky-realm expert.” The clam chuckled for a moment before the tentacle shot out of its shell and wrapped around a cup of tea that it dumped into its mouth. Was it a mouth? I’m not sure. “Let me give you a gift to celebrate our meeting.” Before I could say anything, the clam’s shell opened even further, and a yellowish blob flew out, landing on the floor with a very wet-sounding splat. 
 
    “Oh. Um. Thank you.” 
 
    The clam chuckled again, and its tentacle came out, wrapping around and … licking the yellow blob until finally, a shiny surface was revealed. It was a pearl the size of my head. “Humans love pearls, don’t they? It’s a gift from me. No need to thank me; just don’t forget about me when you become an immortal.” 
 
    “I’m flattered.” Immortality. Will I achieve it? I’m not sure. It’s difficult for even heaven-defying geniuses, and I’m not one of them. “Senior Clam might be thinking too highly of me.” 
 
    “Nonsense, you’ve reached the sky realm before the age of thirty. Have some more confidence in yourself.” The clam closed its shell and rocked back and forth. “Compared to the geniuses of Deepwater Province, you’re much more talented. Perhaps you might not be as gifted as those heaven-defying geniuses in the center of the continent, but I believe in you; after all, the amount of resources in these outer regions is paltry compared to those in the center.” The clam used its tentacle to wipe its shell again. “Let me make a prediction for you: unless you’re killed in combat, you’ll definitely become an immortal.” 
 
    Never did I expect the day to come when a clam would be giving me encouragement. But I know my rapid growth is due to absorbing Lucia’s impurities. Perhaps, when she becomes an immortal, I can absorb her impurities again then? “I will definitely become an immortal.” 
 
    “That’s the spirit!” the clam said and rose off the plush, carpeted ground. “Come, let’s announce the Shadow Devil Sect’s entrance to the Thousand Sect Alliance.” The clam extended its tentacle towards me, and I firmed my will before grabbing it with my hand. The next instant, we were teleported away from the building and into the sky above the waiting crowd. The Shadow Devil Sect members were surrounded by millions of people, with a clear divide between them and the rest. 
 
    “Members of the Thousand Sect Alliance!” The clam’s voice echoed over the crowd. “The Shadow Devil Sect has joined the alliance. There’s no reason to fight anymore.” 
 
    Silence blanketed the area. A lot of the faces beneath were baffled. Someone shouted, “But the Thousand Sect Alliance was formed to defeat the Shadow Devil Sect!” 
 
    “Who spoke just now!?” the clam shouted. “Which sect are you from? Want me to destroy it!? Listen here, this father’s not afraid of bloodshed!” 
 
    There was no response. I cleared my throat. “From now on, the Shadow Devil Sect shall be the leader of the alliance. Any sect who disagrees may leave the alliance—with a small penalty fee of course.” A whole sect’s wealth, when compared to how much Lucia has, is small, so I’m not lying when I say the fee is a small one. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whew! There’s so many cages! And they take up so much space in interspacial rings. Why am I taking these cages? Because they’re valuable! And free. Mhm. These cages prevent people from using qi, and they’re supposedly heavy and sturdy enough to trap a sky-realm expert, just not one like me. According to one of the prisoners I freed, I’m inside the Rainbow Phoenix Sect’s dungeon. The Rainbow Phoenix Sect is in Feather Country. Where’s that? No clue! None of the prisoners even heard of Kang Country. County? I forget. Anyways, in other words, I’m lost and have no clue how to get to Softie. 
 
    “Miss Lucia, what next?” 
 
    For some reason, the thousand or so prisoners I freed are treating me as their leader. I don’t know what they did to be imprisoned, but they’re most likely good people! After all, I was teleported into a cage for no reason, and if a good, innocent person like me can be imprisoned unfairly, then these people must be innocent too. The Rainbow Phoenix Sect is taking advantage of their power to bully others, and I can’t let that happen. Only I’m allowed to do that! Mm, but I guess this territory isn’t mine, so I can’t really blame them. It’s settled. “We’re going to conquer the sect!” 
 
    “W-with just us?” 
 
    “Why not?” Is a thousand people not enough? Mm. Sects are pretty large. I wonder how many people there are in this one? A thousand thousands? Two thousand thousands? 
 
    “It should be doable,” someone in the back said. “The higherups of the Rainbow Phoenix Sect all left on an expedition. Someone exterminated one of their branch sects, and they want to put on a show of force.” 
 
    “That’s great!” That means all the strong people are gone. I’ll have to thank that person who eliminated that branch sect to present this wonderful opportunity to me. Though, it feels like I’m missing something, but what is it…? Hmm. Hmmmmm. Hmmmmmmm. It’s Ilya, isn’t it? I’m missing her…. That’s not it! There’s definitely something important I’m forgetting! Ah, I know. “Let’s eat lunch first.” That reminds me, what am I going to do once I run out of all the pills Ilya gave me? I won’t be able to eat impurityless food anymore. Well, when the time comes, I’ll figure it out; I don’t need Ilya! …But it’d be nice if she were here. 
 
    “Is it wise to follow her?” 
 
    “I’m thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “There’s something wrong with her head, isn’t there?” 
 
    Mm? Who are they talking about? I don’t see any women here except for me. That’s odd. Why aren’t there any women? Wait a minute…, if there aren’t any women…. “Which one of you said there’s something wrong with my head!?” There’s nothing wrong with my head! It’s perfectly proportional and cute and normal. Hmph. 
 
    Durandal tapped on my shoulder. “Lucia.” 
 
    “Yes, Durandal?” 
 
    “Why don’t you eat your lunch here while I lead these people outside?” Durandal pulled out a barrel filled with Ilya’s special chocolate pills. 
 
    “…Really?” This is a trick question, isn’t it? Durandal never lets me slack off so easily! He’s a demon who’ll take my food away and force me to fight things without a weapon! 
 
    “Yes.” Durandal nodded. There was nothing off about him that seemed like this was a trap…. Did Durandal get replaced while I was cultivating? Or did he really change that much…? If he did, then that’s great! “I need to get accustomed to my newfound strength, and the best way to do that is by fighting.” 
 
    …But what’s the catch? “And you’re telling me I don’t have to fight because…?” 
 
    “You’ll scare everyone away if you do.” 
 
    What!? What do you mean!? “I’m not a scary person! Right, guys?” I turned towards my new underlings, but all of them were looking away from me. “Guys?” …Should I beat them for ignoring me? Mm, no, I shouldn’t. That’d prove Ilya right. I’m not a brute who only knows how to resort to violence! If I were Ilya, how would I get these underlings to side with me…? “Whoever agrees with me gets a free sword!” 
 
    “Miss Lucia isn’t scary at all!” 
 
    “That’s right! How can someone as beautiful as her be scary?” 
 
    “Hah! You see that, Durandal?” This method seems to work. But at this rate, I’ll go broke if I have to keep offering people weapons. Violence is still better. I’ll never run out of violence no matter how much I use it. Anyways, I should give these underlings weapons even if they don’t agree with me. Like professional imprisoners, those Rainbow Sect members took away their prisoners’ stuff and stripped them before locking them away. I wonder why they didn’t take away their underwear though. Underwear is valuable. 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    Durandal sighed. “You might’ve gotten stronger, but you still don’t pay attention, I see.” He shook his head before smiling at me. My tail twitched. Wait a minute…, that’s his evil smile! It’s the one he has when he finds a new way to torture me! “Since you insist you won’t scare them away, why don’t you come outside with us to train?” 
 
    “No!” I refuse! Durandal’s up to no good; I can’t trust him when he speaks like that! “Absolutely not!” 
 
    Durandal stared me in the eyes, but I wasn’t going to show weakness! A minute passed. Or maybe it was only a few seconds. I’m not sure. Counting’s tough when I’m concentrating. Anyways, Durandal shrugged after a bit. “If that’s the case, I’ll go with these men then. You can stay here and eat your meal.” 
 
    “Agreed! No takebacks!” 
 
    Durandal turned around and waved his hand. Swords appeared behind him and flew into the hands of my underlings. “Those of you who wish to fight, come with me. Taking revenge on your captors is best done personally, don’t you agree?” The men raised their swords and followed Durandal out through a doorway. 
 
    Whew! They actually left! I really thought Durandal was going to force me to skip lunch. Mm, this is a good thing, …but how come I feel like I was tricked? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s good that things were resolved peacefully between the Shadow Devil Sect and the Thousand Sect Alliance—well, mostly peacefully. Quite a few people tried to resist, but Senior Clam convinced them not to … through violence. It’s almost as if I’m with Lucia again, but it’s not the same. Senior Clam doesn’t have the charisma or charm that Lucia has. My heart doesn’t thump when he takes action. It’s been a while since I’ve felt excited for anything, actually. Most of my time’s been spent cultivating in isolation. 
 
    “Little Moon.” 
 
    “Grandfather.” 
 
    “You’ve done well.” 
 
    “Thank you, Grandfather.” With the help of the Righteous Buddha Sect’s loot, the elders of the sect have fully recovered. At first, they were reluctant to consume such expensive healing pills, but when I told them about the sects that were strong-armed into being beneath us, they ate them right away. Without the appropriate strength, none of the sects will listen. Senior Clam and I might be the only sky-realm experts in Kong County right now, but once Senior Clam leaves and I enter secluded meditation, there’ll be plots and schemes to whittle away at the Shadow Devil Sect’s authority. 
 
    “This alliance however…, I have a headache just thinking about it,” my grandfather said and rubbed his head. He smiled at me and placed his hand on my shoulder. “But you can leave that to me. You should focus on cultivating. Once you’re a peak sky-realm expert, no one will try to antagonize our sect.” 
 
    “I understand, Grandfather.” That’s right, strength is the greatest deterrent. Would the Righteous Buddha Sect have caused us so much trouble if I had been strong enough to kill their three experts in a single strike? Of course not. “I don’t have many vials of Lucia’s impurities left. Shall I open the passage to her pocket realm and send in a junior to fetch some more?” I wish I could personally go to see her, but the pocket realm won’t allow me to enter. 
 
    “Yes, that might not be a bad idea.” My grandfather stroked his beard and nodded. “We’ll also have an update on Sect Leader Fluffytail’s progress that way. It would be nice if she was on the verge of becoming an immortal.” My grandfather’s eyes narrowed, and his voice lowered. “We’re lucky no immortals have come to pursue her. Perhaps no one noticed she’s a squirrelkin?” 
 
    “It’d be best if that were the case.” I’ve encountered an immortal once while traveling with Lucia. And despite the fact I’m a sky-realm expert now, I have no confidence in surviving even one attack from an immortal. “I’ll prepare to head towards the pocket realm. Hopefully Lucia built up a lot of impurities during the past ten years.” 
 
    As I stood up to leave, an unpleasant feeling washed over me. “But it seems like even that will have to be delayed.” With the help of the massive formation embedded in the ground around the Thousand Sect Alliance’s stronghold that we erected over the past two days, I sensed a group of cultivators heading our way, the weakest of which was an earth-realm expert. “There’s … a lot of sky-realm experts coming towards us, Grandfather. I know you’ve recovered, but I think it’s best if you stayed here.” 
 
    “And let my precious granddaughter face them all alone? Nonsense.” 
 
    “Grandfather…, please.” I nearly lost my grandfather when the experts from the Righteous Buddha Sect assaulted us, and this time, there weren’t only three sky-realm experts. “You’ll….” I couldn’t bring myself to say it. 
 
    But my grandfather sighed, knowing the end to my unfinished thought. “I’ve become a burden, is that it? I’ve gotten old.” 
 
    A light went out in my grandfather’s eyes. It pains me to see him this way, but it’s for the best. I won’t be able to fight at my full potential if I have to look out for my grandfather’s safety. “Grandfather…, I’ll be going now.” I donned my veil before teleporting outside, up into the sky. Senior Clam was already up there, staring off into the distance. I think. I still don’t know where his eyes are located. 
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight…, uh, you see, I have important business I need to attend to,” Senior Clam said once I arrived. “I’ve been putting it off for ten years now.” Coughs escaped from his shell. “You understand, right? Since that’s the case, goodbye, and I hope to see you again!” 
 
    Before I could say a word, Senior Clam turned into a beam of light, shooting across the sky. I didn’t expect him to stay and help. Considering the fact he wasn’t willing to fight me, a single sky-realm expert, there’s no way he’d stay around to confront ten of them. It didn’t take long for the incoming experts to appear before me. They were wearing rainbow robes with long colorful feathers trailing behind them. “Elders must be from the Rainbow Phoenix Sect.” I already know why they’re here: to get revenge for the Red Phoenix Sect. If they couldn’t figure out our Shadow Devil Sect was the cause of their demise in ten years, they didn’t deserve the ten sky-realm experts standing behind them. But I had to ask anyway. “I am Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight of the Shadow Devil Sect, leader of the Thousand Sect Alliance. May I know what brings the esteemed elders to my humble abode?” 
 
    Waves of pressure washed over me as the ten sky-realm experts unleashed their auras. A hundred earth-realm experts stood behind them on a flying boat with six phoenixes circling around it. They were at the peak of the earth realm. This … is a lot more than I expected. It seems like all the elders of the Rainbow Phoenix Sect had come to get revenge. One sky-realm expert floated forward. “Hmm? I didn’t expect to meet such a young sky-realm expert here. Interesting. I am the sect leader of the Rainbow Phoenix Sect, Vermillion Blaze. Today, we’ve come to deliver divine retribution to the Shadow Devil Sect. Where is your sect leader, Heart Devil Lucia? She’ll be the first to die.” 
 
    How should I respond? Sorry, she’s not here at the moment? I don’t think they’d accept that. I took in a deep breath, but before I could say anything, a black beam of sword qi cut through the air and sliced the flying boat in half, slaying two of the phoenixes and at least seven earth-realm experts in the process. A deep roar resounding with killing intent echoed out from behind me. “The ones that’ll die today will be you!” 
 
    I turned my head, and a familiar face that I hadn’t seen in a while appeared in my vision. “Brother Claw!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So, Lucia left. …But did she actually leave? I’m still expecting her to come back any second now to pick up Softie’s soul lantern once she realizes she left it behind. It’s already been a day, but there’s no sign of her returning. Did she not notice the lantern was missing? Was her purpose not to save Softie from danger? I know it’s Lucia I’m thinking about, but even she couldn’t have forgotten in the five minutes it took her to state her goal and step into the Immortal Continent, right? Claw did have a theory about Lucia’s intelligence being inversely proportional to her strength…. Could he be onto something? Lucia’s nearly an immortal now; her strength is boundless. Has growing that strong rendered her mental facilities completely useless? 
 
    Ugh, my head is starting to hurt just by thinking about it. I can’t leave the lantern because Lucia only seems to know how to teleport directly to me. On the other hand, I can’t take the lantern with me because I don’t actually know if Lucia can teleport to the lantern or not without me being present. If she can, then wouldn’t I just be inviting trouble to myself by bringing it with me? 
 
    “Ilya.” 
 
    Ah. That surprised me. “Father. What brings you here?” 
 
    “I heard Lucia exited from seclusion?” 
 
    Where could he have possibly heard that from? I’m sure Lucia teleported straight to my lab and went to the Immortal Continent from there. I haven’t told anyone about it, so how did my father find out? “Are you spying on me?” 
 
    “W-w-what? N-no, of course not.” 
 
    Suspicious. I raised my arm and tapped on my bracelet, and a visual projection of my lab and its surrounding areas appeared in front of my face. It seemed normal, but a closer look revealed a spot by the door that had been tampered with. “Who’s there?” I pulled a metal rod out of my interspacial ring and pointed it at the door, where the spy my father recruited must be hiding. However, there was no response. “In that case…, Chaos—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait! Auntie Ilya, don’t do that!” A figure tumbled out of empty air and prostrated herself, her long ears twitching underneath her blonde hair that pooled around her head on the floor like water. “It’s me, Mirta!” 
 
    I resisted the urge to sigh and put away my staff. “How many times do I have to tell you? Stop calling me Auntie! In the first place, we’re not even related! In the second place, I’m only twenty-five, but if you account for my elongated lifespan, I’m closer to only being sixteen. And in the third place, if you’re trying to go by the Immortal Continent’s weird way of addressing seniority, your grandmother calls me sister, so at the very least, you should call me Senior Ilya.” 
 
    “Yes, Granny Ilya! Mirta understands!” 
 
    “You understand shit!” This time, I couldn’t repress the sigh. No, it wasn’t a sigh. It was a breath of pure, unfiltered anger that heated up my body and made my neck itchy. Am I angry? Why? My fuse is short because of Lucia. I’m irritated just thinking about what goes on in that empty head of hers. Why hasn’t she come back for Softie’s soul lantern yet? Is she keeping me in suspense as a punishment? Did she have another lantern? I only noticed Softie passing her one, but maybe I missed something? The exchange did happen ten years ago—memories are unreliable and faulty. “Anyway, get up. I have to teach you not to eavesdrop.” 
 
    Mirta raised her head, her eyes wide like saucers. “But I apologized!” 
 
    “Really? When?” I didn’t hear an apology. “Let’s check the video recording, shall we?” 
 
    “I’m sorry! I lied! I didn’t apologize!” Mirta knocked her forehead against the ground three times before raising her head again. “I’m sorry for eavesdropping too, but it was your father that made me!” 
 
    “W-what!? I did no such thing!” 
 
    “Okay, your father didn’t make me, but he pays me a hundred gold coins a day to stand outside your door,” Mirta said. “I’ve been bribed, not coerced!” She stared at me with eyes that said, “I’m not regretful at all, but I’ll apologize to weasel my way out of a punishment. Blame your father instead of me.” 
 
    “Father.” 
 
    My father flinched before clearing his throat. “A-anyways, I’ve prepared a banquet for Lucia. Where is she?” 
 
    As expected of my father, the emperor. He was wise enough to deflect the conversation towards a topic that, under normal circumstances, would force me to step down. Unfortunately for him, he entered this battle with insufficient information. “Lucia left for the Immortal Continent already.” I smiled at my father. “Shouldn’t you have known that after using the taxpayers’ money to bribe someone into spying on me?” 
 
    “When you were younger, you used to be so cute and adorable….” My father hung his head. “Now you’re growing up to be like your mother.” 
 
    “Considering you married her, I’ll take that as a compliment.” 
 
    My father sighed. “It makes me worried for the future. Where are you going to find someone who’s brave enough like me to marry someone like you? I’ll never get to see my grandchild.” 
 
    …This again? Really? “Who proposed this time? Didn’t I tell you to ignore them all? Aren’t you the emperor with the strongest daughter in the world?” Now that Lucia’s gone, that is. “Who can threaten your position?” 
 
    “It’s precisely because you tell me to ignore them all that I’m worried!” 
 
    Seeing my father like this makes me feel irritated and guilty, but mostly just irritated. “I didn’t tell you to ignore all of them. Didn’t I give you my standards?” 
 
    My father trembled. “Those standards are unrealistic! How am I supposed to find someone strong enough to free you from Lucia!?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Beats me, but you can’t say I’m refusing to cooperate. I only have that one simple standard after all.” 
 
    “What’s this white lantern?” Mirta asked. When did she get behind me? “It looks like it’s about to go out. Shouldn’t you add some oil?” 
 
    Lucia…, just what are you doing up there? Softie’s life is in danger. If she dies…, is it my responsibility? Like seeing someone on fire outside my house but refusing to help them would make me a terrible person, so would ignoring Softie when she’s on the verge of death like this. It’s partially my fault that Lucia doesn’t have Softie’s lantern, just a teensy bit, but still my fault. Ugh, fine. “I think … I have to go to the Immortal Continent.” 
 
    “Huh? When?” 
 
    “Immediately.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Skreeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!” 
 
    …What the heck was that? I almost choked on my chocolate! It was so loud that it made my tail tense for a second. Mm. Well, Durandal and I made a deal: I’ll stay inside the prison area and eat chocolate, he’ll deal with everything outside. That includes dealing with whatever made that god-awful noise. The problem is … I’m running out of chocolate. Where’s Ilya when you need her? She’s being a bully and being mean, that’s where! Gah. I hate her. I want to punch something now. 
 
    “Miss Lucia, Miss Lucia! Durandal needs your help outside!” 
 
    Hmm? That’s one of the prisoners I freed. Didn’t they go outside to help Durandal do whatever it was he was going to do? They were going to fight people. Right. I can punch people if I go outside! “I’m on my way!” To where…? “Where is he?” 
 
    “Step outside and you’ll see him fighting a giant rainbow phoenix! It’s impossible to miss!” 
 
    “Alright!” I was running out of chocolate, but a phoenix came to replace it! Err, wait a minute. Phoenixes can’t be cooked, I already know that from when I tried to eat Mr. Feathers…. And I can’t eat it anyway if I don’t want to build up impurities. My enthusiasm is wilting already. Mm? I should do it to save Durandal? It doesn’t matter if he dies; he’ll just be out of commission for a while. Ah? That’s odd. I haven’t had the urge to have sex in a while…. Is there something wrong with me? All I want to do is curl up into a ball and— 
 
    Slaughter? 
 
    —and slaughter. Wait. No, that’s not right. Curl up into a ball and— 
 
    Kill? 
 
    That’s not right either! 
 
    Cut down everything bothersome? 
 
    No! …Actually, that one’s not too bad. If everything bothersome is gone, then that means I’ll have all the time in the world to mope around and wallow in self-pity. Right. Let’s get rid of all the bothersome things in the world, starting with the rainbow bird outside. Mm? That’s a big bird…. Durandal’s only as big as its beak! I don’t mind if you kill Durandal, but don’t eat and digest him! He’ll turn into bird poop. Alright, let’s see. Durandal really wants me to use a sword, but … hammer. Durandal’s wishes or … hammer. Look at the phoenix. It’s huge! The sword’s not nearly big enough to do any amount of significant damage to it. Mhm. My only option is to use the hammer. 
 
    Okay. Now that that’s decided, I’ll teleport above the phoenix and…. “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” 
 
    “Skree!?” The phoenix let out an unpleasant sound and crashed into the ground. Ah. It destroyed a lot of buildings, and a lot of people were crushed. They’re not dead, right? Birds are mostly made of air. That’s how they can fly. If a bird falls on someone, there’s no way they’ll die even if the bird is very big. Mhm. 
 
    The bird wobbled back and forth, rocking from side to side, but I wasn’t going to let it get up! “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” 
 
    “Stop! Stop! That hurts! You barbaric rodent, cease your actions this instant!” 
 
    “…Did a bird just speak?” Wait a minute…. I hit it from behind twice and never met its eyes. How did it know it was me hitting it? “Are you psychic? How can you see me?” 
 
    The phoenix stopped struggling. “Psychic? What are you talking about? I’m using my divine sense.” 
 
    “Divine sense….” What’s that? 
 
    “You’re almost an immortal, yet you don’t know what divine sense is?” The phoenix’s head was planted in the ground, but I didn’t have to see its face to know it was making fun of me! 
 
    “I know! I know what it is!” That’s right! Even if I don’t have Ilya here with me, I have her necklace of intelligence. I can think things through. Divine. Sense. “You, you use your divineness to sense things…. Right?” 
 
    “Pfft. You—” 
 
    “Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” 
 
    “Skreee!!! You’re right! You’re right! As a beast with a divine bloodline, I have another sense that can be used to locate things!” 
 
    That’s better. Ah! I resorted to violence again…. If Ilya found out, then…. Then…. Well, she’s not here! It doesn’t matter. Hmph! Who cares if I resort to violence? I’ll be as violent of a bully as I want! Dumb Ilya, I’ll show you. Hmph, hmph. “Madness Hammer!” 
 
    “Why!? I told you the truth!” 
 
    “Because I can and I wanted to!” Since I can’t hit Ilya with the hammer because she’ll die, I’ll hit this bird that won’t die. “Madness Hammer! Madness Hammer! Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” 
 
    “Skree! Skree! Skree!” 
 
    “T-the guardian beast is losing! This can’t be happening!” 
 
    “Where are the elders? Why aren’t the elders here!?” 
 
    “How long were you in seclusion for? The sect leader and all the elders left on a mission!” 
 
    “What were they thinking!? How could they leave the sect undefended like this!?” 
 
    “Undefended!? That’s a quasi-immortal guardian phoenix! If the ancestral beast can’t kill the intruder, it wouldn’t matter even if all the elders were here!” 
 
    “Quickly, run before she finishes it off. A sect is nothing without its disciples; we have to survive for the sake of the sect.” 
 
    A fountain of blood shot out of the phoenix’s beak. I think. Its head was buried in the ground, and blood was just seeping out from around it, but I’m pretty sure it came from its beak. Mm. For some reason, the bird is really sturdy. None of its bones are breaking. Are birds really made of air? Can I break air? I should be able to; I’m just not hitting hard enough! “Hammer—” 
 
    “Stop! Stop!” 
 
    “—Strike!” Oh? Did I just plant a heart devil in a phoenix? I didn’t know that could happen. I always killed and ate all the beasts before they could develop heart devils…. Mm, well, I don’t want the phoenix to die now. And I’m not sure it would’ve felt right to eat it since it could talk. Wait, no, phoenixes can’t be eaten in the first place unless I want to eat them raw. There should be a cook somewhere in the world capable of making raw phoenix palatable, right? Ilya said there were some people who ate raw fish by using sauces and rice…. They should be able to do the same with raw phoenix. Mhm. Definitely. I’m getting hungry just thinking about it. 
 
    Ah! I thought for too long. The phoenix pulled its head out of the ground since I stopped hitting it. “Please, have mercy. I submit.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m dying. This is painful. Why is this happening to me? No. I can’t think like that. Bear with it. Ignore the pain. Where are Lucia’s impurities? Is this the last vial? It’s hard to remember how many I drank. I’m tired, but I can’t stop now, not when Brother Claw is struggling for his life. Back then, I hated the fact he became stronger than me thanks to Lucia helping him kill earth-realm and sky-realm experts, but now, I’m not as bitter. 
 
    “As expected of the one with the nickname Executioner! You’re a strong bastard, aren’t you?” Vermillion Blaze spat out a mouthful of blood while retreating backwards through the air. Sluggish flames floated around him, no longer as vibrant as they were a few minutes ago. Battles between sky-realm experts happen very quickly once they fully commit. There’s nothing special about them, and the only tactic is strength. Whoever has the strongest technique and the most qi wins. 
 
    “You’ve heard of me?” Brother Claw paused, his voice filled with leisure despite enduring the pressure of four other sky-realm experts surrounding him. “That’s odd. I thought I killed everyone who’s ever witnessed my strength.” 
 
    “Did you think—” 
 
    Brother Claw didn’t let Vermillion Blaze finish before rushing up and slashing down with his blade. Thankfully, the three sky-realm experts surrounding me seemed to be distracted by their conflict. They had bound my body with flaming chains, thinking it was enough. And it should’ve been if not for Lucia’s impurities. Heart devil worms surged out of me in all directions like a black flood, pushing back the fiery chains and consuming them a second later. “Devouring Snake of Bondage!” 
 
    A black snake made up of Lucia’s impurities soared out of the tip of my whip and consumed the three sky-realm experts standing around me. Their qi had been mostly exhausted while fighting against me earlier, and they didn’t have any strength to resist. They fell to the ground, a wriggling lump of black impurities. Though I dealt with those three, I still wasn’t safe. Brother Claw had killed two sky-realm experts at the very start of the conflict. Three experts went after me. That means there’s still five left. As expected, two of them peeled away from Brother Claw, their auras billowing with killing intent. In a five-against-one conflict, they hadn’t used much of their qi. I wish I could say the same about myself; all I can do is hold on and hope Brother Claw can deal with the remaining three before coming back to help me. 
 
    A flame in the shape of a bird flew towards me, my skin turning red from the heat. I might not have any qi to defend myself, but don’t think I’m completely defenseless! I’ve learned a lot from Lucia by watching her survive a tribulation. I sent my will into my interspacial ring and, in the space between me and the flaming bird, hundreds of dead bodies filled the gap. The bird screeched and collided into the corpses, turning most of them into ashes before burning out. I’m sorry, Sister Ilya. This was the only way! 
 
    “D-despicable!” The expert who had shot out the flaming bird glared at me. “How many people have you killed!? Elder Fire, help me incinerate this devil!” 
 
    The two experts flew closer together and joined hands. They pointed towards the sky, and a massive golden phoenix materialized above them, their faces visibly paling by the second. They pointed at me and shouted in unison, “Yellow Phoenix: Ten Thousand Suns!” 
 
    I … don’t think I have enough bodies to stop this attack. I flew backwards to make as much distance as possible, but the phoenix seemed to blink through the air, arriving before me in an instant. It opened its beak wide enough to swallow me. Even though it was made of flames, it cast a shadow over me as it blocked the sun from my view. There wasn’t any time for me to do anything. I, I’m sorry, Lucia, but I think this is the end for me. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as the beak closed around me. Every detail of the insides of the phoenix’s mouth was etched into my memory. Especially its tongue. Why did those two experts have to make the phoenix so realistic? That’s…, I don’t want that to be my last thought before I die. Lucia, I, I love— 
 
    “Skree!” 
 
    Something tackled my side, and I was pushed out of the way, my vision changing from the golden insides of the phoenix’s mouth to the light-blue of the sky. I turned my head just in time to see the golden phoenix snap its beak shut on a small patch of red. “Mr. Feathers!” 
 
    The golden phoenix dimmed and broke apart into thousands of wisps of flames that fell to the earth, scorching the land beneath. The space it had occupied was empty, nothing remaining of the brave red phoenix that saved me from the jaws of death—not even ashes. Mr. Feathers…, he … gave up his near-immortal life for me. My vision blurred as my eyes grew hot, but I wiped my sleeve across my face. Now wasn’t the time to mourn. The two bastards spent a lot of qi to conjure that phoenix. How could I be deserving of Mr. Feathers’ sacrifice if I didn’t take advantage of this chance!? 
 
    “Forbidden Technique: Heart Devil Massacre!” All the heart devils I’ve accumulated from the start of my life exploded, exiting the bodies of their victims, and appeared in front of me. With this, I’ll have to sow all my heart devils again from scratch, but it’s worth it for the momentary power! The heart devils merged together, taking on the shape of a giant whip. I grabbed the whip’s hilt and swung it with all my remaining strength. It snapped through the air, cutting off the heads of the two bastards before they could even react. Their bodies tumbled to the ground, and a moment later, their heads followed. Weakness flooded my body as I stumbled in the air and fell, summoning a mattress out of my interspacial ring to catch me as I hit the ground. With this, my role in this fight is over. My cultivation dropped down to the earth realm thanks to the forbidden technique. Luckily, Lucia’s impurities weren’t related to the heart devils; otherwise, my cultivation would’ve dropped even further. But before I could rejoice, laughter came out of the two corpses at the foot of my mattress. Their heads rolled along their bodies and rejoined at their necks with a flash of red light before I could stop them. 
 
    “Haven’t you heard of our Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique?” The two bastards stood back up, their faces flush and lively. It was as if they hadn’t been in a fight with me and Brother Claw at all, their qi abundant and billowing. 
 
    I don’t know what to do. I don’t think there’s anything I can do, but I have to do something. Is this what despair feels like? It’s worse than when I was inside the golden phoenix’s mouth. There was a brief flash of hope, but it was instantly snuffed out. The heavens are playing pranks on people. My head lowered against my will, and I swallowed down the bitterness in my throat. Fancy shoes with rainbow feathers on them came into my vision, a shadow falling over me. I willed myself to raise my— 
 
    Splat. 
 
    —head…? The legs and feet that were there a second ago turned into a red puddle of … blood? My neck jerked up. The, the two experts were gone, and in their place, there were two bloody stains on the ground that were slowly pooling into one. This…, what? How? Was it an immortal? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Damn. As I thought, the anti-Lucia cannon wasn’t ready yet. I only fired one shot, yet the formation inside of it disintegrated. Of all the outcomes I theorized, disintegration of the formation wasn’t one of them. I couldn’t test the cannon in the pocket realm because it’d probably destroy the world, so it’s not my fault it isn’t perfect. Anyway, let’s record the results. I’m pretty sure those two test subjects were sky-realm experts since they had stood in the sky. “Anti-Lucia cannon, prototype one. Results: two sky-realm experts were flattened. Despite being in near proximity, Softie remained uninjured—the formation concentrating and limiting the attack radius worked perfectly. However, every formation inside the cannon disintegrated two seconds after firing. The physical structure remains stable. The old formation is perfect for a one-time-use attack: suggest adding more foundation and stabilizing formations for repeated use.” 
 
    I tapped a jade slip against my necklace, and the sound file that I had just recorded was transcribed into the green mineral. Then I put the slip away into a filing cabinet in one of my interspacial rings. After making sure the anti-Lucia cannon wouldn’t explode, I stored it away as well before directing my flying ship towards the mattress that Softie was standing on. She was frozen in place and hadn’t moved despite the time it took me to put everything away. Please don’t tell me the shockwaves from the cannon killed her. That’d ruin the whole purpose of me coming here to save her. 
 
    “Granny Ilya, I’m scared.” 
 
    “…Mirta?” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “How are you here?” 
 
    “When two people love each other very, very much—don’t hit me! Don’t hit me! I’m sorry! I was wrong!” 
 
    What the heck was Mirta doing here? I’m sure I left her behind. Unless she had one of the orbs to enter with? “Have you been going through my stuff again?” 
 
    “Of course!” Mirta puffed her chest out. Then her eyes widened, and she ran back, dodging my fist. “I mean, no! Of course not!” She cleared her throat. “A-anyways, this place is a lot scarier than you said it would be. There’s so much violence.” 
 
    Is there? Claw’s fighting a few sky-realm experts up there. Softie was fighting these two puddles over here. And there’s a lot of people that I don’t know who’re fighting people dressed in rainbow robes. Are they all earth-realm experts? I’m guessing they’re from the main branch of that phoenix sect Lucia exterminated with her tribulation. “Eh. This is relatively tame.” It’s not as tame as that so-called battlefield which was a glorified dueling arena, but compared to the amount of bloodshed caused by Lucia when she went around subduing sects, this is nothing in comparison. Speaking of Lucia, she really got lost, huh? If she were here, this fight would be a one-sided slaughter. 
 
    “S-Sister Ilya, is that you?” 
 
    It looks like Softie didn’t die. That’s a relief. “Hey. Long time no see.” 
 
    “Be careful! There’s an immortal here! He killed my opponents in an instant,” Softie hissed at me and waved her hand down, gesturing for me to get off my boat. “Tell Lucia to stay inside the boat. She can’t reveal herself in front of him.” 
 
    Immortal? Lucia? “You’re wrong on both counts. I killed those two sky-realm experts.” I pointed at the one big puddle of watery blood. “And Lucia’s not with me.” 
 
    Softie’s eyes widened. “Lucia’s not with you? Is that okay? Won’t she get lost? Where is she? How is she doing? Is she eating well? Has she become an immortal?” 
 
    She’s not even going to ask about the anti-Lucia cannon’s effects? “Gee, it’s nice to see you again too, Softie. I’m glad to see you care so much about me after I rushed here to save you.” 
 
    Softie’s face flushed red. “S-sorry, Sister Ilya. I lost my composure for a second.” Her eyes shifted behind me, where an elven teen was climbing off the side of the boat because she was too afraid to jump off. “It’s great to see you again, Sister Ilya. Who is that?” 
 
    “That’s … a stowaway.” When did Mirta get so attached to me? It must’ve happened because her grandmother visited me a lot to ask questions about enchanting. It turns out, enchanting is awfully similar to creating formations. I suspect Lucia’s bone-carving skill is also some sort of formation-creating ability that draws out the remaining lifeforce in the bones and converts it to a different form of energy. “She’s an elf.” 
 
    “An elf!” Softie’s eyes widened. “You have to hide her ears.” 
 
    Hide her ears…? Oh, I remember now. “Hey, Mirta.” 
 
    “What’s up, Granny Ilya?” 
 
    “Elf ears are actually an extremely rare alchemical ingredient. They’re used to create beautifying pills.” 
 
    Mirta made a strange face. 
 
    Well, who told her to come to the Immortal Continent with me? “You can’t let anyone know or….” I performed a snipping gesture next to my head. 
 
    “That’s okay.” A serrated greatsword appeared in Mirta’s hands. Unlike that time during the Godking’s Brawl, her sword wasn’t taller than her anymore. “If anyone tries to cut my ears off, I’ll cut their penis off!” 
 
    Softie muttered, “As expected of someone from Lucia’s homeland….” 
 
    No. Stop that train of thought right there, Softie. Not all of us are sadistic castrators. In fact, I’m pretty sure only Lucia and Mirta have those tendencies. Speaking of which, when did Mirta learn something like that? “Mirta, do you even know what a penis is?” 
 
    “Of course! It’s the whistle that calls the stork!” 
 
    I’m surrounded by idiots. Elves, please, work on your sex ed. No wonder why the elven population has been steadily declining. 
 
    “This! How can this be happening!?” Blood flew out of the sky and landed by my feet. The volume was suspiciously close to a mouthful. It seemed like people still vomited blood at the gentlest of agitations. Oh, right. We’re in the middle of a battlefield right now. Well, we’re closer to its outskirts, but still. Claw’s gotten strong, huh? He’s kicking those three sky-realm experts’ asses. I wonder how many people he’s beheaded to get this strong. Anyway, let’s help him out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Softie asked when I crouched down and used a spoon to scoop up the blood that had fallen from the sky. 
 
    “Helping Claw out. Look, this is the blood of the person he’s fighting.” 
 
    Softie looked up and then back down at the spoon. “Right…? And?” 
 
    “So, I have this neat little contraption that I made to disable Lucia: I call it the Headache Inducer 2000.” To enter jade slips, one can either use their thoughts, or if there’s a special formation on the jade slip, all that’s required is a smidgen of blood to unlock the knowledge inside. I opened my interspacial ring and took out a piano-sized object. “Basically, there’s over fifty thousand jade slips in here, and each one can transfer knowledge via blood. If I put some blood into this opening here”—I poured the spoonful of blood into the contraption—“and press this button”—the blood inside the opening exploded into a fine mist, coating all the jade slips inside the Headache Inducer 2000—“the contents of fifty thousand erotic novels are instantly crammed into the brain of the blood’s owner.” 
 
    “Ah! My head! My loins! My—” 
 
    The expert in the sky’s voice was cut short once Claw cut his head off thanks to the moment of distraction I provided. The head fell by my feet, its bloodshot eyes staring up at me. I picked it up, ignoring Mirta’s pale face. Oh, neat. “I can probably make a nice necklace with this.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With Sister Ilya’s help, the fight against the Rainbow Phoenix Sect ended uneventfully. And right now, I’m resting on a bed. Consuming and burning through so many vials of Lucia’s impurities in such a short time severely damaged my internal organs and meridians. It’ll be over a month before I recover, and maybe it’ll take another ten years to become a sky-realm expert again, but it was worth it. With this, there shouldn’t be any more problems for Lucia—that I can handle at least; immortals might still be searching for her. But the threat of the Thousand Sect alliance, Righteous Buddha Sect, and Rainbow Phoenix Sect have been wiped out. There might be a few more people that want Lucia dead, but— 
 
    “Shadow Devil Sect! After offending Pill Valley, did you think your days would continue happily!?” 
 
    W-what? When did we offend Pill Valley? Pill Valley is a monolith! Its reach spreads throughout the whole Immortal Continent, selling medicinal pills and herbs to alchemists everywhere. They’re even rumored to have an immortal backing them! How did we offend an entity like this!? I’m injured, but as the vice-sect leader, I have to show my face. 
 
    I teleported outside, and Brother Claw was already there, waiting at the foot of the steps leading up to our temporary headquarters. And standing in the sky above us, there were three people, each of them with gray hair and long beards, looking much like my grandfather. There were less sky-realm experts than when the Rainbow Phoenix Sect attacked us, but the pressure coming from the three’s background was much, much greater. “I am Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight. May I know how the Shadow Devil Sect has offended Pill Valley?” Did one of our disciples scam or rob a branch of Pill Valley? …Was it Brother Claw? I looked over, and his face was grim. “Was it you?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be,” Brother Claw said and stroked his chin, which had dark stubble growing on it. “I exterminated the Ancient Leaf family down to the last dog and chicken, but they didn’t have ties to Pill Valley.” A sword appeared in Brother Claw’s hand, an ominous red qi floating off of its blade. He pointed it at the three sky-realm experts in the sky. “Speak! What dogshit are you accusing us of?” 
 
    “Brother Claw!” Why are you being so rude!? 
 
    Brother Claw snorted. “I’ll never be polite to someone with bad intentions. Seeking trouble with us after we’ve had a major battle and have to recuperate? They’re trying to take advantage of us.” 
 
    “What advantage would we of Pill Valley have to take from a pitiful sect like yours?” The three sky-realm experts descended to the ground in front of us. Not even a second later, they flinched and ripped apart three talismans that they pulled out of their interspacial ring, creating a barrier around themselves. “W-w-what the hell?” The leader of the sky-realm experts pointed at me. “What forbidden formation have you created? Why is the ground so ominous!?” 
 
    “Oh? They noticed?” Sister Ilya appeared by my side, but not through teleportation. There weren’t any fluctuations of qi indicating she had teleported. Then how did she get here? “What gave it away?” 
 
    “We’re the top experts of Pill Valley! If we can’t notice something trying to kill us, we wouldn’t be worthy of our titles!” 
 
    “Sister Ilya, what did you do?” Forbidden formation? Where would Sister Ilya get one of those? No, more importantly, when did she set one up? 
 
    “A lot of people died yesterday, right? There were a lot of corpses and souls, and most of them were from earth-realm experts and above.” Sister Ilya rubbed her eyes, which had dark bags underneath them. As an earth-realm expert, even if she had stayed up all night, she wouldn’t have had any visible signs of fatigue. Just how hard did she work on this formation? “So, I set up a killing formation in case more sky-realm experts came to bother us. Using the blood and lingering qi inside of the earth-realm experts’ bodies, if someone triggers the formation, the sky-realm experts from yesterday will reanimate and attack.” 
 
    “Reanimate? But didn’t you harvest their corpses to perform experiments on?” Junior Mist had told me Sister Ilya was going around the battlefield with a happy expression on her face as she picked up dead bodies and amputated body parts. 
 
    “I mean, I could’ve broken them down and turned their body parts into weapons to let other people use, but why would I do that when I could just turn the corpses themselves into weapons? I’m lucky there was the Reanimating Corpse Sect’s technique in one of the jade slips that Lucia plundered.” 
 
    “T-that’s an evil technique!” We might plant heart devils in people, but the Shadow Devil Sect isn’t evil enough to reanimate corpses. “Stop researching corpse reanimation this instant!” 
 
    Sister Ilya stared at me. Then her gaze fell onto Brother Claw. “He’s a literal murderer.” Sister Ilya turned her gaze back towards me. “And you’re a molester. Of the three of us, I think I, the person who doesn’t ruin living people’s lives, am the righteous one.” 
 
    “M-molester?” I am not! I just use the Seducing Succubus Sect’s … slightly perverted … techniques…. 
 
    “Anyway,” Sister Ilya said, not giving me a chance to offer a rebuttal. She turned to the elders of Pill Valley and pulled a scalpel out of her interspacial ring and spun the sharp blade around with her fingers. “Why are you three here?” 
 
    The three elders exchanged glances before one of them cleared his throat. He spoke with a much more respectful tone this time, “You see, one of our members discovered an invention that’ll spell disaster for Pill Valley and the Immortal Continent as a whole.” The elder stretched out his hands, and a stove appeared in front of him, behind the barrier that was still shining brightly. The stove looked suspiciously like the one Sister Ilya had created to automate pill creation. “It’s this. We asked around, and it turns out it originates from your Shadow Devil Sect.” 
 
    Sister Ilya crossed her arms over her chest. “Yeah, I created that. Remind me how it’s a doomsday device that threatens your valley. I don’t think I caught your explanation the first time.” 
 
    “This … you’re actually so young,” the elder said. “Let me explain the issue to you. With this invention, even a normal cultivator who hasn’t reached the saint realm can create low-ranked and mid-ranked pills. The success rate is phenomenal: out of a hundred tries, ninety-nine will succeed. With this, there’s no mental energy required to keep track of the pills. You can start the furnace, go off to do something else, and come back to fully created pills. Not only is its success rate phenomenal, but the pills are always created with very few impurities, almost none at all. 
 
    “Since it’s like this, how are our low-ranked alchemists supposed to compete? No one will come to them for business anymore with these stoves in circulation. The prices of herbs will go up now that the regular cultivator will buy those instead. Meanwhile, the price of low-ranked pills will drop down to their material costs. With these factors piling up on each other, becoming an alchemist, already an endeavor for the rich, is nearly impossible to get into without swallowing a huge loss at the start. With herbs being too expensive and pills selling for nothing, how are our alchemists supposed to practice to become high-ranked? If this continues, there won’t be any alchemists left in a few generations, and no one will be able to forge high-ranked pills! Don’t you see how this is a disaster for the Immortal Continent?” 
 
    A bright smile appeared on Sister Ilya’s face. I…, I’ve seen that smile before. It’s the one Durandal wears when bad things are about to happen to Lucia. Sister Ilya’s voice softened, almost becoming coquettish, sending a chill down my spine. “I understand your worries. Since Pill Valley specializes in pills, your profits must’ve been hurt immensely. And your fears of no high-ranked alchemists appearing in the future aren’t unfounded either.” Sister Ilya’s smile widened. “But for the low price of a trillion spirit stones and a small percentage of future profits, I’m willing to sell your Pill Valley my newest furnace design that’s capable of creating high-ranked pills at the same success and output rates as their predecessors. What do you think?” 
 
    “The same output…? Is that even possible!?” The three elders exchanged deep glances with one another. “We’ll have to discuss this with the one above us.” 
 
    Sister Ilya nodded. “Yeah, sure, take your time. Just know that I’ll be adding on some interest to my original price, compounded daily, of course.” 
 
    This…, is this how Sister Ilya behaves when Lucia’s not around to keep her in check? I hope Lucia comes quickly. Just where exactly is she?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I found Mr. Feathers a wife! She’s rainbow-colored, and her name is Mrs. Feathers. She kept insisting it was something else, but I couldn’t pronounce it because there were too many chirps and whistles, so her name is Mrs. Feathers now. I bet Mr. Feathers will be really happy when I introduce them, mhm. He might not’ve been the smartest bird, kidnapping someone that I didn’t need to kidnap anymore, but at least he tried for me. That’s right; he’s a much better person, err, bird than Ilya! Once I get my hands on her, I’ll squeeze her and stuff her into a box. That’ll teach her to call me a bully. Hmph, hmph. 
 
    “Boss, we finished looting their ancestral grounds, training centers, treasury, and martial arts pavilion. What next?” 
 
    Mm? Who’s the boss? Right, I am! The prisoners aren’t calling me Miss Lucia anymore. They’re calling me boss because, in their words, “Gangsters show their loyalty to their leaders by calling them boss; that’s why we’re calling you boss, Boss.” I don’t know why they’re calling themselves gangsters though…, we’re all good people who were unjustly imprisoned by the evil Rainbow Phoenix Sect. Mm, that’s right. 
 
    “Please, I have a family! You can’t take all my wealth!” 
 
    “Your wealth or your life: take your pick!” 
 
    …We’re good people. Anyways, what’s next? I wonder. Do I even have any plans other than stuffing Ilya into a box? It feels like I’m forgetting something…. 
 
    “Don’t we have to save Softie, Lucia?” 
 
    Ah! That’s right! We have to save Softie! “Why didn’t you remind me earlier, Durandal!?” 
 
    “I was distracted.” Durandal glanced at himself. He was covered in blood from head to toe. Now that I think about it…. 
 
    “Hey, Durandal?” 
 
    “Yes, Lucia?” 
 
    “By any chance…, the fact that Ilya thinks I’m a violent bully…, don’t you think that has something to do with you?” Yeah…. I never really thought about it before, but isn’t it Durandal’s fault that I’m violent? Which I’m not. I’m not violent. Okay, let’s rephrase that. Isn’t it Durandal’s fault that Ilya thinks I’m violent? All my life, I grew up as a poor, innocent, abused slave with no mean thoughts. But then I met Durandal, and, suddenly, I became a bully in Ilya’s eyes! It’s completely his fault; look at him; he’s covered in blood! What kind of good person would be covered in blood? 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    “Mm?” 
 
    Durandal wiped his hand on his robes before putting it on my head. “You shouldn’t blame others for problems with yourself.” 
 
    That’s…. “But it’s completely your fault that I’m this way!” 
 
    Durandal sighed. “Didn’t Ilya mention this? You not taking responsibility for your own actions? I’m sure she did. Why are you blaming me in the first place? Have I ever told you to beat up people that you don’t like? Have I ever led you astray?” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t say it directly, but your actions—” 
 
    “Nonsense. Look, doesn’t Softie need to be saved right now? Are you really going to worry about this when Ilya isn’t even here? How about you ask her if it’s my fault when you see her again? You know she has the answer to everything.” 
 
    “Why does it feel like you’re trying to avoid—” 
 
    “You!” Durandal pointed at a person standing behind me. “Which way to the Shadow Devil Sect?” 
 
    “Uh, I, I don’t know.” 
 
    “Shadow Devil Sect?” Mrs. Feathers asked. She had shrunk down to the size of Mr. Feathers. Apparently, being big took up a lot of her energy, so she shrank whenever she wasn’t fighting. It’s perfect because she attracts too much attention when she’s large. “Which one? The Immortal Continent is huge and vast; many sects share the same name if they’re decades of travel apart from one another.” 
 
    Durandal looked at me. “Which province was the Shadow Devil Sect in?” 
 
    Uh…. “Long County? No, that doesn’t sound right. Mong County? Fong County?” Gah, where’s Ilya when you need her? Thankfully, there’s someone else who’s slightly okay at remembering things better than I can. “Puppers? Where’s Softie’s province?” 
 
    “Kong County.” 
 
    Kong County…. Nope, doesn’t ring a bell. “Are you sure? That doesn’t sound right. If it did, then it would’ve been the one, but it isn’t, so it’s not.” Mm, sometimes Puppers can be counted on, but most of the time, he can’t. Oh wells. “Mrs. Feathers, why don’t you list off places where there are Shadow Devil Sects, and I’ll tell you to stop if I hear a familiar one.” 
 
    “Kong County, but you already said that one wasn’t it. Pang County in Cloud Province. Yang County in Deepwater Province. Ling County in Bamboo Forest Province. Ming County in Qin Province. Deng County—” 
 
    Stop. 
 
    “Stop!” 
 
    “Deng County?” 
 
    No, the one before that. 
 
    “No, the one before that.” 
 
    “Ming County in Qin Province?” 
 
    Yes, that’s the one. 
 
    “Yes! That’s the one.” It’s definitely that one. My instincts are telling me it is! Or it’s that weird voice that I’ve been hearing that keeps telling me to kill people…. “Right, Durandal? Puppers? Ming County sounds familiar, right?” 
 
    “First time I’m hearing of it.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    Tch. And they claim my memory is terrible, but look at them both being wrong. Hah. “It’s settled then. We’re going to Ming County to save Softie!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stared at me with an odd expression. “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m never not sure!” Except when I am, which is sometimes, but usually I’m not. Mm. “How far away is Ming County from here? No, where is here anyway?” 
 
    “We’re in Sun Province which is a part of the Sunrise Empire. Qin Province is in the Sunset Empire which is about a hundred thousand kilometers from here, not close but not far either.” Mrs. Feathers nodded. “I have citizenship in both empires, so traveling across the border shouldn’t be an issue. With an average flying boat, we should arrive in about a year.” 
 
    “A year!?” Softie will be dead by then! “Isn’t there a way to get there faster?” 
 
    “There’s a teleportation formation in the sect’s ancestral grounds that’s left behind as a last resort for escape. You can use that, but it’ll be expensive.” 
 
    Softie’s life … or money. Softie’s life…? Or money…. Hah…, looks like Softie’s going to go into debt paying me back. “Alright, let’s take that formation.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As a weapon spirit, I may not be the brightest individual, but I can say with confidence that I’m more mentally endowed than Lucia. Of course, there are times where even a genius can be enlightened by a fool, so when Lucia insisted the Shadow Devil Sect was in Ming County, I was sure it wasn’t, but a tiny nagging part of me couldn’t help but think that I was wrong. Thus, I chose not to say anything, and as a result, we’re lost. Well, not completely lost since we know our current location. 
 
    “This is the Shadow Devil Sect?” Lucia stood in front of a worn-down wooden gate. Its corners were frayed and splintered, and a dilapidated fence was attached to it, surrounding a small building no bigger than a chicken coop. “What happened to it in ten years?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss, are you looking for someone?” 
 
    I turned around, towards the voice. 
 
    A shop owner was standing behind a stall with cracked white buns on display. Inside of the cracks, red liquid seemed to drip out. “Rather than standing around in front of that abandoned old building, why not try some of my pork buns? That way, at least you’ll fill your belly while waiting.” 
 
    “That’s a good idea!” Lucia’s head bobbed up and down. She seemed to be completely oblivious to the fact the stall owner said the building was abandoned and only paid attention to the pork bun portion of the sentence. She went up to the stall and picked up a bun before sniffing it. “I’ll take all of them!” 
 
    “Yes, that’ll be … all of them?” 
 
    “Mhmph.” Lucia was already chewing on a bun. “All. Mmph.” 
 
    The stall owner didn’t say anything as Lucia systematically devoured the buns on the stall. She patted her stomach and exhaled. “It’s been so long since I’ve had meat.” 
 
    That’s right. She was eating those pills Ilya gave to her to avoid building up impurities in her body. “Why aren’t you eating those pills?” 
 
    “I finished them all! And Ilya’s not here to make more.” Lucia wiped her mouth on her sleeve and blinked at the stall owner. “How much?” 
 
    “Two silver coins.” 
 
    Lucia lowered her head and furrowed her brow. “Uh…. How much is that in gold coins?” 
 
    “Pardon?” 
 
    “How many gold coins do I have to give you if I don’t have any silver ones?” 
 
    “Um, just one? However, I don’t have any change and—” 
 
    Lucia placed a gold coin down before the owner could finish. “Mm. Here. The buns were good.” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, Young Miss!” The gold coin disappeared underneath the owner’s hand. He smiled at Lucia and me. “Why were you standing in front of that abandoned building? I’ve been running this stall for many years. Perhaps I can help you out with some information.” 
 
    “Really? That’d be great.” Lucia nodded and pointed at the building behind her. “What happened to the Shadow Devil Sect? Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Around thirty years ago, the sect leader of the Shadow Devil Sect slept with the daughter of the city lord, triggering a major conflict between the sect and the city. In the end, the city lord enlisted outside help, the Mo Family, and wiped the Shadow Devil Sect out of existence. Nowadays, this old building is kept as a warning.” 
 
    Lucia tilted her head. “To warn people not to sleep with the city lord’s daughter?” 
 
    The stall owner coughed. “As a warning to anyone seeking conflict with the city. Even if there’s a major sect backing you, you have to behave yourself inside.” 
 
    “Oh.” Lucia nodded. “Wait a minute. Thirty years ago? The Shadow Devil Sect was still around ten years ago! How were they wiped out thirty years ago?” 
 
    Well, that’s because you’re wrong, Lucia. It’s simple. “This isn’t Softie’s Shadow Devil Sect.” 
 
    “But…, but…, Ming County. It’s right! It’s definitely supposed to be here!” Lucia’s tail slapped the ground, and the nearby buildings shook. A few screams rang through the air. “Why would the voice in my head tell me to come here?” 
 
    Is this the voice that Lucia said was telling her to kill everything? “You’re not supposed to listen to those voices, Lucia.” 
 
    “But, this time, the voice wasn’t telling me to kill people. It just told me that this was the right place. Mm, well, it didn’t exactly say this is where Softie was, but it very strongly suggested I come here.” 
 
    I sighed. It doesn’t matter to me where we are or where we go. As long as I’m by Lucia’s side, I’m satisfied. There’s no end to the amount of people she’ll pick fights with, letting me fulfill my purpose as a weapon spirit. Even though that’s the case, Lucia should try to go to Softie. I can tell, despite my lack of emotions, that Lucia is troubled after being abandoned by Ilya. If she loses Softie too, she might break. She’s very fragile despite her strength. 
 
    “Could it be?” 
 
    “Hmm?” Lucia and I turned towards the stall owner. 
 
    The stall owner cleared his throat. “Actually, in a month, the Slaughter God’s Tomb is going to open. If you’re hearing voices in your head telling you to kill people, perhaps you have a fated connection with the Slaughter God.” 
 
    Lucia’s eyes widened. “Huh? Really? Do you think so?” 
 
    Can something that convenient exist? Why does it feel like this stall owner is trying to trick Lucia into being trafficked? 
 
    “Yes, absolutely! Why would I lie to you?” The stall owner rubbed his hands together and smiled at Lucia. “You can ask anyone in town. Everyone is preparing for the Slaughter God’s Tomb’s opening day. There’s actually a sect recruitment as well. Since the tomb is going to open, the sect’s earth-realm and sky-realm experts are gathering in our city. While they’re here, they’re hosting a tournament to recruit talented disciples. You two must’ve been looking to join the Shadow Devil Sect after hearing about it, right? But since it’s gone now, you might as well take your chances at the sect recruitment and join a powerful sect.” 
 
    A competition? “Let’s check it out, Lucia.” 
 
    “Huh? But what about Softie?” 
 
    Eh…. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. Besides, didn’t that voice in your head tell you to investigate the Slaughter God’s Tomb?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say I shouldn’t listen to that voice?” 
 
    “And now I’m saying you should. Is there a problem with that?” I’ll use a little bit of my killing intent to smooth this over. 
 
    “Durandal. Your killing intent doesn’t work on me anymore, you know that, right?” 
 
    …How am I supposed to force her to listen to me? She hasn’t even been bothering me for sex lately; I can’t threaten her with lack of sex if she’s like this. “I bet there’ll be good food at the competition.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Durandal lied. There wasn’t any food at the competition. Why don’t they sell food at the competition? That’s such a waste! With all the people gathered there, they’d make so much money selling food, something that all people need to eat. Sheesh, and people call me stupid. Everyone needs to eat—except cultivators since they live off grains of rice—and everyone at the competition was … a cultivator…. Oh. …Am I stupid? Ahem. Anyways, Durandal went off to watch the competition. And I went to a nearby tavern! I smelled acorns here. 
 
    “Welcome!” 
 
    This place is empty. Mm. Makes sense since there’s supposed to be a lot of people at the competition. What was it for again? Entering a sect? Eh, not that important. Why do people make such a big deal out of it? Wait, aren’t I a sect leader? Do I have to do things like recruiting people…? I was going to leave all the tedious stuff to Ilya, but … gah! “Barkeep! Give me your strongest drink!” 
 
    “But it’s nine in the morning.” 
 
    “…So?” Drinking away Ilya from my mind can be done at any time! It’s not my fault she’s pestering me and ruining my mood this early in the morning. Hmph. “Strongest drink and second-strongest drink and third-strongest drink! I want every bottle, barrel, and container you have of each.” 
 
    “Are you alone…? I don’t feel comfortable serving a young girl that much alcohol especially if she’s all by herself.” The barkeep’s looking at me as if I’m a lost child! “Dragonhead City might be a safe city, but there are millions of people living here. There’s bound to be a few scoundrels who’ll take advantage of you in your drunken state.” 
 
    This, this barkeep, why’s he so responsible!? I just want to wash away my anger! Mm? That’s not usually done with alcohol? That’s right … I should be punching and hitting things instead…. But Ilya always suggested I try a non-violent method to release my anger. Maybe if I listened to her earlier, she wouldn’t have abandoned me. That’s why, I’ll change my ways and drink away my anger instead! Ah? I’ll become a violent angry drunk? Nonsense! Drinking brings out one’s inner self, and my inner self is practically an angel. Mm, it’s a blob of darkness in the shape of a squirrel, which practically makes it an angel, okay? 
 
    “Excuse me, Miss?” 
 
    “Ah?” Oh, right! “I’m not alone! Mrs. Feathers, come out!” I keep her in one of the bags that can hold living things. She’s so bright and pretty, and she’ll take me out of the spotlight! And that’s unacceptable, so into the bag she goes! But since no one’s here, it won’t matter if she shows her face. “Look!” 
 
    “…A rainbow chicken?” 
 
    “…Boss, can I incinerate him?” Mrs. Feathers looked at me. Too bad I can’t read bird faces. In fact, I can’t read at all! Ah, I might have to learn now that Ilya’s not here. Actually…. 
 
    “Do you know how to read?” 
 
    “If I do, can I incinerate him?” 
 
    “Wait, why…, oh. Never mind. You can set him on fire if he refuses to serve me drinks! But do you know how to read?” 
 
    “I do. Only an idiot doesn’t know—ow! Why’d you hit me, Boss!?” 
 
    “My hand slipped.” Oops. “Anyways, Barkeep, booze!” 
 
    The barkeep stared at Mrs. Feathers for a long time. I was tempted to hit him, but I stopped myself because I’m not a violent person like Ilya says I am. Then, the barkeep took out all kinds of drinks from who knows where—interspacial ring, maybe?—and mixed it up into a barrel before placing it in front of me. “There’s a tap on the bottom.” He grabbed a cup and opened the tap; some pungent-smelling liquid flowed out. It had a faint smell of acorns. Perfect! “How is it?” 
 
    It tastes like shit, but that’s perfect to wash away the bitterness of Ilya ditching me. “It’s good enough!” 
 
    The barkeep made a strange face before picking up a cloth to wipe down the countertop. “Why don’t you tell me some of your troubles.” Was he staring at Mrs. Feathers? “Someone like you is bound to have an amazing story to tell.” 
 
    “My stories are personal!” It’s too embarrassing to say. Who needs Ilya anyways!? I don’t care about her, not one bit! Hmph! 
 
    The barkeep nodded. “Then how about I tell you my story instead? They say misery loves company.” 
 
    “Who says I’m miserable!?” I’m not miserable; I’m just mad. “But I want to hear your story because it’ll probably make me feel better if you’re in a worse spot.” Mm. Who doesn’t love a little bit of drama? But only when listening to it. 
 
    The barkeep’s face darkened. He shook his head and sighed. “You see, I might not look like it, but I’m the young master of the Long family, Long Chen. I—” 
 
    “Long family?” 
 
    “The Long family is one of the two great families of Dragonhead City. The other—” 
 
    “Dragonhead City?” 
 
    The barkeep exhaled. “…It’s the city we’re in.” 
 
    “Oh.” I knew that. I was just testing him. 
 
    “Ahem. Anyway, I’m the young master of the Long family; my father is the patriarch. Eight years ago, I was hailed as a genius, and my cultivation was the fastest amongst my peers. I broke several cultivation records within the family. However, something happened six years ago, and my cultivation stagnated. I—” 
 
    “What happened six years ago?” 
 
    “Do you always interrupt people’s stories?” 
 
    “Uh…, I’m not sure. Maybe.” I don’t think I do. “Anyways, what happened six years ago?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Wait a minute. How old are you?” 
 
    “…I’m sixteen. Can I continue now?” 
 
    Mhm. “Yep, carry on.” 
 
    “When I was ten, I—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait! You were going to tell me what happened six years ago! Why are you talking about when you were ten all of a sudden?” 
 
    “…” 
 
    Mm? Did he break? “Hello?” 
 
    “Do you want to hear my story or not?” 
 
    “I’m trying, but your story’s too complicated!” 
 
    “Damn you! My story hasn’t even started yet!” 
 
    “What do you mean it hasn’t started yet? Weren’t you telling it to me!?” Why is he yelling? I don’t like yelling. “If you weren’t telling me your story, then what was all that before? Lies?” 
 
    The barkeep exhaled. “Okay. What’s sixteen minus six?” 
 
    Uh…. “Mrs. Feathers, let me borrow your…, wait. You don’t have any.” Gah, why’s the barkeep quizzing me all of a sudden? “Barkeep! Let me use your fingers. Hold them all up and stay like that.” Okay, now I’ll hold up mine until I reach sixteen. Eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, sixteen. “And now I subtract six….” Fifteen, Fourteen, thirteen…. Uh…. “Mrs. Feathers. How many fingers did I put down just now?” 
 
    “Three.” 
 
    I knew that. Twelve, eleven, ten! “Ten! Sixteen minus six is ten!” 
 
    The barkeep stared at me with a blank expression. Then he smiled brightly. “Wow! Good job! That was amazing.” He grabbed my empty cup and refilled it with the stuff inside the barrel. “Do you want this big brother to continue telling his story? It’ll be very exciting, but you can’t interrupt, okay?” 
 
    Is it just me, or is he treating me like I’m special…? It must be because I am special! “Yes, tell the story! I want to hear why you’re miserable.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll start again.” The barkeep smiled at me. “Once upon a time, there was a man named Long Chen. He was born into a very rich and powerful family. His father was the leader of the family, and everyone treated Long Chen well. Once Long Chen turned four, he, and all the other children of his family, took a test. Long Chen got the highest grades, and everyone looked up to him! For six years, Long Chen was treated extremely well by his family. He was given the best food, the best drinks, and the best room inside of the mansion. But then one day….” 
 
    What happened next? Why’d he stop? “What happened?” 
 
    The barkeep hunched down, and his face turned dark from the shadows. “Something terrible happened. Long Chen was poisoned!” 
 
    “Poisoned!? Which bastard poisoned Long Chen!? I’ll kill him! Wait, no, killing is bad. I’ll…, I’ll…, I’ll cut his penis off!” That’s right! Anyone who poisons someone else is a no-good, dirty, stinking bastard! Just look at Snow, hmph, hmph. 
 
    “C-cut his penis off?” The barkeep’s face paled. “A girl like you shouldn’t say things like that!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed. “A girl like her is drinking alcohol at nine in the morning.” 
 
    “Don’t judge me! I’m washing away my sorrow! No, not sorrow; I’m not sad. I’m washing away my anger!” Blech. This alcohol really does taste disgusting. And I’m not sure it’s working. Mm, I must not be drinking enough of it. “Carry on with the story! It was getting to a good part!” 
 
    The barkeep looked at Mrs. Feathers. Then he looked back at me. What? Was there something on my face? “Ahem, anyway. Long Chen was poisoned! His strength fell, and during the next family test, he got the lowest scores. At first, people thought it was a fluke; Long Chen must not have been feeling well that day. But then another month passed by, and the children of the family took another test. Once again, Long Chen was at the bottom! That’s when people realized, Long Chen was no longer the best child. The best food he was given, they were taken away! The best drinks he was given, those were taken away too! And the best room inside of the mansion…, it was given to Long Chen’s cousin! Long Chen was kicked out of his room and forced to live in a shed.” 
 
    “A shed!? He’s the worst child, but he still gets a whole shed to himself!?” What the hell! “When I was in the army, I wasn’t even given a ceiling! I slept outside and covered myself with dirt to stay warm! This Long Chen is such a spoiled bastard, hmph.” Ah? Why’s the barkeep sweating? “Ahem. Carry on with the story.” 
 
    “L-Long Chen lost all the benefits of being the best child. No one even looked at him anymore, except for his father. He tried his best, but no matter what he did, he always ended up last in the tests. Alas, one day, even his father gave up on him and expelled him from the clan. But Long Chen’s father wasn’t heartless. He bought a tavern for his son to live in and make money off of. Even when the tavern wasn’t making any money, Long Chen’s father would secretly send people to the tavern to buy lots of drinks, keeping the tavern afloat.” 
 
    “As I thought, this Long Chen is a spoiled bastard!” Why are Mrs. Feathers and the barkeep staring at me with such strange expressions? Maybe I made a funny face when I finished drinking this third cup. Anyways…. “Barkeep! Continue!” 
 
    “For six years, Long Chen hasn’t made any progress, living in the tavern, serving unreasonable people and their rainbow pet birds. His father still supports him despite his best efforts to find a way to make money himself. Long Chen was a promising alchemist, but something happened, and the prices of herbs rose up while the prices of pills dropped down, making it impossible for Long Chen to make any money out of it. While Long Chen continues to stagnate, the people around him continue to move ahead, leaving Long Chen behind. The cousin that took his room became a saint-realm expert, and Long Chen’s fiancée, an unparalleled beauty in all of Dragonhead City, was discovered to have legendary yin-type meridians. She—” 
 
    “Wait! Fiancée!? Where the heck did she come from all of a sudden!?” 
 
    “Before Long Chen was even born, his grandfather made a promise with his sworn brother, that if their descendants were of opposite genders and in the same generation, they were to be married.” 
 
    “…Spoiled bastard. But isn’t that terrible for Long Chen’s fiancée? She’s amazing, and he’s useless! Why are the two still together?” Eh? Did I just plant a heart devil somewhere? That’s weird. Mm, it must’ve been the alcohol making my stomach feel funny. 
 
    “Boss…, I’m just making sure…, but you know he’s Long Chen, right?” Mrs. Feathers asked and pointed at the barkeep. 
 
    Huh? “Wait. Really? This barkeep’s the spoiled bastard?” Mm? The heart devil grew? “Oh…. Uh, oops.” Well, since he can’t cultivate, the heart devil shouldn’t matter, right? Mm. And no harm was done. Perfect! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The competition that the sects ran was disappointing. There were only two saint-realm experts who participated, everyone else wasn’t worth mentioning. And none of the saint-realm experts used swords. I thought I’d be able to learn something despite that: new techniques, new ideas, anything. But no, the people that participated in the competition were like greenhouse flowers, coddled as they grew up, never exposed to any hardship. They didn’t understand anything about fighting for their lives, opting for flashy moves that exposed openings instead. I should’ve just let Lucia find Softie; maybe there would’ve been someone to fight. 
 
    Speaking of which, where is Lucia? After finding out there wasn’t any food served at the competition, she wandered off somewhere. Since I became a sky-realm expert, I wasn’t limited by distance from my weapon body, able to go further and further away. I wonder, if I become an immortal, will I be able to leave my weapon body behind completely? Well, that’s something to consider in the future. Lucia, who’s been faster than me at cultivating, still hasn’t become an immortal. Why am I worried about becoming one before her? 
 
    Though I’m far away from my weapon body, I can still sense its general location, which is why Lucia had no problems with me wandering off. Maybe it’s more appropriate to say Lucia was the one that wandered off. It doesn’t matter. It seems like she’s at that tavern over there where a group of people are entering. Isn’t that the woman who won the sect competition? And those people behind her must be from the sect that she joined. What was its name again? The representative that the sect sent was ancient-looking but barely a sky-realm expert, so I didn’t bother learning his or his sect’s name. 
 
    Anyways, why would they be going to such a rundown tavern? No, in the first place, why was Lucia here? I can’t smell the faintest hint of chocolate or acorns, the top two of Lucia’s largest vices. Is there something special about this tavern? I released a bit of my qi and swept it over the building, but I couldn’t find anything special except for Lucia and the phoenix. I’m not sure why Lucia took the phoenix with her but refused to bring the gangsters that she saved as well. Maybe she was trying to save money on the teleportation fee, but it’s a shame she can’t think ahead. She could’ve deployed those gangsters to rob people, easily making back the money spent to transport them here. Perhaps Ilya is a little necessary, if only to make up for Lucia’s lack of brains. Even though I’m quite intelligent myself, Lucia doesn’t trust my words for some reason. She always thinks I’m trying to trick her. I wonder why. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Hmm? That came from the tavern. Did Lucia hit someone? No, it seems like someone from the sect has a problem with the tavern itself. Perhaps the layout offended them. One can never tell what’ll set off an expert. Like Ilya said once long ago, many of them aren’t mentally stable due to isolating themselves from other people for extremely long periods of time. …How come it feels like she was taking a jab at me too when she said that? I’ll have to interrogate her when I see her again. Anyway, what’s going on in the tavern? 
 
    “A trash that hasn’t even reached the saint realm yet wants to marry a peerless genius? In your dreams!” The sect member threw a punch at the barkeep, and the man tried to block, but he was sent flying, both his arms bending at angles they shouldn’t. 
 
    That’s odd. Usually Lucia’s the only person who resorts to violence right away. Then again, the Immortal Continent is extremely large: Cultures may vary from place to place. Problems were solved diplomatically with words in Kong County; however, violence seems to be the main form of communication here. No wonder why the voices in Lucia’s head told her to come here. This environment was practically made for her. 
 
    “Long Chen!” The winner of the sect competition stepped forward, standing side by side with the aggressive sect member. The representative stood behind the two with his hands clasped behind his back. And three other sect members stood behind him. The girl took an unfurled scroll out of her interspacial ring. She flicked her wrist, and it sprawled out, revealing characters that I couldn’t read. Lucia can’t read them either, I’m sure. The loss of Ilya had a greater impact than I thought. Perhaps the phoenix can read? It knows how to speak: reading should be the next logical step. 
 
    The barkeep sat up, a grim smile on his pale face despite his broken arms. “Mo Yan, are you here to annul our engagement? You only had to ask, and I would’ve agreed. There was no need to hire thugs from the Slaughter Seeking Sect to break my arms.” 
 
    “Long Chen, you—” 
 
    “Wait!” Lucia stood up. And wobbled. Was she drunk? “Are you the barkeep’s fiancée!? He said you were an unparalleled beauty”—she paused and let out a small burp—“but why can’t I see that? Mm, you look nice, but there’s no way you’re as pretty as Softie. I bet you’re a man in disguise!” 
 
    Ah, Snow, even a decade after your death, Lucia’s still traumatized by your crossdressing abilities. 
 
    The winner of the sect competition coughed and coughed some more. Her face was red, and she seemed so angry that she couldn’t speak. Did Lucia hit a nerve? Was she actually a he? 
 
    “Nonsense! What horseshit are you spewing!?” The aggressive man beside Mo Yan stepped forward, throwing a punch at Lucia. 
 
    “Watch out!” the barkeep shouted, but I wasn’t sure who he was trying to warn. 
 
    Lucia slapped her hand forward like she was shooing a fly. Her palm hit the man’s fist, and his arm exploded as he flew backwards, destroying the tavern’s wall as he passed through it. “Ah?” Lucia’s head turned from side to side. “He disappeared!? Is he above me!?” She looked up and frowned when she didn’t see anyone. “Mm. Guess not.” She lowered her head and looked around once more. “Well, if he shows up in front of me again, I’ll hit him with a hammer!” Then, Lucia’s eyes met mine. “Durandal! You’re back! Come and listen to this barkeep’s story! You’ll love it since you’re a sadist. This barkeep’s such a miserable bastard who undergoes a lot of suffering.” 
 
    …Since when did I become a sadist? It must be the alcohol speaking for her. It looks like she’s been drinking since the morning until now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As I thought, whenever people tell stories, they always exaggerate! The barkeep wanted to make himself look good, telling me his fiancée was an unparalleled beauty. But if she’s an unparalleled beauty, then I should be called a goddess! Mm, okay, maybe that’s a bit vain and not true, but it’s close enough! She’s only a tiny bit more pretty than me, but she’s way uglier than Softie. …Did I just insult myself? Um…. Hmm. “No way! Softie’s only a little better-looking than me; that means, this fiancée is way uglier than I am!” 
 
    Ah? This fuzzy feeling is a heart devil being planted. But why are there two? There’s one from the fiancée and one from … the barkeep!? 
 
    “Dear customer! Why are you provoking the Slaughter Seeking Sect!?” The barkeep was still sitting against the wall. He was bleeding. Shouldn’t he be standing, ready to serve me alcohol at any time? How’s he going to serve me alcohol if his arms are broken? The barkeep looked at me. Then he looked at his fiancée. “Mo Yan, I suggest you come again another day.” 
 
    Mo Yan and Long Chen, why are these names so weird? They’re even stranger than the people who named themselves after forests and skies and fires and stuff. Like Soft Moonlight. I’m not sure which name is stranger. “But Mo Yan is a pretty weird name. It doesn’t even mean anything!” Ah? Does Lucia mean something? Of course! Lucia means the bestest and cutest squirrelkin girl in the world! Mm? There might be other squirrelkin named Lucia? 
 
    Not if you slaughter them all! 
 
    Not if I slaughter them all! …Wait a minute; I’m being tricked again! I almost fell for it! Thankfully, I’m smart. “If I was someone like Long Chen…, whew, I don’t even want to think about it! He’s too weak. Mm, but he’s a spoiled bastard, and I wouldn’t have minded living like one….” But I’d rather be strong! If I’m strong, I can spoil myself by taking other people’s stuff. Right. It’s way better to be strong. 
 
    “Slaughter Seeking Slash!” 
 
    Eh!? Someone’s attacking me!? A sword is slashing right at me, but … my tail isn’t reacting at all? I get it! The attack’s not really aimed at me; this old man is pretending to attack me, but he’s going to change his target to Long Chen at the last second! I’m so smart; who needs Ilya anyways!? Not me. The sword’s coming closer and closer. Any second now, it’ll change directions and— 
 
    Boink. 
 
    “Eh?” What the hell!? This old man tricked me! He was supposed to attack Long Chen, but he actually attacked me! But…. “Is this a toy sword?” Why would he attack me with a toy sword? Ah, that’s why my tail didn’t react. It’s because it was a fake weapon! I feel silly now. It must be the alcohol. Mm. I’ll blame it on the alcohol. Alcohol, according to the soldiers who beat me up for fun, absolves all sins! As long as you don’t remember doing something bad, then you didn’t do anything bad! So, if I’m going to do something bad, then all I have to do is drink first! Mhm, sounds about right. “Barkeep! Alcohol! …Ah, wait, your arms are broken.” Then…. “Mrs. Feathers! Alcohol!” 
 
    “…I don’t even have any arms.” 
 
    “Is that a talking chicken!?” Mo Yan pointed at Mrs. Feathers. “Slaughter Elder, please, help me obtain it!” 
 
    “Fuck! You dare call this noble phoenix a chicken!? Your mother’s a chicken! Your father’s a chicken! Your fiancé’s a chicken! Your whole family’s a bunch of chickens!” Mrs. Feathers grew in size, and the ceiling of the tavern was pushed away. It tilted up and toppled over outside towards the wall with the … hole in it? Why was there a wall with a person-shaped hole in it? Wouldn’t that let bugs in during the summer? And did someone just scream as if a roof fell on top of them? …Nah. I must be hearing things. 
 
    Ah!? My alcohol’s on fire! “Mrs. Feathers! Stop! You’re ruining my drink!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers closed her beak, and the heat vanished, but my alcohol was still burning. “Sorry, Boss.” Mrs. Feathers looked like she…, uh, I still can’t read bird faces. “Boss, if you won’t let me incinerate them, then you have to beat them up for me! It’s the duty of the boss to take care of her underlings!” 
 
    “Eh? Beat them up yourself; just don’t set my alcohol on fire!” Asking me, a nice person, to beat people up? I’d never do such a thing! 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    Ah! I almost forgot Durandal was here. “Yes, Durandal?” 
 
    “These people are from the Slaughter Seeking Sect.” 
 
    It’s hard to hear Durandal over the people’s screams. “Mrs. Feathers! Beat them up more quietly! If they scream, stuff their mouths with their socks!” I went to refill my cup of no-longer-burning alcohol, but it seemed like the barrel was empty. Did I really drink that much? “Barkeep, refill! Anyways, you were saying, Durandal?” 
 
    “Why not—” 
 
    “Boss! This girl isn’t wearing socks!” 
 
    Don’t interrupt Durandal for something so stupid, Mrs. Feathers! “Then use her panties!” 
 
    “Got it, Boss!” 
 
    I looked at Durandal, and he continued. “Why not join their sect and learn all their secrets? No, that’s not right. Why not loot their sect and take all their secrets? Since they have slaughter in their name, their cultivation methods should be extremely beneficial for you, someone following the Unrelenting Path of Slaughter. This sect, along with the Slaughter God’s Tomb, is probably the reason your heart of slaughter told you to come here.” 
 
    “I don’t recommend you do that,” the barkeep said. He was close to me, using his head and legs to refill my barrel with alcohol. “The Slaughter Seeking Sect, the Despair Seeking Sect, and the Death Seeking Sect are the three strongest sects of Huang Country. Their branches extend to all its provinces and thousands of counties. Everything in Huang Country is decided by these three sects. For someone as strong as you, joining them wouldn’t be a bad idea, but you definitely can’t loot them!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    With a little persuasion from my sword, the people in the tavern taught me a lot about the place we’re in. The information that the phoenix provided can’t even compare. It’s the difference between a local and an outsider, I suppose. Lucia’s Path of Slaughter guided her here; the best thing for her to do is stay. As long as I can keep her distracted, I’m sure she’ll forget about Softie until she’s achieved what she needs. Is that heartless of me? Maybe. But isn’t that to be expected of a weapon spirit without any emotions? Whether or not Softie lives isn’t as big of a priority as the opening of this Slaughter God’s Tomb. If Lucia went to save her, by the time we found this place again, the tomb would be closed, sealing off Lucia’s path to immortality for another century. 
 
    “Will, will you let us go now?” 
 
    “Let you go so you can report back to your sect?” Only a fool will bring endless trouble upon himself. “That sounds like a good idea.” But a genius will bring endless trouble upon a fool he’s trying to distract. “Don’t forget. She’s Sect Leader Fluffytail of the Shadow Devil Sect.” I pointed at Lucia, who was sleeping in the corner. “Capture an image of her with a photographic jade to distribute around.” 
 
    “She’s from the Shadow Devil Sect!? Impossible!” Mo Yan, the girl with her underwear lying beside her, glared at me. “My Mo family exterminated it thirty years ago. They slaughtered everyone down to the last chicken and dog!” 
 
    Maybe I should’ve fabricated another identity for Lucia. “It’s a different Shadow Devil Sect from a province far away from here.” 
 
    “I don’t believe it! You’re using false identities, trying to trick us and lead us onto the wrong path.” 
 
    …Are my words that unbelievable? Perhaps, as a weapon spirit, I’m just not suited for a verbal exchange. When I want to lie, Ilya and Lucia see right through me. When I tell the truth, other people think I’m lying. It’s much simpler to talk with my sword. There’s no lie when it comes to death. Either a person died under my blade, or they didn’t. 
 
    “Mo Yan! Shut your mouth!” The naked elder beside Mo Yan struggled with the rope binding his arms. If he were free, there’d be no doubt he’d hit the naked girl beside him. Why are the two naked? Well, everyone in the tavern is naked except for Lucia and I. Why is that? Because I took their clothes off, of course. As Lucia’s weapon spirit, any heart devil I plant should be partially attributed to her as well. And Lucia already reasonably demonstrated that stripping people plants heart devils within them. 
 
    “But Slaughter Elder, he—!” 
 
    “Shut up! The path to heaven is laid before you, yet you want to dig a road to hell!” The elder wobbled a bit before managing to get onto his knees. He knocked his forehead against the floor and brought it back up: up and down, up and down, until the floor in front of him had a small puddle of blood. “I swear to you, the Slaughter Seeking Sect won’t bring any trouble to you or your companion! With the opening of the Slaughter God’s Tomb, we’d have to be fools to provoke a quasi-immortal phoenix, its master, and a sky-realm-ranked item spirit. You won’t regret it if you let us go today! In fact, if you’re participating in the tomb’s opening, you can work together with our sect. O wise weapon spirit, there aren’t any conflicts that can’t be resolved with words. A truly strong cultivator can give up his enmity. Enemies of yesterday can be the allies of tomorrow. O wise—” 
 
    “Don’t you feel any shame?” The barkeep leaned over and spat into the Slaughter Elder’s lap. “Even a child wouldn’t be fooled by the crap coming out of your mouth. The Slaughter Seeking Sect exterminated a family because their daughter looked at your sect’s holy child’s ass when he was flying through the sky! After exploding a disciple’s arm and stripping an elder naked, how can you trick anyone into thinking there won’t be a retaliation from your sect?” 
 
    The elder glared at the barkeep. “Knowing this, you still spat on my lap? Perhaps your Long family has lived for too long!” 
 
    “I heard a bad pun!” Lucia’s torso shot off the counter, and her head swiveled back and forth. …That’s what woke her up? I didn’t realize she even knew what a pun was. That’s right, she’s probably still not clearheaded after drinking all that alcohol, but she woke up quickly due to her constitution. “Eh? What’s going on here? Barkeep! Where’s the barkeep? My barrel’s empty.” 
 
    “Boss, you shouldn’t drink that much! It’s not good for your health.” 
 
    “Eh? What does drinking have to do with my health?” Lucia tilted her head and picked the rainbow phoenix up. “Mm. Mrs. Feathers, I have a very important mission for you.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    “I want you to find someone who can cook a phoenix, or at the very least, is able to serve a phoenix raw.” 
 
    How can she say that with such a straight face like it’s the most natural thing in the world to ask? 
 
    “That, that sounds like a scary request, Boss. I was wrong! Drinking is good for your health. Keep doing it! Barkeep!” The phoenix desperately squirmed in Lucia’s grasp while looking around. “Where’s that damned barkeep!?” 
 
    “Excuse me, Sir Sword Spirit?” the elder asked in a tiny voice. “Is, is your companion an immortal?” 
 
    Is she? No, at least, I don’t think she is. “What makes you think that?” 
 
    “Only an immortal would be as eccentric as her. Cultivators don’t drink for fear of ingesting impurities. But once someone becomes an immortal, impurities are no longer a factor. Not to mention, she’s using her bare hands to subdue a quasi-immortal phoenix. If not an immortal, she must be a quasi-immortal preparing for her tribulation, no?” 
 
    “My tribulation?” Lucia asked and dropped her phoenix. Her tail stiffened. “Where?” She disappeared, a hole appearing in the floorboards in front of her. A moment later, she crawled out of the hole with a limp tail. “How can you lie to me about something like that!? You scared the crap out of me! Durandal, off with his penis!” 
 
    …Is she still drunk? I honestly can’t tell if she’s acting differently from normal or not. Either way, I raised my sword. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ah…. Where am I? 
 
    “Awake?” 
 
    “Durandal?” I’m on a bed. And Durandal’s not in it. It’s a pretty big bed too. Mm, it’s decided then. “Let’s have sex.” 
 
    Durandal furrowed his brow and looked down at me from the bedside. “We literally did it for all of last night. Don’t you remember?” 
 
    “Uh….” Did we? Why can’t I remember anything? Yesterday, there was a tavern. Mhm. And there was the miserable but spoiled barkeep. And…, and…, um, that’s it. “Whew. Yesterday was a really short day, huh? It ended in the morning!” 
 
    Durandal sighed. 
 
    “Anyways, where are we?” I sat up, and for some reason, I was fully dressed. Did Durandal lie to me…? Why would I have sex while wearing clothes? Is that a vomit stain? It shouldn’t be because if these are the clothes I wore yesterday, then Durandal wouldn’t have made me wear them again after doing the deed. In other words, Durandal’s a liar! “Wait! We didn’t have sex last night!” 
 
    Durandal flinched, but his face returned to normal in an instant. Was I seeing things…? Durandal cleared his throat. “Nonsense. Why would I lie to you? Besides, there are more important things to do this morning. Right now, we’re in that barkeep’s home. Luckily, the rainbow phoenix was enough to make the family show lots of hospitality to you; otherwise, there’s no way they would’ve accepted the drunken mess that you were last night.” Durandal narrowed his eyes at me. “Why did you drink so much in the first place?” 
 
    “To forget about Ilya!” And it worked. I didn’t think of her all day yesterday, …but I thought about her just now. There’s only one thing to do: drink more! Urgh. “My head hurts.” I tried to stand, but now I feel sick. Why do my arms and legs ache? I’m a sky-realm expert! There shouldn’t be anything wrong with my body even if there was supposed to be something wrong! “What did I drink?” 
 
    “About that,” Durandal said and shook his head, “I asked the barkeep, and he said you ordered the three strongest drinks. And of course, the strongest drink was immortal rice wine, the same wine you drank before leaving the Shadow Devil Sect a decade ago.” 
 
    “The wine that Softie said could even make a sky-realm expert drunk?” 
 
    Durandal’s eyes widened. Was I wrong? Why’s he acting like that? “You…, you actually remembered something for once.” 
 
    I’m going to smack him. “C’mere for a second.” 
 
    “Hmm?” Durandal leaned close and— 
 
    Pow! 
 
    —he went flying. Mm. That felt satisfying. Though, it feels like I’m forgetting something—like I shouldn’t resort to violence all the time…. But I forget a lot of things! So it’s okay. Anyways, Durandal deserved to be hit. First, he made fun of me. Second, he lied to me about having sex. Third, he lied to me about having sex! How dare he? …Does it even matter since I don’t remember last night? Of course, it does! I think. 
 
    Someone screamed. It came from outside. It makes sense though because Durandal flew through the wall. Mm, let’s change clothes first since I don’t want to smell like vomit. And … done! I’m getting good at putting on these fancy robes from the Immortal Continent. Why am I putting on these fancy robes even though they’re inconvenient compared to pants? Because for some reason, I can’t find any pants. Durandal must’ve had the interspacial ring with my comfy clothes in them. …Or maybe I dropped it yesterday. Eh, even if I did, I can always steal some more, so it’s okay. Anyways, do I have any hangover pills? I have lots of medicinal pills that I accumulated over time from robbing people, but I don’t know what they do…. Ah, if only Ilya were here, then I’d know which one to take. There’s only one thing to do. I’ll eat all of them one at a time until my hangover goes away! 
 
    And … it’s gone! Don’t ask how many pills it took because I didn’t count. Now, let’s see where exactly I am…. Durandal said this was the barkeep’s home, and the barkeep told me he lived in a shed. And if this is a shed, then I was right! This barkeep’s a spoiled bastard! This shed has a red carpet, a comfy bed, a chandelier, three stained-glass windows, two fancy desks, and a … what’s this? A bell? 
 
    Ring, ring. 
 
    The door to the shed opened, and two people stepped inside. “Did the miss call for us?” 
 
    …Servants too!? That barkeep completely lied to me! How is he a miserable bastard at all!? I should’ve known when he said he had a fiancée. Mm, did I meet his fiancée yesterday? I don’t remember too well…. Probably not. Ah, these servants are still waiting for me to say something. “Err, food! I want lots of good food. Impurity-free! The food has to have no impurities.” Mhm. “But it can’t be one grain of immortal rice!” A meal should be filling. 
 
    The two servants nodded. “Please wait a moment. We’ll bring you a meal as soon as it’s ready.” And then they left. 
 
    Why do I feel like I’m forgetting something? Like someone’s in danger…. “Ah! Softie!” I completely forgot about her! Mm, I forgot about everything, but I especially forgot about her! I have to go and— 
 
    “Lucia.” Durandal came in through the hole he left in the wall. “You haven’t trained in a while, but your body’s gotten stronger. You should exercise for a bit to get accustomed to your strength, or you’ll accidentally kill the next person you smack.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I don’t smack people often. More importantly, we have to save—” 
 
    “Are you hungry?” Durandal cut me off again! “I noticed you called in two servants to bring you a meal. Why not head into the main building and greet the hosts? It’s the least you can do after receiving so much from them.” 
 
    “Durandal, we have to—” 
 
    “Let’s have sex.” 
 
    “Save…. Okay!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn’t expect Lucia to be so persistent about rescuing Softie. Luckily, I know all her vices to distract her. And once she temporarily forgets about something, she’ll take anywhere from five minutes to a month to remember. …I don’t know if I should feel happy or sad about that fact. As her weapon spirit, it pains me to have an incompetent master. But at the same time, it’s nice having someone I can manipulate. Maybe it’s not such a bad thing that Ilya’s no longer with us. Lucia’s much easier to fool now. 
 
    After a few rounds of nighttime activities happening in the morning, and after Lucia finished eating her meal of immortal rice and some strange jellylike substance that she wouldn’t let me try, we went off to greet the barkeep’s parents. I had already met them last night while dragging in Lucia, but I’m going to meet them again to make sure Lucia doesn’t mess anything up. This isn’t a bad place to stay while we wait for the Slaughter God’s Tomb to open. I would’ve preferred going to the barkeep’s fiancée’s family because they were closer to the Slaughter Seeking Sect, but it was pretty clear that wasn’t going to be a relaxing place to stay after what I and Mrs. Feathers did to them. 
 
    “Good morning, Senior!” 
 
    When we arrived in the living room, three people, the barkeep and his parents, got on their knees and bowed towards Lucia as she walked in. They … didn’t treat me like this yesterday. Why does Lucia get special treatment? Not that I care. A weapon spirit is above worldly matters such as these. 
 
    “Senior? You’re the ones with gray hair! Why are you calling me the senior!?” 
 
    “It’s because you’re stronger than them, Boss.” Mrs. Feathers waddled off a chair and hopped while flapping her wings to reach Lucia. The phoenix really did look like a chicken in its shrunken form. No wonder it was mistaken for one so many times yesterday. It’s hard to believe it’s a quasi-immortal beast, especially when it rubs itself against Lucia’s leg like a cat. “Even a child is called a senior if they’re stronger.” 
 
    “Ah?” Lucia nodded. “There was supposed to be something like that, yeah. Mm. I knew that.” She looked around the room before glaring at the barkeep. “You lying barkeep! You said you were a miserable bastard, but look at how rich your family is! And to think I actually felt pity for you, hmph.” 
 
    The expression on the barkeep’s face was that of someone who just had a heart devil planted inside of them. I’ve seen it many, many times. But before the barkeep could say anything in his defense, his father coughed repeatedly and sat up. “Senior!” the father said and looked at me. “I’ve done what you asked and got the information for you!” 
 
    What? Already? 
 
    “It might not seem like it just by looking at my son, but my family is actually very influential! Finding out information is quite easy, even if it’s information from across the Immortal Continent.” The man patted his chest, and a jade slip appeared in his hand. Lucia trembled and took a small step back when he offered it to me. “Here you go.” 
 
