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    “Out of the way, you useless piece of trash!” 
 
    Roy jumped aside as Shah Koya ran past, followed closely by a group of other Yellow-Belts. He stumbled, nearly falling to the ground as his lame leg was jostled by one of the passing group. Luckily, he’d been holding a broom and was able to brace himself against it, though he imagined the bristles would now have to be replaced. 
 
    He could hear their snickering laughter floating back on the wind as they dashed through the village gates, heading on their latest excursion into the clan’s Dungeon. Outwardly, he kept his features neutral, pushing off the broom and allowing the weight to settle back on his braced right leg. Inwardly, however, he seethed at the injustice. 
 
    Roy had only been a child when he’d been adopted into the Shah clan. He’d been too young to remember how he’d lost his parents, or where they’d even come from, but the Shah clan made sure to remind him every day of his position within their ranks. He’d been treated this way for as long as he could remember. Not for the crime of being a cripple. No, his crime was a far greater one - he had no affinity for the Martial Arts. 
 
    In a world where everyone could cultivate the Essence of their chosen Advancement Path, Roy was completely inept. Not only could he not sense the Essence of the world around him, but he didn’t even have a core in which to store it. He was a freak. Everyone developed a core by the time they were five or six. He had never had such luck. 
 
    Had he developed a core, he’d never have been crippled in the first place. And even if the horrific injury that the wild boar had inflicted would have crippled him, the clan would have used their considerable resources to heal him. They would not waste their precious time and money on a freak, so he’d been left to recover on his own. 
 
    The sound of laughter reached his ears, breaking him from his thoughts, and he turned his head to see a group of children splashing in a nearby pond. Instead of cheering him up, his mood only darkened when his eyes landed on the pristine White-Belts tied around the children’s waists. 
 
    The Belts were a sign that they’d developed a core and had enough control to form them, forging them from the Essence within. The Belt was a sign of a true Martial Artist and showed to all the Level of advancement in one’s core. Looking down to his waist where a piece of knotted rope held his robe in place, Roy felt his mood sour even further. 
 
    He was now twenty years old. At his age, he should already have long since reached Yellow. If he was particularly talented, he might even have reached his 2nd or 3rd Dan within the Yellow stage. However, the world had seen fit to curse him. Though he tried desperately to feel the Essence of the world every day without a core, he was only making weird faces at the walls of his small house. 
 
    Aside from the obvious increase in strength, speed, and power, advancing also had more far-reaching advantages, such as an increased lifespan, and better health and complexion. Simply by advancing from White to Yellow, a Martial Artist could expect their lifespan to increase by ten years. From Yellow to Orange another twenty, and at Green, one could expect to live to well over two hundred, given the right circumstances. 
 
    He caught a flicker of movement out of the corner of his eye and saw Shah Lynn approaching. The bright Orange-Belt, featuring two slashes of green at the end, was tied tightly around her waist. This meant that she was a 2nd Dan Orange and one of the most powerful Martial Artists in the clan. It also meant that she had the power to bully anyone she wanted, and there was no better punching bag than the village cripple. 
 
    “I’ve noticed you shirking your duty, Herald Leroy.” 
 
    Roy winced at the use of his full name. It marked him as even more of an outsider than he already was. The name sounded foreign and strange. He looked enough like an outsider as it was. With his light brown hair and green eyes, he stood out like a spot of white in a sea of black. He also had fairer skin, pale in comparison to the darker tan of the Shah. The most notable difference was in his build. 
 
    He was bulky and wide, as opposed to the more slim and refined build of the Shah. They could have made him feel welcome by at least allowing him to carry their name, but they didn’t want the other clans to associate him with them. He would make them look weak, and in Buryoku, weakness was punishable by death. 
 
    Aside from those differences, he was average height, a couple of inches short of six feet. His face was broad with a strong jaw and slightly crooked nose. He owed that particular feature to Shah Koya. His posture was always bad though, as his deformity forced him to lean heavily on his left leg, giving him a crooked appearance and always making him seem shorter than he actually was. 
 
    “Forgive me for my failure, Shah Lynn,” Roy said, bowing at the waist as best he could. 
 
    It rankled him to have to bow and scrape to these people, but if he didn’t, the consequences could be severe. She could kill him right here and now, and no one would say a thing. She might even be secretly rewarded for ridding the clan of such a disgrace. The only thing keeping a clan member from doing so thus far was their image. It would be dishonorable to kill someone like him, so they kept him around. For now, at least. 
 
    The woman tossed her long mane of black hair, placing her hands on her hips to emphasize her advancement rank- not that she needed to do so. The color was bright enough that everyone could clearly see it, and in a clan of Water cultivators who wore primarily blue, it stood out even more. 
 
    “I cannot forgive this affront. We took you in when no one else would, Herald Leroy. We even allowed you to stay when your deformity was discovered. You should be on your knees, thanking us for our generosity. Instead, you shirk your duty and dishonor our clan.” 
 
    Roy knew what was coming next, but he kept his head bowed and didn’t allow the rage he felt boiling inside to bubble to the surface. 
 
    “Three extra hours work in the kitchens for shirking your duty!” the woman snapped, “and we will be docking your pay for ruining that broom.” 
 
    Roy’s head snapped up at that proclamation. They’d always seen fit to saddle him with more menial labor at every opportunity, but docking his meager pay was going too far. 
 
    “You can’t do that!” he exclaimed before he could catch himself. 
 
    A ringing slap caught him across the face, sending him sprawling. His vision fuzzed from the force of the blow, and he could taste blood. He clutched at his cheek, staring up at the woman who still had an impassive expression on her face. Despite the pain he felt, Roy knew that she’d held back. Had she wanted to, she could have knocked his head clean off his shoulders with that blow. 
 
    “Disrespecting someone of my station will not be tolerated from a cripple and a freak. Two week’s pay will be docked from your salary, Herald Leroy. Now get back to work before I make it three.” 
 
    With that, she turned her back to him, sauntering away. Gritting his teeth in anger, Roy slowly got back to his feet. It wasn’t an easy task, seeing as his right leg was in a stiff brace and he was once again forced to use the broom to help him. This time he made sure to turn the broom upside down, using the handle to prop himself up, instead of the delicate bristles. 
 
    Feeling around gingerly with his tongue, Roy made sure that none of his teeth had been knocked loose. They hadn’t, but he could already feel a bruise spreading from the point of impact and knew he would have to bear that shame for as long as the bruise took to heal. He sighed, feeling the anger leaking from him as he resumed his sweeping near the village gates. 
 
    This was his lot in life. He was doomed to forever be a cripple, pushed around by those more powerful. He could always leave, but he knew he wouldn’t survive the week. After all, the last time he’d tried to escape, he’d ended up crippled and that was after only six hours. Without the ability to sense Essence, he had no way of avoiding dangerous Beasts. If he’d been injured so badly when both legs still worked, how would he fare now? 
 
    Roy let out a snort as he continued sweeping. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see the White-Belts being instructed in their first technique. The Water Blade was the staple of their clan and what they were known for. The Martial Artist would manipulate the Essence in their bodies to take control of the water in the air, or if there wasn’t enough, create it using their own Essence. The water would then form into a half-moon blade, which could then be controlled by the Martial Artist. 
 
    This was, of course, only the most basic use of the technique. He’d personally seen Shah Lynn controlling no less than ten of the half-moon blades. She’d once demonstrated for a visiting clan and had diced a boulder the size of his house into a pile of perfectly shaped bricks in a matter of seconds. 
 
    In the Shah clan, the number of blades you could produce, as well as the precision you had with the technique, showed the potential one had as a Martial Artist. At only twenty-five years old, Shah Lynn was their star. 
 
    While most children reached Yellow-Belt by the age of eleven or twelve, most wouldn’t reach Orange until well into their forties, and even once they did, most never even made it to 1st Dan Orange. That Lynn was a 2nd Dan Orange at her age was nothing short of remarkable. That, unsurprisingly, had gone to her head, turning her into an unbearable and prideful person. 
 
    Roy saw one of the instructors looking over at him and belatedly realized that he’d once again stopped sweeping. He quickly resumed his duties, not wishing to be scolded or attacked again 
 
    It took him another hour to finish sweeping by the entrance to the village, after which he was forced to spend his time off working in the kitchens. It was hard, back-breaking work, as they went out of their way to make him move the heaviest items. This seemed to Roy as particularly cruel. When a Martial Artist reached Yellow-Belt, their bodies were reinforced with Essence, giving them more than natural strength and endurance. At least, he guessed as much, based on watching them work. He’d never been taught anything about the Martial Arts, as they would be wasted on him. 
 
    Any one of them could easily have moved the massive cauldrons, carried the heavy sacks of rice flour, or shoveled charcoal into the fire. They could have given him an easy job, like cutting vegetables or watching over the cooking pots, but they always insisted on working him to the bone. Their argument was that it wasn’t their fault he was a freak, and if he was normal, such tasks would be effortless. 
 
    It wasn’t all bad, though. When he worked in the kitchens, it was always easy for him to pilfer food. And since his pay was now being docked for two weeks, it was now more important than ever to do so. He’d saved up some money, but it wouldn’t have been enough to get him through two weeks, plus the week it would take for him to get his money once they did start paying him again. 
 
    Once he was done in the kitchens, he had fifteen minutes to eat lunch and give his aching muscles a break. Then he was off to the water pits, where the Martial Artists of the clan would cultivate Water essence. Here he would have to shovel away all the mud that had been churned up by the practicing youths and spread a fresh layer of gravel along the bottom of the shallow ponds. 
 
    Despite this being the most difficult of his daily tasks, Roy enjoyed this one the most. He would spend over four hours calf-deep in water. The gravel felt nice against his toes, and it was always shaded from the harsh sunlight. The clan made sure to keep an ample supply of bamboo growing around their cultivation ponds, so as to keep evaporation to a minimum and provide shade for their members. 
 
    It was nearing evening when Roy finally finished his task and put away the shovels and bags of gravel. He noted that the gravel was growing low and he would have to leave the village and gather some in the next day or two. 
 
    This was a rare occurrence, and one he enjoyed more than anything. He’d go far enough away that no one would be around, but not so far that he’d be in danger. He wished he could do so more often, but he was kept too busy to leave. Gathering gravel was an all-day trip, and he would have to report it to Shah Shota, the elder in charge of keeping the village maintenance. 
 
    Out of all the people in the Shah clan, Roy disliked the old man the least. He couldn’t say that he exactly liked him, but Shota would never go out of his way to make Roy miserable. That being said, he never went easy on him either and never scolded anyone for being cruel to him, not even the children. 
 
    As Roy limped over to the pavilion from where Shota directed his workers, he heard the sound of laughter coming from the direction of the village entrance. He grimaced as he recognized the voice as belonging to Koya. If he could pick someone he hated more than anyone in the clan, he would be at the top of his list. 
 
    He was two years younger than Roy, but as a Yellow-Belt, he out-ranked him within the clan. Not that it was any great accomplishment. Most five-year-olds outranked him. Koya seemed to take his presence as a personal insult and would go out of his way to make Roy’s life a living hell. Though he’d never outright attacked him, Koya had, by accident, of course, caused Roy no less than fourteen visits to the infirmary over the last two years. 
 
    He’d also broken several of his work tools, forcing Roy to have to pay to have them replaced and had broken the flimsy door to his house every time he’d come to fetch him for some menial task. He’d always apologized, saying that he didn’t know his own strength, but Roy could see the malice behind his eyes every time he did so. In short, Koya was a bully who enjoyed picking on those weaker than him. Of course, there was no one weaker than Roy. 
 
    “Roy, good you’re here. All finished for the day?” Elder Shota asked as Roy came up to sign his worksheet and write his hours. 
 
    “Yes, elder,” he said, noting that a red line had been marked near his name. 
 
    He felt his heart sink at that. He’d been hoping that Lynn would forget about docking his pay, but apparently, she hadn’t. 
 
    “I need to go refill the gravel in the next couple of days,” he said as he signed out for the day, placing the small brush back into the inkwell and stepping back. 
 
    “Very well,” Elder Shota replied, marking it down in his ledger. “Come to me in the morning for the gathering and storage constructs.” 
 
    Roy nodded, bowing respectfully before leaving. The amount of available gravel was obviously limited, so the village smiths had created several machines reinforced with Water Essence to mine it from underground, then gather them into a pocket space so it could be easily transported. The thought of not having to do backbreaking work tomorrow put a bit of a spring in Roy’s step. 
 
    He could already imagine his day away from this horrid place. He would leave at dawn, taking along his meals for the day. It would take him two hours to reach the last spot he’d marked on his map, but it would be an enjoyable walk, nonetheless. 
 
    Roy was so wrapped up in his thoughts that he didn’t notice the foot that had been stuck out into his path. Though, he did notice it when he tripped and was sent sprawling face-first onto the ground. 
 
    “Hey, watch where you’re going, freak! You could have seriously injured my leg!” 
 
    Roy inwardly groaned. He’d been hoping to avoid running into him, but of course, the sadistic cockroach would come looking for trouble. Rolling over onto his back, he had to suppress a grimace as he stared up into the cruel eyes of Shah Koya.
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    “I apologize for getting in your way, Shah Koya,” Roy said, keeping his anger in check as he tried to get back to his feet. “I was careless. Please forgive me.” 
 
    Just as he managed to get his crippled leg braced, Koya’s foot lashed out, splintering the wood, causing him to topple over once more. 
 
    “I must apologize for that,” Koya’s voice said from above him, followed by the sniggering laughter of the rest of his friends. “My foot seems to have slipped and accidentally broken your brace.” 
 
    Roy could feel blood trickling down his cheek where he’d scraped it against the ground with his latest fall, but he gritted his teeth against the pain and indignity and forced himself onto his back once more. 
 
    “It is quite alright. Please forgive me for getting in your way,” he said, forcing an apologetic look onto his face. 
 
    It ate at Roy from the inside to have to apologize for something that was clearly not his fault, but once again, his self-preservation kicked in. 
 
    “But it’s not alright,” Koya said allowing a false look of concern to come to his face. “Please, allow me to help you to your house. After all, I did break your brace.” 
 
    Roy was about to refuse, but two of the boys in Koya’s group heaved him up off the ground and began dragging him in the direction of his small house, set near the outskirts of the village. This was quite a walk, as the Shah clan village was enormous. The clan itself boasted well over ten thousand members, all of which lived in the village. It had also been spread out to leave room for future growth. 
 
    The entire time they marched him to his house, he kept insisting that he was fine and that he could manage it on his own. Each time, Koya said that it was his duty to help the village cripple home. Roy wasn’t fooled easily and knew that Koya had something planned. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have deliberately tripped him, then broken his leg brace. 
 
    He got his answer soon enough. Just as they were passing near the dining area, where most of the clan had gathered for dinner, one of Koya’s friends kicked him in the rear, sending him sprawling. Koya had been walking directly in front of Roy, while his two friends had walked behind, supporting him between them. 
 
    Roy let out a groan as Koya cried out in feigned surprise. He knew that the kick hadn’t done a thing to the Yellow-Belt. His body was too tough for that, but he could already see where this was going and prepared for the fallout. 
 
    “I offer my help, even after you so rudely bump into me, and this is how you repay me?!” 
 
    Everyone turned as Koya rose from the ground, anger painting his features, but Roy could tell it was an act. He could see the malicious gleam behind the boy’s eyes and knew that this would not be pleasant. 
 
    “What is going on here?” a female voice called out. 
 
    Roy felt his heart sink even further as Shah Lynn separated herself from the crowd. 
 
    Koya put on his best hurt expression. 
 
    “Honored Lynn. This cripple was shirking his duty near the cultivating pools today, so we went to help him. He insisted he could to it himself but didn’t lift a finger to help while we did all the work. He claimed he couldn’t work as his brace had been broken, and though we could clearly see that he’d broken it himself, we still did his work for him.” 
 
    Roy could feel his rage building with every passing second. 
 
    This was too much, even for them. Sure, he’d slack off every once in a while, but he never left a task uncompleted, and Koya had certainly never helped him with anything! 
 
    “We then offered to take him back to his house, even going so far as to carry him there. I don’t know why, but he just attacked me out of the blue! Perhaps he was looking for a way to redeem himself in the eyes of the clan, or perhaps he’s just bitter because he’s a cripple and a drain on our clan’s resources.” 
 
    Lynn’s face had grown harder and harder as Koya had told his story, and by the time it was over, she was practically glaring at Roy. 
 
    “Herald Leroy, I know that you’re less than half a man, but this behavior is unacceptable, even for you! What do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    “It’s not true!” Roy exclaimed, looking around to all the clan members gathered there. “Koya just made the whole thing up! He and his friends were training in the Dungeon all day, and I’ve never shirked my duties!” 
 
    Everyone likely knew he was telling the truth. They knew as well as he did, that even if he had kicked Koya, it would have done nothing to him. But all the same, they all glared at him, ignoring his pleas of innocence. In their book, he was guilty, not of the crimes Koya claimed, but of the crime of simply existing. 
 
    “So. You have been caught red-handed and try to lie to save yourself? Disgraceful!” Lynn said with an angry glare. “All of your earnings for the next three months will go to Shah Koya for the hard work he did in your stead. You will also formally apologize to him before the entire clan. There will also be a hearing with the clan elders to see if further punishment is required. For now, go to your room and do not leave. You are a disgrace. Both to yourself and to the clan!” 
 
    She turned her back on him and marched off, leaving Roy dumbstruck. 
 
    How could this be happening? His life had been unfair, but this was just ridiculous! Everyone here knew that he was in the right, but they wouldn’t say a thing. They would spit at his feet and turn the other way. 
 
    “Despite your rude behavior, we will still escort you to your house, as is befitting one of my station,” Koya announced. 
 
    Roy felt his face burning in anger and shame as he was marched past the majority of the clan, many of whom clapped Koya on the back and told him he was truly honorable. None of them even spared a glance for Roy, who hung limply in the grasp of the other two Yellow-Belts. 
 
    It took another ten minutes for them to reach Roy’s house, a small shed that had room for a single bed and table. When they reached the step, Koya turned around, a wide grin plastered on his face. With a nod to his friends, Roy was unceremoniously dropped to the ground. It had rained earlier that day and the normally dry dirt before the entrance had been turned to mud. 
 
    Roy, of course, fell face-first into it. He could hear the laughter of the others as they walked away, but Koya crouched down near him, his voice lowing so that only he could hear him. 
 
    “You’re a disgrace to our clan, cripple. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll be gone within the week. Maybe the wild Beasts won’t think you’re a disappointment.” 
 
    He sniggered to himself, rising to his feet and purposefully treading on the back of his head and pushing it further into the mud as he did so. Roy could feel the cold mud entering his nose, mouth, and even ears, but he lay still, as Koya and his friends walked away. 
 
    Hot tears spilled down his cheeks as he pulled his face free of the sucking mud and he crawled up the small step to enter his house, dragging his lame leg behind him. 
 
    No one should be treated this way, he thought bitterly as he dragged himself inside and pushed the flimsy door shut behind him. 
 
    He had no way to clean himself, and since his brace was broken, he couldn’t even limp over to the bathhouse to wash off. Even if he could, he didn’t think he could bear the shame. He was completely and utterly miserable. There was not a person in this world who cared for him, and every day was a living hell. If Koya could get away with something like this, then who knew what would be next? 
 
    Would they allow him to be attacked outright? Dock his pay permanently, making him beg for basic necessities, like food and clothing? Or would they perhaps just turn him out, as they’d been threatening to do for his entire life? 
 
    Roy curled into a ball on the floor of his house as thunder rumbled outside and rain began pattering on the roof above. Within a few seconds, it began to leak, miserably dripping water down onto him. There was nothing he could do, so he just closed his eyes, allowing the cold water to land on him, seeping into his muddied robes. 
 
    If this kept up for too much longer, he might very well be tempted to take his own life. Perhaps death would be a release from the misery of his everyday existence. With those thoughts in mind and shivering against the cold, Roy finally succumbed to exhaustion and slipped into an uneasy sleep. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A loud banging at his door, accompanied by the angry voice of Elder Shota, roused Roy from a miserable sleep. Groaning slightly, he dragged himself to the door, feeling dried mud flaking off his clothes and skin as he did so. Pulling the door open, he blinked up into the early morning sunlight, staring up at the older man. 
 
    “You were supposed to pick up the constructs and head out to collect gravel nearly two hours ago,” Shota said, not commenting on his appearance. 
 
    He’d likely already heard the story and decided that it was no excuse for him not to work. 
 
    “What’s the point of working, if all my money will go to that weasel Koya?” Roy asked bitterly, not daring to meet Elder Shota’s eyes. 
 
    He knew talking this way was improper, especially for a cripple, but he was too miserable to care. 
 
    “The point of working is so that you can continue breathing,” Shota said simply. “If you cease to be of use to the clan, they will cast you out into the wild, where you will be killed within the day.” 
 
    “And what if I don’t care whether I live or die?” Roy asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    Elder Shota was quiet for a few long moments before letting out a sigh. 
 
    “I know that life has not been easy for you, Herald Leroy, but giving up at such a young age is shameful.” 
 
    Roy finally looked up, craning his neck to meet the older man’s eyes. 
 
    “I have not given up. Rather the world seems to have given up on me. How can I, an outcast and cripple, hope to live in a world where people can slice boulders to ribbons with a thought? How can I hope to survive in a world where anyone can do whatever they’d like to me and get away with it, just because I am weak? There is no justice in this world. If there was, the Martial Arts wouldn’t even exist. No one person should have that kind of power over another.” 
 
    His eyes blazed with anger as he stared up at the older man, daring him to argue. He didn’t, merely dipping his chin a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “Yes. What you say is indeed true. There is no justice in this world. But you are weak, and therefore, you can do nothing about it.” 
 
    Roy felt his anger spike. Despite him saying as much only seconds before, it still hurt what little pride he had left to hear it spoken out loud once again. 
 
    “But,” Elder Shota continued. “It is still possible to live a normal life. Yes, it may seem hopeless now, but someday you will look back on this day and laugh.” 
 
    Roy very much doubted that, but he wasn’t about to argue with the old man. It would do him no good. 
 
    “I heard about the shattered brace,” the old man continued, placing a new one on the ground near him with a loud thunk. “I also heard about the punishment administered by Lynn. Though I know you to be innocent, her standing in the clan is too great to contradict her. You are also a cripple and therefore, no one would, even if they could. The best I can do is assure that you will not go hungry in the next three months.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened at that. 
 
    Did Elder Shota just offer him free food for three months? No one had ever shown him such kindness within the clan. 
 
    “Get yourself cleaned up,” Shota said, turning his back to him. “I expect you at the pavilion within the hour.” 
 
    Then he walked away, leaving Roy feeling just a bit more optimistic.
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    Roy set out into the surrounding forest forty-five minutes later. He carried with him a small cloth napkin which contained three rice-balls, a small packet of jam, and some water. A pack was slung over his shoulder containing a couple of books as well. The two constructs used to gather the gravel were tied to his rope belt. He also carried a walking stick in his right hand to help him along. 
 
    After taking a steaming hot bath and eating a good breakfast, Roy was feeling much better about his life. Sure, it was horrible that Koya had been able to do what he did and get away with it, but now he might actually have someone on his side. Elder Shota had treated him well, and for the first time in a long time, he felt hopeful for the future. 
 
    He’d set out later than he’d planned, so he was forced to hurry, hobbling down the well-worn dirt path through the lightly swaying trees. Sunlight filtered through the leaves, painting the ground before him in dappled shadows. Roy knew that for Light Path cultivators, this would be an ideal location for gathering Essence. 
 
    Breathing deeply, Roy could detect a slightly damp smell, likely still lingering from last night’s rain. However, the sunlight had been strong enough to mostly dry the area, though a few droplets of water did fall on him every time the wind rustled through the branches overhead. He came to a fork in the path. One branched sharply to the right, leading to the clan’s Dungeon, an area rich with Essence, powerful Beasts, and herbs that would help Martial Artists advance their Paths. The other, he knew, would lead deeper into the woods. 
 
    With a sigh, Roy turned down the left-hand path, heading into the woods and away from the Dungeon. He’d never been allowed near the Dungeon, due to his deformity, but despite the danger it posed to him as a cripple with no core, he’d always wanted to see it. He’d heard stories of the Dungeon from others in the clan, and it sounded wonderful. 
 
    Letting out another sigh, Roy picked up his pace as best he could, limping down the winding dirt path. Even though the path was shaded, the air was damp and heavy with moisture, so by the time he arrived at his destination nearly two hours later, his clothes were sticking to him, and his hair was plastered to his forehead in sweaty strands. 
 
    He stopped, taking a few moments to catch his breath and looked around for the marking he’d left the last time he’d been here. This would tell him where to place the mining and gathering tools. It took him a few seconds, but his eyes soon found the telltale red flag he’d planted in the ground. Limping tiredly over to the spot, he crouched down and reached to his belt for the first construct. 
 
    Normally, a construct like this could only be activated with Water Essence, but since he didn’t have any, the clan smiths had designed them to be able to take a charge. They’d filled it with Water Essence the day before and all he had to do to activate it was flip a switch. The Essence would power the machine until it ran dry, at which point he would head back to the village. 
 
    Placing the first metal disc on the ground, Roy hit the button and stepped back. Eight tentacles of Water Essence sprouted from the sides, reaching up into the air. They then all coiled up and slammed into the ground, sending up a shower of dirt and burrowing down a good ten feet. As soon as the construct began vibrating, Roy knew that the ground was already being churned up and the solid stone was being broken down. 
 
    He then placed the second construct next to it, pressing the button and watching it burrow into the ground as well. This one used a single, wide tendril of Water Essence. It would burrow down, then hollow out, serving as a makeshift tube. All the loose stone churned up by the other construct would then be sucked in and filtered, before being stored in a pocket dimension. 
 
    Once he’d gotten the constructs set up and going, Roy was quick to strip out of his sweaty outer robe and hang it from a tree branch. Now that the machines were going, he was free to relax until they were done. He pulled his undershirt over his head as well, revealing a well-built chest and defined abdominal muscles. 
 
    Out of all the clan, he was pretty sure he had the most muscle mass- not that muscle mattered when you could obliterate a solid stone with a single punch. 
 
    Roy lowered himself to the ground with a small grunt of relief. The walk here was never easy. Pulling a canteen from his pack, he took a long draft, enjoying the sensation of the cool water running down his throat. He took another sip, looking around at the trees surrounding him. It was the beginning of summer, so the heat had not yet grown to the sweltering temperatures he knew they would, just yet. Putting a cap on his canteen, Roy reached into his pack and removed a book. 
 
    It was one of several that he’d stolen from the clan library a few years back. He was forbidden from touching the books, as they’d be wasted on someone like him, but Roy was stubborn. One night, when he’d finally had enough, he’d snuck inside. It wasn’t easy to do either, as a braced leg didn’t exactly lend itself to stealthily movements. But he’d managed it somehow, escaping with several books on cultivating and a single book on martial combat. 
 
    Flipping open the first book, Roy began reading where he’d left off last time. 
 
      
 
    Introduction to Essence: Basic principles and guidelines. 
 
      
 
    The entire world is made up of Essence. This ethereal energy permeates the very air we breathe, the water we drink, and the land upon which we walk. It is light and darkness, life and death. Those who form cores can see the Essence in their surroundings and learn to harness it within themselves. They are known as Martial Artists. 
 
    There are many advantages to becoming a Martial Artist, not the least of which are an increased lifespan, a healthier and sturdier body, and a better understanding of the world in general… 
 
      
 
    Roy grimaced and flipped further through the book. He already knew all of this and how he differed from the others. He stopped at the next heading, which caught his interest. 
 
      
 
    Techniques: The tools of the Martial Artist. 
 
      
 
    All Martial Artists will train various techniques over the course of their lives. While there are nine overall technique types, they can be broken down into two categories: Body and Spirit. 
 
    Body techniques focus on enhancing the Martial Artist’s physical fighting power, enhancing strength, speed, and defense. 
 
    Spirit techniques focus on enhancing the Essence-based attacks, focusing on distance, terrain, and containment. 
 
    There are four of each, Body and Spirit, with the ninth technique being a combination of them both. All those who manage to combine their techniques into a single one has earned the title of Master and are considered to be true Martial Artists. 
 
    Below is a list of all the technique types, as well as a basic explanation on each. 
 
      
 
    Body techniques: Control of the physical self. 
 
      
 
    Physical: These affect the body directly, strengthening blows, or lending them special properties. They are great in hand to hand fighting and are most useful to those following a more martial path. The downside to these is that the user must make physical contact for the techniques to work. 
 
      
 
    Movement: These affect how the body will move. This technique can increase speed, flexibility, dexterity, and so on. These techniques cannot directly harm anyone, but they can be used to bolster one’s own body and techniques. 
 
      
 
    Armorer: These affect how the body will stand up to damage. They are one of the most important for any Martial Artist, as they provide the bulk of their defense unless they manage to reach Green. While Yellow-Belts gain a certain degree of immunity to physical harm, it is nothing compared to what one would receive at Orange. Even that is a pale imitation of the immunity gained at Green. The downside to these is that the more punishment that is taken, the more taxing it will be on your Essence reserves. 
 
      
 
    Full-body: These techniques are the culmination of all three Body techniques combined. These techniques will lend the Martial Artist the aspects of all three of their Body techniques, multiplying their effects many times over. You should not attempt to use it until all three Body techniques have been thoroughly mastered. One slip-up can end in disaster. 
 
      
 
    Spirit techniques: Control of Essence. 
 
      
 
    Projected: These techniques are used to control Essence, projecting it outward and forming an attack. They are most typically used for range, but some Martial Artists have been known to use them to enhance Physical techniques. The downside to these techniques is that it requires a lot of concentration and leaves the body vulnerable to attacks. 
 
      
 
    Terrain: These techniques are used to control Essence outside the body, affecting the terrain itself. The Martial Artist uses their will to control the ambient Essence and bend it to their will. This technique can be used even if the Martial Artist has no Essence stored within their core. The downside is the risk that the Martial Artist will lose control of the Essence, causing it to run wild. Therefore, it is suggested that the core always be at least half full when attempting to use one. 
 
      
 
    Containment: These techniques are used to control others, or more precisely, to either capture someone or contain powerful attacks. These require an extreme amount of control and concentration and are normally slow to form. 
 
      
 
    Full-area: These powerful attacks are the culmination of all three Spirit techniques combined. The Martial Artist would reach out to the ambient Essence, then combine it with their own. They would then use their Containment technique to hold it in place and trigger a technique that covered a wide or targeted area. Like the Full-body technique, this should not be attempted until all three Spirit techniques are mastered. 
 
      
 
    Master-level technique: Mastery of Body and Spirit. 
 
      
 
    Conqueror: This technique gives one full control over their body and environment. They combine uses of all the others and demand a massive amount of both Essence and control. This is the mark of a Master in the Martial Arts. 
 
      
 
    Sighing in regret, Roy flipped to a new section of the book. As much as he wanted to practice and develop techniques of his own, he just didn’t have the ability. He looked back to the book and began reading the first chapter on Water Essence. 
 
      
 
    The Path of Water: A basic understanding. 
 
      
 
    Water Essence is one of the eight pillars of advancement. Those who have passed the Trial of Beginnings and now have an affinity for Water can begin cycling in a basic figure-eight pattern around their cores. This will allow your body time to become accustomed to the feeling of the Essence while expanding your senses to the Essence in the world around you… 
 
      
 
    Roy snapped the book shut. He’d read this before in a different book and knew it would do him no good. He’d never seen the Trial of Beginnings, let alone passed it. But by listening to those around the clan, he’d discovered that the Trial of Beginnings was where all Martial Artists would go as soon as they formed their cores. 
 
    A gate would open for them, transporting them to a pocket world where they would face eight trials. By the time they were done, they would get to choose one of the eight basic Advancement Paths. He wasn’t exactly sure how they knew which was the right one, but he’d heard rumors of some sort of resonance within their cores. Roy knew that once a Martial Artist made it to Green, something which he’d only ever seen the clan leader, Shah Korgo, manage, they would be able to branch off, creating new techniques and their own unique Path. 
 
    Putting the book on cultivation away, Roy instead retrieved the book on martial combat. This was something he could do, albeit with great difficulty. The martial aspect of the Martial Arts was something which he’d noticed, that most of the Shah clan ignored. Though the reason why, he had yet to figure out. As far as he could tell, a Martial Artist with the ability to counter others of a similar advancement level would always have the upper hand. 
 
    It would do someone like him little good, but if he were to face someone equally as inept as he, then he would theoretically be the victor if he was better learned in the martial aspect of fighting. Flipping open the book, Roy turned to his last bookmark. It was the beginning of a new chapter, titled Redirection. 
 
      
 
    When fighting a Martial Artist of a different Advancement Path, you may find yourself at a disadvantage. After all, those following a Water Path will be weaker in physical combat than those following a Fire Path. This is where redirection comes in. 
 
    Most Martial Artists like to meet their problems head-on, but approaching from an angle is always wiser in such a confrontation… 
 
      
 
    There was then a series of pictures depicting two figures in various stances, showing a particular move and how to counter it. Under each were instructions and the best exercises to gain the desired results. 
 
    Roy studied the first move, titled False Start. This move required the opponent to be at specific angles. The premise of this move was to make your opponent think you were going to attack and trick them into acting first, making a hasty charge. Then, when the attack came, you’d redirect the strike. 
 
    The move was entirely defensive, but when coupled with the next move, titled Half-Moon Palm, it became a devastating attack. Once the strike was redirected, leaving the opponent wide open, the hand used to block the strike would come back. The cupped palm would then slam into the opponent’s ear, bursting the eardrum. It was designed to either finish the fight or set up the finishing move. 
 
    The finishing move was called Upward Claw. This move was quite gruesome, as it had the palm strike to the ear, followed immediately by a throat chop. However, once the chop made contact with the throat, the attacker would then sink their fingers into their assailant’s larynx, crushing it and tearing it from the neck. 
 
    Roy shuddered. He didn’t need to picture what that would do to someone. The book already had a graphic depiction of that. Despite the brutal nature of the attack, Roy found himself smiling. 
 
    This was something even he could practice. 
 
    Most of the combat stances required a lot of legwork, which was made all the more difficult by the fact that he couldn’t bend one knee, due to his brace. The fact that he was a cripple meant he couldn’t move with speed needed to execute the moves. This, however, only required him to move two steps: one to the side to shift his weight when his opponent charged, and the second, to step into the attack when he went for the throat strike to deliver more power. 
 
    He studied the forms for a few more minutes, committing them to memory. He then reached to the branch above his head, hauling himself to his feet. He mimicked the stance in the book as best he could. It was still a little lopsided, but he figured it would be alright. 
 
    He spent the next fifteen minutes moving slowly through the steps, repeating them in his head as he went through them. 
 
    Step to the side and redirect the strike. Cup the palm and bring it back in a whipping motion. Step forward and spread the thumb and index finger wide, thrusting up from the chest and striking the throat. Curl the fingers inward immediately, squeeze tightly, then pull back. 
 
    Roy found that if he took an extra step back at the end, his body would lend him more strength when executing the throat tearing attack. He practiced this for a further hour before his rumbling stomach forced him to stop and eat lunch. 
 
    He sat with his back to a tree once more, pulling open the book and flipping to a different section titled Throws and Tosses. 
 
    This section was dedicated to using force, momentum, and using an opponent’s body weight and gravity against them. He knew it wouldn’t do him much good in a fight against someone who had a core, but if he ever had to defend himself against someone like him, it would be perfect. 
 
    In truth, techniques like this would likely work on those at Yellow or below. They would go toppling to the ground, just as the pictures showed. The only problem was that with his meager strength, they’d be back on their feet in seconds, none the worse for the fall. He decided he would practice the moves anyway. 
 
    The first move was a simple one called Toppling the Tree. If an opponent charged, he would reach out, snagging one of their arms as they drew near. He would then twist his body, pulling the attacker close to himself. Then he would bump his hip into the attacker’s and twist to the side. This would throw his attacker off balance, knocking them clean off their feet. The harder he twisted, the harder his opponent would hit the ground. 
 
    Popping the last piece of his jam-covered rice ball into his mouth, Roy pulled himself back to his feet. Hobbling over to the gathering constructs, he could see that about half the Essence in them had been depleted. He could also see that they would need to be moved soon, so instead of waiting, he deactivated them and moved them to a new spot. Once he’d gotten them restarted, he planted a black flag in the ground, showing him not to place the gathering constructs there again. 
 
    Heading back to his book, he studied the technique before rising to his feet to try it for himself. He had a lot less success with this one, as it relied heavily on the strength of his legs and quick hip movements, both nearly impossible with his circumstances. 
 
    He sighed, sitting back down and closing the martial combat book. He knew he only had about an hour left and he was already dreading going back to the Shah clan. It was peaceful out here, with no one to harass or demean him, but once night fell, even this area would no longer be safe. 
 
    Deciding that he could wait to be bitter in an hour, Roy opened a second book on cultivation. This one spoke of cycling techniques and what the best ones were for each Advancement Path. 
 
      
 
    Cultivation: A Martial Artist’s Path to Advancement. 
 
      
 
    Cycling Essence throughout one’s body is difficult if the right technique is not used. For example, if a Water cultivator tries cycling their Essence in the Wildfire pattern, then the majority of the Essence will go to waste. If, however, a Fire cultivator uses the same technique, their Essence will be refined and processed much more efficiently. 
 
      
 
    There were then charts of proper breathing, positioning of the body and stretches the Martial Artist could do to improve the technique. 
 
    Roy was a bit skeptical about what this book was saying. He wasn’t a Martial Artist, but there was no way that these could be the best ways to cycle Essence. In his opinion, there was always a better way. All one had to do was find it. 
 
    A loud buzzing sound drew his attention away from the book, and Roy felt his heart sink. That was the indicator that the constructs were done and he could now head back. Sighing in regret, Roy packed away his books and forced himself back to his feet. He pulled on his now mostly dry undershirt, followed by his outer robe. He tied it closed with the length of braided rope and went to collect the constructs. 
 
    They still weighed the same as they had before, though Roy knew that was an illusion. One of the constructs would contain about five-thousand pounds worth of gravel. He sometimes wished that they weren’t so efficient, this way he could come out here more than once a month. Roy looked around the peaceful clearing one last time, letting out a long sigh. Then he took up his walking stick and began plodding back to the village, albeit at a much slower pace than he had on the way there.
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    Roy was forced to pick up his pace as the forest began growing dark around him. He’d wanted to take his time, but if he didn’t make it back within the next thirty minutes or so, it would be too dark to see. Not to mention that all the wild Beasts would be coming out to hunt. As the forest grew ever darker around him, he pushed himself to move faster, already imagining all sorts of Beast pouncing at him from the surrounding gloom. 
 
    Had he been a Martial Artist, this wouldn’t be a problem, as they were able to sense the Essence of most living things. Beasts wouldn’t be able to sneak up on them. He, however, was blind as a bat. 
 
    When he saw the fork in the path up ahead, he began to let out a relieved sigh. That was until he saw who was waiting there for him. 
 
    “Well, took you long enough to get here, freak,” Koya called out. 
 
    Roy felt his heart beginning to race when he saw him there, noting that he wasn’t alone either. He was flanked by his friends, the two who had helped Koya with his plan yesterday. If he remembered correctly, they were twins named Izu and Kozu. Not very imaginative of their parents, but then again, what did he know. 
 
    What had him nervous was the fact that they’d been waiting here for him. And whatever reason that was, it wouldn’t be good. 
 
    “I must apologize for inconveniencing you,” Roy said, dipping his head in a bow. “I did not know you would be waiting here for me.” 
 
    Koya shrugged, his sneer not diminishing. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Better if it’s dark out.” 
 
    Roy felt a distinct sense of danger when he said that, and it was only heightened when the twins moved to flank him. 
 
    “Can you tell me what this is all about?” He asked, feeling his heart rate picking up even more. 
 
    Koya laughed, sauntering up to him and folding his arms across his chest. 
 
    “Yes, actually. You see, you’ve been an embarrassment to the clan for long enough. No one has the guts to do what needs to be done, so I guess I’ll be the one doing the dirty work.” 
 
    Roy’s arms were seized by the twins, and he was hoisted bodily off the ground. 
 
    “Wait! You can’t kill me!” Roy shouted, now suddenly wishing to live very much. “There is no honor in killing an unarmed cripple. You would not be praised, but shamed!” 
 
    If anything, Koya’s grin grew even wider. 
 
    “Who said that we would be the ones to kill you?” 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to protest once again, but Koya, seemingly having enough of his complaining, shoved a rough cloth into his mouth. Then turned his back on him and began heading back into the woods. Roy struggled and kicked the twin’s grips, but he may as well have been a baby trying to fight a tiger. Both of them were Yellow-Belts, and their strength was far more than he could ever hope to muster. 
 
    As they walked, Roy started to become surer of where they were taking him, and his dread grew into full-blown panic. Of all the ways to die, this would have to be one of the worst. His fears were confirmed a moment later as they rounded a bend in the path, and a stone archway came into view. The archway was lit up by swirling multicolored lights that danced across its surface: the entrance to a Dungeon. 
 
    No one was entirely sure how they were made, or where the dungeons even were. They weren’t on Buryoku, though many theorized that each Dungeon was a self-contained pocket world. And though Roy had always wanted to visit the Dungeon, he suddenly found that he no longer cared to. 
 
    No one spoke as they approached the swirling portal and Koya poked his head inside. After a moment, he pulled it back out and motioned the twins forward. They marched straight ahead, walking a still struggling Roy through the portal. 
 
    A strange, tingling sensation flowed over Roy’s spine as they entered, and he felt as though a looming presence was suddenly watching over him. They emerged on the other side into a dimly lit cavern. Massive stalactites hung from the ceiling nearly thirty feet above their heads with small droplets of water constantly raining down to splash onto the ground below. The effect was a constant echoing sound bouncing off the walls and ceiling. 
 
    Koya entered a moment later, looking around the cave for a few moments before gesturing to a side tunnel. 
 
    “Let’s be quick. The Beasts down that tunnel likely haven’t respawned yet. If we move quickly, we won’t have to fight at all.” 
 
    Roy continued struggling as he was marched into the oppressive tunnel. He tried to look around for landmarks, so he might somehow escape, but after only a few seconds, the tunnel became too dark for him to see. Koya and the twins wouldn’t have that problem, as enhanced senses were something that every White-Belt had. He, however, could not see a thing. 
 
    Roy was forcibly marched along for what felt like hours, but in reality, was likely no more than twenty minutes. The longer he walked, the more his sense of dread grew. He knew why he was here. He was here to die. There was no other reason that Koya and the others were dragging him all the way down here, and he had a pretty good feeling how they would to it too. 
 
    They would leave him once they reached the deepest part of the Dungeon and the Beasts would tear him to pieces. In the morning, someone might discover his remains. The clan wouldn’t care and just assume that he’d wandered in here on his own and gotten killed for it. If they lost anything, it would be someone to ridicule and torture. 
 
    Finally, his eyes picked out a faint light that was growing brighter by the minute. He wasn’t sure where the light was coming from, but when they emerged from the tunnel, he could see that it was coming from the moon. The cavern was relatively small, only about forty feet in diameter, but if he looked straight up, he could see an opening nearly two-hundred feet above his head. 
 
    He briefly wondered whose moon that could be. After all, if this was a pocket world, wouldn’t this be a different moon? He was snapped from his contemplations when the twins released him, shoving him roughly to the center of the room. They hadn’t bothered tying his hands, so Roy was able to pull the cloth from his mouth. He licked his lips a few times to work up some moisture before speaking. 
 
    “You can’t do this. You can’t just leave me here!” he rasped, watching the impassive faces of the twins. 
 
    “Oh, we can and will,” Koya said, entering the small chamber a moment later. “You don’t deserve the generosity our clan lavishes upon you. You’re a drain on our resources, and with the dry season coming, we need to conserve what we have more than ever.” 
 
    What Koya said was a load of horse dung, and they all knew it. As Water Essence cultivators, they were never short on water, even in the dry season. Koya just hated him, for reasons he couldn’t understand. He’d never thought it would come to this, though. 
 
    Roy could see the end of his life looming before him, so he decided that for once, he wouldn’t hold back what he had to say. There was also the chance that what he’d read today about martial combat may give him a slim chance at walking out of here alive. He straightened his back, doing his best to stand tall, despite his deformity. 
 
    “Don’t pretend this is about the clan, Shah Koya,” Roy said, injecting as much venom as he could into those words. “You’re a coward who enjoys preying on those weaker than yourself, and since you’re afraid to challenge White-Belts, you’ve decided to single me out. You’re a dishonorable wretch who can’t fight to save his life. If anything, you are weaker than I am. At least I can stand here, alone, facing those stronger than myself, but you can’t even face a cripple without three to one odds.” 
 
    Koya’s face had been growing redder and redder the entire time Roy spoke, but he didn’t care. He wanted the boy to become angry. He wanted to make him hurt the way he’d hurt him his entire life. And if he was about to die, then he would spit on Koya’s ego before he met his end. 
 
    “For that, you die!” Koya yelled, charging right at him. 
 
    Seeing as Koya was going to leave him here to die anyway, the threat fell somewhat flat. But Roy felt he had gotten what he wanted. 
 
    Koya’s fists were tightly clenched as he ran, and Roy could see the telltale signs of Water Essence as they began to shine a bright blue. If he could have felt Essence, as even a child could, he would have been able to sense the Physical technique building up behind the blow. Seeing as he couldn’t, Roy simply prepared himself for what was to come. 
 
    He moved his right leg back, planting it firmly against the ground and raising his fists into the stance shown in the book. Then, as Koya threw his first blow, his arm snapped to the side to redirect the attack. He’d misjudged the speed of Koya’s attack, and instead of hitting the arm just below the wrist, as the book instructed, the back of his hand slammed against the inside of Koya’s forearm, about halfway up the arm. 
 
    Roy gritted his teeth as pain exploded from his hand. He’d misjudged just how strong a Yellow-Belt actually was. Had he tried to actually block the attack, instead of redirecting it, his arm would undoubtedly have been shattered. The attack aimed to blow his head to bits, instead only scraped by his ear, but the trailing Essence caught the tip of it and this time Roy did cry out, as his entire right ear was torn off. 
 
    Even as he felt hot blood gushing down from the side of his face, he brought his hand back, slamming the cupped palm into Koya’s ear with all his strength. Then, he stepped in, forming a blade with his left hand and jamming it against Koya’s exposed throat. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    He tried digging his nails into the skin, but he may as well have been trying to crush a rock. 
 
    He felt a hard impact to the side of his head and heard a loud crack. Stars danced before his eyes as he was sent sprawling and landed hard on the stone floor. He coughed a few times, spitting up blood as he tried to focus his hazy vision on the boy standing above him. 
 
    He couldn’t help but wonder if Koya would kill him in the end or leave him for the Beasts. 
 
    A few breathless moments passed as Roy scrambled back, picking his hands up in a desperate attempt to shield his face. The expected attack never came, and a moment later, Koya’s voice sounded throughout the cavern. 
 
    “I see what you’re trying to make me do, cripple. You’re trying to make me kill you quickly so that you don’t suffer.” 
 
    He laughed then. It was not a cold laugh as he’d been expecting, but a laugh-filled with amusement. 
 
    “I would let you go, but honor demands I pay you back for what you said to me. Now, what would be an appropriate punishment…?” 
 
    Roy’s vision finally focused as Koya paced around him. He tried to think up some plan he might use to escape, when Koya seemed to have a revelation. 
 
    “I think I’ve got it!” he said, moving right up to his prone form. 
 
    Roy tried to shuffle back but found that his back was now pressed to the cavern wall. He looked up with fearful eyes as Koya stopped by his legs. His grin grew just a bit wider as he lifted his right foot. 
 
    A loud crack sounded throughout the cavern as he brought it down, the attack leaving a trail of blue Essence in its wake. It actually took Roy a few seconds to process what had happened, before the pain hit him. It felt as though a thousand white-hot needles had been driven into his legs, and he screamed. He could still taste blood in his mouth and feel it trickling down from his ruined ear, but that pain was nothing compared to what he felt from his legs. 
 
    “There,” Koya said, stepping back from the shattered remains of both his legs. “That ought to assure that you can’t hobble away. Even if you do somehow manage to survive, you’ll be of no use to the clan whatsoever.” 
 
    Roy only vaguely heard him, his pain too unbearable to concentrate on anything else. He barely saw Shah Koya and his co-conspirators giving him one last hateful look, before leaving him there alone and at the mercy of the Dungeon’s Beasts.
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    Roy’s entire world was pain. He didn’t know how long he sat there, consumed by it, his back propped against the cavern wall and staring listlessly at the twisted appendages. But eventually, the pain began to recede to the point where he could once again think straight. Or as straight as one could in his current predicament. He was still bleeding from his right ear, though that had somewhat slowed as well. 
 
    He groaned, coughing, and spitting to the side. The saliva came out red, coated with his blood. The only thing that was keeping him alive right now was spite. He would not allow this to be his end. Herald Leroy would not sit here and wait to die. 
 
    Looking around the cavern, he tried to find the way out. If this was the deepest part of the Dungeon, then there had to be a way out somewhere in this room. His eyes finally alighted on the escape route, and he groaned. Could his luck be any worse? 
 
    A series of notches were carved into the wall, and as he craned his neck upward, he could see that they extended all the way up to the top. 
 
    Of course, the only way out would be a ladder, he thought miserably. 
 
    He shook himself from those thoughts. He would not allow something like this to stand in his way. He had not endured his suffering for this long, only to give up now. 
 
    Gritting his teeth against what he knew would be an extremely painful task, Roy began gathering the longest remaining pieces of his brace. Part of the brace was embedded in his right leg, blood seeping out from a multitude of puncture wounds left by the jagged bits of wood. Thankfully, he was able to gather four pieces that were mostly intact. 
 
    Pulling the rope belt from around his waist, Roy quickly unbraided it, separating it into four workable strands. He took a few deep breaths, then reached down and shoved his lame leg outward in one quick motion. He cried out in pain, but set the two pieces of wood to either side of the broken limb, quickly twining the rope around them and setting the leg in a crude splint. 
 
    The left leg was just as bad, but Roy tied the splint as tightly as he could manage all the same. By the time he was done, his entire body was trembling. Sweat beaded his brow and tears streaked his face. He knew undoubtedly that this was one of the most painful things he’d ever have to do. He then tore a few strips from his undershirt and bound the side of his head. He knew he probably should have done this sooner, but he’d wanted to get the worst over with before he lost his nerve. 
 
    He wanted to take a few moments to rest but knew that he’d been fortunate so far that none of the Dungeon’s Beasts had shown up yet. He didn’t feel like testing his luck any more than he had to. Gritting his teeth once more, Roy rolled onto his stomach, feeling the flare of pain as his legs were jostled. He then began dragging himself forward with just his arms, his legs scraping over the floor. 
 
    Every movement was agony for his ruined legs. His head throbbed and his vision swam, yet he kept moving toward the ladder that was his salvation. He kept repeating a mantra to himself to keep going. 
 
    I will not die here. I will not die here. I will not die here… 
 
    It wasn’t the most creative, but it served its purpose. It kept him going. Roy had never realized the depth of his inner strength before, but now it bolstered him, pushing him ever closer to his escape route. Finally, he reached the far wall. His fingers hooked into the first rung carved into the stone. It was rough, with a slightly downward hollow that he could feel. This would make it easier to keep his grip, but he also knew that it would be extremely painful on his fingers. 
 
    It didn’t matter to him. So long as his strength held out, he would be able to drag himself out using only his arms. He took a few more deep breaths before hauling upward, pulling his body up and off the ground. The strain on his arms was immediate but manageable. After all, having a lame leg had forced him to develop stronger muscles in his upper body. He reached up for the next rung, pulling his legs partway off the ground. He was about to reach for the next rung, when his worst fears finally came to pass. 
 
    A low, rumbling growl echoed throughout the cavern, sending a chill up his spine and his hair standing on end. Turning his head back, Roy watched wide-eyed as a massive ferret-like creature slunk into the room. It was easily five feet at the shoulder and must have weighed well over a thousand pounds. 
 
    Its small black eyes glimmered in the moonlight, and its pink nose twitched in his direction. Its body was long and sinuous, covered in a thick layer of brown-white fur. It opened its mouth as it slunk towards him, revealing several rows of razor-sharp teeth. 
 
    Roy felt his heart practically in his mouth as he scrabbled for the next rung, desperately pulling himself higher. His legs finally left the ground, but as soon as they did, the Beast exploded into motion. With a loud hiss, it covered the distance between them in an instant, its body trailing a stream of black Essence behind it- Darkness Essence. 
 
    Roy screamed as the Beast’s teeth sank into his right ankle, feeling the white-hot pain from before come back in full force. The Beast shook its head violently, and Roy was yanked clean off the wall and tossed halfway across the room. Landing hard on his back, he felt the air explode out of him. 
 
    He gasped, trying to fill his lungs with air, as the shadow of the creature loomed over him, and he desperately attempting to scramble back. 
 
    So. He was going to die here, after all. 
 
    The Beast planted one heavy clawed foot on his chest, driving his back into the ground and stopping him from moving back any more. He groaned again as the creature brought its face close to his, mouth open and saliva coating its teeth. Roy felt the hot breath on his face and debated closing his eyes. 
 
    In the end, he decided to face death head-on. There was no changing the outcome, so why cringe now? 
 
    He glared up at the Beast, his eyes hard. He took in a deep, shuddering breath, and let it out in a single, loud bellow. He yelled until his voice cracked, and his throat was raw and bleeding, facing death with defiance. 
 
    Miraculously, the unthinkable happened. The Beast stopped moving. It cocked its head to the side, fixing him with one beady black eye. It removed its foot from his chest and took a step away from him, sitting down on its haunches and staring at him. 
 
    Roy stared back, wondering why the creature would stop. It wasn’t like he was complaining or anything, but it made no sense. 
 
    “Tell me something, human. Why don’t you have a core?” 
 
    Roy jumped as a voice sounded in his mind. It sounded male and vaguely curious. He looked frantically around until his eyes alighted on the Beast. He blinked, staring dumbly for a few moments before responding. 
 
    “Are you…talking to me?” he asked the giant ferret, wondering if the stress of his situation had finally caused him to go mad. 
 
    “Not the Beast, you idiot,” the voice responded, sounding exasperated. “Up here.” 
 
    An image of a spot right above the Beast’s head flashed through Roy’s mind. Training his eyes to the indicated spot, he saw as the stone began rippling. It then parted and a brilliant white light spilled out from within. A moment later, Roy realized what he was looking at - the Dungeon’s core. 
 
    He’d heard rumors that some Dungeons could gain sentience if they were old enough, but he’d never imagined he would actually be talking to one. He watched as the core was fully revealed, floating out of the wall and coming to hover a few inches above the Beast’s head. It was pure white and roughly three inches in diameter. Its surface was faceted, giving it an appearance akin to a gemstone. 
 
    “You’re…a Dungeon core!” Roy exclaimed, not really sure what else to say. 
 
    “Obviously,” the core replied. “You still haven’t answered my question. Why do you not have a core? Everyone has a core.” 
 
    Roy felt his mood sour at that and shrugged. 
 
    “I don’t know. I guess I just never developed one.” 
 
    “How interesting,” the core responded. “Tell me then, human. You are so weak. You do not even have the strength of most children. I can sense that you have a deformity as well. So why do you persist? Even facing death, you are defiant. Why?” 
 
    Roy was taken aback by this question. In truth, he wasn’t exactly sure where it had all come from. He’d been beaten down his entire life for his weakness, but in the face of death, he had indeed been defiant. Why? 
 
    The Dungeon was silent as Roy thought over his answer. Finally, Roy spoke up. He wasn’t entirely sure if the Dungeon would like what he had to say, but he hoped that it might let him go if he impressed it enough. 
 
    “In truth, I don’t actually know, myself. I’ve been treated poorly my entire life, due to my deformity. I have no family to speak of, and the ones who took me in would just as soon kill me as feed me. I guess that for once in my life I wanted to stand up for myself… to be defiant…” 
 
    He trailed off awkwardly, not entirely sure that what he’d said would make any sense. The Dungeon seemed to glow brighter at that. 
 
    “Tell me something, human. If someone were to offer you power… the ability to cultivate… What price would you be willing to pay?” 
 
    “Anything.” 
 
    Roy didn’t even have to think about it. He’d been fantasizing about gaining power his entire life. 
 
    “There is no price that I would not pay.” 
 
    The core’s white light pulsed even faster at that. 
 
    “Very well, then. Just one last question then. If I gave you the power you so desperately seek, what would you do with it?” 
 
    Roy wasn’t sure how to answer that question. He knew what he wanted to say but didn’t know if the Dungeon would accept it. 
 
    He shrugged to himself then. He’d never thought any of this could even be possible. It shocked him that he was so calm in a situation like this, but then again, he’d been afraid for so long, that it seemed his fear was all used up. 
 
    “This world is filled with injustice. Where the powerful can do as they please, and those like me can do nothing to stop them. I would become the most powerful Martial Artist this world has ever seen,” Roy said, his voice growing hard. “Then, I would take revenge on those who made my every waking moment miserable. I would obliterate the Shah clan! After that, I’ll move on to the next, taking down everyone who believes themselves to be superior to others.” 
 
    “Those are some very ambitious goals you’ve set for yourself, but I can understand wanting revenge. I want revenge as well, so if I give you power, you will be making some very dangerous enemies- enemies that can destroy countries in an instant and raze mountains to the ground. Are you prepared for that eventuality?” 
 
    Roy nodded, agreeing immediately. He had said he’d be willing to pay any price after all. He wondered briefly if it was even possible for a Dungeon to fix him. No one else had been able to. Though, in the Dungeon’s defense, no one had ever tried. 
 
    “How exactly would you give me power?” 
 
    “Just stick out your hand. Mind you, this will be a tad unpleasant, but in the end, you’ll thank me.” 
 
    Roy did as he was told, extending his hand forward and keeping his eyes locked on the Dungeon core. It floated towards him, bobbing up and down as it neared his hand. The white light emanating from it intensified as it drew nearer, forcing Roy to squint his eyes. He felt warmth on his palm as the core came closer; then, it made contact with his skin. 
 
    A scream of absolute agony tore itself from Roy’s throat as the core sank into his hand. He felt as though his body were on fire from the inside, and he could feel the core burrowing deeper into his skin. His body was locked in place, however, and he didn’t so much as twitch as the burning pain traveled up his arm. It eventually settled in the center of his chest, but the pain didn’t stop there. 
 
    Roy saw, in his mind’s eye, as the core shot out hundreds of thin white tendrils. They traveled throughout his body, searing lines into his bones, muscles, skin, and nerves. They traveled up to his head and all the way to the bottoms of his feet. Then, a loud, crunching, popping sound came as his legs began knitting themselves back together. 
 
