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	“Cendol! Best cendol in the city!”

	It was always like this. Give Malaysians a big enough space in an event and, sooner or later, roadside hawkers would appear. A lot might have changed ever since the advent of the Towers, but the Malaysian love for food had not altered one iota. Even with the pagoda-like Tower looming over Merdeka Square, the hawkers were all out, offering easy-to-consume and all-too-tasty foodstuff.

	Merdeka Square itself—once a giant square of concrete and grass with “the second tallest flagpole in the word!” its singular claim to fame—had changed significantly since the appearance of the Tower. Now, a wall blocked off access to the Tower itself, bisecting the square. Numerous guards with assault rifles stood on the wall and the guard towers, which were built to safeguard from within and without.

	Ringing the walled-off Tower were the hawkers, who sold food to tourists, gawkers and Tower-climbing groupies, all of them doing a brisk business. The one-man hawker stalls were often backed up by additional moving vans which resupplied the busy carts, as they dispensed a variety of foods. In the small circle around Arthur Chua, he could spot cendol, fresh fruit, kuih, and goreng pisang sold as quick snacks and a char kway teow man further away with small tables and chairs set up for his customers.

	The presence of so many people and food stalls made the air redolent with scents. Sweat, the smell of unwashed humanity, the omnipresent humidity, and the overwhelming heat pressed down upon everyone as sunshine warmed the concrete floor. 

	Arthur drew another breath, enjoying the smells—even the acrid burnt smell of electric vehicles passing by on too-hot rubber tires—and listened to the conversations that washed over him. The constant honking of electric motorcycles and self-driven cars driven to the extremes of their software combating the careless nature of Malaysian drivers... It was all a reminder of what he was about to leave behind and he wanted to enjoy it, just for a few seconds more.

	“Aiyah! I tell you, my cendol is the best. Better than that Sungai Besi fella!”

	Then the moment was over, as the hawker bickered with one of his customers. Arthur briefly considered eating, just to see—the Sungai Besi cendol-maker was very good—and then his stomach twisted in knots further, reminding him why he was here.

	Right.

	Food… later. He had packed his favorites anyway, since once you entered the Tower, you couldn’t leave. Not until it was cleared. If you cleared it.

	Never mind what it did to your appetite and your hunger…

	And that led him to the final group of watchers. The ones that no one wanted to notice, to remember. The ones that everyone ignored. The hopeful, the desperate, the abandoned. Parents, brothers and sisters, wives and children; all staring at the Tower gates, hoping they would open and their loved ones would exit. 

	Occasionally, someone would; but rarely would it be a happy reunion, a figure from those who were waiting and watching. Those who came by every day had little hope left, but what little they had, they clung to with all their might. No one knew how long it would take to clear the Tower. It could be weeks; it could be years. Just the other day, a climber finally exited after 20 years. 

	And so the crowd hoped, watched, and waited. 

	No one watched them for long, not even Arthur. They were a stark reminder that all the riches, the promised strength and opportunities within the Tower, came at a price. One that took nearly nine in ten of those that went in.

	But still, people got in line just like Arthur, shuffling forward to be inspected at the gates. What else could you do, when the world was as it was and the rich held all the power and most of the well-paying jobs? Everything else, well, the robots did it and you had to survive with whatever odd jobs were available, however dangerous, disgusting or humiliating. 

	Especially in a country like Malaysia.

	Sure, some of the Western countries had concepts like a universal basic income or a daily living stipend. Malaysia was not that rich, not since it had wrecked all its chances with foolish policies and driven the smart, the ambitious, the connected away. Not when tower technology and enchantments drove so much of the world now, when magic replaced a fifth of the world’s technology and updated technology from the towers sent whole industries into tail spins.

	“Nama?” The guard standing before the gate barked at Arthur in Malay, forcing his attention back to him. “IC?”

	“Arthur Chua.” Arthur handed over his Identification Card, watching as it was scanned. The guard eyed Arthur, verifying it was him, then looked him over with a considering gaze. Arthur made himself stand up a little straighter, his five-foot-ten frame putting him on the taller side for a Chinese Malaysian. 

	He was, he knew, well-proportioned too; though many of the hopefuls were the same. One of the secrets that had been revealed early on was that whatever body you brought into the Tower was the base you began with. 

	Everyone who could tried to improve that very base, long before they entered.

	“That your only weapon?” the guard asked, still speaking Malay. Even if English was the official language, the Malays who made up the majority of the population and occupied most government positions rarely deigned to speak it. Not when they could afford to shove it in the face of someone like Arthur. 

	“Ya.” Arthur nodded in acknowledgement, hefting the simple wooden staff. There were others in line with real weapons, like the biracial man behind Arthur who carried a spear and sword—though the man, a mix of Malay and Chinese was Arthur’s guess, was juggling the weapons as if he was not used to them. Probably another rich Dato’ who could afford the bribes for proper weapon permissions. 

	Theoretically, you didn’t need to bribe for permits, so long as you put in the right forms. And show that you were going to be joining the Tower. However, Arthur’s first two applications had mysteriously been lost, before he gave a sufficiently large bribe to ensure that the paperwork did not just disappear. But they still hadn’t approved his permit. He was left hanging, no matter how often he went to check at the office. So here he was, carrying one of the approved weapons for general use by the populace, even if he was fully trained in a variety of melee weapons.

	“Okay. Go. Faster.” The guard waved at Arthur, sending him in after returning his IC. Arthur walked past the looming walls, glancing backwards at the long line of hopefuls, many of them dressed and armed just like he was, though a few stood out with their real weapons.

	He could even see a couple of people with bodyguards, who were carrying guns. Rifles, pistols, and even bows worked in the Tower. But getting a gun license in Malaysia required the prime minister himself to sign off on it, and that kind of clout only the richest had.

	It mattered not once they started in the Tower. In the end, you could only rely on yourself, and whatever advantages these people bought by being born to the right parents would be ground away.

	Arthur believed that. He had to. Otherwise, there was no reason to keep going on. And hope, no matter how thin, had arrived along with the Towers.
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	There was no rushing or pushing to enter the dungeon’s main entrance. The Tower was no longer a mystery, and everyone understood that they would be tested the moment they entered. The winnowing stage was entirely solo, before you were allowed into the Tower proper. Of course, when the first Tower arrived, this testing stage had taken a large number of lives since no one had expected to be thrown into a life-or-death fight immediately.

	Nowadays, the test was well known. An empty room—blue, white, or sometimes brown, depending on the Tower—with no obstacles or other environmental factors to aid or hinder the testee. Everyone faced the same monster here, the only variation being the type that was dependent upon the individual Tower itself. Arthur knew that in some places, they faced goblins, or red caps or kobolds. However, for those that chose to enter via the Malaysian Tower, they got to fight the babi ngepet; as if the tower had decided to offer a nod to local legends.

	Standing in a plain white room, its temperature a chill 20 degrees Celsius or so—way too cold for even an air-conditioned shopping mall in Malaysia—Arthur could not help but be impatient. This test was the first of many, but without passing it he could not move on.

	A chime like a cellphone alert roused Arthur’s attention and made him focus. Somehow, while he was thinking, the ground ahead had given rise to a bank of mist. The mist wrapped itself around a slow-forming figure. 

	Arthur waited, knowing it was useless to attack the mist until it had finished its job. Besides, he had often heard of people receiving lower marks because they had tried to cheese their way through the test. Sangat bodoh, nak buat itu. 

	Better to wait, then launch an attack and score higher. 

	When the mist finally parted, it brought with it the sight of the demon boar he would have to face. The babi ngepet easily weighed three hundred pounds with overly large tusks and an evil look in its glowing red eyes. Like all boars everywhere, it had a terrible temperament and, upon sighting Arthur, began its charge.

	That was the thing they didn’t tell you if you lived in a big city, supping on the tender siu yuk of their domesticated cousins. Boars were nasty. 

	Most wild animals—even the harimau, the king of the jungle—would avoid humans. They had no reason to hunt humans, and so never attacked. But the Babi? They’d attack just because they could. And this was a demonic version.

	The loud squeals, compounding off hooves charging forward rose up around the room, filling Arthur’s world. He found his heart beating faster, his hands growing sweaty as adrenaline coursed through him. No matter how much training he had, no matter how real they had tried to make it, they could not duplicate the reality of facing something that truly wanted you dead. Legs turned to the left, arms bent forward, staff held in both hands before him. Even as the boar closed in, with each harsh breath.

	At the last moment, Arthur jumped aside. A little too late. He swung his staff at the same time, hoping to strike the monster away from him. His timing was off, just a little, enough for it to gore a trailing foot, leaving his ankle bloodied. He stumbled as he landed, the monster staggering aside and turning in a wide circle as it shook its dazed head.