    I took the slip and…, was Lucia’s tail stiff? Just how much does she fear knowledge being stuffed into her head forcefully? No, before that, how did Lucia even know I wanted to stuff this information into her head? “Are you suspecting me, Lucia?” 
 
    “Yes!” Lucia backed away from me while retrieving her hammer from her interspacial ring. “If you bring that thing any closer, I’m going to kill you! I’m really going to do it; don’t test me!” 
 
    Well, it’s a good thing I wasn’t planning on sticking this into her head until after I checked it out myself. This information I asked the barkeep’s family to gather is very important. I need to find out what happened to the Shadow Devil Sect of Kong County. Of course, this is completely because I care about Softie and not because if she’s safe, it’d be a great way to not have to distract Lucia anymore. Right. This is because I care about her and not because of convenience. Now, let’s see if there’s any good news. 
 
    The Shadow Devil Sect was attacked by three ancestors of the Righteous Buddha Sect and forced out of their sect grounds. Many elders and disciples died, but Vice-Sect Leader Soft Moonlight managed to honorably defeat the invaders after a month of conflict. Afterwards, the Shadow Devil Sect was attacked by the Thousand Sect Alliance, an alliance formed by the sects that the Shadow Devil Sect had robbed. Upon finding out Soft Moonlight was a sky-realm expert, the leader of the Thousand Sect Alliance, Clammy Clam, surrendered and the Shadow Devil Sect became the leader of the Thousand Sect Alliance. Almost immediately afterwards, the Rainbow Phoenix Sect launched an attack on the Shadow Devil Sect. Claw the Executioner reappeared for the first time in two years since he destroyed the Ancient Leaf family of Hong Country. He aided the Shadow Devil Sect, and the Rainbow Phoenix Sect suffered a defeat with Claw the Executioner and Soft Moonlight defeating five sky-realm experts each. Coincidentally, a calamity ravaged the Rainbow Phoenix Sect’s sect grounds at the same time. There were reports of a purple-skinned girl playing a role in the Shadow Devil Sect’s victory, but we were unable to verify the accuracy of the claims. She seems to be an influential figure of Pill Valley, and Pill Valley never lets anyone gather information about them. 
 
    …We should’ve gone there. Why did Lucia have to forget Softie’s soul lantern? We could’ve fought thirteen sky-realm experts! Instead, all I got to do was fight a few weaklings of the Rainbow Phoenix Sect. Well, I did get to test some techniques on Mrs. Feathers, but Lucia interrupted that fight. 
 
    “Durandal? Is your head okay?” 
 
    “Yes, it’s fine, Lucia. I found—” 
 
    “That’s not fair! You’re as dumb as I am, so why don’t you feel any pain when learning!?” 
 
    …I’m not going to tell her Softie’s safe. Right. Anxiety builds character. Withholding such information is for Lucia’s sake and not for my own pettiness. As a weapon spirit, all I want is the best for my master. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ah…. It’s been a relaxing month! I didn’t do anything but drink, eat, and have sex. For some reason, Durandal’s pampering me, and it feels great! But it feels like I’m forgetting something, but that’s totally okay because this is bliss, and I’m sure I wanted to forget something in particular, and if I can’t recall what I wanted to forget, then I succeeded. Mhm. I accomplished a very important task during this month. Just because I can’t remember what that task was doesn’t mean it hasn’t been done! Ah? I’m talking nonsense? No, no. This is completely different from me doing bad things that I don’t remember. Those things don’t happen. Mm. There’s a subtle difference between the two. I can’t explain it, but it’s there. 
 
    “Boss, are you awake?” 
 
    Ah? That’s the barkeep. For some reason, he calls me boss now. “I’m awake!” 
 
    The door to my room opened, and the barkeep came in with a tray of food. “Boss, today’s the day the Slaughter God’s Tomb opens. Are you ready?” 
 
    That’s right. Durandal wanted me to raid the tomb. It’s opening today? 
 
    Slaughter! 
 
    …And this voice has been getting noisier and noisier. At least it’s easy to ignore. 
 
    The day of slaughter has come! 
 
    Yeah, yeah, okay. “I’m ready! Do I need to bring anything special?” 
 
    “No, everything you’ll ever need, my Long family will provide it for you,” the barkeep said. “In fact, the flying boat is outside, ready to go. We’re just waiting on you.” 
 
    “Mm. Okay.” In return for taking care of me, giving me drinks and food and this nice bed to have sex with Durandal on, the Long family only wants one thing. They want me to assist their people in the Slaughter God’s Tomb if possible. And since I’m going to the tomb already, and since I’m an extremely good person who goes out of her way to help others, they’re practically asking for nothing at all! Ah? A good person wouldn’t take advantage of their family like this for the cheap cost of nothing? Nonsense! Only a fool would deny free stuff. 
 
    The Long family’s flying boat is big. I think it’s a little bigger than the one the Shadow Devil Sect used. Well, I still have bigger boats, but those use up a lot of spirit stones. And I have to save my spirit stones whenever possible because…, because…, because I like being rich! Mm. That’s a good reason. And when there’s another boat available to use that I don’t have to pay to operate, then I’ll use that boat instead. They’re giving me the best room in it too. It’s a little smaller than the room they were keeping me in, but all that matters is the bed is comfy! And there’s still a bell I can ring to summon servants to bring me whatever I want. 
 
    “Boss,” the barkeep said. Mm? He didn’t leave after bringing me here? “My father told me to answer any questions you might have about the tomb before you started drinking. Actually…, he told me to try to stop you from drinking today as it might be dangerous at the tomb….” 
 
    “Dangerous?” What? This is my first time hearing about danger! Wasn’t the tomb just a place with free treasures to take? “Gah! Those dumb dead people! Why do they boobytrap their graves when they’re already dead?” Selfish jerks. Hmph. 
 
    “The tomb itself isn’t that dangerous: it’s the people that enter the tomb that you have to watch out for,” the barkeep said. “The Slaughter God left behind his inheritance in his tomb, but he set up many trials that have to be cleared first. His tomb’s been around for seven hundred years, but no one has obtained it yet. The trials are surprisingly peaceful for being created by someone who has slaughter in his name, and they won’t kill you if you fail them. However, during the trials, the other competitors who enter the tomb will viciously attack you to make you fail. And if you’re not careful, you may even die.” 
 
    “…Let’s go home, Durandal.” 
 
    “What, why?” 
 
    Why? “Because I don’t want to die, stupid!” 
 
    “Why are you so scared?” Durandal asked and appeared beside me. He’s been hiding in his sword a lot, only coming out when I’m about to remember something that I think is important…. What was it again? “If people try to kill you, all you have to do is kill them first.” 
 
    Yes! Slaughter! Slaughter everyone! 
 
    …I feel like I’m surrounded by bad influences. “What do you think, Mrs. Feathers?” Mrs. Feathers might be a bird, but she’s pretty smart. Maybe she’s part crow. Anyways, she isn’t as smart as Ilya, but she’s good at making decisions. She even knows how to read! “Is it going to be dangerous?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers gave me a strange look. “Boss…. I can freely roam about the continent without fear of being defeated unless I encounter an immortal.” 
 
    “And that means….” Hmm. Mrs. Feathers is that strong? “Then that means you’ll protect me! Looks like I was worrying for nothing.” Phew. I knew I shouldn’t’ve listened to this barkeep. He’s always exaggerating his stories. 
 
    Mrs. Feathers was still looking at me strangely. If only her face wasn’t a bird’s…. “Yes, I’ll protect you, Boss….” 
 
    The barkeep cleared his throat. “I’ve brought a list of people you have to watch out for. My father originally told me to give you a jade slip, but I know how much you hate those, so I transcribed them onto a scroll. Of course, I know you also can’t read, so I went out to gather information and drew pictures of them instead.” The barkeep handed me a scroll, and it really was filled with drawings! “I’ve highlighted the people whose faces you must memorize because they’re rogue cultivators who don’t belong to any sect. The others, you can just memorize their robes, and that should be enough.” 
 
    “…Why are there so many rogue cultivators?” There’s at least three of them! How am I supposed to memorize all these faces!? 
 
    “They’re tomb hunters. They go from country to country, province to province, exploring tombs to get the treasures inside. It’s a profitable business, I hear. Even though a high-class tomb like the Slaughter God’s Tomb only opens every hundred years or so, there’s enough of these tombs that there’s guaranteed to be one open every month.” The barkeep nodded. “And the people that I’ve highlighted have explored over ten tombs each. They definitely know their way around tombs and people alike; thus, they’re the ones you have to watch out for the most. They might not be able to defeat you in combat, but you have to watch out for their underhanded tricks.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    So this is the Slaughter God’s Tomb. He … must’ve been extremely insecure, afraid he would’ve been forgotten after he died, because this tomb is huge. It’s a giant white pyramid that we saw from miles away in the sky. Up close, each layer of the pyramid is larger than a cliff face. Did he make this himself? Or was it created by the people who worshipped him as a god of slaughter? Probably a combination of the two since it wouldn’t make sense for someone else to design the trials for his inheritance. And are those black stains running down the walls dried blood? Or is it paint that’s been stuck on to resemble blood? 
 
    Well, I’m not interested in the tomb itself. My path is the Path of the Sword. I’m more interested in the people who’ve come to raid this tomb. Those people are wearing the Slaughter Seeking Sect’s robes. They have a few sky-realm experts, but why are there so many weak disciples? Perhaps the inheritance measures for potential and not strength? Maybe if I listen in on them, I’ll learn something new. 
 
    “—absolutely cannot touch! Before the tomb opens, anyone who tries to force their way in will be killed by a slaughtering formation! Luckily for you, we got here early. There’s always one idiot who attempts to break in before the rest, thinking they’re above the rules, and you’ll be able to observe the slaughter formation in action. Just by seeing the formation operate, your hearts of slaughter may progress by leaps and bounds.” The elder that was speaking pointed to the side. “Look there. An idiot is about to touch the wall.” 
 
    Like the disciples, I followed the elder’s finger. Which idiot would try to…? It’s Lucia. She was squinting up at the wall while rubbing her chin. “Are these … bones?” she muttered and raised her arm. 
 
    “Don’t touch it!” the barkeep shouted. “Before the tomb opens—” 
 
    Click. 
 
    “Huh!?” Lucia’s tail perked up as she stiffened. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed, and she tilted her head upwards towards the top of the first layer of the pyramid. A shadow fell over her as a tide of red liquid came crashing down. Inside of the liquid, there were hundreds of faces twisted in agony, silently screaming as the tide dragged them along. Lucia leaned over, picked Mrs. Feathers up, then threw the squawking phoenix at the tide. “Save me!” 
 
    “Boss! This is animal cruelty!” Mrs. Feathers shouted on her way up. Her voice deepened midway as she expanded; for some reason, her feet and talons were the first part of her to expand. 
 
    “I’m half-animal too, so it’s not animal cruelty! It’s just cruelty.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers almost deflated, but she pushed through and regained her full size, which was still shorter than the first layer of the pyramid. She exhaled out a pillar of flames that collided against the tide of red liquid. Surprisingly, neither the flames were doused nor the liquid evaporated. The pillar of fire spread out into a conical shape, pushing against the liquid and sending it back over the top of the first layer. Then, Mrs. Feathers swooped down and picked Lucia up with her talons and flew off into the distance, disappearing from view in an instant. The group of Slaughter Seeking Sect members were staring at the top of the first layer as if in a daze. 
 
    One of the disciples’ eyes cleared up, and he pointed at the edge of the first layer. “Look! The slaughter formation’s coming back down!” 
 
    The red liquid surged over the edge and … stopped. At the very front of the liquid, a bulge protruded, and a person’s head appeared. It peered from side to side, looking for something, presumably Lucia. A hand extended out of the liquid and scratched the leading face’s forehead. It looked around a few more times before the liquid behind it retreated. But before the head fully disappeared from view, its gaze locked onto me. Its lips moved, but no words came out. However, I could read lips, and it clearly said, “Found you.” 
 
    In the next second, the red tide rushed over the edge of the first layer, roaring as it crashed towards me. I suspect it detected there was some kind of link between me and Lucia. The aura coming off of the tide was similar to Lucia’s, and I’d definitely die if I tried to face it head on. It’s a good thing I can retreat into my weapon body, escaping from this place with ease. 
 
    “Why is it coming towards us!?” 
 
    “Scatter, scatter! You fools, why are you standing around in a daze!?” 
 
    “Elder, save me!” 
 
    …Maybe I’ll watch a bit more before escaping. Didn’t the elder say one’s heart of slaughter could improve by leaps and bounds by observing this slaughter formation? That’s right, I took one of Ilya’s recording necklaces before. I should record this event for Lucia to see. How does this necklace work again? I press it, and once the light flashes red…. I think it’s recording. 
 
    “No, please! Spare me! I didn’t do—” 
 
    Upon making contact with the red liquid, one of the disciples instantly dissolved. How? The liquid reminds me of Lucia’s Tides of Blood technique, but it’s more effective: quicker and stronger. Perhaps it has to do with the quality of the resentful spirits inside the liquid. 
 
    “It’s him! The slaughter formation’s chasing after him!” 
 
    Someone pointed at me. And everyone else ran as far away from me as they could. At this rate, there’ll be no reference for Lucia to learn from. Considering the fact Mrs. Feathers fled from the liquid, doesn’t that mean she felt danger from it despite being a quasi-immortal? How strong was this Slaughter God before he died? This formation of his, Lucia definitely needs to see it. She might not be good at studying or learning, but I’m sure she’ll have some insights after seeing the liquid in action. Since all the disciples are fleeing, and no one’s going to be caught in the tide, there’s only one thing to do. 
 
    “Stop! Why are you chasing me!?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Durandal showed me something weird. From his necklace, a bunch of miniature people came out, and then they were eaten by a red monster! I tried to touch them, but they weren’t actually there. He called them a hologram or something like that. Anyways, I’m not sure why he wanted to show me the holograms he created unless it was to remind me of a certain someone who shall not be named because it’s definitely related to her in some way! Durandal’s not smart enough to make things like that. Hmph. What’s he trying to do? 
 
    “Boss, I think it’s safe to go back to the tomb.” Mrs. Feathers nudged my leg with her head. “Please, this time, don’t touch things you aren’t supposed to.” 
 
    “No one told me I couldn’t touch!” Would I have touched the wall if someone told me I couldn’t? Of course not! 
 
    “The barkeep told you on the way here.” 
 
    “…No, he didn’t.” Don’t look at me like that, Mrs. Feathers. You’re just a bird! “Ahem. Anyways, is the tomb opening yet?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Before we go back, how about we review what the barkeep told us about this place? Since you forgot what he said about touching the tomb before it opens, and he specifically emphasized that point multiple times, I’m curious as to what else you’ve forgotten.” 
 
    What did the barkeep tell me about this place? “The Slaughter God’s Tomb is a grave filled with treasures.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stared at me as if she was expecting more. “And…?” 
 
    “And don’t touch the tomb before it opens.” 
 
    “And…?” 
 
    “What more do you want from me!?” Listening’s hard. Remembering things is even more difficult! How am I expected to do two challenging tasks at once? It’s not fair! 
 
    Mrs. Feathers turned her head away and patted Durandal’s leg with her wing. “Hey, Mr. Sword Spirit. How has she not died yet?” 
 
    “Are you cursing me? You want me to die that badly, huh?” 
 
    “No, no,” Mrs. Feathers said and hopped away from me when I tried to grab her. “I’m just curious. The cultivation technique you practice is very odd. In exchange for strength, you give up your mental capabilities. There’s a few cultivation techniques for training the mind that should be in your possession since you robbed the Rainbow Phoenix Sect’s skill pavilion. Why don’t you test those out?” 
 
    Mm? “A cultivation technique to train my mind?” Will that make me smarter? If I became smarter, then I really won’t need Ilya anymore! Gah! I thought of her name! Shoo, shoo. Bad thoughts, go away. Think happy thoughts, like a field of acorns and— 
 
    The entrails of your fallen enemies! 
 
    …Can you not? Maybe these mind techniques will also make these thoughts go away. I’ll try them. “Which one…, don’t tell me, is it a jade slip?” 
 
    “I’ve been wondering about that,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Why are you so scared of jade slips?” 
 
    “I’m not scared of them! I just don’t like them because they hurt my head.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers tilted her head. “Because someone hit you with one…?” 
 
    “No. When she learns, it hurts,” Durandal said. 
 
    You don’t have to put it so bluntly! 
 
    “Boss, if you practice a cultivation technique for your mind, you’ll get smarter and it won’t hurt anymore when you learn.” Mrs. Feathers pecked at the interspacial ring I took out, and a jade slip appeared in her beak. She placed it on the ground, propping it up with my leg. “This is the best one for you. It’s the most basic one there is, but once you practice it a few times, your mind will be strong enough to learn the more advanced ones without pain.” 
 
    This…. Could it be true? “If something sounds too good to be true, then it’s not true!” There’s no way training my mind will make learning less painful! That’s like saying training my body will make it hurt less the next time I train, and I already know that’s not true. When I trained my body, Durandal always increased the training later, so it always hurt the same amount! 
 
    “…Why does it feel like she has a lot of hostility towards you?” Mrs. Feathers stared up at Durandal. Then she looked at me. “But besides that, Boss, sometimes when something sounds too good to be true, it might really be just that good.” 
 
    “Hah…. Mrs. Feathers, in the end, you’re just a bird.” Even smart people can be naïve. “Just stick with me, and no one will ever take advantage of you again.” 
 
    “Boss….” 
 
    “Yes?” Is she feeling touched? Mm. I don’t take people under my wing often, but when I do, I do it well. Like Softie! …Softie! “Gah! Softie’s in danger! It’s been a whole month, and I completely forgot about her! Durandal, this is all your fault!” That’s right. He was always distracting me right when I was about to remember! 
 
    “Actually, I’ve been meaning to tell you something for a while now,” Durandal said before I could punch him. “Remember that jade slip I got from the barkeep’s dad?” 
 
    Um. “No.” 
 
    “It was about a month ago. You threatened to kill me if I put it inside of you.” 
 
    This sounds vaguely familiar. “Maybe.” 
 
    “Well, on that jade slip, there was information about the Shadow Devil Sect. Softie’s perfectly fine and overcame her obstacles. You don’t have to worry about her dying.” 
 
    “Really? Phew.” That’s a relief. Wait a minute…. “You found this out a month ago!? Hold it right there! Get out of your sword, damnit!” It’s no fair that Durandal can run away from me whenever he wants! Grr. Hmph, the next time he comes out, I’ll teach him a lesson! But at least Softie’s safe. I can stop worrying about her and focus on the tasks at hand. …But what was I doing again? Oh, right! The tomb! “Mrs. Feathers, take me back to the tomb!” 
 
    “What about the mind cultivation technique?” 
 
    “If I ever feel like I’m not smart enough to do something, I’ll consider learning it then.” But that day won’t come! As long as I have a smart person with me, it’s the same thing as me being smart enough to do everything. Mhm.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My name is Treasure Finder. My parents named me as such in the hopes I’d find lots of treasure. Luckily, my parents were good people, and their wish was granted. Nowadays, I’m one of the most respected tomb hunters out there. Everyone tries to group up with me when I’m exploring a tomb, hoping my luck rubs off on them. And I let them; there’s safety in numbers, and as my father once told me, it’s always important to have protection; otherwise, an accident may occur. Did I mention I’m an only child? Well, not like that’s important. 
 
    This month’s tomb is the Slaughter God’s Tomb. Despite its scary name, the only dangers come from other people. It’s really odd, and when I first read its name, I expected something like a battle royale where the victor has to slaughter all their enemies. However, the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac never lies, and if the description of the Slaughter God’s Tomb said it’s peaceful, then it must be peaceful. What’s the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac? It’s every tomb hunter’s bible. At the start of each year, it updates with a list of tombs that are opening every month. Depending on the subscription model, there’s detailed explanations of tombs that include previous explorers’ experiences or just a simple description and location of the tomb. As one of the best tomb hunters, of course I’ve subscribed to the highest tier of information. In fact, this tier even lets me know which locals and other tomb hunters are attending. 
 
    However, even with this highest tier of information, it’s impossible for the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac to provide a description of every person attending the event. But, for someone like me, who’s experienced a countless number of tomb explorations, I can pretty much discern anything about any person: whether they’re greedy, pliable, timid, aggressive, dumb. It’s easy. There’s just one problem. Despite all this experience, I can’t read this person at all. She’s a foxkin with a phoenix as a beast companion. One would think she’s a pampered child of an ancient family or a massive sect, but her mannerisms are that of a pauper. Out of curiosity, she triggered the slaughter formation guarding the tomb, but instead of dying, she escaped and came back without an issue. With that, I can conclude it’s her first time visiting a tomb. When it comes to people like this, the best thing to do is … make friends with them! It’s easy to tell this person is a heaven-defying figure whose name will resound throughout the Immortal Continent in due time. 
 
    As someone who’s interacted with thousands of people, it shouldn’t be an issue for me to greet and get on the good side of this person. A simple greeting along with a smile goes a long way. I’ll stare at her until she happens to meet my gaze, then I’ll walk over and introduce myself. If she’s powerful, she’ll notice my stare right away. 
 
    …Any second now. 
 
    …The tomb’s going to open soon. 
 
    …What’s so special about the snacks she’s eating that she hasn’t looked away once!? 
 
    Alright, I’ll just approach her. If I wait any longer, the tomb will open before we finish our introductions. “Greetings, fellow path friend, my name is Treasure Finder. How do you do?” 
 
    The foxkin raised her head and stared at me, her mouth still partially open from chewing. An acorn fell out, but she snatched it with her hand before it could hit the ground and stuffed it back into her mouth. She swallowed and grabbed the phoenix that looked suspiciously like a painted chicken. “Is, is this guy hitting on me?” 
 
    …Is this what it means to regret one’s decision? The feeling of having kicked an iron board? 
 
    “Boss, that’s one of the dangerous people the barkeep told you to watch out for,” the phoenix said. It definitely was a phoenix because chickens can’t speak no matter how strong they get. But what does it mean by dangerous person to watch out for? 
 
    “Then, why is he talking to me?” 
 
    “Boss, he’s right there. You can ask him.” 
 
    The foxkin stared at me. “Are you … hitting on me?” 
 
    “No!” Yes, this is definitely what regret feels like. Everyone’s staring at me. “I saw that you were alone, and it seemed like it was your first time exploring a tomb. I thought I could show you the ropes.” 
 
    The foxkin scratched her head. “So, you saw me alone. And then you asked if we can do stuff together. Are you sure you’re not hitting on me…? I’ll have you know, I’m almost married.” 
 
    “You mean engaged, Boss?” 
 
    “No, but I’m almost engaged too.” 
 
    “Boss, you should straightforwardly reject him instead of lying about your relationship status. People get clingy if you don’t, and the next thing you know, you have a stalker.” The phoenix looked at me. “See, Boss. You can tell he’s already angry and thinking of a way to kidnap you.” 
 
    “I’m a woman!” I wear a cloak to disguise myself; otherwise, I’d be targeted by people that hunt tomb hunters. But despite that, I’m sure my voice should’ve given my gender away. 
 
    “Oh, uh, I like men,” the foxkin said and nodded. “Sorry.” 
 
    What is this uncomfortable feeling in my chest, invading my heart? Is it … a heart devil? A few sentences out of this foxkin’s mouth, and she almost planted a heart devil inside of me. How dangerous! Perhaps this is why she’s all alone: No one can stand being by her side. “I’m not hitting on you. I’m not interested in love. I’m only interested in money. And, my intuition is telling me, if I work with you, I’ll be able to make a lot of money. Are you interested in exploring this tomb with me?” 
 
    “Go with her, Boss!” A servant that I didn’t pay any attention to because he had no cultivation pulled out a scroll and handed it to the foxkin. “Look, she’s Treasure Finder. She’s explored over eighty tombs. You’re guaranteed to make a profit if you work together, but you have to make sure she won’t betray you. It’s possible she’s survived this long by swindling people like you, Boss. You should force her to swear an oath to the heavens first.” 
 
    He wants me to swear an oath? I’ve never betrayed anyone. I have hundreds of people willing to vouch for me. Yet these people want me to lower myself and swear an oath that can wipe me out of existence? “Forget it. I can already tell this partnership won’t work out.” The tomb’s about to open. I was curious about her, but she’s not— 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers, catch her!” 
 
    Huh? She resorted to violence right away!? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I learned long, long ago that having a smart person by your side is the same as being smart yourself. And if I have an experienced tomb hunter by my side, then that means I’m also an experienced tomb hunter. That’s why I had Mrs. Feathers catch Treasure Finder. She has such an easy name to remember. It’s as simple as barkeep. Eh? What’s the barkeep’s actual name…? I’m not sure. But it can’t be easier to say than barkeep. “Wait a minute. Barkeep, why are you even here? I thought you were a useless person who couldn’t cultivate.” 
 
    “Boss,” the barkeep said. His face was unusually pale. Was the heart devil inside of him growing? “I used to be a genius. Just because my cultivation has slowed to a crawl doesn’t mean I’m useless. There must be a treasure in this tomb that’ll allow me to cultivate.” 
 
    “Give up. I’ve seen thousands of people like you,” Treasure Finder said. She was tied up and bundled like a burrito with only her head showing. What’s a burrito? I’m not sure, but it must look like her; otherwise, I wouldn’t have used that word! Hmph. Anyways, Mrs. Feathers made herself a little bigger, just enough to carry Treasure Finder on her back. “People like you are called cannon fodder. You’re there to fill the numbers and highlight the greatness of the main characters.” 
 
    The barkeep snorted. “You might call me cannon fodder, but at least I wasn’t defeated before the tomb even opened.” Before Treasure Finder could say anything, the barkeep pointed. “It’s opening! Let’s go!” 
 
    “Wait!” Treasure Finder shouted. “Only amateurs rush in thinking it’s better to be the first one—why are you fighting to be first!?” 
 
    Eh? “Because it’s better to be first! Duh! What if there’s a super-rare treasure inside? The first person will take it!” 
 
    “Didn’t you capture me to give you advice!? Why aren’t you listening to me!?” 
 
    “Because you’re not making any sense!” Everyone knows, finders, keepers, and the first person inside is the finder! “Get out of my way!” There’s actually a lot of people, and all of them are rushing towards the entrance too. I knew I was right. It’s a good thing they’re all so light. I can swat them away while running. There’s the entrance to the tomb. And no one’s in front of me! 
 
    “Wait! Boss, you left the rest of my family members behind!” 
 
    Mm? The barkeep runs pretty…, never mind. Mrs. Feathers is carrying him in her beak. “It’s okay. They’ll catch up!” Probably. And … we’re in! …Or not? “What’s going on? We went inside, but the sun’s still out!” 
 
    “The tomb is a separate dimension. Did you really come here without any preparation?” Treasure Finder asked. “What the hell were you thinking? If this was any other tomb, a lack of preparation could mean death!” 
 
    “Nonsense! I prepared.” That’s right. Didn’t the barkeep tell me all I needed to know? “I know I shouldn’t touch the tomb before it opens!” 
 
    “…I’m almost certain you’re the one who triggered the slaughter formation by touching the tomb earlier today.” 
 
    “That’s how she knows,” Mrs. Feathers said. 
 
    “That’s right!” Thanks, Mrs. Feathers, for saving me time on an explanation. “So, where’s the treasure?” 
 
    Treasure Finder sighed. Was she upset she couldn’t find any? “This is why I said it’s not better to be first. When it comes to an inheritance tomb, the treasures are found at the end of each trial. And for a trial to start, everyone must be present. All being first does is show your impatience to everyone outside, and they got a preview of your strength when you barreled through them.” 
 
    “Then … there’s no treasure? Why the heck was everyone else fighting to be first?” 
 
    “Because some want to show off their strength. Some want to make a name for themselves. And others are like you: they have no idea this is an inheritance tomb.” Treasure Finder wiggled, but she couldn’t get off of Mrs. Feathers. “Can you release me? I have to take part in the trials too; otherwise, I’ll be expelled from the tomb, and I won’t be able to help you later on.” 
 
    “Uh…, no. If I release you, you’ll run, so I won’t.” That’s right. She already tricked me once by pretending to be a guy; I won’t fall for her tricks again. “Just tell me what the first trial is, and I’ll help you pass it.” 
 
    “There’s no way she’ll know what the first trial is before it even starts,” the barkeep said. He was covered in saliva, but he was standing on his own. Why do phoenix’s have saliva? Mm, makes no sense to me, but whatever. 
 
    “Actually, I do know,” Treasure Finder said. “Since the Slaughter God’s Tomb was created, it has opened a total of seven times. Each time, the trials were the same, and I have the testimonies of hundreds of people describing what they underwent. The first trial is the catching of the slaughter fish.” 
 
    A slaughter fish? “Wait, wait, wait!” Fish means water! “Am I going to have to swim!?” 
 
    “No, slaughter fish live in the air,” Treasure Finder said. “They’re—” 
 
    Phew. That’s a relief. But then…. “Why are they called fish and not birds?” 
 
    “Because they look like fish and not like birds.” 
 
    Oh. That makes sense. “I see. Carry on.” 
 
    “Where was I? Right, the first trial and slaughter fish.” Treasure Finder nodded. People were coming into the open space from behind, so I went forward some more with Mrs. Feathers following me. “Slaughter fish are attracted to slaughter, whether it be to people who have a slaughter aura around them, or to a fresh slaughter. The goal is to catch as many of these fish as you can. The most reliable way to catch fish is to kill the people around you to lure the fish in. The second most reliable way is to—” 
 
    I know this! “Steal the fish from other people!” 
 
    “—use fish bait…. Well, stealing can be a reliable method as well, but it’s bound to provoke the person you’re stealing from. See, if someone has a lot of fish, that means they’ve killed a lot of people. And only people who are really strong or have a strong background are willing to do that. To steal fish from those people isn’t worth it.” 
 
    …Stealing is always worth it. 
 
    “Do you see those trees and bushes over there?” Treasure Finder gestured towards the forest to the left with her head. “Slaughter berries grow on them. If you pick a berry and feed it some qi, they’ll emit auras of slaughter that attract the fish. This method was discovered during the third opening of the tomb by a pacifist monk.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers tilted her head. “Why would a pacifist monk want the Slaughter God’s inheritance?” 
 
    Treasure Finder shrugged. “The almanac doesn’t say.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This damned foxkin is extremely unreasonable! Even after telling her everything she wants to know, she refuses to let me go. These ropes inhibit my qi, and she even wrapped me in a layer of something that I can’t escape from. The biggest movement I can make is a wiggle, and there’s no way I’ll be able to wiggle my way off a phoenix’s back. I suppose it’s safe on a phoenix’s back, but how am I supposed to compete like this? I’m Treasure Finder, the greatest tomb hunter of this generation! Failing the first trial of a tomb is a disgrace. 
 
    “It’s starting!” the foxkin said. I don’t even know her name…. Everyone around her calls her boss as if she’s the leader of a gang. 
 
    The sky turned red, and black dots appeared amongst the clouds. “Those are the slaughter fish.” There were a few images of them included in the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac, and as expected, the fish didn’t differ at all. Except, maybe, the fish were bigger than portrayed? 
 
    “The first trial begins now. Capture the slaughter fish and eat them to obtain their essence. Only those who capture ten fish may proceed to the next trial. You have one hour.” The rules came from a mechanical voice that echoed through the trial ground. 
 
    “Quick, if you’re not going to start slaughtering, hurry to those bushes to gather the slaughter berries.” This damned foxkin was so eager to be the first one in, but why is she standing around so stupidly now? She’s just staring up at the sky with a dumb expression on her face. Is it her tail? It’s stiff and puffy. I know there are some animals that try to appear larger when threatened, are foxes one of them? “Hey! What are you standing around for!?” 
 
    “You said the slaughter fish are attracted to bad people with heavy auras of slaughter, right?” the foxkin asked me without taking her gaze off the sky. 
 
    “I didn’t say those exact words, but yes, that’s essentially the case.” Just what was so interesting about the sky? Oh. The slaughter fish were gathering in the cloud that happened to be directly above me. Was that supposed to happen? The Tomb Hunter’s Almanac said the fish would spread out towards different sources of slaughter. 
 
    “I, I think you’re wrong,” the foxkin said and swallowed. “They don’t chase after bad people. They chase after innocent people like me!” In a flash, the foxkin disappeared from view. My vision twisted as the phoenix I was on rapidly spun around and charged forward, chasing after the foxkin that was getting smaller and smaller the further she went. 
 
    Before I could figure out what was going on, a shrill screech assaulted my ears, ringing in my head. My vision went white, then black, then back to normal—almost. I was seeing double, but even if I was, I could clearly see what was happening. All the slaughter fish that were previously in that cloud were now diving towards the horizon. Like an arrow flying towards a fleeing animal, the slaughter fish swam through the air in a neat conical formation aiming at the foxkin. 
 
    “W-what the hell is going on?” There was nothing like this recorded in the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac! The slaughter fish chased after anything with hints of slaughter. “Just how many people has that foxkin massacred!?” I, I’ve involved myself with a very dangerous person. But I wouldn’t have suspected it from her stupid-looking face and her airheaded attitude. This is a disaster. There’s no way she’s going to let me live at the end of this. I have to escape. 
 
    “Yeowch! Don’t fucking bite my tail!” The slaughter fish had caught up to the foxkin. In her hands, there was a massive hammer that was the size of a small house. She swung it, and in an instant, a dozen slaughter fish that couldn’t dodge out of the way were turned into a red mist that coated the surface of her hammer’s head. “You stupid fishy bastards! I’ll kill all of you!” 
 
    “Stop! Stop! You’re supposed to eat them! How are you going to eat them if you turn them into a bloody mist!?” What was this foxkin thinking!? Was she even thinking? I honestly don’t know the answer to that. 
 
    “Catch them!” 
 
    “Look at that hammer! It must be a rare treasure filled with slaughter aura!” 
 
    “Who cares about the hammer? There’s so many fish surrounding her! No, all of the fish are surrounding her!” 
 
    Of course, with this giant cloud of slaughter fish circling the foxkin, it’s impossible for anyone to have not noticed. There must’ve been ten thousand of them. It seems like the first trial only intended to let a thousand people through. And with every swing of the foxkin’s hammer, another person’s chances of passing vanished into thin air. “Why are you still swinging your hammer!?” 
 
    “Because they’re trying to eat me! Ow! You little fucker! I said don’t bite my tail!” Like a shark surrounded by a school of fish, there was a layer of empty space between the foxkin and the slaughter fish. A few fish would approach, the foxkin would swing, and the fish behind her would take advantage of that moment to bite her tail. Was, was she that appealing? “That’s it! Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Tides of Blood!” 
 
    Out of the foxkin’s tail, a dark-red qi—so dark that it was almost black—gushed out and enveloped the slaughter fish. It was extremely similar to the liquid from the slaughter formation that she had activated earlier. But didn’t she realize…? “Why are you using slaughter-filled qi to attack slaughter fish!?” 
 
    “Gah! These fuckers! They’re biting even faster now!” The foxkin waved her hammer around like a lunatic, smashing and bashing the fish surrounding her. With every swing, clumps of dark-red qi flew out and splashed into the crowd of cultivators surrounding her, trying to catch fish. The people the qi touched screamed as their flesh was eaten away within seconds, leaving behind puddles of red goop and white bones. “Die! Die! Die! You stupid fucking fish! Just die already!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    These bitey little bastards! I knew fish would eat me! Even when I’m out of water, fish are eating me! “You said goldfish didn’t eat people, Durandal!” 
 
    “These are slaughter fish.” 
 
    “Bastard! Don’t just watch! Help!” While I’m being eaten alive, Durandal’s hiding inside of my sword. Why can’t I hide inside of my hammer? I want to be a weapon spirit too! And these dumb fish are only targeting my tail. Why? “What’s so delicious about my tail, damnit!? Ow, ow, ow! Stop, damn you!” 
 
    These dumb fish just keep coming! Tides of Blood sped them up instead of slowing them down. My hammer only kills a dozen at a time, but there’s so many of them, and they bite me every time I swing. My whole tail will be gone by the time I’m done killing them all! What do I do? Run? But these damned things are faster than me! How are they faster than me? They die in one hit, but they’re faster than me! Okay, what would—ow! Grr…. What would Softie do? She would … probably yell for me to help her. Um. “Mrs. Feathers, burn them all!” 
 
    “Wait, don’t burn them! How are you going to eat them if you burn them to ashes!?” 
 
    “Shut up, Treasure Finder!” I can’t eat them anyway if they eat me first! “Do it, Mrs. Feathers!” 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    A gust of hot air blasted towards me. The flames were so hot that they were almost invisible. But the fish dodged them all anyway!? “Breathe fire faster!” The fish are swimming faster than the flames can chase after them! If, if that’s the case, how did the trial expect us to catch ten fish? They’re too fast! But at least I’m safe for now. As long as I sit near Mrs. Feathers’ flames, the fish can’t approach me. Gah, if only Ilya were here, she’d know what to do…. “Treasure Finder! Think of a solution!” If Treasure Finder can’t think of a solution, then what was the point of me kidnapping her? She has to prove her worth now! 
 
    “When you consume a slaughter fish, your body is supposed to regenerate a bit and fill with an aura of slaughter. So, every time they bite you, eat one of them. Your regeneration will outpace the damage they inflict.” 
 
    “I already heal faster than they can eat me!” That’s right. Even if my arms are cut off, I can grow them back. Losing bits of my tail is nothing. 
 
    “…Then what’s the problem?” 
 
    “The problem is, it’s painful when they bite me!” Being eaten is unpleasant! If they want to eat me, they should kill and cook me first! 
 
    “I have an idea!” the barkeep shouted. He finally caught up. Did Mrs. Feathers leave him behind when she chased after me? “You can eat an anesthetic!” 
 
    An amnesiac? “Why would I eat someone who lost their memory?” I don’t eat people! Only animals. …If a person is half-animal—no! I’m not going to think about that. 
 
    “An anesthetic. It’s a pain-numbing medicinal pill,” the barkeep said. “If you eat it, you won’t feel the slaughter fish eating you.” 
 
    Ooh. “That sounds pretty useful. Do you have one?” If I don’t feel pain, it won’t matter if the fish bite me. Wait! If I eat one of those anesthetics and use a jade slip to learn something, won’t I avoid all the pain!? Why didn’t Ilya ever tell me about this wonderful pill? She must’ve known about it, absolutely known about it! 
 
    “I don’t have one,” the barkeep said. 
 
    Then why did you mention it…? As expected, a miracle drug isn’t obtained that easily. 
 
    “But I saw you eat one everyday in the morning after you woke up.” 
 
    Eh? The pill I eat in the morning…. “Isn’t that a hangover pill?” 
 
    “I’ve told you before, haven’t I?” the barkeep said. “I’m an alchemist. I can easily recognize low-ranked pills by their smell alone. And what you’ve been taking is definitely an anesthetic to numb your hangovers.” 
 
    …It turns out I had the miracle drug all along! 
 
    “H-hey! If you’re done, can you hurry up and catch the fish?” Treasure Finder asked. Her face was red, and she was sweating. Her hair was damp and clinging to her face, and the gauze I wrapped her in was soaked. “This phoenix is giving off a lot of heat.” 
 
    Ah. Mrs. Feathers was still breathing out fire. How does that work? Does she not have to breathe in to breathe out? Anyways, let’s try out this hangover pill and see if it works on fish bites too. Just in case, I’ll eat three. “Alright, Mrs. Feathers, you can stop now.” And smashing the fish with my hammer, it doesn’t work as well as I want it to. With one swing, I only kill a couple, but it takes so much energy to swing. Don’t I have something more useful? 
 
    “Is that a net?” Treasure Finder asked. “They might be fish, but unless that net is a divine treasure, there’s no way it’ll keep the slaughter fish in place.” 
 
    “I have to try it to know it won’t work!” This is the net I use to catch Durandal when he wants to hide inside his sword! Even he can’t break out of it; there’s no way these fish will! “Here we go! C’mere, you little bitey bastards.” 
 
    It, it works! The fish can’t escape! And I don’t feel any pain when they bite me! Now, all I have to do is slam the net into the ground a few times and knock them out with the impact! Once that’s done, I’ll throw them into the pouch that can hold living creatures. I’m a genius! I knew I didn’t need Ilya! “I wonder what they taste like….” Fish can be eaten raw, right? But that’s only for desperate times! “Mrs. Feathers, cook these.” I’ll give a batch to Mrs. Feathers to cook and snack on them while catching the rest. Even though their numbers are going down, they’re not giving up on eating my tail. These dumb fish are no match for me! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The crazy foxkin actually did it. She caught all the fish. I think there were around twenty people capable of snagging fish from the crowd during the chaos, but everyone below the sky-realm had no chance. A lot of people were killed by the technique she used to summon liquid qi that she splashed on them. And even more people were killed by experts who stole fish from them. There was also one unfortunate fellow who was caught by the net and smashed into the ground before being thrown into the foxkin’s interspacial pouch. I wonder if she even noticed he’s in there. 
 
    “Mm, so now, all I have to do is eat these fish?” the foxkin asked. Her phoenix had created a small campfire and stuck sticks through the slaughter fish to roast them. The phoenix didn’t even remove their organs or scales. Being an animal, it knew nothing about prepping food. And being a quasi-immortal, it didn’t even have to eat in the first place! If people knew this crazy foxkin was using a phoenix as a chef, what would they say? I bet the Rainbow Phoenix Sect would like to have a word with her. 
 
    “You—no, Senior, do you mind … sharing some fish with us?” 
 
    Shameless people were coming to beg. Isn’t it obvious that the inheritance isn’t made for them? Why are they still here? How will the foxkin react? 
 
    “These fish are mine! Scram!” 
 
    …She reacted just as I expected her to, in a completely unreasonable manner. Like she captured and subdued me to be her guide instead of asking nicely, there’s no way this foxkin would be willing to share fish that she worked to catch by herself. No, it should go beyond that. Judging by her previous response, there’s no doubt she’d be willing to steal other people’s fish if she saw they were weaker than her. The heavens are blind, letting someone like her reach the peak of the sky realm. “Good people die young, villains live forever….” 
 
    “Right!?” The foxkin nodded at me. “The world’s so unfair sometimes, hmph.” She appeared in front of me in an instant, holding onto a bundle of skewered fish. Steam was still coming off of them, and their skin sizzled as oils seeped out of them. “Here, eat these.” 
 
    The phoenix opened its beak, and the foxkin shoved ten fish—skewers included—down its throat. It didn’t seem to mind that it was eating wood. Then, the foxkin stared at me. “You too. Open up.” 
 
    …Was she going to shove the burning hot fish into my mouth while they were still on their skewers. Surely even she wouldn’t be that unreasonable, right…? “If you free my hand, I can—” It burns! Even if I’m a sky-realm expert, something heated by phoenix flames is going to still injure me no matter how much I reinforce my mouth! Wait! Stop! “Mpff, mpff!” That many won’t fit! 
 
    “Stop?” The foxkin tilted her head. “Don’t you need to eat ten to pass? I still need you for the next trial!” She poked my cheek, which was bulging, with the tip of one of the skewers. The fish on it had its eyes wide-open. I know it’s dead, and its expression shouldn’t mean anything, but I swear it’s looking at me with pity. I, I’ll just think of this as part of the trials…. I reinforced my teeth with qi and chomped down, biting through the hard scales and into the fish’s organs. Some bitter liquid splashed onto my tongue, but I ignored it and swallowed. Heat flooded my body, radiating from my stomach, and I had the sudden urge to stab the foxkin in front of me to death. It must’ve been the slaughter qi contained inside the fish that was affecting my mental state. 
 
    While I desperately chewed, the foxkin munched on a fish before freezing in place. Her eyes widened and glazed over. Her hand was still raised, holding the skewer up to her lips which were placed on the slaughter fish. Good. The more abnormal she acted, the more time I had to eat. The wooden part of the skewer was oddly easy to eat. Was it bamboo? I have to thank the phoenix for preparing it this way. I’m sure the foxkin would’ve made me eat it even if it were made of an inedible wood. Perhaps the phoenix knew this was going to happen and prepared the bamboo skewers in advance. Once I was done eating, bamboo and all, the foxkin still hadn’t moved. There’s still plenty of time before the hour given for the trial is up. It’s probably better not to disturb her. 
 
    “Look! While she’s distracted, we can steal the fish from her!” 
 
    “You idiot, are your eyes just decorations? That’s a phoenix by her side!” 
 
    “I have a fire-resistant cape. Even if the phoenix is a sky-realm expert, it won’t be able to hurt me.” 
 
    These morons! If they were going to do something, they should’ve done it instead of discussing it beforehand! Now that everyone’s heard you, they can come up with countermeasures to stop you. I don’t understand. Why are people so stupid? Is it because there’s so many of them? In order for geniuses to exist, there must be morons to highlight their abilities. 
 
    My stomach heated up, and the phoenix below me sneezed. A ball of fire flew towards the person who claimed he had a fire-resistant cape, and he disintegrated into ashes once the flames touched him. With that, I don’t think there’ll be anyone else trying to steal from the foxkin while she’s distracted. In the first place, why did she freeze like that? 
 
    “Boss?” the timid man that the foxkin refers to as a barkeep asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Shush,” the phoenix said. “If I’m not wrong, she’s being enlightened. Though very faint, there’s traces of slaughter laws inside of them. And since Boss follows the Path of Slaughter, those laws should be showing her the way to immortality.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What’s this? Where am I? I was eating a fish…, and then … I’m here? Where is here anyway? Wait, where am I? I don’t have a body! The world became red and empty…. Am I dead? Were the slaughter fish poisoned? Was it Mrs. Feathers? Mm, I don’t think Mrs. Feathers would poison me. Besides, I have the Immortal Poison Body! Or something like that. I forget its name, but Durandal fed me to snakes to train it, so I know I have it. 
 
    Welcome. 
 
    Eh!? Who’s there? Hello? Can you hear me? 
 
    Yes. 
 
    I’m lost. Help. 
 
    …Right now, we’re inside your dantian. 
 
    Dantian…. Durandal’s said this word to me a few times…. And I’m pretty sure it was part of a few cultivation techniques too. Oh! It’s my womb. Right. Wait. I’m inside myself? I wanted children, but not like this! 
 
    …I’m the Slaughter God. 
 
    …Am I going to give birth to you? 
 
    I sincerely hope not. 
 
    Wait, I still have other problems. Like— 
 
    I’m sure you do. 
 
    —why are…? Hmm? I’m sure you do? What’s that supposed to mean, huh!? 
 
    It means exactly what it sounds like. I’m sure you have many, many problems. But we’re not here to discuss those. The fact that my— 
 
    Why aren’t we going to discuss them!? You’re the one with problems! We’re inside of me! We should be talking about me! First of all, how do I get out of myself? Second of all, why am I inside of myself? Third of all, how am I inside of myself? Until I get answers to those extremely important questions, we’re not talking about anything else! Got it? 
 
    …We’re here, in your dantian, because you ate a slaughter fish containing a portion of my will. You are not physically inside of yourself; it’s your stream of consciousness that’s present. And to get out of yourself, you…, you’re not going to leave the instant I tell you, are you? 
 
    How did he know!? Wait, could he hear that? Uh, nope! I’m not going to leave instantly once you tell me how. Mhm. Definitely, definitely not. 
 
    Truly…? 
 
    Uh-huh! Of course! 
 
    You leave by withdrawing your stream of consciousness. Simply think about leaving and you’ll be able to exit. 
 
    Okay. One. Two. I want to leave! 
 
    Phew! “I’m out!” That was such a weird experience. Having no limbs is completely unnatural. Mhm. Eh? Don’t I care about what that person inside of me wanted? Nope! This is the Slaughter God’s Tomb. And tomb means dead. The Slaughter God is dead, and that person who invaded me claimed to be the Slaughter God? He’s obviously lying! And one can’t listen to the words of a liar. Well, I suppose I could, but that would make me dumb, and I’m too smart to be dumb. Okay, I’ll finish eating the rest of these fish. 
 
    Didn’t you say you weren’t going to— 
 
    I want to leave! Eight more fish to go. Maybe if I feed them to Treasure Finder first, he’ll be too distracted by her. “Here! Eat!” And the barkeep wanted my help too. Along with his family. “You too. Eat these and give some to your buddies.” Great, now that more people are eating, I should be able to eat without being dragged into myself! 
 
    Wait! Don’t leave! You— 
 
    I want to leave! Jeez, he’s awfully persistent. Just seven more. 
 
    You lied! You said— 
 
    I want to leave! Six more to go. 
 
    —said you wouldn’t instantly leave! 
 
    I didn’t lie. I waited two seconds. I want to leave! That’s right. I didn’t lie. As a good person, I keep my word. Mhm. Maybe if I eat the next six in one bite, I’ll only be there one more time. Why didn’t I think of that earlier? The liar must’ve been messing with my mind to fool me. 
 
    Stay! 
 
    I want to leave! …Eh? It didn’t work? How come!? 
 
    If I explained it to you, you’ll leave again, so I won’t. Listen to me, thee who inherit my will. 
 
    The what who did your will? 
 
    Thee. Do…, do you not know what that word means? No, forget that, you should’ve been able to figure it out through the context! What’s wrong with you? Why are you like this? 
 
    …Wow. Even a liar is bullying me. I bet he read my memories to repeat what Ilya said to me! 
 
    Who are you calling a liar!? Have I not told you the truth this whole time? You’re the one who broke my trust in the first place! If I were still alive, I’d have cut your head off and drank your blood just to spit it out! I wish for you to accept my inheritance, yet you try to avoid me!? For eight hundred years, I’ve rejected countless numbers of people! Why did you even come to my tomb? 
 
    For the treasures! And this annoying voice in my head kept pestering me to come here, but I’m mostly here for the treasures! Err, I mean. I’m here to pay my respects to the dead…. 
 
    … 
 
    No! Why are you interrogating me? I should be interrogating you! What kind of greedy bastard puts traps and stuff inside of his tomb!? You’re already dead! Just let us living people have your stuff, jeez. It’s not like you can even use it anyway. Hoarding things even after you die, how selfish are you? Hmph. 
 
    B-but everyone does that…. When you die, don’t you want a qualified successor to inherit your items, your skills, your cultivation technique? 
 
    No! That’s what children are for. And I’m going to have thousands of them! Why would I need a stranger to inherit my stuff? 
 
    … 
 
    Oh, uh, by any chance, Mr. Lying Voice, were you a virgin? 
 
    No, I wasn’t! You— 
 
    Then why didn’t you give your stuff to your child after you died? I knew it! If you lied to me once, you’re definitely going to lie to me again! 
 
    Just…, just leave. Exit my tomb! There’s no way I’ll allow you to gain my inheritance! 
 
    But you’re dead; can you even stop me? 
 
    …Hello? 
 
    …Eh? It feels like I planted a heart devil just now.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The first trial ended. Fifty people have passed. A majority of them were weak and related to the barkeep while the twenty or so who passed on their own were sky-realm experts. As for the foxkin…, she’s still eating the slaughter fish. She already ate over a thousand of them, but she says they’re tasty and refuses to stop. I haven’t explained to her what the second trial consists of, and I don’t think she’s going to ask anytime soon. But if I wait any longer, it’ll be too late to convince her to free me. “Excuse me.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Hey! Foxkin!” 
 
    “Mm?” The foxkin raised her head. Her cheeks were puffed out, and she was holding a bamboo skewer with half a slaughter fish on it. Her throat comically bulged as she swallowed. “What’s up?” 
 
    “The hour’s up! The first trial’s over. You should get ready for the second trial. While you’re at it, free me, please? I didn’t trick or lie to you.” The key to communicating with the foxkin is to bombard her with everything at once to prevent her from interrupting. 
 
    The foxkin tilted her head. “Um. Can you repeat that, but slower?” 
 
    …Or not. “For the second trial, statues are going to appear. You have to destroy them to progress.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” The foxkin threw the rest of her skewer inside her mouth before grabbing another from the campfire. “That sounds easy.” 
 
    “Right, it’s easy, but I won’t be able to complete it if I remained tied up.” I won’t die if I can’t fight back because the tomb isn’t made to kill, but I don’t want my trip to end—at least, not like this. “So, do you think you can untie me? I won’t run away.” 
 
    “Nope! Can’t do that,” the foxkin said and shook her head. “I know you’re going to escape if I do.” 
 
    “But I said I wouldn’t.” This foxkin…. “Haven’t I earned even a little bit of your trust?” 
 
    “You can’t fool me!” The foxkin snorted and chomped on her fish. I waited until she was done because it seemed like she had more to say. “See, if I were in your position, the first thing I’d do once I was free is run. And I’d definitely tell the person who captured me that I wouldn’t run, but I’d run away anyway. So, nope, can’t untie you.” 
 
    Because you’re a bad person means I’m a bad person too? That’s called projecting, and it’s heavily frowned upon! “Then … what are you going to do about the third trial?” 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers will help you pass the second one. It’s just beating up statues, right?” 
 
    …If the phoenix’s help was anything like the first trial’s, she’s probably going to slam my head against the statues to destroy them. “Yes, but the statues have illusion arrays on them. They turn into the people closest to you, and you have to steel your heart to kill them.” Which shouldn’t be an issue for me if the phoenix is going to wield my body like a weapon, but I wonder, do phoenix’s even have people they’re close to? In my mind, divine beasts were always aloof and lofty. After meeting one, my image of them is ruined. 
 
    “Mm…, people I’m close to,” the foxkin said through a mouthful of fish. “That’s good! I’ve been meaning to punch Durandal, but he’s been hiding this whole time. If a few statues of him appear, that’ll be great!” 
 
    …I wonder what the Slaughter God was trying to test when he created the second trial. Did he want his successor to be a bloodthirsty murderer who would even slaughter his friends? Considering the fact the tomb is a benevolent one that doesn’t kill people who enter, perhaps the key to the inheritance is to not destroy the statues during the second trial? No one’s obtained the inheritance yet, but there was one person, the pacifist monk, who passed the second trial without destroying the statues…. If that’s really the case, will this foxkin kill me for giving her incorrect information? I, I wouldn’t put it past her. Please, you damned Slaughter God, be consistent with your trials! 
 
    There was a beeping sound, and a few people shouted as their bodies faded. The people who failed the previous trial, yet tried to stay behind, were expelled from the area. “The second trial will commence shortly. Each person shall face three people that they must kill to proceed to the next trial. A special circumstance has been created for the bushy-tailed lady over there. She will have to face an infinite number of statues until she dies or chooses to leave on her own.” 
 
    The foxkin dropped her fish. “Say what?” 
 
    “Let the second trial begin.” 
 
    “No, don’t begin! What the fuck!” The foxkin shot to her feet and looked around, presumably to find the owner of the mechanical voice, but the voice echoed from everywhere. In the first place, I don’t believe the voice even had a body; it was part of the tomb. “Hey, Treasure Finder!” 
 
    …Is she going to blame me? This isn’t my fault at all! “Y-yes?” 
 
    “How do I pass the trial?” 
 
    “Um….” That’s a good question. “I, uh, don’t think you’re meant to. By any chance, does the Slaughter God have a grudge against your ancestors?” I can’t think of any reason why she’d be singled out like this. Actually, it was pretty strange that all the slaughter fish targeted her in the first trial. “You heard the voice speak. Destroy the statues coming after you to pass, and there’s not even a time limit….” 
 
    The foxkin furrowed her brow. “Mm, so I have to destroy an infinite number of statues?” Her head tilted to the side. “How long will that take?” 
 
    “…Forever?” Does she not understand the concept of infinity? 
 
    “Well, I’ve done things that’ve taken forever before! I’m sure I’ll be fine this time too.” 
 
    I, I don’t think I should correct her. Maybe I should let these three statues kill me, so I can escape from this place before the foxkin figures it out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mm…. The voice said the trial was starting…, but nothing’s happening? Ah! Over there. A person’s growing out of the ground like grass! According to Treasure Finder, this person’s supposed to resemble someone close to me. She…, she…, isn’t she…!? Yeah, I have no clue who she is. She’s really tall, and her boobs are really big! I’d definitely remember someone like her especially if she’s supposed to be close to me! Wait, could it be? Ten years have passed, so what if this person is the ten-years-older version of someone I used to know…. Softie!? No. Even if ten years have passed, there’s no way Softie’s hair would turn green. Mm. It’s settled. Since this is a complete stranger, and she’s a statue that clearly grew out of the grass, I’ll kill her without feeling any guilt! “Breaking Madness—” 
 
    “Wait!” 
 
    Eh? Durandal? This is a trick! He’s not really Durandal! He’s a statue copying someone that’s close to me! “Hammer Strike!” Mm? I missed? But he was right there! 
 
    “Lucia! I know I told you to wait, but did you have to change your target to me!?” 
 
    …He’s talking to me from his weapon body. Was that really Durandal just now? Then, am I really close to this green-haired, big-boobed, tall lady? I don’t think so…. I know my memory might not be great when I drink, but I haven’t drank today. Oh! I know! “Treasure Finder, do you know this…?” Uh…. “Mrs. Feathers?” 
 
    “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Is Mrs. Feathers using Treasure Finder as a club…? 
 
    “I’m following your orders, Boss.” Mrs. Feathers swung Treasure Finder by her feet and smashed her head against a crying boy. “This is Treasure Finder’s statue that she has to break. But if I break it for her, it won’t count. That’s why I’m using her body.” 
 
    “Oh.” That makes sense. “Do you know who this green-haired lady is?” 
 
    “Nope, sorry, Boss.” 
 
    “Always asking other people questions you don’t know the answer to, huh? You haven’t changed, Lucia.” 
 
    Is that…? “Ilya!? How, how are you here?” She didn’t want to come to the Immortal Continent! So why is she here!? 
 
    The barkeep cleared his throat. “Um, Boss, the trial, remember? The statues turn into people close to you.” 
 
    Right. I knew that. I was just hoping Ilya actually came…. Hah. “Alright. Then do you know that lady?” 
 
    “That’s Vera,” the fake Ilya said. Is she really fake? If she’s fake, how come she still knows the answer to everything? But if she knows the answer to everything, then she must be Ilya even if she’s fake! Mm. I know what to do. “Huh!? U-untie me!” 
 
    If there’s going to be an infinite number of statues trying to kill me, then I’ll capture an infinite number of Ilyas! Mm, it’s weird though. It looks like there’s only one statue per person. Maybe more come after the first one is destroyed? Darn. That means I can only have one Ilya. Wait a minute. It feels like I heard something that I should’ve paid attention to but chose to ignore…. “Who did you say that green-haired lady was?” 
 
    Durandal appeared next to me. “It’s Vera,” he said. “Roland’s amulet spirit. My old companion.” 
 
    “Companion?” Like … spirit-equipment buddies, right? “Not lover?” 
 
    “A weapon spirit has no emotions,” Durandal said with a snort. 
 
    The green-haired lady, Vera, stopped a few steps away, just out of reach of my hammer if I were to suddenly pull it out and swing down. Not that I was thinking about doing that. Nope. Nuh-uh. “You haven’t changed at all, Durandal.” 
 
    Durandal drew his sword and pointed the tip at Vera’s throat. “No matter how much you resemble her, you’re still a fake.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” Vera asked and smiled while lowering her head. That whore! How dare she smile at Durandal that way!? She’s trying to honeytrap him! “Would a fake know about a certain event that happened at a lake when the full moon was out? You approached me that night and—” 
 
    “Enough words.” Durandal swung his sword to cut off Vera’s head. But I blocked him! I’ve seen him cut off so many people’s heads before that I can tell when he’s going to do it! “Why are you stopping me, Lucia?” 
 
    “Because I want to hear what you did to her!” That’s right! A lake? A full moon? Being approached by a heroic man like Durandal? That’s like what every guy thinks is every girls’ romantic wet dream! “Did he propose!? He proposed, didn’t he!?” 
 
    “Is this your new lover, Durandal?” Vera asked. I looked behind myself to see what kind of expression she was making, and tears were flowing down her cheeks. I knew it! Durandal definitely had a thing with Vera! And that letter Ilya gave him from Vera definitely made him cry! “After all I’ve done for you, you’ve moved on so easily….” 
 
    Durandal sighed and rubbed his forehead. Was he frustrated? He definitely was! “Lucia. The relationship between Vera and I is one of rivals. She’s lying to you to turn us against each other. That’s the kind of woman she is.” 
 
    “…Fake Ilya, what do you think?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Durandal lies to you a lot too, Lucia. Do you mind untying me now? Where did you even get ropes that prevent me from casting magic?” 
 
    That’s right. Durandal’s a liar sometimes. He enjoys tricking me because he thinks it’s fun! “Mm. Explain yourself, Durandal!” 
 
    “Lucia…. Both the fake Ilya and the fake Vera are created by the tomb. Obviously, they’d agree with each other to drive a wedge between us.” Durandal swung his sword at Ilya, but I tugged on the leash I tied around her neck and pulled her over to my side. “You can’t trust this fake Ilya’s words. You should hurry up and kill her to at least try and proceed with the trial.” 
 
    “Actually, you shouldn’t,” Fake Ilya said. “Didn’t you hear the voice? An infinite number of statues will appear unless you leave. And I know you don’t understand the concept of infinity. It means an unending number, Lucia. You’ll be stuck here forever. And I bet it’s because you provoked the remnant will of the Slaughter God, so he’s doing this to spite you.” 
 
    “Then it’s impossible for me to pass the trial?” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    If that’s the case…. “Then no one else can pass either! Mrs. Feathers, tie up everyone here!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vera. I didn’t think I’d ever see her again, especially not after reading the letter she left behind. Yet here she is, miraculously recreated by the Slaughter God’s Tomb. How far did the Slaughter God go on the road to immortality? Is slaughtering to the point of having no emotions required to traverse the Path of Slaughter? If that’s the case, will Lucia kill me one day? Actually, she’s already killed me plenty of times during our spars. Despite being able to heartlessly cut me down, for some reason, Lucia wants to keep this fake Vera alive. 
 
    “Don’t glare at me like that, Durandal,” Vera said and grinned. “To the untrained eye, it looks like you want to strip and eat me.” 
 
    If it weren’t for the fact that I was tied by ropes that restricted my qi and prevented me from retreating into my weapon body, I would’ve cut her down. Doing so would be respectful to her memory. Letting a fake like this take her place is unforgivable. 
 
    “Aren’t these fakes great?” Lucia nodded and placed her hands on her hips. Only she and Mrs. Feathers were able to roam around. Everyone else, contestants and statues alike, was bound. “They’re so lifelike and real, and they even know things they shouldn’t!” 
 
    “Boss, what are you doing?” the barkeep asked. “Didn’t you say you’d help my family pass the trials?” 
 
    “I did, but these trials are impossible to pass, didn’t you hear?” Lucia nodded again. “An infinite number of statues are going to appear. And that means the number of statues is unending! But I’m too smart for such a petty trick! The Slaughter God wants to bully me? I’ll make sure no one can ever receive his inheritance!” 
 
    That’s … pretty smart. If Lucia really came up with the idea herself, has she gotten smarter? No, it’s more likely that this is one of her random whims. Isn’t there a saying, a thousand monkeys randomly scribbling with a brush will eventually produce a book? Once in a while, Lucia will have a good idea, but I don’t know how effective this will be against someone who’s already dead. 
 
    A man in black robes stood up despite being bound. “You’re the one clearly not fit for the trial! Why are you holding us back too?” 
 
    For someone who was defeated and captured, he’s awfully aggressive. 
 
    “Do you know who I am? I’m Fang Pi from the Death Seeking Sect!” 
 
    No wonder why he took such an aggressive stance. He’s literally seeking death. I wonder if it’s his cultivation technique that’s making him act that way. If it is, how is that sect still around? 
 
    “Hey, Ilya,” Lucia said. She’s not even calling the statue Fake Ilya anymore. Has she deluded herself into thinking this Ilya is the real one? “Do you know who he is?” 
 
    The fake Ilya shrugged. “He’s probably someone unimportant. You should rob and strip him before kicking him out of the tomb.” 
 
    That’s a bad idea. “If you do that, the Death Seeking Sect will develop a grudge against you. It’s simply better to just kill him along with all the witnesses.” Only I’m allowed to provoke Lucia into making bad decisions. I won’t tolerate it from anyone else, especially not a fake. 
 
    “You’re always wanting to kill people, Durandal!” Lucia snorted and shook her head. “Right! Ilya, don’t you think it’s Durandal’s fault that I’m violent? I’m not saying that I’m very violent, but the teensiest bit of violence that’s inside of me is totally due to Durandal, right?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” the fake Ilya said and looked at me. She smirked. “Normally, when a child misbehaves, you blame the parents. However, you didn’t have any parents, Lucia. Instead, you got to meet a sadistic teacher who tortured you under the guise of training. You can’t be blamed for becoming so violent. It’s completely Durandal’s fault.” 
 
    “See! I knew it!” 
 
    “Our new owner is quite eccentric, isn’t she?” Vera asked, raising her eyebrows at me. What did she mean by our? “How did you two meet?” 
 
    “Don’t act so familiar with me, Fake.” I really wish Lucia would untie me. Maybe Puppers could help me out. Speaking of which…, why hasn’t a statue appeared for him? I know Lucia and I haven’t been communicating with him recently, but don’t tell me the tomb hasn’t noticed his presence either. “Puppers, are you there?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Why hasn’t anyone appeared for you?” Could it be? Puppers is a better weapon spirit than I am? Like I’ve said many, many times, a weapon spirit has no emotions. So why is it that Vera appeared before me? As weapon spirits, it doesn’t make any sense for someone close to us to appear. 
 
    “…There has.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    “You see, over there.” Puppers materialized next to me and pointed ahead. 
 
    There was no one there. 
 
    “On the ground.” 
 
    On the ground? “Lucia’s shoes?” Wait, that isn’t right. “But Lucia’s wearing her shoes. Why is there another pair?” 
 
    “…That’s my statue.” 
 
    That’s…. O, how the mighty have fallen. “I’m sorry, Gae.” 
 
    Puppers hung his head. “Gae…, that’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time.” 
 
    “Yeah.” I … don’t know what else to say, so I’ll just nod. “Yeah.” 
 
    “It’s been a while, Gae Bolg,” Vera said. “Do you remember me?” 
 
    “Pup—Gae, untie me.” While Lucia’s distracted by that Death Seeking Sect member she’s stripping, I’ll take this chance to eliminate Vera and the remaining two statues that come after me. If I’m not wrong, Roland should appear as well, then … maybe Lucia too? I…, maybe I shouldn’t eliminate Vera because I have a feeling I’ll lose to even a fake Lucia. But it’s not like I can keep Vera alive. Decisions, decisions…. Hmm? Another rope? What…, oh. 
 
    “What a sneaky statue,” Mrs. Feathers said after she finished tying Puppers to me. “Almost missed him.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I took Ilya’s advice and stripped everyone and threw them out of the tomb! Well, everyone that wasn’t related to the barkeep. They housed me after all. And Treasure Finder. Mm? How’d I throw people out of the trial? Through the door, obviously. “Alright, Slaughter God! Last chance! Either you give me your inheritance, or no one gets it!” 
 
    “I’d rather be forgotten amongst the annals of time than help you in any way, shape, or form.” 
 
    Oh? The tomb actually responded! Is the Slaughter God still alive? But even if he is alive, what’s with that response? “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I, the Slaughter God, have never once regretted my actions!” 
 
    Hmm…. Well, alright then. “Let’s go, everyone. We’re leaving.” If the Slaughter God had a physical body, then I could punch him! But he doesn’t, so I can’t do anything to him. That’s right, I’m not a violent person. I’m going to peacefully leave this place. Then I’m going to raze his tomb to the ground. Mhm. Nice and peaceful. “You too, Ilya. You’re leaving with me.” Even if I don’t raze his tomb to the ground, I already got something amazing out of the tomb. An Ilya who listens to me! And a Vera, but she’s only good for interrogating for now. I wonder why no statue popped out for Puppers. Mrs. Feathers didn’t get one either, I think. Maybe there’s no one close to her? That’s so sad. But at least she has me now! 
 
    “Boss, are you really ejecting us from the tomb?” 
 
    “That’s right! I’m an honest person! If I said no one can have the inheritance, then no one can have the inheritance.” Mhm. I might be violent according to some people, but I’m not a liar! No one’s accused me of lying, except the Slaughter God, but he was wrong, so that doesn’t count. “Out, out.” Mm. Mrs. Feathers should’ve gagged these people too; that way, they wouldn’t shout so loudly when I throw them out. They should be thankful I’m not stripping them too! 
 
    Ilya should be fine if I take her out of the tomb, right? I don’t know how formations work, but there’s probably one inside of her. Well, if she breaks, I’ll find the real Ilya and make her fix this one. Once I made sure everyone left the tomb, I scooped Ilya up and walked out the door. But once I was halfway out, the mechanical voice said, “Good riddance.” 
 
    Hmph! I’ll show you a good riddance! I already confirmed it before coming inside, but this tomb is definitely made of bones! And if I could make Quick Shot’s wall of bone disappear from his city, then I can definitely make this tomb of bones disappear as well. But I wonder what I should carve on it? Focus? Strength? Intelligence? Mm, intelligence usually hurts my head, but with these anes…, anesthe…? Mm, with these painkillers, it shouldn’t be a problem! 
 
    There’s just one problem though: there’s the really scary slaughter formation that appears when someone touches the wall…. If I carve fast enough, there shouldn’t be an issue if Mrs. Feathers pushes it away with her flames again. 
 
    “Lucia, why can’t you do things normally?” Ilya asked from under my arm. Oh! It seems like she still works. Perfect. Does she have to eat? Or poop? Mm. I’ll ask. 
 
    “Ilya, do you poop?” 
 
    “…Everyone poops.” 
 
    “So, you do?” 
 
    “Yes, Lucia, I do, in fact, poop on occasion.” 
 
    “Even as a statue?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s a good point.” Ilya wriggled, but I didn’t let her down. Someone might kidnap her if I do, and I can’t lose her again. Hmm. There’s actually a lot of people outside. They’re the ones who were expelled for not catching any fish. And they’re busy untying the people who I stripped and threw out. 
 
    “There she is!” 
 
    “If all of us attack her at once, we might stand a chance!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers spat a ball of flames at the person who just shouted, and he instantly disappeared. “Don’t be dumb,” she said. “No matter how many of you there are, you stand no chance at all. Scram before I turn you all into ashes!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers is so … domineering. Maybe she’s a bad influence too. Where did she learn that from? 
 
    Mrs. Feathers turned towards me after everyone fled. “I tried to copy you, Boss. How’d I do?” 
 
    “…Good job.” There’s still a few people that’re tied up. That’s good. “Alright, Mrs. Feathers. I’m going to activate the slaughter formation, and it’s your job to keep the liquid back, okay?” 
 
    “Huh? Sure thing, Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. “But why?” 
 
    “Like I said, if I can’t have the inheritance, no one can! I’m going to destroy the whole tomb!” But first, some painkillers. Mm. I’m ready now. Here we go. I grabbed one of the nearby tied-up people. And then I threw him at the wall! “Go, Mrs. Feathers! Keep the liquid at bay!” Obviously, I don’t want to be in danger! That’s why I used someone else as bait first. This tomb is huge and made of one giant chunk of solidified bone; there’s so much intelligence inside of it that I’m smarter without even absorbing it yet! 
 
    Mm, okay, I got far enough away from Mrs. Feathers and the liquid. Now, what was the carving for intelligence? I never used it because it made my head hurt. Let’s see, it was something like this, right? Right, definitely like this. Whew, even with a sky-realm-ranked sword, this tomb is hard to cut! No wonder why it was able to stick around for so long. Unfortunately, it met me! I’ll place my hand on it and … absorb! 
 
    “The Slaughter God’s Tomb!” 
 
    “It, it, it vanished!” 
 
    “Look, what’s that? Is that a crown?” 
 
    “It must be the inheritance hidden inside!” 
 
    Ah? There’s a red crown falling from the sky. Was it on top of the tomb? It must’ve been. Now that the tomb’s gone, there’s nothing to support it. But it’s huge…. Was the Slaughter God a giant? If this falls on the ground, won’t it cause an earthquake? At the very least, it’ll squish a lot of people. But how come the crown seems like it’s falling … towards me!? What is this shit!? Why does everything always target me!? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    U-unbelievable. Through all the tombs I raided, I’ve seen many people get frustrated. However, I’ve never seen anyone take their frustration out on the tomb and destroy it completely after failing to get what they want. This foxkin, Lucia, I imagine she’s the type of person to flip the table when she’s losing a game of go. No, in the first place, I don’t think she even knows how to play considering her intelligence and breadth of knowledge. 
 
    Perhaps it’s because she’s the way she is that she was able to come up with such an out-of-the-box method to gain the Slaughter God’s inheritance. Certainly, no sane person would attempt such a thing. The only problem is, with this action, she’s provoked the Slaughter Seeking Sect. They’ve always used the Slaughter God’s Tomb as their tempering grounds, and now that it’s gone, I can’t imagine they won’t seek some kind of compensation from this foxkin. Though, I do believe there was already bad blood between the two parties since the foxkin activated the slaughter formation and got most of their disciples killed this time around. 
 
    “Whew, this crown was lighter than I thought.” 
 
    The foxkin … caught the giant crown. From this close, it looks like she’s holding up a red sky. A chill ran down my spine, and I averted my gaze. Just by looking at the crown, its slaughter aura was affecting me. There were a few people who soiled their robes and fainted from the pressure. Was I mistaken? Is the foxkin actually an immortal who’s playing around with the feelings of the people beneath her out of boredom? 
 
    “Mm? It’s shrinking!” 
 
    The crown shrank, and the red hanging over the sky gradually receded. I’m sure everyone in the country was able to see it, perhaps those at the edge could see its actual shape as a crown. The rate at which it shrank wasn’t very fast or very slow; at least, it didn’t seem that way from here. I tried to find the best angle to watch, but whenever I wriggled to position myself, the phoenix I was on would shift her wings a bit to ruin the effort I just put in. I couldn’t tell if she was doing it on purpose or not, but even if she was, what was I to do? 
 
    “Ooh, it’s changing shape too!” 
 
    The crown shrank down to a size that a person could wear. It contorted, bending inwards like an hourglass. Did it know its new owner had ears that would’ve interfered with the crown’s position? I wonder if it’s a trap. Seeing as the Slaughter God had a wisp of will left and didn’t seem to like the foxkin very much, I wouldn’t be surprised if he was tricking her into wearing the crown in an attempt to take over her soul. Should I warn her? No, I have a feeling she’ll think I’m trying to trick her into giving up the crown. 
 
    “Boss, the crown looks great on you,” the phoenix below me said and held up a wing. Was it saluting her? “How’s it feel? Did you inherit anything?” 
 
    “Let me see….” The foxkin scrunched up her forehead. Then she dropped to her knees and grabbed her hair before wailing and rolling around back and forth on the ground. “It hurts! Gah! What the fuck!?” 
 
    “B-Boss!” The phoenix spread its wings and hopped over in one motion. She pecked the crown off the foxkin’s head and held it in her beak. Her voice was muffled, but she could still be heard. “Boss? What’s going on? I thought the crown was digging itself into your head, but it came off so easily….” 
 
    The foxkin groaned and rolled like a log towards the barkeep. She grabbed his legs and pulled, bringing him down to the ground. “Painkillers! Give, now!” 
 
    The barkeep fumbled with a bottle that he pulled out of his interspacial ring, but the foxkin snatched it and threw the whole thing into her mouth, glass and all. She chomped down with a crunching sound and swallowed all the pills inside before spitting out shards of glass. A low whimper escaped from her lips. “My head hurts! Carving a giant bone of intelligence was the stupidest thing I’ve ever done! Why wasn’t I smart enough to realize that before doing it!?” 
 
    “Probably because you hadn’t consumed the bone of intelligence at that time,” the purple lady that the foxkin referred to as Ilya said. 
 
    The foxkin sat up and glared at Ilya. “Why didn’t you warn me then?” 
 
    “I figured after you carved a bone of intelligence, you’d finally be smart enough to learn to read.” Ilya patted her waist and frowned. When did her arms get untied? “Unfortunately, I don’t have anything with me: no pills, no equipment, no scrolls or learning materials. Well, I suppose I should be thankful I’m still around despite the tomb being gone.” She glanced at the crown in the phoenix’s beak. “It’s probably thanks to that.” 
 
    I’m not sure what happened, but it seems like the foxkin’s head is hurting because of her own idiocy and not because the Slaughter God prepared a trap for her. And since the Slaughter God’s Tomb is gone…. “Excuse me, um, Senior Phoenix? Do you think you can set me free now? I’m not needed anymore, right?” I didn’t gain anything except a little bit of slaughter aura from eating ten slaughter fish, but the most important part is that I didn’t lose my life. Yet. If I don’t get away from this foxkin, I’ll definitely lose it sooner or later. 
 
    “Boss,” the phoenix said, her voice still muffled by the crown. “Treasure Finder wants to leave. What do you think?” 
 
    “Hmm…. Well, I have Ilya now.” The foxkin nodded. “How about this? Give me the almanac thingy and I’ll let you go. Oh, and all your stuff too.” 
 
    “…Sure.” Once I’m free, all I have to do is report my current almanac as stolen, and I’ll be given a new one for free. The one the foxkin gets will be disabled, but I should be far enough away by then for that to not matter. However, all my wealth…. But! What use is wealth without my life? I’ll give it up and do my best to never see this damned foxkin again!


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “She’s cultivating!” 
 
    A heart devil worm flew out of my chest and into the sky. It was heading north, the complete opposite direction of Lucia’s pocket realm. I was in my courtyard, resting on a hammock. The backlash from my forbidden technique was even worse than I thought, and I can’t cultivate for a while if I want to heal properly. But knowing Lucia is safe enough to cultivate, even if she may be lost, is enough to put my heart at ease. Am I upset she hasn’t come looking for me? I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t, but Lucia has her own path to tread. I’m sure we’ll meet when destiny allows it. 
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight, are you there?” 
 
    Who’s visiting me now? Sister Ilya’s supposed to be in charge of the sect while I recover. “Yes, come in.” 
 
    Junior Cloud came into the courtyard with an excited expression. “Vice-Sect Leader, I have news about Sect Leader Fluffytail.” He was holding onto a book, but I couldn’t see its title from where I was lying down. “This is a copy of the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac. Sect Leader Fluffytail recently appeared in one of its updated pages!” 
 
    “Really? Let me see.” I sat up, and Junior Cloud placed the almanac into my hands. I flipped it open, and a table of contents appeared before me. “Which section is she in?” 
 
    “There,” Junior Cloud said and pointed at the bottom. 
 
    Oh, she’s under the … dangerous hazards … section. Did something happen to her? I placed my finger on the almanac and inserted some qi into the page, and the table of contents transformed into the dangerous hazards section. The first thing that appeared was an image of Lucia’s face. For some reason, she looked … drunk. Underneath her face, there were a few paragraphs. 
 
    “Lucia received the Slaughter God’s inheritance?” I don’t know who the Slaughter God is, but if he has the word god in his name, he must’ve been an immortal or, at the very least, someone on the verge of becoming an immortal, a quasi-immortal. I’m glad she’s following her Path of Slaughter, but…. “What does it mean she used unorthodox methods? Instead of competing fairly, she chose to disqualify everyone else, and when the will of the tomb rejected her, she … destroyed the tomb?” That certainly does sound like something Lucia would do. Ah, I wish I was there to see her do it. 
 
    Now that we know where Lucia’s located…. “Doesn’t this mean we can go find her?” 
 
    “We know where she is, but I don’t think it’ll be possible to see her,” Junior Cloud said and pulled a scroll out of his interspacial ring. “Look, this is a map of the Immortal Continent. It took me a while, but I managed to find where the sect leader’s located.” He unfurled it and pointed at a spot in the corner. “This is where we are.” Then he pointed at the opposite corner of the map but closer to the center. “This is where the sect leader is.” 
 
    Judging by the scale, we should be … a decade of traveling by boat away? “She’s certainly … very far. How did she get there in the first place?” 
 
    “She’s near the Rainbow Phoenix Sect,” Junior Cloud said and pointed at a spot close to where Lucia was. “Perhaps she was captured while coming to us. No, captured is the wrong word. I think she was tricked into going towards the Rainbow Phoenix Sect through a teleportation gate.” 
 
    That’s a reasonable conclusion. “If we amass our resources, how many people can we bring through a teleportation gate to Lucia?” 
 
    “A-about that…,” Junior Cloud said and swallowed. Why did his demeanor suddenly change? “We, uh, have enough resources to transport … half a person, maybe?” 
 
    “What?” We killed ten sky-realm experts from the Rainbow Phoenix Sect. We killed three sky-realm experts from the Righteous Buddha Sect. They had mountains of treasures inside their interspacial rings! “What do you mean half a person? Are we trying to transport a giant?” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s best if you, um, had a talk with Sister Ilya….” Junior Cloud scratched his head. “She, how do I put it…? She commandeered our resources. All of our resources.” 
 
    “…Wasn’t she given a trillion spirit stones by Pill Valley? What would she need more resources for?” I find it unbelievable that Pill Valley actually made a deal with Sister Ilya, but it’s even more unbelievable that she needs more money. What the heck is she trying to do? “Where is Sister Ilya?” 
 
    “I’ll ask her to come here,” Junior Cloud said and disappeared. A few moments later, Sister Ilya appeared in his place. Her hair was messed up, and there were dark bags underneath her eyes. 
 
    “Sister Ilya, you look tired.” 
 
    “You don’t.” Sister Ilya glared at me. “What do you want? Passionate Cloud said it was urgent.” 
 
    “About our sect’s resources…, Junior Cloud said you decided to look over them?” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Sister Ilya said and nodded. “I seized them all.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Sister Ilya snorted. “Because you’re all bumbling fools, that’s why. You hoard so many resources, and for what? Have you never heard of the term inflation? Do you not understand market growth? As time goes on, your assets will depreciate in value if you let them sit in a vault underground. You know what the easiest way to make money is? It’s with more money: investing, lending, spending. Yet every single sect hoards their shit like dragons sitting on piles of gold.” 
 
    …I’ll admit, market growth and inflation weren’t terms I’ve had to learn. “But don’t you have a trillion spirit stones? Isn’t that enough for what you want to do? According to Junior Cloud, we don’t even have enough resources to teleport one person to Lucia’s side.” 
 
    Sister Ilya shook her head. “You’re blinded by short-term gains. Just wait a thousand years for the Bank of Pentorn to fully establish itself and there’ll be enough money to teleport everyone in the Shadow Devil Sect anywhere in the Immortal Continent however many times you want.” 
 
    “But I want to see Lucia now….” 
 
    Sister Ilya patted my shoulder. “You’re injured. If you see her now, all you’re going to do is drag her down.” 
 
    …Sister Ilya’s really mean when Lucia’s not around to keep her in check. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After a long day, we’re finally back at the barkeep’s home. And I’m not sure what this crown does. Mm, there’s some writing on it, but Mrs. Feathers says she can’t see the letters. Durandal can’t see them either. So, unless I learn how to read, I won’t know what it says. I guess I’ll never know, oh wells. 
 
    “Lucia, why does it seem like you’ve given up before we even started?” Ilya asked. She’s a fake, but she’s much nicer than the real Ilya, so I’ll pretend she’s real. “Didn’t you carve that rune of intelligence on the tomb to learn how to read?” 
 
    “Mm….” I should learn how to read while I’m still smart…. Not that I’m ever not smart, okay? 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and two servants came in holding a bunch of stuff. The stuff they were holding were purely used for torture! “We’ve brought the supplies you asked for. Please, look over them to see if anything’s missing.” 
 
    Ilya, the sadist who makes weapons out of people’s bodies, went forward and took everything. “Paper, ink, brushes, reference books. Yeah, this is everything.” Like I said, instruments of torture! My head’s going to hurt a lot after this. Mm, not just after but during too. “Ready to start, Lucia?” 
 
    “Hang on.” I already know hangover pills don’t work perfectly to prevent pain like when I absorbed the tomb, but that’s probably because I didn’t eat enough of them at the time. Mm, three bottles should work. “Okay, I’m ready.” 
 
    “…What was that?” 
 
    Why’s Ilya staring at me like that? Wasn’t it obvious? “Painkillers.” 
 
    “Are you injured?” 
 
    “No, but I’m going to be, so I took them ahead of time.” See? The bone of intelligence is working already. 
 
    “You know, if you keep taking them, your body will build up resistance and you’ll have to take even more the next time for it to be as effective.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I have a lot.” Mm, no matter how many it takes, I’ll have enough. 
 
    Ilya sighed and shook her head. “Alright, whatever. We’ll start with the alphabet of our pocket realm before moving onto the glyphs of the Immortal Continent. There’s only thirty letters you have to memorize.” 
 
    “That sounds easy!” Thirty! I can count to thirty on my fingers! Wait…, can I? 
 
    “And there’s three thousand glyphs.” 
 
    “…Say what?” How did thirty become three thousand!? 
 
    “You heard me. Three thousand. If we start right now and keep to the schedule, you’ll have three hundred of them memorized by tonight.” 
 
    “Um, Ilya, just wondering…, couldn’t you just stick reading into a jade slip?” Like all those cultivation techniques I learned. I entered a jade slip, got tortured by a green light, and magically knew how to do things. Can’t that be done for reading? “Like, like, the Despairing Blade is a magical technique that I learned how to do without any practice. Reading’s like magic, right? Can’t you magically zap it into my head? Why do I have to learn it this way?” 
 
    Ilya’s forehead wrinkled. “…You really did become smarter. Why didn’t I ever think of that earlier? No, I did; it’s just that I thought you’d kill me if I approached you with a jade slip.” Her eyes lit up, and a creepy smile appeared on her face. She rang the bell next to her, and two servants came into the room. “I need a hundred jade slips.” 
 
    …A hundred? Why one hundred!? I’m only learning how to read! That’s one thing. One! M-maybe Ilya needs the jade slips for other things. Mm, that’s right. Since she’s a fake, she didn’t have anything at all. She’s just resupplying! 
 
    “Here you are, a hundred jade slips.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Ilya said and shooed the two servants away before closing the door. She smiled at me again. That’s Durandal’s smile! “You ate enough painkillers that absorbing jade slips shouldn’t be an issue, right? There’s actually a whole lot of information that’d be useful to you, you know?” 
 
    “Ah, uh, baby steps, right? One at a time! Just teach me how to read first.” That’s right! Even if I don’t feel pain, my head will throb and feel congested! It’s unpleasant! Learning sucks. “Oh, and maybe those mental cultivation techniques that Mrs. Feathers wanted me to learn….” Right? If I learned those cultivation techniques, even the congestion will go away. Mm, I should learn those first. 
 
    “Okay, you ready?” Ilya asked. “But first, let me see your finger.” 
 
    “My finger?” Why would she need—ow! “What the hell!?” 
 
    “I just needed some of your blood.” 
 
    “…Why?” She’s not going to turn it into a jelly again, is she? 
 
    “For this.” Ilya took the blood and put it on the jade … slip? 
 
    Gah! My head! “Why does it hurt!?” I took painkillers! Learning shouldn’t hurt me anymore! Maybe preventative painkillers don’t work? Then I’ll eat more right now! All these weird symbols are flowing into my head…. And they have meanings attached to them? This, this box-like glyph means … mouth? And these lip-like glyphs mean … box? And these glyphs that look like a donkey being whipped mean … lips? What the hell? Who invented these stupid characters!? Then, then what’s the glyph for a donkey being whipped? It looks like … a bird? No wonder why I could never learn how to read before! This crap makes no sense! 
 
    “So, how is it?” Ilya asked when all the pictures and squiggles and squares and crap stopped floating in my mind. “Did it work? Can you read and write now?” 
 
    “I think I can!” I really do. I really, really do. “Give me a brush and paper!” Let’s see, how did it go? Mm. Like this, yes. Perfect. Whew, even if I know how to read and write, it’s still tough. Mm. I think this is good enough. “Look! The first thing I ever wrote is a story!” 
 
    “Let me see,” Ilya said and took the paper. “Small duck wants to eat big bear. Stupid duck is dumb. Duck eaten by bear. Bear had sex. Happy bear.” The end! Ilya put my story down and stared at me. 
 
    Well? Wasn’t it great? Praise me! 
 
    “Maybe you should stick to using violence instead of words.” 
 
    Eh? What’s that supposed to mean? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What is this bad feeling that I’m getting? It feels like someone’s plotting to kill me…. Could it be Lucia? I don’t think so; the anxiety she gives me is different from this chill. Well, I suppose it makes sense for me to make a lot of enemies when I start throwing money around like this. Wait. Could it be Softie? Is she so madly in love with Lucia that she’s planning an assassination to retrieve the money I borrowed from the sect so she could teleport across the continent? Logically, it doesn’t make sense since even she acknowledged her injuries would only drag Lucia down, but people who’re stuck in the trap called love don’t behave in a rational manner. Just in case, I’ll lay down another formation around my bed when I sleep. Not that I’ve been getting much of that with all the paperwork I have to do. Wouldn’t it be nice if I could make a clone of myself to do the work while I slept? Sadly, most techniques that can do that don’t preserve the original’s intelligence; it’d be pointless. If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself. 
 
    What am I doing that has to be done right? Properly investing all my money and making sure it’s being put to good use. I honestly can’t believe sects don’t do this more often. They’re probably scared that someone will swoop in and steal their investment before they can make back what they spent. I guess that’s a legitimate fear, but how is it any different from someone swooping in to steal their sect’s resources that were hoarded? Maybe hiding it underground like most sects do make them seem like unappealing targets for robbers? Well, those aren’t things I have to worry about with Pill Valley backing me. 
 
    “Granny Ilya!” 
 
    …That scared me. “Mirta. The next time you hide somewhere and jump out to scare me, I’m going to set you on fire, okay?” 
 
    “No! That’s not okay!” Mirta climbed out of the bush she was hiding in and brushed some leaves out of her hair. “What’re you doing?” 
 
    “I’m setting up a medicinal field.” 
 
    “Are you growing plants? I’m good at gardening! Let me help.” Mirta stared at me with bright eyes. Is it because she’s young that she’s so optimistic? No, I was young once too. It’s probably because she hasn’t been dragged around by Lucia that she’s able to see the joys in life. 
 
    “This isn’t regular gardening.” Actually…, Mirta’s an elf, and elves are good at manipulating plants…. I’ll experiment with a simple seed. “Here, make this grow.” 
 
    Mirta grabbed the spiky seed and looked around. “Where? Right here?” 
 
    I haven’t marked any spots on the field for the plants. “Yeah, anywhere’s fine.” 
 
    Mirta shrugged and pressed the seed against the ground. Surprisingly, the dirt parted on its own, leaving a nice crevice for the seed to stay in. When her hand moved away, the hole filled itself back in. She took out a watering can and sprinkled water over the patch of dirt until it was soaking wet. Then she took in a deep breath and shouted, “Grow!” Like magic, a green shoot sprang out of the ground, and it grew towards the sky while expanding. Thorns and leaves popped out of the stem, and when the plant stopped growing, it was taller than me and Mirta combined. A flower bud appeared at the top. It spread open, revealing dozens of rows of sharp teeth. Then it bent down and bit Mirta before lifting her into the air. 
 
    “Granny! Granny Ilya! Help! It’s eating me!” 
 
    Interesting. According to the gardening book Pill Valley gave me, this plant is supposed to be a hundred years old before it sprouts a head that can eat people. In one minute, it experienced a hundred years of growth, and Mirta doesn’t even look tired. She looks like she’s being eaten and not having a good time, but that’s unimportant. If I can isolate the energy Mirta uses to grow plants, then I could further shorten the time it takes for a medicinal herb to grow. The current formation I’m setting up speeds up growth for plants inside the medicinal field by thirty times. That already yields a ten-percent return on spirit stones invested to maintain the formation. Adding Mirta’s extreme growth rate, won’t my profits triple at the very least? 
 
    “Ilya!!! Help!” 
 
    Mirta might not be able to harvest the plants safely, but if I figure out the energy inside of her, she won’t be exposed to any danger in the first place. Now, let’s see, how was I supposed to harvest this plant to maintain full medicinal efficacy? 
 
    “Why are you reading!? I’m being eaten! I can’t feel my legs anymore! If I die, I’m going to come back as a ghost and tell Lucia you killed me!” 
 
    “Calm down! You can’t feel your legs because there’s a strong paralyzing agent lining its teeth. You haven’t lost them yet.” Here it is. I have to cut off the thorns and leaves, leaving the head and stem intact so more thorns and leaves can grow later. Alright, sounds easy enough. 
 
    “Granny Ilya! I can’t feel my arms!” 
 
    Shouldn’t there be a method to retrieve someone from this plant’s head inside this book? Well, this book does have over ten thousand entries inside of it. If it had to include all the details for every plant, wouldn’t it be too big to practically read? I suppose it could be split into smaller volumes. I guess I’ll freeze the plant for now. That shouldn’t damage it too badly. 
 
    “Granny Ilya, I hate you!” Mirta fell to the ground and glared at me with wet eyes. But that’s all she did because her limbs were paralyzed. “How could you make me grow something like that?” 
 
    “Hmm? That was the least dangerous plant I’m growing, you know?” To maximize profits, I have to grow the plants that yield the most expensive parts, and those parts are usually attached to extremely malicious plants. 
 
    “I, I don’t want to garden any—ack!?” 
 
    “Nope. You’re staying right here.” I’m not letting her go until I analyze the energy she uses to grow plants. Besides, this’ll be a good learning experience for her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Yes, it’s very good, Boss.” 
 
