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Chapter 289

	 

	Arthur felt the world lurch, his body pulled apart and reformed, or just transported so fast it felt like that. He was pretty sure he was being torn apart, transformed, and reformed on the other end. Like those Star Trek transporters. Which, of course, came with all kinds of morality questions of whether they really were people, and if they could do this pulling apart, was it possible to create clones? All kinds of crazy questions.

	Except for the fact that the Tower only ever created a single individual. And the way they could manage power, the memories and the way they could control things, the idea of cultivation and the notices... it spoke of souls. Others had attempted, using Tower abilities, to replicate the division process. In other words, cloning in the outside world. The closest to success merely created undifferentiated blobs of cells, the kind that gave nightmares because they just . . . sat there. Stem cells, but not really, that had no face or shape. Some believed that it was clear evidence that a soul existed, was needed to create the right form.

	Others said that the cloners had just done it wrong, that they hadn't figured out how to transport memory properly. 

	Arguments for philosophers and scientists and university kids in their ivory towers. As for Arthur, he was here; he had his spear, and he was looking out at the sixth floor. 

	The good news on the sixth floor? The rest of his team were coming into being next to him, forming up. They weren't being split into separate groups since they had all entered the same portal. 

	Better news? There were safe spots, Tower buildings, scattered throughout this floor. There wasn't a climber village, a central location where others congregated, though some had built small buildings next to the Tower-administrated ones. Places they could stop, recuperate, and even buy new gear.

	All of which was great, except for the fact that the bad news was . . . this floor. Someone had decided to make the entire layout a vertical one, making the idea of climbing a Tower a reality. You started at the bottom, jumped, climbed, leapt or walked, and thus ascended a circular column. The fact that it was over two hundred levels upwards, give or take a score or two, was one thing.

	The other was the constant rain of death.

	"Left!" Arthur called out and the group shuffled away, watching as a large stone, a bouncing ball of doom, careened into the earth where they had been and ploughed into it. 

	Death from above by bouncing balls that sometimes went upwards or sideways was the least of the dangers of the sixth floor. But still a massive one. Arthur wiped at his face where mud had splattered. He sighed, looked upward, and judged for further bouncing balls, then called out.

	"We need overwatch." A moment's hesitation, then he added, "Rick?"

	"On it." The shooter, the only member other than Casey who utilised ranged weapons well, tilted his head up, checking for incoming danger. 

	"Everyone good? Ready to move? Remember the problems of this floor?" Arthur asked.

	"One . . . second." Leia, the last to exit, was holding a hand to her head, trying to deal with the transition. 

	"Maybe we can talk things through? Know what's coming again?" Casey said, her bow held down by her side.

	"Usual rule of three." Arthur complied immediately, looking around as he searched. "For monsters, that is. Traps too. Three kinds: balls, stakes, and swinging death traps. The monsters are weird: Swinging, eating plant monster with big fanged petals and grasping vines. An exploding, camouflaged, creeping piece of grass of some form. And finally, the only really mobile one. A moving mushroom." 

	"Weirdest part," Rick said, still looking up. "There's a platform floor of one form or another in all the Beginner towers. Many of them rather reminiscent of this one. And there's a game like this in the real world."

	"Eh, if you can call a game. So boring, lah. Sifu used to make us watch it, and it was always bad," Eric said.

	"It's a classic," Rick snapped.

	"Classic of its kind, yes," Mel piped up. "The kind that’s trash and boring and only considered good because it's old."

	"Hey!" Rick said, looking hurt. He couldn't look away from staring above, watching for the bouncing balls. Thankfully, they weren't that common, only two or three in sight at any one time. Sometimes, they got stuck, all the energy they used to bounce sucked up and jammed away. It was part of the reason why things got worse as you went higher, because the number of death balls increased.

	"At least it isn't Cobra," Lam said. 

	The silence that greeted that random pronouncement had the man look around. "What? You all never heard of it?"

	"I . . . sort of?" Rick was frowning. "I have some memory . . ."

	"Wiki mention. I saw a few pictures," Arthur offered. "It's supposedly a very hard game. Not really relevant though. They say it's only tangentially related to the platform floors."

	"It's a good game. Hard. Very hard to beat," Lam said. "Not like modern games. They all hold your hand."

	"Right?" Rick said, glad to have someone agreeing with him. "I mean, not the Rings saga, though."

	"Easy," Lam scoffed. Casey was looking at her bodyguard in new light.

	"Boring . . ." Eric said.

	"Enough," Leia interrupted, straightening. "I'd rather climb and maybe die than listen to a bunch of nerds whine about their video games." She waved a hand around. "As though all this isn't hard enough.”

	“Hey!” Eric said, hurt. “I wasn’t—"

	Arthur clapped his hands together, looked up, judged the falling ball, and pointed down a short distance. "We start there. Use simple vines to climb. Casey, take out the gripper with your bow, will you?"

	She frowned, barely seeing the plant and its petals in question at this angle. Still, she nodded, heading left while the rest of the team approached the overhang. An arrow, drawn and loosed and curving through space, struck the creature; half the hanging vines were now jerking and spasming. The group slowed down a little, staring at the moving vines, some of which they might have unwittingly grabbed to pull themselves up, and a few gulped.

	Another arrow, drawn and loosed, put a stop to the spasming. The group moved forward, taking hold of non-monster vines and began climbing, Rick and Casey watching for further trouble. Yao Jing and Eric were the first up, both of them reaching the top at the same time as they tried to outrace one another. Arthur just rolled his eyes at the competitiveness but figured it didn't hurt. 

	Someone had to be on top.

	As he climbed, he couldn't help but reiterate his warnings, since they had started him on this. "Remember, we want to do this floor fast. It's one of the floors where we can save on time, which means trying to tackle it all in one big push. We'll keep heading up, as far and as fast as possible, but that doesn't mean we take risks.

	"Slow and steady, just like the hare."

	"Turtle," Casey corrected.

	"What?" Arthur said, puzzled as he got onto the first level. He formed a Refined Energy Dart in his mind, looking upwards as he gestured for Uswah to take overwatch. On the ground, they’d had a lot of space to run. Now, on the small column of rock and earth that made this platform, if a ball came careening down, they needed to start moving. Which was, of course, why he was also trying to chart a path upwards that gave them the most options.

	"It's a turtle, not a hare, that was slow but won the race."

	"Eh, boss. What’s all this about hair?" Yao Jing said, ruffling his own.