    An almost unbearable itching followed a moment later, and Roy felt as though something was crawling from the side of his head. His skin burned white-hot, and a foul black liquid began oozing from his pores. Through it all, Roy was frozen, stuck bearing the pain as channels were seared into his flesh, his body fixed of all its physical damage, and years of built-up impurities were simultaneously expelled.  
 
    When this process happened at the age of five or six, there would be no pain, and only a small amount of impurities would be ejected from the body. The channels were not formed right away either but were set up by the Martial Artist over the next few years as they cultivated on their chosen Advancement Path. For Roy, a twenty-year-old who had never even formed a core, it all happened at once. 
 
    The entire process took roughly fifteen minutes, but to Roy, it felt like an eternity. Finally, the pain began receding to a dull ache, and after a few more moments, it faded entirely, leaving Roy panting on his back in a pool of foul-smelling black liquid.
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    Roy took in a deep, shuddering breath and slowly pushed himself into a sitting position. The first thing he noticed was the smell. Putrid and rank, it overwhelmed him, until he felt something else brushing against his senses. He gasped as he was suddenly overwhelmed by his surroundings. He could feel several different things vying for his attention, all pressing down on him at once, and when he opened his eyes, the cave lit up in brilliant, multicolored light. 
 
    He flinched back, blinking rapidly until the light faded from his vision. Once the lights faded, the stench hit him once again, but Roy found that despite that, he felt better than ever. Looking down at his legs, he felt his heart skip a beat. Both legs stuck out straight before him, his right a mirror to his left. He stared, moving his ankle around just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. 
 
    It moved without trouble or even an ounce of pain. With a whoop of joy, Roy sprang to his feet and was shocked when he leaped a full two feet off the ground before landing. He let out a disbelieving laugh, stomping his right foot on the ground and not feeling a drop of discomfort. He laughed again and ran to the opposite side of the cavern, marveling at how easily he moved. He could feel the core pulsing lightly in his chest as he ran and wondered if this was how Martial Artists felt all the time. 
 
    Coming to a stop, Roy flexed his knees and leaped straight up into the air. His jump carried him a good five feet off the ground this time, and he threw his fist into the air, laughing the entire time. He landed back on the ground, his knees flexing to absorb the impact as he did so. The test of his newly enhanced and repaired body was interrupted; as a voice sounded in his mind. 
 
    “It seems that everything is working just fine. I was worried that my plan would fail, and I’d turn you into a pile of sludge. Guess it worked out though, so… woohoo.” 
 
    Roy stumbled as the voice of the Dungeon filled his mind. 
 
    “You’re still alive in there?” he asked, more than a little shocked. 
 
    “No need to talk out loud,” the Dungeon answered. “Now that we’ve combined, you can speak to me with your mind, much as I am doing right now.” 
 
    “So… I’ll be stuck with you inside my head forever?” Roy asked out loud. He preferred to do so and would keep doing it. Hearing voices in his head was strange enough as it was. 
 
    “You did say that you’d be willing to pay any price for power, didn’t you?” 
 
    Roy was about to retort, when he realized that the Dungeon had a valid point. He had said that he’d be willing to pay any price, and if having a constant companion that lived in his head was the price he’d have to pay, he would do so gladly. 
 
    “Oh, there’s one thing I forgot to mention,” the Dungeon spoke up again. “Not a big deal at all really, but if you don’t advance to the next Dan within the next thirty days, your body won’t be able to handle the strain, and you’ll explode.” 
 
    “What?!” Roy exclaimed, suddenly feeling his excitement of finally having a core evaporate in an instant. 
 
    It took most people nearly a year to reach the 1st Dan. If he had to do so in a month, he was a dead man walking. 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking,” the Dungeon said as if reading his mind. 
 
    Could it read my mind? Roy wondered. It may very well be possible. 
 
    “No, I can’t read your mind,” the Dungeon put in a moment later. “I can hear your thoughts when they are directed at me, but not at any other time. I was just making a few educated guesses. Now, I know that you’re worried that you can’t advance in time, but don’t be. You forget that most White-Belts are children who still need to build a foundation for their cultivation. I’ve already seared the channels into your body, so all you have to do is pass the Trial of Beginnings and find your Advancement Path. After that, all it will be is a matter of collecting enough Essence to move you up to the 1st Dan.” 
 
    Roy let out the breath he’d been holding, feeling his heart rate beginning to slow down. 
 
    “So, I’m not going to die in a month?” 
 
    “Not unless you’re planning on goofing off for the next thirty days.” 
 
    Roy nodded in response, now feeling just a bit more hopeful. To distract himself, he began practicing long-memorized martial combat techniques. He’d been unable to do these before, due to his lame leg. Now his body flowed smoothly through the motions. The rank smell of the black ooze still clung to his body, but Roy didn’t care. 
 
    For the first time in his life, he actually had a chance. A chance at a better life, a life he’d been dreaming of for as long as he could remember. He stepped forward, feeling his body’s response as he drove a closed fist forward in a straight line. He followed this by allowing his trailing back foot to move up as well, throwing his back fist in a straight punch. 
 
    His hips pivoted to lend the strike extra power, and he used the momentum to spin in place, lashing out with a spinning hook-kick at near head height. He grinned madly as his leg came back down, landing just a bit off-center. The technique had been far from perfect, but just a few hours ago, would have been completely impossible. 
 
    “You seem to have a knack for that,” the Dungeon said as he performed another technique shown by the book. “I’ve only rarely seen Martial Artists bother with the combat techniques of the Arts. They like to focus more on the techniques involving Essence manipulation.” 
 
    “I’ve never had any way to channel Essence before,” Roy replied, pivoting on his left leg and kicking out sideways with his right. “So I read books that mainly focused on combat techniques. After all, you don’t need Essence to perform them.” 
 
    “Well, that isn’t entirely true,” the Dungeon said. “There are many martial techniques that require the speed and power gained through cultivation.” 
 
    Roy landed his kick and reset his stance. What the Dungeon said was true. The vast majority of martial techniques did require superhuman levels of strength and speed. Some even required specific Advancement Paths, but he’d only ever studied the ones which he himself might have had a chance of mastering. 
 
    “Do you know any cultivation techniques?” Roy asked, finally relaxing and sitting down with his back to the Dungeon wall. 
 
    The giant ferret was still in the cavern with him, but it had gone to sleep. Even now, he could see its body rising and falling in a slow rhythm. 
 
    “I do know a few, but none of them would work for you until you’ve passed the trial.” 
 
    “So, what are we waiting for, let’s go do the trial,” Roy answered. 
 
    He looked around for the portal that was supposed to appear but didn’t see anything. 
 
    “It normally takes a few hours for the portal to appear once a core has been formed,” the Dungeon said, once again seeming to read his mind. “This gives the Martial Artist time to adapt before being thrown into mortal danger.” 
 
    Roy sighed, already wishing to be gone from this place. It would be daylight in a few hours, and others of the Shah clan would undoubtedly be coming down to challenge the Dungeon. Speaking of which… 
 
    “What will happen to this place once we leave?” he asked the Dungeon. “And what do I call you, do you have a name?” The Dungeon was clearly a living entity, and an intelligent one, so it would be impolite to keep referring to it as just Dungeon. 
 
    “I don’t actually have a name, but seeing as I’ll be leaving this place, I suppose it’s only proper…” the Dungeon trailed off for a few moments, as though in thought. “How about Geon?” 
 
    Roy thought about that for a few moments. It wasn’t anything he’d call another person, but seeing as it was a Dungeon core, it suited him. 
 
    “Yeah, Geon is a good name,” he replied with a grin. 
 
    “Now, as for what will happen to this place… It’ll end up like all Dungeons that lose their cores. The Essence will linger for about a week, after which it will start to fade. All of the Beasts will cease reforming, and the herbs will stop growing. Then, the portal will vanish, and the Dungeon will be no more.” 
 
    Roy felt his grin grow even wider at that. The Shah clan depended heavily on the Dungeon as a source of income for the clan. They used it to train their young and sold the Essence-rich herbs growing in there to other clans for pills and elixirs. With it gone, it would effectively cripple their economy. This opened up a new question for him. 
 
    “Will you be able to do anything once we leave? Like, create Beasts or rare herbs?” 
 
    Roy heard a mental sigh at that question. 
 
    “No. Since I’ve become bonded to you, my control over the Dungeon is already fading. I can no longer create herbs or Beasts, though I can still exert control over them and keep them from attacking us.” 
 
    Roy could hear the regret in that statement and couldn’t help but ask. “If you’re really going to lose all your abilities, why agree to leave, and why me of all people?” 
 
    Geon was silent for a few moments after he asked that question, but Roy didn’t push him for an answer. 
 
    “I have been alive for centuries now. In the beginning, all I was focused on was gaining power and building my Dungeon. Every day I grew stronger, expanding my influence and difficulty. Soon, I was too powerful for Yellows and Oranges, and even some Greens were having a difficult time. Stronger and stronger Martial Artists would come visit, and I would kill them all. By the time people stopped coming, my Dungeon was massive, spanning fifteen different levels and sporting over forty varieties of Beasts. The Essence I created was the richest for hundreds of miles around. However, I had grown too powerful. 
 
    I thought myself invincible and was consumed by arrogance and false pride. That was, until one day, when two people came. Naturally, I threw everything I had against them. However, I misjudged their strength. They decimated my Beasts, foiled my traps, and made it all the way down to the bottom level. There, they faced my Guardian, the most powerful creature I could create. 
 
    They destroyed it too. Then, they pulled my core from the walls. I thought they were going to kill me, but instead, they somehow stripped me of the majority of my power. They then placed a seal on my core, preventing me from ever advancing past Yellow again. My Dungeon collapsed and I was left with what you see now. I’ve been trapped this way for the last four centuries, living every day with the knowledge of what those men took from me. 
 
    I vowed that should I ever get the chance, I would find some way to repay those men for what they did. 
 
    I was nearing the end of my patience, however. Years passed and nothing happened. No opportunity presented itself to me, and I began to despair that I would be stuck here forever. Then you came along. I was going to let my Beast eat you, but then you faced it down, showing no fear. That piqued my interest, and when I saw that you had no core, I had the idea to try and merge our souls. 
 
    You have what I’ve always needed: a body. And I have what you’ve been missing your entire life: a core. I can already feel that the bonds they placed on me have been erased with our merging. Now, as you grow in power, so will I. And, I will be expecting you to kill those two men once you’re strong enough.” 
 
    Geon finished recounting his story, and Roy nodded. He felt a pang of sympathy for the Dungeon core, knowing well how cruel others could be. He couldn’t imagine having to deal with the knowledge for hundreds of years, but he could understand the desire for revenge. Maybe that’s what had decided it for Geon, the fact that they shared similar goals. 
 
    The only thing he wasn’t too sure about, was how he would defeat the Martial Artists who’d managed to defeat Geon back when he’d been too strong for Green-Belts. 
 
    “Who are the two men who defeated you? Do you know their names?” 
 
    “The Beast King of The Crater and the Supreme of Cloying Darkness,” Geon responded immediately. 
 
    Roy felt a chill run down his spine. Everyone knew those names. They were the most powerful Martial Artists on the continent as far as anyone knew. No one knew how powerful a Supreme was, but he’d heard rumors. Entire clans wiped out in the blink of an eye, palaces were torn down in an instant, and cities being left in smoldering ruins. And if the Beast King of The Crater was on par with him, that would make him a Supreme as well. 
 
    He shook himself and felt his resolve firm. If he truly wanted to be the most powerful Martial Artist in all of Buryoku, then he would have to surpass both of them. He had no doubt that there were stronger Martial Artists out there, but for now, at least, he had a goal. 
 
    “So. All I need to do is become a Supreme,” he said with a wry grin. “I guess that’s manageable.” 
 
    He felt Geon pulse in his chest in response and Pure Essence flooded his body. He could feel it empowering him, and his entire body tingled with the sensation. It wasn’t exactly a Body technique, but rather, use of Essence to improve overall ability. 
 
    There was a muffled whump, and the air suddenly split before them, causing Roy to jump to his feet. It took him a few seconds to realize exactly what it was. It was the portal that would take him to the Trial of Beginnings.
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    Roy took a deep breath to steady his nerves and took a step forward. He stopped when he heard a light mewling sound coming from behind him. Turning, he saw the giant ferret staring at him with wide eyes. It looked nothing like it had before. Now, it just looked more akin to a giant puppy than the vicious, half-ton Beast. He felt bad about leaving it there, knowing that it would be killed the next time someone from the clan came to fight there. And since Geon was coming with him, it wouldn’t be reborn. 
 
    “Can we take it with us?” he asked the Dungeon core. 
 
    “Who, Ferry? I suppose we can, though we’d have to send her somewhere to wait for us, as she can’t come through to the trial with you.” 
 
    “Is it even safe to take her?” he asked, surprised that Geon would have named a Beast. 
 
    “If it were any other Beast, I would say no. But I created Ferry as my Guardian after I was stripped of my power. Though she has died many times, I’ve always brought her back. I was going to tell her to run, but if you want to take her with us…” Geon trailed off for a few moments, lost in thought, then abruptly continued. “You can use a mount. We will be traveling, and until you’ve reached at least Orange, moving at any great speed will be difficult, and even then, it would depend on your Path.” 
 
    “So, how do I tell her where to go?” 
 
    “Just place your palm on her forehead, and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Roy shrugged to himself, then walked over to the massive ferret. He was still a bit wary of the creature, as it looked like it could tear him apart with no effort. His heart began beating a bit faster as he extended a shaky hand, placing it on the Beast’s head. The fur felt surprisingly soft, and Ferry pushed into his palm. He wondered why she was so friendly all of a sudden but figured it might have more to do with the Dungeon core currently residing in his chest. A flash of white light pulsed out of his palm and Roy sucked in a deep breath as it did so. 
 
    He had felt it when the Essence had traveled from the core, down the channels in his arms and out of his hand. The feeling had been electric, both terrifying and exhilarating at the same time. The ferret pulled back from him, shaking its head a few times. Then, it shot off down the open tunnel, disappearing from view in only a few seconds. 
 
    “Where did you tell her to go?” Roy asked, “and how did you control my Essence?” 
 
    “I sent her to a spot on the outskirts of the Shah clan’s territory. And as to how I can control your Essence, the answer is simple. It’s not yours yet. Until you complete the trial, the Essence will remain mine. So, best get a move on.” 
 
    Roy turned quickly back to the portal at that. If he had no control over the Essence in his body, that meant that Geon currently had more control over it than he did. As grateful as he was to the Dungeon core, that would not be allowed to stand. It was his body and nobody else’s. 
 
    Well, Geon was technically living in there as well, so it was kind of his body too, he amended a moment later. But he wouldn’t allow himself to be controlled like that. 
 
    “Alright then, let’s find out what affinities I have,” Roy said, stepping right up to the tear in space. Taking one last breath, he walked through. 
 
    The feeling was much the same as when he’d first been dragged into the Dungeon. He felt a cool tingling sensation running down his spine, and he emerged onto the other side just a moment later. He found himself standing on a twisting path laid out in gleaming cobblestone. Tall bamboo shoots grew to either side of the path; their leaves were swaying in a light breeze. 
 
    The air smelled sweet, as though a patch of wildflowers grew nearby, and the temperature was warm and pleasant. 
 
    Looking further down the path, Roy could make out a tall Torii gate about ten yards down, the two upward-curving slats on top, held up by two rounded poles planted into the ground. A wooden sign was planted next to it, and if he looked past the gate, he could see the path continuing, sloping upward. 
 
    So, this was the Trial of Beginnings. 
 
    Roy sucked in a deep lungful of air, reveling in the feeling of seeing something he never thought he would. He began walking down the path, heading for the trial gate. He could feel the cobblestones through his thin shoes, the green of the Wind Essence as it blew against his skin, and an almost indefinable pressure pressing down on his center. 
 
    Was the trial trying to measure him? 
 
    No one ever spoke of the trial, and it was only mentioned in books by name, so he had no idea of what to expect. 
 
    Finally reaching the gate, which he now saw was painted a rich blue, he took a moment to read the wooden signs posted near the gate. 
 
      
 
    Welcome traveler. You are about to enter the Trial of Beginnings. Please be aware that once started, the trials must be completed. You will not be allowed to leave until all eight have been taken, or, you have chosen an Advancement Path. If you are ready, step through the first gate. If you are not, simply turn back and you will be transported back to your previous destination. If you choose to leave, however, you will not be able to take the trial for a full year. Good fortune be with you, and may your soul stay strong. 
 
      
 
    Roy turned his eyes from the sign and looked up to the top of the gate, where the words, “Trial of Water” were written in black characters. 
 
    It appeared that the Water trial was the first one. Somehow, that made him feel at ease. He’d been around Water cultivators his entire life, so it was familiar to him. He was about to walk forward when Geon’s voice sounded in his mind. 
 
    “I won’t be able to talk to you once the trials begin, so I’d like to take care of something before you walk in.” 
 
    Before Roy could ask what that was, he felt the core begin pulsing in his chest. The pulsing grew ever faster as the seconds ticked by, and he could feel Essence practically flooding his body. A white light suddenly bloomed in the center of his chest, right over the spot where Geon was located. Then, to Roy’s utter astonishment, a long white stream of energy began snaking out from the center. 
 
    At first, he was alarmed, but as the white band grew longer and longer, he felt his fear turn to utter joy. The stream of light abruptly cut off as the band of white detached from his skin, falling into his open palms. 
 
    As the light faded, Roy stared down at a long Belt colored a pure white. It felt silky and smooth in his fingers and gave only slightly when he squeezed it. It didn’t feel as though it were made out of normal material, but out of solid Essence. 
 
    A real White-Belt 
 
    With shaking hands, Roy bound the long belt around his waist. He’d seen it done so many times by others, that he already knew how to do it himself. Wrapping the belt twice around, he pulled it around to the front and looped the ends together. He tugged on the ends three times to make sure it was secure, then looked down proudly at his waist. 
 
    This was another sight he’d never thought he’d see. The White-Belt holding his robe closed instead of the length of worn, hemp rope. He was practically bursting with pride and felt a grin stretching his face from ear to ear. He imagined he looked like a fool, but he didn’t care. The last piece that had been missing was now there. If anything proved that he was now a Martial Artist, it was the Belt, formed of Essence, now wrapped around his waist. 
 
    “Thank you,” he whispered.  
 
    He was truly grateful to the Dungeon core. It had given him more in the last few hours than anyone had given him in his entire life. It had shown him kindness and understanding, and though he understood that Geon was using him to get what he wanted, he was still grateful. 
 
    The Dungeon core didn’t respond verbally but pulsed lightly in his chest to show its understanding. 
 
    Roy stared down at his Belt for what felt like ages, his eyes glued to the lightly shining White-Belt. The longer he stared, the more certain he became that this was indeed real and not a dream. His blue robe and pants were still stained black and red in a mix of blood and foul-smelling ooze, proving the ordeal he’d survived. 
 
    His eyes flicked up to the gate once more, and he steadied himself. If could survive all that, then this would be nothing in comparison. Without looking back, he stepped forward and through the gate. 
 
    He felt something ripple through his center as he did, like a feeling of cool water washing across his senses. The air subtly changed as well, becoming distinctly damper. Moisture began immediately collecting on his skin, and Roy swiped the back of his hand across his forehead. 
 
    Looking to the path ahead, he supposed he should start walking. The cobblestones under his feet were slick with moisture, and it wasn’t long before his clothes were sodden as well. This was like hiking through the forest back home, but about a hundred times worse. The air was so full of moisture that Roy could feel particles of water entering his lungs. 
 
    It wasn’t cool either, but swelteringly hot. Roy walked on, moving steadily further into the trial. The slight incline began to grow steeper after the first ten or so minutes, and soon, Roy found that he was out of breath. That was saying something, as his body, re-forged in Essence, should have made a climb like this easy. Though he supposed if the Trials were easy, they wouldn’t be much of a trial. 
 
    Roy eventually lost track of time as he climbed ever higher. The cobbled path eventually changed to one of mud. His legs were soon screaming with the effort of continuously walking upward as the mud sucked at his feet, making each step more difficult than the last. More than once, he’d attempted to step off the path. As soon as he did, however, the ground beneath his feet would begin to vanish, showing him a drop down to ground level. 
 
    Even though his body had been re-forged, he wasn’t foolish enough to believe that he could survive a fall like that. 
 
    As the day wore on, he could feel his steps beginning to drag as his strength flagged. There was only so much a person could take, after all, and Roy was quickly learning his limits. Even though he was stronger than ever, he was slowly being reminded that he still had limitations and some pretty big ones at that. 
 
    At the Yellow stage, this climb would be easy, as physical endurance, speed, and power would skyrocket. At White, he was only marginally stronger than an average person. Sure, no regular person would have made it this far, but he had to realize that he was still far from invincible. As soon as Roy accepted that, the path beneath his feet firmed and began rapidly leveling out. 
 
    He let out a sigh of relief, realizing what the trial had been all about. He had been bursting with pride, sure that nothing could stop him now that he was a White-Belt. The trial had shown him the error of his ways and had taught him humility. 
 
    The sound of rushing water reached his ears as he crested the final hill, and the path opened up into a circular area around thirty yards in diameter. A large pool of water sat in the center of the cobbled area, and water about an inch deep coated the ground. Looking across the open area, Roy could see another Torii gate, this one a flaming red, on the other side. Stepping warily into the open area, Roy made his way over to the pool. He was so thirsty he felt as though he could drink the entire thing. 
 
    He dropped to his knees by the pool, letting out a groan of relief as he felt cool water soaking through his already drenched clothing. Dunking his head, Roy felt the fatigue and haze of exhaustion vanish in an instant. The shock of the cold brought his brain back into focus. Pulling his head free with a gasp, Roy stared down at the pool as water dripped from his face and hair. 
 
    He then leaned down and took a long drink. Once he was done with that, he proceeded to wash himself off as best he could. He imagined his slog through the mud wouldn’t have helped his hygiene much. The only thing he wished he could have had was a bar of soap, but he wasn’t about to complain. 
 
    Once he’d gotten his fill, Roy rose from the pool of water. He felt refreshed and re-energized, as though the pool itself had lent him strength. Stretching out his back, he headed to the Fire gate, mentally preparing for the next trial. 
 
    He’d only made it about halfway there when the air suddenly became heavy with moisture. Roy hadn’t noticed it lessening, but now that it was back, it got his attention. Turning back, Roy felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickling as the pool of water began glowing with a bright blue light. 
 
    The density of the water in the air kept increasing as it glowed, and soon, droplets of water began collecting in the air. Then, with a loud whooshing sound, the water in the pool exploded upward in a swirling vortex, making Roy jump back with a cry of surprise. 
 
    Within seconds, the water solidified, morphing into the shape of a humanoid creature complete with two arms, legs, and a head. The only difference was that it had no face and was nearly eight feet tall - a water golem. 
 
    Roy’s hands balled into fists at his sides as the golem turned its blank face to stare at him. It looked as though the Trial of Water was not quite done with him yet.
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    The golem rushed forward, covering the distance between itself and Roy in a matter of seconds. Roy reacted instinctively, raising both arms in an attempt to ward off the incoming attack. It did him no good. 
 
    The golem’s left arm shot out, elongating in a writhing tendril and hit him center mass. Roy felt the air knocked from his lungs as he was thrown off his feet by the force of the blow. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest, a bruise already spreading from the point of impact. Gasping, Roy rolled to the side, narrowly avoiding the golem’s follow up attack, which whipped through the air, slamming into the ground where his head had been only a split-second before, and sending up a spray of water. 
 
    Despite his newfound strength, Roy did not doubt for a moment that that attack would have killed him. He didn’t understand how a five-year-old could possibly survive a trial like this, let alone pass it, but he knew that if he didn’t finish off the golem, it would finish him. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet, Roy ducked an incoming attack, then was forced to dive to the side to avoid another. He rolled to his right, then left, as the attacks kept on coming. Roy was now drenched from head to toe, water pouring off of him with every motion, and the extra weight of his clothes made moving quickly all the more difficult. He could clearly see the golem itself wasn’t moving at all. It had sprouted an additional four arms and was whipping them at him from a distance of about ten yards. 
 
    Since he had no control over Essence, he would have to close the distance and hope his attacks would do something to it. Springing to his feet once again, he charged forward, taking two hard blows on his crossed arms and another to his ribs. He gritted his teeth at that last one, feeling the bone creaking under strain. 
 
    Finally, gasping for air, and his entire body throbbing in pain, Roy finally closed with the water golem. Two more tendrils shot from its chest as he did, and he was knocked back once again. Growling in annoyance, he changed tactics, coming at the golem from an angle. This went on for the next five minutes, with Roy desperately trying to close and the golem keeping him at a distance, all the while beating him black and blue. 
 
    Giving up on making it to the golem unscathed, Roy went in for a frontal assault. A full-on charge, leaving himself wide open. Four tendrils slammed into him this time, one cracking a rib and the other three heavily bruising his arms and chest. He made it through though, and with a cry of triumph, threw a heavy punch right at the golem’s head. He put all the power he could muster into it, throwing the momentum of his charge in as well. 
 
    His punch went straight through the golem without causing so much as a drop of damage. Roy’s eyes widened for an instant before a heavy force slammed into his head. His vision swam as he staggered back. Then, he was once again knocked off his feet and sent skidding painfully across the water-covered cobblestones. He slid to a halt, curling in on himself to ward off any further attacks. None came, however. 
 
    After a long few moments, Roy finally uncurled, wincing in pain as his entire body protested the motion. He was just in time to see the golem collapsing back into the pool and the blue light fading from the water. Getting painfully to his feet, Roy stared despondently at the now still pool. 
 
    Shame filled him, making his face burn red. He’d failed, of that, he had no doubt, but instead of facing his failure, he’d curled up like a coward and waited for the golem to finish him. His shame was then replaced by the familiar feelings of disgust and self-loathing that he was all too familiar with. 
 
    His mood sour, Roy turned his back on the pool and headed over to the next Torii gate. This one was for the opposite Essence type as the one he’d just come from - The Trial of Fire. His body still ached with all of his bruises, and his broken rib ground painfully as he walked, but he gritted his teeth and bore it. He deserved no less for the cowardly way in which he’d acted before. 
 
    However, as soon as he passed through the red gate, a searing heat washed over him. Within seconds, all his pain had vanished. The bruises disappeared, and his rib knit itself back together. He’d been wondering how he could possibly hope to go through all eight trials with his injuries accumulating. At least he now knew that he would be healed after taking each one and that the golems would stop short of killing him, though the risk of severe bodily harm was still very much a possibility. 
 
    He now knew that he had no affinity for Water Essence, though he should have known as soon as he’d walked through the gates. He hadn’t felt the resonance with the Essence that he’d heard others speak of. He wasn’t too worried. Not every Essence type was for everyone. And not all Essence types were as widespread as others. Some Paths were rarer and choosier, and some, more common. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Roy’s clothes to dry as he walked in the ever-increasing heat of the Fire Trial. This heat wasn’t like the sweltering, damp heat of the Water Trial, but rather a dry heat, that leached the very moisture from the air. Much sooner than he expected, he was breathing hard, feeling his skin beginning to burn. 
 
    The ground underfoot was scorching, and every breath he took was agony. The air shimmered with the haze of heat, and his surroundings were tinged a bright, orange-red. Roy felt his eyes beginning to droop as he walked, climbing an ever steeper hill. He knew that wasn’t good and that if he fell asleep here, he might not be able to move once he woke up, that was if he woke up. 
 
    He knew that the golems wouldn’t kill him, but he had no proof that the environment would be so accommodating. He once again had to wonder if everyone was subjected to trials like these, or if he was being given a much more difficult test. Either way, he didn’t think he could go on for too much longer. He was dehydrated, his mouth feeling so dry that not a drop of moisture remained. His lips were dry and cracked, and his skin was blistering. 
 
    Not even sweat could cool him off, as it evaporated before it even had the chance to form. His mind began to wander as he walked, wondering what this part of the trial could be trying to teach him. If he had an affinity for Fire Essence, it would be no problem to cool himself off simply. The problem was that he could still feel nothing. 
 
    He tried opening his senses as he had back in the Dungeon and was blinded by a brilliant red light. It was clear that he was surrounded by Fire Essence, but if he couldn’t so much as feel it, it could only mean that he had no affinity for it. So, if he had no Fire affinity, what was the point of taking the Fire Trial? 
 
    The heat intensified again, and Roy staggered, nearly falling to his knees. It was getting to be too difficult to even to move now. His body felt so weak, his mind foggy with exhaustion and dehydration. Even if he wasn’t a Fire cultivator, someone with a different type of Essence fueling their body could still survive here. They wouldn’t be as comfortable as a Fire user, but they would still survive. 
 
    Roy stumbled to a halt when the thought sank into his tired mind. It took him longer than he would have liked to retrace the steps his mind had taken and drawn the obvious conclusion. He had to learn to channel his own essence if he wanted to survive. 
 
    Swaying on the spot and breathing as shallowly as possible to avoid the burning pain the heat caused, Roy concentrated inward, focusing as hard as he could on feeling the core resting in the center of his chest. It wasn’t easy under these conditions, and since it wasn’t something that he really knew how to do, it was made all the more difficult. Without Geon actively helping him, he had no idea what to do. 
 
    At first, all he saw were the insides of his eyelids. But ever so slowly, an image began to superimpose itself over them. An image of a small white orb floating in a pool of darkness. He sucked in an involuntary breath when it finally came into focus and coughed hard, irritating his already parched throat. He could taste blood and knew that he was running out of time. Concentrating harder on the image of the white orb, Roy watched as the blackness around it began to fill with tiny white strings. 
 
    At first, they seemed faint and random, but soon, he could see that they were an intricate matrix, all connected to his core. These were the channels that Geon had burned into his body to allow the Essence to flow freely, and Roy was shocked by their sheer number. The white channels of light permeated his entire frame, from the top of his head to the tips of his fingers and toes. They were layered as well, some running right beneath his skin, while others ran through his very bones. 
 
    From the few books he’d read about cycling Essence, Roy knew it had to do with two main factors: The Martial Artist’s breathing, and their intent. That would control how the Essence flowed through their bodies and in what pattern. Since he already had all his channels made for him, all he would have to do was find the correct breathing. 
 
    He experimented for a few minutes, concentrating as hard as he could on the core and willing the Essence pulsing within to move. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, he felt his core respond. It glowed brighter as he sucked in a half-breath, then pushed it out over the course of five seconds. It was agony, of course, as the amount of oxygen entering his lungs didn’t seem to be nearly enough, and he suspected that if he kept this up for too long, he would pass out. 
 
    As the core glowed brighter and started sending pulses of Essence flooding through his body, however, Roy didn’t care. The relief was almost instantaneous. He felt amazingly and blissfully cool. His skin stopped blistering, and the air cooled to a temperature that he would only consider to be hot. It wasn’t as cool as he would have liked, but it was still better than the furnace he’d been walking through up until now. 
 
    His mind began clearing as the essence flowed up into his brain, rejuvenating him. Grinning stupidly, Roy began moving forward again, keeping his breathing technique going. It was extremely difficult, but as the ground began leveling out, Roy knew that he’d passed the first part of the trial. 
 
    It had been meant to teach him Essence control and show him that he could persevere on his own, so long as he had the will and determination. He was forced to let go of his cycling technique as he began to feel faint. He wasn’t sure if this was the most efficient way to cycle Pure Essence, but now knew why everyone had an affinity; it would be impossible to fight with only half a lungful of air every five seconds. At least for him anyway. 
 
    Once he released the breathing pattern he’d been holding, the heat returned, though not nearly as bad as it had been before. Even as he walked, the heat faded down to a tolerable level. One thing that was immediately noticeable was the amount of Essence in his core once he’d released the technique. It was almost completely drained, now glowing only a faint white color. 
 
    He knew that simply cycling the Essence shouldn’t have drained his core so much, but since he had been using it to enhance himself, and in an extreme environment, it made sense that it would draw significantly more essence than he would normally have to use. Roy was determined to test his limitations further once the trials were over. It wouldn’t do to get into a fight, only run out of Essence halfway through. 
 
    The hill finally leveled out, opening up into a wide-open area. This stage, as Roy was now thinking of them, was made of blasted red stone. Cracks riddled the area, and he could see flames flickering up from between them. A circular pit sat in the center of this one as well, with a roaring fire reaching a good ten feet into the air. 
 
    Roy could clearly see a green Torii gate on the other side, as well as a large barrel of something sitting next to it. He wasn’t sure if it was water, but if it was, he was eager to get to it. Breaking into a light jog, Roy headed over to the barrel. He’d only made it halfway across when the flames billowing from the bonfire suddenly flared up. Groaning inwardly, Roy realized that there would be no water until he finished his fight with the next golem.
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    Roy stumbled and fell as the silver golem faded from view, leaving him shaking on the ground. He had just failed his latest trial and the seventh one overall. The Trial of Weakness hadn’t sounded like much to him at first, but once he’d begun, he’d quickly changed his mind. The trial had leached his strength away until he was crawling along the ground and had only relented once he realized that all Advancement Paths, no matter which, had merit. 
 
    He’d then fought the golem, made entirely of Weakness Essence. The fight hadn’t been physically painful, rather the golem’s blows had stolen his Essence, and somehow, his stamina. After only a minute of fighting, he’d been too tired to go on, and the golem had faded. The trials had all been challenging in their own right, each one imparting an important lesson about either himself or the Martial Arts. 
 
    As he went on, he began growing more and more fearful. With each trial he failed, and each Path he didn’t connect with, his fears grew. He hadn’t connected to Earth or Wind, nor to Light or Darkness. He’d failed to connect with Weakness as well, and now he only had one trial left - The Trial of Power. 
 
    A golden Torii gate stood just feet away, and even though Roy had recovered his stamina, he didn’t move from his spot on the ground. He was too afraid to do so. This trial represented his last hope. His core hadn’t reacted to a single other Essence type, which was completely unheard of. Everyone had at least two affinities, if not more. Then again, no one else had merged with a Dungeon core and was now using that to empower themselves. 
 
    Many valuable lessons had been imparted to him during these trials, but if Roy’s core didn’t react to a single Essence type, then he would be effectively crippled once again. He didn’t know of anyone who could cultivate Pure Essence and didn’t know of a single place in the entire Buryoku where one could even do so. 
 
    He couldn’t lie there forever, though, and Roy knew it. The golden gate was waiting for him, and the longer he pushed it off, the more difficult it would be for him to continue. Roy wasn’t even sure what the Trial of Power would be about. But, if Power Essence was the opposite of Weakness Essence, would it empower him instead? 
 
    Very much doubting that that was the case, Roy pushed himself to his feet with a groan. He wasn’t exactly sure how long he’d been in there but was surprised that he didn’t feel at all tired or hungry. The only thing he’d felt was thirst, and he didn’t even have the urge to relieve himself, which he found to be quite strange. 
 
    If he had to take a guess though, he’d say that he’d been in there for several days, perhaps three or even four. It must have been some quirk of the trial, as he’d never heard of anyone being stuck in there for so long. Perhaps time just ran differently there, as it was a different dimension. 
 
    Shaking his head to clear away his wandering thoughts, Roy stared at the golden gate looming over him. He could feel his heart beginning to race as he forced himself to take a single step forward, then another, and another, until he was running for the trial entrance. He didn’t stop running until he was well through the gate, only then slowing to a walk. 
 
    The air in this trial felt heavy and electric, as though charged with static. A heavy pressure seemed to settle over his entire body, pressing against his very soul. 
 
    Roy gasped as he fell to his knees on the cobbled path, trying to get in a lungful of air. He wasn’t sure what this trial was trying to teach him, but it had never been this immediate before. Normally, his discomfort would be a gradual thing, but here it pressed in on him from all sides. The gravity seemed to intensify, and he felt as though his bones were about to start breaking. 
 
    His lungs were starved for air as they compressed tighter and tighter as if invisible bands were constricting their movement. He fell to his stomach, writhing there in agony as his body was continually battered into the ground. A loud snap sounded, but he couldn’t even cry out in pain as his ribs began to buckle. 
 
    Sweat beaded on his brow as Roy fought against the overwhelming force of the Power Essence assaulting him on all sides. Gritting his teeth, Roy finally managed to force a single breath into his starving lungs. It was as though his body were struck by lightning. He felt it then, at that moment- a certain sense of rightness. A resonance! 
 
    Essence flooded into him in a torrent, instantly relieving the stress his surroundings had been putting on him. He exhaled the air that he hadn’t realized he’d been holding in and breathed in again, feeling the Essence flooding his core. In his mind’s eyes, he could see it all. Golden light was entering through his lungs and flowing up to his core where it was being filtered and refined. The more he took in, the more was pumped throughout his body. 
 
    Quickly arranging himself into one of the meditative positions he’d seen others in the Shah clan do, Roy began breathing deeply and evenly. He kept his senses open to the world around him, feeling the golden Essence practically pressing down on him from all sides. This place was rich with it and the more he breathed, the more entered his body. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the white core to begin taking on a golden hue. All his channels were being washed in golden light, knitting his broken bones and re-energizing him. It felt distinctly different than when he’d cycled Pure Essence. While that had merely enhanced him a bit, the Power essence was actively making him stronger. 
 
    It cycled through his body, sinking into his bones, muscles, and skin. It felt as though every nerve and every fiber in his entire body was thrumming with energy. 
 
    Roy wasn’t sure how long he sat there for, but he continued pulling in the Power Essence until the area was completely devoid of so much as a scrap. His core was now shining a brilliant gold, and he knew that it had been fully converted. He was now a Martial Artist on the Advancement Path of Power. 
 
    Opening his eyes, Roy drew in a deep breath, feeling his core responding immediately. He was still sitting in a meditative position, with his legs folded before him and his palms resting on his knees. Looking down, Roy turned his hand over, so his palm was facing upward. Concentrating on his core, he cycled the Power Essence to his hand. 
 
    A moment later, a flash of golden light erupted from his palm, forcing Roy to lean back to avoid his own attack. It wasn’t a proper Projected technique, merely a discharge of Essence, but Roy grinned all the same. 
 
    He’d done it. 
 
    Rising to his feet, Roy felt different somehow. The Power Essence flowing through him gave him a feeling of strength and, well… power. Clenching his hand into a fist, he threw a punch into the air, cycling his Essence clumsily into his right hand as he did so, and attempted to use a Physical technique. A burst of force displaced the air around his fist as it glowed gold for a second, sending a sonic boom echoing in the silent surroundings. 
 
    He spun in place, throwing an awkward kick and cycling Essence down to his leg. He got the same result, though not what he was expecting. His shoe was blown clean off as the Essence exited through the channels in the bottom of his feet, and he winced. It would be a problem if that happened every time he used an attack. 
 
    Placing his bare foot on the cobblestone, Roy found that he didn’t feel even an ounce of discomfort. Eyebrows going up, Roy jumped a few times, making sure to land on the roughest stones he could see. He felt the impact running up his knees as he landed, but other than that, it felt just as comfortable as walking with shoes. 
 
    In fact, he noticed that the foot that still had the intact shoe felt the impact more than his other one.  Curious about this peculiarity, Roy took his other shoe off and planted it on the ground. It felt right somehow, though he wasn’t sure why. Did the Path of Power also require that the Martial Artist not have shoes? It seemed odd, but then again, the Shah clan Water cultivators would always wear small vials of water around their necks. 
 
    He’d thought that it was in case they got into a fight and there was no water nearby. But now that he thought of it, they were more than capable of forming water with their Essence. Shrugging to himself, Roy decided to test what it would feel like to flood his entire body with Essence. He still had a little left before he would have to cycle to recover it, not to mention that he had no idea how to even go about strengthening his core so he could advance. 
 
    He figured that Geon might have some idea- or at least, he hoped he would. Otherwise, he was as good as dead. For now, though, he just wanted to test out his new Essence. Taking a deep breath, Roy began cycling all the Essence he could throughout his body. It was slow at first, but after a few minutes, he got the hang of it. 
 
    Instead of allowing it to pour outward, he kept it contained, allowing it to fuel his body instead of a technique. This was the most basic of empowering techniques. Anyone who had an affinity and core could do it, though it was different for each Martial Artist. 
 
    Roy exploded forward, the cobbles beneath his feet splintering into a thousand pieces. He suddenly found himself a good fifty feet from where he’d started, and with a completely empty core, to boot! 
 
    He questioned if he’d accidentally used a Movement technique instead of a basic enhancement. 
 
    As far as he could tell, the Path of Power was a more physically inclined Path. The only comparison he had to draw on was Water, as he’d never really had the opportunity to study the other types of cultivators. He knew water gave the body fluid movement, making avoiding attacks and redirecting an opponent’s techniques easy. 
 
    Power essence seemed to strengthen the body itself. He’d witnessed what the pure Power Essence he’d ejected through his fist earlier had done and thought he understood its nature. It was power, destruction, force, and probably momentum as well. It would lend itself to up-close fighting and probably wouldn’t do great at range. He might have a few more options once he advanced far enough, but he was guessing that for the near future, this would be his main focus. 
 
    Roy continued up the path, expecting to have to walk for a few more hours and learn his last lesson. To his shock, the path opened up no more than thirty seconds later, revealing a new stage. Apparently, he’d already learned whatever lesson this trial had to teach him. Perhaps there was no lesson to teach if he’d found his affinity. 
 
    The stage looked much like the others, with the exception of the multicolored portal standing on the other side of the open area. Dark clouds swirled around overhead and lightning flashed across the sky. The entire area felt even more charged with static electricity than the rest of the trial, and Roy could sense the overwhelming amount of Power Essence lingering in the air. 
 
    A large pool of golden light sat in the center of the stage, and he could see sparks of electricity flickering across its surface. Having the feeling that a golem would form as soon as he entered, Roy sat down on the ground to replenish his core. It didn’t take long - only about five minutes - as the area was so dense with Power Essence that he didn’t even have to try to pull it in. 
 
    It came pouring in eagerly, flooding his core and refilling it. Soon enough, it was full to bursting. He’d been expecting to advance or something, but all he’d gotten was a sense of danger, so much so that he’d been forced to vent the excess Essence through his skin to prevent his core from rupturing. He’d been careful to do it only through his hands though, making sure to keep them pointed away from himself. 
 
    Shaking out his still tingling palms, Roy rose to his feet and entered the last trial. He’d guessed correctly. As soon as he entered, the golden pool began glowing brightly and a moment later exploded upward. 
 
    He could see chunks of dark stone and flickering blue electricity mixed into its composition, and when the energy formed itself into a golem, Roy actually took a step back. It was by far the most intimidating out of all the ones he’d faced so far. 
 
    It was mainly composed of pitch-black stone, but its joints glowed with golden light. It carried the same general shape as a human, like all the others. This one, however, seemed to be at least a head taller and a foot wider than the others. Its head was a mass of roiling golden flames, and a pair of glowing red eyes shone through. Blue lightning crackled over its body, and when it moved, the sound of grinding stone filled the open area. 
 
    Well, I guess it’s only fair that the last trial is the most challenging, Roy thought as the golem stretched its hand out to the side. 
 
    A moment later, a long-handled ax formed entirely of golden Power Essence formed as though from thin air. Roy felt his excitement for the fight ebb somewhat at seeing that. None of the others had carried any weapons. Before he could think much longer, blue lightning abruptly sparked out from the golem’s hand, traveling up the haft of the ax and crackling along its blade. 
 
    Roy dashed forward, afraid to let the golem have any more time to prepare additional attacks. The golem opened its mouth, as well- a crack splitting the golden flames beneath its glowing eyes and it roared, shaking the entire area with its fury.
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    Roy was absolutely terrified. He felt his heart racing a mile a minute as the eight-foot-tall, two-ton monstrosity charged at him. He didn’t alter his course at all, instead running right at the golem and cycling his Essence to his fists. He had no idea what this golem’s abilities were, but he knew that he didn’t want to find out. 
 
    The golem swept the massive ax up, sending a shower of gravel through the air as it tore up the cobbled fighting area and brought it across in a two-handed slash, aiming for Roy’s torso. 
 
     Roy knew he had only seconds to act before he’d be cut in half. He didn’t see the golem hesitating for even an instant and knew that this fight would not end if he gave up.  
 
    No. 
 
    This fight was to the death. 
 
    Dropping to his knees, Roy felt the whoosh of air as the ax blade passed mere inches above his head. Then, using his forward momentum, he pushed himself back onto his feet, closing with the golem. He didn’t have any weapons on him, so he drew his fist back, cycling Essence up to his hand, and threw a powerful punch right into the center of the golem’s chest. 
 
    Golden light exploded out in a bright flash as his fist made contact, and unbelievably, the two-ton construct of stone and Essence staggered back under the force of the attack. However, as it recovered its balance, Roy could see only the faintest hint of damage. The attack hadn’t been a proper Physical technique, so the power had been greatly reduced as a result. 
 
    Roy ran to the side, feeling his heart thumping as the golem charged him once again. He abruptly changed angles, running left this time and circling the golem to find a weak spot. He was sure there would be one. After all, whoever had designed these trials must have known that no one challenging them would have any proper techniques. 
 
    The golem turned in place, keeping its glowing red eyes on him the entire time. Finally, seeing that his tactic of running back and forth was only exhausting him and not the golem, Roy changed plans. Abruptly changing direction once more, Roy flooded his body with the Essence in his core. 
 
    He exploded forward, covering the distance between him and the construct in less time than it took to blink. Roy didn’t have any time to cycle any Essence outward, so he just slammed a closed fist into the golem’s shoulder. The stone cracked under the force of the attack, sending a fine web across the construct’s shoulder and upper right arm. That hadn’t been the only thing that cracked, however. 
 
    Roy screamed in pain as he clutched at his ruined and bleeding right hand. He’d made a huge mistake and had attempted to try and use a Full-body technique without first knowing the proper way to use any at all. As a result, he’d learned why it was important to know all three Body techniques before attempting something like this. Without an Armorer technique, he would be damaging himself just as badly as his opponent.               He’d just made the mistake of punching a piece of solid stone, hard enough to crack it, without one. It was a valuable lesson, just one that Roy wished he could have learned when his life wasn’t on the line. 
 
    He staggered back, gritting his teeth so hard that they creaked from the strain to prevent himself from losing focus. His hand resembled nothing more than a bloody, pulpy mess, but despite that, he still had bigger problems. 
 
    The distraction caused by his injury had allowed the golem to recover, and now it swung its massive ax at him once again. Electricity sparked off the forged blade as it swished through the air, and Roy wasn’t fast enough to get out of the way. The blade sliced clean through his robes, cutting a bloody furrow across his chest. That wasn’t all it did, as the electricity dancing across the blade flooded his body as well. 
 
    With his core nearly dry from using the failed Full-body technique, Roy had nothing left to fight the foreign Essence. He went to the ground, spasming and twitching as the lightning coursed through him. He tried desperately to stop or at least to think of something he could do. He knew that the golem still wasn’t done with him, and he was as helpless as he had been just a few days ago. 
 
    A loud swish sounded from above him, and Roy had just enough Essence left in his core to send a pulse out through his right leg. There was a loud boom and he was sent flying forward a good seven feet. A second later, he heard the crunch of splintering stone as the ax slammed into it. 
 
    Roy forced himself onto his feet as the numbness faded from his body. His limbs still twitched uncontrollably every few seconds, but so long as he could stand, he could stay alive. But just because he was alive, didn’t mean his situation looked good, by any means. He was down one hand, was bleeding badly from the cut in his chest, and he was completely out of Essence. 
 
    The golem, in contrast, only had some minor damage on its chest and some more severe cracks around its shoulder. The golem yanked the ax free of the ground, and Roy’s eyes widened when he noticed that the cracks on its shoulder spread just a bit more. An idea began forming in his mind then. It was the type of crazy idea that one would only try if they had no other choice left to them. 
 
    He was beginning to feel lightheaded as blood continued streaming down his chest, and the pain from his shattered hand clouded his mind. Even through all of it, he was still cognizant enough to carry out the plan. Or so he hoped. 
 
    Instead of doing the rational thing, which would have been to turn and run, Roy charged straight at the towering golem. The construct of stone and Essence lumbered towards him as well, swinging the massive ax overhead and charging it up once more. Skidding to a halt right before it, Roy spread his arms out to the sides as though mocking it. He wasn’t sure if golems could be insulted, but even if they couldn’t, this would present way too good of an opportunity. 
 
    The ax came down in a blur, and Roy threw himself to the side. His shoulder hit the gravel hard, tearing up his outer rope and badly scraping the skin beneath. That pain was nothing, compared to the other injuries he’d accrued over the course of this challenge, and he was back on his feet in an instant, charging right at the golem as it attempted to pull the ax free. 
 
    He leaped into the air as he drew near and slammed his knee into the golem’s shoulder. Pain flared in his leg as it made contact with the stone, but, finally, the weakened stone gave way. With a loud cracking sound, the golem’s entire arm crashed to the ground where it lay twitching. Roy landed badly, twisting his ankle, but he turned his body in time to avoid breaking it. 
 
    His breathing was ragged, and everything hurt, yet Roy forced himself to focus, even as the golem staggered away from the ax. As he’d suspected, the ax was forged of Power essence and was not connected directly to the golem. His right hand was ruined, but his left still worked fine. 
 
    Wrapping his fingers around the massive haft, Roy heaved with all his might. He was lucky that the golem had already worked it mostly free. Otherwise, there would have been no way, short of a Full-body enhancement, for him to pull it out. Still, he stumbled back as the oversized weapon came free of the ground with a crunch. 
 
    Surprisingly enough, the haft of the ax felt much the same as the White-Belt tied around Roy’s waist. It was slightly slippery, with a bit of give to it, proving that it was not made of worldly materials, but rather, from solid Essence. It was light, as well; lighter than any weapon that size should be. 
 
    It was unwieldy, but with no Essence left in his core and his vision growing cloudier by the second, Roy had little choice. Turning to face the golem once again, he ran at it, dragging the ax behind him in his off hand. Though admittedly, it was more of a shuffle than a run. 
 
    The golem, now standing quite lopsided due to its missing arm, roared its challenge at him, golden fire exploding from its joints and the fire composing its head flaring to almost twice its original size. 
 
    Roy was too battered and bruised to be intimidated. He’d come this far, survived so much. He wouldn’t fail now. Not because of a sentient pile of rocks! 
 
    Speeding up to a run, Roy charged the golem, growling low in his throat. The pain from his twisted ankle and quickly swelling knee worsened with each step, but he ignored them, pouring on yet more speed. 
 
    Finally, when the monstrous tower of living stone was almost upon him, Roy kicked up the back of his foot, catching the haft of the ax dragging behind him with his heel. The ax launched into the air in an arc, and Roy used the momentum of his charge to increase the power of his swing. His left hand didn’t do much more than guide it, but that was enough. The golem plowed headfirst into the glowing ax blade. 
 
    The blade cleaved straight through the construct’s head, splitting it neatly in two. In fact, the weapon continued its trajectory, only coming to a halt once it rested near the center of its chest. 
 
    Roy, himself, didn’t come away unscathed from this. His attack had done nothing to stop the momentum of the golem’s charge, and he was subsequently buried under a pile of stone weighing nearly two tons. He felt his ribs crack under the pressure and his left arm snap in several places. More than one internal organ ruptured, and his body was riddled with stone shrapnel. 
 
    He lay on the ground, staring up at the swirling clouds above and feeling the life fading from his body. Despite that, he smiled. Even though he would die in the end, he would still die as a Martial Artist. Not as a freak. 
 
    “My, my. Now, what do we have here?” 
 
    Roy’s eyes flickered open as the blackness of unconsciousness fled. He couldn’t feel anything, so he just assumed that the pain had become so bad that his body could no longer process it. That, or he was already dead. 
 
    A man walked into his field of view then. He was wearing a long black and white Martial Artist’s robe, though Roy couldn’t make out the color of the belt tied around his waist. The man was fair-skinned, just like him, and had dark brown hair and striking silver eyes. If someone had asked him to guess the man’s age, Roy wouldn’t have been able to guess. 
 
    “Is this the afterlife?” he croaked out. 
 
    It made sense if it was. He was just in the Trial of Beginnings. No one was supposed to be there other than him. 
 
    “I’m afraid not, my young Power cultivator. You are still among the living, though it was a near thing, I do tell you.” 
 
    “So, I’m not dead?” Roy asked. 
 
    “See for yourself,” the man gestured at his body, prompting Roy to lift his head and examine himself. 
 
    He stared down at himself, blinking in surprise. Though his robes were bloodied and torn, his body didn’t have so much as a scratch on it. That was why he hadn’t felt anything! He’d just assumed that the lack of pain meant he’d died, not even dreaming for a moment that he could have been healed. Speaking of which... 
 
    “Were you the one who healed me? And if so, how did you get in here?” 
 
    Normally, Roy would have bowed his head in deference to someone like this. Now, however, curiosity temporarily overrode his fears. 
 
    “Yes, I am the one who healed you. As to how I got in here…well, I’m afraid that’s a trade secret,” the man replied with a wink. “Seeing as you did survive the most difficult set of trials I’ve ever seen anyone compete in, I feel as though you deserve a reward.” 
 
    The stranger flicked something at him, and a round coin the size of his palm landed on Roy’s chest. The picture of an infinity symbol was etched on one side, the symbol that most cultures used to signify the Martial Arts, and the glyph for Power was etched on the other. Before he could ask what it was, the stranger, as though reading his mind, gave him a full explanation. 
 
    “That, my dear boy, is the weapon used by the golem during your fight. Or more precisely, the construct used to forge the weapon. It can only be used by a Power cultivator, and since those are rarer than flying monkeycorns, I’m not too worried about someone taking it from you. Simply feed Power essence into the coin, and it will take the shape of the weapon best suited for you. I would not recommend using it until you have reached Green-Belt, as the Essence requirements are quite substantial.” 
 
    Roy nodded, then realized how rude he was being, and quickly scrambled to his feet. Bowing low to the stranger, Roy said, “Thank you for saving my life. I am in your debt.” 
 
    “Oh, it was no big inconvenience. It was kind of my fault that you were given such a hard trial in the first place, so it’s the least you deserve.” 
 
    Before Roy could so much as ask for an explanation, there was a loud clap of thunder from the sky above. The stranger flinched at that, giving Roy a sheepish grin. 
 
    “Sorry, I may have gone just a bit too far with that last one. Better get going before the big man gets any more cross with me. Best of luck to you on your journey, Herald Leroy.” 
 
    The man pulled a rolled-up piece of parchment from his robe and tossed it to him as well. 
 
    “That should help get you started. I hope we have the chance to meet again someday.” 
 
    “Wait,” Roy called out, taking a step forward, “I don’t even know your-” 
 
    A bolt of lightning flashed down from the sky above, striking the man in a brilliant and blinding light. When the light faded a moment later, the man was gone, leaving Roy to question everything he’d once known.
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    Stooping down, Roy scooped up the scroll that the stranger had tossed to him before he vanished. He was curious as to what it could be, but he got the sudden feeling that he shouldn’t be staying here for too much longer. 
 
    The Power Essence was still thick in the air, so Roy decided to use the little time he had remaining to replenish his spent core. Sitting down on the ground near the exit portal, he folded up his legs and concentrated on pulling the ambient Essence into himself. It was fading fast, so he would have to work quickly. 
 
    Breathing in as he had before, he felt the golden Essence flood into his body and begin filling his core. The ground beneath his feet began trembling then, and Roy cracked his eye open to see what was going on. The world around him was breaking apart, cracks showing in the ground and somehow in the very air itself. 
 
    He continued pulling the Essence in, doing his best to ignore the ever-increasing sounds of destruction. The ground beneath him suddenly split, causing Roy to lose his concentration. Growling to himself, he got to his feet and headed for the portal. He’d only managed to fill his core about halfway, but he supposed it was better than nothing. 
 
    Roy stopped before the swirling portal and couldn’t help but take one last look back at the trial behind him. It was falling apart rapidly. At the rate it was going, it probably wouldn’t last another minute. The sight was bittersweet. On the one hand, this was where he’d become a Martial Artist in full. On the other, it had nearly broken him to do so. 
 
    When he exited the portal on the other side, he felt  a full sense of accomplishment. He’d gone in and passed, and he’d done it all on his own. 
 
    “Glad to see you made it out alive. I wasn’t sure if you would.” 
 
    Geon’s voice sounded in his head as soon as the portal winked out of existence. Roy was standing in the forest at the entrance to the Dungeon where Koya and his friends had left him to die. The forest was dim, but judging by the scent in the air, it was the beginning of the day and not the end. 
 
    “Yes. I wasn’t too sure of that myself, at times,” Roy responded, remembering just how many times he’d almost given in. 
 
    “I figured the trials might be a bit different for you, seeing as you’re an adult and all. Also, I wasn’t sure if you would be able to find an affinity, seeing as I’m a Dungeon core and not a proper one, but I see that you’re a Power Essence cultivator. Care to elaborate on what happened in there?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you already know what happened? I know that we couldn’t talk while I was in there, but you were still sitting in my chest the entire time.” 
 
    “Alas, I was put into a dreamlike state. The power of the trials does not allow any outside help, so I’ll need to be caught up.” 
 
    So, Roy explained all that had happened while he’d been in there. He recounted everything, from his challenges to the fact that only a single type of Essence suited him, to the stranger that had saved his life. This little tidbit surprised Geon as much as it had Roy, if not more so than he. 
 
    “That should be impossible. No one can enter the trials! And you say that you couldn’t make out the color if his Belt either…” 
 
    Geon went silent then, thinking. Roy decided not to disturb the Dungeon core, instead removing the scroll the man had given him from his tattered robe. It was old, the corners flaking around the edges and it was bound with a thin piece of flax string. 
 
    Tugging the knot loose sent a cascade of dust billowing up into the air, and Roy was quick to wave his hand through it to avoid inhaling it. Dropping the string to the ground, Roy carefully worked his nails under the edge and carefully rolled it out. 
 
    He’d been expecting the parchment to be brittle, but to his surprise, it rolled out easily. Roy examined the single piece of parchment in interest once he’d finished rolling it out. It contained a picture of a man sitting in a strange position. There were multiple lines around his body, with arrows pointing in various directions. 
 
    There was no text on the parchment. It took Roy a few minutes of head-scratching before deciding that he had no idea what this was. Finally giving up, he decided to ask Geon. He’d given the Dungeon enough time to think anyway. 
 
    “Do you know what this is? The same man who saved me in the trial gave it to me.” 
 
    “Huh, what? Oh, that’s a cultivation technique. Looks like a pretty old one, too.” 
 
    Geon sounded distracted, leaving Roy to wonder what could have him so worked up. At least he now knew what the parchment was, and now that he knew what to look for, it finally began making sense to him. 
 
    Sitting down in the pose indicated, Roy placed the parchment on the ground before him. He studied it for a few minutes, following the various arrows until he thought he had a pretty decent understanding of the technique. 
 