    “I’ve never seen a poem as fine as this one, Senior.” 
 
    “It’s very … creative.” 
 
    Mm, that’s right. “Hear that, Ilya? People like my story!” It’s not that I’m bad at writing, it’s that Ilya’s too unappreciative of the creative arts. 
 
    Ilya rolled her eyes. “They’re saying that to be nice to you because they’re afraid you’ll hurt them if they disagree.” 
 
    “There’s no way that’s true!” I like to believe people are honest and upright. Mhm. If they tell me something, that’s because that something is true. “Right, guys?” 
 
    “Absolutely. There’s no way that’s the case. We truly think your writing is a work of art.” 
 
    I’ll ignore the beads of sweat rolling down their heads. It’s because it’s hot, isn’t it? Mm? Now that I think about it, it is pretty hot. Is it Mrs. Feathers? No, she’s sleeping in the corner over there. Then … is it just me? Ah! Nope. It’s just the crown on my head. Why is it heating up? “Wait! I learned to read because I wanted to know what was on the crown!” But I got sidetracked by Ilya telling me my story was bad, which it isn’t. “Alright, shoo, shoo.” 
 
    Once the barkeep and the other servants left the room, I took the crown off my head. Why’d I rush them out? Because I don’t want them to make fun of me if I misread the words on the crown! Not like they would know since they can’t see the words, but still. “Mm, let’s see…. This character looks like…. Wait a minute. Wait one goddamn minute! Why did I have to learn how to read!? I could’ve just copied the glyphs and had you read them for me!” 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose you could’ve done that,” Ilya said and nodded. 
 
    “Then why didn’t you suggest that!?” Then I wouldn’t’ve had to be in so much pain! 
 
    “I mean, you know I’m a fake, right? My mind and personality are recreated off the memories of me that were found inside of you.” Ilya shrugged. 
 
    “Then that means … you’re as dumb as me?” …Then what’s the point of having an Ilya? And I’m pretty sure she gave me reasonable responses before! Maybe I only thought they were reasonable because my mind came up with them? 
 
    “No, there’s no one in this world that can be as dumb as you,” Ilya said. “What I meant was, as Ilya Pentorn, I really enjoy seeing you suffer. And I know learning to read would make you suffer. That’s why, I taught you instead of suggesting you copy the characters for me to read out loud.” 
 
    …I knew it. Ilya’s a sadist. “Mm, if I break you, what happens?” 
 
    “Depending on the severity of the damage, I either enter hibernation to repair the formation inside of myself, or I vanish.” Ilya didn’t take a step back when I took out my hammer. She didn’t look scared either. “And I’ll have you know, pain isn’t programmed into me. You can hit me, but I won’t feel a thing.” 
 
    “You’re not Ilya! The real Ilya’s a masochist who loves being hit!” 
 
    “…Didn’t we just establish that I’m not the real one?” 
 
    Oh. Right. We did. So, this Ilya can poke fun at me, but I can’t punish her? Then what’s the point of having this Ilya if all she’s going to do is insult me! Mm, she did teach me to read though…. “Can…, can you pretend to be in pain when I hurt you?” It’ll make me feel better. 
 
    Ilya stared at me with dull eyes. “I suppose I can try.” 
 
    Mm, okay, I’ll give her a noogie. 
 
    “Ow. Ow. Stop. Please. Oh, no, it’s painful. Wah, wah.” 
 
    “…Can you put in a little more effort?” This isn’t the same. Her face doesn’t change at all! And instead of a skull, it feels like I’m grinding my knuckles against a rock. Mm? What’s the difference in feeling between the two? Rocks don’t bleed! Skulls are a little squishier. Not that I want to see blood or anything. 
 
    Blood? 
 
    Mm. The voice is back. Ah! “Right, the crown. Let’s read it.” The characters are on the inside, so they’re hard to see, but if I squint really hard, it’ll be fine. “Property … of … the … Slaughter … God. If … lost … please … mail … to … three … seven … two … Slaughter … Drive.” 
 
    “…Is that it?” Ilya asked, ruining my concentration. “Surely there’s more.” 
 
    “No! There’s more! I’m just trying to remember what that character is, okay? Stop talking.” Grr, reading’s frustrating, especially with someone rushing me! It’s my first time doing it, okay? It’s not my fault I’m slow at it. Everyone sucks when they first try something. Mhm. “In…, inheritor? Inheritance? Mm, these squiggles are so tiny. Inheritance … ritual: …Place … my … crown … on … your … head. Kill three … thousand … people to … activate the slaughter … aura … inside. …Accept the … will of slaughter…, and … absorb … it … into your … sea of … consciousness. …This … will…, wait a minute. Why is this will different from the previous will that I just read?” 
 
    “That’s just how the language works.” 
 
    It’s a dumb language. “This will … form … a … seed of slaughter, form…ing? Forming. Forming a … foundation … for your … divine … sense.” Mm. That’s it. “Did you write that down, Ilya?” For some reason, even though I read it, it was hard to understand, and I don’t remember the meaning of the words at all! It’s like when someone’s talking about something boring and the words turn into background noise and I have to smile and nod at the end to pretend that I was listening. Reading’s tough. But I can do it now! “Take that, Durandal! I’m officially smarter than you now!” 
 
    … 
 
    “Durandal?” Where is he? “You there?” 
 
    “He’s in the other room, having a discussion with Vera,” Ilya said. “More importantly, about—” 
 
    “That cheating bastard!” Where is he!? “Which room!? There’s definitely something going on between the two of them!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Durandal, you bastard! What are you doing!?” 
 
    The door to my room flew off its hinges and crashed into the wall beside me. If it had gone anymore to the left or right, either I or Vera would’ve been hit. Did Lucia do that on purpose? Probably not. She’s not one to be considerate of another person’s health. But what is she accusing me of doing? “Hello, Lucia.” 
 
    “Durandal! And”—Lucia glared at Vera—“you!” Her gaze landed back onto me. Then it switched over to Vera. Confusion gradually set in on her face, and she tilted her head. “What’s going on? Why is she…?” Lucia gestured at Vera, who was tied up and hanging upside down from the ceiling. 
 
    “She’s a statue from the Slaughter God’s Tomb imbued with the memories of someone I used to know.” I’m sure even Lucia knows that. “I’m interrogating her. Even if my memories are used to fill in her personality, she’s still from the tomb. She’s bound to know about many things related to slaughter, which will help you progress in your cultivation.” It’s also why I have the rest of the statues that were in the shape of people’s loved ones. Though, I’m still separating the statues from the real people. It’s a bit difficult. Of course, it’s not like Lucia needs to know about them. Excessive knowledge hurts her head. 
 
    “Mm, I see. Why don’t you leave the interrogation to Ilya?” Lucia grabbed the fake Ilya behind her and tugged her into the room. “She loves torturing people.” Lucia’s forehead scrunched up. “Actually, you love torturing people too….” 
 
    I sighed. Lucia seems to have gotten the wrong impression of me from somewhere. Maybe, one day, she’ll realize I wasn’t torturing her body for fun but to help her improve. I’m afraid that day will never come though; she just doesn’t have the capability to understand another person. “You know that Ilya is a fake, right? Having a statue interrogate a statue is just asking to be tricked.” 
 
    The fake Ilya rolled her eyes at me. “And just what could you possibly get out of these statues? Information about the Slaughter God’s Tomb that no longer exists in this world because of Lucia here?” 
 
    What I’m doing isn’t pointless. Is it? I don’t think it is. “The Slaughter God’s Tomb was designed to find the perfect inheritor for the Slaughter God. As a part of one of the trials, you should know what qualities the Slaughter God was looking for within a candidate. By finding out those qualities, I’ll be able to design a training program for Lucia to help her gain those.” 
 
    “The only quality the Slaughter God was looking for was the ability to kill without mercy.” The fake Ilya snorted. “And that’s why Lucia inherited the crown.” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure Lucia obtained the crown by flipping the table once she lost the game.” The tomb wanted to disqualify Lucia, giving her an unpassable trial. Just having the ability to kill without mercy isn’t all it takes to walk the Path of Slaughter. If that were the case, wouldn’t any criminal pass that criteria? “If that really was the only quality necessary, the tomb wouldn’t have stayed unconquered for seven hundred years. To me, it seems like you’re plotting against Lucia, trying to lead her astray by taking the appearance of someone she trusts.” It’s settled; I have to tie up this fake Ilya as well. I can’t let her stay by Lucia’s side. 
 
    “Put that sword down!” Lucia glared at me and hid the fake Ilya behind herself. “This Ilya’s the real one! She taught me how to read!” 
 
    “Really?” Lucia? Read? “That’s impossible.” 
 
    “What do you mean that’s impossible!? I really did learn!” Lucia glared at me and stomped her foot. The building shook, and the people and statues that I held captive underneath the room screamed. “She crammed everything I needed to know into a jade slip, and then she taught it to me.” 
 
    ...And Lucia didn’t die of a headache? “Are you sure she really taught you how to read? What if she tricked you and taught you incorrectly?” 
 
    Lucia turned around and stared at Ilya. Then she turned back to me and crossed her arms. “Ilya would never do that.” 
 
    “But that’s not Ilya.” As I’ve pointed out many times before. “She’s a fake.” 
 
    Lucia turned back around and stared at the fake Ilya. The fake Ilya shrugged. “You know, the real Ilya has the same probability of tricking you as I do.” 
 
    Lucia grabbed the fake Ilya and shook her back and forth. “Did you trick me or not!?” The fake Ilya’s eyes rolled back into her head, and she collapsed onto the ground from being shaken too hard. I know because I’ve seen that same exact reaction from a few statues I interrogated. Lucia placed the fake Ilya into a corner and poked her head out of the door. “Mrs. Feathers! Come here!” 
 
    A few moments later, a rainbow phoenix waddled into the room. It yawned and rubbed its face with its wings. “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    Lucia scribbled something onto the floor with her finger, destroying the tiles. “What does this say?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stared at the characters. “Lucia is smarter than Durandal.” 
 
    “And that’s exactly what I intended to write!” Lucia nodded and placed her hands on her hips, giving me a smug smile. “See? Ilya didn’t trick me! And I’m definitely smarter than you now.” 
 
    ...It’s time for me to learn how to read the Immortal Continent’s characters. “Where’s the jade slip the fake Ilya used to teach you?” 
 
    Lucia’s smug smile widened, and I resisted the urge to attack her. She pulled a piece of paper out of her interspacial ring and used a brush to scribble on a few characters. “Here you go. Just read these directions, and they’ll lead you straight to the slip.” 
 
    I took the paper, and the characters were the Immortal Continent’s. Before I could say anything, Lucia went up to me and nudged my side with her elbow. “Oh, wait. That’s right. You can’t read! Oops, I must’ve forgot.” 
 
    If I attack her, how long will I spend recuperating in my weapon body after she kills me? Around a week or two? I think it’s worth it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Durandal hit me! So I hit him back. Lightly. For some reason, he died. Mm. Maybe I should do some training to get used to my strength. But first…. “You’re Vera, right?” 
 
    The green-haired lady that Durandal had hung upside down stared at me. I cut the rope attaching her to the ceiling, and she fell down onto her head. She’s a statue, so it shouldn’t’ve hurt. She rolled over and sat up, but her arms and legs were still tied, so she was like a worm. A worm with big boobs. Didn’t Durandal say Vera was the Godking’s favorite item spirit…? I’m sure he must’ve mentioned it once. And now I finally know why. It’s because the Godking was a pervert. 
 
    But why isn’t this lady saying anything? “Hello?” 
 
    “I said yes. I am Vera.” 
 
    Oh, it seems like she did say something, but I wasn’t listening. Wasn’t there a question Ilya once asked me? If a tree falls in a forest and no one is around to hear it, does it make a sound? And Ilya wouldn’t tell me the answer. But I figured it out because the same thing applies here! If someone answered my question, but I wasn’t listening, did they really answer my question? Of course they didn’t! “Mm. Okay. Now that Durandal’s dead and not here to distract us, tell me everything that happened between you and him!” 
 
    Vera tilted her head. “Everything that happened between me and Durandal? Can you be a little more specific? What exactly do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything.” That’s right. “I especially want gossip to embarrass him with!” Mhm. Recently, Durandal hasn’t been listening to my threats. Why is that? Because he doesn’t care about dying! But if I can threaten him with his deep dark secrets, then I won’t have to resort to killing him. Mm, and for that, there’s only a few people Durandal would be embarrassed to have knowing his secrets. “Puppers, you die too.” 
 
    Puppers materialized next to me. “…Can’t I just leave the room?” 
 
    “No! I know you’re part dog!” And dogs have good ears. Even if he leaves the room, he’ll find out Durandal’s secrets anyway! And then I can’t threaten Durandal by saying I’ll tell Puppers all his dirty secrets. 
 
    Puppers sighed, raised his sock spear, and stabbed himself in the heart. Then he disappeared. 
 
    Mm. “Okay. Tell me everything!” 
 
    Vera was staring at the spot where Puppers had died with a frown on her face. She let out a sigh and shook her head before looking at me. Then she smiled. That…! Is she where Durandal learned to smile like that!? Her smile! That evil smile! It’s exactly like Durandal’s! Vera leaned forward, or tried to, but the ropes wouldn’t let her balance properly. “Why don’t we make a deal?” 
 
    “Didn’t we already have a deal?” That’s right. I’m sure we did. “You were going to tell me everything between you and Durandal. And in return, I was going to let you live. Maybe.” It depends on the contents, really. If she and Durandal had a thing…, she definitely has to die! Mm? That makes me a bad person? Nonsense! Even good people get jealous sometimes. 
 
    “…I have a better deal,” Vera said. “You’ll benefit greatly from it too.” 
 
    …? I just want to know more about Durandal. “What other benefits are there?” 
 
    “I’ll tell you everything within Durandal’s memories, even ones that don’t include me, but in return”—Vera smiled again—“you have to do what you did to the Slaughter God’s Tomb, but to the Despair God’s and Death God’s tombs. It’s not fair that only one of the big three had their gravesites desecrated, don’t you think? They were worshipped the same way in life; they should be worshipped the same way in death.” 
 
    “Uh….” Big three? Death God? Despair God? “What the heck are you talking about?” 
 
    “…Which part of that didn’t you understand?” Vera frowned, and her brow wrinkled. “I want you to go to the Despair God’s Tomb, make it disappear, and take the Despair God’s inheritance. After that, go to the Death God’s Tomb and do the same. If you do that, I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Durandal.” 
 
    “I refuse.” Nuh-uh. Nope. No way. Not happening. “I don’t want to inherit the stuff of someone named Death God! Despair God sounds pretty ominous too. Something bad definitely happened to the two of them that made them die early! Bad things happen to bad people. If I inherit their stuff, won’t bad things happen to me too?” 
 
    “What? What kind of reason to reject is that? Why did you even go to the Slaughter God’s Tomb if that were the case? The Slaughter God wasn’t any nicer than the other two. In fact, he was crueler than them because he was the strongest and capable of killing more people! You can’t even compare those two to him when it comes to infamy.” 
 
    …Did I inherit the stuff of a bad person? Mm…. I’m sure there was a saying. There’s no such thing as good and evil when it comes to cultivation techniques! That’s right! Softie definitely said something like that. “It’s not evil to harm other people as long as you’re doing it to follow your path to immortality! The Slaughter God must’ve been a good person.” Mhm. “Inheriting his stuff will make good things happen to me.” 
 
    Vera’s face darkened. “Can’t you say the same for the other two? They were good people for following their paths to immortality. Granted, none of the three reached their goals, but they unwaveringly traversed their paths.” 
 
    That’s…. Mm. That sounds reasonable. “They were good people too?” Right. If all they were doing was following their paths to immortality, then they weren’t evil. It’s totally okay to inherit their stuff! And while I’m at it, Vera will tell me everything I want to know about Durandal once I’m done. That’s killing two birds with one stone!


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Should I be here? I’m not sure. This place is awfully close to that damned foxkin, and since she took my Tomb Hunter’s Almanac, she knows the Despair God’s Tomb is opening soon. However, rewards are never gained without taking any risks, and I’ve paid an information guild a great amount of money to let me know about her movements. If she shows any signs of appearing here, I’ll flee. 
 
    “Treasure Finder, what are you thinking so deeply about?” 
 
    “She’s probably counting the riches she gained from the Slaughter God’s Tomb.” 
 
    “Hah! Haven’t you heard? She failed completely at the Slaughter God’s Tomb. All the treasures were taken away by a newbie.” 
 
    “Really? Well, that’s how inheritance tombs are. Some people are just destined to obtain the treasures inside. That’s why I don’t go to any of those.” 
 
    “Yet you came here today to discuss the Despair God’s Tomb.” 
 
    “Hmph. It gives out treasures freely. It’s only an inheritance tomb in name.” 
 
    I sighed. What would’ve happened to these two if they had encountered the foxkin, Lucia? Would they have died? At the very least, I’m sure they would’ve been captured and tied up like everyone else. They’re sky-realm experts, but there’s always a sky beyond a sky, a mountain beyond a mountain. Even that foxkin would be overshadowed by an immortal. “I think you two have to be careful this time around.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Gold Seeker asked, raising his eyebrow. He was a bald man with an X-shaped scar cutting across his scalp. “When was the last time the three of us had to be careful?” 
 
    Money Grubber rolled her eyes. “Don’t you remember getting your ass kicked at the Shark Tiger Secret Realm?” 
 
    “That…, that’s only because a quasi-immortal bastard showed up,” Gold Seeker said and snorted. “Quasi-immortals don’t grow on trees. We were just extremely unlucky to meet one that time.” 
 
    “I met one.” No, that’s not right. “Actually, I met two.” My companions turned to stare at me. “At the Slaughter God’s Tomb, the foxkin that inherited the crown, she was a quasi-immortal, and her tamed phoenix was one as well.” 
 
    Gold Seeker snickered. “No wonder why you look like shit.” 
 
    I glared at him. But at that moment, I felt a vibration from one of my jade slips. Who was it? No, it can’t be. I suppressed the stifling feeling in my chest by swallowing and took the jade slip out of my interspacial ring. A line of text appeared on top of it: The Long family that Lucia is currently staying in is heading towards the Despair God’s Tomb. 
 
    “Hey, Treasure Finder?” Money Grubber sidled next to me. “Is something wrong? You turned pale all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Yes.” Something is terribly wrong. “That quasi-immortal I was just talking about…, she’s going to the Despair God’s Tomb as well.” 
 
    “What?” Gold Seeker asked. “Why? Everyone knows about the great conflicts between the three gods of Huang Country. There’s no way the inheritor of one of their techniques would be accepted by another. In fact, the tomb may even be hostile to her! What is she thinking?” 
 
    “That’s the thing…. I firmly believe the foxkin is incapable of rational thought.” Her brain doesn’t work in a logical manner. I’m not sure what’s wrong with it, but there is definitely something not working as it should in there. “Most likely, she doesn’t even realize there’s a problem with trying to inherit both their legacies. She doesn’t realize anything!” 
 
    “I, I think you should calm down a little,” Money Grubber said and inched away. “Your jade slip is cracking. Anyway, if she shows up, what are you going to do? She’s listed as a hazard under the almanac, but is she really that dangerous? I mean, if she were, there wouldn’t have been so many survivors, right? You’re still here with us.” 
 
    “I’m giving up on this tomb.” Yes. Giving up is the wisest thing to do, especially since I’ve gotten on the foxkin’s bad side by deactivating the almanac I gave her. I thought I wouldn’t see her again, but I forgot she was an idiot that didn’t know common sense! Even novice tomb hunters know to take a break for at least half a year to digest an inheritance properly. Does this mean the foxkin will attend the opening of the Death God’s Tomb as well? If that’s the case…. “I’m going to Qing Country. If I leave now, I might make it in time for the Flower Lord’s Tower’s entrance ceremony.” 
 
    “But that opens in six months!” Gold Seeker said. “You can’t go! Didn’t you owe me one? You said you’d accompany me for one tomb hunt!” 
 
    “Come with me to the Flower Lord’s Tower. I’ll fulfill my deal there.” The Flower Lord’s Tower, there’s absolutely no way that barbaric foxkin will show up there. It’s a trial set for graceful people, granting graceful techniques and treasures to accompany them. That foxkin doesn’t even know the meaning of grace! 
 
    “I, I can’t,” Gold Seeker said and shook his head. “I took out a loan. If I don’t obtain any treasures from the Despair God’s Tomb, I won’t be able to pay off my debt.” 
 
    “A loan? You, a sky-realm expert, needed a loan?” What the hell? He’s an experienced tomb hunter too! I have enough wealth to buy a city. Even if he had half my wealth, he’d be able to live comfortably for five hundred years. “What did you buy?” What could possibly be that expensive? Don’t tell me…. “You bought a sky-realm-ranked weapon?” 
 
    Gold Seeker cleared his throat and looked away. “I, uh…. I actually bought two of them….” 
 
    Even one sky-realm-ranked weapon is extremely rare. Where did he get two? “You didn’t get scammed, did you?” 
 
    “No! I didn’t,” Gold Seeker said. “Look.” He took out two daggers. He told us to look, but they didn’t leave his hands. They were that precious. “They’re the real deal, and they were extremely cheap too!” 
 
    “How much did they cost?” Money Grubber asked. She was staring at the daggers, but she tore her gaze away. As someone who used talismans, she wouldn’t be too tempted by those daggers. 
 
    Gold Seeker puffed his chest out. “Ten million spirit stones!” 
 
    “What!?” That’s unbelievably cheap! Sky-realm-ranked weapons normally can’t be bought with spirit stones! Only connections with a good smith could get you one. “Why did you have to take out a loan?” 
 
    “W-well,” Gold Seeker said and lowered his head. “The, uh, loan is, um, the weapons.” He gritted his teeth and took in a deep breath. “I’m borrowing the weapons, and I had to pay ten million spirit stones as a deposit. Every month, I have to pay an additional five hundred thousand spirit stones. But! The thing is, if I pay on time for two hundred years, I get to keep the weapons!” 
 
    Money Grubber counted off on her fingers. “Doesn’t that equal a billion spirit stones?” 
 
    “It’s not too hard to earn a billion spirit stones given two hundred years of time and a little bit of luck….” In fact, if Gold Seeker manages to break through to become an immortal, a billion spirit stones would be nothing to him. And the sky-realm-ranked daggers would certainly increase his chances of becoming an immortal. “Where did you find a place willing to loan out sky-realm-ranked weapons?” 
 
    Gold Seeker furrowed his brow. “It’s a place called the Pentorn Armory. Shall I bring you two there as well? If I refer you two to them, all of us will get a discount.” 
 
    …The Pentorn Armory. How come I’ve never heard of this place? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Boss! There’s people outside who’re looking for you!” 
 
    Mm? Looking for me? Why would they be looking for me? Don’t tell me, is it the immortals that Softie told me would hunt me down if they found out I was a squirrel? No, that’s probably not it. If I were an immortal, I wouldn’t knock on the door to tell someone I was looking for them. I’d break their roof and kidnap them! Eh? I’d do that even if I wasn’t an immortal? Of course! That just means immortals are more likely to do it because they’re stronger! Wait a minute…. “Aren’t we on a flying boat? How are they outside?” 
 
    “They’re also on a flying boat.” 
 
    “Oh.” I knew that. “Why are they looking for me? Are they trying to sell me something? If they aren’t, tell them to leave. Oh, if they’re trying to rob us, they can stay too.” 
 
    “Got it, Boss.” 
 
    Once the barkeep left, Ilya turned to look at me. It’s weird when she’s not doing smart stuff in her lab, but that’s okay. It’s nice that she’s spending time with me instead. “Why do you want people to sell you stuff?” 
 
    “If they’re going door to door to sell things, then those things must be unique!” Right? If they were selling any old thing that could be found in the market, then no one would buy what they’re selling. “And if they’re here to rob us, then I can rob them back in the name of justice.” Because that’s what good people do! 
 
    “Boss.” The barkeep came back into my room. “They’re from the Slaughter Seeking Sect, and when I told them you would only talk to them if they were here to sell you something or rob you, they pulled some random items out of their interspacial rings and said they were going to sell them. Do you want to talk with them still?” 
 
    Eh…. Is this a loophole? But maybe the stuff they’re selling is unique! “Yep, tell them to come in.” 
 
    “I’m a bit surprised they came peacefully,” Ilya said. “They must not be confident in defeating you; otherwise, they would’ve forcefully seized the crown.” Ilya pointed at the crown on my head. “Speaking of which, aren’t you going to perform the inheritance ritual?” 
 
    “Inheritance ritual?” There was an inheritance ritual? How come I didn’t know about it? “What’s that?” 
 
    “…Don’t you remember what you read? You know, yesterday? When I taught you how to read…?” 
 
    Oh..., that. Right. “Nope! I don’t remember at all!” I can’t be blamed for not remembering! Reading is very, very difficult. I have to use all my brainpower to do it, and if all my brainpower is spent on reading, how am I supposed to also remember what I read? No one can do two things with their mind at once. It’s simply impossible! “Mm, isn’t that why I told you to write down what I said so you could tell me later? Why are you only reminding me now?” 
 
    Ilya stared at me. Then she took out a piece of paper. “For the inheritance ritual, you have to wear the crown and kill three thousand people.” 
 
    “…That’s a lot of people.” What kind of evil item did I inherit? It actually wants to turn me into a murderer? …I have the answer. When Durandal revives, I’ll make him wear the crown and have him kill three thousand people for me. Mhm. That makes the most sense. But since he’s still dead, and probably will be for the next week or two, I’ll wear the crown! It looks nice on me, and there’s no reason not to. “Mm. I’ll worry about it in two weeks or whatever. First, I should take the Despair God’s and Death God’s inheritances!” That’s right. What if those crowns also want me to do stuff? Like kill three thousand people and send three thousand people into despair? I might as well do them all at once! Err, I mean, I should let Durandal do them all at once! 
 
    “Boss, they’re here.” The barkeep came into the room, and behind him, there were five people, four men and one woman, who may also be a man in disguise. They didn’t look old, but they didn’t seem young. They must’ve been around my age! How old am I? Eighteen! I’m forever eighteen! I’m not a thirty-something-year-old spinster! Who said that!? 
 
    “Junior greets Senior Fluffytail,” one of the men said. He glanced at Ilya and shifted his gaze back onto me. Mm? Could he tell Ilya wasn’t actually Ilya? That’s impossible. He’s never met the real Ilya before. “Shall we have a private discussion?” 
 
    Private discussion? “Are you selling me a treasure?” Is it so valuable that no one else can know or people will try to rob me to take it!? This is dangerous! Wait a minute, isn’t that like the crown on my head? The barkeep was saying a lot of people would want it…. 
 
    Ilya cleared her throat. “I think he wants me and the barkeep to leave the room.” 
 
    “No!” I grabbed Ilya before she could go. “If you leave, how am I supposed to not get scammed!?” I might be smart and intelligent, but Ilya is definitely better at extorting people than I am because she’s coldhearted! 
 
    “We’re not here to sell you anything…,” the man said, not giving Ilya any time to say something. “We’re—” 
 
    If they aren’t here to sell me something, and if I told the barkeep to only let them in if they were trying to sell me something or rob me, then…. “You’re here to rob me!?” Mm, that must be it. Let’s take my hammer out and…. 
 
    “Wait! We’re not here to rob you either!” 
 
    “…Eh?” If they’re not here to sell me anything…, and if they’re not here to rob me…. “You’re bad people!” They must’ve tricked the barkeep into letting them in, and liars can’t be trusted! “Out! Out with you!” Mm. I hit them with the hammer—lightly—and they flew outside the room through the wall. Who said I needed practice to control my strength? I hit them gently enough to send them outside without injuring them! Hmm? The crown feels warm all of a sudden? Why’s that? Hmmmm. Must be my imagination. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m making a mistake. I shouldn’t stay here, but I’ve chosen to help my friend. Gold Seeker saved my life once, and a life-debt isn’t repaid easily. What could possibly happen if I don’t help Gold Seeker repay his loan? Well, for one, he’d stop being my friend; for two, my tribulation to ascend as an immortal will become harder to pass. Karma works in mysterious ways. People with poor karma have to suffer through stronger tribulations. Do I want to risk encountering the foxkin at the Despair God’s Tomb, or do I want to risk the wrath of the heavens? No matter how outrageous the foxkin is, at least she doesn’t kill people. …On purpose. She did dissolve a lot of the people who were trying to catch the slaughter fish. 
 
    “There’s been another development,” Money Grubber said. She was lying down on a couch, holding a jade slip over her head with her hands. “The Slaughter Seeking Sect is heading towards the Despair God’s Tomb. I wonder why. Are they going to war with the Despair Seeking Sect?” 
 
    “It’s not unusual for a few disciples to test their luck even if they aren’t compatible with the tomb,” Gold Seeker said. There was a cloth and bottle in his hands, and he was polishing the two daggers in front of him. To me, it seemed like there was a crying face on the daggers’ surfaces, but it was probably my imagination. 
 
    “It’s not just a few disciples,” Money Grubber said and swiped her finger on the jade slip. “It’s the whole sect. The whole sect is on its way to the Despair God’s Tomb, even those disciples that haven’t reached the saint realm.” 
 
    Something bad is going to happen. “Gold Seeker, why don’t I loan you five hundred thousand spirit stones so you can pay off your debt this month?” 
 
    Gold Seeker stopped polishing his daggers and stared at me. “Didn’t you say you were robbed by the foxkin? Where are you going to get five hundred thousand spirit stones?” 
 
    …That goddamned foxkin. “I forgot.” Before that foxkin let me go, she demanded I give her everything. Somehow, I convinced her to let me keep the cloak I used to disguise myself—in exchange, she took my underwear—and luckily, I had an interspacial ring with some spirit stones sewn into the lining of my cloak, but that only had three hundred thousand spirit stones inside of it. “Money Grubber, how about you lend me five hundred thousand spirit stones, and I’ll loan that to Gold Seeker?” 
 
    Money Grubber didn’t look away from her jade slip. “I don’t lend money to friends, and I don’t lend money to poor bastards. Unfortunately, you fall under both categories.” 
 
    …Her parents should’ve named her something else. “But think about it. What are we going to gain if the whole Slaughter Seeking Sect shows up? If they do that, the Despair Seeking Sect is going to come out in full force as well. You should know just how poorly we’ll be treated. There’s no way over a thousand rogue cultivators are going to show up, and we’ll need a million of them to have any clout.” 
 
    “Aren’t you supposed to be an expert at fishing in troubled waters?” Gold Seeker asked. “There was that time you provoked seven sky-realm experts into fighting a quasi-immortal eagle and used that chance to loot its nest. This isn’t too different.” 
 
    “This is vastly different!” The difficulty between the two can’t even be compared. “And the Despair God’s Tomb might be different from most inheritance tombs, but that doesn’t change the fact that it is an inheritance tomb at its core. The reward we’ll be getting is completely disproportionate to the risk we’ll be taking.” 
 
    “So…, what?” Gold Seeker asked before sighing. “If I don’t take part in this, when’s the next time I’ll have a chance to make money? The Death God’s Tomb isn’t very generous, and unless we spend a vast amount to use a transport gate, the next chance would be at the Flower Lord’s Tower. That’s six months away! That’s three million spirit stones that I’ll have to pay that I don’t have.” Gold Seeker put away his polishing tools and stowed his daggers. “No matter what, I have to go.” 
 
    Money Grubber really is my last chance since Gold Seeker is so adamant about this. “You really won’t lend Gold Seeker three million spirit stones?” 
 
    “I don’t lend money to friends, and I don’t lend money to poor bastards.” 
 
    “Why? Do rich people even have to borrow money from you?” It makes no sense not to lend money to people who need it! It’s almost as if … she doesn’t want to lend any money at all. I really hate her parents. Why did they have to name her Money Grubber? Why not Generous Saint? I suppose she wouldn’t be a tomb hunter if that were her name. “Gold Seeker, what happens if you don’t pay your monthly dues?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “You don’t know?” Does that mean there’s no punishment? 
 
    “That’s right.” Gold Seeker nodded. “I didn’t read the fine print! I just signed the contract; after all, as a tomb hunter, five hundred thousand spirit stones a month is nothing to me, especially since I have two sky-realm-ranked weapons now. If worse comes to worst, I’ll rob someone.” 
 
    “You should’ve received a copy of the contract.” That’s how contracts work, right? “Let me see it.” 
 
    Gold Seeker snorted and tossed me a scroll. The fact that it was recorded on a scroll and not a jade slip gave me a bad feeling. And I was right. There were thousands of lines of text, so small that it would’ve been hard to read if I were still an earth-realm expert, but the down payment and monthly payments were easy to see. Whoever created this must have had some experience with psychological manipulation. Where are the clauses for nonpayment? “It says you have to pay three-percent daily interest on any debts owed. And if your debt goes over five million, they’ll retrieve your weapons and cut off one arm….” 
 
    Money Grubber sat up, taking her gaze off of her jade slip for once. “Three-percent daily interest?” She counted on her fingers, and her eyes widened. “That’s insane! If you don’t pay anything for two and a half months, you’ll already owe five million spirit stones!” 
 
    That’s a bit…. “Hey, Gold Seeker, what’s more important to you, your life or your arm?” Whoever’s behind this Pentorn Armory is a very evil person. Why would they take people’s arms as a result of a breached contract? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We’re finally here, at the Despair God’s Tomb! It took a few weeks of flying, and in that time, Durandal hasn’t shown his face at all! He’s sulking because I killed him and interrogated Vera. I may or may not have teased him a little. Just a little. Mm, is it teasing if I don’t know the details about his past just yet? But I’ll find out soon once I make this Despair God’s Tomb disappear! Well, I have to make the Death God’s Tomb disappear as well. Luckily, it seems like Vera was right. The Despair God’s Tomb is made of bones, and it should be totally easy for me to absorb. This time, I’ll carve a focus engraving to avoid the painful headache that comes with intelligence. I’m smart enough already. I can read! 
 
    Mm? The Despair God’s Tomb is just as big as the Slaughter God’s. Maybe it’s a little bigger. I can’t tell. Even though I’m on a flying boat and way up in the sky, I still can’t see the top of the tomb. I couldn’t see the top of the Slaughter God’s Tomb either. Is there a crown up there? How am I going to wear two crowns? Maybe I’ll have Mrs. Feathers melt them together. Then there’d only be one crown! Ah? That’d be disrespectful to the two? Nonsense! It’s impossible to disrespect the dead since they’re dead. They won’t even know if I do, and if they don’t know, then did I really disrespect them? Of course not! 
 
    But why are there so many people? And they look so … organized. There’s so many blood-red ships flying together above the tomb; it’s a little intimidating. On top of those ships, all the people are wearing the same color. Mm. “Barkeep! Those ships over there all belong to the same sect, right?” 
 
    The barkeep, who was standing behind me, came next to me and looked out the window. “That’s the emblem of the Slaughter Seeking Sect. Could it be they’re here to declare war on the Despair Seeking Sect? They came out in full force.” 
 
    Mm. I’m not really a fan of wars. People shouldn’t kill each other so wantonly. Mhm. “Why would they declare war?” 
 
    “I only have a theory,” the barkeep said. “They might be trying to take over the Despair God’s Tomb since the Slaughter God’s Tomb disappeared. If the Despair Seeking Sect manages to obtain the Despair God’s inheritance, there’s a possibility for them to produce an immortal. If they produce an immortal, then the balance between the sects will be broken, and the Despair Seeking Sect will subjugate the Slaughter Seeking Sect.” 
 
    Since the Slaughter God’s Tomb disappeared…. Wasn’t I the one that made it disappear? Does that mean this is my fault? Mm, no, that can’t be it. It’s not my fault the lying Slaughter God tried to bully me! Besides, I can’t be blamed for other people’s actions. So what if I may or may not have broken the balance between two sects? Which I didn’t. But even if I did, if something else broke the balance, the two would’ve gone to war anyway! Right. This situation isn’t my fault, but since I’m such a good person, I’ll fix the balance between the two sects by absorbing the Despair God’s Tomb and taking its inheritance as well. Yep, that’s what a good person would do. 
 
    Hmm…. But why does it feel like the word despair is so familiar…. Like I’ve inherited something with despair before…. What is it? Ah! The Despairing Blade! How did it work again…? I wave my sword like this and…. “Despairing Blade!” Oh! The sky’s overcast. Mm, that’s what happened the first time I used it. Looks like I still remember how! Ah? “The Slaughter Seeking Sect’s boats are charging towards those gray boats over there!” 
 
    The barkeep grabbed me instead of answering! “Boss! Am I a failure?” Tears streamed down his face. “Everything I do, I fail at it! I’m so bad at everything! I thought I could be a genius alchemist, but I can’t even advance down that path…. Maybe I should just die. My whole family would be happier that way. The heavens played a cruel prank on me, letting me taste the feeling of success, just to take it all away. Boss, when I die, don’t mourn for me; my life isn’t worth grieving over.” 
 
    …Right. I forgot the Despairing Blade affects everyone except for me. Oh! Softie avoided it once too. How did she wake people up? With buckets of cold water, right? Let’s see, do I have…? Yep! 
 
    Splash! 
 
    “Hurk!” The barkeep released me and fell over backwards. “B-Boss? What, what happened?” 
 
    Uh…. If he doesn’t know I did it, and if I pretend I didn’t do it, then I didn’t do it! “I don’t know. Anyways, that’s not important.” I grabbed the barkeep’s collar—because it seemed like he was going to keep asking questions—and stuck his head out the window. “Who do those gray ships belong to? The Despair Seeking Sect, right?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s right,” the barkeep said. I knew it! Even I can figure things out via context clues with this bone of intelligence! The fact that there’s a big glyph for despair, which looks like a crying cat, on the boats’ sails helped a lot too. “It seems like the Slaughter Seeking Sect really was here to declare war against the Despair Seeking Sect, and the Despair Seeking Sect used a powerful technique just now to induce despair in a large number of people. To think that it even reached over here…, the rogue cultivators on the ground must be suffering greatly.” 
 
    Mm? There’s an unorganized group of people at the base of the Despair God’s Tomb. Unlike the two sects that occupy the skies, the people below aren’t uniform at all, wearing a mishmash of different colors. But they do have one thing in common with each other: they’re all crying! And they’re getting closer! Why are they getting closer? “Uh…? Is it just me, or is the boat falling?” 
 
    “Ah! Someone just jumped off the boat!” the barkeep shouted. “That was the driver! Everyone on the boat underneath a certain rank must be in despair as well!” The barkeep frowned. “Even a few of the Slaughter Seeking Sect’s boats are falling. But if that’s the case…, why are the Despair Seeking Sect’s boats falling too?” 
 
    Mm…. Is this my fault? They were going to start a war anyway, right? Mhm, yep, they were. I’m innocent. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What the fuck is happening!? The sky is falling! Not literally, but it’s close enough! The Slaughter Seeking Sect’s and the Despair Seeking Sect’s boats are losing power and crashing to the ground. Hardly anyone on the ground is able to stop the boats. They’re all crying and injuring themselves! Those sect members in the sky are even jumping off of their boats! Did someone trigger the despair formation protecting the tomb? That shouldn’t be it. According to my almanac, the despair formation should only target the one who triggers it; it wouldn’t affect everyone on a large scale like this. 
 
    Luckily, I had a defensive treasure that protects my mind. Unfortunately, it was a one-time-use item, and now it broke. However, it served its purpose perfectly. I have to get out of here. I knew coming here was a terrible idea even though that dreaded foxkin hasn’t shown her face yet. “Money Grubber! Gold Seeker! Snap out of it!” 
 
    “How am I going to pay back this debt…? Were these sky-realm-ranked weapons worth it? Yes, yes, they were! They have to be! …But were they really? I haven’t even used them yet. What if they break? Will I be held responsible?” 
 
    Words aren’t doing it. How do I get Gold Seeker to come to his senses? I’ll slap him. That’s how Money Grubber helps him sober up. 
 
    “Ow! What the hell!?” 
 
    Alright. It seems like Gold Seeker’s mind is clear. What about Money Grubber? Where did she disappear to? “Money Grubber? Where’d you go?” Don’t tell me she teleported away in the midst of her despair. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    That was Money Grubber’s voice. I turned around. She was waving at me while standing next to a fallen boat that had its front half buried in the ground. “Since you’re fine, help me loot this boat!” 
 
    That boat belongs to the Slaughter Seeking Sect…. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Nonsense!” Money Grubber pulled a crying man out of the boat. He was wearing blood-red robes, and the token he was wearing on his sash indicated he was an earth-realm expert. “Everyone’s distracted by their tears, and there’s a war going on overhead. This is the perfect time to fish in troubled waters.” She smacked the back of the man’s head, knocking him out. Then she took his interspacial ring and tossed him aside. 
 
    “Let’s do it!” Gold Seeker said. His eyes and nose were still leaking tears and snot, but he somehow radiated an aura of confidence. “I have a debt to pay!” 
 
    I, I suppose looting the Slaughter Seeking Sect is much more profitable than tomb hunting, but the risk is much, much greater. Then again, if we leave the country, will the Slaughter Seeking Sect and Despair Seeking Sect bother to hunt us down? It’s not like a tomb hunter stays in one place; we’re nomadic by nature. Besides, with this many people competing for the tomb’s inheritance, there’s no way I’ll profit. Not to mention, there’s an expert following the Path of Grief or Despair who unleashed an attack that affected everyone in the surrounding area. If someone’s going to inherit the inheritance, it’s him. He’s probably the old ancestor of the Despair Seeking Sect. I wonder why he attacked his own people though. 
 
    “We’re not going to wait for you!” 
 
    Gold Seeker and Money Grubber were already on the second floor of the flying boat. As sky-realm experts, it wouldn’t take them very long to ransack everything. Normally, I don’t rob people unless they target me first. However, that foxkin took everything I had except for what I was wearing! This is all her fault! I’m sorry, Slaughter Seeking Sect members, but if you want to blame someone, blame her. “Bastards, leave some loot for me!” 
 
    There was no resistance. None of the Slaughter Seeking Sect members put up a fight; they were all too busy sobbing. Even the elders weren’t responsive; in fact, they were the ones most proactive in hurting themselves. Could it be that the higher one’s strength, the greater the feeling of despair they’d suffer? If that’s the case, it’s a really good thing I had that treasure—it’s an even greater thing that the foxkin didn’t notice and take it from me. As for Money Grubber, she’s rich. It’s no surprise she has defensive treasures capable of defending her against this attack. It’s a shame though; these disciples are too poor. Even the elders didn’t have much. I thought I’d earn more from looting a ship, but the stuff I took was only worth around three hundred thousand spirit stones. They’d probably be worth less considering I have to dispose of them through black-market channels if I don’t want them traced back to me. 
 
    However, this is only the first boat! Dozens of them are falling from the sky. A few other sky-realm experts are waking up from their grief, but that’s not an issue. There’s plenty of boats to go around, like this one over here. Why does its sail look so familiar? I’ve definitely seen this symbol somewhere before…. I’m sure it was recently too. Could it be? Isn’t this the Long family’s symbol? The family that followed around the foxkin definitely wore tokens on their waists with this symbol. I’m sure of it. While I was on that phoenix’s back, there wasn’t much else to look at. Doesn’t this mean the foxkin’s here? 
 
    “That’s a grand ship you found there, Treasure Finder!” Money Grubber said. I’m not sure when she appeared next to me, but she was staring at the boat in front of us with greed in her eyes. “It’s a good thing your parents named you that.” 
 
    “Money Grubber, wait….” I told her to wait, but she didn’t listen! She already charged ahead, and Gold Seeker is right behind her. Do I run? Of course, I run! So what if my tribulation is a little harder? I have to be alive to see it first! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The boat crashed. I only watched the other boats in the sky for a few seconds with the barkeep, but in that time, our boat fell to the ground! Who knew that boats fell that fast? Mm, it makes sense though. Boats are pretty big. They should definitely fall faster! Too bad I didn’t realize that earlier. What’s the point of absorbing a bone of intelligence if I can’t utilize my genius? Well, it helped me learn how to read, so that’s good enough. Maybe the effect wore off after that. That must be it. 
 
    “Help!” 
 
    Hmm? Did someone just shout for help? That can’t be. Everyone’s crying; they don’t have time to cry for help. It must’ve come from outside. Whew, things are really bad out there, huh? The boats squished tons of people, and a lot of people are killing each other too. What are they fighting over? I know there’s two sects that are supposed to be at war, but why are the other people fighting? Are they robbing each other? I want to join in! Mm, but only a bad person robs someone else. I have to wait for someone to rob me first! 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The door flew off its hinges! Those Long family people lied to me! They said no one could break this door down except for a sky-realm expert! Ah? Maybe this person is a sky-realm expert, but sky-realm experts don’t grow on trees! They’re supposed to be rare. Those Long family people definitely lied. 
 
    “Oh?” the strange woman asked. She was strange because she was looking at me as if I were a hot guy! And I’m not a guy! “You’re sober? Interesting. It doesn’t matter though. Hand over your interspacial ring!” 
 
    …Are the heavens helping me be a good person? “You, you’re robbing me, right?” 
 
    “Robbery is such a distasteful word,” the strange woman said. “Think of it as giving me protection fees.” 
 
    “Mm?” Protection fees? “What are those?” 
 
    “They’re fees you pay someone to save your life.” The woman stepped closer, and qi radiated out of her. 
 
    My tail didn’t react though. She’s definitely not a sky-realm expert! “Save my life from what?” Is there a hidden danger? 
 
    “From me! Hand over your ring!” 
 
    …Is this lady dumb? “You want me to pay you to protect me from you? How is that not robbery?” 
 
    The strange lady stopped. “When you put it that way, it really does sound like robbery….” She frowned, and the qi around her died down. “Okay, let me rephrase that. These are protection fees, but I’m protecting you from my friend who wants to kill you, not from myself. Is that better?” 
 
    “Uh…, let me think, hold on.” If someone wants to kill me, and their friend comes up to me and tells me to give them all my money to save them from their friend, is that robbery? …No! It’s not! I was completely wrong! This lady isn’t dumb; she’s a genius! I don’t have to wait for people to rob me first! I can send Durandal or Mrs. Feathers after them, then take their money to save them! That way, I’ll be a hero, and I’ll get all of someone’s stuff! Even Ilya’s never thought of something as genius as this. This lady…, I’m keeping her. “Mrs. Feathers! Tie her up!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers flew out from the corner of my room and landed by my side. “Got a rope, Boss?” 
 
    “Mm, yeah, here.” I gave Mrs. Feathers one of my special ropes, and she grabbed it with her talons. 
 
    “Is that a talking chicken?” the strange lady asked. 
 
    Mrs. Feathers let out a squawk and grew in size. “Damnit! Chicken this, chicken that! Does this noble phoenix really look like a chicken to you!? If that’s the case, I’ll peck your eyes out! You’re not using them anyway.” 
 
    …Mrs. Feathers really doesn’t like being called a chicken, huh? I don’t get why. Chickens are one of the tastiest animals! They’re the best at something, and it’s not bad to be compared to the best. Mm. Unless she doesn’t want to be eaten. Anyways, pecking someone’s eyes out is really mean, isn’t it? Eh? Cutting off penises is mean too? Well, you can’t sell eyeballs! “Maybe you should just tie her up.” 
 
    “Like I’m going to let a growing chicken peck my eyes out!” The strange lady pulled out an object that was just as strange as her. It wasn’t a sword, hammer, spear, or any kind of traditional weapon! It was a tube with a handle with glowing lines crisscrossing all over it. “Take this!” 
 
    “Boss, look out!” 
 
    Eh? The barkeep’s still here? Right, why wouldn’t he be here? He’s so weak that I forgot about him. Mm. Then where’s Ilya and Vera…? Hmmm. Hmmmmm. Hmmmmmmm. Wait a minute. Look out? 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Ack! What the hell was that!? Something exploded! It smells like … pickles? 
 
    “Hmph!” The strange lady lowered her glowing weapon which had smoke coming out of its end. “How’d you like that, dumb … chicken?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers was burnt! Her feathers were actually burnt! Did I find someone who can cook a phoenix!? Never mind. Mrs. Feathers shook herself off, and her feathers became rainbow-colored again. “It takes a lot more than that to defeat a quasi-immortal phoenix!” 
 
    “W-wait a minute,” the strange lady said and stared at me. “Are you a quasi-immortal too?” 
 
    Mm…, I hear that phrase a lot. “I don’t know!” But no one’s ever explained it to me! And if they did, then I don’t remember, which means they didn’t. 
 
    “Airheaded individual…, rainbow phoenix….” The strange lady’s face turned pale, and she swallowed while stepping back. “Are, are you Heart Devil Lucia by any chance?” 
 
    Oh! That’s a name I haven’t heard in a long time. “Yep! That’s me!” Speaking of heart devils, I wonder how Softie’s doing. Durandal said she was alright, but I already know I can’t trust Durandal too much. Once I absorb the Despair God’s Tomb and the Death God’s Tomb and find out Durandal’s secrets through the fake Vera, I’ll go back and visit her to make sure she’s okay. Mm, sounds like a plan! “Ah? Why’s the strange lady running? Catch her, Mrs. Feathers!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Rest in peace, Money Grubber. I’ll burn incense and fake money for you. You too, Gold Seeker. Those two were blinded by greed, and they didn’t even give me a chance to convince them to stop. It’s been over ten minutes, and they’re still within the boat. Given their strength, they should’ve been out in five. That can only mean one thing: the foxkin got them. I heard Money Grubber’s hand cannon too. It’s a weapon solely meant for rich people, costing spirit stones every time it’s fired. Usually, it’s worth the price, but I’m guessing this time it didn’t pay off. The phoenix must’ve stopped it. 
 
    The boat’s been oddly silent. I didn’t run as far as I could; I merely retreated to a safe distance. If there’s a chance to save my friends, I’ll take it, but I’m not going to risk my life for them. Yes, I may owe Gold Seeker a debt, but that debt will be void if he dies. The tiny bit of bad karma I’ll accumulate might make my tribulation more difficult, but I can always suppress my cultivation and avoid it for a few thousand years while building up good karma. 
 
    “Oh? Isn’t that Treasure Finder?” 
 
    T-that voice! The foxkin!? Did she see me!? How? Is it because I chose an isolated area to hide!? If I stayed within the crowd, she probably wouldn’t have noticed me…. But now that she’s seen me, there’s only one thing to do! Run! 
 
    “Catch her, Mrs. Feathers!” 
 
    And I didn’t get very far before some very familiar ropes tied themselves around me. I was dragged and teleported until I was dropped onto the ground by two other tied-up people, my friends. 
 
    The phoenix that captured me preened herself. “You know I’m not a net, right, Boss?” 
 
    “Mm, you’re better than one though,” the foxkin said and held out a handful of seeds to the phoenix. It pecked at them like a chicken. “Good job.” 
 
    “So, this is the foxkin you were talking about,” Gold Seeker muttered. “Couldn’t you have warned us about her boat?” 
 
    If my hands weren’t tied, I would’ve punched him. “I would’ve if you didn’t rush off so quickly!” I exhaled to expel the burning feeling in my chest and wiggled around to face the foxkin. “Hello. It seems we meet again.” 
 
    The foxkin smiled and nodded. “Mm, hello!” Then she turned to the phoenix. “You can let her go now.” 
 
    Excuse me? 
 
    “Boss, why’d you have me catch her in the first place then?” 
 
    “Because she ran before I could say hello!” 
 
    …What? “Is that all you wanted to do? Say hello?” 
 
    “Mhm.” The foxkin nodded while the phoenix untied me. 
 
    I, I’m not sure what’s happening. “Then, I’m free to go? You’re not going to drag me around to enter the tomb with you like last time?” 
 
    “No,” the foxkin said. “I’m just going to directly absorb the tomb again. Besides, I only captured you the first time because you were smart, but now I have Ilya, and she’s way, way smarter than you even if she’s a fake.” 
 
    Does this foxkin really think I’m dumber than a statue? I, who’s lived over six hundred years, am less intelligent and knowledgeable than a piece of stone imbued with a will? Why does she think that? It’s because she’s dumb! This foxkin isn’t smart enough to judge people’s intelligences; ugh, she really infuriates me. Phew. Calm down. Why am I so agitated? It’s like her words have a sharp edge to them, ready to stab into my heart at any time. It must be her cultivation technique; why else would she be referred to as Heart Devil Lucia? “What about these two?” I gestured towards my friends who were staring up at me with pleading eyes. “Can they go too?” 
 
    “Um….” The foxkin scratched her head. “The man can go, but the woman stays.” 
 
    “Is there any reason why she has to stay?” 
 
    “Because she’s a genius!” The foxkin’s eyes gleamed, and she nudged Money Grubber with her foot. “Hey, hey, tell them about protection fees and how they aren’t robbery.” 
 
    Money Grubber was silent, and only the thumps of the foxkin’s foot bumping against her side could be heard—other than the screams and sobs in the background, of course. There’s a fierce battle going on; is this really the best time to have a chat? For now, I’ll free Gold Seeker. He’s the one I owe. As for Money Grubber…. Well, everyone encounters misfortune once in a while, even someone as lucky as her. As long as the foxkin thinks she’s useful, she’ll survive. 
 
    “W-wait,” Gold Seeker said and kneeled in front of the foxkin after I untied him. “Can you return my daggers to me?” 
 
    …The foxkin took Gold Seeker’s daggers, didn’t she? No, that’s not even something that should be questioned. She’ll take anything of value from anyone including their underwear. Would she really let two sky-realm-ranked weapons slip by? 
 
    “Eh?” The foxkin tilted her head. “But those were your protection fees.” 
 
    …Is this what the foxkin was trying to get Money Grubber to explain to me? How protection fees aren’t robbery? I have a feeling Money Grubber’s deeply regretting her actions right now. Her stuff was taken too, huh? 
 
    “Maybe you should just kill me instead,” Gold Seeker said. “Those daggers are my life.” 
 
    “What? Don’t say things like that!” The foxkin frowned and furrowed her brow. “You shouldn’t want to die that easily. Look at this barkeep over here: he’s completely useless in every way, but he’s doing his best to live! As long as you keep your chin up, good things will happen to you. Mm. Treasure your life more, okay?” 
 
    …Are those things someone like you should be saying? 
 
    Gold Seeker’s face lit up. “Does that mean you’re going to return my daggers?” 
 
    The foxkin’s eyes narrowed. “What? No. What do you mean return? They’re mine. Why would I give them to you?” 
 
    “B-but you just said—” 
 
    “I said they’re mine, and that’s that!” 
 
    Gold Seeker’s head drooped, and I could see the defeat in his eyes. I have a feeling that even if the foxkin didn’t destroy the tomb to seize the Despair God’s inheritance in her out-of-the-box method and participated legitimately, she’d inherit it anyway. It’s supposed to be quite difficult to put a sky-realm expert into despair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alright, while everyone’s distracted, I’ll sneak up to the tomb and absorb it. Since all the people are here for the tomb’s inheritance, if I take it, then I’ll be targeted by everyone! That’s why, now’s the best time to strike while they’re too busy crying and killing each other. It’s not that I’m afraid of everyone targeting me. Nope. Nuh-uh. Mm, there’s only a crapload of people. I’m not sure if Mrs. Feathers can protect me from all of them. Okay. I’m a little afraid. That’s why I have to do this without getting caught! 
 
    Maybe I’ll use this person as a scapegoat. He’s been clinging to the ground close to my feet because he wants his weapons back, and he’s getting a little creepy. But the more he wants his daggers, err, my daggers, the less I want to give them to him! Are they really that expensive though? Maybe I can sell them back to him! “How about this? I’ll sell these daggers back to you if you’re willing to work for me.” 
 
    The man straightened his back. “I’m willing to do anything as long as you give them back!” 
 
    Give them back? “Did you mishear? You have to help me to purchase them from me. They’re not free even if you help!” 
 
    “…But you took my interspacial ring which has all my wealth.” 
 
    Oh. That’s a good point. How’s he going to pay me if I stole his money? Hmm…. Well, when I don’t know the answer to something, I can always ask Ilya! “Ilya! Help!” 
 
    “What is it, Lucia?” 
 
    Eh? Where did she come from? Did she … come out of my crown? That’s weird but also super convenient. I can really bring her around everywhere like this! “This guy has no money, but he wants to buy my daggers.” 
 
    “And? You want to sell them to him?” Ilya raised an eyebrow. “Have him swear an oath to the heavens to pay you back. Say, five hundred thousand spirit stones per month sounds pretty fair for two sky-realm-ranked weapons, don’t you think? With these weapons, he can easily make that amount back by robbing people.” 
 
    “That’s a great idea!” I don’t use daggers, and I’m pretty sure Softie and the real Ilya don’t use them either. It’d be a waste not to loan them out like this. Mm? What about the rest of the stuff I have in my interspacial ring? Eh…. They’re weak, crappy stuff. I don’t think anyone would want to rent them. I know I wouldn’t! But maybe there’s some dumb people who will…. “Hey, Ilya, what do you think about renting out my other weapons? We can start a business!” 
 
    “…I didn’t expect that engraving of intelligence to really work.” 
 
    “Wait, no, don’t do that,” the desperate man said. “These daggers were originally rented. I can’t afford to make two monthly payments on them.” 
 
    “What? Who stole my idea!?” 
 
    “If they implemented it first, then you’d be the one stealing their idea,” Ilya said and rolled her eyes. 
 
    If she weren’t so fragile, I would’ve punched her. Anyways. “Make up your mind; I’m a busy person.” There’s a tomb that needs to be absorbed! How’s the war up there going anyway? Neither side seems to be winning. They’re shooting at each other’s ships with qi but not really doing any damage because of some barriers surrounding them. Perfect, the longer they stall, the better. 
 
    “W-wait! Where are you going? I agreed!” 
 
    Ah? The man agreed? To what? The daggers? “Um, Mrs. Feathers, wait, no, I need you. Uh….” This man’s a sky-realm expert, so I can’t leave someone weaker than him to seal the deal. “I guess you’ll have to wait until after I’m done because I’m in a hurry! C’mon, Mrs. Feathers, I need you to distract the formation again.” 
 
    There should be another defensive formation on this tomb because the dead are greedy bastards. Why don’t they donate all their stuff to charity before they die? Jeez. Mm, well, I suppose it’s better this way. If they weren’t so stingy, I wouldn’t even have a chance to take their stuff. Let’s see…. Is this wall really made of bones? They’re gray but definitely bones. Okay. I’ll just grab this random person here and have him touch the wall for me. 
 
    “W-what are you—” 
 
    There we go! And now the formation should be distracted any second now…. Um. Any second…? Hello? 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Ah!? My bait exploded! What the heck!? “Mrs. Feathers, why’d he explode!?” I didn’t see anything, but he died just like that! 
 
    Mrs. Feathers hopped forward—with the genius still on her back—and sniffed the ground like a dog. Then she raised her head. “He seems to have self-detonated. Maybe he was overwhelmed by despair and chose to kill himself.” 
 
    That’s…. Hmm. “Then … can you somehow distract the formation while I engrave stuff on the tomb’s wall?” How am I suppose to absorb the tomb if touching it will make me want to explode myself? Ah? Maybe that random person was just weak-willed. “Hang on a second.” Let’s try using this other random person as a test too! 
 
    “W-wait!” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Mm, nope. He exploded too. Is this wall really untouchable? I don’t believe it! Again! 
 
    “S-stop!” 
 
    …Bang? No? Hah! This person didn’t instantly explode. She’s perfectly…, ripping her face off? Um…. At least she didn’t explode? I mean, I don’t want to rip my face off either, but I’ve proved that not everyone— 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Okay, she exploded too. This is tricky, but the answer is simple! “What do you think, Ilya?” 
 
    Ilya frowned. “I think you should carve out your engraving with qi from a distance, then absorb the tomb as fast as possible.” 
 
    “But I’ll explode.” I have to touch the wall to absorb it, and everyone who’s touched the wall has exploded! 
 
    “Not necessarily,” Ilya said. “You inherited the Despairing Blade, haven’t you? You underwent a test and passed. The Tablet of Despair was left behind by an immortal. This tomb was created by a quasi-immortal; the despair formation shouldn’t be as strong.” 
 
    “It shouldn’t be, but there’s still a chance, and I’m not taking that chance!” I might explode! “Durandal’s secrets aren’t worth me ripping my face off and exploding!” 
 
    Ilya furrowed her brow. “Then … you can wait a bit and take the inheritance test normally.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The foxkin really let me go. She even let Gold Seeker go, but not before taking all his stuff. It’s a shame about Money Grubber though. Is this karma? She refused to lend money to Gold Seeker, forcing him to attend the Despair God’s Tomb’s opening. For that, she was kidnapped by a deranged foxkin. I’m not sure if the punishment fits the crime: It’s too harsh. 
 
    “She’s still there! Catch her!” 
 
    …I swear I just heard the foxkin, but then again, I’m in a very crowded and noisy place. It’s easy to have made a mistake. Despite being a sky-realm expert, differentiating between this many sounds is difficult. And … there’s a large phoenix flying towards me. I’m deluding myself, aren’t I? Why does this damned foxkin want to catch me again!? “Hello again, Mrs. Feathers.” That’s the phoenix’s name, right? I bet the foxkin named it. 
 
    “Don’t call me that!” 
 
    Ow! The phoenix hit my face with its wing! All I saw was a flash of red after she spoke. As expected of the foxkin’s pet; they’re both so damn violent. “Do you really have to tie me up?” 
 
    “Yes, Boss’s orders,” the phoenix said. “If I don’t listen to her, she’ll try to eat me.” 
 
    …Have I been mistaken? Perhaps this phoenix is on my side after all. She has an abusive owner, but that doesn’t excuse the fact she’s violent herself. No. I wasn’t mistaken. Both this foxkin and this phoenix are evil. Once the phoenix finished tying me up, she slung me over her wing and onto her back, right next to Money Grubber. If Money Grubber was caught due to bad karma, why was I caught? Bad luck? My luck’s always been relatively good. I suppose it was about time for it to run out. 
 
    A small clearing had been made around the foxkin. If I had to guess how, she probably picked people up and tossed them aside after taking their valuables. Even the people who were still in despair knew to avoid her space which was conveniently right in front of the tomb’s entrance. Even after I told her being first offered no benefits, she still claimed that spot. Though, I’m surprised she didn’t just destroy the tomb like the Slaughter God’s. 
 
    “Treasure Finder!” the foxkin said and smiled at me as if she were happy to see me. I wish I could do the same, but all I could muster up was a scowl. “I need your help again. I’m going to conquer the tomb and take the inheritance!” 
 
    If I ask her for my interspacial ring back, she’ll probably reject even if I agree to help her, so I won’t to save myself from being embarrassed. The thing is, does she even need my help? Actually, the almanac I gave her should’ve had its subscription canceled, so she probably does need me to guide her through the tomb. But she doesn’t even listen to my suggestions! Ugh, I’m still mad about that. She asks me for advice and proceeds to directly ignore me. …Then again, circumstances were different from the trials depicted in the almanac. However, that was probably due to her affinity with slaughter. This time, there shouldn’t be any unexpected changes…. Right? 
 
    “Hello? Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you should’ve responded!” The foxkin snorted and crossed her arms over her chest. By her side, the purple girl—who I’m pretty sure was the statue from the Slaughter God’s Tomb—stared at the foxkin. Was that disbelief? “When does the tomb open?” 
 
    “It opens at noon today.” Is that really all she’s worried about? “So…, by any chance, you do know the Slaughter Seeking Sect is here, right? And that you probably shouldn’t flaunt the Slaughter God’s inheritance?” 
 
    “Eh…. But it makes me look pretty!” The foxkin furrowed her brow and looked up at the sky. The war between the two sects was still ongoing. Luckily, the phoenix was here to fend off the few stray attacks that came by. “Besides, those slaughter people are busy fighting the despair people. They don’t have time to worry about me.” 
 
    I’m not sure where this foxkin’s confidence comes from. Most people are confident in their abilities, but I think this foxkin is only confident because she’s too stupid to recognize any danger that exists. It’s a miracle that she’s survived this long especially since the bad karma she’s accumulated must be astronomical. “Shall I tell you about the trials inside the tomb right now?” 
 
    “No, tell me inside before they start, or else I’ll forget.” 
 
    Of course. 
 
    “Oh!” The foxkin’s eyes widened as if she just remembered something. “Tell me about the defensive formation protecting this stupid tomb. Does it just blow people up and make them rip their faces off?” 
 
    I don’t think the defensive formation blows people up…. “It’s a mental attack that causes whoever it targets to feel an immense amount of despair. Maybe people commit suicide via self-detonation if it targets them?” That’s the only reason I can think of that’ll cause people to explode. And … I just noticed the traces of self-detonation on the tomb’s wall and ground around it. “Did you throw people at the wall again?” 
 
    “Mm, it was a gentle toss, not a throw.” The foxkin frowned. “Is there anyway to avoid this despair?” 
 
    It seems like the only reason she’s trying to take the inheritance normally is because she can’t figure out a way to go around this defensive formation. Good job, Despair God. You’re much better at defending your grave compared to the Slaughter God. “I don’t think there is, but if you have an unyielding conviction, the despair shouldn’t affect you.” 
 
    “An unyielding conviction…,” the foxkin muttered. “How do I get one of those? Can I steal, err, borrow it from someone?” 
 
    “Uh, I think you’re either born with it or not…. It’s not something you can take from someone else.” Do I tell her that she probably doesn’t have it? No, I won’t. Maybe she’ll delude herself into thinking she does and touch the wall, activating the defensive formation. One can only dream. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The tomb opened. Once again, I was the first one inside. The interior is exactly the same as the Slaughter God’s Tomb’s. Am I really in the right place? “Why’s this place so similar to that other one?” 
 
    Treasure Finder cleared her throat from atop Mrs. Feathers’ back. “The Slaughter God, Despair God, and Death God were sworn brothers, presumably, because they were similar to one another. It’s no surprise that their sense of design is the same. I mean, couldn’t you tell just by looking at the exterior of the tomb?” 
 
    “They might’ve been sworn brothers, but you shouldn’t assume they’re similar to each other,” Ilya said. Was she mad? She seemed upset. I wonder why; isn’t she just a statue? “The Slaughter God’s tastes are much nobler and more refined than the other two’s, and, while they might have been sworn brothers, they did have a falling out because the Death God couldn’t abide by an agreement.” 
 
    Treasure Finder rolled her eyes. “Says the statue created by the Slaughter God.” Then she looked at me. “I’m sure you’re aware, but this statue you keep around might not have your best interests in mind. You seized the Slaughter God’s inheritance in a manner that wasn’t intended. If you’re not careful, this statue might kill you or force you into dangerous situations because of that.” 
 
    Hmm…. Durandal was saying that too, and I’m only here at this tomb because Vera, who’s also a statue, made a deal with me…. But Ilya would never want to kill me! But this Ilya’s a fake. …And even the real Ilya didn’t want to stay with me. Hah…. Why do I feel so sad? Is it because of the tomb? It definitely is! The Despair God’s Tomb, what a fitting name. “I don’t like this place.” I should destroy it, but I don’t have that thing Treasure Finder calls unyielding conviction, and I can’t steal it from someone either. It must be a really rare treasure. 
 
    “Hmph! We’ll forgive your transgressions this one time!” 
 
    “Our transgressions? You attacked first!” 
 
    Oh? A lot of people are streaming in. Like, a lot a lot, say, two whole sects of people. Is their war over? Who won? Mm, it doesn’t matter either way. “What’s the first trial, Treasure Finder?” 
 
    “Catching the despair fish.” 
 
    …Really? “Is the second trial destroying three statues too?” 
 
    “Similar.” 
 
    “…That’s lame.” Actually…, I might get another Ilya! Wouldn’t that be nice? If having one Ilya already makes me this smart, imagine what having two would do. “Mm, I guess it’s a good thing those dead people copied each other.” And I already know how to deal with the despair fish when they all gather up to eat me! Anes…, painkillers! 
 
    Treasure Finder cleared her throat. “Do you want to know the details about the first trial?” 
 
    “Nope!” I already know! It’s going to be easy. All I need is my net that I use to catch Durandal. 
 
    “Welcome to my tomb, graverobbers. Perhaps one of you will inherit my will. The rest of you can despair.” 
 
    Ooh, it’s the exact same metallic voice as last time. They’re really unoriginal, huh? 
 
    “The first trial, catching the despair fish, requires you to catch and eat ten despair fish to proceed. Despair fish are attracted to despair. Kill, torture, maim each other to bring out a banquet of despair for the fish to feast upon! Let the first trial … begin!” 
 
    Mm, the only difference is this voice is much more talkative than the other one. It’s nicer too with all its explanations. Now, all I have to do is wait for the despair fish to descend from the…, ack!? “Treasure Finder, what’s happening!?” The, the ground! There’s, there’s, there’s water! “Water’s coming out of the ground!” Fly! I can’t fly!? Why can’t I fly!? “What the fuck is this shit!? Help!” 
 
    “I mean, they’re called despair fish. Isn’t it obvious that fish live in water?” Treasure Finder’s friend asked. 
 
    “No! It’s not obvious at all! They’re supposed to fly!” Boat! Where’s my boat!? The water’s up to my ankles! At this rate, I’ll drown soon! “Treasure Finder, you bastard, why didn’t you warn me earlier!?” 
 
    “You said you didn’t want to know the details….” 
 
    “Fuck your details! If there was water, you should’ve told me!” I can’t take my boat out of my interspacial ring! “Why can’t I take my boat out of my ring!?” 
 
    “Boss…, by any chance, are you afraid of water?” Mrs. Feathers asked. Even the Long family members were staring at me with strange expressions, but I didn’t have time to teach them all a lesson because the water was already up to my knees! 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers!” If I can’t use a boat, I’ll use her! “Expand a bit to let me on your back!” That’s right! Mrs. Feathers is a giant when she grows to her full size. Carrying me should be super easy for her. Phew. There’s plenty of space for me even with these two tied-up people and the barkeep. 
 
    “I’ll heat up my back to dry your clothes,” Mrs. Feathers said. Then she became warmer! She’s the best. 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    “I’m glad I didn’t eat you.” 
 
    “…Thanks, Boss.” 
 
    But, there’s still so much water! It’s up to the Long family members’ chests, and they’re not even showing signs of panic! Do they know how to swim? Mm, they’re very brave. “Mrs. Feathers, grow a little bigger.” The water’s getting too close for comfort. It, it touched my tail!? I can’t even relax my tail!? I was caught off guard because I thought it was safe on Mrs. Feathers! “Grow bigger!” 
 
    “Boss, the despair fish are swarming towards us!” 
 
    “Who cares about some stupid fish, you dumb barkeep!? Grow bigger, damnit, Mrs. Feathers!” 
 
    “…Boss, I’m already at my full size. The water’s only up to my ankles.” 
 
    Eh? Then what touched my tail? It still feels like my tail’s in the water…. “Is that a fish?” It is a fish! “I thought you said these fish couldn’t fly, Treasure Finder’s friend!” 
 
    Treasure Finder’s friend didn’t say anything, so Treasure Finder answered instead. “It must’ve bit you while you were still in the water.” 
 
    “Over there! All the despair fish are gathering towards that phoenix!” 
 
    “Old Man Despair, just this once, let’s put our differences aside for the greater good. The two of us should be enough to take care of that quasi-immortal beast.” 
 
    “Who are you calling an old man, you slaughter-filled brat? Respect your elders more, especially when you’re asking for their help.” 
 
    Mm? Those two sects are plotting against me? I should’ve destroyed them both outside! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Things aren’t looking good. Despite the foxkin and the phoenix being quasi-immortals, I don’t think they’re going to win. They’re facing two sects of over a million people each; though, there’s slightly less than that thanks to their previous scuffle. But still, the foxkin’s side has two quasi-immortals, and their opposing side has two quasi-immortals along with dozens of sky-realm experts plus an uncountable number of earth-realm experts and below. 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers, can you beat them all by yourself?” The foxkin was peering over the phoenix’s back, but she was keeping as close to the center part of the phoenix as she could. It seems she’s terrified of water, so much so that her despair upon encountering water attracted all the despair fish. 
 
    “You’re not going to help me, Boss?” the phoenix asked. Her voice was a lot deeper since she expanded. 
 
    “Mm, I can’t fly,” the foxkin said. “That means I have to fight on the ground, but I can’t do that because the ground’s underwater!” 
 
    The phoenix spread her wings and leapt into the air. “Other creatures might not be able to fly under the tomb’s restriction, but phoenixes are the rulers of the…, eh?” With a splash, the phoenix fell back down. “It seems like I can’t fly either, Boss. Isn’t that a bit too unfair? I don’t even have arms. If my wings aren’t usable, then neither should your two-legged creatures’ arms. This is discrimination against phoenixes.” 
 
    “You have two legs too,” Money Grubber said. Why was she chiming into their stupid conversation? The duo was finally ignoring us, but she had to go and drag us back into their attentions! If my arms weren’t tied, I would’ve strangled her. 
 
    The phoenix turned her head like an owl, twisting her neck all the way around to face us. “Oh, the wingless creature knows how to count.” Then her gaze shifted onto the foxkin. “Boss, if I fight that many people at once, I’m going to lose. The two quasi-immortals are enough to fight me to a draw. Those weaklings around them are enough to tip the scales in their favor.” 
 
    “Mm, I mean, I guess I can help out a bit….” The foxkin frowned. I wish she would make up her mind already because the two sects are getting a lot closer, and the rogue cultivators are lingering around, waiting to fish in troubled waters. “Alright, Ilya, here, you take this net and catch the fish around Mrs. Feathers’ legs. And Mrs. Feathers, you run.” 
 
    The phoenix blinked. “I what?” 
 
    “You run,” the foxkin said. “You can do that, right? Your legs are longer than theirs; every step you take is equal to dozens of theirs.” 
 
    I think that’s the smartest thing I’ve heard this foxkin say since I’ve met her. 
 
    “Alright, if you say so, Boss,” the phoenix said. Then, wind pushed against my face as the phoenix sprinted ahead, leaving the uncountable number of people behind her in the figurative dust. As for the purple statue that was assigned to catching the despair fish, it didn’t seem like she was going to have it easy. Not like a statue would care. 
 
    The foxkin scrunched up her face and looked down at her feet. “Alright, what can I throw away…?” 
 
    Throw away? What is she planning at a time like this? Is that … a palace!? 
 
    “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Palace-Throwing Technique!” 
 
    There’s no technique involved! The foxkin literally threw a palace at the approaching sect members! She coated it with her qi and threw it! Sending qi into an object is the first thing one learns while manipulating qi. To call this barbaric action a throwing technique is a bit of a stretch…. 
 
    “You call that a barrier, you shitty slaughter brat!? A child could sneeze on that to break it!” 
 
    “You have no right to complain, Old Man Despair; you didn’t even put one up!” 
 
    Surprisingly, the palace went straight through the barrier that the quasi-immortal from the Slaughter Seeking Sect put up. It smashed into the center of the group, crushing all forms of resistance. It was quite unlucky for the people in the center since they were boxed in, prevented from dodging by the sect members on the fringes and restricted from flying by the tomb. 
 
    “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: One Hundred Flying Boat Projectiles Toss!” 
 
    …Why does she have a hundred flying boats? Even one is relatively expensive! This, this is simply using money to smash her opponents! But I have to admit, it’s quite effective. The people chasing her are like fish in a barrel, unable to escape because others are in their way. After that volley of a hundred boats though, the sect members are spreading out. Some of the despair fish are leaving, heading towards the bloody waters behind us, no doubt attracted to the despair of the crippled and dying. But didn’t she say she couldn’t take her boat out of her interspacial ring before? How come she can do that now? Don’t tell me it’s because the tomb counts it as an actual offensive technique and not a transportation method…. 
 
    “Wait a minute…,” the foxkin muttered. “Why am I wasting my stuff like this? I can attack from afar with Breaking Blade! It’s been so long since I used it that I almost forgot. Mm, I guess the sword has one tiny advantage over the more satisfying hammer.” 
 
    The foxkin drew the sword that she kept on her waist and raised it over her head. “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: One Thousand Breaking Blades!” Then she swung down, and a beam of red light shot out of her sword, cutting into the group of scattered, yet still bunched up, people. As if killing a large swath of people wasn’t enough for her, she swung her sword so fast that I couldn’t even see her arms—they were just a blur. The beams of sword qi flowed like a river, washing over the people below, reaping their lives. Within a few seconds, over half of the people were slaughtered. Then, the foxkin stopped. Was that really a thousand sword swings? 
 
    A puzzled expression appeared on the foxkin’s face, and she tilted her head. “Eh? What do you mean I slaughtered over three thousand people? I’m inheriting your what now? Stop bothering me, dumb voice! I’m busy trying to not get eaten by fish!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Send your will into your sea of consciousness. 
 
    Shut up! Grr, this stupid crown. I’m going to take it off for now. I can’t afford to be distracted while there’s that many people trying to kill Mrs. Feathers! Mm? I can’t remove the crown…? It’s stuck to my head!? 
 
    Send your will into your sea of consciousness. 
 
    …I shouldn’t have put this thing on. 
 
    “Look out!” 
 
    Look out? For what? Ah! A red spear’s flying towards my face! Who threw that!? It’s … that person from the Slaughter Seeking Sect. I think someone called him a slaughter-filled brat…. “You missed, little slaughter boy!” Hmph! Anything to do with slaughter is making me mad right now, and it’s all because of this dumb voice! It’s so grating, like someone scratching a tablet with their nails. 
 
    “That’s the quasi-immortal ancestor of the Slaughter Seeking Sect,” Treasure Finder said. “Don’t underestimate him, or you might die.” 
 
    Eh? “You care about me?” I was under the impression Treasure Finder hated me. Mm? If I know she hates me, why do I force her to come with me anyway? Because she can’t do anything even if she does hate me! And she’s useful. Mhm. Also, it’s not like she’s Ilya. Even if Treasure Finder doesn’t like me, I can force her to come with me because I don’t care how she feels. That’s right. I cared about Ilya! I miss the real one…. The fake is nice and all, but she’s just not as squishy since she’s a statue. 
 
    “It’s not that I care about you. If you die, I’ll be targeted next—look out!” 
 
    Another spear! “Missed me again!” I’ll return fire! “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Blade Strike!” Ah. I missed too. Mm, I thought that would hit him for sure. Well, it still hit the people behind him, so it’s not a complete failure. 
 
    That’s right! This is what I was waiting for! Embrace me, your heart of slaughter! 
 
    Gah! If it’s not one voice, it’s the other! You shut up too! I’m in the middle of a very tense fight! Another spear! Eh? It’s following my dodge? Then I’ll hit it with my hammer! 
 
    “Is your brain only filled with slaughter, you dumb brat?” the old man by the slaughter boy asked. “Aim for the phoenix’s body instead of the woman on top!” 
 
    Mm…, if he did that, then … I’d have to crawl down Mrs. Feathers’ body to defend her? But if I do that, then I’ll get close to the water! Which is still rising, by the way. How have those people not drowned yet? They’re miraculously floating on its surface even though their heads should be several feet underwater! I thought flying wasn’t allowed…. 
 
    “It’s called swimming, Lucia.” 
 
    Ilya? “Don’t read my mind!” Wait a minute. “Weren’t you supposed to be down by Mrs. Feathers’ feet, gathering those fish?” 
 
    “I caught them all.” Ilya raised up a net. There were like … too many fish inside to count. “I think I caught a quarter of them before they swam away. Your initial burst of despair from encountering water wasn’t enough to keep them attracted when those people over there started dying.” 
 
    “Ow!” Mrs. Feathers jumped up, and I nearly fell off of her back! I caught Ilya, and the barkeep caught Treasure Finder and Treasure Finder’s friend. I still don’t know her name. Mm, anyways, the barkeep was stronger than expected. I thought he was supposed to be weak? “Boss! You’ve already dealt with half of them. Let’s fight!” 
 
    Half of them? There’s so many that half is still the same as the original number: impossible to count! And from this distance, my attacks aren’t that effective…. I haven’t even killed a single person yet! Don’t believe what Treasure Finder says; people aren’t that fragile. As my attacks travel further, their powers decrease. From here, there’s only enough force to badly injure someone. Mm. And, even on the off chance that someone did die, I’m still not a murderer. Murder is an unjustified killing. This is self-defense! Self-defense is totally justified. Even if I killed every single last one of those people chasing me, I’d still be a good person. 
 
    “Spear of Slaughter, pierce my enemy!” 
 
    Yeowch! Why does everything with the name slaughter in it aim straight for my tail!? There’s a red spear stuck in my tail! It went all the way through like a giant piercing! That fucker! I’ll kill him! I’ll fucking murder him! “Mrs. Feathers, turn around, we’re fighting!” 
 
    “Absorb!” 
 
    Ah!? Something’s being sucked out of my tail! I can’t pull this spear out! Is it drinking my blood? My qi? Both!? I can’t stop it. I can’t pull it out. At this rate, I won’t have any blood or qi left inside of me! And if that happens…, I’ll die! What do I do? What do I do!? “Ilya! Give me an answer!” 
 
    “Cut your tail off.” 
 
    What!? Cut my tail off? That defeats the whole purpose of trying to save my tail! “Give me a reasonable answer!” 
 
    “Is it not reasonable?” 
 
    Wait a minute…. Wasn’t the purpose to save my life and not just my tail? “Wild animals do chew off their own legs to escape from traps….” 
 
    “That bone of intelligence really is working,” Ilya said. “It’s the same concept.” 
 
    “But don’t the animals die shortly afterwards?” 
 
    “Well, if you don’t cut off your tail, all your blood and qi is going to be absorbed anyway, right?” 
 
    “That’s true….” Wait a minute. Wait one goddamn minute! “You’re not really a mind reader! How’d you know the spear was sucking out my blood and qi? I’m eighty-percent sure I didn’t say it out loud!” Mm, I’m maybe sixty-percent sure, but I can bluff her to tell me the truth! 
 
    “It’s the crown,” Ilya said and pointed at my head. “Didn’t I already tell you that I’m acting as Ilya based on your memories? The crown understands you better than you understand yourself, and it’s transmitting all your thoughts to me.” 
 
    ...So, you are a mind reader? 
 
    “I can only read your mind, but yes.” 
 
    “That’s…, I have to get rid of this crown!” First it bothers me with its annoying voice, then it lets Ilya read my mind? That’s not worth how pretty it makes me look! Mm, right now, it’s like the spear that’s stuck in my tail. I can’t take it off. Then … do I cut my head off? No! And I won’t cut my tail off either! But seriously, what do I do? The best thing to do would be to beat up the person controlling the spear, but he’s manipulating the water like an evil sorcerer! 
 
    “That’s called treading water.” 
 
    I don’t care what it’s called; I still can’t reach him! Alright, teleporting is restricted too. Hmm. He can only move so fast…. If I throw something so large that he can’t escape from its range no matter how fast he swims, I’ll get him. Mm, then, I’ll throw this at him! 
 
    “…Is that a mountain?” 
 
    Why, yes, yes it is, Treasure Finder. I picked it up a long time ago because I was too lazy to cut down the trees on top of it. “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Mountain Strike!” 
 
    It worked! The spear stopped absorbing my blood and qi after a mountain hit the slaughter brat in the face! Mm, I only have one mountain though, so I can’t throw another, but that’s okay! “Onwards, Mrs. Feathers! We’re going to slaughter, err, teach every last one of them a lesson!” That’s right, not slaughter. I can’t let those voices tell me what to do! I’ll just beat these people an inch within death. And then maybe I’ll let Mrs. Feathers kill them. Then their deaths won’t be on me. Mm. Sounds like a plan. 
 
    “That’s not a technique!” 
 
    Eh? The slaughter boy escaped from underneath the mountain really quickly! I mean, I could probably get out just as fast, but not if I was stuck underwater. Though, I’m sure getting hit by a mountain would hurt at least…. Does he not feel pain? Mm, that doesn’t matter. What matters is that a mountain’s on the ground! And there’s no water at the top of the mountain where the slaughter boy is standing! There’s absolutely no chance of drowning up there; I can fight without worries. 
 
    “Got it, Boss! I’ll burn them all to death!” Mrs. Feathers, who had a red spear sticking out of her butt, whirled around. She must’ve been pretty mad because she heated up like crazy. The fur on my tail was curling from the heat! A massive golden fireball flew out of Mrs. Feathers’ beak and exploded on top of the mountain. …There goes my plan of fighting on top of it. It’s all on fire! Surprisingly, none of the people who were on top of it screamed. Maybe it was a gentle flame? Mm, who knows. 
 
    “Old Man Despair, how long are you going to stand there and watch!?” 
 
    “Does the slaughter boy need help?” the old man, who was also an evil sorcerer floating atop the water, asked. “It seems like you and your sect are her targets. The despair leaking out of you is quite pure. I see absolutely no reason to intervene.” 
 
    “You shitty old man! I’ll remember this!” The slaughter boy was on fire, but the water was putting him out—very slowly though. How hot and sticky are Mrs. Feathers’ flames? Now that I think about it … I never got hit by her fire before, did I? How did I subdue Mrs. Feathers again? I teleported over her head and whacked her with my hammer. Right. Too bad teleporting’s restricted here, or I’d do the same to that spear-throwing, tail-targeting bastard! 
 
    Ah? The tail-targeting bastard’s eating … despair fish? He disappeared! What? 
 
    “Remember the rules of the tomb,” Ilya said, answering my unasked question. Seriously, stop reading my mind! “Once you eat ten despair fish, you’ll proceed to the second trial.” 
 
    “But it wasn’t like that for the other tomb.” 
 
    “I’ve already said that the two tombs aren’t the same! The Slaughter God’s Tomb was much nobler, allowing last minute reversals before the hour was up. Here, the trial is distasteful, forcing people to eat ten fish and abandoning their companions in the process.” 
 
    “Do you need to eat ten fish too?” This Ilya’s a statue, right? Even if she’s a statue, I have a feeling she’ll try to escape from me if she can. I’m not sure why—must be my instincts that are usually never wrong. 
 
    “No, as a statue, I’m more similar to Durandal than I am to you. Think of me as the item spirit inside your crown. Vera’s like that too along with all the other statues Durandal was torturing to get information.” Ilya passed me the net full of despair fish. “Here. Eat these and pursue that quasi-immortal. He’s weakened.” 
 
    Of course! Ah? But what about the barkeep’s family? “If I give the barkeep fish to give to his family, he’s going to get robbed instantly because he’s so weak….” Should I wait and distribute these fish first? 
 
    “Don’t worry, Boss,” the barkeep said. “Helping me is helping my family. They’ll understand if you don’t have time to give fish to them.” 
 
    That solves everything! “If you say so; here, eat these.” I’ll stuff his face full. Then I’ll stuff Treasure Finder’s face, and Treasure Finder’s friend’s face, and ten fish for Mrs. Feathers, and … I should’ve eaten the fish first! Mrs. Feathers disappeared, and the water’s rapidly approaching from below! 
 
    …Phew. I don’t think I’ve ever eaten anything so quickly in my life. I’m not even sure how the despair fish tasted. Mm? Where am I? No, where’s everyone else? It’s a white room. Odd. “Ilya, are you there?” 
 
    … 
 
    Guess not. How about you, annoying voice number one? 
 
    … 
 
    No? Annoying voice number two? 
 
    … 
 
    “Durandal?” 
 
    … 
 
    I’m scared. Ah! I know! I’m in my womb! Like that time the lying Slaughter God told me there was a portion of his will in the fish. There must’ve been a portion of the Despair God’s will in these fish! Hmph, who needs Ilya to be smart? 
 
    “Welcome to the second trial!” 
 
    …Smart people are wrong sometimes, okay? Does this mean I’m really alone? Wait a minute! There’s someone I didn’t ask. “Puppers, are you there?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “Really!?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Huh? 
 
    “It’s just me, the director of this trial. I saw a chance to dash your hopes, so I took it. Isn’t the feeling of despair pure bliss?” 
 
    …Recently, everything that annoys me comes in the form of voices without bodies, and I can’t beat them up because there’s nothing solid to hit! It makes me so, so mad. Grr. 
 
    “For the second trial, you’ll face three of your worst nightmares! For you, that means you’ll have to face—! Uh….” 
 
    …Hello? “Face what?” 
 
    “Hang on a second, I think there was a mistake in judging your worst nightmares.” 
 
    Do mistakes like these happen often? 
 
    “You..., you have to … read a book out loud?” 
 
    What? “That’s easy! Bring it on!” Thank the fake Ilya I learned how to read! 
 
    “Here you go.” 
 
    Thump! 
 
    Eh? “Didn’t you say I had to read a book?” How is this a book? Isn’t this a giant stone mountain that happens to be rectangular and not made out of stone but paper? “How is anyone supposed to read this!?” This thing is made up of so many pages that it’s taller than I am! It’s longer and wider than a mountain too! Mm. It’s decided. “Can I quit?” 
 
    “Yes, you can, but are you sure you want to—” 
 
    “Yes! I quit!” I’d rather take my chances with touching the tomb’s defensive formation! Wait a minute…. Isn’t the defensive formation only active when the tomb’s not open? I’m sure one or two people must’ve brushed the door on the way in, but they didn’t rip their faces off and explode…. That’s it! That’s the answer to getting the inheritance! All I had to do was wait for the tomb to open before absorbing it.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Welcome to the second trial!” 
 
    According to the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac, I have to face three of my worst nightmares in order to pass. Luckily, the ropes that the foxkin used to bind me were undone once I was transported to this new space. Unluckily, I have a feeling that the foxkin is going to be included in the three nightmares. However, if I can overcome her, the rewards I’ll be given … are not worth it. There should be a reward for passing each nightmare, so if I’m lucky, she’ll appear as the last one. 
 
    “To proceed to the next trial, you have to face three of your worst nightmares! For you, that means you have to face … a rainbow phoenix nicknamed Mrs. Feathers! You have ten seconds to prepare yourself!” 
 
    “…I concede.” Nope. I already recognize the disparity between me and the phoenix. As someone who was captured by her twice, there really isn’t a way to pass this trial. Capturing someone is dozens of times more difficult than killing them. 
 
    “You … concede?” 
 
    “Yes, according to the Tomb Hunter’s Almanac, the second trial of the Despair God’s Tomb can be conceded without issue.” Before I enter a tomb, I always memorize the contents about it written inside the almanac. It’s saved my life more than once. 
 
    “Well, you’ve just encountered your second nightmare! What do you do when the information in your almanac is incorrect!? Have a taste of true despair as the world you recognize crumbles around you, as your truths turn into lies, as your reality warps to fiction! You’re not allowed to leave!” 
 
    You have got to be kidding me. 
 
    “Skreeeee!” 
 
    …And Mrs. Feathers is here. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    What’s this? Did Lucia find a way to forcibly summon me out of my weapon body? No, that’s not right. She’s not smart enough to do that, and besides, she’s not here. Where is here anyway? An empty space, perfect for some quiet cultivation. I swore to myself that I wouldn’t leave my weapon body until I was able to withstand Lucia’s attacks without dying. I knew she was going to kill me once I hit her, but I didn’t expect her to kill me in one hit! 
 
    “Welcome to the second trial! You’ll be temporarily detained here until your owner finishes her trial. In the meantime, you’ll have to face three of your worst nightmares!” 
 
    My worst nightmares? We’ll see about that. There’s nothing in this world that can cause me to despair. Even Lucia, who may be stronger than me now, can’t bring me to despair. When I see her strength, all I see is a goal to surpass. “Bring it on.” 
 
    “Let’s see if you can still be as confident after watching … this!” 
 
    A hologram appeared in front of me. It was Lucia with a … male squirrelkin? “What is this supposed to be?” 
 
    The voice didn’t respond, but the hologram moved. Lucia stretched her arms out and hugged the male squirrelkin. “You’re the best!” 
 
    The male squirrelkin embraced Lucia, hugging her head against his chest. Then, his gaze landed on me, and he smirked. “You think so? Didn’t you say your weapon spirit was the best? What was his name again, Durandal?” 
 
    “Mm, no, when did I say that?” Lucia asked. It didn’t seem like she could see me. Or the sword that I had stabbed through the male squirrelkin’s head. Too bad he wasn’t solid. “You’re much hotter than he is! And he’s so weak: anything he can do, Mrs. Feathers can do better. Anything he can come up with, so can Ilya. Even I’m smarter than him! Since it’s like that, how can he be the best?” 
 
    Hmph. Mere tricks. All I have to do is sit down, cover my eyes, and block my ears. 
 
    “Is that so?” But I could still hear the male squirrelkin’s voice, as if he were speaking directly into my head. “I suppose he is someone who runs away from reality and pretends it doesn’t exist. If you didn’t used to have feelings for him, I bet you would’ve thrown him away a long time ago.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Well, this is odd. For once, I’m not stuck inside Lucia’s socks. I can’t sense my weapon…, no, armor body anymore. Have I been separated from her thanks to the tomb? Sadly, this is probably only temporary. 
 
    “Welcome to the second trial! To proceed to the next trial, you have to face three of your worst nightmares!” 
 
    Too bad I don’t know what the second trial consists of. If I fail and Lucia passes, do I move on anyway? In the first place, did I even pass the first trial? I didn’t even eat any fish. “Excuse me. I think there’s been a mistake.” 
 
    “A mistake? No, this was done intentionally. You see, the tomb is designed to harvest as much despair as possible. One of the best ways is to completely isolate the contestant. Your owner will take the trial, and if she passes, regardless of whether or not you pass, you’ll join her in the third trial. In the meantime, however, please despair for me.” 
 