	"Hare. H. A. R. E." Lam, by the side, explained. "Not hair."

	"Oh . . ."

	"You sure it was the hare not the turtle?"

	"Why would a hare be slow?" 

	Arthur shrugged. Not as though he'd ever seen a real one. 

	"Whatever. That way." He pointed to the right and a platform that was a short hop upwards. "There and then up via the vines. Kill the mushrooms lingering there." He flicked his gaze over the group; Casey and Rick were finally up. "Uswah, Lam, and Jan. Go."

	They went. While he didn't want them too spread out, the platform they were on was small enough that it was getting crowded as it stood. Best to get moving, before they all got squashed.

	After all, they still had one last boss to handle above. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 290

	 

	Ascending the sixth floor could almost be considered routine. With the team forced to move diagonally and vertically to ascend, keeping an eye on where they could jump to, which platform jutting out of the walls was viable to climb to, and how to get to them was the trick. Arthur had to keep a 3D map of the place in mind at all times, with the occasional bouncing ball, monsters, and other traps in play. All of which meant that he made mistakes.

	 

	***

	 

	"Go left, left!" Arthur waved his hand in the direction he meant, even as everyone scrambled. Not all in the right direction, what with the team being turned one way or the other, chatting, looking out for threats, or breaking down a spike trap, or firing at a creeping camouflaged creature climbing upwards.

	All of which meant that Jan, Casey, and Yao Jing chose to move right—as per Arthur's facing—instead of left. At which point, Lam, Uswah, and then Eric grabbed the three and yanked them the right way as they scrambled away from the falling rock. It came slamming into the ground a half-dozen feet next to the sprawled group. 

	Arthur shaded his eyes a little as he waited for the ball to careen away. Once the dust had settled, he jumped up sideways and then again, using his Cloud Step rather than bothering with the longer passage the others had to use to get to the same area. He managed to get a hand around the platform edge and hauled himself upward, grunting a moment later as he reached the majority of the group. Leia was right at the top with Rick at the moment, the pair leading the charge as Rick took potshots at mushrooms high above.

	"Oy!" Arthur called, waited for Rick to stop shooting, then waved at them all. 

	"New rule." He pointed upwards, to where a line of brown basalt was: the sun was beginning to set. "Sunward." Then, he turned and pointed down the other side of the canyon. "Canyonward. I scream sunward, we all go that way. I scream canyon, we go this way. Got it?"

	"I . . . maybe?" Casey said.

	More frustrated looks. They understood the point, but shifting to new words and orientations in the middle of the day was going to be difficult.

	"Let's try it. And let's keep moving. Rick, more mushies."

	So warned, Rick turned and scanned for the bouncing creatures, raising his pistol. Casey joined him moments later, even as Arthur bounced up to the top level so he could continue charting the way.

	 

	***

	"Tiu!" Yao Jing snarled, rearing back from the swinging scythe of death. Those often hung or fell down from other platforms, swinging through areas randomly and nearly bisecting climbers who might be caught. The only way to catch sight of them was to watch for the telltale glint in platforms above.

	In this case, Arthur had nearly missed it. If Yao Jing had been only a little faster, he'd have been bisected. As it was, the damn thing kept swinging back and forth, its speed increasing as the arc decreased. Eventually, it'd be retracted, reset, and fired off again. Which was a delay, but not an unexpected one.

	The bigger problem was the spikes right ahead on this platform. They needed to cross this bridge to the other side, just so they could jump, climb, and cross over the series of platforms ahead. And while the spike could be broken when they came up, they also had a bad habit of regenerating.

	Sometimes at the most inconvenient of times.

	"Boss?" Yao Jing called.

	"Shit, shit, shit . . ." Arthur cast around for options. They could push ahead, maybe, but with the timing they might not get all their people through. Jumping and timing the spikes that rose out of the ground was child's play, except you still had to time it. And they'd lose quite a few minutes, waiting for the swinging scythes. Never mind waiting around for giant balls to bounce in or the mushrooms, which were all coming to close in on them.

	"That way." A hand on his arm, Casey turned him to look down. He watched her finger as she pointed out the way she'd picked out. "Works?"

	"Mostly." He spotted a few more issues that way, more carpet monsters from the first level where they had to switch over and some grasping vines right next to the carpet monsters on a platform they weren't going to take, which was why he had avoided it in the first place. Then again . . .

	"Bombardment on three." He was already forming an Exploding Energy Dart as he called out. "Back down. Two platforms, head canyonward and to the other edge, then up. We'll mark where you need to go." 

	The group scrambled, Yao Jing jumping down near him moments later, firing an explosive off.

	"Ready?" Arthur asked, only to find Casey already loosing arrows. He snorted, checked where she aimed at, and released his own attack. He'd bounce ahead, using Cloud Step over the open air. One advantage of his technique and having progressed it farther than the others.

	 

	***

	 

	Monsters, dozens of them. All swarming around, the tiny mushroom figures bouncing downwards. Tiny, because they'd found a variant that exploded when they got struck but became even smaller copies of themselves. There were dozens, but it felt like hundreds as they scrambled all around Arthur’s group, spears swinging and blocking. More than once, Arthur was nearly knocked over by another spear, the damn creatures finding them at the worst time, when they were all grouped close together on two different platforms while waiting for a series of swinging scythes of doom to reset and for Lam to get the timing right.

	Arthur was smacked in the back and thrown off, forced to stagger and catch his balance by forming a Cloud Step beneath his foot. He threw himself back onto the platform, knocked into Mel, and had to grab her armour by the nape to stop her from falling. Making a decision, he dropped his spear to the ground and snatched out his kris as he shuffled to the side.

	"Parangs. Close-ranged weapons only!" he cried.

	 It filled him with some pride to see that the group had already made the decision to do so themselves, jumping to the very same conclusion long before him. They kept fighting and, thankfully, only managed to lose one person—as Uswah, blown back by an unhappy explosion, fell down.

	She slammed into a surface, two platforms down, half off and hurt. Arthur winced, even as Jan leapt downwards to go to her aid.

	Hopefully, she wasn't too badly injured.

	 

	***

	 

	"Inside!" Arthur called, waving the group into the administrative center. They'd made it halfway there, which was decent progress for their first day. But night had fallen, and while the luminescent biome of the canyon walls and monsters shed enough light for the team to continue, albeit more dangerously, the group was injured and sore from their ascent.