	Arthur had landed the hit, but it wasn’t enough. Once more, the babi ngepet shook his head and charged. This time there was less space between them, less time to gain momentum. Rather than jump, Arthur merely stepped aside as he swung his staff, blow crashing into a front leg and sending the ball off course. A part of him regretted not having a spear, the perfect weapon for dealing with the tough hide and monstrous muscles of this creature. He dismissed the thought and focused.

	Three more times, the demon charged him. Three more times, Arthur struck first, making full use of his weapon’s long reach. His confidence grew with each attack, even as he felt his sneaker grow ever more bloodied and his leg radiate with pain.

	He could do this, he was certain. Until the babi ngepet changed the rules. 

	It shook itself and rather than approaching him, it began to transform. Black smoke swirled up around its body, and Arthur knew he was seeing the second stage of the test. He took a couple of quick steps forward, knowing that he was allowed to strike now. This was the time to finish it.

	Except, on his second step, pain shot up his ankle and it gave way. He collapsed, barely stopping his knees from slamming fully into the unforgiving floor by propping himself on his staff. While Arthur got over the flash of pain, the Babi completed its transformation.

	Standing in front of Arthur was now a five-foot-four man in dark robes. He wielded a pair of knives, one in each hand. One knife was chipped and bloodied, just like the boar’s tusk had been. The man threw himself forward, blades weaving before him. Still on his knees, Arthur weaved his own defense with his staff.

	The furious battle between the pair sent the clack of staff meeting blade echoing through the room. Arthur’s greater range with his staff was compromised by his lack of mobility, while his opponent’s second blade constantly threatened to cut his arm. Eventually the man fell back, cradling his injured elbow while Arthur had blood dripping from his lead right thigh where a blade had scored against him.

	Taking a brief moment to relax, Arthur pushed himself to his feet, glaring at his opponent. Notwithstanding the injuries, he had the advantage. He limped forward slowly, even as his opponent attempted to pick up a dropped dagger. A jab with his staff caught the man on his collarbone, sending him staggering away. Another spinning attack was blocked by the remaining dagger. Arthur shifted his grip, swinging the bottom of his staff up as he pulled the top edge back, sliding the staff in between the man’s legs. Only a quick motion by his opponent allowed his crown jewels to stay untouched. But a blow to the inner thigh was crippling in and of itself.

	Slow, careful steps. Carefully placed blows, and the occasional feint, drove his opponent back, back, back. At last, the man had nowhere to go, and Arthur's staff crushed his skull.

	Only then, through the haze of pain and concentration that had overtaken him, did Arthur really note his actions, spotting the unseeing eyes that met his own troubled gaze. 

	The Malaysian Tower was considered one of the most difficult to pass due to its unusual, nonhuman start and the fact that one had to kill a human at the end. Or something that looked human. Too many testees realized in the end that they could not do it. The act of killing another human was anathema to many.

	Arthur, still bleeding, wondered what it meant about him, that he felt very little beyond relief. No regret, no pain or sorrow.

	No joy. Not yet.

	Golden lines appeared before him, within his mind’s eye.

	 

	Initial tower test completed.

	Results are being graded.

	Please wait…

	Tests have been graded.

	Teleportation commencing.

	… 

	Please wait.

	 

	Now the joy came along with the shifting of his senses.
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	Blinding light. Arthur found himself in another empty room. Beige walls, a light that came from the surroundings without seeming to have a point of origin. The floor was hard but with a little give, like a particularly firm mattress or the sprung wood floor of a training hall.

	Immediately, Arthur let himself collapse to the ground. He wanted to cross his knees and enter lotus position, but the injury to his ankle put a stop to that. So instead he sat with one leg crossed, the other pointed outwards. He noticed the bleeding was already stopping and he knew from the training books that he would soon begin healing.

	One of the advantages of life in the Tower. Along with that, the swirling morass of energy that surrounded him. It was so thick Arthur could almost feel it brushing against his skin, like static electricity just before it released. Hair on the back of his neck and along his arms stood at attention, and the teenager smiled.

	This room was an opportunity, a chance to draw in the energy released by the babi ngepet that had died. The harder-than-normal fight was a lucky break since the monster had a higher amount of energy—chi, mana, quantum potential, whatever you wanted to call it—for him to cultivate with. Of course, he also hurt and ached, another part of the trade-off of having this opportunity offered to him.

	Another breath, tickling along his chest and out his mouth. Arthur calmed his mind, forcing himself to breathe slowly through his stomach, to sit upwards in the hollow body position, his spine straight. Everyone who came to the Tower was taught how to do this. It was one of the requirements of being successful.

	Cultivation.

	Breathe in, draw in the energy.

	Breathe out, settle your mind.

	Breathe in, draw in more energy with your breath.

	Breathe out, contain that energy.

	Repeat until such time that the energy dispersed, or you had absorbed it all. Since Arthur had a bog-standard cultivation method, one taught to all children looking to advance, the former was more likely. 

	Still Arthur could not let that fact discourage him. This was as much test as opportunity, and he would not stumble on the second hurdle. 

	His breathing sped up, his intake grew shallower as his desire made him grasp what could not be held with force. Energy slipped through his metaphorical hands, escaping with each inhalation. 

	Arthur grimaced, forced himself to ignore the part of him that recommended he just try harder. Instead he chose to just breathe, to focus on the every day, the very act of breathing. He grounded himself in the humid exhalation, the slight chill on his skin and the growing warmth around his stomach. 

	He chose to calm himself, even as energy dispersed. 

	When his mind was stable once again, he returned to cultivating. That heat in his center, just below his navel, grew. His pool of energy, his spiritual sea, the dantian. 

	Interminable time passed until he found the energy around him too tenuous to grasp. Eyes opened and Arthur's lip twitched as his body buzzed with potential. 

	Then, another glowing series of golden lines appeared before his eyes. 

	 

	Second entrance test completed.

	Results are being graded.

	Please wait…

	Tests have been graded.

	Would you like to review your results now?

	 

	Yes! Arthur mentally shouted. He could have waited but the test rooms were the safest place in the Tower to review this information. Best to get to it. 

	As quick as he thought his answer, new lines of information appeared. 

	 

	Cultivation Speed: 1

	Energy Pool: 7

	Refinement Speed: 1

	 

	Attributes and Traits

	Mind: 3

	Body: 3

	Spirit: 3

	 

	Arthur paused, then found himself smiling grimly. It was not as bad as he feared. A starting stat of three for one’s attributes was expected for your average Tower climber. His energy pool was higher than other cultivators, with most others starting with only four or five points of energy. 

	Not that it mattered much, since he had no styles or skills that he could channel his energy pool into. The only thing he could do was gain enough energy to refine it and, using that refined energy, upgrade his attributes. Even that would be slower, due to his lack of cultivation and refinement manuals.

	Nevertheless, for a man starting out with not a single backer, this was not a bad start at all. Before Arthur could revel further in barely surpassing the average, another line of gold letters appeared.

	 

	All tests completed.

	Teleportation commencing to first level of Tower.

	Please wait.
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	Arthur blinked, his world lurching as he was teleported. He fought the disorientation and stomach churning that teleportation caused, the churning in his stomach as he went through the equivalent of riding a rollercoaster during a hurricane in the middle of the ocean. His stomach lurched and twisted, and Arthur fought not to throw up. When his eyes finally cleared and he was able to focus on anything but his stomach, he noticed a group of individuals staring at him.

	“Well done!” 

	“Bagus, bagus!”

	Cheers and congratulations exploded from the spectating crowd, though one voice also shouted, “Damn it, throw up already!”

	Arthur finally managed to settle his stomach, enough that he dared to take a step forward on the raised teleportation platform. The entire thing was made of stone and no larger than a couple of feet across and a few inches off the ground, just enough to demarcate the differences. 

	Stepping onto sandy ground, Arthur could not help but note that there were dozens of teleportation platforms in sight and even more hidden by the buildings that they ringed. The buildings in the center had always been present, though there was a marked difference between the carefully crafted Tower made buildings of stone and brick and the ramshackle wooden housing created by the tower climbers.

	The first Tower-crafted buildings were where the few guides and Tower-enabled residences were, while the ramshackle buildings hosted the majority of cultivators. The first level of the Tower—of all Towers in the world—was the only floor that had a safe zone. As such, it was also the place where tower climbers would return to when they grew all too tired of, well, climbing.