    That makes sense. So, what are my three worst nightmares? I’ve already lived through a lot. I think I’m numb to everything, including death. What haven’t I experienced? I’ve fallen from a great height, an illustrious spear spirit, to the bottom of the barrel, a mere sock spirit, no, excuse me, a pair of socks spirit. My owner was once a renowned hero. Now my owner’s a delusional psychopath. According to the Slaughter God, my closest companion is a pair of shoes. I really can’t think of anything that would send me into despair. 
 
    “Now, for your first nightmare, you will have to face—!” 
 
    Is it Lucia? I don’t think so. Lucia doesn’t cause me to despair anymore. It’s like constantly staying around the smell of mold and no longer being able to smell it. I’ve grown immune to whatever ridiculous demands she makes because I don’t have any other choice. 
 
    “…Hey. Are you okay?” 
 
    Huh? Am I okay? “What do you mean? What’s my nightmare?” 
 
    “No, no,” the voice said in an almost apologetic tone. “Just by existing, you’re generating enough despair for the tomb. I don’t think you need further stimulus. Um, here, you can have this spear. There’s usually a reward given to those who conquer a nightmare.” 
 
    …What exactly does that mean? That I’m constantly living a life filled with despair? However, this is a nice-looking spear, and following Lucia’s principles, one should never turn down free stuff. “Thanks, I guess.” Hold on a second. Why am I following Lucia’s principles? …Well, this is a really nice spear. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And … I’m out! Mm, it seems like I’m the only one who quit so far. There’s no witnesses around either except for Puppers and Durandal. “Durandal! You’re not hiding from me anymore?” It really was only a light hit! I didn’t mean to kill him…, mostly. Mm, but I still don’t have any of his deep dark secrets to tease him with. But something’s weird…. “Durandal? Are you okay? The tomb didn’t do anything strange to you, did it?” I was so nervous when he and Puppers disappeared, but it’s okay now that they’re back. Oh, that means Ilya should be back too. 
 
    …Uh, did Durandal just disappear on me? “Hey! What the hell!? You’re going to pretend like I don’t exist? What the fuck, Durandal!?” It was only a light punch! And he deserved it too! And he knows he deserved it! In fact, he must’ve known what would’ve happened if he hit me, but he chose to hit me anyway! I even apologized! Um. Okay, maybe I didn’t apologize, but that’s because I don’t have to apologize since it wasn’t my fault in the first place. Hmph. “Oh. That’s a nice spear you got there, Puppers.” It looks really nice. Very fancy. Is it a sky-realm-ranked weapon? Too bad I don’t know how to use spears, or I would’ve taken it from him. Mm, I guess he can have it. Aren’t I such a benevolent person? 
 
    Ah! Now’s not the time to get distracted. I have to be quick before other people come out. Mm? Why don’t I want other people to see? Well, since the Slaughter Seeking Sect people are chasing me because of the crown, won’t the Despair Seeking Sect chase me if I obtain this inheritance? …Wait a minute, they were already chasing me. And if they try to rob me, I can rob them back. Though, it’s a little scary since there’s so many of them and only one of me. I’m a frail, helpless lady, okay? 
 
    But first, before I touch the tomb to absorb it, I’ll cut out the engraving with a few Breaking Blades at a distance. I’ll do a focus engraving this time. Intelligence is a bit too scary. One bone of intelligence and Ilya forced me to learn how to read. If I absorb two bones, who knows what she’d do to me next? It’s unacceptable. Here we go, Breaking Blade! And … done! Now…. “Puppers, go touch the wall.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    There’s no one here. I’m not completely sure if the defensive formation is gone. What if it isn’t? Won’t I rip my face off before exploding? I can’t let that happen! “You heard me! Go touch the wall to test if the defensive formation is still there.” 
 
    “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Puppers said. “You see, despair—” 
 
    “All my ideas are good ideas! Go, touch wall, now.” Is he disobeying me? 
 
    Puppers sighed, but he listened. And his spear disappeared too! Where’d it go? One of my interspacial rings? Mm, I have too many to check them all. Well, I don’t think it matters too much. Anyways, it seems like Puppers is perfectly fine after touching the wall! “How do you feel?” 
 
    “The same as usual. But you—” 
 
    Hah! I was right! All I had to do was wait for the tomb to open before absorbing it! “Okay! Step aside, Puppers!” I’ll teach this stupid tomb to make fun of me, telling me to read an impossibly large book. Hmph, hmph. Let’s see it produce a book once I absorb it! And … ah? It’s dark? Where am I? I can’t see. Why can’t I see? I’m a sky-realm expert! Even if I’m not part owl, I can still see in the dark with the help of my Unrelenting Path of Slaughter! But I can’t use it? What’s going on? 
 
    …Is this … water? Help! What the hell is going on!? This…, this reminds me of the time…. Wait. No, it is that time! The water’s rising. It’s going past my head. No! Stop! I can’t move. It’s getting deeper; I can’t breathe; water will flow into my mouth. It’s already going up my nose! Air! I need air! But I can’t swim to the top! Is there even a top? My feet hit something. The bottom? Jump! 
 
    Air! I can breathe, but only for a second! No, not even a second. There’s water entering my mouth already. I’ll drink it. It tastes horrible. I’m sinking again. My chest hurts. I’m dizzy. It’s cold. I can’t see. Someone, help me. My nose is sore. Water flowed up it. It’s stinging my eyes. My feet, they touched the bottom again. I have to jump if I want to breathe. 
 
    Jump. 
 
    Sink. 
 
    Jump. 
 
    Sink. 
 
    Every time I jump, my face hits something. But the pain doesn’t matter. I have to breathe. 
 
    … 
 
    Jump. 
 
    Sink. 
 
    … 
 
    I’m tired. How long do I have to do this for? Will this ever end? 
 
    Jump. 
 
    Sink. 
 
    Ah? There’s light? If I open my eyes, they’ll sting, but I have to see where the light’s coming from. It’s the way out. Above me, there’s a hole. A circular hole of light. Jump! My arms are tied, I can’t grab the edge of the exit. Then I’ll use my mouth. It hurts my teeth. Is this … wood? It’s metal and wood. A barrel. It’s hard to hold on with my teeth and breathe at the same time. I inhale through my nose, but it’s wet and hurts my chest when I do. But I have to. My eyes are wet, from water or tears, I don’t know, but I can’t wipe them. I’ll use my neck, pull down with my teeth, and throw my chin over the edge. The metal’s cutting into my skin, but it worked. I can relax. It hurts, resting all my weight on my chin. “Someone…. Help.” My voice is hoarse. I can’t shout. It hurts my throat. 
 
    There’s someone coming. He’s old, balding. His tail is gray. The fur on his ears are gray too. He’s wearing a dirty sack. It barely covers his skinny body. The sun’s in my eyes; I can’t see his face. The water and shadows make it too hard to discern. “Save me. Please.” 
 
    The man’s hand is as big as my face. Is he pulling me out? Most people don’t lift people via their hair, right? Right!? What is he doing!? “S-stop!” It hurts. He’s forcing my head into the water. I can’t breathe. Someone, save me…. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hmm? What’s Lucia doing? She’s not absorbing the tomb? Was the defensive formation still active? Even though I promised myself I wouldn’t leave my weapon body and communicate with Lucia until after I was able to withstand one of her attacks, that doesn’t mean I don’t care about something bad happening to her. Only a few seconds have passed, so there’s no cause for alarm, but why didn’t she absorb it right away? Perhaps she’s mentally preparing herself. Any activity involving Lucia’s mental prowess takes a long time to process. 
 
    “Is everything alright, Lucia?” Puppers asked. He seemed worried. Him, worried about Lucia? That’s new. “I found out I’m highly resistant to this tomb’s techniques involving despair. I tried telling you that the defensive formation might not work on me even if it’s active, but you wouldn’t give me the chance to speak.” 
 
    Puppers is resistant to despair? What did he experience in the second trial? I doubt it would be something similar to my experience. Puppers would be overjoyed at being forgotten; he wouldn’t be as abused as much if that were the case. …Not that I felt any despair at the thought of Lucia abandoning me. A weapon spirit is born to kill, and if they’re lucky, raise their new masters. I’ve already done a splendid job of raising Lucia; I brought her to the point where she even became stronger than me. Though I’ve accomplished what I was born to do, it’s hard to say I can pass on without regrets. Why? Simple. I can’t stand the fact Lucia’s stronger than I am. …Perhaps I’m a terrible weapon spirit. 
 
    Puppers frowned. “Lucia?” 
 
    Lucia’s not responding, but there’s no signs of her wanting to rip her face off, and her qi seems to be flowing normally. If it didn’t flow normally and showed signs of wanting to explode, I don’t think I could help either way. 
 
    “She seems to be stuck in the defensive formation of the tomb,” the fake Ilya said. I didn’t even notice her leave Lucia’s crown. And the fake Vera is still hiding inside of it, not daring to show her face in front of me. “She should’ve reinforced herself with her aura of slaughter before touching the tomb. Is she stupid? No, I shouldn’t have asked when I already know the answer.” The fake Ilya sighed, acting eerily similar to the real one despite Lucia not paying attention to her. “To free her from the formation, we’ll have to trigger her slaughter aura. I noticed she unleashes it when she gets angry. Any ideas?” 
 
    We could steal her food. That usually makes her mad, but she’s not eating right now. 
 
    Puppers sighed. “I guess I’ll sacrifice myself.” He lifted the spear he obtained from the tomb. How come he got a spear and I didn’t get a sword? Did he pass the second trial? His eyes narrowed, and he positioned himself with his feet spread slightly apart, taking aim at … Lucia’s tail. Unlike usual, her tail was limp and resting against the ground. With a shout, Puppers thrust forward, and the spear cleanly stabbed into Lucia’s tail near its base, coming out of the other side. 
 
    Lucia shrieked, and her tail stiffened, acting like a surprised animal who, well, just had her tail pierced by a spear. With a swing of her arm, Puppers’ upper body exploded, and the rest of him turned into motes of lights that sank into Lucia’s socks. As for the spear, it disappeared along with Puppers. Lucia’s head swiveled back and forth. “W-where am I?” She patted herself before exhaling and collapsing to her knees. The hole at the base of her tail was already patching itself up thanks to Lucia’s ridiculous bodily regeneration. “It’s the ground! Fuck water! When I become an immortal, I’m going to remove all water from existence!” 
 
    …It seems like she had a bad time with water inside of that defensive formation. Is that really the thing that causes her to despair the most? Water? I don’t understand why she hates it so much. Yes, she told me she was almost drowned in a barrel once, but she was almost eaten by wild beasts too, yet she’s not afraid of them. Maybe it’s because she can kill wild beasts but not water. 
 
    “But before then, you’ll probably want to absorb this tomb to help you become an immortal,” the fake Ilya said and pointed at the tomb. 
 
    “No!” Lucia shouted. “No touch!” Her tail stiffened even more, pointing straight up at the sky, her furs bristling. “That defensive formation is evil! Too evil!” 
 
    Ilya’s brow furrowed, but it relaxed in the next moment. “Does that mean you’re giving up on finding out Durandal’s secrets?” 
 
    My what? Wait, what does this tomb have to do with finding out my secrets? 
 
    “No!” Lucia shook her head. “I hit the tomb with my qi, and nothing happened, right? That’s how I carved out that engraving. All I have to do is demolish the tomb the old-fashioned way.” Her hammer appeared in her hands. “I’m going to destroy it in a satisfying manner!” 
 
    That … might take a while considering how large the tomb is. From the ground, I can barely see the edge of the first layer when looking straight up. 
 
    “That’ll take you forever.” 
 
    See, even the fake Ilya agrees with me. 
 
    “Not true,” Lucia said and shook her head. “All I have to do is destroy the foundation! Once anything’s foundation is destroyed, the rest topples over.” 
 
    …Do those bones of intelligence really work? Why don’t I force her to consume more of those? 
 
    “Even still, the foundation’s extremely sturdy…,” Ilya said. “And there’s no guarantee that the defensive formation won’t activate if you hit the tomb with a hammer.” 
 
    Lucia frowned. At that moment, someone appeared next to her, a random stranger who had been kicked out of the tomb. Without giving him a chance to orient himself, Lucia put a sword in his hands. “Smack the tomb for me.” 
 
    “E-excuse me?” 
 
    Lucia sighed and grabbed the person; then, she picked him up as if he were a doll and swung his arm for him, cutting the tomb’s wall with the sword in his hand. “So? Feel like exploding?” 
 
    “N-no. Can you explain to me—” 
 
    Lucia pressed the person against the tomb’s wall. 
 
    He exploded. 
 
    Lucia turned towards Ilya. “See? It’s only direct contact that triggers the tomb’s defensive formation!” 
 
    Ilya looked at Lucia with wide eyes. “Did you just formulate a hypothesis and test it out with an experiment?” 
 
    Lucia tilted her head. “Did I just what?” 
 
    “Never mind.” 
 
    What am I watching Lucia for? She’s improving herself, whether it be in her mind or body. I have to cultivate if I don’t want to be abandoned by her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Smash, smash, smash. Whack, whack, whack. Crunch, crunch, crunch. Whew, this is hard work. I didn’t think it’d take so much energy to break down this tomb. My hammer might be huge, but the tomb is even huger. Even though I break off a chunk bigger than a house every time I smack the wall, the tomb’s showing no sign of collapsing. It’s like I’m poking holes in a giant snake. It’s going to take a while before the tomb dies unless I figure out a way to split it in half in one go. Ilya says I can cover myself and reinforce my mind with slaughter aura before absorbing the tomb, but I’m not going to touch it again! Almost drowning in a barrel one time was enough, and the second time was overkill! I’m definitely not doing it a third time! Nope, nuh-uh, no way. 
 
    At least I can fly outside the tomb. Mm, something’s off though. When I’m in the air, my hits don’t damage the tomb wall as much. It’s like I’m slipping when I hit it with my hammer. Is it because there’s no ground beneath me? Right, I can’t use my Footsteps of the Giant in the air. That must be it. Is there a…, uh, footsteps of the bird technique or something along those lines? No, that’d be like wing flaps of the bird, and I don’t have wings. “Ilya! Find me a technique I can use to hit things with a satisfying thump while I’m in the air!” 
 
    “Have you tried accepting the will of slaughter inside the crown?” 
 
    Mm? The will of slaughter inside the crown…. “No. Its voice is annoying.” 
 
    Well, sorry for having an annoying voice. 
 
    You’re not forgiven. Anyways, hurry up, Ilya! I know you can read my mind, so I don’t even have to shout out loud. Back to smashing the tomb…. This might take several days, but that’s okay because I’m a patient person! Haven’t I waited like … a decade…? No, no, that’s not right. It was only a day. Mm, I only meditated for a day; everyone else just happened to grow ten years older in that day. I’m not thirty yet! And I’m not in denial! Anyways, what was I thinking? Right! I’m a patient person. I’ve already waited so long for Durandal to become not sterile. …And I’m still waiting. …How long do I have to wait for? 
 
    “If you accept the will of slaughter, you’ll learn a technique that the Slaughter God used to use all the time inside of the sky,” Ilya said. 
 
    A technique that he used all the time in the sky? “Did the Slaughter God use a hammer?” If not, I don’t want to learn it. I want a technique that’ll help me smack things harder! Even with Breaking Blade and Madness Strike combined, it’s just not satisfying if I use them in the air because I slide back, and it feels like all my strength is going to waste. It’s a little like punching a pillow that Durandal’s holding, but he suddenly disappears and the pillow just flops away. 
 
    “You can combine the technique with your hammer. Breaking Blade was originally a sword strike, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Ilya has a point…, and if I don’t listen to her, why am I keeping her around? Wasn’t she here to answer hard questions for me in the first place? But something doesn’t feel right…. How does Ilya know what the Slaughter God’s techniques were? Even I don’t know, and she gets her memories from me! 
 
    “That’s because I’m part of the crown, remember?” 
 
    I keep forgetting that. It’s because I want her to be the real one. Hah…. Now I know why this doesn’t feel right. This fake Ilya is trying to trick me into absorbing the will of slaughter from the crown! Durandal warned me about her; she’s definitely up to no good. My tail’s telling me so. …Or maybe it’s just sore from Puppers sticking a spear through it, one or the other. But I’m not taking the risk! 
 
    “Really? You’re going to trust your tail over me?” 
 
    “Yes!” If I don’t trust my tail, which has saved me hundreds of times, then I’d be dumb! And I’m not dumb, especially not after absorbing that bone of intelligence! Anyways…. “Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” Mm, as I thought, swinging my hammer feels much better when I’m on the ground. I don’t have to break the upper bits; all I have to do is break all of the lower bits; then, the upper bits will fall down and become the lower bits—it’s simple. 
 
    “I really think you should try absorbing the will of slaughter,” Ilya said. She was standing just out of reach of my hammer. Not that I was going to hit her or anything because she wouldn’t shut up. Mhm, definitely not. “I promise you that you won’t regret it.” 
 
    The last time Ilya promised me something, she…, uh, actually, did she ever promise me anything before? I don’t remember…, but I have a feeling her promises aren’t trustworthy! Like she’ll slip something into her promise that requires me to give her my arms to turn into jelly. That’s the feeling I get from her promises; though, I’m not sure why. 
 
    Ilya sighed. I could barely hear her over the cracking sounds coming from the tomb. 
 
    “Oh! Hey, one of you spare statue people come out of the crown for a sec.” There’s a lot of those people, at least four. They’re the loved ones of the people that I don’t really know or care about too much, but they can still be useful! “Go gather the broken pieces of the tomb for me.” Mm, that’s right. Those broken pieces are bones too, and they’re of the highest quality! I’m actually not sure what kind of bones they’re made out of. A big animal’s? A giant’s? 
 
    “Humans’.” 
 
    What? This tomb’s huge though! “You mean large humans?” 
 
    “Those are called giants, Lucia.” Ilya shook her head. “The tomb’s made of normal-sized humans’ bones.” 
 
    …That’s a lot of humans. I’m not going to ask what the Slaughter God’s Tomb’s walls were made out of. 
 
    “Humans.” 
 
    Damn it, Ilya! I didn’t want to know! Stop reading my mind! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I, I didn’t think I could do it, but I actually wore this dumb phoenix down! …Maybe it’s pretending to be weakened as a ploy to drive me even deeper into despair once I’m about to defeat it. Yeah, that’s most likely it. First the tomb forces me to play hide-and-seek with my life against a quasi-immortal phoenix, and then it prevents me from quitting the game. Teasing me with a lifeline should be the next logical step. If it weren’t for the fact the almanac said this tomb gathered energy from its surroundings to remain operating, I would’ve suspected it was powered by people’s despair. 
 
    Even if I know the phoenix is suddenly going to regain its vigor, I still have to take the chance to defeat it. First off, if I don’t defeat it, I’ll be stuck here for the foreseeable future, maybe even forever. And secondly, if I beat it, I’ll get a treasure. A few people have gotten weapons imbued with auras of despair from the tomb, and the Despair Seeking Sect pays good prices for those. 
 
    How am I able to wear down the phoenix despite never being able to escape from her outside the tomb? It’s simple, really: the tomb was created by the Despair God, and he wasn’t an immortal at the time of his death. The formation he created to maintain his tomb just simply can’t reproduce the strengths of quasi-immortals properly. With the foxkin, the phoenix, and the leaders of the Despair Seeking Sect and Slaughter Seeking Sect taking part in the second trial, the majority of the tomb’s energy should be focused on creating their nightmares. 
 
    “There you are!” 
 
    Ah, it found me again. I dove out of the way, and the wall that I was resting against exploded, engulfed by rainbow flames. I’m pretty sure the tomb summoned buildings for me to hide inside to amplify my fear. Instead of facing the phoenix out in the open and instantly losing, the tomb wants me to hide and pray it doesn’t find me while I leave traps behind to wear it out. I’m a pretty proficient formation creator if I may say so myself. It’s just that I haven’t had the chance to shine because I’ve been tied up for the longest time…. 
 
    “Ow, ow, ow! What is it this time!? You and your pesky formations!” More flames exploded near me, but I dodged out of the way in time. “Once I catch you, I’m going to roast your soul into ashes!” The phoenix’s head appeared around a wall, and a bright light flashed. Once again, it activated my trap formation. This time, it was an earthen spike trap, very basic but effective. The phoenix’s eyes widened, and I ran out of the room I was in before it could breathe fire on me. “You! Gah! Stop targeting my butthole!” 
 
    …It’s not like I’m targeting its butthole on purpose, okay? Wait, let me rephrase that. I am targeting its butthole on purpose, but it’s not because I want to! It just happens to be the phoenix’s weakest and only spot I can attack to inflict damage on it. How do I know the phoenix’s weakness? It was in my almanac. It’s only a one-time purchase to get an index of different beasts that might show up in tombs along with their weaknesses. Unsurprisingly, most beasts’ weaknesses are their buttholes. 
 
    Now, I’ll lay down a trap here, some marks over here to send the phoenix off my trail, and I’ll split off in this direction and hide in a building. Of course, I won’t just be hiding, but I’ll be laying down some formations too. It’s a shame I can’t use any stronger ones, not after having my stuff taken by the foxkin. Why couldn’t I have been a body cultivator? That way, even if my interspacial ring was taken, my battle prowess wouldn’t drop. Well, body cultivators are abnormal freaks anyway. Only a masochist could become one, and not just any masochist, they’d have to have a special constitution too. 
 
    “You stupid two-legged creature! If one more spike targets my butt, I’m going to gouge your eyes out and force them into your nostrils!” 
 
    That threat’s a little scary, and it’s a bit too late to remove the traps that I’ve already set that are going to target the phoenix’s butt, but it’s not like it can follow through on its threats as long as the terrain remains in my favor. Besides, even if it wasn’t going to gouge my eyes out, it was still going to kill me. “Hey, trial proctor, can I quit yet?” 
 
    “No. Everyone else is allowed to quit. Only you aren’t. Are you enjoying the taste of despair?” 
 
    If I had a few decades to myself to examine this tomb undisturbed, I bet I could modify its formation to make the voice less obnoxious, but sadly, I don’t have the time for that. The phoenix is here. I dodged out of the way and activated a formation that sent out a crude clone of myself. It burned and screamed as I crawled away, leaving the clone behind for the phoenix. Normally, anyone could tell right away that it wasn’t me, but with the fire, hopefully the phoenix wouldn’t notice. 
 
    “I finally caught you! I’ll teach you to—ow! Another one!? Even when you’re on fire!?” 
 
    At that moment, the mechanical voice rang out. “One person has completed the second trial! The rest of you have twenty-four hours to conquer your nightmares before you’ll be automatically expelled from the tomb.” 
 
    Excellent, it seems like I only need to survive for twenty-four more hours. To a sky-realm expert, twenty-four hours might as well be as long as a minute. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s odd,” the phoenix muttered. Has it figured out that it only caught a clone? “I defeated one nightmare, but a second one’s not appearing? Maybe I didn’t actually kill it. Hah…, this is such a hassle. Since when was I ever scared of being weaker than normal, you dumb voice? Couldn’t you have picked a more traditional nightmare, like say, squirrels or something? Everyone knows phoenixes are terrified of squirrels.” 
 
    …Don’t tell me, is this Mrs. Feathers the real one? If she finds out I was the one targeting her butthole…. 
 
    “You’re mistaken, phoenix. Your worst nightmare isn’t being weaker than normal. It’s being weaker than normal while having someone persistently target your butthole as you chase them through a maze that disorients you.” 
 
    “…And how did you come up with this oddly specific scenario?” 
 
    “The Despair God works in mysterious ways. Also, a squirrel is reserved for your third nightmare.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This wall’s taking a lot longer to destroy than I thought…. Well, I’m not tired at all, and I’m getting lots of bone fragments that I can absorb for focus later, so it’s not too bad, I guess. And it’s not like I have anything better to do. Well, actually, I could go off to find Softie, but … I want to know Durandal’s secrets more. Does that make me a bad person? Of course not! There are these things called priorities, and the secrets of the future father of my kids are much more important than meeting Softie again, especially since I know she’s doing okay. Mm, didn’t I rush back to the Immortal Continent to save her? Why was I hiding in the pocket realm again…? Ah! Immortals! That’s why. I’m pretty sure they wanted to hunt me down for my tail or something like being a squirrel—and everyone knows the most iconic symbol of a squirrel is its tail, so I’m not wrong to say that’s what they’re hunting me for. 
 
    Whew, another section of the wall collapsed, but the upper portion stayed fixed in place. What if there’s something supporting the tomb from the inside? Like a pillar. Houses have pillars to support them, right? Even if its walls are destroyed, it’s not guaranteed that a house will fall down…. But is a house without walls still a house? Isn’t it just a ceiling with stuff under it at that point? No, isn’t a house also just a ceiling with stuff under it too? Mm? Did someone just poke me? 
 
    “Can you think normal thoughts?” 
 
    Oh, it was Ilya. What does she mean normal thoughts? “My thoughts are always normal because I’m a normal person, and normal people don’t think abnormal thoughts!” That’s right. Is she calling me abnormal? What would she know? She’s just a statue! …Of Ilya. Mm, maybe I am abnormal? Nah, it can’t be. Everyone’s wrong on occasion, and this is Ilya’s occasion! 
 
    “The leading contestant has reached the fourth trial! All the people who’ve failed to consume ten despair fish shall be ejected from the tomb.” 
 
    Ooh, I can even hear the voice from out here. It’s weird though; I’m breaking the walls and should be able to see inside the tomb, but there’s only a dark veil of smoke in the areas I’m destroying. Maybe it’s the boundary of the dimensional space, but I’m not complaining! It means all the water’s trapped inside. Wait a minute, how many trials are there anyway? Where’s Treasure Finder when I need her? What if that leading person inherits the Despair God’s crap, err, inheritance and escapes? Would Vera tell me Durandal’s secrets anyway? 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Damnit, Ilya. How many times do I have to tell you to stop reading my mind!? 
 
    “I’ll stop when you accept the will of slaughter from within the crown on your head.” 
 
    Eh…. I don’t mind her reading my mind; it’s not like I have any secrets I want to hide anyway. Mm. I don’t trust this Slaughter God. He’s a liar, and the inheritance he left behind must be a trap. I bet he’s going to try to oust my soul and take over my body or something. That’s what old ghosts do, right? Otherwise, he should’ve just donated all his stuff to charity and dissipated after dying. Hmph. This Slaughter God thinks I’m going to fall for his tricks, but I’m not stupid! And I’m especially not stupid after absorbing the giantest bone, err, combined bones of knowledge to ever exist. 
 
    “It’s not a trap, Lucia.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what a poacher would say!” 
 
    “…Are these the trust issues you’ve developed after being betrayed by Snow?” 
 
    “They aren’t trust issues! They’re trusty lie detectors! People can’t lie to me if I don’t believe anything they say.” Mhm. I can’t be lied to if I don’t listen. 
 
    “Then why do you always ask me to solve problems for you if you don’t trust me?” 
 
    “Because I trust Ilya.” Duh. 
 
    Ilya exhaled through her nose. Was she upset? I didn’t think statues could get upset. I mean, she can’t feel pain; it doesn’t make sense for her to feel anger. “So,” Ilya said, dragging out the word, “why don’t you trust me when I tell you it’s not a trap?” 
 
    “Because you’re not Ilya.” Duh. I don’t get what’s so hard to understand about this. Well, at least it’s easy to hold a conversation while demolishing this tomb. “Look, I’m not delusional, okay? I know you’re not the real Ilya; I just like to pretend that you are.” 
 
    Ilya sighed. “Is there any way for me to prove to you that it’s not a trap? Why do you think it’s a trap in the first place?” 
 
    “Nope, you can’t. My tail’s telling me so.” When I think about the crown, my tail feels a little stiff, so it can’t be a good thing. And I can’t take it off my head. “Oh! A bunch of Long family members came out. Where’s the barkeep? He has some good ideas sometimes even though he’s pretty weak.” Hmm, more than just the Long family came out. Those people who were trying to bully me by taking advantage of my weakness to water are here! Sure, their leaders aren’t here, but they’re … running away after seeing me? Ah? Am I that scary? If Mrs. Feathers were here, I’d tell her to go catch all of them, but she’s taking part in the second trial. Maybe I should’ve started with the second floor of the tomb instead of the first. But breaking things while I’m in the air just isn’t as satisfying because my feet have no grip! 
 
    Wait a minute…. Who says I can’t use my Footsteps of the Giant while I’m in the air? It works by sending qi out of my feet to grab things, letting me walk upside down. But what if I’m a tiny bit away from the ground? My qi can still travel that far to the ground from my feet. And what if I add a little more space to that? And some more to that? If I add enough qi, I can walk on stilts made of qi, effectively walking on air while still being on the ground! I’m a genius! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mrs. Feathers is still chasing me. How many hours has it been? Eighteen? Nineteen? I’m not sure how much longer I’ll last. It’s exhausting being chased by a quasi-immortal! 
 
    “The leading contestant has reached the seventh and last trial! If he succeeds, everyone will be expelled.” 
 
    Meanwhile, this one guy has been having the time of his life, breezing through an inheritance tomb in less than a day. What a lucky bastard. I shouldn’t be cursing him. Maybe it’s the foxkin; if I curse her, I have a feeling she’ll find out. The thing about beastkin is their intuition is much higher than a normal person’s, oftentimes developing their divine sense earlier. Thankfully, this phoenix’s divine sense is obstructed by this tomb; otherwise, I’d already be dead. 
 
    “You butthole-targeting, two-legged pest! Gah! This tomb, I’m going to burn it down once I get outside! I quit! Let me out of here, you dumb voice.” 
 
    Has…, has she given up? Really? It’s a good thing she’s a quasi-immortal; she doesn’t care about the items she might get from the tomb. A moment later, she really vanished! “Wait, so what happens to me?” Doesn’t that mean I cleared my first nightmare? Even if I didn’t kill her, I still survived a nightmare, didn’t I? 
 
    “Now, you’ll encounter your third nightmare!” 
 
    “Wait! Wasn’t I supposed to get a reward for clearing the first nightmare?” 
 
    “Ha-ha! This is your third nightmare: sweating blood and tears to accomplish something but getting nothing in return for doing so! Despair as you miss out on your rewards, and despair some more as you enter the third trial.” 
 
    …This fucking tomb. 
 
    “Welcome to the third trial!” 
 
    It didn’t even give me a chance to finish cursing it! According to the almanac, the third trial is an extremely simple one. 
 
    “Pick a box, any box!” 
 
    Three boxes appeared before me. One was wooden, another silver, and the last golden. The material of the boxes didn’t matter. Neither did their positions. The contents were all random, at least, according to the almanac—which I’ve recently learned isn’t infallible but still trustworthy enough. There are three outcomes: I get a treasure, I move on to the fourth trial, or I get a punishment. With how terrible my luck’s been recently, I have a feeling I’m going to get the punishment. Luckily, it’s not equal to death or a drop in strength, just some mental torture. And since it doesn’t matter which box I pick, I’m going to pick the golden one because, that way, I can exchange the box for a few nights stay at an inn even if I get the punishment. 
 
    “Open the box!” 
 
    Once I picked up the golden box, the other two vanished. Let’s see what my punishment is…. An armbrace? Wait, really? “I got a treasure?” Isn’t this the Despair God’s personal equipment? To think he’d actually give it away in the third trial…. I could sell this for at least fifty million spirit stones! 
 
    “Congratulations! You can exit the tomb with your treasure, or you may turn it in and proceed to the next trial.” 
 
    “I’ll exit the—” 
 
    “The Despair God’s inheritance has been claimed! Everyone will be ejected from the tomb.” 
 
    Wait! The treasure is fading! “Exit! I want to exit with my treasure, damn you!” 
 
    My vision turned black, and it felt like my body dissolved into a puddle. When I could feel my limbs again, the heavy weight of the armbrace was no longer there, and I didn’t even get to keep my golden box. What the hell! I mean, I guess it’s better than getting a punishment, but I was one word away from keeping the Despair God’s armbrace! My fifty million spirit stones! Who was it!? Which bastard took it away from me!? 
 
    “Look! The inheritor of the Despair God!” 
 
    “He’s so young!” 
 
    “He’s not even a saint!” 
 
    “Isn’t that Long Chen, the waste from the Long family?” 
 
    “A waste? Tell us about this Long Chen.” 
 
    “He used to be a genius when he was young, but his cultivation halted after he was poisoned.” 
 
    …The barkeep? The barkeep surpassed the quasi-immortal ancestor from the Despair Seeking Sect and obtained the inheritance? How? This makes no sense! He wouldn’t have even gotten past the first trial if it weren’t for the foxkin! Speaking of which, what the heck is the foxkin doing? Is she smacking the tomb with a hammer? There’s a gaping fissure all along the wall…. 
 
    An old man rose into the sky, radiating out a gray aura. “Brat! Hand over the inheritance or hand over your life!” As expected, it was the old ancestor of the Despair Seeking Sect. Well, looks like the barkeep’s screwed. There’s no way he’s escaping from a quasi-immortal. 
 
    “Stay your hand, Old Man Despair!” 
 
    And I spoke too soon. A young man, the ancestor of the Slaughter Seeking Sect, flew up and blocked the old man’s fist inches away from the barkeep’s face. 
 
    “You slaughter-filled brat! Don’t get in my way!” 
 
    It looks like the old man is risking everything. When the next step to becoming an immortal is right in front of his face, why wouldn’t he? And with that, it’s time for me to leave. There’s nothing I’ll gain from a fight between two quasi-immortals. I don’t see Gold Seeker or Money Grubber around. Did they exit the tomb earlier than me? Mm, it doesn’t matter. We set up a meeting spot for after the tomb exploration ended. I’ll head there, and if they don’t show up, I’ll hold a quick funeral for them and burn some paper money. What? I should expend more effort to look for them? Nonsense, the living have to keep on living. Expenses don’t pay themselves. 
 
    “You old and young bastards, I’d like to see where you’re going to hide now that there’s no water around!” 
 
    That voice, isn’t that the foxkin? I turned around just in time to see a massive hammer appear above the two quasi-immortals. 
 
    “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” 
 
    Just like that, there was a booming sound, and the two people vanished. A shockwave washed over me, and people from the crowd were launched into the air from the impact. There was a massive crater in the ground, and standing over it in the air, the foxkin was squinting down with her hammer’s handle propped up against her shoulder, the massive head blocking the view behind her. 
 
    A figure shot out of the crater. “You—!” 
 
    “Hammer strike!” 
 
    And was instantly sent back inside. 
 
    “You’re amazing, Boss! Teach them to not covet your underling’s inheritance!” 
 
    The foxkin turned towards the barkeep. “Your inheritance? Don’t you mean our inheritance? I don’t know what you’d want my inheritance for anyway. Despair isn’t a good technique to inherit, but don’t worry, I’ll protect you from it.” 
 
    …I thought I was unlucky, but that barkeep’s bad luck is on a whole nother level. He must’ve slaughtered a country in his past life or something, jeez.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After a ton of hard work, I finally got the inheritance! It turns out I didn’t have to do any work in the first place since the barkeep got it for me. Mm? Why is it mine? Because the barkeep gave it to me for protection! But what is it…? Inside of the black interspacial ring the barkeep gave me, there’s a set of armor—it looks ugly, so I’m not going to wear it—and there’s a … tablet? This looks familiar…. Like the one that … stabbed a giant purple spike into my head!? Gah! It … doesn’t hurt? Well, that’s a first. Why doesn’t it hurt? Not that I want it to hurt. Mm, it’s good that it doesn’t hurt. What am I learning? 
 
    Hmm…. Despair Conversion? With this technique, I can convert the despair of the people around me into qi. And the downside is … I’ll encounter an illusion of what’s causing the people to despair. Mm, sounds like an absolutely useless technique. Eh? Why’s it useless? Because I’ve had enough despair in my life! Why would I want to experience other people’s? 
 
    “Boss, are you okay?” The barkeep’s looking at me with a strange expression. It’s definitely not hatred or anger. Mm, it’s more like bitterness and resignedness. Is he hoping that I’m not okay? Oh. The purple spike is still stabbed into my forehead. Um, Mr. Tablet? You can stop now. 
 
    At last! A proper body to take over! After surpassing the seven trials I prepared, your body should be perfectly suited for me to…. Slaughter God!? What are you doing here!? 
 
    Uh…. 
 
    I was here first. Scram! 
 
    Um…, guys? 
 
    Ha-ha! You might’ve arrived first, but you haven’t taken over the vessel! Why do I have to leave? 
 
    I’m hearing some pretty disturbing things…. Don’t tell me, is this tablet going to be attached to my face like the crown’s attached to my head? It’s not coming off. Am I really going to have to cut my head off to escape like Ilya suggested? Actually, I know I can regrow my arms, but if I cut off my head, does my head grow a new body, or does my body grow a new head? Either way, I really don’t want to test it! 
 
    Hey! Little girl! Put on my armor, and I’ll grant you immeasurable strength! 
 
    …Are three voices too many voices to hear inside of my head? “Hey, barkeep, how many voices do you usually hear inside of your head?” 
 
    The barkeep’s expression didn’t change. “You mean when I’m thinking to myself?” 
 
    “Uh….” When do I hear these voices usually? At the most inconvenient times, that’s when! They always make noise when I can’t afford to be distracted! It takes a lot of concentration to think; I can’t afford to be distracted then. “Mm, yeah, let’s go with that. How many voices speak to you when you think to yourself? One? Two? three?” 
 
    “None…?” 
 
    Hmm. Well, the barkeep’s weak and cowardly, so maybe his mind’s different from someone who’s strong and brave like me. His answer doesn’t mean anything! 
 
    Little girl, please pay attention to me. 
 
    Ah? Was my newest voice talking to me? Is it even talking anymore? Wouldn’t it be thinking to me? Thinking at me…? Hmm. I should ask Ilya, but she’s not here right now. When did she disappear? I think she vanished around the time the tablet stabbed my head, but I’m not sure. 
 
    Little girl! Are you doing this on purpose!? 
 
    Ah. It was still thinking at me. 
 
    See what I’ve had to put up with this whole time? How am I supposed to trick her into becoming my vessel when she becomes distracted every time I require her attention? 
 
    I knew it! The crown didn’t have any good intentions! Mm, it was reading my mind, and once I announced I knew it was a trap, it stopped trying to hide the fact that it was a trap. It’s even talking so openly with the new voice! Is it because it knows I can’t remove the crown? I mean, I can remove it, but my head comes off too, and I don’t want that. 
 
    What’s stopping you from seizing her body directly? 
 
    Eh? These voices can take over my body directly? 
 
    Haven’t you noticed? She’s a quasi-immortal while I’m just a wisp of a quasi-immortal’s consciousness. 
 
    So, I’m safe? …Hello? Why are you two voices ignoring me? 
 
    I actually haven’t noticed…. My tomb was designed to find someone close to becoming a saint. Why does someone like her have my inheritance? Slaughter God, shall we work together to attack her? Once her consciousness is defeated, we’ll fight between ourselves. 
 
    I’m still listening to you two, you know? 
 
    Just the two of us aren’t enough. We have to wait for Death God before we can try. 
 
    Mm, so that’s why Vera wanted to make that deal with me…. Durandal’s secrets or risk being attacked and having my body taken over? Durandal’s secrets … or having my body taken over…? What happens when my body’s taken over? Where do I go? 
 
    You die. 
 
    Oh. Thanks, Mr. Heart of Slaughter. Is this what it feels like to be ignored? These two failed immortals are bullying me, aren’t they? Anyways, Durandal’s secrets … or death? This choice is tough. 
 
    I knew she was a moron from reading her memories, but I didn’t think it’d actually be this bad. 
 
    Alright, that’s it! “Mrs. Feathers! I need your help!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers appeared by my side and stared up at me. Then she looked down, over the edge of the crater that I was standing in front of. Inside of the crater, there were two people. I think. I’m sure they still count as people albeit slightly … squished people. It’s their faults for coveting my inheritance! They should’ve known better, mhm. “Boss, what’d you need help with? You want me to collect their bones? Burn their corpses into ashes? And … does that spike not hurt?” 
 
    The tablet still has a spike sticking out of it, and that spike’s still inside my head. But, nope. “It doesn’t hurt. And I don’t need you to collect bones or turn people into ashes. You don’t do that to living people, silly. Anyways! I need you to pick out a mental technique for me that allows me to torture, err, attack voices that live inside of my head.” 
 
    Wait, don’t do that. You don’t want to learn that. It’ll be extremely painful to learn. 
 
    I’ll show you extremely painful, dumb voice! This’ll teach you to ignore me, hmph, hmph. Um, wait, I mean, this’ll teach you to try to take over my body! Hmph, hmph! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Here it is, the technique Mrs. Feathers picked out for me to reinforce my sea of consciousness! It’s called the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, and other than reinforcing my sea of consciousness, it can even bring me back to life if I die! It doesn’t actually bring me back to life. It’s more like it prevents my soul from leaving my body once I die, and if my body is pieced back together, my soul revives my body. I’m not sure how useful it’ll be since I’ve never died before. And I have no intentions of dying in the future; at least, not until I have lots and lots of children and grandchildren and great-grandchildren. The technique has the word secret in its name, and I’m definitely not a phoenix, but Mrs. Feathers gave it to me anyway saying her sect has no future, so she might as well pass on some techniques before they’re lost forever. Besides, it’s not like Mrs. Feathers is betraying her race, giving a secret phoenix technique to a cute squirrelkin like me. Mhm. I’m sure someone once told me squirrels and phoenixes got along all buddy-buddy. Just look at me and Mrs. Feathers: we get along great! 
 
    You absolute nitwit, it’s the other way around. Phoenixes and squirrels are sworn enemies! How can you forget the memories inside of your own head? No, perhaps you’re recalling them but interpreting them incorrectly? 
 
    The new voice isn’t very nice. That’s why I’m learning this technique to bully it. It also wants to takeover my body, but that isn’t as important; after all, I can’t takeover someone’s body, and if I can’t do it, then no one else can. Mm, maybe Ilya could do it…, but she’s not here, and her fake isn’t as good as her. Alright! It’s time to learn this technique! But first, I’ll take out a hundred bottles of painkillers. Mm, something this useful will definitely be painful to learn. Only unamazing techniques like that Despair Conversion are painless. 
 
    Despair Conversion isn’t unamazing! It’s the greatest technique I ever invented, the foundation to my strength! 
 
    So? You died before becoming an immortal, didn’t you? Doesn’t that mean you and your technique failed? If a failure’s technique can be called amazing, then you can call me a chipmunk! And I won’t allow anyone to call me a chipmunk, so your technique can’t be called amazing. Hmph. 
 
    She has a point. 
 
    Fuck! If my techniques are useless, doesn’t that mean yours are as well? You didn’t become an immortal either, Slaughter God! 
 
    Yup, you’re both failures. Now stop trying to distract me! Mm? I planted a heart devil somewhere? …Do voices even have hearts? Wait, they said they’re wisps of will…. But do those have hearts? I’m pretty sure they don’t; otherwise, I’d have two extra hearts inside of me and that’d be creepy. Wait, is the heart of slaughter an extra heart too? 
 
    No. I’m your one and only heart. Now, learn the technique and slaughter the two fools intruding on my domain! 
 
    …I wonder if the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique can torture this voice too. It’s the one that’s been bothering me the longest. Mm, I’m starting now. With these painkillers, I no longer fear jade slips! Like all the other times I entered jade slips, this time isn’t any different. There’s a green ball of light floating in the center of nowhere. Okay, take in a deep breath and … touch! Mm? This pain isn’t as bad as usual. It’s not making me fall down and roll around while grabbing my head, but it’s still stinging, so I’m going to eat these pills I prepared—all one hundred bottles of them. 
 
    Great! There’s no pain! Now, how do I use this technique…? “Uh, Mrs. Feathers?” 
 
    “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    “The first part of the technique says I have to set myself on fire.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers nodded. “Yep, that sounds about right. Need help with that, Boss?” She’s staring at me with shining eyes. Is she really looking forward to setting me on fire that much!? Wait, no! In the first place, why do I have to be set on fire!? “Boss? I’ll start breathing fire now, okay?” 
 
    “No! Not okay!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers tilted her head. “But why not?” 
 
    “Because it’ll be painful!” Even though I’m sure I’ll heal after being burned, that doesn’t mean I want to be burned. 
 
    “But you ate quite a lot of painkillers,” Mrs. Feathers said. “It’d be a waste to not use them fully, right?” 
 
    Mm…, that sounds right…. “I guess….” But I don’t—ah! It’s hot! “Wait! I didn’t check the rest of the technique yet!” At least I confirmed there wasn’t any pain. It just felt a little hot, but Mrs. Feathers burned off my clothes! “Those robes were expensive! I’m deducting the cost from your pay.” 
 
    “I don’t get paid, Boss.” 
 
    Oh, that’s right. Anyways, I’ll put on these new robes. …Wait a minute. Didn’t I have clothes that were fireproof and able to disguise me as I wished? Right, I did! But I put them away because I sat in them for ten years and they smelled funky. And after I washed them, I didn’t bother putting them back on because I forgot what they could do. Ta-da! They’re as good as new. Now, let’s check the next steps for the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. First, I bathe in flames. Next, I absorb the flames into my body the same way I would absorb qi. After that, I circulate the flames around my body through my meridians and … hope I don’t permanently injure myself!? What kind of self-destructive technique did Mrs. Feathers have me learn!? There’s only a small chance of injury, but a chance is still a chance! 
 
    That’s right! You absolutely shouldn’t learn this technique! It’ll kill you, and if it does, I won’t have a body to takeover. 
 
    Hmmm. Hmmmmm. Hmmmmmmm. If this voice doesn’t want me to learn this technique, then that means … I definitely have to learn it! “Alright, Mrs. Feathers! I’m ready!” 
 
    Despair God, you moron. Look at what you’ve done. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia continues to get stronger as I waste away. I’m not really wasting away; I’m actually becoming stronger bit by bit as well, but the gap between her and I continues to increase. First, she surpassed me in strength; though, I remain stronger than her in terms of using techniques, but what good are techniques when brute strength can break them? Also, she’s surpassed me in intelligence—I’m sure of it. It might be due to an outside influence, the bone of intelligence she carved out of the tomb, but it’s an undeniable fact she’s learned how to read. And now, even her willpower is increasing. Before, she would never do anything that brings about the slightest bit of discomfort to herself unless I poked and prodded her into it, but now, she’s willing to set herself on fire to improve her mental state. 
 
    Am I still in the second trial of the tomb? The annoying voice isn’t here, so I don’t think I am, but I might as well be. If Lucia continues to improve as a cultivator and as a person, she really won’t have a use for me in the future. She’ll use me less and less like Roland did when he became more dependent on magic because it was more convenient. When Bouncykins told me the era of weapon spirits was over, I knew it to be true, but then I discovered the Immortal Continent with Lucia, a world where the sword was still a viable weapon. But viable for how long? Even Lucia’s preferring to use a hammer over my weapon body; though, that might just be because of her personality. Yes, she recently used me to kill almost a million people back in the tomb, but I’m sure that’s because she didn’t have any boats left to throw at them. Instead of thinking to use her sword, she threw boats at people. In her mind, are even boats better weapons than swords!? 
 
    Now that I think about it, doesn’t Lucia’s strength rank among the top in the Immortal Continent? Not counting immortals, of course. The Slaughter Seeking Sect, Despair Seeking Sect, and Death Seeking Sect are supposed to have enough power to control a country. That means, the three of them can fend off invasions from other countries seeking their resources. If Lucia can demolish two out of the three sects, including their strongest quasi-immortal fighters, by herself, doesn’t that mean she has the strength to confront a whole country on her own? It seems like I have to become a quasi-immortal to keep up with her, but I’m not sure how to go about doing that. There was nothing about quasi-immortals in the sword-related cultivation technique I’m training in. Well, it’s not like I don’t know how to become stronger. 
 
    While Lucia’s distracted by her Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, I’ll leave my weapon body, take these sky-realm-ranked daggers that she extorted from a poor man, and— 
 
    “Those are my daggers! Please, can I have them back?” 
 
    …This man’s still here? He did enter the tomb with Lucia, so it makes sense if he’s outside of it now, but everyone ran away when Lucia pounded the two quasi-immortals into meat pastes. I thought Lucia’s victims would be the first to leave. Unfortunately for this man, I can’t give him his wish. “No.” To get stronger, I can eat swords. However, does it have to be limited to swords? Of course not. Lucia’s fed Puppers spears even though he should be eating socks; though, Puppers did say the taste was a bit unbearable when he ate the spears. I should get stronger after eating these sky-realm-ranked weapons despite them being daggers. Sure, they might be bitter and disgusting, but the best medicines taste that way. …As does poison, but I’m not going to think about that. 
 
    “W-wait! Why are you licking them!? Do you know how long I spent on polishing them!?” 
 
    They taste like … animal bones inside of a broth? What are these things made out of? It’s some kind of alloy, so it should have a metallic taste, no? Odd, very odd. But since it tastes like actual food, this’ll be much easier to eat than expected. Hmm? I shouldn’t eat Lucia’s daggers that she can sell? Well, if she didn’t want me to eat them, she wouldn’t have given me access to her interspacial rings. And if she really didn’t want me to eat them, then she’d stop me before I did, but she’s showing no signs of doing that, so it’s not an issue. 
 
    “I’ll pay! I’ll pay the monthly fee to rent them from you! Mrs. Foxkin, please, make him stop violating my weapons!” 
 
    Right now, Lucia’s on fire with Mrs. Feathers’ help; she doesn’t have time to stop me. Delicious, and the texture’s not bad either. An abundant amount of warmth is flowing from my throat to the rest of my body; it’s making me stronger. With one bite, my strength’s risen noticeably. How strong will I get after eating them both? 
 
    “My, my dagger! I’ll kill you! Gold Crushing Punch!” 
 
    Versatile Path of the Sword: Impenetrable Shell! A barrier of qi rose up around me and blocked the man’s golden fist. I haven’t been slacking in the ten years Lucia was cultivating. Not only have I learned her Impenetrable Shell, I’ve also learned Footsteps of the Giant and…. “Versatile Path of the Sword: Madness Strike!” 
 
    “Golden Barrier!” 
 
    My sword struck the man’s barrier. It held for a second before cracking, but that gave the man enough time to retreat before my sword could hit him. His eyes widened, and he pointed at me, or more specifically, my sword. “Is that a sky-realm-ranked weapon!? Not only are you eating my sky-realm-ranked daggers, but you have your own sky-realm-ranked sword? Why don’t you eat that instead!?” The man turned his head to the side, and I took that chance to lunge at him with a stab. 
 
    “Golden Barrier!” Another barrier popped up around the man, and he glared at me as he grabbed the blade of my sword, his hand covered by a golden light. “Treasure Finder, now!” 
 
    Hmm? Was there another one? I spread my qi out, scanning the area, but I didn’t sense anything abnormal, so I pushed my sword harder. Cracks appeared on the barrier around the man’s hand. 
 
    “Treasure Finder…? I can’t hold on much longer!” 
 
    “Of all the people to pick a fight with, why did you have to pick the foxkin’s item spirit!?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I didn’t explode! I think. I might’ve exploded but regenerated naturally, but there’s no bloodstains on my robe, so I probably didn’t. Mm, and now I’ve finished the first part of the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique! With this, I can directly burn things inside of my sea of consciousness! Like those pesky voices. Let’s see them plot to take over my body now! Ah? “Where am I?” 
 
    “We’re at the Death God’s Tomb, Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. I was sitting on her back with the barkeep, Treasure Finder, Treasure Finder’s friend, Treasure Finder’s friend’s bald friend, and … Durandal! Is he finally done sulking? He looks … exactly the same as usual. Which is good because he’s hot! “Boss, are you listening?” 
 
    “Nope! Let me take care of some things first.” Mm, right, even before talking to Durandal, I have to get rid of these two voices, maybe three. They’ll definitely interrupt me when I converse with Durandal, and I can’t afford to be distracted. I don’t think Durandal would care if I was, but I don’t want to be! Alright, I’ll channel my newfound technique now. …But these voices are awfully quiet. It’s suspicious. Maybe they left? Nah, the tablet’s still stuck to my face through that purple spike. 
 
    Wait. Let’s make a deal. 
 
    Oh? The second I channeled my flame-infused qi towards my womb where my sea of consciousness is, the lying Slaughter God’s voice reacted. I don’t make deals with liars! This voice has been bothering me for so long, and it’s not murder if I kill something that’s already dead. There’s only one thing to do: burn! 
 
    W-w-wait! Ilya and Vera will disappear if you incinerate me! Don’t you want to know Durandal’s secrets? Don’t you want Ilya to continue accompanying you!? S-stop the flames! 
 
    Hmm…. Will Ilya and Vera really disappear? I don’t think they will. Aren’t they item spirits inside of the crown? If this voice was really connected to Ilya and Vera, then it wouldn’t have needed to use such a roundabout way to get me to destroy the other two tombs, right? The voice would’ve made the deal with me directly instead of making Vera do it. Right. At most, the voice is only related to Ilya and Vera but definitely not what keeps them alive! 
 
    You’re wrong! After my death, I put a portion of my will into my crown! I’m the one controlling Ilya and Vera; without me, they’d revert back into statues! 
 
    You can’t fool me, not after I absorbed your tomb and turned it into brainpower! Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, go! 
 
    Slaughter God, do something! I can’t hold the flames back much longer! 
 
    Hmph, the new voice is resisting, but I’m not going to lose! I’ll teach it to ignore me, hmph. Surprisingly, this is a lot like cooking. When I close my eyes, I can see my sea of consciousness by concentrating on my womb. It’s a lot like a pot of soup but bigger. Inside the pot, there’s these two worms: one’s red, and one’s gray. It’s hard to see the red one since the whole soup is red, but the gray one is an easy target! When I circulate the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, it’s like adding flames to the bottom of the pot, and I can boil the soup around the worms. Mm, but what happens when all the soup turns into steam? Does my consciousness disappear? Do I … die? 
 
    Yes! You’ll die! Cease this technique at once, little girl! 
 
    Mm, looks like I’ll have to continue, at least until this gray worm boils to death. Oh, the soup’s steam is condensing into little clouds above the pot. Maybe it’ll rain down once I boil some more? There was something about boiling and refining impurities in the technique…, could it have been talking about this? I like this! It’s just like cooking, and cooking calms me down. It’s not as pleasurable as absorbing heart devil wormies, but it’s still relaxing. Yep, this is just what I needed. I’ve been so stressed recently with Ilya deciding to abandon me and Durandal giving me the cold shoulder. If it weren’t for Mrs. Feathers and the barkeep, I’d probably be even more stressed. Mrs. Feathers is good company, and the barkeep gives me drinks! 
 
    Wait! I promise not to scheme against you! I won’t takeover your body! I’ll even cooperate and help you get used to my armor! Little girl, stop the flames! Please. 
 
    La, la, la, I can’t hear you. 
 
    Please! 
 
    Is someone saying something? It must’ve been my imagination. Or it must’ve been a voice that I’m not able to hear since it ignored me before. Mhm. Either way, it’s not important. I have to cook, err, cultivate diligently to become an immortal. Mhm, mhm. I’m such a hard worker. 
 
    I can help you become an immortal. 
 
    Oh! I found the red worm. It’s sticking its head out of the soup. 
 
    Didn’t you come to my tomb to become an immortal in the first place? Your heart of slaughter is attracted to the slaughter will within my crown. With your attainments and a little bit of help from me, you’ll become an immortal in no time at all. 
 
    I don’t want someone who’s failed to become an immortal to help me become an immortal. That makes no sense at all. Why would I ask a loser how to win? Ah! I forgot. I’m supposed to be ignoring these voices. Hah…, but sometimes they’re just so dumb that I have to correct them. 
 
    Please, spare me, little girl. I really can’t hold out much longer. 
 
    Mm, okay. 
 
    …Really? 
 
    Nope! 
 
    … 
 
    How does it feel? Your tomb did the same exact thing to me, crushing my hopes like that, so obviously, I have to do the same to you. 
 
    Can’t you be the bigger person? 
 
    Mm, I’m pretty short compared to some people, so it’s hard sometimes…. Especially Ilya! It’s not fair how she suddenly grew so much in one day! 
 
    That’s not what I meant by bigger person…. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tied up again. Why can’t this phoenix tie me up in a manner that allows me to cultivate? I suppose I’d be able to teleport if that were the case, so it makes sense that she didn’t, but it’s still aggravating! Thankfully, it doesn’t seem like the phoenix realized I was the one attacking it during the second trial of the Despair God’s Tomb; otherwise, I’d be in a much worse condition. 
 
    “My daggers….” 
 
    Like Gold Seeker over there. Not only can he no longer pay the rent for his daggers, but he also can’t return them along with his arm. On his contract, if he loses the daggers, he’ll be forced to work for the Pentorn Company until he pays them off. There’s even a mark in his sea of consciousness that allows employees from the Pentorn Armory to track him. It’s such a diabolical contract, but for two sky-realm-ranked weapons, I can see why Gold Seeker signed it. It’s just a shame he had to run into the foxkin. Speaking of which, she seems to be diligently cultivating atop the phoenix’s head. 
 
    With the phoenix’s speed, it didn’t take very long to arrive at the Death God’s Tomb. It seems like the foxkin wants all three of these inheritances. Perhaps she just needs a final bit of enlightenment before becoming an immortal. When it’s time for her tribulation, I want to be there to see it—at a distance, that is. A normal cultivator has to face nine lightning strikes to transition to an immortal. Cultivators with good karma have to face three. And cultivators with bad karma, they have to face eighty-one lightning bolts, each one stronger than the last. It’s the heaven’s way of making sure there are very few ruthless immortals. If all the immortals were like the foxkin, no one would be able to sleep at night for fear of being robbed or murdered without a way to fight back. Knowing the foxkin, she’s going to face eighty-one lightning bolts. 
 
    “Done!” The foxkin bounced to her feet and looked around. “Mm, okay. So, where are we?” 
 
    “We’re at the Death God’s Tomb, Boss,” the phoenix said. “It opens in two weeks, but I figured you’d want to try to absorb it first before everyone got here.” 
 
    The foxkin tilted her head. “Mm? But I didn’t finish destroying the Despair God’s Tomb…. Will Vera still tell me Durandal’s secrets?” She tapped on her crown and frowned. “Vera? Hello?” A moment of silence passed before the foxkin asked, “Ilya?” 
 
    Once again, there was no response. It seems like the crown lost some of its functions? Out of nowhere, a man appeared. He was the foxkin’s weapon spirit that mercilessly beat down Gold Seeker and ate his daggers. It’s a good thing I chose not to fight him. Maybe he’d’ve eaten my interspacial ring if I did. The man cleared his throat, and the foxkin whirled around. “Durandal!” 
 
    “While you were cultivating, it seems like the statues reverted back to their original states,” the weapon spirit said and waved his hand. A bunch of statues from the Slaughter God’s Tomb fell out of midair, presumably from an interspacial ring. 
 
    The foxkin’s brow furrowed. “The voice … wasn’t tricking me? They really disappeared?” At that moment, the crown slid off of the foxkin’s head, and she barely stuck her hands out in time to catch it. “It’s not stuck anymore….” Before she even finished speaking, the weird tablet-spike-combination thing fell off of her face as well. She let that drop onto the phoenix’s head, but the phoenix didn’t seem to notice or mind. “…Was I wrong?” 
 
    Did the foxkin suffer a mental attack? It seemed like she had fallen into despair. The statue was of the person closest to her…. Now that the purple girl is gone, it makes sense the foxkin would feel down. I wonder how those two are related to each other. They aren’t the same species, and clearly their relationship isn’t one between lovers. If anything, the purple girl seemed more like an encyclopedia to the foxkin. 
 
    “If Vera’s not here anymore…, why am I at this tomb?” The foxkin squatted on the phoenix’s head and sighed. Then she started drawing circles with her finger in the phoenix’s feathers. “She was supposed to tell me Durandal’s secrets after I took the Death God’s inheritance. But now….” Her eyes narrowed, and for a second, I thought she was going to take out her anger on me, but she whipped her gaze onto her weapon spirit instead. “Durandal, tell me all your embarrassing secrets!” 
 
    Without a sound, the weapon spirit disappeared. Less than a second later, ropes fell onto the phoenix’s back where he used to be. I wish I could conveniently dodge ropes like that, but that’s what I get for being human, I suppose. 
 
    “Gah! Fine!” The foxkin snorted and retrieved her ropes. “This Death God’s Tomb better have a trial stage with a statue of Vera in it! If not, I’ll destroy it. Mm? Wait a minute….” The foxkin turned her gaze onto me. “You should know what’s inside, right? Is there going to be a statue of Vera?” 
 
    Let’s see…. “Uh, you’ll have to untie me first, so I can take out my almanac.” I don’t memorize the details of tombs unless I’m going to partake in them for sure. The foxkin frowned before untying me, but she kept one hand over my wrist as if she was afraid I was going to run away. Or maybe she was threatening me. Either way, the only thing I could do was take out my almanac and flip to the Death God’s Tomb. “There isn’t much information recorded about this tomb, only the first three trials. The first one is—” 
 
    “Catching death fish?” 
 
    “…Yes. And there’s no water. It takes place in a desert, and the death fish swim in the sand.” I thought I should mention it before she gets mad at me again for not explaining the details. “The second trial is facing your heart devils. The third trial is headhunting—you need to obtain fifty people’s heads to proceed to the fourth trial. Everyone who’s proceeded beyond this point hasn’t sold the information of the coming trials to the Tomb Hunter’s Association.” 
 
    “So…, I won’t find a statue of Vera?” 
 
    “It depends on the trials after the third one. You might, you might not.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Another month, another tomb…. Though, this one is a lot less crowded than the others. There’s only one giant group of people wearing black and no one else. I think they’re the Death Seeking Sect. I don’t get it though. If the third trial requires them to obtain fifty heads…. “Doesn’t that mean they’re going to kill each other in there?” 
 
    Treasure Finder, who was no longer tied up because I found out she wouldn’t leave if I kept her friends as hostages, turned around and looked at the massive group of ships in the sky. “About half of them belong to the Death Seeking Sect, but the rest of them are from smaller sects that follow the Death Seeking Sect. Most likely, this is an initiation of sorts for them. If the people from the weaker sects want to join the Death Seeking Sect, they have to pass part of the trial.” 
 
    Mm, math is hard, but if one person has to kill fifty other people…, and half of the people belong to the same sect…. Uh…. Where was I going with this? “Doesn’t that mean they’re going to kill each other in there?” 
 
    “…Yes. In the Death God’s Tomb, people will kill each other.” Treasure Finder nodded at me. “Speaking of which, I’ve already given you all the help I can. How about I wait for you outside the tomb? I have no affinity with this inheritance, you see, and I really don’t want to be in the same place as you when you have to kill fifty people to proceed.” 
 
    “Eh? You don’t trust me? The barkeep’s coming, and he’s a weakling! Aren’t you a sky-realm expert?” Hmm, Treasure Finder did do what I asked her to do, and the barkeep turned out to be pretty good at solving tombs, so she’s not really needed for this. And this is the last tomb I’m going to do, since they’re really boring and all the same. “Alright, fine, you’re free to go.” 
 
    Treasure Finder’s jaw dropped open, and she didn’t say anything while looking at me. Was there something behind me? Nope, nothing. “…Really? You’re letting me go just like that?” 
 
    Did she think I was a kidnapper or something? I don’t hold people against their wills! …Unless they’re useful. And even then, I’m only borrowing them. It’s not kidnapping. Eh? How can you borrow a person? Simple. You take their freedom temporarily, then give it back to them later. “Unless you don’t want to go?” 
 
    “What about me?” Treasure Finder’s friend asked. 
 
    “Um, you can go too.” I was only keeping her because she was smart with her protection fees, but she stopped talking to me completely except to make snarky comments, and I didn’t want to punch her because she’d probably explode like Durandal did when I hit him lightly. After that, I only kept her around to keep Treasure Finder in check, but since Treasure Finder’s leaving, her friend can leave too. 
 
    Treasure Finder’s friend’s friend, the bald man, dropped to his knees and clasped his hands in front of himself. Was he going to ask to be let go too? “Please. Adopt me.” 
 
    “What?” Adopt him? Wouldn’t that make me a mom? I don’t want a child like him! “Absolutely not!” He’s not cute at all, and he has no tail, and no ears. Well, he has ears, but they’re not like mine. Mm, now that I think about it, when Durandal and I have kids, will they have tails and ears like mine? I’m not sure…. They better! If they don’t, that means Durandal cheated on me with a random woman! Uh…, wait a second, that’s not right. 
 
    “Why do you want her to adopt you?” Treasure Finder asked. Her expression was one that someone would make when they were looking at a cockroach. “Are you hoping to use her to fend off the people from the Pentorn Armory?” 
 
    Pentorn Armory? Pentorn…. Pentorn…. That sounds really, really familiar. Ilya? Oh. She’s not around to read my mind anymore. I can’t ask her, hah…. I guess I’ll never know. I’m sure I heard the word Pentorn from somewhere before. Maybe Durandal or Puppers would know. “Hey—” 
 
    “That’s not it!” Treasure Finder’s friend’s friend said. “Adopt was the wrong word. Please, take me as your disciple! I wish to be as strong as you.” 
 
    “A disciple?” What’s that? “What benefits do I get from having you as a disciple? What do I have to do?” 
 
    “If you take in a disciple, you won’t have to worry about your techniques being lost. You’ll teach me everything you know, give me resources to become stronger, and support me as a backer. Then, when you die, I can carry on your legacy for you!” 
 
    This … sounds like a scam. “You missed the first question. What benefits do I get from having you as a disciple?” 
 
    The bald man sat up and stared at me with a serious expression. “You won’t have to worry about your techniques being lost! Look at the big three; they left behind tombs that people desecrate simply because they didn’t have disciples to inherit their techniques. You don’t want to end up like them, right?” 
 
    This is a scam! “That’s what children are for!” This guy’s expressing the exact same thing as the Slaughter God. “You’re supposed to have lots and lots of children to pass on all your stuff to them. You don’t give it to a random stranger.” 
 
    “But I won’t be a random stranger,” the man said and scrunched up his forehead. “I’ll be your disciple.” 
 
    “How about this? I’ll be your disciple. Then you can give me all your techniques, resources, and support.” 
 
    “I…, you…, that’s…, that’s not how it works!” The man shook his head. “The stronger party makes the weaker party their disciple, not the other way around. If it’s the other way around, that’s practically extortion, cutting off a bud before it can grow!” 
 
    “I knew it! You’re trying to extort me!” Hmph. He thought I was that easy to trick? I remember now! Ilya became Softie’s grandmother’s disciple, and Ilya’s a genius. She wouldn’t do something that’d put her in a bad spot. And if there’s a relationship between her and Softie’s grandmother, then the grandmother has to be the one worse off. If I accept this man as my disciple, I’ll be losing! I’m not sure what I’ll lose, but I’ll definitely lose something. 
 
    Dong! 
 
    Ooh! The tomb’s opening. “Try to convince me later, Treasure Finder’s friend’s friend. I’ll reject you after I’m done finding a new Vera in this tomb.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It feels good being rich. I suppose I was rich back in the pocket realm, but I was a minor back then and not allowed to make large purchases without my father’s permission. I was also rich while following Lucia, but I could only spend her money on things that she wanted, like food or luxuries. But now, with my own efforts, I’ve created a money-generating business with mind-boggling profits. It’ll take a few years for it to really get going, but at this point, I can spend freely whenever and wherever I want. Of course, the first thing to do is pay back my debts. 
 
    Softie’s grandmother didn’t really help me out all that much, but she did take me in as a disciple. I mostly used Lucia’s influence to get by in the sect, but it’s undeniable Softie’s grandmother was my backing for the short time that Lucia had no sway. Softie’s grandmother was injured pretty badly during the time Lucia and I were in the pocket realm, so I took a few medicinal pills from Pill Valley. They’re supposed to be high-ranked pills that can move a nation, but they gifted them to me thanks to the profits I’ve brought them. At first, they were concerned they’d only be able to sell a few of my alchemy stoves since one sect only needed to buy one to be set, so I gave them a very easy solution to their problem: planned obsolescence. After a certain number of uses, the stoves stop functioning, and Pill Valley makes another sale. They called me despicable for thinking up such a thing; then they immediately implemented the design. 
 
    Anyways, here I am, Softie’s grandmother’s room. As I’ve already learned from repeated experience, cultivators do not have a culture of knocking: As Black Devil Shu once asked, “How are you going to catch people doing immoral things if you knock first?” In fact, I’m surprised there’s even a door here. Ever since Lucia showed her strength, people started imitating her, including not living in caves to cultivate. I pushed open the door, and moans immediately entered my ears. Smackdab in the middle of the room, there was a bed with two people on it: Softie’s grandmother and Softie’s grandfather. …I should’ve knocked. I really should’ve knocked. I’ll just leave this bag of medicine on the floor with a note and exit before they notice me. I’m surprised they haven’t noticed me already. Aren’t they earth-realm experts? Shouldn’t they have hyperawareness of their surroundings? 
 
    Well, I did my duty as a disciple. Not only will those pills heal Softie’s grandmother, but they’ll also help her advance to the sky realm. Of course, I included pills for Softie’s grandfather too. Wouldn’t it be too sad if their lifespans didn’t match up? Now, I’ll go find Softie. She was bitching and moaning about wanting to see Lucia, and I have the resources to send her through a transportation gate now. I wonder how Lucia’s…, no, let’s not go down that train of thought. I’m finally free from her, why jinx it? 
 
    Teleportation is convenient. No wonder why Lucia did it so often upon reaching the earth realm. Is this Softie’s room? Am I going to walk in on her doing something immoral like her grandparents? Nah, Lucia’s not here, and the chance of Softie’s infatuation for Lucia—which might as well be a mental illness at this point—disappearing is nonexistent. But just in case, this time, I’m going to knock. I rapped on the door twice, and there was a shattering sound followed by a scream. I opened the door to see Softie standing over a broken teapot with a puddle of tea spreading along the wooden floor. 
 
    Softie turned towards me with wet eyes. “Why would you make such an atrocious sound? It scared me!” 
 
    …I don’t knock, I lose. I knock, I lose. What’s a woman supposed to do? Besides, isn’t Softie an earth-realm expert right now? She should have hyperawareness too! “What kind of ex-sky-realm expert gets startled by knocking!?” 
 
    “Don’t yell at me after making me drop my tea!” Softie’s lower lip trembled, and tears threatened to fall from her eyes. In the ten years that’ve passed, did she get even prettier? How is that even possible? It’s a shame her chest didn’t grow at all though. She shivered and hugged herself, covering her torso with her arms. “Why are you looking at me like that? Don’t tell me you’re going to sell me too!?” 
 
    Too…? “What do you mean too? I’ve never sold anyone!” My business practices are completely moral! 
 
    “I’ve seen those sky-realm experts gathering around you!” 
 
    Oh, those people. “I’m not selling them. They’re my … employees.” Right. It hasn’t been long since I’ve founded the Pentorn Armory. It turns out people are willing to do anything for sky-realm-ranked weapons, and I have quite a few of them. Pill Valley collects corpses—I knew collecting corpses was normal—and once I told them I could turn the corpses into earth-realm-ranked and sky-realm-ranked weapons, they called me a monster; then they immediately drafted up a contract to split the profits and gave me all the corpses. I’ve rented out a majority of the weapons at completely fair and honest prices, and a hundred of the weapons were used to hire bodyguards. So, I don’t sell people…. It’s more like I’m buying them. “Anyways, you wanted money to go see Lucia, right?” 
 
    Softie’s expression instantly cheered up and morphed into that of a well-behaved girl’s. “Oh, you were here to talk about that. Come in and have a seat. Would you like some tea?” 
 
    I’m always amazed at how quickly attitudes shift in the Immortal Continent. I stepped around the puddle of tea and took a seat on a chair close to the only window in Softie’s room. “Well, before we talk about that, I want to make sure you know what you’re getting into when you go off looking for Lucia.” 
 
    Softie’s expression froze but relaxed in an instant. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “So, Lucia went off and destroyed one tomb to take its inheritance. She went to another tomb and robbed the person who claimed that inheritance. Now she’s at a third tomb, presumably to claim that inheritance as well.” 
 
    Softie nodded. “That’s right. Lucia’s amazing. What’s the problem?” 
 
    This fanatic. “The problem is, those three tombs are the training grounds of the three strongest sects in that region, and she made enemies out of all of them. If you show up looking for Lucia, they’re going to be hostile towards you. Since you’re only an earth-realm expert because of the injury you suffered, you’re not going to have a good time.” Also, she’s too pretty for her own good, but I’m not going to mention that in case I inflate her ego. 
 
    “How do you know all this?” 
 
    “I purposely set up a branch store near Lucia to monitor her activities.” It’s not that I care about her. I set up an armory there to know when to run. “Anyways, enough about that. I don’t mind if you go off and die to Lucia’s enemies, but Lucia would probably be depressed if you did. And if she’s depressed, she’ll destroy the world, which could impact my profits. So, I’ll fund you if you choose to go, but I’m heavily advising you not to.” 
 
    “I … understand,” Softie said and sighed. “It’s because I’m too weak, isn’t it? Not having power is a sin….” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The first trial is catching death fish. Once again, my net will be super handy! Except it has to go through a lot of sand too. I thought having small gaps would be useful, but I guess everything has its downsides, huh? If the holes in the net were bigger, sand would fall out faster. Well, it’s not like sand’s a big deal. I can store it in my interspacial ring. Eh? What would I want sand for? I don’t know, but it might be useful in the future. Mhm. …I’m not a hoarder! Don’t judge me for being part squirrel! 
 
    “The first trial shall commence. At the end of the hour, only people with ten death fish in their possession may proceed to the next trial.” 
 
    Alright, what’s the plan? Treasure Finder’s not here…. She told me the contents of the first three trials, but I only remember the first one. That’s the only one that matters since that’s where I am. Let’s see…, death fish should be attracted to death. So … people have to die. Isn’t this place dangerous? “Hey, barkeep, what do you think?” 
 
    “…I think you should give me the Despair God’s armor. If I don’t have it to protect myself, I might die.” 
 
    Hmm…. Treasure Finder’s friend said I could sell the Despair God’s armor for a lot if I sold it to the Despair Seeking Sect, but the Despair Seeking Sect, err, fell apart, I think? Their leader was beaten, and their morale was crushed. …Not my fault. They would’ve been beaten by the Slaughter Seeking Sect anyway! Eh? Didn’t the Slaughter Seeking Sect fall apart too? …That’s not my fault either. They would’ve been beaten by the Despair Seeking Sect! Anyways, that means the armor’s useless—mostly because it’s ugly. “Alright, here you go.” Even if it’s valuable, I can just take it back later, but I can’t bring the barkeep back to life if he dies. 
 
    After the barkeep finished putting on the armor, which made him look like an ugly turtle, he nodded at me. “Now, you do what you do best.” 
 
    Huh? “What I do best?” 
 
    The barkeep pointed at the group of death-seeking people, who were eyeing us with weapons and talismans drawn. “Go out there and kill every last one of them.” 
 
    Kill everyone? “How is that what I do best!? I’m a good person who avoids death and murder!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed. “Boss, do you really believe that?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Sure, sometimes I injure people, but getting injured is a part of life! …Selling penises is a part of life too. If people didn’t want to buy them, I wouldn’t be able to sell them! Mm, I suppose dying is a part of life too…. Right, is it so bad if people die anyway? Sure, they don’t want to, but sometimes you have to do things that you don’t want to do. Besides, everyone dies at some point: some earlier than others. Ah. I got distracted. “I’m a good person!” 
 
    “Boss…, if you tell someone to kill another person, and that command results in a death, do you think you’re responsible for the death?” 
 
    “No! I’m not!” Right? I shouldn’t be. I’m not the one who killed them. Mhm. It’s settled. 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed again. Is she sick? Can phoenixes even catch colds? Aren’t they a bit too hot for that? If anything, they should catch heats! “And why do you think that, Boss? What’s the difference between cutting off someone’s head and using someone else’s hand to cut off someone’s head?” 
 
    “We don’t have time for this,” the barkeep said and pointed at the group of people in black robes, who seemed to have gotten closer. “Think about it logically. If death fish are attracted to death, then only one person has to die before all the fish gather around. Since we’re the only rogue cultivators who dare enter this tomb, it’s obvious we’re going to be the target!” 
 
    “But … aren’t we quasi-immortals?” 
 
    The barkeep’s expression turned ugly. “Boss, you might be a quasi-immortal, but I’m just a lowly saint.” 
 
    “Ah? Your cultivation improved?” Was he a saint before this? “Mm, you went from the strength of an ant to the strength of an ant with five legs.” 
 
    “Ants have six legs….” 
 
    Even though I’m smart now thanks to the bone of intelligence, math is still hard, okay? “That doesn’t matter. As long as Mrs. Feathers and I are here, why would they attack us first? We’re quasi-immortals; they’d have to be stupid or suicidal to target us!” 
 
    “Their name is the Death Seeking Sect….” The barkeep sighed as if he had great troubles plaguing him. I wonder why. “Death is the last thing they’re afraid of.” 
 
    “All these people want to die…?” And that’s why they’re going to attack me and Mrs. Feathers? Isn’t there a better way for them to die without bothering others? “If they want to die, why did they bother cultivating in the first place? Isn’t the point of cultivation to become immortal?” 
 
    “To them, death is another form of immortality,” the barkeep said. “If they’re dead, they can’t die again. Many of them choose to become zombies, or they let others control their bodies after death.” 
 
    That … doesn’t sound right. “Softie once told me there were no right or wrong paths to immortality, but these death-seeking people are clearly wrong!” Didn’t Softie also say something else about zombies? Like, they’re hated or something? Mm, I don’t remember, but I think it was something like that. “Aren’t people who manipulate corpses supposed to be evil?” 
 
    “When you’re strong enough, people won’t attack you even if you are evil,” the barkeep said. “Isn’t that why everyone leaves you alone?” 
 
    …Oi. I thought I established the fact that I was a good person! Gah, whatever, some people just don’t understand. “Mrs. Feathers, go burn them and catch the fish for me.” But do I really want to eat something named death fish? I’m not sure if that’s a good idea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Mirta, how’s it going?” 
 
    “I…, I don’t like plants anymore….” 
 
    That’s odd. “Aren’t you an elf?” Can elves even hate plants? That’d be like a person hating water. No, Lucia hates water. Let me rephrase that. That’d be like a person hating food. 
 
    Mirta’s face turned red, and she shouted, “Even an animal lover will hate animals if they’re constantly mauled by hippos and eagles!” She gestured around herself, and a root tendril sprang out of the ground, wrapping around her wrist. With a swing of her arm, her sword appeared out of nowhere and cut the root apart, spraying yellow juices onto her face and robes. “Do you see this!? These aren’t plants anymore! Plants don’t eat people!” 
 
    “But if your power works on them, then they’re plants, right?” 
 
    “I hate you, Granny Ilya.” Mirta sighed, put away her sword, and stumbled over to a nearby chair that was shaped out of a still-living tree. She sat down, and immediately stood back up, narrowly avoiding a vine that tried to wrap itself around her neck coming from below. “I should’ve stayed with my grandma. I thought the Immortal Continent would be fun!” She smacked the vine away and growled at it. “Bad! Don’t do that.” She looked at me with teary eyes. “Can I quit and do something else?” 
 
    “Well, if you really want to….” I mean, she’s contributed quite a lot. I’ve narrowed down the energy coming out of her, but converting qi into it will take a bit more research. “Here.” 
 
    Mirta stared at the bag in my hand before looking up at me with wary eyes. “What is it? Another seed? Is this going to try to eat me too?” 
 
    “It’s your pay, but if you don’t—” Before I could even react, the bag disappeared from my palm. I’m on the level of an earth-realm expert. How could I not keep track of Mirta’s movements? There was always something weird about her, including the fact she was always able to evade my security and sneak up on me. 
 
    “This…, this is for me?” Mirta asked, her voice trembling. “Really?” 
 
    It seems like she likes it despite her previous announcement. “Didn’t you just say you don’t like plants anymore?” 
 
    “How dare you call the sapling of a world tree a mere plant!?” Mirta glared at me and hugged the bag, which had a sprout sticking out of its opening, to her chest. “Who do you think you are!? Blaspheme it again and I’ll slip a flexible vine dragonhead tendril into your bed while you’re sleeping!” Mirta bared her teeth at me, and even her ears were flattened back against her head like an angry cat. Is that it? Does she have the blood of a catkin inside of her? It’d explain her sneakiness and disdain for the rules I’ve set. Plus, she was raised by her grandmother: maybe her parents were chased out since interracial relationships are heavily frowned upon. 
 
    “W-what are you thinking about?” Mirta asked and gulped, her previous anger dissipating. “You’re not going to ask for this back, are you? That’d be really, really rude!” When I didn’t say anything, her shoulders shrank down even further. “And, um, sorry for yelling. …You’re not mad, right?” 
 
    I pointed at a flower bud with a gaping maw sneaking up on Mirta from behind. “Watch out.” 
 
    Mirta turned around before pulling out her sword. She slapped the flower bud with the flat of her blade. Despite how much she disliked these carnivorous plants, she really did her best to avoid seriously hurting them. “Don’t even think about eating me or Yggie, got it?” 
 
    Yggie? Did she name the world tree sapling already? Well, I suppose it deserves a name considering how rare it is. I saw it while visiting Pill Valley’s headquarters, and they gave it to me when they noticed I was interested. Of course, I was only interested in it because I knew Mirta would like it. Who said I had ulterior motives? I did not. And I still don’t. Definitely. 
 
    Mirta pushed away the stunned plant and smiled at me. “Say, Granny, no, Big Sis Ilya, do you have anymore plants that you need to grow? You can count on me!” 
 
    Got her. Err, I mean, nothing. I thought nothing. “Didn’t you want to quit?” 
 
    “Eh-heh-heh, did I say that? When?” Mirta’s face was bright, and she was snuggling the bag with Yggie inside of it to her chest. “Just pay me with lots of resources to feed Yggie and I’ll do anything!” 
 
    “Alright, continue caring for these plants, and whenever you have spare energy, dump it into the plate.” The plate is a container to store her special energy. I need lots of it to figure out its composition to recreate it through qi. Thankfully, with a few mental cultivation techniques that Pill Valley gifted me, I’ve trained my mind to the point where I don’t have to rest for several weeks despite nonstop calculations. If only Lucia would learn one of these techniques, then maybe she wouldn’t be so … her. It’s a shame she has an aversion to improving her intellect in any way, shape, or form. Maybe I’ll prepare one of these techniques for her in a jade slip that requires blood to activate and have Mirta trick Lucia into using it. …Or not Mirta, it’d be a shame if she died. A convict, then? 
 
    Also, thanks to Pill Valley, I’ve obtained an interesting tidbit of information. Karma is actually real, and not just a concept used to scare children into behaving. The more negative karma one accrues, the higher the chance of dying during their tribulation. And that may or may not be why I’m trying to settle my debts with everyone. Luckily, when we went rampaging across the county, Lucia was the one who killed and destroyed the most, or it’d be impossible for me to make it up to the sects. It also explains why Lucia’s tribulations are much more difficult than other people’s. Now that I’ve settled my karma with Mirta, Softie’s grandmother, some people who’ve treated me nicely within the sect, and Softie, I’ve minimized the risk of dying while ascending to the sky-realm—which I’m about to do shortly. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We caught a lot of fish. Mm, I say we, but it was mostly Mrs. Feathers. I was about to eat the fish, but the barkeep told me that the tomb only said we had to have ten fish in possession. It’s a good thing he told me because if I ate these, I’d probably puke. They smell bad—like Surströmming. Mm, what’s that? I’m not sure! A voice must’ve planted that word into my head, but which one was it? I already burned the despairy one and the slaughtery one into nothing thanks to the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. 
 
    “The first trial is ending in three seconds. Those without ten death fish will be expelled from the tomb.” 
 
    There aren’t a lot of people left. Mrs. Feathers is actually really, really strong. I’m glad I captured, err, convinced her to join me! Apparently, her flames can melt down bodies into nothing. She says their souls disappear as well, but I don’t know if that’s true. Either way, she scared off even the Death Seeking Sect after burning half of them! Mm, I knew I couldn’t fully trust the barkeep, saying those people wouldn’t be scared and all that. But it’s not that he’s purposely lying to me: He’s only a saint with no experience of the world. Now…, what was the second trial again according to Treasure Finder? Ah, Mrs. Feathers and the barkeep disappeared, leaving me behind on a sandy hill. “Durandal?” 
 
    There was no response, but that could’ve been because he was still sulking. “Puppers?” 
 
    Mm, still no response. I guess that’s…, hmm. Did Puppers revive since he died at the Despair God’s Tomb? I’m not sure…. “Mr. Heart of Slaughter?” This was the only voice that I didn’t burn away, and that’s because he didn’t ignore me unlike those other two. Err, I mean, and that’s because I’m a merciful person! 
 
    I’ll always be with you as long as you’re slaughtering things! 
 
    That’s reassuring. 
 
    “Face your heart devils! Failure means death!” 
 
    …That’s not reassuring. What exactly is a heart devil? I know I plant them in people…. Could the tomb be talking about the worms? Oh…, that reminds me, didn’t I unleash a bunch of squirrels made of wormies with the Heart Devil Apparition technique? I wonder how they’re doing. It’s been ten years after all. Wait a second. Do I even have any heart devils? With my Heart Devil Cultivation Technique, I’m super sensitive to them, and I don’t sense any inside of myself! Does that mean I automatically pass? Ah, someone’s there. A pretty girl with bunny ears…. Wait a minute! That’s not a girl! That’s Snow! Snow … is my heart devil? I don’t get it. Isn’t he dead? 
 
    “Hello, Lucia,” the fake Snow said in the dead Snow’s voice. “Still being you despite becoming so strong, I see. How’s Durandal doing?” 
 
    “You….” What does the tomb mean by face my heart devil? Do I just look at him? How do I pass? “Stupid tomb! Your instructions are crap!” Do I have to kill him? Beat him up? Poison him back? Mm, when in doubt, ask! “Hey, Snow, how do I pass this trial?” 
 
    The fake Snow sighed and shook his stupidly beautiful head. “You really haven’t changed. I can’t tell you how to pass the trial, but maybe I can guide you through it?” Snow waved his hand, and a table appeared on the sandy hill. Two chairs grew out of the ground, and he sat on one of them. “What would you like to drink? Hot chocolate? Acorn stew?” 
 
    “Nothing made by you!” I didn’t forget how he poisoned me! Alright, it’s settled. I’ll beat him up. Even if I’m smarter now thanks to that bone of knowledge, violence is still the best way to get answers! Ah? My fist passed through his head? There’s no blood. His expression didn’t change either. 
 
    “I’m a ghost, Lucia,” the fake Snow said and rolled his eyes. “You can’t hurt me.” 
 
    Could it be…, my heart devil consists of ghosts!? They are a bit scary—I’ll admit—but I’m not afraid of them! Like how I can’t touch them, they can’t touch me. If they can touch me, I can punch them or whack them with my hammer! Mhm. Odd. The chairs and table are solid, and the hot chocolate smells like real hot chocolate. It wouldn’t hurt to take a sip, right? I have the Immortal Poison Body after all! I don’t believe Snow can poison me again! A-ha! This must be what it means to face my heart devil. I almost died to poison once, and now, I have to face the same situation again. I’m a genius. …But the last time I thought I was a genius, the Despair God’s Tomb’s defensive formation was still active when I thought it wasn’t. Is this a trap? 
 
    “Lucia…. Lucia? Do you still not listen to people? Hello…? Guess I’ll wait.” 
 
    Was the fake Snow saying something? Ah, I don’t get it. If only Ilya were here. But if she were here, she’d still not be here thanks to the tomb. I hate having to think for myself! It’s hard. Wait a second. Before I tried to punch him, didn’t Snow say he’d try to guide me through what I had to do? “Right! Tell me the secret to passing the trial.” 
 
    Snow took a sip of his hot chocolate and sighed. “Think, Lucia. What is a heart devil?” 
 
    I know this! “It’s something I plant in people to cultivate!” 
 
    Snow stared at me and sighed again. “That’s what you do with them, but not what they are. Think about it, Lucia. What is a heart devil? How do you plant them in the first place?” 
 
    “I … don’t know.” Why do people get heart devils from me anyway? “Whenever I talk to people, they just appear!” It’s a mystery. 
 
    Snow sighed for a third time. Was he depressed? Can ghosts even be depressed? What do they do if they are? Snow rubbed his eyes before shaking his head. “This is a lot worse than I thought.” He pushed the second cup of hot chocolate towards me. “How about we start from the beginning?” 
 
    The beginning? The beginning of what? But sure! It’s been a while since I’ve talked with someone over a cup of hot chocolate. Hah…, Ilya’s a bully who abandoned me. Durandal’s a sulky bastard. Puppers isn’t worth talking to. …For some reason, I really miss Softie. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I miss Lucia. For cultivators, ten years can pass by in the blink of an eye, but for mortals, ten years is a large part of their life. The time Lucia and I have been separated can be called neither long nor short. The majority of the time, I was in secluded cultivation, purely focused on refining her impurities into my own strength, but now that I don’t have any of her impurities left, and I can’t use my Heart Devil Cultivation Technique without planting new heart devils, I’ve found that it’s very lonely. Has Lucia made any new friends? Does she miss me as much as I miss her? Probably not. 
 
    “Don’t sigh when you’re all alone. You’ll make yourself sad.” 
 
    Who…!? “W-who are you? How did you get into my room!?” 
 
    “Hi, I’m Mirta!” The strange girl with blonde hair and green eyes stared at me with a bright expression. “What’s wrong? Are you okay? My grandmother once told me that you shouldn’t sigh, and if you’re sad, you should smile instead.” 
 
    Am I okay? I … don’t think that’s important right now. “Shouldn’t I be the one asking you that…?” She’s … covered in blood and some other strange fluids. I’m sure it’s from some kind of rare medicinal plant, but I didn’t have any potential for alchemy, so I never bothered learning about any herbs beyond the basics. “Eat this pill.” 
 
    “Oh, thanks.” The strange girl took the pill from my hand and ate it without any suspicion. Hasn’t anyone taught her about the dangers of the world? Wait a minute. Why am I helping her? The girl licked her lips and nodded at me. “You’re nice. Much friendlier than everyone else. When I snuck into their rooms, they attacked me instead!” 
 
    …Is that where the blood came from? “Excuse me, but are you a part of the Shadow Devil Sect?” 
 
    “Uh….” Mirta scratched her head. “I’m more like … property of the Shadow Devil Sect?” 
 
    “Property?” What does she mean property? The Shadow Devil Sect might plant heart devils in people, slowing their cultivations down, but we don’t deal in slavery! “Who’s your owner?” 
 
    “Ilya.” 
 
    Oh. That’s…. “I’m sorry.” Sister Ilya and Brother Claw are perhaps the only two people I can’t scold in the whole sect, other than Lucia, of course. But still, engaging in slavery? Has Sister Ilya sunken to a new low? Perhaps it’s not slavery? Mirta seems to be … an elf!? I thought they went extinct a long time ago! 
 
    “Ah?” Mirta’s eyes widened, and she covered her ears with her hands. “When did I lose my hat?” She coughed and took a step back. “You’re not an alchemist, are you?” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    “And you’re a nice person, so you definitely don’t want to cut my ears off to sell them, right?” 
 
    “Right.” Only Lucia would do something like that. 
 
    Mirta exhaled and sat down across from me. “That’s good then.” 
 
    Um. It feels like I’m forgetting something. Have I met her before? It feels like I have, but there’s something more important. “Excuse me, but why did you sneak into my room?” In the first place, how did she get past my security formation? Ilya was the one that made it for me, no, for the whole sect. Someone who’s able to sneak past Ilya’s formation and maintain a cheerful, carefree countenance.... Is she an immortal? She’s also an elf, and those haven’t been seen since the ancient times when squirrels and other fearsome beasts roamed free…. Then … she’s here to hunt Lucia? The pursuit my grandfather said would come has finally arrived. If she tries to get information out of me, will I have the strength to resist? 
 
    “Well, I was on my way back from taking care of the plants, and I saw a closed door, yours, and I wanted to know what was inside.” Mirta smiled and nodded. 
 
    She said she snuck into other rooms before mine as well. “So, because the door was closed, you wanted to know what was inside? Is it the same for all closed doors?” 
 
    “If I’ve already been inside once, then I don’t need to know, but if I’ve never been inside before….” Mirta shrugged and lay down, stretching herself out along a beam of sunlight streaming in from my window while balancing on her chair with only her hip. “Your room’s the nicest one I’ve seen so far. Everyone else’s is so plain and empty; you’d think they’re living in a monastery or something. Honestly, they might as well be living in holes in the ground at that rate.” 
 
    That’s where we used to live…. Is she not an immortal? No, she can’t be, unless…. “You said you were taking care of the plants?” 
 
    “Yeah, Ilya needs my help growing the rare ones.” Mirta yawned and sat up. A green tendril snaked out of her robes near her neck and approached her nose. Mirta kissed it and guided it back down with her finger. “Like the frozen dragonheart fruit and the phoenix claw roots and the … man-eating beast vines.” At the last one she mentioned, Mirta made a face and wiped at the unidentified liquid on her robes. 
 