	Most especially Uswah who was still groggy and concussed, having hit her head when she fell. She also had managed to wrench her back, so she was currently on the need-to-heal list. Unfortunately, they hadn't been able to stop long enough for her to heal properly, forced to keep moving by the traps and monsters. Thankfully, the passive healing effects of their technique had certainly helped relieve some of the issues.

	On the other hand, considering how hard they'd pushed, they had done well. Even if there was more planning to do. 

	"Everyone in?" Arthur said, then double-checked his own count. Mel was doing the same and gave him an affirmative nod shortly before he managed his own confirmation.

	Then, and only then, did he relax. Slumped against the edge of the door, he looked outside and watched the bouncing balls that rained down around them, the constant slamming like a thunderstorm that never stopped rolling. A drumbeat by an over-enthusiastic god, all of which had made shouting commands for the last half-hour a pain.

	They needed a new method for tomorrow. Something to think about.

	Shaking aside those thoughts, Arthur waved to the fox creature that acted as the Tower Administrator. The rest of the team had splayed out, resting, though he noted Rick searching in his pack, ready to make a trade. Not a problem for him to worry about, but he had first dibs.

	Arthur made his way over as quickly as possible, offering the creature his token and waited. After all, he'd gotten used to the routine by now.

	The only question was if the Chins had any building they could take here. After all, they'd come across more than one shattered building as they ascended the sixth floor.

	Time and the Administrator would tell.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 291

	 

	The Tower blared its usual notification about ascending to a new floor, noting his presence here and indicating it had updated its own records. All kinds of random administrative aspects that Arthur cared little for. It had no real bearing on him, though the next notification was of much more interest.

	 

	The Benevolent Durians Clan Status

	Organizational Ranking: 182,742

	Number of Towers Occupied: 1

	Number of Clan Buildings: 4

	Number of Clan Members: 312

	Overall Credit Rating: F-

	Aspect: Guardianship

	Sigil: The Flame Phoenix

	 

	More members. A lot more. Arthur's eyes bulged a little at the sudden increase, wondering what the hell happened. He knew he'd picked up at least forty or fifty in the floor below. And he was sure that numbers had also increased on the fourth floor as people realised that what he could offer was significant. What he could offer in time, that is. 

	No, even a minor prod of his mind was enough to clarify the truth of the matter. He was, once again, getting a lot of recruits on the first floor. His organisation was growing incredibly lopsided, with a supremely wide base. Not too surprising, since so many people had no formal organisation to join when they first entered the Tower. And beating the tongs and other gangs likely contributed to that number, made it so that the Durians looked brighter and better.

	Or just the winning group at that moment. Too many just joined whichever looked the best. And he was fine with Amah Si picking up anyone who needed help—that was the point of the Durians after all. He just hoped that within that group there were some true companions.

	Because the good times only rolled for so long.

	"Got to have the good, if you want to know what the bad feels like. Got to be in the mood, to do it right." Arthur muttered to himself, dismissing the Clan Status information at last. He ignored the look the fox was giving him, turning to Casey. "Your turn?"

	"Yes, yes . . ." She stepped closer to the fox, waving her token at him. A few moments later, she waved Arthur to come forward. He placed his seal back in the fox's hand and then allowed the prompt to blossom in his mind, wincing a little as the details crept up. 

	"So..."

	"Nothing on this level. One at the top and another much further canyonward, but we'd have to make our way there and it's about fifty feet down. The next closest place is another hundred feet up," Casey said as she raised a finger, pointing up. "Beside the next administrative center. And we'd still have to head sunward to get there, which means we'd be severely restricted on paths."

	"Exactly." Getting to this building which they'd managed to spot half by chance rather than any actual planning, what with the random locations people were teleported into on this level, had taken a significant portion of time on their climb. It had also been dangerous, what with them having to actually fight and kill a couple of the grasping ivy monsters rather than just avoid them.

	All in all, annoying. And potentially dangerous.

	"Not sure it's worth getting the top place either though," Arthur pointed out. "Might as well just head to the seventh floor." Which, being a rest floor, meant they weren't going to be attacked immediately. In fact, the large town built on the seventh floor was a great place to cultivate and they'd be able to build up what they'd need there. 

	"It's not all curry and gold, you know?" Casey said, softly. "All the major groups are on the seventh floor, and by now, they know who you are."

	"You mean, more politics and maybe fighting?" Arthur said.

	"And assassinations."

	Arthur grunted. He remembered being singled out, being forced to fight on the first floor. On the last few floors none of their enemies had tried to corner them. But from what she said, that might just change again. If they made it to the seventh floor and were underpowered—and he knew he still was underpowered, what with this damn rush—he'd be in trouble. 

	"Balancing the needs of now, with the needs of the future, really sucks," Arthur said. "Wo hen bu xiang."

	Casey winced at the bad Mandarin but had to nod in agreement. "No one likes it. But that's the way it works." She frowned and added. "We should also talk about getting your Mandarin better."

	"What?" Arthur said, surprised.

	"Mmmm, my family can be a bit, umm . . ." she searched for the word, frowning.

	"Racist?"

	"No, classist? Sinophist? Whatever. We have a lot of dealings with China, and they get on our families case. So, they do it to the rest of us," she explained. "Cantonese just won't do. Or your accent."

	Arthur grunted, running a hand through his hair. Damn Chinese. But . . . "Future. Future. What do we do now?"

	Casey shrugged. "Your call. It's your Clan."

	"But you’ve got to have thoughts on this," Arthur said.

	"Ask Mel?"

	Arthur rolled his eyes but, since they didn't actually need to make a decision immediately, went to get his second-in-command. He still felt, sometimes, that she was the one who should have been chosen as clan head. But then again, that was life. The deserving didn't always get it, just the lucky. Or the foolish. Or the fated. 

	End of the day, it was what you chose to do with your fortune. The Chinese even had a saying about that: how the first members of a family made the money, the second generation maintained it, and the third wasted it away. Fortune and results were as much a question of choice and making the most of one’s opportunities.

	"We could use a place to rest up. Maybe power up in the middle of the road, grow stronger," Mel said. "It won't hurt us to stop in the middle and get stronger before we head up. We also don't have to wait around when we do reach the top."

	"Or we can just spend as long as we want at the top. We'll have more stones by then," he said and patted his pouch, where the sixth-floor stones they'd been gathering rested. "Easier to cultivate with more of them."