	Of course, there were other safe zones throughout the Tower for taller buildings, but all those were manmade. There were residences created by tired Tower climbers, even whole cities—places to stop and acquire new equipment, cultivation manuals, and skills. Places to cultivate, too, but all such places were only as safe as the individuals who ran them.

	Only on the first floor did the Tower itself enforce safety, not only by providing individuals with a second chance at life if they were injured, but also by the ubiquitous Tower guards. Faceless sentinels in robes, which floated or flew overhead, watching all those who lived within.

	“Platform eleven. Platform eleven. Taking bets now...” 

	Arthur turned to the speaker, a scrawny kid with a floppy hairstyle who stalked among the crowd, pointing in the direction of the aforementioned platform. That one, Arthur idly noted, was glowing a little. Less than ten seconds since the platform started glowing, it stopped and another cultivator appeared, looking the worst for wear.

	The woman lurched forwards a little, bending over. Her foot nearly brushed the outside of the platform before she caught herself from tumbling off, eliciting a series of gasps from the watchers. Then, still bent over, she threw up, red curry and brown sludge with a mixture of white noodles spreading across the black platform and brown dirt.

	“Yes!”

	“Aiyah! Perempuan, selalu tak guna.”

	“I knew I’d make it all back. Pay up, pay up. Cepat, cepat lah!”

	“Damn it...”

	Curses from all around, even as a robed figure of a guardian swept towards the woman. A wave of its hand and the vomit disappeared, even as she staggered away—just a girl, Arthur realised, probably just old enough for college if she had not chosen to enter like him.

	Which reminded him.

	He started walking forwards, staff held over his shoulder, gaze sweeping over everyone as he watched for potential pickpockets. They were always a danger, though none of the current residents chose to step closer than fifteen feet near the teleportation platforms. The guardians’ presence probably kept them away, ensuring newcomers had a safe entry during their most vulnerable state.

	More teleportation platforms had fired, depositing their testees. A few of the ones that came before had exited the safe zone and been met by others. Sect members, members of merchant houses, and runners. The testees handed over their packs and, in a few cases, amulets or rings of dimensional storage, and in turn were greeted happily by their waiting members.

	Arthur had considered, briefly, being a runner. He had discarded the option due to the risk. Not to himself—if he did not make it through the test, he would be dead and uncaring about what any annoyed merchant house or triad group could do—but for his family. The only kind of assurance, beyond money that Arthur did not have, that these groups accepted was family. If you failed to bring the goods through, they would take it out on your family. And that, Arthur would not risk. No matter how sure he was.

	Still, he did feel a twinge of regret at playing it safe. Those who took the risk now had a head start, paid in contribution points or skills or monster cores or good old money. Tower money, of course, was different from real-world money.

	All he had was a single chit...

	So deep in thought, he almost did not notice the trio that appeared before him, standing in his way. Arthur frowned, stopping just a little short, then automatically stepping back to clear space. He noticed the smirks among the loutish trio, all of them wearing baggy sweatpants and singlets. Samseng, thugs, of the worse kind—the kind that refused to shower regularly.

	And worse, looking at them, Arthur could guess exactly what they wanted.

	“Eh, friend, got a second, eh?”

	“No,” Arthur said, stepping to the side. 

	The trio automatically moved, repositioning themselves.

	“We weren’t asking,” the leader said again, his smile widening but still lacking any real warmth.

	Arthur sighed and set himself, knowing he was not going to get away that easily. 

	It looked like his first shakedown had started

	 

	

[image: Image]Chapter 5

	Three men, all of them in singlets and sweatpants. The leader had a slight sweat stain on his singlet, and the men reeked ever so slightly of stale sweat. The temperature of the first level of the Tower was similar to Kuala Lumpur’s if slightly less humid. All that meant was that you sweated less visibly, with the heat causing hair to curl and bodies to overheat.

	“I’m sorry, but I should go. I have a place to be,” Arthur said, his lips smiling but his eyes cold. He kept the grip on his staff loose, his eyes unfocused on the leader’s nose. No need to meet eyes to make it a challenge, but he was not willing to look away either.

	“Oh, a newbie has a place to go, eh?” The leader smirked. That was the second time, so Arthur decided to call him Smirkee in his head. 

	“Yes.”

	“Why don’t you tell me where that is, hmmm? Or you lying, ah?” Smirkee said.

	“No, I don’t think so,” Arthur replied.  Then, seeing that Samseng One—the thug with the bigger arms and knife in his belt—was trying to flank him, he turned his head slightly to catch Samseng One’s eyes. “Don’t.”

	“Wah, so brave!” Smirkee said, but he did note how Samseng One had stopped short, surprised that his sneaking had been caught. “Do you know who we are?”

	“A man who likes to quote bad movies?” Arthur said. Around them, the crowd had noticed the problem. And, like gamblers the world over, had chosen to bet on the outcome. 

	“What?”

	“Never mind.” Arthur shook his head, deciding not to try to enlighten the other. “Do you not know who I am?”

	“No,” Smirkee said, freezing a little. The way Arthur had said it, how confident he seemed to be, forced him to eye Arthur again. Arthur could swear he could see the thug calculus going on behind Smirkee’s eyes. Non-bladed weapon, so he had no connections to get a better one. No enchanted gear, no armour, a single bag. No ties to a sect, then, or a merchant house. At least, none that were choosing to make their involvement known. And Arthur’s own aura was nothing special. Perhaps a little stronger, but nothing special.

	“Great, then let’s keep it that way.” Even as Smirkee re-assessed him, Arthur was moving. He stepped to the side, moving not towards Samseng One but to Samseng Two, the younger boy with the scrawny arms who was obviously the least proactive of the group. 

	He was nearly past the boy when Smirkee chose to speak. “Oi! Who said you could go?”

	Too bad. 

	Arthur took off, running for all he was worth. Bag slung over his shoulder, staff kept tilted a little and held close to him, he ran. Headed straight for the village center itself and the newcomers’ hall, knowing that once he was within sight of it, the thugs would not dare do anything untoward.

	Even now, with so many Tower guards around, they dared not actually hit him. They could intimidate, threaten, and promise retribution outside the town. But physically manhandling him would cross the line.

	More worrisome was if one of them was a pickpocket. The single chit that Arthur carried had all his funds, real world cash traded on the outside for Tower credits. All backed by the chit. However, until he managed to register the chit, it was unregistered funds. Available for anyone to use.

	Arthur ran, tough hiking boots pounding the dirt, grabbing at the loose earth as he threw himself forward. Behind him, beyond the initial shout of surprise, the trio ran silently. The Tower guards were not exactly stupid but they were not, it seemed, entirely sapient. They had routines and, so long as someone did not break their rules, they would ignore all other actions.

	Which meant that the quartet running across open ground, dodging around ill-leaning walls and headed for the beginners’ village, were left to their own devices. An eye to the left, a glance to the right, a stack of sticks. Arthur dipped the end of his staff one way, catching the top of the pile. They tipped over, clattering behind him. 

	Curses, muffled, along with the crashing of a body to the ground. Rather than look behind, Arthur bent his head further and pushed on. His breathing grew harsh, his movements slowing down a little as he struggled forward. 

	Not because he was exhausted already, but because fear and anxiety stole his breath away. He broke clear of the latest trash-strewn passage, the edge of the Tower village appearing in his vision. A surge of energy ran through him and he sped up, never noticing the thrown rock that caught him in his upper back.

	Already running as fast as he could, Arthur’s balance was disrupted. He stumbled, falling to the ground, his feet nearly entangling with his own staff before he managed to roll to his feet, back hurting from where his backpack and its contents had dug into muscles and ribs.

	As he stumbled to his feet, the trio caught up. Samseng Two threw himself at Arthur in a desperate tackle, only to catch the end of the staff in his chest. He fell backwards, a muffled urk resounding as Arthur drove his full body weight onto the braced wooden staff. 

	“I’ll kill you!” Smirkee shouted, slowing down a short distance from Arthur and drawing a knife.

	Arthur ignored the fallen body beside him, the painful wheeze of his opponent as he pushed himself to his feet. A light squeak of fear from the doorway behind him helped the cultivator reorient himself, even as he grimaced at the feel of mud on his body. Considering the ground was dry almost everywhere else, he did not want to consider why the ground was wet here, near the corner of a ramshackle building. 

	Even if the scent was a little telling.

	“I guess we’re doing this, eh?” Arthur said, beginning to spin his staff as he eyed the remaining two thugs.

	And he had been so close too.
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	“I’m going to cut you until you bleed, boy-boy!” Smirkee snarled.