    I’m not very knowledgeable with herbs, but anything with dragon or phoenix in it have to be beyond precious. I think I know this girl’s identity now. She’s the immortal from Pill Valley, but why would she declare herself as property of Sister Ilya? Has Sister Ilya’s clutches extended to even the immortals…? Lucia really needs to come back to keep Ilya in check. Lucia might be a bad person when judged only by her actions, but on the inside, she’s a really good person! Sister Ilya, on the other hand, is evil through and through! Recently, there’s been a large influx of sky-realm experts coming into the Thousand Sect Alliance’s area. Sister Ilya claims they’re her employees, but I know better than that. I asked one of them, and she said she sold herself to Ilya for a period of three hundred years! …Just what is Sister Ilya planning to do by amassing so many sky-realm experts? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “—and then Ilya said she didn’t want to hang out with me anymore! Can you believe that? Why wouldn’t she want me? She said I was too violent!” Ah, I almost forgot how nice Snow was before he poisoned me. Wait, no, I really did forget and am only remembering now. He was so nice and easy to bully. Hah…. Why’d he have to go and get jealous at me for having Durandal? Just because he was the Godking’s grandson and I had his, maybe, just maybe, rightful family heirloom? Jeez. 
 
    “Well, you are violent,” Snow said and nodded as if Ilya were right. 
 
    He was obviously wrong, so I hit him. Too bad my hand passed through his head since he was a ghost. “You weren’t supposed to agree with her! Anyways, that’s all the problems I have at the moment.” 
 
    Snow rubbed his head and sighed. “So, you’re possibly being chased by immortals for being a squirrelkin, and you think Ilya not wanting to accompany you is your largest problem? Your priorities are still messed up, you know?” 
 
    “You’re messed up!” There’s nothing wrong with my priorities! Immortals might want to claim my tail, but they haven’t claimed it yet with no signs of them showing they want to. But Ilya’s already gone and left! One might happen; one’s already happened. It’s clear which one is worse! Ah? Wait a minute. “Right! My number one priority should be clearing this trial! Why did you distract me like this?” 
 
    For maybe the hundredth time, Snow sighed again. “You mean, you haven’t figured it out? You thought I told you to list out your problems because I wanted to hear them? Didn’t I tell you these were supposed to be hints to guide you?” 
 
    Eh…. Did he? I don’t remember, so he didn’t! In the first place, why would Snow want to guide me? He’s the one who tried to kill me once! Why help me now? Obviously, he has bad intentions. The second trial’s voice said I had to face my heart devils, but Snow’s the only person who appeared. Doesn’t that mean he’s my heart devil? That must be it. I sat down and had a face-to-face talk with him, but I didn’t clear the trial! And I can’t punch him either. There’s only one answer. I’ll channel the qi from the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique outside of my body and layer it over my fist. Then I’ll punch Snow! “Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique: …Punch!” 
 
    A flame appeared over my hand in the shape of a phoenix, and it screeched as my fist flew towards Snow. Snow barely leaned out of my striking range, but the phoenix shot forwards and struck his face. He screamed and tumbled out of his chair. His burning hair set the ground on fire as he rolled back and forth. Normally, stopping, dropping, and rolling should put out a fire, but not this one! All it did was help spread the flames evenly over the rest of him. As I thought, phoenix flames are magical. Not only can they kill voices, they can kill ghosts too! Mm, I suppose those voices were ghosts in the first place…. Anyways, why did I kill Snow? Because he wasn’t really Snow! After going through two temples, I already know how this works: this Snow was just the Death God in disguise! 
 
    “You’ve passed the second trial, getting the right answer despite using the wrong method.” 
 
    Wrong method? Violence is always the right method! There’s never been a problem that I couldn’t solve without a little bit or a lot of bit of violence. Ah? The scenery changed again. Now I’m on a giant staircase? What’s this? Treasure Finder said the third trial was … headhunting, right? Then what’s the point of the staircase? It’s a really, really weird staircase, so much so that I don’t even want to call it one. Each step is the height of a normal step, but the width and length are too long! Each step is as big as a sect’s plaza. Could it be? We have to gather fifty heads on each step? Bleh, this is too complicated. My head hurts from thinking too much. Eh? Is my bone of knowledge wearing off? Mm, no, I don’t think so. I’m still smart! Because I’m so smart, I’ll wait for Mrs. Feathers and the barkeep to explain everything to me. Mhm. 
 
    Ooh, someone’s here! It’s … a stranger. Eh? He’s running from me? I thought these people were supposed to be seeking death! How come he’s so cowardly? It’s not like, oh, I forgot to put my qi back inside after punching Snow. These robes are really nice. They don’t even get burned by phoenix flames. What were they made out of again? …Some kind of fiery lizard or something. Chameleon! It was definitely a chameleon. That’s why it can transform! Anyways, when is Mrs. Feathers going to show up? A lot of people are appearing. Wait a minute…. Didn’t Mrs. Feathers fail the second trial in the Despair God’s Tomb? Did she … fail this one too? Isn’t she supposed to be a magnificent and noble creature!? I wonder what her heart devil is…. 
 
    “Boss!” 
 
    That’s—! …Not Mrs. Feathers. “Hey, barkeep.” How did he pass before Mrs. Feathers? Well, he was the one that cleared the Despair God’s Tomb. It makes sense for him to be good at these things. Maybe he should be a professional tomb hunter like Treasure Finder. I think he found his calling. 
 
    Before the barkeep could say anything, the tomb’s mechanical voice made an announcement. “Everyone’s here. The third trial shall commence.” 
 
    “Wait! Mrs. Feathers isn’t here!” 
 
    “Reach the top of the staircase to proceed to the fourth trial!” 
 
    “You dumb voice! I said wait!” How dare it ignore me!? This is very important! What happened to Mrs. Feathers!? Didn’t the voice at the start of the second trial say succeed or die or something along those lines? Mrs. Feathers can’t die, right? It’s impossible! She’s a phoenix! Even if she does die, she doesn’t actually die! 
 
    “B-Boss, they’re starting.” 
 
    Eh? “I said wait, damnit! I’ll cut off the legs of everyone who moves!” 
 
    … 
 
    Today, I cut off a lot of legs. But that’s not important! The stupid tomb isn’t answering me about Mrs. Feathers! Once I get out of here, I’m going to destroy it to find her. If there’s a defensive formation, I’ll find a way to break it down even if I have to throw a whole countryworth of buildings at it! Ah, I’m upset now. How did Mrs. Feathers not pass the second trial? She’s super-duper strong! Grr. “Alright, barkeep. Let’s hurry and clear this stupid tomb to rescue Mrs. Feathers faster!” 
 
    “Um, okay.” The barkeep nodded. “It seems like the third trial differs from what Treasure Finder told us. It’s no longer about gathering fifty heads, but it’s climbing stairs?” He walked over to the nearest legless person who was squirming around. “Hey, does your sect know anything about this?” 
 
    “The third trial hasn’t changed in—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    What? The barkeep just smacked someone with no legs! I thought he was supposed to be a good person…. When did the barkeep get so brave? 
 
    “Listen here,” the barkeep said. There was a sneer on his face. He’s not a good person at all! He was tricking me this whole time! Mm, someone who gives a girl alcohol from day until night until she’s drunk wouldn’t be considered a good person in the first place, huh? “I know the third trial hasn’t changed, but your Death Seeking Sect must’ve had members who’ve went beyond it, no? Has a stage like this shown up in the later trials?” 
 
    “We’re not allowed to tell outsiders—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    “You bast—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    “How—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    “Stop—” 
 
    Slap! 
 
    I … think the barkeep really enjoys slapping people. Why is everyone around me either a sadist or a masochist!? Even Mrs. Feathers isn’t normal; her expression when she was burning me to help me train the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique…, it definitely looked super happy! Hah…. I overheard in the army once that people always flock to others that’re similar to themselves. And now I know that’s completely wrong. I’m normal, damnit! 
 
    “Are you willing to talk?” The barkeep pulled out a series of tools that suspiciously looked like torture instruments. I’ve seen Ilya’s. She keeps them in her closet. I’m not sure why she doesn’t just stick them in her interspacial ring. And where did the barkeep get these tools from? I’m sure I checked his interspacial rings for stuff that belonged to me…. Mm? Why would he have stuff that’s mine? Because, if it looks nice, then it’s mine. Maybe the barkeep has another secret interspacial area on him that I can’t detect? Like a rare heaven-defying treasure with an old man’s soul lurking inside of it! Or a book inside his body that can only be read by him! Eh, I doubt it. He wouldn’t be such a wimp if he had stuff like that. Though, the barkeep doesn’t seem like a wimp right now. Did he gain some confidence after becoming a saint? 
 
    A few screams and wails and a lot of people later, the barkeep came back to me covered in blood. “For some reason, it seems like the tomb’s been cut short. This staircase is seen in the sixth trial. Perhaps the Death God’s Tomb selected an inheritor and wants to make sure he or she doesn’t die? But either way, none of them knew any details about this trial. They only know that the ancestor of the Death Seeking Sect made it to the eightieth step before quitting.” 
 
    “How many steps are there?” 
 
    “Eighty-one.” 
 
    Wow. That’s unfortunate for that ancestor. He almost made it! Mm, maybe he’s fortunate after all. I bet this Death God is like those other two bastards with the whole I’m-going-to-take-over-your-body thing. Well, that shouldn’t be a problem for me thanks to Mrs. Feathers and her secret technique. “Mm, let’s see….” Can I fly? Nope. Teleport? Nope. How are these people restricting me when they were supposed to be weaker than me while they were still alive? I don’t get it. This is bullshit! Hah…. Fine. I’ll play by your stupid rules for now! First, I’ll test the first step by grabbing this legless person and…. “Up you go!” 
 
    Everyone, including the non-legless people who hadn’t moved when I told people not to move, stared at him. He seemed to be in pain, but that was most likely because he hit the ground a little too hard. Someone from his sect shouted, “How is it?” He had to shout because the step was super long and far away. 
 
    “There’s a little bit of pressure,” the legless man said. “There’s also a faint aura of death that I can absorb.” 
 
    Seems safe. The people on the first step turned to stare at me as if asking permission to go. I don’t see why not. “Go ahead.” All I have to do to pass the trial is reach the last step, and there’s no limit on the number of people who can pass. 
 
    “You’re not going to collect protection fees from them, Boss?” the barkeep asked. 
 
    “No. What if they use their stuff to get the inheritance? Then I can just take it from them later even if I fail.” Aren’t I a genius? After the whole tomb is finished, I’ll collect protection fees from them then! Anyways, onwards to the first step! I made sure to stay behind and let those others go ahead of me. Like Treasure Finder said, there’s no need to be first. If this tomb’s really dangerous enough to beat Mrs. Feathers, then I can’t afford to take any risks! Those people who went ahead, they seem to be completely fine, so I’ll take the first step. 
 
    Hmm. Nothing happened. Was there supposed to be a little bit of pressure? What about the aura of death? Oh wells. Second step! And … I’m still walking over there. Why are these steps so large? Hah…. Okay, I’m here. Let’s see…. I’ll let the barkeep go up first. Nothing happened. I feel cheated. At this rate, won’t it be super easy to reach the last step? The trial can’t really be this simple, right?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight, there’s a quasi-immortal phoenix coming our way! It must be here to avenge the Rainbow Phoenix Sect!” 
 
    A quasi-immortal phoenix? What am I supposed to do about that!? “Go tell Sister Ilya.” Is this what she was amassing sky-realm experts for? As expected, she’s a genius. I hate to admit it, but her plans are quite extensive. 
 
    “Sister Ilya departed from the sect yesterday, saying she had to go to Pill Valley’s headquarters!” 
 
    “What about the hundred sky-realm experts she employed?” 
 
    “They all left with her!” 
 
    Sister Ilya! Just what are you doing at this crucial time!? “Tell Brother Claw to prepare! Gather all the earth-realm experts and have them operate the defensive formation to support him!” 
 
    “I understand!” 
 
    The sect member, who came to notify me, ran off. Having Brother Claw fight a phoenix that’s nearly an immortal may be asking too much of him. There’s only one thing I can do. I’ll find the immortal from Pill Valley, Senior Mirta, and beg her to save us. Thankfully, I’ve recovered enough that teleporting won’t aggravate my injury. If there’s any place the senior would be, it’s at the forbidden garden. Everyone calls it that because someone was eaten by a plant there. “Senior Mirta, please, save us!” 
 
    “Huh?” Senior Mirta was suspended upside down with one of her legs entangled by a vine. Beneath her, a carnivorous plant with razor sharp teeth was trying to bite her head off. “You want me to what now? How about you save me first?” 
 
    S-save her? “Aren’t you an immortal?” 
 
    “Elves might live really long lives compared to normal people, but that doesn’t make us immortal.” 
 
    Despite hanging upside down, Senior Mirta—should I even call her senior if she’s not an immortal? I’m not sure. Senior Mirta was awfully calm for someone in her situation. Since she asked me to help, then I’ll oblige. I took out my whip and— 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing!? You’re going to hurt the plant like that!” 
 
    “…Excuse me?” Should I not be helping her? What exactly is she expecting of me? 
 
    “If the plants get hurt, Ilya will reduce my pay!” 
 
    Wait a minute! I have met her before! She’s the elf that accompanied Ilya when she first returned to the Immortal Continent. I completely forgot about her, but now that I remember, she’s the one that said she’d cut off the penis of anyone that tried to cut off her ears. Then, Pill Valley invaded, and there was so much I had to do for the sect and the alliance afterwards that I forgot about her. That means she’s definitely not an immortal. Why did I come here to ask her for help? 
 
    “Wait, where are you going!? I’m still….” 
 
    I didn’t hear the rest of the sentence since I teleported away. She was calm and levelheaded; I’m sure she has a way to save herself even without my help. There’s a more pressing matter at hand: the quasi-immortal phoenix flying our way! After Ilya dealt with the sky-realm experts from the Rainbow Phoenix Sect, I didn’t think even the Rainbow Phoenix Sect’s guardian beast would come for revenge. It’s a guardian beast, not an offensive beast. It’s only supposed to protect, not avenge. With my current strength, there isn’t much I can do. However, this phoenix should be intelligent: It located us after all. Perhaps I can try speaking to it. Even if it leads to failure, maybe it’ll show an opening for Brother Claw to take advantage of while it’s talking to me. 
 
    Everyone was gathering. With the addition of the Thousand Sect Alliance’s people, there were roughly a thousand earth-realm experts. However, Brother Claw was the only sky-realm expert here. The large clam had fled long ago. Not even a single one of Pill Valley’s people or Sister Ilya’s employees were here. Did they get news of the phoenix before us? There’s no doubt about it; their information network is much, much larger than ours. But is Sister Ilya coldhearted enough to leave us to fend for ourselves? Didn’t she say she came to the Immortal Continent to save me since my life was in danger? If she’s leaving now, does that mean she thinks we can handle the phoenix? “Where is the phoenix now?” 
 
    “Vice-Sect Leader Moonlight,” Brother Cloud said with a short bow of his head. “The phoenix is one city away and rapidly approaching. At the rate it’s flying, we’ll barely have the defensive formation set up before it arrives.” 
 
    “Work hard.” I nodded at Brother Cloud before turning towards Brother Claw. “When the phoenix arrives, if it doesn’t immediately attack us, I’ll try to talk to it. If it shows an opening, take advantage of that moment to attack.” 
 
    “A quasi-immortal…,” Brother Claw said. “It seems like I’ve only just heard about them moments before meeting one.” Then, he laughed. “Even if it kills us, the sect leader will be sure to avenge us. We won’t die alone.” 
 
    Will Lucia avenge us? She didn’t show up in our time of crisis. …But I know she was distracted at the time, and I can’t blame her too much. I’m not biased. I was about to sigh, but I remembered Mirta’s words. When you want to sigh, smile instead. While standing there with a smile on my face, feeling slightly silly for opposing the grim atmosphere, I waited. It didn’t take long for the earth-realm experts to get into position. When the last one got into place, there was an ear-piercing screech that sounded like a higher-pitched version of Mr. Feathers’ cry. A rainbow phoenix filled the sky, blotting out the sun, yet illuminating the land underneath with the flames dancing around its talons. 
 
    Since I wasn’t a sky-realm expert anymore, I stepped on a flying sword that I retrieved from my interspacial ring and flew up. It didn’t seem like the phoenix was going to attack us on sight. They’re supposed to be righteous creatures, not wanting to burn down innocents. The phoenix’s beak seemed to be moving, and as I got closer, I could make out a few words. 
 
    “…Boss. You sure … place? It’s awfully dingy, and the spiritual energy concentration here is lower than my crap.” 
 
    …Phoenix poop is a very rare and valuable medicinal ingredient. It’s not a surprise the spiritual concentration inside of their excrement is greater than the concentration of spiritual energy in the air around here. Why is phoenix poop rare? Simply because phoenixes are born experts, and experts don’t need to consume much food, much less excrete it out. 
 
    “So…, you’re saying I can sell your turds?” 
 
    That voice…? Could it be? “Sect Leader Lucia!” 
 
    “Ah?” There was a blur, and before I knew it, something hit my body, striking me off my flying sword. It was still clinging to me as I fell, crushing my body like a constricting python. “Softie! I missed you so, so much!” 
 
    It really was Lucia! I opened my mouth to say something, but nothing came out. Lucia’s hug was a bit too … forceful. My vision was blurring, and my limbs weren’t responding. Darkness crept into the edges of my sight, and I closed my eyes. I, this isn’t how I expected to die…, but it’s not such a bad death dying in the arms of the one I love. As a friend! That I love as a friend! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It’s Softie! Just like her name says, she’s really soft! Ah? Did I hug her too hard? There’s some white froth coming out of her mouth, and her eyeballs rolled up. Um…. This should fix her! “Here, eat this.” While I was figuring out which pills could be used for hangovers, I found a couple that healed me. It should work on Softie. And … it worked! “Welcome back!” 
 
    “L-Lucia? I….” Softie blinked at me, and her gaze was a little out of focus. “Shouldn’t I be welcoming you back?” 
 
    “Err…, yeah.” Mhm. Oh? What’s going on? There’s so many people! Is this a formation? And is that Claw? He looks … almost exactly the same as before. Softie looks mostly the same as before too! Did ten years really pass? Maybe Ilya conspired with Durandal and Puppers to trick me…. “How long has it been?” 
 
    “Ten years.” Softie didn’t let go of me even though I let go of her. Was she … sniffing me? Her cultivation technique from that pervert sect was supposed to be really weird…; maybe she’s cultivating? “But, um, Lucia? What are you doing with the guardian beast of the Rainbow Phoenix Sect?” 
 
    “Oh, I beat her up, so she started following me.” Mm, that pretty much sums up my relationship with Mrs. Feathers. “Her name is Mrs. Feathers.” Ah! That’s right! I named her Mrs. Feathers so she’d get along with Mr. Feathers. Where is he? “How’s Mr. Feathers doing?” 
 
    Softie’s face cramped. “Mr. Feathers…, he….” Her eyes glistened, and she stopped talking. 
 
    “He … what?” 
 
    Softie took in a deep breath. “He passed away.” 
 
    What? Passed away? “To where?” 
 
    A tear ran down Softie’s cheek. “He died, Lucia.” 
 
    That’s … possible? It’s fine though; Mr. Feathers is a phoenix. Phoenixes can’t actually die. They just turn to ashes and poof! They’re back after a short period of time—or so I’m told. I’ve never actually seen it for myself…. “Oh. So, where’s his ashes?” 
 
    Softie shook her head. “He didn’t leave any ashes behind. I’m sorry, Lucia. He died while saving me.” 
 
    Mr. Feathers … died? For real died? Phoenixes can’t die! “Mrs. Feathers, phoenixes can’t die die, right? They only fake die?” 
 
    “If that were the case, the world would be filled with phoenixes and nothing else,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Ironically, the best way to kill a phoenix is with stronger phoenix flames. Since some humans cultivate phoenix flames, it’s not impossible for them to hunt phoenixes down.” 
 
    No way…. “Who killed Mr. Feathers?” 
 
    “It happened when the Rainbow Phoenix Sect attacked us,” Softie said and sighed. “Two sky-realm experts were about to kill me, but Mr. Feathers sacrificed himself to push me out of the way.” 
 
    “The Rainbow Phoenix Sect, huh? I’ll destroy it!” Wait a second…. Rainbow Phoenix Sect? 
 
    “Boss…, you already destroyed my sect,” Mrs. Feathers said. 
 
    “Eh?” Mrs. Feathers is a rainbow-colored phoenix…. “You’re from the sect that attacked mine?” 
 
    “It seems like it.” Mrs. Feathers raised her eyebrows. “Small world, right, Boss?” 
 
    Hmm? Did I avenge Mr. Feathers already? What the heck? “What about those two people who killed Mr. Feathers? What happened to them?” 
 
    Softie wiped away her tears with the back of her hand. “Sister Ilya vaporized them with her … anti-Lucia cannon.” 
 
    Oi. What’s with that oddly specific cannon name? Forgetting that for now, if the people that killed Mr. Feathers are dead…, and if I already destroyed the sect that those two people were from…, who am I supposed to take my anger out on? Err, I mean, how am I supposed to help Mr. Feathers rest in peace? I even captured—no, I even found a wife for him, but now he’ll never know what it’s like to be married. Hah…. Poor Mr. Feathers, killed by his future wife’s underlings. “Maybe I should send Mrs. Feathers to the afterlife to accompany him…?” 
 
    Violent coughing interrupted my train of thought. Mrs. Feathers seemed to be choking on something. It makes sense. Phoenixes don’t have teeth! If they eat something larger than their throat can expand, they’ll choke. Mm? Does Mrs. Feathers even need to eat? I’ve only seen her eat the fish from the tombs. Have I been forgetting to feed her? Nah, she can speak and think! She’s practically a person. If she’s hungry, she’ll feed herself. 
 
    It’s still a shame about Mr. Feathers though, but if he died, then he died. It’s always sad when someone dies. I’ll miss him. Eh? I’m not sad about other people dying? Well, duh. If I was sad about every death, then I’d be sad all the time since people are always dying, and being sad all the time is no way to live. Just look at Durandal. He’s been sighing a lot more, which means he’s depressed, but he won’t even come out of my sword to let me help him. Hmph. Anyways. “Where’s Ilya?” Softie told me Ilya’s anti-me cannon vaporized two sky-realm experts. That must mean she’s here! 
 
    “Sister Ilya fled the sect yesterday. I think she went to Pill Valley’s headquarters, but I don’t know for sure.” 
 
    Ilya fled? Was something chasing her? Whatever she’s running from, it must be really scary. Like a ghost. Actually, ghosts aren’t that scary anymore now that I can punch them to death, err, nonexistence…? Right, punch them into nonexistence. Maybe I’ll go help Ilya later, but for now, I have to tell Softie all my problems! “Softie.” 
 
    “Y-yes, Lucia?” 
 
    For some reason, Softie’s face went really red when I grabbed her shoulders and stared into her eyes. There was a bunch of people watching us too since we fell to the ground, but they weren’t saying anything. “You won’t abandon me, right?” 
 
    “Abandon you?” Softie’s eyes went wide. “Why would I ever do that?” 
 
    Phew. “That’s good. Stay by my side forever, okay?” 
 
    “O-of course!” Softie nodded twice before stiffening. Her expression hardened, and she seemed to be staring past my shoulder. “Who are they?” 
 
    Hmm? Who’s who? I turned around, and the barkeep along with Treasure Finder’s bald friend were climbing off of Mrs. Feathers. “Oh, those are … the barkeep and the bald friend.” What were their names again? I forget, but those aren’t really important. 
 
    Softie glared at the barkeep, and he stumbled back a few steps. “I’m Long Chen,” the barkeep said, “but you can call me the barkeep like Boss does.” Sweat rolled down the barkeep’s forehead, and Softie was still staring at him. Does she like him? Ooh, that’d be an interesting development. Maybe I’ll try to get them together. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fourteen lightning strikes. I still can’t believe it. Ten more than Lucia’s tribulation? And fourteen is supposedly an extremely unlucky number in the Immortal Continent. Am I that bad of a person? What exactly have I done wrong? Extort Pill Valley? There shouldn’t be anything wrong with that; they willingly cooperated with me. Perhaps they’ve also received the bad karma I have? The leader of Pill Valley is an immortal. Will bad karma even affect him since he’s passed his tribulation? I’m not sure. Karma is such a fickle and illogical thing if it can label someone like me as a bad person. 
 
    Regardless, people in the Immortal Continent have figured out a way to deal with bad karma. There’s this place called the Karma Association that Pill Valley recommended I go to. So, after I realized how unfair the heavens were for assigning me with such terrible karma, that’s where I went. 
 
    “H-hello, is this your first time here?” 
 
    The attendant at the counter seemed a bit scared. I’m not surprised. When I walk around with a hundred sky-realm experts following me, people tend to be intimidated. I nodded at the attendant, and she gave me a stiff smile. A piece of paper appeared in her hands, and she slid it across the counter towards me. Before I could take it, one of the sky-realm experts behind me slapped the paper and frowned. A moment later, he nodded at me. It never hurts to be too careful; even something as innocuous as a piece of paper can ruin a life. “What is this?” A waiver? People actually care about liability in the Immortal Continent? I thought it was all about face. Never mind, this just allows the Karma Association to use my case as an advertisement to attract more people. I’m not signing this. 
 
    “D-dear guest, you’re not supposed to burn the paper….” 
 
    “It was an accident.” It really was. I meant to incinerate the paper completely, but it was tougher than it looked. “Anyways, I don’t like the terms.” 
 
    “Let, let me get my manager,” the attendant said. There were beads of sweat rolling down the sides of her head, ruining her makeup. She took a few steps towards a door behind herself, and then immediately bolted once she was past the threshold. Since I had time, I took a quick look around. The only other person here—that wasn’t a part of my entourage—was a sky-realm expert with dark bags underneath her eyes. Was this place even reliable if there was only one customer? 
 
    “Dear guest,” a voice said. I turned my head. There was an old man dressed in a suit standing behind the counter. It seemed like he teleported there. “It’s completely alright if you don’t wish to sign the form. It won’t affect our ability or willingness to help you. How many people are here to get their karma read? Each reading costs a thousand spirit stones.” 
 
    “Thirty of us.” It’s just supposed to be me, but if there’s a device that can read someone’s karma, then I’d want it tested on multiple people instead of just myself. This place smells like a scam—like fortunetellers in tents with crystal balls. All of the people following me are sky-realm experts. They’ve all had to pass a tribulation. If the readings don’t agree with their actual karma, I’ll know whether or not I should run this place out of business. 
 
    “Please, follow me.” 
 
    I followed the old man to a room with a giant formation inside of it. It took one glance to tell it was a qi-gathering formation used to power a gem that was floating in the center of the room. It was a colorless, translucent crystal about the size of a person’s leg. 
 
    “Those of you who are reading your karma, approach the crystal one at a time and place your hand on it. Light will fill the crystal from the bottom up. The color of the light indicates whether your karma is good or evil, and the amount filled indicates how much karma you’ve accumulated.” 
 
    That seems simple enough. As usual, one of my guards went first to make sure there wasn’t anything wrong with it. The crystal shone with a yellow light, and a liquidlike substance rose from the bottom, filling the crystal a quarter of the way. 
 
    “Your karma is greater than twenty-five percent of the population,” the old man said. “Yellow indicates a neutral balance, neither good nor evil. You should expect the usual nine thunderbolts when ascending to immortality.” 
 
    My guard looked at me and nodded. “My sky-realm tribulation was of average strength.” 
 
    It seems fairly accurate, but I wonder. “How does this crystal measure karma? In units?” 
 
    The old man raised an eyebrow at me. “You’re interested in how it works? It’s simple, really. Karma is acquired when you create ties with another person. If that person you have ties with affect other people thanks to your actions, some of that karma is transferred to you as well. If those people affect others due to your actions, you’ll acquire karma there too. All of this is measured and calculated within this crystal.” 
 
    “Okay, but how do you know he has more karma than twenty-five percent of the population?” Wouldn’t the whole population have to be measured first in order to tell? 
 
    “That’s also simple,” the old man said and smiled. “An immortal made this; thus, it must be accurate.” 
 
    …That’s not a very satisfactory answer, but it’s acceptable, even if just barely. “Alright. The rest of you, go check.” Even if it’s an acceptable answer, I’m not going to just take a stranger’s word for it when I can pay some pocket change to verify whether it’s true or not. 
 
    A few minutes passed with the crystal handing out accurate readings. Surprisingly, these sky-realm experts didn’t have much influence or something because none of them had more karma than fifty percent of the population. They were most likely rogue cultivators without sects; only they’d be able to sign the contract I drafted up. 
 
    Finally, it was my turn. Let’s see just how bad my karma is…. I placed my hand on the crystal, and the whole room turned black. Less than a second later, the crystal exploded. It took a while for the darkness in the room to vanish; it lingered like a fog. The sky-realm experts behind me had expressions on their faces that said, “As expected,” and the old man looked at me as if I had murdered his parents in front of him. Well…, this is a bit problematic. 
 
    “You provide more than just karma readings, right?” The Karma Association offers ways to reduce someone’s negative karma; I’m not sure how much of a help that’ll be to me, but I’ll take what I can get. 
 
    The old man was still looking at me, his previously calm exterior showing signs of cracking. “Yes, we offer karma boosting programs. Would you care to take a look?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Let’s see how this works. The old man bowed at me and walked out of the room, gesturing for me to follow him. He led me to a place that looked like a cafeteria, but instead of food on a counter, there were pieces of paper laid out on tables and tacked to the walls. The old man dismissed the two attendants that approached before turning around to face me. “This is the assistance hall. When people are in trouble and need assistance, our Karma Association logs their requests and hands them out to cultivators seeking to increase their good karma. We have a committee that carefully filters these requests, making sure they only generate positive karma. Assassination, theft, kidnapping, no requests for those will make it through. The requests are ranked by the amount of positive karma they’re projected to generate, and they have a price to accept them accordingly. For you, I suggest you purchase our highest-tier requests to—” 
 
    “I’ll buy them all.” 
 
    “…All the highest-tier requests?” 
 
    “No, all the requests. Every single one of them.” I don’t think just the special requests are going to cut it. Actually, isn’t there a better way? “In fact, would it be possible to buy the whole association?” 
 
    “E-excuse me?” The old man’s face cramped, but he regained his composure a second later. “You wish to purchase the whole association?” 
 
    “Yes.” I don’t believe this Karma Association is running on good will. Even the spirit stone payments for accepting requests should barely be enough to keep the day-to-day operations running. There isn’t any profit to be made. So, the question is why is the person doing this? Obviously, the founder created a way to generate positive karma for himself by helping others indirectly. If I can purchase a portion of the association’s ownership, I don’t see why I can’t generate good karma passively myself. And if I can’t purchase it, why can’t I seize it? With a hundred sky-realm experts as my bodyguards, who can stop me? 
 
    “A, a decision like that is beyond me,” the old man said. His voice was strained, almost as if it were about to crack. “You’ll have to discuss this with the association leader.” 
 
    If the association leader is an immortal, the same one that created the karma-reading crystal, I might have to call in a favor from Pill Valley. I wonder which of the two factions is stronger. Pill Valley is rich, extremely rich. Nearly all the important pills and medicinal herbs are made and grown by them. On the other hand, I’ve never heard of this Karma Association until now, but it seems like only the truly strong and vicious—and unfortunate like me, who accidentally acquired bad karma by associating with the wrong individual—are in need of the Karma Association’s services. What about the people that the Karma Association help? If they were strong enough to be a threat, they wouldn’t have to ask for help in the first place. 
 
    “The association leader is busy a large majority of the time, it may take a few weeks to get back to you,” the old man said. 
 
    “Is that so?” It’s a shame the only explanation I received on the crystal was it’s created by an immortal; otherwise, I could’ve made my own. Anyways, I’m not Lucia; I’m not going for a violent takeover. It’s best if I can settle deals with immortals using money. Deals with sky-realm experts on the other hand…. Well, it’s not like I’m dealing with a sky-realm expert, so there’s no point in pursuing that train of thought. “If that’s the case, then I’ll just purchase every request here for now.” 
 
    “That…, I might still need permission to do that for you….” 
 
    “Really? How many requests can one person purchase?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “Alright, then I’ll purchase ten requests, and everyone following me will also purchase ten requests.” A thousand good deeds. I wonder if that’s enough to offset whatever bad deeds I’ve done. I still don’t understand how Lucia has less bad deeds under her belt when she was the one who incited that pillaging spree. “While they’re doing that, do you mind explaining to me how one accumulates bad karma? Are there any specific actions that garner a lot at once?” 
 
    The old man stared at me before nodding. There were tiny beads of sweat on his forehead, too small to roll down, but noticeable enough to make his head glisten. “First and foremost, murder is the worst thing you can do. It generates immense amounts of bad karma.” 
 
    “Murder? Why is that the worse thing you can do? Haven’t you ever heard the phrase ‘torture you until you wish you were dead’?” 
 
    The old man’s face turned pale. “If you murder someone, you’re severing their connection to everyone in the world. Torturing someone until they wish they were dead doesn’t necessarily guarantee their death. Their loved ones may still be able to see them again.” 
 
    So, it’s the permanence that’s an issue? “How about manslaughter? Is accidentally killing someone worse than torturing them?” 
 
    “That’s…, no. Torturing someone generates more bad karma than manslaughter.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    The old man’s face cramped. “Esteemed guest, I don’t make the rules, I can only tell you what generates more bad karma based on what we’ve observed.” 
 
    I guess I was being a bit unfair to this old man. Does me pushing him into a tough spot give me bad karma as well? If only there were some way to tell. “Is there an item that indicates whenever I’ve accumulated bad karma? Like a pocket-sized crystal that can judge my actions.” 
 
    The old man exhaled. “Yes, we do sell some items similar to what you’re describing.” A small crystal attached to a string appeared in his hand. “This costs a hundred thousand spirit stones. Whenever you take an action, it’ll glow either white, black, or yellow. A white glow indicates positive karma, black indicates negative, and yellow is neutral. Of course, the world isn’t black and white, so sometimes, a gray color may be produced. Would you like to give it a try?” 
 
    I held my hand out, and the old man placed the necklace into my hand. At that moment, a burst of black light flashed, but not from the crystal. The old man’s eyes widened. He tugged at the collar of his shirt and pulled on a string, revealing a necklace similar to the one he had just given me. “Handing you that crystal generated this much bad karma…? What, what exactly are you planning to do with that!?” 
 
    “…I was just going to perform a few tests to see which actions generate bad karma.” 
 
    “Like murdering someone!?” 
 
    “…Not personally. Anyways, here’s a hundred thousand spirit stones.” I handed the old man an interspacial ring while he stared at me with trembling eyes. There’s no need to look at me like that. It’s not like I was going to do anything to him even if he didn’t sell me this necklace. Moving on, my bodyguards finished purchasing ten requests each from the two attendants that were dismissed earlier. I’ve gotten what I came for; now, it’s time to figure out how to be a good person. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ah, as I thought, Softie’s the best. She always agrees with me and knows I’m right. When I told her how Ilya didn’t want to follow me anymore, Softie was outraged, but she seemed happy at the same time. I’m not sure why. When I told her Durandal was giving me the cold shoulder because I accidentally killed him, she became even happier! But then she showed outrage, so it was okay. Also, I’m pretty sure the barkeep is completely smitten by Softie. Every time she looks at him, he freezes up like a statue and stutters if he has to speak. He also sweats a lot around her. He’s so nervous that it seems like he’s avoiding her. It’s a good thing I’m here to put them in the same room, or he’ll never stand a chance. 
 
    Mm, it feels like I’m forgetting something…. What was it…? Ah! That’s right! Before I even wanted to save Softie, I wanted to find the feather to make me sneeze my way into becoming an immortal! Didn’t that heart inside of me tell me to go to the Slaughter God’s Tomb to help me become an immortal? How come I don’t feel like anything’s changed? Well, I did learn a so-called soul-strengthening technique, but I don’t think I needed to go to the tomb to learn that. I could’ve learned one anywhere. Ah? Where would I have gotten such a huge bone of knowledge if not for the tomb? It’s not like I needed it anyway. After all, I’m smart enough without it to learn whatever I want! 
 
    Hmm, maybe I picked up the thing I need to become an immortal without realizing it? What exactly did I get…. I got this crappy crown that doesn’t do anything anymore since I burned away the ghost inside of it. I got this crappy tablet that’s also dead; it taught me Despair Conversion. Could Despair Conversion be what I need? It’s supposed to help me get stronger by converting people’s despair into qi, but I don’t want to feel other people’s despair. I’d much rather be happy, thank you very much. In the Death God’s Tomb, I got this skeleton that belonged to an immortal, and a piece of squirrel fur. I could engrave something onto this skeleton and absorb it, but I don’t see how that would help me become an immortal. As for this squirrel fur…. Mm? What’s this? It’s making my tail feel funny when I touch it. Is this it? This piece of squirrel fur is what I need to become an immortal? 
 
    “What is that?” Softie asked and pointed at the fur I was holding. “Some kind of blanket?” 
 
    “No, this is squirrel fur.” Mm? Does that automatically make it not a blanket? “But I guess it can be used as a blanket too.” Maybe if I sleep with it, it’ll make me stronger. If Ilya were here, I could order her to figure out a use for this piece of fur, but she ran away. I’m convinced. This piece of squirrel fur is definitely my ticket towards immortality! How do I know? It’s a hunch, and my hunches are only wrong some of the times! Like thinking Mrs. Feathers died because she didn’t show up in the third trial of the Death God’s Tomb. That hunch was wrong, and since a hunch was wrong recently, then this hunch must be right! “With this, I’ll become an immortal soon!” 
 
    “Really?” Softie’s eyes lit up. “That’s great!” 
 
    Ding, ding. 
 
    “Oh.” A tablet appeared in front of Softie, and she frowned. “Sister Ilya sent me a message.” 
 
    Why didn’t she send me one? “What’s it say?” 
 
    “There’s an explanation on karma…,” Softie said, “and it’s directed towards you. If you do good deeds, you’ll obtain good karma. If you do bad deeds, you’ll obtain bad karma. Lots of good karma will make your tribulation easier while lots of bad karma will do the opposite. Since you have no moral compass and neither know what’s right nor wrong, Sister Ilya sent you an easy task that you could do to accumulate good karma.” 
 
    Eh? “What does she mean I don’t know what’s right nor wrong?” I know what’s right because I’m smart! “Wait. Why did Ilya send me a message through you? Why didn’t she just send it to me?” 
 
    Softie tilted her head. “Didn’t you say you two got into a fight? Maybe she doesn’t want to speak with you right now, but that doesn’t mean she’s not going to help you when there’s an opportunity to.” 
 
    Hmm…. “Is that so…?” 
 
    “There’s another reason too,” Softie said. “It’s much easier to organize a task in written words. Maybe she was afraid you’d mishear her and do something wrong. Also, with words, if you forget some details, you can always look at the task again without asking her.” 
 
    “Then she could’ve sent it to me in words!” 
 
    “But you can’t read?” 
 
    “I can! I learned from the fake Ilya I was telling you about!” 
 
    “…Sister Ilya doesn’t know that,” Softie said. “I bet if she did, she’d’ve sent you the message instead.” 
 
    Mm. That makes sense. “So, what was this easy task I could do?” 
 
    “There’s a large group of bandits in a neighboring county that’ve been causing trouble for many cities. Apparently, they have two sky-realm experts leading them, and it’s difficult for the law-enforcing officers to detain them. So, the leader of one of the largest cities in that county made a request to the Karma Association to put a stop to the bandits’ activities.” 
 
    Ilya wants me to get rid of some bandits? “Wait, what do I get out of doing this? Do I get paid?” 
 
    “Err, no,” Softie said. “The point of doing a good deed is for the sake of doing a good deed. If you get paid, it’ll nullify the karma.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” 
 
    “Sister Ilya left a postscript,” Softie said and turned her messenger around. She pointed at the bottom. “See? If Lucia asks what she gets out of doing this, tell her that she has to do it selflessly for it to matter.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ilya might not be around, but she’s still helping me. Or she’s trying to keep me away from her. Hmph, hmph. I’ll listen this time around, and then I’ll see what excuse she has to keep me away again! Right now, I’m flying on Mrs. Feathers with Softie, the barkeep, and Treasure Finder’s bald friend; we’re heading to Tong County, which borders Kong County, to subjugate some bandits. Softie says there’s definitely something fishy about this request. Sky-realm experts are almost peerless existences out here. They don’t have to resort to robbery to get what they want when people will practically worship them. She thinks it’s a plot from a neighboring country to undermine the imperial family’s power. 
 
    “I disagree.” The barkeep shook his head, but he froze midway when Softie looked at him. He realigned his head and cleared his throat. “Two sky-realm experts would have better ways to weaken a country: Robbing unimportant cities is one of the least effective. Not to mention, you said Tong County isn’t even that important when taking all of Kong Country into consideration.” 
 
    Softie leaned against me and tilted her head up to stare into my eyes. “Lucia? Why is this person still accompanying us? He’s only a saint. It’ll be dangerous for him, and he’ll only hold us back.” 
 
    I knew it. Softie cares so much about this barkeep. Why else would she be concerned about his safety? Softie’s concern is precisely why I have to bring the barkeep into danger! How else is love supposed to blossom between these two? “He’s coming as bait.” 
 
    Softie’s expression softened. “As bait.” She smiled. “That’s perfect for someone like him.” 
 
    Hmm? Something’s strange, but I’m not sure what…. Maybe I need to sneeze again? Mm, nope. My nose is fine. Anyways, where are we supposed to find these bandits? “Softie, do you know where the bandits are?” 
 
    Softie nodded. “They’re going to Mudfish City.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” the barkeep asked. 
 
    “Sister Ilya told me,” Softie said and pulled out her messenger. “See?” She pointed at a line of text and read it out loud, “Lucia gets impatient very easily, so I extrapolated where the bandits would attack next. Head straight for Mudfish City, and you’ll find the bandits there.” 
 
    “…Isn’t that a bit too fantastical?” The barkeep frowned. “What, can she see the future?” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter whether or not she can. Head towards Mudfish City, Mrs. Feathers!” 
 
    “Which way is that, Boss?” 
 
    “Uh….” I’m not sure. “Softie?” 
 
    “I have a map of Tong County, but it’s a bit outdated,” Softie said. “The lay of the land shouldn’t have changed that much. Head south.” 
 
    “Alright,” Mrs. Feathers said and changed directions. It didn’t take very long for a place that looked like a city to appear. “Is it this one?” 
 
    Softie stared at her map. “I’m … not sure. It should be? It seems like we’re still a little far away though.” 
 
    “How outdated is that map?” the barkeep asked. “It looks ancient.” It really did. It was wrinkled and yellowing like someone had poured hot chocolate all over it. 
 
    “It’s three hundred forty-seven years out of date,” Softie said. “But, as I’ve said, the lay of the land doesn’t change that quickly.” 
 
    “Well, the land doesn’t change, but you two-legged creatures expand like pests,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Listen, don’t you hear the people down there? They’re saying Mudfish City. We’re definitely in the right place. I’m landing.” 
 
    How come it seems like Mrs. Feathers is tired of flying us around? Hmm…. Must be my imagination. Or a worm in my head. But I killed them all, didn’t I? The thing is, there was never a deathy-type worm. Maybe it’s hiding from me but influencing my thoughts? I’ll cultivate the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique some more later, but first, I have to save this city from bandits. 
 
    This city doesn’t really look like a city. I’m not sure why. There’s buildings and everything that a city should have, like roads and stuff, but something’s not quite right…. “Is this Mudfish City?” Ah! That must be it. There’s no mud, and there’s no fish. No one’s answering me—they’re just staring. Why? 
 
    “Phoenix!” 
 
    Oh. They’re scared of Mrs. Feathers. “Hey, stop running! She doesn’t bite! As a bird, she physically can’t bite you! At most, she’ll peck you in half or swallow you whole.” Um. Why does that sound worse than biting? 
 
    “I don’t eat people, Boss.” Mrs. Feathers sighed. “If I eat anything, I’ll get indigestion. Not to mention impurities will build up.” Mrs. Feathers shrank down to the size of a chicken and shook herself off, ruffling her feathers. “There, now these people won’t be so terrified.” 
 
    “Mm, do they think we’re the bandits? All of them are coming out with weapons.” I’ll let Softie do the talking. She’s better at it. Everyone treats beautiful people more nicely. Not that I’m ugly! Softie’s just too pretty. Hah…. I’m jealous. “Softie, go work your people magic and explain what we’re here for.” 
 
    “Greetings, people of Mudfish City. We’re here to protect you from the bandits that have been terrorizing Tong County.” Softie smiled at the group of people with weapons surrounding us. “Can you lead us to the city head?” 
 
    The people murmured to each other. And murmured some more. Then they whispered. Then talked. Then shouted. What were they arguing about? “Hey! We’re busy people!” That’s right. Ilya left a message for me saying that I’ll really appreciate doing a good deed, and she has lots of good deeds for me to do after this one is done. “What’s the issue?” 
 
    “What is going on here!?” Two men descended from the sky. That’s right. The sky. Were they sky-realm experts? They already have two sky-realm experts, so why do they need us to protect them from the bandits? “Who dares invade our base!? Haven’t you heard of the Tong Mountain Bandits!? Are you seeking death!?” 
 
    This guy yells so much. Wait, did he say he was part of the Tong Mountain Bandits? Were these the bandits that were causing trouble? Perfect! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In ten years, Lucia became even stronger than before, far beyond what I imagined she’d have achieved. I should’ve expected it solely from her ability to subdue such a strong phoenix, but it’s only when witnessing her strength firsthand can I appreciate how strong she’s become. With a swing of her hammer, the air was set ablaze, and the bandit leaders were vaporized instantly. She hadn’t put any effort behind her attack at all. 
 
    “That’s my warning swing to you!” Lucia said and slung her hammer over her shoulder. It was still on fire, and shadows flickered across her face, highlighting her fierce charm. “Ah? Those leaders already ran away?” Her glaring expression was replaced by a baffled one, and she looked around, swiveling her body. With every turn, flames would drop off her hammer and attack the bandits as if they had a mind of their own. They screamed, and Lucia’s eyes widened. “What the heck, Mrs. Feathers!? I didn’t tell you to burn them!” 
 
    “That wasn’t…, I…, sorry, Boss. I won’t do it again.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers is quite smart. Unlike Mr. Feathers, she knows how to speak. I don’t know whether that’s her fortune or misfortune. Mr. Feathers never had to defend his actions that he didn’t do from Lucia like this. As for the bandits, they definitely encountered misfortune after meeting Lucia. It was odd though; they didn’t behave like bandits. They were well-dressed, and their cultivation levels were much higher than what bandits’ should’ve been. If anything, they seemed like the remnants of a destroyed sect. 
 
    “Don’t let any of them escape, Mrs. Feathers! We have to catch them all and turn them in for the reward!” 
 
    “Wait, Lucia, you should catch them all, yes, but we’re not turning them in for a reward, remember?” 
 
    Lucia tilted her head. “Then where does the reward money go? There’s always rewards for turning in bandits, right?” 
 
    “Since we accepted this request through the Karma Association, there won’t be any rewards.” 
 
    “…No rewards?” 
 
    “The good karma you’ll get is the reward, remember?” Does one still obtain good karma for reluctantly performing a good deed? There aren’t many established rules for karma; in fact, it wasn’t until the Karma Immortal ascended one thousand years ago that people realized karma affected one’s life in enigmatic ways. However, most people don’t really care about their karma, but there’s a few fanatics that made a religion out of it. Why don’t people care about karma? It’s an intangible thing like luck. Hard work, perseverance, and seizing what you can to grow stronger are much more important to becoming an immortal. 
 
    “The good karma…. I can’t eat karma! Ilya said I’d appreciate doing a good deed, and that means I’ll get rewarded for it! How can I appreciate doing something I won’t be getting paid for?” 
 
    “Your tribulation to ascend to an immortal will be weaker. Isn’t your life more important than money?” 
 
    Lucia sighed and placed a hand on my shoulder. “Softie. Softie, Softie, Softie. Let me ask you a question.” 
 
    Question? What was she going to ask me with such a serious expression on her face? 
 
    “If someone offered you a bowl of acorn stew for free, would you take it?” 
 
    Probably not. I don’t eat food since it hinders my cultivation, but Lucia clearly wants me to say yes, so I’ll indulge her. “Yes.” 
 
    “Now, if he offered you two free bowls of acorn stew tomorrow, but you had to give up your free bowl of acorn stew now, would you take the first offer or the second?” 
 
    “The first offer being acorn stew right now, and the second offer being two bowls of acorn stew tomorrow?” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    Isn’t this simple? “I’ll take the two bowls of acorn stew tomorrow.” Where is she going with this? Is she trying to compare riches now and tribulation reduction later? If that’s the case, I have to convince her to take the second offer. “Think about it. Isn’t the reward much greater if you wait? You’ll be rewarded for your patience.” 
 
    Lucia sighed. Was she disappointed in my answer? “Softie, Softie, Softie. If you keep thinking like that, people will take advantage of you!” She looked at me with a gaze that asked, “What are you going to do without me?” 
 
    …It stung a little. “Then what would you do?” 
 
    “I’d kidnap the person and have him make me acorn stew every day.” 
 
    …Yes, that’s certainly something Lucia would do, but I don’t see how that’s an option when it comes to obtaining good karma. “Go on….” 
 
    “See? Why worry about one bowl today or two bowls tomorrow when I can have as many bowls as I want at any time?” 
 
    “I understand that concept, but how does this relate to the bandits?” Did Lucia become a little smarter? She never really used analogies to explain things before. Her analogy might be a bit off and doesn’t really work, but it’s still an improvement from how she explained things before—which was saying a couple of words, pausing for a really long time, saying something completely unrelated, and then expecting me to understand what she was thinking about in her head. Maybe it’s unrelated to intelligence and more related to focus. She seems less easily distracted. 
 
    “Okay,” Lucia said. “One city head made the request to the Karma Association, right? So, all I have to do is turn in half of the bandits to him to get the good karma. Then I’ll turn the rest of the bandits in to a different city that has a bounty on them. Or I can disguise myself and turn them in to the same city! Ah? If that’s the case, how many bandits do I need to turn in without pay to get good karma? Does it have to be half? Mm, probably not, no. How about two bandits? Two’s a nice number. It’s bigger than one, so it’ll seem like I tried. Right! I’ll turn in two bandits for good karma, and the rest will be turned into money!” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Wait! I have an even better idea! I’ll turn all the bandits in for karma. Then I’ll raid the prison and set them free. A week later, I’ll catch them again and turn them in for money! I’m a genius! Mrs. Feathers, hurry up! Don’t let any of them escape.” 
 
    …Sister Ilya, I don’t think Lucia understands what it means to do a good deed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The rules of karma…, they absolutely make no sense. Who the hell designed this shit? The heavens? Everything in the world works logically, but it all falls apart at karma, and if karma affects heavenly tribulations, then there must be a clear link between karma and the heavens. Thus, there’s only one conclusion I can draw: The heavens are artificial. It isn’t a force of nature that’s doling out tribulations. There’s someone who designed this whole system. Maybe it’s an immortal. Maybe it’s someone who’s even stronger than an immortal. Either way, karma seems straightforward, but it’s actually complex. It seems logical, but in reality, it’s not. Perhaps there’s a mechanism in place to prevent people from uncovering its secrets like when I designed my alchemy stoves to break if someone tried to inspect the formations inside. Since that’s the case, it doesn’t make any sense to continue pursuing good karma. What I should pursue is an enormous amount of wealth, enough to hire immortals to protect me during my next tribulation. Will immortals be swayed that easily? Of course not, but it’s possible. I’ve roped in the immortal from Pill Valley after all. 
 
    I should probably inform Lucia of my choice, but I don’t think she has the ability to rope in immortals to help her. I don’t want to brag, but I think I’m much more valuable than her—in immortals’ eyes. All Lucia can do is destroy things, which an immortal doesn’t need any help doing. Softie did send me a message that said Lucia learned how to read, but I’m pretty sure that was a joke. I didn’t think she had it in her to tell jokes. She must’ve been in a good mood from meeting Lucia again after ten years. Love is such a weird emotion; it turns people strange. 
 
    Since I’m no longer worried about karma, what am I going to do with all these requests I purchased? I … think I’ll just give them to Lucia to handle—all one thousand of them. Well, slightly less than a thousand since I completed a few to perform some tests. It’ll be good for Lucia to do a good deed once in a while—maybe the gratitude from the request makers will teach her to be empathetic. Is it possible Lucia will fail their requests or fulfill them in a terrible way? Yes, it is. Is that unfortunate for those people who made the requests? Yep. But is it my problem? Nope. They made the requests without offering any compensation, hoping someone would help them out of the goodness of their hearts. Unfortunately for them, the world doesn’t work that way. If they want help, they have to help themselves first. Hmm, look at that, the crystal’s glowing black again. I knew karma didn’t make any sense. I’ll just put it away before it upsets me some more. 
 
    Now, how am I supposed to make more money or garner more influence? It’s simple, really. First, I have to identify a demand. Then I have to figure out a viable way to fulfill these demands in a profitable manner. What’s the thing most in demand in the Immortal Continent? That’s easy: Power. It’s why I’ve made so much off of pills and weapons. What else gives power? There are hundreds, maybe thousands, of ways to increase someone’s power. Thus, there should be an equal amount of ways to earn money. However, I don’t want to partake in anything that requires too much attention. Large, passive gains are what I’m after. 
 
    And … what’s more profitable than war? There are millions of sects, perhaps even billions of sects, across the Immortal Continent. Most of them are in tentative balances with one another. A perfect example would be the five fingers of Kong County. Before Lucia arrived, they were holding each other in check, splitting the county amongst the five of them. Once Lucia came, the balance was broken, and the Shadow Devil Sect claimed the county, monopolizing its resources. Now, if I sell a few prototype anti-Lucia cannons to some sects that are in equilibrium with another, that’ll break the balance. The best way to reclaim the balance is for the other sects to buy anti-Lucia cannons as well. Pill Valley has a cooperation with Thousand Gold Palace, which is basically a coalition of merchants. They have auction houses spread all throughout the Immortal Continent, perfect for selling my anti-Lucia cannons. 
 
    Oh? This plan might actually bring about more profit than I originally expected. Once every sect has an anti-Lucia cannon, what if I sell an anti-Lucia cannon deflector? Sure, there’s the deterrence of mutual destruction if both sides have an anti-Lucia cannon, but what if one side purchases a shield that can block the cannon’s attacks? They’d be able to freely attack without worry of retaliation, forcing the other side to buy shields as well. Of course, I’ll wait a few months or maybe even years to sell the shield. I’ll even use an alias so no one suspects it’s me. Then, once everyone has a cannon and a shield, why can’t I make a shield disruptor? Or a shield disruptor disruptor? Afterwards, once everything settles down, I can introduce the new-and-improved anti-Lucia cannon, which boasts a strength strong enough to eliminate the shield regardless of whether or not there’s a disruptor. There’s an infinite amount of power creep I can exploit for money. Even if people know I’m doing this on purpose, what can they do about it? If they don’t buy my products, they’ll be eliminated by the sects that do. Will they send people to assassinate me? Maybe, but that’s why I have a hundred sky-realm experts as bodyguards. Who in their right mind would try to assassinate someone guarded by that many sky-realm experts? Even the top sects at the center of the Immortal Continent would think twice before provoking me. 
 
    Wait a minute…, are there even any sects that can stop me? Why don’t I just raid them all? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for catching them again! It’s a good thing you stuck around after turning them in; I’m not sure what we’d do without your help. Here, accept this as a token of my gratitude. You’re not allowed to refuse.” 
 
    I knew it would work! I turned the bandits in for the good karma. Then I ordered Treasure Finder’s friend to set them free from the jail right before they were about to be executed. I guess having him as a disciple might be handy if I can order him around like that, but I can already order him around without having to give him stuff, so … if he wants to be my disciple, he’ll have to do a lot more! Even after rejecting him over three times, he still hasn’t given up. I’m not sure why. Am I that attractive as a master? Mm, of course I would be because I’m awesome. 
 
    Anyways, what’s inside this pouch the city lord gave me? There’s … a bunch of spirit stones. There’s not too many of them. Well, it never hurts to have more! Doing good deeds is great. It’d be even better if this city lord tried to steal from me; then I could rob him without feeling any guilt. He seems like a nice person though, so I don’t think he’ll try anything funny. Oh wells. “Softie, what’s next on our list of good deeds to accomplish?” 
 
    “It seems like Sister Ilya took all the requests in the Karma Association….” Softie stared at her messenger and frowned. “There’s close to a thousand that you can do. However, the closest one is hunting an Iron Claw Tiger that’s been eating village children at night.” 
 
    “Mm? If they’re in a village, how are they making requests to the Karma Association?” Even I didn’t know about this association until now, yet these villagers do? That doesn’t make any sense! Not that I’m looking down on villagers or anything, but I know how it feels to be a weak villager bullied by people in the army. I definitely didn’t know about an organization that could help me out of nowhere—and for free! 
 
    “That’s … a good point,” Softie said. “How do they make contact with the Karma Association? Why didn’t I think of that before you did…?” Softie gave me a strange look. I’m very good at telling how people feel by looking at their faces, but even I couldn’t tell what Softie was thinking. It seemed to be a mixture of happiness, sadness, confusion, enlightenment, and fear all in one. Did I say something weird? 
 
    “Ahem.” The city lord coughed. “Before you head out, there’s actually another request I’d like to make to you.” 
 
    Mm? Another one? I’m always looking to do a good deed as long as I get paid well enough! 
 
    “You see, during the time we imprisoned these bandits, we discovered what they were really here for. It turns out a quasi-immortal expert died around these parts over three thousand years ago. They were looking for traces of his tomb to uncover his treasures that he might have left behind.” The city lord lowered his head. “Would you be willing to accompany an expedition to the tomb? We’ll pay—” 
 
    “No! Absolutely not!” I’m sick of tombs. Sick of them! Tomb this, tomb that, tomb your face! Nothing good ever comes out of tombs, just ask Treasure Finder’s bald friend. Look at how poor and miserable he is after going to three different tombs, and he didn’t even enter the third one! Or did he? I don’t remember…, probably because his participation wasn’t important. Oh? I got it! “I won’t go, but you can have these two.” The barkeep and Treasure Finder’s bald friend. They’re both supposed to be good at solving tombs! They’ll get to have fun exploring a three-thousand-year-old dungeon, and I’ll have fun being paid for their work—sounds like a great deal to me! Ah, should I let Softie go with the barkeep? There doesn’t seem to be much progress between the two of them despite my best efforts to get them together. Maybe it wasn’t meant to be? 
 
    The city lord was staring at me. Mm? Did he say something while I was thinking? That shouldn’t be the case; I’m still on my bone of focus that I made and absorbed from the Death God’s Tomb. There’s no way I’d get distracted so easily. Nope, nuh-uh. “Alright, it’s settled. You’ll take these two with you to desecrate some graves.” 
 
    “…It’s settled then,” the city lord said and nodded. 
 
    Mm, now that the boring stuff’s over and done with, I can finally relax! I worked super hard telling people what to do. Eh? Telling people what to do is easier than doing things myself? Nonsense! If that were the case, I wouldn’t have made Ilya do all the boring stuff of being a sect leader, which involves telling people what to do. In fact, isn’t the whole job of the sect leader to tell people what to do? I think it is. Mm, sect leader’s always look older than the rest of the sect, and that’s most likely because it’s a stressful job that causes them to age faster! Ah, I should handle things personally once in a while instead of making Mrs. Feathers do it all the time. Right, there was another request, some kind of clawed cat with iron or whatnot. I’ll go deal with that! 
 
    Hmm? Where did everyone go? Only Softie’s here. Oh, and Mrs. Feathers, but she’s sleeping right now. Do phoenixes need to sleep? Apparently, they do. She’s mumbling in her sleep too; I wonder what she’s saying. I’ll crouch down and listen in…. “I’m not tasty…. Boss…, don’t eat me….” 
 
    …Sounds like she’s having a pleasant dream. Anyways…. “Softie, why are we alone?” 
 
    “You seemed distracted, and the city lord was looking to be dismissed, so I sent him away,” Softie said. “The alcoholic and the man who wants to be your disciple left with him to discuss the quasi-immortal’s tomb. Since that’s the case, shall we head to the villages being terrorized by the Iron Claw Tiger? The longer we wait, the more victims there’ll be.” 
 
    It seems like Softie’s in a hurry to leave…. Why? Eh, it doesn’t really matter. Maybe she’s hungry or something. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Master Pentorn, we’ve arrived,” a voice said over my ship’s announcement system. “Any further and we’ll be intruding on the Holy Beasts Sect’s airspace.” 
 
    Since I’ve decided to raid sects, why not start with the strongest one? That way, I’ll know just how strong my forces are, and I’ll be able to intimidate the rest of the Immortal Continent if I win. If I started at the weakest sect, they’d resist for a bit, but if I conquered the strongest, the weaker sects would instantly surrender if I paid them a visit. That’s how people are in the Immortal Continent. Once they see someone stronger than themselves, they tuck their tails between their legs and lower their heads to the ground. 
 
    I teleported out of my room in the ship and appeared on the deck. Teleportation really is handy—time saved on transport is more time spent on learning formations. Outside, we were stopped in front of a layer of mist. The Holy Beasts Sect didn’t want outsiders to peer into their sect apparently. The mist extended from the ground all the way to the sky. I suspect if I flew higher up, the mist would curve into a dome to cover the sect grounds. The fact that I can only see it as a vertical wall just goes to show how much space the Holy Beasts Sect is occupying. It’s no wonder they’re the strongest sect. In the center of the Immortal Continent, the concentration of qi is at its highest, and these people are smackdab in the middle of it, probably using a formation to prevent any leakage too. 
 
    One of my bodyguards walked towards me. All the other bodyguards were staring at his back. It seemed like he had drawn the short straw or something along those lines. “Master…,” he said and glanced at the mist wall. “Are we really going to do this?” 
 
    “Why are all of you so nervous? We’re just going to go in and have a little chat with them.” Honest. There’s no need to fight if I can intimidate them into surrendering. I did my research. The Holy Beasts Sect only has eighty sky-realm experts, much more than a normal sect but less than my group. However, they’re rumored to have four quasi-immortals. If I only had these sky-realm experts with me, I wouldn’t dare attack, err, negotiate with this sect, but luckily, even quasi-immortals can be bought with resources. I traded a few rare pills from Pill Valley and temporarily hired six quasi-immortals. Their rates are quite expensive: fifty billion spirit stones a week per person. That’s why, to get the most out of my money, we’re going to sweep through all of the central Immortal Continent within a week, starting with the Holy Beasts Sect. “Fire the anti-Lucia cannon.” 
 
    “Firing the cannon!” 
 
    Why am I firing the cannon? Well, there’s no entrance, so I have to make one. There was no sound when the beam of light from my ship’s cannon collided with the mist wall, but just because it was silent didn’t mean the effect wasn’t impressive. Like soap bubbles, the wall and the formation supporting it crumbled into nothingness, spreading outwards from the impact. A land filled with mountains and dark green vegetation was revealed in front of me. There was a white mist floating about, qi so abundant and concentrated that it manifested in a physical form. Across the mountains, there were splashes of red and gold, pagodas that supposedly housed the disciples—if they weren’t living in caves, that is. Suddenly, dozens of golden beams shot into the sky towards the ship. They stopped a few meters away, revealing people wearing different-colored robes. There were blue, red, black, and white ones, most likely referencing the four holy beasts the sect was named after. 
 
    A handsome—by the Immortal Continent’s standards—man wearing white robes floated forward with a calm expression. “Who are you?” 
 
    “I’m Ilya Pentorn, founder of the Pentorn Armory, and owner of the soon-to-be-established Pentorn Bank.” That about covers my introduction. “I’m here today to take your sect’s wealth and secret techniques to distribute them amongst the populace.” I’ve thought about it, and even though karma doesn’t make a lot of sense, if I can help a lot of people by giving them strong cultivation techniques—taken from the top-tier sects—wouldn’t that bring me a lot of good karma? At the very least, it should be enough to offset the bad karma I’ll gain from robbery. 
 
    “You’re … here today to take our sect’s wealth and secret techniques?” The man seemed confused, as if I had spoken in a strange language. 
 
    “Yes, that’s right. If you resist, we’ll have to resort to force. And as the people on the Immortal Continent love to say, fists and feet have no eyes; don’t blame us if you’re heavily wounded.” 
 
    The man raised his eyebrows before breaking into a smile. “Is this a challenge, then? You’re aware we’re the Holy Beasts Sect? From which rock did you crawl under that you think you can posture in front of us like so?” 
 
    “Fire the anti-Lucia cannon.” 
 
    “Firing the cannon!” 
 
    As I’ve stated before, a show of strength is necessary. It’s unfortunate that that’s the case on the Immortal Continent. Words don’t work as well as they do back in my pocket realm. Well, smart people adapt to any circumstance; if strength is required, then that’s what I’ll obtain. There was a white flash of light. Once it disappeared, the handsome man was gone. Moments later, he reappeared looking a lot less handsome than before. His clothes were torn to shreds, a strip of cloth barely covering his groin, and his skin was burnt. Also, his flowing hair was gone too, replaced by a burnt and raw scalp. His arms were loose by his sides, and his legs dangled underneath him; it seemed like his limbs were broken or at least unresponsive, but he was still alive, surprisingly. Well, it’s not completely unexpected. In order to prevent the anti-Lucia cannon from disintegrating after one use, I had to reduce its power. 
 
    “A despicable sneak attack!” A woman wearing red robes pointed at me. She was even more beautiful than Softie, and there aren’t many women like that in the world. “Get them!” 
 
    The heavily injured handsome man swallowed a pill, and his injuries recovered in an instant. He, along with three other people, each wearing a different-colored robe, charged at my boat. In unison, they shouted, “Holy Beast Heaven-Conquering Formation!” 
 
    Above them, a dragon, a phoenix, a tortoise, and a tiger appeared in the air. They seemed solid, but I could still see the clouds behind them. From the four beasts, a heavy pressure radiated outwards, bending the planks of my ship, forcing my sky-realm experts—and myself—to our knees. 
 
    A cruel laughter rang out of the man dressed in black robes amongst the four. “Overestimating yourself! Die!” The illusionary tortoise’s jaw spread open, wider than the ship. Right when it was about to bite the boat in half, a scythe appeared in the air above it and slashed down, beheading the tortoise in an instant. The scythe flashed three more times, and the rest of the holy beasts wailed as they were beheaded as well. Blood spurted out of the four sky-realm experts’ mouths, and their faces turned pale as they halted in midair. The handsome man in white shouted, “Grim Reaper Jin Mo! You dare act against our Holy Beasts Sect!? Aren’t you afraid of offending my grandfather!?” 
 
    One of the quasi-immortals I hired rose up into the air from behind me. “Don’t think you’re untouchable just because your grandfather is strong.” A massive skeletal hand appeared in the sky and grasped the four sky-realm experts from the Holy Beasts Sect. They tried to break free, but they let out cries when the skeletal hand clenched, crushing their bodies. “Master Pentorn, what shall I do with them?” 
 
    “Tie them up and put them under the deck.” It’s not like I want people to die. I’m not a murderer after all. 
 
    After dealing with the first sky-realm experts that came to intercept us, I had the boat fly to the closest pagoda. I knew nothing about the layout of the sect, but people tended to gather near buildings. The goal was to rob the sect of its resources, but there were many ways to go about it. Needless death should be avoided. With regards to karma, death nearly always brought about a negative reaction. The only exceptions were violent criminals, but not all violent criminals. There must’ve been something differentiating between the violent criminals, but no matter how I investigated them, the karma judgment I got seemed completely arbitrary. 
 
    No one blocked our path on the way to the pagoda. They had just witnessed us take down their vanguard which had four sky-realm experts. It turns out the rest of them were only earth-realm experts using external help to fly. The people we captured were from the sect’s defense hall. Honestly, they were weak, and I’m not surprised about that. They worked in the defense sector for a sect that was too powerful for anyone to attack. What practical experience could they possibly have? 
 
    Also, there might have been eighty sky-realm experts in the sect, but not all of them should be here. No doubt, the Holy Beasts Sect has many branches, and to oversee them, experts are needed. It’s similar to how I only bring around a hundred bodyguards with me despite having contracts with many more. I need people to watch over the armories I’ve erected, and I also need people to catch those who break their contracts. A faction’s total force can’t always be present. In fact, I’d say over a quarter of the whole sect isn’t available at this very moment. However, the strongest forces, the four quasi-immortals, should be watching my movements. They’ll have to act soon since they know none of their disciples can stop me. Once they act, they’ll lose to the quasi-immortals I hired, and the sect’s treasures will be within my grasp. 
 
    There’s just one thing I’m worried about. An immortal. If it was this easy to defeat the strongest sect, these rogue cultivators would’ve banded together a long time ago, but they haven’t. The simple reason is they’re scared of the immortals produced by the Holy Beasts Sect. With one attack, an immortal can vaporize a group of sky-realm experts. I’ve witnessed this myself with Lucia. However, when I detailed my plan to the immortal from Pill Valley, he told me to go ahead with it, promising he’ll make sure no immortal interferes. So, whether I die or not depends on someone else. It’s an unsettling feeling, but I’ve felt it often enough while traveling with Lucia. 
 
    The first pagoda was surrounded by fields of golden wheat, immortal rice. Even if one person only needs to eat a single grain per month, there’s still maybe twenty to thirty million people within the sect. If they didn’t have food production facilities, they wouldn’t deserve their place at the top. Unfortunately for me, that meant there wasn’t anything worth taking here. I could burn their food, but I’m not planning on fighting a protracted war. This is just a raid. Does that mean I’m not going to do anything? Of course not. “Capture everyone within a five-mile radius.” Five miles is the most efficient distance for an earth-realm expert’s teleportation. Any distance more than that, the consumption of energy exponentially increases. 
 
    I have enough restraining ropes to tie fifty million people up. Let’s just say there’s five different interspacial rings holding all this rope. I can take everything from the disciples, the elders, and even the quasi-immortals. I’m going to rob this sect blind. Why? For immortality, of course. As Softie once said, stepping on others to achieve immortality isn’t wrong. The karma detector might disagree with her, but I like Softie’s reasoning more, so that’s the one I’m going with. Did I sound like Lucia just now? No, I didn’t. After all, the karma detector could be faulty. I’m not pushing away the truth for a fantasy like Lucia often does. 
 
    The first batch of sky-realm experts came back, some carrying unconscious people, others carrying conscious ones, but they were all tied up. The large majority of them were saints with the exceptions being earth-realm experts. There wasn’t a single person who had yet to become a saint. Softie was right while judging herself. She was a chosen of the Shadow Devil Sect back when she was a saint, but over here, she would’ve been an average disciple, maybe even weaker than an average one. 
 
    Before long, my bodyguards finished clearing out the area. Sky-realm experts move extremely fast, it only took several minutes. But even at this rate, I think it’ll take over a day to capture everyone in the sect. The land it occupies is just that large. My pocket realm could’ve fit inside of it multiple times. 
 
    I’m surprised the quasi-immortals haven’t shown up yet. Even if we’re only on the outskirts, I did destroy the obscuring formation covering their sect. Everything’s going too smoothly. Perhaps we’ve already fallen into an illusion formation from the first moment we flew inside? If that’s the case, I’ll have to pause here for now and interrogate the disciples below the deck. If I really am in an illusion formation right now, I should be able to notice if something is off. An illusion formation is very rigid and prodding it in the right way can easily cause it to be exposed. Of course, someone can manually control the formation, but people are also flawed. With enough testing, it’ll be easy to determine the truth. One of the quasi-immortals I hired was an expert in illusion and soul techniques. I could ask him, but what if the formation was only targeted at me, trapping me in my own mind? If I want something done right, I have to do it myself. I can’t let one misjudgment bring about my downfall. This is the strongest sect; I can’t underestimate them.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Doing good deeds is great! So far, I’ve gotten rewarded with spirit stones for turning in some weak bandits. I got a cute little cat that people said was terrorizing villages—I’m not sure why. Sure, it might be a bit big, but it’s perfectly harmless! When it saw me, the first thing it did was run. How can something so cowardly be harmful? Anyways, after that, I did lots and lots of good deeds. Ilya gave me so many to do; it seems like she’s working hard for my forgiveness, and it’s working. Mm. After all these rewards, how can I still be mad at her? 
 
    Eh? What kind of good deeds did I do? The usual ones, of course! There was a city that kept getting raided by pirates and needed help. So I stopped the pirates, but they made me a really good offer, so I let them go. The good deed only asked me to help that one city, so I should’ve gotten good karma from it still. And once the pirates harass another city enough, I can shoo them away again for another reward, err, for good karma! 
 
    Then there was this tree. The people claimed it was demonic and eating people’s souls or something like that, but when I got there, the tree wasn’t demonic at all. It was growing the largest, fattest, plumpest acorns I had ever seen in my life! They tasted deliciouser than normal too! Mm? Deliciouser isn’t a word? Well, it’s the only word that can describe how good those acorns were. So, to fulfill the good deed without destroying this beautiful tree, I simply uprooted it and stuck it in one of my life pouches. I’m going to plant it somewhere later, preferably in an area with huge amounts of qi for the tree to be happier. In fact, I’m going to plant its acorns too. Softie said there was this elf named Mirta who could help me grow things faster, so I’ll have more than one soul-eating, acorn-producing tree. Ah? Did I say soul-eating? That’s just the name those people gave it; it doesn’t actually eat souls. 
 
    After the tree, there was a black turtle blocking a river at its source, and the people who made the request wanted me to unblock the river. But I couldn’t do anything to the turtle! It was so strange. I tried lifting it, but it was firmly rooted into place, almost like it was using my Footsteps of the Giant. I tried hitting it because hitting things always solves my problems, but for once, it actually didn’t! No matter how hard I hit the turtle, it didn’t even react. When I used my Unrelenting Path of Slaughter to look for where to cut or smash to kill it, there actually wasn’t any spot. I almost thought I was trying to remove a rock that looked like a turtle, but Softie told me it was a holy beast called the black turtle or something like that. Apparently, these holy turtles are supposed to be as strong as phoenixes, but they seem stronger. Maybe this one was really old. Maybe it’s immortal? Hmm. I’m not sure. In the end, I broke the mountain it was on and stored the turtle in my life pouch before it could get on the ground. If I can’t unblock the river, then I’ll get rid of the river! Aren’t I a genius? 
 
    Anyways, now I’m at an evil cultivator’s lair. He’s supposed to be a sky-realm expert who eliminated four sects by himself. They were weak sects, worse than the ones in Kong County. I’m supposed to turn him in without a reward once I catch him, but the request didn’t say anything about the stuff on him. I’m going to strip him naked, take all his stuff, and then turn him in. It’ll be a completely justified robbery! If he has his stuff, he might be able to escape to hurt more people, and leaving him with his stuff is practically helping him escape. I would never do something like that. 
 
    “He should be right inside, Lucia.” Softie was holding onto a jade disc. It was a tracking device. The person who made the request tagged the evil cultivator with some kind of technique, and the jade disc leads us to the tag. I’m not sure how it works, but it doesn’t matter as long as it does. 
 
    “Come out…! Err, what’s his name?” 
 
    “It was never announced,” Softie said in almost a whisper. “If he’s doing evil deeds, he’d do his best not to let people know who he is.” 
 
    Mm, that makes sense. It reminds me of the time I disguised myself on that battlefield. But I wasn’t doing evil deeds! I was just maneuvering around dumb rules. Mhm, not evil at all. Rules aren’t always meant to be followed. What if they were made by bad people? Then breaking them would make me good. See? “Alright. Come on out, evil cultivator!” 
 
    There was a rustling sound followed by footsteps, and a man with a nice-looking robe appeared by the entrance of the cave. It seems like he’s one of those cultivators, the ones that like living in the ground. When he saw me, his eyes narrowed, and he took a step back. Only taking one step back isn’t enough to escape from me! “Punch!” 
 
    That’s right. I didn’t use any techniques and only punched him. I noticed whenever I use my Flaming Hammer Strike, Mrs. Feathers always feels the urge to incinerate my opponents when I’m not looking. She thinks I won’t notice or something, but I do every time. I’m not sure why she does it. Anyways, I have to capture this person alive, so one punch to his dantian is enough to disable him! …Do guys even have dantians? How do they cultivate? Aren’t dantians wombs? Err…, that doesn’t matter for now. “Alright, I caught him!” 
 
    “Wait, that wasn’t him,” Softie said. “This person must be a collaborator. The tracking device says the target is deeper inside.” 
 
    “…Oh.” Well, punching the collaborator of an evil person still makes this a good deed. Now, if I punched an innocent person who happened to be inside this cave…. Mm. Unfortunate victim of circumstance, I can’t be blamed. It’d still be a good deed. 
 
    Once I stepped inside the cave, the previously dark interior was lit up by glowing rocks on the walls. I smelled blood, but there wasn’t any blood in sight. Something brushed against my tail, and I turned around. The entrance was gone! Well, not really, it was just covered by a layer of mist. Is this a formation? Mm, it probably is. That’s okay though; as long as Mrs. Feathers is here, I’m not afraid of anything! “Mrs. Feathers, lead the way!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers sighed and grew to the size of a turkey. Then she waddled ahead of me and Softie. The cave was a lot deeper than expected. It didn’t slant downwards, but there were lots of twists and turns. I’m pretty sure the mountain it was in wasn’t wide enough to accommodate all this space…. Maybe the formation brought us into a separate dimension like all those tombs. That must be it. Anyways, there were lots of paths and different ways to go, but Mrs. Feathers knew the way. But how? Is it another secret phoenix technique she can teach me? “Hey, Mrs. Feathers, how do you know which way is the right one?” 
 
    “I’m using my divine sense. Isn’t that why you wanted me to lead the way in the first place?” 
 
    “Uh…, yeah, let’s go with that.” Mhm. Getting the right answer for the wrong reason is still getting the right answer. That’s what I learned from doing all these good deeds; the lesson it taught me is applicable to all parts of life! “Divine sense….” I wonder when I’ll learn that. 
 
    “Boss, there’s someone right up ahead,” Mrs. Feathers said and stopped. “Do you want me to go in and catch him?” 
 
    “No, I’ll do it.” After all, good deeds must be done by myself for them to matter. I’ll charge in and…. “Flaming Fist!” Ah? There’s no one here to punch. “Mrs. Feathers, didn’t you say someone was in here?” 
 
    “He’s above you, Boss.” 
 
    Above me? Oh! There’s a person clinging onto a ledge near the ceiling. What’s he doing up there? “Hey, are you okay?” 
 
    The person stared at me. “You came in here wanting to kill me, so why are you asking if I’m okay?” 
 
    “I didn’t come here to kill you, I was just going—” 
 
    “Grudge Swamp!” 
 
    This guy didn’t let me finish talking and directly attacked me! How despicable! Only I’m allowed to do that to people! But what is this Grudge Swamp? There’s … black water springing out of the ground! How do I stop it!? I’ll burn it away! If there’s enough fire, water will no longer exist! “Flaming Hammer Strike! Flaming Hammer Strike! Flaming Hammer Strike!” 
 
    Something screamed, and the ground stopped bubbling. Phew. I think I stopped it. That was a close one! I almost drowned. Now all that’s left is this evil cultivator who summoned the water! No wonder why the Karma Association labeled defeating him as a good deed. I’ll step up towards him with my Footsteps of the Giant, and … he teleported! Hmm. I guess that’s the downside of Footsteps of the Giant. It lets me use all my strength in the air, but it’s not as fast as flying or teleporting. 
 
    “I caught him, Boss.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers caught him? “I said I was going to do it! Hurry up and let go of him, but beat him up first so he can’t run from me.” 
 
    “You! Who are you two!? Ack! Stop! I yield, I yield!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers battered the man with her wings a few times. Then she released him, and before he could stand up, I caught him! “Gotcha! I’m here to catch you to do a good deed.” 
 
    “Good deed…?” The man went limp and stared at me.  “The Karma Association sent out a request for me?” 
 
    “Mhm.” Great, he knows about karma and all that. That saves me a lot of explaining—not that I was planning on doing that anyway. I don’t need to explain myself to evil cultivators! Wait a minute…. Evil cultivator? “Hey, by any chance, do you know that technique that lets me read people’s memories? Soul…, uh, something.” 
 
    “Soul Scour?” 
 
    “Yeah! That’s the one.” 
 
    The man trembled. “If I do…, what will you do to me?” 
 
    “I’ll beat you up until you teach me how to do it!” He definitely knows it. His reaction gave it away. I never thought I’d earn so much from doing good deeds. “Hurry up and teach me.” 
 
    The man took a jade slip out of his interspacial ring and offered it to me. “The details for Soul Scour are in here, but aren’t you from a phoenix sect? Why would you want to learn an evil technique?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers snorted. “There’s no such thing as an evil technique. It’s only the person who uses the technique that’s good or evil. Using Soul Scour on criminals is righteous.” 
 
    The man turned his head towards Mrs. Feathers. I was still holding him by the sash on his waist. “If techniques are neither good nor evil, then what about a technique that improves your strength upon killing innocent people? That’s my cultivation path. Don’t you think there might be a misunderstanding between us? There’s a possibility I’m still a good person.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers rubbed her head with her wing before puffing her chest out. “Only an evil person would cultivate such a technique.” 
 
    Evil or not, if a technique works, it works! “Can I get that technique too? The one that lets me get stronger by killing people?” Ooh, it reminds me of Claw’s technique. Didn’t he grow stronger for beheading people? When I asked him for it, he gave me an excuse…. What was it again? 
 
    “Sorry, but this technique can only be cultivated by men. If a woman tries it, she’ll explode.” 
 
    Yeah! It sounded exactly like … that…. “Seriously!?” What is this technique sexism!? “Why is it only unfair in the men’s favor? Where are the techniques that only women are allowed to use!?” 
 
    Softie cleared her throat. “The higher-tiered techniques involving ice tend to be female only. If a man tries to use them, he’ll freeze.” 
 
    Mm? “Are these techniques strong?” 
 
    This time, Mrs. Feathers responded, “Yep. In the center of the Immortal Continent, the fourth-strongest sect is the Frozen Lily Sect. Only women are allowed inside.” 
 
    “I want to learn those techniques!” 
 
    “Boss…, you can’t. Since you’ve already cultivated the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, the flames inside of you won’t tolerate any techniques involving ice or water. You’ll explode if you learn them.” 
 
    What the hell! That’s not fair! You know what? Who needs stupid male-only-growing-stronger-by-killing techniques and female-only-but-excluding-me-ice techniques anyway!? I bet learning them would make my head hurt a lot! It’s a good thing I can’t. Mhm. Only perverted masochists would learn these techniques, hmph, hmph. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It seems like I’m not in an illusion formation, or if I am in one, then it’s extremely well made to the point where the opponent could kill me directly. If that’s the case, why is the supposedly strongest sect so weak? “Hey, Jin Mo, why haven’t you and other quasi-immortals joined hands to attack the Holy Beasts Sect before I hired you?” 
 
    The quasi-immortal who was standing behind me cleared his throat. “There’s a few reasons. I’m surprised you haven’t thought up of them yourself.” 
 
    I’ve thought up a couple, but it’s simply easier to ask someone directly. “Explain.” In the meantime, I’ll proceed with the raid. “And advance to the next pagoda. Capture everyone within a five-mile radius there as well.” 
 
    “Understood, Master!” 
 
    While the ship flew forward, Jin Mo stepped to the edge of the boat, standing next to me. “For one, I wouldn’t want to work with someone as greedy as myself. If we gathered ten quasi-immortals, how would we split the loot? How would we split the work? If we’re injured while fighting the sect’s quasi-immortals, we’ll have to worry about being attacked from behind—maybe not attacked but being left to die is a very real possibility.” 
 
    “You can’t sign a contract with each other? Swear oaths to the heavens?” Is there a problem with my agreement between these quasi-immortals? They signed one with me but won’t sign one with each other. “Are you looking for a chance to leave me behind to die?” 
 
    Jin Mo laughed and smiled, showing crooked yellow teeth, some stained black. “No, the contract you made us sign was very tight. There’s a difference between forming a contract with you and forming a contract with other quasi-immortals: You’re paying us upfront. Fifty billion spirit stones are enough to attempt immortal ascension quite a few times.” 
 
    Is that so? It seems like amassing resources was a step in the right direction. “What do you have to do to ascend to immortality?” 
 
    Jin Mo’s smile disappeared, and he let out a sigh. “You’ll understand when you reach the border. It’s not something I, or other mortals, can explain to you. Perhaps even an immortal will have difficulty explaining it to someone who hasn’t touched the edge. It’s like explaining color to a blind person. You can explain the concept of it, but without vision, it’s impossible for them to truly know what a color looks like. Once you reach the border between mortal and immortal, your eyes will open.” 
 
    Is that how it is? I wonder, is Lucia at that border yet? 
 
    “Other than that,” Jin Mo said, “another reason we haven’t gathered is because of retaliation.” 
 
    “If you defeat the strongest sect, who’s going to retaliate against you? The immortals with roots within this sect?” 
 
    “No.” Jin Mo shook his head. There were a few screams in the background as the next round of capturing started. “Immortals don’t act that easily. The retaliation will come from the remaining sects. How do you think they’ll feel if the Holy Beasts Sect falls? They’ll realize their own weakness and band together with other sects to face us.” 
 
    I considered that as a possibility, but I didn’t think they’d have the coordination to pull it off. I shouldn’t base my plans around another’s incompetency; that’s just asking for failure. If that’s the case, I’ll have to increase my forces to defeat a coalition, but even I can’t spend too much money hiring quasi-immortals. It seems like I’ll have to convert the Holy Beasts Sect’s strength into my own. I’ll force its members to sign contracts with me, backed by oaths to the heavens. Luckily, this is the Immortal Continent. Feeding an army of twenty to thirty million is extremely simple: All I need is a field of immortal rice. I suppose the other quasi-immortals couldn’t forcefully conscript these disciples without getting into an internal argument themselves. So, while the coalition of sects might be a problem for them, it still isn’t a problem for me. Ideally, news of me raiding this sect would take a while to spread, but I don’t think that’ll be the case. I wonder though…. “Why don’t immortals act that easily?” 
 
    Jin Mo raised an eyebrow. “Lots of limitations are placed on them, or so I’ve heard. I don’t know the exact details myself.” 
 
    Hmm? Immortals don’t act that easily? Why do I feel like that’s not true? An immortal unleashed an attack on Lucia’s apparition without penalty. What was that technique he shouted? “Do you know the technique, Beastly Corruption of the Seven Virtues, God-Slaying Beam?” 
 
    “Beastly Corruption of the Seven Virtues…,” Jin Mo muttered. “That’s Beast King Lao Hu’s signature technique. I’ve seen it once.” 
 
    “This Beast King Lao Hu, is he an immortal? I saw someone use this technique to instantly kill twenty sky-realm experts.” 
 
    “Lao Hu is a quasi-immortal, but it’s rumored he enjoys posturing as an immortal. I can easily dispose of twenty sky-realm experts, and I’m not an immortal. It’d be quite easy to fool someone who hasn’t seen the world.” 
 
    …I was tricked? No, I don’t think it was a trick. It might not have been the same person too. After all, that alleged immortal I encountered knew about squirrels. Would a quasi-immortal know? It’s a possibility…. “Do you have a picture of Lao Hu?” 
 
    “I only have pictures of beautiful women.” 
 
    …Well, alright then. 
 
    “But Chen Tao should have a picture of him.” Jin Mo pointed at one of the other quasi-immortals I had hired. Jin Mo leaned in close and whispered, “He only has pictures of handsome men.” 
 
    “What bullshit are you spouting now, Jin Mo!? I’ll castrate you!” Chen Tao snorted and stormed over. Then he took a jade slip out of his interspacial ring. “Here, an image of Beast King Lao Hu.” 
 
    I touched the jade slip and read the material inside. This … was the exact same person from way back then. He wasn’t an immortal at all! He was just a quasi-immortal, but back then, even a quasi-immortal was too much to handle. No one in our party could be blamed for assuming he was actually an immortal. Then, when Softie told me immortals would hunt down Lucia for being part squirrel, was she mistaken? Immortals don’t move that easily, at least not on the Immortal Continent…. “Once someone becomes an immortal, do they get transferred out of the Immortal Continent?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    So, immortal ascension was literal. They’re ascending to another plane. Once Lucia becomes an immortal, and if immortals want to kill her, won’t they be waiting for her there? 
 
    “And there’s a third reason we don’t unite to attack sects,” Jin Mo said once I handed the jade slip back to Lao Hu. “Simply put, they’re stronger than us. Even though we may all be quasi-immortals, they’ve been raised with the best techniques, the best guidance, the best resources, something we rogue cultivators can’t afford. If I had to make an estimate, every quasi-immortal belonging to a sect can face off against two rogue ones. Of course, there are exceptions.” 
 
    That … might be a problem. I honestly hadn’t considered it. Lucia easily beat her way through rogue and sect cultivators alike; I assumed their strengths were equal. “Are you one of those exceptions?” 
 
    Jin Mo chuckled. “Back when I was still a saint, I had the experience of meeting Old Bai—that previous child’s grandfather—while sneaking into a tempering realm. Even back then, he was able to defeat ten of us rogue cultivators by himself. If anyone is the exception, it’s him. The disparity shouldn’t be as drastic…, but I predict he can take on the six of us by himself.” 
 
    Fuck. I made a mistake. I made a big mistake. “Don’t you think that’s something you should’ve disclosed before I fired the anti-Lucia cannon?” 
 
    Jin Mo shrugged. “You said you were just here for a little chat. You didn’t prepare any trump cards that can defeat a quasi-immortal?” 
 
    “If I could make something like that, do you think I would need you?” I had this thought that I could call upon the immortal from Pill Valley to save me if things went drastically wrong, but it turns out immortals can’t move around that easily. So, when he guaranteed he’d prevent the Holy Beasts Sect’s immortals from attacking me, he was just spewing out empty words. They wouldn’t have attacked me in the first place! He swindled me. However, now’s not the time to worry about that. “There’s three other quasi-immortals in this sect. How strong are they compared to the Old Bai you were talking about?” 
 
    “There’s Old Hei, Old Hong, and Old Lan. Old Bai was frequently called the hero of the generation, most likely to become the next immortal. The other three are comparatively weaker, but when compared to us, even the weakest one, Old Hei, can fight three of us and win. It’ll take four of us to fight him, and even then, we won’t win. It’ll be a draw at best.” 
 
    This mistake was a lot bigger than I thought…. I never thought I’d say it, but I really wish Lucia were with me right now. How many quasi-immortals can she defeat? I wouldn’t be surprised if it were an absurd number like ten or twenty. It’s possible I’m overestimating her due to trauma, and she could be only as strong as a rogue quasi-immortal. If that’s the case, then I’ll have to face off with someone as strong as six Lucias. It’s a relief Lucia subdued a quasi-immortal phoenix though; it means she’s stronger than an average one. Well, either way, I know what to do now. “We’re retreating. Everybody, get back on board!” 
 
    People stopped what they were doing and teleported onto the boat. This is why I had them stay within a five-mile radius, so we could retreat at any time. …Why aren’t we retreating? “Start the damn boat!” 
 
    “It, it’s not moving, Master!” 
 
    A booming laughter rang out, and an aged voice followed. “Leaving so soon? Where would my hospitality be if I didn’t invite you for some tea? Come, stay for a while. Why are you in such a rush to leave?” 
 
    A person dressed in bright blue robes appeared on the boat’s bow. His face was youthful, but his long hair was white and silver. Jin Mo and Chen Tao stepped in front of me, leaving me a very narrow view of the man from between their arms. “Old Lan,” Jin Mo said. “You haven’t changed since I last saw you three thousand years ago.” 
 
    Old Lan raised an eyebrow. “Who are you again? I don’t remember the names of those weaker than me.” Jin Mo and Chen Tao clenched their hands, but a moment later, Old Lan burst out into laughter. “Grim Reaper Jin Mo, Corpse Lord Chen Tao, Bandit God Wu Gao, City Slayer Ouyang Gu, Devil Worshipper Ye Yu, and last but not least, Cannibal King Chi Fan. While it’s true I might not remember the names of those weaker than me, I certainly remember the names of those whom I can turn in for a sizeable bounty. I’ve recently accepted a new disciple; your heads would be a perfect gift for him.” 
 
    “That’s funny,” a sharp, feminine voice said. A woman dressed in red appeared on top of the boat’s mast. “I’ve also accepted a disciple recently, and she’ll appreciate their heads a lot more than yours would. How about you let me have them?” 
 
    The rest of the quasi-immortals I hired formed a circle around me with their backs facing inwards. If I hadn’t known their collective strength was weaker than those two quasi-immortals’, I might’ve felt reassured. And then a third voice appeared, ruining the escape plan I was forming. “Perhaps three hundred years ago, I might only have been able to deal with three of you, but it’s different now.” A man in black robes teleported right in front of Jin Mo with a smile on his face. He was bald and covered in scars. His skin was loose and saggy, clearly showing off his age. “The six of you together won’t be able to harm even a single one of my fingers.” 
 
    Jin Mo cleared his throat and took a step back. “Master, if you have any contingency plans, now’s the time to use them.” 
 
    “But the last quasi-immortal hasn’t shown himself yet,” Chen Tao whispered before I could respond. “Wait until he appears first.” 
 
    “Old Bai won’t be coming,” Old Lan said. “To deal with the likes of you, either one of us alone is enough. But now I’m curious. Who are you, and why do these six call you master? I wasn’t aware the moon race had someone like you in their younger generation.” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “No, no, it doesn’t really matter who you are,” the man with black robes, Old Hei, said, cutting me off. “There is no one that our Holy Beasts Sect fears; don’t think you can rely on your background to avoid the consequences of invading our sect and attacking our people.” 
 
    “Let me guess, the consequences are execution?” 
 