    As far as he could tell, there were three parts to this technique: a breathing technique, a cultivating technique, and a cycling technique. He wasn’t entirely sure what the third would do for him since he already knew how to cycle Essence, but figured that if it had been handed to him by a stranger with power enough to enter the Trial of Beginnings, then it must be important. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Roy extended his senses, looking for the ambient Power Essence in the air. It was abysmal. The air was primarily flooded with blue and brown, the colors of Water and Earth. He could see some black mixed in as well, Darkness Essence, but the amount of gold Power Essence was almost non-existent. 
 
    Still, there was enough to serve his purposes. Taking in a half breath, Roy then used the cultivation technique shown on the parchment. He reached to the Essence around him, focusing on only the golden light. In an environment where the air was thick with other Essence types, it was a lot more difficult to cultivate the Essence you wanted. Once he felt a connection to it, he sucked in the remaining lungful of air. It would be difficult to get used to breathing like this, but he suspected that with practice, it wouldn’t as hard. 
 
    The Power Essence responded almost immediately, practically speeding through the air and flooding into him. Roy was both shocked and excited. This breathing technique far outstripped what he’d been doing before. He had a feeling that had he used this technique in the trial, he could have filled his core twice over in the amount of time it had taken him to fill it halfway. 
 
    He as annoyed with himself for not checking the scroll while he was in there but consoled himself with the fact that he wouldn’t have been able to figure out what it was before the world had collapsed around him. It still rankled him, though, as that single breath had been enough to strip the area of all the meager Power Essence that had been floating there. 
 
    Since he had the Essence in his core now anyway, he decided to try the third technique. Focusing inward, Roy began moving the essence in his core out in a steady stream. There were paths already formed for the Essence to follow, but he forced it to form a new one. His jaw tightened as the Power Essence began burning a new channel inside of him and sweat beaded his brow as he continually forced it forward. 
 
    It wasn’t nearly as bad as when Geon had first merged with him, but it was still extremely painful. He persevered, looping the essence in an infinity pattern around the core. Then he started the process over again, this time changing the angle. By the time he’d finished forming the eighth and last channel, his entire body was shaking with the effort of staying in his cycling position. 
 
    The worst was over, and now all he had to do was keep his breathing steady as he moved the Essence through the intricate pattern that he’d carved into himself. Now that he took a closer look at it, it somewhat resembled a flower. Once he began cycling his Essence through it, lighting his channels from within, it resembled one even more. 
 
    “Whoa! What did you just do?” Geon exclaimed. 
 
    “I followed the instructions on the parchment,” Roy answered, keeping his concentration on the cycling technique. 
 
    The feeling was incredible, and the effect on his Essence and core was immediately noticeable. The golden energy flowing through the pattern seemed to be refined, as though a host of impurities that he hadn’t even noticed were there, were now gone. 
 
    “What parchment?” Geon asked as Roy continued refining his Essence. 
 
    “The one I asked you about earlier. You told me it was an old cultivation technique.” 
 
    “I did?” 
 
    Geon sounded surprised, letting Roy know that he must have been really distracted before. Either that or the Dungeon had terrible short-term memory. 
 
    He was having a hard time concentrating on cycling and talking at the same time, and was glad when Geon stopped asking him questions. He didn’t know how, but he felt the Dungeon core focus on the parchment still spread out at his feet. He’d have to ask him how he was able to see without a set of eyes, though he already suspected he knew the answer. 
 
    Geon was a construct of living Essence, so it only stood to reason that he must somehow be able to see through using Essence, though it would be different than actually seeing as he did. The only question was if he could somehow gain senses that sharp. Sure, he could now feel the Essence in the world around him, but only to a limited degree. Perhaps that would change once he advanced. 
 
    Roy sat there for what felt like hours, continually cycling and refining his Essence. By the time he noticed that his cycling was no longer having any effect, the sun was already beginning to filter in through the trees. 
 
    The effect his cycling had had on his core was immediately obvious. It was shining just a bit brighter, and the Power Essence itself was so pure that the surrounding Essence looked dull in comparison. The amount of Essence he had left wasn’t even a tenth of what he’d started with, but at least he now knew how he would be able to advance- or so he hoped. The last time he’d filled his core to bursting, he’d had to vent the excess in order to avoid bursting. It was possible that it would be different with purified Essence, though. 
 
    If he was right, then all he needed to do was gather Essence, then cycle to purify it. Once he’d gathered enough power in his core, he would be able to push his advancement to the 1st Dan. Now it was only a matter of doing so quickly enough that he didn’t explode, as Geon had so eloquently put it. 
 
    It was only once he stood up, that he realized where he was, and that it probably wouldn’t be beneficial to his health to stick around. He’d been lucky that none of the Shah clan had shown up so far, but he was sure that they would be along soon. Inwardly berating himself, Roy was quick to roll up the piece of parchment, stuffing it into his robe and looking around the forest. 
 
    He then realized that he had no idea where to go. He wanted revenge on the Shah clan, but he wasn’t nearly strong enough to do so just yet. He’d never ventured far from the clan either, so he had no idea what the surrounding landscape would look like. 
 
    “Uh, Geon,” Roy said, suddenly feeling very much like the useless cripple he’d been his entire life. “What do I do now?” 
 
    “Hmm. Well, for starters, I would recommend heading deeper into the woods. I’ve already reached out to Ferry and she’ll be here soon. But I can sense Shah clan members approaching, and since you don’t know how to hide your presence yet, they will sense you immediately if you stick around.” 
 
    Roy took off running immediately, bolting down the path and heading in the direction of where he normally gathered gravel. Despite the fear of being caught, he still reveled in the feeling of actually running. This was something that he never thought he’d be able to do, and now it was as easy for him to do as breathing. While he ran, he was sure to question Geon. 
 
    “How much time do you think I spent in the trials?” 
 
    “Oh, no more than three or four hours,” Geon replied as Roy vaulted over a fallen tree. 
 
    “It felt like I was in there for days. How is that possible? And how can you tell?” 
 
    “I can’t begin to guess as to how the trials themselves function, but I think time runs differently there. As to how I can tell, I thought that would be pretty obvious. The Essence surrounding the Dungeon hasn’t diminished at all yet, meaning that no one has been there since I left.” 
 
    Roy felt like smacking himself in the head for missing that. He had to be more attuned to his surroundings. It wasn’t really his fault, as he’d been blind to Essence up until now, but he had to make an effort to keep his senses open at all times. 
 
    Even as the thought went through his mind, Roy forced his closed-off senses to open once more. It was difficult and distracting, like having the sun shining into one of your eyes on a near-constant basis, but he forced himself to keep them open. He would grow used to it in time. 
 
    “Did you figure out how that man could have gotten into the trial, or what he was even doing there? And did you figure out what the cycling technique is? You seemed pretty distracted by it earlier.” 
 
    “No. I don’t know who the man was or what he was doing there. What I can tell you is that he was extremely powerful. If you couldn’t even see the color of his Belt, he had to have been at the level of a Sovereign, maybe even higher. 
 
    As for the cycling technique, it’s one that is specifically geared towards Power Essence. It’s very old and extremely valuable. As far as I can tell, it’s the most efficient technique for refining Power Essence that I’ve seen in my lifetime!” 
 
    “I’m curious,” Roy said, feeling his breathing becoming ragged. “How is it that you know so much about Martial Arts?” 
 
    Geon scoffed at that. 
 
    “Did you forget that I’m a Dungeon? I gain the memories and experiences of all who died within my depths. I have eons of knowledge and know more about the Martial Arts than anyone alive!” 
 
    “Really?” Roy asked excitedly. “Does that mean you can teach me some actual techniques, or how to advance more quickly? I spent the fight during the last trial, randomly expelling Essence and hurting myself. Can you help me become a Sovereign? What is a Sovereign, by the way?” 
 
    Roy pelted Geon with one question after the next, not allowing him even a moment to reply. 
 
    “You know, if you’d like me to answer your questions, you might consider giving me the time to do so.” 
 
    “Oh. Right. Sorry,” Roy replied, feeling a bit embarrassed. 
 
    “Now as to all of your questions…” Geon trailed off, sounding a bit sheepish himself. “I’m afraid I can’t answer them. Ever since I merged with you, my knowledge has all but disappeared.” 
 
    “But you knew what the parchment was, and you know that something called a Sovereign exists. You also knew a lot about the Trial of Beginnings.” 
 
    “Yes. I also have the map of the entire Buryoku stashed away in my mind. Right now we’re in the Waterwood, an area primarily controlled by the Shah, Diadei, and Felrin clans. There are still some things I know, but most of that knowledge wouldn’t help you. The Trial of Beginnings is over, and while I know something called a Sovereign exists, it doesn’t mean I know what it is. All I know is that they’re extremely powerful Martial Artists.” 
 
    Roy blew out a long breath, finally slowing down to a light jog. He’d gotten hopeful that Geon might be able to guide him, but at least it wasn’t all bad. If he did have a map of the entire planet memorized, then at least he’d be able to get around. 
 
    “So…” he hedged. “Any suggestions as to where we should go? I want my revenge on the Shah clan, but I also need to grow stronger. I need to find someone willing to teach me, and I also need a place where I can cultivate Power Essence. Do you know anywhere like that?” 
 
    “The Crater,” Geon answered almost immediately. “It is located a few hundred miles to the west and borders the Waterwood, the Windblight, and the Lighted Fields. The region is perfect for a Power cultivator like you, and coincidentally, the Beast King lives there as well. I’ve also heard that there’s a school for the Martial Arts somewhere near the center of The Crater as well.” 
 
    By the time Geon had finished speaking, Roy was ready to make a beeline right for The Crater. However, he tamped down on his excitement. 
 
    “This all sounds too good to be true. What’s the catch?” 
 
    “Well, I’d like to say there are none, but…” 
 
    “But what?” Roy asked, getting a growing feeling of trepidation. 
 
    “The area is full of powerful Beasts and may or may not be the battleground for a war between four clans.” 
 
    “Oh,” Roy answered, feeling his hopes beginning to fall. 
 
    If it was that dangerous, he’d be better off taking his chances with the Shah clan. Maybe they’d take him back, now that he was no longer a freak? He could work harder, convince the elders that he was worthy… 
 
    “No!” he shouted, startling a flock of birds resting in a nearby tree. 
 
    Never again! He would not go crawling back to the ones who had made his entire existence misery. The people who had made him contemplate ending his own life. The people, who even now, were most likely glad he was gone. They would assume he was dead since he hadn’t returned the previous evening. And, once a few days had passed, Koya would likely claim credit, saying he had done it for the betterment of the clan. 
 
    And would they punish him once he admitted to outright murder? No! They would congratulate him, saying that he was a worthy member of the clan. He might even receive a reward for doing something nobody else would. 
 
    His fists clenched at his sides and he subconsciously began cycling his Essence through his body. Both his fists began glowing a brilliant gold at the same time, moats of light sparkling around them. It was as stable as he’d ever seen the Essence behave once it had left his body. It didn’t explode or fire outward. It simply remained, coating his fists, the light flickering along his skin like golden fire. 
 
    “What is that?” Geon asked, his voice sounding awed in his head. 
 
    Roy jumped and the Essence destabilized, exploding outward in a concussive blast that threw him off his feet and left his ears ringing. 
 
    “Oops, sorry about that,” Geon said as Roy lay groaning on the ground. “If it’s of any consolation, I think you’re on the right path for your first Physical technique!”
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    The ringing in Roy’s ears slowly abated as he rose back to his feet. His head hurt quite a bit, and the Essence in his core was once again nearly depleted. He didn’t care as the excitement of his new discovery overrode it all. 
 
    He now had a way to his first Essence technique. 
 
    This was yet another thing he’d never thought he’d have. He would have loved to try it again, but seeing as that single failed attack had practically emptied his core, it would have to wait. He noticed that the brightened glow his core was giving off had not diminished once the purified Essence had been used. That told him that the Essence he cycled would affect his core directly, meaning that his core and Essence stored within, were two separate entities. Or so he thought. 
 
    A loud crashing sound from the surrounding forest had him instantly alert, and he looked around, sweeping the area with his still open senses. His effective range was about a twenty-foot diameter, not very large. But in a forest, where trees would obscure his view, it could be a lifesaver. 
 
    A mass of Darkness Essence was headed right for him, and judging by the density of the Essence in its core, he knew it was at least comparable in strength to a Yellow-Belt level Martial Artist. Beasts, like Martial Artists, had cores and could cultivate. Given enough time, they could develop human-like intelligence, but it would take them millennia to do so. 
 
    That didn’t help Roy out of his current predicament. He was about to face a Beast far above his level and ability to defeat. This was not to mention that he had practically nothing in his core. He was far enough away from the Shah village that Beasts would frequent the area, even during the day, but he hadn’t been expecting to run into one this powerful. Most of the Beasts in the area should only have been White, maybe 1st Dan White, but Yellow? 
 
    “Oh, good. Ferry is here.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to tell me it was her?” Roy yelled, “I was terrified that I was going to have to face some monstrous Beast on my own!” 
 
    He felt his fears melt away, however. Sure enough, the massive ferret burst through the surrounding foliage just a moment later. 
 
    “There’s no need to shout. In case you’re forgetting, my fate is tied to yours now. If you die, so do I.” 
 
    Roy came up short as the ferret walked over to him, bumping her shoulder against his and rubbing herself up against him. 
 
    “I suppose I’d never thought of that,” Roy replied, scratching absent-mindedly at the ferret’s ears. “I just assumed that if I died, you could just go back to being a Dungeon core.” 
 
    “Afraid not,” Geon replied as Ferry’s tail began thumping noisily against the ground. “I’ve become part of you, and when a Martial Artist dies, so does their core.” 
 
    “But don’t Beast cores survive when the Beast is killed?” Roy asked as he scratched her ears a bit harder, and reached under the ferret's chin to scratch there as well. 
 
    “While Beasts and humans both have cores, their advancement is fundamentally different. I won’t go into the specifics, but let’s just say that a Beast has no soul. So when it dies, the core sticks around. Humans, on the other hand, do have souls, so when they die, their cores vanish along with them.” 
 
    Roy nodded along as Geon spoke. He’d always heard talk of the soul but hadn’t been entirely sure what it was. He still wasn’t, but he doubted the Dungeon core could explain it to him any better. 
 
    “So, what should we do now? The Crater can’t be our only option. There has to be something closer I can use to cultivate. Also, what will I do about food and water? You might be fine without it, but I’ll need it to survive.” 
 
    “I knew you squishy humans couldn’t survive without a constant intake of sustenance. It’s a glaring flaw in your design. Why can’t you be more like Ferry? All she needs to survive is a supply of Darkness Essence.” 
 
    Geon sighed theatrically, but Roy just rolled his eyes. 
 
    “You were saying?” 
 
    “Right. Right. I sent Ferry to…ahem… acquire some supplies.” 
 
    As though hearing Geon’s voice, Ferry pulled away from Roy’s scratching fingers and lowered herself to the ground. On her back, he could see a bundle wrapped in a cloth sack. That piqued Roy’s interest. Not the fact that the ferret had stolen the supplies, but the fact that it had been leashed to her back. 
 
    “How did she manage to get this stuff?” Roy asked, heading over to the pack and untying it. 
 
    Inside, he found a small cooking pot, as well as a pair of ceramic mugs. There were parcels of rice, tea leaves, meat and other dry foodstuffs for the road. There were also two canteens, one filled with water and the other, cold tea. No matter how he looked at it, there was no way a Beast could have managed this all on her own. 
 
    “We may have had a little help from an old man in the Shah clan. I think his name was Shopa? Hopa? It was definitely something with a ‘pa’ sound.” 
 
    “Elder Shota?” Roy asked, disbelief tinging his question. 
 
    “No, the name definitely had a ‘pa’ sound. Either way, I sent Ferry just to grab what she could, but old man Pa somehow found her. He seemed to know what she was doing there, too, and he had collected the sack in advance. He tied it to her back and sent her on her way.” 
 
    Roy had no idea how elder Shota could have known he would be leaving, let alone that a giant ferret was there to gather food for him. The entire thing reeked of someone working in the background. Perhaps that strange man he’d met during his trial? 
 
    Sighing to himself, Roy tied the bundle up once more, but not before removing one of the canteens, the one filled with tea, as well as a few pieces of dried meat. If this mysterious man really was involved, there was nothing he could do about it. He was only a White-Belt, and one who only had twenty-nine days left to live, at that. Unless he advanced before then, that was. 
 
    “There is a village about three day’s ride from here, under the control of the Diadei clan. There’s also a Dungeon that they haven’t discovered nearby. If you point it out to them, they’ll pay you a finder’s fee. It’ll also be a good opportunity for you to gain some combat experience. I’m not sure what type of Dungeon it is, but you may find something to help you cultivate inside.” 
 
    “That sounds a whole lot better than The Crater,” Roy replied with a relieved smile. 
 
    “I’d still recommend we head for The Crater. While it is dangerous, it will likely be your best chance at growing stronger. Remember, we both have goals to accomplish. The sooner you advance, the sooner you’ll be able to have your revenge.” 
 
    Roy felt his resolve firm up at that. He’d lived his entire life in fear, and now he’d been given a second chance. If The Crater was truly the best option he had, he wouldn’t shrink away from going there, even if the prospect terrified him. 
 
    “Fine, but we’re heading for this Dungeon first. I doubt we can reach The Crater before my time to advance runs out, so we’ll need a closer source of Power Essence. That village you mentioned might even have some for sale.” 
 
    The Shah clan had several different types of Essence that they traded with the other clans for Water Essence. He’d only ever seen six of the eight types, and that was why he’d never heard of Power or Weakness essence before the trial. 
 
    “A solid plan. I’d rather you stay alive as well. It would be unfortunate if I died just thirty days after I gained my freedom. Now, all you need to do is climb on Ferry’s back. She’ll get us there way faster than you can on foot. Plus, she won’t tire as easily.” 
 
    Roy eyed the Beast skeptically. He knew that it wasn’t uncommon for Martial Artists to ride Beasts. The Shah clan owned several, and she was definitely large enough to ride, but he wasn’t sure if he wanted to. What if she didn’t like him climbing on her back and decided to eat him instead? 
 
    “Don’t worry so much. Ferry has already agreed to carry you. Now stop being such a coward and get on her back.” 
 
    “Wait. You can talk to her? Can I talk to her too?” 
 
    “You can talk to her all you’d like. She just won’t understand you. The reason I can talk to her is that we still share a connection.” 
 
    Roy still eyed the Beast skeptically, but slowly approached her side. Ferry had sprawled out on the ground, lying flat on her belly so as to give him easy access. He still watched her warily as he placed a palm on her back, right behind her shoulder blades. 
 
    “Oh, for the love of Essence, just get on already!” Geon shouted, causing Roy to jump. 
 
    Tamping down on his annoyance with the Dungeon core, Roy attempted to mount the Beast. It was extremely awkward, as he’d never ridden anything before, but after a few moments of wiggling around, he finally got himself situated right behind her shoulders. He could feel the pack pressing into his back, and felt glad for the stability it offered him. 
 
    That feeling vanished the second Ferry rose to her feet. Roy yelped in a very un-manly way as he lurched forward, twining his fingers deep into the long fur at the base of her spine. His cheeks burned red with embarrassment as the ferret turned to give him an amused look. 
 
    “Wow, even the ferret thinks you’re acting like a child. I’ve never seen her do that before,” Geon commented, not making the situation any better. 
 
    Roy didn’t have any time to retort as Ferry’s body bunched up, then exploded forward in a burst of motion. Clamping his jaw shut, Roy leaned forward as far as he could, clutching desperately to the fur in front of him and hugging as tightly as he could with his legs. The next three days were not going to be pleasant. 
 
      
 
    Contrary to his belief however, Roy became accustomed to Ferry’s movements pretty quickly. She ran smoothly, winding through the trees with more grace than a creature her size should have had. Within thirty or so minutes, he was comfortable enough to relax his grip, and by the end of the first day, he felt as though he’d been riding his entire life. 
 
    Now, it was nearing nightfall on the third day of their journey. He and Geon had spent the majority of the time discussing mostly mundane topics, and Roy couldn’t have been happier. He’d never had someone he could call a friend, and although Geon wasn’t technically a person, he was still a living and intelligent being. Geon, for his part, simply enjoyed the company. He’d never spoken with anyone inside his Dungeon while he’d been running it, so this was a first for him as well. 
 
    Roy didn’t waste all his time on idle chatter. Whenever they stopped so he could take a break - Ferry never seemed to need one - he would spend some time cultivating the meager Power Essence in the air. The majority of his time was focused on mastering the basics of martial combat. 
 
    He practiced the same maneuvers over and over again until they’d been drilled into his muscles and brain, then he would practice some more. And while he was eager to move on to the more advanced techniques, he knew that a strong foundation was important for everything, especially the Martial Arts. 
 
    Though he pushed himself day and night, Roy still required sleep, though he found that he could now function on less than six hours a night. Ferry stayed awake and kept watch while he slept, so he did so with a sound mind. More than once, they’d come across a wild Beast, but they all steered clear of the oversized ferret. 
 
    The pain of keeping his senses open all the time was slowly diminishing by the day, though it was still a constant distraction. But it was definitely getting better. He, in turn, was also getting better at gaging the power and rank of those around him in return. 
 
    After the second day, he’d correctly identified Ferry’s level of advancement at 1st Dan Yellow. Geon had refused to tell him how strong she was until he’d correctly identified it, and had refused to answer when he began guessing. He’d even guessed a few times correctly, but Geon had not responded, due to his not actually knowing. 
 
    Holding the breathing technique shown by the parchment was still difficult, to the point where he’d nearly given up, and more than once at that. Geon had once again been his saving grace, forcing him to keep going despite the pain and discomfort. In the long run, it would benefit him, but he still harbored some resentment against the Dungeon core, for now. 
 
    “I think I can see the Dungeon entrance up ahead.” 
 
    Geon’s voice cut through Roy’s thoughts, snapping his mind back to the world around him. It really wasn’t good that he went off like that. If an enemy had attacked while he’d been so distracted, he could have been killed. Roy wasn’t foolish enough to believe that he still didn’t have enemies. If the Shah clan ever found out that it had been him who’d stolen their Dungeon core, they would hunt him mercilessly. 
 
    Ferry’s sprint slowed to a walk as the trees up ahead began thinning, and the swirling portal came into view. 
 
    “How is it possible that no one has found this Dungeon yet?” Roy asked. He was in the middle of nowhere and hadn’t seen a single human being in days, but still. Something as conspicuous as a swirling colorful Dungeon portal should have been discovered by sheer chance. Besides, couldn’t the other Martial Artists feel it? He certainly could. 
 
    “There are literally thousands of Dungeons spread throughout Buryoku,” Geon replied as Ferry came to a stop, then crouched so Roy could dismount. “Out of all of them, I doubt even half have been discovered. And I know what you’re going to ask. The answer is no. Martial Artists can’t sense Dungeons. If they scanned this area with their senses, they would feel nothing out of the ordinary. Seeing as you have me, though, sensing Dungeons is easy.” 
 
    Roy grinned, glad to finally find that he had something that other Martial Artists didn’t. He also only had twenty-six days left to live and wasn’t getting any closer to advancing than he had before. 
 
    “What kind of Dungeon do you think it is?” he asked, approaching the portal and stretching his arms above his head. 
 
    He was exhausted, and the last thing he wanted to do right now, was walk into the Dungeon. From his experience with the last Dungeon he’d been in, he knew that he could exit the same way he’d entered, so taking a quick look around wouldn’t hurt him. Or so he hoped. 
 
    “No idea. You’ll only be able to tell once you’ve gone inside, since the Dungeon itself is housed in a different dimension- yet another reason that Martial Artists can’t sense them. They’re not technically here.” 
 
    Nodding in reply, Roy walked up to the portal. It was set in the trunk of a long-dead and half-rotted tree stump. While the trees around the area were noticeably thinner than the rest of the forest, there were no special defining features about it. Perhaps that was why no one had noticed it before. 
 
    Well that, and the fact that the entire entrance was only about two and a half feet tall. Roy’s outfit was already shredded and filthy, so it didn’t bother him one bit when he dropped to his knees, and the damp soil stained his pants a dark brown. 
 
    Crawling through, Roy felt the familiar tingling sensation running down his spine as he entered. What he saw once he reached the other side surprised him. He’d been expecting another dark cavern. Instead, he’d crawled right onto a sandy beach. He’d never been to a beach before, but he’d heard about them often enough to know that this was it. The beach was set right near the ocean, which was the greatest naturally occurring source of Water Essence in all of Buryoku. 
 
    Better sources of Essence could, of course, be found, but those would have to be inside Dungeons or powerful Water cultivating Beast cores. 
 
    The smell of salt hit Roy as soon as he’d finished climbing through the portal and got back to his feet. The entire area was warm, but it had a pleasant breeze. The sound of the ocean hit him next, and his eyes widened in awe as an endless sea of water stretched before him. The air was coated a vivid blue to Roy’s senses, the Water Essence so thick and condensed that he almost felt as though he were drowning in it. 
 
    However, there was something else he sensed. Walking down the stretch of open sand, Roy had his suspicions confirmed just a moment later. Right on the surf line, where the waves crashed into the sand, was a thick band of gold Power Essence. 
 
    “It would appear that the ocean is a source of Power Essence. Who knew?” Geon said as Roy walked quickly over to the area in question. 
 
    “I feel like you should know this or might have known this,” Roy responded as he stopped right on the edge of the dry sand. “Just by looking at it, I can tell that the ocean seems to be vastly powerful. Every time the waves wash in, crashing against the shore, they create force. Force is one of the aspects of Power, as far as I can tell, so it makes sense.” 
 
    “I see. I’ll keep that in mind for next time,” Geon responded, but Roy had already taken up his cultivating pose, so he went silent. 
 
    Sitting here, on the seeming edge of the world, Roy felt more at peace than he ever had. The sound of the waves lulled him into an extremely relaxed state and he was able to pull in all the available Power Essence he could handle, refining it down each time his core filled. 
 
    He’d filled his core nearly halfway, when he suddenly heard Geon talk in his mind, ruining his concentration. 
 
    “I hate to interrupt your cycling, but there are some Beasts headed this way. Just thought you ought to know.”
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    Roy’s eyes snapped open at that, and he was on his feet in an instant, eyes scanning the darkening beach for any sign of movement. It wasn’t at all hard to see the Beasts once he was actually paying attention. In fact, he would have had to be practically blind to miss the three-foot-tall shining red crustaceans scuttling towards him. 
 
    How had he missed that before? 
 
    The answer was abundantly clear. He’d been concentrating on cultivating and cycling Essence. He’d been so focused on it, that he’d shut down his perception. It was a good thing he had Geon with him. Otherwise, he’d be very not alive right now. 
 
    “Thanks for the warning, I will not fail this way again,” Roy said to the Dungeon Core, feeling his old sense of inadequacy rearing its ugly head. 
 
    “It was a mistake, but there’s no need to beat yourself up over it,” Geon answered as Roy readied himself to fight. “That clan must really have done a number on you. We’re going to have to work on your sense of self-worth. There’s nothing more dangerous to a Martial Artist than a lack of confidence.” 
 
    Roy felt just a bit better after hearing those words. It gave him the confidence he’d lacked thus far, and he used that confidence to push down the fear that had been slowly mounting as the crustaceans drew closer. 
 
    He extended his senses outward, sweeping over the area and the massive domed Beasts now only twenty feet from him. He let out a sigh of relief when he realized that Geon had been right about the advancement levels of the Beasts in here. Both of the creatures were at the White stage, the same as him. 
 
    That still didn’t guarantee him a victory. There were two of them, and while he was taller, they were bulkier and way better protected. They also each had a massive clawed appendage that glowed with blue Water Essence to his senses. If he guessed correctly, it would increase the cutting power of those claws exponentially- a Physical technique. There was also the chance that they could use a body enhancement, meaning that they could, in theory, dodge every single one of his attacks. 
 
    For a moment, he debated using his own, as of yet perfected, body enhancement. It would allow him to escape, but it would also drain his core completely. He shook himself, firming his resolve. If he ran from a fight with two Beasts at his own level, how would he fare if he had to face down something stronger? He would be running for the rest of his life. 
 
    Now was the time to test himself. He’d succeeded against a towering golem made of Power Essence in the trials. Granted, he had almost died, and had it not been for the mercy of an unknown stranger, he would not be here right now, but still, there was no way these Beasts were tougher than that golem. 
 
    Taking a few deep breaths to calm himself, Roy ran forward, feeling his bare feet sinking into the sand as he picked up speed. The crab-like Beasts hissed at him and sped up as well, scuttling forward on spindly legs. 
 
    It was hard to concentrate on his breathing technique while running, but Roy did it, cycling Power Essence to his hands and feet. Over the last few days, through trial and error, he’d discovered that refined Essence was far more easily controlled than unrefined Essence. He could still control it, but more in the sense that it would hurt others more than himself if aimed in the right direction. 
 
    He did not yet have the capacity or skill to form unrefined Power Essence into a technique. However, his core was brimming with the Essence he’d refined over the last few days, and whatever he’d managed to cultivate in his short time here. The stable Essence flowed easily through his channels, and within a mere second, was coating both his hands and feet. He had to be careful to cut off the flow quickly, as it would continue building and drawing from his core until he was unable to control it. 
 
    It still wasn’t a proper technique of any kind, but it was as close to one as he could manage in the short amount of time he’d had so far. Over the next few weeks, he’d have to work on developing a more solid understanding of the Essence, as well as exactly what he wanted his technique to do. For now, though, it did exactly what he needed. 
 
    Roy ducked the swinging claw of the crab on the left, then slammed his glowing right fist onto the top of its shell. There was an audible crack, then an explosion of force as the golden Essence surrounding his fist discharged into the tough shell. The crab shrieked as it was driven to the ground, a line of cracks spreading across its domed shell. 
 
    Roy’s attack didn’t penetrate, and he was forced to quickly backpedal as the other crab’s claw swished through the air, mere inches from his face. His heart was racing, and adrenaline flooded his body as he charged forward once again. The second crab had scuttled around the still prone form of the first, the blue glow around its claw intensifying as it prepared an attack. 
 
    Increasing his pace even more, Roy employed the same tactic he’d used on the golem. It worked much better this time as well, as he was fighting on the sand, which was a lot easier to slide on than cobblestone. Thrusting his feet forward, he dropped to his back, sliding under the swiping blue claw. His slide took him right between the legs of the creature, and Roy took the opportunity to kick upward with both legs. 
 
    The maneuver had been more luck than anything else, but Roy wasn’t about to squander his opportunity. Roy had once read that the legs were three times as strong as the arms. That was due to having to support his body weight and carry him around. Now, he got to witness that first hand. Both of his Essence-coated feet slammed into the fragile underbelly of the oversized crab and discharged at the same time. 
 
    The effect was both devastating and disgusting. The crab practically exploded as the Power Essence blew its shell apart, coating Roy in a mix of blood and guts. He gagged, feeling bile rising in his throat as the creature fell on top of him and the stench of it hit his nostrils. 
 
    “Ouch, that does not look pleasant,” Geon commented unhelpfully. 
 
    Grunting with the effort, Roy shoved the heavy crab off himself. He was quickly forced to roll to the side as a claw came racing for his head. He wasn’t fast enough to completely avoid the attack and hissed in pain as it sliced into the outer portion of his right arm, leaving a bloody furrow in its wake. 
 
    The upside of his roll was that it brought him within striking distance of the crab’s beady black eyes. His glowing left fist, the only attack he hadn’t used yet, slammed right into its tiny head, bursting it like an overripe tomato. This time, he did throw up, just managing to roll onto his chest before he emptied the contents of his stomach right on the sand before him. 
 
    His entire body shuddered as he heaved, panting for air. He felt sick. His head was spinning and he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs. He’d just nearly been killed! He wasn’t sure why it was hitting him so hard now. He’d nearly died several times during the trials, and Koya had left him for dead just a few days prior, so why was this time any different? 
 
    “I would recommend leaving, and getting some food and water into your body,” Geon’s voice cut through his tumultuous thoughts. 
 
    “That fight was especially gory, and I know humans can be squeamish when it comes to gore.” 
 
    Roy nodded, forcing himself shakily to his feet. His entire body was covered in a mixture of sand, blood, and crab guts, and he had to force down the urge to hurl again. He’d never thought he would be squeamish around blood. It would seriously put a damper on his plans of revenge if he reacted this way every time he saw it. 
 
    Geon was thankfully silent as Roy crawled through the portal and back into the now dark forest. He heard Ferry moving around nearby but ignored her in favor of stripping out of his blood-drenched robe, tearing a strip of cloth to wind around his still bleeding arm. He noticed that his White-Belt, oddly enough, was still shining and pristine, without so much as a stain on it. He figured it must have something to do with the fact that it wasn’t a solid substance, rather a manifestation of his level of advancement, given a physical form by his Essence. 
 
    Once he’d stripped down to his undergarments, he realized that he had no way to wash his bloody clothes. Why hadn’t he thought to wash them in the ocean when he’d been inside the Dungeon? Sighing to himself, Roy lay down on the ground, forgoing any supper. He felt thoroughly miserable, though he couldn’t fathom as to why. 
 
    “What seems to be the matter? You’re no longer covered in blood… well, you’ve gotten rid of most of it anyway. Why do you seem so melancholy?” 
 
    Roy sighed again, not really sure how to answer. 
 
    “I don’t know. I didn’t feel this bad the last time I killed something, though admittedly, this is the first time I’ve killed a living being.” 
 
    “Ah, I understand. What you’re feeling is guilt. I can’t say I’ve ever felt it myself, but humans can be quite fragile when it comes to such things. Don’t worry, though, your kind always gets over it quickly enough. Get some sleep. You’ll feel better about it in the morning.” 
 
    And with that, the Dungeon core went silent, leaving Roy alone with his thoughts. 
 
      
 
    Roy groaned as he forced his eyes open as sunlight filtered in through the trees above. He hadn’t slept well, spending the majority of the time tossing and turning on the hard ground. Despite Geon’s assurance, he didn’t feel any better than he had the night before. After examining how he felt, he could conclude that it was indeed guilt that was the root of the issue. That, in turn, worried him even more. 
 
    How was he supposed to plot revenge on his clan, if he couldn’t kill a Beast without getting all worked up over it? That made him angry. He was angry with himself for being so weak-willed. None of the Shah clan would have felt remorse at killing those Beasts. They would have been proud as any Martial Artist should be. 
 
    He subsequently spent the entire day moping around and feeling bad for himself. Nothing Geon said, could get him to move from his spot. He didn’t eat or drink, allowing himself to sink deeper and deeper into depression. Every time he did so, he would berate himself, hating how weak he was, and that in turn would make him spiral deeper into self-loathing. This continued on for the rest of the day, and when nightfall came, he sank into an exhausted and uneasy sleep. 
 
      
 
    Roy cracked his eyes open as he felt something soft bumping against his face. Blinking a few times, Ferry’s twitching pink nose came into focus. 
 
    “Ferry? What’s wrong?” he asked sleepily, pushing himself up off the ground. 
 
    Ferry nudged him again, forcing him to get up and take a good look around. There wasn’t anything he could see, and after opening his senses, he still couldn’t feel anything. His shoulders slumped then. 
 
    The thought of an incoming threat had momentarily taken his mind off the crushing guilt that had permeated his every waking moment since killing those Beasts. Now that it had proved to be a false alarm, it returned in full force. Ferry’s head nudged him again, and Roy felt a rough, wet tongue slide over the side of his face. 
 
    “Would you look at that?” Geon piped up as she licked him again. “She’s trying to make you feel better. I have never seen her do that before, either. Her behavior seems to be changing each day. How interesting.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened a bit as Ferry continued licking him. It didn’t feel particularly nice. Ferry’s tongue was wet, and her breath wasn’t exactly minty fresh, but he felt his heart lighten all the same. 
 
    “Thanks,” he whispered, placing a hand on the ferret’s head. “I needed that.” 
 
    Ferry nudged him once again, before pulling back and walking over to curl up beneath a nearby tree. His heart felt a good deal lighter now, knowing that someone, even if it was just a Beast, cared enough to try and comfort him. 
 
    Despite Geon being part of him, the Dungeon core’s words over the previous day had been more along the lines of, ‘get over it already, we’re running out of time,’ rather than the comfort he needed. While he didn’t exactly feel good about what he’d done, he now felt good enough to force himself to his feet. 
 
    In his journey through the Martial Arts, as well as his goals of revenge, many would have to die. And not just mindless Beasts, either. He would be forced to kill living, breathing, and intelligent human beings. If he couldn’t get over the deaths of a couple of crabs that had been trying to kill him, then he would never succeed. He may as well give up now and wait for death. 
 
    Roy’s mood firmed and he forced himself to his feet. Feeling a new sense of strength, he hadn’t realized he’d been lacking: resolve. 
 
    “Finally ready to stop moping around and give that Dungeon another try?” Geon asked. 
 
    Roy’s fists tightened at his sides when the Dungeon core spoke and he felt his resolve firm into certainty. 
 
    “Yes. I’m ready.”
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    Roy crawled through the Dungeon portal once again, dragging his stinking clothes behind him. They had gotten considerably worse over the last day. So much so, that he had to breathe through his mouth to avoid gagging from the stench. Straightening from the crawl, Roy headed down the sandy beach for the water crashing against the surf. 
 
    The corpses of the two crabs were gone, as was to be expected in a Dungeon, and Roy was glad of that. Seeing them wouldn’t have helped right now. He saw that instead, there were now two glowing cores lying in the sand where they had once been. To Roy’s senses, they gave off the feeling he got from standing on the beach, only a hundred times stronger. 
 
    They glowed a bright blue as Water Essence swam around inside. Dropping to his knees near the cores, Roy hefted them in his hand. They were heavier than they looked and weren’t round as he’d been expecting. Instead, they were ridged and made of a glass-like substance with the Essence trapped within. 
 
    For a Water cultivator, these would be the equivalent of about two week’s worth of cycling and refining. To him, it was only worth what he could sell it for. Heading down to the water, Roy was quick to plunge in, taking his filthy clothes with him. 
 
    He left both of the cores up on the shoreline, not seeing any point in bringing them with him. He scrubbed his body as best he could, and scoured his clothes with sand. He managed to get most of the blood out, but what he’d really needed to get rid of was the smell. As he was washing his outer robe, his foot snagged something warm and slimy making him start in alarm. 
 
    However, after an initial panic, he discovered it was a strand of some sort of weed. It glowed with Water Essence to his senses as well, and while not on the level of the cores he’d picked up, it would definitely help with cultivation. 
 
    “Hey Geon, is this worth selling?” he asked as he headed back to the shoreline. 
 
    “It is worth selling, but you’ll have to take some of the ocean water with you. Otherwise, the Essence will leak out as the plant dries, eventually leaving it as nothing more than a dried out weed.” 
 
    Roy sighed when he heard that. It would mean having to give up one of his canteens. He decided that for now, he would leave it unless he found some way of transporting it. Walking back up to the shoreline, he decided that the first thing he had to do was find somewhere to leave his clothes to dry. Then he would sit and cultivate. He’d lost a day to moping around, and now subsequently had a day less to advance. 
 
    He could feel that his core was growing stronger, but he still hadn’t pushed it to the point where he could break through. 
 
    Walking along the beach, Roy made sure to fetch the two cores he’d collected and stuck them in the pockets of his outer robe. He was still dressed in his underwear and was glad that there was no one else around to see him this way. This had taught him a valuable lesson about being prepared. As soon as he was ready to move on to the town Geon had mentioned, he would buy several sets of clothes.  
 
    He finally found a flat shelf of stone hanging out over the ocean and laid his robe down on it, weighing them down with smaller stones so that the breeze didn’t drag them away. He sat down next to it and got into his cycling position. 
 
    The Power Essence gathered along the shoreline filled his senses as soon as he reached out to it, but this time when he started pulling it to him, he kept himself open to everything. The last time, the two Beasts had managed to sneak up on him. This time, he wouldn’t allow that to happen. 
 
    He sat there for the next couple of hours, cycling and refining. His body had long since been dried by the ocean breeze and sun overhead, but he stayed in the same spot, pulling in Essence and cycling to refine it. Finally, he cycled the last of the Essence through the pattern around his core and opened his eyes. 
 
    His core was completely full of refined Essence. Blowing out a deep breath, Roy waited. Nothing happened. He felt his excitement at having finally filled his core with refined Essence fade then, and panic begin to set in. 
 
    Why wasn’t he advancing? He’d done everything right, hadn’t he? 
 
    “Geon, why am I not advancing?” he finally thought to ask. 
 
    “What, were you expecting to advance as soon as you filled your core? In case you’ve forgotten, you’ve done that before. Now that your core is full, you have to start pushing at the boundaries of what you can hold.” 
 
    “Are you sure that’s safe? The last time I tried to pull in more than I could handle, I almost exploded.” 
 
    “If you remember correctly, that was when you filled it with unrefined Essence. Overloading on that would have caused instability. Using refined Essence will not give you any of the same problems…at least that’s what I think. My memory is getting hazier by the day, so I could be wrong.” 
 
    Sighing, Roy closed his eyes once again and focused on pulling in the Power Essence. There wasn’t much left after his cycling, but there were still a few scraps he could pull in. Breathing according to the technique, Roy pulled the wisps of essence into himself, cycling it through his channels and towards his core. 
 
    He’d been expecting his core to reject the Essence, but to his shock, the purified Essence compressed, making room for the new Essence. He then felt something he hadn’t before, a slight straining at the bounds of the core. A grin touched his lips when he felt that and he knew what it meant. He’d finally found the way to advancement. 
 
    Now it was just a matter of finding enough Essence to push him over the edge. For now, the Essence was all gone. He would have to leave it and come back tomorrow, once the Essence had had a chance to gather once more. 
 
    Pulling on his now dry clothes, Roy wondered what he should do for the rest of the day. There were many things that needed to be done, but he couldn’t decide which was the most important. Finally, he decided to ask Geon his opinion. It was hard to have to keep reminding himself that he had a constant companion when the core would go silent for hours on end. 
 
    “What do you think is the most important thing for me to learn right now?” he asked, slipping his arm into his outer robe and tying it with his Belt. 
 
    “I would say that developing a proper Physical technique is the most important. You can work on your martial combat as well, but you should devote more time to developing an actual technique. Right now, the best you can do is coat your limbs in Essence. And while it has been getting the job done, it’s wasteful and not nearly as effective as it would be otherwise.” 
 
    “How would I go about developing a proper technique, though?” he asked, heading up the beach and looking for a good spot to train. 
 
    “No idea. Trial and error for now. Remember what I said. The Crater would be the best place for you to study Power Essence. I don’t know why we’re still wasting time here.” 
 
    “Yes, but you also said that it’s full of dangerous Beasts and is being used as a battleground between four different clans.” 
 
    Roy found a spot that was shaded from the sun by an overhanging tree with large, broad leaves that spread out in strips from the trunk. He’d never seen a tree quite like it, as it seemed to lack any branches, but he wasn’t picky. The shade provided was welcome, and he settled into one of the beginner fighting stances shown in his book on martial combat. 
 
    “I did, but as I said, there is no safe path forward. If you want power, you have to take some risks,” Geon replied. 
 
    Roy began to move through the set of stances. This was all footwork, as the book called it. It would help improve his speed, reflexes, and base. It would make him stronger as a fighter and as a Martial Artist. 
 
    “But I’ll never make it there before my time runs out. How long will I have after I advance to 1st Dan? And when will it end?” 
 
    “I have no idea. I’ll only be able to tell you once you advance. As for how long you’ll have to keep pushing like this, I’m not entirely sure. I would guess until your body can handle the physical strain of containing me. That could be Yellow, Orange, Green, or even higher, as far as I know. 
 
    But yes, you are right that we can’t make it to The Crater before your time runs out. So we’re going to have to do that before you do. As for figuring out your first technique, it can’t be too difficult. You’re smart and resourceful. I’m sure you can do it.” 
 
    With that said, Geon went silent once more, leaving Roy to parcel out his thoughts. From what he’d read, he knew there were several different types of techniques when it came to the Martial Arts. The section in his book on techniques had explained all that to him in great detail, and he knew exactly which technique he would need to succeed: a Conqueror technique. 
 
    Roy didn’t actually know anyone who could use a Conqueror technique. Not even Shah Korgo, head of the Shah clan had that kind of power. Regardless of that, Roy knew that in order to destroy the Shah clan, he would have to master all nine aspects of the Martial Arts in his chosen Path. And the first step was to create and master a Physical technique. Before he could even start that, he would have to figure out what he wanted the technique to do. 
 
    Stopping his training, Roy wiped at his forehead and decided that in order to better understand how to develop his technique, he would have to read the book he’d brought along. It detailed Water Essence techniques, but studying that should give him a better understanding of what steps needed to be taken. 
 
    It was then that his stomach let out a loud growling sound, reminding him that he had not eaten in over a day. Suddenly realizing how ravenous he was, Roy allowed a sheepish grin to touch his lips. 
 
    It wouldn’t do to die of starvation.
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    In order to develop a technique, one must first have a rudimentary understanding of the Essence type they are working with. Once that is accomplished, you must then visualize what you would like the technique to do. If it behaves according to the nature of your chosen Path, the essence will comply with your wishes. If it does not, the results can be disastrous or even outright deadly. 
 
      
 
    Roy took another slow sip from his steaming cup. He was sitting cross-legged with his back against a tree, its wide, leafy branches keeping the harsh sunlight at bay. He’d finished eating lunch about half an hour before and was now studying the book on cultivation. Surprisingly enough, there were some sections that didn’t primarily focus on Water Essence, and this was one of them. 
 
    If the book was to be believed, Roy first had to understand the nature of his chosen Path. That meant that he needed to understand what role Power Essence played in the world, and how it would affect the surroundings as a result.  
 
    He was confused, because with any of the elemental Essence types, it was clear and easy, even with Light and Darkness. But with Power and Weakness, he was having a much harder time. 
 
    If he equated Power Essence to force, did that mean that it affected gravity itself? He could just as easily make the same argument for Weakness Essence. The same was said if he thought of Power as momentum, strength, force, or any other aspect that might fall under that category. The truth was, that in any given situation, Weakness fit just as well as Power. 
 
    Roy sat bolt upright at that, his mind whirling with possibilities. All the other Paths were tangible there and had a noticeable effect on the world around them. Perhaps he’d been thinking too literally. Power and Weakness were all in the eyes of the beholder. What one person thought of as Power, another might view as Weakness, so maybe, the Essence of Power was what he thought of as Power. 
 
    Excited by the prospect, Roy shot to his feet, leaving the book lying on the ground. Ferry lifted her head as he rose, her tail thumping excitedly on the ground. 
 
    “Sorry, girl, but I’m heading back into the Dungeon. You’ll have to wait out here.” 
 
    Geon had been very adamant about that. Since Ferry had been created by him, the Dungeon would view her as a rival, sent in to destroy it. It would then send its full might against them in an attempt to eradicate the invader. Since that was something which Roy was trying to avoid, he had to make sure she didn’t follow him in. 
 
    Ferry’s tail stopped thumping, and she put her head down with a sad sigh. Roy felt guilty leaving her out here but consoled himself with the fact that once he got this down, he would have a much easier time handling himself. That would mean being able to move on all the more quickly. 
 
    “Oh, back to the Dungeon for some more training?” Geon asked as Roy got to his feet on the other side of the portal. 
 
    “Yes. I think I’ve finally got a handle on things. I’m going to try an develop a technique.” 
 
    “Ooohh, how exciting!” Geon answered as Roy headed back to the shaded area. “I think I’d better pay attention to this. I don’t want you to lose a hand or anything.” 
 
    Roy let out a snort at that, but otherwise ignored the Dungeon core. Inwardly, he was glad that Geon would be watching. He wasn’t sure if his theory was correct, so it would help to have someone experienced to have his back. There was something that was bothering him about the Dungeon, and he decided to ask Geon about it. 
 
    “I haven’t run into a single Beast today. Do you have any idea as to why?” 
 
    “Yes, actually. As you may have noticed, this isn’t exactly a large Dungeon. And, as I mentioned before, the strongest Beasts you’ll be fighting will be at the White level. This means that the core controlling this place is just as weak. Creating Beasts like the ones you killed takes a whole lot of Essence, more than a Dungeon of this level can recover in a single day. You’ll be lucky if we see another one by the end of the week!” 
 
    “Then what was all that about Ferry not being able to come in here then?” 
 
    “Well…The truth is that I just don’t want her coming in here. If she died, this Dungeon would gain her blueprint and be able to make more of her. Can you imagine having to face a Ferry that doesn’t like you?” 
 
    Roy shivered at that, deciding that Geon was probably right. He also didn’t mind the fact that no Beasts would be showing up for a couple of days. Despite his resolve not to shy away from death, he still didn’t relish the idea of killing again. He knew he would do it when the time came, but that didn’t mean he was looking forward to it. This also meant that he would have another two days of uninterrupted training and cycling. Perhaps he’d even be able to push to 1st Dan by then. 
 
    He shook himself from his thoughts, instead focusing in on his core. Now was not the time to think about that. Now was the time to focus on developing his first Physical technique. He fell easily into the breathing pattern shown by the parchment and focused inward on his core, then concentrated on what he wanted to happen. 
 
    To him, Power Essence personified many things, but one thing above all. Overwhelming strength. Power, in a word, was power; the power to overwhelm your opponents, the power to defend oneself, and the power to take revenge. For his Physical technique, Roy pictured himself throwing a punch with the strength of ten. 
 
    The glowing Essence around his fists would solidify and form tightly around them, lending him the extra power he needed for the attack. It would deliver all the force and momentum of someone ten times as strong as him. 
 
    Sweat beaded his brow as he began cycling Essence to his hands, clenching them into fists and concentrating on getting them to hold the shape he desired. Instead of following his wishes, however, the Essence that coated his fists began to destabilize immediately. 
 
    “Um, Geon, what’s happening?” Roy asked, beginning to panic as he was unable to cut off the flow of Essence from his core. 
 
    The attack just kept growing and growing, the Essence beginning to lash out at his surroundings. 
 
    “How should I know? What exactly were you trying to do?” Geon replied. 
 
    Roy was beginning to feel faint as the tingling in his hands intensified. His core had nearly been drained dry, and his attack was still charging. 
 
    “I visualized an attack that would make me ten times stronger.” 
 
    “Well, of course, this was going to happen, you idiot!” Geon berated him as arcs of Power Essence began lashing out violently at his surroundings. “No White-Belt can hold that type of technique together. You don’t have the Essence or control to handle it!” 
 
    “Well, what do I do?” he asked, now panicking as a stray bolt of Essence hit the tree and sheered right through it. 
 
    “I don’t know…Point it away from yourself and hope you don’t die?” Geon responded unhelpfully. 
 
    Roy’s core was completely dry at this point, and the attack had thankfully stopped building in strength. The problem he had now was that he was holding enough destructive force to obliterate himself, and he had no idea what to do with it. 
 
    It was already extremely unstable, and he wasn’t even sure that he could control it enough to send it away from himself. There had to be something he could do, some way of stopping this from ending with his early demise… 
 
    He began running towards the ocean. Some Power Essence had managed to regenerate, and if he could somehow take control of that, he would have a chance, albeit a slim one. Essence arced from his palms as he ran, some scorching lines in the sand, while others sent up small explosions. Other still compressed the sand into balls, and some forced the sand away. 
 
    Roy watched in fascination as he saw all the different ways the Essence was effecting his surroundings. He would have to store that information away for later use. For now, though, he had to save himself from certain death. 
 
    Skidding to a halt on the edge of the beach, Roy reached desperately out for the Essence that had begun to gather on the shoreline. It was slow to respond, due to his split focus, and he could feel his panic mounting as he fought for control. Slowly, the Power Essence began to drift towards him and Roy bent his entire will on gathering it all in one place. 
 
    His arms were trembling with the strain of holding the Essence together, and his head felt as though it were going to split open. Still, he kept going. He had to survive, and in order to do that, he had to succeed. He kept his breathing technique as best he could and pulled the Power Essence closer to himself. 
 
    He concentrated and tried to make it halt in place. At first, the Essence continued approaching, and he was afraid his plan was doomed to failure. Miraculously, it worked. The Power Essence slowed to a crawl, then stopped advancing altogether. Now, Roy concentrated on pulling all of it into an area, condensing the Essence into a single spot. 
 
    His breathing was becoming ragged at this point, and sweat was pouring off him in buckets. This was as ready as he’d ever be. 
 
    Taking one deep breath, Roy concentrated on pushing the Essence gathered on his hands outward. It complied, slowly forming into twin spheres of crackling energy hovering over his palms. He attempted to throw them in an improvised Projected technique, but as he’d feared, it didn’t work. 
 
    That left him with the second, much more dangerous, and not at all desirable option. Concentrating on the twin spheres in his hands, he attempted to link them with the Essence gathered further down the beach. He then pictured the biggest explosion he could manage, figuring that the simplest form of Power Essence, would have to be force. 
 
    For a few breathless moments, he was afraid he would fail again, just as with the Projected technique, after all the effort he’d put into it. Finally, with a rush of air, the Essence crackling across his hands seemed to fly off them. It rocketed across the beach and collided with the natural Essence. The subsequent explosion sent a mushroom cloud of sand and dust billowing into the sky, and the backlash was enough to throw Roy clean off his feet and bouncing painfully along the ground. 
 
    He finally came to a halt, ending up on his back, feeling a new collection of bruises and gasping for air. Once he’d caught his breath fully, he began laughing out loud and whooping in triumph. When his Physical technique had failed, he’d thought he was done for, but he’d done something that Martial Artists who’d been practicing for years had yet to accomplish. This had been an attempt at creating a Physical technique, but he’d succeeded in doing something far beyond that. 
 
    “I suppose congratulations are in order. Not even a week as a Martial Artist and you’ve created your first Full-area technique. Or most of one, anyway,” Geon piped up. “Unless you’d like to be tossed around every time you use it, I’d recommend learning both a Containment and Terrain technique.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Roy replied, brimming with pride at his accomplishment, despite his aching body. Sure, he hadn’t gotten it completely right, but the accomplishment was still there all the same. Leaning back, Roy let out a contented sigh as he watched the dust from his first-ever technique begin to disperse. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shah Koya stood before the council of elders. They had all gathered together, a rare occurrence to be sure, to administer his punishment. Not for killing Herald Leroy, no. The only ones who knew about that, were standing up here with him. He was going to announce it in just a few more days, but then this had happened. The reason they were now standing before the eight angry elders, and the clan leader himself, was because their Dungeon had vanished. 
 
    After doing some digging into the Dungeon’s use, they had discovered that Koya and his co-conspirators had been the ones on watch the night someone had stolen the core. The Dungeon was the clan’s main source of income, so losing it would effectively cripple them.               This would make it easy for either the Diadei or Felrin clans to strike at them directly in an attempt to take over. 
 
    Koya hadn’t thought that leaving early would be such a big deal. After all, he and the others had only left about an hour before the next watch took over. They had decided that they should go and celebrate, rather than waiting around. No one had been spotted in or near their borders for weeks, so he’d had no reason to suspect that someone might be nearby. And now, he had to face the consequences of his actions. 
 
    His fists clenched at his sides as the elders continued their hushed conversation, as the clan meeting hall gradually filled with its most important members. This wasn’t a public hearing, rather a hearing held by the elders and anyone above Orange-Belt. They would be influential enough in the clan that their votes would count towards his fate. 
 
    Koya wasn’t focused on them. He was inwardly seething at that damned cripple. If it wasn’t for him, this never would have happened. In fact, if he wasn’t already dead, he would probably have hunted the freak down and killed him himself. As it was, he already wished he could resurrect the dead, just so he could do it all over again — personally, this time. 
 
    The noise in the room increased as the last of the clan members entered and were seated. Aside from the elders, there were one hundred and eighty-seven others who were qualified to be here. Despite himself, Koya shivered as he felt the power gathered in the small room. This represented the main bulk of the Shah clan’s military power, and any one of them could obliterate him in an instant. 
 
    “Everyone, please quiet down.” 
 
    A hushed silence filled the room as Shah Korgo, leader of the clan, stood from his seat. His solid Green-Belt stood out in stark contrast to his lighter blue robes and immediately drew the eye. 
 
    He was a tall man by the standards of the clan and appeared to be in his late forties, though his actual age wasn’t widely known. If Koya were to guess, he would say he was around sixty, maybe seventy. He had long black hair that was streaked with gray, tied back in a braid that fell halfway down his back. He had a slim face, with coal-black eyes and a narrow, pinched mouth. He practically radiated power. 
 
    He was flanked on either side by the other eight elders, their Belts hidden under the long dais that stretched from one side of the raised area to the other. 
 
    “We are gathered here today to discuss the fate of Shah Koya, and to a lesser extent, that of Shah Izu and Kozu. Their crime is as follows: negligence of duty, resulting in the theft of our Dungeon core. Since Izu and Kozu are both lower-ranked, the brunt of the punishment falls on Koya. As the one in charge, he should not have left his post. I will now allow the elders to voice their opinions on what a proper punishment should be for this heinous crime.” 
 
    Korgo finished speaking and took his seat once more, waiting for the first of the elders to begin. This wasn’t a trial, so Koya would have no chance to defend himself, no chance to say anything at all. The elders would voice their opinions, and then it would be put to a vote. Whichever verdict received the largest number of votes, would be his fate. 
 
    “If I may begin, honored leader,” Shah Haru said, rising from her seat. She was a severe old woman, who had gained the title of elder after single-handedly driving off an invading force of Felrin Orange-Belts. Aside from Korgo, she was the highest-ranked in the clan. That was made obvious by her bright Orange-Belt bearing four slashes of green. 
 
    Korgo inclined his head, and she turned to address the crowd, looking right through Koya as though he weren’t even there. 
 
    “Honored members of the Shah clan,” she began, “for the negligence shown by this boy and his compatriots, and the price it will cost our clan, I propose they all be put to death. The Dungeon was our main source of income, and these boys did not only leave their posts, but they left it unguarded for an entire hour. An hour is more than enough time for an outside clan member to enter the Dungeon and steal it. The argument could be made that most of the blame should fall on Shah Koya, but I believe that all are equally responsible.” 
 
    She then bowed her head to the clan leader and took her seat. Koya flinched at the harsh punishment proposed by the old woman. He’d expected no less from her, but hearing someone so calmly demand his death still unnerved him. 
 
    “If I may, honored leader,” Shah Han rose next. He was the newest addition to the council of elders, but was not hesitant in voicing his opinion. 
 
    “I do not believe that it is the fault of these children. Rather, I think that it is the fault of the border guards. After all, security around our borders is tight enough that even a single thief should not have been able to sneak in. That is why we allowed such a token force to guard our Dungeon in the first place, is it not? I believe that they should be made to pay for their crimes a different way: they should be forced to leave the clan in disgrace. 
 