	Even at this juncture, blade aimed at him and Samseng One moving to flank him as he carefully moved backwards, Arthur could not help but groan. Because, really, when you heard someone that cheesy, you either groaned or smirked. And Smirkee was currently pissed off enough that Arthur attempting to take his prize spot on the Smirkee World of Records was just wrong.

	“If you’re trying to kill me with your language, you’re getting close,” Arthur said. He spun his staff, closing in on Smirkee, warding him off before he let the wood smack into his hand and rebound, using the extra energy for another spin and thrust as Samseng One darted close. 

	“Cilaka!” 

	“Yeah, yeah…” Arthur said. “We don’t have to do this, you know.”

	“I’ll rip your heart out and eat it.”

	“With a spoon?”

	“What?” Samseng One said, puzzled.

	“Old movie. Good one too, but old.” Arthur shook his head. “My streaming account threw it up on random and, well, it was good.”

	“What the hell are you idiots doing?” Smirkee darted in even as he shouted, his blade coming within inches of Arthur’s hand. A hasty pull back and a sweep of the staff took a hip in the side, even as the teenager stumbled.

	“Always a good time to talk…” Arthur panted. After catching a breath, he suddenly relaxed and stopped moving. “Also, I was delaying.”

	“What?” Samseng One said again.

	“You need a wider vocabulary.” Arthur paused. “More words. Learn them. It’ll help people not think you’re just a thug.”

	Face flushed, Samseng One took a step forward, knowing he had just been insulted. But he halted when a green light wrapped around him, freezing him and the other thugs in place.

	“What?!”

	“See what I mean?” Arthur gritted out. The energy was not directly painful, but it set his teeth on edge and felt like a roll of sharp needles was running across his body. The kind of metal pinprick roller used by doctors to check for loss of sensitivity and by others for... other reasons.

	“This guard has noted threats to the life of a cultivator along with physical attempts. As per Tower rules, parties will be suitably punished.” A flicker and then Arthur was deposited to the ground, the green energy dissipating even as his opponents and the guard flew straight up in the air before disappearing. Arthur caught sight of Smirkee’s frozen mask of fear just before they were yanked away to jail.

	“Bye-bye!” Arthur waved, before turning away and sauntering off. The entire act was overblown, since he could feel the eyes of the other residents on him. It was better to look overconfident and a smartass than to cower.

	Now that the way to the village was clear, Arthur strolled in, brushing himself down idly as he kept walking. There was little he could do about the mud or dirt, or the slight smell lingering on him, but trying gave him something to do while he studiously ignored the gazes on him.

	In the meantime, he also had quite a lot to see. The village buildings created by the Tower were a haphazard mixture of architectural styles, unlike the manmade four-sided leaning slabs of engineering mayhem outside the circle of Tower-made buildings. Once again, the Tower had drawn from local culture and then dumped the buildings out like it was asking for an answer from fortune-telling sticks at the temple.

	Two-story terrace shops lined one side of the village, though unlike their Malaysian inspirations they were arranged in a curve instead of a straight row. Next to it, a trio of houses. These were raised on wooden stilts like the ones on the East Coast which saw regular monsoon floods. Then, a short distance later, a modern building made of glass and concrete, that was lopped off four floors up. 

	Of course, the main novice building was British, a colonial style mansion reminiscent of the British High Commission. A rather interesting development, considering Malaysia’s history of colonialism.  Then again, the Towers were alien; they probably had no idea of the long discussions about colonialism and the massive, ongoing damage it had done to cultures. 

	Or at least, Arthur hoped not. Or else the aliens were dicks.

	Inside the building, crossing stone floor, Arthur worked his way over to four attendants behind their wooden desk. The first three had that glassy-eyed look of Tower-made residents. The fourth was human and, not surprisingly, had the largest number of individuals waiting. Arthur thought for a second and then went to join that line-up. 

	He might be in the Tower, he might be ready, but right now human interaction was still better. At least for a little while longer.

	The line snaked forward slowly but consistently until Arthur finally found himself before the attendant. He offered the man a smile along with his greeting, only for the attendant to sniff.

	“What do you want?”

	“Newcomer chit please, and I want to register a credit transfer,” Arthur said easily.

	The attendant nodded, holding a hand out for the credit chit. Arthur was just about to hand it over when a shout arose from the entrance. As one, the entire hall of people turned to look at a very angry thug who was pointing a finger in Arthur’s direction. 

	“You! We’ll get you. You think you won this time, but you’ve won NOTHING!” Before the faceless guards who ran the newcomer hall could deal with him, he dashed off, leaving the entire building to stare at Arthur. At least, the humans did.

	Grinning weakly, Arthur waved to the lookers before turning around to the attendant, who proceeded to snatch the token from his hand. He slotted it into a small section on his desk, the jade token slipping in with ease before it beeped.

	The attendant’s eyes widened as he read the information. Then, looking at Arthur, he hissed. “Eleven credits? You pissed the Suey Ying tong for eleven credits?!”

	“Yes.”

	“Bodoh ke? Are you some kind of idiot?”

	A pause from Arthur then he grinned. “Yeah.”

	Stunned silence greeted Arthur’s honest confession. Eventually, the attendant burst out into snorting laughter. “Fine, fine. Eleven credits, registered to Arthur Chua.”

	“Thank you.” Arthur relaxed a little, grateful that it went well enough.

	“Newcomer chit and your spare credit token.” The attendant handed both over to Arthur before he continued. “You won’t be able to spend the newcomer credit anywhere but at the newcomer stores. If not spent within 24 hours, it’ll disappear. You are also provided residence in the newcomer building for seven days, total. Not consecutive.” A pause, as he looked Arthur over before the attendant continued, “Smart people leave an extra day or two unused, so that they have a place to heal up safely.”

	Arthur nodded in thanks for the tip, while shifting a little impatiently. Rolling his eyes, the attendant waved his hand. 

	“Quest board is behind you. Take the gathering quests and low-level kill quests. There’s no penalty for failing them on this floor, and you never know what you’ll find. Any questions?” The attendant finished what seemed to be a regular spiel, already tapping on the table impatiently.

	“Yeah. What’s your name?” Arthur said, still smiling.

	A snort. “You can call me Lai Tai Kor.”

	There were a few chuckles from behind at the pretentiousness of being asked to be called big brother upon first meeting. Instead of chuckling along, Arthur stored the chits away and clasped his hands together to offer him a slight bow. 

	“Then, thank you, Lai Tai Kor.”

	“Smart ass. Get out of here!” Still, Lai was grinning as Arthur sauntered out, before he turned narrow eyes at the man taking Arthur’s place. “And don’t think I didn’t hear you laugh!”

	Arthur chuckled, detouring to the quest board to grab the quests—a simple matter of placing his hand on each glowing runic pentagram, getting zapped with a light bolt of electricity. As he repeated the procedure, his interface kept piling up with notifications. At last, Arthur made his way to a side exit.

	Best not to go out the main way. You never know who might be waiting. Or what.

	Anyway, he had no time to tangle with the tong and their members. He had shopping to do!
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	“Boss!” Arthur called out, waving at the fox who stood upright by the side, watching over the small crowd moving through his store. The fox glared at Arthur, but the young man was unperturbed, treading his way closer. 

	“I know what I want,” Arthur supplied helpfully. “If you get it for me, I’ll be out immediately.”

	This time around, the fox’s face had a flash of surprise before it was smoothed out, just like the fur along its face. It bowed a little to Arthur, making its way behind glass counters that lined the edge of the shop interior to meet him. 

	More than a few of the other customers stared at Arthur. He quickly flicked his gaze over the group, assessing and categorising them into three categories. First were the rich, smart, and connected. They were, one and all, well dressed and well armed. A few even had bodyguards. Those would go far, if luck held. No waste of their newcomer credits, not for them. They’d all have secret lists, information of the specialised items that their backers had provided that, combined with other items, were sufficient to give them a head start. They would retire soon enough, cook together whatever special pill they had been told to make, and then spend the next few days or weeks training to increase their cultivation base. When they emerged, they’d be stronger and faster than anyone else, offered a lead that no one at Arthur’s stage could hope to beat.

	Those fellas had looked him over and dismissed him, having slotted him in the second category: The smart, the ones who had researched and done their best to learn what they could. They had no secret techniques or manuals, no greater knowledge but knew enough than to rely on fickle luck or desperate fate. They knew exactly what they wanted, and if they all received the same damn thing, well...

	“A Beginner Special then?” the fox said, brown eyes dancing with amusement as he looked at the bloody scrap of paper that Arthur handed him. 

	“Yes.” 

	The third group—the foolish, the unwary, the hesitant—were the largest. They might have done some research; they might even have a plan. But now, here in the newcomer shop, they had no confidence anymore. Not in their research, not in their decisions.