    Old Hei’s eyes widened. “It seems like you know more about our sect than I first thought!” 
 
    It’s always execution, every single damn time. The Immortal Continent really doesn’t value people’s lives. The Holy Beasts Sect might be the strongest sect without fearing anyone stronger than them coming down to squash them, but that doesn’t mean they’re entirely independent. “I’m from Pill Valley.” 
 
    “So what if you’re from Pill Valley? Didn’t I tell you that it didn’t matter what your background was? Either way—” 
 
    “Old Hei, shut up for a second,” the woman on top of the mast said. “Pill Valley is an exception.” Surprisingly, Old Hei shut up without another word. He even took a step back, and the lady in red jumped down, landing in front of him. She looked young even though I thought she was supposed to be the same age as the other two quasi-immortals. “It would certainly explain how you mustered up this ragtag group, but tell me, what does Pill Valley mean by invading our Holy Beasts Sect?” 
 
    “…I just came for a little chat.” I bit off way more than I could chew. I definitely should’ve started from the weaker sects first and incorporated their forces. Being the strongest person in the pocket realm for such a long period made me too arrogant. It wasn’t just that—all of my business ventures went far too smoothly as well. 
 
    “You destroyed our entry formation to have a little chat?” There was a small smile on the woman’s face—like a cat playing with a mouse. “Why would you do that? Pill Valley has other channels of communication with us. It makes me suspect you aren’t a part of Pill Valley at all.” 
 
    So, I’m being extorted, but extortion is better than execution at least. I took a pill bottle out of my interspacial ring and sent it towards the woman with the help of a wind spell. “Would a rare pill like this prove my connection to Pill Valley?” 
 
    “Just one?” the woman asked and raised an eyebrow. She took the pill bottle hovering in front of her and uncapped the top. Her eyes widened, and she slammed the lid back on in an instant, putting the bottle away. A bright smile appeared on her face. “Yes, you’re clearly from Pill Valley. My apologies for doubting you.” 
 
    “Little Hong,” Old Lan said from his spot on the bow. He cleared his throat and walked on the air towards the other two quasi-immortals. “That pill, did it happen to be…?” 
 
    “It’s just a pill meant for women,” Old Hong said. “There’s no reason for you to pry, is there?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’m the one who should be in charge since First Brother Bai isn’t here?” Old Lan asked. His face didn’t show it, but he was clearly upset. The pill I gave Old Hong was worth a country, a small one, but still a country. It was a longevity pill that reverses one’s age by a thousand years—not particularly useful to me or anyone I know. In fact, using it to pay for my life extends my lifespan by over four thousand years; I think that’s very worth it. “You—” 
 
    “Let’s not argue amongst ourselves in front of our guests from Pill Valley,” Old Hong said while staring at me. “Can you tell me, dear guest, why you’ve taken our disciples hostage?” 
 
    “I was simply going to ask them some questions, but, you see, they ran from me when I approached, so I had no choice but to prevent them from leaving.” The excuse doesn’t have to be foolproof, not when this lady’s leaving me a way out. As long as it sounds plausible on the surface, she’ll cover it up or sweep it under the rug for me. In fact, it doesn’t even have to sound plausible at all. “There must’ve been a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Old Hong said. “There was a misunderstanding between us. You—” 
 
    “Little Hong!” 
 
    “Quiet,” Old Hong said, glaring at the man dressed in blue. “I’ll have Big Brother Bai teach you a lesson if you don’t pipe down. Between the two of us, whose side do you think he’ll take?” 
 
    “Unless a second sun rises in the sky, he’ll obviously take your side, but you can’t let someone trample over the dignity of our sect for the price of a single pill!” 
 
    “Did I say I was going to let her go that easily?” 
 
    “But….” 
 
    Old Hong stopped bickering with Old Lan and smiled at me instead. “It’s a custom of our Holy Beasts Sect to greet each other with our fists.” 
 
    Of course it is. 
 
    “As our guest, don’t you think it’d be rude if you didn’t abide by our custom? My disciple has been practicing a new technique, and I’m sure she’d appreciate having someone help her perfect it in combat.” 
 
    “I’m not one to reject friendly competition.” Well, I am, but it doesn’t seem like she’ll let me go if I decline. Besides, dealing with this woman’s disciple is a thousand times easier than dealing with her. I might get beaten and maybe roughed up a bit, but it’s a small price to pay for staying alive; though, I don’t plan on losing that easily. Partaking in a fight myself instead of sending someone else to do it isn’t something I enjoy, but once in a while, it can be interesting. 
 
    Old Hong smiled and clasped her hands in front of her chest. “That’s great! While we’re at it, why don’t we throw in a tiny wager? A sense of loss will simulate a true battle even if it isn’t a fight to the death. What do you say?” 
 
    So, she wants to extort me some more. That’s fine. I have a lot of money. “What are we wagering?” 
 
    “We’ll have three fights against you, one for each of our disciples,” Old Hong said and gestured towards the two quasi-immortals standing beside her. “And for each fight, our side will bet some cultivation techniques that you may have been looking for. And your side”—her smile disappeared, her eyes narrowing into slits—"will bet two of your quasi-immortal bodyguards.” 
 
    …It seems like I can’t afford to lose. Her appetite’s greater than I thought.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    So this is Soul Scour! Mm, I learned all about it. At first, I was going to ask the nice cultivator who taught me, but Mrs. Feathers said he’d try to trick me, so she told me the details instead. For someone who doesn’t have the technique, she’s very knowledgeable about it. Well, she’s a phoenix who can talk. She’s a genius—almost as smart as Ilya. Anyways, now that I’ve learned this technique, it’s time to practice it! Durandal always stressed the importance of practice, but usually, I ignore him, but this time, I won’t. Apparently, if I use it all willy-nilly without experience, there’s a high chance of me destroying someone’s soul, and I don’t want that to happen when I use it on Durandal. Luckily, there’s someone right here that I can practice on! 
 
    “You’re the best, Mr. Cultivator.” After teaching me Soul Scour, he’s also going to help me perfect it. Mm, I tied him up and gagged him too. Eh? No, no, this isn’t to stop his screams or anything. I just didn’t want him to give me any hints! Soul Scour lets me read someone’s memories. What if he just says them out loud? I’d think I’d succeeded when I actually didn’t! Now, let’s see. The first step is to grab his head with my fingers, a little similar to a bird grabbing a ball. Then, I tilt his head back until I can stare into his eyes. And then I shoot my consciousness at him through my gaze! …How do I do that? Um…, let’s see…, there’s my sea of consciousness. Ooh, I can manipulate the soup, err, sea. Ah! I get it. I take a portion of this soup and send it towards my eyes, which is … up? Mm, let’s move it up. Alright! I think it’s working. Ooh, is this my brain? Err, let’s not explore it too much. Manipulate the soup through my eyes and … fire! “Soul Scour!” 
 
    Hmm? Where am I? I’m … the blob of soup I shot into the man’s eyes? I…, I think I am. This is so weird. Ah! There’s a bunch of bubbles floating around, and all of them have images inside. Are these this person’s memories? I’ll touch one and see what happens…. Ooh! A bunch of information flooded my head just now! Err, do I even have a head at the moment? Whatever. Thankfully, it doesn’t hurt. Phew. This Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique is really, really useful. I’ll have to show Mrs. Feathers my appreciation later. What information did I learn just now…? This person was slaughtering people as part of his cultivation technique. It feels like … I was there slaughtering those people myself! This is a little creepy. Mm, let’s scrub those memories away and forget about them. How can I do that? Easy! The little memory bubble is inside of my body which is made of soup. With the help of Mrs. Feathers’ technique, I’ll burn the bubble away! Ah. Uh, I didn’t expect the fire to be that big…. I burned a lot of bubbles away. Mm, well, better here than in Durandal! 
 
    Anyways, burning away a large set of bubbles revealed even more bubbles underneath! They’re darker and not as vivid as the first set. Some of them are completely black too. Mm, let’s touch one of those. There’s … nothing in here. Huh. That’s odd. I’ll burn this away too; it must not be very important. I’m doing him a favor, clearing up more space for more memories, mhm. Let’s see…, these dimmer bubbles aren’t very good either. The memories are faded, and a lot of the words are missing. It’s like trying to think back to some time and not being able to recall everything. There’s huge blotches of missing spaces. I guess I’ll clean up these bubbles for him too. 
 
    Woah! After getting rid of all these dim bubbles, a few super-bright ones appeared! The images inside the bubbles aren’t recognizable either…. I’ll touch it! Mm, what’s this? Slaughtering the Heavens Cultivation Technique? Slaughter your way to immortality! Absorb the lifeforce of your fallen foes! Only the one true king can ascend! P.S. If a woman cultivates this technique, she’ll explode. …This is that sexist technique! I’ll burn it! Actually…, maybe if I give it to Ilya, she’ll figure out a way to modify it and make it usable for me. Okay, I’ll keep it, bury it nice and deep into my soupy body. There we go, nice and safe. Perfect. Now, what are these other bubbles? They must be secret techniques as well, right? I’ll touch this one! 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    That was pretty depressing. It was a memory of before the man was a cultivator. He used to be a regular carpenter, but one day, a cultivator descended from the sky and killed his wife! Ever since then, he swore to get stronger all for the sake of revenge. Ah, it’s such a sad memory. I bet he’d be a lot happier if I burned it away for him. Mm, he definitely would. Since he taught me this technique and helped me practice it, I should repay the favor. To ashes you go, sad memories! Alright, I think that’s enough practice. Now, I’ll return the way I came and see how the nice cultivator’s doing. Let’s see…, ah, that’s the way out. A green light floating around usually lets me out of places like this. And … I was right! I’m staring into the nice cultivator’s eyes again. If I had to judge my usage of that technique, I’d give it a ten out of ten, mhm. I found my way in and out without a problem! “Alright, how do you feel, Mr. Cultivator?” 
 
    … 
 
    “Mr. Cultivator?” Ah, am I holding his head too hard? I’ll let go. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Um? Are you okay?” 
 
    Someone cleared their throat, and I turned to see Mrs. Feathers hop over to the cultivator who had fallen onto the ground once I stopped supporting him. He must’ve been super tired from having that technique used on him. Mrs. Feathers poked him a couple of times before flipping him onto his back. She leaned over and lifted one of his eyelids with her talon. “Uh, Boss…, I think he turned into an idiot.” 
 
    “…Is he happier at least?” 
 
    “Probably…?” 
 
    Mm, that’s good then. Ilya once told me ignorance is bliss, and that’s why I’m happy all the time! It seems like she was right. …Wait a minute. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    How did things end up like this? Because of one oversight—albeit a major one—I’m now on an arena’s stage, watched by millions of people like some sort of caged animal being kept for entertainment. Aren’t these people cultivators? Shouldn’t they be busy cultivating to achieve immortality? Why would they show up to watch me fight a few disciples? Maybe that’s the most frustrating part; I already know why they’re here. The disciples of the strongest figures in their sect, why wouldn’t these cultivators want to watch them battle? Maybe they’ll gain insights while examining the fight. I’m just an add-on, the poor person whose sole purpose is to highlight these personal disciples’ greatness. I don’t think I’m a very prideful person, but this situation still pisses me off. 
 
    “Accepting bets! How many moves will the invader last against Martial Sister Hong? Quickly, before she arrives, come and make your bets!” 
 
    They’re not even betting on who will win. They’re betting on how fast I’ll lose. I’m extremely curious though; how are they balancing their books? They know nothing of my strength, and supposedly, this Martial Sister Hong hasn’t fought in a long time. What gives these bookmakers the confidence to declare their odds and still be able to make a profit? Now that I’m looking at their return rates, I understand. The returns for me surviving one move is one percent. Two percent for two moves. And that goes all the way up to ten moves. Do they really think I can’t survive ten moves? I dared to invade their sect! Phew. Calm down. Why am I so agitated? Calmly, I have to be calm; being calm leads to the greatest chance of survival. Isn’t that what I learned when being dragged around by Lucia? I suspect there might be a defensive formation subtly influencing my thoughts; it should be an underhanded trick from the Holy Beasts Sect to maintain their superiority on their home turf. 
 
    Alright. Now that I’m calm, I’ll remove some of the sources of my irritation. I took my messenger out of my interspacial ring and sent a message to Jin Mo. “Bet a trillion spirit stones on me lasting longer than ten moves.” Even if I win, I’ll only make them bleed a hundred billion spirit stones. It sounds like a lot, but if there’s at least ten million disciples participating in the bets, they each only have to bet ten thousand spirit stones on the other stakes for the bookmakers to not suffer any losses. If I had the money, I would bet ten trillion spirit stones to make sure they were crushed, but sadly, I don’t. What if I’m not able to survive ten moves from Old Hong’s disciple? Then I lose a trillion spirit stones. It’s as simple as that. With my wealth, money is just a number. 
 
    “One trillion!? Are you insane!?” 
 
    It seems like Jin Mo’s fulfilling my request. Anyways, it’s about time for the friendly competition to start. The agreed upon time was when the sun was directly overhead. Of course, I’ve been waiting here all along since the Holy Beasts Sect doesn’t want me wandering around. It makes sense for them to keep me here. Anyways, I’m completely ready for this battle. I’ve simulated fights against Lucia thousands of times while developing my formations and weaponry to deal with her. With my anti-Lucia plans, I should be fine dealing with close combat, and as a magician, I don’t believe I’ll lose in a ranged firefight. 
 
    As a disciple of Old Hong, this Martial Sister Hong should have techniques related to the vermillion bird. Her attacks should be mostly fire-based, and I should be able to anticipate some of her attacks by extrapolating from phoenixes’ techniques. Probably, the most important thing I have to watch out for is a rebirth; whether it be after she’s exhausted or even dead, I can count on her restoring herself to full vitality, perhaps even multiple times. Phoenixes also have particularly strong souls and wills, so illusionary techniques won’t work on them. I can forget about using any of my anti-Lucia measures that target her weak will. Not only that, but phoenixes have a strong sense of danger; sneak attacks aren’t very effective against them. Thankfully, their strength and defense are just so-so compared to the strength of their soul. It seems like a straightforward fighting style is my best option. 
 
    “Martial Sister Hong has arrived!” 
 
    Huh. I’ve seen that face somewhere before…. Could she be related to that sky-realm expert who Jin Mo captured when I first invaded the sect? It’s rare to see two women more beautiful than Softie, but it’d make sense if the two were related. Her face is pretty expressionless though. It doesn’t seem like she’s angry at me for capturing her relative. Well, it was only capturing after all. I didn’t get to tort—err, question her before she was saved. 
 
    My opponent positioned herself across from me and cupped her hands in front of her chest. “Hong Tian Ji.” 
 
    Ah, the very old-fashioned etiquette. I don’t think I’ve seen that much since Lucia always smacked her opponents before they could introduce themselves. I cupped my hands in front of my chest as well, mimicking Hong Tian Ji’s action. “Ilya Pentorn.” 
 
    Hong Tian Ji took a step back, and a massive illusionary bird surged up from the ground beneath her feet, overlapping her body. She raised her arms in front of herself and put her weight on her back leg, taking a fighting stance. In response, I took an orb out of my interspacial ring and tossed it against the ground. With a shattering sound, it exploded, and a silver mist rose up, encapsulating me, turning my skin silver. It was a one-time-use defensive artifact guaranteed to block all attacks for thirty seconds. 
 
    The crowd erupted with noise. “What the heck!? That’s a defensive orb of a silver turtle-dragon! One of those costs fifty million spirit stones! Aren’t you ashamed!?” 
 
    Shame? No, as a non-native resident of the Immortal Continent, face isn’t all that important to me. What is important is the thirty seconds of time this artifact bought for me. I’ll ignore Hong Tian Ji for now and set up a defensive formation instead. With thirty seconds, I should be able to build a defensive formation that can prevent Lucia’s attacks—from a decade ago—for at least a minute. And with that minute, I can build a defensive formation that can prevent her attacks for two minutes. And with that two-minute long defensive formation, I can build another one that lasts three minutes. Right, the most important part of this battle isn’t winning. It’s winning that bet. As long as I last ten moves, I’ll recoup a hundred billion spirit stones, which is exactly what I’ve paid for those two quasi-immortals that I might lose. What can I say? I’m a very practical person. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “That’s odd.” Softie stared at her messenger. Then she slapped the top of it a few times. Her frown deepened. “I can’t seem to contact Sister Ilya. She sent me a message, but it was all jumbled up. Is my messenger broken?” 
 
    “She’s probably doing Ilya stuff like avoiding me.” Yeah, that’s something Ilya would do. Hmph. Ah, I can’t be too angry at her anymore. She got me so many nice things! Speaking of which…. “What’s the next good deed we’re doing?” 
 
    Softie sighed. “I’ll have to get this messenger fixed later,” she said and messed with the tablet in her hand. A wall of text appeared. “The next task is protecting an alchemist from the Spirit Bear Sect. Apparently, there’s been a group of people targeting alchemists in this region. All the sects have had their alchemists kidnapped except for the Spirit Bear Sect’s, and the sects made an agreement to protect the sole alchemist remaining. They hope someone can protect their alchemist and, if possible, apprehend the criminals and free the ones who were captured.” 
 
    Alchemists? Those are the pill makers, right? Mm, it makes sense why people would want to kidnap them. “Alright, let’s go to this Fresh Meat Sect!” 
 
    “Spirit Bear Sect.” 
 
    That’s what I said. “Right, to the Spirit Lunch Sect!” 
 
    Instead of growing larger, Mrs. Feathers turned towards Softie and whispered, “This is why I think she wants to eat me sometimes.” 
 
    Softie nodded. “I’m sure she does.” 
 
    …I’m not that hungry! It’s not like I just eat food all the time, jeez. I’ve been controlling myself! I’ve been showing so much self-control that I haven’t even had sex recently! Grr, damnit, Durandal! “How long are you going to hide in your sword!?” 
 
    Ah? Did I just hear Durandal clear his throat? I think I did! “Well, I was planning on exiting tomorrow, but after seeing you Soul Scour someone…. How about I show myself after you’ve perfected it?” 
 
    “What are you waiting for, Mrs. Feathers? Let’s go catch some bad guys to practice my Soul Scour on!” Ah. “I mean, let’s go save those spirit lunches!” 
 
    Mm, it didn’t take long for Mrs. Feathers to fly to the new spot. Luckily, it was the next county over. It still took a day, but I spent that day cultivating my Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique! I was interrupted a few times by Softie when she came over to wash my feet with a cloth. Why was she washing my feet again…? I think she said she needed some of my impurities to cultivate since she was injured. Mm…? Wait. Is she still drinking my impurities? I’m … not going to think about it. Okay. “Mrs. Feathers, are we there yet?” 
 
    “We’re here, Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. “I’m descending right now.” 
 
    Ooh, we usually aren’t there when I ask. It’s nice that Mrs. Feathers is on time for once. Mm, this sect is pretty small. The Rainbow Phoenix Sect was the largest one I’ve seen. Then there was the Shadow Devil Sect. This one is like the size of one of those random sects I had to pillage under the request of Softie’s granddad. The people are weak too, but there’s a lot of them, a lot more than should be here…. Oh, they’re probably the other sects who were robbed. My tail’s nice and limp; there’s no danger at all. Perfect! 
 
    “We greet the esteemed experts!” Once Mrs. Feathers landed, the crowd parted, leaving behind one person with gray hair. For some reason, he reminded me of a bear. Maybe it was because he was plump like one. Hmm, I wouldn’t want to eat him though. “We thank you for coming so soon after making the request! Please, help us. A sky-realm expert is leading the group that’s attacking our county’s alchemists!” 
 
    “Is it an evil cultivator?” Softie asked. “Are they solely targeting your alchemists?” 
 
    “We don’t know,” the bearlike man said. “Everyone who was with the alchemists were taken too. However, we suspect it has something to do with the group that’s selling the new alchemy stoves. Our sects refused to purchase them since we already had alchemists to fulfill all our pill needs. A little after we refused, our alchemists were attacked!” 
 
    “Alchemy stoves…,” Softie muttered. 
 
    Hmm? Did she know something? If she did, she’d probably tell me, but she hasn’t. Well, there’s only one thing to do! “Alright, which one of you is the alchemist we’re protecting?” 
 
    “It’s me,” a feminine voice said. The crowd parted, revealing someone completely covered with robes and cloaks with different patterns on them. When she walked, metal clanked. It seems like she’s taking her own protection very seriously. 
 
    “Mm, do they have a way to recognize you?” 
 
    “Yes. That’s why I’m dressed like this.” 
 
    “Alright, well, first, take everything off!” If she’s easily recognized, then that’s for the best. “Strip, strip, hurry up.” Ooh, these robes are crackly. They made my fingers tingle when I took them off. Also, this armor is pretty tough, but it tears too easily. Okay! I just need her to show her face. “Stop! I said everything, but don’t take off everything!” 
 
    “E-excuse me, esteemed expert,” the bearlike man said when I picked the woman up and lumped her over my shoulder. “May I ask what your intentions are?” 
 
    “I’m going to use her as bait to catch the people who want to catch her.” It’s a genius plan, isn’t it? I knew I was smart. “And once that’s done, I’ll beat them up and Soul Scour them!” 
 
    “S-Soul Scour?” 
 
    Eh? Did I say that out loud? “Mm, no, not Soul Scour. Soul, err…. I didn’t say Soul Scour, got it?” 
 
    “Old Bear, can we trust her?” 
 
    “I don’t think we have a choice….” 
 
    They’re whispering, but I can still hear them. Mm, I’m going to pretend I can’t. Could I always hear this well? It must be a side effect of using the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. What if it’s making me part phoenix? I already have some weird fire inside of me…. Hmm. Well, it doesn’t matter! Stronger is stronger, and everyone knows birds are smarter than squirrels. If they weren’t, squirrels would be eating birds instead. Mhm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Shameless!” 
 
    “Aren’t you concerned about Pill Valley’s face!?” 
 
    “Invalidate the bets! This doesn’t count!” 
 
    As usual, all the weak can do is jeer and complain. …Or helplessly smack the defensive formation I set up. I knew Lucia was strong as a sky-realm expert, but I didn’t think using her strength as a basis for how long it’d take her to break through a formation would produce such a vast disparity when someone else attempted to do so. Either Lucia was too strong, or this woman is too weak. It could be a mixture of both too. 
 
    “You! You’re hiding even more than Brother Gwey! Don’t tell me you’re a turtle too! Fight me like a true cultivator!” 
 
    It’s pretty stereotypical for someone cultivating fire techniques to be a passionate person, and this lady’s fitting the stereotype perfectly. I thought she’d be a calm fighter when she took a step back at the start, but that’s the only calm action she took. For the past ten minutes, she’s been pounding on the first layer of my defensive formation—yes, the first layer, the one that would’ve taken Lucia less than a minute to break. The thing is … it’s really cheap to make, and not just by my standards. I’m using the Immortal Continent’s formation flags; I plant them into the ground and use the surrounding qi to power them. Maybe it’s strong because the qi’s so concentrated in this sect, and there’s also the fact that I may or may not be borrowing the power of a spirit stone vein underneath the sect too. So, unless this lady can destroy the defensive formation faster than the vein can draw upon qi to regenerate it, she can’t hurt me. Also, it’s not like I’ve been doing nothing for the past ten minutes—I’ve set up two more defensive formations, and I’m currently working on an even bigger one. Once I finish, I’ll safely poke her with magic until she surrenders. Honestly, I’d love to just set up an indefinite number of defensive formations and wait for Lucia to come rescue me, but Softie still hasn’t responded to the emergency message I sent her. If I drag this out too long, those quasi-immortals might get impatient. 
 
    “Answer me! Answer me, answer me, answer me!” 
 
    This disciple’s really ruining her image, or maybe everyone knows she’s like this. She’s practically shrieking, and I think her shouts are imbued with qi to act as a separate attack. They’re leaving ripples on the defensive formation. There are some formations that have to be created in one stroke or else the whole thing will explode, but luckily, the defensive formation I’m currently working on isn’t like that. That means I have time to take some earplugs out of my interspacial ring. 
 
    “Are those earplugs!? You better not put those—” 
 
    Nice and quiet. I’ll reposition myself so she remains in my vision since I cut off my sense of sound. It’s not too important, really. I can tell if the formation shatters from the vibrations through the ground. Oh, she looks enraged. She’s so angry that she’s on fire. …I’m a little tempted to squirt her with water. Just one quick sprinkle spell will do. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” Right, this spell has no offensive capabilities. In fact, a servant invented it to water plants more efficiently. However, thanks to the improvement of my organs upon reaching the sky realm, my mana’s now at an extremely high quality. The water didn’t evaporate on contact with the fire and, instead, put the flames out. The lady looks like a drenched dog now. Ah, her expression really cheers me up. I don’t know why, but it reminds me of making fun of Lucia’s intelligence—without the consequences—and that was always enjoyable. Okay, now that I’m satisfied, I’ll ignore her and finish the rest of this formation. 
 
    Since the first formation already draws upon the surrounding qi, the rest need a different power source. All formations require some kind of energy to operate. It’s logical and straightforward, very much unlike karma. The most popular energy source for a formation is a person. That’s right. People are renewable energy resources, cheap and cost-effective as long as the formation can do more than the person. Unfortunately, I’m dueling and having others assist me would be highly frowned upon. Another renewable energy source, but not as popular, is a beast. However, I don’t have the respective taming skills to explain how to cooperate to beasts, and the intelligent ones are likely too strong to listen to me anyway. 
 
    The second most popular energy source is a spirit stone. The qi inside of spirit stones is pretty much universal. Any cultivator can convert it into any source of energy. I can even convert it into mana. However, just because something is popular doesn’t mean it’s the most effective or even efficient. For example, if I use my spirit stones to buy the beast core of a sky-realm-ranked turtle, the defensive formation I can power with it will be much stronger, defense-wise, than if I powered it with the same amount of spirit stones. Thus, a true formation expert always carries around a bunch of odds and ends to most effectively power their formations. For the record, the very first prototype anti-Lucia cannon was powered by Lucia’s blood—don’t tell her that. 
 
    Anyways, now that I finished the formation core and set up the sky-realm-ranked turtle’s beast core, I can begin the second part of my plan: Poking Hong Tian Ji from absolute safety. But first, I’ll take out this energy reader to calculate how much time this first defensive formation can grant me. It takes maybe half a minute to get an accurate reading. While it’s operating, I’ll take out a book. It’s not for leisure, I swear. As a twenty-eighth-circle mage, I can circulate my mana through each of my organs twenty-eight times. The permutations are practically endless. That’s why, I’ve written down the best spells to use; I simply can’t memorize them all. Now, let’s see…, how should I bombard the angry lady outside my barrier? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Is this what fishing feels like? Mm, definitely not. Fishing is way, way scarier. I can’t believe people get so close to the water and try to catch the demons inside. 
 
    “Um, Lucia, don’t you think this is too obvious?” Softie asked. She was holding onto a bottle of black … water? And she was taking slow sips of it every so often. “If you keep such a thick rope tied around her, no one’s going to try to capture her.” 
 
    Hmm? “Is that so?” I thought people would want to capture her no matter what. “Some alchemists were kidnapped out of their sects, right? There’s no way those evil kidnappers would be more afraid of a rope than a sect.” 
 
    “Lucia…, I’ve been thinking this for a while now…,” Softie said so softly that I would’ve barely been able to hear her if it weren’t for my odd hearing improvement. “Somehow, you really did become smarter, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I was always this smart!” The bone of intelligence only helped me express my smartness more! It didn’t actually make me more intelligent. Mm, there’s also the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. Mrs. Feathers said it promoted brain growth or something along those lines. Am I really partly turning into a phoenix? “Hey, Mrs. Feathers, your Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, does it turn people into birds?” 
 
    “It was created to make humans more phoenix-like, but I’ve never heard of anyone actually turning into a phoenix.” 
 
    “So … its goal is to try and make people into birds?” 
 
    “Not just any bird—a phoenix.” 
 
    Hmm…. Should I continue practicing this technique? I always wanted to be part crow instead of squirrel…, but now that I’m given the chance, I’m a bit unwilling. Well, first of all, there’s something I need to find out first. “How related to phoenixes are crows?” 
 
    “…As related as monkeys are to humans.” 
 
    So…. “Pretty close, then?” I remember there were those monkeys that wore clothes and could speak back when Durandal abandoned me on a mountain because I was poisoned by Snow. They behaved almost exactly like people. Mm. Yeah, I guess that means crows are pretty related to phoenixes. They’re just darker and less burny. Well, the secret technique’s only flaw is making me explode if I want to learn women-exclusive ice techniques, but who’d want to learn those anyway? Not me. Hmph. Ah? What did I ask Mrs. Feathers that question for? Um…. “Right. I was always this smart!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers nudged me. Mm? “Someone took the bait.” 
 
    Bait? Ah! I was catching alchemist catchers! “They cut my rope! After them, Mrs. Feathers! Beat them up, but don’t catch them!” Right, I have to be the one to catch them for the good karma. Mrs. Feathers is nice enough; she doesn’t need any positive karma. Mm, I’m not saying that I’m not nice enough; I’m just saying more good karma is always good. Mhm. …I’m not a bad person! 
 
    Ooh, these people are sky-realm experts. It wasn’t just one of them going around kidnapping people. There’s five of them! “Hey, Softie.” 
 
    “Yes, Lucia?” 
 
    “Didn’t you say sky-realm experts were supposed to be super rare or something? How come we’ve been running into so many of them?” 
 
    “Well, most of the requests in these regions are made by people in the earth realm. And the only problems that earth-realm experts can’t solve by themselves involve sky-realm experts or above.” 
 
    Oh. That makes sense. “But aren’t five sky-realm experts a lot?” Does the Shadow Devil Sect even have five sky-realm experts? Mm, there’s me, Ilya, Softie, Claw, and…. Is that it? No! There’s Mrs. Feathers too. That makes five. Ooh, and there’s Treasure Finder’s bald friend. That’s six! Eh? When did they join the sect? When I needed our sect’s sky-realm expert numbers to increase, so about three seconds ago. They just don’t know it yet, but that’s okay. 
 
    “It is a lot,” Softie said. She was still holding onto the bottle of black liquid. I didn’t bother moving either because Mrs. Feathers knows to throw the people she captures in front of me. “They belong to a powerful organization, one that can mobilize a group of sky-realm experts with ease. I know of one such group, and that group also has ties to the alchemy stove….” 
 
    Softie knows the group behind this? “If I beat them up, will they send immortals to chase me?” 
 
    “If it’s the group that I’m thinking about, they won’t dare do anything to you.” 
 
    Ah? Why’s Softie speaking so cryptically? She knows I hate it when Ilya does it to me! “Speak clearly! What’s going on?” 
 
    “I think Sister Ilya’s responsible for this,” Softie said after she recovered from me shaking her. “Five sky-realm experts are nothing to her, and a great way to increase the sales of her alchemy stove invention is to remove all other forms of creating pills: kidnapping the alchemists who can. Maybe she’s not directly behind it, but Pill Valley definitely has a hand in this.” 
 
    Huh? That’s odd. “Wait a minute…. Aren’t we doing a good deed right now?” Doesn’t that mean catching Ilya’s subordinates is a good deed? Ilya’s … a bad person? I knew it! Only a bad person would accuse someone as cute and innocent as me of being a violent bully! Hmph, I’ll ruin her plans to get back at her! …What if Softie’s wrong? What if Ilya isn’t the one behind this? I mean…. “Ilya wouldn’t give me a request to capture her own people, right?” 
 
    Softie nodded and put away her empty bottle. “She wouldn’t. That’s why I wasn’t completely sure. Mrs. Feathers is coming back with them now though. We’ll figure out who sent them with your Soul Scour. You needed to practice it anyway, right?” Softie sighed. “Though, I hope you never perfect it….” 
 
    Mm? What did she whisper just now? She hopes I never perfect it? Maybe I’m hearing things. If I never perfect my Soul Scour, then Durandal would never come out of his sword to have sex with me! And then I’d never have kids. There’s no way Softie would wish for me to never have kids. Mm, sometimes the hearing of a phoenix can’t be trusted. My most dependable body part is my tail after all, and it’s telling me Softie’s totally harmless. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia’s practicing her Soul Scour on one of the sky-realm experts Mrs. Feathers caught for her. I just hope she doesn’t suffer any backlash. The person she’s using it on doesn’t seem spiritually gifted, but the strength of Lucia’s consciousness…, I don’t have too high expectations for it. She might be learning the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique that Mrs. Feathers taught her, but how long has she been practicing it for? Less than a year? It’s impossible to achieve any kind of significant proficiency in any technique in that amount of time. However…, she’s Lucia, and it wouldn’t be the first time she’s shown extremely abnormal growth. 
 
    “Ah.” Lucia let out a short sound. I couldn’t tell if it was a yelp or a yawn or a moan; it might’ve been a mixture of all three. She blinked a few times and shook her head before letting go of the man she was holding. With a thud, he dropped to the ground, unmoving. “How is he, Mrs. Feathers?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers hopped over from the couch she was lying on and poked the fallen man. The other four sky-realm experts were huddled together, watching each and every one of Lucia’s actions without a sound: Their gags wouldn’t let them make any noise. Mrs. Feathers poked the fallen man again. “I don’t know what to tell you, Boss. He’s still alive and drooling, so it seems like he turned into an idiot too.” 
 
    Lucia scratched her head and furrowed her brow. “How come he turned into an idiot too? All I did was burn away his bad memories to make him happier. Hmm….” 
 
    Wait? She what? “Burned his memories? What do you mean by that, Lucia?” 
 
    “Well….” Lucia fully stretched out her first word before continuing. “When I use Soul Scour on someone, I see a bunch of bubbles. Inside of those bubbles, there’s all kinds of images. When I touch the bubbles, I get to see what’s inside the images, but from inside of them. Do you know what I mean?” 
 
    “From their point of view?” 
 
    “Mhm! Like that.” Lucia nodded. “And sometimes, those memories are really sad and depressing, so I burn them away with the help of the flames in my sea of consciousness. Once they’re done burning, I completely forget all the sad and depressing things I witnessed. Mm, and that’s what I mean by burning away his bad memories.” 
 
    “Are you daft!? That’s not Soul Scour! That’s Memory Erasure!” 
 
    “Ah?” Lucia’s head turned towards the captive who just spoke. Wasn’t he gagged just a moment ago? How did he speak? “Memory Erasure? What’s that? Wait, no, no, don’t tell me. I’ll Soul Scour you to find out!” The man tried to say something, but Lucia teleported over and grabbed him, placing her hand on his head. “Soul Scour!” 
 
    And, once again, she and the man became motionless. The other three captives tried to distance themselves from the two by wriggling, but they didn’t get very far since they were completely tied up, their bodies looking like worms. Their gazes landed on me, and it seemed like they were begging for help despite not being able to say anything. Unfortunately for them, I didn’t care. I already know what happens when someone’s provoked and escapes with enmity in their heart. The Righteous Buddha Sect and the Rainbow Phoenix Sect taught me a very painful lesson when they hunted and chased my fellow sect members. When the first sky-realm expert was rendered into an idiot by Lucia, the fates of the other four were already decided. None of them could be allowed to leave and report this to their backers. Unless that backer happens to be Sister Ilya, which I’m still not completely sure about. 
 
    A minute later, Lucia’s tail twitched. Then she sneezed and let go of her victim’s head. With a thud, he also fell to the ground, a puddle of drool forming on the floorboards not much later. No, it’s more appropriate to say the puddle was forming during the time his soul was being scoured. Regardless, I’m glad Lucia failed at not turning her victim into an idiot. “How was it, Lucia?” 
 
    “I didn’t burn all the bad memories this time. I only burned two separate, mostly unimportant memories, but he still turned into an idiot!” Lucia furrowed her brow. Then she turned to Mrs. Feathers. “He did turn into an idiot, right?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers poked the second sky-realm victim. “He sure did, Boss.” 
 
    Lucia sighed. 
 
    I wasn’t really asking her about whether or not he turned into an idiot. “I meant the Memory Erasure. Did you find what you were looking for?” 
 
    “Oh! Yeah,” Lucia said and bobbed her head up and down. “It was in between his childhood memories and his adulthood memories. He didn’t have any experience with it though, so I only learned basic information like…, uh….” She scratched her ear. “What was it again? Mm. Something to do with…, err…, I’ll remember it later, I’m sure.” 
 
    Lucia might be able to Soul Scour and dig through people’s memories, but it doesn’t mean anything if she forgets them right away…. It’s similar to when I asked her to read me a passage of a good deed request to prove that she could. She read it, …but didn’t absorb its contents at all. She might as well have not read it in the first place. Only a bit of time was lost in that case. In this case, a sky-realm expert’s been rendered braindead. “Hey, Lucia?” 
 
    “Mm? What’s up?” 
 
    “Why don’t you teach Mrs. Feathers Soul Scour and have her dig through Durandal’s memories for you instead?” That’d make the most sense, right? Since Lucia can’t—in a sense—read, she has me telling her the requests. 
 
    “Hmm….” Lucia’s eyes narrowed, and she stared at Mrs. Feathers. Mrs. Feathers seemed to shrink under Lucia’s gaze. “Hmmmm…. That’s not a bad idea, but nope! She’ll know Durandal’s deepest darkest secrets, and I want those to be exclusive to me!” 
 
    “…You could always Soul Scour Mrs. Feathers afterwards to make her forget.” 
 
    “Fuck!” Mrs. Feathers glared at me, and I was nearly crushed by the pressure radiating off of a quasi-immortal. “What did I ever do to you!? You want to drag me to my death!? I’ll be sure to take you with me even if I turn into an imbecile!” 
 
    “I’m sorry! Please forgive me!” …Sometimes I forget how strong Mrs. Feathers is. She’s treated so poorly by Lucia that she seems weak—when in reality, she’s an existence I can’t afford to offend. Only a fool would provoke a phoenix. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Squirting this phoenix lady is really fun. Well, she’s supposed to be more of a vermillion bird, but her qi’s very similar to those Rainbow Phoenix Sect sky-realm experts. It’s a bit purer, sure, but she might as well be a phoenix for all intents and purposes. Unsurprisingly, she’s weak to water—not to the point that it incapacitates her. It’s more of…, how do I put it…? An annoyance? Or a pet peeve. Yeah, that’s the best description for it. Water was never really renowned for its destructive capabilities unless there’s ungodly amounts of it. 
 
    “You! You fucking bitch! I’ll tear you to shreds! Come out here and die!” 
 
    It’s amazing how strong her screeches are. I can hear them even through my earplugs which are reinforced with qi. They’re almost damaging the barrier as much as her regular attacks too. Speaking of which, I should douse the flames that are eating away at it. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” 
 
    “Ahhh! I’ll murder you! Die! Die, die, die!” 
 
    I wonder if there’s a defect in her technique somewhere. Cultivators are supposed to be calm and collected. The brash and impulsive ones are usually the first to die—according to the references I’ve read. They’re the ones that try to ignore important rules or pick fights with young masters or provoke wild beasts. Judging by her fellow disciples’ reactions though…, it seems like she’s normally this way. None of them are showing any surprise at her outbursts. That’s a bit odd to me. Her teacher was the most level-headed of the three quasi-immortals that appeared. Why did the disciple end up as a maniac? Is this a plot to make me lower my guard? If that’s the case, I should stop using her as stress relief and finish this already. “Wind, rend my enemy, Void Slash!” 
 
    From my barrier, an invisible wind blade shot out, leaving a trail of shimmering air behind. It struck Hong Tian Ji, and a golden light lit up around her body. It must’ve been a defensive artifact because she showed no signs of using any technique. Or it could be an autonomous technique similar to Lucia’s Armor of Slaughter. It didn’t trigger when I squirted her with water though. “Wind, rend my enemy, Void Slash!” 
 
    Another blade of wind, another flicker of golden light. Hong Tian Ji’s still striking my defensive formation, but not with her fists. At some point, she pulled out a golden fan with red threads attached to it like a horse’s tail. It doubled the damage she was dealing to my barrier, but according to my energy reader, I still have several minutes before it collapses. “Wind, rend my enemy, Void Slash!” 
 
    The golden light stopped my attack again. It hasn’t shown any signs of weakening either. It might seem unimpressive, but Void Slash is actually the result of me circulating my mana through my heart and lungs twenty-seven times. It can cut apart a mountain with ease—I tested it back in my pocket realm. Being able to shrug off an attack like that, as expected of a top disciple of the strongest sect. Now that I think about it, am I not facing one of the best disciples of this generation? To be honest, she’s a bit underwhelming for her position. If she were Lucia…. Let’s not think about that. 
 
    Since Void Slash isn’t working, it’s a good time to test the strength of my other spells. I have such a willing test subject after all. I’ll start by circulating in another organ for a third-tier spell. “Wind, rend my enemy and freeze her soul, Chilling Void Slash!” 
 
    Another wind blade shot out of my barrier, but this time, instead of leaving a shimmer behind, it left a wall of ice in its path. The blade struck Hong Tian Ji, but the golden light appeared around her just in time. Behind her, there were a few splashes of ice where the remains of my Chilling Void Slash dispersed. Her artifact or technique seemed to be conserving energy by only protecting a layer over her clothes. It must be extremely valuable, probably worth more than the silver dragon-turtle’s defensive orb I used earlier. …She won’t make me pay for her artifact if I break it, right? Since it seems to nullify a single strong attack just fine, I’ll try multiple attacks this time instead. “Earth, pierce my enemies, Thousand Spears!” 
 
    Unlike its name, Thousand Spears did not summon a thousand spears. That wouldn’t be very practical. Ten earthen spears rose up from the ground, one at a time, jabbing towards Hong Tian Ji. Upon making contact with the golden light around her body, the spears’ tips instantly crumbled. No matter which angle they attacked from, the golden light reacted to them all. Is my personal attack power really that low? I’m tempted to pull out the anti-Lucia cannon. Unfortunately, the cannon would shatter the defensive formations I prepared. Only attacks that follow the flow of my formation can pass through without damaging my barriers. It’s one of the downsides, but nothing can be perfect. Well, to ease my frustration…. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” 
 
    “You!!! I’ll gouge your eyes out with my toes!” 
 
    Her artifact really doesn’t activate when I sprinkle her with water. Is it weak to water, or does it not react to things that don’t cause a certain amount of damage? I’ll try a first-circle spell to test it out. “Lightning, mess with her hair, Static Charge!” 
 
    Huh. It worked. Her hair’s sticking out in all directions now. No damage has been done, but her already poor image is a bit poorer now. It’s a good thing she dries so easily after I douse her or this spell might not’ve been effective. Would it have been blocked by her artifact? I’m curious now. 
 
    “That’s it! That’s the last straw! Blazing Blood!” 
 
    Oh? Something’s changed about Hong Tian Ji. She’s on fire again, but it’s not like the previous flames. Her skin’s even changed color this time too, and it seems like the fire is … made from her blood? Her blood’s coming out of her pores as a fine mist and taking on the shape of flames. I imagine that can’t be very healthy for her. I’ll help her out. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” I showered her, but this time, the water evaporated before making contact with her flames. 
 
    “You bitch! Die!!!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I wonder what Hong Tian Ji is sacrificing. A large increase in strength like that can’t come at no cost. I already know she’s burning her blood, but she’s training to be like a phoenix, a creature famed for its ability to revive after dying—some blood loss won’t hurt her at all. In fact, some blood loss won’t hurt the majority of sky-realm experts out there. Maybe she’s burning her longevity, but would she really go that far for a simple duel? I know she’s enraged and all…, but her master would stop her at least, right? Since her master isn’t stopping her, her technique must not be life-threatening or damaging to her foundation as a cultivator. I’ll assume she ingested a drug that temporarily boosts her strength but weakens her later on for a period of time. That’s how the standard strength-increasing drug works in the Immortal Continent. My best course of action is to simply hunker down and wait out her berserk period. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” It doesn’t hurt to enrage her further. The angrier she gets, the easier she’ll be to deal with. 
 
    However, my first defensive formation is on the verge of breaking. Hong Tian Ji’s enraged strength is almost comparable to the past Lucia’s. That means, there’s absolutely no issue at all. I’ll continue building more defensive formations. As long as the rate I build them is faster than the rate she can destroy them, I win. Sure, it takes a lot of precious materials to power these defensive formations, but I’ve already won a hundred billion spirit stones from that bet. It’s like all the Holy Beasts Sect’s members are paying me to defeat their top disciple. Am I not afraid of the Holy Beasts Sect’s gambling association defaulting on their payment? Not with an immortal backing me. Having a backer is nice. 
 
    Anyways, I’ve put down another defensive formation, this one is soundproof too, so I can’t hear Hong Tian Ji shout. I don’t mind her screeching, but it damages the formation, so I had to nullify the sound waves to make this one last longer. So far, I think I used around … a billion spirit stones worth of rare materials? That’s still a ten thousand percent return on my investment, not too shabby at all. And I put on the finishing touches just in time. The second defensive formation collapsed, and the fifth one was erected. By the time she breaks through the third, I’ll have the sixth one up. They’re getting progressively smaller, but the smaller a formation is, the stronger its defenses. I’ll run out of space by the twentieth formation or so, but the twentieth formation actually just consists of ten anti-Lucia cannons. 
 
    There’s something off though. The stage is a bit … red. It’s very faint, and a normal person wouldn’t notice a difference at all. After burning, the particles of Hong Tian Ji’s blood are dispersing around my formation. It can’t be purely an aesthetic detail; I wouldn’t be feeling a sense of unease if it was. The spectators are getting fuzzier too; my vision’s being obscured. Am I entering an illusion? The vermillion bird is known for its spiritual attacks after all. It’s a good thing I have an amulet that defends against non-physical attacks. I got it because, being a high-value person, I’m a prime target for assassination. The elders from Pill Valley guaranteed it’d reflect even a quasi-immortal’s spiritual or mental attack since it’s made out of the eye of an immortal nine-tailed fox. Even with money, one can’t buy an amulet like this. Why was it given to me? Well, Pill Valley loves me—what can I say? 
 
    “Die!!!” 
 
    The world turned red, and my defensive formations collapsed. A blood-colored phoenix flew towards me from where Hong Tian Ji used to be standing. Its beak was wide open, and as it came closer, the yellow insides expanded, engulfing my vision. Right when my vision was about to turn completely black, a holographic image of Hong Tian Ji appeared in front of me. As if I were pushed away, the image of Hong Tian Ji and the blood-colored phoenix shrank and flew back before turning into a black point in the distance. From that point, cracks of black light spread throughout the red mist-like surroundings, and the world shattered, revealing my previous position in the center of my defensive formation with the spectators gathered around the arena. Hong Tian Ji vomited out a torrent of blood, and her eyes rolled up, revealing their whites. A moment later, she fell to the ground, twitching. It seemed like my reflective amulet worked beautifully. 
 
    However, this could be a ploy. Other than the fact that a spiritual attack actually managed to slip through, my formation has a very serious weakness. If I leave it, I can’t enter it again without breaking it first. In other words, I’m locked into this tiny region. It’s not very practical for real-world applications, but it’s definitely on the stronger side when it comes to dueling in an arena. But at this moment, it also means I can’t take down my defensive formation to make sure my opponent is actually defeated. In that case…. “Water, dance and sprinkle!” 
 
    Oh? It was blocked by Old Hong, the quasi-immortal. I guess that means I won. Excellent. Since Hong Tian Ji only broke my second barrier, I’ve spent around fifty-five million spirit stones instead of a billion. If formations aren’t damaged, their cores can easily be reused. Well, even if a formation does get hit, the cores powering them only lose a bit of energy. I’ll take these defensive formations down now. I wonder if there’s a way to automate the process of setting up and taking down formations. It’ll be difficult to do since formations are largely dependent on their surroundings. I’ll have to look into it; maybe I can sell portable formations like my alchemy stoves one day. Then I’ll have the formation masters’ association under my thumb too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Soul Scour, Soul Scour, I’ll perfect you one day, and today’s that day! There’s still three more bad people I can test this on. “But what should I try to find out this time?” Mm, I think I know how Soul Scour works now: The most recent memories are at the top. The memories from a long time ago are underneath those. And the very important memories are at the bottom! Those are the super bright and shiny ones. For the last person, I only burned two bubbles, but those were the bright and shiny ones. This time, I’ll try not to burn any bubbles, but if I have to burn some, they’ll be the ones from the top. Right, when practicing, there must be a focus. The goal is to enter and exit without turning this man into an idiot. “Soul Scour!” 
 
    Mm, as I thought, the most recent memories are at the top. There’s a picture of me in one of them! I…, I want to touch it. I’m going to touch it. Ooh, this man, he’s … terrified of me? What!? But I’m so cute and adorable! It was Mrs. Feathers that beat him up; why is he more afraid of me than her!? Grr, I’m burning this memory away. It makes no sense, and things that don’t make sense shouldn’t exist. Return to the natural order! Hmph. Alright, it’s gone. Just burning away one memory shouldn’t hurt, right? Mm, I’ll go out and check just to make sure. 
 
    “Huh? Where am I? Who are you? Untie me!” 
 
    Well…, he seems to have forgotten a few things, but he’s not limp and drooling! Great! Does that mean people only turn into idiots if I burn away their deepest memories? Hmm. Ah! I’m not trying to learn how to turn people into idiots! That’s the opposite of what I want to do. What am I even thinking? Sheesh. It’s time to practice some more. “Soul Scour!” 
 
    Alright, was there something I wanted to learn specifically? I’m sure there was…. Right! Is Ilya related to this person somehow—that’s what I wanted to know. Ilya, Ilya, Ilya…, I don’t see anyone with purple skin in any of these bubbles…. Let’s go deeper. Mm, nope. Still no Ilya. Why aren’t there any sounds coming out of these bubbles? I can only see a moving picture, but some of them are too similar. Should I burn the similar ones away? Mm, I’ll do that. Why would someone want duplicate memories anyway? Copies, copies, go away. Burn, burn, burn. All done. Now that those are cleared up, there’s the fuzzy, darker memories. Hmm…. Aren’t these completely useless too? They’re already on the verge of being forgotten…. Okay, I’ll clean them up as well. And … just to make sure he hasn’t turned into an idiot, I’ll exit again. 
 
    “Where am I? Who are you? Why can’t I remember why I’m here?” 
 
    He’s still talking, which means he’s perfectly fine. Let’s continue. “Soul Scour!” 
 
    Ooh, there’s another bubble of me looking into his eyes. Yup, that’s me Soul Scouring him. He’s not scared or nervous at all, just super confused. No problem. I knew Soul Scour wasn’t that bad. Anyways, most of the darker bubbles are gone, and now I can easily see the really bright ones! Since I don’t know if Ilya’s in any of them, I’ll check them all. Let’s see…, this bubble has a memory of his parents. Is this what it feels like to have loving parents? Hmm…. It makes me uncomfortable; I’ll scrub it away. Ah. I wasn’t supposed to burn these shiny ones, but I couldn’t help it! Just one of them wouldn’t hurt, right? Mm, I’m not sure. I’ll go outside and check. 
 
    “You…, you’ve messed with my memories, haven’t you? It feels like something’s missing. I don’t know who you are, but you should realize what—” 
 
    “Soul Scour!” He was very talkative, and he knew I was Soul Scouring him. That means he’s completely fine. Anyways, let’s look through these other shiny bubbles. Oh. He’s naked in this one…. I’m not going to touch it. Hmm, this one looks like a way younger version of him. It probably doesn’t have anything to do with Ilya. He has a lot of shiny memories. What’s this one? It’s…, mm, touching it will help me figure it out faster instead of staring. 
 
    Ooh, he was an alchemist. This is him taking an alchemy test to enter some kind of valley filled with pills. Wow, alchemists have to learn a lot. He’s … making my head hurt. Why does he know so much crap!? The names of ten thousand herbs…, the properties of each herb…. I’m going to puke. Can I even puke? I can’t puke without my stomach! Ugh, that’s it, I’m burning it away! Burning it … away? It’s not burning. Help! Why isn’t it burning!? There’s a layer of…, is that water? There’s a layer of water protecting the bubble from my flames! That’s, oh, is that his sea of consciousness? There was something about Soul Scour mentioning people could defend themselves from it if their consciousness was strong enough…. If I can’t purge these memories, I’ll die of a headache! My vision’s already going blurry. Urgh, I’m leaving! So much information’s being stuffed into my mind like the formulas for heat-resisting pills and cold-resisting pills and virility pills and foot-washing powders and…. Wait a second. Virility pills!? Durandal needs those! They really exist! Agh! But first, I have to leave! 
 
    I’m out! “Whew! Blargh! Urp….” 
 
    “Lucia!? Are you okay?” Softie appeared by my side in an instant and made my vomit disappear somehow. “What happened? Did you suffer a backlash?” 
 
    Backlash? Mm, that happens if the other person’s sea of consciousness devours mine. That didn’t happen though…. “I think I learned too much. I feel sick.” 
 
    Softie stared at me, but she didn’t say anything. Then, she pulled out a handkerchief and wiped my mouth. “You worried me there for a second, but thankfully, you’re still you.” 
 
    I’m still me? What’s that supposed to mean? Mm, that doesn’t matter right now. “Quick! Pull out a jade slip and record this. I found out the recipe to fix Durandal’s penis problems!” 
 
    “My what? I don’t have any problems down there!” 
 
    Mhm, yeah, okay. If he’s not getting me pregnant, then there’s a problem with his penis! And this is the solution. “The most important ingredient of this pill—which can even turn a rock virile—is the core of a world tree!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Today’s a great day, isn’t it, Yggie?” That’s right. It’s a beautiful day, one without Granny Ilya planting new herbs that want to eat me. Plus, most of the dangerous ones have already been harvested! One disciple disappeared in an unfortunate accident, but when compared to the total number of disciples helping, he was just a rounding error. Eh? When did I become so callous? I’m not! Plants have to eat people too sometimes. Don’t plants deserve rights? Of course they do—just look at Yggie. He’s so cute and adorable, and he’s going to be the greatest world tree to ever come into existence! Granny Ilya gave me so much good stuff for growing plants; I really have to treat her nicer. Yggie really loves the dragon manure fertilizer, and the sunlight orb is really neat! There’s no more plants to worry about, no more fear of being eaten; it really is a good day today. I’m feeling lucky. 
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    “Huh? What was that, Yggie?”  
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    “You feel a sense of foreboding? From what?” 
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    “Just an omen? Well, you’re a world tree, so I’ll trust you.” The thing is … Yggie’s a world tree. He’s an invaluable existence. He could support a whole world by himself once he grows up! If he gets even older, he can support multiple worlds, one on each one of his leaves! Some elves even believe we’re living on a world tree’s branch right now, and there’s multiple branches representing different worlds. It’s not unbelievable to me; I’m in a completely new area after all! Of course, that being said, a world tree rarely grows up because it experiences a lot of danger. Its natural predators are people who want to eat it to become stronger! “Don’t you worry, Yggie; no matter what appears, I’ll stop it with my sword, Y’terasi the Second!” 
 
    Rustle? 
 
    “Ah? You want to know what happened to Y’terasi the First? 
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
    “…A giant squirrel ate it. I don’t want to talk about it, okay?” It was a long time ago…. Agh! That stupid Mrs. Wuffletush! I hate her. It’s a good thing she’s not here anymore. She’s still there, but she’s not here where I am, that’s what I mean. I knew it; this Immortal Continent is a great place! …Other than the fact some plants want to eat me, but that’s to be expected. As long as I respect the plants properly, I’ll be safe. Reena taught me that when she was taking care of the predators. As long as they’re respected, they don’t eat people. 
 
    Ugh, I’m going to get some food. I don’t want to think about those terrible thoughts anymore. Where was the cafeteria again…? Granny Ilya said there wasn’t one originally because people didn’t eat or something, but what kind of person doesn’t need to eat? Was the cafeteria this way? I’m pretty sure it was. Huh? How come I don’t know where it is despite being here for so long? Well, for some reason, things keep getting destroyed…. Like, when two cultivators get into an argument, poof, a building disappears. It’s really inconvenient sometimes. 
 
    Rustle. 
 
    “Oh? It’s that way? Thanks, Yggie.” Sometimes I feel like Yggie can read my mind. It’s quite possible that he can. A world tree can do anything! “You were right. The new cafeteria is right here.” Oh, that’s odd. There’s actually people inside. Usually it’s empty. There’s only two of them though: a bald man, and a handsome fellow wearing some strange armor. He’s … pretty cute—the handsome fellow, not the bald man. I wonder what they’re talking about? I’ll walk extra close to their table while getting my food. 
 
    “—couldn’t believe it! Your luck is simply too amazing, Long Chen.” 
 
    A sigh escaped from the handsome fellow, and he shook his head. Was he drinking? It seemed like he was. “When I first met Boss, I…, I thought I was the unluckiest fellow in the world. I was minding my own business at a tavern when a sky-realm expert came in with a phoenix and started making fun of me. That shouldn’t happen to a normal person, you know? Only unlucky bastards have to deal with being extra respectful towards sky-realm experts to prevent being killed.” 
 
    Right, right. That sounds awfully similar to me having to be respectful to those plants and predators. Am I unlucky? I don’t think I am. I might not know my parents, but I have a loving grandma who cares a lot about me. I have a best friend named Yggie. There’s also plenty of food to put in my stomach. I don’t think I’m unlucky at all. Maybe my job could be less hazardous, but the risk comes with an added reward. 
 
    “Hah! When I first met Master, she stole my brand-new sky-realm-ranked daggers that I had just taken out a loan for. Can you imagine the despair I felt? …Speaking of which, I owe that Pentorn Armory an arm….” 
 
    Granny Ilya’s store? She … would totally accept arms as payment. I’ve snuck into her lab quite a number of times, and she had so many body parts in there…. Just thinking about it gives me the heebie-jeebies. Well, it’s not as bad as her collection of herbs. All those plants that had to die…. 
 
    “I know. I was there, remember?” 
 
    “Really? Huh, your presence wasn’t very big back then, you know? But can you believe it? That tomb actually trapped us inside for ten years, but almost no time at all passed out here. I’ve never seen anything like it. You even got the inheritance.” 
 
    The handsome fellow shrugged. “It was all luck.” 
 
    “You can say that again. It seemed almost straight out of a story! I thought you were definitely dead for sure, but who knew that armor of yours had a hidden function and saved your ass? You should be dead right now, you know that?” 
 
    “Ha-ha, but I survived, didn’t I? Come, let’s drink. We’re not stopping until both of us are drunk!” 
 
    …They’re a duo of weirdos. The day just started, and they already pledged to drink until they drop. There’s people like this everywhere, huh? 
 
    Rustle. 
 
    What was that, Yggie? Of course! I would never act like them! 
 
    Rustle, rustle. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There were supposed to be two more duels after the one against Hong Tian Ji, but the Holy Beasts Sect canceled it—most likely to save face. I overwhelmed my opponent, and even if she were substituted with any of the other quasi-immortals’ disciples, the result would’ve been the same. There’s a cruel truth in this world: Money is power. Lack of money is weakness. I had more money than Hong Tian Ji; that’s why I won. And since I won, I’m being treated extremely well. It’s not all thanks to my victory but the immortal of Pill Valley whose reputation I’m relying on. I think the immortal fox’s eye really shocked them. 
 
    However, in the end, my plan still failed. I couldn’t conquer the Holy Beasts Sect, and right now, we’re both taking steps back to prevent a conflict. They’ll definitely win if they fought me and my bodyguards, but they’ll pay a huge price. Maybe it won’t even be that huge, but if they suffer a decrease in strength, the other sects eyeing their land will eat them alive. 
 
    “What should I call you, fellow cultivator?” 
 
    Right now, I’m being accompanied by two people from the Holy Beasts Sect: the disciples of Old Lan and Old Hei. As members of the younger generation, we should get along with one another—that’s what the quasi-immortals said before putting us in the same room together. Hong Tian Ji was supposed to join too, but … she wants to murder me, so her master locked her up under the guise of secluded meditation. I don’t know why she hates me enough to want to kill me. All I did was squirt her with water a few times. Maybe it’s the fact she was defeated in front of her whole sect; Immortal Continent natives care way too much about face. It’s strange though. For some reason, I don’t think Hong Tian Ji had much face to start with, not with a personality that explosive. “You can call me Ilya.” I’ve been called Duchess Pentorn a couple of times back in the pocket realm and hearing myself addressed as my last name really disturbs me, like I’ve gotten old or something. 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you, Ilya,” the disciple of Old Hei said. It was easy to tell them apart because they wore different colors: blue and black. “I’ve never seen a sky-realm expert with defenses as strong as yours. Even with my specialization in defensive techniques, Crazy Hong can still hurt me. Oh, you can call me Brother Gwey by the way.” 
 
    Crazy Hong. It seems like Hong Tian Ji really did have a reputation thanks to her insanity. “Ah, you’re the one Hong Tian Ji mentioned during my duel with her.” Something about hiding like a turtle. It’s not surprising. The black tortoise is known for its defensive prowess, an unbreakable shield of sorts. It seems like this disciple is weaker than I expected if Hong Tian Ji’s able to break through his defenses. No wonder why they’d pass on the remaining duels. 
 
    The disciple wearing blue sighed and shook his head. Gwey glared at him and snorted. “What? Is something bothering his precious highness?” 
 
    “Don’t call me that, coward.” The man in blue turned his head away from Gwey with a look of undisguised disgust covering his face. “Two turtles hiding in their shells, patting themselves on the back, thinking they’ve actually done something. It sickens me.” 
 
    Gwey smirked and smiled at me. “His precious highness over here has the weakest attacking power amongst the four personal disciples. If he fought you, he’d have lost more face than Crazy Hong. All he’s good at is running away.” 
 
    What was Old Lan’s disciple thinking about that? His eyes were closed, and his arms were crossed. It seemed like he used his qi to shut off his sense of hearing. Azure dragons were supposed to have unparalleled speed, but the effect of speed is greatly weakened during a duel. Guerilla tactics aren’t meant to be used during honorable fights. The only disciple that might’ve given me trouble would have to be the one that I haven’t seen yet, the one representing the white tiger. I suspect his attacks should be as strong as the past Lucia’s. “What about the fourth personal disciple? Is he around?” 
 
    “He? You…, did you really invade our sect without doing your research? Bai Hu Shen is our sect’s strongest disciple.” Gwey stared at me with a strange expression. “She’s the rising star of this generation. If you’re from Pill Valley, surely you must have heard of her.” 
 
    With a greater number of quasi-immortals than the Holy Beasts Sect, I didn’t think I’d be on the losing side, and I didn’t bother researching every sky-realm expert they had. Yes, yes, that was a little arrogant of me, but it’s not like I’ve lost anything from this failed venture. In fact, I’ve made a bit of pocket change from that gambling association. Anyway, the best way to not make a fool of one’s self is to simply stay silent. 
 
    After Gwey realized I wasn’t going to say anything, he shook his head. “Never mind.” He looked around the room before leaning forward towards me. “Big Sister Bai is on a mission with her master.” He glanced at Old Lan’s disciple, who wasn’t paying attention to us, and looked at me again. “Have you heard of the beast called a squirrel?” 
 
    …Something tells me this is related to Lucia. “I’ve heard of it. Haven’t they gone extinct?” 
 
    “A long time ago, yes,” Gwey said in a serious voice. “However, a suspected demi-squirrel appeared on the continent around ten years ago. Big Sister Bai is hunting it with her master. Even if it’s just a false lead, she’s still gaining experience in the outside world.” 
 
    Ten years ago…, that timeframe fits perfectly with when Lucia was going on a rampage, creating a name for herself. “Why would she hunt a squirrel?” 
 
    “To help her master become an immortal,” Gwey said and leaned back. He relaxed against the couch and sighed. “Beasts grow stronger by consuming one another. For those of us who have the bloodlines of holy beasts, we can also grow stronger by consuming beast cores. There’s actually a tempering formation beneath the sect that requires the blood of a squirrel to activate, and—” 
 
    “Should you be telling her that?” 
 
    Gwey rolled his eyes and ignored Old Lan’s disciple, who hadn’t actually blocked his sense of hearing. “She’s from Pill Valley. If she wants to find out, she’ll find out. Why not find out from me?” 
 
    Old Lan’s disciple snorted. “Two turtles,” he said, practically spitting out the words. “It looks like cowards really do stick together.” 
 
    Excuse me, I’m not cowardly. I adjust my strategies accordingly, and sometimes a cowardly strategy appears, alright? For example, if I ever have to fight Lucia, the only strategy that’ll work is distracting her with acorns before fleeing. Of course, I’m not going to tell him that. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I perfected my Soul Scour! “Look, Softie, he’s not an idiot!” The other four might’ve suffered some teensy-tiny bits of brain damage, but not this person! He’s still completely sober, and his eyes are filled with the same emotion as before I started the Soul Scour—which totally isn’t fear. Mhm. It’s awe, okay? “You remember everything about yourself, right?” 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    Ah? Durandal’s talking to me again? Is it because I perfected my Soul Scour? “What’s up? Finally ready to come out?” 
 
    “No, I just wanted to point out that even if he responds positively, that doesn’t mean he remembers everything about himself. How can he remember everything about himself if you erased part of what he should’ve remembered?” 
 
    If I erased part of what he should’ve remembered…. “But I didn’t! Promise! Isn’t that right, Mr. Evil Cultivator?” 
 
    “It, it should be?” 
 
    “See! He agrees with me, Durandal! Hurry up and come out now!” Ah, if I knew I would’ve been rewarded so heavily for doing good deeds, I would’ve done them so much earlier. Not only did I discover a pill to cure Durandal’s sterility, but I also learned a way to peek into all of his secrets! 
 
    “I don’t trust you.” 
 
    What!? “What part of me don’t you trust!?” 
 
    “…Every part?” 
 
    This bastard! After all the practice I did for him, he’s so ungrateful! “When have I ever lied to you?” I’ve always been nothing but honest. Mhm, totally and completely honest. I can’t remember any time I lied to Durandal, and if I can’t remember it, then that’s as good as it never happening. 
 
    Durandal sighed. “I’m not coming out of my weapon body unless you swear an oath to the heavens promising you won’t use Soul Scour on me.” 
 
    That’s…. I’ve seen someone break an oath to the heavens. They were completely vaporized by lightning! I’ve survived a few tribulations, but the lightning bolts involved in those were completely different. …Were they? If the heavens zap me, can I survive? Hmm…. Well, I’m not going to test it to find out! “Let’s compromise.” 
 
    “…I never expected to hear those words from you. Ever.” 
 
    What? I’m a perfectly reasonable person! I’m not compromising because I can’t force Durandal out of his sword with violence! I’m compromising because I’m a gentle person who communicates with words and not my fists, mhm. “How about this? Instead of swearing an oath to the heavens, I’ll swear an oath to this rock over here, and you’ll come out. Deal?” 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    “Mm?” 
 
    “Not everyone is as dumb as you.” 
 
    …When did Durandal get so mean? Wait, no, he was always like this. “Mrs. Feathers.” 
 
    “Yes, Boss?” 
 
    “Do you have a technique that can make Durandal listen to me?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed. Can birds even cough? Mm, apparently, they can. “Enslaving techniques are evil, Boss.” 
 
    “I don’t want to enslave him! I just want him to listen to everything I tell him.” That’s not enslavement. That’s how a normal, loving relationship between two people should work! Right? I’m sure it is. Just look at…. Err, why can’t I think of any examples of loving couples? “Hey, Softie. How come you’re still single after ten years?” 
 
    Softie choked on the black liquid she was drinking. “How come you’re suddenly attacking me? I don’t have any enslaving techniques. Even beast-enslaving techniques are highly frowned upon, and you’ll have to look really hard to find any of those. Finding a person-enslaving technique…, you might as well ask Sister Ilya to create one for you. I think she could do it.” 
 
    “That means there isn’t a technique to force Durandal to do whatever I say?” 
 
    “I, I know of a way.” 
 
    Hmm? This alchemist kidnapper from the valley of pills knows a way to enslave, err, force people to listen to me? “Soul—” 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” 
 
    Ah! He slipped out of my grasp! How did he do that? 
 
    “Even if you Soul Scour me and find out, you’ll need me to help you use the technique! It’s a technique that plants a poisonous bug spirit inside of someone. If whoever you use it on doesn’t listen to your commands, the bug spirit will dig into their heart and kill them.” 
 
    Oh. “No, that wouldn’t work.” Durandal’s not afraid of dying. Besides, he has to come out of his weapon body before I can plant a bug inside of him, and if I could get him out, I wouldn’t need that bug. “Ah…, why are you being so difficult, Durandal?” 
 
    “I don’t want to turn into an idiot or lose any of my memories.” 
 
    “But this guy didn’t lose anything!” 
 
    “Four out of the five have turned into imbeciles.” 
 
    That’s true…. “But this guy didn’t lose anything!” 
 
    “Just swear an oath to the heavens, and I’ll come out.” 
 
    Ah…, we’re not getting anywhere. It looks like Softie’s suggestion is the only way. “Alright, where’s Ilya?” 
 
    “Wait, Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. “I said enslaving techniques were evil, but I never said I didn’t have any.” 
 
    Hmm? “You have a way to make Durandal listen to me?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers nodded. “I do, but it’s very difficult to achieve. You need the bloodline of the vermillion bird, and before you can get that without exploding, you have to completely master the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. Even I can’t use the technique; I can only do it after becoming an immortal.” 
 
    “The bloodline of a vermillion bird?” What does that even mean? 
 
    “You’ll have to consume the core of a vermillion bird and bathe in its blood to get its bloodline,” Mrs. Feathers said. “The thing is…, most vermillion birds are immortals. However, I heard the Holy Beasts Sect in the center of the continent happens to have some vermillion bird cores and blood.” Mrs. Feathers hopped closer to me and rubbed herself against my leg. What was she doing? “You can spare one core for me, right, Boss? If I eat one, I’ll be sure to become an immortal, and when that happens, I’ll be even more useful to you.” 
 
    Mm, well, if I’m robbing a sect, I can give some scraps to Mrs. Feathers. “Yeah, of course, that’s fine. Let’s go plunder the holy something-or-another sect!” Mm? Is there something wrong with my tail? It’s a little perky…. Danger? 
 
    “Unfortunately, you won’t get that chance! Die, foul squirrel!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Someone’s coming for Lucia; they know she’s a squirrel! Is it the immortals my grandfather said would come? A white streak flew across the sky, heading straight for us. Lucia grabbed the person that she was practicing Soul Scour on and lifted him over her head. The white light struck the man, and he exploded into a fine red mist, not leaving any solid particles behind. 
 
    “Holy crap! Is that an immortal!?” 
 
    “Err, Boss, you or I could do that to a sky-realm expert just as easily. If it really were an attack from an immortal, we’d’ve been vaporized too,” Mrs. Feathers said. “But, uh, what did this person mean when he said you were a foul squirrel?” 
 
    Following the red light, two figures appeared: a man and a woman. The man was standing in front of the woman. He was holding a greatsword that was larger than himself, and his white robes were streaked with black lines. His hair was an unruly mess, and just like his clothes, it was white and black as well. “It means exactly what I said!” he shouted and pointed his sword at Lucia, holding it with one hand. “She has the blood of a squirrel flowing through her body!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stopped sticking so close to Lucia’s leg and took a step away. “Boss, is that true?” 
 
    “Uhh, nope.” Lucia shook her head. “I’m a foxkin.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers inched back towards Lucia’s leg and raised one wing at the duo standing in the air. “You hear that? My boss isn’t a squirrel! Squirrels went extinct eons ago.” 
 
    “Hu Shen,” the man said and grabbed his sword’s hilt with both hands. Pressure flooded out of him, the same kind that squished me when I suggested Lucia Soul Scour Mrs. Feathers to get rid of her memories. He must be a quasi-immortal like Mrs. Feathers said. That’s a relief. If it’s just a quasi-immortal, Lucia should be fine. “While I fight the squirrel, you distract the phoenix. Be careful, it’s a quasi-immortal.” 
 
    “Understood,” the woman standing behind the man said. A greatsword appeared in her hands as well, and her body shifted into the same stance as her master. “What about her?” she asked and jerked her head towards me. 
 
    “An earth-realm expert has no right to interfere with our—” 
 
    “Flaming Hammer!” 
 
    There was a flash of light as Lucia’s hammer, wreathed with phoenix flames, appeared over the man’s head. An explosion of qi burst out when her hammer collided with the man’s half-raised greatsword. With an earth-shaking impact, the man shot into the ground, leaving a deep pit just a few meters away from me. I took that chance to teleport towards Mrs. Feathers, who shielded me from the shockwaves. 
 
    “Flaming Hammer!” 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    Unlike her master, the woman was ready for Lucia’s attack. Their weapons collided, and just like her master, the woman was sent straight into the ground as well, entering the same pit as the poor man before her. There was the sound of bone smacking against bone followed by two yelps. An instant later, the two victims appeared on the ground, having teleported out. The man shot to his feet, his qi flooding out of him. He seemed completely uninjured, but I couldn’t say the same for the woman next to him. “Squirrels love despicable sneak attacks! It’s just as the records say!” 
 
    “Fuck you! You attacked me first!” 
 
    “That’s…! That’s because you’re a squirrel! If you were anything else, I—” 
 
    “I already said I was a foxkin!” Instead of teleporting or flying, Lucia seemed to be running on the air. “Flaming Hammer!” 
 
    Lucia’s hammer descended and crashed into the man’s sword, but this time, he didn’t budge. The shockwave from the impact launched the woman into the air, and Mrs. Feathers turned into a red beam of light, heading straight for her. 
 
    Everything’s happening too fast. What should I do? The man was right, I really don’t have the qualifications to interfere in this fight. The only thing I can do is get on our flying boat and head to a safe distance to watch. I’m slightly concerned. Even after taking one of Lucia’s surprise attacks, the man isn’t injured, and he’s even fighting against her without losing his ground. Their fighting styles are surprisingly similar too: heavy weapons swinging and colliding over and over again with absolutely no finesse. 
 
    In the air, Mrs. Feathers was overwhelming the woman but unable to land a decisive blow. The woman was focused completely on protecting herself from Mrs. Feathers’ flames. It seemed like her greatsword had the ability to control fire, and it was even influencing Mrs. Feathers’ attacks. The woman diverted a stream of phoenix flames and retreated, wiping the sweat on her brow in the same motion. “Why are you helping a squirrel? Don’t you know squirrels can’t coexist with other beasts? In their eyes, every creature is meant to be eaten.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers glanced at Lucia and the man. They were still swinging their weapons at each other, but the man had lured Lucia far away, presumably to lower the collateral damage of their fight. Mrs. Feathers snorted. “If Boss says she’s a foxkin, then she’s a foxkin. Didn’t you hear her say it herself?” 
 
    “All squirrels are liars.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers snorted. “I can say the same about you wingless creatures. Enough chitchat!” With a shriek, Mrs. Feathers grew to the size of a mountain. A layer of flames covered her right wing, and she slapped it towards the woman as if she were swatting a fly. Even from this far away on the flying boat, a wave of heated air washed over me. Luckily, we’re in a secluded area. If this were a city, most of it would’ve been turned to ash. The power of a quasi-immortal is truly quite scary. A screech echoed through the air, and my eardrums nearly burst. “You wingless creatures always target my butthole! Why!?” 
 
    It seemed like Mrs. Feathers was a bit preoccupied, and Lucia was locked into a deadlock with that man, who turned out to be surprisingly strong. What can I do to help? Sister Ilya did say she equipped this boat with an anti-Lucia cannon, but would that be enough? Also…, once I fire it, I’ll become a target when those two realize I’m a threat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hey, this person’s pretty strong! It’s kind of fun swinging my hammer at his sword. The noise they make when they collide is great—mm, sends chills down my spine. Bang, bang, bang. Clang, clang, clang. Ring, ding, ting. Ah, wait a second. I’m not here to have fun! This guy’s trying to kill me! “Flaming Hammer!” The rebound feels nice too, kind of like a massage for my arms. I never knew I was so stiff! Well, I guess that’s what happens when I sit around for ten years without exercising. Not that I did that—it was only one day, okay? Whew, I never thought I’d say it, but it actually feels pretty good to use Flaming Hammer a hundred times in a row. I always hated practicing my Breaking Blades, but this is pretty enjoyable. 
 
    “You’re quite, ugh, strong!” 
 
    “Thanks!” I know I am, but that’s what makes this person so impressive. He’s actually standing his ground. Most people I smack run away and disappear forever when I’m not looking. Sometimes, I’ll be looking, and when I hit them, poof, they vanish, just like that. “You’re pretty good too!” Mm, I’m not feeling so rusty anymore. Let’s up the pace! “One Thousand Flaming Hammer Strikes!” 
 
    Ah…, I’m lucky my Armor of Slaughter protects my ears. This really does make a lot of noise. Well, it’s still daytime, so we don’t have to worry about waking anyone up. Even with my increased pace, he’s still blocking every attack. How long has it been since something like this has happened? The last time I got to go all out, I was smacking a tomb. Even Mrs. Feathers didn’t last this long. Wait, didn’t Mrs. Feathers get defeated in one hit? She’s pretty weak…. How’s she doing against that other person? 
 
    “You think targeting buttholes is funny, huh!? I’ll show you funny!” 
 
    Um…, she sounds fine. 
 
    “Getting distracted during our battle? Take this!” 
 
    Ah? His attack sneaked past my hammer! 
 
    “How did you block my attack despite being distracted?” 
 
    Mm, should I tell him? It’s not like it could hurt. “My Armor of Slaughter blocks all attacks automatically without my input.” 
 
    The man took a few steps back, and my hammer struck the ground instead of his sword. “I’ve read the ancient scrolls, but I didn’t think a demi-squirrel would be this strong. No wonder why it took several holy beasts to defeat a single squirrel: strong attack, strong defense, strong perception. However, I know your weakness!” 
 
    My weakness? I don’t have any of those! Except water. Don’t tell me…. Is he going to summon a crap ton of water? 
 
    “Behold!” The man held his left hand out, and a black box appeared. It smelled like something familiar…. Something tasty? Ah! He threw it towards me! “What do you think it is?” 
 
    Hmm.... I dodged the box, but it didn’t explode. What is it? There’s no sense of danger coming off of it either…. It must be— 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    Ack! “What the heck!? Why’d you attack me!?” I’m still trying to figure out what this box is! If I didn’t reflexively block with my hammer, I might’ve been injured. My Armor of Slaughter takes a bit of time to repair after one of his attacks. He must be hitting hard. 
 
    “Hmph! Behold!” The box disappeared from the ground and reappeared in his hand. “Don’t you want what’s inside?” He threw it at me but gently. It drifted in an arc and landed perfectly in my palm. There wasn’t any danger coming off of it at all. Were there acorns inside of— 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    “Hey! What’s the big idea!?” This is the second time he’s attacked me while I was distracted! “If you—” 
 
    “Behold! I know you want the item within!” 
 
    The box disappeared even though I was holding it really tightly! There’s something special about it…. I’ve never seen an item that could teleport like a person. Ah? Isn’t Durandal an item that can teleport like a person? Well…, his weapon body can’t, and his not-weapon body is pretty much a person. I guess he doesn’t count? Mm, this time, the man put the box on the ground and took a few steps back. He’s going to attack me again once I investigate it! I’ll hit him with a Flaming Hammer first. Ah? Wait a second. There aren’t only acorns inside of this box. This smell…, it’s definitely mixed with— 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    “Fuck! Can you stop doing that for one goddamn second!?” I just want to know what’s in the fucking box! 
 
    The man retreated again, and the box appeared in his hand once more. “I … had my doubts when I read about this technique, but seeing it work…. Behold! What’s in the box!?” 
 
    “That’s what I’m trying to find out, you bastard! Unrelenting Path of Slaughter!” I wasn’t using my path before because I wanted to take it easy and get some exercise, but this guy’s seriously pissing me off! With my Path of Slaughter active, I can’t hear or smell, which is perfect! I won’t be distracted by that delicious-smelling box anymore. Mm, I have to focus. First, I’ll beat the guy up. Then, I’ll open the box. “Flaming Hammer!” W-wait! What’s this guy doing with the box!? He threw it way, way behind me! I’ve never wanted to beat someone up so much before in my life! Hmph! He’s not the only one who knows how to scheme! I’ll pretend to hit him like this! Then I’ll actually teleport behind his woman and smack her like so! “Flaming Hammer!” 
 
    There! Now, while she’s stunned, I’ll take out a restraining rope and wrap it around her. I’ve gotten really good at tying people up; I can do it in one second flat. Then, I’ll store her inside this life pouch like so. “Alright, Mrs. Feathers, let’s team up on that slimy box-throwing bastard now!” 
 
    I don’t know if Mrs. Feathers responded since I can’t hear her, but that doesn’t matter. It seems like taking care of this man’s woman was the right choice! He’s completely enraged, and like Ilya once said to me, angry people are the easiest to trick! Mm? When did she say this to me? When…, uh, I can’t remember, but I’m sure she’s said it before. How am I going to trick this man? Easy! I’ll pretend to swing at him from the left but actually attack him from the right! With how mad he is, there’s no way he’ll figure out my brilliant strategy. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I haven’t found a good opportunity to fire the anti-Lucia cannon. However, it might be unnecessary at this point. Lucia freed up Mrs. Feathers, so now it should be two against one. The man seemed evenly matched with Lucia, so adding on Mrs. Feathers’ firepower should guarantee her victory—in theory. Every cultivator has their trump card that they’ll only reveal in the direst of moments. I’ve only seen Lucia’s once during her fight against Smiling Pig of the Righteous Buddha Sect: It was a giant claw that emerged from her body and squished her opponent when she was attacked by the Sin-Devouring Bell. I’m not sure if she can use it freely though. She didn’t seem to remember what happened. 
 
    Despite defeating Mrs. Feathers’ opponent in a flash, the tables weren’t turning that quickly. Mrs. Feathers was hanging back; perhaps she was like me, waiting for the best time to attack. If that man is as strong as Lucia, then he can defeat Mrs. Feathers in a single strike too. If I fire the anti-Lucia cannon, will it even hit him? It might not, but it could provide a moment of distraction that Lucia or Mrs. Feathers can take advantage of. For now, I can only watch and wait. No…, would it be better for me to escape from here? What if that man targets me like Lucia targeted the woman? …Somehow, I don’t think that’d affect Lucia too much. Sister Ilya said she installed a defensive formation on the boat, but I’m not sure how strong it is. She called it the anti-Lucia defensive formation. Surely it could stand a single strike from Lucia or someone as strong as her? 
 
    “Flaming Hammer!” 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    Lucia seems to have gained a fire essence thanks to Mrs. Feathers. I wonder what it cost. A fire essence is essential for becoming an alchemist—maybe not anymore thanks to Sister Ilya—and only a rare subset of the population can manipulate their qi into fire. Before Sister Ilya’s alchemy stoves were invented, sects would compete over people with fire essences since every one of them was a potential alchemist. The Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique must’ve been hard to train, and clearly not everyone could learn it: the word secret is in its name. However, even with the help of phoenix flames, this man is countering all of Lucia’s strikes. 
 
    I don’t know who he is or what sect he’s from. I’ll admit I don’t know much about the center of the continent. It harms people more than helps if they witness things beyond their understanding. For example, if someone who spent a thousand years as an earth-realm expert encounters a ten-year-old sky-realm expert, wouldn’t they feel as if all the time they spent struggling was worthless? Comparison isn’t bad, but comparisons have to be reasonable. Ants should compete with other ants, not with birds or fish. That being said, even an ant can bite something larger than itself. I’m … just waiting for that chance to bite. 
 
    Instead of slowing down, the speed of Lucia’s and the man’s strikes have increased in pace. My grandfather once told me battles between sky-realm experts were decided in an instant, but that doesn’t seem to be the case here. It seems like these two have unlimited amounts of energy. Wait, this is a battle between two quasi-immortals, not sky-realm experts—three, if Mrs. Feathers is included. I always thought fights from people in the realm above would be awe-inspiring or nearly incomprehensible, but this seems more like a fight between two regular, non-cultivating martial artists: Mountains aren’t being moved, oceans aren’t being overturned. There’s just two people with weapons trying to hit each other. There’s a lot of damage being done to their surroundings from the shockwaves and Lucia’s flames, but it’s nothing too impressive. 
 
    Suddenly, Mrs. Feathers shrieked, and a beam of golden light shot out of her eyes, striking the man. He froze for only a second, but in that second, one of Lucia’s strikes slipped past and struck him directly. He was slammed into the ground and knocked back, leaving a long fissure in the earth until he finally came to a stop hundreds of meters away from Lucia. Dozens of trees in the fissure’s path toppled over, but before they even touched the ground, Lucia was standing over the man and swinging down with her hammer. The man wasn’t under the effect of Mrs. Feathers’ attack anymore and raised his sword, blocking the strike, but Lucia kept attacking. Once Lucia seized the advantage, the man was pushed into a miserable state, unable to even stand up from the position he had fallen in. 
 
    When it seemed like there was no hope left for the man, he let out a roar that pushed Lucia back. The trees surrounding them were uprooted and blown away, and even the boat I was in rocked from the shockwave. The image of a giant white tiger appeared in the sky, and the man shot to his feet. The robes he was wearing tore apart as he swelled in size, revealing bulging muscles. His left hand let go of the massive greatsword he was holding onto, and a second one appeared in his now-free hand. He looked much more imposing than before, but for some reason, I didn’t think his double-greatsword-one-in-each-hand style was very practical. 
 
    As if to quell my doubts, the man roared again, and he grew in size until his person-sized swords seemed more like knives. What was Lucia going to…? Um, where was Lucia? I lost track of her after she was blown away. Mrs. Feathers seemed to have— 
 
    “Drive!” 
 
    Ah!? I almost had a heart attack. Lucia and Mrs. Feathers were on the boat, standing right behind me. Drive? What did she mean drive? 
 
    “Softie! What’re you doing!? Hurry up and get us out of here!” 
 
    Oh. That’s what she meant. I slapped the railing of the boat, and it sped away from the now-giant man. I didn’t even bother turning the boat around; it could go just as fast forward or backwards. I don’t think it’s fast enough to escape from a quasi-immortal though…. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He didn’t fall for my brilliant strategy! How did he know I was going to attack from the right when I swung from the left…? He was even enraged too! He must’ve cheated. Anyways…. “Fly faster, Softie!” 
 
    “This is the fastest this boat can go,” Softie said. She looked at me while pursing her lips. Then she pointed at Mrs. Feathers, who wasn’t looking at her, and raised an eyebrow. “Why aren’t we…?” 
 
    Why aren’t we riding Mrs. Feathers to escape? Um. I hadn’t thought about it. My first thought was to flee to the boat; at least, that’s what my tail told me to do. If I can’t trust my tail, then I can’t trust myself, and I’m the most trustworthy person in the world. “Because I said so.” 
 
    Ah? Why am I running in the first place? The man suddenly grew, and my tail had a really strong reaction, so I ran. There’s no shame in running. What good is shame anyway? Can you eat it? Can it save your life? Nope and nope! Nothing good comes from having a sense of shame. Anyway, that man can run really fast, huh? He could already fly pretty quickly, but now he’s running instead. It’s probably because he grew; he’s too fat to fly. Is that why my tail wanted me to get on the boat? That must be it. 
 
    “Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. “It looks like he’s about to throw his—” 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    What the heck was that!? 
 
    “—sword at us…. He threw it.” Mrs. Feathers stuck her neck over the edge of the boat, and I went to her side to check it out as well. “Boss? Who made this boat? It can withstand a quasi-immortal’s attack?” 
 
    The big sword was just hanging in the air. It seemed to be stuck in a barrier of sorts…. I’m going to take it! I took my spirit-restraining rope out of my interspacial ring and threw one end of it at the sword. The rope wrapped around the sword’s hilt, and with a tug, I brought the rope and sword back to me. Hmph. I got really good at using this rope to catch people. Catching an unmoving sword? Easy as eating an acorn! 
 
    “Sister Ilya, Sister Ilya,” Mrs. Feathers said. “I really have to meet this Sister Ilya.” 
 
    Mm? When did Ilya become the topic of conversation? There’s more important things to talk about! “Look at my new sword.” It’s a pretty fancy sword, nice and big. I think it’s alive. Is there a spirit in here? It’s trying to escape from my grasp, but I won’t let it! Into the interspacial ring it goes. Huh? That’s weird; it won’t go inside. If that’s the case…. “Durandal. Want to eat it?” I’ll use it as bait to lure Durandal out to Soul Scour him! Wait, now’s not the right time to Soul Scour someone since I’m still being chased! 
 
    “That’s odd,” Softie said. “Did Sister Ilya increase the speed of the boat too? We shouldn’t be flying this fast.” 
 
    “…This boat can fly faster than me, Boss.” 
 
    Really? “Since when did Ilya become this amazing?” She made a boat that can fly faster than Mrs. Feathers! And she left it behind with Softie. I know all about Ilya, and I know she keeps the best stuff for herself even if she pretends to give it to me! That means she has an even better boat than this one! How dare she make a boat that can fly faster than I can travel!? “She clearly designed this boat to escape from me!” 
 
    Softie scratched her head. “That makes sense given this boat’s name.” She touched the boat’s railing and frowned. “But there’s a problem.” 
 
    Of course there’s a problem. How am I going to catch Ilya in the future? …Wait, boat’s name? What’s the boat’s name? 
 
    “We’re burning through a thousand spirit stones a second.” 
 
    A thousand spirit stones!? That’s—! Err…. “How much is that in used panties?” 
 
    “About a hundred used panties a second.” 
 
    Every second, one hundred used panties are disappearing…. Then, in a minute…, uh…, mm…, ah? In a minute, a lot of used panties are disappearing! Well, Softie’s paying for it, so … not my problem! Anyways. “What’s the boat’s name?” 
 
    Softie raised her eyebrows. “The anti-Lucia boat.” 
 
    … 
 
    “It’s equipped with a defensive formation that can block one of your attacks.” 
 
    … 
 
    “I didn’t know it earlier, but it can fly faster than you too.” 
 
    … 
 
    “And there’s also an anti-Lucia cannon formation wrapped around the whole boat.” 
 
    …Does Ilya hate me that much? “Let me see how strong the cannon is.” 
 
    “You want me to fire it at the man?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Alright,” Softie said and swallowed. “I’m not sure how accurate this’ll be.” She slapped the boat’s railing. “Firing the anti-Lucia cannon!” 
 
    Mm? There’s a lot of qi gathering at the front of the boat. And … it fired at the man running after us! He teleported to the left, but the beam of qi chased after him and hit him! Is he … dead? The beam of qi is still going strong, and it’s hard to see what’s past it. It’s too bright. Ah! It stopped. “Wait, wait! Stop the boat!” 
 
    The boat came to a halt. 
 
    “Go back a bit. I can’t see him.” 
 
    Oh! There he is. He looks super burnt. I hit him so many times with my hammer, but he didn’t even look injured. He got hit with this anti-me cannon once, and he looks like this!? Was Ilya trying to kill me when she designed this thing!? “Hey! Are you alright!?” 
 
    The man coughed a few times, and he shrank. His muscles stopped bulging, and he returned to normal. Even his burnt skin flaked off and turned white again. “You! You’re very strong, but I expected that when I decided to go squirrel hunting!” The man raised his hand. “Behold! What’s in the box!?” 
 
    It’s that fucking box again! He threw it towards me, and I caught it. There really isn’t any danger coming off of this thing, and he’s not close enough to do his stupid Tiger Maul! It’s time to open the box! What’s inside? It’s definitely acorns mixed with…. “Um, Softie, Mrs. Feathers? What is this?” It’s a bunch of lines? Ooh! Underneath this silver thing with lines, there’s an acorn and…. I knew it! It’s caramel. 
 
    “Err, that looks like a pocket-sized transportation gate,” Mrs. Feathers said. She squawked and flapped her wings twice. “Throw it away before it transports us into the void or something! Boss! Stop licking that acorn!” 
 
    Ah? Did Mrs. Feathers say something? That caramel was delicious. Mm? This silver thing’s lighting up! Is it going to explode?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    At this point, am I still indebted to Gold Seeker? I’m not sure. I haven’t done anything to help him other than accompany him, and even then, I didn’t assist him when he held down the foxkin’s item spirit and asked me to attack it. As for Money Grubber, she’s long gone. If the status of my debt to Gold Seeker wasn’t unclear, I’d be in the same spot as her, as far away from this tomb as I could get. I don’t know why Gold Seeker is sticking around for the foxkin. She already told him she was going to reject his offer of becoming her disciple. Is this what happens when a man has nothing left to lose? He clings to the last remaining straws of hope no matter how thin they are? 
 
    Gold Seeker shot to his feet, practically jumping up. “Welcome back!” 
 
    A massive phoenix appeared out of nowhere along with a crowd of slightly burnt people. It seems like … the phoenix failed the first trial? There’s absolutely no way the foxkin finished conquering the tomb in the hour that’s passed, and there’s also no way this many people survived throughout the whole thing. But how did the phoenix fail the first trial, unless … she did it on purpose? 
 
    The phoenix looked around before shrinking down to the size of a turkey. Then she flapped her wings and landed in front of Gold Seeker and me. “Wow, you two stayed. I’m surprised.” 
 
    “What happened? Did you fail the first trial?” Even though I didn’t want to speak to the phoenix because she probably hates me for the traps I set in the second trial of the Despair God’s Tomb—and I didn’t want to remind her of what I did, even if it was just by showing her my face—I couldn’t rein in my curiosity. 
 
    “No, I passed,” the phoenix said. “But I threw away all the fish before it ended. You said the second trial was facing heart devils, and the only heart devil I have is Boss, so I quit.” 
 
    What exactly is the relationship between the foxkin and this phoenix? Should a tamed beast really have its owner as a heart devil? “You and the foxkin aren’t on good terms?” 
 