	"It's not like we're going out of our way to acquire stones," Mel pointed out. "Not really the floor for it, you know?"

	Arthur understood. There were monsters here, but they weren't swarm monsters like the leech swarms. On top of that, some—like the ivy monsters—were really annoying to kill. After all, murdering a plant if you didn't have insecticide and a lot of time was a matter of dealing enough damage for its sap and other properties to stop working. And while some of them had explosive techniques, those cost energy to use. Never mind the stones they lost when someone knocked a monster off its perch and it fell, along with its stone.

	"Point. We could farm the top?" Arthur paused, thought about what that would entail, with giant boulders appearing, and then snorted. "Yeah, never mind."

	The moment he finished confirming what he wanted from the Tower Administrator, Arthur felt a pricking in his head. He could feel where their new Clan Hall was located. He was not the only one as he watched the majority of his people turn that way too. For a moment, they shared a look of bemusement at the Tower dumping information into their head. If you really thought about it, it could get kind of scary.

	Which was the reason most Tower climbers got very, very good at not thinking about the various incongruities, exploitations, and problems there were with the entire Tower experience. Sort of like how Americans figured having non-public healthcare was a good idea, or how dangerous life had gotten, when the person seated next to you on public transportation might just snap and—being a Tower climber and you not being one—could raze through the entire bus before help arrived.

	Most people were practical. They focused on survival, not philosophizing.

	"Okay, okay. Next!" Arthur turned to the fox. "We got stuff to sell, from the floor below. You buying?" 

	The fox nodded, though Casey put a hand on his arm. "I wouldn't."

	"Why?"

	"Prices are better on the next floor."

	"Sure, sure. But, our kawan here must be bored, right?” Arthur found himself switching into a more casual vernacular, trying to buddy-buddy the Administrator by calling the fox “friend.” Not that it was likely to work, but he figured it couldn't hurt. "Won’t hurt to see our stuff. Maybe make a better offer? You don't mind, right?"

	"It is my function," said the fox.

	"Perfect! Let's show him." Arthur waved the group over, whereby they began to unload the various drops. Not that they had a lot, since it was still a Beginner Tower. But they certainly had more drops than on the lower levels. Arthur nodded to Mel who was discreetly taking notes of prices and commentary. 

	In the end, they chose only to sell the bulkiest of their drops, the ones that were making it difficult to climb. Or the grossest; luckily, the heart and sap of ivy creatures was an actual quest acquisition here. The rest, as per Mel's suggestion, they kept for the next level. 

	"Will that be all, sirs?"

	"One more thing. Map?" Arthur asked.

	Perhaps the creature truly had been bored, or perhaps it did look upon Arthur favorably. Regardless the fox provided the next piece of information free of charge. "Not worth buying, but I can show it to you."

	"Why?" Now Mel and Arthur and Casey were looking interested.

	"The floor changes. The platforms shift, slowly." 

	"Really?" Arthur said, surprised. Then, he considered the maps that he'd seen, the ones that were sold on eBay and the like at a really cheap price. And how people complained none of these maps were very good, even the hand-drawn ones that people swore were real. It explained a lot. But still . . . "Why doesn't anyone know this?"

	To that, of course, the fox had no answer. And even Casey, who usually had some inside information, could not answer him. 

	In the end, all Arthur could only assume was that it was one of those secrets that the real players kept to themselves. A way to make others waste funds, while keeping themselves in power.

	In other words, a way for them to be ben dan to everyone else. Real asses.

	 


Chapter 292

	 

	They crashed, either inside the administrative center or near it. Once they worked out that there was a small amount of space that was safe from falling rocks—mostly by looking at where other rocks had struck before and the clear space around—the group settled down. Of course they were not just trusting in the impact locations and had someone on watch. After all, the mushroom movers and even the camouflage grass had a tendency to move, if very slowly in the second case.

	Arthur was one of the first to crash, woken later in the evening by Jan who happily took his place, curling up in the laid-out blanket and extra clothing that worked as their bedding. Sleeping bags and other comforts like blowup sleeping mats were things that most climbers brought with them, early on. 

	It rarely took more than a few floors before these items were sold off or lost to the vagaries of climbing for the serious climbers, or left behind at settlements for later. When you had to run in the middle of the night from a fight, when you had to blow up a sleeping mat and then squeeze the air out every day, such creature comforts were much less important. Especially when the added weight could draw the line between life and death.

	Not that this kind of mindset was held by all, of course, but it was more common than not. You could have luxuries when you got back to your base, especially if you were making only overnight or two-night trips at most into the wilderness. The rest of the time, you could sleep comfortable.

	Out here, a little discomfort might even keep you alive, keep your sleep light in case something snuck up on you.

	Back against the wall, Arthur's gaze roamed over the night sky. There were stars up there and a trio of moons, though one was barely thrice the size of a twinkling star. It was just a little more steady, a little more textured than the planets that lay in the distance. The constellations were nothing at all that he recognised, though to be fair he'd only learnt to spot a few and mostly for navigation purposes. They'd not spent much time with that though, what with the alien geography of the Towers that mostly dominated the floors.

	Mostly.

	A half-hour later, Arthur found Mel slipping in beside him, leaning her head back to watch their right. They sat in companionable silence for a few minutes before Arthur could not help but ask.

	"You know, I can't help but wonder how far I've come. How I—we—stack up against the seventh floor." He touched the armour he had slipped back on for his watch. "I've got better equipment now, but not that much better . . ." 

	"Better than what we have," Mel said, though there was no rancour in her voice.

	"Yeah, but compared to our competitors? Everyone else on the seventh?" Arthur grimaced. Their choice to rush ahead was dangerous, so damn dangerous. They were underleveled, underpowered. Even if they'd grinded for cultivation levels and were at the minimum needed, they lacked the various techniques and equipment those who had spent more time in the Tower would have gotten. "How far behind am I?" 

	Mel smiled a little, then shook her head. "Less than you think. You've improve a lot. Gotten some actual experience under all that training, and that makes you even more deadly." She turned her head and nodded to his seniors who were sleeping, propped up on the other side of the door. "Look at them."

	"Exactly! They're three quarters of the way to the second threshold, third transformation. Much more rounded out than I am." He waggled his hand. "I'm still . . . not there yet."

	"You've got 17, 18, in Body?" Mel asked.

	"18," Arthur replied. He'd managed to eke out another point in the time they'd spent to get up here, and he would have been even closer if he hadn't pushed another point into Spirit to speed up his cultivation. 