	The array of weapons, each with their own unique name, the multifarious names of alchemical pills, the cultivation manuals and exercises that tempted them all. So much stuff, that even lists created by others to aid those who came after did not cover them all.

	More importantly, in the here and now, life and death had grown all too real. Rather than trust their own research, they leaned one way or another, listened to what people had to say or bought, all desperately hoping to validate their own decisions or reinforce the current meta.

	It took the fox only a short moment to return, holding up items from the Beginner’s Special. So named because it was the recommended purchase for those who entered, a simple and effective series of items for those without an in.

	“Low quality, white jade knives for gathering and skinning,” the fox said, dropping the sheathed weapons onto the table, wrapped in leather to keep his glass counters unscarred. A smaller bundle dropped beside it. “Bags and string, for storage.”

	Arthur opened the knife bag, unwinding the leather string to pull the two knives out. The skinning knife had a tiny hook at the front, the blade thin and all too sharp. The gathering knife looked like a mini-scythe, meant to catch behind a flower or herb to cut with a pull, leaving the roots behind so that they could grow again.

	“Good quality,” Arthur said. He wrapped the pair up and pulled the bundle across the counter. He made sure to smile when he spoke, not wanting the shopkeeper to mistake the compliment for what it was.

	Not that it seemed to matter to the fox. “Focused Strike, chi exercise.”

	The scroll that followed the pronouncement was wrapped in a red thread. Attached was a leather label: the words were at first in English, then Chinese, and then Malay—the characters shifting as Arthur stared, magic changing the words to languages he understood. 

	Arthur knew better than to open the scroll now. Doing so would be the kind of insult that would follow him through all the Tower’s shops, leading to much lower offers and the occasional lower-quality item. No, you could check the mundane items, but cultivation resources were all sacrosanct.

	“And lastly, bag of storage for the first floor,” the fox said, dropping the small pouch beside the scroll. “Good only for this floor, two cubic feet.”

	“Thank you,” Arthur replied, grabbing the bag and sweeping everything within. Once he was done, he cocked his head to the side. “And the special?”

	“The manager’s special?” The fox smirked. “Are you sure you wish to gamble upon it?”

	Arthur nodded firmly. “I have two credits left. I might as well.”

	“Very well,” the fox reached behind him before dropping a rock in front of Arthur. “One manager’s special.”

	The loud sniggers that raced across the room had him flushing a little, but mostly Arthur was staring at the plain, river-worn smooth stone before him. It wasn’t even particularly large, half the size of his palm and rather flat. Maybe good for skipping...

	“A rock?” Arthur said incredulously.

	“Yes. As you know, the manager’s special is always a gamble.” The fox grinned. “We do not take returns.”

	“A rock...” Arthur sighed, picked up the rock and then shrugging, dropped it into the storage pouch. He slipped the pouch into his jacket before bidding the fox goodbye, doing his best to ignore the chuckles. After all, Arthur reminded himself, he was not the first nor would he be the last to get taken by the manager’s special.

	Anyway, he had his hands on a cultivation technique at last! Even if it was the lowest grade and most common technique ever, it was a cultivation technique. One he sorely needed, if he was to survive.

	Staff in hand, he hurried towards the newcomer inn, intent on getting a room and starting his lessons. It was time to get started on his first real lessons as a cultivator.
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	Getting a room—literally a room since there was just a sink, a single bed, and a shared toilet and bathroom on the same floor—was a simple matter. He showed them his chit, handed it over, and got his key. Once he was in the room, he took a seat on the bed before he extracted the Focused Strike chi technique scroll.

	Biting his lip, Arthur realised his hands were shaking a little. All this time, all this effort to get here. Late nights, hours after everyone else had slept, stolen time from Hypnos himself as he practised forms and katas and exercised, only to get up early the next day to join the gym and get his ass handed to him, again and again. Until he was one of those doing the beating.

	Scrabbling for money, for hard manual work that was all too dangerous or finnicky for machines. Pulling jammed metal pieces out, crawling under moving electronics to swap out parts, sorting through waste matter just to find some nugget of old electronics with parts that were of value.

	Then, the fight nights, the illegal scraps in underground rings where the best and most desperate fought for the hoi polloi to watch. It mattered not how good you were, just how well you showed off during the fight. Oh, and winning too, though that mattered less with some groups than others, with rigged fights being a common occurrence.

	Not that Arthur had bothered with much of that. After his third fight, limping home—a winner but too bruised to train for a week—he realised the kind of training he was receiving just was not worth the pain and the even greater risk of serious injury. A broken leg, broken ribs, even a twisted ankle could set him back for weeks.

	No matter how much he could win, it just wasn’t worth it. Not to him.

	Slow and easy.

	Which led him here. Exhale, pull the string, and open the scroll. Why a scroll and not a book or pamphlet, Arthur had no idea. It wasn’t as though there was that much information on the scroll, and it wasn’t as though it was magically transmitted into him. That kind of spiritual impartation was much, much more expensive and not something that even showed up until the end of the tower.

	Unfortunately, plain paper scroll or not, the information within was significantly more complicated than just drawings and words. Staring at the lines of information, the drawings that shifted and twisted before his very eyes, Arthur sighed.

	“I knew they said it wasn’t that easy, but really?” he muttered out loud. Direction of flow through one meridian to another, concentration of energy, breath and muscle control, even mental imaging was all part of the technique.

	A single technique and one of the easiest, but it still was going to take him hours to work it out.

	“Well, best get to it,” Arthur muttered. Eyes narrowing, he stared at the central diagram, knowing he had to start from, well, the beginning. 

	His core.

	Learn how to pull the energy out, how to direct and move it, priming the energy to reinforce muscles, tendon, and bone. Keep focused on where the energy went, how it transformed, what form it became while pushing into meridians and across the body. 

	Slip up, even once and—

	“Aaaargghhh,” Arthur cried out, falling over and clutching his chest. The pain lanced through him, his chest muscles clenching tight in the worst cramps he’d ever felt. At the same time, it felt like a million ants were trying to eat the insides of his arm apart.

	Chi feedback.

	Whimpering, Arthur forced himself to breathe, to pull the energy that had gone down the wrong way into his body once more. He churned it through his meridians, transforming the energy back into its base state, struggling through the pain until it and the energy subsided.

	Pulling himself upright in bed, he wiped the sweat on his forehead. Panting a little, Arthur closed his eyes as he waited for the energy to calm and for his mind to stabilize. A glance at the clock that hung in the room made his lip twist in humour.

	Fifteen minutes in and he’d made his first mistake. If everything he had learnt about learning chi techniques was true, he could expect to make a hundred more before he could even begin to understand the basics of the exercise.

	A few hundred more to get it right.

	A thousand before he could hope to use it in combat.

	But that wasn’t, unfortunately, the only thing he had to worry about. 

	A mental command had his interface call up his status screen. There was a single line he had to see, though he could sense the difference within him too.

	 

	Energy Pool: 6/12

	 

	Yup. Each mistake was going to cost him energy. Which meant he’d have to spend time cultivating, drawing in the Tower’s energy to refill his pool. All of which would take time.

	And he had a time limit. Seven days.

	No. Five. He should do as Lai Tai Kor said. Save a few extra days.

	“Five days.” A firm nod, then he banished those considerations for another day. Right now, all he could do was practise.
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	Force energy through the sixth meridian. No, too fast—

	“Aaaarghh!”

	Pain. Energy running rampant. Calm it, pull it in. 

	Roll over.

	Get up. 

	Start again.
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	Reinforce skin first. Gently, let the energy seep in. Too fast and it’d...

	Blisters. Growing as fast as he could look at them. The energy he pushed into his body was too heaty for it to control. He drew the energy back, wincing as his hand and arms burnt. By the time he was done, half of his hand was filled with clear, watery blisters mingled with a mixture of dark blood.

	“Ugh...” Wrinkling his nose, Arthur wiped the skin clear, hissing a little at the pain.

	Breathe, chill out.

	Try again.
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	“Oooh, I’m hungry. So this why they say you don’t bottom out your energy pool.” Arthur glanced at his status.

	 

	Energy Pool: 2/12

	 

	Cultivators and Tower climbers didn’t need to eat, not while they were in the Tower itself. The energy of the Tower itself fed them, made them immortal. When they left the Tower, that was when they started starving. Even consuming spiritual food—food originating from the Tower, infused with its energy—outside the Tower only worked for so long.

	Eventually, climbers had to return to the Tower. And since you could never clear the same Tower again, eventually all climbers died, lost to the never-ending grind.

	But that was for another time.