    We have already sent trackers out to find the thief, but they have yet to find any trace of them. Let their own return be contingent on catching the thief and returning the stolen core. If they succeed, then they will have earned their way back into the clan, and if not, then they will have to brave the Waterwood on their own.” 
 
    A light murmuring filled the room as he bowed to the clan leader and took his seat once more. Three others rose to voice their opinions, but all took a stricter stance than Han. 
 
    Koya could feel his heart pounding as Korgo rose once again. He could see both Izu and Kozu out of the corner of his eye. They were both standing behind him, each looking just as afraid as he felt. 
 
    “All of your opinions have been heard. Now it will come down to a vote. All those in favor of Shah Haru’s punishment, raise your hands.” 
 
    Koya felt his heart rate spike as hands began rising into the air. 
 
    Twenty, thirty, forty, fifty… 
 
    “That is fifty-two in favor of elder Haru’s punishment of death. Next, all in favor of elder Fukuma’s punishment, please raise your hands…” 
 
    And so on it went, each elder’s punishment being put out to vote. The longer it went, the more afraid Koya became. So far, not a single other’s vote had received enough votes to beat the original punishment of death. If it went on like this, he would be killed, and all because of that blasted cripple! 
 
    “All in favor of elder Han’s punishment, please raise your hands.” 
 
    Koya held his breath as hands slowly started to go up. This was his last chance at keeping his head. Although banishment didn’t sound great, it was better than the current alternative. It would also give him the chance to find whoever had stolen the core and make them pay for having to go through all this. 
 
    “It would appear that we have a tie,” Korgo said, as he finished counting. “It would appear, then, that I am the deciding vote.” 
 
    In the Shah clan, if there was ever a draw, the decision on what to do ultimately fell on the head. 
 
    Koya felt his heart stop. Shah Korgo was known for many things, but mercy was not one of them. He was as good as dead. He felt his heart sinking as he accepted his fate. It would do him no good to run. He wouldn’t even make it through the door. 
 
    “I vote in favor of Elder Han. We have every clan member we can spare out hunting for the perpetrator, but it can never hurt to have more people searching. For the good of the clan, I will allow Shah Koya, Izu, and Kozu to live. They will have an hour to gather their belongings and be out of the village. If they are caught inside Shah clan territory by nightfall, they will be executed on sight. If they find the perpetrator and return them along with the core, their banishment will have ended, and they will be reinstated into the clan. You are all dismissed.” 
 
    With that, he headed off the stage and out the back entrance. 
 
    The room exploded into conversation as soon as he left, leaving Koya to slump to the ground in relief. He’d come closer to death just now then he ever had, and had only avoided it by the mercy of Korgo, something he was sure he’d never be allowed to forget if he did indeed manage to earn his way back into the clan. 
 
    That didn’t matter, though. All that mattered was that he now had a chance at redemption. It was a chance to reclaim his lost honor and regain his place in the clan. He had a pretty good idea of where to start looking. The others in the clan were scrambling madly, trying to find the trail of some powerful foreign invader, but Koya had a theory. 
 
    What if the thief hadn’t come from a rival clan, but rather, from within their own ranks? No one would suspect it, of course, as who would possibly be willing to turn against their own family? But he knew better. Or, so he told himself. 
 
    “Um, cousin Koya, what should we do?” 
 
    Koya turned to see both Izu and Kozu staring at him uncertainly. They had the looks of people who had narrowly avoided death, only to be told that they would now have to leave their homes forever. 
 
    So their expressions perfectly matched what the situation called for. 
 
    Koya felt his lips curling upward in a grin. Well, it was more of a baring of teeth than a grin, but it got his point across all the same. 
 
    “We’re going to hunt for a traitor, and I have a pretty good idea what we should be looking for. Now, come on. We don’t have much time.” 
 
    With that, he rose to his feet and headed quickly for the door. 
 
    Whoever had decided to steal that core would rue the day they were born!
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    Roy spent the next two weeks training in the Dungeon. He spent most of his time cycling and training in the basics of martial techniques, reserving a few hours a day to develop his Physical technique. After some discussion with Geon, he’d decided that preforming the Full-area technique had been pretty risky without first having a solid understanding of the other three needed to preform it safely. 
 
    There was also the fact that no matter how hard he tried, he’d been unable to replicate what he’d done. So instead, he’d focused on honing in on his first Physical technique. 
 
    This time, instead of trying for something as ridiculous as making himself infinitely stronger, he focused on causing increased damage with his strikes, in the form of explosions. He’d gotten the idea after it had worked so well in his improvised Full-area technique. He hadn’t quite gotten the hang of it yet, but he was getting closer each day. 
 
    Every couple of days, his training would be interrupted by the two giant crabs, and he would be forced to kill them. The second time hadn’t been much better than the first, but at least he hadn’t thrown up, and by the fourth time, his feelings of guilt had almost completely vanished. 
 
    By now, he was running out of time. He’d used up most of his time to advance and now had only six days left until his body would give out. Just a couple of weeks ago, he hadn’t thought much about it, even going so far as to convince himself that Geon had to have been mistaken. Now he could no longer deny it. 
 
    With each day that passed, his body showed signs of breaking down. At first, it had only been mild headaches, but soon they were growing more severe. After that, he had started to develop a tremor, and now it showed visibly. Black lines traced his arms underneath the skin. They hadn’t spread anywhere else yet, but he had a feeling that they would soon. 
 
    He wasn’t sure what they signified or what their purpose even was, as he couldn’t sense what was wrong, but he knew it was nothing good. The more the black lines spread, the worse his tremors got as well. 
 
    Roy’s eyebrow twitched as his concentration was broken and he blew out a long, frustrated breath. He’d been pushing his core each and every day, but no matter how hard he pushed at the boundaries, it always seemed to have more room to stretch. 
 
    Grumbling to himself, he rose to his feet and began throwing straight punches into the air, one after another, increasing the speed as he went. This exercise always helped to calm him down and served the dual purpose of building speed and technique. 
 
    “I don’t think I’m going to make it in time,” he said, throwing another punch. “At the rate I’m going, it’ll probably take me another month, if not more, to reach 1st Dan.” 
 
    “I think you’re pretty spot on with that,” Geon replied. 
 
    He’d become subdued over the last few days as well, having come to that conclusion long before Roy did. 
 
    “What do I do?” Roy asked, feeling his heart sink at the confirmation of his deepest fears. 
 
    “You need to find a better source of Essence.  Either that or find a stronger Beast to fight. Didn’t you say that your fights with the crabs generated some Essence?” 
 
    Roy nodded. He had indeed noticed that while fighting with the crabs, both Power and Weakness Essence had begun to form around them. 
 
    “So, what you’re saying is that if I fight a stronger Beast, it’ll generate more Essence?” 
 
    “That is generally the way things work in the Martial Arts. The stronger your opponent, the more you grow as a result. If you survive, that is.” 
 
    Roy grimaced, seeing the truth in what he was saying. In order to grow, he would have to challenge a Beast of a higher Dan. While it wouldn’t be an impossible fight, it would be highly improbable for him to emerge victoriously, and that was only if he fought a Beast at 1st Dan White. If he fought one at 2nd Dan, then he wouldn’t stand a chance. At least, not without some additional help or preparation. 
 
    Seeing as death was already imminent, he’d be willing to risk fighting one. The only problem now was locating the proper Beast. When he asked Geon about it, he was surprised when the Dungeon core had a ready answer. 
 
    “Just challenge this Dungeon’s Guardian. If those crabs are anything to go by, then I’d say it should be at 1st Dan White.” 
 
    Roy nodded, wondering why he hadn’t thought of that before. Dungeon Guardians were the toughest creatures a Dungeon had to offer. They would stay hidden most of the time, only emerging when the Dungeon itself deemed it necessary. Most of the time, that was when someone would reach the area in which the core itself was located. The question was now where this Dungeon’s core was. 
 
    Stopping his exercise, Roy began scanning the beach, searching for an area where the core might be. His eyes eventually fell on the ocean, and he began to wonder. 
 
    “How far does the Dungeon’s influence spread? I can see the ocean stretching for miles, but I can’t imagine it controls it all,” he said, shading his eyes and gazing out over the rolling waves. 
 
    “I’d say maybe about fifty feet in. The rest is likely out of its control, though given the size and scope of it, I’d say that it has some pretty big potential.” 
 
    “So, where do you think the core is located? I don’t see anywhere on land…” Roy trailed off, already not liking where this was headed. 
 
    “Yup, you’ve guessed correctly once again. It looks like we’re going for a swim.” 
 
    Sighing, Roy began to strip out of his outer robe – it would only weigh him down once he got in the water – and headed down the shore to the ocean. It was only once he was waist-deep in the roiling waves that Roy realized he had a problem. He had no idea how to swim. 
 
    Members of the Shah clan learned to swim at a very young age, but seeing as he’d been crippled, he’d never been able to learn how. Despite that, Roy forced himself to continue wading out deeper into the ocean. Geon had said that the Dungeon’s influence would only stretch about fifty feet, meaning that it was likely located about half that distance off-shore. 
 
    In order to make it feel threatened enough to call upon its Guardian, Geon had guessed that he would have to get within five to ten feet of its location. The problem was that he had no idea where the core was. While he’d been able to sense the Dungeon from the outside, he had no such luck on the inside. When he’d asked Geon, he’d had no answer either. 
 
    By the time he’d waded up to around mid-chest, he’d reached the depth he needed to get the core’s attention. Now all he had to do was walk a straight line from one boundary to the other, each marked by a protruding shelf of stone. Geon had said that those were likely where the Dungeon’s influence would end as well. 
 
    At first, he thought it wouldn’t be too difficult. He soon discovered otherwise. The waves kept ebbing and flowing, pulling him off his feet with each pass and forcing him to walk back towards the shore, or risk being pulled out to sea. Had he been any weaker than he was, he suspected that he wouldn’t be able to do this, even with the water at waist height. 
 
    The water was cold, and blue Essence danced thick in his vision. He could also make out the thin strands of green Wind Essence as it blew above his head. Out here, it was much stronger than on the shore. So much so, that it surprised him. He kept moving, forcing himself to stay on a steady path across the sandy ocean bed beneath his feet. 
 
    While he walked, he and Geon debated as to what type of Beast the Guardian would be. Geon guessed that it would be a semi-aquatic creature, much like the crabs, but Roy thought it might be a giant fish. 
 
    Geon was probably right, being a Dungeon core himself, but the speculating kept his mind off the cold that was slowly seeping into his skin and bones. The tremors in his arms were getting worse, and he could see the black lines beginning to tinge the outermost portion of his chest. 
 
    An almost imperceptible ripple of force brushed against Roy’s consciousness. He would have missed it, had he not been concentrating so hard on his surroundings, and he was lucky he did. The moment he felt it, he cycled Essence to both his feet, using his nearly completed Physical technique to launch him toward the shore. 
 
    Water and sand exploded upward as the twin techniques detonated beneath his feet, launching him toward the shoreline. At the same time, he threw a quick glance over his shoulder and felt a shiver run down his spine as a long, scaly, and tooth-filled maw vanished beneath the ocean waves. 
 
    “Did you see that?!” Roy exclaimed, panic welling up in his chest as he used the technique again, launching himself up and onto the shore. 
 
    He’d used up nearly a quarter of the Essence in his core with those two uses of the technique he’d begun referring to as The Exploding Fist. Sure, it sounded like a technique where he’d blow up his own fist, but the name aptly fit the description. Even though he could channel the technique through either his hands or feet, calling it the Exploding Fist and Foot would just have been too much. 
 
    “Why, yes, it would have been hard to miss all those teeth. It looks like you’ve got your work cut out for you.” 
 
    Roy grimaced, backing quickly up the beach to where he’d left his outer robe and Belt. He was sure that whatever creature had attacked him would be slow in getting out of the water, and now that he knew what to look for, he could see the darker mass of blue Water essence swimming towards the shore. 
 
    Pulling the robe around himself, Roy quickly tied it shut with his Belt, then reached out to the Power Essence around him. There had to be a way for him to gather Essence while he fought. Otherwise, he’d run out too quickly. In a fight with a Beast that he could already see was too strong for him, running out would be a death sentence. 
 
    “Any advice on how to take that thing on?” Roy asked as the Beast started emerging from the water. 
 
    “Um. Don’t die?” 
 
    Geon was as helpful as ever, it seemed. Roy sighed, his muscles tensing in preparation for the fight of his life.
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    The Beast slowly emerged from the water, its scaled snout being the first visible sign of its arrival. Wickedly sharp teeth jutted up from its bottom jaw, curving up in backward arcs. Its scaled head soon followed, a pair of slitted green eyes surveying him with just a bit too much intelligence. 
 
    It hissed at him, as though angry that he was making it leave the ocean, but finally, it did. Its body was long and sinuous, with a powerful looking tail extending more than two feet behind it. The hide along its back was thick and leathery, and ridged with small white spines. Its body was low to the ground, though that did nothing to diminish from its overall size. 
 
    Measuring about twenty feet from nose to tail, and looking to weigh close to a thousand pounds, it was not a Beast that Roy was eager to fight. Not to mention that his senses told him that this was a Beast of the 1st Dan. This was an opponent that outclassed him in every way. 
 
    Still, he had no choice. His hands were trembling again, reminding him about his limited time until his body gave out on him. If this fight would help push him over the edge, then it was worth it. 
 
    “Geon. If I advance, will my injuries be healed?” Roy asked as the Beast began slinking up the beach towards him. 
 
    “Yes. Advancement will heal all of your injuries and reinforce your body. You will be a bit stronger and faster, and your senses a bit sharper, too. It’s nothing like advancing to Yellow, but it’ll be an improvement.” 
 
    Roy nodded. That was all he’d needed to hear. If advancement would heal him, then he could go into this fight without being afraid, or so he tried to convince himself. 
 
    Blue Essence flared around the Beast, and it began flowing forward at an accelerated rate. Roy had no more time, and it was now or never. Taking one last deep breath to calm himself, he began cycling his Essence to his hands and feet. The Exploding Fist wasn’t quite completed yet, but it was close enough to a Physical technique- not to mention that he had nothing else to rely on. 
 
    Sprinting forward, Roy ran right at the oversized lizard. He broke to the right as he approached and turned to attack from the side. The Beast was too low to the ground to punch, so he instead threw a kick, his right foot glowing gold for an instant as it neared the Beast. 
 
    The lizard’s brown-green hide flashed blue before he made contact, and his foot only swept through empty air as it gracefully avoided his attack. Roy only had an instant to cross his arms to protect himself, before the heavy tail whipped around, slamming into him and hurling him backward. 
 
    Roy grimaced as he felt the impact jarring down to the bone. He landed hard on his back, but used the momentum to roll over his shoulder and ended up back on his feet, just in time to see a pair of toothy jaws opening right before his face. 
 
    Letting out a shout of alarm, Roy fell backward, cycling Essence to his feet and lashing out with both of them, much as he had done to the crab in his first fight. The lizard tried to twist out of the way but, seeing as it was airborne, it only partially succeeded. 
 
    Roy’s left foot slammed into its underbelly, and an explosion of force spread out in a bubble from the impact, throwing the lizard to the side. He was on his feet in an instant, sprinting towards the still downed Beast, and hammered a series of punches into its vulnerable side. He cycled Essence to his hands with each blow, rapidly draining his core and hammering one Exploding Fist after the next. 
 
    He could almost see the small bubble of force that spread outward with each strike. The loud boom of displaced air sounded with each punch as well, and had he not been expecting it, he might have hesitated. But he knew the sound was only a byproduct of his attack, so he kept going. 
 
    A tail, as thick around as his torso, slammed into his chest, cracking two of his ribs and sending him staggering back. This attack was followed up by a trio of claws, tearing bloody furrows across his chest. 
 
    Roy gasped, throwing both hands before him and expelling a burst of Essence into the air. It exploded immediately, as expected, but didn’t cause any actual damage. It did, however, have the intended effect of making the lizard flinch back, giving Roy a moment to catch his breath. 
 
    From what he could see, the lizard was almost completely unhurt. With the exception of a slight indentation where his attacks had landed earlier, it appeared to be fine. That wasn’t good, as he was nearly out of Essence and it appeared that he was way out of his depth. He noticed that the amount of Power Essence in his surroundings had grown exponentially. 
 
    “Hate to interrupt you, but you should probably do something before that crocodile kills you.” 
 
    Roy dove to the side just as the Beast that Geon had identified as a crocodile, suddenly shot towards him with astonishing speed. It had to be some sort of Movement technique, as he wasn’t completely able to dodge and felt sharp teeth tear a chunk out of his leg. 
 
    He cried out in pain and felt hot blood running down the back of his calf, but forced himself back to his feet. Any hesitation here would mean death. His chest throbbed and stung from both the bloody scratches and broken bones, and his leg felt like it would give out, but Roy had to keep going. 
 
    There had to be something he could do to kill this Beast. The crocodile turned, hissing at him, its massive tail whipping back and forth. The air was thick with Essence, and Roy reached out to it, pulling it towards himself. With this much in the air around him, it wouldn’t be difficult to gather it while fighting, though he still didn’t know how he could win. 
 
    His technique apparently wasn’t strong enough to do much damage, as the Beast had seemed to shrug it off. He was surprised that he’d managed to even  so much as scratch its tough hide. 
 
    “You know,” Geon piped up as the crocodile began to circle to the right slowly. “You landed six punches in a row on that crocodile earlier, but only the last one managed to do any damage.” 
 
    Roy started, then dove to the side again, narrowly avoiding begin hit. He didn’t care, though, as he could feel a wide smile growing on his face. 
 
    “Geon, you’re a genius!” he exclaimed, feeling his confidence returning. 
 
    “Why, thank you…Um, how exactly am I a genius?” 
 
    “What you told me just now,” Roy responded, simultaneously pulling Essence into his core and cycling it through the pattern in his chest to refine as best he could, in his given situation. 
 
    He darted forward, already building Essence up in his fists. This would be a do-or-die assault. Either his theory would be correct, and he would win, or he’d be wrong, and the crocodile would eat him. He leaped into the air as he approached the Beast and threw a wild hook punch, catching it in the jaw. The explosion of force rocked its head to the side, but not before it managed to open another gash on Roy’s body, this time, on his left cheek. 
 
    He winced as blood began pouring down his face, but when he landed back on his feet, he began throwing punches, much in the same manner as his earlier exercise. He made sure to aim for the same spot every time, driving his Exploding Fist as deep into the scaly hide as he could. 
 
    “What I said earlier was merely an observation. I was commenting on the crocodile’s formidable strength, but if I managed to help, all the better for you, I guess. How did I help, by the way?” 
 
    The crocodile’s head turned suddenly, and its massive jaws snapped down on his ribs. Roy grunted as he felt another three ribs crack under the sheer force of the creature’s bite, then he felt the hooked teeth sinking into his skin. He gasped but kept hammering away at the same spot, the area right over its core. 
 
    He no longer had the strength to talk out loud, and his Essence was running dangerously close to empty. He couldn’t concentrate on pulling any more in, as the pain had grown to excruciating levels. 
 
    Suddenly, he finally felt what he’d been waiting for. His right fist connected, and with a loud crack, the rib buckled. His next blow shattered it completely, forcing the crocodile to let go of his side, and the one after that drove cleanly into its side. Roy let out a triumphant cry and threw another punch. This one would finish it off. 
 
    His Essence ran out. Roy’s fist smacked into the crocodile’s bloody side, but it had about as much effect as throwing a handful of sand into its face. He started for a moment, blinking in confusion at his no longer glowing fist, then the heavy tail thrummed through the air and caught him in the side of the head. 
 
    Roy was sent to the ground - hard - his head swimming as stars danced before his eyes. He didn’t know how, but he somehow managed to roll to the side, avoiding its jaws once more and staggered back to his feet. The crocodile hissed at him, limping slightly, the injury on its side quite apparent. 
 
    His breathing was ragged, his core depleted and his body on the verge of collapse, but he faced the crocodile down anyway. He wasn’t going to give up, not while he was still alive. Gritting his teeth, Roy attempted to draw in more Essence from his surroundings. 
 
    It was then that he felt a sudden thrumming from his chest, and then, as though drawn by a magnet, all the Power Essence that had been created from their fight suddenly flew towards him. It flooded into his body, cycling through his channels and filling his core to bursting within seconds. Roy gasped, feeling his core stretching to its maximum capacity even as the crocodile launched itself at him, its mouth gaping wide. 
 
    Roy reached inside himself and pushed against the boundary of his core with all his might. His core held for a long moment, stubborn and unbending, then it shattered. Power Essence exploded out of him in a rush, sending a bubble of force outward in all directions. It caught the crocodile mid-leap, throwing it back and sending it tumbling end over end. 
 
    The Essence flooded his body, repairing all the damage that had been done during the fight, and strengthening it to a level he couldn’t have imagined. Then, just as quickly, all the Essence in his body retracted, forming into his core once again. 
 
    Roy staggered as the process finished, and he flexed his fingers experimentally. They felt…fine. He felt amazing! His entire body felt refreshed and stronger than ever. His injuries were all gone, and the black lines that had been creeping along his skin had vanished along with them. He was safe, at least for now. 
 
    Taking a second to examine his core, Roy could see that it wasn’t much different than before, if a bit larger, and it appeared that it was completely full of Essence once again. He opened his eyes and looked down. He felt a grin spreading across his face as a line of yellow formed at the tip of one side of his Belt. 
 
    “Congratulations on your first advancement. I know it felt intense, but you won’t have nearly the same result when advancing again unless it’s to the next tier. Now, stop staring at yourself and finish that crocodile!” 
 
    Roy’s eyes snapped toward the Beast, which was getting back to its feet and shaking itself off. Now they would be fighting on even ground, so he didn’t feel the same fear as he had before. Taking in a deep breath, he began cycling his Essence to his hands and feet. 
 
    “I never did tell you what you helped me figure out earlier,” he said as he began walking toward the still injured Beast. 
 
    “Oh. Does that mean you’re going to tell me now?” 
 
    “You helped me complete my first Physical technique,” Roy answered with a wide grin. “Up until then, all I’d been focusing on was one aspect of Power Essence: force. But when you mentioned that only my sixth blow had done any damage, it got me thinking.” 
 
    Roy lunged forward, throwing a heavy punch into the crocodile’s side, and this time, it was unable to dodge. His fist impacted with the expected boom of displaced air, knocking the crocodile back a step. 
 
    “Got you thinking about what? Stop teasing me and tell me already!” Geon complained as Roy’s second punch again impacted with the Beast, sending it staggering back two more steps. 
 
    “Momentum!” Roy shouted, throwing one more punch and splintering the Beast’s ribcage. 
 
    He ducked a swing of its tail, then threw another punch, the force of which blew a hole clean through the crocodile’s body. It hissed one more time, feebly attempting to turn its head to bite him, before it finally gave up and died. 
 
    Roy straightened, staring down at his glowing golden fists, reveling in the feeling of having defeated a powerful enemy, while also perfecting his first technique. 
 
    “Ah. So what you’re saying is that the more times you attack in succession, the more powerful your attacks become. How interesting. So, are you going to change the name of the technique now?” 
 
    Roy thought about it for a few moments, before shaking his head. He allowed his essence to calm and cycle back into his core. 
 
    “I think I’ll leave the name. I prefer the Exploding Fist to the Consecutive Fist or something like that.” 
 
    “If that’s what you want. Now there was something else I wanted to tell you…” Geon trailed off for a few seconds before he seemed to remember what it was he’d wanted to say. 
 
    “Right! You now have sixty-seven days left to live. Advance before then, and you should be fine, though.” 
 
    Roy sighed. It had been nice to revel in his feelings of accomplishment while they’d lasted.
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    Roy left the Dungeon after he’d cultivated all of the Power Essence in the area. Just from that single session, he could tell that he wouldn’t be able to stay here. It would take a lot more power to move from 1st Dan to 2nd, and even more to advance to Yellow. So he’d decided that it was time to pack up and head for the village that Geon said was nearby. 
 
    He was hoping to find some Power Essence there that he could trade for. After all, he had seven Base White level Water Essence Beast cores and one White 1st Dan Beast core. He was hoping that he’d be able to trade for cores of equal value, or if not, at least get a decent profit from it. This would be along with collecting his finder’s fee from the Diadei clan, who would undoubtedly have people in the village. 
 
    Along with that, he was hoping to replace some supplies, as well as finally get some new clothes. After all the fighting he’d been doing, his outer robe was shredded, filthy and bloodstained, and the rest of his clothes weren’t doing too much better. He was happy to know that he would be able to spend a bit extra on a robe since he no longer needed to buy boots. He didn’t know why, but he found that he no longer needed to wear them, and since Power Essence would blast the offending clothes away, he would only be wasting his money. 
 
    If, however, he couldn’t find any large sources of Power Essence, he would have no choice but to head directly for The Crater. It was a three weeks journey from here to the edge of the Waterwood, and another four days from there to The Crater. That would give him roughly forty-two days to reach 2nd Dan. 
 
    Geon had assured him that in the Essence-rich environment of The Crater, he should have no problem reaching his goal in that time. This was provided that no one tried to kill him in the meantime and that he could spend his time peacefully cycling. There was also the matter of wild Beasts to contend with, since Geon said that Ferry’s presence wouldn’t scare off the Beasts in The Crater. 
 
    It was safe to say that he was really hoping that the village, which Geon had told him was called Diadei San, would have some Essence for him to trade. According to Geon, he would need at least two Orange level Beast cores to push directly into the next Dan. Since they were unlikely to have those, he would just have to hope that they had some Yellow level cores. If they had those, then he could use them in conjunction with cycling in the Dungeon. If they had enough Yellow level cores, he’d be keeping the knowledge of the Dungeon to himself until he’d broken through to the next Dan. 
 
    Those were a lot of what-ifs and maybes, though. If Roy had to guess, they would likely not find a single Beast core containing Power Essence. After all, why would a place flooded with Water Essence have any such Beasts? 
 
      
 
    “I have three 1st Dan Yellow level cores and one 3rd Dan Yellow core. I will be happy to trade them for your 1st Dan White core and five of your Base White cores. I’ll also be happy to buy the other two for sixteen Ginka a piece.” 
 
    Roy was standing at a small booth in the village market square. He’d entered the village not ten minutes ago and had wandered over to the first merchant who had caught his eye; an elderly looking man with a Yellow-Belt tied around his waist. He was honestly shocked that he was getting such a good deal, and immediately agreed to it, pulling the Beast cores from his bulging pockets. 
 
    He’d had to carry them in with him, since he’d decided that Ferry would be better off staying in the woods. The Shah clan might be after him by now, and he’d rather not stand out in anyone’s mind by riding in on a gigantic ferret. 
 
    The merchant took each of the cores, running his senses over them one at a time and set them into a padded box. He then pulled a similar box from under the counter and cracked the lid open. Even before the contents were revealed to him, Roy could feel the Power Essence contained within. 
 
    If the Essence he’d gathered in the Trial of Beginnings had felt strong, the power he felt coming from the box was monstrous in comparison. Once the lid cracked open, he got a good look at the cores contained within. Just as the man had said, there were four of them. Three were small, each looking like multi-faceted gems, rather than the ridged and lumpy Water cores, and one slightly larger one. 
 
    Each gave off the power of Yellow level Essence, and the one on the top felt almost at the Orange level. Or so he imagined, as he’d never actually felt an Orange level cultivator before. As though reading his mind, Geon piped up. 
 
    “This isn’t nearly enough to get you to the next Dan. If these feel powerful to you, try to imagine that all four of these are packed into one, then multiply that by five. That ought to give you a better understanding of the differences between a Yellow and an Orange.” 
 
    “Will these be acceptable?” 
 
    Roy snapped his jaw shut, realizing that it had unintentionally dropped open at Geon’s statement. Was an orange really that much stronger than a Yellow? Even one at the 3rd Dan? If that was the case, just how strong was a Green? 
 
    “Young man?” the merchant prompted, sounding a bit nervous now. 
 
    “Oh yes, I apologize for my rudeness,” Roy said, bowing at the waist. “These cores are more than adequate, and I will gladly accept the thirty-two Ginka for the other two.” 
 
    The man’s worried look vanished and was instead replaced by a smile. 
 
    “I am most grateful. If I am honest, I was worried that I’d be stuck with these cores forever. There aren’t many Martial Artists who have a use for Power Essence, especially in these parts. Would you like the box to go along with them?” he asked as he counted out the small hexagonal silver coins. 
 
    “What purpose does the box serve, if I may ask?” Roy asked as the man finished counting out the money. 
 
    “They serve to keep the Beast cores safe, of course,” the man answered, giving him an odd look. “I was actually surprised that you carried so many cores in your pocket without any protection.” 
 
    Feeling that it probably wasn’t a good idea to keep showing his ignorance, he decided to ask Geon if he knew. Speaking out loud wasn’t an option in front of people, so he spoke instead with his mind, though it felt very strange to do so. 
 
    “Geon. Why would it be dangerous to carry a bunch of Beast cores in my pockets without protecting them?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Geon replied. “While they look sturdy enough, the housing for the cores is actually quite fragile. Apply too much force and boom! Cores blow up, most likely taking you with them.” 
 
    “And you didn’t think to warn me?” he practically shouted internally, feeling his heart racing at the thought of what might have happened, had he tripped and fallen with the cores in his pocket. 
 
    “Relax. It’s not like they’re made of glass. It would take a significant impact to break one of them open. For example, if you were to hit one with your Exploding Fist, the core would rupture in an instant. If you dropped it from six feet, nothing would likely happen.” 
 
    “I think I’ll take the case,” Roy replied, not giving the man so much as a hint that he was having a conversation with a voice in his head. “Would you also be able to point me in the direction of a clothing merchant? I’m afraid the ones I’m wearing won’t last much longer.” 
 
    The man smiled, gesturing to another small booth a little way down the street. Just a couple of minutes later, Roy was heading in that direction, with the box tucked under one arm and the other clutching a small leather bag with his money. He was shocked to have been treated so well by the merchant, but with the Belt around his waist, people knew him to be a Martial Artist, though not a particularly strong one. 
 
    He noticed some people giving him disdainful looks, and a few even sneered at him, but none of them attacked him or challenged him as they would have in the Shah clan. It was hard for him to remember to keep his head up and walk with his back straight. The years of bad treatment at the hands of those stronger than him still weighed heavily on his soul, and more than once he’d had to restrain himself from apologizing to the people who stared at him. 
 
    If he did that, he would be inviting trouble. Since he looked like he’d been living in the woods for the past month and was quite tall by the standards of the region, no one bothered him. 
 
    It didn’t take him too long by the next merchant, and when Roy left fifteen minutes later, he was the proud owner of three new sets of Martial Artist’s robes. He’d made sure not to get the colors of the Shah clan, but rather, robes colored black and gold. He’d wanted pure gold to signify his Path, but this was the closest the woman had had. He still had nine Ginka left, which would be enough to buy him food for the next two or so months. The question now was whether he should go report the Dungeon, or not. 
 
    “Can I make it to the next Dan with the cores I have, if I spend my time in the Dungeon?” he asked in a lowered tone. 
 
    “If you really push yourself, then yes, it is possible. I would still rather head for The Crater, though.” 
 
    Roy’s mind was already made up. If he could do it here, then why waste his time going all the way to The Crater? He would have to do so eventually, but he wanted to be as strong as possible before heading there. 
 
    Rounding a corner, Roy stopped short, then quickly back-peddled, moving as swiftly as he could to the mouth of a nearby alley. He stood there, panting, hoping he hadn’t been spotted and his mind racing a mile a minute. What on earth were members of the Shah clan doing here? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shah Koya was furious. He and the others were at the very edge of the clan’s territory, and being very careful not to lay a single toe over the border. It had been two weeks since their banishment, and they were having no luck in picking up any sort of trail. Both Izu and Kozu had been entirely unhelpful as well, not doing more than just following him around and asking if he’d found anything yet. It was a wonder how these two idiots even remembered to breathe! 
 
    Grumbling to himself, Koya sat down on a nearby rock and stared down at his solid Yellow-Belt bitterly. If he’d been at 3rd Dan, there was no way they’d have banished him, not when he had so much potential. But among the Shah, he was only average at best. Even Izu and Kozu were more talented than him when it came to the Martial Arts. However, the two didn’t have a single brain cell between the two of them, and that held them back from making it any further than him. 
 
    “Any leads yet?” Izu asked, staring down at him with a frown. 
 
    “If I’d found anything, don’t you think I’d have told you?” Koya spoke slowly, annunciating every word and lacing it with as much scorn as he could. 
 
    Izu’s brow wrinkled, as though trying to figure out if he was being insulted or not. Finally, he nodded and wandered back to his brother, who was throwing around one of his Water Blades and cutting branches off nearby trees. 
 
    With his outlet for ridding himself of his anger now gone, Koya was left to stew over his failings once again. He just didn’t understand where he’d gone wrong. He’d gone back to the Dungeon and began looking for traces of Essence left behind by the clan member who’d stolen the core. 
 
    Essence had a way of lingering, especially if it belonged to a Martial Artist. The problem was that he hadn’t counted on all the other Water Essence interfering. So by the time he’d been forced to leave the clan’s territory, he’d been no closer to discovering who’d stolen the core. As the days passed, he began to despair that he’d never find the culprit. 
 
    “Watch where you’re throwing that thing. You almost cut my arm off!” 
 
    Koya looked up to see Izu glaring at Kozu. He could clearly see that Izu’s sleeve had been sliced open, but he couldn’t see any blood. 
 
    “It’s not my fault you were in the way!” Kozu replied, folding his arms and glaring back in turn. 
 
    “Enough, both of you!” Koya yelled, getting to his feet to intervene before it came to blows. 
 
    For a pair of near-identical twins, the two sure didn’t seem to get along all that well, though who could blame them. If he had a look-alike that he was constantly being compared to, he wouldn’t like them either. 
 
    “He started it,” Izu said, looking sullen. 
 
    “And I’m ending it,” Koya said, placing a firm hand on his shoulder. 
 
    He’d made his decision on what they should do next. It would do them no good to keep hanging around here. There was a village about a week’s walk from here if they made good time. Sure, it was under the control of the Diadei clan, but the Shah would sometimes go there to trade. If they were lucky, they might find refuge there. 
 
    “We’ve stuck around here long enough. Now come on,” he said, removing his hand from the bigger boy’s shoulders and heading towards the path. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Kozu called out as the two of them hurried to catch up with him. 
 
    “Hopefully, somewhere we can start over,” Koya replied, feeling his resentment growing. 
 
    Whoever had stolen that core might have given them the slip for now. But if he ever found out who it had been, he would make them pay. Dearly!
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    There were two of them, a man and a woman,  both 1st Dan Yellow-Belts. Roy immediately recognized them as Shah Sima and Shah Kenji. He wasn’t sure if they’d seen him or not, but he was now trapped in this alleyway until they left. Even dressed in new clothes and sporting a Belt, he would be instantly recognizable by his large frame and light brown hair. 
 
    He could feel his heart racing as he tried to find some way out of his predicament. First, he had to find out what they were doing here. Had this been a Felrin village, he could understand, but this was Diadei territory, so it made no sense to him. Last he’d checked, the two clans were on bad terms and on the brink of outright war. 
 
    “Geon, any ideas?” he asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    “Well, if I were to guess, I’d say they’re hunting for whoever stole their Dungeon.” 
 
    Roy grimaced as he realized his position was even more precarious than he’d realized. If the two Shah clan members saw him here, after he’d been presumed dead, walking normally and sporting a Belt, they would assume it had been him. They would have no way of knowing that he’d bonded with the core, but they would assume that he was an enemy agent who had been sent to infiltrate the clan and give away their secrets. At least, that was the conclusion he would draw, were he in their position. Either way, it wouldn’t end well for him. 
 
    Slowly inching forward, he peeked around the corner of the alley and saw the two of them heading right for him. He felt his heart seize up in his chest as Kenji’s eyes flicked in his direction, and he quickly pulled back, making a dash for the other end of the alley. He still wasn’t sure if he’d been seen or not, but he couldn’t stick around here. 
 
    “Hey, you!” 
 
    Roy froze halfway down the alley as the familiar voice of Kenji called out behind him. Kenji had been one of Koya’s friends, though not a particularly close one. That hadn’t stopped him from picking on Roy at every turn, and his companion Sima wasn’t any better. He could feel their auras as they moved to block the mouth of the alley, and though it opened on the other side, they could catch him before he even made it halfway there. 
 
    “Can I help you?” he asked, only partially turning his head so as not to show his face. 
 
    Outwardly, he projected a calm and collected demeanor, but inwardly, he was on the verge of panic. 
 
    “You seem kind of familiar, have we met before?” Kenji asked. 
 
    “And why did you run when you saw us?” Sima’s question came right after his. 
 
    He could hear them, slowly moving down the alley and closing the distance between them. 
 
    “Geon! Help!” He thought, fighting desperately to remain calm. 
 
    “No reason, just in a hurry,” he replied, starting to move away from them. “And I don’t think we’ve met before. Now I apologize, but I really must be going.” 
 
    He heard a light gasp from behind him and inwardly cursed. He’d slipped up. No self-respecting Martial Artist would apologize to total strangers, but seeing as he’d spent his entire life doing so, especially to the Shah, it had slipped out without him meaning to. 
 
    “There’s…no way,” Kenji said, sounding shocked. “Hey, you, turn around so we can see your face!” 
 
    Roy flinched and prepared to run. He knew he had no chance of escape, but if he could make it out of the alley, perhaps someone might help. Just as he started moving though, he heard the sound of boots slapping against the stone and knew it was only a matter of seconds before they had him. 
 
    “The cores! Quick, use the cores!” 
 
    It took Roy longer than  he would have liked to figure out what Geon meant, and when he did, he felt his heart sink. He’d been counting on them to push him closer to 2nd Dan, but now he would have no choice but to use them. 
 
    Growling in frustration, Roy whirled on the spot, dragging the box of cores from his robe pocket. He could now see both Kenji and Sima, their faces set in grim determination, but they both stopped short when they saw his face. Their hesitation gave him the opportunity to open the box and hurl all four cores right at them. 
 
    The two instinctively threw up their arms to block, but it wouldn’t do them any good. Roy still didn’t have a proper Projected technique, but he did have something he’d been working on alongside the Exploding Fist. He’d actually gotten the idea from his first failed experiment in creating the technique and now he implemented it. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, he’d cycled Essence up to his right hand and pushed it outward, forming it into a rough ball. Normally, it would take him a couple of seconds to do so, but now he was short on time. It would be extremely unstable, but he didn’t need it to hold together for long. The entire scene passed in the span of a handful of seconds, but to Roy, it felt like ages. 
 
    Both Kenji and Sima’s eyes were locked on the cores as they drifted closer, their feet already beginning to glow with the signs of a Movement technique. But it was already too late. Roy hurled his makeshift technique right at them, then turned and dashed for the alley exit, pumping Essence through his body to give himself a burst of extra speed. 
 
    He still wasn’t fast enough to avoid the massive explosion that rocked the alley as the unstable Power Essence exploded, shattering all four cores at once. The ruptured cores expelled all their Essence at once in a massive burst of force and destruction, tearing the stone walls of the alley to pieces, and shredding the bodies of the two Shah clan members to a bloody pulp. 
 
    A wall of force slammed into Roy from behind, sending him tumbling end over end. He could feel the searing heat of the Power Essence, and the pounding of stone shrapnel against his back. He gasped, attempting to pull whatever Essence he could into himself to mitigate the damage, but wasn’t very successful at doing so. 
 
    He blasted out of the alley mouth, rolling a few more times before coming to a stop in the center of the road in a smoking, bloody heap. He groaned, barely conscious, as blood poured from over a dozen wounds and broken bones grated painfully against one another. His new robes had been scorched off him, and his back felt blistered and hot. 
 
    “Are they dead?” he gasped, forcing himself onto his back so he could witness the devastation first hand. 
 
    “I’ll say so,” Geon replied. “Unleashing that much Yellow level Essence in confined space, and while they were off guard, was more than enough to finish them.” 
 
    Roy grinned, despite the agony wracking his entire body. He could faintly hear screams as people rushed to see what had happened. Roy could see it clearly. Both buildings had been severely damaged by the blast. Most of it had been contained near the center, where the cores had gone off. 
 
    Though he couldn’t see much past the choking dust and blackened stone, he imagined seeing the two bodies of Shah Kenji and Sima lying in twisted, broken heaps. Oddly enough, he didn’t feel even a shred of remorse at just having killed two people. He wondered why that was. Perhaps it was because he felt they’d deserved it, or perhaps it was because he’d resolved himself to this path after killing those crabs… 
 
    “Roy, you have to pull in the Power Essence generated by the explosion now!” 
 
    It took him a few long moments to understand where that voice was coming from. 
 
    “Geon?” he asked. 
 
    His voice sounded slurred to him, as though he’d had just a bit too much of the Shah cook’s rice wine. 
 
    “You’re dying, Roy! Your body took way too much damage from that explosion, and if you don’t get some Essence into yourself now, you won’t survive for much longer!” 
 
    That got Roy’s attention. He hadn’t noticed it until now, but he hadn’t been moving. He’d begun feeling quite cold, and every breath hurt. It took him a few long seconds to get his senses focused on the conflagration of Power Essence that the explosion had created. 
 
    He could also sense the Essence of Weakness, as well as a heavy presence of Earth. His breath rattled in his lungs as he forced himself into his cycling technique. Every breath pained him, but with each one, the surrounding Essence pulled closer to his body. 
 
    Someone was leaning over him now, pressing something to his chest and shouting for people nearby. He ignored them, focusing only on the Essence gathering in the air above him. It was beautiful, golden, and swirled upward in the shape of a cyclone. His head was propped up, and the lip of a canteen was pushed against his lips. He ignored it, gasping in a breath as the first of the Essence flooded his body. 
 
    It wasn’t nearly what he would have gotten by pulling the Essence directly from the cores, but it was enough. He screamed, his back arching as he felt it forcefully pushing the stone shrapnel that had lodged itself in his skin and organs, away from his body. It was excruciating, to the point where he almost stopped cycling and gave up, but he knew that if he stopped, he would die. 
 
    The people around him were shouting again, and for some reason, fleeing. A brown and white shape suddenly loomed in his vision, a small pink nose poking at him. 
 
    “I called Ferry. Hope you don’t mind,” Geon said. 
 
    Roy didn’t mind. He clenched his jaw in pain, as the ferret’s teeth latched into his robes and hoisted him off the ground. He’d pulled as much Essence as he could into himself, and he could feel it cycling throughout his body. The pain was getting to be too much for him, and he could feel consciousness slipping away as Ferry situated him on her back. 
 
    He gasped one last time as the last of the stone was pushed from his skin, then blissfully, he passed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tonde Irusaru watched as the giant ferret ran from the village, carrying the barely living form of the Power cultivator on its back. He was impressed. After an explosion of that magnitude, he’d expected to see the boy die, especially someone of his weak advancement level. He’d found it strange that a boy his age would only be at 1st Dan White, but what he’d found even stranger, was the way he’d reacted when he’d seen the two Martial Artists, presumably from a rival clan. 
 
    He’d gotten a whiff of the boy’s Essence when he’d first entered the village and had decided to investigate. After all, finding anyone on the Path of Power was a rare enough occurrence that it bore investigation. He’d discreetly watched him as he’d purchased some goods - that merchant really had ripped the poor boy off - then as he bought food and supplies. 
 
    He’d been about to approach him when the boy had spotted the members of the other clan and had reacted poorly to their presence. Curious as to why he would be avoiding them, Irusaru had decided to wait and see what happened, rather than intervening. 
 
    The two clan members had felt him watching immediately, and the boy had made the mistake of running. He’d then watched their confrontation, culminating in the boy using his obtained cores to kill them. He had to give him credit for that one. No one at his level of advancement should have been able to take down two Yellow level Martial Artists, but he’d had just the perfect blend of luck and sheer stupidity to succeed. 
 
    Even now, he could feel the boy cycling his Essence to repair the rents in his flesh and the broken bones. It would take him several days to recover, but he would recover nonetheless. Despite himself, Irusaru felt just a little impressed. The boy would merit watching, indeed.
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    Roy pulled the small pot filled with beef stew from the fire, wincing as his body twinged in protest. It had been five days since he’d run from the city, and five days since he’d killed the two members of the Shah clan. 
 
    He’d woken up about twenty hours after he’d passed out, to find that Ferry had taken them a good distance from the village, and had hunkered down in a small cave to allow him time to recover. It had taken two more days of cycling before he’d even been able to stand, and an additional day for him to have the strength to begin moving around. 
 
    Now he was just sore, as though he’d spent a long day working and his muscles needed time to recover. 
 
    His core was almost empty, and he knew that he would have to move on soon. His run-in with the Shah clan had cost him dearly, not only in Essence and money, but in time. He now had five days less to reach 2nd Dan White and would have no choice but to head for The Crater. 
 
    “You know, you really should be dead right now. I’m not saying that I’m upset or anything, but your body was in pretty bad shape.” 
 
    Roy grimaced, remembering just how close his run-in with the Shah clan had been. It had nearly cost him his life, though Geon was right. He shouldn’t be alive right now. White-Belts didn’t kill Yellow-Belts. It just wasn’t done. Then again, he hadn’t technically been the one to kill them. The four Yellow level cores blowing up in their faces had. 
 
    Still, the amount of damage he’d taken had been immense. So what had pushed him to keep fighting? He already knew the answer. 
 
    “I won’t die. Not until I’ve seen them pay for what they did to me,” he replied, feeling his resolve reaffirmed. 
 
    Now that he had a clear head, he could feel the guilt at what he’d done roiling inside him. It was like a knot had formed in his stomach and would not come undone. But he was committed, and no matter how many he had to kill, he would not stop. 
 
    “Well, that’s certainly good to hear. Oh, and just a quick heads-up, by the way. You now only have forty-four days until your body gives out. That explosion really did a number on your constitution, so it seems that it’s moved your timeline up a bit.” 
 
    Roy nearly choked on the spoonful of beef and rice he’d just put into his mouth. He was quick to chew and swallow, taking a sip of water to wash it down. 
 
    “Why do you always mention important details as though they are an afterthought? And why do you always wait to tell me?” 
 
    He was doing his best to remain calm, even though he wanted to pull the Dungeon core out and throttle it. Since he knew it wouldn’t do him any good to get angry, he kept his temper in check. 
 
    “I keep forgetting. For someone as old as me, time is practically meaningless. It’s hard to keep track of it by human standards. It had been getting easier since I merged with you, but it will take some time.” 
 
    Roy let out a long breath, snuffing out the last of his anger. Geon had a valid reason for what he was doing, so he’d been wise to keep his anger in check. 
 
    It still didn’t make him feel any less nervous, though. It was a three week trip to The Crater, meaning that once he got there, he would only have twenty-three days to advance to 2nd Dan. That was even less time than he’d had to advance to 1st, and it would be much harder to advance this time around. 
 
    He shoveled down his food in record time, then rose to his feet and began packing up his makeshift camp. He was lucky that no one had been sent after him. They probably assumed he was dead or at least, well on his way, so he doubted they would bother. 
 
    “Ferry, come here,” he called out. 
 
    The ferret was out in the surrounding forest, but he knew she would hear him and come running. 
 
    “Do you think we can make it to The Crater in less than three weeks?” he asked as he emptied the cooking pot. He then rinsed it out, before packing it away. 
 
    “If you sleep less each night or manage to sleep while riding, we can probably make it in sixteen days.” 
 
    “Why not faster?” he asked, tying his bag shut. 
 
    “Ferry will still need to rest. She doesn’t need much sleep, but she’ll still need time to recover.” 
 
    Roy nodded, hearing the swish and rustle of leaves as Ferry appeared out of the surrounding forest. He doubted he could sleep while riding, and knew he would need a few breaks, but if he could sacrifice just a bit of comfort, perhaps they could make it with a couple of days to spare. 
 
    His fight with the Shah clan members had shown him something else. He severely lacked when it came to distance fighting. He’d been lucky that the Essence had held together at all once he’d released it, let alone that it had made it all the way to his enemies before exploding. 
 
    Since it didn’t require any physical effort on his part, he knew that he’d be able to practice while riding, and was fairly confident that he’d have a new technique by the time he reached The Crater. 
 
    Slinging his pack onto Ferry’s back, Roy was quick to hop on. He winced as his sore muscles twinged, but did his best to ignore his discomfort. He was still alive, after all, so he had nothing to complain about. And yes, his timeline had been shortened by a good deal, but he could still make it. He had to. 
 
    “Alright, Ferry, let’s see how quickly you can get us to The Crater,” he said, patting the ferret’s furry neck. 
 
    He felt her tongue brush against his fingers for a moment, then her body coiled up like a spring and she shot forward, weaving through the trees and heading for The Crater. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Koya was stopped at the gates of the village under the control of the Diadei. It was pretty obvious by his robes that he was a member of the Shah clan, so he couldn’t say he was surprised. 
 
    “What business do you have here, Shah?” the man barring his path asked. 
 
    His red robe was tied together by an Orange-Belt, and since Koya didn’t feel like losing his head, he did his best to answer in a respectful tone. 
 
    “We were just passing through, maybe looking for some work around the village?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    The man’s eyes narrowed at his remark. 
 
    “The Shah clan isn’t welcome here. Not after the attack that caused hundreds of Kinka in damage and more than a few casualties.”  
 
    Koya’s eyebrows went up at that. A single Kinka, gold coin, was worth a thousand Ginka. The average worker made a salary of around fifty Ginka per week. The damage must have been pretty significant for it to have cost so much money. 
 
    “How do you know it was the Shah clan who was responsible?” 
 
    The man let out a snort. 
 
    “They weren’t, but they were definitely the cause of the attack. It looks like they got on someone’s bad side and they decided to blow them up. Some White-Belt got caught up in it as well, though we’re not really sure what happened to him.” 
 
    Koya was now completely dumbfounded. Someone had actively targeted members of his clan. If it had been the Diadei, this man would have killed them outright instead of telling them, so someone else was clearly responsible. 
 
    “If both the Shah clan members were killed, why haven’t you looked into who killed them?” Koya asked, trying to project as much confidence into his voice as he could. 
 
    “Because,” the man said through clenched teeth, “no one knows who caused the attack. As far as we can tell, they got away clean, though some of the elders are speculating that the White-Belt caught up in the blast may have been the one responsible.” 
 
    This caught Koya’s interest. A White-Belt killing a couple of Yellows was unheard of as far as he knew. Could the two deceased clan members have caught on to whoever had stolen their Dungeon core and gotten killed as a result? He had to know. 
 
    “This person they were after, what did he look like?” 
 
    “He was carried off by a Beast. He likely owned said Beast, but if he’s still alive after the shape he left in, I’d be very surprised.” the man replied with a shrug. 
 
    “Well, then, if he’s dead, you won’t mind pointing me in his direction?” Koya could tell that the man was running out of patience. He might not like the Shah clan, which meant that he would try to get rid of him as quickly as possible. He just hoped that the man wouldn’t decide that as quickly as possible meant killing them. 
 
    The man stared him down for a few long moments, likely deciding if he was worth the trouble of killing, before he shrugged. 
 
    “He wasn’t part of my clan, and if it gets your treacherous hides out of our territory, then I’ll happily point you in the right direction. The last we saw of him, he was headed west through the Waterwood on the back of an enormous ferret.” 
 
    “Thank you for the information. Would you by chance happen to have a description for me?” 
 
    Red Fire Essence blazed around the man’s hands, and Koya took a few quick steps back. 
 
    “Forgive my rudeness. We’ll be on our way!” 
 
    The man didn’t stop staring after them until the woods had swallowed them from view once more. Both Izu and Kozu had remained silent through the whole exchange, but now they began peppering him with questions. 
 
    “Quiet! Both of you!” he yelled, silencing the annoying pair. 
 
    His mind was racing with new possibilities. If two Shah clan members had been here, they had to be at least at the Yellow-Belt level. There was no way that a White-Belt could take them out, which could only mean that this person was somehow hiding his true power. He knew that some powerful Martial Artists had that ability, but if the explosion had injured him as well, he would be weak. 
 
    This could all, of course, be a wild goose chase and he’d end up with nothing, but right now, it was all he had to go on. He’d always been terrible at tracking essence, especially if he didn’t know what to look for. When he’d heard the word explosion, he’d immediately thought of either Fire or Power Essence. 
 
    Sure enough, after looking around for a trail of either, he picked up a faint hint of golden light trailing off into the woods. Clearly, the person didn’t even bother trying to cover their tracks. This further highlighted to him the degree to which they must have been injured. Perhaps he’d be lucky, and they’d come upon a corpse in possession of the Dungeon core. Then they could go back home and put this whole mess behind them. 
 
    “Koya?” Izu asked. 
 
    He started, realizing that he’d told them both to be quiet, but hadn’t actually answered any of their questions. 
 
    “I think we’ve got a lead. Now come on. If we’re lucky, we could be heading back to the clan by nightfall!”
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    Roy yawned, his mouth opening wide and his eyes squinting as a result. Wiping away the moisture that had collected there, he concentrated on his open palm once again. He’d been riding non-stop now for the last three days and was subsequently exhausted. 
 
    It had been just over two and a half weeks since he’d left his campsite, and he hadn’t been having an easy time traveling through the Waterwood. The closer they drew to The Crater, the more powerful the Beasts were becoming. Roy knew that if it wasn’t for Ferry’s constant vigilance, he’d be long dead by now. 
 
    All the Beasts they’d been running into were at the Yellow level of advancement. So far, they hadn’t run into anything that Ferry couldn’t handle. They’d been making bad time because of this, which was why he’d been riding non-stop. They were a full day behind schedule, and every second they delayed was time wasted. 
 
    It wasn’t all bad, because Roy had had the opportunity to collect several different types of Beast cores, all filled with Yellow level essence. He hoped it would get him some money once he got to The Crater, or at least, give him something to barter for. All he had right now was the nine Ginka from selling his last cores. 
 
    At the moment, it was nearing dawn and he was once again trying to get a handle on his Projected technique. He didn’t want another technique that just exploded, though he was quickly learning that he may just have to settle for one until he found either a proper teacher or advanced far enough to have a better understanding of Power Essence. 
 
    He hadn’t had much opportunity to gather Essence as they rode, but he had managed to pull some Essence in during the previous night’s storm. Surprisingly enough, it had been an excellent source of Essence, though he didn’t know why that had surprised him. The Power trial had been one gigantic storm, and the Essence had been so thick that it was impossible to breathe without pulling some in. 
 
    As a result of the storm, his core was now mostly full, though not any closer to advancing than it had been since he’d moved to 1st Dan. In his favor, it was enough for him to resume work on his Projected technique. 
 
    Breathing in his cycling technique, Roy cycled Essence from his core and up to his right arm. It didn’t take long to pull the energy into his hand and push it outward, where it hovered there in a formless blob. Continuing to concentrate, he pulled the Essence together, forming it into a rough sphere. 
 
    Sweat beaded his brow as he did so, and it took longer for the Essence to respond than he would have liked. When he’d gotten the sphere as close to the shape as he could, he imagined what would happen when he unleashed the attack. 
 
    The sphere would hit the ground, then explode outward, sending needle-thin blades of force in all directions. This would be a perfect Projected attack, as it would have the possibility of hitting multiple targets. 
 
    Once he was sure he was concentrating hard enough, Roy pulled his arm back and lobbed the sphere of golden energy behind him. Swiveling quickly in his seat, he watched as the sphere hit the ground, then burst in an explosion of golden light, sending a loud, echoing boom through the still morning air. 
 
    “Why won’t it work?” Roy complained, turning back and letting out a long sigh. 
 
    He was exhausted, frustrated and, above all, afraid. He was running out of time and, for some reason, he’d convinced himself that if he could just get this technique right, he’d be able to make it to 2nd Dan. The constant threat of death hanging over his head was beginning to wear on him, and despite his resolve to do what needed to be done, he was still afraid of dying. 
 
    “Well,” Geon piped up for the first time in over a day. “If you ask me, doing the same thing over and over again and expecting a different result is insanity.” 
 
    “You literally just quoted the meaning of the word, so that is abundantly obvious,” Roy replied with a sigh. 
 
    He was trying to be civil with the Dungeon core, but he was nearing the limits of his patience. 
 
    “No need to be so grumpy. All I was saying is that you keep using the same method and expect to get a different result. Why not try changing something?” 
 
    “Like what?” Roy asked, feeling his annoyance turn into guilt. He knew Geon was only trying to help. 
 
    “You keep trying to force the Essence into a shape you want, but in case you haven’t noticed, you can never quite get it there. Perhaps if you do, your technique will be successful.” 
 
    Roy thought about that for a moment. Geon wasn’t wrong when he said that he couldn’t get the attack into the shape he wanted. He’d been trying to form a perfect sphere for weeks now, but the closest he’d gotten still looked like the Water Essence Beast cores. Perhaps Geon had a valid point. 
 
    Resolving to try something different this time, Roy concentrated on his palm, bringing the Power Essence out into the air once more. This time, he allowed it to just float there and he waited to watch how the energy would behave if left alone. After watching the blob of raw Essence for a few minutes, he noticed that despite the random tendrils moving in and out of the blob, the Essence itself never stopped moving in a circular direction. 
 
    Wondering if it could really be that easy, Roy concentrated on pulling the Essence into a sphere once more, but this time, he pushed the Essence to spin while he did so. At first, nothing happened, and the Essence pulled together in a lumpy sphere. Frowning, Roy allowed the energy to return to its natural state. 
 
    He then attempted to make the Essence spin faster and was excited when he finally got the result he wanted. Even yet, it still wasn’t quite right. As the Essence spun faster and faster, it refused to pull into the spherical shape he wanted. Letting go of the Essence once more, he began to wrack his brain. 
 
    If he tried to make the energy gather into a sphere, he couldn’t spin it, and if he tried spinning it, he couldn’t gather it into a sphere. There had to be some way of accomplishing this.  He mulled the problem over, watching the Essence playing over his palm in seemingly random patterns. 
 
    “Ooo, that’s interesting,” Geon said, breaking him from his thoughts. 
 
    “What is?” 
 
    “The Essence. It seems to be moving in multiple directions at once.” 
 
    “It is?” 
 
    Roy blinked a few times to clear the haze of exhaustion from his eyes and leaned in a bit closer. Now that he knew what to look for, he found that Geon had indeed been right. The Essence swirling over his palm wasn’t just moving in one direction; rather the top layer was. If he looked close enough, he could see another layer underneath spinning, not in the opposite direction, but at a forty-five-degree angle to the first. 
 
    Looking even closer and reaching out with his senses as well, Roy could feel that the fist-sized blob of Essence was moving in about fifteen different directions at once. He was shocked that a shapeless mass of energy could hold such a complex pattern all on its own, but it gave him an idea of what to look for now. 
 