	"Right. Two more points to another Trait. And you've chosen them well, to back up what you need." She continued, slowly, "By now you're as strong as the rest of us who followed you from the first floor, I'd say." She smiled, ruefully. "Except maybe Uswah. Your Yin Body, the better cultivation techniques, they all help."

	"Really?" he said, surprised.

	"You can't see it because you're so close, but you've come a long way." Mel frowned. "Just don't forget the rest of us, when you start overtaking us."

	"I wouldn't. "

	"I know you don't think so. But . . . it's easy." Something in her voice made him look at her more closely. She turned away, looking upward as her voice dropped. "I had … a friend. Someone who I was close to. Then, her family, they . . . she changed. Grew colder, grew critical about me, about my family.” A shake of her head. “I’m messing this up. A relative of hers, an uncle, got lucky. Joined one of the bigger groups, TG, because he did someone a favour in the Tower. He became someone important there, and he helped his family.”

	Appropriate. Normal, of course. Pulling up the extended family via your connections and opportunities was a time-honoured tradition. Meant that you had someone to fall back on, someone to help solidify your position. Mutual aid when things got rough for one person. In-built loyalty via blood.

	She never even noticed his thoughts, her mind on a distant past. “Started laughing at the rest of us, being a bitch. She thought she was better than us, because she had the chance to get proper training now, get taught an actual cultivation method before even entering the Tower. When she did, she'd be ahead. She'd leave the rest of us behind, so what did we matter anymore?

	"Not that she said it that way. She even offered, you know? To help us. Get us jobs, get us contracted. Maybe be mules."

	Arthur grimaced. Dangerous jobs, but an opportunity. Not necessarily a bad thing, but . . . "Not much of a help is it? Unless they were offering better contracts?" Because often, the families of slain mules or those who failed to bring the goods over were the ones under the kris.

	"I never checked. She just stopped being who I knew, stopped being a friend because she started thinking of what we could do for her." Mel sighed. "So, when you really start being the boss, don't forget about us, eh? We're not just tools."

	"I won't," Arthur repeated, just as firmly. He nodded to his two seniors, then at the snoring Rick. "Why do you think I have the Durians, or you guys at all? The goal is to keep growing, together. To make something, of ourselves, of this world. To give people . . . options." 

	"Good." Then, she elbowed him in the side. "So why are you still talking?"

	"What?"

	"Why aren't you cultivating? We have a few hours. Pull out a stone and get to it. You might even get somewhere." This time, he was sure she was laughing at him. Not that she was wrong; he should probably get back to utilising the stones to boost himself. After all, for all his complaining, there was quite a bit of energy in the sixth-floor stones. Enough that a few hours at it and he'd be most of the way towards getting a new point.

	Worries for later, cultivating for now. End of the day, if he was afraid he didn't have enough strength to beat those on the seventh floor, he just needed to get stronger.

	 


Chapter 293

	 

	Cultivation on a higher floor was significantly faster than on the first floor. The sheer density of Tower energy allowed one to pull energy in faster here, though it was not a six-times multiplicative effect. Or even five. It was closer to something like twice as effective as the first floor, which meant that in a less than a half hour, Arthur had enough Tower energy to refine into fractions of a point of refined energy. Well, slightly more, since his trait From the Dregs allowed him to keep a little more energy and refine a little better. Since his overall ability to refine energy was significantly higher, the ideal situation was if he could actually attempt to refine and cultivate at the same time. It would ensure he'd have a constant flow of Tower energy and refined energy.

	Of course, his first attempts at that hadn't been cultivating and refining, but drawing from beast stones. The stones were significantly more powerful here, providing refined energy directly. He could draw in significant amounts of refined energy from the stones these days, but this meant that he could—if he was not careful—run his stores of them down faster than the team could collect new stones.

	It was why, in the end, most people fell back on Tower energy and cultivating it. It was why, rather than directly cultivating immediately, Arthur was chasing the idea of cultivating and refining at the same time. The problem was, it was not as simple as thinking and doing it.

	The process of cultivating Tower energy was governed by the cultivation method he had studied. It focused on efficiently making Tower energy his own, controlling the energy that seeped into his body, that made up parts of the body and that permeated his meridians. It did so by pushing existing energy—his personal chi stores, if you wish—through his meridians and, in the process, drawing Tower energy in. Like a stream, rushing down and drawing in water that flowed along its banks, mixing it together till it became all the same.

	Or something like that. Arthur would be the first to admit that the theory of cultivation escaped him beyond the most basic levels. He had always been more interested in the practical aspects—how to do it, how to make it work. And the Night Emperor Cultivation Technique worked very, very well.

	The problem was, while the Night Emperor scroll had some minor things to say about refining, the technique left that portion mostly alone. It gave Arthur enough knowledge to improve his refinement a little, but it also highlighted the way it conflicted with his current flow of energy. During cultivation, Tower energy was rushed through the meridians before finally being deposited in the lower dantian. This was a circular flow overall, but it did need the use of the meridians leading to the lower dantian. The same channels that refining energy required. 

	Now, Arthur had learnt how to coach energy through his body, bypassing meridian flows, pooling or combining streams of energy as needed for his various techniques. It was sort of like rubbing your head and drumming the fingers of that same hand, on time, to two separate beats. You didn't need to learn how to control the individual nerves but the mind itself to make it work.

	Well, okay, you also had to learn to control the muscles and grow so conscious of their movements that you could force those muscles to contract and move as you wanted them to, to get the most efficiency from this act. But, you could, theoretically, not bother.

	Theoretically, then, Arthur figured it should be possible to both refine and cultivate at the same time. Unfortunately, each time he got started on it, he fell over with a spike of pain. Didn't matter if he started refining first or started cultivating first; the pain would arrive almost immediately as the two disparate energies clashed within his body.

	After the fourth and most painful time, as he'd tried to keep forcing it to happen, Arthur lay slumped against the wall, staring into the sky while waiting for his body to finish healing. Thankfully, whatever damage he was doing to himself was being fixed by the Tower—he could tell.

	At least here, there was no permanent damaging of cultivation bases like in xianxia novels. Oh, it could happen, but it generally required some really stupid things done. And, you know, not having a healing technique. Which, Arthur had to admit, he'd been lucky to stumble onto figuring out. Even if, he was still in the beginning stages of improving his healing technique.

	"Is it not possible?" Arthur asked, absently.