	Right now, Arthur needed to cultivate and replenish his energy.

	Closing his eyes, he meditated, pulling the abundant energy of the Tower into his body, gathering it to himself.
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	An hour later and six energy points returned, Arthur nodded to himself. Good enough for now. He’d start alternating meditation sessions with torture—ahem, practice sessions—from now on. That way, he would never run out of energy and could give himself a mental break.

	He still had most of the day left to train. And four more days after that.

	Gritting his teeth, Arthur dove back into the scroll.
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	Standing in the four feet of space between the wall and bed, Arthur set his feet. He was not a huge fan of unarmed martial arts—only idiots thought it was better to fight using one’s hands than a proper weapon—but he still learned it. There were a lot of times weapons just were not feasible. Or your weapon broke, or you had to throw someone or, well.

	Lots of reasons not to have one in hand.

	Which was why he knew how to throw a punch. Angle your body, raise hands to your chest and face height. Breathe in, on exhalation snap leg, hip, shoulder, and arm forward. In that order pretty much, as you dug in and pivoted, throwing backhand into a simple strike. 

	Of course, there was a new factor to this. He had to channel his chi at the same time, mixing it all together and pushing it forward into a single, explosive blow. He’d reached the standing and punching part two days ago, managing to corral his energy and even learning to release it when he was seated. Cross-legged. After a good minute of concentration and release.

	Now it was a matter of learning to speed up the attack, such that Focused Strike was actually a strike. Then the next step, of course, was integrating it into his weapon. And then, well, more than a single limb. 

	Air shimmered, the explosion of power flaring around his fist as he finished the movement. He watched it dissipate and could not help but grin. It worked. Only took him a second or so of concentration too.

	“Yes!” Arthur couldn’t help doing a little jig. “Siapa hebat? Me. I’m amazing!” 

	For a few minutes, he revelled in his success. Five days to learn the technique. He knew it well enough now that he no longer needed the scroll. If only it wasn’t keyed to him, he could have sold it off. Oh well.

	No, five days was good. Problem was...

	“I got to get going,” Arthur said to himself, slumping back down in bed. He peered at the tiny slip of a window high up in the room, one that showcased not a slip of light coming through. If not for the lights running the edge of the wall—spirit lights, powered by the same energy that ran through him—it would have been pitch black in his room. “… tomorrow morning.” 

	Then, his eyes drifted shut. Adrenaline and stubbornness had kept him awake for most of the five days except for quick cat naps and moments dozing off while meditating. Sleep debt finally caught up and he fell asleep.
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	“Could have been nicer about throwing me out,” Arthur grumbled as he strode out of the beginners’ village, skirting around tents that had been built surrounding it. The damn proprietor had woken him early in the morning and tossed him out without so much as a “good morning”. Then again, Arthur had to admit, he preferred that to losing another day.

	Especially since his eyes were still gummy and his mind exhausted from the days of work. On the other hand, physically he was doing pretty well. One advantage of being a cultivator here, he guessed. It also helped that being woken early meant most of the other cultivators were still resting.

	Except for those three men who had strips of red on their arms, striding over to him. Striding with intent.

	“Oh hell,” Arthur muttered, hefting his staff and glancing around. Seeing no way around it, he took off, headed for the woods.

	“Oi!” one of the men shouted. “Mana you pergi?!”

	“Ting kuai dan!”

	“As if I’ll stop!” Arthur yelled over his shoulder, taking a moment to stare behind him. “Bodoh ke?”

	Idiots indeed. Two of the people rushing after him were Chinese, the other Malay. Not that it mattered what race they were, if they were just going to beat him up, but it was strange to see a mixed-race gang. After all, racial lines were still quite prevalent, perhaps even more now when the government was struggling to pay for all the social programs they were giving out. 

	The forest line wasn’t far, thankfully. It didn’t matter how much the cultivators cut down in this land; the wood had a tendency to regrow nearly as fast as they could chop. If not for the fact that there had been a clearing around the village proper, they’d have had to camp in the woods. As it stood, it was only a short sprint away.

	The woods themselves weren’t Malaysian forests, which Arthur had to be grateful for. Tall trees and less underbrush. Not the crowded, sharp-edged, leach-infested undergrowth he was used to, ready to rip flesh apart. 

	But that might also mean fewer fruits and berries, and more importantly, it was easier for the men to spot him here, while in a proper rainforest he could disappear from sight after a few dozen feet in. No, here, the trio of pursuers could spot him a good 20 feet away.

	“Stop!” 

	“I’m going to kill you!”

	“Yeah, that’s going to make me stop…” muttered Arthur as he ran. He wasn’t dumb enough to stop, and he certainly had seen the pair of parang two of the men held. The third man hadn’t bothered with anything that lethal, but a hard-edged stick with a band of metal at the end worked well enough to break bone and crush skull.

	“Come on...” Cursing, Arthur yanked his staff, watching as it got tangled up in the nearby bushes. His breathing was beginning to grow a little heavy, even as he ducked and ran deeper into the forest, desperate to escape the trio. 

	They kept coming and, worse, seemed to be catching up. In fact, one Chinese man with a parang was outpacing his own friends, the gleaming edge of the long blade catching light. Casting one last glance back, Arthur made a quick decision. 

	He spun around one tree, took three steps and twisted, spinning the quarterstaff and setting himself. A mental count went off in his head, and as it hit one, he thrust forwards, blindly.

	Part luck, part training. The tip of his staff slammed into the ribs of the man turning the corner, glancing off his hand to luckily plunge even more firmly into the man’s chest. Arthur felt something crack, just a small shock and release on top of the bigger impact as his attack struck home. His opponent staggered back, raising a hand.

	Only for Arthur to clip the fingers with a spin, which cracked them open and sent the blade flying to the ground. Another quick flick had the weapon knocked farther away, and before the man could do anything else, Arthur took off.

	Leaving his opponent weaponless, gasping for breath and out of the fight.

	One down.

	But as the shouts from behind increased, he smiled grimly.

	Two more to go.
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	Tall forest trees, sticky sap on their trunks with sharp pine needles. That’s what those were, right? Pine? Arthur heaved and panted, trying to dodge deeper within, missing the dense underbrush of Malaysia now. At least the temperature around here was a lot cooler, meaning that energy would not be sapped from overheating, from sweating. 

	Luck had him stumble at the right time, a foot catching on a hidden root. He caught himself easily, but a projected blast of energy clipped his shoulder where it would have struck him dead-on. Instinctively, he clutched his staff close as he spun around and fell, barely managing to get his feet away from the gripping roots—holy shit, were they actually moving!—before he crashed to the ground.

	“Oh, you idiot! Bodoh! I had him!” The Malay cultivator snarled at the other man, shaking one glowing fist. “If you hadn’t tripped him, he’d be down.”

	“He’s on the ground, isn’t he?” the Chinese man snarled back. With his parang, he cut off roots that had been moving under his command.

	Eyeing the pair still arguing with one another a good 20 feet away, Arthur slowly pushed himself to his feet. It was when he was most of the way up that they turned their attention back to him, giving him a flat gaze as he attempted to sneak off.

	“We’re going to beat you and take you for everything you’ve got, boy!” the Malay said.

	“Chop off a hand maybe...” the other man said, swinging the parang around with a grin.

	“What?!” The Malay turned to his companion. “I didn’t sign up for that. Teach him a lesson, sure.”

	“He cracked my brother’s ribs! He’s going to pay.” The parang wielder stalked toward Arthur.

	Seeing his chance, Arthur rushed forward, staff coming down to his hip. He threw the staff out, sliding it along one hand and guiding by the other into a straight thrust that would smack the Chinese man in the face...

	Only for the man to casually duck, then slap the entire staff high into the air with his own blade. Cursing, Arthur attempted to control the flailing staff, even as the other man strode forward quickly.

	Not quickly enough to stop his mouth from working, though. “I knew you were going to try that, boy. Cowards like you, you’ll take every chance to attack those from behind.”

	“Ah Chu, you can’t...” the Malay man protested, not moving to aid either party. Clearly dithering between the level of punishment and old loyalty.

	Not that Arthur cared, not with what was happening. Instead, his focus was on the parang being swung at his head. Instinct had him give up on one end of his staff, letting it flop even as he stepped sideways, watching as the staff fell to the ground as he brought his own end up at an angle.

	Deflection. Not a good one, since the edge of the parang bit into the wood of his staff, but not far. Heat-treated, hard as sin, the staff would take quite a few strikes before it broke. It still made Arthur wince internally. 