    The phoenix glared at me. Did I ask something I shouldn’t have? “Would you be on good terms with someone who drives you around like a slave? Would you be on good terms with someone who wants to eat you but doesn’t know how to cook you?” 
 
    “If that’s the case…, why don’t you just leave?” I’m sure if the phoenix flew away now and hid herself, she’d be able to escape from the foxkin with ease. After all, the tomb should take a while to conquer. With the speed of a quasi-immortal, Mrs. Feathers could be long gone by the time the foxkin comes out. “Isn’t now a perfect chance?” 
 
    “Now’s a perfect chance,” the phoenix said, bobbing her head up and down. “But what happens if she finds me later on? The Immortal Continent might be vast, but it’s still a small world. If enough time passes, we’re bound to meet each other again, and when that time comes, she’ll have become who knows how strong. Don’t forget, my boss is extremely narrow-minded, petty, and vengeful. If I leave her here, she’ll hold a grudge against me forever.” The phoenix sighed. “Besides, I don’t have a home to return to; Boss destroyed it. Also, I can feel myself approaching immortality by sticking near Boss, so it’s not that bad of a deal for me.” 
 
    She can feel herself approaching immortality? Is she on the verge of becoming an immortal, or is it the immortality that phoenixes have? Maybe she’s predicting her own death and rebirth. I haven’t felt any improvement upon hanging around the foxkin. In fact, I’ve lost overall combat strength thanks to her robbing me. Unfortunately, there’s no nonsense like improving my mindset after suffering a setback. I’ve already struggled my way to becoming a sky-realm expert. I’ve lost count of the number of setbacks I’ve faced, and none of them have helped. Alright, now that I’ve thought about it, I’m not going to wait around for this foxkin with Gold Seeker. Even this majestic phoenix was ensnared and tricked by her; what hope do I have of keeping my sanity around the foxkin? 
 
    Yes, yes, I know I’ve been saying I’ll leave and never meet the foxkin again for a while now, but this time it’s for real! Gold Seeker is a lost cause. He’s been abused so badly by the foxkin and her item spirit that his mind is messed up. Why else would he want to be her disciple? He’s beyond help at this point, and though I owe him a favor, I’ll go to the Karma Association and do a few good deeds to balance out my reneging. That’s the first thing I’m going to do. I must’ve accumulated bad karma from somewhere, causing my luck to plummet which would explain my repeat encounters with this foxkin and her phoenix. But, for the life of me, I can’t figure out what I’ve done wrong. Well, it doesn’t matter. “Gold Seeker, you’re on your own now. I can lead a horse to water, but I can’t make it drink.” 
 
    Gold Seeker frowned. “Are you comparing me to a horse?” 
 
    “Sorry, let me fix that. I can lead an idiot to water, but I can’t make him drink.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant!” Gold Seeker sighed before shaking his head. “Fine, I get it. You think I’m crazy, but I’ve never been more clearheaded in my life. The foxkin is strong and ruthless, but she has a tender side reserved for the people beside her.” 
 
    The phoenix choked on air. Gold Seeker pretended she didn’t make a sound and continued speaking, “So, you see, if I can become her disciple, I’ll have a clear path towards becoming an immortal. Even the phoenix agrees with me on this point.” 
 
    I understand where Gold Seeker’s coming from. Without risk, there’s no reward. But at the same time, if the reward is immortality, the risk associated with it has to be tremendous; otherwise, everyone would be an immortal. Even the foxkin should have trouble becoming an immortal. Probably. She should, right? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour passed, but I’m only on the tenth step. Why are these steps so dang long!? Mm, no, it’s not their length that’s the problem. I can easily clear this distance in a shorter time by sprinting. The problem is none of the people I’m using as scapegoats are sprinting or even jogging! They’re walking like they have all the time in the world. The tomb’s dumb voice didn’t say there was a time limit, so maybe they do have all the time in the world…. But I don’t! The more time I spend here, the older I get! That’s it. I’m not waiting anymore. I thought it’d be safer to let others go ahead first, but clearly, there’s no danger at all. A few people are stuck on the fifth step because the pressure was too strong for them or something, but I don’t feel the pressure or death aura these people are talking about at all. How’s the barkeep doing? “Want to rush ahead?” 
 
    “Sorry, Boss,” the barkeep said. His face was pale, and sweat was streaming down his face. “This is a bit tough for me. You don’t feel anything?” 
 
    “Nope!” 
 
    “Then, perhaps the tomb selected you as its inheritor,” the barkeep said. “You’re quite lucky, Boss.” 
 
    Hmm? The tomb selected me? Why would it do that? I’m as far from death as one can possibly get! I even have a secret phoenix technique that brings me back to life if I die! Ah, I get it. Like those other two despairy and slaughtery people, this deathy person’s gone senile. In that case, I’ll rush to the top of the staircase! But…. “Will you be alright if I leave you alone here?” Right, the barkeep is super weak. Even Mrs. Feathers was bamboozled by the tomb; if I take my eyes off my alcohol supplier, err, travel buddy, who knows what might happen to him! Especially since he slapped those people silly—once they get up here, they’re definitely going to slap him back or cut off his legs or even kill him! 
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Boss,” the barkeep said. Out of nowhere, an ugly set of armor appeared on him. “With the Despair God’s inheritance, I’ll be able to defend myself. Their ancestor isn’t here, and they only have two sky-realm elders accompanying them, but you already cut off their legs. It isn’t that dangerous anymore.” 
 
    “If you say so….” Well, if the barkeep says he’ll be fine, then he’ll probably be fine. Mrs. Feathers is waiting for me to save her; I have to rush to the top and clear this stupid tomb! Wait a minute, if this is the end of the tomb, does that mean I’m not getting a Vera? Hah…, there wasn’t even a reason to come here in the first place. I should’ve just destroyed it while I was outside. Hmph. Alright, it’s time to run. Thanks to Durandal’s training where he had me chase after a carriage like a bully, running’s become a breeze! If Mrs. Feathers were here, I bet these steps would only take a couple of hers to clear. 
 
    Eleven steps…. 
 
    Twelve steps…. 
 
    Um. What comes after the one that comes after twelve? No, what comes after that? I’m running a bit too fast to keep count! Ah, it doesn’t matter anyway. All I have to do is reach the top. There’s no need to challenge myself by counting too! Eh? The bone of intelligence should help me with counting? Nah, I don’t have to be intelligent to count! Of course it wouldn’t help. 
 
    Am I halfway there yet? Maybe. I’m not sure. All I know is the steps get narrower and smaller each time. It’s like a poorly designed pyramid. Maybe the Death God ran out of building materials while making this trial? Ooh! I’m feeling a bit of pressure in my nose. Is this what those people were talking about? I … sneezed. Never mind, the pressure’s gone. And … I made it to the top! …There’s nothing here. Why isn’t there anything here? 
 
    “The fourth trial has been completed!” 
 
    My vision turned white, and once it reappeared, I was in a creepy room with a coffin in the middle. Is this the fifth trial? 
 
    “Welcome, ye who seeks my inheritance.” 
 
    Ah? Something’s crawling out of the coffin! Well, not really out of since the lid is still on. It’s phasing through? It’s a ghost. Mm. I already know what to do. The only good ghost is a dead ghost! Eh? Ghosts are already dead? Well, by dead, I mean dead dead. “Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique: …Punch!” I really have to think up a better name for this technique. Maybe…, Breaking Fist. Yeah, that sounds good. Wait! I already have a Breaking Fist. Flaming Breaking Fist? “Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique: Flaming Breaking Fist!” 
 
    Ah. The ghost turned into ashes. It didn’t even have time to scream. Can ghosts feel pain? Hah…, why do ghosts even exist? They’re so strange, unnatural. Like water. Mm, it’s settled then. When I become an immortal, I’ll get rid of every ghost and every water there is! Oh, right, the tomb. Let’s not get distracted now. First, I’ll store the coffin. What am I going to do with a coffin that most likely has a body inside of it? I’ll give it to Ilya, of course! Wait a minute. I didn’t hear an announcement for the next trial. Maybe I was distracted by my thoughts. “Hey, Mr. Tomb? Did you say something earlier?” 
 
    There was no response. I guess not. Anyways, there was a treasure chest underneath the coffin! Inside of it, there’s … an interspacial ring. I, I don’t understand. It’s such a huge chest, but there’s only one tiny ring inside of it…. Isn’t that a bit of a waste? Well, I guess I can sell the chest since it’s made of some shiny materials. As for what’s inside the interspacial ring…, I’m not falling for that again! There’s probably going to be a stupid tablet that’s going to stick itself onto my face, and I don’t have time to waste on burning the worm inside of it away; I have to save Mrs. Feathers! …Um, how do I get out of here? 
 
    Hmm…. Am I stuck? There’s no exit, and the only thing in the room was the coffin and the treasure chest underneath it. Wait a minute. If there’s a room, that means there’s walls. And if there’s walls, then I can break them! “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Breaking Madness Hammer Strike!” And … it broke! Just like I thought. Mm? There’s this weird film made of darkness that’s covering the hole I left behind…. It looks exactly the same as the thing that held in the water when I was breaking the Despair God’s Tomb. The boundary between the tomb and the outside world? With my brain that’s been powered by the giantest bone of knowledge ever, I know exactly what to do to get past this barrier. I’ll smash it. Since it isn’t exactly solid, I’ll have to add in the ghost-removing qi I have. “Unrelenting Path of Slaughter: Secret Breaking Madness Hammer Phoenix Rebirth Strike!” 
 
    The barrier broke, but there’s one huge problem: the name of my new technique is too long, and I can’t say it all in one swing without slowing my strike down. I’ll shorten it to … Flaming Hammer. It’s a good name, and people won’t know what to expect when I shout it out loud. Well, they’ll expect a flaming hammer, but they can see that. They won’t know it’s infused with the Unrelenting Path of Slaughter, Madness Strike, Breaking Blade, and the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique! I’m a genius. Should I rename all my other techniques? Eh, I’ll have a hard time remembering them all if I do, so I won’t. 
 
    Alright, it’s time to exit the tomb and save Mrs. Feathers! I’ll step outside and—ack!? I just stepped and slipped on … bird poop!? The outside of the tomb is covered in wet bird poop, and there’s a bunch of vultures staring at me. It’s a good thing this wall was here to use as support, or I would’ve fallen face first into a puddle of poop. …Eh? There’s no defensive formation around the tomb? I’m touching the wall, but nothing’s happening to me…. Quick! Before the tomb realizes I’m touching it, I’ll carve out an engraving of focus … and absorb! 
 
    Whew. Everything’s so bright and clear all of a sudden. Is it thanks to the bone of focus? No, I think it’s because the tomb disappeared; it stopped blocking the sun. All of the people inside the tomb fell to the ground. They were really high up for some reason. The earth-realm and sky-realm experts were fine, but the saints and below hit the ground pretty hard…. Is the barkeep alright? He’s wearing the armor, so he should be fine. The important thing is finding Mrs. Feathers! She’s … right there! Was she not inside the tomb? Ah, the tomb lied to me, saying people would die if they failed the second trial. Hmph. I got worried for nothing. I’ll teleport over to her. “Mrs. Feathers! What happened? You didn’t show up in the third trial!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers cleared her throat. “I was afraid of facing my heart devil.” 
 
    Afraid? Her? “But … you could’ve just burned your heart devil to death, no? That’s what I did with the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique you gave me.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers gave me a strange look. A very, very strange look. It was almost as if she wanted to set me on fire. A moment later, she fixed her expression and cleared her throat again. “If it were that easy to get rid of a heart devil, it wouldn’t be a heart devil.” 
 
    …Why do I feel like something’s off? “You didn’t even try, so how do you know?” 
 
    “Oh, I tried,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Believe me, I tried.” Then she muttered, “All my flames did was strengthen it.” 
 
    It seems like Mrs. Feathers is deeply affected by her heart devil. I’ve bathed in Mrs. Feathers’ flames before to cultivate the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, and they’re really hot! Her heart devil must be super strong and scary. I hope I never meet it. Anyways, I got the inheritance from the tomb, I think. I mean, I’m pretty sure whatever’s inside of this ring is the inheritance, and now I have time to check! Too bad I didn’t find another Vera. I guess I’ll never know Durandal’s secrets now…. Unless…? “Hey, Mrs. Feathers, do you have a technique that lets me read someone’s mind?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Darn. 
 
    “Those kinds of techniques are only used by the less-righteous sects,” Mrs. Feathers said, “like how these three quasi-immortals were able to scour people’s memories. It’s how they designed the second portion of their tombs.” 
 
    “So … there’s a chance for me to learn a technique like that?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers blinked. “Boss, a heavily frowned upon technique like Soul Scour would be perfect for someone like you. I’m surprised you don’t already know it.” 
 
    …What’s that supposed to mean? 
 
    “Never mind,” Mrs. Feathers said and shook her head. “Your soul has to be stronger than your victim’s, and you only learned a soul-strengthening technique a month ago. It makes sense why you haven’t learned Soul Scour already, and it’s completely expected for someone with your personality to want a despicable soul-searching technique like that after becoming capable of using it.” 
 
    I’m being attacked, right? They might not be physically sharp, but words can still hurt people! I’m going to bite her. 
 
    “Don’t eat me, Boss! Didn’t I answer your question!?” 
 
    Ah, she did. And I wasn’t eating her! I was just biting her. There’s a difference. Ahem, anyways, I have a new goal now! I’ll learn one of those soul-searching skills to figure out Durandal’s deepest and darkest secrets! Couldn’t I have just done that from the start instead of spending two months at the Despair God’s and Death God’s tombs? I, I guess I could’ve. At least it wasn’t a complete waste of time! Well, maybe the Death God’s was, but that depends on what’s inside this ring. 
 
    While Mrs. Feathers is flying us to the closest city with a transportation gate, I’ll be inspecting my loot! Let’s see…. Inside the ring, there’s a … skeleton. There’s all kinds of weird engravings on it, but I don’t recognize any of them. Maybe it’s not meant to be absorbed? Or I could try absorbing it and see what happens, but that’s like trying strange foods found on the ground, so I won’t do that. Is there anything besides this skeleton? Ah, here we go. Underneath it, there’s a blanket, and … that’s it. A blanket and a skeleton. This is the Death God’s inheritance? Well, I took the coffin and the corpse inside of it, so maybe those count too. 
 
    Wait a minute. If the Death God was inside the coffin, who does this skeleton belong to? “Hey, barkeep, do you recognize either of these?” Maybe he’ll know. He’s a citizen of this country that the Death God was raised in; though, that was seven hundred years ago. Eh, it’s still worth a shot! I took out the blanket and skeleton, and Mrs. Feathers squawked while dropping a few feet in the air out of nowhere. 
 
    “Boss! That’s really heavy!” 
 
    Hmm? This skeleton almost weighs as much as my hammer! When I’m not increasing the hammer’s weight, that is. If I ever lose my hammer, I could smack people with this skeleton instead! Ah? I have a sky-realm-ranked sword that I could use if I lost my hammer? I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again: Slicing is not as satisfying as smashing! 
 
    “This….” The barkeep scrunched up his forehead and stared at the skeleton and blanket pair. If he doesn’t know what it is, can’t he just say it? Unless, could it be? He’s smart enough to figure out what they are just by thinking about it harder? Only someone like Ilya can do that! After a few more expressions, the barkeep sighed. “This skeleton belongs to an immortal. The Death God must’ve used a technique to control it. Even if it’s just a skeleton, its combat prowess should be on the level of a quasi-immortal; not to mention, it’s also nearly unbreakable.” 
 
    An immortal’s skeleton? He wasn’t very immortal, huh? Unless he’s still alive, living without his skeleton, like a blob. Maybe he regrew his skeleton. Ah, that’s probably it. Anyways…. “What about the blanket?” 
 
    “The blanket is actually more valuable than the skeleton,” the barkeep said. “And it’s not a blanket. It’s the fur of a squirrel.” 
 
    …Well, I’ll just put that away. “Why are squirrel furs so valuable?” 
 
    “What!?” Mrs. Feathers turned her head around even though she was supposed to be keeping track of where we were. “You don’t know about squirrels?” 
 
    I know a lot about squirrels. After all, how can I not know about myself? I won’t tell her though since it’d be silly for me to not know why squirrel furs are valuable even though I’m a squirrel myself. In the first place, isn’t a squirrel’s tail the most valuable part? “Nope. Tell me about these things I’ve never heard of called squirrels.” 
 
    “Hmm…, they did go extinct a long time ago,” Mrs. Feathers said. “How old are you, Boss? I thought you’d’ve heard of them since you’re so strong.” 
 
    “I’m thir—twenty! I’m twenty-two!” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stared at me, and I swear she forgot to flap her wings. Ah, I’ll put away the skeleton too since it’s heavy. “Boss, you…, okay. You’re twenty-two.” She sighed and turned her head back around. “What about you, barkeep? How come you know about squirrels? Aren’t you even younger than Boss?” 
 
    “I read about them somewhere…,” the barkeep said and cleared his throat. “But that’s not really important, is it? Boss wants to know about squirrels. I’ve only heard about them, so why don’t you explain?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers flapped her wings twice, going higher into the air, before responding. “Squirrels…, squirrels are monstrous beasts with four legs, a head, and a tail. They’re like rats, but their tails are bushier, and they’re, ugh, why am I describing their appearance to you? It doesn’t really matter since they’ve gone extinct. But way back when, when I was still a young phoenix, barely yet a saint, the war between squirrels and the holy beast alliance was going strong. You’ve heard of the four holy beasts, right? The azure dragon, the vermillion bird, the white tiger, and the black tortoise. I’m a descendant of the vermillion bird, though very far removed.” 
 
    Those four animals sound familiar…. “These holy beasts ganged up on the squirrels?” Isn’t that bullying? 
 
    “You have to understand how terrifying squirrels were,” Mrs. Feathers said and sighed. “All the dragons, phoenixes, tigers, and tortoises combined couldn’t match up to the strength of the squirrels. The most frightening part of the squirrels were their reproductive abilities combined with their insane growth rates. One sky-realm squirrel could die, and three months later, there’d be another five to replace it. Not only that, but their fighting potential was nothing to joke about either. Their intuition allowed them to avoid nearly all ambushes, and their strength allowed them to shrug off just about every trap set for them. It took ten holy beasts to kill one squirrel.” 
 
    Hmm? “Wait. If the squirrels were that strong, and they had babies that fast, how come they’re the ones that went extinct? And if there were that many of them, how come their furs are so rare?” 
 
    “Well, every creature has a weakness,” Mrs. Feathers said. “For the squirrels, it was their inability to work with others and their … monumental stupidity—like you, Boss.” 
 
    “I’m not monumentally stupid!” Um, actually, what’s monumental mean? 
 
    Mrs. Feathers shook her head. “Squirrels would fight each other to the death over dumb things. If one squirrel eyed another squirrel’s mate, they’d fight to the death. If one squirrel obtained a treasure, another squirrel would kill them for it, and then that squirrel would announce it obtained the treasure due to its pride, and then it’d be killed by a different squirrel, continuing the cycle of greed, pride, and stupidity. The squirrel and holy beast alliance war wasn’t between all the squirrels and all the holy beasts; it was between all the holy beasts and every individual squirrel. Some squirrels would even work with the holy beasts to kill another squirrel before being killed by the holy beasts it worked with.” 
 
    …Squirrels sound dumb, but I’m not! It’s a good thing I’m only part squirrel. Phew. If I was a full squirrel, then I’d be an idiot. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia cleared the Death God’s Tomb and is on the way to a teleportation gate? I knew it wouldn’t take her too long, but did she really have to clear it on the same day she entered? I think it’s time for me to relocate myself. With Pill Valley’s backing, the whole Immortal Continent is my oyster. I can go anywhere I want and have the same exact quality of life. However, I’m not sure where Lucia’s going. Is she coming here? Is she going to a different country to raid tombs there? I don’t even know why she went to Huang Country in the first place when her goal was to rescue Softie. If only Lucia were more predictable, I’d be able to make plans around her. 
 
    As for what I’m planning, isn’t it every Immortal Continent’s inhabitant’s goal to become an immortal? Why can’t I become one as well? I might not follow the traditional paths of qi and cultivation, but even the followers of those paths can fail at becoming an immortal. Immortality doesn’t seem that hard to attain with enough research and resources. I’d probably want to replace my heart with a spirit stone of sorts that could absorb vitality from my surroundings, or perhaps I could create a complex-enough jade slip that’ll accept my whole mind. If I die, someone can plug the jade slip into a readymade body, and I’ll come back to life. There’s lots of ways to go about avoiding death, but the most important part is accumulating strength. I still remember that immortal, the one I paid off with hot chocolate. Once I’m able to release attacks as powerful as his, that’s when I’ll truly be strong enough to live forever. 
 
    Unfortunately, though I want to relocate myself right this instant, I’m about to undergo my tribulation to enter the sky-realm. I probably shouldn’t have read the news before I started. Isn’t a clear mind supposed to be important when it comes to things like this? Well, supposedly, a sky-realm tribulation consists of one lightning bolt. Lucia had to face four because she’s a terrible person. As for me…, I only have to face one, right? I like to think of myself as a decent person. Either way, it doesn’t matter since I’ll have a hundred sky-realm experts assisting me. Honestly, I’m not even sure why heavenly tribulations exist. The explanations in the records I’ve found are very vague. 
 
    Anyway, before I start, I’ll set up the defensive formation. I’d like to think it can stop one of Lucia’s attacks, but I’m not that confident. It should be enough to stop a weakened tribulation lightning bolt though. Each of these sky-realm experts passed their own tribulations. With one hundred of them, even if a hundred lightning bolts came down, I’d still be fine. “Alright, get into position. I’m starting it.” 
 
    From my interspacial ring, I retrieved a rainbow glass bottle. Inside, there was a pill that Pill Valley gifted me. They said it was handmade by one of the immortals behind Pill Valley, but I suspect they used my stove to create this, but I’m not going to call them out on it. The value of the medicinal ingredients inside is undeniable. This pill can raise an earth-realm expert into a sky-realm expert with ease. I’m not sure if it’ll work for me since I don’t cultivate qi, but Pill Valley insisted it would. I’m not one to blindly trust other people, so I investigated the medicinal ingredients inside, and I’ve come to the conclusion that even if it doesn’t work, it shouldn’t kill or cripple me. 
 
    The pill dissolved in my mouth the instant it touched my tongue but not like a sugar cube. It turned into an almost endless stream of cold liquid. When I swallowed, warmth, instead of coolth, spread throughout my body, radiating from my stomach. The warmth increased in intensity until it felt like my blood was boiling. I took in a deep breath and forced the heat towards my heart, guiding it like mana. From there, I guided it towards my liver, spleen, split the stream in two towards my lungs before sending them off to my kidneys. In theory, the energy should reinforce my organs, allowing me to circulate my mana through them a few more times, raising the circles of magic I could perform. 
 
    “It’s coming!” 
 
    Evidently, the tribulation was on its way, a telltale sign that I had succeeded. Unfortunately, or maybe fortunately, the medicinal energy still hadn’t run out, and I kept my eyes closed as I continued circulating the heat throughout my body. There was a crashing sound followed by a muffled thud. The defensive formation I set up was powered by spirit stones, but its strength was dependent on the people operating it—and there were a hundred sky-realm experts doing that. I didn’t even feel any tremors from the strike. Now, if I have good karma, the tribulation should be over. 
 
    There were a few more crackling sounds, but that should’ve been the energy from the last lightning bolt trying to find its way into my formation. With my eyes still closed, I focused on absorbing the rest of the medicinal pill’s energy. Oddly enough, there were some more dull thumps, but those ended shortly. 
 
    “It’s over!” 
 
    As I thought, I’m a good person. The last vestiges of heat were absorbed by my heart, and I opened my eyes. The world seemed to be a lot clearer, more detailed. The pill hadn’t just reinforced my organs; it apparently helped my eyes too. I stood up, and the sky-realm experts retreated from the defensive formation. Surprisingly, I only consumed a thousand spirit stones. In Lucia’s monetary terms, it was the equivalent of a hundred used panties. Hmm? A sky-realm tribulation shouldn’t be that easy to pass? Well, why not? I had the help of a hundred sky-realm experts; if I struggled to pass, I might as well kill myself out of shame. Should I feel sorry for the people who had to struggle on their own like Lucia? Why? If they wanted to pass this easily, they should’ve recruited the help of a hundred sky-realm experts like I did. So what if they didn’t actually want to be here? They’re the ones that traded periods of their lives to me in exchange for sky-realm-ranked weapons. Strength manifests in many forms: This is the power of money and influence. 
 
    “That was truly amazing, Sister Ilya,” Softie said. She didn’t help operate the defensive formation due to her injury, but she was watching from the sidelines. “Fourteen heavenly tribulation lightning bolts tried to wipe you out of existence, and you’re not even harmed.” 
 
    Wait a second. Fourteen? Ten more than Lucia? What the hell? How is my karma worse than hers!? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Mm, so you told me about the squirrels, but … what can I do with this fur?” It might be a squirrel fur, and maybe I’m distantly related to the squirrel it belonged to, but I know my relative or ancestor wouldn’t want part of itself to go to waste! Mhm. Definitely. It’d totally want me to put it to good use. 
 
    “I’m not a craftsman, Boss,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Without thumbs, it’s hard to do dexterous stuff like that.” 
 
    “Can’t you turn into a human?” the barkeep asked before I could say anything. “Most beasts, when they reach a certain strength, can transform into a human.” 
 
    Mm? Beasts can transform into people? What the heck? Since when? “If I eat a beast that transformed into a person…, am I eating a person or a beast?” 
 
    “Boss, beasts are people too…,” Mrs. Feathers said. “They can think and feel. They also have families, you know? What’s really the difference between a human and a beast? Thumbs? You shouldn’t be eating people nor beasts.” 
 
    If I can’t eat beasts, then I’ll starve to death! But I’m not going to argue with Mrs. Feathers to make her feel less suspicious. It’s not like I want to eat her … completely. Just a small taste? She regenerates flesh pretty easily! It’s not an abnormal request. Nope. Anyways…. “What about the fur? What can I do with it?” 
 
    “Didn’t I say I wasn’t a, oh, right.” Mrs. Feathers paused midsentence. “I can’t turn into a human until I become an immortal. The stronger a beast is, the later their human form manifests. Since I can’t craft anything, I never bothered learning about materials and their uses. In the first place, phoenixes don’t wear or use anything you thumbed creatures so enjoy.” 
 
    “But … why not?” Wouldn’t Mrs. Feathers get even stronger if she did? Imagine if Mrs. Feathers had a hammer like mine! She … probably wouldn’t be able to fly too well. But I can fly perfectly fine with it! “Mrs. Feathers.” 
 
    “What is it, Boss?” 
 
    “Don’t you think I’m a better bird than you?” 
 
    “…Sure.” 
 
    The barkeep cleared his throat. “Say, Boss…, I’ve been wondering.” 
 
    “Hmm? What is it?” 
 
    “Weren’t you going to stop by my family before heading towards the capital’s teleportation formation?” 
 
    “Uh….” Did he ever mention that before? I don’t think he did. “No.” 
 
    “Isn’t that a little too cruel even for you?” 
 
    “Walking is good for you! If you want to go home, then walk!” When I was being trained by Durandal, he made me walk everywhere too. Mhm. This’ll be good training for him. It’s not cruel if it’s training. That’s how Durandal always justified treating me poorly like shooting arrows at me while I was stepping on top of bamboo spikes. Eh? I’m not treating the barkeep poorly. Who said that? I even loaned him the Despair God’s armor! 
 
    The barkeep fell silent. A moment later, he nodded at me. “Then, at the capital, can we stop by a post office? I’d like to send my younger cousin a letter explaining that I won’t be going back and it’ll be a while before we can see each other again. She won’t like it, but in this situation, there’s nothing else I can do.” 
 
    “You can always walk back,” Mrs. Feathers said. 
 
    Right? Nothing else he can do, my ass! 
 
    “The capital is over seven mountains away from Dragonhead City. Even if I don’t encounter any demonic beast that wants to eat me, it’ll still take half a year to return.” 
 
    “Training in the mountains is good for you.” How long did I spend killing things in a mountain range after Durandal absorbed the poison that Snow put in me and died? I don’t remember, but it was a pretty long time, and I got super strong in that time too. “Right. Like I thought, killing and eating magical beasts is the best way to grow.” 
 
    “…Aren’t you part beast yourself?” Mrs. Feathers asked. She turned her head towards me while still flying forward. “Boss, you really aren’t planning on eating me, right?” 
 
    “…No promises.” Just one taste can’t really be called eating, right? Mhm. It can’t. Like snacking isn’t eating, tasting isn’t eating either. Anyways…. “Are we at the capital yet?” I want to see Softie! With Durandal being an asshole, Ilya being an asshole, and Puppers being Puppers, it’s been lonely recently. Hmm? How am I going to find out where Softie’s located? That’s simple! Ask Durandal? Of course not! I don’t have to rely on him. Besides, he’d probably trick me into going somewhere else to loot more tombs or something. It turns out there are places you can go to buy information! All I have to do is pay some spirit stones to find out which country Softie’s in, and that’s that. Of course, the spirit stones are being added to Softie’s debt to me. 
 
    Ah! I was sidetracked. Back to the squirrel fur. Let’s see…. It’s soft and furry and feels a little like Mrs. Wuffletush. She’s a squirrel, right? She might be called a predator, but she’s definitely a squirrel. How come she isn’t super strong? Well, she was super strong back when I was super weak, but how come she’s not as strong as me now? Maybe predators aren’t squirrels…. Like peacocks supposedly aren’t flaccid phoenixes and are a completely different bird. I’m still not convinced about that. “Mrs. Feathers.” 
 
    “…Yes, Boss?” 
 
    What was that hesitation, hmm? I’ll ignore that for now. “Are there any peacocks in your family? Like a distant cousin or brother maybe.” 
 
    “No…?” 
 
    “Oh.” Maybe her family’s small? “How big is your family?” 
 
    “They’re about the same size as me.” 
 
    Mm? “That’s not the big I was asking about!” 
 
    “Oh. I figured that’d be the big you were asking for since you don’t really like making sense.” Mrs. Feathers’ wing looked awfully tasty. “Don’t bite me, Boss! Stop, I was wrong, okay!? We’re going to crash! I’m an only child! I have three cousins! That’s it, I swear!”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    After taking a tour of the Holy Beasts Sect, my horizons have been broadened. Not. These people are just as backwards as every other sect I’ve visited: They live in holes and don’t know how to cook. There’s really nothing to differentiate them from any other sect except for the fact they live in an area that has more abundant qi. While it’s true cultivators don’t need to eat anything other than a single grain of rice a month or need fancy houses to live in, it’s an undeniable fact that they live like animals. What’s the difference between them and rats? Ah, well, whatever, it’s not my problem. 
 
    “So, what do you think of our sect?” Gwey asked. He was in charge of showing me around. Even though I invaded the Holy Beasts Sect with bad intentions, they’re not treating me like a prisoner. If anything, it seems like they’re trying to recruit me into their sect by showing off its grandeur. I’ll admit that it’s very grand—for a wilderness. The only signs of civilization are the few pagodas that appear here and there. 
 
    “It’s big.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Gwey said and puffed his chest out. “Of the whole Immortal Continent, our sect is the largest. We occupy the greatest amount of land and have the highest population of cultivators. If you wanted to, I’m sure the elders would let you stay as a guest.” 
 
    “I’ll consider it.” Tying myself to the strongest sect isn’t a bad idea. As long as I resolve this peacefully and withdraw all my forces intact, I can always try to conquer them again later, but I’ll start from the weaker sects in this region first. 
 
    “That’s great! You—” 
 
    Phweeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee! Phweeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee! Phweeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee! 
 
    What the hell is that sound? It sounds like the most obnoxious whistle in the world. I turned to look at Gwey, but he wasn’t saying anything. Instead, he was looking up at the sky with a dazed expression. Moments later, black cracks formed amongst the clouds, and a floating island appeared amidst the turbulence. The signs of broken space disappeared, and without any elegance, the island succumbed to gravity, plummeting straight into the ground. 
 
    “That’s the sect’s gathering signal,” Gwey said. “Everyone, no matter their cultivation level, has to head towards the sect’s main plaza. That’s where the island fell.” A floating rowboat appeared in front of Gwey, and he gestured for me to sit. 
 
    It was a pretty nice boat. It could use a few modifications, but the formations inside served their purpose just fine. I got on the boat, and Gwey sat across from me. Contrary to the boat’s appearance, no one needed to row the oars for it to move. 
 
    “Does this happen often?” 
 
    “The alarm? No.” Gwey shook his head. “However, I’ve seen islands fall from the sky a couple of times. Whenever a fellow disciple travels and sees a nice piece of land, they’ll inform the elders. If the elders deem the land worthy, they’ll transport it back to the sect. Usually there’s an entrance to a pocket realm or rare herbs that can’t be uprooted the normal way. The thing is…, I’ve never seen a piece of land this large being transferred before.” 
 
    Well, I guess islands falling from the sky is quite different from other sects. It’s not a bad idea, really. Instead of setting up a teleportation formation to a specific area, why not teleport the area back to the sect? Depending on how many times the teleportation formation was going to be used, it’d save a lot of resources just teleporting the giant mass once. Maybe this is why there’s so much empty space in the sect. Instead of building things, they need places to store these islands. Collecting places of interest like this is pretty greedy though. I like it. The more I think about it, the more appealing it seems. There’s just one thing that’s off. “Why gather everyone in the sect?” 
 
    “Usually, formation masters gather when an island appears,” Gwey said with a furrowed brow. “They stabilize the land and lock in any special characteristics. The snow mountain that we visited earlier contains the natural qi of the northern lands despite being transported here thanks to the formations underneath it. There’s a secluded elder from the moon race in our sect that’s an expert in formations; he’s the one that created the mist-wall formation … that you destroyed. This signal may have rung just to summon him.” 
 
    “Is that so?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? You seem a little pale.” 
 
    I’m not sure. There’s just something that seems off about this…. I don’t get bad premonitions often, but when I do, they usually involve Lucia. However, Lucia should be with Softie, doing those good deeds I sent them. Yeah, she might get bored or hate doing good deeds because of her personality, but I don’t think she’d have something to do with this. Then, where’s this unsettling feeling in my chest coming from? Maybe…? “That area where the island fell. Is that where my followers were being held?” 
 
    Gwey shook his head. “They’re being held in our sect’s punishment hall. None of them should’ve been close to the plaza.” 
 
    Then it wasn’t a loss of my personal property. Why am I feeling so uneasy? As the rowboat flew closer and closer to the fallen island, thousands of other boats came into view. They were flying and surrounding the piece of land. The island seemed small from far away, but it was actually massive. The bottom of the island was cracked and flattened, but before the impact, it must’ve had a curved shape as if it was part of a sphere. In fact, the clouds above it were different from the ones around it, and there were a few with rounded edges as if someone had carved them up with a spoon. Not only was the land transferred, but the sky in the region above it was transferred as well. And in that sky, there was a very conspicuous boat. All the other boats were personal rowboats. This boat was a large galleon, and it looked a lot like the one I left for Softie…. 
 
    “Holy crap! That was scary! Mrs. Feathers, where are we?” 
 
    That voice, I’d recognize it anywhere. …Fuck. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Is this a wilderness? Mrs. Feathers said we’d be transported to a void. I don’t know what a void looks like, but I do know what a wilderness looks like, and this looks more like a wilderness than a void to me! Except there’s just one thing…. Why are we surrounded by little boats? Did the box-throwing man come here too? Hmm…, I don’t see him, but it’s hard to see anything with all the boats in the way. 
 
    “Activate the sect’s killing formation!” 
 
    The sect’s killing formation? That sounds scary! And that sounded like the man’s voice! “Mrs. Feathers, what’s going on!?” 
 
    “It seems like he transported us back to his sect,” Mrs. Feathers said. “Depending on how many other people who have levels of cultivation similar to him, we might be doomed, Boss. Nearly all sects have defensive formations too, so we’re especially screwed.” 
 
    The thing inside the box was a device that transported people back to his sect? This…, this sounds like the time I was kidnapped by Ilya’s old wine-drinking teacher! I was in the wilderness and touched a teleportation formation. Mm, then I’ll solve this the same way I solved my problems back then. I can’t really remember how I escaped, but I’m sure I used violence. “Long-Ranged Flaming Hammer Strike!” I’ll smash these boats apart! Let’s see if they can stop me! And…, they can’t! There’s a giant empty space with no boats now. “Go, Softie! Drive!” 
 
    “I said activate the killing formation! Are all of you deaf!? Where’s Elder Peng!? If Elder Peng isn’t here, where’s Elder Kun!? Elder Lin!? They dare ignore the sect-gathering whistle!?” 
 
    Ah? Something’s lighting up underneath us! “Drive faster, Softie!” This boat’s supposed to be fast enough to escape from me, so why are we moving so slowly!? At this rate, the killing formation is going to activate. I’m not sure how dangerous it’ll be, but it’s named killing formation and not acorn-generating formation, so I don’t want to be here when it starts! 
 
    “There’s something slowing us down!” Softie said. Her face was pale, and her hand that was holding onto the boat’s railing was trembling. “The teleportation severely damaged our boat’s flying formation! Or it was the anti-Lucia cannon. Sister Ilya did say there would be a lot of backlash….” 
 
    Damnit, Ilya! If you’re going to develop something to kill me, develop it properly! “Switch boats!” It’s a good thing I have so many flying boats, but I’m not sure which one’s the fastest. Should I use a smaller one? A larger one? Err…. “Which one do we use?” 
 
    “The smaller larger one!” Mrs. Feathers and Softie shouted at the same time, their voices and words jumbling together. Then they stared at each other. They couldn’t agree on which boat to use! Mrs. Feathers opened her beak, and the smaller boat turned to ashes! 
 
    “Hey! That’s expensive!” 
 
    “Boss, a larger boat should have higher defenses! The killing formation is about to activate! We need all the defenses we can get!” 
 
    Before Mrs. Feathers was even done talking, I was already on the new boat. Since the old one is broken, I’ll pick it up and throw it towards the direction I heard that man’s voice coming from. “Breaking Boat Throw!” I would try to add flames to it, but it’s a bit too big. “Softie, drive!” Alright, we’re moving much faster now, but the light beneath us is getting really bright. 
 
    “Killing formation, attack!” 
 
    Ack! There’s a pillar of light heading straight for us! And it covered us! Why’s this boat so damn slow!? I can’t see anything. Am I dead? Mm, there’s no pain. Is this heaven? Ah? The light’s fading. Err…. “Mrs. Feathers? Softie? Are you two alright?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    Mm? Wait a second; my tail isn’t even stiff! There was no danger in the first place! Well, it’s a bit springy, but that’s probably because I’m surrounded by so many people. 
 
    “Why didn’t the killing formation do anything!?” 
 
    Oh? It seems like the man’s confused about it too. Well, it doesn’t matter; we’re going to escape from the sect soon! I think…. The surroundings are all wilderness and more wilderness. Is this even a sect? 
 
    “Ancestor Bai, earlier, someone barged into our sect and directly shot down our mist-wall formation! She must’ve damaged the killing formation’s foundation in the process.” 
 
    Nice going, formation-destroying stranger! Ah? The man’s flying after my boat, but he’s not large anymore, and that means, I can beat him up! He only made my tail stiff when he was huge, but since the anti-me cannon shot him, he shrank! I can take him! …There’s a lot of other people though. Are they strong? 
 
    “Xiao Hong, Old Hei, Old Lan, help me defeat this squirrel!” the man shouted while flying after the boat. He raised his hand and took out … the boat that I threw at him? Then he threw it back at me! That’s plagiarism! He stole my technique! I’ll smack it with my hammer! “Everyone else, join together to defeat that phoenix!” 
 
    I destroyed my old boat, but now we’re surrounded again. “Long-Ranged Flaming Hammer!” The giant ball of flaming qi flew towards the boats in front of us, but it crashed into an invisible barrier before stopping. Ack!? Our boat stopped too! And my tail’s getting a little perkier…. This might be dangerous. 
 
    “We just hit something!” Softie shouted. “I can’t move the boat!” 
 
    “Nice job, Old Hei!” The man flying after us disappeared and reappeared in front of me. “Release my disciple!” 
 
    His disciple? The woman I captured? “If I do, will you calm down and stop trying to kill me?” 
 
    “All squirrels deserve death!” 
 
    Then…, that’s a no? Ah, behind the man, three old people appeared. Were they all quasi-immortals too? Probably…. If they’re old, then they’re supposed to be strong or something like that. Then there’s only one thing to do. I’ll take out this man’s disciple! “Back off! If you try anything funny, I’ll…, I’ll kill her!” If he wants his disciple back alive, then he’s definitely going to back off! And it’s not like I’d really kill her if he didn’t back off; I’m not a murderer. I’d just rip her arm off as a warning to let him know I’m serious. Mm. I’m a genius. 
 
    The man froze and raised his hand. The three people behind him glanced at each other. It looks like they’re giving up! The man sighed and stared at his disciple, who I was definitely not going to let go of now. “Hu Shen, as your master, I apologize.” Is that his … greatsword!? “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    What the heck!? How heartless is this guy!? I raised my hostage, but the greatsword didn’t stop! It stabbed straight through the woman’s body and hit me! Of course, it only hit my Armor of Slaughter, but there was still so much blood, not mine but the woman’s. This guy is crazy! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was really Lucia. How the heck did I end up running into her all the way over here? Ugh, and she’s stuck in a terrible situation too. It seems like she was struck by Old Hong’s spiritual attack. She’s just standing there while that man, who I’m going to assume is Old Bai, is slowly freeing Lucia’s hostage from her grip. Do I interfere? If I interfere now…, I don’t think my relationship with Pill Valley holds that much sway. As for why they’re not attacking Lucia right away, I think they don’t want to shock her into waking up. She’s holding that poor bound woman by the neck after all. If she comes to and squeezes her hand by accident…, ouch. 
 
    It seems like all the Holy Beasts Sect’s forces are gathered here. Even Gwey’s flying up there to confront the phoenix by Lucia’s side. I wonder what would happen if suddenly six more quasi-immortals and a hundred sky-realm experts decided to help Lucia. My sky-realm experts and maybe one quasi-immortal can take on the sky-realm experts of the Holy Beasts Sect while the remaining quasi-immortals can work with the phoenix to take on Old Hei or Lan. I think they’re the weakest of the four. As long as Lucia can defeat the last three quasi-immortals by herself, it’ll be our victory. The thing is…, she’s already fallen victim to Old Hong’s attack. How can she win by herself? I don’t think she can. 
 
    However…, with a little help from my immortal fox eye artifact, even Old Hong’s spiritual attack should be dispelled. I’m a little upset. Why can’t Lucia do anything without me? When I wasn’t around, did she get stuck in stupidly dangerous situations like this all the time? How did she survive? Ugh, there’s one thing I have to do before I help Lucia though: I have to free my bodyguards. “Brother Gwey!” 
 
    Gwey appeared in the boat across from me. “Y-yes?” His eyes were slightly widened, probably because I changed my form of address. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to participate in this fight. No one will judge you poorly for it.” 
 
    “That’s not it,” I said and shook my head. I sighed and stared at my toes. When using a soft method of persuasion, I find mimicking Softie’s actions bring about the best results. It made me a bit uncomfortable, but I rolled my eyes up to take a quick glance at Gwey before staring at my feet again. “I’d like to help you fight against the squirrel and phoenix. With the help of the bodyguards I brought, don’t you think it’d be safer for everyone?” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, Brother Gwey.” I clenched my hands, making sure they were visible on my lap, and raised my head. “All of them are loyal to me. As long as I give them orders, they’ll listen. Please, I want to make it up to the Holy Beasts Sect for damaging the killing formation.” Yeah, that previous malfunction with the formation was because of me. I didn’t even intend on helping Lucia, but I saved her life in advance. I figured the sect’s defensive formation would be troublesome, so when I barged in by destroying the mist wall, I aimed the residual energy from my anti-Lucia cannon at the core of the formation. There wasn’t enough energy to destroy it completely, but scrambling up the lines to alter its functions was doable. 
 
    “That wasn’t your fault, Sister Ilya,” Gwey said. “Don’t blame yourself for it. Don’t worry, I’ll head straight to the sect’s punishment hall to set your people free. The elders and disciples in charge of the hall should’ve come out due to the gathering signal. If they knew why the gathering signal rang, I’m sure they would’ve let your people out before coming here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Brother Gwey. I won’t let you down.” I watched Gwey fly off into the distance, disappearing from view; that’s one thing taken care of. Am I a liar? All nobles are liars; it’s an ironclad rule of life. It’s not my fault sheltered sect disciples are inexperienced and fail to realize such simple things. By tricking him like this, I’m teaching him a valuable life lesson. Educating the hopes of the future, surely that’ll bring about good karma, no? …I’m not going to check that karma-determining crystal; it’s broken and doesn’t work. 
 
    As soon as my bodyguards arrive, I’ll figure out a way to give Lucia the immortal fox eye artifact. Without it, she can’t win. The reason is pretty simple: she’s an idiot. People of lesser intelligence are highly susceptible to mental and spiritual attacks. Just look at her now. Ever since she took out that hostage, she fell into Old Hong’s illusion. If Old Hong wanted to, I bet she could keep Lucia in a daze for an indefinite amount of time as long as no outside force disturbs her. But even when Lucia’s in a daze, she’s still Lucia. It seems like Old Bai is having trouble freeing his disciple from Lucia’s grip. Isn’t he supposed to be the strongest person of this generation? He represents the white tiger too, so I thought his strength would be higher, but he can’t even pry apart Lucia’s fingers. 
 
    No, there must be something else. Before teleporting Lucia here, Old Bai clearly fought with her; otherwise, how would his disciple be taken hostage? If anything, Old Bai would only teleport Lucia here if he needed the sect’s help to win. Then…, he was already defeated once by Lucia? It seems like Lucia really can win if I give her this immortal fox eye to stop Old Hong’s attacks. Old Bai is still weakened from his previous fight with Lucia—perhaps he used a technique similar to Crazy Hong’s blood burning. And if I have my quasi-immortals tie down Old Hei, that only leaves Old Lan, who specializes in speed. Maybe I should tie down Old Lan instead of Old Hei; I’m sure Lucia would like smacking someone with a hard defense instead of chasing after someone who’s fast. The problem is Old Hei could help defend the other quasi-immortals from her attacks. Lucia might like fighting him better, but since she’s practically begging for my help, she doesn’t get to have what she wants. 
 
    “Sister Ilya, I brought your people over!” 
 
    Great. “Thank you, Brother Gwey. Jin Mo, take command of all our sky-realm experts. Your targets are every disciple and elder below quasi-immortal in the Holy Beasts Sect. The rest of you, your mission is to deliver this necklace”—I handed the immortal fox eye to Chen Tao—“to the squirrel. After doing that, work together with the phoenix to subdue Old Hei. You don’t have to defeat him, just make sure he can’t interfere with the squirrel’s fight.” 
 
    “S-Sister Ilya?” Gwey asked with wide eyes. “You, why?” 
 
    “Jin Mo. Do your job.” 
 
    “Yes, Master,” Jin Mo said and raised his hand. With a swift punch, Gwey was knocked unconscious. “All sky-realm experts, follow me!” 
 
    Well, now it’s up to Lucia. If she loses, I can always still escape. I’ll lose six quasi-immortals and a hundred sky-realm experts though, so I really hope she doesn’t. She better not. I even have an immortal artifact riding on this bet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This is absolutely terrible. We were teleported into the heart of an extremely strong sect! The qi in this area is so abundant that it can be seen with the naked eye. Are we in the center of the continent? If we aren’t, we should be close. There’s four quasi-immortals surrounding Lucia; my heart feels like it’s going to explode from the pressure. Besides that, there’s at least fifty sky-realm experts eyeing Mrs. Feathers. In a situation like this, can I, an injured earth-realm expert, make any significant contribution? Even if I were still a sky-realm expert, at most, I’d be able to distract one opponent. 
 
    “Brother Bai, what’s taking so long? She’s struggling in my illusion; if you don’t hurry up, your disciple’s neck will be crushed when the squirrel wakes up.” 
 
    “Hush!” The man, who seemed to be an important individual, was trying to pry Lucia’s fingers off of his disciple’s neck. “How come her grip is so strong? In your illusion, isn’t Hu Shen dead? If she isn’t, why haven’t you killed her off yet?” 
 
    “I have killed her off,” the woman in red said. “However, the squirrel is using Hu Shen’s corpse as a weapon. She’s not letting go.” 
 
    “As a weapon?” The man glared at Lucia and exhaled through his nostrils. “If I use too much force, she’ll wake up. Luckily, her fingers don’t close again when I pry them off.” 
 
    Only Lucia’s thumb, ring finger, and pinky were still wrapped around Hu Shen’s neck. There was maybe a minute left before she let go completely, and once that happened, those four quasi-immortals would bombard her with their attacks. What can I do? Why am I so powerless? 
 
    “Clean them up! Focus your attacks onto the ones I target!” 
 
    There was a loud commotion from the right, and following that shout, there were several screams. A motley crew of cultivators were attacking the gathered sect members. Compared to the vast number of sect members, they were just a tiny drop in the bucket, but the people they targeted were defeated instantly. The earth-realm experts and saints down below were taken out in large swaths by a group of twenty people flying above them. Every single one of those differently dressed cultivators seemed to be a sky-realm expert. Where did this group come from? And why do they look so familiar…? I’ve swear I’ve seen some of their faces before, but a group of a hundred sky-realm experts could only belong to a very powerful sect … or Sister Ilya. 
 
    “What’s going on!?” the man asked, forgetting about Lucia for a second. “How are there so many sky-realm experts?” 
 
    “That girl from Pill Valley! She’s taking advantage of this chance to attack us! I knew we should’ve killed her.” The quasi-immortal who was dressed in blue rose into the sky. “Jin Mo! Who gave you the guts to attack my juniors!?” 
 
    The quasi-immortal that was leading definitely Sister Ilya’s forces grimaced. “I need help!” And out of nowhere, five more quasi-immortals appeared by his side! How did Sister Ilya enslave six quasi-immortals too!? No matter how rich she is, this is a bit too unreasonable! However, those six didn’t seem very strong since they all had to group up to face the old man in blue. But strength is relative; any of those men could kill me with a single thought. I shouldn’t be here. How did the situation end up like this? I just wanted to do good deeds with Lucia. 
 
    “Hmph.” The old man in black rose up as well. “Old Lan, I’ll help you deal with them.” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Mrs. Feathers said and spread her wings. “I don’t know who they are, but I know they’re helping us, so I can’t let you do that.” 
 
    “Why is a phoenix helping a squirrel?” the lady in red asked. “Don’t you know she’s your mortal enemy?” 
 
    “Boss is a foxkin,” Mrs. Feathers said and grew in size. She jumped off the boat and chased after the man in black. I’m not sure if she actually believes Lucia is a foxkin or if she’s convincing herself that that’s the truth to avoid being eaten. I think it’s the latter. 
 
    Now, there’s only two quasi-immortals left who’re trying to free the hostage from Lucia. I’ll take advantage of this chance to … do nothing. Even if the lady is concentrating on keeping Lucia under her illusion, she can easily deal with me. I have to wait until she’s weakened even further. I feel so useless…. No, even if she can kill me in an instant, I have to create a chance to set Lucia free. I don’t care if I die! “Devouring Snake of Bondage!” It’s a lot weaker since there’s no heart devil worms to support it, but it’s still my strongest attack. The black snake flew through the air and bit the lady, but its fangs encountered a red barrier. In the next instant, the snake turned to ash. The lady didn’t even look at me. 
 
    “Path of the Spear: Despairing Blow!” 
 
    Puppers! 
 
    “Versatile Path of the Sword: Immortal Execution!” 
 
    And Durandal! I almost forgot those two existed! They appeared at the same time to attack the lady in red. The barrier around her shattered upon touching the ominous-looking spear in Puppers’ hands. The lady twisted her body, and the spear strike missed her heart, but a vicious sword enveloped in a faint aura of death chopped at her neck. She leaned back, but the sword followed her movements, and in the next moment, her head flew up into the air! Since when was Durandal able to kill a quasi-immortal!? He did say he was ready to come out to fight Lucia in a duel…, but I thought he was just blustering like usual. It seems he wasn’t lying and only avoided coming out because Lucia learned how to Soul Scour people. 
 
    “Little Hong!” the man shouted. His eyes turned red, and veins bulged against the surface of his body like earthworms crawling under his skin. Once again, he swelled in size, causing the flying boat we were standing on to plunge a few meters. “A couple of item spirits! Where were you before!?” 
 
    “Substitute Breaking Blade!” 
 
    Lucia’s awake! She swung Hu Shen like the poor woman was a hammer. Her mouth was gagged due to the restraining ropes, but I could still hear her scream. 
 
    The man retracted his attack against Durandal and avoided his disciple. The attack wouldn’t hurt him even a tiny bit, but Hu Shen would probably die if she hit his body. “Damnit! Little Hong, hurry up!” 
 
    Hurry up? To do what? Isn’t she dead? I had a vague feeling, but could this really be the Holy Beasts Sect that Mrs. Feathers mentioned earlier? If that’s the case…. “Durandal! You can’t let her head reconnect with her body!” The lady’s head was falling much faster than it should, heading straight for her headless body’s neck. “Devouring Snake of Bondage!” My second attack was a lot weaker than my first, but hopefully it’s enough to slow her down by even an instant. The snake I summoned bit her face, but a shockwave radiated outwards, destroying my attack instantly. I only caught a glimpse of her eyes that were glowing with qi, and the whole world turned red as everything around me burst into flames. A massive vermillion bird flared into existence and let out a screech before flying at me. I…, I think I’m going to die. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Hmm, the scenery suddenly changed…. Did I get too distracted and forget where I was? Mm, that’s a possibility. It doesn’t matter though; I found the heartless man! If he’s willing to kill his disciple to attack me, then he shouldn’t mind me using her as a weapon! “Substitute Breaking Blade!” He dodged again! “Breaking Blade!” Grr…. He’s so big, so how come he’s still so nimble? Ah? Is that Durandal? “Durandal, you bastard! You finally showed up!” 
 
    “Lucia! Wait! Stop! Why are you attacking me!?” 
 
    Oh. I didn’t mean to do that. Hmm? That’s odd. How come the disciple’s only bleeding now? Wasn’t she completely stabbed through the chest? I remember there was lots of blood…. My hands are clean too. Mm? Okay, something’s off. I know I’m forgetful sometimes, just a little, but I clearly remember hopping off the boat and smacking every person I saw. How did I get back on the boat? Unless— 
 
    “Tiger Maul!” 
 
    Gah! This stupid, stupid person! “Why do you always interrupt me!?” 
 
    “Interrupt what?” the man asked. He pointed his giant sword at me, but then he lowered it after a moment. “Unhand my disciple!” 
 
    “You’re the one who killed her! Why would I unhand her?” 
 
    “She’s not dead, you fool! You were trapped in an illusion!” The man stomped his feet a few times, and the deck of my boat shattered. He’s definitely going to pay for new floorboards. “How can you not realize that!?” 
 
    Mm? An illusion? Those are tricky…. Didn’t Ilya give me something that prevented illusions? What was it again…? I can’t remember, but clearly, it didn’t work. Unless, I’m actually in an illusion right now! …I’ll ask Mrs. Feathers. “…Mrs. Feathers?” Oh, she’s a bit busy fighting someone over there. Then…. “Softie?” Ah? What happened to Softie? “Now’s not the time to nap!” 
 
    “Before you worry about someone else, take care of that man in front of you first, Lucia,” Durandal said and hit my tail. 
 
    He actually hit me! What the heck! Just because I hit him with the hostage doesn’t mean he had to hit me back. Now my tail … is limp? There’s no danger? Hang on a second, just what exactly is going on? Let’s see…. “I have a hostage.” Okay. “I thought the hostage died, but she was actually alive.” Mm, sounds about right. “And I only found out she was alive because the illusion disappeared?” How did the illusion disappear? Someone must’ve attacked me with one, so that person…. “Durandal! How many times do I have to tell you not to cut people’s heads off!” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Durandal said. “She’s part phoenix or something. She’s still alive.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s fine then.” Okay. So that lady put me into an illusion, and it looks like Durandal and Puppers freed me from it. “Huh. It’s been a while since you two were useful.” But I’m pretty sure there were two other quasi-immortals. Mrs. Feathers is fighting one of them right now, but…. “Who’re those suspiciously evil-looking fellows over there?” Mhm, they look completely evil. There’s one person fighting with a giant skeleton hovering over him. Another looks like he’s possessed with red skin and completely black eyes. Hmm…. “Well, if they’re helping me, they can’t be bad people, right?” Right. One of them is flying over here. Why is he coming over here? 
 
    “Madam Squirrel, my master told me to deliver this to you.” 
 
    This is … an eyeball? What am I supposed to do with this…? “Am I supposed to eat this?” 
 
    “No…, you’re supposed to wear it,” the pale man said. “It’ll protect you from spiritual attacks.” 
 
    Mm? Someone’s helping me? I thought I was teleported into this person’s sect. Why would anyone here want to help me? This must be a trick! “Who’s your master?” Ah, he’s already gone. Do I wear it? Hmm…. I feel a little icky wearing an eyeball necklace, but my tail’s telling me it’ll definitely help a lot. Anyways, it doesn’t seem like I was teleported to a sect. It’s more like I was teleported to a battlefield, and that suits me just fine. All I have to do is beat up this man, and I already know his weakness! It’s the hostage! As long as I use her as a weapon, this guy will be too afraid to confront me. Hmph, hmph, how dare he trick me with a stupid box? The caramel did taste really good though…. Does he have anymore? “Substitute Flaming Blade!” 
 
    That’s right! I can increase the power of my attacks by adding the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique’s flames to my swings! Ah? The hostage gets set on fire? Well, I swing her really fast, so the fire goes out pretty quickly. Plus, she’s super sturdy, so all this’ll do is make her feel hot for a bit. 
 
    “Stop! Don’t you have any shame!?” 
 
    I knew it! The hostage is definitely this person’s weakness. I should’ve done this earlier before he teleported us over here with that dumb box. Well, it’s too late for regrets now. “If you want me to release her, you better tie yourself up with these spirit-restraining ropes!” 
 
    The man hesitated. Is he going to do it? I don’t think he will; he’s a heartless person who stabbed through his disciple! Wait, that was an illusion. Mm, I’m not sure anymore. 
 
    “Brother Bai, steel your heart! If you surrender, who else in the sect can stop her?” 
 
    Okay, that’s a little creepy. The woman’s severed head is talking. It’s tied up with restraining ropes, and it’s resting on top of her tied-up body. Won’t she regrow her body? Or maybe her body would grow a new head. What if both happens? Hmm…. Ah! I’m getting distracted. Is the bone of focus I made from the tomb running out? It shouldn’t be…. The bone of intelligence hasn’t run out yet, and I absorbed that one first. Mm? How do I know it hasn’t run out? Because I still feel smart! Like always. I’m never not smart, okay? 
 
    “Squirrel, how about we make a deal?” the man said and took a step back. “We won’t try to kill you anymore, and you’ll set my disciple free.” 
 
    Ah? “Do you think I’m an idiot?” What kind of deal is that? It’s a crappy one! “You tried to kill me first! I was minding my own business, and you attacked me with your stupid Tiger Maul! Now that I’ve taken your disciple hostage, you want to pretend like nothing ever happened?” Only an idiot would accept a deal like that! “If you want to make a deal, you better throw in some caramel! Mm, actually, I don’t care about you trying to kill me since you can’t do it anyway, so throw in extra caramel.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Things didn’t go exactly according to plan, but they went close enough. Puppers and Durandal were able to defeat a quasi-immortal by themselves—which was surprising. The phoenix was a lot stronger than expected too, able to hold off Old Hei alone. Lucia only has to fight with Old Bai, and it seems like Old Bai can’t do much with his disciple held hostage. 
 
    If I were Old Bai, what would I do to solve this problem of my sect suddenly collapsing? I can only think of a few solutions. First, the most practical solution would be to have a formation underneath the sect that explodes, killing everyone and everything in the sect. That way, if someone wants to invade, they have to think twice about doing it. However, the only way for this method to work is if the invading force knows about said formation, and the first thing—or maybe second thing—I did while planning this attack was check if there was one. For the record, there wasn’t. 
 
    The next solution is to call out the sect’s guardian beast. Like Lucia has her phoenix, the Holy Beasts Sect definitely has either a tiger, tortoise, bird, or dragon. Unfortunately for them, but fortunately for us, information was leaked about their guardian beast while a sect member was drunk. It’s a black tortoise, but it’s away from the sect. Apparently, it got into a fierce fight with a cursed beast, as the drunkard described it, eight years ago, and it fled to recuperate in an unknown location. As for why there aren’t other guardian beasts, well, I’m not quite sure. I suspect they can skip quasi-immortality completely to become immortals right away, but the point is, the Holy Beasts Sect is severely lacking in holy beasts. 
 
    The best solution I can think of is calling an immortal for help. Jin Mo might’ve said immortals tend not to make moves for various reasons, but if an immortal squished Lucia right now, the balance would rapidly tilt in the Holy Beasts Sect’s favor. Luckily, I’ve prepared for this, and the immortal from Pill Valley should prevent something like that from happening. 
 
    With all of these solutions unviable, there’s only one route left for Old Bai: negotiation with Lucia. However, negotiation only works if the power balance between the two sides are relatively even, but that’s not the case here. As long as the four quasi-immortals are suppressed, the rest of the sect is doomed. If Old Bai chooses to negotiate, it’s the same thing as surrendering. 
 
    “Stop fighting!” 
 
    There was something in that shout that caused everyone to pause. There were only two words, but everything fell still after they were said. 
 
    “We, the Holy Beasts Sect, surrender!” 
 
    I thought it was silent before, but it’s even quieter now. Then, everyone started shouting at once. I couldn’t even make out individual words. Honestly, I already knew surrender was their best choice, but I didn’t think Old Bai would announce it so soon. I thought I’d have to fire the anti-Lucia cannons a few times at critical moments to crush their hopes. Since they’re surrendering, I feel a little regret that I couldn’t use my cannons fully. Not that I wanted people to die. I just wanted some footage of them in action so I could market them to other sects better. What better advertisement could there be? Too bad I missed my chance; firing into a crowd of people who’ve surrendered might bring about a second wind and the fight could resume, resulting in losses of my bodyguards. …Would I make more money from selling the cannons than I’d lose from bodyguards dying? 
 
    “Silence! My decision is final!” 
 
    That settles it then. We’ve won. It’s not too surprising; Lucia is ridiculously strong. These quasi-immortals from the Holy Beasts Sect might be as strong as four to five rogue quasi-immortals, but one Lucia—and two weapon spirits and a phoenix—were equivalent to three sect quasi-immortals. Maybe not equivalent, she should be a little stronger; otherwise, they wouldn’t have surrendered so quickly. Anyways, I think it’s time for me to show my face for the negotiations. If I don’t, Lucia would probably ask for something stupid like acorns. I’ll teleport over to the boat since things seem peaceful now. 
 
    “—all of your caramel! Every single barrel, bucket, and bowl of caramel you have!” 
 
    Okay, I was pretty close. Lucia wants something stupid like caramel. Odd. We won, but why do I get the feeling that I’m forgetting something? Something ominous. Does the Holy Beasts Sect have a hidden trump card they’re about to pull out? 
 
    “Ilya! You! Wait, is that really you…? Mm, yeah, that’s you. You big bully!” 
 
    That’s what I forgot. I ended up over here at the Holy Beasts Sect because I was running away from Lucia. “Hello, Lucia. Long time no see. Have you been well?” 
 
    Lucia stood inches away from me with chattering teeth. She was mumbling something too, and her tail was swishing back and forth. It looked like she had dozens of ways to eat me inside her head but couldn’t figure out which method to use. If I back away or flinch right now, I’m sure she’ll pounce on me. I know I basically told her I never wanted to see her again because she’s mean and violent, but she’s not holding too big of a grudge for that, right? “Lucia? What are you thinking about?” 
 
    “I thought up a bunch of mean things I was going to do to you once I caught you, but I can’t remember which one I wanted to do first. Hold on.” 
 
    …Great. Well, as long as I don’t die, I’m sure the immortal from Pill Valley can fix me no matter how badly I’m damaged. “Before you do that—” 
 
    “I said hold on!” 
 
    …Alrighty then. I’ll just directly negotiate with Old Bai while Lucia’s still thinking. “Hello, you must be Old Bai, the hero of your generation. I’m Ilya Pentorn.” 
 
    Old Bai frowned at me and looked behind himself at the severed head sitting atop a severed body. Old Hong glared at me, and I grabbed the immortal fox eye necklace that Lucia was wearing just in case she decided to get revenge with a spiritual attack. Even as a severed head, Old Hong could probably kill someone with a single glance. “That’s Ilya Pentorn, someone from Pill Valley who invaded our sect earlier. She’s the one who damaged the killing formation.” 
 
    Old Bai’s face darkened. “Pill Valley works with squirrels?” 
 
    “If by Pill Valley you mean me and if by squirrel you mean her, then yes, Pill Valley indeed does work with squirrels.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    “I’m here to—ow!” Lucia’s biting my head! “Lucia! What are you doing!? Can’t you see I’m busy here!?” 
 
    “I don’t care!” Lucia stopped biting me for a second just to say those three words. Luckily, I was able to activate my cultivation technique that turned pain into pleasure with that second of respite. “You deserve to be punished for being such a bully! Isn’t that right, Softie?” 
 
    Softie’s here? Why didn’t I see her? 
 
    “Softie?” Lucia let go of me, and I turned around to see her crouching next to someone lying on the deck. “Hey, wake up. Didn’t you say cultivators didn’t need much sleep? Why are you napping now?” 
 
    Old Hong snorted. “She’s dead. She sacrificed herself to give your weapon spirits a chance to restrain me.” 
 
    “Dead? No way, that can’t be. Hey, Softie, wake up. Softie…? The sun’s out; you should wake up now. …Softie?”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Softie’s not responding. I think she passed out. Mm, that must be it. 
 
    “Lucia, calm down, okay?” 
 
    Calm down? What does Ilya mean calm down? Is there any reason why I wouldn’t be calm? Hmm. There shouldn’t be. It’s not like Softie died. See? She’s still breathing. …Right? “Ilya, Softie’s not breathing. Cultivators don’t have to breathe to survive, yeah?” I’m pretty sure they don’t. They don’t have to eat, so why do they have to breathe? 
 
    “Hang on,” Ilya said and came next to me. She squatted too. “Let me check.” 
 
    “I said she was dead, didn’t you hear me? Dead! She, a mere earth-realm expert, exchanged her life to seal a quasi-immortal. She should be proud of her death.” 
 
    Softie’s not dead, alright? “Puppers. Shut her up.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” 
 
    “Hey! Where do you think you’re—? That’s my sock. What are you going to—mmph!” 
 
    “Little Hong? Wait, don’t look at me like that. She still has Hu Shen as a hostage. You shouldn’t be provoking her.” 
 
    “Puppers! Shut him up too.” This man’s voice is annoying! He hasn’t said anything wrong, but it’s annoying because he’s him! If he didn’t attack me in the first place for no good reason…, hmph! Anyways, Ilya’s face looks pretty serious. How hurt is Softie? “Ilya? How is she?” 
 
    Ilya cleared her throat and turned away from Softie to look at me. “There’s these pills called virility pills. You can make them with the core of a world tree along with—” 
 
    “I’ve heard of those!” Right! Pill? World tree? That’s totally the pill I’ve had Softie record the recipe of from the old man I Soul Scoured. “Along with ginseng and lotus and dragon penis, right?” 
 
    Ilya’s brow wrinkled. “Why would someone like you know a recipe like that?” she asked. “Then you should know its effects, right?” 
 
    “Um, it can fix Durandal’s penis problems, but why are you bringing something like that up now?” Didn’t I ask about Softie? It’s nice that Ilya figured out a way to fix Durandal, but he’s not what I’m worried about. Softie’s not breathing. How can I not be worried about her? 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with my penis!” 
 
    “That’s just a secondary effect,” Ilya said and shook her head. “The main purpose of the pills is to give life to something.” 
 
    “Mm? Like giving life to Durandal’s penis. I already got that.” 
 
    “Lucia….” 
 
    Hmm? What’s Durandal want from me now? Was shutting that old man up harder than I thought? No, he’s sitting there with a sock in his mouth. He’s not even tied up or anything. Did he put the sock in there himself? He must really care about his disciple, huh? 
 
    Ilya sighed. “I don’t know why I try to allude to things while talking with you,” she said. “Alright, Softie’s dead, but with the virility pill, we can bring her back to life. Don’t worry; the ingredients of the pill might seem rare, but I can make one pretty easily once we go back to the Shadow Devil Sect. For now, you should freeze Softie and store her in your life pouch.” 
 
    Freeze Softie? Shadow Devil Sect? Virility pill? Wait, Softie’s dead? Really? Really, really? “Who…, who killed her?” 
 
    Ilya pointed at the severed head with a sock in its mouth. “She’s been admitting it for a while now.” 
 
    “Durandal! Off with her—!” Uh…, her head’s already off. Hmm…. “Wait, don’t do anything to her.” 
 
    “Lucia?” Ilya asked. Why was she so far away all of a sudden? “Are you feeling okay?” 
 
    “Feeling okay? I feel fine, why?” 
 
    “Well, I mean, there was that time you thought Durandal died, right? And then you kinda went a little crazy and killed everyone around you.” 
 
    “Ah? Did I?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Oh.” Mm, I don’t remember that happening. Since when did I murder people? Like never. Mhm, that’s right. “Anyways, you said we can bring Softie back to life, right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Then once Softie comes back to life, I’ll let her choose how she wants to get revenge.” Right? If I punished this severed head while Softie’s still dead, she wouldn’t be happy, but if she came back to life and punished the head herself, I bet it’d make her feel a lot better. Getting revenge always feels great. …Mostly. 
 
    “Hang on a second,” Ilya said. She was suddenly close to me again. Why’s she touching my forehead? “Are you sick? A fever, maybe?” 
 
    “No?” Did someone try to attack me with an illness? “Why?” 
 
    “It’s just that, you’re not acting like the Lucia that I know….” Ilya frowned. “The Lucia that I know would get angry, slaughter everyone she saw, and then pretend like it wasn’t her doing. However, it seems like you didn’t even get mad, and you actually said something sensible. What’s going on?” 
 
    …Ilya’s complimenting me, right? So how come it feels so much like an insult? Besides, who said I’m not mad? “I’m plenty mad!” 
 
    “You say that, but you haven’t done anything to show it.” 
 
    “That’s because I haven’t gotten what I want yet!” These people were surrendering, and they were going to give me lots and lots of stuff as compensation. Once they give me everything, I’ll raze the whole sect to the ground! Since Softie died, of course this sect has to pay. “I’m going to take everything that everyone in this sect owns. Then I’m going to find their families and take everything they own too. And after that, I’m going to cut off all their limbs and store their bodies in a box and let Softie decide what to do with them after she comes back to life.” Hmm? Why’s everyone staring at me like that? 
 
    “Can you, um, turn back to normal?” Ilya asked and raised an eyebrow. “You’re supposed to be the hot-anger type of person, where you act on impulse and start smashing things when you’re mad. It’s really unsettling when you suddenly switch to cold anger, where you plot to harvest the limbs of millions of people after sending them into poverty….” 
 
    “Ahem.” Mrs. Feathers cleared her throat. When did she get here? “This is one of the effects of the Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique I taught Boss. It automatically converts feelings of anger into fire essence that merges with her qi. People with explosive tempers progress especially fast while cultivating, and they become calmer too.” 
 
    …How come I wasn’t told about this before I started cultivating the technique? This feels like something really important that should’ve been mentioned earlier! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I got a lot of limbs today, many of them from sky-realm experts. There’s about to be a huge influx of sky-realm-ranked weapons out on the market. I should release them over time to prevent their price from tanking. Of course, these limbs weren’t taken from willing people. After realizing Lucia wasn’t going to let them surrender peacefully, Old Bai had his sect resume their attacks. Long story short, they lost. With the help of Durandal and Puppers, Old Hei and Old Lan were defeated by Lucia’s phoenix and the quasi-immortals I hired. After they were beaten, everyone joined together to help Lucia defeat Old Bai. 
 
    As for Softie, she died, but luckily for her, her body was perfectly preserved. Illusionary attacks don’t really damage any organs. If she had her heart ripped out or her head cut off, one virility pill wouldn’t be enough to bring her back to life. I don’t have any of those pills on hand; the core of a world tree is extremely rare, and an elf is required to have one grow. Did I know this fact before passing that world tree sapling to Mirta? Obviously. The original plan was to create the virility pill for Durandal, but it seems like it’s going towards Softie now. I never thought she’d be the one who would need it. It’s funny how things work out. 
 
    It hasn’t been that long since I’ve split up with Lucia, but she’s changed a lot in that time. She didn’t automatically resort to violence upon discovering Softie’s death, and her methods have gotten a lot colder. It’s unsettling. When someone like her discovers how to control her temper, they basically turn into a different person. 
 
    “Caramel! Where are you hiding all the damn caramel!?” 
 
    …Almost. It’s nice to know she’s still a glutton. Right now, she’s bullying Old Bai, having him dig up all of the sect’s wealth. I convinced her not to cut off his limbs. Instead, he signed a contract with Lucia, its contents backed by an oath to the heavens, of course. Sure, the weapons I could make out of his limbs would be stronger than any sky-realm-ranked weapon in existence, but he’s more useful with his limbs intact. With his, Old Hei’s, and Old Lan’s help, conquering all the sects in the Immortal Continent shouldn’t be an issue. As for Old Hong…, she had some very nice arms and legs. Okay, if I’m being honest, I took her whole body. She only needs her head to survive. Lucia heavily insisted on Softie being the one to take revenge, so I created a formation to perfectly preserve Old Hong’s life; she can’t even kill herself if she wants to. I never thought there’d be a day when Lucia felt empathy, but I’m not surprised those feelings had to do with vengeance; after all, she wanted revenge against Snow for poisoning her, but she was robbed of that by the plant growing inside his brain. 
 
    “What do you mean there’s no caramel!?” 
 
    “We’ll have some made for you right away,” Old Bai said. He looked like a whipped dog instead of a fierce tiger. “It’s just that, we only eat one grain of rice a month. Eating causes impurities. That small bit of caramel inside the box was created over three hundred years ago. We no longer have the facilities or ingredients to make it.” 
 
    “Three hundred years!? You made me eat something that old!? What if I got food poisoning!?” 
 
    “I didn’t make you eat it….” 
 
    “But you fed it to me, you bastard!” 
 
    Even if Lucia’s a changed person who knows how to read and miraculously knows the formula for the virility pill, in the end, she’s still Lucia. She prioritizes all the wrong things. “Old Bai, forget about the caramel for a second. Where’s your sect’s treasury?” 
 
    “Forget about the cara—” 
 
    “Here’s a batch of chocolate pills for you.” 
 
    “—mel…? Ooh, thanks.” 
 
    Alright, her temper might be gone thanks to that Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique, but she’s still an idiot. She’s just no longer an impulsive idiot. No, that’s not quite right; she’s still impulsive, just not when it comes to things that make her mad. 
 
    “Right! The sect’s treasury, I can come too, right, Boss?” the phoenix, who I now know is named Mrs. Feathers, asked. “I’ve sensed immense gains in your Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique; you’ve practically mastered it. Now, you just need a vermillion bird core and some of its blood to get the vermillion bird bloodline. You promised me a core, remember, Boss?” 
 
    “Hmm? Vermillion bird bloodline?” Lucia tilted her head and followed after Old Bai. “Why does that sound so familiar?” 
 
    “It’s the thing you needed to learn the enslaving technique I know, remember?” Mrs. Feathers asked. “You wanted it to control Durandal since he wouldn’t let you Soul Scour him.” 
 
    Lucia whipped her head to the side. “Durandal! Let me Soul Scour you, damnit!” Before she could even finish her sentence, Durandal had disappeared into her sword. When did Lucia learn Soul Scour? How did she even learn Soul Scour? The Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique is that miraculous? Shouldn’t something like that be impossible for Lucia to learn in the first place? If it converts her anger into fire essence that she can temper her sea of consciousness with, then I guess it makes some sense…. 
 
    Wait. Enslaving technique? “Err, Mrs. Feathers, was it? Why don’t you explain this enslaving technique to me?” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers stared at me. Then she stared some more. For some reason, it felt like I was staring down a rainbow chicken—probably because she looked like one. “Well, it’s something I’ll automatically learn once I become an immortal. I can’t explain it to you until I learn it.” 
 
    It must be nice being a beast. Once they reach certain cultivation levels, they instinctually inherit new techniques. Training, hard work? They don’t need any of that—a little like Lucia…, well, not really. Lucia was supposedly tortured by Durandal when he was teaching her, but the speed at which she picks up skills definitely doesn’t have to do with hard work. If all squirrels were like her, it’s no wonder why people banded together to eradicate them. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    This is the Holy Beasts Sect’s treasury? It’s freaking huge! I could store a few mountains in here. It’s underground, and it somehow feels like home, almost like a burrow I had stored some acorns in…. There’s the entrance we came in from, and there’s a bunch of tunnels leading into different areas. I can even see light coming from some of them. It totally feels like home. Nice and safe. Mhm. That’s odd. Why do I get that feeling? 
 
    “Have you noticed?” the man called Old Bai asked. “If you have, it really proves that you are a squirrel.” 
 
    “Noticed?” Noticed what? That this place is a little familiar and safe? 
 
    “The Holy Beasts Sect used to be four different sects, one for each of the different beasts,” the old man said. Was he old? He seemed young, but since he wants to be called Old Bai, then I guess he’s old. He’s my servant now, so I should respect how he wants to be called. Mhm. So, what was the old man saying? “After the holy beasts united to defeat the squirrels, we took over their lands. This treasury used to be theirs, but a lot of it was filled with acorns and different types of nuts or so the recordings say.” 
 
    Ooh? 
 
    “But those things were useless, so they were thrown away.” 
 
    …Excuse me? 
 
    The old man took a step away from me for some reason. “T-this occurred over hundreds of years ago. Even if those things were kept around, they would’ve rotted by now. Moving on, this used to be the main food storage place for the squirrels. They didn’t have an official treasury that they filled because none of the squirrels trusted each other. They kept their valuables on their persons at all times. The only thing they shared was food.” 
 
    That makes a lot of sense. This place reminded me of a burrow because it was a burrow! I do remember Mrs. Feathers mentioning something about squirrels and holy beasts and their wars or something along those lines. Does Mrs. Feathers still think I’m a foxkin? Mm, at this point, haven’t I already defeated the people who want to hunt down squirrels the most? I feel a little bad for tricking Mrs. Feathers when she’s doing her best to help me. “Hey, Mrs. Feathers?” 
 
    “What’s up, Boss?” 
 
    “I’m actually not a foxkin. I’m part squirrel.” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed. “What was that, Boss? There’s some strange force blocking my hearing. Maybe you should tell me later.” 
 
    “I said, ‘I’m not a foxkin. I’m part squirrel.’” 
 
    Mrs. Feathers coughed again! Is she sick? Can phoenixes even get sick? “What!? I can’t hear you, Boss! There’s some interference blocking out your words!” 
 
    “I said! I’m not a foxkin! I’m part squirrel!” 
 
    “What!? I still can’t hear you!” 
 
    Ah, never mind. There must be some kind of force blocking my words. I’ll tell her later. Mm, that’s right. There’s more important things to do—like raiding this treasury! “You said there was a core of a world tree here, right?” 
 
    The old man bobbed his head up and down. “Of course, come with me.” 
 
    Yep, that’s right! This man has the ingredients to make the virility pill to bring Softie back to life! If he didn’t have them, no matter how much Ilya begged me, this man wouldn’t have any arms or legs right now. Speaking of Ilya, she’s here too. She told me she was planning on conquering this place, but she failed until I came along. Isn’t that an odd coincidence? I was chased down and hunted by someone Ilya was plotting against, and we grouped up because of that guy. It must be because of all the good deeds I did. The heavens wanted to reunite me with Ilya. 
 
    Anyways, what’s in this treasury? There’s so much stuff floating in the air. Underneath the floating stuff, there’s platforms with lines. Some kind of formation? It should be. I don’t know why they don’t just stick everything into an interspacial ring though. Maybe it’d be too easy to steal? Mm. I’ll ask. “Hey, old man, why don’t you just store everything into an interspacial ring?” 
 
    The old man scratched his head. “Simply put, it’s not as impressive.” He nodded. “We could store everything in the treasury within a thousand interspacial rings, but look at this.” He pointed at a golden pillar. “You could easily place a few thousand interspacial rings around the base of this pillar alone. Imagine how empty this treasury would be if there were only a thousand interspacial rings lying around on the ground.” 
 
    Mm, it has nothing to do with theft and everything to do with looking good. What he says makes plenty of sense. I’m a little confused though. “Then why do you guys live in holes instead of in houses?” 
 
    “Our ancestors lived in holes. Their ancestors lived in holes. And even their ancestors lived in holes too.” The old man nodded. “It’s a tradition. Cultivators with fancy abodes don’t respect the old ways; they tend to be weaker than those who do.” 
 
    “Boss! Boss, Boss, Boss!” Mrs. Feathers smacked my legs with her wings! What’s going on? “Look over there, Boss.” She pointed towards a wall where a bunch of floating orbs were. “There’s a vermillion bird core over there, and below it, I’m pretty sure that’s a bucket of vermillion bird blood!” 
 
    “Oh, let’s go take those first.” This place is pretty big. What if we walk a mile to the world tree core? Then we’d have to walk a whole mile back. There’s teleportation, but I’d probably get lost. Hmm? Why would I get lost in a burrow? That’s obvious! If even the creators’ relatives can get lost in a burrow, then the predators chasing them inside the burrows will definitely get even more lost! Wait a second? Can Mrs. Feathers hear me all of a sudden? I guess the interference is gone, but now’s not the time to tell her I’m not a foxkin. Now’s the time to…. “Um. Was I supposed to drink this blood?” 
 
    “What?” Mrs. Feathers tilted her head. “Boss, you don’t actually become what you eat even if there’s a saying about it. To get the bloodline of a beast, you have to mix the blood into your veins.” 
 
    “Do I stuff the core into my body too…?” 
 
    “No, you eat that.” 
 
    Eh? “But didn’t you just say you don’t become what you eat?” 
 
    “Exception to the rules,” Mrs. Feathers said. She reached forward and plucked a floating core out of the air with her beak. “I’m not sure how long it’ll take me to digest this, but once I do, I’ll be sure to teach you that enslaving technique.” Then she swallowed the core before looking at me. “Well, go on.” 
 
    Err…. So, I eat a core. Okay. Then I mix the blood into my veins? It’s supposed to go into my veins, but … why does it smell so delicious? I…, I’m going to drink it. Mm, just as I thought. It’s tasty! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    There was a lot of beast blood in the treasury—that is, until Lucia drank it all. Old Bai wore a really pained expression on his face the whole time Lucia was drinking, but he didn’t say or do anything to stop her. Beast blood has many practical uses: Watching Lucia drink it is like watching her drink money. The best blood probably has a deeper meaning for the disciples of the Holy Beasts Sect, but, well, since the majority of them don’t have their limbs anymore, there isn’t really anyone left who’ll need it. 
 
    “Ooh.” Lucia stood up, and then she sat back down. She crushed an empty bucket with her butt and exhaled. “Whew. Um….” She yawned. “Go on and make the virility pills without me. I’m going to rest here for a … second….” By the time she finished her sentence, her eyes were closed, and her ears and tail were drooping. With a thud, she fell over backwards, and snores rang out, echoing off the treasury walls. Beside her, Mrs. Feathers was sitting with her eyes closed. 
 
    I looked at Old Bai, and he looked back at me. Without saying anything, he broke eye contact and marched up to Lucia. I wasn’t worried about him hurting her or anything. If he did, he’d be struck dead by heavenly punishment. Could the lightning from the heavens reach someone this far underground? Obviously. If it couldn’t, people would easily skip their tribulations by hiding in an underground shelter. As I expected, Old Bai didn’t attack Lucia; instead, he opened the pouch by her waist and pulled out a woman, his disciple, Hu Shen. …Did Lucia form a contract with her? I know I didn’t. “Old Bai, stop right there.” 
 
    “Master Ilya,” Old Bai said. There was a strained expression on his face. One of his hands was hovering over his disciple, ready to free her from her restraints. “I don’t want my disciple to suffer the same fate as the rest of my sect. Do you think you can let her go?” 
 
    “Is working under me that bad?” I don’t think it is…. Even Old Bai pretty much accepted the terms and conditions I drafted up. 
 
    “You’ll let her work under you?” Old Bai asked and raised his eyebrows. “I thought you would cut her limbs off.” 
 
    Oh, c’mon. “I only helped Lucia remove the limbs of sky-realm experts who would contribute more to my strength as four weapons instead of as one person.” From my interspacial ring, I took out a piece of paper. “Hu Shen, was it? Here, sign this if you want to live.” 
 
    Old Bai’s expression relaxed. “I thought your criteria for selecting people was random. If what you said just now was really the truth, why did you dismember Old Lan’s disciple?” 
 
    “I didn’t like him.” 
 
    “…And Old Hong’s disciple?” 
 
    “I didn’t like her.” 
 
    “You…, aren’t you afraid of someone attempting to kill you despite the heavenly punishment?” Old Bai asked. We both watched as Hu Shen signed the contract with her one free hand that could still move. 
 
    “There probably will be one or two people desperate enough who’ll try to kill me, or maybe they’ll just be out of their minds like Crazy Hong. Either way, I’m not too worried.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t you like to know?” The Holy Beasts Sect might be defeated, but the members still have lots of pride. I washed away some of it with blood and fear, but these people have been the strongest cultivators of the Immortal Continent for hundreds of years. It’s no surprise Old Bai’s looking for a way to set himself free. “If you’re ever tired of living, you can attack me to find out.” 
 
    Old Bai stared at me for what felt like a long time. In reality, he probably only looked at me for two seconds. “I’m still looking forward to becoming an immortal. I won’t let myself die before then.” He shook his head. “The squirrel wanted us to craft the virility pill while she slept. The core of the world tree is right there, but can you craft the pill by yourself?” 
 
    “Yes, it shouldn’t be an issue.” 
 
    Old Bai sighed as he freed Hu Shen. “As expected from the most talented disciple of Pill Valley.” 
 
    It didn’t take too long to reach the place where the Holy Beasts Sect stored their alchemical materials. Crafting the virility pill is a long and arduous process. It takes several days of intense concentration to refine the ingredients. One mistake could end up in the materials being wasted. Under normal circumstances, an alchemist would set up a formation to gather qi for himself to make sure he doesn’t run out in the middle of the process. Of course, I didn’t have to do that. Instead, I pulled out a stove with a bunch of branching arms. 
 
    “What’s that?” Old Bai asked. He and Hu Shen stared at me as I placed the stove down onto a box that I took out of my interspacial ring. I opened the side of the box and threw a bunch of spirit stones inside. 
 
    “This is my personal alchemy stove that can craft nearly any pill in existence.” I pressed on the box that the stove was resting on, and an interface appeared on its surface. I scrolled through it until I found the option for virility pills. On the branching arms of the stove, a few words appeared, telling me which ingredient had to be placed where. Once I loaded everything onto the stove, the world tree core included, I pressed the start button. “You see, anything a person can do, a formation can do just as well—maybe even better. Alchemy is very similar to cooking. You have to add the right ingredient at the right time, and all I did was simply automate that process.” 
 
    “Can this even be counted as alchemy anymore?” Old Bai asked. “Alchemists study for countless years to understand how to refine materials, how to control their flames. How can a process like that be automated? No two herbs are alike, and each have to be processed in a similar yet different manner. Is your alchemy stove that delicate?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “…Really?” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” 
 
    “Those numbers counting down…,” Old Bai said. “Does that mean, in three days, a virility pill will appear without any additional input on your part?” 
 
    “Mhm.” 
 
    “…How did you create something like this?” 
 
    “Pill Valley spent a trillion spirit stones to buy the design for the downgraded version of this stove. Right now, you’re too poor to even afford that, and you want to buy the blueprints for this one? Come back when you have a quadrillion spirit stones.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’ve become stronger. With Puppers’ assistance, I beheaded a quasi-immortal, but even if he hadn’t assisted me, I’m sure I could’ve achieved a similar result on my own. How did I become this strong all of a sudden? I’m not quite sure, honestly; it just happened. A few days after Lucia conquered the Death God’s Tomb, some vengeful spirit of sorts entered my weapon body. I killed it. Since then, my cultivation became much smoother, and I could feel myself growing stronger with every passing day. Not only that, but I found I could summon a strange aura if I concentrate enough qi onto my sword. It most definitely has something to do with the Death God’s legacy; I didn’t mention it to Lucia because I had a feeling she’d try to take it from me. 
 
    Speaking of Lucia, she’s about to get stronger. Again. After I finally felt like I caught up with her, she’s rushing ahead without giving me a chance to defeat her. A long time ago, she consumed lots of beast cores to grow stronger. Now, she’s consuming beast cores, but these cores belonged to immortal beasts. Although all she did was drink their blood, once she fell asleep, the cores in the formations above her shrank, and I can tell their essence is entering her body. Even now, the cores are steadily shrinking, and it won’t be long before they’re completely gone. If Lucia is currently a quasi-immortal, doesn’t that mean she’ll become an immortal after absorbing all these cores? 
 
    If Lucia becomes an immortal…, I’ll once again be stuck inside of my weapon body. It’s not that I’m afraid of Lucia learning what she calls my deepest darkest secrets, it’s the method that she’ll employ. There is absolutely no way I’ll allow her to Soul Scour me, not after seeing what happened to the people she practiced the technique on. Once she becomes an immortal, I won’t be able to beat her if she decides to attack me to perform her Soul Scour. Thus, there’s only one thing I can do. Before Lucia finishes absorbing all those cores, I have to get stronger. Luckily, there happens to be a treasury filled with all kinds of weapons right in front of me. I already learned I can eat weapons other than swords—even if they taste awful—to get stronger. If I ate everything here, would I grow strong enough to defeat Lucia? Unless there are immortal-ranked weapons, I don’t think I will, but why wouldn’t there be immortal-ranked weapons here if there are immortal beast cores? 
 
    Lucia’s growing stronger via beast cores and blood. Mrs. Feathers is growing stronger as well. Ilya’s going through a bunch of jade slips. If I don’t take advantage of this treasury too, I’ll be left behind. Well, I’ll still be ahead of Softie, but that’s nothing to be proud of. Let’s see, what should I eat first? I’ll start with the swords, but there aren’t that many of them. None of them smell particularly appealing either. If an immortal-ranked weapon were here, I’m sure it’d smell irresistible. There’s a small wall with swords hanging on it, and underneath each one, there’s a jade slip, presumably with a technique inside. However, I’m only interested in eating the swords. Why aren’t I interested in new techniques? It’s simple. They’ll take too long to learn and practice. Once I finish eating all the weapons, I’ll go back and learn the techniques. After all, I can practice while staying inside my weapon body, but eating swords requires me to be in this form, the one that Lucia can Soul Scour. …I’m lucky Lucia can’t Soul Scour weapons. 
 
    “The treasury…. Master, do we have to accept this?” the woman, Hu Shen, asked. She was watching me eat a sword, making me feel a little uncomfortable, but it didn’t matter. With Ilya’s contract binding her, she can’t raise a hand against us. Ilya did include me in the contract, right…? 
 
    “There’s nothing we can do,” Old Bai said. “We lost, and this is what happens to the losers. Like when our sect defeated the squirrels and claimed everything they had, all of our things shall be claimed by the people who defeated us.” 
 
    “How did we lose?” Hu Shen asked. “Don’t we have immortals backing our sect? If we truly were about to be defeated, won’t those immortals descend and wipe away our enemies? They took the sect’s resources; they were nurtured by the sect. How can they watch it be destroyed like this?” 
 
    Old Bai sighed. “It’s a little early for you to learn about immortals, but I can’t fault you for wanting to know. Immortals…, yes, they can descend upon the Immortal Continent. They wield unbelievable powers, but power like that comes at a cost. If you entered a land without qi, you could only rely on the qi inside of you to use your techniques. Once it runs out, there’d be no way to replenish it. It’s the same for immortals. Once they ascend, their bodies are changed, and they require the energy of the heavens to use their immortal techniques. When they come back to the Immortal Continent, they’ll only be able to perform one or two attacks before they’re no different from a quasi-immortal. And, the most important reason immortals aren’t willing to descend, once they come back to the Immortal Continent, to leave, they have to go through another immortal tribulation, one that is stronger than the last one they experienced.” 
 
    Interesting. It seems like Softie was wrong when she said immortals would hunt down Lucia. They won’t even come back to save their sect while it’s being ransacked. Why would they come down to hunt a squirrel in the name of the greater good? Well, it wasn’t a bad choice to return to the pocket realm when we did: Quasi-immortals were a threat to Lucia back then. But the thought of another realm or world above this one…, it excites me. By the sounds of it, it seems like Lucia will be heading there once she becomes an immortal, which should happen pretty soon considering how many cores she’s absorbing. In that case, I have to eat these swords faster. Every bit of strength counts no matter how small.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Where am I? A bed? What was…, oh! “Lucia!” 
 
    “She’s cultivating.” 
 