	"What not possible?" Mel said, raising an eyebrow. She'd left him to squeal and fall over without questioning his motives, though she was obviously curious. Given an opening, she leapt at it like a taxi driver at a gweiloh—a Westerner—stumbling out of KL International Airport. Poor sucker was going to get taken for a ride. Literally.

	"Cultivating and refining at the same time."

	"Are you—!" She hesitated, then shook her head. Mel had seen enough of Arthur to know he really was crazy to some extent. Then again, by experimentation, he’d also managed to figure out a healing technique by chance and effort. But still. "What's the problem?"

	Arthur explained, indicating the shooting pain, the damage he felt and when it kept happening. When he was done, she offered a simple solution.

	"Why not try another dantian?"

	"What?" 

	"We have three, right?" she said. "So use another one to refine."

	"Well, that's because we need to store the refined energy where we have space, in the lower dantian. That's where we have the most space, for Tower energy and refined energy, and . . ." Arthur slowly stopped as he tried to explain why it didn't work. Not just because of the fact that he did store both Tower and refined energy in his dantian—though Tower Energy also suffused the body—but also, there was no reason it had to be stored there. On the other hand . . .

	"I don't really know how to open or use the middle or upper dantian," he said. The middle dantian, in the chest, was near the heart and if mismanaged could damage the heart itself. A stopped heart or frozen lungs was never fun. The upper dantian, meanwhile, was where Arthur occasionally built his Refined Energy Darts for the third eye. Again, for the same reason, he didn't build Exploding Energy Darts there when he wasn't certain; he wasn't going to mess around with the exploding variant of his technique. He might survive a heart attack or bloody lungs. But a brain bleed was a lot to ask of the Tower to fix, even if it could.

	"Good thing we're at a place where you could maybe buy a cultivation technique that might help with that, no?" Mel said.

	Arthur hesitated, then laughed. "Point." Pushing himself up and then failing, clutching at his stomach, he waved a hand at her. "Maybe in a few minutes."

	She was kind enough not to laugh.

	Once inside the administrative center and speaking softly to the fox attendant who was, surprisingly, still awake, Arthur outlined his needs. 

	"Do you want a new cultivation technique or a cultivation method?" the attendant asked.

	"Technique, not method." He already had a cultivation method and wasn't intending on changing it. Well, perhaps a little, depending on how things worked. Maybe he could alter it a little, but it'd hurt, so a technique was probably better, since techniques like his Refined Energy Dart generally also had secondary effects. He just needed to open and use his dantian; after that, he could figure out the rest, he hoped.

	"There are no techniques that open or store energy in the middle or upper dantian directly." A slight pause. "There are techniques that utilise an already opened location, but the opening and utilisation of multiple dantian are the purview of cultivation methods."

	"Right, right, but I don't want a new method. Isn't there, I don't know, a cultivation technique that lets me store extra energy in those dantian? Or store an attack or something?" He grinned. "I could store a fully formed Refined Exploding Energy Dart in my upper dantian then."

	"What techniques we have still require you to have formed and made full use of them."

	"So you do have such techniques!" Arthur said, grinning. "Just sell me one of them, I'll figure out the rest."

	"I cannot until you have the required dantian available."

	"Oh come on . . . surely you can bend the rules."

	"Once you informed me that you did not have an open dantian, I am expressly forbidden from selling techniques that will harm or kill a climber." 

	"Tiu!" Arthur cursed.

	"You don't need a cultivation method to open a dantian, though," Lam said, walking over. He looked tired and annoyed, having been woken from his sleep in the administrative center by Arthur’s conversation. He made sure to keep his voice low as he added, "Just buy a dantian-breaking pill."

	"A what?" Arthur said.

	"I can sell that," the fox replied, holding a hand out. "You will not be able to utilise the dantian, of course, till you study a proper cultivation method or technique, but the opening of a second or third dantian is considered an acceptable risk."

	Arthur narrowed his eyes, noting that it was an acceptable risk. Still, he handed over his token and then a handful of stones to help cover the cost of the purchase. He had enough contribution points after his time on the fifth floor, though barely. Buying the armour and now this was painful. In fact, he was certain he'd be borrowing someone else's points to buy the technique after.

	For now, though, the cultivation pill that was dropped in his hand was a green-yellow marble that swirled in hypnotic patterns.

	"So, just eat it?"

	"I'd sit down," Lam said, gesturing to a nearby position on the floor. "It's rather painful."

	Arthur took his seat on the floor next to the table, glanced at the pill, at Lam, and then shrugged. "Well, in for a penny, in for a pill. At least he's not a shill."

	Then, without further ado, he swallowed it.

	 


Chapter 294

	 

	The process of opening a dantian wasn't like how they described it in xianxia novels. It wasn't as though you were trying to light a fire in your body or break through numerous clogged portions of the body, trying to free up a section of your existence that had not been used. There were no impurities to clean out, because the dantian was always in use.

	The process of opening the middle dantian was more akin to building an underused muscle. First, you had to locate it, which required multiple attempts at moving your body part in action until you finally located it. The degree one could do that, and how quickly an individual picked up that particular muscle was dependent upon a few factors, from talent and body awareness to how much time said individual contemplated and reviewed their body.

	Once you had found the dantian, you had to work it to grow the dantian. The core was like any muscle, and while the lower core or dantian was the largest by virtue of its location and years of practice and use, it was possible to increase the size of other storage areas through focused effort.

	The working of these dantian were a matter of flooding said location with energy, then squeezing it out, expanding the dantian slowly. The more energy one forcibly stored within, the better. Of course, you could damage yourself doing these exercises, and the process of forcing energy through specific meridians into dantian was tightly controlled, or should be. Thus the existence of cultivation methods.

	However, the Tower had given them extremely robust bodies with the assumption that mistakes were going to be made. Or so Arthur figured, because one of the simplest ways to create a new cultivation method was a process of elimination. Of trying and testing till it stopped working, or worked better than ever.

	The dantian-breaking pill simplified the process. It did it in three parts. Firstly, it contained energy that radiated and moved towards the three dantian in Arthur's body. He no longer needed to strain to locate them; he could tell where they were by the increasing amount of heat within those spots. A simple but effective method of locating the centers in his body.

	The second way it aided him was that, in the movement of energy to each of those locations, he also noticed where and how the energy flowed through his various meridians to reach the location. It happened a little too fast in the beginning for him to do anything beyond vaguely note which portions were warmer, but it was there. He could, if he paid attention, locate the meridians as energy coursed through them.