	No time to retreat. He threw the punch, not at the other man’s face or chest, but at the retreating arm. Much closer range, much easier to deal with. It plunged in, energy boosting the attack to glance off the quickly retreating hand. The tip of the parang coming down caught on his own arm, cutting into him, but the shock of his punch made the other’s hand spasm.

	Remove the weapon, then fight. You never wanted to fight someone holding something sharp, not if you could help it.

	Unfortunately, before Arthur could back off farther, his opponent lashed out. A spinning kick to his side caught him in the ribs, a pulse of energy similar to what he had used. A variation of Focused Strike that was stronger than his own, or perhaps the same skill but better executed. He felt two ribs break, his breath driven out of him as he flew backwards.

	He hit the ground, rolling over and over, somehow managing to keep hold of his staff all through the fight. The impact of body against rough tree bark sent another lance of pain into a torso already burning with agony.

	Chest constricted, unable to breathe, Arthur looked up to see his opponent charging, refusing to give him a moment to recover. As he stood, Arthur slipped his second hand ahead of his lead one that was still gripping his staff, levering the entire weapon upwards. It flicked a bunch of dirt and leaves into the sky, causing the other man to halt.

	Arthur rotated his hands, sending the edges of the weapon spinning in a circle as it neared the bare-handed Chinese man. Before Arthur could strike, branches from the tree he was backed against reached outwards, gripping his body and yanking him backwards. His chest flared with pain, as he was lashed tight against the tree trunk.

	The other man slowed a little, just enough to time his punch. The blow cracked across Arthur’s face, slamming the back of his skull into the trunk. Little stars danced across his eyes. Then another blow, coming from the other side, catching his cheek.

	A rain of blows across his face and, worse, his chest where ribs—bruised or broken—drove Arthur to distraction. Curses rained down on him as the other man lashed out, until Arthur lay slumped, blood and snot dripping from his nose, held up by the roots.

	“I told you, you’d pay,” growled the other man. “Now, you got anything to say? If you beg, maybe I won’t chop off anything more than a hand.”

	Arthur blinked, letting out a low moan. A hand grabbed his hair, pulling bruised and swollen eyes to look up into the Chinese man’s face. 

	“Well? You got something to say for yourself?”

	Blinking a little, Arthur had to focus. He nodded a little, forestalling the slap that he could see coming and worked his jaw. He considered spitting at the man, but then chose to swallow the blood and saliva, to clear his throat.

	“I... I do.” Arthur’s croak was barely a whisper.

	“What’d you say?” The man leaned forward but kept a good grip on Arthur’s hair. No headbutts here.

	Good thing that wasn’t what he was planning, Arthur thought as he finished channeling the energy in his body to his shins. It was a desperate move, trying to use a Focused Strike when he had not trained it on another limb. Desperate and risky, but pain and fear had driven him to take the chance.

	One that sent his leg striking upwards, between his opponent’s legs. Eggs were crushed against body and shin, shattering the man’s hopes for the future. Even as he slumped over, pelvis cracked, the roots holding Arthur loosened.

	His opponent lay on the ground, face white, a growing red stain around his crotch spreading across his jeans. Arthur blinked, only to find his last opponent staring at the two of them. Try as he might, Arthur could not find the energy to raise his hands or guard himself. 

	Eyes swimming, he wondered what his fate would be now.
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	“Gila. Kamu dua gila!”

	“A little crazy, yes,” Arthur croaked out. He was surprised that the Malay man had not moved, either to help his friend or attack him. As he stood there, hands hanging by his side, his chest throbbing every few seconds, he was a little grateful.

	“This is not what I signed up for!” the man said, staring at the two. “This… this is insanity! You killed him.”

	“Not yet, but he was going to maim me,” Arthur replied. “Good as killing me, really. I just responded in kind.”

	“You’ll, you’ll bring them all on you.” The man shook his head again, clenching and unclenching his fists. After a second, he shook his head. “No. I’m not doing this. You, you all, do what you want. I’m out.”

	Then turning, he strode away. 

	For a second Arthur waited, knowing the other would turn around. Trick him into lowering his guard. It was not until the other was out of sight that he relaxed, only to see the Chinese man beneath him stir, try to push himself to his feet, then failing that, crawl away. Cultivator strength gave one a significant level of endurance.

	Eyes flat, Arthur stared at the man trying to get away. He weighed the options in his mind, the damage he had done, the possibility—no, the likelihood—of retribution. He sighed. 

	“I really wish you hadn’t come after me.” A quick bend, his hand plunging his eating blade into the back of the man’s neck. A quick, efficient kill. Twisting the knife, Arthur rooted through the body, finding only a pouch filled with some small chits. Tokens for use as credits for trading in town. 

	Pocketing it, he cleaned the blade on the body and picked up his own weapon. Noise in the underbrush reminded Arthur of the remaining member of the party, only belatedly arriving. That injury to his ribs must have distracted the man more than he had thought. Either that, or he was just really bad at directions.

	For a moment, Arthur considered staying and eliminating the threat. Another breath drawn in sent pain flickering through his body and he grimaced. No, he was injured enough. Best get going. Go out, stay out for a while for the others to calm down and relax.

	Nodding to himself, Arthur picked a direction and plunged deeper into the forest. He had best get moving before reinforcements arrived. The very last thing he wanted to do was face the rest of the gang.

	It would be rather inconvenient.
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	Two hours later, even cultivator-reinforced stamina had given way. Arthur grimaced, leaning against a tree and touched his side once more. His feet were wet and his pants too, up to his knees. Wading through a cold forest stream for half an hour and clambering up the stony bank so that he could throw off any tracking had been painful and highly uncomfortable.

	Nearly as bad as the pain that shot through him with every breath. He’d broken his ribs before, once in a fight, twice more during training. None of the times had been as bad, and in all such cases he had been forced to be extremely careful about moving for weeks on end.

	Yet now...

	Another slow breath, carefully so that he did not displace healing bones and aching muscle. Because they were healing. This was Arthur’s first real experience with the magical, accelerated healing that was part and parcel of life in the Tower. He was as grateful as anything for it.

	It wasn’t so much magical as fast, though he heard certain cultivation exercises took accelerated healing to the next level. A broken bone, instead of taking six weeks or longer to heal, became something that was fixed in a few days. Maybe a week at worse. 

	Cuts, inflammation of the body, fever, and common illnesses were uncommon now or they became incredibly deadly. Not much room in there; anything that could survive the Tower’s accelerated healing regime was not your usual run of the mill illness.

	For all that healing, though, he still had a couple of broken ribs and bruised organs and muscles. Pushing himself to keep moving required strength—strength of mind, strength of will, what have you—and there was only so much one could do.

	Arthur now slumped against a tree, head leaning against rough bark. He breathed, waiting for everything to calm down, for his heartbeat to slow, for the twinges to slow. Wrapping his chest would not help, and it was considered bad form these days. Though... that was for everyone outside the Tower. Not taking sufficiently large breaths meant potential for pneumonia over the weeks of healing.

	Did the medical advice change because he was looking at only a week?

	A few moments of deliberation and then Arthur shrugged. Moving his body now, though it hurt and was even dangerous, was less important than potentially getting pneumonia in the future. Taking his shirt off hurt, but the roll of bandages in his backpack—that he thankfully managed to keep a hold on through the entire skirmish—was easily at hand. Getting it wrapped, though...

	Well, those were a few minutes he could well do with forgetting. Especially since he could do little but breathe hard. No cursing, since you never know what was out there in the forest.

	Then, after another deep drink of water, some trail rations and a time to just breathe, Arthur made his way deeper into the forest. 

	Oh, and one more thing. A glance at the compass he carried, so that he could make his way back. Hopefully. If he had not turned himself around entirely while running away.
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	It was little surprise to Arthur that he encountered the first of his non-human threats soon after. If anything, the fact that he hadn’t found any until then had been more surprising. It showed how picked-clean the forest edge was. After all, the Towers were here to test them, and that meant populating the forest with an unusual number of predatory creatures.

	Even if said predatory creature was a goddamn group of carnivorous golden monkeys.

	Three of them, a small grouping that had probably broken off from a larger tribe. They swung down from the trees, using vines to launch themselves at Arthur. The first monkey’s strike caught him by surprise, knocking his head to the side. The second glanced off his chest, sending an arc of pain through him. The third missed him entirely as he fell back.

	A tug backwards and his staff swung upwards. He hit the ground, rolled and twisted, spinning his body around. His staff moved ahead of his body, sweeping ahead and impacting one of the monkeys that had not expected the motion.

	The blow, however, was not as forceful as it could have been. It struck an arm, breaking it, but it did not push the monster away. Arthur’s strength had been robbed by the pain of falling on his back, his still-injured ribs protesting. 