    If he was right, this technique would take months, if not years, to master. Either that or his fine control over Essence would have to improve to an almost insane degree. Dismissing that thought for now, Roy focused once again on the blob in his hand and concentrated on the innermost layer of Essence. 
 
    Breathing in his cycling pattern, Roy sped up the rotation of the essence in its current direction, watching with bated breath as it slowly pulled together into a perfect sphere. A grin broke out across his face as he moved to the next layer and sped up the rotation of that one, too. He was happy to note that as soon as he got the Essence rotating at the speed he wanted and moved on, it didn’t return to its previous state. Rather, it continued to rotate at his chosen speed. 
 
    It took him nearly a full minute to get the second to last layer spinning, and by that time, his head was aching with the strain. He kept going, feeling that the technique was almost there. Looking down at the glowing golden sphere in his hand, he spun the last layer in a counter-clockwise direction, watching as it smoothed to a perfect sphere. 
 
    Then, as he felt the technique lock into place, the small sphere expanded, growing in size until it was as large as his head. His eyes widened as he watched the individual layers peeling themselves apart and becoming semi-translucent. Staring inside the technique was like looking into a vortex of light, all spinning in different directions. 
 
    “Oh, wow! Would you look at that? It’s so pretty…What does it do?” Geon asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Roy replied honestly. 
 
    He now knew that this was a true Projected technique. The only question he had now, as Geon had asked, was what it did. 
 
    “Well, throw the thing then. It’s really pretty to look at, but I wanna see what it can do.” 
 
    Nodding, Roy prodded Ferry until the ferret came to a stop. The trees had begun to noticeably thin by now, but there were still some pretty stout ones around. Picking a tree that looked to be about twenty paces around, Roy pulled back his arm, then threw the attack. 
 
    Instead of arcing through the air as he’d expected, the sphere shot from his hand like a lightning bolt, covering the thirty yards between him and his chosen target in under two seconds. The sphere made contact, hitting the very base of the tree. 
 
    The moment it did, it expanded to nearly five feet in diameter, the inner workings of the technique spinning faster and faster. Soon, the sound of howling wind seemed to fill the entire area, as the sphere of golden light spun. 
 
    Roy stared as the technique shredded the trunk to splinters, tearing up the ground around it and churning the grass and dirt to a fine pulp. The whole thing lasted maybe five seconds, and when the technique faded, it left a five-foot hole where the base of the trunk used to be. As though in slow motion, the tree fell to the ground with a loud crash. Even from where he sat, Roy could see that the cut was so clean, that not even a single splinter poked out. 
 
    The forest was completely silent, and Roy simply stared at the area that had just been completely obliterated by his attack. He’d had no idea that he had a technique like that in him. Who cared if it took him ten years to perfect it, for an attack like that, it was definitely worth it! 
 
    “Huh,” Geon said, sounding at once for a loss of words. “I don’t know why, but I was expecting more of a boom. Can’t say I’m disappointed, though.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Roy answered, suddenly feeling very tired, but extremely satisfied. “Neither can I.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tonde Irusaru nodded in appreciation as the fifty-foot tree came crashing to the ground. He’d been keeping careful tabs on the boy ever since he left the village where he’d nearly died. It would appear that his interest was indeed warranted. That the boy had managed to conjure a technique like that at all was astonishing, but that he’d managed to do so at 1st Dan White was almost unbelievable. 
 
    In fact, if he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes and sensed it with his Ethereal sense, he wouldn’t have believed it at all. 
 
    The boy was odd, that was for sure. He would have near-constant conversations with himself. Either that, or he was talking to the oversized ferret he was riding. And that was another oddity. He wouldn’t have expected a White-Belt with no apparent clan affiliation to be able to afford a Beast like that. The real question remained. Who was this boy? 
 
    Whenever he scanned his core, it always felt normal, but there was something there that he just couldn’t quite place. Some intangible force that made it feel off, somehow. Whatever it was, Irusaru was sure he’d figure it out. Judging by the direction the boy was taking, he was headed straight for The Crater. If he was going there, there was only one place he could be headed. 
 
    Irusaru realized that he’d been daydreaming and had nearly lost sight of the boy. Grumbling to himself, he straightened on the tree branch on which he was perched and stretched his back. A loud series of pops sounded as he did so, and he let out a contented sigh. 
 
    He really was getting too old for this. 
 
    Cycling Qi through his body, Irusaru flashed forward, skipping across the branches of trees without making so much as a sound. His steps were so light, in fact, that the branches didn’t so much as tremble at his passing. It took less than six seconds for him to catch up to the boy, at which point he slowed to a regular pace. He didn’t want to outstrip him, just in case he decided not to go to The Crater. It wouldn’t do to lose someone of his potential to a rival clan.
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    “So that’s it. The Crater,” Roy said from his perch atop Ferry’s back. 
 
    They’d finally reached it after twenty-three days of travel, arriving two days after he’d wanted to get here, and they weren’t technically even there yet. They were standing atop a hill at the edge of the Waterwood and were staring out at the stormy landscape stretching as far as the eye could see. 
 
    The ground took a sharp decline just fifty yards ahead and would continue down for thousands of feet. The Crater looked exactly as Roy had imagined it: miles upon miles of blasted rocky plains. Nothing seemed to be growing there, and constant lightning storms lit up the sky for as far as the eye could see. 
 
    He could make out the small dots of settlements here and there, but aside from that, it was all stone. 
 
    “Yup, that’s it. As you can probably already feel, the area is practically brimming with Power Essence.” 
 
    Geon wasn’t wrong. Even now, he could feel the quality and quantity of the Essence increasing. He couldn’t see what the Essence in the actual Crater looked like, as his senses couldn’t yet stretch that far, but from what he was seeing, it would become denser as he continued moving. 
 
    The only problem with continuing on was the obvious danger this landscape posed. For some reason, Beasts seemed to be drawn to their little group, and he just couldn’t figure out why. He’d never heard anyone from the Shah clan complaining about that when they left clan territory, so why did it seem that he was a magnet for them? 
 
    “Better get moving, then,” he said, nudging Ferry forward with his knees. 
 
    He didn’t relish the thought of going down into that, but he had no choice if he wanted to advance before the deadline. When the alternative was death, he was suddenly a lot more motivated to do so. 
 
    Even as Ferry walked, Roy began cycling. It wasn’t nearly as effective as it would have been if he’d gotten into the proper position, but it was still better than nothing. Even from where he sat on the ferret’s back, he could feel the power of the distant storms. At first, he’d thought that the storms themselves were what caused the Power Essence to form, but now, he realized that it was the lightning. 
 
    Lightning, it seemed, was one of the most potent sources of Power Essence, and since it seemed that The Crater had near-constant lightning storms, it made sense that the area was packed with the Golden energy. 
 
    Roy was forced to lean back as Ferry began her descent, gripping just a bit tighter with his legs. The ground beneath her claws grew treacherous as solid packed earth turned into loose pebbles and scree. Still, he did his best to continue cultivating. His core was nearly full by now, and if he could start pushing at the boundary, it would be all the better for his chances of survival. 
 
    He’d begun cycling the first of the purified Essence into his core when Ferry gave a warning hiss. A moment later, something large passed into the range of his senses. His eyes snapped open as his heart began pounding in his chest. He held his breath as Ferry continued slipping and sliding down the steep hillside, his senses straining to catch any sign of movement. 
 
    He felt it again, this time from his left. A mass of powerful Essence moving right for them. He couldn’t see anything, as protrusions of stone blocked his view, but he could sense it coming closer. Another mass of Essence passed into his perception field, then another, and Roy felt his blood freezing in his veins. The power the Beasts were radiating was at least at the Base Yellow level, if not at 1st Dan. There was no way Ferry could fight them all off either, especially with their precarious position on the hillside. 
 
    His eyes flickered back and forth as he felt the three Beasts moving around. They were trying to hem them in, encircle them, and lead them into an ambush. Wild Beasts were very different than Dungeon Beasts, in that they had to eat to survive. Not just any prey would do, though. No, they needed meat or plants, rich with Essence in order to survive, and the higher the potency or advancement level was, the more they would get out of the meal. 
 
    To them, Ferry must have seemed like a feast, with him just being a small appetizer. But he would be on their menu, nonetheless. Wild animals weren’t known for letting an easy meal go by. 
 
    “Ferry, I think we should try moving a little faster,” Roy said, his voice edged with panic. 
 
    Despite the danger inherent to doing so, Ferry listened, increasing her pace to an almost dangerous level. Scree and loose bits of stone were sent tumbling down the hillside, sliding down towards the bottom. 
 
    Roy could still feel the Beasts closing in, and he urged Ferry to go faster still. He knew that they were taking a risk, not only of falling, but of starting a landslide. On a hill this steep, one wrong move could bring the entire hillside down along with them. Ferry increased her pace, sending even more stones bouncing and clattering down around them. 
 
    Roy heard it then, a low grunting sound akin to that of a wildcat, only deeper and more throaty. Turning in his seat, Roy’s eyes widened as he finally saw what was chasing them. A massive deer-like Beast came charging out from behind a large boulder wedged into the hillside roughly thirty yards above them. 
 
    Its eyes were glowing a bright green and foam frothed at the corners of a mouth lined with jagged teeth. Its shoulders were hunched and bony, and its hooves were wide and flat, giving it perfect traction for terrain like this. A massive pair of twisting antlers jutted from its head, gleaming softly in the dim light. Roy wasn’t sure what unnerved him more; the fact that they were being chased by a hungry Beast or the fact that the Beast in question was generally considered to be a non-meat eater. 
 
    The same growl came again, this time from his left, and another similar Beast came into view. Roy could feel his pulse pounding in his ears as yet another Beast showed up on their right, blocking them off on all three sides. They had to get to the bottom of this hill and fast. Judging by the way they moved, they weren’t built for speed on open ground, so Roy knew that Ferry could outstrip them once they’d reached the bottom. Or so, he hoped. 
 
    The Beasts were closing in fast, and Roy knew that they couldn’t keep moving at their current pace. Gritting his teeth against what he knew was about to come, Roy leaned forward, pressing himself to Ferry’s back and curling his fingers into her fur. 
 
    “Run, Ferry! Run!” he shouted, feeling the Beasts closing fast. 
 
    Ferry took off like a lightning bolt and Roy felt his stomach lurch from the sudden, violent movement. He heard an angry roar from the Beasts chasing them, but knew that they would be catching up soon. The sound of tumbling stone increased as they ran, making Roy all the more afraid. The deer started to gain on them, and his fears turned elsewhere. 
 
    They came flying down the hillside, bounding from rock to rock with astonishing speed and grace. Roy could see a brown glow surrounding their feet and knew they must be using some sort of Movement technique. He could feel their Earth Essence running through their bodies as they closed the gap and silently urged Ferry to go faster. 
 
    The ferret did her best, winding down the hill as fast as she could go, her claws scrabbling and scratching at the loose stone. The deer closed in now, the first one reaching them as they hit the halfway point to the bottom. It lunged at them, teeth bared and snarling, drool running down its chin. 
 
    Ferry twisted violently to one side, avoiding the gnashing teeth and the Beast crashed into a pile of nearby stone, sending it clattering and rolling down the hillside. 
 
    Roy, who’d been hoping the Beast would stay down, groaned inwardly as it got back to its feet, shaking itself before coming after them again. Another one of the deer lunged at them, and Roy threw his food to the side, cycling Essence into it and using the Exploding Fist. 
 
    His bare foot connected with wiry and bristly fur, the Essence he’d built up exploding outward and sending the Beast wide. However, it was back on its feet in seconds without so much as a scratch on it. Roy hadn’t expected that his attack would hurt the Beast, but he’d been hoping that it would at least have done something. 
 
    “Don’t mean to rush you or anything, but I think we should be running faster,” Geon said as another deer lunged at them. 
 
    “Don’t tell me, tell the ferret!” Roy yelled as he threw a wild punch, connecting with the side of the deer’s head and sending it spinning to the side. 
 
    Geon didn’t respond, but he suddenly felt Ferry’s pace increase again as blackness poured from her body. A Darkness Movement technique! While it seemed that the Earth technique employed by the deer helped them with traction, Ferry’s darkness techniques helped her with speed. 
 
    She dashed forward, moving in a straight line down the mountain. At this point, he could tell that they couldn’t stop, even if they wanted to, and the smallest misstep would send them tumbling all the way down to the bottom. 
 
    Two more deer dashed out of seemingly nowhere and lunged at Ferry as she passed. Roy managed to knock one aside, but the other sank its teeth into Ferry’s tail. The ferret let out a loud hiss and attempted to twist free, but the deer held on, sinking its jagged teeth in deeper. 
 
    Roy tried to swing back and hit it, but the Beast was out of range, and his fists just passed through thin air. More deer came over the hillside, and Roy could feel his terror mounting as their numbers grew. 
 
    Another one darted forward and with one pinning her in place, Ferry was unable to dodge. She hissed again as it sank its teeth into her side. It didn’t hold on for long, as Roy’s foot slammed down between its antlers. Though he wasn’t strong enough to injure the Beast, the force of the attack did break its hold on her. 
 
    He could see blood welling up from where the deer’s jagged teeth had sunk in and really hoped that it wouldn’t become infected. They were still moving down the hillside, but at a much slower pace as the deer behind them pulled on Ferry’s tail. 
 
    Roy knew that if he didn’t do something, and fast, they were all done for. He would never reach The Crater, never find a teacher, and never reach his goals. His eyes flicked frantically around until they alighted on a massive boulder protruding from the side of the mountain. He knew he would be taking an enormous risk, but drastic times called for drastic measures. 
 
    Cycling his Essence up to his hands, Roy began throwing formless blobs at the boulder. There was no time to form his proper technique, and it wouldn’t do him any good in this situation. He needed destructive and explosive power, and he needed it fast. Since the Essence was only half-formed, more than half of them went off early, exploding mid-air with massive booming sounds of displaced air. 
 
    He threw another one right into the face of the deer hanging on to Ferry and the Beast let go, more in surprise than anything, when the Essence exploded in its face. With the Beast releasing them, Ferry’s pace increased once more, but Roy knew they weren’t in the clear just yet, so he continued lobbing masses of destructive Essence. 
 
    They hit the ground, exploding with massive detonations that shook the hillside and sent loose dirt and stone spraying in all directions. 
 
    “Oh. I see what you’re trying to do,” Geon said as another formless blob detonated. “You’re trying to…” 
 
    He cut off as Roy finally hit his target, the Power Essence hitting the base of the massive, protruding boulder and blowing it loose. The stone hung in place for a long moment, teetering on the edge, before it tipped forward and began rolling down the hill, picking up speed and carrying with it yet more stone. 
 
    Roy’s feeling of jubilation was quickly squashed as stone began raining down around them. A chunk of rock larger than his head flew by, narrowly missing his right arm, and slammed into a deer that had been lunging at them. 
 
    Yellow level Beast or not, the jagged stone tore clean through the deer’s ribcage, taking it down the mountain as it went. Roy threw a glance over his shoulder as the sound of falling stone grew to a deafening roar, and felt his heart practically in his throat. 
 
    The entire side of the mountain was falling towards them; a wall of stone, dust, and uprooted trees moving at an incredible speed. He could see the Essence as well, a wall of brown, gold and silver, headed right for them. The deer higher up the hillside were caught up within seconds, their bodies crushed beneath the weight of hundreds of tons of earth and stone. 
 
    The ones closest to them immediately gave up the chase, running to escape the wall of death falling towards them instead. They were nearing the bottom of the mountain now, but Roy knew that momentum would carry the landslide a good deal into The Crater and that they would have to outpace it, even once they hit flat ground. 
 
    Ferry’s body oozed with black Essence as she poured everything she had into her Movement technique, her lithe body rocketing down the hillside ahead of the avalanche of stone and out on flat ground. Her speed slowed considerably once she hit the ground, and Roy watched in horror as the rumbling wall hit the ground with an explosion of dust and continued gaining on them. 
 
    Every time Roy thought he couldn’t possibly find a situation in which he would be more terrified, the world seemed to want to prove him wrong. And so here he was, on the back of a ferret, running for their lives from a mountain that was trying to kill them. 
 
    He threw his body forward, burying his face into Ferry’s fur and urging her to run faster, even as he felt the ground rumbling beneath his feet and the sound of approaching death grow ever louder. He didn’t look, praying to whatever gods would listen to allow them to make it out alive. 
 
    Then, just as quickly as it had started, the noise stopped. The ground stopped shaking and the clattering of stone came to a halt. Ferry continued running for a good half a mile, before coming to a shuddering halt, her legs collapsing out from under her as she lay on the ground in an exhausted heap. 
 
    Finally looking up, Roy saw how close they’d come to death. A wall of stone and debris stood not five feet behind him, and he now understood why Ferry had continued running as she had. Eyes wide, he stared as a few stones clattered down from the pile of stone, coming to rest at his feet. 
 
    It took him a few moments to realize that he’d been holding his breath, and he let it out in an explosion of air. Taking a deep, shuddering breath, Roy dismounted from Ferry’s back and slumped to the ground as well. Lying on his back near the ferret, Roy stared up at the sky, hardly believing that they were still alive. 
 
    The two of them lay there for a few long minutes, Ferry recovering from the run, and he, trying to calm his racing heart from the ordeal they’d just survived. Finally, he began to laugh, almost hysterically, his voice echoing out in the deathly silence that the landslide had left in its wake. 
 
    He was alive! They’d made it! If he could survive that, he could survive anything. 
 
    A loud roar cut through the silence of The Crater, instantly cutting off his laughter and sending fear spiking through him once again. He shot to his feet, warily scanning his surroundings, with both his eyes and senses. At first, he thought that some of the deer had come back for him, but this roar had sounded different. It was deeper, meaner, and more threatening. 
 
    The ground behind him was littered with stone and debris, but the land before him stretched wide, with tall spires of stone stretching into the stormy skies. A dense mass of Essence entered his perception. It was more powerful than anything he’d ever sensed before. He knew right away that this was not a Beast he could fight, nor one that Ferry could outrun. 
 
    Slowly, his eyes traveled up a tall spire of stone until they alighted on the source of the Essence: an enormous mountain lion colored a deep blue, with gold swirling lines covering every inch of its body. Golden light blazed around it with such intensity that it nearly blinded him, and the crushing presence of the power it radiated was enough to make Roy’s entire body tremble in fear. 
 
    “Geon,” Roy said, hearing the unmistakable quiver in his voice. “Is that…?” 
 
    “Oh yes, that is undoubtedly a Beast at the Green level. I guess this is goodbye then. It was nice knowing you, Roy.”
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    Shah Koya was, as usual, not happy. He’d thought that he’d have no trouble hunting down the culprit, as the man from the Diadei clan had told him he was on death’s door. However, it seemed that the man had been lying to him.  He was not at all surprised that a Diadei would do that to him. 
 
    He, Izu, and Kozu had tracked the Essence trail to a campsite that had been recently abandoned. There were signs of the Beast the Diadei clan member had mentioned, as well as the Martial Artist, but neither were to be seen. He’d then been faced with a choice: follow the unknown Martial Artist, or give up and try heading back to the village. 
 
    Ultimately, his stubbornness had won out, and he’d decided to go after the Martial Artist. He didn’t want to spend the rest of his life looking for a place to fit in, and even if another clan did take him, he would be an outcast, much like that freak, Roy. With that as his resolve, they’d headed deeper into the Waterwood, following the trail of Essence all the way. 
 
    It hadn’t taken him long to realize that their prey was moving much faster than they were. Seeing as he had a Beast to ride and they were stuck walking, he could hardly say that surprised him, but it hadn’t improved his mood, which had been growing steadily darker as the days dragged into weeks. 
 
    From their general direction, Koya thought it was fairly obvious where they were headed. The Crater. Why a White level Martial Artist would be headed there was beyond him, and he was certain he was at the White level now. He wasn’t bothering to hide himself, which could only mean that he didn’t know how to. 
 
    When he’d thought that the man had been injured, it made sense that he couldn’t hide himself. Now that he was sure he hadn’t been hurt, there was no reason that he wouldn’t. It still didn’t help him, as they were no closer to catching the man as they had been nearly three weeks ago. In fact, if anything, they were now further away than they had been. 
 
    His stomach growled noisily, breaking him out of his bitter thoughts and back to the present. They’d run out of food nearly a week ago and had had no luck of procuring any more. Martial Artists could go for quite a while without eating, once they reached the higher stages. Koya, however, was not at that stage just yet, and it felt like his stomach was slowly eating itself with each passing day. 
 
    Izu and Kozu weren’t any better off, the both of them sniping at one another, followed by long, sullen silences. In a word, they were all thoroughly miserable and dying of starvation. 
 
    A loud branch snapping nearby caught all of their notices, Koya’s head snapping to the side and a blade of glowing blue water materialized from thin air. Similar blades formed around the twins as the three of them waited, staring off into the surrounding trees. 
 
    “What are you all looking at?” 
 
    They all jumped as a voice sounded from behind them, Koya spinning in place and preparing to hurl his attack. He stopped short when his eyes landed on the man who’d spoken. He was nothing remarkable. In fact, he was so unremarkable that Koya was sure he would forget him as soon as he left. 
 
    What had caught his attention was the massive bear on whose back he was perched. 
 
    They all stared, dumbfounded as the man hopped off the bear’s back, approaching them with a curious look on his face. 
 
    “I wasn’t aware of any humans in this part of the Waterwood. So tell me, who are you, and what are you doing here?” 
 
    Koya’s eyes immediately snapped to the man’s waist. A piece of brown rope lay there, holding the front of his black and brown robes in place. He tried feeling for the man’s Essence but got nothing. 
 
    If he were an idiot, he might just assume that this man was a freak, like Roy. But the mere fact that he was out here alone and riding such an intimidating Beast was enough to convince him otherwise. The man was clearly very powerful. Just how powerful, though, Koya couldn’t tell. 
 
    “We’re from the Shah clan, and we’re following someone,” Koya said, careful not to give away anything more than that. 
 
    The man’s eyes moved to side and Koya was shocked when they followed the exact path of the Essence they’d been following. It might have seemed like an easy thing to do, but picking out someone’s trail was nearly impossible unless you knew exactly what you were looking for. 
 
    “Ah, I see,” the man said after a few long moments of silence. “Why?” 
 
    “Why are we following him?” Koya asked, just to clarify. When the man didn’t respond, he was quick to continue. “We believe that he may have stolen something from our clan, a Dungeon core, and we’re trying to get it back.” 
 
    The stranger nodded, as though expecting this answer, then abruptly turned and headed to mount his Beast once more. Koya stared, not sure what was going on, as the man started to ride away. 
 
    Was he going to leave, just like that? 
 
    “Wait!” he called out, as the bear began walking away. 
 
    The bear stopped, and the man turned in his seat, giving him that same curious look as before. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Can you help us, please? We’re starving and haven’t had anything to eat in nearly a week.” 
 
    It hurt Koya’s pride to beg, but if they didn’t get some food soon, they would be too weak to continue. After that, it was only a matter of time until their control over their cores slipped, and the wild Beasts were able to sense them. If it ever came to that, they would be finished. 
 
    The man stared at them for a few more seconds, before pulling a leather sack from the inside of his robe and tossing it to them. 
 
    “Your quarry is in The Crater. You can pay me back once you have found him.” 
 
    The leather sack hit the ground, and both man and bear vanished, seemingly into thin air. A wave of dizziness overcame him, and he swayed on the spot as the world seemed to spin around him. Suddenly, it stabilized, and he dropped to his knees, dry heaving as his head spun. He could hear similar sounds coming from behind him and knew that Izu and Kozu had been subjected to the same treatment. 
 
    Once the dizzy spell had passed, Koya was finally able to concentrate on his surroundings. His heart skipped a beat, as he realized that the surrounding forest had drastically changed. The trees thinned considerably, and the sky overhead was growing stormy. Lightning flashed in the distance, even as he forced himself back to his feet. 
 
    “Koya, what just happened?” Izu asked as Kozu began digging through the leather bag the man had given them. 
 
    “I…don’t know,” Koya responded, feeling a cold sweat breaking out on his back as he realized what had happened. 
 
    They’d just been transported nearly to the border of The Crater. A trip which would have taken nearly a month on foot had taken a matter of seconds. He shivered, despite the warmth of the early evening air. Whoever that man had been, he was not someone to be trifle with. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy stood frozen in place. The pressure that the Beast was exerting on his body and core too great for him to move. The air was so heavy, in fact, that Roy found he was having a difficult time breathing, as the monstrous mountain lion leaped nimbly from atop the spire, landing on the ground sixty feet below without so much as a sound. 
 
    A low, rumbling growl began in its chest and worked its way up through its partially opened mouth. Roy could see a row of gleaming teeth as the cat slowly padded forward, its amber eyes fixed on him and a hungry look on its face. 
 
    The pressure on his body increased even more as the massive Beast drew nearer and, had its presence not been locking him in place, Roy was sure that his knees would have given out. 
 
    He’d met the Shah clan leader, Korgo, a few times. The man had never bothered containing his power, and it had never affected him the way this Beast’s was. Then again, he hadn’t been able to feel Essence when he was still living with the clan, so maybe that was the reason. Either way, he couldn’t see any way out of this situation. 
 
    He could feel fear, anger, frustration, and acceptance all mixing in equal measure. He’d survived many near-death encounters, but despite his weakness, he’d made it here. He’d survived the Dungeon, the Trials, his first run-in with the Shah, a pack of wild Beasts, and a landslide. He supposed his luck had to come to an end, eventually. 
 
    “Well, Geon,” Roy said, surprised that his voice was no longer quivering. “It looks like my luck had finally run out. Thank you for at least giving me the opportunity to become a Martial Artist, even if I did fail in the end.” 
 
    The cat pounced, metallic claws extending and reflecting the dim light of The Crater. Roy could feel his heart freeze as his eyes locked onto the Beast’s own. 
 
    This was it… 
 
    A beam of golden light plunged down from the sky, slamming into the ground right before the cat and making it swerve to the side with an angry yowl. The pressure on Roy’s body vanished instantly, and he threw his arms up instinctively to block out the light, even as he fell onto his back. 
 
    “My goodness, boy. You have worse luck than just about anyone I’ve ever met!” 
 
    Roy started in surprise as the light cleared up to show a man standing there. He was an old man, and one of the strangest he’d ever seen. The man was short, barely topping four feet, and had long, flowing white hair held back in a braid. His skin was weathered and lined, his brown eyes slightly sunken and his upper lip covered in a wispy white mustache that partially covered his mouth. 
 
    He was dressed in a long, flowing, green and gold robe, that was tied at the waist with a Belt, though he couldn’t make out the color, no matter how hard he tried. A long staff of golden light was clutched in one hand, and the other was held behind his back. 
 
    “Um, who are you?” Roy asked intelligently. 
 
    The man raised an eyebrow, and Roy quickly realized that he was being rude. He got to his feet, dusting himself off as best he could and bowed at the waist. 
 
    “Excuse my rudeness, please,” he apologized, not sure what else to say. 
 
    What did one say to an old man who fell from the sky? 
 
    The old man nodded, tucking the staff behind his back and inclining his head ever so slightly. 
 
    “I am Tonde Irusaru, of the Tonde School, here in The Crater. I’ve been keeping an eye on you, boy, and you’ve got some potential. Why don’t you come with me?” 
 
    Roy stared, his mind trying to process what the old man had just said. Had he really just offered to take a random stranger into his school, and what had he said about keeping an eye on him? 
 
    Before he could say anything else, there was a loud roar, and the mountain lion pounced towards the old man. Roy staggered back, not sure if the old man could take the massive Beast or not. He couldn’t feel a thing from him and couldn’t see his Belt, so he had no idea how strong he was. 
 
    Calmly, as though this wasn’t a life or death situation, the old man turned and made a gesture with his hand. For a moment, Roy wondered if the old man was senile, as the cat continued sailing through the air towards him. Then, in a single brilliant flash, the cat’s body was sent into a thousand pieces. Blood and gore painted the stone in all directions, practically raining down from the sky. Not a drop landed on the old man, who plucked a glowing gold core from the air and tucked it into his robe. He turned back to a shocked Roy as though nothing had happened. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well…what?” Roy asked, still in a state of shock. 
 
    The old man sighed, pinching the bridge of his nose. 
 
    “I do wonder at the younger generation’s lack of intelligence, at times,” he muttered under his breath. Then, he looked up at Roy once again. “Are you coming with me, or not?” 
 
    “Geon, a little help here,” Roy said, staring at the old man. 
 
    “I’d say to just go along with him. We were looking for a school, after all, and if he’s offering, why say no?” 
 
    “I can think of about a hundred reasons, the first of which is that we have no idea who this man is.” 
 
    “He did just save us from being eaten, so…” Geon trailed off, and Roy felt his shoulders slump. 
 
    The Dungeon core had a valid point. Straightening his back, he looked the old man in the eye and nodded. 
 
    “Excellent. Follow me then. My village is just a day’s walk from here.” 
 
     He turned his back on him, then vanished into thin air. 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened once again as the short man disappeared. He looked over to Ferry, who was only just getting to her feet. Her wounds had scabbed over, but she still looked exhausted from her run. The run-in with that massive cat couldn’t have done her any good either. Against a monster like that, she was just as helpless as he. 
 
    A gust of wind ruffled Roy’s hair as the old man appeared before him once again. 
 
    “My apologies. I’ve been traveling so long on my own that I’ve forgotten how slow you are at the lower Belts.” 
 
    Roy couldn’t decide if he was insulted or not, but decided not to say anything. He had so many questions that he could hardly contain them, and if this mysterious old man could give him some answers, he could take a few insults.  
 
    After all, he’d been taking them his entire life.


 
   
  
 

 24 
 
      
 
    “Why can’t I sense your core or see the color of your Belt?” Roy asked as he walked beside the older man. 
 
    He’d decided to let Ferry rest and not ride her for the remainder of their journey, which Irusaru had said would take two and a half days at their current speed. 
 
    “You can’t sense my core for two reasons. One, I’m suppressing my energy and two, because you haven’t advanced enough to convert your Essence to Qi. As for why you can’t see my Belt… Well, it’s because I don’t want you to,” the old man answered tersely. 
 
    “Can you show me how to do that? To hide my Belt and suppress my energy, and to use Qi. Whatever that is.” 
 
    Irusaru let out a snort at that. 
 
    “Hiding your Belt is only useful for those at higher advancement levels. If, for example, someone stronger than me were to look, they would clearly see it. For someone at your level, the only ones you’ll be hiding the belt from are other White-Belts at the Base level. As for using Qi, I’m afraid that’s impossible until you’ve advanced past Base Green. The suppression of your core is something that I can, and will, teach you. 
 
    “With your weak core, you should have easily been able to hide from all the wild Beasts, but instead, you drew them in like a magnet. I really do have to thank you for attracting that Crater-cat for me, though. Made it really easy to get its core, and a high grade one, at that- 2nd Dan Green. Since you helped in the retrieval of the core, we’ll call it your tuition for the year. Something like that would easily fetch you a hundred Kinka in The Crater, so it’s only fair.” 
 
    Roy gaped at the amount of money the core was worth. Even more than that, he was shocked at how powerful the Beast had been. Yet, the old man had killed it with a single gesture. Just how powerful was he? 
 
    “I’m curious,” Roy said. “Why choose me to join your school? I’m weak for my age, and I’m sure you can find stronger Martial Artists willing to learn from you…” he trailed off. 
 
    He wasn’t actually sure about that. He didn’t even know how large this school was. But judging by the old man, he had to assume that The Crater was full of monsters just like him. 
 
    “Simple. You are a Martial Artist on the Path of Power.” 
 
    “So?” Roy asked. “I know it’s rare, but in a place this rich with Power Essence you must have dozens of them.” 
 
    “One in two-hundred and seventy-eight,” Irusaru said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “That is how many people are compatible with Power Essence. Out of that number, only every one in twelve chooses that Path. The numbers for Weakness Essence are about the same. So, my young Martial Artist, aside from me, you will be the only Power user in the entire school.” 
 
    “You’re on the Path of Power too?” Roy asked, remembering how easily he’d obliterated the giant cat. 
 
    Would he be able to do something like that one day? 
 
    “Obviously,” the old man said, shaking his head once more. 
 
    They walked on in silence for a few minutes, Roy digesting all the new information. He noticed the old man walking with his hands folded behind his back, posture straight and eyes forward. He’d never seen anyone walk like that before. It left all his vitals wide open. Even if he wasn’t expecting an attack, it was still risky. 
 
    “How do the trials work for other people? I know that some Martial Artists have a choice of a few different Paths, so how exactly does it work when they find a compatible one? I know that no one can use two different Essence types, so how do they choose?” 
 
    “The same way as you did, I imagine,” the old man replied. “By passing through all the trials without selecting an Essence type, then choosing after their last Trial. Most will forgo that option, as they already know which Essence type they want before going in.” 
 
    “But I never got the option,” Roy said, looking up toward the stormy sky. “No Essence worked for me, up until I got to the Power trial. Then the Essence practically forced its way into my core.” 
 
    Irusaru looked up sharply at that, his keen eyes watching Roy’s face for any sign of deceit. When he saw none, he just shook his head and turned his attention back to the road ahead. 
 
    “I’ve never heard of such a Trial before. But the Martial Arts are strange sometimes. Essence behaves as it wants, and if it chose you, you’re all the better for it.” 
 
    That wasn’t exactly an answer, but Roy was at least happy to hear that stories like his, while rare, weren’t unheard of. 
 
    “Why exactly is Power essence so rare, and why do so few choose it?” 
 
    “The type of Essence that is compatible with one’s core is solely based  on their character and their outlook. The four elemental types are the most common, with roughly every one in three being compatible with either Water, Fire, Earth or Wind. 
 
    “The Darkness and Light Essence ratio is a bit rarer than that, with roughly every one in twenty being compatible with each. They can also be compatible with an elemental type Essence, but most that can choose either would sooner go with one of them. While these are more abstract than the elemental Paths, they are still understandable and relatively easy to cultivate. 
 
    “Lastly, we come to Power and Weakness. These are the two most abstract, and interchangeable aspects of Essence available to a Martial Artist. They are also some of the most difficult to cultivate if you don’t have the right tools or are not in the correct location. Therefore, most will pass on the opportunity to do so. I’m sure you’ve already noticed how difficult it is to train, seeing as you’re still at 1st Dan White at your age. I’m guessing that’s why you came here?” 
 
    Roy nodded, fascinated by the history of the Essence types and happy to finally have someone to explain it to him. 
 
    “Based on all of this, how long do you think it’ll take me to reach 2nd Dan?” Roy asked eagerly. This was an extremely important question, as his life literally hung in the balance. He had roughly twenty days to advance before he would die, and he had to know if he could make it. 
 
    “Advancement?” the old man asked with a snort. “There’s no way I’m going to let you advance for at least six months! Your base is too weak. If you advance before then, you won’t make it very far, perhaps to Orange. Maybe Green, if you’re lucky.” 
 
    “Six months?” Roy exclaimed, “I can’t wait that long!” 
 
    “Oh?” Irusaru asked with a raised eyebrow, “And why not?” 
 
    “Because…” Roy faltered, not sure if he should be giving away his secret. 
 
    He hardly knew this old man. What would he do if he found out that he had absorbed a Dungeon core and was using it to power his Martial Arts? 
 
    “You’ll have to trust someone eventually,” Geon said. “He’s been honest with us so far. I think we can trust him.” 
 
    “We literally met this man not two hours ago, and you’re ready to spill our biggest secret?” 
 
    “Why not? It’s not like I care who you tell. What are they going to do? Kill you and try to harvest me from your corpse?” 
 
    Geon had hit the nail on the head with that one. It was exactly what he was afraid of. That, and that the old man would refuse to take him in and denounce him as a freak, just as everyone else had done his entire life. 
 
    “Well? Do you have a reason for having to advance in sooner than six months, Herald Leroy?” 
 
      
 
    Roy’s flinch at the use of his full name wasn’t lost on the old man. The boy was an enigma. He was too old to be a White-Belt, even if the Essence had been sparse. He had to have come from a clan. Otherwise, there was no way he’d still be alive. But he’d never heard of the Herald clan. The boy’s appearance was strange as well. He looked nothing like anyone from around here. 
 
    Just from that information alone, he guessed that the boy had most likely been adopted, and by a clan that hadn’t treated him well. It wasn’t uncommon for outsiders to be treated badly, but it still didn’t explain why he was so weak. It wasn’t just his advancement rank, but his overall physical strength, as well. It was severely lacking. 
 
    Yet he’d performed some pretty daring maneuvers, and even formed a fairly advanced Projected technique all on his own. If he hadn’t been watching the boy for nearly a month, he would have thought he was some sort of genius. But with him, it seemed to be more dumb luck than anything else. It had to be either that or a great amount of misfortune. However it was put, Roy had survived some pretty dangerous situations where someone of his advancement should have ended up dead. 
 
    And now there was the insistence of advancement. He could understand wanting to become stronger after what he’d been through in the last few weeks. If his life truly had been difficult, it would only add to his will to grow stronger. But that would have to wait until he built up his base a bit more. 
 
    Roy’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “No. There’s no reason I have to advance sooner than six months from now.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed just a fraction of an inch further, before turning back to the road ahead. The boy was clearly lying to him. Something was most definitely wrong here, and he would have to figure it out. He’d been carefully observing his odd behavior over the past few weeks and had noticed the powerful artifact he had tucked away in his robe pocket. How a White-Belt with no clan had gotten his hands on a treasure like that was a complete mystery as well, and Tonde Irusaru did not like questions he couldn’t answer. 
 
      
 
    They continued on, walking for the rest of the day, Roy asking questions and Irusaru either answering them to his satisfaction or not at all. They finally stopped to set up camp when the light had completely vanished from the sky and it was too dark for Roy to see. Although lightning continuously flashed  across the sky, the ground was still treacherous underfoot. 
 
    Once they stopped, Irusaru propped his back up against a spire of stone and promptly closed his eyes. Roy stared at the old man for a few seconds, wondering if he was really going to sleep without so much as a word or bite to eat. 
 
    “Well, boy, what are you waiting for? A written invitation?” 
 
    Roy started as the old man spoke up, without even bothering to open his eyes. 
 
    “What?” he asked. 
 
    It felt like he’d been asking that around the old man a lot. 
 
    “A fire. Food. Tea. Best get to it.” 
 
    Roy bristled at being treated like a servant. He’d spent far too long taking orders from others and being pushed around for being too weak, and now this old man was trying to do the same. 
 
    “Why can’t you do it yourself?” he asked, trying to keep the heat out of his voice. 
 
    The old man’s eyes snapped open at that, and he gave him a hard look. 
 
    “Is that how a disciple speaks to his master?” 
 
    “As far as I can tell, you haven’t actually taught me anything yet,” Roy replied, folding his arms over his chest. “And I’m no one’s servant.” 
 
    The two of them stared  at one another for a few long moments, the air between them growing thick with tension. 
 
    Roy wasn’t sure where all this courage was coming from, but he knew that he didn’t want to spend the rest of his time at the old man’s school being his personal slave. If that was the price of admission, then he would take his chances on his own. 
 
    “You believe that preparing a meal for an old man is beneath you?” Irusaru said, rising from his seat and conjuring a ball of golden light. 
 
    He cast his hand upward, sending the ball into the air, where it fixed itself in place ten feet over their heads. He folded his arms behind his back once more and fixed his gaze on Roy. 
 
    “No. I don’t think helping an old man is beneath me,” Roy replied, his eyes narrowing as they adjusted to the light. “But I’m not your servant. If that’s how you’re planning on treating me, then I’ll just be on my way.” 
 
    “It is not servitude, it is respect,” Irusaru answered. “All disciples must show deference to their teachers. It shows humility, gratitude and, above all, respect.” 
 
    “How does catering to your every whim constitute respect? I know how this goes. For now, it’s only dinner, but by the time we reach this school of yours, I’ll be washing your clothes and rubbing your feet.” 
 
    An astonished look came to Irusaru’s face. Roy’s voice had grown louder and louder as he spoke, and at the end of his tirade, he’d practically been shouting. 
 
    Roy, for his part, stared back at the old man, his fists clenched at his sides and his eyes blazing with anger. 
 
    Irusaru’s astonishment didn’t last long, and his expression darkened. 
 
    “Never in all my years as a teacher has anyone dared speak to me in that way. If you cannot see the difference between respect and servitude, then perhaps I need to teach you the error of your ways.” 
 
    “So, what? You’re going to beat me until I submit?” Roy asked with a snort. “Beat me like everyone else has my entire life? Go right ahead, then. I’ve probably taken much worse than you can dish out. And once you’ve made yourself feel better, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    The anger melted off Irusaru’s face in an instant, replaced by one of regret. He’d known that Roy had had a difficult upbringing, but if he was becoming so worked up over preparing dinner, then it must have been worse than he thought. 
 
    Irusaru bowed his head once, before turning his back to Roy. 
 
    “Very well, then. I will get my own supper. Best be careful, though, Herald Leroy. There is a fine line between standing up for oneself and disrespecting others.” 
 
    With that, he vanished from sight, appearing once more seated near the top of a nearby spire. 
 
    Roy stared up at the man for a few long moments. His entire body was quivering with adrenaline. Had he really just stood up to a man who had killed a Green level Beast with a wave of his hand? 
 
    He knew why he’d stood up to him, but where had he gotten the courage to do so? 
 
    “Perhaps you’re not as weak-willed as you believed yourself to be,” Geon said as he slumped to the ground. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answered softly, as the golden light Irusaru had cast faded from view. “Maybe I’m not.”


 
   
  
 

 25 
 
      
 
    They traveled in silence over the next day, Irusaru walking out in front and Roy trailing behind him. He could tell that their argument the night before was the cause, but he didn’t much care. If the old man had asked him to prepare breakfast or do any other mundane task, he would have said much of the same. 
 
    But just because he didn’t talk, didn’t mean he was idle. He spent the day talking to Geon and doing his best to cycle in the Essence-rich environment while walking. Ferry was still too hurt to carry him, though her wounds had gotten noticeably better overnight. Geon explained that much as the Power Essence had restored him, the Darkness Essence generated at night had done the same for her. 
 
    As they traveled, Roy found it strange that he hadn’t run into a single other person or seen a settlement of some sort. Hadn’t Geon said that The Crater was the battleground for a war between four different clans? He wanted to ask Irusaru but was still too annoyed with him to do so. 
 
    Instead, he just contented himself with working on bettering his techniques. He could now conjure the Exploding Fist almost instantly, but his new technique, which he’d named The Void Sphere, was still giving him trouble. 
 
    It wasn’t that he couldn’t form the technique, but that it took way too much time for him to form it. Even now that he knew what he was doing, it took him at least half a minute to get all the separate layers of the attack spinning. It took a lot of concentration to do so. If he had to go into a fight, the technique would be completely unreliable. 
 
    He noticed Irusaru watching him as he conjured the Essence and sent it spinning until the last layer fell into place. The sphere expanded then, its many layers becoming transparent as they spun and whirled in a mesmerizing pattern. 
 
    Sighing, Roy tossed the technique over his shoulder, not even bothering to look as it impacted against the ground and expanded, tearing a chunk out of the stone and shredding it to a fine powder. Then he began anew, cycling the Essence from his core and projecting it over his palm. 
 
    That night, Irusaru did not ask Roy to make him dinner. He merely went to the top of another spire, leaving Roy on his own once more. It was beginning to annoy him by this point, and he sat down in a cycling position in an attempt to calm himself. 
 
    He knew he was becoming touchier as his deadline closed in. He now had only eighteen days to advance, and he knew his deadline would be there before he could blink. Changing his breathing to his cycling technique, Roy began pulling in the Power Essence in the air around him. 
 
    He cycled the Essence through the pattern in his chest, then into his core, filling it completely. The Essence here was a lot purer than it had been in the Dungeon, so he had to spend less time purifying it. This, in turn, helped him begin pushing at the boundaries of his core a lot faster. 
 
    The familiar strain on his core began as he poured in more and more Essence. It was oddly peaceful, sitting in the dark, his senses lit up by the brilliant gold of his surroundings. The Power Essence spun and whirled in the air, forming strange shapes as it clashed against the silver of Weakness. 
 
    It was interesting to watch how those two Essence types interacted. Even though there was a muddled line between the two, the two Essences apparently didn’t know that. Though they clashed, they never once combined, the two staying entirely separate. Roy learned a valuable lesson that night about his Path. Though Power and Weakness were two sides of the same coin, they were still opposites. And though the lines were blurred, they were still two very distinct and separate entities. 
 
    The next day was far better than the previous one had been. The old man greeted him in the morning, and though his answer was a little stiff, the tension of the previous day was now gone. Roy was sure that it would come up again, and soon, but for now, he would keep his peace. 
 
    “We will be reaching the borders of Tonde territory in the next hour or two,” Irusaru said as he set off at a brisk walk. “The village itself will be another three hours from there.” 
 
    Roy looked around. The landscape hadn’t changed much in the last couple of days. It was still all blasted, red-tinged stone with tall spires reaching up to the sky. 
 
    “Why haven’t we run into any people? I heard that The Crater was a battleground.” 
 
    “For those that do not know the ways of The Crater, it is very easy to become lost and end up in the wrong place. Luckily for us, I know my way around.” 
 
    That hardly answered his question, but he nodded all the same. 
 
    “What’s this school of yours like exactly? What Advancement Path does your clan follow, and does the school teach the same one?” 
 
    “We are not like the clans of the Waterwood. Here in The Crater, a clan does not follow a single Path. That would place a severe limit on our fighting power. In our clan, all are encouraged to follow their own Paths. As for the school, it is mainly made up of the four elemental type Essences. We have one hundred and fifty-three students. With you, it’s one hundred and fifty-four. 
 
    We have a few students on Light and Darkness Paths, but as I mentioned previously, you will be the only one following the Power Path.” 
 
    “I know you said it was rare, but why hasn’t anyone in your clan chosen Power?” Roy wondered. “Surely there must be others in your clan who can follow that Path.” 
 
    Irusaru’s lips twitched downward ever so slightly, but he shook his head. 
 
    “There are no others,” he said firmly. 
 
    After that, he was silent, giving only one-word answers when Roy attempted to ask questions, until he finally gave up. He wondered at the old man’s sudden mood shift and speculated on what it could be with Geon. 
 
    “Perhaps he had a student once, but they were killed?” Geon guessed. 
 
    “Could be, but I feel like he would have mentioned it if he did,” Roy replied. 
 
    Before he could answer though, Irusaru stopped, holding his hand out to the side to stop Roy as well. 
 
    “Show yourself Aika, I know you’re there,” he called out. 
 
    Roy looked around, with both his senses and his eyes, but couldn’t spot anything out of the ordinary. When no one appeared, Roy began to wonder if perhaps the old man might not be all there. 
 
    Irusaru sighed, then held out his hand, conjuring a spear of golden light roughly a foot long. 
 
    Roy’s eyes widened as he watched the Projected technique take form in the blink of an eye. The next second, the spear streaked away, as though shot from a bow, slamming into a nearby spire and drilling a hole clean through it! 
 
    A yelp sounded from near the spot where the spear had hit, and a girl seemed to materialize from thin air, falling to the ground. 
 
    “Ow!” she complained, rubbing at her shoulder where the spear had torn through her green and gold robe, leaving an angry red welt. 
 
    She glared up at the old man, sticking out her bottom a lip. 
 
    “Was that really necessary?” she asked, getting to her feet and dusting herself off. 
 
    “I told you to show yourself, and you stayed where you were,” Irusaru replied, not looking in the least bit remorseful. 
 
    “You don’t own me, old man! I don’t take orders from you!” 
 
    “Show some respect, girl!” 
 
    “You disappear for half a year and think you can come waltzing back in and tell me what to do?” the girl replied, finally turning to face Irusaru head-on. 
 
    He didn’t dignify her with a response. 
 
    Now that Roy got a good look at her, he could see that she was about his age, or maybe a year or two younger. She stood a good deal taller than the old man, at around five and a half feet, but Roy guessed that most people would tower above the barely four-foot-tall man. 
 
    Her skin was tanned, her face narrow and fine, and her body was slim and athletic. Her eyes were brown, like most in Buryoku, and her hair was pitch black. It was cut right over her eyes, with two longer strands framing either side of her face. The rest was gathered up in a ponytail that hung halfway down her back. She was prettier than most girls Roy had seen around the Shah clan, but her looks weren’t what had caught his attention. 
 
    His eyes were glued to her waist, where an Orange-Belt with four slashes of green held her robe closed. To say he was stunned would have been a massive understatement. This girl, who appeared to be no older than him, was already on the cusp of moving to Green-Belt. The leader of the entire Shah clan was only a Green-Belt. 
 
    “And who is this?” 
 
    Roy was snapped from his thoughts as the girl turned her eyes on him. She seemed a lot less angry than she had before. Either that, or she hadn’t really been upset in the first place. 
 
    “This is Herald Leroy. I will be taking him on as a disciple,” Irusaru answered. 
 
    “You’re taking on a disciple?” she asked, sounding both shocked and disbelieving at the same time. 
 
    “Yes, I am. Now if you will kindly move aside, I would like to get to the village. I haven’t had a proper bath in months.” 
 
    The girl just rolled her eyes but stepped aside. 
 
    “Fine, but I’m coming with you. Mother will want to know you’re back, and I’d like to warn her before you show up at her doorstep.” 
 
    Irusaru didn’t reply, instead brushing past her and continuing on his way. Roy was quick to follow but was surprised when the girl fell into step beside him. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Tonde Aika,” she introduced herself, with a smile. 
 
    “Um, hi,” Roy replied, not really sure what to say. 
 
    No one had ever just walked up to him and introduced themselves, especially not girls his own age. What did one even say in such a situation? That seemed to be fine, because the girl just continued talking. 
 
    “You have an interesting name. I’ve never heard of the Herald clan before. Where are you from?” 
 
    “The Waterwood,” he answered carefully, not wanting to give away more than that. 
 
    “You’re from the Waterwood?” she asked excitedly. “I’ve never been out of The Crater myself. Tell me, what’s it like over there?” 
 
    Roy’s eyes flicked to the old man walking ahead of them, but he seemed content to leave them to themselves. 
 
    “Um, wet, I guess,” he answered. 
 
    Aika stuck her bottom lip out at him, bumping him lightly with her shoulder. 
 
    “Come on, that isn’t really much of an answer.” 
 
    “Leave him be, girl. Can’t you tell you’re making him uncomfortable?” 
 
    Aika’s smile vanished in an instant. 
 
    “I have a name, old man! Have you been gone for so long that you’ve forgotten?” 
 
    A snort was his only reply, but when she turned back to Roy, her smile was back in place. If anything, she looked a bit sheepish. 
 
    “Sorry if I’m making you uncomfortable. My mother says I’m way too invasive of other people’s privacy. You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to.” 
 
    Roy nodded, feeling his shoulders relax just a bit as the strange girl agreed to back off. 
 
    “So, why did that grumpy old man agree to take you on as a disciple? Not to offend you or anything, but you’re pretty weak for someone your age.” 
 
    Roy winced at that, but it gave him the opportunity to ask a question of his own. 
 
    “I know I’m weak, but how are you so strong?” he asked, turning the question around on her. 
 
    Aika looked embarrassed at that, her hand subconsciously going down to her Belt. 
 
    “Hard work, I guess,” she replied. 
 
    Roy wasn’t convinced. There was no way that ‘hard work’ had been enough to get her this far at such a young age, but he wasn’t about to pry. 
 
    “What about you, though? You still haven’t answered my question,” she prodded. 
 
    “It’s my Essence type,” he replied. “I’m on the Path of Power.” 
 
    He didn’t know why she hadn’t just checked for herself. Irusaru had done as much. 
 
    “Oh wow, really?” she asked, her enthusiasm bubbling over. “What does it feel like, cultivating Power Essence? I’ve asked the old man over and over to tell me, but he refuses to explain.” 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to reply, then shut it again. How did one explain the feeling of cycling Power Essence? 
 
    “It feels sort of…electric, I guess. Like a current is running through my body. What kind of Essence do you use?” 
 
    “Light,” she replied. “That was how I was able to hide earlier, though it’s almost impossible to sneak by the old man.” 
 
    “Respect, girl! Address me properly!” 
 
    Irusaru’s voice drifted back to them. Apparently, his hearing was just as good as his eyesight. 
 
    “I’ll address you properly when you’ve earned it, you old sack of bones!” Aika yelled back. 
 
    “Boy, get away from her. She is a bad influence!” 
 
    “Mind your own business! You don’t own him!” 
 
    Another snort came back in reply, and Aika turned to grin at him. 
 
    “Just ignore him,” she whispered conspiratorially. “The old man isn’t as bad as he seems.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes flicked to Irusaru’s back, but he either hadn’t heard, or he was ignoring them. Based on what he’d seen of the old man, Roy was willing to bet it was the latter. 
 
    “Why do you two not get along?” 
 
    “What would give you that impression?” Aika asked, giving him a strange look. 
 
    “From all the shouting…?” Roy asked. 
 
    “Oh, that,” Aika said with a laugh, waving her hand as though dismissing it. “It’s just how our family is.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re closely related?” 
 
    Clans could be massive, and although they all shared the same clan name, their relationship would be so distant that going so far as marrying one another wouldn’t even be an issue. 
 
    “Yes,” Aika replied, her grin growing just a bit wider. “That grumpy old man is my grandfather.”
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    “Well, here it is,” Aika said, gesturing to the large stone walls that seemed to loom out of nowhere. 
 
    Roy stared up at the towering walls. They were a good eighty feet tall by his estimate and appeared to be made of seamless, solid stone. That could only mean that they’d been erected by Martial Artists. 
 
    “It’s amazing!” he finally said, his eyes traveling to the tops of the walls, where small figures moved back and forth. 
 
    “About time we got here, too,” Irusaru grumbled. “Now hurry up, I’ve been looking forward to that bath all day.” 
 
    They had been walking for a good three hours before the walls had come into view, and Aika hadn’t stopped talking the entire time. She’d asked him question after question, and Roy found that after a while, he’d begun to relax around her. 
 
    Irusaru, on the other hand, seemed to grow more and more annoyed at her incessant talking. The two of them had continued sniping at one another the entire way, making Roy feel distinctly uncomfortable. No matter how many times Aika assured him that it was fine, he just couldn’t understand how it was. 
 
    “That’s all you’ve been talking about all day!” Aika yelled as they approached the wall. “Don’t you want to visit your own daughter first?” 
 
    “Bath first, then family. And since you seem to have made a new friend of my young disciple, you can show him to his room.” 
 
    Aika shrugged. “Fine by me, old man. Just don’t come crying to me when my mother kicks you out of the house.” 
 
    They all walked up to the wall, and a problem became immediately apparent to Roy. There was no gate. While Irusaru and Aika could probably spring to the top of the wall with little to no effort, he could not. He was about to ask how they were going to get in, when a line appeared in the solid stone, tracing the outline of a doorway. 
 
    A moment later, the stone sank into the ground without so much as a sound, leaving an entrance just tall enough to admit them into the village. As the stone rose up behind them, Roy thought that ‘city’ would be a more apt description. 
 
    While the Shah clan all lived in low wooden structures, it seemed that out here in The Crater, people lived a bit differently. Sure, there were still the same cobbled streets, wooden bridges, and flower gardens, but the vast majority of structures were made of stone. 
 
    When he asked Aika about this, she gave him a lopsided grin. 
 
    “We can’t go building things out of wood in a place that is constantly plagued by lightning storms. Can you imagine what would happen if one of the structures caught fire?” 
 
    Roy nodded, feeling just a little embarrassed for needing to have such an obvious fact pointed out to him. 
 
    “Alright, boy. I’m going to the bathhouse. Aika will escort you to your rooms in the school grounds. Any questions you have should be directed at her. There will also be a stable for your Beast. I will be around this evening to induct you into the school and begin your training.” 
 
    With that, the old man vanished into the bustling crowd without so much as a parting gesture. 
 
    “It’s rude to leave in the middle of a conversation, old man!” Aika yelled after him, but Roy knew it was a futile effort. 
 
    She blew out a long breath and turned back to him, her ever-present grin back in place. 
 
    Why does she always do that? She can’t be in a good mood all the time, Roy thought as he felt Ferry bump her head up against his back. 
 
    He turned around, feeling a smile stretching across his own face as he scratched behind her ears. She’d been subdued over the last few days as she recovered from her injuries. Now she was almost back to normal, or so Geon had assured him. 
 
    “Come on. Follow me.” 
 
    Roy turned as Aika gestured down the busy street and began walking, weaving her way effortlessly through the crowd. He was quick to follow, more shoving than weaving. He had a few angry looks shot his way, but for the most part, he was ignored. 
 
    “Is this your clan’s main village?” he asked as he finally caught up to Aika, who was waving and calling out greetings to people as she passed. 
 
    “Hardly,” she replied, waving at a little girl with a Yellow-Belt tied around her waist. “This is only one of our outlying villages. It’s here mainly for the school. Our main village is actually outside The Crater, but only those of the main family live there.” 
 
    So, Roy thought as they finally broke free of the heavy crowd and headed for an arched bridge. Aika wasn’t from the main family, which meant that she probably didn’t have an important role in the clan. 
 
    “Who is your clan leader?” he asked, looking towards the end of the bridge, where a multitude of long and low buildings with slate roof tiles stood in a long row. They were packed so tightly together, that they formed a sort of wall. 
 
    A Torii gate painted green and gold stood before them, in a large gap that Roy was pretty sure served as the entrance to the school grounds. He couldn’t say he was surprised that they’d sectioned it off, but he was surprised that the gates appeared to be completely unguarded. 
 
    “Our clan leader is Tonde Kaeru, the Supreme of Torrential Storms.” 
 
    Aika’s tone convinced him that this was something impressive, and seeing an opportunity, he jumped on it. 
 
    “Just what is a Supreme? I’ve heard the term used before, but I don’t know what it means.” 
 
    “Really? And here I thought that everyone knew,” Aika replied. “A Supreme is a title given to a Martial Artist once they’ve mastered nine techniques in Essence, Qi, and Chakra. They must also have reached the seventh level of cultivation, though that’s a given, seeing as it’s impossible to work with Chakra before then.” 
 
    Aika spouted this information like it was nothing, but to Roy, it was all new. He’d been hoping to have his questions answered, but now, he only had more. For example, what on Earth was Chakra? And what was the seventh level of advancement? He knew that Green was the fourth, but he’d never seen anyone with a Belt past Base Green, so he didn’t know what came next. Maybe Aika would know? 
 
    “And what exactly is the seventh stage of cultivation?” 
 
    “Does everyone in the Waterwood live in ignorance?” She didn’t seem upset, just genuinely curious. 
 
    “I’m not sure, but the strongest Martial Artist I’ve ever seen was a Green-Belt.  I’m pretty sure that Irusaru is stronger than that, but I can’t make out the color of his Belt.” 
 
    Aika rolled her eyes. 
 