	Not that he had a lot of time. Because his upper and middle dantian were getting really, really warm. That was the part that was considered painful. He could sense the growing pain, and instinctively, Arthur squeezed down on those sections. Most of his attention was on the middle dantian, the place he intended to test his theory, and squeezing on this dantian relieved the pain immediately.

	It was like getting hold of a three-part bladder that was slowly filling up with water. By squeezing down on the bags, you shifted and made the water within flow around, relieving the pressure. To keep the pain regulated, he just needed to squeeze on both his lower dantian and middle one at the same time, regularly. Doing so relieved the pain, allowing the pill energy to collect at more reasonable locations.

	That was where the third benefit of the pill came into play. It was how the energy slowly dissipated, as it accelerated the healing process of the body, specifically the meridians and the core. After all, to “break” a dantian open, he needed to make it large enough, make himself conscious enough of its location, that the dantian could then be used for other things. Which meant a process of slowly enlarging the core over months and years had to be done quickly.

	So. Let it fill, keep an eye on where the energy flowed when it entered and left each section. When it grew too painful, when his body felt too stretched, he would squeeze and force the energy out, like a sponge being wrung. Then wait, as the exhausted muscles soaked in healing energy from the pill, grew larger and stronger, before he proceeded to repeat the entire process over again.

	Instinctively, Arthur knew that the longer he could hold out on squeezing the energy, the better off he would be. Since the pill itself had a specific duration, he needed to make best use of the pill before it faded away, at which point he would be back to doing this the old way. Though he would be better off now, because he at least knew which cultivation streams to bring to the middle dantian, if he paid attention.

	Even so, it was not easy.

	Like slowly filling hot pockets in his body, coals glowing. He felt like he had a pair of balloons within him that were blowing up with warm air; and if he didn't squeeze some of the air out now, they'd pop. Luckily, squeezing into the surrounding tissues and meridians didn't seem to appreciably increase the tension around a non-squeezed dantian. Arthur knew it had something to do with energy density, the difference between second and third and future transformations, where the energy held within a body was just not as compact as they could be.

	Not that he was paying attention to that right now, not with the pain filling him. Just that it did mean he wasn't going to pop the upper dantian by squeezing the middle one. Luckily, freeing up space in other two dantian pulled energy into them, relieving the pressure of his upper dantian at the same time.

	Again, Arthur recalled reading about a cultivation method that made use of this phenomenon, that made full use of all three dantian, because it was so effective at pulling energy through the body. Supposedly, the cultivation method was a three-star one. It was even purchasable on the open market outside, but the price and need to have three dantian open meant there were almost no adherents. At least not at the Beginner level.

	Arthur was no stranger to pain, no stranger to the constant ache of the body that pushing oneself to the limit entailed. He'd spent more than one day standing in a supermarket store freezer, utilising it as a poor man's ice bath for a little extra help moving goods back and forth later on. He understood pain.

	And even with all that experience, all that knowledge, all the mental and emotional callouses he'd grown, he was not sure he would voluntarily take another dantian-opening pill.

	Squeeze. Relax. Breathe, wait with patience. Grit your teeth as the pain grew, as the body struggled to heal itself. Some people thought healing was painless, but they'd never had nerves reawaken as the body patched itself together. 

	Hold. Hold. Hoooold.

	Squeeze.

	Do it all over again. 

	And again.

	By the time Arthur had sense to pick himself off the ground, wiping away the sweat and the spit that had dribbled down his mouth, the day was well underway. Seated not far from him, cultivating with a watchful eye out, was Uswah. 

	"Report?" Arthur croaked, then gratefully accepted the bottle of water to clear his dry throat.

	"Rick, Casey, and Mel are hunting. The others are inside, cultivating. We're ready to go, and I'll signal the others once you're good." She looked up, eyeing the sun that was headed directly overhead. "Best get moving, no?"

	"Yeah, we got a long way to go to the clan building." He gestured outwards. "Get them to come in. I got to get one thing sorted, then we're good to go."

	"Boleh,” she affirmed.

	Slipping in, Arthur glanced at the notification he finally let bloom, grinning a little.

	 

	Middle Dantian Opened!

	Additional (+6) Tower Energy or (+3) Refined Energy may be stored.

	 

	Now, he just had to figure out how to make use of it.

	 

	 


Chapter 295

	 

	The swinging vines high above their heads kept coming, even though they'd already sliced a half-dozen of the vines away. A pair of spears were hanging in the air, being swung around by vines and nearly clipping the group. Luckily, the vine creature was blind to its own attacks and so any attacks were coming in with the blunt end of the spears, the creature not seeming to grasp the idea of using the pointy end against its opponents.

	In fact, the spears were less dangerous than the actual vines themselves. The variant vine, more common now as they climbed higher and across the canyon to their resting spot, had sharpened steel vines and leaves. Catching a face full of vine no longer simply stung or left thin cuts from sharpened and roughened edges but could now lay open faces and necks. 

	Normally, the group would have avoided the creatures entirely, but chance and luck had brought them to this particular platform series. There was no way up except through and across the ledge they were trying to sneak past, bouncing ahead canyonward and then turning around to strike at the mutated vine. All well and good, but they had to get through the lashing vines first.

	"Shoot it, will you?" Arthur growled, as he ducked another spear and stabbed upwards. He felt his spear head grate along the vine, then puncture through suddenly and tear into the vine. It stopped swinging around as much, at which point Yao Jing jumped and grabbed the spear shaft and yanked, hard. He managed to reacquire it at the cost of nearly bowling over Jan who had switched to a parang and was swinging the edged blade into vines that threatened Arthur from the back.

	"Oy! Careful, lah," she cried.

	"I'm. Trying!" Casey snarled. Back two platforms, she was forced to draw and fire her arrows, lobbing them up and across to land onto the vines. Not only did she have to fire blindly because she couldn't actually see where the main body was, with the angle of a swinging trap ahead; she had to time her attacks or else see her arrows get knocked off course.

	Even so, she at least could hit it. Rick's bullets moved in a much straighter line, which meant that he was mostly useful for blowing up or tearing apart vines that hung over the edge. He had switched out his pistols for the shotgun in this case, the big slugs a better fit for the problem right now. Even so, the quiet boom of the weapon had slowed down as he reloaded and tried to conserve ammunition.