	Pain rushing through him, Arthur pushed on with much laborious force, his weapon sweeping back and forth as it threatened the monkeys. One monkey took to the tree branches, scrambling upwards. The other two threatened him, even as he backed himself to a corner while still making quick jabs and swings with his staff.

	High above, the monkey that had climbed the branches jumped from one to the next, having grown silent even as the ones below shrieked louder. It stalked Arthur, waiting for its chance, getting into position. Baring its fangs, it finally plunged, swiping at him.

	Only to be met not with the front of the staff that it managed to dodge, but Arthur sliding his hands downwards, shifting his grip such that the staff’s backend where he normally kept grip of the weapon was flipped around. It caught the monkey in the stomach, the full force of its drop driving breath out of its body, bones cracking. 

	“Damn it,” Arthur cursed, having gotten swiped still by a flailing limb. Blood ran down his lead arm, even as the monkey tumbled senseless to the ground. He aimed a kick, driving another monkey back and then brought a foot down hard onto the fallen monster’s skull.

	That, finally, stilled it. A moment later, even as he shifted his footing to something more stable and brought his weapon on-guard, the dead monster dispersed into light shards and a single core dropped to the ground. 

	Tower creatures were made up solely of the magic that powered all cultivators. All of them with a core within their body, much like human cultivators.

	Grinning grimly, Arthur flicked his gaze down to the core and then waded forwards, going on the offensive finally. Now that the threat from above was gone, he could risk it. Time to finish it. 
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	The hollow in the slope of the hill, one created by a half-fallen tree, was just about large enough for Arthur to push himself under with minimal strain to his body. The addition of the tarp, a few sticks, and layering of fallen brush and leaves, and the entire place was actually rather comfortable. He needed to add more foliage and debris to the ground if he intended to lie on it for any length of time, what with the way the earth sucked away heat. But for now, this would do.

	The new cultivator sat, finishing the cha siu bao he had brought with him. Funny, how even though he did not need to eat, the very act of it was calming. Even if the bao was a little stale. Thankfully, the rumors were true and the effect of the Tower extended to increasing the longevity not just of people but even foodstuff brought in.

	Swallowing one last time, the taste of the white flour-bun covering and the sweet pork filling lingering in his mouth, Arthur took a swig of water before putting it all aside. His momentary break was for another reason, one he was rather in a hurry to review. 

	Fishing out the pouch he had dropped the three cores within, he pulled one out, raising the shard of crystalized, refined energy to his eyes. He stared at the orange-yellow colour of the material, then turned it over and over in his hands, dark brown eyes piercing the center.

	Inside, the core flickered, ghostly images of the monkey it had drawn from appearing and disappearing, like wayang kulit puppets he had seen in school. Shadows cast from an internal light, fading away soon after sketching their minor plays.

	“Now, if I remember right, these had a bounty on them,” Arthur muttered to himself, calling forth the quest marker. It didn’t take him long to find it and the trade-in value. “Ugh. One credit only? Basically worthless…”

	He sighed, leaning against the firm earth wall, feeling a little of his heat leach away. He did so carefully, since his ribs were still aching. Damn injuries...

	“Better to try cultivating one. I’ve got three, and it’s not as though I need them,” Arthur muttered to himself once more, then eyed the opening in front of him. He quickly moved a few branches and his staff, creating a tiny, spiked opening. It wouldn’t actually stop anything that was trying to enter his hideout; but it would give him some warning. Good enough for the middle of nowhere.

	Crossing his legs and putting himself in lotus position, Arthur placed the gem in between his legs. He closed his eyes and breathed, calming himself first. Then, feeling the warmth pulsing through the monster core in his hand, he began to gently pull upon the energy within.

	It came in fits and starts at first, the lancing pain of refined energy hitting his own nerves like a sharp jab. He fumbled the energy grab the first, second, and third time, unable to keep pulling. Eventually, though, he got the hang of it, drawing just enough that he could handle the additional pain, slowly increasing until the draw was steady.

	Pulling the energy through his body into his dantian.

	A long hour or so passed before Arthur felt the core shatter, breaking up into motes of energy. Nothing left to draw upon, its exterior casing gone. Opening his eyes, he pulled up his own status sheet again, curious to see what it had to say.

	 

	Cultivation Speed: 1

	Energy Pool: 5/12

	Refinement Speed: 0.01

	Refined Energy: 0.01 (0)

	 

	Attributes and Traits

	Mind:  3

	Body: 3

	Spirit: 3

	 

	Techniques

	Focused Strike

	 

	Each basic core was worth a fraction of the refined energy then. At that rate, he would need a full hundred such cores—assuming he did not lose any to fracturing—to get a full point of refined energy. Which could be directed to increase any of his own attributes.

	Still significantly faster than trying to refine energy himself. With his own basic refinement and cultivation speed, it would take...

	“Ten hours for six points of energy, an hour to refine ten points, multiply by two…” Arthur flicked his fingers, working it backwards, and sighed. “Two hundred and fifty hours or so doing it the hard way. Or just a hundred hours the other way.”

	They always did say that cultivation was a slow process. Especially without proper cultivation techniques and help. Even a couple of more powerful cores would speed up this entire process. No wonder it was so important for the newcomers to get in good with established groups.

	“Well, I ducked that shit up, didn’t I?” Arthur muttered.

	Another shake of his head as he discarded the thought. Not much he could do about that, not at all. Instead, the more immediate question was what to do about the other two cores. The first was for him to establish a baseline. The other two were money or...

	“Who am I kidding?” Arthur pulled out the second core. He was not going back to civilisation anytime soon. Not with so many people looking for him.

	Right now, he needed all the strength he could get. And if that strength was slow in coming, that was just the way it had to be. He had a relatively quiet and safe location. He had a couple of cores and an injured body.

	The best choice right now was to stop trying to find problems. To simply cultivate and heal. Once his ribs no longer ached, he would get to hunting once more. 

	Firm in his decision, Arthur cast a glimpse outside, ensured there was nothing coming, and then closed his eyes, falling into cultivation once more. 

	Time to work.
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	Eighteen days and dozens of monsters later, Arthur was feeling better. It had started with a lone snake that crawled into his tent and nearly eaten him alive. Most recently, he had been pursued by a pack of tiny cat-like creatures who’d found him while he was picking mushrooms for a gathering quest near his new camp.

	No signs of further pursuit by the cats, and now Arthur was left to heal in peace—or as much as one did in the wilderness. Thankfully, the first level of the Tower was set up more as a training ground than a standard Tower level. Unlike upper levels, which were full-blown battlefields, the first few levels of a beginners’ dungeon were a gradual introduction to the world of kill or be killed.

	All of which meant that monsters, while persistent and common, were not endless. Unless Arthur was looking for them, he could only expect a couple of battles a day at most. Most of the monsters present acted like real animals—even if they were larger and more dangerous—which meant they would choose not to attack someone like Arthur if he left them alone.

	All in all, it meant he could spend the time cultivating and reinforcing his own strength. It was what many cultivators did in the beginning, spending time in a Beginners’ Tower to maximise their strength.

	“But the drain is the problem, isn’t it?” Arthur said, turning over a monster core in hand. “I can already feel it...”

	Every day, on a constant basis, his energy fled. Used, twisted, and swallowed by his body, consumed just like food. Every time he increased in strength, increased his attributes, the drain would increase. Sooner or later, the drain level would outpace any potential gains from staying on a floor. You had to climb further up to make use of the denser energy.

	Artificial limits, artificial boosts, artificial monsters.

	“Might as well be in an episode of Westworld,” Arthur sighed. Still, he should not complain. With a flicker of his hand, he eyed his own Status.

	 

	Cultivation Speed: 1

	Energy Pool: 5/12

	Refinement Speed: 0.01

	Refined Energy: 1.03 (0)

	 

	Attributes and Traits

	Mind:  3

	Body: 3

	Spirit: 3

	 

	Techniques

	Focused Strike

	 

	Eighteen days to get a single point of energy. Now, he did have another four cores, but each only gave a single point. Going higher in the Tower meant more powerful cores, which meant a larger amount of refined energy for the same amount of time.

	For many who had friends and family outside, who could not afford to just sit on the lowest level, it was better to climb faster, even if one lost out a little on the optimal power progression. Otherwise, you could work with teams, paying for cores that others gathered for you so that you could continue one’s ascension.

	“Can’t let the women or parents or kids wait…” Arthur said, remembering the faces of the hopeful, the grief-stricken, the lost in front of the Tower. That was his advantage, the advantage of one desperate enough to walk away from a potential life outside for a few decades.
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