    “All the Masters at the school do that. They think it adds a layer of mystique to hide their levels of advancement. As to what comes after Green- the next level is Blue, after that is Purple, then Red. That’s as far as I know, though. I know that there are more, as a Martial Artist can never stop improving, but our clan leader has lived for over half a millennium and has been at Base Red ever since advancing, nearly fifty years ago. The knowledge of further advancement has been hidden, so we’ll only know what comes next once someone reaches 1st Dan Red.” 
 
    Roy’s mind was working overtime by now, compiling all the information and trying to sort it into place. He was glad to have all this information, but it served to highlight something very significant. 
 
    Geon’s enemies, the ones he wanted Roy to kill, would both be at Red, or perhaps even higher. Just how long would it take him to attain the kind of power needed to take them both down? 
 
    Deciding that these answers could afford to wait, he turned his attention back to the present. He only had a limited amount of time left until he would meet a very painful end, which meant that he would have to begin cultivating as soon as possible. When Aika asked if he would like a tour of the school grounds, he very politely declined, asking to be shown to his rooms instead. 
 
    She seemed a bit dejected that he’d turned her down, and he was quick to assure her that he was just tired from travel and wanted to rest. That seemed to raise her spirits once again, and she returned to her usual chipper self. 
 
    She escorted him through the Torii gate, then led him to a structure without any walls. Instead, the stone roof was held up by a series of metal beams around the outside, as well as several on the inside. 
 
    As they entered the area, a small man came up to them, giving Aika an annoyed look. 
 
    “What have I told you about coming here? You don’t have a mount, so shoo. Get lost,” he said, motioning for her to leave. 
 
    Roy saw Aika’s grin becoming very smug as she gestured behind her, to him and Ferry. 
 
    “I’m showing a new student around, and he has a Beast that he’d like to keep here.” 
 
    The man looked between her and Roy for a few moments, as if deciding whether this was some sort of ploy on her part, before slowly nodding. 
 
    “Very well. I’ll take her here. Just write down your name and room number on this form,” the man said, handing her a board with a sheet of paper pinned to it. 
 
    “I don’t actually…” Roy began, but Aika had already filled it out for him and handed it back. 
 
    “Don’t worry. I know which room you’ll be staying in.” 
 
    The man took the paper, nodded to Roy then walked over to Ferry. 
 
    “Can you ask her to go with him and not fight?” Roy quickly asked as Ferry’s muzzle began to bunch up. 
 
    “Oh. Good thing you asked me. A second more and she would have torn that man’s hand off,” Geon replied. 
 
    Roy blew a mental sigh of relief at having averted that disaster. He briefly considered yelling at the Dungeon core, but once again, stopped himself from doing so. After spending nearly two months with the core, he was starting to become used to him, but every once in a while, he would pull something like this, and it would severely test his restraint. 
 
    “You ready to see your room?” Aika asked as the man left, with Ferry in tow. 
 
    “How do I get her back when I need her?” he asked as the two of them left the pavilion and headed down a long, cobbled path. 
 
    To either side were rows of low houses, each one set with a number. Farther down, Roy could see the path open up into a courtyard, past which he could see another set of small buildings. He didn’t see any people, which struck him as odd. Not a single other student, teacher, or even maintenance crew, was to be seen. 
 
    “Just give him your name and room number,” Aika replied, seeing not at all disturbed by the lack of people there. 
 
    “If that’s all it takes, then what’s to stop someone from attempting to steal her?” 
 
    “Do you really think Ferry would react well if someone tried to take her?” Aika asked, giving him a sidelong look. 
 
    “I guess not,” he replied, now feeling much better about leaving her with the strange man. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” 
 
    “Oh, I guess it must seem a bit strange for the area to be so empty,” Aika said. “This is the living area, and students only spend time here when they’re either eating or sleeping. It’s kept separate from the training areas, since those need to be more heavily reinforced.” 
 
    “I figured the training areas would be separate, but shouldn’t someone be here? A cleaning crew, a student on break, perhaps a teacher out for a stroll?” 
 
    Aika gave him another one of those odd looks, to which he was quickly becoming accustomed. 
 
    “Everyone who is enrolled in this school is either training or patrolling our borders. Students are expected to keep the grounds in front of their houses clean and orderly, so there is no cleaning staff. And if any of the teachers decide to go for a walk, it wouldn’t be in the housing area. They would go take a walk in one of the school’s many gardens.” 
 
    Roy was honestly surprised to hear that. Back in the Shah clan, the younger children had trained daily, but the older teenagers and adults almost never bothered. They were too busy looking down on those beneath them, or just plain being lazy. Maybe that explained how Aika had managed to reach such heights at such a young age. 
 
    They continued past the courtyard and onto another row of houses, Aika pointing out various paths leading deeper into the school grounds. Finally, she came to a stop outside the last house on the block. The door was marked with the number 201 and looked as though it hadn’t been touched in years. Roy was already not looking forward to going inside, but then again, it couldn’t be any worse than the shack he’d been living in for most of his life. 
 
    “Well, this is it,” Aika said, reaching into her robes and producing a small iron key. “Just make sure not to lose this. They won’t be happy if you do.” 
 
    Roy nodded, accepting the key. 
 
    “Who exactly is in charge of this school? I know the Tonde clan owns it, and I’m guessing that the majority of the students are in your clan, but who runs it?” 
 
    Aika’s expression soured for a moment, and Roy had a feeling he knew. 
 
    “That lazy old sack of bones who brought you here, though I have no idea why the Masters don’t remove him from his position, with the amount of time he spends away. I’m guessing it probably has to do with the fact that he’s the only Grandmaster the clan currently has, but who’s to say?” 
 
    The fact that Irusaru was a Grandmaster, which Roy guessed was someone who had mastered nine techniques in both Essence and Qi, didn’t come as a surprise to him. After the display he’d put on by killing that giant Beast, he wouldn’t have been surprised if he was told the old man was the head of the clan. 
 
    “You’re probably hungry after that long trip,” Aika said, already turning to leave, “so if you want, I can have them send you something from the kitchens. Fair warning, though, it’ll probably be cold, as lunch was over a couple of hours ago, and they won’t serve dinner for a few yet.” 
 
    Roy nodded his thanks and waved goodbye as Aika ran off, her body seeming to shimmer in and out of view in the uncertain light that was a constant here in The Crater. 
 
    “Guess I should take a look inside and see what they gave me,” he said, sliding the key into the lock. 
 
    “Yes, and just as a reminder, you may want to start cultivating as soon as you do. You don’t exactly have any time to waste.” 
 
    Sighing, but knowing Geon was right, Roy pushed the door open. What he saw inside surprised him. It was a single room house, with a small door leading off to what he assumed was a bathroom. A small table sat against the far-right wall, with a small stack of cushions piled up near it. A sleeping mat lay against the wall on the opposite side of the room, and a small hearth sat near the back. 
 
    It wasn’t the most luxurious room, but it was definitely better than what he was used to. Roy walked in, for once, not needing to remove his shoes since he no longer wore any. He resolved to ask Irusaru about it the next time he saw him, as it was just strange enough to have him curious about it. 
 
    He threw the small leather bag with his belongings near the table, then grabbed one of the cushions and sat down in a cycling position. He could explore the house once he’d advanced again and had more time. For now, he had to cultivate and try to grow his core. He kept up his cycling, pulling in the surrounding Power Essence and purifying it. He could feel his core stretching with each passing minute but knew that he would need to pull in a lot more before he was pushing at the boundaries of 2nd Dan. 
 
    A knock came at his door, interrupting his cycling. Grumbling to himself, he went to answer and found a young woman standing there, bearing a covered tray. 
 
    “Aika sent word to the kitchens that you required a meal?” the woman more asked, than said. 
 
    Roy realized that he was frowning and quickly rearranged his face into a more friendly expression. 
 
    “Excuse my rudeness,” he said, bowing at the waist, “Thank you.” 
 
    The woman smiled and handed him the tray. 
 
    “I’m Tonde Airis. If you need anything, I’ll be happy to assist you.” 
 
    After thanking the woman, Roy closed and locked the door, and headed to place the tray on the table. He debated ignoring it and returning to cultivating, but his rumbling stomach decided him against that course of action. 
 
    After an oddly satisfying meal of rice, cold tea, and wheat crackers with jam, Roy returned to his earlier position near the center of his room. 
 
    “How much longer do you think this will take?” he asked Geon as he settled in and began cultivating once again. 
 
    “I can’t be sure, but the Essence here is even more high quality than I’d first thought. With that cycling technique of yours, it’s sped up the purification of Essence even more. If I had to guess, I would say that with four to six hours of cultivating each day, you should make it by the deadline. If you push for eight, you could make it in only eleven days.” 
 
    Suffice it to say, that Roy knew which option he would be taking. He’d come way too close last time and was cutting it close this time as well. If he had to spend eight hours a day cultivating, then so be it.
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    Tonde Irusaru sat outside of Roy’s small house with his back to the wall. He could feel the Essence in the air practically funneling into the boy with no sign that he was going to stop. He wondered where he’d learned such an advanced cycling technique and decided to ask him when he got the chance. For now, however, he was snooping. 
 
    It wasn’t very honorable, to be sure, but he was curious, and he’d never dealt well with not knowing things. Roy seemed like a hardworking and genuinely good boy, but he was extremely secretive about which clan he came from, and why he left. 
 
    He’d listened very carefully during the boy’s entire conversation with Aika. She had a way of squeezing information out of people. Her friendly and open nature would put them off-guard, and they would spill their secrets. Not Roy, though. He’d kept his guard up the entire time, and whenever she touched too close to a sensitive subject, he would steer the conversation away. 
 
    Irusaru didn’t doubt that Roy harbored no ill-will towards his clan. He hadn’t even known who he was, which was why he’d agreed to take him in, in the first place. That, and his Essence type, along with apparent lack of attachment to any clan, made him the perfect candidate to bring into the school. Roy wouldn’t know this, of course, but he was currently the only non-clan member in the entire school. 
 
    They’d never let in an outsider before, and he was sure he’d hear from the other Masters about it. They’d already let him know what they thought of his leaving without any warning, not that he cared one way or the other. He was irreplaceable. None of the other Masters were even close to his level of power, and their clan leader, Kaeru, trusted him to keep them in line. 
 
    He’d watched Roy for nearly a month before introducing himself and suspected that he would have continued shadowing him, had that Crater-cat not attacked him. He seemed to be quite talented for one so weak. But if he was so talented, then why was he weak? It just made no sense. Then there was that odd quirk of his. He talked to himself, but he’d noticed that he only did so when he was alone. Like now, for example. 
 
    Despite the thick stone walls of the small house, Irusaru had no problem hearing what Roy was saying. His hearing had become progressively sharper as he advanced, and now, he could probably hear Roy from halfway across the campus. It was easier to listen when he was close by, as he didn’t have to filter out all the other sounds. 
 
    “…I can advance in ten days. I’m cutting it too close as it is, and in case you’ve forgotten, both of our lives are at risk…” 
 
    Now, this was something new. Roy had never referred to someone else before. Could he be talking, not to himself, but someone far away? 
 
    Irusaru immediately dismissed that thought. No. If he had a construct capable of long-distance communication, he would have sensed it by now. And what was this about his life being at risk if he didn’t advance? Was that why he’d seemed so insistent on advancing quickly? If so, what could be threatening his life that advancement was needed to prevent it? 
 
    “…I know, but for how much longer? I don’t want to have to spend the rest of my life pushing to advance under the threat of death…” 
 
    Was someone threatening to kill him if he didn’t advance quickly enough? Is that why he’d had that run-in with those people back in the Waterwood? Irusaru felt his interest growing more and more the longer he listened. If there was truly another side to the conversation, he desperately wished he could hear it. 
 
    But as of now, he thought he had a pretty good understanding of Roy’s situation. He was either being threatened by someone, or something, to advance quickly. If he didn’t comply, he would be killed. Whoever this was, he didn’t believe that the Tonde clan could protect him from them. That was bad for many reasons. The first of which, was the fact that he was putting the clan at risk by bringing Roy into their midst. 
 
    He’d have to change his plans on how to train the boy now. He couldn’t be allowed to stay here; he would have to be isolated from the others. If Roy had been following any other Advancement Path, he might have cut him loose then and there, but Power Essence users were too rare for him to do that. If he could train up another person on the same Path as him, his clan could benefit greatly. 
 
    He would also have to accelerate the rate at which he pushed for the boy’s advancement. When it came to advance to the next Dan in any Belt, it was only a matter of power. When it came to move up to the next Belt, it was out of their control. A new trial would open for him when he was deemed ready and not a moment before. 
 
    Irusaru decided that he would confront Roy about this directly. If he was going to do this, it would be a big expense for both himself and the clan. He would have to dedicate an inordinate amount of time to training him. Not to mention that the only place he could advance quickly enough would be in a Dungeon near the center of The Crater. It was an extremely dangerous place for someone of his advancement level, which meant that he would have to keep an almost constant watch on him. 
 
    Irusaru sat there for another hour, making his plans as Roy continued to cultivate. At one point, Aika came along, but he just shooed her away. She glared at him and made a few rude gestures, but in the end, left without a word. Seeing her gave him another idea. 
 
    If Roy had spent his life as an outcast, perhaps making a friend would help him open up more and become less guarded. This would present him with more opportunities to discover more about him. He still had no idea where he’d gotten that artifact, or how he had learned such an advanced cycling technique. His granddaughter could also benefit from some hard and rigorous training. She’d been stuck at 4th Dan Orange for far too long. She needed to advance quickly. Otherwise, she risked stunting her future growth, and the Dungeon he had in mind would be perfect for pushing her to her limits. 
 
    Rising with a small grunt of effort, he headed away from the housing area. He hoped Roy hadn’t gotten too comfortable in there, because they would all be leaving that night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy started as a loud knock came at his door. He’d been deep into his cycling and had accidentally shut himself off from the world around him. Not that it would have done him any good if he hadn’t. The person at the door had suppressed their cores to the point where he couldn’t feel a thing from them. 
 
    Opening the door warily, he peeked out to see Irusaru standing there with a small pack slung over one shoulder. Standing behind him was Aika, looking none too pleased. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake. Pack your things. We’re leaving.” 
 
    “Wait…What?” Roy asked as the old man slid past him and into the small house. “But I just got here.” 
 
    “Yes, and now we’re leaving,” he said, setting his pack on the floor and looking around. 
 
    Roy turned to Aika, whose expression softened when his eyes landed on her. 
 
    “Don’t ask me. The old man just showed up at my house and said we’re leaving for training and that I should pack my bags. I tried to refuse, but…” 
 
    “But I’m the head of the school, and you have no choice but to listen to me. Perhaps this trip will teach you some respect, girl,” Irusaru cut in. 
 
    “Now, boy, before we go, there’s something I’d like to discuss with you. In private.” 
 
     He gave Aika a sharp look, and the girl rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Fine, old man. I’ll wait here. But if you’re not out in five minutes, I’m leaving. Head of the school or not, you won’t kick me out.” 
 
    Irusaru slammed the door in her face. He then turned to face Roy, who was still standing there, not exactly sure what he should be doing. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Pack up,” Irusaru snapped. “And be quick about it.” 
 
    Roy jumped, then began scrambling around the small house to gather up the few implements he’d managed to unpack since he’d gotten here. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear your earlier conversation,” he heard as he was bent over his pack. 
 
    Roy froze when he heard that, feeling his heart rate increasing. Had the old man figured him out? 
 
    When he spoke next, his tone was softer, sounding less harsh and grating than he’d ever heard before. 
 
    “I was unaware that your life was being threatened. Will you tell me who is doing so, and why?” 
 
    Roy felt like letting out a huge sigh of relief but held it back. Nothing would give him away faster if he did that. Apparently, Irusaru had overheard his conversation with Geon and had assumed someone was threatening to kill him. That worked just fine for him, as he would be able to tell him the truth, or at least, a version of it. 
 
    “Yes. My life is in danger. If I don’t advance quickly enough, I will die.” 
 
    He hadn’t stated any falsehood with that claim. Everything he said was true, just out of context. 
 
    “And who is it that’s threatening you, that you believe we can’t protect you?” Irusaru asked again. 
 
    “No one can protect me,” Roy answered, careful once again not to lie. 
 
    Some Martial Artists could detect a lie just based on someone’s body language, breathing, or even their heart rate. With how powerful Irusaru was, he didn’t doubt that he would catch him in a lie if he was paying close enough attention. He turned to face the old man, stuffing the last of his belongings into his pack. 
 
    Irusaru’s face was impassive as he stared him down, and Roy could begin to feel a cold sweat breaking out on his back. Would the old man be satisfied with his answer, or not? 
 
    Finally, Irusaru inclined his head a fraction of an inch. 
 
    “Very well. Let us get going. The center of The Crater is quite a ways from here, but if your Beast can carry you, we can make it in just under a week.” 
 
    Roy felt his heart seize up at that. 
 
    “But I have less than eighteen days left…” His voice trailed off as Irusaru retrieved the glowing Beast core from the inside of his robe. 
 
    “This should be more than enough to get you to 2nd Dan, once you’ve reached that stage. However, it will be all up to you to reach Yellow. There will be little I can do to help.” 
 
    Roy bowed deeply at the waist to the old man, hardly believing that he was offering him such a valuable core, just like that. No Martial Artist had ever done anything like this before, and Roy felt something towards the man which he’d never felt for anyone else before. Respect. 
 
    “Thank you for such a generous gift. I don’t know what to say…” He hesitated for a moment before continuing. He didn’t want the man to rescind his gift, but he had to know. “Didn’t you want me to wait before advancing?” 
 
    “Don’t say anything,” the old man grumbled, “Just take the core and advance. I don’t know how much time you’ll have to move to Yellow-Belt once you do, but you’ll need all the time you can get. Like I said, advancing to the next tier is more than just a matter of power. As for your training, I can still make it work if I push you hard enough. It just won’t be a pleasant experience for you.” 
 
    Roy swallowed audibly at that but nodded all the same. His life was on the line, so this was no time for half-measures. Roy asked as he took the glowing core from the old man, but he still had some questions regarding his advancement to Yellow. 
 
    “I thought that advancing to the next Belt would just involve gathering more Essence. No one in my old clan ever mentioned anything different.” 
 
    Then again, no one in the Shah clan had ever mentioned anything to him about cultivating, so he guessed he shouldn’t be surprised that moving up a Belt wasn’t a simple matter. 
 
    He noticed the sharp look Irusaru gave him and winced at the slip-up. He hadn’t meant to give that bit about his past up, but the old man had caught him off guard with his generous gesture. Irusaru didn’t press him on the matter and instead explained the process. 
 
    “When a Martial Artist reaches the highest stage within a Belt and has filled their core to the bursting point, they must then prove that they are prepared to test for their next Belt. No one is sure who administers these tests, but it is impossible to advance without taking it. 
 
    “Everyone’s test is different, but as you move through the Belts, your tests will become progressively more difficult. If a Belt test is failed, you will have the option to take it again, this time without having to wait. A gate will appear as soon as you say you are ready. Take heed, however. If you fail a Belt test three times, that will be it. You will never advance again.” 
 
    “I thought advancing to the next Belt would be easy,” Geon said as Irusaru finished speaking. “Guess advancement works differently for people than Dungeons. I feel like I knew that once…” 
 
    “Yes. You did,” Roy replied, fixing a thoughtful expression on his face. 
 
    He didn’t want Irusaru to grow suspicious. 
 
    “You told me that you would be forgetting things. Have you forgotten that, too?” 
 
    “Did I really? That would explain a whole lot. I’ve been having the strangest feeling that I was missing something, but I just couldn’t place it. It seems like I’ll have to begin learning all over again.” 
 
    Geon let out a sigh, which Roy found impressive seeing as the Dungeon core had no lungs. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it too much. I’m sure you’ll start remembering again once I advance.” 
 
    “Do you really think so?” 
 
    Roy wasn’t actually sure if it was true or not, but Geon sounded so hopeful that he couldn’t help but agree. 
 
    “I’m sure of it.” 
 
    Geon thrummed in his chest, then went silent. 
 
    Looking up to Irusaru, Roy gave him a nod. The conversation with Geon had taken maybe half a minute. Communicating at the speed of thought was much quicker than actually having to form the words with his mouth, though he still preferred talking out loud. 
 
    “How do I prepare myself for this test? And how will I know when I’m ready?” 
 
    “You prepare by training, learning about your Essence type, and showing that you are worthy of wielding its power. And you will know when you are ready. The feeling is unmistakable. Once you are, simply state that you would like to begin the test. A gate will appear, much like for the Trial of Beginnings, and take you to your test. If you pass, you will emerge as a Yellow-Belt.” 
 
    The answer was a bit vague, but Roy decided that it was good enough for now. He knew what he needed to do, and the first step was advancing to 2nd Dan. He was about to be pulling Essence from the core when he remembered just how explosive his first advancement had been. 
 
    “Should I be going outside to advance?” 
 
    Irusaru shook his head, turning and walking to the door. 
 
    “Only the first advancement is that intense. Well, the first and every Belt you gain, but those are on a whole other level. Suffice it to say that you will be fine advancing to the next Dan without having to worry about bringing the house down on your head. I will be waiting for you outside, along with Aika. I have sent for your Beast, so please do be quick. We have a long journey ahead of us, and I’d rather not waste any more time.” 
 
    With that, he left, closing the door behind him. 
 
    Roy stared down the Beast core for a few more seconds before quickly sitting back down in his cycling position. He’d never pulled Essence from a core before, but when he reached his senses out to it, he could feel it in his hands and thrumming with power. He wondered if how it would work if another Martial Artist tried to compete with him for the Essence inside the core. Would they be able to take it from him? 
 
    He was curious, so before he began drawing on the core, he placed it on the ground before him and reached out to it with his perception. He was relieved to find that while he could indeed feel the core’s power, he was unable to draw the Essence from inside. It appeared that he would have to be making physical contact for him to be able to absorb the contents of the core. 
 
    Picking it up again, Roy began breathing in the rhythm of his cycling technique, this time reaching for the core clutched between his fingers instead of the Essence in the air. The core responded immediately, and Roy gasped as the Power Essence flooded into him in a rush. It was pure, heavy, and concentrated energy. 
 
    The Essence he was pulling into his core felt much more potent than the Essence in the air. Within seconds, his core was straining to the bursting point, and another minute of cycling later, he advanced to 2nd Dan. As Irusaru had predicted, it didn’t give him nearly the same feeling as advancing the first time had. 
 
    His core expanded a bit, the Essence within condensing down and making room for him to pull in more. He’d had no idea that a single core could contain this much power. If it would only have taken two Orange level cores to have him advance to 2nd Dan, this single Green level core did it all on its own, and there was still Essence left afterward. 
 
    The core was still nearly half full, and Roy greedily drained it dry. As soon as the last of the Essence left the core, it shattered in his hand, falling to the ground in a fine powder. Roy wasn’t paying attention to that, however. He was busy cycling all of his new Essence into his core, pushing to fill it further. 
 
    Despite not needing to, he still ran the Essence through the pattern in his chest before cycling it into his core, which was now full once again. When the last of the Essence had been cultivated, he could feel the core beginning to strain once more. It felt different this time, like no matter how hard he pushed, he wouldn’t be able to break through. 
 
    That was fine, as he already knew that he wouldn’t be able to force his way into the next level of advancement. That would be for some higher power to decide. As Roy opened his eyes, he wondered if the higher power had something to do with the mysterious man who had shown up at his first trial. Or perhaps, it was whoever was in charge of that man? 
 
    Shaking his head, Roy rose to his feet. His body once again felt improved, though only slightly this time. His senses were a bit sharper, his eyes and ears a bit better, and his muscles felt a bit stronger. Looking down to his waist, Roy smiled as a second yellow slash appeared above the first on his Belt. He was now only one step away from advancing to Yellow.
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    Aika and Irusaru were arguing as Roy exited the small house, a wide smile stretching from ear to ear. 
 
    “Oh, you’ve advanced! Congratulations!” Aika said, breaking off her argument with the old man and coming over to stand by him. 
 
    “Thanks,” Roy said, his grin not diminishing in the slightest. 
 
    “Yes, congratulations on advancing. You now have seventy days to advance or die,” Geon piped up, completely ruining his good mood. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Aika asked as his expression fell. 
 
    “None of your business, girl. Now come on. It’s already past eight, and I want to get moving.” 
 
    Aika gave him a worried look but moved to follow the old man. Roy followed after her. Ferry suddenly came bounding out of the gloom, practically crashing into him. 
 
    “She’s excited to see you. She didn’t like it very much in the school’s stables. She said they smelled.” 
 
    “I’m happy to see you, too,” Roy said, feeling his dark mood retreating as the ferret pushed her head into his chest. 
 
    “Enough of this. I’m leaving now. If you’re not fast enough to keep up, you’re being left behind!”  
 
    With that threat, Irusaru took off. 
 
    He didn’t use any Movement technique that Roy could see, but he still moved fast for someone so small and so old. Aika dashed after him, her legs glowing white as she used a Movement technique to keep up. 
 
    Roy, on the other hand, had to scramble quickly onto Ferry’s back, then urge her to run to catch up with the other two. The three of them streaked through the school gates, heading in the opposite direction in which they’d entered. People who saw them coming immediately moved out of their way. Some looked angry enough to yell, but when they saw Irusaru, they were quick to shut their mouths. 
 
    “Where exactly are we going?” Roy called down to Aika. 
 
    He felt strangely inadequate as both Aika and Irusaru ran, while he was forced to ride. Even if he’d known a Movement technique, it would have done him little good. Those two were much more powerful than he was, and he’d have no chance of keeping up. 
 
    Ferry, while not nearly as powerful, was a Beast. Her body was built for running, so she didn’t have a hard time keeping up with them at the pace they were going. Though Roy knew that if Irusaru decided to really move quickly, none of them would be able to keep up. 
 
    “A training ground in the center of The Crater,” Aika called up to him as she dodged and whirled through the crowded street. 
 
    While she looked graceful in her movements, Ferry more bowled than wove her way through. 
 
    “What exactly will we be doing there?” 
 
    “Training,” Aika replied with a giggle. “What else?” 
 
    Roy sighed. She and Irusaru might not get along, but the two of them were similar in more ways than one. They approached the stone walls at breakneck speed, and Irusaru detached himself from their group, speeding ahead to the walls. 
 
    Roy was about to tell Ferry to slow down when a line appeared in the stone once more, and a large section of the wall sank into the ground. He could see a man standing near the wall, his body surrounded by a shining brown light. Earth Essence. 
 
    They shot through the opening and out into the open air. Roy immediately noticed a difference. This part of The Crater seemed to contain fewer stone spires, leaving the ground mostly open and flat. Lightning flashed across the sky, golden Essence bursting forth and floating above their heads. 
 
    “We will continue at this pace until dawn; then we will rest,” Irusaru said, as he came up next to them. 
 
    Aika nodded, and Roy groaned. It looked like he would be having another sleepless night. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shah Koya stared blearily out at the wide-open area, dotted with spires of stone. Storm clouds roiled overhead, and lightning flashed across the sky in the distance. It had only taken them two days to reach this place, as opposed to the nearly month-long journey they’d been facing before. Still, he was uneasy. For as long as he’d been alive, his clan had always warned their young to stay in the Waterwood. The Crater was full of monsters who could crush any of them with little effort. Yet here he was. 
 
    Koya had no choice in the matter. If he ever wanted his clan to allow him back, he would have to catch the thief who stole their Dungeon core. In order to do that, he would have to follow him into The Crater. 
 
    “Koya, I don’t like this. We shouldn’t be here.” 
 
    Koya turned as Izu spoke up. He and Kozu were both staring out at the blasted landscape and both visibly shaking. 
 
    “We have no choice,” Koya snapped. 
 
    He was tired, hungry, and above all, sore. Every muscle in his body was screaming for rest, but he couldn’t stop. He was closing the gap, he was sure of that, and he couldn’t allow his quarry to escape him. He’d been away from home for too long, and he wanted to go back. 
 
    If he returned with the core, not only would he be forgiven, he might also be granted a boon by the clan head. Perhaps a core or maybe a pill. Something with enough power to push him past Base Yellow, or, if he was really lucky, all the way to the end of Yellow. 
 
    “But we don’t want to go there,” Kozu said, sounding fearful. “Why don’t we just find another village and stay there? I’m sure they could use Martial Artists without a clan.” 
 
    Koya felt his blood boil at that. 
 
    “If that’s what you want to do, then fine. Leave like a bunch of cowards! I’ll find the thief myself, and when I get back to the clan, the glory will be all mine!” 
 
    With that said, he began descending the steep hillside down to the bottom of The Crater. He had to be careful with his descent, as it looked like there had been a landslide here, and recently, too, judging by the density of Earth Essence in the area. He’d barely taken a few steps when he heard the reluctant footsteps of his two companions. Hiding a smile, he continued picking his way down. 
 
    He’d known that they would follow him as soon as he’d called them cowards. Some people were just too easy to manipulate. It didn’t matter to him either way. He would be taking all the credit once they found this thief, and Izu and Kozu would get nothing. There was no personal grudge between them, but that was just the way of things. In the world of Martial Arts, you either stepped on others or were trod underfoot. Koya had no intention of being stepped on. 
 
    Well, not being stepped on any more than he already had. Since he wasn’t particularly strong, he’d spent most of his life being scorned. His only outlet was the crippled freak. But things had gone horribly wrong ever since he’d finished the cripple off. He’d been exiled, nearly starved to death, and now had to venture into The Crater. 
 
    His foot slipped as a loose bit of stone shifted suddenly underfoot, sending him to the ground, where he began an uncontrollable slide down the face of the hillside. Koya could feel his heart pounding as he desperately dug in his heels, trying to gain some sort of purchase. He wasn’t actually in any pain. The body became considerably tougher after advancing to Yellow, but he knew that he wouldn’t survive if he started a landslide. 
 
    Someone seized the lapel on his robe, bringing him to a sudden and jarring halt. Turning his head, he saw Kozu, one hand wrapped around a protruding tree root, and the other entwined in his collar. Koya watched as a few more rocks tumbled down the hill before he used Kozu to leverage himself back to his feet. 
 
    “Thank you,” he said as Kozu released him. 
 
    The bigger boy merely nodded and motioned him forward. 
 
    Koya continued down the steep decline, this time being much more careful of his footing. If he was ever unsure, he would use one of his Water Blades to cut a furrow in the ground for him to place his foot. 
 
    The descent took them most of the day, and by the time they reached the bottom, it was already nearly pitch black. The only light was caused by the frequent flashes of lightning. That didn’t bother Koya. At the Yellow stage, one’s senses increased drastically. Hearing, vision, smell, and even touch were all heightened. Although his night vision was limited, there was still enough light for him to see by, thanks to the frequent lightning. 
 
    Izu and Kozu trudged up next to him. Both their shoulders were sagging, their eyes drooping and their bodies swaying on their feet. They, like him, were exhausted. Although endurance was greatly increased at the Yellow stage, they still had their limits. The body could only take so much, which rankled him even more. 
 
    If he were an Orange-Belt, that climb down would have been a breeze. Not to mention that they tired at a far slower rate. Their bodies were also tougher and hardier, their senses better, and their techniques more varied. If he was an Orange, he wouldn’t still be chasing this nobody. He would have been able to catch him weeks ago. But instead, he was stuck at Base Yellow, all because he couldn’t gather the Essence needed to break into the 1st Dan. 
 
    He’d almost not made it to Yellow-Belt at all, having failed his advancement test twice. But once he’d made it, he’d found himself unable to advance any further. Even Izu and Kozu, the two dumbest people he’d ever met, were stronger than he was. Perhaps that was why he was so angry and bitter all the time. He was young now, so no one had noticed it yet, but given a few more years, it would become abundantly clear that he was weak. 
 
    “Are we going to stop for some rest?” Izu’s voice snapped him from his bitter thoughts, bringing him back to reality. 
 
    He was tempted to snap at him and make them continue marching on, but the truth was that he didn’t think he could, even if he’d wanted to. Finally, he nodded his head, noting the looks of relief as they both slumped to the ground, placing their backs to a tall spire of stone. 
 
    Koya was tempted to join them but decided that as the leader, he had an image to uphold. After all, if they believed themselves to be more suited to the role of leader, he would find himself quickly dethroned. Martial Artists respected strength, and if he couldn’t make them believe that the was the strongest one here, he would lose that respect. 
 
    He folded his arms over his chest, leaning his back against another spire. Though he desperately wished to fall to the ground and go to sleep, he couldn’t do so until both Izu and Kozu had done so. 
 
    “I see you made it to The Crater. I was wondering if you would.” 
 
    Koya was too tired to be surprised, and therefore, didn’t react when the stranger from the Waterwood emerged out of the darkness on the back of his massive bear. 
 
    “What do you mean, made it? You were the one who sent us here,” he replied. 
 
    “Most don’t survive that form of travel,” the man replied. “It seems that you are inordinately lucky.” 
 
    Koya felt a chill run down his spine at the casual way the man mentioned that he could have died and had sent them without even giving them the option to decline. Taking a deep breath, he quickly forced himself off the spire to stand straight. Who knew if the man would be insulted and decide to kill them for his lack of respect? 
 
    He suppressed a groan as his muscles shrieked in protest, and instead, put on a neutral expression. He still wasn’t sure who this man was, but he was clearly a powerful Martial Artist. His eyes wandered to the man’s waist once again, and this time, he saw a Belt tied there. He blinked a few times to clear the fog from his tired eyes. 
 
    No. He wasn’t imagining it. The man’s Belt was a solid Red. At first, he’d thought it had been Orange, but the color had been too dark. He’d never seen that color before and wondered if Martial Artist’s Belts were different in The Crater. Could Red here be like Orange back in the Waterwood? If so, then he would have to show this man deference or risk facing his ire. 
 
    “I can see that,” the man replied, his voice as dead as ever. “Your group was nearly killed today by a pack of roaming Hill-deer. It seems you owe me yet again.” 
 
    Koya inwardly bristled at the man’s bold claim to have saved them but tried to keep it from his face. 
 
    “I see that you do not believe me. That is alright. I have brought proof.” 
 
    The man made a gesture, and with a series of loud, crunching splats, a pile of monstrous deer corpses landed in a neat pile before him. This time he did jump, letting out a very undignified sounding yelp. He couldn’t help it. The deer, if anyone could call them that, were absolutely terrifying. 
 
    Even now he could sense that their cores were still in place, giving off the energy of Yellow 1st to 3rd Dan. He could even sense a couple of Orange level cores in there. It was a shame they were all Earth Essence, as this was a veritable treasure trove. If these Beasts were really around here and this man had killed them all, then he really did owe him his life once again. It also meant that his Belt had to be higher than he’d thought. 
 
    He knew Green came after Orange, but he didn’t know what came after that. Perhaps it was Red, though he really couldn’t be sure. A Belt was a Martial Artist’s way of showing others their strength. It was a manifestation of their cores made solid and was impossible to fake. 
 
    “It seems that you are correct,” Koya said, bowing to the man, this time squashing his anger before it could even begin to form. 
 
    This man could wipe them out with a thought. Best not to antagonize him. Also, he seemed interested in him for some reason, and him alone. The man hadn’t bothered to wake either Izu or Kozu, so he had no doubt about that. 
 
    “Of course, I am,” the man said, his eyes moving up to stare at the sky above. 
 
    Lightning flashed across the cloudy night, showing the man’s body in stark detail. It was only because of that flash that Koya was able to make out the man completely, if he could even be called a man at all. Before he had been wholly unremarkable, and now, he was anything but. 
 
    What he’d at first taken as a Martial Artist’s robe trimmed with fur, was now revealed to be his actual body. The dark brown fur didn’t extend all the way across his body though, leaving his chest and abdomen free of hair. His muscles looked to be carved from stone. 
 
    He had a shaggy mane of black hair, and a line of fur extended down, tracing his jaw in an approximation of a beard. His face was sharp and angled, and his ears extended into sharp points, each tipped with a small tuft of hair. His eyes were slanted, and slitted pupils sat inside burning red irises. A pair of fangs extended from both his bottom and top lips, giving him a fierce appearance. 
 
    His only article of clothing was a pair of loose-fitting black pants that were held in place by his Red-Belt. And when his eyes traveled to the man’s feet, he saw they were bare, and tipped with four wicked looking claws. 
 
    Koya could feel his blood run cold as the man’s red eyes fixed on him. His expression hadn’t changed, and neither had his posture, but now Koya knew what he was staring at. A monster. 
 
    “What…” Koya licked his lips. His mouth suddenly felt very dry. “What are you?” 
 
    “Not what,” the man said, turning his Beast away from him. “Who. Remember, young Shah, you now owe me two favors, and I will collect,” he said as his Beast began disappearing into the darkness. 
 
    Koya stood there for a long moment, stunned into silence, before finally having the presence of mind to ask, “who are you?” 
 
    The giant bear stopped, the man’s back straightening in his seat. He didn’t turn around, however. 
 
    “I am known as the Beast King of The Crater. Remember that name, Shah. It is one you would be foolish to forget.” 
 
    With that said, man and Beast vanished into the night. 
 
    Koya collapsed onto his hands and knees, feeling his heart pounding so hard that it felt as though it would come out of his chest. The Beast King of The Crater was supposed to be a myth. A bedtime story told to children to frighten them into behaving. He’d never once even dreamed that he would one day find out he was real, let alone meet him in person. 
 
    And he was interested in him. He’d saved his life twice, and he was now in debt to a living nightmare! 
 
    Koya didn’t move from his spot for the entire night. Instead, he curled up in a ball, and staring into space, his mind went completely blank. That was how Izu and Kozu found him when they awoke the next morning, lying on the ground, near a pile of monstrous deer corpses.
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    “Is that it, Irusaru Sensei?” Roy asked, pointing up ahead to where the narrow canyon they were traveling through opened up. 
 
    “Yes, disciple, that is where we will begin your training in the Martial Arts. Look upon it well, as it marks the beginning of a new chapter in your life.” 
 
    Aika snorted out a laugh, ruining what would otherwise have been a serious moment. 
 
    “Can’t you show some respect, girl?” Irusaru snapped. 
 
    “Not when you’re trying to act like a wise old mentor,” she replied. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that I’m well over three centuries old!” he snapped in reply. “I believe that qualifies me as a wise old mentor.” 
 
    “At over three hundred years old, I’d use a different term to describe you,” Aika shot back, rubbing her chin as though trying to remember the word. She snapped her fingers, giving the old man a devilish grin. “Senile! That’s the word I was looking for.” 
 
    “Respect!” Irusaru shot back. 
 
    “Over my dead body!” 
 
    Roy sighed, patting Ferry’s head lightly as she carried him out of the canyon and into the massive valley beyond. 
 
    His eyes widened as he got his first good look at the valley. He’d been expecting it to look much like the rest of The Crater, blasted stone and tall spires, and cloudy skies filled with lightning storms. What he saw instead was a tropical oasis. 
 
    The entire valley was ringed in by mountains, blocking it off from the rest of the world. The ground was carpeted by lush grass so green that it hardly looked real. The sky was cloudless and blue, with the sun shining brightly above their heads. A waterfall ran down the side of one of the cliff faces, collecting in a deep pool on the far side of the valley, and a small stream ran off, winding its way through. 
 
    A small copse of trees stood off to one side, providing shade, and Roy could see small creatures roaming throughout the area. What caught his attention was the area in the very center of the valley. A tall stone archway with a swirling, multicolored portal stood at its center. A Dungeon, and a powerful one as well. Or so, his Dungeon sense – as he’d begun thinking of it – told him. 
 
    “This place is amazing!” Roy exclaimed as Ferry carried him further in. 
 
    The air smelled so fresh, and the Essence in the area was purer than any he’d ever felt. There was Essence of every type. This place was a Martial Artist’s dream! 
 
    “Yes. This place is indeed amazing. It is called Tonde Basin and is our clan’s most carefully guarded secret. We expend a massive amount of resources to keeping it hidden from the other clans, and I’m sure you can guess as to why. This area is a haven for Martial Artists of all Paths. The area is rich with Essence and is well secluded, but the real treasure is the Dungeon. Unlike almost every other Dungeon, which will only have a single affinity, this one has every single one. 
 
    “Inside, you will find Beasts of every Path, containing cores with the Essence to match. This area was discovered by our own clan leader, Tonde Kaeru, nearly three centuries ago. Whenever we need to train up one of our younger generation, or one of the elders needs an area to break through, we come here.” 
 
    “How is this even possible?” Roy asked as Irusaru turned down the narrow dirt path they were on, heading for the small cluster of trees. 
 
    Roy could now see that a few small single-person houses stood just inside the shade and guessed that was where they would be staying. 
 
    “The entire Crater is covered by constant storms,” Aika said, cutting off her grandfather. “Every storm has an eye, an area clear of any bad weather, and this is it.” 
 
    “Have you ever come here for training before?” Roy asked as they approached the houses. 
 
    Aika nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Twice. Once to break through to Yellow, and the next time to Orange.” 
 
    “If this is such an amazing place, why isn’t anyone else here, and why bring me? I’m not a member of your clan.” 
 
    Roy wasn’t complaining about his good fortune. In a place such as this, he could fill his core fairly quickly and start pushing for advancement. He knew that the test would only be administered when he was deemed ready, but he had a feeling that this place would greatly help move that process along. 
 
    Irusaru had already spoken to him about his new deadline and had said that even if he was ready to test, he should not do so until a week before. He’d said that if he didn’t complete the training course that he had planned for him, his advancement wouldn’t go further than Blue-Belt. 
 
    “Because of your potential,” Irusaru said as they came to a stop outside the line of small houses. “Now drop your things inside and meet me by the base of the waterfall in five minutes. We begin your training now.” 
 
    Roy gave Aika a questioning look, wondering what she would be doing while he was here. She just gave him a smile and headed for one of the small houses, already unslinging her pack. 
 
    Shrugging to himself, Roy got off Ferry, pulling his bag off her back. 
 
    “Oh, she really likes this place,” Geon said as he slung his bag over one shoulder. 
 
    “I figured she would, with the Essence as rich as it is here.” 
 
    He watched as the ferret dropped to the ground and began rolling back and forth, letting out small excited squeaking sounds. Smiling to himself, Roy headed for one of the houses. Opening the door, he found that it looked much like the house he’d had back at the school, with the addition of a small bookshelf in one corner. 
 
    Dropping his pack to the floor, Roy stretched out his back, groaning in relief, as a loud series of cracks and pops sounded in the small house. He might be tougher than he once was but riding for such a long amount of time was making his back ache and his muscles sore. Once he was at Yellow-Belt, these problems would go away, for the most part. At Orange, they would disappear entirely. Or at least, that’s what he’d been led to believe. He’d never actually gotten a clear explanation about the benefits of each progressive Belt. 
 
    Right now, however, he had to meet Irusaru, and the waterfall was at least a five-minute run from here. He had a feeling that Irusaru was not a man to be kept waiting. 
 
    As he exited the small house, he caught a glimpse of Aika as she streaked across the open ground in a blur of motion, before disappearing into the Dungeon. 
 
    “Guess she’s off to train on her own,” he said as he started running for the waterfall. 
 
    “It seems that way, though I’m less concerned with her and more with you. How much longer until you reach the next Belt? I really want my memories back.” 
 
    “You’re the core. Shouldn’t you have that information?” Roy asked as he built up speed until he was running at a full sprint. 
 
    “I feel like I should,” Geon replied, “but I just can’t seem to… What were we talking about again?” 
 
    Roy stumbled when he heard that, beginning to become alarmed. What was happening to Geon? At first, he’d thought that his memory loss would be limited to the knowledge he’d gained as a Dungeon core from other Martial Artists, but he seemed to be getting worse. It was almost as though… 
 
    “Geon. Why did you agree to join with me?” Roy asked quickly. 
 
    “Hmm, that’s a tough one. I feel like I should know this, too. Give me a minute, I’m sure I can figure it out.” 
 
    Fear turned into certainty when he heard that, and Roy felt the icy clutch of fear settle around his heart. Geon was losing his memories. All of them. He didn’t know what would happen when he eventually forgot everything. Would he cease to exist? 
 
    Right now, there was only one thing Roy cared about- getting his revenge on the Shah. But Geon had been the one to make that possible. He’d saved his life and given him more than anyone ever had before. And although he could be annoying at times, he was his first and only friend. 
 
    His mind flashed to Aika for a moment, but he dismissed her almost immediately. He hadn’t known her for long enough, and though she’d been nice, he still didn’t feel completely comfortable around her. Geon, on the other hand, was different. Aside from being his friend, Roy owed him a debt that he didn’t think he could ever repay. 
 
    “I’ll find a way to fix you, I promise,” he whispered under his breath. 
 
    Geon didn’t respond. 
 
    By the time he reached the base of the waterfall, Roy was panting and out of breath. He’d never really done much running before, and even though his body was tougher, such a run was still extremely taxing. 
 
    Irusaru stood at the center of the large pool of water as though it were made of solid ground, and not liquid. His eyes were closed, and Roy could feel an almost indistinguishable ripple as the old man pulled in the Essence the waterfall created. 
 
    “You’re late,” he said, not bothering to open his eyes. 
 
    “Apologies, Irusaru Sensei,” he said, still catching his breath. He didn’t make any excuses. He was late, after all. 
 
    “Unacceptable,” his teacher said, walking across the pond and hopping onto solid ground. “Our time is limited, so lateness will not be tolerated.” 
 
    Roy bowed his head once again, even though he felt a tinge of annoyance at the old man’s admonishment. He hadn’t been that late. Half a minute at the most, and he didn’t think he could have gotten here any faster if he tried. 
 
    “If you had learned a Movement technique, as is proper for a Martial Artist, you would have arrived with time to spare. Movement and Armorer techniques are the first techniques any Martial Artist should learn. Only after that, should any others be attempted. Whoever taught you should be ashamed of themselves!” 
 
    “But I didn’t have a teacher,” Roy said, confused. 
 
    He thought he caught a hint of a smile on the old man’s face but dismissed it as his mind playing tricks on him. 
 
    “That would explain why you are so lacking in strength. Tell me, what is the most important thing a Martial Artist can possess?” 
 
    Roy thought about that for a few moments while the old man stood still. 
 
    “Strength?” he asked. When the old man raised an eyebrow, Roy tried again. “Courage?” 
 
    “While those are both admirable answers, they are not the correct ones. Think on that while you run around the perimeter of the basin.” 
 
    “You want me to run the entire perimeter?!” Roy exclaimed. 
 
    “Yes, and I want you to do it without using any of your Essence. No cycling, no enhancement, no techniques. I expect you to complete the run in under forty-five minutes.” 
 
    Roy’s eyes nearly bulged out of their sockets. 
 
    “The perimeter has to be at least ten miles! How am I supposed to do that?” 
 
    “Aika can do it in under thirty. Best get to it. Oh, and if you don’t make it back in time, you’ll be running it again.” 
 
    With that said, the old man walked back to the center of the pond and began cultivating again. 
 
    Roy stared at him for a few long moments, until Irusaru said, “your time is ticking away. Unless you believe you can make it in less than forty-five minutes, I’d suggest you start now.” 
 
    That was enough for him, and he took off at a sprint. It wasn’t fair at all. Aika was practically a Green-Belt, while he was still stuck at White. Of course, she could do it in under thirty minutes! 
 
    Thankfully, the area was relatively flat, so at least there was no additional strain on his legs, but the run wasn’t at all easy. His lungs began burning less than five minutes into his run, and at the ten-minute mark, he was forced to slow and catch his breath. When he reached the halfway point, his time was already up. 
 
    Knowing he would be forced to run it again, he slowed to a walk. Irusaru had set him an impossible task, and if he would be forced to continuously run this circuit, he would at least be somewhat rested before he started again. 
 
    When he returned to the waterfall more than an hour past his deadline, Irusaru did not look happy. 
 
    “You have failed, and more miserably than I could ever have imagined!” he snapped, his voice cracking out like a whip. 
 
    Roy’s face was streaked with sweat, his robes soaked and his muscles on fire. 
 
    “You set me an impossible goal! And comparing me to Aika would be like comparing her to you! I can’t make that run in the time you allotted me. It’s impossible!” 
 
    “And when you saw that your goal was unattainable, what did you do? Did you keep running despite the knowledge that you wouldn’t make it? Do you push on, or did you give up?” 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to argue but snapped it shut again. He had given up, just as Irusaru had said. 
 
    “You missed the entire point of the exercise,” his teacher continued. “But that’s fine, because you’ll get to run this course again tomorrow, and this time, you’ll only have forty-four minutes to complete it!” 
 
    Roy groaned, but Irusaru wasn’t done with him. 
 
    “Good. Now that you’re all warmed up, we can begin exercising. Down on the ground. Push-up position!” he snapped out. 
 
    Roy had watched enough exercise training back in the Shah clan to know what that was, and so, he dropped to the position. 
 
    “You will not use any Essence for this, either. In fact, no Essence use at all unless I say so. Now start pushing.” 
 
    “How many?” Roy asked. 
 
    Though he’d only just gotten down on the ground, he could already feel the strain on his arms, shoulders, and chest. 
 
    “Until I tell you to stop!” the old man snapped again, “Now begin!” 
 
    Muttering to himself under his breath, Roy began doing the push-ups. Though he was strong from his work around the Shah village, he’d never actually done any actual exercise. The push-ups worked an entirely different set of muscles than he was used to using, and as a result, his arms started burning after only ten. He knew that if he sent Essence to his arms, it would ease the pain and help with the exercise, but he also knew that Irusaru would sense it the second he did. 
 
    By the time he hit twenty, his initial smooth up and down motion had been reduced to arm-quivering, jerky movements. But every time he looked to Irusaru, the old man just rolled his finger in a ‘go on’ motion. 
 
    Roy gritted his teeth as he went down for his twenty-ninth. He felt something in his arm twinge, and he fell to the ground. Instead of just lying there, he forced his arms under him once again and attempted to push himself up. 
 
    Muscles screaming in protest, and feeling as though they were tearing themselves apart, Roy forced himself to complete the push-up. 
 
    “Very well. You can stop now.” 
 
    Roy collapsed to the ground, panting for breath. He’d had no idea that simply lifting himself up and down could be so difficult. 
 
    “On your feet! Did I say you can rest?” Irusaru’s voice snapped through the haze of pain and Roy forced himself up onto his feet. He’d barely gotten his feet under him, when the next set of instructions began. 
 
    “Jump in the air, bringing your knees to your chest. Begin!” 
 
    And so, the day went on, with Irusaru assigning him with one exercise after the next, never giving him more than a few second’s reprieve before assigning him to the next one. Finally, when the sun was beginning to disappear behind the lip of the basin and Aika had emerged from the Dungeon, did he call a halt to the day’s exercise. 
 
    He then led Roy in a series of stretches and told him to wash off in the pond. 
 
    “After you have washed off, we will begin Martial Arts training.” 
 
    Despite his exhaustion and aching body, this got Roy excited. Quickly washing the sweat from his face and drinking from the cool pond, he stood, his hair dripping onto his shoulders, before the old man. After a few seconds, Aika came jogging over, looking just as fresh as she had that morning. 
 
    “Are you joining us for the Martial Arts training?” Roy asked curiously. 
 
    “Yes,” Irusaru replied, his old and weathered face cracking into a grin. “She is going to be your sparring partner.”
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    “I thought you said we were learning the Martial Arts!” Roy exclaimed as he felt his face coloring in anger. 
 
    “We are,” Irusaru replied calmly. “I case you’ve forgotten, the Martial part of the Martial Arts involves learning how to fight.” 
 
    “But I can learn all that from books,” Roy answered, feeling his annoyance growing. “I already know plenty. What I want to learn are the real Martial Arts, like proper techniques and how to effectively use Essence.” 
 
    Roy knew that he hadn’t exactly mastered martial combat, but he was fairly sure that all his practice would put him well ahead of other Martial Artists. Besides, it wouldn’t make any difference if he was too weak to actually hurt them. 
 
    “So, you believe that you know it all, do you?” Irusaru asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I know it all,” Roy said, feeling his face flushing with embarrassment, “but I know enough to take down anyone at my level of advancement.” 
 
    Roy saw a glint of something in Irusaru’s eye then and saw his lips pull up in a grin. 
 
    “If you’re sure about that, how about you take on Aika in a match? If you manage to defeat her, then I’ll skip the martial training and move right on to Essence control.” 
 
    “That’s hardly a fair fight!” Roy said, looking over at Aika to see what she thought about it. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry yourself. She’ll be fighting with the same limitation as you. No Essence use at all, only martial combat.” 
 
    “That’s still not fair. She’s at Orange. At that stage, she’ll have advantages that I couldn’t hope to match!” 
 
    “Really? And what advantages would those be? Do you even know the difference between White, Yellow, and Orange?” 
 
    Roy gritted his teeth in annoyance but shook his head. 
 
    “I figured you wouldn’t, so allow me to enlighten you. At the White-Belt stage, your body will begin ridding itself of impurities and waste collected over your life. As a result, your muscles will be strengthened, and your reflexes, enhanced. You will also require less food and sleep. This process is referred to as Stage-One Body-Restructuring. 
 
    “When a Martial Artist breaks through to Yellow, their body is further rid of impurities, strengthening it once again. This is Stage-Two. Only after the Martial Artist has completed Stage-Three, which happens when advancing from Orange to Green, is the process complete. With this, the body has been completely re-forged in Essence, and can now handle the strain of creating and manipulating Qi. The completed process is generally referred to as the Core-Body. 
 
    “This process will then repeat itself, staring with Qi, but will finish at Red-Belt, with the Perfect-Body. From what I’ve heard, the process once again starts with Chakra, though I’m not sure what the complete form of that looks like, since no one in this part of the world has ever achieved it, and all knowledge of its existence, has been erased. 
 
    “Getting back on topic. Until a Martial Artist reaches Green, their body enhancement only comes into effect when they are channeling their Essence. Now, I’m not saying that it would be possible for you to kill a Yellow-Belt if you got into a head-on fight with them. What I am saying, is that if no Essence is used to empower their attacks, the blow would only be as hard as a normal attack. 
 
    “Hurting Aika would be impossible for you, no matter how hard you hit her, so I’ll watch the match. If you manage to land what I believe to be a finishing blow, I will call the match in your favor. Does that sound agreeable to you?” 
 
    Roy thought on that for a few long moments, filing the information away. So, it appeared that there was no major difference in actual strength when it came to White, Yellow, and Orange unless Essence was involved. But defense seemed to be another matter entirely. Since this was a technical fight, it was about as fair as Irusaru could make it, though he still had a few questions before he would accept. 
 
    “Are there differences in the Body-Restructuring for different Essence types?” 
 
    “There are, and there aren’t,” Aika cut in, sounding cheerful as ever. “All Restructured bodies gain the same traits: greater speed, enhanced strength, an extremely durable body, sharper senses, and so on. The differences come with how they are balanced. 
 
    “For example, Light Essence will reshape the body to enhance speed over all other traits, while an Earth user will have a much stronger defense.” 
 
    “What about Power Essence?” he asked, turning to Irusaru, who was looking irritable at being disrupted. 
 
    “Strength. It will give you more raw strength than any other Essence type will give you. Now, enough questions. It’s time to fight!” he snapped. 
 
    Aika rolled her eyes but got into a fighting stance. 
 
    “I’ll try and go easy on you,” she said, giving him an apologetic smile. 
 
    Roy felt a spark of anger at that statement. Aika was just trying to be nice to him, but all she did was remind him of the difference in their strength. He was weak, and she would have to hold back the majority of her strength just not to kill him on accident. 
 
    Fingers curling into fists, Roy raised them before his face, hunching his shoulders and tucking in his chin. He would win this fight and show that old man that he was ready for the real Martial Arts. 
 
    He moved in quickly, throwing a jab at Aika’s stomach. Just because he was angry, didn’t mean he wanted to hurt her. His logic was somewhat flawed on that account, seeing as he wouldn’t be able to hurt her, even if he tried. 
 
    Instead of the punch landing, Roy’s fist only met thin air as Aika pivoted neatly out of the way. Before he could blink, she was inside his guard, an open palm striking him in the nose while her foot scythed his legs out from under him. The combination of the two-pronged attack was more than enough to unbalance him and send him toppling to the ground. Before he could so much as cry out, Aika was on top of him, her fist driving towards his nose. 
 
    “Stop!” Irusaru’s voice snapped out, and her fist froze an inch from his nose. 
 
    Aika quickly got off of him as Roy tried to get some air into his lungs. It had been knocked out of him when he’d hit the ground, and she’d moved to finish him before he could get in a breath. 
 
    “Are you okay?” she asked, “I didn’t hit you too hard, did I?” 
 
    Roy’s nose throbbed, and when he brought his fingers up to feel it, they came away slick with blood. The fight had been over so quickly that he hadn’t even had a chance to react. There was no way she hadn’t been using some sort of enhancement. 
 
    He glowered up at her and pushed himself back to his feet. 
 
    “Looks like you lost. I guess we’ll be doing things my way,” Irusaru said with a smug look. 
 
    “There’s no way anyone can move that fast without an enhancement. She had to have cheated!” Roy said, pinching his nose to stop the bleeding. 
 
    He saw Aika’s expression change from a worried look to a hurt one. 
 
    “I didn’t cheat,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “She didn’t cheat, I can assure you,” Irusaru said, giving him a hard look. “Do you not believe me?” 
 
    Roy stared between the two of them for a long minute, feeling adrenaline pumping in his veins. He was angry that he’d lost the fight so quickly and he was lashing out. He knew he was in the wrong but just couldn’t help himself. It was hard to think clearly when one was so upset. 
 
    “Maybe don’t say anything right now,” Geon’s voice sounded in his mind. “You’re getting all worked up over nothing. So, you lost a fight. Didn’t you do that all the time back before I was here?” 
 
    That snapped Roy right out of his dark thoughts. 
 
    “Geon, are you starting to remember again?” 
 
    “Remember what?” 
 
    Mentally sighing, Roy took a few deep breaths to calm himself. Geon wasn’t getting better, and his acting out wasn’t helping either of them. He’d been doing that throughout the day, seeming almost normal, before going right back to not knowing what was going on. 
 
    He bowed first to Aika, and then to Irusaru. 
 
    “Forgive me for my rudeness. I spoke in anger and didn’t mean any of it. Thank you for showing me how much my knowledge of martial combat is lacking, Aika. I would be honored if you would be my sparring partner.” 
 
    Aika’s hurt look vanished just as quickly as it had come, and her grin was back in place. 
 
    “It’s okay. Anger can get the best of us sometimes.” 
 
    Irusaru let out an angry grunt, then shooed Aika away. 
 
    “We won’t be needing you for the next few hours. It seems that Roy’s instruction is severely lacking. I will call you when we’re ready for sparring.” 
 