    What? “Sister Ilya?” Was everything just a dream? I remember going to do good deeds with Lucia. Sister Ilya fled the sect before Lucia arrived, so does that mean Lucia didn’t actually come back to the sect? Even if that’s the case, I’m still confused. This doesn’t look like any room I know. “Where are we?” 
 
    Sister Ilya leaned back in her chair. She was eye level with me since I sat up. “We’re in the waiting room of the yellow springs.” 
 
    Yellow springs? The underworld? “We’re … dead? That’s impossible!” 
 
    “What do you mean it’s impossible? Everyone dies.” Sister Ilya snorted and shook her head. “Think of the last thing you remember. You tried to help Lucia fight off a few quasi-immortals like an idiot, and Old Hong killed you with an illusion. What were you thinking? You were injured and in the earth realm, and you thought you could help in that kind of situation?” 
 
    I…, I just wanted to assist Lucia…. “Was I at least a little bit useful?” 
 
    “No. You threw your life away.” 
 
    Leave it to Sister Ilya to be extremely blunt with me. “Couldn’t you be a little nicer?” 
 
    Sister Ilya raised her eyebrows. “You want me to lie? Lies aren’t really my thing.” 
 
    I couldn’t stop the sigh from escaping my chest. It seems like I really did die. So, this is the waiting room of the yellow springs. “Wait. What are we waiting for? If you’re here, does that mean you died as well?” 
 
    “You just realized it?” Sister Ilya asked. “After you died, Lucia lost her fight. Then, Old Bai went on to defeat all my bodyguards and decided to kill me since a ton of people died in the battle.” Sister Ilya sighed and shook her head. “Like I said earlier, this is the waiting room for the yellow springs. Apparently, since so many people died at once, the underworld’s a bit understaffed. It’s taking them a while to process everyone.” 
 
    “Process?” 
 
    “Yep,” Sister Ilya said. “Can you stand?” 
 
    I climbed out of bed, and I found that I was still wearing the same clothes as when I died. If someone dies when they’re naked, do they come to the yellow springs without any clothes? But I’m missing my interspacial ring. There’s no way it would’ve came with me to the yellow springs. “And what about Lucia? Is she still alive?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Sister Ilya said. “Didn’t I say earlier that she was cultivating? The Holy Beasts Sect locked her up in a dungeon. They need her blood to activate one of their tempering formations, so they’ll do their best to keep her alive for a near infinite source of squirrel blood.” 
 
    “At least she’s still alive….” Being alive is better than being dead. Where was Sister Ilya going? “Are we going to get processed?” 
 
    Sister Ilya nodded. “Yup.” 
 
    I didn’t expect the yellow springs to look so … modern. The building is pretty fancy with marble walls and a tiled floor. However, it was a bit bloody. Okay, it was more than a bit bloody. There were red handprints all over the walls, and there were more puddles of blood than tiles on the floor. The hallway seemed to get darker as I followed Sister Ilya through the building. How did she know where to go? “Did … the yellow springs hire you? You’re definitely sinister enough to work for them.” 
 
    Sister Ilya stopped walking and turned to look at me. “Excuse me? I’m not sinister, and neither are the people who maintain the underworld. Also, no, I don’t work here.” She turned back around and marched on, splashing blood as she walked with heavier footsteps. Did I enrage her? Sister Ilya was never one to get mad easily, at least not on the outside. However, anyone would be a little testy after dying. 
 
    After some time, Sister Ilya stopped in front of a door. She opened it and gestured for me to follow after her. Inside the room, I didn’t see anyone, but the things I saw inside made me want to back away. Handsaws and buckets filled with blood. They were stacked on rectangular wooden boxes, and blood seemed to be seeping out of the boxes’ corners. Sister Ilya stepped forward and sighed. “We’re here to be processed.” 
 
    There was a slamming sound as the door shut behind us. A sinister-looking man with a scar across his face appeared next to the wooden boxes with the handsaws on top of them. He picked one up and glanced at us. “Who’s first?” 
 
    “You want to go first?” Sister Ilya asked. 
 
    “F-first? First for what?” What is he going to do with that handsaw? Of all the legends I’ve read about the yellow springs, there was never any mention about a handsaw. In fact, I hadn’t even seen any springs. 
 
    “First to be processed,” the sinister man said. He knocked on one of the wooden boxes, and there was a scream. Someone screamed! There’s someone in that box! The man grabbed the box’s lid and lifted it, revealing someone’s torso and head. Where their limbs should’ve been, there were only bloody gauzes bunched up against their skin, wedged between their limbless bodies and the walls of the container. “Like this.” The man gestured over the processed woman with his saw and slammed the lid shut after giving me a few seconds to look at her. “Are you ready?” 
 
    “No! Devouring Snake of Bondage!” I … didn’t have my whip. It’s not necessary for my attack, but it amplifies its power. However, I couldn’t use any qi, and that was absolutely a necessity. Nothing came of my shout and swing, and I felt a little silly, but there wasn’t any time for that. I turned around and ran, but before I could reach the door, the sinister man appeared in front of me. He grabbed my shoulder, and it felt like I ran into a wall. He lifted me up with one hand and pressed the edge of the handsaw against my leg. It was cold. 
 
    “Alright, that’s enough. Softie, stop struggling, or you’ll actually hurt yourself.” 
 
    What? What’s enough? “If I don’t struggle, he’ll cut my leg off!” 
 
    “He won’t,” Sister Ilya said. “Don’t worry. It’s just a joke.” 
 
    A, a joke? “Which part of this is a joke!?” 
 
    “Um. All of it.” Sister Ilya nodded, and I fell to the ground as the sinister man released me. “You’re not actually dead. Well, you did die, but I brought you back to life with some medicine.” 
 
    … 
 
    “Alright, keep your expression just like that.” Sister Ilya pointed her necklace at me, and for some reason, it felt like she was recording an image of me. “Perfect.” 
 
    “You…. How could you trick me like this!?” 
 
    “W-wait, don’t cry.” 
 
    “I’m not crying!” I’m not! Really! …Okay, maybe a few tears are building, but they haven’t fallen from my eyes yet! “I can’t believe you lied to me and told me I was dead. And you even had someone pretend to have no limbs to scare me!” 
 
    Sister Ilya scratched her head. “That part’s real.” 
 
    “What? Real?” 
 
    “Yeah…,” Sister Ilya said, her forehead scrunching up. “See, Lucia got pretty mad when you died, so she had everyone’s limbs removed without killing them. She wanted to keep them alive for you to get your revenge.” 
 
    “Everyone’s…?” 
 
    Sister Ilya pointed behind me. “See all those boxes?” 
 
    …There’s a lot of boxes. An uncountable amount. Don’t tell me…. “All of those have people in them?” 
 
    “Like I said, Lucia got pretty mad.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I never really understood why people played pranks on each other. However, after seeing Softie’s expression, I get it now. Pranks are pretty fun. Anyway, I tried leaving her in the room with the most stored bodies to do whatever she wanted with them, but she didn’t want anything to do with them. I don’t think she’s even upset she died. Maybe she doesn’t understand the gravity of the situation. “You know, the pill I used to bring you back to life, Lucia’s been looking for something like it since she first came to the Immortal Continent. There were only enough ingredients for one, and she chose to give it to you instead of Durandal.” 
 
    Softie stared at me. Her eyes were as wide as a baby deer’s. “She cares more about me than Durandal…?” she asked in practically a whisper. “That’s…. Really?” 
 
    “I don’t know about that; she didn’t even go on a rampage once she saw you were dead. Remember how she eradicated the Star Phoenix Sect because Durandal died?” 
 
    Softie shook her head. “Lucia’s changed a lot. She isn’t as immature as she used to be. I’ve seen these changes myself while doing those good deeds with her.” Softie paused, and her forehead wrinkled. “Speaking of which, there was this one request where Pill Valley was kidnapping alchemists from sects…. Do you know anything about that? Lucia defeated those sky-realm experts mentioned in the request, and she turned them into idiots while practicing her Soul Scour.” 
 
    People from Pill Valley were kidnapping alchemists with sky-realm experts, eh? I guess they really are greedy. “Don’t worry. They weren’t my subordinates, but I’m not really surprised that they’d kidnap alchemists. Didn’t you say Lucia Soul Scoured them? Why are you asking me?” 
 
    “Lucia was practicing her Soul Scour, but I don’t know what information she found,” Softie said and sighed. “And what do you mean you’re not surprised they’re kidnapping alchemists? Was it your idea? I know Pill Valley’s selling those stoves now. Are they really trying to obtain a monopoly on pill forging?” 
 
    “Obtain a monopoly on pill forging? That’s just a side effect, not the goal.” Right, alchemy is a very delicate procedure. “You know forging higher-ranked pills isn’t the same as forging simple ones, right? The more potent a pill’s effects, the chances of succeeding in making it decreases. That’s because the ingredients have some degrees of spiritual strength to resist being burned.” 
 
    Softie nodded at me. “I know the very basics of alchemy, but I never pursued it further since I have no aptitude with pill forging.” 
 
    “Hmm, take the pill I used to save you. It required the core of a world tree, and even if it’s just a core, there’s lots of spiritual energy inside of it. An alchemist would have to send their perception inside to subdue the energy before refining it with fire, but I automated the process with my stove. However, every core would require a different method to subdue, yet my stove can refine any core. Do you know why?” It’s a really, really simple solution. 
 
    Softie frowned. “I’m not sure. Does your formation analyze the core before acting? However, formations aren’t flexible without outside input and preparing for every scenario would require a tremendous amount of qi.” Softie’s frown changed into a pout. “If I knew, wouldn’t I be the rich one selling those stoves instead of you?” 
 
    “Even if you knew, you’re too naïve for business.” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “Anyway, the answer has to do with the kidnapping of alchemists. Why would I bring this up if these weren’t related?” 
 
    “I know you like teasing people, but it’s not fun to be on the receiving end. Can you please just tell me the answer, Sister Ilya?” 
 
    It’s boring when people admit their inferiority instead of following my train of questioning. “Alright. The answer’s really simple; all you had to do was put in a little thought. So, these stoves that are capable of forging higher-ranked pills, there are alchemists inside of them.” 
 
    “Excuse me.” Softie shook her head and rubbed her ears. “What?” 
 
    “You know how you can send your perception into objects? Like when you’re learning from jade slips, for example.” 
 
    “Yes…?” 
 
    “What do you think would happen if there wasn’t a way out of the jade slip, and your perception was trapped in there permanently instead?” Right, I went down this path to figure out a way to defeat Lucia. Unfortunately, it’s not feasible to trap Lucia. “Basically, your perception fades away over time and returns to your body. After a few experiments, I found out one’s perception resides in their brain.” 
 
    “…What kind of experiments did you do to discover something like that?” 
 
    “Don’t worry too much about it.” I experimented on animals, alright? They were cheaper to get. “Anyways, if you reduce someone down to their brain, you can force their perception to take up a new body. Keeping the brain alive isn’t too difficult either. You just have to keep it in a jar of immortal rice wine. So, basically, inside of every higher-ranked stove, there’s a person’s brain inside of it; of course, alchemists’ work better, but even a sky-realm expert’s can subdue most spiritual ingredients. If the people trapped in the stoves don’t want to die, they have to use their perception to subdue the energy within the ingredients.” 
 
    “Wait. That’s horrible!” Softie’s face paled. “If I were trapped inside of an alchemy stove like that, I would just let the ingredients kill me!” 
 
    “Would you though? The only reason you give up worldly pleasures is to cultivate better in order to become an immortal. There’s a simple truth: no cultivators want to die even if it means living on in an alchemy stove.” Besides, as a brain soaked in immortal rice wine, they’re practically immortal as long as their container doesn’t break. It’s a win-win situation. “Anyway, I just gave Pill Valley the blueprint; I never told them to put it into action.” 
 
    Softie bit her lower lip. “Then…, who’s inside of your stove?” 
 
    “Don’t worry; I’m not evil. I found volunteers.” Not everyone makes it to immortality. In fact, most people won’t. A large majority of the people won’t even become a saint. Then what about the people who tried their best for hundreds of years to step into the sky realm as an earth-realm expert but couldn’t make it? I just offered them a chance to live forever, and they took it. “Besides, it’s not too different from turning people into weapons.” 
 
    “Turning people into weapons is evil as well!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “S-Sister Ilya, you were just joking about turning people into alchemy stoves, right? Like how you tricked me into thinking I had entered the yellow springs?” 
 
    Sister Ilya stared at me. Then she crushed my hopes. “No, I’m completely serious.” Afterwards, she resumed walking, and I followed her until we reached a trapdoor that was next to a tree. Sister Ilya pressed an orb against the top of the door before lifting it. “Close it on your way down.” 
 
    I asked Sister Ilya to take me to where Lucia was cultivating, but I’m not sure if she’s leading me into another cruel prank…. Even if she is, I have to play along. It was strange to climb down a trapdoor in the middle of what seemed to be a forest; it made me a bit unsettled, like I was entering the jaws of a beast, but I listened to Sister Ilya and shut the trapdoor on the way down. The moment the trapdoor closed, I was submerged in complete darkness but only for a second. Faint lights glowed on the walls and lit up a massive passageway. 
 
    “These passages were created by squirrels,” Sister Ilya said. “This land used to belong to squirrels before they were wiped out by the holy beasts. Interesting, isn’t it? Lucia’s ancestors used to be the strongest beasts on the continent, but they’ve all been wiped out. However, one of their descendants came back and retook their lost lands.” 
 
    I’ve heard this story from Mrs. Feathers before, but I didn’t realize this place was the squirrels’ holy ground. I’m not sure why Sister Ilya is telling me this though. She’s not really one for small talk, at least, not with me. I remember we didn’t really get along with each other a decade ago because I was slightly, only slightly, jealous of her position by Lucia’s side. “What are you getting at?” 
 
    Sister Ilya was silent, and all that could be heard was our footsteps echoing through the passage. After a moment, she sighed. “Do you believe in fate?” 
 
    “Fate? That people have a predetermined ending?” Of course not. “All cultivators are trying to avoid the fate of death by reaching immortality. If we believed we would die no matter what, then we’d live peaceful lives as mortals instead.” 
 
    Sister Ilya’s footsteps seemed to have gotten lighter, and her shoulders relaxed. I wasn’t aware she was concerned about such things…. She always gave me the feeling of being able to do anything she put her mind to. Why would she ask me whether or not I believed in fate? “Is there something worrying you, Sister Ilya?” 
 
    Sister Ilya sighed. “For some reason, I just thought that I was fated to be together with Lucia forever. I mean, I came all the way here to the center of the continent to escape from Lucia and somehow ended up helping her again. It’s like someone’s playing a prank on me.” 
 
    …Like the prank you played on me? I want to say that out loud, but I’m not sure what Sister Ilya would do if I did. I’ll just nod in agreement. Speaking of Lucia, are we there yet? Why is this passageway so long? It’s winding with multiple branched paths, and for some reason, I can’t remember which road we took to get here. Is there a formation messing with my memory? A large sect like this one should have defenses leading up to their treasury. 
 
    “Oh yeah,” Sister Ilya said. “How are you feeling? I forgot to ask.” 
 
    “What do you mean, Sister Ilya?” How am I feeling after she played a mean prank on me? How am I feeling after she told me she turned people into alchemy stoves? How am I feeling after she showed me boxes upon boxes of people who had their limbs removed? “I feel fine. Perfectly fine. Why would I feel any other way?” 
 
    “That isn’t what I was asking.” Sister Ilya paused in front of a branching path and looked at the orb that she hadn’t put away. She held it out towards both passages before deciding on which one to go through. “You ate a virility pill, something made from a world tree’s core. Even if most of the energy was used to bring you back to life, some of it should’ve been left circulating inside of you. You don’t feel stronger or anything? I thought you would’ve made it back to the sky-realm at the very least.” 
 
    Apparently, the pill used to bring me back to life was very valuable. However, I don’t feel any different. “I need to plant heart devils in people or consume Lucia’s impurities to increase my cultivation. Unless that pill could’ve provided either of those, it makes sense for me to not increase in strength.” 
 
    “That’s odd,” Sister Ilya muttered. “Then where did that extra energy go?” She shook her head. “Whatever, we’re here. Don’t touch anything all willy-nilly now.” 
 
    “I won’t.” There must be lots of formations protecting the treasures inside. After exiting the passageway, we arrived at the Holy Beasts Sect’s treasury. I didn’t look at the items too much in case I was tempted by them; I only came here to see Lucia. She’s cultivating, but cultivators have to have a clear heart for the best results. She was upset when I died, so I have to show her that I’m still alive. Even if she’s distracted and can’t see me, she’s strong enough to feel me approach, and she should be able to recognize my presence. 
 
    The treasury was massive, but it didn’t take long to locate Lucia. That’s because a berserk aura was rampaging within, and I could sense it from the entrance. For some reason, I imagined myself standing on a field surrounded by dozens of incredibly strong beasts, but they didn’t notice me. They were all facing the same direction, and I’m sure that was towards Lucia. A moment later, the field vanished from my mind. “What was that?” 
 
    “I remember Lucia saying she dreamed about killing dragons when she absorbed some dragon cores,” Sister Ilya said. “She’s probably killing a bunch of phoenixes, dragons, tigers, and tortoises right now since she absorbed their cores.” 
 
    “Is … Lucia going to become an immortal after this cultivation session?” 
 
    Sister Ilya shrugged. “Maybe. Why would I know? I’m not a native of the Immortal Continent. Shouldn’t you know more than me?” 
 
    …Sometimes I think Sister Ilya knows everything because of Lucia’s unwavering faith in her, but clearly, she’s only human too. Well, she’s not really human, but the concept’s the same. It’s reassuring to know she’s not infallible. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Whew. Killing beasts is hard work, especially when there’s so many of them. I always get these dreams after absorbing a lot of cores, but I don’t really mind. They’re great for stress relief. I didn’t hit anybody after Softie died because the revenge should be hers, but I still wanted to smack something really hard, and these things showed up at the perfect time! It’s weird though. I didn’t absorb any cores; I only drank some blood, but these beasts appeared anyway. Hmm…. Well, it doesn’t matter! As long as they keep on coming, I’ll keep on smacking them! 
 
    Smack, smack, smack. Punch, punch, punch. Kick, kick, kick. Stomp, stomp, stomp. Smash, smash, …smash? Mm? Are there no more? I was starting to have fun too! Darn. Ah! Wait a minute! If I’m dreaming, doesn’t that mean I fell asleep? I didn’t mean to do that! I was supposed to get that core of the world tree for Ilya to save Softie! The longer Softie’s dead, the…. Hmm. Then the longer she’s dead! And that’s no good. Being alive is much better than being dead. I have to quickly wake up from this dream, but how do I do that? Mm…, the last time something like this happened, the dream ended when the last beast died…. Found it! This flying snake with claws was hiding underneath a dead turtle. Flaming Punch! 
 
    Ooh. I’m back! Where’s that old man? And where’s Ilya? How long was I asleep for? I’m not sure, but Mrs. Feathers is still here. She looks … fat. Did she eat too much? “Hey, Mrs. Feathers?” …Mm, she seems to be asleep. I guess I’ll store her in my life pouch for now. Let’s see…. There’s no one here. If I try to get out of this place by myself, I’ll get lost! There’s only one thing to do. I’ll try to find my way out and take all the treasures I see. If I pass by an empty area, then I’ll know I went the wrong way. I’m a genius. 
 
    “Lucia!” 
 
    Mm? That sounded like Softie. And it is Softie! “Softie! You’re alive!” Ah, she’s the same old Softie that I know: nice and soft and squishy. “Welcome back. I caught those people who killed you and had them stored in boxes! Did you see?” 
 
    “Y-yes,” Softie said. Her face was a bit pale, but that’s understandable. She just came back to life! Any dead person would be a bit pale after waking up. I’m sure she’ll redden right up again soon. Mhm. “Lucia. You’re squishing me.” 
 
    Ah? But I barely hugged her…. I know I got stronger after that super-long day of meditation that totally wasn’t ten years, but I got used to my strength! I fought that old man who was as strong as me, and I perfected my control over my power. Then…, I got stronger? Again? Thanks to drinking all that beast blood? Gah! How annoying. “Where’s that old man? I want to fight him again.” Right. If I got stronger, then I want to see how much stronger I got! 
 
    “He’s over there.” 
 
    Ooh! Ilya’s here too! Well, Ilya was the one that saved Softie, so obviously she’d be here. According to her, the old man is right … there! “Hey! Old man! Fight me!” 
 
    “Right here? In the treasu—” 
 
    “Flaming Hammer!” Hmm? He … went flying. I know I attacked him pretty suddenly, but he still pulled his sword out and blocked…. Maybe he wasn’t ready, but if he wasn’t ready, then he’s definitely ready now! 
 
    “W-wait!” 
 
    “Flaming Hammer!” That’s odd…. He was smashed into the wall and left a deep hole behind. Earlier, he could block my hit without moving an inch! Now, he’s just like everyone else. I remember someone mentioning he was the strongest person before immortality…. Then, does that mean I’m the strongest person on the Immortal Continent now? I think I am! Unless an immortal shows up, but everyone knows immortals don’t come down here because it’s too hard for them to go back up. Ah? When did I learn that? In my dream! For some reason, I heard it in the old man’s voice. 
 
    “Did you get even stronger?” 
 
    “Durandal!” Gah! He disappeared before I could even finish saying his name! “Just let me Soul Scour you once, damnit!” Wait a minute. “Hey, Ilya, you made the virility pills, right? Does that mean you fixed Durandal too?” 
 
    Ilya shook her head. “Pill. There was only one pill.” 
 
    And that pill was spent on reviving Softie. “Then Durandal’s still broken.” Hah…. One day, I’ll fix him. “There’s no more ingredients for another?” 
 
    Before Ilya could say anything, Softie stepped forward. “There’s a world tree back in—” 
 
    “Ahem!” Ilya cleared her throat. “There’s no more ingredients for a virility pill here, but if we raid some more sects in the central region of the continent, I’m sure we’ll find a world tree’s core in one of their treasuries.” 
 
    Softie stared at Ilya with an intense expression. Why couldn’t she look at the barkeep like that? Then those two could be together, and I’d be known as a great matchmaker. Could it be that Softie … likes women? Hmm…. Nah, that’s impossible. Anyways, Ilya brought up a great idea. “Raiding sects! I approve! Where do we start?” Raiding sects is always fun. There’s so many treasures and so much stuff to be had; it’s like opening a wrapped present. I never got a wrapped present when I was little, but I heard about them! There’s unknown goodies inside a box, exactly like the treasures of a random sect. Mhm. Since I became the strongest person on the Immortal Continent, I have to exercise my newfound strength! But first, I have to take everything in this treasury! I’ll start with this golden pillar since it’s the closest thing. 
 
    Mm? Something’s off…. There’s a passage underneath this pillar! “What’s down here?” I really want to know: It’s making my tail tingle. My nose is a bit itchy too. What kind of feeling is this? Am I hungry? Hmm, a little bit, but that’s not what’s making me feel this way…. Wait! I know! It’s the feeling I was searching for back in the pocket realm! There’s definitely a feather down here that’ll make me sneeze and become an immortal!


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Underneath that pillar is the entrance to our sect’s tempering formation.” 
 
    Hmm? Before I went down, the old man crawled out of the hole in the wall his body made. He coughed a few times, and I think there was some blood on his lips. Mm, must’ve been my imagination. Anyways, he walked next to me and stared down at the hole in the ground before sighing. “There was a formation in place to move the pillar, but since you took the pillar away, it seems like we wasted our time installing it.” 
 
    “Tempering formation?” What’s that? Tempering…. “Is it going to make me mad?” 
 
    “No.” The old man scrunched up his forehead. “Possibly? I’m not sure.” 
 
    “It’s not going to kill me, right?” As long as it doesn’t do that, I’m going to go down the hole! “How about this? You lead the way for me, thanks.” Even if it’s dangerous, as long as I follow someone who knows about it, I should be perfectly safe. 
 
    The old man sighed again before stepping into the hole. It was a sloped passageway, not too steep but still steep enough to roll acorns down. It wasn’t dangerous at all according to my tail. Ilya, Softie, and that third girl followed behind me; I’m not sure why, but I don’t really mind. Ilya can help me out if there’s things that can only be solved by thinking down there. It’s not that I can’t think, okay? I just don’t want to right now. I think the bone of intelligence finally wore off…. And the bone of focus. Ah, is it because I got stronger again? When I was a sky-realm expert, bones from the earth realm didn’t do much. When I became a quasi-immortal, bones from the sky realm were useless. Now that I’m even stronger, those tombs aren’t enough. Where can I find some immortal bones? What kind of sect collects cores and blood but no bones? So wasteful! 
 
    “This is the sect’s tempering formation,” the old man said. He stopped in front of a pit that oddly reminded me of a giant wok. It was large and sloped and curved like the insides of a wok. Ah! Crater. That’s the word I’m looking for. Mm, it’s a large crater that can easily fit lots of stuff inside of it. How come it reminds me of a wok? There’s even this rock over here sticking out suspiciously like a handle…. And there’s an arched rock over there that’s like another handle…. Coincidence? 
 
    Anyways, ignoring this thing’s strange shape for now, there’s something more important. “What does it do?” 
 
    “This is a special formation that can only be activated by squirrel blood.” The old man pointed at the long handle of the wok, err, formation. “Once some blood is poured into this crevice over here, the formation activates. The person inside the center will be bombarded by the auras of holy beasts. If they’re lucky, they’ll absorb some of it and incorporate it into their own strength.” 
 
    “Do you have any squirrel blood?” Why squirrel blood? This was made by squirrels, right? Why would they make something painful like requiring their own blood to start it? Ah? It’s theft protection! That’s genius! …But painful. Why not squirrel spit? Mm, Mrs. Feathers was right; squirrels are a little dumb. Anyways, if I use my own blood, then everyone will know for sure that I’m a squirrel! I’m not sure why I’m still trying to hide it at this point. Can anyone even hurt me? Maybe I should let the whole world know; then all the phoenixes will come try to kill me since they’re supposed to hate squirrels, and once they come, I’ll eat them! 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    Hmm? “Hi?” 
 
    The old man cleared his throat. “Do I need to repeat that?” 
 
    “Uh…, yes.” I’m listening now! Promise. 
 
    “The sect doesn’t have any more squirrel blood,” the old man said. “We ran out twenty years ago the last time we activated the formation. That’s why, when I heard rumors about a demi-squirrel on the outskirts of the Immortal Continent, I headed straight there and discovered you. So, while this may be presumptuous of me, would you mind giving our sect some of your blood? I know the majority of my sect members have had their limbs amputated, but the remainder can get stronger with this formation.” 
 
    This guy wants my blood? Only I’m allowed to have my blood! “No. It’s mine.” Anyways, is this formation really the key to becoming an immortal? I don’t think it is…, but it’s the only thing here. I’ll test it, but I need some of my blood. I don’t want to bleed! “Squirrel blood….” 
 
    “I have some,” Ilya said. She took a bottle out of her interspacial ring. “Here.” 
 
    “Oh. Thanks.” I wonder why she has squirrel blood. “Where’d you get this?” 
 
    “…Do you remember that time your arms were cut off by the guard captain?” 
 
    Um…. I vaguely remember my arms being cut off once…. It was painful! They grew back though, so it wasn’t really worth remembering. “Sorta?” 
 
    Ilya glanced at the bottle in my hand. “It’s from that time.” 
 
    Wait a minute. Didn’t she turn my arms into jelly? I guess she kept some of my blood for some reason…. Sometimes I have no idea what Ilya’s thinking. Mm, actually, most of the times it’s like that. Anyways, I won’t question it! Let’s open this bottle of my blood and pour it onto this handle, err, rock. Mm? The formation seems like it’s activating. The crater is rising up, and blue light is glowing underneath…. “Okay. This is definitely a giant wok; I’m not crazy, right, Ilya?” 
 
    “It does look like one now that you mention it.” 
 
    If Ilya says it looks like one, then it must be one! “Hey! Old man! I thought your contract said you couldn’t hurt me or trick me into getting hurt, but you wanted to cook me!?” 
 
    “N-no, I didn’t,” the old man said and shook his head while taking steps back. “We’ve always used this as a tempering formation. Hu Shen, go inside and demonstrate.” 
 
    “Yes, Teacher,” the third girl said and jumped up and into the wok before I could stop her. She sat down, and I swear I heard something sizzle. A moment later, a ghostly white tiger appeared near the far handle and pounced towards the girl. It bit her but dissolved when it made contact. Then, more and more beasts appeared all over the crater and made their way towards the girl in the center. It seemed a little like the dream I had, but I wasn’t being cooked in my dream. Mm, the girl doesn’t seem to be being cooked either. It seems like it really is a formation to help people get stronger…, but this isn’t it; this isn’t the feather I need, but I know that it’s here. Then what is it? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Feather…, feather…, feather…. Where’s the darn feather?” 
 
    Lucia’s mumbling something strange. However, it’s not strange since it’s her. This must be the tempering formation that Gwey was telling me about while I was still being treated as a guest. It certainly is very impressive. It seems like it’s a formation that holds the souls of beasts inside of it, and they’re released once that blue light glows. However, it looks like it can only be used a certain number of times. Similar to how I needed someone’s brain to keep their perception awake inside of my alchemy stove, the souls of these beasts will fade away as time passes. They’re probably held in some kind of stasis until released by the blue light. Perhaps they’re more similar to ghosts. I still haven’t done a thorough study on ghosts, but there must be something special about them because I haven’t seen any despite the large number of people Lucia has killed. Once I learn more about them, I can probably improve my alchemy stove, make it less bulky at the very least. 
 
    “Mrs. Feathers? She has feathers, right?” 
 
    Lucia took the sleeping phoenix out of her bag. It looked fat. Maybe fat is the wrong word. It looked like it was on the verge of exploding. It’s so round that it’s practically a ball. That phoenix ate the core of an immortal beast, so it’s understandable its body can’t handle all that energy. When compared to Lucia, who absorbed dozens of cores in her sleep after drinking all that blood, it’s a little pathetic. But a pathetic quasi-immortal is still a quasi-immortal. The last time I offended a phoenix, it nearly killed me with a slap of its wing. I’m going to leave this one alone. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s not right. Or is it?” Lucia stared at the phoenix. Its brows were twitching, and it seemed to be having a bad dream. “Wait a second…. There’s a giant wok that squirrels used…. And there’s a phoenix that I want to eat but can’t cook…. And squirrels ate phoenixes…. Could it be…?” 
 
    Lucia’s putting two and two together? It’s a miracle. …I’m poking fun at her right now, but it’s very possible that she’s onto something. This used to be the homeland for squirrels, and if this formation really is just a giant wok leftover from their time, then it most definitely was used to cook beasts. Why they didn’t eat the beasts raw, I’m not sure, but I wouldn’t be surprised if those auras that are attacking Hu Shen right now happen to be the resentful ghosts of the beasts that were cooked inside of the wok. If the squirrels were anything like Lucia, then they wouldn’t be capable of creating a formation like this, but they probably kidnapped people who could—kind of similar to how Lucia kept me around. 
 
    “Boss, don’t cook me!” 
 
    Oh, the phoenix woke up from its deep sleep, and the first thing it saw was a giant cooking implement. I’m not surprised its first thought was about Lucia wanting to eat it. I feel a little bad for it, but as long as Lucia is bullying someone else, it means she’s spending less time bullying me. 
 
    “I’m not going to cook you….” Lucia didn’t sound very convincing with how she was wiping the drool from her mouth. “Look, there’s already a person inside. If I cook you, she’ll be cooked too, and I won’t cook a person.” 
 
    “Phoenixes are people too, Boss.” 
 
    “Mm, if you say so,” Lucia said. Then she sighed. “Yeah, you can talk, and I feel like you wouldn’t fill me up even if I did eat you. Here, go back inside and go to sleep. It looks like you’re having trouble digesting.” 
 
    “Huh? Boss—” 
 
    Lucia stuffed the phoenix into her life pouch. A moment later, her eyes shone, and her tail perked straight up. “Ooh! This is it! The feather!” She tilted the pouch and made a dumping motion as if she were throwing water out of a bucket. Out of nowhere, a giant black rock tumbled through the air and landed inside the formation. It slid down, gaining speed as it did, and collided into Hu Shen who had her eyes closed. There was the sound of a few bones breaking and a muffled shout. Luckily for Hu Shen, Old Bai flew down and scooped her up, saving her from having to resist the formation while injured. 
 
    Now, I know Lucia’s not talking about a literal feather. She mentioned this to me once, before heading to the Immortal Continent after her temper tantrum. Back then, she thought she was on the verge of becoming an immortal, but she still hasn’t become one despite gaining so much strength from absorbing those cores. I don’t know what she’s missing. Jin Mo told me only those on the cusp of becoming an immortal would know, and anyone else wouldn’t understand. That being said, it’s easy for me to tell what that rock is. It’s a tortoise. A black tortoise? Isn’t that a holy beast…? 
 
    “That’s—! That’s the guardian beast of the sect!” Old Bai dropped Hu Shen, and she groaned when she hit the ground. “How come it was accompanying you!?” 
 
    “Eh? Guardian beast?” Lucia tilted her head. “I caught it while doing a good deed. It was blocking a river, and some villagers nearby were suffering because of it! But this isn’t a guardian beast; this is my feather to immortality!” 
 
    From one of Lucia’s interspacial rings, gallons upon gallons of wine poured out and into the crater. The tortoise didn’t seem to notice. If this is the guardian beast of the sect, then it’s supposed to be injured according to my intel. Who knew that it would encounter Lucia? Not only did Old Bai run into her, but the tortoise did too. If karma really did influence the world, then it’s clear the Holy Beasts Sect accumulated a whole bunch of bad karma to have so many chance encounters with Lucia. 
 
    Old Bai looked as if he didn’t know what to do. “Wine? That’s spirit rice wine, isn’t it? Why are you pouring it into the formation?” 
 
    “Eh? This is cooking wine! Everyone knows turtles should be cooked in wine!” 
 
    Should they? I don’t know much about cooking since servants have always done that for me, but I’m pretty sure that’s not right…. Maybe the noble that Lucia used to be enslaved to had her cook turtles in wine. Either way, it looks like the tempering formation is returning to its original purpose: cooking holy beasts. Does Lucia think she’ll become an immortal if she eats the tortoise? Knowing her…, she probably would ascend to immortality from something like this. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Turtle soup, turtle soup, I want some turtle soup. La, la, la. Ah, I haven’t had turtle in a really long time. In fact, I haven’t eaten anything in a really long time! If I really did cultivate for ten years, that is. Anyways, it feels like it’s been ten years since I’ve last eaten. What did I eat last? I’m not sure. I can’t remember. See? It’s been too long! 
 
    Mm, what should I add? The main ingredient is turtle…. Well, butter is always nice! I’ve got lots of aurochs butter. Mm, this wok is pretty large. I think three barrels should be enough…, maybe four. Yeah, I’ll add four just in case. Extra butter never killed anyone. Now that the wine is boiling and the butter’s melting, the turtle’s still not reacting. This formation is working, right? That’s odd. Is the turtle dead or something? Anything being boiled alive should have some reaction, no? I mean, I would’ve killed it before boiling it, but I can’t hurt it! If I could hurt it, I wouldn’t’ve had to use a roundabout manner like destroying the river to store it in my pouch in the first place. 
 
    “Is, is the guardian beast dead?” The old man was watching me cook. I didn’t really mind since people have always watched me cook; I’m a bit afraid of him falling inside the wok, but he’s strong, so that shouldn’t be a problem, right? “Why isn’t it reacting to such an offense? It took a lot of spiritual damage during its encounter with that dreadful beast, but it shouldn’t be this unaware of its surroundings.” 
 
    Mm, well, as long as it doesn’t struggle, I don’t care! No matter what anyone says or does, tonight, I’m eating turtle soup. Mhm. Let’s see. Butter? Check. Turtle? Check. Salt? Pepper? Mm, I have to add those. I’ll just fly over the wok and sprinkle some over the turtle’s shell and spread it all throughout the wine. I … probably need a lot of salt and pepper. Maybe these squirrels cooked lots of beasts at a time. It’s a bit empty for only one. I have lots of aurochsen I can add, but then it’d be an aurochs soup with some turtle instead of turtle soup with some aurochs. Oh wells. 
 
    I’m lucky turtle soup is so simple to make. I just need turtle. Some wine. Some seasoning. Some acorn flour. Okay, maybe lots of acorn flour. Eggs? Do I have any eggs…? Nope. That’s odd; I thought I did. Mm, the Immortal Continent isn’t anything like the pocket realm. When I robbed people back at home, there’d always be food, but here, when I take someone’s stuff, they never have any food except for rice. These cultivators really have to learn how to treat themselves better, so I can have more stuff when I rob them. Hmph. Anyways, let’s add some broth…. Do I even have enough broth to fill this wok? …I don’t! I guess I can substitute it with acorn ale…. Yeah, that should work. 
 
    “Lucia. Why do you have so much alcohol?” 
 
    “I met this barkeep, and he started accompanying me, but I thought it’d be a waste to leave his tavern behind, so I took all his drinks.” That’s right; all of this alcohol is from the barkeep. Isn’t it funny how it works out? Ilya’s asking where I got the alcohol from when it’s her fault I wanted to even drink some in the first place. Ah! I’m supposed to be mad at her, but she gave me good deeds to do…. Speaking of which, there’s that tree with the super delicious acorns! I’ll add those to the soup. 
 
    “Is that a soul-devouring tree!?” 
 
    “No.” It’s not. Such a good acorn-producing tree can’t be so evil as to devour souls. 
 
    “I’m sure it is!” The old man seemed really anxious for some reason. “Don’t tell me you kept the injured guardian beast in the same life pouch as it.” 
 
    “Uh….” I have lots of life pouches, but I’m pretty sure I put the turtle in the same one as the tree…. “What happens if I did?” 
 
    “The tree will devour the guardian beast’s soul and grow stronger! Under normal circumstances, it wouldn’t be able to do anything, but the guardian beast was suffering from a serious injury.” 
 
    Oh, no wonder why the turtle’s dead. The tree ate its soul? Hmm…. Well, that still works! If it converted the turtle’s soul into these acorns, then I’ll simply add some acorns to the soup. The turtle’s soul will reunite with its body inside of my belly. Aren’t I generous? Anyways, now that I finished adding everything that was going to go inside, I have to stir it. Where am I going to find a large ladle…? If I use my hammer, then it’ll be all disgusting to hold…. Oh! The pillar! I can use that golden pillar I picked up in the treasury. It’s not really a ladle, but it can make a decent stirring rod. 
 
    “Are you really planning on eating the guardian beast…?” 
 
    “Obviously?” Is this old man stupid? He seemed pretty smart at first…, so how did he become so dumb? If I’m cooking the turtle, I’m going to eat the turtle. I don’t know why I’m craving turtle so much. Right! It’s for the feather to become an immortal. Once I eat this turtle cooked by this wok, I’ll become an immortal. I can feel it. It might be a bit tricky though…. I’m not sure how I’ll break apart its shell to eat. Ah, I’ll worry about it after it’s done cooking. All I have to do is let this sit until half of the broth is dissolved. Hmm? The old man seemed to have been saying something, but I wasn’t really paying attention. Oh wells. Stir, stir, stir. Turtle soup, turtle soup, I want some turtle soup. Mm, I should give it a quick taste test. It tastes like … turtle-flavored alcohol. I guess it hasn’t sat for long enough yet. I’m sure it’ll become more turtle and less alcohol soon. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia’s still Lucia no matter where she is. Only she would think of a tempering formation as a cooking utensil. Normally, I enjoy the smell of her cooking, but this soup of hers…, it’s almost completely made of alcohol. I don’t really like the stinging sensation of alcohol fumes flying around, but Lucia doesn’t seem to mind. In fact, she seems a little happy about it. Or … very happy. Don’t tell me she’s drunk off the vapor…. I’ve seen her drink while we went around doing good deeds, but she never drank herself to the point beyond what little self-control she has. She said it was to cope with the loss of Sister Ilya, but now that she’s met Sister Ilya again, why is she still drinking? 
 
    “And I stir, and I stir, and I stir, and I stir, and I stir….” 
 
    Yes, I think she’s drunk. I’ve only seen her drunk one other time: it was during the celebration thrown for her for becoming the Shadow Devil Sect’s sect leader. There was lots of destruction, and a few unfortunate disciples were seriously injured…. She wasn’t even in a bad mood; she just didn’t know how to control her strength. Now that she’s stronger than that old man who was attacking us, there’s no one here that can stop her if she decides to go on a rampage. Maybe if all the quasi-immortals in the area decided to team up…. 
 
    “And then I chop and mash and squish and pound. Mash, mash, mash!” 
 
    Right now, Lucia’s adding all kinds of strange things to the soup. She said she added enough things about twenty times now, but every time she goes to put something away, she finds something else she wants to add. I didn’t know she kept Mr. Feathers’ wings that she had cut off over a decade ago, but apparently, she did. I wanted to stop her from adding them to the soup since Mr. Feathers gave his life to save me, and it felt wrong to watch her throw bits of him inside, but how am I supposed to stop her when a simple brush of her tail can send me flying? Mr. Feathers was pretty pitiful at that time. Lucia cut off and restored his wings over a dozen times, thinking she’d have an infinite meal of phoenix, but she couldn’t cook them in the end. Will they cook here? I’m not sure. 
 
    “It’s ready! Now, I’ll put my pounding stick away, and … is that a tiger? Wow! When did I get a white tiger? It must’ve been in someone’s life pouch…. I don’t recognize this pouch…. It’s really fancy too. I wonder how a tiger tastes like in turtle soup. Mm, there’s no time to prep you, so … in you go!” 
 
    I…, I can’t watch anymore. At least she killed the poor thing before throwing it inside the boiling liquid. I think I’m going to sit in the passageway with that old man and his disciple. Sister Ilya ran away a long time ago. She must’ve known about the fumes getting Lucia drunk but chose not to warn me; though, I probably would’ve stayed even if she had. 
 
    While walking to the passageway, there were a lot more splashing sounds followed by the thumping of the giant pillar knocking against the sides of the tempering formation. When I arrived around the bend, Hu Shen, the disciple of that old man, bowed at me. “Is it over?” she asked. Miraculously, the bones that were broken when Lucia dropped a giant tortoise on her were already healed. It seems like her regenerative ability was almost on par with Lucia’s. She lifted her head and stared at me, so I shook my head. It definitely wasn’t over, and considering the state Lucia was in, it wouldn’t be over for a very long time. According to Sister Ilya, all the interspacial rings of the disciples who had their arms and legs cut off were handed over to Lucia, so she’ll always find something new to throw in just by browsing through them. 
 
    I’m not sure how long I sat there in silence with the two members of the Holy Beasts Sect. Well, we were silent, but the sounds coming from Lucia were not. I even heard more liquid being poured in at one point, most likely because the majority of the soup base had already evaporated. There were splashing and thumping and pounding and grinding noises echoing past us nonstop. At one point, Mrs. Feathers hobbled over to us with a fearful expression. I think Lucia almost tried to cook her too. It was at that point I decided to cultivate and locate the extra energy that Sister Ilya said was hiding within my body, but even after extensively searching every part of myself, I couldn’t find it. In the end, I just cultivated normally by digesting Lucia’s impurities. 
 
    “It’s done! Who wants some!?” Lucia’s voice pulled me out of my meditation. “Ilya? Softie? Mrs. Feathers? Where are you guys!? I’ll beat you all up and lock you in my life pouches if you ditched me!” 
 
    “I’m right here, Lucia!” Thankfully, even as an injured earth-realm expert, I’m still able to teleport. However, even though I was an earth-realm expert, the fumes inside of the room made me dizzy the instant I inhaled them. A bowl thumped against my chest, and I held out my hands to catch it. Inside, there was a brown liquid with chunks of unidentifiable pieces of meat. 
 
    “Eat up! There’s plenty where that came from.” 
 
    “T-thanks.” If I eat this slowly, around one sip per half an hour, I’m sure Lucia will finish the rest before I’m done. I could avoid a second bowl that way. However, with Lucia staring at me with such strong expectation in her eyes, I’ll take a big gulp for the first taste…. 
 
    This … actually tastes delicious. I’m surprised! There’s no taste of alcohol at all, and when it enters my stomach, I feel ... like I’m going to explode! There’s so much qi flowing through my body from one gulp! Even if I were to cultivate from scratch, I could become an earth-realm expert with the amount of energy flowing inside of me right now. Could this be the effect of the tempering formation? Lucia’s drinking one bowl at a time with a single gulp. At this rate, she really could become an immortal! In fact, she might become one before even finishing her soup! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia’s drinking her concoction. She gave me some, and I have to admit, it tasted better than I thought it would. It seems like Softie can’t handle the sudden influx of qi it provides though. Mrs. Feathers looks like she wants to try some, but she’s still bloated from eating that core. I bet she’s regretting it now. Anyway, I don’t think phoenixes are cannibals, so it’s probably for the better that she isn’t. As for Old Bai and his disciple…, Lucia threw Hu Shen’s pet tiger into the wok, so I don’t think they’re in the mood to drink the soup it’s become. 
 
    Ding, ding. 
 
    Who’s messaging me? Jin Mo, huh? I thought the orders I gave him were pretty clear. Let’s see what he wants…. 
 
    “Master! Huge tribulation clouds are gathering above the Holy Beasts Sect! I can’t even see the sky!” 
 
    He sent a voice recording along with an image. Interesting. The tribulation clouds are so massive that it looks like the whole sky is black all the way up to the horizon. Is this for Lucia? It has to be. Well, it could also be for Mrs. Feathers, but it doesn’t seem like she finished digesting the energy since she’s still very round. Meanwhile, Lucia doesn’t even notice the incoming danger. Isn’t her tail supposed to be like a danger-detecting magical artifact? 
 
    “Drink, drink, drink, drink! This tastes too damn delicious!” 
 
    It’s possible her tail isn’t stiffening because it’s twitching and bouncing. She seems to be really happy. And drunk. Luckily, no one’s standing behind her or they’d get clobbered to death by her tail’s random movements. Our position is also another explanation. We’re underneath a treasury which was already deep underground. It may take a while for any lightning to reach us. It’d have to destroy all the treasures up there first. …Wait a minute. “Hey, Jin Mo, gather everyone and sweep through the treasury. Loot everything and escape west until you reach a region not covered by the tribulation clouds.” I invested some spirit stones into obtaining this sect’s wealth; I can’t let the heavens take it away from me. “Oh, you should also transport the people in the wooden boxes out of here too. Just stick them in a life pouch or something—it’s not like they can resist.” Right. I should save the people as well. 
 
    “Ilya! Do you want some more? I know you do! C’mere!” 
 
    I’ll pretend to drink this and store it away instead. Like Softie, I can’t handle too much of this either. The formation inside of this wok is pretty amazing. It draws out all the qi within the ingredients inside and infuses it into the liquid around it. If Hu Shen activated the tempering formation and sat inside of it with a layer of water, she probably would’ve died or, at the very least, dropped down to a saint. Not only does the formation draw out the qi, it amplifies it too. That’s really interesting. It’s a short-term amplification, but it doesn’t seem like there’s any drawbacks. Drinking this should only temporarily boost my strength. It’s perfect for breaking through bottlenecks like the one Lucia has. I should warn her. “Hey, Lucia. I think your tribulation’s coming for you since you’re currently becoming an immortal.” 
 
    “Eh? My what? Oh! Do I have to face another tribulation? Gah! This stupid world. Once I become an immortal, I’m going to destroy it. Hmph, hmph.” 
 
    That sounds … ominous. I wouldn’t be surprised if she actually did it. Hopefully the rest of the immortals, wherever they are, have some common sense and stop her from doing that. Just in case they can’t, I’ll be sure to take everything of value from every sect on the continent. This isn’t robbery; it’s the preservation of culture. I’ll get tons of good karma from doing it. Not like karma even matters anyway. Even if it doesn’t matter, I’m a bit curious. “Hey, Lucia. I bought this necklace for you. Want to try putting it on?” 
 
    “Ooh? For me? As an apology?” Lucia’s face lit up. “You didn’t have to!” Then she started laughing and tried to pat me on the back. Luckily, I dodged her swipe in time or I might’ve been crippled. “Eh? Mm, I missed. Oh wells. Lemme see that necklace.” 
 
    I passed Lucia the karma crystal on a string. It was pitch black when I handed it to her; what color will it become once she touches it? Lucia held the necklace by the string and raised it up so that the crystal was level with her nose. Then she sniffed it. “Oh! This is good stuff.” And with a flick of her wrist, she threw it into the giant wok. It didn’t even get to touch her skin to read her karma before it was destroyed…. 
 
    “Why did you do that…?” 
 
    “Hmm? You didn’t give it to me to cook? But it would’ve been a waste to not cook it! It was perfect for cooking; thus, I cooked it. Mhm.” 
 
    Lucia makes even less sense when she’s drunk. I should stay away from her for now. How’s the progress on transporting all the treasures and people out of the area? I’ll send a message to Jin Mo. Now that I think about it, I should probably get away from here. I don’t want to be around Lucia when her tribulation falls. 
 
    “Master, we emptied out the treasury and stored all the people. Currently, we’re making our way out of the sect. We’ve sent some men to take the jade slips and other miscellaneous items from the other buildings as well.” 
 
    That was a quick reply. “Good job.” With that, Lucia can have her tribulation in peace. Is it going to be lightning again? It probably will be. It’s always lightning. The heavens aren’t that creative. 
 
    “Ah? Ilya? Where are you going? Stay, stay! Drink some more.” 
 
    “Err, your tribulation is coming soon, so I wanted to evacuate.” 
 
    “Tribulation, smibulation! C’mere!” 
 
    “I’m serious, Lucia.” This…, this is a spirit-restraining rope! “Lucia! I’m not joking! Your tribulation is really coming!” 
 
    “Bah, whatever. I’ve passed so many tribulations! What’s one more? This soup won’t stay hot forever, you know? Quickly, drink up. You too, Softie!” 
 
    …I’m going to die due to Lucia’s stupidity. It’s been a very long while since I’ve felt this way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Lucia’s immortal tribulation is coming, but she’s not preparing herself for it at all! It’s been over thousands of years since the last immortal ascended; according to the scriptures, an average cultivator has to face nine lightning strikes to ascend. It might sound easy, but if it were easy, then there’d be many more immortals. Actually, I’m not even sure how many immortals there are since they all live on a separate plane. Does that mean if Lucia ascends, I won’t be able to see her again unless I become an immortal as well…? Does, does it make me a bad person for wanting her to fail? No! She can’t fail because she’ll die. …But if she passes, I won’t be able to see her again. I don’t have the confidence to become an immortal…. 
 
    “Drink! What’s wrong, guys? Your faces are pale. Mm, when you drink this, your face should be nice and red! You two aren’t skimping out on drinking this, right!?” 
 
    “Lucia! You’re in serious danger right now!” No matter how hard Sister Ilya and I try to convince her, Lucia won’t listen! It’s because she’s not in the right state of mind. Is there a way to make her sober? Yes, there is. “Actually, Lucia, can you come closer?” I can’t move towards her because she bound my legs with a restraining rope, and it’d be a bit awkward to crawl with the one arm she left free. 
 
    “Hmm? What is it?” 
 
    Lucia came closer, but she wasn’t close enough. “Even closer.” 
 
    “Hmm?” 
 
    Lucia’s breath smelled like immortal rice wine. Even so, I have to do this. Within the Seducing Succubus Sect, there’s a technique that allows one to absorb the impurities of another through a kiss. I’ve done it to Lucia before, and I’ll do it again! This is all for the sake of making her sober. Alcohol is an impurity that can be removed like any other. 
 
    “Ah?” Lucia’s eyes widened as she pulled back. Did I absorb enough with that kiss? Is she sober now? “Softie! Are you drunk? I’m not the one you should be kissing, silly! Where’s that dumb barkeep when you need him?” 
 
    …It seems like she’s still drunk. Has she been trying to matchmake me with Long Chen? It certainly feels like it! “I don’t like Long Chen at all! I would never kiss him!” 
 
    “Eh? Who’s Long Chen?” Lucia tilted her head and scratched her ear. “I don’t know any Long Chen. Whatever! Drink more! The soup will go cold soon, and it doesn’t taste the same when it’s reheated.” 
 
    When Lucia put another bowl of soup in my hand, I leaned forward and kissed her again. The hairs on the back of my neck are tingling, and I can tell it’s due to that immortal tribulation that’s on its way. I have to make sure Lucia’s sober as soon as possible. It feels like my body is going to explode. There’s the energy from the soup, and there’s the impurities from Lucia. Extracting her impurities like this is much more effective than drinking her bath water, but at the same time, it’s much harder to handle. However, this is all worth it for Lucia’s sake! 
 
    “Eh? Softie? Why are you kissing me?” 
 
    Lucia sounds less drunk than before! It’s working! I’ll do it again! 
 
    “Mmph! Softie! Wait! I don’t really mind these friendly kisses, but maybe you’ve had too much to drink! Don’t you think you’re acting a bit weird!?” 
 
    This is all for Lucia’s sake! 
 
    “Why are you, mmph, kissing me, mmph, so much!?” 
 
    This is to help you pass your tribulation! However, I don’t have any time to actually speak! Lucia drank a lot, like a seriously large amount. I have to absorb more. More! 
 
    “Two drunk idiots. Are these the people I’m going to die with?” Sister Ilya’s saying something ominous, but I don’t have the time to refute her! “Hey! Lucia!” 
 
    “Ilya? What’s, mmph, up?” 
 
    “Your tribulation’s coming!” 
 
    “My what?” 
 
    “Your tribulation, you know, the thing you have to pass if you want to become an immortal?” 
 
    “Ah!” Lucia dropped the bowls in her hands. They fell into the tempering formation with a plopping sound. Then, her hands landed on my shoulders, and I couldn’t lean forward to kiss her anymore. I feel nauseous. Am I going to die? I absorbed too many impurities, and I can’t circulate them properly throughout my body for some reason. They refuse to move. “What the heck!? You two knew I was drinking this to become an immortal! Why are you still here!? Which bastard tied you two up!?” 
 
    Oh. The restraining ropes are gone. Eh? The liquid in the—no, the whole tempering formation disappeared. Did Lucia store it? I think she did. Ah. It’s dark. Did she teleport Sister Ilya and I deeper underground? I didn’t know there were so many trees underground. It almost looks like the surface of the Holy Beasts Sect. The strange black rocks that make up the ceiling are lighting up with flashes of what look like lightning, but lightning usually isn’t red. 
 
    “Wow, that cloud is huge!” Lucia stopped moving and stared up at the sky. Sky? Is that the sky? Are we not underground right now? That’s odd…. I feel dizzy. The world is spinning around and around. “Ilya, take Softie away from here. She’s, err, abnormal right now. Fix her, okay?” 
 
    “She’s a bit too broken for even me to fix.” Sister Ilya’s face appeared above me. Wasn’t Lucia holding me just a second ago? The ground is hard. No, it’s not the ground. It’s wooden, like a boat. “Here, drink this.” 
 
    Sister Ilya lifted my torso up until I was sitting. Were we moving? What about Lucia? “Lucia?” 
 
    “Shut up about Lucia for a second.” Something cold pressed against my lips. It was a cup of green liquid. It smelled like … ginger? 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “It’s medicine that’ll sober you up.” 
 
    Oh. She should’ve said that earlier. It tastes really bitter. “Why didn’t you give this to Lucia?” Then I wouldn’t have had to resort to such drastic measures. I’m sure I wouldn’t have kissed Lucia so fiercely if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. Absolutely not. …Maybe. 
 
    Sister Ilya smiled at me. Could it be she wanted me to kiss Lucia? Is that why she didn’t give this sobering medicine … to … her…? 
 
    “Well, that’s because I lied. This medicine just knocks people out. Enjoy your nap.” 
 
    Sister Ilya…! She’s … so…! 
 
    … 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A tribulation! I’ve had enough of these! Why do they keep on bothering me!? Isn’t passing one of them enough!? Grr…. I was enjoying my soup too! These bastardly clouds, I’ll destroy them all! Ah? No, that’s not enough. I’ll capture them and cook them! “You hear that, you dumb clouds! I’m going to eat you!” Mm? How do I catch a cloud…? 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    Holy crap! That lightning bolt almost hit me! It’s a good thing my tail flicked me out of the way. Hmm? Has tribulation lightning ever missed me before…? I’m pretty sure it follows me around everywhere…. One time, it even turned into a ball! That’s weird. This one is— 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    Gah! I was still thinking, damnit! But I dodged this one too! Hah! This is going to be a piece of— 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    Ouch! That fucking hurt! It feels like a snapping turtle bit my tail! Ah? Compared to the sky-realm tribulation, this one is a little weak, no? After four lightning bolts from that one, I almost died…. Here, I got hit by one and— 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Gah! My toe! It hit my pinky toe! Did it fall off? I think it’s still there…. But I’m not going to take Puppers off to check! Oh. “Are you okay, Puppers?” 
 
    “It stung a bit.” 
 
    Mm, he’s fine. But yeah, that’s four lightning bolts already! “Is that all? That was really easy!” 
 
    “No. The immortal tribulation is nine lightning bolts for a normal person, but if you have bad karma, there’ll be eighty-one lightning bolts you have to pass. If you had good karma, there would’ve been three, but since you were hit by a fourth one….” 
 
    What!? “I’m a good person, damnit!” Wait a second. “Hey, Puppers? How come you know this and I don’t?” 
 
    “Because I pay attention?” 
 
    Hmm. That’s— 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Phew! That was close. Alright, first things first, I’ll set up a shelter. Since these lightning bolts are pretty weak, I bet they can’t go through buildings that easily. There’s this nice pagoda with twenty-seven floors. I’ll hide under this one. I think it belonged to…. Hmm. It belonged to one of the sects I robbed, but it doesn’t really matter which one, does it? It doesn’t! What matters is not getting hit by those lightning bolts. Right. This pagoda should be enough if one bolt of lightning is only a tiny bit of pain. 
 
    Kabang! 
 
    …Um. The pagoda dissolved, and the lightning hit my head! What the heck! I thought it was supposed to be weak! Maybe the pagoda was weak…? Wait a second. “Didn’t I just become super strong?” It’s not the buildings that are too flimsy. It’s not the lightning that’s too weak. I’m just really strong! “C’mon, lightning! Bring it on!” I feel invincible, and it’s not the drinks talking! Softie absorbed those out of me in a really strange manner…. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    Hah! That one didn’t even tickle! How many was that? Four? Three? It doesn’t matter! No matter how many lightning bolts fall, I’ll take them all! They’re burning my clothes though…. Gah! This was the super nice one that could transform! I’ll have to change into something else to prevent this one from breaking. It’s a good thing I robbed a lot of people; there’s a lot of spare clothes. Let’s wear this set for now. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Okay. That one hurt a little more than the rest. It really stung my hand! What if I hide underground? Will the tribulation still follow me? Puppers said there were only supposed to be nine lightning bolts during an immortal ascension. I think that was close to nine, right? I just have to survive one more and I’ll pass! I’ll become an immortal! Will I become stronger though? It doesn’t feel like I will…. I’m pretty sure I didn’t get stronger when I passed my sky-realm tribulation. 
 
    Crash! 
 
    Hah! I blocked it with my hammer! It was easy to block since I knew it was coming. Now that the tribulation is over, I should be an immortal now, right? Hmm, I think Ilya said something about different planes, but I’m still on the same one. Does that mean— 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    What the heck! “You said there would be nine of them, Puppers!” 
 
    “I said there’d be eighty-one for bad people.” 
 
    Eh? “But I’m a good person!” 
 
    Bang! 
 
    “The heavens disagree.” 
 
    “Shut up, Puppers!” Okay. That one hurt a little more. Does each lightning bolt get stronger over time? That doesn’t make any sense! “Hey! You dumb heavens! When you shoot, there’s supposed to be less with each shot!” Mm? Wait. Did it stop? There should be a lightning bolt falling down right about now…. At least, I think there should be. That’s how it worked before. Any second…? Hmm. The sky’s still pretty dark, but it seems like lightning is rushing towards the center from the outskirts. Is it gathering up before coming down? I’m … going to hide underneath the treasury! My tail’s telling me the heavens are up to no good! “I didn’t break any contract! Why are you trying to kill me!?” 
 
    … 
 
    Ah. That one was so loud that I couldn’t hear anything. I teleported underneath the ground, but I can see the sky again! The treasury’s gone! Those treasures were mine, damnit! You stupid heavens, I’m definitely going to eat you! Hmph, hmph. I’ll fly up there and catch those clouds with this giant wok! If I get hit by one of those big lightning bolts, it seems like it’ll hurt a lot though…. What if I protect myself with this wok? No! If the wok breaks, that’ll be so sad. And my soup’s still inside! Do I have anything else to capture the clouds with? How about— 
 
    Crash! 
 
    Holy crap! My arm! It fell off! That fucking hurts! The lightning bolt hit my shoulder, and my arm fell off! The…, the turtle! I couldn’t break the turtle shell even after boiling it! I don’t believe the heavens can either! I’ll dig a hole in the ground and cover the top of it with the turtle. Whew. I should be safe now. Oh? My arm grew back! I didn’t even notice. That was quick. Mm, it must be because I’m turning into a phoenix or something like Mrs. Feathers said. I remember Mr. Feathers’ wings grew back so fast when I was cutting them off to eat. Ah, Mr. Feathers, if only he were still alive, he would’ve got along with Mrs. Feathers so well. 
 
    Hmm? What is this? Turtle meat juices? The lightning’s breaking the shell above me! …Ooh, it tastes pretty good. Wait! Now’s not the time for that! 
 
    Four hits! That’s all it took for the lightning to break through the turtle. I’ll store the turtle bits back into the ring with the wok since it’s perfectly broken. Ah! What am I supposed to do now? The sky doesn’t look like it’s going to stop anytime soon…. Just a moment ago, the lightning bolt was weak enough to dodge. Now, it’s strong enough to break something that I couldn’t! At this rate, the lightning will get super-duper strong and I’ll die if I get hit! Mm? Isn’t that the answer? All I have to do is not get hit. Then I won’t die! This’ll be easy! 
 
    Bzzz! 
 
    Wait a second…. Is that lightning turning into a ball!? I remember this! The ball chases after me and doesn’t stop until it hits something! Someone? Until it hits someone! And that someone’s going to be me! Unless…. Where are all the people I stored? I think they were in that building over there. I’ll teleport over there and check. Hmm? I swear I stored them here! Where did they go? 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Gah! The building collapsed! There’s a ball of lightning approaching me. Eh? It’s just approaching…. It’s not even moving that fast. I can easily get out of the way, but it follows me. Isn’t this a bit too mean? I have to run if I don’t want to get hit by it, but it seems like it doesn’t want to stop chasing me. I’ll definitely get tired out before it does! Can lightning even get tired? I don’t think it can. 
 
    Bzzz! 
 
    Ah? Another ball of lightning is forming in the sky! I haven’t even finished dealing with this one yet! How strong is it…? Alright, I’ll test its strength. “Puppers, destroy that lightning ball!” 
 
    Puppers sighed, but he appeared in front of me anyway. He took out his spear and stabbed it into the ball of lightning. Then, he exploded. Ah, he dropped his spear. It’s pretty sturdy seeing as it didn’t break. At least the ball of lightning disappeared too! But there’s another one coming towards me from the sky, and I only had one Puppers! “Durandal! Help!” 
 
    “You’re not going to Soul Scour me when I come out, right?” 
 
    Ooh, that’s a good idea. Err…, I mean. “No! Of course not!” This is seriously dangerous! Puppers and Durandal were supposed to only be a little weaker than me. If Puppers exploded, then that means I’ll explode as well! Gah! Where are these stupid people!? Did they run away? How would they run without their legs though? I swear I tied them up with ropes. Then, while Durandal’s taking care of this lightning ball, I’ll find some people to use as shields. Find some people! Find some people. Find some people…. Where the hell is everyone!? 
 
    Bang! 
 
    There goes Durandal…. Puppers said there could be up to eighty-one strikes of lightning. Eighty-one! I’m not sure if I can even count that high! This is really unfair! Why are tribulations even a thing? I became strong; I don’t need a test to prove it! “You stupid heavens, don’t you think you’re bullying me too much!?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Fuck! Who said that!? Wait, was that the heavens? The heavens can speak!? “Hang on! Before you fire another ball of lightning at me, why don’t we have a chat?” …It ignored me! Another ball of lightning is heading this way! Ah? Is that a person? No, that’s two persons: the old man and his apprentice! Wait! That no from earlier; it definitely sounded like this old man’s voice! “Hey! Old man! Help me out a bit. Wait! Where are you running!?” 
 
    Ah? What’s going on? I’m running at my highest speed, but I can’t seem to catch up to the old man and his apprentice. The lightning ball is steadily getting closer! I can feel it tingling against my tail. Is it slowing me down? It’s like I’m being pulled towards it! I think that’s why I can’t catch up to the old man. Grr…. I’ll throw things at it until it disappears! Mm, let’s start with a mountain! 
 
    Boom! 
 
    Um, the mountain crumbled apart, and the lightning is still as bright as before. A building won’t work either. What about the golden pillar I used as a stirring rod? That seemed pretty solid! I’ll test it out. With how large it is, I won’t even need to throw it. I’ll just infuse my qi into it and … swing! 
 
    Gah! My arms! My shoulders! My body! I hit the lightning with the pillar, but it feels like I punched the ball instead! The lightning flowed straight through the pillar and into me! Eh? It flowed into me, but I didn’t explode. I just feel really, really sore, and my ears won’t stop twitching. My tail too. Ah, now that I think about it, my arms and legs aren’t really listening either. This isn’t good. Another ball is—nope, never mind, that’s just a normal lightning bolt. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    Eh? I got up and tried to dodge, but I couldn’t really work my legs properly, so I barely moved, but the lightning missed anyway? It hit the golden pillar instead. Hmm…. Well. I’m definitely not going to touch that pillar now. Is the lightning just trapped inside, waiting for me to touch it and set it free? Oh, there’s another lightning bolt building up in the clouds, but my tail isn’t reacting. I’m not sure if that’s because there’s no danger, or if it’s because my tail is still acting funny from being zapped. I hope it’s because of no danger. Please. 
 
    Kaboom! 
 
    …Is this for real? The lightning hit the golden pillar again! It completely missed me, and I didn’t even try to move this time! It headed straight for me, then it suddenly jerked to the side and hit the pillar instead. Is this pillar a special artifact made to pass tribulations? That must be it! “Hah! Bring it on, you dumb heavens! You can’t bully me anymore!” 
 
    Bzzz! 
 
    It’s a ball of lightning this time, and it’s moving really fast right at me! Do the heavens understand me? That shouldn’t be the case, right…? Anyways, I’ll prepare some defenses! There’s still a few big bits of the turtle shell that I can use as a shield against the ball. Alright, I’m ready! The ball’s almost here, and it … curved straight into the pillar? Mm? Can I pass my tribulation just by standing here…? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I’m watching Lucia’s tribulation from far away, but luckily, there’s an artifact that projects the view as if I’m right beside her. The golden pillar that was covering the giant wok’s location seems to be attracting the tribulation lightning, leaving Lucia completely unharmed. I understand lightning’s attracted to tall objects like trees, but I don’t understand why tribulation lightning is behaving the same way. Could the golden pillar be a valuable artifact? No, what am I even thinking? It obviously is an artifact; an ordinary pillar would’ve been destroyed on contact with tribulation lightning. It came from the squirrels’ treasury, and it was covering a tempering formation. There’s probably a connection between the two. If Lucia had used the regular formation to move the golden pillar, perhaps the golden pillar would’ve kept the giant wok completely safe from the tribulation. In fact, it was probably connected to a larger formation that would’ve dispersed the tribulation lightning’s energy safely. As it is now, without any further support, it seems like the pillar is going to break. It withstood quite a few strikes, but its surface is covered in thousands of cracks. 
 
    It’s a shame such a powerful artifact will be broken because of improper usage. Well, at least I now know it’s possible to design something that can withstand tribulation lightning. I’ll have to create something similar for when I ascend to immortality. Is Lucia going to make it? Earlier, she was struck by one of the bolts and lost her arm, but it grew back in an instant. I’ve been counting, and thirty-seven lightning bolts have already fallen. The maximum limit is eighty-one, supposedly. Lucia only encountered four lightning bolts for her sky-realm tribulation when the average was one. If the average is nine here, then she should’ve been finished after thirty-six, but clearly, her bad karma increased during the time she was a sky-realm expert. I still wish I got to see what color that crystal would’ve turned. 
 
    Oh. The pillar shattered. The only downside to this viewing artifact is that it doesn’t transfer sound. Also, it can only see things in its line of sight. Lucia seems to be panicking now; she’s picking up the fragments of the pillar and storing them in a tub. Many tubs. Oh. She was just hit by lightning. Her arm fell off again. I could probably make an immortal-ranked weapon with that. It’s a shame Lucia won’t let me harvest her limbs even though they can grow back so easily. We could be rich if we sold the weapons made out of them. Most people can’t grow their limbs back without the help of some priceless medicine that costs as much as the weapon I could make out of their limbs, rendering that source of revenue pointless. 
 
    “This is the immortal tribulation…?” Jin Mo—and everyone else apparently—was watching Lucia struggle in the distance. In fact, the tribulation clouds have even attracted people not from the Holy Beasts Sect. There’s a few quasi-immortals spectating in the distance. Isn’t now the perfect time to strike…? They’re outside of their sects’ defensive formations. I don’t know when another chance as good as this one will appear. 
 
    “Jin Mo, gather everyone. You see those quasi-immortals and sky-realm experts spectating in the distance?” 
 
    Jin Mo gave me a strange look. “Yes, Master. I see them.” 
 
    “Capture them all.” Where’s Old Bai? Was he still with Lucia? I forgot to take him when I left with Softie; well, it wasn’t like I had a choice since Lucia was the one that transported us aboveground. “I trust you can assign yourselves accordingly?” There’s only a few spectators. Compared to the number of sky-realm experts and quasi-immortals working for me, those people don’t stand a chance especially since the Holy Beasts Sect members have been incorporated into my miniature army. Maybe it’s a full-fledged army at this point? 
 
    While they’re busy doing that, I’ll continue to watch Lucia. Oh. There’s a few more arms on the ground by her feet—correction, by her multiple feet on the ground. What’s she doing now? She pulled a house out of her interspacial ring, and she’s throwing the tubs of shattered pillar pieces inside. I think she’s going to dig underneath the house and let the pillar shards absorb the brunt of the blow first. That’s pretty smart. She really did get more intelligent thanks to that Secret Phoenix Rebirth Technique. Wait a second…, she’s not digging underneath the house. She’s picking it up, and … she threw it at the tribulation cloud. That’s not going to work. Right? 
 
    The house flew up at an extremely fast speed. It almost escaped from my artifact’s field of view, but I adjusted it accordingly. Too bad I can’t hear any sounds. The house disappeared into the dark clouds, barely disrupting the surface, and that was it. It simply vanished. I don’t know if it was destroyed by the tribulation lightning gathered in the cloud, or if it flew past the clouds and had yet to come down, or if it ascended to the immortals’ plane. 
 
    Wait…, what? Sunlight’s breaking through the clouds at the point the house entered. The tribulation seems to be ending? Really? It’s possible to end a tribulation in this manner? No, that can’t be it. It must’ve already been on the verge of ending, and Lucia coincidentally threw the house up there at the moment it concluded; she endured over fifty lightning bolts after all. Hold on. That sunlight is a bit too bright to be sunlight. Behind the clouds, there’s a … gate? I’m pretty sure that’s a gate. It’s supported by the clouds as if they were solid ground. The two doors are wide open, and light is pouring out of it. I guess that’s the entrance to the immortals’ plane? Hmm? One of my sky-realm experts is flying up there. And he was instantly killed by a lightning bolt. Did he really think he could mooch off of Lucia’s achievement like that? Well, what’s Lucia waiting for? The gate’s right above her in the sky. All she has to do is fly through, and she’ll become an immortal.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Is it really over this time? There’s not going to be another ball of lightning flying out of that door to smack me, right? There better not be! I thought I was going to die; there were so many lightning bolts that I lost count. There must’ve been at least a thousand. Mhm. A thousand is a lot, and there were a lot of lightning bolts, so there were at least a thousand lightning bolts. That’s how it works, right? Right. I would mock the heavens again, but I feel like if I do, it’ll zap me, so I won’t. Phew. I can barely move. There’s a giant open gate in the sky, but I don’t have the energy to fly through. I think I’ll take a nap…. Puppers and Durandal died to the tribulation, so they can’t protect me while I sleep. I’ll have Mrs. Feathers do that instead. 
 
    Hmm, wait a minute. Didn’t Durandal have a tribulation too? Does that mean he’s going to have another tribulation once he becomes an immortal? …I’m not going to think about it. Nope! Nuh-uh. It’s not going to happen. “Mrs. Feathers! Protect me while I sleep.” Alright. I’m pooped. Where’s my mattress, pillow, and blanket? Here they are. Mm, nice and comfy. “Goodnight.” 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    “—cia.” 
 
    “Lucia.” 
 
    “Shut up! I’m sleeping!” Grr…, I barely put my head on my pillow, and people are trying to wake me up already! Who’s waking me up? Softie and Ilya? Hmph, if they won’t let me sleep, I’ll make them sleep with me. I’ll grab them and hug them and go to bed and ignore what they’re saying because I’m too tired to think right now. Ah, Softie’s really soft. I should hug her to sleep more often. It’s weird. Ilya’s not as soft as Softie despite both of them being people. Maybe Softie’s just weird? 
 
    … 
 
    … 
 
    “—up?” 
 
    “If I knew, I’d tell you. Stop asking.” 
 
    “I’m just worried about the gate in the sky. What if it disappears?” 
 
    “You’re the native. Why are you asking me?” 
 
    Hmm? Ooh, I feel much better now. My limbs aren’t sore anymore! Ah? “Why’s it so bright?” That’s really weird. The sky is dark, but it’s bright. The ground is dark, but the area around me is bright. Mm? It’s that gate again. It’s still shining light on me even though it’s nighttime. “How long was I asleep?” 
 
    “A week,” Softie said. “How are you feeling, Lucia? Do you mind letting me go? I’m very sore right now.” 
 
    I fell asleep for a week!? I swear I was only asleep for a few minutes! Ah, no wonder why my stomach’s uncomfortable. I’m starving! There’s still the giant wok with my turtle soup, but it’s gone a little cold…. I’ll heat it up! How did I activate the formation again? With squirrel blood? Oh, there’s my severed arm over there on the ground. I guess I could take some blood out of that. Eugh, it’s a little creepy to hold my own arm. It’s cold too, and the bloody end is a bit dried and black…. It should still work, right? Oh! I forgot Softie and Ilya were here. “Do you guys want some soup too? Well, you have to wait!” 
 
    Ilya cleared her throat and pointed up at the gate in the sky. “You know, if you step through that, you’ll become an immortal, right?” 
 
    Hmm…. “I’m not going through that gate!” It looks totally suspicious! I’ve heard people say they see the light when they’re about to die, and that’s definitely a light! If I go through, something bad is going to happen to me. That’s what my tail says. I bet it’s a trap. “It’s definitely a trap. It can’t be anything else.” If it wasn’t a trap, I’d want to go through, but I don’t, so it is. In fact, what I want right now is to drink my soup. Besides, I’m already really strong, and I swear drinking my soup makes me even stronger. Doesn’t that mean I’m already as strong as an immortal? Why would I have to go through a gate? It doesn’t make any sense. You might be able to zap me with lightning, but you won’t be able to fool a genius like me, you stupid heavens! 
 
    “A trap?” Ilya frowned and stared up at the gate. It was floating there in the sky. It’s really weird. It’s like the clouds are another ground for the gateposts to rest on. The doors are open, but the inside is just filled with a bright light that I can’t see past. “It’s possible. Since so many sects have been ruined, the immortals that are restricted from coming down here will certainly take their anger out on you once you go up there.” 
 
    Um? “What? Why would they take their anger out on me?” Which sects have I ruined? I mean, I might’ve plundered a few sects by the Shadow Devil Sect, but those sects couldn’t have produced any immortals, right? Ah, there might be a few holy beast thingies who’re mad. 
 
    “Well, while your tribulation was happening, a bunch of quasi-immortals and higherups of the surrounding sects came to check it out.” 
 
    Mm? “Did they get zapped on accident?” There was that one time my tribulation accidentally destroyed a whole sect. It wasn’t my fault! It was an accident. Mhm. Definitely an accident. 
 
    “No.” Ilya shook her head. “I had my people beat them up and capture them. Then I forced them to sign contracts with me, and now they’re in the process of plundering their own sects. The immortals that belonged to those sects probably won’t be very happy once they find out.” 
 
    “…Wait. Why would the immortals be mad at me? You’re the one who’s plundering the sects! Wouldn’t they be mad at you!?” 
 
    Ilya cleared her throat. “Huh? This was your idea, remember? You wanted to plunder the other sects to see if they had the core of a world tree to make another virility pill to feed to Durandal. I’m only following your instructions.” 
 
    Did I tell Ilya to plunder all the other sects? I do remember wanting to make another virility pill since I had to feed one to Softie…. Then, was this really my idea? It might be…. That settles it! I’m definitely not going up there! No matter what happens, there’s no way in hell I’m stepping through that gate! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Blergh. Urp.” Ugh. Am I poisoned? It’s been two months since Lucia passed her tribulation. The gate is still in the sky, floating after her on two tribulation clouds. As for me, I’ve been living a very comfy life absorbing her impurities. In fact, I’ve proceeded to the sky-realm despite not planting any heart devils in this time. Maybe I ingested too many of Lucia’s impurities? They’re the only things I eat and drink. If I’m vomiting, it has to be due to the impurities, no? Not only that, but it seems like I’ve missed my period for two months already…. Perhaps I really have been poisoned. Could it be an aftereffect of drinking that soup Lucia made? Something that mystical should have had a downside. 
 
    I think I’ll visit the heavenly doctor. Sister Ilya managed to invite him here by allowing him access to all the books within her library. She’s storing every book and jade slip from the plundered sects into it. If her project, as she refers to conquering the continent, succeeds, she’ll have amassed all the knowledge in the world. Any scholar would be interested in the library she’s creating, even someone renowned for recognizing and curing any disease. The heavenly doctor should be in the library right now. Luckily, with my status, the guards won’t stop me at the door. 
 
    It didn’t take too long to get inside and find the doctor. He and his apprentice were the only people there. He seemed to be taking a break from reading, staring at the cup of tea resting on the table in front of him instead. His apprentice was hard at work, exploring jade slips and recording them onto paper once she was done. I cleared my throat and approached the doctor. “Soft Moonlight greets the heavenly doctor.” 
 
    The heavenly doctor turned towards me, his long white beard trailing after his body’s movements. He squinted at me before his expression softened. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “I think I might be sick.” Now that I’m saying it out loud, I think I might’ve overdone it by coming to the heavenly doctor. He’s able to cure life-threatening illnesses, and all I’m experiencing is a little bit of vomiting. “Recently, I’ve been feeling nauseous, and I’ve—” 
 
    “Come here,” the heavenly doctor said, not letting me finish. He stretched out his hand. “Let me take your pulse.” It’s probably faster for him to take my pulse than for me to explain what’s wrong. I placed my wrist onto his palm, and his thumb pressed down on my arm. A moment later, he raised an eyebrow. “It’s nothing serious, just morning sickness.” 
 
    Oh. It’s just morning sick…ness? 
 
    “You’re pregnant.” 
 
    Wait. Pregnant? What? 
 
    “It’s interesting. I’ve never witnessed this for myself, only having read about it in an obscure manual before.” The heavenly doctor retrieved his hand, and my arm fell limp at my side. What does he mean by I’m pregnant!? “You’ve taken a virility pill, haven’t you?” 
 
    “Yes…, I have.” 
 
    The heavenly doctor smiled and nodded. “As I thought. Even though you’re a virgin, with the aid of the virility pill made from the core of a world tree, there’s a child growing inside of you.” 
 
    Sister Ilya did mention there was leftover energy from the virility pill within my body…. “Then, who’s the father?” 
 
    “You’re practicing some type of impurity-absorption technique, aren’t you? The father of your child should be the person you’re taking impurities from.” 
 
    Lucia? I’m pregnant with Lucia’s child? But we’re not even married! Lucia’s child…, if, if it’s hers, I don’t really mind…. Wait a minute, how does that even make any sense? “But Lucia’s a woman!” A woman and a woman can’t make a child! 
 
    “The virility pill is called a miracle drug for a reason.” The heavenly doctor stroked his beard and nodded at me. “It produces miracles, and what are miracles if not the impossible coming true? You should feel special. There’s only one other recorded instance of this situation in history.” 
 
    I’m pregnant with Lucia’s child…. Will anyone want to marry me after this? What would Lucia think? Would I be a good mother? Would Lucia be a good father? Would Lucia even be a father or would the child have two mothers? This is so overwhelming; I feel a bit dizzy. In the first place, do I even tell Lucia? I, I’m going to talk to my grandmother. The Shadow Devil Sect and Thousand Sect Alliance are migrating to the center of the continent to live in the Holy Beasts Sect’s previously owned area. It’s taking a while for everyone to come over because my grandfather insists on using the most efficient route in terms of teleportation gates and spirit stone costs despite the fact Sister Ilya said she’d pay for everything. If my grandmother didn’t convince him, I think my grandfather would’ve insisted on taking a decade or longer to fly here by boat. 
 
    Maybe I’ll talk with Sister Ilya. Actually, that might be a bad idea. What if she traps me and performs strange experiments on me? I wouldn’t put it past her to do such things. However, I should definitely let Lucia know…. I’ll have to make sure she’s in a good mood before I do, and she can’t be drinking that turtle soup of hers that she still hasn’t finished. When it’s close to being finished, she adds more ingredients to it and tops up the soup with more ale. I’m not sure if it can even be called the same soup anymore. Either way, if she’s drinking it, then she’ll insist on me drinking some as well, and that won’t be very healthy for the baby. It’s true that my qi should protect it from negative effects, but there’s still a chance, and I don’t want to take any chances with this miracle baby. Perhaps this child will be the only one I have; after all, virility pills don’t grow on trees. Though, technically, they’re made from trees. Does that count? No, virility pills are expensive and rare, and I can’t count on getting another. I’ll protect this baby with my life. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “There you go.” Ilya stood up and handed me Durandal’s weapon body. With this, there’s no way for him to escape! Err, I mean, there’s no way for him to…, well, escape. Mm. If he ever leaves his weapon body, he’ll be instantly restrained! “If you have to turn off the formation for whatever reason, just twist the bottom of the hilt three times. You turn it back on by turning it the other way.” 
 
    “Perfect! Thanks, Ilya!” I have a virility pill, but I haven’t used it on Durandal yet because he hasn’t shown his face. He’s been hiding inside his sword, only sneaking out when I’m asleep, so I can’t feed the pill to him. Gah, if only I didn’t learn how to Soul Scour people, then he wouldn’t’ve been so scared of coming out! It’s the only reason he won’t. And that’s why, I have to set this trap for him once he comes out. Hmph, I’d like to see just how long he can hide inside of his weapon body for. 
 
    Ilya sighed. “Did you need anything else?” 
 
    “Can you do anything about that gate?” Mm, so that gate’s still up there. I’m not going to enter it, but it insists on staying there. I tried yelling at it, throwing things at it, even shooting it with Ilya’s anti-me cannon, but it doesn’t budge. It follows me around, shining this stupid bright light over my head every moment of every day. It just doesn’t stop! Even when I’m sleeping, it shines through the ceiling somehow! Well, it shines through every building, actually, but it’s especially noticeable when I’m sleeping. Grr. Now I have to constantly have the Path of Slaughter active to ignore the light, or I can’t even go to bed. 
 
    “You asked me this yesterday,” Ilya said and sighed. Well, I asked again because she might’ve developed a solution since then. “The easiest way to get rid of the light is to enter the gate, but since you aren’t willing to do that, there isn’t any solution.” 
 
    Ah, this is so dumb. It’s like a giant beam of light announcing my location to the world. I tried to sneak up on Ilya for fun, but the light gave me away. I can’t even hide around corners to scare people! …Not like I do that normally. Maybe I should enter the gate…. Ah, I know, tail. I know. If I enter, something very bad is going to happen to me; you don’t have to be so stiff. Mm, other than this beam of light, life is pretty relaxing. I’m the strongest person on the Immortal Continent, and since I’m the strongest, I get to make all the rules and do whatever I want! …Except the thing I want the most is to make babies with Durandal! Gah! I’m so old, but I don’t even have kids yet! Um, I’m not that old, okay? Mm? I mean, I’m not old at all! But it’s not like I’m getting any younger, so the sooner I have kids, the better. Eh? Why do I want kids when I’m young instead of old? So I can have as many as possible, duh! It’s not like I’ll stop having kids when I’m old. 
 
    “Hey, Lucia.” 
 
    “Oh? Softie, what’s up?” 
 
    What’s wrong with Softie? She looks … sweaty. Is she sick? No, I know this look! It’s the look Mrs. Wuffletush had when she knocked over a barrel of acorn ale on accident! Ah, I wonder how Mrs. Wuffletush is; I haven’t seen her in a while. Oh, right, Softie. Mm, she looks nervous. “I … have something to tell you.” 
 
    …Don’t tell me, is she going to finally admit her feelings for the barkeep? I knew I was a great matchmaker! During these past two months, I’ve been getting them to do as many things as possible together. 
 
    “I….” Softie took in a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.” 
 
    …Eh? She hasn’t even gotten married yet! “I got it! You want me to help you plan a shotgun wedding with the barkeep! Well, don’t worry! You can leave it all up to Ilya; she’s great at that type of stuff.” 
 
    “What? No!” Softie furrowed her brow. Was she scowling? “I’m pregnant, and the baby is yours.” 
 
    Uh…, I know people have offered me their firstborn children before while I was beating them up, but I don’t think Softie was one of them. Then she must be…, uh, could it be…? Hmm. “Are you trying to sell your baby to me?” I didn’t order any babies from her! “If you’re strapped for cash, take a loan from Ilya, don’t sell your child!” 
 
    “That’s not what I mean by the baby is yours!” Softie took in another deep breath. “You. Are. The. Father.” 
 
    “Hang on a second.” Let me check something real quick…. Mm. Nope. Like I thought, I don’t have a penis. “Did you hit your head somewhere?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Ack! Is Softie crying!? Why is she crying!? 
 
    “Lucia! I ate the virility pill, and because of it, your impurities made me pregnant.” Softie sniffled and wiped her eyes. “The baby inside of me is yours.” 
 
    Eh? Can that happen? I’ll ask Ilya. 
 
    “Yep. It sounds possible.” 
 
    I didn’t even have to ask Ilya before she answered my question. Stop reading my mind! I’ll read yours with Soul Scour if you do it again! Wait a second; so…, I’m the father of Softie’s baby? I’m not even a mother yet! How did I become a father before a mother!? 
 
    “Congratulations, Lucia. Congratulations, Softie.” 
 
    Stop it, Ilya! You’re not helping right now! Wait. Isn’t this what I wanted? “You’re really pregnant? Because of me?” 
 
    Softie nodded and bit her lower lip. 
 
    Is it really my kid if I don’t give birth to it…? Wait, no, that happens to fathers all the time. Then it’s really my kid? I’m going to be a father? Err, mother? Err, what would I be, actually? A parent! Yes, I’ll be a parent! Hah, who needs Durandal to have kids when I have Softie!? Eh? Does this mean I have to marry Softie? But I still love Durandal; it’s just that I hate him for ignoring me for so long. But I can’t not take responsibility for Softie’s child if it’s mine…. Ah, this hurts my head. Alright! It’s settled! Durandal will be my husband, and Softie will be my concubine! Ah? What about the barkeep? He snoozed, so he losed! Mm? Will Softie agree? …I’m not sure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A year has passed since Lucia completed her tribulation. The gate to the immortals’ plane is still floating in the sky like a new celestial fixture. Too bad it can’t be used practically since it moves around as Lucia does. Not much has changed. Durandal hasn’t left his weapon body ever since I installed that formation on him, much to Lucia’s dismay. Luckily for her, Softie gave birth to a healthy baby squirrelkin. Back in the pocket realm, marriages between beastkin, humans, and demons were fairly uncommon, simply because the chance of a child being born between the three was extremely low to the point of nearly impossible. However, the virility pill was enough to put aside those differences. That being said, the baby squirrelkin is quite interesting. She has a black tail, black ears, and black hair with skin as pale as Softie’s. I imagine she’ll grow up to be the spitting image of Softie except with a tail and squirrel-like ears. Lucia’s impurities could only influence a child that far. Lucia wanted to name the baby Lucia Jr., but Softie shut that down. In the end, they compromised and named her Sophia—which was my suggestion. I simply mixed Softie and Lucia, but I don’t think they’ve realized it yet. 
 
    Anyways, enough about Lucia and Softie’s baby. With a parent like Lucia, the strongest person on the Immortal Continent, there’s nothing at all she’ll have to worry about. She’s guaranteed to live an easy life, unless Lucia does something dumb. Now that I think about it, Sophia might need some of my concern after all.... Well, maybe when she gets a bit older, I’ll teach her a thing or two, but for now, I should focus on something much more important: building an army. One day, I’m going to become an immortal, and when that day comes, I’ll lose everything I’ve built up upon stepping foot through that gate in the sky. I don’t want that to happen. I’m going to gather all the resources of the Immortal Continent and take it with me to the immortals’ plane. However, just taking it like that is asking for trouble. It’s not a crime to own a treasure, but it’s a crime to own it if you’re weak. If people know I’m carrying all the wealth of the Immortal Continent on me, I’ll die within my first few days of becoming an immortal. As such, I’m still going to take all the resources of the Immortal Continent, but I’m going to use it all to raise an army of immortals, as many as I can support. Since I know that the gate to the immortals’ plane will float above and wait for us, the army of immortals I raise can enter all at the same time. 
 
    How long will a grand plan like that take? Many, many years. I’m going to wait as long as possible. As a sky-realm expert, I can live for over five thousand years. Conquering the Immortal Continent to funnel all the resources into one point is the fastest part of the plan. Within twenty years, all of the Immortal Continent should be under my control. It’s only been a year, but I’ve conquered every sect within the inner region of the continent. I started by defeating sects from the top down, converting the losers into my own combat potential through the use of contracts and some hostages for good measure. At some point, I honestly thought an immortal would descend to stop me, but I think Lucia is the largest deterrent I have. If an immortal descends, he’ll be restricted and weakened down to Lucia’s level. If she fights him, and if I aid her with the help of over a hundred quasi-immortals, he’ll die. Anyway, at this point, the only difficulty of conquering the Immortal Continent is the distance. My people might be capturing sects within a day or two, but it takes a while to travel between each sect, not to mention there’s such a huge number of sects. 
 
    Along with conquering sects, I have a separate group of people going around clearing out tombs. The Tomb Hunter Association’s knowledge is extremely helpful in achieving my goals. So I conquered them. Other associations must’ve felt a little threatened by that action, and they banded together. Originally, crafting associations and merchant associations were close, but they grouped together even with rival organizations after that incident. It was nice because it let me subdue them all in one fell swoop after defeating the main force they hired. Of course, I suspect there’ll still be some resistance in the future, but as time goes on, I’ll incorporate them into my fold. 
 
    The Immortal Continent is huge. It’s not very practical to dream of conquering all of it, but if I don’t dream big, then what’s the point? I already know there’s going to be a lot of issues controlling so many people and organizations, but honestly, a lot of it is already set up for me. I can leave parts of it alone— 
 
    “Ilya!” Along with that voice, a nearly blinding pillar of light appeared in my room. 
 
    “Hi, Lucia. Can I help you?” 
 
    “Have you seen Sophia!?” Lucia was holding a bundle of something that I couldn’t really discern thanks to the light. Were those blankets? 
 
    “…No? Isn’t she only three months old? She can’t even crawl. Did you misplace her or something?” 
 
    “Well.” Lucia’s face brightened, and she extended the bundle of blankets towards me. “If you haven’t seen her, then look! Isn’t she so adorable?” 
 
    …Is that what she meant by seen her? Does Lucia literally have nothing better to do than to show off her baby to me? I mean, I guess her tail is pretty cute, and her eyes are big and round. Her fluffy ears look a little too big for her head, but she’ll probably grow into them. “Yes, she’s very adorable, Lucia. Is there anything else you needed?” 
 
    “Nope!” Lucia beamed and cuddled the bundle of blankets to her chest. And, with that, Lucia disappeared, suddenly making my room seem much darker than normal without the blinding light. She’s an idiot, but at least she’s a happy idiot. Hmm, I think I’ll take a quick break from reading all those reports. It’s been a while since I’ve last stepped outside. 
 
    “Sister Ilya! Have you seen Sophia!?” 
 
    And here comes the other idiot. Softie looks a bit haggard. With Lucia taking Sophia and teleporting around, I’m not surprised Softie has it rough. “Follow the great beam of light and you’ll find her.” 
 
    “Many thanks, Sister Ilya,” Softie said and sighed. “Oh, before I go, you wouldn’t happen to have another virility pill, would you?” 
 
    “I don’t.” Cores of the world tree are pretty rare. It’s a good thing Mirta’s raising a world tree right now. In due time, I’ll be able to harvest its offspring for cores, but that’s still many years away. However, why would Softie need another virility pill? It looks like she has her hands full with a single baby. 
 
    “Oh, I see.” Softie nodded. Then she disappeared. Off in the distance, I swear I heard her shout, “Lucia, I need to feed the baby!”
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