    “Next few hours?” Roy groaned. He’d been working almost non-stop since noon, and it was approaching eight. If he had to work a few more hours, then spar, when was he supposed to eat or sleep? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy collapsed, exhausted, into his bed at four in the morning. Irusaru had run him through drill after drill in basic forms. From stances, to movement, to striking. He’d then spent about two hours being tossed around by Aika like he was a sack of rice, and now he would finally get to rest. For the next three hours. 
 
    Irusaru had made sure he knew that he’d be up at seven sharp to begin his run around the basin. His entire body throbbed in pain. His muscles had been abused to the point where he wondered how he’d be able to move when he woke up, and his body was covered in bruises from all the times Aika had struck him. 
 
    Despite all that, Roy had to admit that he’d learned a lot today. More than he had been able to teach himself in nearly two months. It also helped to have a human target for his attacks, even if he never was fast enough to hit her. 
 
    He also found that fighting with Aika was oddly enjoyable. He’d always looked on in envy at the Shah as they trained together, laughing and having a good time. Now he had been given that chance, and he found that he liked it. 
 
    Despite the exhaustion that he felt, Roy found that he was unable to go to sleep. He had too much to think about, like whether he’d make it to Yellow in time, and what would happen to Geon when he did. Would the core’s memories return, or would he stay the same, or get worse? 
 
    And what about him? If Geon couldn’t remember anything, would he even be able to tell him how much time he had to advance, or if his body had finally caught up and could handle the strain? With those worrying thoughts filling his mind, he finally drifted off into an uneasy sleep. 
 
      
 
    Roy’s training continued on like that for the next several weeks. Every morning at seven, he would head out and attempt to run the circumference of the basin in the allotted time. He would then be subjected to a four-hour-long exercise regimen followed by a meal of lean meat and water. Irusaru would then school him on basic martial combat forms, making him repeat the same moves thousands of times until they were drilled into his muscles and brain. 
 
    This would be followed by a second meal of meat and rice. For the first week, Irusaru had him spar with Aika for three hours after that. But once the second week started, he began using the time to train Roy in his modified version of the Tonde clan martial style, called the Unaru Kuma. This fighting style normally combined fast movement and footwork with short-range strikes, mostly using elbows and knees. 
 
    Irusaru’s style was a bit different. As he was a Power cultivator, his version leaned more heavily into strikes and used a broader variety of punches and kicks. Footwork was very important with this style, as dodging attacks and positioning were necessary when fighting at such a short-range. He said that strength was a Power cultivator’s greatest asset and that this fighting style put him in the best position to strike as hard as possible. 
 
    Roy enjoyed learning the Unaru Kuma far more than being tossed around by Aika, but in the third week, she was back again for more sparring. By the time they were done for the day, Roy was so tired that he could hardly think straight, but when he complained, Irusaru said that that was the idea. He had to use a regimen that was designed to work over half a year, and fit it into two months, so it would undoubtedly be hard work. 
 
    His body grew leaner as the weeks went by, the thin layer of fat that had been coating his body burned away until only muscle remained. The exercises were challenging and the Unaru Kuma even more so, as the majority of the movements Irusaru taught were meant to be used in conjunction with a Movement technique. This strained his muscles and bones to the breaking point, and his moves were jerky and unrefined. 
 
    Irusaru assured him that once he learned a Movement technique of his own, he would be far ahead of those that did not practice without beforehand. 
 
    They didn’t use any Essence techniques for the entire first month, instead focusing on building the body. Even when Essence was once again being used, Irusaru made sure that it was only to fill his core and cycle to reduce the strain on his body. Aside from that, he was taught nothing else. 
 
    Time and time again he asked how he was supposed to understand Power Essence better if he wasn’t allowed to practice using it, but his teacher was silent on the matter, refusing to answer his questions. 
 
    Like this, eight weeks went by in a flash. Geon’s condition only got worse over that time. There were times when he didn’t even know who Roy was, or what he was doing there. Ferry was becoming worried as well. She’d stopped spending her days running around the basin, chasing the wildlife, and had taken to lying curled up near his small house. All Roy could do was hope that when he advanced, Geon would regain some of his senses. 
 
    As it was, he was quickly losing hope that he would advance to Yellow-Belt in time. He now only had seven days left to advance, and he already imagined that he could feel his body beginning to break down. He didn’t see any signs, but he was sure that Geon’s estimate hadn’t been off. His worry grew deeper with each day. 
 
    Today, Irusaru had him doing something new. Roy sat on a flat piece of stone, right beneath the pounding waterfall. It honestly felt like the water would crush him under its immense pressure, and had he not been cycling Essence through himself, he suspected he would be. Irusaru’s voice somehow reached his ears, despite the pounding of the falls around him. 
 
    “You will sit there and cultivate for the next hour.” 
 
    That was all. 
 
    Roy couldn’t see him, as the water pounding around him had forced his eyes shut, but he knew that if he opened them, he would be staring at empty air. 
 
    What Irusaru had asked him to do was monstrously difficult, as it was essentially like trying to look both left and right at the same time. Cultivating was easy when all he had to do was pull in the Essence. It became near impossible when he was cycling Essence to try and pull it in. 
 
    If he concentrated too hard on one, he would lose his grasp on the other. This was a very big gamble on Irusaru’s part. Or more specifically, he was gambling with Roy’s life. If his concentration slipped, the waterfall would crush him, but if his grasp on the surrounding Essence was too weak, he would be unable to pull it into his core. 
 
    Roy began reaching out to the surrounding Essence, already feeling his mind straining as he also kept his Essence cycling through his body. Despite the cold of the water, Roy felt himself growing hot, and sweat exited from his pours, only to be snatched away by the falling water. He latched onto the closest strand of Essence he could, slowly pulling it towards his core. 
 
    If the Unaru Kuma had strained his body, this exercise was having a similar effect on his mind. Roy could feel a vein pulsing in his head as it began pounding in earnest. Then, with a huge exhalation, he lost his grip on the surrounding Essence. Gritting his teeth, Roy took a few moments to center himself, allowing the pounding in his head to recede, before starting once again.
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    “Lift your knees higher! Higher! You call that higher? Jump, you lazy excuse for a Martial Artist!” 
 
    Roy gasped as Irusaru’s voice cracked out over the small area set before the waterfall, leaping into the air and pulling his knees to his chest. When his feet hit the ground, he sprawled, dropping his hand and shooting his legs back into a push-up position. He then pulled his legs back in and leaped straight up, pulling his knees to his chest once more. 
 
    This was by far one of the most difficult and strenuous exercises Irusaru had him doing, as it strained just about every muscle in his lower body. It also didn’t help that the old man had latched a heavy stone to his back, making the exercise infinitely more difficult. 
 
    “Jump higher!” Irusaru’s voice cracked out as he came up, and his knees didn’t come flush with his chest. 
 
    Roy gritted his teeth, biting back a scathing remark and simply jumping higher. He had grown used to abusing his body over the last couple of months, but this was a new sort of hell, the type that he hadn’t even known was possible. 
 
    His time to advance was rapidly coming to a close, as only three days remained until the deadline. He had yet to see any of the previous signs, but he was pretty sure that the tremors were growing worse. Geon no longer answered when he called to him, no matter how many times he tried. This worried him even more than the core’s apparent loss of memory, as it signified, at least to him, that Geon was losing his intelligence. 
 
    A muscle in his leg spasmed as he went to leap up again, and Roy stumbled, his legs buckling and sending him sprawling to the ground in a sweaty, panting heap. 
 
    “On your feet!” 
 
    Groaning in protest, Roy forced his tired and shaking legs under him and forced himself into a standing position. His back ached with the strain, and when he finally stood, he was forced to lock his knees for fear of falling. 
 
    “You lost your breathing technique on that last one,” Irusaru said, eyeing him disapprovingly. 
 
    “It’s difficult to keep the technique going when I’m in so much pain, Sensei,” Roy responded heartedly. “And it would be much easier to do so if you allowed me to use Essence while I was practicing.” 
 
    “It would defeat the entire purpose of the exercise if I did,” Irusaru replied with a dismissive wave. 
 
    Roy felt his frustration mounting at his apparent lack of care. 
 
    “In case you’ve forgotten, I only have three days left!” Roy snapped back. 
 
    Irusaru’s face hardened for a moment, before softening just a bit. 
 
    “I understand your concern, young Herald, but rushing the exercise will only stunt your future growth.” 
 
    “If I don’t advance in the next four days, I won’t have a future in which to grow!” Roy replied, pulling at the knots fastening the heavy stone to his back. “I’ve been patient, followed all your instructions and it hasn’t gotten me anywhere! All I do is physical training. The only time you allow me to cycle is when you stick me under that waterfall, and so far, I haven’t managed to pull in even a shred of Essence!” 
 
    The knots on the rope came loose, leaving the stone to fall to the grass-covered ground with a muffled thump. The silence stretched for long minutes as Roy and Irusaru stared at one another, he in anger, and the old man with a neutral expression on his face. Finally, after what seemed like an eternity, the old man’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “You have a valid point,” he said with a sigh. “I had been hoping to put this off for as long as possible, but I can see now that we have indeed run out of time. Follow me.” 
 
    With that said, the old man turned and headed right for the base of the waterfall, leaving Roy to hurry after him. He wondered where the old man could possibly be going and was surprised when he leaped straight into the waterfall. The water split around Irusaru as he entered the cascading stream, falling to either side of him and not getting so much as a drop of water on him. 
 
    Once he was through, the water resumed its original course, leaving Roy in no doubt that if he wanted to get through, it would be soaking wet. Not that it really mattered to him at the moment. He was so sweaty that leaping through a waterfall actually sounded refreshing. Channeling Essence thought himself, Roy leapt at the waterfall, the force of the pounding water nearly driving his exhausted body to the ground, but Irusaru’s hand flashed out, plucking him from the rushing water with no apparent effort. 
 
    Stumbling out, now soaked to the skin, Roy examined the shallow bowl behind the falls. He’d noticed it a few times when he’d been attempting to cultivate under the rushing water, but hadn’t thought much of it. 
 
    “Irusaru Sensei, what are we doing here?” 
 
    As far as he could tell, there was nothing behind the falls, so why bother bringing him back here? 
 
    “Patience, disciple, and I will show you,” Irusaru replied, pulling his staff from his back. 
 
    Roy had noticed that both he and Aika carried the weapons but had never actually seen either use them in combat. Then again, he’d really never seen either of them fighting seriously. Aika did all of her training in the Dungeon, and the only time he’d seen Irusaru fight, was when he’d shredded the Beast that had almost killed him- if what he’d done to the massive cat could even be called a fight. 
 
    Irusaru spun the weapon a few times, golden light leaking into ash-colored bow staff and spreading across its length. After only a few rotations, the entire staff was glowing and looked more like a golden wheel of light than an actual staff. Then, in one smooth motion, Irusaru drove one end of the staff into the wall. 
 
    To Roy’s surprise, the wall didn’t immediately shatter. Instead, the staff sank into the wall, half its length vanishing in an instant. He could feel Irusaru feeding more Essence into the staff. That, and something else he couldn’t define. It felt similar to Essence, yet different on a level he could not comprehend. 
 
    His attention moved away from that when the wall began glowing, the golden light spreading from the staff and rendering runes, invisible until now, in stark detail. Only once the entire wall was glowing with a series of script that he couldn’t hope to make sense of, did Irusaru stop pouring energy into the wall. 
 
    With a twist and yank, he pulled the staff free, and a line spread from the small hole where the staff had been just moments before. By the time Irusaru sheathed the staff over his shoulder, the lines had touched both the top and bottom of the hollow wall. 
 
    “Stand back,” Irusaru said as the stone began splitting apart with a grinding sound that set his teeth on edge. “That isn’t the only security measure we have in place.” 
 
    Following his instructions immediately, Roy took a few steps back, almost stepping back into the waterfall. He had to wonder what secret could be so great that the security would be this tight inside a valley that was guarded and kept hidden by the Tonde clan. Whatever it was, he was eager to find out, and he looked on excitedly as the stone slabs finally opened wide enough to admit the two of them. 
 
    As soon as they’d opened, Roy felt a sudden immense pressure settle over his body. It was so intense that it drove him to his knees, gasping for air. He remembered this feeling well. It was what he’d felt when the Crater-cat had exuded pressure from its core, but this felt to be even stronger than that. 
 
    He heard Irusaru muttering something, and just managed to lift his head in time to see a scaly tail vanish back between the two doors. A moment later, the pressure lifted, and Roy took in a deep, shuddering breath. 
 
    “What… what was that?” he asked, getting shakily to his feet. 
 
    Whatever it had been, it was the most terrifying creature he’d ever come across. 
 
    “It’s not important. Suffice it to say, that it was the guardian of this chamber. Now, if you’ll follow me,” Irusaru said, walking in through the opening in the stone. 
 
    Roy hesitated for a few long moments, before finally following the old man, feeling his heart rate increasing as he entered the room. He hadn’t been sure what to expect of a secret room behind a waterfall that was guarded by a monster, but he most definitely hadn’t expected to see a bare stone room with nothing but a small basin at its center. 
 
    “Is that all?” he asked, walking slowly to where Irusaru was standing near the basin. 
 
    “Yes. This is all,” his teacher replied. “If you were looking with your Spirit Sense like I showed you, you would understand.” 
 
    Along with teaching him how to suppress his core, Irusaru had taught him one other thing involving Essence. This had been an improved version of his actual senses. It was a technique that was accomplished by cycling his Essence up to the eyes and spreading his awareness out at the same time. This would result in a far more powerful and accurate reading on an opponent’s advancement. 
 
    It wouldn’t work on those stronger than him if they were attempting to hide by suppressing their cores, but it would show him anyone at the same or lower advancement. It would also show him those stronger, so long as they weren’t attempting to hide. He’d tried this out on Aika and had discovered that it did indeed work far better than his regular senses. 
 
    Feeling a bit embarrassed, he walked up to the stone basin, which he saw was half-filled with a lightly glowing golden liquid. When he used his Spirit Sense, he was forced to immediately look away, as he was nearly blinded by the brilliance of the pool. 
 
    “Good, I see that you understand,” Irusaru said as he staggered away from the basin, rubbing frantically at his eyes. 
 
    “Why didn’t you warn me?” Roy yelled as he opened his eyes, blinking away the multitude of spots dancing before them. 
 
    “Because of the disrespect you showed me before,” Irusaru replied with a shrug. 
 
    Roy opened his mouth to give an angry retort, but the old man continued talking, cutting him off before he had the chance. 
 
    “This,” he said, gesturing to the room around him, “is the real reason this basin is so well guarded. Of all the treasures in this place, this room and its contents are the most valuable. The contents of this small basin are enough to start a continent-wide war, so I hope you understand that no one can know about this room. If I find out that you’ve ever told anyone, I’ll have to kill you.” 
 
    Roy felt a chill run down his spine at the casual way Irusaru had just threatened his life. If this water was really that valuable, maybe his caution was well-founded. 
 
    “Now, as to the reason why this water is so valuable, I’m sure that the single glance you took was enough to explain it.” 
 
    “The Essence is more concentrated than I’ve ever seen before,” Roy replied, still rubbing at his eyes. “Is there an area for the other Essence types as well?” 
 
    Irusaru nodded, removing a small glass cup the size of a thumbnail, and dipped it into the basin. He then gestured to a spot on the floor which Roy took reluctantly. 
 
    “I would normally wait until you were at least Orange before allowing you to drink even this much from the Power Basin, but seeing as you don’t have much time left, this is our best option to force a breakthrough. I won’t lie, though. This will be one of the most painful experiences of your life. This pure Essence will burn all the impurities from your body. And when I say all of them, I mean all. 
 
    “The process which normally occurs over the course of three stages will happen all at once. It won’t give you the Core-Body just yet, but it will strengthen you far more than any White-Belt. Cycling will be a breeze, and advancing will be far easier than it would have been otherwise since your body won’t need to use it to burn away the impurities between each stage. You’ll also be able to start learning Essence techniques without the risk of stunting your future growth.” 
 
    “If this water can do so much for me, why not give it to me earlier?” Roy asked as he accepted the glass with perhaps four drops of the water. 
 
    “Though this is a very powerful natural resource, there are risks inherent with drinking it,” Irusaru said. “As I mentioned before, I would have liked to wait until you were at least Orange before giving it to you. There is a good reason why there are three stages to forming the Core-Body. The process is extremely taxing on both the body and core.” 
 
    “What kind of risk am I taking exactly?” Roy asked, not at all liking the direction this was going. 
 
    “You have a ninety percent chance of dying,” Irusaru replied, not attempting to sugarcoat it at all. “But you seem to have the Devil’s luck, so why not gamble?” 
 
    Roy stared down at the small glass clutched between his fingers, the gold-tinged water sparkling deceptively as it swirled in a small circle, throwing small motes of light against his robes. He could feel his heart pounding in his chest as he silently repeated his chances of success. 
 
    Ten percent. Those were the chances he had of living if he drank the water. But if he didn’t, he had a one-hundred percent chance of dying. If he thought about it that way, ten percent wasn’t all that bad. 
 
    Still, it took him more effort than he would have liked to raise the small glass to his lips and tip the contents back. 
 
    “Remember,” Irusaru said as he set the glass down and began breathing in his cycling rhythm. “Do not let the Essence run loose. No matter the pain, you must control it.” 
 
    Roy nodded, calming his heart rate and focusing on one thought- the reason he was doing this. He’d lived his life as a freak, a weakling and a cripple. He’d been made to endure embarrassment, torment, shame and so much more by the Shah. Oddly enough, he found that his motivations had shifted just a bit. His desire to wipe out the Shah had not diminished in the slightest, but now, he had another reason to keep living. 
 
    To be strong. The strongest Martial Artist to ever live. 
 
    He knew that if anyone heard that, they would laugh, but that was what he focused on as liquid fire began burning through his channels. 
 
    The power was unlike anything he’d ever felt before. To put it bluntly, his merging with Geon had been a drop of water compared to the ocean that now raged through his body. The pure Essence was like nothing he’d ever felt before, the power contained in those few drops more than he’d sensed in a bolt of lightning. 
 
    Roy could feel the Essence attempting to escape his channels as it rushed through him, and he had to use every ounce of his willpower and strength to keep the Essence flowing through his body. Even as the pain intensified to the point where his nerves felt like they were all being immersed in molten metal, his bones felt like they would crumble and his muscles burned like never before, he kept on cycling. 
 
    Through the night he sat in that same position, fighting against the torrent of golden Power Essence as it tried to wreak havoc in his body. The pain did not lessen, but through it all, he kept his mind firmly fixed on his goals. He couldn’t die, he had to keep living. Not just for himself, he realized, but for the one who had saved him, and given him the chance to make a better life for himself. 
 
    More than once, he nearly gave up, the pain too much to bear, and the strain on his mind too great. Then he would remember his friend, the first being in this world who had seen him for more than just a cripple. When he thought of Geon, his resolve would firm, and he would fight on, cycling the Essence through his channels, forcing it to stay within the bounds of his control. 
 
    At last, when the sun was peeking above the lip of the mountains, painting the basin in shades of orange and purple, Roy felt the strain on his channels lessen almost imperceptibly. This gave him hope, and he redoubled his efforts. Over the next couple of hours, the pain continued lessening, until, finally, the last of the Essence was channeled into his core, which was straining at the seams with the amount of Essence contained within. 
 
    Slowly cracking his eyes open, he found Irusaru standing just a few feet away, a wide grin stretching across his face. 
 
    “It would appear that you do indeed have the Devil’s luck, young Herald. How do you feel?” 
 
    Roy blinked, flexing his fingers a few times before giving his reply. 
 
    “Like I need a bath. I stink worse than a manure pit at the height of summer!”
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    When a Martial Artist advanced, impurities were forced out of the body in the form of sweat, laced with the filth their bodies produced. It normally wasn’t too bad, though, as the majority was burned away with each progressive advancement. Since Roy had essentially forced his body to do the work of three advancements all at once, the results hadn’t been nearly as pleasant. 
 
    He was covered in rancid black gunk, which clung to every orifice and soaked through his robes, collecting in a small puddle beneath him. 
 
    Glancing down at his Belt, Roy saw that he was still at 2nd Dan White-Belt. He wasn’t exactly sure what benefits he could hope to gain right now, but he was sure he’d figure them out before long. 
 
    “Yes, why don’t you go rinse off in the waterfall,” Irusaru said, wrinkling his nose. “I’ll take care of the filth you’ve left here.” 
 
    Getting stiffly to his feet, Roy winced as cramped muscles were stretched out for the first time in nearly eighteen hours. Groaning, he headed out of the small cave and hopped right into the thundering waterfall, remembering only at the last moment to cycle his Essence to avoid being crushed. 
 
    He was shocked, when his Essence responded with barely a thought, flooding his body so quickly that he hardly had time to blink. Cycling Essence had never been this quick before. Not even close! He would have to compare the two as sucking a thick syrup through a straw, versus regular water. 
 
    The water hit his skin, staggering him for a brief second before he regained his balance and began vigorously scrubbing himself. Working himself out of his outer robe, he dropped it, along with his pants, to the flat stone, leaving him in only his small clothes. 
 
    As the filth was scrubbed from his skin, Roy began to feel something he hadn’t ever felt before. His body felt strong. Much stronger than it had before. He hadn’t advanced, that much was obvious by the color of his Belt. But he felt like he could do things that were previously not possible for someone at his level. 
 
    Once he’d finished scrubbing himself clean and gotten his robes washed off as well, he pulled them back on. To his surprise, Irusaru came through the falls just as he was turning back to the cavern entrance, which he could see was now sealed off once again, with no signs that it had ever been there at all. 
 
    He nodded, motioning for the shore at the edge of the pond where the water collected, leaping straight through the falls without getting wet, once again. Since he was watching, Roy could now see that this was accomplished by a split-second flaring of some sort of shield around his body as he was passing through. An Armorer technique, perhaps? Roy wondered as he stepped through the waterfall and headed for the shore, where Irusaru was already standing. 
 
    Aika was nowhere to be seen, so he had to assume she was off in the Dungeon once again, pushing for her own advancement. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ve noticed by now that Essence control is easier than ever and that you feel stronger as well,” Irusaru said as he walked up to him, pulling his belt tight around his waist. 
 
    “Yes, it would be hard not to,” Roy replied with a grin, flexing his fingers and marveling at the ease with which he could now move Essence to them. 
 
    “I am also sure that you have noticed that you have not yet moved to Yellow-Belt, nor feel that you are ready.” 
 
    This put an immediate damper on his good mood, and he found himself growing worried as he realized that he only had three days left before his body would break down. 
 
    “No need to look so worried,” Irusaru said, noting his expression. “This is normal. We will allow twenty-four hours for your body to settle. You are as ready as ever to advance. Your core is packed with enough Essence to propel you far past Yellow-Belt, and your body is stronger than ever.” 
 
    “Will I be able to fight Martial Artists of higher advancement, or have better protection?” Roy asked, feeling just a bit better, but only fractionally. 
 
    “Do not be foolish,” Irusaru said, immediately bursting his bubble. “Yes, your body is stronger, and your techniques will come faster, but you have yet to pass even the First-Stage of Body-Reconstruction. Yes, the impurities have all been burned away, making for a smoother process, but you still lack the actual power one would gain from advancing.” 
 
    Roy’s shoulders sagged as he realized that while he had just gone through hell, it would only show true results once he advanced further. 
 
    “For now,” Irusaru said, with a small glint in his eye, “you will run the circumference of the basin. You will need to eat after what you’ve just been through, but I want you to run before you do. Otherwise, you’re likely to throw up.” 
 
    Letting out a small groan, Roy nodded, allowing the Essence cycling through him to retreat back into his core. 
 
    “You have thirty minutes. Go!” 
 
    Roy took off, pumping his legs and sprinting along the path he’d worn over the weeks of running. As he ran, he found that his earlier assessment had indeed been correct. His body felt lighter, stronger, and moved far more smoothly. It was as though his joints had been rusted gears that had had a fresh coating of grease applied to them. He didn’t know how he’d managed up until now. 
 
    As he continued running, he soon began to find the limits of his body due to his advancement, and he began to flag. He kept running though, forcing one leg in front of the other, determined to beat the time just once. 
 
    When he came jogging up to Irusaru, panting for breath and desperately trying to hold his breathing pattern in place, he knew that he hadn’t made the time. Despite that, Irusaru gave him a nod, then motioned for him to sit and eat. 
 
    Noticing a small blanket spread out with a bowl of rice, stew, tea, and water, Roy dropped gratefully to the ground, taking a few minutes to catch his breath as he took small sips of the water. He couldn’t help feeling disappointed at his failure to meet the time, even after his body had been strengthened. He said as much once he’d caught his breath, but surprisingly, Irusaru didn’t seem upset. 
 
    “It is true that you failed to run the course in the time I gave you today.” 
 
    Roy noticed how he stressed that last word, putting heavy emphasis on it. 
 
    “What do you mean by that, Irusaru Sensei? I failed the exercise.” 
 
    “Yes, your time was forty-three minutes and twelve seconds. You did not complete today’s goal. Nevertheless, you did succeed in completing the run in under forty-five minutes. A run which, on your first day here, took you nearly two hours.” 
 
    Roy blinked in surprise. Had he really completed the run in under forty-five minutes without the aid of a Movement technique? 
 
    He could feel a grin spreading across his face when Irusaru went on to ruin his good mood. 
 
    “Then again, Aika completed the run in twenty-three minutes just this morning. A full twenty minutes faster than you.” 
 
    Roy sighed, deciding not to dignify that with a response, instead, going directly to his food. 
 
    Once he’d finished his meal, Irusaru ran him through all the usual exercises, and Roy found each one to now be far more manageable. The greatest surprises, however, came when he practiced the Unaru Kuma and attempted to cultivate under the waterfall, both of which he now found to be manageable. 
 
    Though the Unaru Kuma’s punches, kicks, and violent shifting of stances still strained his body, leaving his motions jerky, they weren’t nearly as difficult as they had been previously. And when he went to cultivate under the falls, he found that, for the first time, he was actually able to keep his Essence cycling as he pulled in outside Essence. 
 
    There was no sparring session with Aika, and Irusaru used the time to start him on an entirely new set of exercises. These exercises were just as challenging as the ones leading up to now. 
 
    Irusaru kept him working late into the night, thoroughly pushing every muscle, nerve, and fiber in his body to the point where he began to question if his body had really improved at all. 
 
    “Very well, that will be all for today. I expect to see you up and running at six,” Irusaru said to Roy’s prone form on the ground, then vanished in a flash of golden light. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy collapsed onto his bed. He’d never felt so wrung out in his entire life. His whole body throbbed in pain, his muscles still twitching and spasming randomly as he lay on his side, facing the wall of his small house. 
 
    Irusaru had been merciless, seeming to take great pleasure in bending Roy until he nearly broke, then pulling him back just long enough to recover so he could do it all over again. The man was a monster, as far as he was concerned, and had even gone so far as to tell him to wake up an hour earlier than usual tomorrow. 
 
    Grumbling to himself, he rolled over on his mat and came face to face with Aika, who was lying on the ground next to him with a wide grin on her face. He yelped in surprise, jumping out of his bed and scrambling back against the wall, his heart pounding so hard that it felt like it would be exiting his throat. 
 
    “Aika! What are you doing here? And how did you get in?” 
 
    He was sure he’d kept his Spirit Sense open, so she must have been suppressing her core. 
 
    Aika snorted out a laugh as she stood up and smoothed her robes. She looked the same as always, with her long black hair tied in a pony, her lips pulled up in a smile, small nose wrinkling slightly as her eyes sparkled with mirth. 
 
    The two of them had grown closer over the past couple of months. The amount of time they spent training together allowed Roy to become comfortable around her, but this was going just a bit too far. 
 
    “You’re way too easy to sneak up on,” she replied with a grin. “Now come on, there’s something I want to show you.” 
 
    Roy stared at the girl incredulously as she headed to his door and pushed it open. They had become what he considered to be friends, but what was she doing in his room? Aside from it not even being close to appropriate, it was two in the morning! 
 
    She turned back to him when he didn’t immediately follow and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Are you coming or not?” 
 
    “I really don’t think I should,” he replied. “I mean, it’s late, and we’ll have to be up early tomorrow for training, so…” 
 
    “So what? All you’ve been doing for weeks is training. This valley is full of wonders, and you haven’t even seen the Dungeon yet.” 
 
    That had been a sticking point for Roy, as Irusaru had refused to allow him into the Dungeon until he reached Yellow-Belt. He’d even asked today and had once again been denied, though he admittedly had bigger things to worry about. 
 
    When he didn’t reply yet again, Aika rolled her eyes and walked over to grab his sleeve, dragging him to his feet. 
 
    “Come on. If someone doesn’t force you to have some fun, then all this work is bound to kill you.” 
 
    “You know, I really shouldn’t,” Roy continued to protest, but there was nothing he could do to stop her from dragging him out. 
 
    Despite his newfound strength, she was still leagues above him when it came to strength. And, short of pulling his outer robe off, he knew he wouldn’t be able to break her grip. 
 
    “Fine,” he relented as he was dragged, stumbling out of his house. “One hour, then I’m going back to bed.” 
 
    Aika released his sleeve then and flashed him a grin. 
 
    “I knew you’d see sense. Now come on, there’s a spot I discovered the last time I was here that you absolutely have to see!” 
 
    With that said, she took off running, her body seeming to vanish into her surroundings. Despite the pain it caused him, Roy took off running after her, cycling Essence through his body to lend him what little extra speed it could. 
 
    Aika must have slowed down to allow him to catch up, because he soon caught sight of her as she ran into the small copse of trees, heading deeper in. Roy found it increasingly difficult to keep up as she dodged and weaved through the ever-thickening foliage with an ease he could not hope to match. 
 
    Just as he thought he was about to lose her once more, she began to slow down, allowing Roy to catch up to her. He stumbled out of the dense foliage and into a wide-open clearing that seemed to be straight out of a fairy tale. 
 
    He leaned over, placing his hands on his knees and panting for air as he tried to recover from the run. Aika stood next to him, looking out at the clearing, her breathing smooth and even. 
 
    “It’s really something, but the real view is way better from up there,” she said, pointing to a cliff far above their heads, before taking off once more. 
 
    Groaning in protest, Roy stumbled after her, reaching the base of the mountain just as she reached the outcropping she’d pointed out to him, slinging her legs over the side and swinging them back and forth, waving him up. 
 
    For a long moment, he debated just turning around and going back to sleep, but Aika’s wide smile, and the fact that he was now a bit curious to see what this clearing would look like from on high, helped him continue onwards. Roy started climbing up the steep hillside. After nearly ten minutes of scrabbling and sliding, he finally pulled himself onto the outcropping where Aika was waiting for him. 
 
    “It’s about time,” she said, handing him a canteen. “I was about to come down and help you up.” 
 
    Roy wordlessly accepted the canteen, feeling the numerous new cuts and brushes he’d acquired getting up here. 
 
    As he moved to sit near Aika, sipping from the canteen, he found that he didn’t regret climbing up. The view was truly spectacular, and he allowed himself to take it in, as a cool breeze wafted over his slightly sweaty and heated skin. 
 
    The clearing was set right on the edge of the wooded area, completely blocked off on all sides by trees, so it was no wonder that he hadn’t discovered it, even by accident. It was a perfect circle, as though someone had trimmed all the trees back to form it. The grass was a vivid green and dotted with blue and violet flowers, which had opened their petals to the moonlight above. Small green and orange lights winked on and off as fireflies drifted about the area, and a small pond lay right at the center, glowing a faint blue and reflecting the moon on its glassy surface. 
 
    There was nothing supernatural about the clearing. The Essence wasn’t any different than the rest of the valley, but there was just something magical about the natural beauty of the landscape below. 
 
    “So? What do you think? Was it worth the climb?” 
 
    Aika’s soft voice sounded from next to him, making Roy start. For a few moments, he’d forgotten that he wasn’t alone, up on the calming mountain. 
 
    “Yes,” he replied quickly, nodding his head. “When did you discover this place?” he asked, more to fill the silence than anything else. 
 
    Aika’s smile faltered, and a look of sadness crossed her normally cheerful face. 
 
    “About ten years ago, the Tonde clan was attacked by the forces of the Beast King,” she began, taking Roy completely by surprise. This was not what he was expecting to hear, but now that she’d started speaking, he didn’t want to interrupt her. 
 
    “They targeted a small Tonde outpost right on our borders. We’re not even sure why they attacked, just that they wanted something badly enough to do so. My father…” Aika faltered for a moment as her voice caught in her throat, making Roy feel a pang of sympathy. 
 
    “He was one of the first casualties of the war,” she said after taking a few moments to gather herself. “I was only eight at the time and had just gotten my Yellow-Belt. I remember sitting up late that night, waiting for him to come home… He never did.” 
 
    Aika stared out at the clearing, and Roy could now clearly see that her eyes were wet with moisture. 
 
    “When my grandfather found out, he went to the outpost that they had been holding and slaughtered every last one of them. After that, he brought me here. He said that we both needed some time away to heal and train. He tried to bring mother along, but she refused to leave, insisting that someone had to tend to his grave until the period of mourning was over. So, my mother remained behind while we came here. 
 
    “He immediately began intensive training, while I was left to fend for myself. It was the most miserable I’d ever felt. My entire world had fallen apart. My father was gone, I’d been pulled away from my mother, and my clan had just declared war on the Beast clan. 
 
    “The first few days I was here, I just sat and cried. Eventually, hunger drove me to action. My grandfather wasn’t going to help me, so I was forced to fend for myself. 
 
    “I spent the next three months here, with no one but myself for company, and nothing but training to occupy my time. So, I trained, pushed down the sadness and guilt I felt over my father’s death and my abandonment of my mother. I used anger and rage to fuel myself, thinking of nothing but revenge against the Beast clan for what they’d taken from me. 
 
    “Then, one night, while I was training, I stumbled into this clearing. At first, I was just going to keep going, ignoring it, but some inexorable force pulled me to the cliff face. Once I’d climbed to the top and stared down at the beauty of this place, I felt something inside me give. All the pent-up anger, hatred, and sadness I’d kept bottled up for so long just came pouring out. 
 
    “I’m honestly not sure how long I stayed up here for, but by the time I descended the hillside, the sun had begun peeking over the horizon. 
 
    “Something had changed for me, and when I came down, it felt as though I’d left all of my pain and sadness up here. I still wanted revenge, and I still missed my father desperately, but I was no longer consumed by rage. 
 
    “I soon found that I was able to smile again, and when I did, it made me feel better. So now, I try to always stay positive, smiling whenever I can. It keeps the sadness at bay and makes me feel good about myself. I’ve also found that when I do, it helps cheer those around me as well…” 
 
    She trailed off, wiping the tears from the corners of her eyes and giving him a sad smile. 
 
    “Why…?” Roy asked, feeling his voice catching in his own throat. “Why are you telling me all this?” he finally asked. 
 
    Though he didn’t want to admit it, he could hear an eerie similarity between their stories. Though his life had gone a bit differently than hers, he could sympathize. He knew the pain she felt, felt the anger burning in his chest that demanded the exact retribution on those who had wronged him. The only difference between them was that she’d gotten over her rage, while he still felt it burning in the center of his chest, right where his core hovered right now. 
 
    “Because,” she replied in a quiet voice. “You have the same look in your eyes. I know that feeling well. The difference between us, is that I never had anyone to talk to about what happened to me and had to come to this realization on my own. But you don’t have to be alone.” 
 
    Roy sat there in silence, his emotions in turmoil. In a last desperate bid, he tried reaching out to Geon, but found the Dungeon core as unresponsive as ever. Finally, unable to hold it in any longer, Roy gave in. He told Aika everything. 
 
    He began from the beginning, from his life growing up in the Shah clan, to his attempted murder, to his rescue buy the Dungeon core, who even now was losing himself. She remained silent throughout, listening to what he had to say, without interruption. 
 
    Roy found that the longer he spoke, the easier the words came, and the better he felt. He’d been keeping everything bottled up for so long, that he hadn’t realized the sort of pressure it was putting him under. When he finally finished, the two of them sat in silence for a few long minutes. He was terrified that she would denounce him as the freak he was and couldn’t meet her eyes. 
 
    Finally, Aika spoke up. 
 
    “I never imagined that I would hear a worse story than my own, but it seems like you’ve got me beat.” 
 
    Roy turned in surprise to see Aika giving him a smile. She didn’t care that he was a freak. She didn’t care that he’d merged with a Dungeon core to gain his power as a Martial Artist. She didn’t even care that he’d lied about being in danger from an outside source. 
 
    All she’d done was smiled, and accepted him for who he was, and that made him feel…well, he didn’t really know how to feel. 
 
    Suddenly, Aika’s expression changed to one of surprise, and a light, “oh!” escaped her lips. 
 
    “What is it?” Roy asked, feeling the moment passing. 
 
    “I…I’ve found what I need to advance,” she replied with a grin. 
 
    Roy was about to ask her what she meant by that, when a green Torii gate appeared before them in midair, and Aika rose to her feet. 
 
    “Sorry to leave you here, Roy, but it looks like my test awaits.” 
 
    She walked out to the edge of the outcropping, turning one last time to flash him a wide smile. It carried with it such joy that Roy found himself smiling as well, though he didn’t know why. She leaped through the gate, and both disappeared in a flash of light, leaving Roy to stare out at the clearing alone. 
 
    “So, that is the truth that you have been hiding from me, Herald Leroy. Shameful!” 
 
    Roy’s head whipped around, his heart leaping up into his throat as his eyes landed on his teacher, who stood there with his arms behind his back, and his expression, filled with anger.
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    The trail was gone. There was nothing for it, Koya knew. He and the twins had tracked the trail for most of a week into The Crater, sure that they were right on their quarry’s tail, right before it had simply vanished. Now they were left floundering, like a fish out of water. 
 
    Izu and Kozu stood in silence as Koya muttered to himself, raging at the unfairness of it all and wondering if he could have any worse luck. Here he was, stranded in the middle of a hostile environment full of Beasts and who knew what else, and he had no direction. The one lead he’d been doggedly following for the last several months had vanished, just like that, and now he had a decision to make: Forge on and hope he picked up the trail again or give up and head back to the Waterwood. 
 
    He definitely knew which option would be the safer one, but it physically pained him to think of giving up. He didn’t want to give up, after all he’d endured. Glancing back at the twins, he noticed how they both instinctively shrank back from him, their shoulders hunching up in fear. When they had awoken several weeks ago to find that he was lying next to a pile of corpses, they had assumed that he’d been the one to kill them all. 
 
    Koya did not contradict them, though he hoped that the Beast King wouldn’t take offense and kill him for taking the credit. He’d been thinking carefully about the monster he’d encountered over the last few weeks and had decided that there was no way he was just above Green. If he had to wager a guess, he’d have to say that the legendary figure must have been several stages higher than that. Though exactly how many, he couldn’t be sure. 
 
    Either way, the Beast King’s interest in him had begun wearing at his nerves, slowly eroding at his sanity. Every sound made him jump; every shifting of stone made him twitch, and every flash of lightning caused a small outburst in which he would launch Water Blades in all directions until he drained his core dry. 
 
    Izu and Kozu remained silent throughout, not daring to argue with Koya for fear of what he would do to them. 
 
    His eyes moved back and forth once more, tracing the line in which the Essence had been leading him. Finally, he made up his mind and motioned the two bigger boys ahead of him. 
 
    “We’re gonna keep going. This thief can’t be too far ahead of us. I’m sure of it.” 
 
    The twins moved quickly to obey, only turning back to get confirmation of his orders to move on before doing so. 
 
    Koya smirked to himself as they started walking again, glad he’d thought up this idea. Just because he was willing to keep moving, didn’t mean he couldn’t take a few precautions. The twins would make perfect shields if they were suddenly attacked. 
 
    Lightning flashed endlessly overhead as they continued on through the blasted wastelands of The Crater, eyes roaming over the endless spires and looking out for the dangerous Beasts they knew to be hiding among them. So far, they’d been quite fortunate, managing to hide from half a dozen different Beasts, and getting a further few to attack each other instead of them 
 
    With their cores suppressed, it was relatively easy for them to avoid most danger. As long as they all kept their sense fine-tuned, they would be able to sense danger before they ran into it. It was only because of this that Koya suddenly became aware of a massive gathering of Essence to the north. 
 
    Motioning to Izu and Kozu to follow him, he quickly turned, heading in that direction. He had his suspicions, and sure enough, they were soon confirmed as a very obviously man-made wall came into view. 
 
    A city! 
 
    Koya was tempted to rush up to the walls and begin banging to be allowed in, but he held himself back, instead deciding to watch the walls for a few days to decide if it was safe to approach. He quickly went about getting camp set up, and by that, it meant that he had Izu and Kozu lay everything out while he watched the walls. 
 
    Once they were set up, he decided that two days should be enough time to gauge whether they were dangerous or not. There was no chance of them being noticed, so long as they kept themselves suppressed and out of sight. So long as they did that, they would be completely overlooked in a landscape filled with monstrously powerful Beasts. 
 
    They set up a guard rotation, with Kozu taking the first one and Koya hunkering down to try and get some sleep. It was interrupted less than an hour later by an insistent shaking on his shoulder. 
 
    “This better be important,” he growled, cracking his eyes open to glare at a terrified looking Kozu. 
 
    The bigger boy nodded quickly, gesturing frantically to the walls and talking in a rush. 
 
    “I didn’t believe it when I saw him. We already killed him, but there he was, alive and kicking. And he seemed to be fine, too…” 
 
    Koya held up a hand to get him to quiet down. He couldn’t make heads or tails on what he was talking about, but he saw Izu standing at the lookout post they’d created by piling a few rocks on top of one another and pointing frantically into the distance, looking as though he’d seen a ghost. 
 
    “What is it?” Koya asked, now intrigued as to what could have gotten them both so worked up. 
 
    “It’s him,” Izu said, gesturing frantically at three rapidly fading humans, and a large Beast. 
 
    “Who?” Kozu asked, straining his eyes to their limit to get a good look at the quickly moving group. 
 
    “On top of the weasel thing!” Izu exclaimed, but it wasn’t necessary, as Koya’s eyes had already locked onto the familiar form of Herald Leroy. 
 
    That was impossible! Herald Leroy was dead! He’d broken his legs and left him at the mercy of the Dungeon. There was no way… 
 
    Koya’s thoughts came to a screaming halt as his mind began to slowly piece things together. Of course! He’d been looking for a traitor in the clan but hadn’t even considered the freak, due to him being dead. But if he’d been working with someone, perhaps the other two with him, then it was entirely possible that he’d been the one to steal the Dungeon core from them. 
 
    Koya could feel his hands curling into fists as he thought of all the misfortune that had befallen him because of this freak, who was still very much alive. He could feel his Essence beginning to churn in his veins as his eyes locked on the person who had ruined his life. 
 
    Teeth clenching in anger, Koya felt his blood beginning to boil as he thought of all the myriad of ways he would make the cripple suffer before he killed him. He would make sure to bring his head back to the clan, along with core he’d stolen. 
 
    “Pack up now! We’re going after them,” he ordered. 
 
    Izu and Kozu, who had also been watching the retreating group, gave him a worried look. 
 
    “Koya, I know you’re strong, but are you sure…?” 
 
    “I said pack!” Koya screeched, making both of them jump and rush to do as he said. 
 
    Had Koya been in his right mind, he might have noticed something that both of the twins had: the color of the Belt on one of the group members. It was near Green, way higher than any of them could hope to match. But, enraged as he was, he completely missed that detail, as well as the Belt now wrapped tightly around his hated enemy’s waist. 
 
    All he saw was his opportunity for redemption. And revenge. 
 
    Within a couple of minutes, Koya and the twins were rushing after the small group, each thrumming with Essence as Koya threw caution to the wind in an attempt to keep up. 
 
    Herald Leroy and his little group wouldn’t know what hit them! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy stared up at the old man, whose face was twisted in anger, and didn’t know what to say. He’d overheard everything and now knew what he was, and that he’d been lying to him the entire time. 
 
    “What do you have to say for yourself, boy?” Irusaru asked again, and Roy could feel an almost imperceptible pressure beginning to press down on his body. 
 
    “I…I don’t really…” Roy tried to say, floundering for something to say, but not being able to find the right words. 
 
    “Nothing to say? Very well. Allow me to see if I’ve understood, then,” Irusaru said, his eyes blazing as the pressure over Roy intensified. 
 
    “You led me to believe that you were a normal Power cultivator, your power earned, and your core belonging to you and you alone — not some freak who had to steal to gain power. You led me to believe that your life was in danger from an outside source more powerful than any we could hope to match, leading me to bring you here, to the most secretive and valuable area our clan owns. You then drank from the Power Basin, the purest and most powerful form of Power Essence we have at our disposal- one drop of which would cost you over ten-thousand Kinka to obtain anywhere else. 
 
    “You deceived me, using my interest in your Path to blind me to the truth: You are a thief, a parasite whose clan did not want him, so you wandered out into the world to find the power you could not get from them.” 
 
    Each word was delivered with a deceptive calm, but they hit Roy like a ton of bricks. 
 
    Did Irusaru really think that way of him? Did he really think he was a freak, like the rest of them? 
 
    For some inexplicable reason that he could not explain, the old man’s words hurt worse than anything he’d ever endured at the hands of the Shah. Worse than any taunt, blow or injustice that they had doled out over the long years. Still, he could not talk. 
 
    “What were you planning on doing once you’d gotten all you wanted out of me?” Irusaru continued, slowly walking down the slope of the hillside towards him. “Planning on going to our enemies with the information on Tonde Basin and seeing us out?” 
 
    “No! I would never do that!” Roy finally exclaimed, finally finding his voice. “I wouldn’t! Not after all you’ve done for me. You took me in and treated me fairly. Gave me food to eat and training in the Martial Arts. That’s more than anyone has ever given me. Please. You have to believe that I would never betray you or your clan!” 
 
    “Lies!” Irusaru thundered, shaking the mountainside with his fury. “I should end your miserable life right here and now for your digressions, but it would be shameful for one of my level to lower myself to killing such a weakling! 
 
    “Leave this valley, boy, and run! I will be sending word to the clan and have the appropriate Martial Artists sent after you. If you don’t want to die, I would recommend leaving immediately!” 
 
    There was a golden flash of light and Irusaru vanished, leaving a stunned and hurt Roy standing there alone. He slowly digested what the old man had said, replaying his words in his mind. The old man had called him a freak, a liar, and a traitor. He had turned on him the moment he found out what he really was, as he’d expected he would. He could feel tears prickling at the corners of his eyes as he stared out over the beautiful clearing that Aika had brought him here to see. The beauty was lost on him now, as he felt the crushing weight of despair settle onto his shoulders. 
 
    Then his sadness turned to anger, and from there, to rage. He’d been right not to tell the old man who he was, and it had been a huge mistake on his part to tell Aika the truth. He should have known this would happen, and he was now paying the price for his foolishness. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Roy could feel his stomach roiling as he took off running down the steep hill, heedless of the loose stone falling around him. He hit the ground running, sprinting through the trees with speed he did not know he’d possessed. It wasn’t long before he was coming up on his small house and the furry pile that was Ferry curled up next to it. 
 
    “Ferry, wake up, girl. We’re leaving!” Roy shouted as he approached, getting the ferret’s attention as she lifted her head. 
 
    She gave him a questioning sniff as he passed, but he ignored her. Tearing the door off its hinges and tossing it back, Roy quickly gathered up his things, not even realizing what he’d done until he was exiting the small house. 
 
    Had he really done that? 
 
    Shaking himself once more to dispel his wandering thoughts, he quickly slung his pack onto Ferry’s back, mounting up just a moment later. He hesitated for just as second as he looked toward the waterfall where he had spent so much time training, then turned Ferry to the valley’s exit. 
 
    If Irusaru really was going to send people after him, and he didn’t doubt the old man’s words, then he would have to move as quickly as he could and make sure to cover his tracks. He could feel rage churning in his chest as Ferry bolted through the narrow crevice that led into Tonde Basin and back out into the blasted, stormy landscape of The Crater. 
 
    If Irusaru would treat him as the Shah did, then he was no better than them. People who had power always preyed on the weak and helpless, that was the way of things. Roy had foolishly forgotten that lesson, drilled into him by the many years of torment under the Shah. He would not forget again. 
 
    Roy took one last look back, as the crack that marked the entrance vanished, melding back into the surrounding stone. Then he angled Ferry west, to the far side of The Crater and to whatever lay beyond.
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    Koya growled in annoyance as he paced around the area where he’d lost the group over two months ago. Had he not double-checked the surrounding area and confirmed that they had not gone past them, he would have been sure they’d given him the slip. 
 
    He was sure that they were still somewhere around here. Perhaps in a hidden Dungeon or some similar place. Izu and Kozu had started complaining again after a couple of weeks of waiting, and Koya had been forced to remind them of what he’d done to the Beasts to get them back in line. 
 
    However, there were only so many times he could threaten them before they hit back. They were beginning to lose their patience after two months of sitting in the same spot, living off the scraps of their remaining rations and little else. 
 
    Had Koya been a less stubborn person or perhaps a little saner, he might have abandoned the quest, but he was too deep in to quit now, especially since the one responsible was practically hiding right under his nose. 
 
    Izu let out a loud snore, turning over in his sleep, and making Koya clench his fists once again. The two idiots had been nothing but a hindrance their entire trip. They contributed absolutely nothing, eating all his food and complaining non-stop about everything. He should be sleeping right now but had been forced to take watch, since Izu had refused to wake up and take his turn. 
 
    He watched the sleeping boy, debating whether to kill him for his impudence. He might have been stronger than him, but asleep as he was, he was completely defenseless. The only reason he hadn’t done so thus far was out of fear of being alone, but as time went on, he began to think that he might be better off alone. 
 
    It was then that Koya realized that he’d conjured a Water Blade in preparation to carry out the deed. The glowing blue half-moon blade was hovering in the air, just feet from Izu’s neck. He stared for a few long moments, his heart beginning to race as he ran the idea over in his head. If he killed Izu, Kozu would have to die as well, in case he decided to take revenge. 
 
    On the one hand, that would rid him of his problems early, and he wouldn’t have to share the glory once he’d killed the cripple and returned to the clan. On the other, he might need them to fight the freak’s allies. The Water Blade hung there for a long moment, Koya staring feverishly at the sleeping face of his once friend. 
 
    He probably would have gone through with it, had he not caught a flicker of movement on the dark plains as a bolt of lightning flashed across the sky. A figure was seated on top of a large weasel or ferret. 
 
    The technique vanished in an instant as Koya felt a mad grin stretching across his face. He knew it! He’d been right all along! The freak had been hiding nearby and had finally decided to show himself. It looked as though he was heading away from them, and at a pretty fast pace, as well. 
 
    Deciding that the time to be nice was over, he began viciously kicking the twins, rousing them from their slumber. 
 
    “Up! Get up, you lazy good-for-nothing sacks of horse dung! He’s getting away!” 
 
    Koya gritted his teeth as the twins were slow to respond, rising slowly from the ground and rubbing tiredly at their eyes. 
 
    “Wha’s goin’ on?” Izu mumbled, yawning widely. 
 
    Seeing that he was going to lose the freak if he waited any longer, Koya made his choice. 
 
    “Screw it. I’ve had enough of you anyway!” he yelled, turning and bolting after the fleeing coward. 
 
    Whether they followed him or not, he no longer cared. All he cared about was catching that freak, and making him pay! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aika emerged from her test roughly two hours after she entered the real world, though for her, it had been nearly twelve hours of intense combat. Her hair was mussed and clung to her face in sweaty strands. Her robes were torn in several places where she’d received cuts that were no longer there, and she was covered in dirt and grime. 
 
    Despite all that. she had a wide smile plastered across her face, thumbs hooked proudly into the solid Green-Belt at her waist. She’d finally advanced! 
 
    Emerging from the portal, she half-expected to see Roy still sitting there. Instead, all she saw was the old man. 
 
    “About time you advanced,” he said, not even bothering to congratulate her, but she was in far too good of a mood to allow him to ruin it. 
 
    “Where’s Roy?” shd asked. He would be happy for her, she knew. He had the same drive that she did to advance. Even more so than her, if she wasn’t mistaken. 
 
    It had bothered her for the longest time, not knowing how someone with so much determination to advance, could be so weak. Once he’d told her his story, it made a lot more sense. She still found it hard to believe that he’d merged with a Dungeon core, but strange things happened in the world of Martial Arts all the time. So who was she to say what was possible and what wasn’t? 
 
    “Gone,” was Irusaru’s only reply. “Now come. We must leave. I have heard the news that the Beast King is on the move again and has allied himself with the Kyofu clan. Tonde Kaeru will need all the help he can get.” 
 
    Aika’s blood ran cold at the mention of the Beast King on the move. He hadn’t been spotted in well over a decade, and the last time had been at the start of their clan war. It was also troubling that the Kyofu had decided to join up with them, as they had always been bitter rivals. Right now, though, she was more worried about something else. 
 
    “What do you mean, Roy is gone?” she asked, the smile slipping from her face. 
 
    “Exactly what I said,” he replied, already turning to leave. 
 
    Aika didn’t follow him. 
 
    “What did you do, old man?” she asked, folding her arms over her chest, her expression hard. 
 
    “What I had to. For the good of the clan. That boy was a traitor and a liar. He used us for our resources and our secrets. Not to worry, though. I will have a squad sent out after him. He will not survive the week.” 
 
    “You were spying on us, weren’t you?” Aika asked, her voice now taking on a dangerous edge. When the old man failed to respond, it only confirmed her suspicions. 
 
    “You listened in to a private conversation, then banished him. Why? Because he didn’t tell you all of his secrets? If you were spying, then I would think that you would realize as to why he kept it all to himself!” 
 
    Aika’s voice had been rising in pitch and volume, until she was practically yelling at the old man, who still refused to turn and face her. This made her even angrier. It was so typical of him to do this, make a split-second decision just because he decided that it was right. 
 
    “He lied to me,” Irusaru replied, as though that were all the reason he needed. “Now, come. The clan is in need of our aid.” 
 
    “Go yourself, you miserable old man!” Aika snapped, already making her decision. “The only reason you sent him away was out of your own pride and selfishness. But you never have been able to see past yourself, have you? Abandoning your family for months on end, only visiting when you feel like it.” 
 
    Irusaru whirled on her then, his face a mask of anger. Power blazed from him, outlining his body in a golden halo. Aika staggered under the pressure, feeling her knees beginning to tremble, but forced herself to stay upright, meeting the smaller man’s eyes in defiance. 
 
    “What I do is for the good of the clan, girl!” he thundered, shaking the mountainside with his fury. 
 
    “Was not showing up to your own son’s funeral also for the good of the clan?” she asked. Her voice was quieter, but her words struck Irusaru with the force of a hammer blow. 
 
    He staggered, the pressure trying to pin her to the hillside vanishing in an instant. He looked as though he’d been struck, his face crumpling and his body hunching in on itself. 
 
    Aika straightened, fixing her hair as best she could and tightening her Belt for the run ahead. 
 
    “You are just a bitter old man who has lived for far too long. You’re stuck in the past, and that is why you cannot see past Roy’s dishonesty and see the person underneath. He’s someone who has suffered all their life for being different. I am leaving and taking him with me. You might not have a heart, but at least none of your descendants inherited that particular trait from you.” 
 
    With that said, she turned, using her Light Speed-Step Movement technique. Cycling Essence down to her feet, she rocketed down the hillside, her Essence coursing through her veins as she dashed for the valley exit, leaving her grandfather to stand alone atop the valley. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy sat on Ferry’s back, his muscles clenched tight as he fought to control the anger coursing through his veins. He’d been banished once again, this time by another who called him a freak. This was bringing Roy to a realization. It wasn’t the particular clans that were the problem; it was Martial Artists in general. Their entire way of life was flawed. 
 
    A world where only the strong survived and the weak were forced to scurry around on their knees, begging for scraps. What justice was there in a world like that? If there was a God, then he was certainly not doing his job. Either that, or he’d long since abandoned the world to their own devices. 
 
    If that was the case, then Roy knew what he would have to do. Destroying the Shah clan wouldn’t be enough to change the world. No. He would have to destroy the Martial Arts themselves. If such a feat was even possible, he would discover it. The heavens had abandoned them, so he would have to take their place! 
 
    The hands clutching into Ferry’s fur trembled then, and he felt his mouth turn down even more. 
 
    That is, if I survive, he thought bitterly. He had less than thirty hours until his body gave out, and he still didn’t feel ready for the test that would elevate him to Yellow-Belt. He would have no one to help him. Aside from Ferry, he was all alone. 
 
    Geon was gone, Aika was definitely gone, especially after what Irusaru had said to him. Now all he had, again, was himself. The Martial Arts were not for the weak of heart, body, or mind. That was what one of his books had said. If he one day hoped to turn the world on its head, he would have to be strong. 
 
    As he rode on, the stormy skies overhead began to lighten as night faded into day. He was exhausted, not having slept at all since before he drank from the Power Basin. There was no time for sleep; not when his time was so limited. It hadn’t really sunk in until now, but with less than twenty-six hours remaining, he was beginning to feel the crushing weight of despair settling over him. 
 
    All of his goals, his plans to make a better world for those like him, of revenge against those who had wronged him, and finding a place where he could fit in, would be gone. Dead, just as he would be. 
 
    He cycled Essence in a desperate attempt to find some way to advance, pulling in the Power Essence form his surroundings and continuously packing his core. He found that no matter how much he packed in there, and no matter how it strained, there always seemed to be room for more. 
 
    He was sure that, had he been at Yellow, the amount of Essence collected would have been enough to push him all the way to the 3rd Dan, but as he had yet to test, all he could do was gather more Essence. 
 
    Roy was shocked at the endless amount of power his core seemed to be able to take. By now, he figured it would have shattered under the strain of all that Essence, but the core seemed to have a nearly limitless amount of room. 
 
    Despite that, Roy continued cultivating, even as Ferry wove through the tall spires, which had been growing closer together as they traveled. Roy took this to mean that they were getting closer to the other side of The Crater, though he still found it odd that they had yet to run into any actual people. Perhaps they were all located to the north or south? 
 
    As the morning dragged into noon, Roy found that he didn’t care. He could feel his panic growing as his time ticked ever closer to his demise. There were still no black lines on his arms, but the tremors were so bad, that he’d been forced to lash himself to Ferry, for fear of falling off. He got lost in his thoughts. Time was a funny thing. When you were looking forward to something, it seemed to take forever to get there. But when you were dreading something, time seemed to go by in a flash. 
 
    It was then that Roy saw the sky overhead beginning to darken as the daylight began to fade from the world around him. He’d stopped counting his time by now, too focused on cultivating and desperately trying to find some way of advancing. Finally, he had to give in to the inevitable. He stopped Ferry, unlashing himself from her back, and dropped to the ground. His legs were shaking so badly that he had to cycle Essence into them to keep himself upright. 
 
    Ferry gave him a questioning look, bumping her head up against his chest. Roy just gave her a sad smile, scratching behind her ears the way he knew she liked. 
 
    “It looks like this is it, girl. I’ve tried everything I could, but in the end, I just couldn’t make it in time.” 
 
    He let out a long sigh as Ferry nuzzled into him. She wouldn’t understand what was happening, but she could sense that something was wrong, and was trying to make him feel better. 
 
    “You’d better get going,” he said at last, pushing the ferret’s head back. “I’m going to explode, and I’m guessing that the Essence trapped in my core will be more than enough to kill you. I don’t want you to get hurt.” 
 
    Ferry tried to nuzzle back into him, but he pushed her away, feeling his eyes growing moist. 
 
    She let out a questioning squeak, trying to come closer, but he held out a hand to keep her at bay. He knew that if she wanted, she could easily overpower him. She was, after all, at Yellow 1st Dan, while he was still at White 2nd. But she wouldn’t hurt him, not after all that they’d been through. 
 
    “Just go! Leave!” he finally yelled, feeling his self-control faltering. 
 
    It was too much for him to send away the only thing he had left, but he had to, for her sake. 
 
    She shrank back at the sound of his raised voice, a series of low squeaking sounds coming from her throat. Roy conjured a blob of Essence and hurled it at the ground before her, where it exploded with a loud bang. 
 
    Ferry leaped back with a hiss, then turned and scampered away, her lithe body vanishing into the gathering gloom. 
 
    Roy stood there, watching his last friend leave, then sank slowly to the ground, placing his back to one of the numerous spires of stone. 
 
    Lightning flashed overhead, but this time, it was accompanied by the low rumble of thunder. 
 
    Leaning his head back, Roy stared up at the sky, feeling the first drops of rain as they hit his face, mingling with the tears already running from his eyes. He knew that he cried too much for someone his age. The Shah had teased him often enough about it, but right now, he just couldn’t bring himself to care. 
 
    He was about to die. He could indulge himself in the few moments he had left. 
 
    “Well. It looks like you’ve finally decided to stop running,” a voice sounded off to his right. 
 
    It sounded raspy, and out of breath, but Roy would recognize that voice anywhere. Shooting to his feet, Roy stared as Shah Koya emerged from the darkness, his teeth bared in a snarl, and his eyes were gleaming with madness.
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    “You look surprised to see me, freak!” Koya said as the rain began falling in earnest, plastering his hair to his head, and drenching their clothes in a matter of seconds. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Roy asked, indeed surprised that Koya, of all people, was here. 
 
    “Thought you’d given us the slip, did you?” he asked, his grin growing wider and a mad cackle escaping his lips. “Well, think again! The Shah would never let you get away with tricking us and stealing our Dungeon. Now hand it over!” 
 
    Roy was stunned that the Shah had somehow figured out it had been him who’d stolen the core. His mind finally caught up with him then and kicked into action. There was no way they could have known it was him. He was sure he’d left no trace of himself behind. There was no way they would suspect him. He was a cripple, after all. So Koya must have come across him by sheer coincidence. But what was he doing way out here in the first place? 
 
    “Well? Are you going to hand it over or not?” Koya demanded, holding his hand out impatiently. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Roy responded, trying to play for time. 
 
    He had to find some way out of this situation. Otherwise, he would… Roy’s thoughts trailed off at that. Otherwise, he would what, be killed? So what if he was? He was a dead man walking, his time measured in minutes as far as he knew. 
 
    “Don’t play coy with me, freak,” Koya said, taking a threatening step forward. “I saw you and your little friends leaving that city, running away from me. You thought you could hide and make me leave, but I knew you were still there. I waited for months. Months! There were times when I almost gave up, but I knew you were waiting for that so you could run.” 
 
    Koya grinned, spreading his arms out to the sides and gesturing around himself. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to run anymore, freak. So just give it up. Your friends are gone, and you’re a cripple. All I have to do is…” He trailed off as his eyes landed on Roy’s legs, both of which were un-splinted. 
 
    “What the…?” he managed to say, before Roy’s fist slammed into his jaw, sending him reeling back as an explosion detonated at the point of impact. 
 
    Roy screamed in rage as he threw a follow-up, planting his back leg and pivoting, throwing his hips and shoulders into the blow. Essence traveled up his arm, settling into his fist, right before it exploded once again against the Shah’s jaw, knocking him back another few steps. He wasn’t done, following closely to the unbalanced boy, raining down blow after, building momentum and speed. 
 
    Each progressive attack was stronger than the last, the explosions larger and damage output greater. The Explosive Fist was designed to grow in power as each progressive hit landed, and as long as Roy kept up the flurry of attacks, the power would keep growing. 
 
    He was no longer afraid of the Shah boy who had tormented him, who had taken pleasure in his misery and had followed him all the way out here. Not content with having attempted to kill him just once, he’d come out here to finish the job. Roy didn’t know if he could win or not, but that no longer mattered. If he was going to die, he would do everything in his power to make sure Koya went down with him. If anyone in the Shah clan deserved to die, it was this one right here! 
 
    Roy stepped forward to throw another punch. The last one had done some small amount of damage, which meant that he was finally getting somewhere. Just as his foot landed, though, he trod on a loose rock, throwing him off balance. He missed his opportunity to strike, and Koya took his chance. 
 
    Screaming in rage, the Shah boy threw a punch of his own, his fist glowing blue with the Physical technique. Roy tried to dodge back, but Koya was a Yellow-Belt, and his speed was more than he could hope to match without a Movement technique. He managed to twist his body and caught the punch on his right shoulder. 
 
    The pain was immense; Koya’s Water Essence exploding out from the punch, and a multitude of tiny blades ripping and tearing at his shoulder. Luckily for Roy, Koya’s follow up attack missed him, due to his changed trajectory, but Roy could feel that his left arm was going numb. 
 
    The attack must have cut through too many tendons for me to be able to use it, Roy thought as he attempted to move it. 
 
    Koya swaggered forward, wiping his lower lip where Roy’s attack had managed to draw blood. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve somehow managed to find a core, freak! Too bad for you that you’re still so weak!” 
 
    He lunged forward, both fists glowing this time. Roy had been watching out for the attack and used an evasive maneuver from the Unaru Kuma. It would, of course, have been far more effective with a Movement technique, but it still worked all the same. 
 
    Koya’s fists went wide, and Roy’s knee snapped up, the fabric over the area exploding away as his Essence was channeled through it. The knee caught Koya in the ribs, and the explosion sent him flying back, slamming into a nearby spire. 
 
    He landed on his feet, and though he clutched at his ribs, Roy knew that he hadn’t done much in the way of damage. He could honestly only think of two ways he might be able to beat him. One, force him to run out of Essence. Or two, manage to use his own Projected technique, the Void Sphere. 
 
    As it was raining, and Water Essence was thick in the air, he couldn’t see the first option working. And as Koya was a Yellow-Belt, he doubted the second would work either, but he had nothing to lose. Besides, if he managed to collapse a few stone spires, one of them might fall on Koya and crush him. Even if he couldn’t finish him himself, perhaps the explosion from his death would. 
 
    “Looks like that last one hurt, Koya,” Roy taunted as he poured Essence into his palm. “Pretty pathetic for you to be hurt by a freak.” 
 
    Koya’s face twisted in rage, his face going beet red and a pair of Water Blades materialized in the air above his palms. Though Roy had expected this, he still felt a small thrill of fear when he saw them. He’d seen the technique used enough times to know what it could do to a person, and although he knew that two was as many as Koya could handle, it was still two too many. 
 
    “I’ll cut you to pieces, then bring Shah Korgo your head!” 
 
    Koya unleashed his attack, sending both blades spinning through the air at him. Roy rolled to the side, coming up behind a spire and feeling the shudder run through it as the technique bit deep. 
 
    He heard Koya’s scream of frustration at having missed him and knew he was conjuring another pair of the blades. Thankfully, the Shah clan’s Water Blades could not be used over and over again. Though they could be controlled by the Martial Artist to some degree, it would dissolve soon after it struck a target, making them single-use attacks. 
 
    Roy ran out from behind the spire, feeling that the Essence he’d built up for his attack was about all he could handle. He ducked another pair of blades, beginning to set his technique into motion. 
 
    Oddly enough, he found that the Essence moved much more quickly now, the innermost layer of the attack reaching the proper speed in less than a second. Roy grinned, despite his dire situation, knowing that at least his hours of suffering in the small room behind the waterfall had been good for something. 
 
    Koya began screaming obscenities, hurling his attacks as Roy dodged and rolled out of the way, building his attack until it was nearly ready. He felt the blade slam into the spire at his back and ducked out from behind it, only to throw himself to the ground as another blade suddenly materialized before him. 
 
    He hissed in pain as the blade tore a furrow across his right cheek, leaving a burning line of pain in its wake. Cursing his carelessness, Roy rolled quickly to one side, gritting his teeth as his injured left arm was jostled. Another pair of blades slammed into the ground a second later, showing that it had been the right move. 
 
    “You can’t keep running forever, freak!” Koya taunted as he formed another pair of blades. 
 
    “I don’t plan on it!” Roy shot back, peering at Koya’s core as he sprang back to his feet. 
 
    He was running low on Essence as far as he could tell, a problem which he himself, did not have. All the Essence he’d used so far hadn’t left so much as a dent in the massive store he’d built up. 
 
    As though sensing what he was doing, Koya stopped the attack he’d been about to throw, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. 
 
    “I see what you’re trying to do. Don’t think you can fool me!” 
 
    “Oh, really? And what would that be?” Roy asked, panting for breath as he prepared to lock in his technique. 
 
    “You’re trying to make me run out of Essence, but I’ve got some bad news for you, freak. It won’t work!” He laughed, gesturing to the downpour around them. “In case you hadn’t realized, it’s raining, and do you know what that means?” 
 
    Roy did know what it meant. He was able to see the Water Essence lying thick in the air quite clearly through his Spirit Sense, but that didn’t matter to him in the slightest. His technique locked into place, the sphere expanding suddenly as the multiple layers grew transparent, whirling and spinning in multiple directions. 
 
    He’d managed to call this attack up in less than twenty seconds, a new record for him. And he’d done it while under attack. 
 
    Koya’s eyes landed on the glowing sphere, and his lips curled up into a sneer. 
 
    “What are you going to do with that, freak? Going to throw it at me?” He giggled, his high-pitched laughter betraying his madness. “Well then, give it your best shot!” He spread his arms out wide, teeth bared in a gruesome approximation of a smile. 
 
    Roy couldn’t believe that Koya was so cocky. Sure, he was only a White-Belt, but still, his attack might very well have the power to injure him seriously. He wasn’t about to complain. If the deranged Shah wanted to take the attack head-on, then so be it. All the better for him, if he didn’t attempt to dodge. Roy cocked his arm back, feeling the technique thrumming with power. 
 
    “See you in hell, Shah!” Roy yelled, then launched the attack right at him. 
 
    Koya didn’t move, his mad grin plastered across his face up until the moment the sphere made contact. It exploded outward in a five-foot dome, the light blinding against the darkness of the night surrounding them and hiding Koya’s body from view. 
 
    Roy shielded his eyes, hearing the shriek of shredding stone, and hopefully, shredding person. The attack wasn’t a long-lasting one, and in only a few seconds, it petered off. From previous experience, Roy knew what the attack could do, so when he finally blinked the spots from his eyes, he expected to see an empty area where Koya had once stood. Perhaps a few bloody scraps of cloth. 
 
    What he hadn’t expected to see, was Koya, standing completely unharmed, his grin not diminished in the slightest. A bright blue light swirled around his body, coming off his skin and extending out a couple of inches, giving him the appearance of being inside a Koya-shaped bubble — an Armorer technique. 
 
    Roy cursed at himself for being so careless. He hadn’t thought Koya would even know an Armorer technique. All he’d ever seen him use were Physical and Projected techniques, and perhaps a Movement technique, but never had he seen him use the one currently swirling around his body. 
 
    Then again, when would have ever had the opportunity to see him use it? Koya was far stronger than him, and back in the Shah clan, he’d been weaker than most children. Using an Armorer technique while beating him up would have been completely pointless. 
 
    Two Water Blades shot from Koya’s still form, covering the distance between them in a heartbeat. Roy threw himself to the side, but too late, realized that Koya had thrown one to either side, anticipating his movements. The blade slammed right into his chest, tearing a hole right through him and out the back. 
 
    Roy landed hard on his side, feeling agony shoot through his body as blood began pumping from the open wound. The blade had gone through his right pectoral muscle, tearing through his ribs like they were made of paper before exiting out the back, only missing his spine by a fraction of an inch due to its angle. 
 
    But it was still a fatal wound and one that Roy knew he wouldn’t be surviving. He gasped, forcing himself onto his back and feeling pain wrack his body as blood spurted from the wound, spreading in a pool beneath him. He blinked hazily up into the rain as Koya’s face came into view. 
 
    A grin stretched his lips from ear to ear, a Water Blade poised in his right hand. 
 
    Roy tried to move but howled in pain as Koya’s boot connected with his broken ribs with a crack, sending him back to the ground and writhing in agony. 
 
    “Don’t think I’ll let you die that easily, freak! Not after all the pain you’ve caused me.” His grin vanished then, and his face began to turn an ugly shade of red. 
 
    Roy cried out as Koya’s boot landed hard on his chest, breaking two more ribs and sending a lance of pain through him. The boot rose, coming down yet again, and Roy tasted blood in his mouth. He gasped for air, then felt another hard impact on his side, this one so strong that it sent him rolling across the stony ground. 
 
    Koya approached him as he lay on his side, coughing and wheezing as he continued to lose blood. 
 
    This wasn’t good. At this rate, he would die before he had the chance to blow up. If he did that, then Koya would live, and he would have died for nothing. His eyes moved frantically around the area, looking for some way he could stall him. Koya’s booted foot slammed into the side of his head, and Roy heard a distinct crack as his vision flashed white and red. 
 
    Roy gritted his teeth. He’d endured worse and had come out on the other side. Right now, he had nothing to lose, and a man with nothing to lose was very dangerous indeed. 
 
    When the foot next connected with his ribs, Roy caught it, catching Koya by surprise. He then twisted violently to the side, sending his nemesis toppling to the ground. Body screaming in protest, Roy forced himself back onto his feet. He could feel bones grating in his chest, he was lightheaded from blood-loss, and his head felt like it was about to split open. Still, he forced himself to focus on conjuring a blob of Power Essence. 
 
    He might not be able to form a technique in time, but Power Essence was the most destructive of them all. It was power, and with it, he could overcome any obstacle. 
 
    Roy screamed, hurling the blob of Essence just as Koya was struggling to his feet. He grinned as the Essence struck, swaying drunkenly in place. 
 
    “Looks like you missed,” Koya said with a sneer. 
 
    “No,” Roy rasped, coughing up a wad of bloody phlegm. “I hit exactly what I was aiming for.” 
 
    Koya turned slowly on the spot, as a loud crack sounded through the night. Almost in slow motion, the tall spire standing behind him began to fall. 
 
    Koya’s eyes widened when he saw the fifty-foot mass of stone bearing down on him. He might be a Yellow-Belt, but there was no way he could survive that, Armorer technique or not! 
 
    He turned to run but was tackled from the side, Roy crashing into him and bearing him to the ground. 
 
    “Let go of me, freak!” Koya yelled, panic tinging his voice. 
 
    “As I said before,” Roy said, his eyes burning with determination. “I’ll see you in hell!” 
 
    Koya floundered, his elbow catching Roy with a few bone-cracking blows, but Roy didn’t loosen his grip. 
 
    Even as the spire fell, he began laughing, his mirth filling the night air. Yes, he was about to die, but he would do so having accomplished something. He would rid the world of Shah Koya. 
 
    The spire collapsed, blocking out a single, piercing scream. Then, all was quiet.
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    Aika ran like she never had before. Her legs were a blur with the new speed her body had gained after her advancement. The differences between Orange and Green were like nothing she could have imagined. 
 
    Her Core-Body thrummed with power, as she pumped more Essence through her channels than would have been possible before her advancement. She could also feel something else, a higher form of energy within the Essence. An insight that she had previously been lacking, seemed to have opened up to her, and she now instinctively knew that if she dug just a bit deeper, she would be able to start creating her own Qi. 
 
    Right now, however, her mind was focused on something else: catching up to Roy. She was already two hours behind him and had to hurry. She’d exited the valley but hadn’t known what direction to take. Roy had become oddly skilled at suppressing his core, and she had no trail to follow. She’d wandered around for over an hour, trying desperately to find some sign of him. 
 
    When she finally did find something, the trail led her to a camp set up nearby, where she’d met two strange boys. 
 
    They’d both been sitting there, staring off into the distance and looking confused. She had no idea as to what they could be doing here, or why none of them had been spotted by the sentries, something which worried her quite a bit. After they’d seen her Belt, they were more than eager to tell her everything. 
 
    They were from the Shah clan, the same as Roy, and had come in search for a missing Dungeon core. Koya, their leader, had gone after Roy when he’d come out of nowhere, leaving them here alone. 
 
    Once she’d heard that, it wasn’t difficult for her to pick out Koya’s trail, and she’d streaked off after him. She already feared the worst, as Koya was a Yellow-Belt, according to the other two, meaning that Roy would have almost no chance of victory. 
 
    She was annoyed that they’d gotten such a big lead on her, and hoped she’d be able to catch them before long, though with the speed she knew Ferry could move, she would have to run flat out to catch up before this Koya could catch up to him. Apparently, he’d been the one to leave Roy for dead. It was a detail he’d left out of the story he’d told her earlier. 
 
    Aika was forced to slow down at a certain point, just so she could replenish the Essence she’d lost from using her Movement technique, relying instead on her Core-Body to carry her on its own. Her speed was greatly reduced, but she could still run fast then she could have – even using her Movement technique – before her advancement. 
 
    There was another thing to worry about, as well. If Roy’s story was true, then he didn’t have long to live. Unless he advanced, and soon, he would die. If he knew he was dying, she knew he would become reckless with his own life if Koya did catch up to him. She knew something he didn’t, something about Power Essence that her grandfather had purposely not told Roy. 
 
    Even now, she cursed the old man for being such a traditionalist, insisting that everything be done the proper way. It was because of his stubbornness that Roy was even in this situation, to begin with. Had he given him the water sooner, he would already have been a Yellow-Belt. No one could say that Tonde Irusaru wasn’t a stickler for the rules. 
 
    She could feel the familiar anger bubbling up from the pit of her stomach and forced it down with an effort of will. Her grandfather was a bitter old man, but he wasn’t worth it. He had finally done something right in his life. He’d brought Roy to their clan, but then, in typical fashion, he’d blown up and sent him packing. 
 
    Ever since her father had died, her grandfather had been attempting to get her to take over as the family head. It was highly unlikely, as there were candidates far more suited to the role, but he’d persisted. She was the youngest Green-Belt of her generation, but she would no longer be tied down by the shackles of his ambitions. She’d had enough. 
 
    Roy was a nice boy, one of the nicest she’d met, both in and out of her clan. He didn’t have the haughty arrogance most Martial Artists had. He didn’t hold himself above others, and, above all, he was genuine. She’d never had friends; her grandfather had never given her enough time to make any. Even when he was gone, he would send her on assignments or training missions. Her time spent training with Roy had been some of the best months of her life, and she wouldn’t let that wretched old man ruin anything else for her. 
 
    Aika ran on through the afternoon and into the early evening. Thunder rumbled overhead as the sky darkened, and soon, it began to rain. She could feel she was growing closer, though, her Spirit Sense locked on the trail of blue Essence ahead. Then it was suddenly gone. Skidding to a halt, she began frantically searching for the Essence that had led her here, but she could no longer see it among the myriad of blue that was the rain. 
 
    Gritting her teeth, she whipped her head from side to side, trying to listen for sounds of fighting, shifting stone, or footsteps. All she heard was the patterning of rain on stone. Her heart beat faster in her chest, as she imagined Roy, helpless before a superior foe, or Roy, dying due to his inability to find what it took to trigger the first Belt test. 
 
    A loud series of splashes pulled her attention, and her head turned to the west. Squinting into the dark, Aika cycled Essence up to her eyes to pierce the gloom…and saw a massive furry creature bounding towards her! 
 
    She threw her hands up, calling forth a spear that shimmered with multicolored light when the furry form revealed itself to be Ferry, Roy’s Beast companion. That worried her more than anything had so far, as she couldn’t see Roy on her back. 
 
    Ferry ran right up to her, bounding around excitedly and pushing at her back with her head. 
 
    “What is it, girl?” Aika asked as she watched the ferret’s strange behavior. 
 
    When the ferret latched onto her robe sleeve and began tugging on it, she got the idea. 
 
    “You want me to follow you?” 
 
    The ferret let go of her robe at that, intelligence shining behind her eyes. Aika realized with a start that the Beast was a whole 2 Dans higher than she had been previously. When had that happened? 
 
    She was snapped from her thoughts as the ferret took off running, turning her head to make sure she was following. Aika didn’t hesitate, bounding after the Beast and channeling her Essence into her Movement technique to speed up her run. 
 
    They ran for ten minutes straight, the rain whipping at her face and body, drenching her to the bone. It seemed that the downpour was only getting worse as they continued on, but Aika barely noticed. Her senses were fine-tuned, searching the route ahead for any sign of Roy. 
 
    Then, she felt it- a tremor in the ground, followed a moment later by the familiar sound of displaced air. While she’d never personally seen Roy’s techniques, she’d heard Power Essence long enough to identify the sound it made when it was used in any destructive capacity. 
 
    She poured on the speed at that, using the second stage of her Movement technique, Light Speed-Sprint. She rarely used this second stage of her technique, as it burned through Essence like no other technique she had. She’d originally designed it to be used with Qi, but as she had yet to create any, she would have to settle for now. 
 
    Her body shimmered, power churning through her limbs as she shot past Ferry in the blink of an eye. Now that she had a direction, she no longer needed the Ferret to guide her. Even as she ran, Aika could feel the rumbling increasing and did her best to keep moving at her current pace. 
 
    She could feel her Essence burning away and knew that she could only sustain the technique for a few more seconds before her core was completely empty. Just as she feared that she would have to release the technique, she finally caught sight of something. 
 
    One of the massive spires was crumbling, and standing right beneath it, were two figures. She felt her heart skip a beat when she saw that she only had seconds to act before they were both crushed. Now that she was closer, the rain no longer obscured her Spirit Sense, and she could see that one of the boys look badly beaten, though his core shone with brilliance. That would be Roy. The other’s was nearly empty, though he looked to be almost completely unhurt. 
 
    That would change in a matter of seconds, as the massive spire fell towards both of them. She saw the Shah boy try to escape, only for Roy to tackle him to the ground. 
 
    The idiot was going to let himself be killed! 
 
    Aika gritted her teeth, seeing she wouldn’t make it in time. 
 
    “You are so going to owe me for this,” she muttered, then used the third stage of her Movement technique. 
 
    Light Speed-Dash was not a technique she would even have attempted to use before gaining her Core-Body. In fact, even now, she was taking a huge risk. It would burn all her remaining Essence at once, giving her a massive increase in speed. The problem was that if her body couldn’t handle it, it could tear itself apart in the process. 
 
    The stone exploded under her feet as she used the technique, the very raindrops themselves appearing to fall in slow-motion. She closed the distance between her and Roy in the blink of an eye, already feeling her muscles and tendons straining under pressure. 
 
    Diving forward, she hooked an arm under his chest and heaved, screaming as the muscles in her calves began tearing themselves apart. The stone pillar was just seconds from crushing them, and she could feel the top of the stone brush her hair just as she dove forward, dragging Roy out with her. 
 
    She hit the ground hard, as the technique sputtered out, and rolled a few times before coming to a stop, her chest heaving and her body throbbing in pain. Her core was empty, drained dry by the Light Speed-Dash. 
 
    As much as she wanted to lay there and catch her breath, she knew that Roy didn’t have much time left, if any. If that fight hadn’t finished him off, his time was almost up. Rolling onto her stomach, she saw Roy lying face-down just a few feet away. His body was bloodied and broken, and she could clearly see the white of bone protruding from his back. 
 
    She could also see that her lunge had dragged the other boy partially out from under the spire, but only partially. He lay there staring up at the sky with a blank expression, most likely shock. His bottom half lay under the spire of stone, crushed to a bloody pulp. The spire had gotten one of his hands, as he’d been pulled out at an angle, and though he was still alive, Aika knew he didn’t have long in this world. 
 
    Rolling Roy onto his back, she winced at the sight of him. He was covered in blood, his face was swollen and discolored, and his left arm dangled uselessly at his side. 
 
    “Roy, you have to wake up,” she said, shaking him. 
 
    When he didn’t respond, she began shaking him harder. If he wasn’t conscious, he wouldn’t be able to do what was required. 
 
    “Roy! Wake up!” she yelled, slapping his face. 
 
    She felt his body beginning to stir, and she hit him again. He coughed, sending a spray of blood-flecked spittle across her cheeks, but far from being disgusted, Aika was relived. He was still alive, and so long as he was, he could still be saved!
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    The warm feeling that had been enveloping Roy’s body deserted him, as he felt the sharp sting of something across his face. He tried to turn, to go back to the warmth and the oblivion of unconsciousness. The waking world was filled with pain and suffering. Why would he want to go back? 
 
    “Roy!” 
 
    He heard his name being called, as though from a great distance. He wanted to tell them to leave him alone, to just let him sleep, when he felt another sharp slap across his face. That slap, along with the feeling of pain, brought a sense of clarity that he’d been missing so far. 
 
    It took his addled brain a few seconds to figure it out, but when it did, he gasped, trying to take in a lungful of air through his ruined chest. He choked, coughing up a lungful of blood. The pain was sharper now, and Roy fought to stay conscious. Now that he could think, he realized how close he’d come to dying. 
 
    “Good, you’re awake,” a relieved sounding voice said from above his head. 
 
    With a monumental force of will, Roy cracked his eyes open. His vision was blurry, and it took a few seconds for the figure crouched over him to become recognizable. 
 
    “Aika?” he tried to say, but all that came out was an incomprehensible croak. 
 
    “Don’t try to talk, just listen,” Aika said in a rush. “Do you understand? Squeeze my hand if you do,” she said, taking his hand in hers. 
 
    Roy coughed once again, pain wracking his entire body, but he squeezed her hand nonetheless. 
 
    “To qualify for the test to Yellow-Belt, you have to find the beginning of your own Path. Power Essence is only a basic Path, but those that make it to Green-Belt can begin expanding on that Path. Now, all you have to do is answer this question: What does Power Essence signify to you? You don’t have to say it out loud, just think it, and if your answer is satisfactory, you will be deemed worthy of testing.” 
 
    Roy stared at her for a few long moments, his mind working sluggishly to process the information. 
 
    What did Power Essence signify to him? That was what was holding him back from advancement? A simple question? 
 
    He groaned again as his entire body throbbed in pain, and he attempted to cycle his Essence to lessen it. But nothing happened. His Essence refused to obey, staying stubbornly in his core. His vision began to fade, only for a sharp slap across his face to bring him back to the waking world. 
 
    “Come on, Roy, stay with me here. Think! What does your Path mean to you?” Aika’s insistent voice asked yet again. 
 
    Why did it matter what it meant to him? Even if he figured it out, he was on death’s door. There was no way he would be able to pass whatever test he was given to advance to Yellow-Belt. But Aika had come after him, showing that she really did care. So, Roy decided he would try, if not for himself, than for her. 
 
    What did his Path mean to him? Roy had never really thought of that before. It obviously meant that he would no longer be weak, but that didn’t feel right. Maybe that he could finally take his revenge? That didn’t feel right either. 
 
    His left arm twitched in an involuntary reaction, and Roy could feel the shock and blood loss fighting to take him. Gritting his teeth, Roy scoured his mind for what his Path meant to him. Then, in a moment of clarity, it came to him. 
 
    Freedom. 
 
    It was something that he had lacked his entire life. The freedom to choose what he wanted to do, to be able to go where he wanted, and do what he wanted: the freedom to make his own mistakes and discoveries, and the freedom to actually live. 
 
    A shudder ran through him as he made that realization, and he felt the same sort of resonance as he had when he’d first come into contact with Power Essence during his trial. He was ready! 
 
    A yellow Torii gate materialized from thin air only ten feet from where he lay, and Roy felt a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. Even if he would never get to test, at least he now knew that had he had the chance, he would have been able to do so. He wasn’t a failure, after all. 
 
    “Sorry for this,” Aika said, sounding apologetic. 
 
    Before he could ask what she meant, Roy screamed in agony as he was hoisted bodily off the ground, then hurled through the air, right through the glowing yellow gate! 
 
    Heart pounding with adrenaline, Roy felt himself pass through the portal, a sharp tingling running up his spine as he did so. Then, he landed on the other side, falling face-first into a small stream. 
 
    He spluttered, dragging himself to the surface and gasping for air. His body felt like it was on fire! He could see a shoreline just a few feet away and pulled himself through the water as quickly as he could manage. As he pulled himself along, he could feel bones popping and muscles writhing beneath his skin. It was one of the most uncomfortable feelings he ever remembered having, like spiders were crawling all over the inside of his skin. 
 
    Finally managing to drag himself onto the shore, Roy lay there, breathing hard as he tried to calm his racing heart. The pain slowly faded, the burning and itching subsiding, until he felt nothing at all. He wondered if the shock had finally gotten to him and robbed him of his senses, but, when he looked down at himself, was stunned to see that his skin looked to be whole and unblemished. 
 
    Sitting up quickly, Roy did a double-take, running his hands over his torn and bloodied robes, searching for the fatal injuries he’d suffered at the hands of Koya. But they were all gone! He kept staring, wondering if this was some sort of dream, or if he actually was dead and this was the afterlife. 
 
    “Welcome, Herald Leroy!” 
 
    Roy jumped as an indistinct figure made of golden light flashed into existence. 
 
    “You have found the beginning of your future Path and have therefore been deemed worthy of testing for your Yellow-Belt. All you must do is follow the path before you and complete the task at the end. May you pass and advance.” 
 
    Then, just as quickly as it had appeared, the figure vanished, leaving a dirt trail to appear right before him. Trees began sprouting from the ground, and soon, he was sitting in a forest glade. 
 
    Slowly getting to his feet, Roy checked himself one last time, just to make sure he wasn’t dreaming. It appeared he wasn’t. He really was in an alternate world, testing for his Yellow-Belt. It also appeared that the trial had healed him as he’d entered. Maybe that was why Aika had been so insistent he test. 
 
    Roy felt the crushing despair of death lift off him in that instant, and he took in a deep breath of the surrounding forest. It smelled oddly familiar, though he couldn’t quite guess as to why. Shrugging to himself, Roy headed off down the path, his steps lighter than they had been in weeks. 
 
    As he walked, Roy soon began to pick out familiar details, and after that, it didn’t take him long to realize where he was, or at least the landscape that the trial was imitating; the Waterwood near the Shah clan village. In fact, this was the same path he’d taken the day his life had changed forever. 
 
    “Well, took you long enough to get here, freak.” 
 
    Roy started, hearing the all too familiar voice of Shah Koya. What shocked him even more though, was the voice that answered. 
 
    “I must apologize for inconveniencing you. I did not know you would be waiting here for me.” 
 
    It was when he heard Koya’s response to his own voice that Roy knew where he was with utter certainty. This was the day when Koya had left him for dead in the Dungeon. Even now, his doppelganger was being attacked and dragged into the Dungeon. 
 
    Roy felt his blood boil and dashed forward, cycling Essence to speed himself up as he ran towards the confrontation. Except when he emerged into the clearing, there was nothing there. No one. Not Koya, not Izu or Kozu, and not him. 
 
    He whirled on the spot, dashing down the second path that led towards the Dungeon, but even as he ran, the landscape around him changed, turning into another familiar sight. It was the Dungeon itself. Coming to a halt, Roy rubbed at his eyes to make sure he wasn’t imagining things. When he opened them once more, he found that he was indeed standing inside the Dungeon. 
 
    “Let’s be quick. The Beasts down that tunnel likely haven’t respawned yet. If we move quickly, we won’t have to fight at all.” 
 
    Roy jumped as Koya’s familiar words echoed down the tunnel, and he took off running after him once again. He followed the same path he’d been led down all those months ago, Koya’s group managing to stay ahead of him the entire time. The tunnel finally began to open up, and he could already hear himself begging for his life, followed by the splintering crunch as Koya shattered his legs. 
 
    Anger burned in his veins as he heard Koya’s laughter echoing down the tunnel, and he poured on more speed as he burst into the open chamber. It was empty once again, and he came to a stumbling halt before he crashed into the opposite wall. Heart pounding in his chest, Roy whipped his head from side to side, looking for any sign that they had been there, but there were none. 
 
    Just what the hell kind of test is this anyway? he wondered, turning on the spot and running towards the exit. 
 
    Except the landscape shifted once again, this time showing him the inside of the Dungeon he’d discovered. He was standing behind a stone outcropping, and his view of the beach was blocked off, but he could clearly hear the sounds of fighting. 
 
    The first time he’d fought the giant crabs. 
 
    Roy dashed around the rock formation, but once again, found the area empty and deserted. This went on for the next few hours, the trial taking him through one scenario after the next, each one a pivotal moment in the last few months. His mind began to grow numb to his own screams of pain, when he’d blown up the two Shah clan members, when he’d nearly died on the side of that mountain, chased by monstrous deer. When he’d nearly died moments after his escape by the claws of that Crater-cat. 
 
    Each new scenario showed him another instance where he should rightfully have died but somehow came out alive. He never saw them, only heard. Heard how he couldn’t stand up for himself, heard how weak he was, heard the sounds of his body being torn apart, only for him to come upon an empty area. 
 
    The longer he stayed, the more he understood just how fortunate he was to  still be alive. He’d come close to death so many times over the last few months. The only reason he’d stayed alive was due to others around him. In fact, the only reason he was in this trial and not dead, was because Aika had come to his rescue. As he came upon the final scene, the fight he had just fought, he began to feel his core thrumming in his chest. 
 
    The Power Essence spoke to him, or rather, to his soul. It did not approve of the way he’d been handling himself. It did not like his weakness. It did not approve of him. 
 
    Roy could feel his chest tightening, even as the landscape shifted to that of The Crater. Thunder rumbled overhead as rain began falling from the sky. 
 
    “Well. Looks like you’ve finally decided to stop running.” 
 
    Roy turned at the sound of the now-familiar voice of Shah Koya. This time, however, he was completely stunned. Standing not ten yards away, was the boy himself. The same one who had started it all and had followed him out to The Crater to finish the job. 
 
    “What, nothing to say?” Koya asked with a mocking grin. “That’s fine. I’m sure you’ll start talking once I break a few bones!” he shouted, rushing at him with blinding speed. 
 
    It was only then that Roy understood. This was the real test. He’d been shown all the times he’d survived due to other’s interference. Power Essence seemed to be prideful, at least that was among the feelings he’d gotten from his core when the last scene had played out. It did not enjoy losing, and it did not like the way he’d been using it. Now, he had a choice, to fight, or die. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Roy planted his back leg, cycling Essence through his body, up to his arms and down to his legs. Koya had made him suffer enough. He’d nearly succeeded in killing him twice already. There wouldn’t be a third time. 
 
    Roy dashed toward him, using the evasion technique of the Unaru Kuma, staying on his course until the last possible second, then shifting his weight to his right foot and pivoting out of the way. Koya’s swing went wide, and Roy planted his back leg, slamming a fist into the side of his face and ejecting as much Essence as he could manage into the blow. 
 
    An explosion rocked the side of Koya’s face, flinging him back with a cry of pain, but Roy wasn’t done. He dashed after the Shah clan member, funneling Essence through his feet and using the Explosive Fist to propel himself forward at greater speed. He caught up to Koya, who was regaining his balance, and threw a knee into his sternum. 
 
    His pants were already torn in the knees, so the Explosive Fist didn’t further damage his clothing as Essence exploded out from the point of contact, the bubble of displaced air buckling Koya and sending him stumbling back once again. 
 
    As he staggered back, Roy felt a thrill of success as he saw a small trickle of blood leaking from the corner of his mouth. 
 
    It was working. He could win! 
 
    A blue shield sprang up around Koya’s body as the next punch landed, throwing Roy back, clutching his fist in pain. 
 
    “Thought you could catch me off guard with a sneak attack, did you?” Koya snarled, wiping at the blood trickling from his mouth. “Well guess what, freak, you’ve had your chance, and you blew it!” 
 
    Koya let out a howl of rage, conjuring two Water Blades and hurling them at him. Roy dodged to the side, rolling behind a spire and feeling the impact of them as they hit the stone. He could feel an ever-growing sense of disapproval and disappointment radiating from the Essence as he began ducking and rolling, much as he had done before. He could feel a sense of dread overcoming him as he once again realized the futility of his situation. 
 
    But what was he supposed to do? He wasn’t strong enough to hurt Koya, wasn’t fast enough to dodge his attacks, and certainly didn’t have the body to withstand even a single hit! How was he expected to succeed in such an impossible situation? 
 
    He debated throwing a Void Sphere at a spire and collapsing it on him, but he could feel instant disapproval, even bordering on anger from the Power Essence when he thought of doing that. It saw that plan as cowardly and unbecoming of someone who would wield its power. But if he couldn’t do that, then what else could he hope to do?! 
 
    A stray Water Blade caught the outside of his left arm, tearing a bloody furrow across it and making him wince. What could he, a White-Belt, hope to do against someone at a higher stage of advancement, if he couldn’t use tricks or traps? 
 
    Another Water Blade sliced across the outside of his left thigh, and another caught the ribs on his right side as he rolled between spires. Getting to his feet once again, Roy grimaced in pain, feeling his side stained with blood. He could also feel that same helplessness that he had felt, not only during his last fight, but his entire life. 
 
    He’d been so weak, helpless and alone. Trapped, and forced to do what others wanted under constant threat of pain, or death. And now that he was finally free, the same people were trying to take that away from him — the one thing he valued more than anything. 
 
    Advance. 
 
    The word came to him in a whisper, as though carried on the wind. 
 
    Advance? How was he supposed to do that if he hadn’t passed the test? 
 
    “You can’t keep hiding forever, freak!” Koya shrieked, his voice sounding unnaturally high pitched and manic. 
 
    The next pair of blades that hit the spire shook the entire thing with such force that it sent Roy staggering away. 
 
    That was way more power than Koya should have had, Roy realized when he was forced to roll away as the spire came crashing down. 
 
    The trial must be coming to a close, and if he didn’t do something soon, he wouldn’t pass. 
 
    Advance. 
 
    The voice came once again, louder this time, as Roy felt a sharp pain in his neck. The blade of water sliced clean through an artery, and blood spurted out from the wound. Letting out a pained cry, Roy clamped a hand to the side of his neck in an attempt to staunch the bleeding. He knew it was no good though. With one of his arteries cut in the way it was, he would bleed out within a couple of minutes. That was if he survived long enough to do so. 
 
    Advance. 
 
    The voice came yet again, sounding much more insistent. 
 
    “How?!” he finally yelled, diving forward and landing awkwardly as another spire crumbled under Koya’s attacks. 
 
    Surprisingly enough, Roy actually got an answer. As he picked himself up off the stony, rain-soaked ground, the voice came once again. 
 
    Pull all the Essence into your core, then, let it go. 
 
    The spire next to Roy shattered, sending a spray of stone into the air. Roy looked frantically around for more cover but found that all the spires in the vicinity had been destroyed. 
 
    Shah Koya stood on the other side of the battlefield, a manic and insane smile stretching from ear to ear. He didn’t look quite like himself, though. He was taller, wider, and his skin was a dark red, as though he was so angry that all the blood in his body had rushed to his face. 
 
    Nearly a dozen Water Blades danced and whirled around his body, reflecting the light of the lightning every time it flashed across the sky. 
 
    “Nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide,” Koya said, his voice sounding deeper than it ever had. “Now I’m going to do what the clan should have done years ago. Ridding the world of a cripple and a freak.” 
 
    Koya’s lips twisted into an ugly grin, and he gestured with his hand, sending the dozen Water Blades flying right at him. 
 
    There was nowhere to run, and nowhere to hide, just as Koya had said. Roy now only had one option remaining to him; advance or die. He didn’t know whether he actually would die during a test, or whether he would fail when the perceived deathblow hit, but he wasn’t willing to take that chance. He could feel the Power Essence surging through his veins, urging him on. He could feel the blood pumping between his fingers and the sound of his heartbeat, even over the storm around him. 
 
    Letting go of his neck, Roy turned to face the oncoming Water Blades with calm certainty. He took one last deep breath, the world seeming to slow around him. He pulled all his Essence into his core, condensing it as far as it would go. Then, he forced it all out at once in a massive explosion.
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    Time froze as Roy felt the Essence shatter his core, all of the gathered energy, leaving him in a massive bubble of force. The golden Power Essence then condensed into a sphere around him, spinning around in ever-faster rotations. 
 
    Roy felt his wounds closing, the lost blood restored, and his body revitalized. He could feel his muscles strengthening, his senses sharpening, and his very nerves tingling with power. In the wall of Essence, he could see something. The beginnings of a Path that he would follow for the rest of his life, perhaps even to immortality. 
 
    It was only a glimpse, but that single look was enough to bring tears to his eyes. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. His hopes and dreams made tangible. Now all he had to do was reach out and take it! 
 
    The Essence swirled ever faster, condensing and closing in around him until it finally touched his skin. Instead of the burning sensation he’d been expecting, the Power Essence merely sank back into him, all of it condensing back into a core at his center, pulsing brightly with barely suppressed energy. 
 
    That wasn’t the end of it, though. Roy felt as though he could do…more. He reached for his core, even as it was settling back into place and pushed. Pushed as hard as he could imagine doing, then pushed even harder. His core expanded three times in rapid succession, and soon, he was straining at the bonds of advancement once again. 
 
    When he could push no more, Roy’s eyes snapped open. He gasped, his entire body feeling electric as his core settled down, now shining a more brilliant shade of gold, nearly twice the size as it had been before. 
 
    “3rd Dan Yellow-Belt. Now that’s a serious accomplishment.” 
 
    Roy nearly jumped as a voice unexpectedly sounded in his head, as though it had never gone at all. 
 
    “Geon? Is that…you?” he asked, feeling his voice catching in his throat. 
 
    “Of course it’s me, and I don’t mean to rush you or anything, but you might want to duck.” 
 
    “Why would I want to…” Roy’s head whipped up. 
 
    He’d been staring at the Yellow-Belt, with three slashes of Orange at one end, and had completely forgotten that he was in the middle of a test. Geon’s sudden reappearance hadn’t helped either, and now the Water Blades were mere inches from his face. 
 
    Roy was actually surprised that they hadn’t already hit him. Just how fast had his advancement been? 
 
    Having no time to dodge, Roy threw both arms up before him in a cross block, cycling Essence through his body to reinforce it. The feeling was like nothing he’d experienced before. The Essence rushed to obey him, moving through his body in an instant. The quality of the Essence had somehow increased as well, as though the process of advancing had given him the means to purify it further. 
 
    He braced himself as a dozen blades slammed into him, driving him back a few steps and leaving shallow cuts along his arms. 
 
    “Wow. I’m surprised that construct managed to hurt you,” Geon said as Roy lowered his arms with a wince. 
 
    He was right, though. Koya was only a Base Yellow, and at his new level of advancement, he shouldn’t have been able to hurt him. Then again, the trial seemed to be able to make Koya as strong as it wanted, so maybe it wasn’t that surprising. 
 
    “Geon, I’m glad you’re back,” Roy said, rolling to one side as another barrage of blades flew at him. “But how are you even here? I thought that you couldn’t show up in trials?” 
 
    “Hmm, I honestly don’t know. The last thing I remember is some sort of bowl, or was it a plate…” Geon trailed off as Roy dodged yet another attack. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Roy asked, feeling very confused. This conversation was completely throwing him off. It wasn’t easy to talk and fight at the same time. 
 
    Then again, why was he still on the defensive? He was sure he could at least match the Koya clone now, so why run? 
 
    “I have no idea. All I remember was the old monkey saying something about a plate, or bowl. Then something about a…” 
 
    “Maybe we can talk about this later?” Roy asked, as he weaved from side to side, closing the distance with Koya, who was shouting obscenities and hurling Water Blades. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re probably right. You can tell me all about the plate later. Right now, you have a test to pass. How did we end up here anyway?” 
 
    Roy was forced to shut the chattering Dungeon out as he closed with Koya, channeling Essence into his Explosive Fist. He skidded to a halt, his legs sliding along the slick ground as Koya threw a punch at him, his fist glowing with Water Essence. 
 
    Roy’s arm snapped up in a defensive parry, knocking the arm to the side and bringing his own strike right into Koya’s cheek. The explosion that rocked the battlefield was magnitudes higher than the weak attacks he’d managed up until now. Koya’s head snapped to the side with a loud crack, and his body hurled backward to slam into a nearby spire. 
 
    Roy stared down at his fist in amazement, shocked at the amount of power he’d just unleashed in a single blow. It appeared that in addition to generating stronger attacks, he would now be capable of channeling more Essence into them as well. 
 
    Koya landed back on the ground, his jaw crooked at an odd angle and his eyes blazing with fury. He let out a wordless howl of rage and fury, then charged right at him, building up his Essence in what would undoubtedly be a devastating attack. Roy stood stock still, waiting for Koya to come to him. 
 
    Just as he neared, swinging a fist towards him, Roy’s own arm snapped up, knocking the blow aside, executing the move he’d practiced so long ago: The False Start. His hand then whipped back, the palm strike slamming into Koya’s ear and throwing him off balance. The Half-Moon Palm. Then, Roy stepped forward, his hand coming up in a chopping motion as it struck his throat. 
 
    Koya’s eyes widened as he tried to gasp for air, but Roy wasn’t finished with the attack just yet. His fingers closed around Koya’s neck, digging into his larynx. Then, with one violent yank, Roy completed The Upward Claw, tearing the Shah clan member’s throat wide open. 
 
    He watched as Koya staggered back, a loud gurgling sound coming from his ruined throat. 
 
    “I was never a freak,” Roy said, holding his bloody palm before him and conjuring his Void Sphere. 
 
    The attack formed seamlessly in his palm, springing into being and locking into place in under five seconds. 
 
    “The real freaks are back in the Waterwood, scrambling desperately for some way to sustain themselves without their precious Dungeon.” 
 
    He noted with some satisfaction at how Koya’s eyes bulged at that, and though he knew he wasn’t the real thing, it still made him smile. 
 
    “Goodbye, Shah Koya!” 
 
    The Void Sphere expanded, its many transparent layers swirling around in different directions. 
 
    Koya had time for one last gurgling scream, before the technique swallowed him up, tearing his body to such a fine mist that it left nothing behind when it disappeared just a few seconds later. 
 
    Roy stared at the empty space for just a few seconds more, feeling an odd sense of discontentment for some reason. He’d finally killed his nemesis, but the Shah clan still lived. Martial Artists throughout Buryoku still oppressed those weaker than themselves. There were still a thousand other Koyas out there, which meant that his journey was only just beginning. 
 
    “Oh, wow. You really did get much stronger,” Geon said as Roy allowed his shoulders to relax. “If I’m guessing correctly, then you haven’t been in danger of me overloading your body for quite some time. When did you manage to cleanse all of your impurities? I thought that would only happen by Green-Belt.” 
 
    “Wait,” Roy said, feeling the very familiar anger that Geon managed to cause with offhand comments rearing its head once more. “Are you telling me that I haven’t been in danger of dying since I purified my body?” 
 
    “Well…Yes, so it seems. Congratulations, I guess, looks like our journey of revenge can continue!” 
 
    Roy struggled with himself for a few long moments. He couldn’t blame Geon, as the Dungeon core had been completely unresponsive for the last couple of weeks. But it seemed that his advancement helped the core regain what it had lost, or at least, he hoped it had. But still… 
 
    “Stop keeping such important details to yourself!” 
 
    Roy’s anger echoed off the surrounding spires as another Torii gate materialized to take him back to the real world.


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Tonde Irusaru watched as Roy stepped from his trial gate to be greeted by his wayward granddaughter. A Yellow-Belt with three slashes of Orange was cinched around the waist of his bloodied and torn Martial Artist’s robes. 
 
    Even now, he could sense the power in his core growing. He was close to advancing again. Irusaru had been expecting as much. The water from the Power Basin had that effect on a person, especially if they had high compatibility with the Essence. And of all the Power cultivators he’d met, there was only one other who had compatibility on par with Roy’s. 
 
    His frown deepened as he remembered his failure. The reason his son had died and why he had reacted so poorly to Roy’s deception. It was his own fault that his son had died. Had he been more vigilant, perhaps kept a closer eye on… 
 
    Irusaru forced his thoughts to a screaming halt. It would do him no good to live in a world of what-ifs. He had failed, and his son had paid the price for it. Now his granddaughter was making the same mistake. He didn’t think that Herald Leroy would do anything to hurt her, but then again, he hadn’t expected Doragon to turn on his best friend either. 
 
    He watched as the two of them talked, reading the conversation with little effort, even from this distance. He’d been forced to stay pretty far back, as Aika’s perception would have increased along with her advancement. But it was easy for someone at his level of advancement to see and overhear conversations, even if they were over a mile away. 
 
    They were discussing what to do next. His granddaughter didn’t want to leave The Crater. Even though she’d told him that she would no longer listen to him, the clan was still her family. Abandoning them in a time of war was against her nature. To his credit, Roy agreed with her, though his reasons for staying were far more selfish than her own, he knew. 
 
    The only reason Herald Leroy would stay here was because The Crater was a wealth of Power Essence. It would make his advancement to Orange that much easier. There was also the fact that his old clan, the one that he wanted to wipe out, was still in the Waterwood. He most likely wanted to stay as close as possible to that area, so he could go back and destroy them once he was strong enough. 
 
    If Irusaru had his way, that day would never come. He’d made that mistake with Doragon. He wouldn’t do so again. 
 
    So, he kept a close eye on them, even as they both mounted up on the Beast Ferret and rode in the direction of a long-abandoned Tonde outpost on the very fringes of their territory. 
 
    A sudden, strong gust of wind shook the spire he was on, sending his robes billowing around him. The Purple-Belt he wore around his waist was still though, the wind not even swaying the hanging ends, one of which contained a single slash of red. 
 
    He had meant what he’d said. Herald Leroy would not live to advance to Orange! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roy hopped off Ferry’s back as she stopped outside the seemingly random spire of stone. Had Aika not guided them there, he would never have even known that this was a Tonde outpost. When he’d voiced his concern about her grandfather, she’d told him not to worry. The outpost had long since been abandoned, and she was pretty sure that no one would come looking for them there. 
 
    “So, the girl knows where the Beast King is?” Geon asked for about the hundredth time, as Aika pressed a glowing palm to the side of the spire. 
 
    “No. She knows who he is, but he hasn’t been spotted in over ten years. She did say that Irusaru mentioned that he was on the move though. Apparently, they’ve joined with another clan and are launching an attack against the Tonde clan.” 
 
    “How fascinating. Let’s go kill him then.” 
 
    Roy just shook his head, not dignifying Geon with a response. He’d been pushing him to go after the Beast King ever since he found out that he’d been sighted, asking the same questions over and over again. 
 
    At first, when he’d tried to ignore him, Geon has just continued repeating the question over and over. Now, he was smarter, and just answered the insufferable Dungeon core right away. Then again, could he really blame him? He’d been waiting for centuries to get his revenge, and now that it was so close at hand, he must have been eager to enact it. 
 
    “I promised I would kill him,” Roy said, cutting off Geon’s chatter. “I plan on keeping my word. But I’ll only go after him if I’m sure we can win.” 
 
    Geon was silent as the glowing stone under Aika’s palm vanished, leaving a doorway in its place. 
 
    “It’s right through here,” she said, turning to flash him her wide grin. “And don’t worry about Ferry, there will be plenty of room.” 
 
    Roy eyed the spire dubiously. Sure, it was tall, but it couldn’t have been more than ten feet across in both directions. How would Ferry fit in there? 
 
    Shrugging to himself, Roy followed Aika inside, his eyes falling down to his waist once again. He’d been doing that a lot over the last few hours, as though double-checking to make sure he hadn’t been dreaming. He was a 3rd Dan Yellow-Belt, higher than everyone his age in the Shah clan. Not even Shah Lynn had made it to 3rd Dan Yellow at twenty. 
 
    His body felt lighter and stronger than ever, his core glowing brightly at his center, and the flower pattern around it lit up as he continuously cycled Essence, continuously purifying and refining. He’d found that he could now purify his Essence far more than he had previously and was packing his core with as much Essence as he could manage. 
 
    The amount of Essence he had to work with was much more than he had previously, and he had a feeling that that had to do with how much he’d packed in before his advancement to Yellow. In fact, that was the reason he’d advanced all the way to 3rd Dan almost immediately after breaking through. 
 
    Koya hadn’t had nearly the amount of Essence he had to work with. By the end, his core was practically empty, while he still had loads to work with. He had a feeling that once he started using more costly techniques, he would be glad for the extra Essence, especially if he was forced into a prolonged battle. 
 
    He had yet to develop a Movement or Armorer technique, both of which he knew would have been invaluable in his fight against Koya, and for any future fights in which he might find himself, not to mention Terrain or Containment techniques. For now, he would focus on the Body aspect and work on the Spirit next. One step at a time, to take him to his first Conqueror technique. 
 
    “Oh, it’s a lot roomier on the inside,” Roy said with some surprise as he entered the spire, followed closely by Ferry. 
 
    The room they walked into was large and bare of any furniture. He could see a couple of doorways leading off and had to wonder how it was so large. 
 
    “One of the clan smiths is handy with spatial enlargement. It’s an aspect of Earth Essence, or more accurately, Qi. I don’t entirely understand it, but it has something to do with the space between atoms.” 
 
    Roy had no idea what she was talking about, but he nodded all the same. 
 
    Aika continued walking, heading out of the large room and into a smaller one. Ferry couldn’t fit through that door, so she was forced to remain in the first room. She didn’t seem to mind, though, as it was fairly dark. He’d been surprised to find that she’d advanced to 3rd Dan Yellow as well and had to wonder when that had happened. Geon wasn’t able to supply him with an answer, as he’d been indisposed at the time. 
 
    The room Aika led him into was a small kitchen, with a dusty table and chairs taking up the center. Leading off of that were a few small bedrooms, as well as a privy and bathroom. 
 
    Aika had wanted to give him a tour, but when she saw the longing look he gave the beds, she laughed and said the tour could wait for the next day. 
 
    Thanking her once again, Roy headed into one of the rooms and flopped down onto his back. Staring up at the ceiling, he could already feel his eyes closing. He and Aika weren’t sure what to do next. An escalation to the war was coming, and she didn’t want to abandon her family. At the same time, she was worried about him. Her grandfather wasn’t one to make idle threats, and unless she could convince him to call it off, he would be hunted by Tonde clan members. 
 
    She’d discussed heading to the Lighted Fields to the far east on the other side of The Crater, but that would be a journey that would take weeks, even on Ferry’s back. Not to mention that they would have to pass through Beast clan territory to do so. 
 
    Roy had never heard of the Lighted Fields before, and Aika had told him that it was a territory controlled by the Itachi clan, one of the largest and most powerful on the continent. They were known for harboring refugees of other clans, so long as they showed some modicum of talent, and she was sure that if he reached Orange, they would be more than glad to take him in. But that was a discussion for another time. 
 
    He sighed, reaching into his robe and removing the gleaming coin he’d received so long ago from the strange man during the Trial of Beginnings. He still wasn’t strong enough to use it, but he’d found himself removing it from time to time and trying anyway. It failed to activate when he’d been a White-Belt, but could it possibly work now? 
 
    Cycling Essence up to his fingers, Roy attempted to activate the weapon. The man said that the coin would produce the weapon that would most suit him, in the form of solid Power Essence. For just a second, a golden light flickered around his fist, outlining what looked to be a gauntlet of some sort, before a searing pain in his hand forced him to release the Essence. 
 
    The light faded and he let out another sigh, tucking the coin away once more. It appeared that he would indeed be unable to use the weapon until he reached Green-Belt. He wondered what it would be and if the weapon would turn out to be as amazing as it had been during his trial. 
 
    Rolling onto his side, Roy was just about to drift off to sleep, when Geon finally spoke up. 
 
    “Very well. But I’ll hold you to that promise.” 
 
    Roy smiled as he drifted off. He was content for the first time in a very long time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shah Koya lay beneath the stone spire, the lifeblood pouring from his crushed body. He had long since lost the feeling in his lower half, as well as in his left hand. It was a miracle that he was still alive and breathing, though for how much longer he would remain so, was anyone’s guess. 
 
    Lightning flashed continuously overhead, though the storm had long since passed, lighting up The Crater in brief flashes. His core was empty, his vision hazy, and his mind numb with shock. 
 
    How had that freak done this to him? Him! A Martial Artist and member of the Shah clan. How had he done it? It shouldn’t have been possible! 
 
    He took in another rattling breath, his chest expanding painfully as he did so, causing him to wince. Another flash of lightning crackled across the sky, but when it vanished, the light did not go along with it. The light didn’t seem quite right. Instead of the pale white, or gold, it was a deep crimson. 
 
    Blinking against the sudden light, Koya tried to turn his head away. The light hurt his eyes, and he was so tired. He’d been chasing that freak for so long, and now all he wanted to do was rest. 
 
    A shadow fell across his face and a voice that he vaguely recognized sounded above him. 
 
    “My, my. It would appear that you’ve gotten yourself in quite the bind, Shah Koya. I wonder, would you like me to save you a third time?” 
 
    Koya blinked his eyes open, forcing them to focus on the hulking figure above him. The face was cast in deep shadow by the light coming from above, but even through the haze of pain, Koya recognized those glowing red eyes. He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out, just a feeble whimper. 
 
    “It would appear that you are no longer able to speak,” the Beast King said, the slitted pupils traveling down to where his waist was pinned beneath the spire. 
 
    “So, all I ask is that you nod your head. I will take that as confirmation. So, tell me young Shah, do you want me to save your life for the third time?” 
 
    Even through the fog of pain, Koya could tell that this held some significance. He’d already been saved by the Beast King twice before. If he accepted his help again, he would most likely be stuck serving him for the rest of his life. Then again, if he didn’t accept, he would die here and now. 
 
    Ever so slowly, Koya raised his chin a fraction of an inch and lowered it. 
 
    “Excellent,” the Beast King replied, his enlarged canines showing against the shadowed face. “Now I should warn you. This will hurt quite a bit. But do not worry, I promise it will be worth the pain in the end.” 
 
    Koya’s eyes widened as the shadow above him seemed to grow until it blotted out the very heavens themselves. The last thing he heard before the pain made consciousness desert him, was the sickening sound of tearing flesh and crunching bone.
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