	"One . . . moment!" Uswah grunted, her hand raised high as she yanked downwards with shadow tendrils formed right under the overhanging platform. They swept up and grabbed a bunch of the vines, holding them tight together and constraining their movements. She strained, all three of her shadow tendrils gripping the bunch of tentacles together, her face covered in sweat. 

	Luckily, she didn't need to hold it for long as Rick's shotgun boomed, tearing apart the vines. A moment later, Lam jumped high and swung his parang, forming an edge and extending the weapon and then using a Focused Strike to sever the rest of the tendrils. His attack was not without cost though, for one of the other swinging vines slammed into him, sending him away from his landing spot. Out into open air.

	Luckily, Mel was watching for this. She jumped, straight out into the air, and then formed a cloud beneath her foot. Kicking sideways on the cloud, she reversed trajectory, slamming into Lam and sending the pair of them onto the platform again, only for their legs to clip the edge. They crashed to the ground, cursing, but the attacks had created the necessary opening.

	Both Leia and Eric had been waiting for this opportunity. Together, the pair raced across the area. Eric went high and ahead, swinging his pair of parang, tearing into the few remaining vines that hung in the way. He was infusing his body with energy, similar to Arthur's own Heavenly Sage's Mischief but it was a short-lived technique. On the other hand, it had the advantage of having a much higher increase and minimum. One of the reasons he was going high, because each swing cut through the steel-like vines with ease, even hanging in air.

	A couple of steps behind, Leia raced across the falling vines, free to make the leap across space to the platform above. She managed it with ease, spun, and then leaned backwards before lurching forward. She threw her spear like a javelin, arcing it high and down. As it flew, a light gathered around its tip, a light that exploded that when the spear touched down inside the vine. 

	Now the vine creature tossed and turned, twisting around. Moments later, following the smoke and the thrashing, an arrow from Casey's bow landed in the midst. Then, another. More thrashing. The creature pulled damaged vines backwards into its core to protect against the attacks, leaving only a couple behind to continue to attempt to grab at its attackers. 

	A spear was flung away, Mel crying out as she watched her weapon plunge into the depths of the canyon.

	Taking the momentary break, Arthur and Jan jumped across to the other side, joining Eric, while Yao Jing kept an eye out for more lashing vines, ready to sweep it all aside with his weapon. 

	Arthur grunted, finally no longer directly beneath the creature. He could see parts of it, the spear stuck in its body, the energetic arrows that were fading and leaving behind wounds that leaked yellow sap like alien blood. He leapt straight upwards, formed a cloud beneath his feet as he reached the top of his range, and leapt again.

	Now, he was looking down and could see they'd all been missing the center of the creature by a bit. The main cluster had been so protected by vines that all the attacks had been the equivalent of wounding its limbs. Not anymore. He released a Refined Exploding Energy Dart from his third eye. Right through the gaps, coming down at an angle the mutated vine had not expected. 

	It tore through a flailing vine, exploded moments later, and tore a giant hole in the main body, a hole that had begun to leak. Then, he could not see further as he landed. Raising his hand, he called out to the group. 

	"Hold! Don't waste energy, it's nearly dead." He knew it just needed to finish dying. Damn plants were the worst at that. You could land a fatal blow but it'd still keep thrashing for a bit till all the sap had leaked out and it could no longer move. Between all the severed vines, the open wounds, and his last blow, it was dead.

	It just needed time to figure that out.

	In the meantime, Arthur scanned the surroundings, grunted, and waved a hand around. "Mushrooms incoming. Also, pretty sure that's camograss coming up on you, Eric." He pointed behind Eric who jumped forward and away before spinning around, eyes wide. No one wanted to get grabbed by those. It hurt—a lot—since the camograss had razorblades for its grass and collapsed inwards, turning and grinding at the body. While not necessarily deadly immediately, it could wear a climber down.

	Well, a team that wasn't made up of healers like them, at least.

	"Rick. Casey. No playing around, get over here!" He watched as the pair stopped killing the mushrooms that were coming at them and made their way over gingerly. Yao Jing was still on the bottom platform along with Uswah.

	They'd regather, finish killing the monsters, grab the big beast stone—and he was certain it was a big—

	from the variant vine and then keep going. He could see their new base, not far away. And then, finally, he'd get to read the cultivation technique he'd purchased.

	To say he was a little impatient was an understatement.

	 


Chapter 296

	 

	Even seeing it in person, Arthur still found the residence they'd picked out a little hard to believe. Knowing from the Administrator that the platforms moved a little, he wondered how long this one was going to last, what with it being half-built into a cave. He wondered if the cave was attached to the platform, or if they had just lucked out. When he asked, Casey could only shrug.

	"Don't know. Maybe they bought it from the Tower?" she said. It was a possibility, though the kind of farming that would have been needed to make a permanent change like that in the Tower was outside the range and possibility for ordinary individuals. It would take thousands of points, literal years of work.

	And what cultivator would do that, just to get a place they'd literally leave behind the next time they progressed? Especially when they couldn't even take it with them, or ever visit it again? Unless they were stuck and unable or unwilling to go further, it would make no sense.

	"Where you get wood, ah?" Jan asked, staring at the structure. Even if most of it was in the cave, a large awning and opening was made of wood, with gaps covered by cloth and plastic tarps. 

	"Again, I don't know," Casey said, exasperated. "It's not something I studied." She paused, then looked at Lam. "Do you?"

	He shrugged and waved the others in. With the wide opening, there was no way to stop mushrooms from coming in. "We're going to need a guard."

	Arthur stepped in under the wide awning and received the usual notification.

	 

	Clan Head Confirmed

	Control of Benevolent Durians Clan Building (Sixth Floor, Tower 2895) Confirmed

	Type: Residence

	Building Bonus Chosen: Security (Town Guard assigned)

	Total Number of Floors: 5

	Total Number of Residents: 04

	Total Number of Rooms: 1 

	 

	He grunted, glancing to the side where a Tower Guard was forming. Then he pointed. "Don't think that’s gonna be good enough." 

	Lam scratched his head. "Let's see how they do against the mushrooms first, eh? If they get overwhelmed..."

	"Tower Guard beaten?" Eric snorted. "You dumb or what?" He strolled right past the man, even as Arthur busied himself with giving both Casey and Lam guest rights. Once that was done, he surveyed his new domain. No need to poke at the wireframe design, what with it being a single room, albeit gigantic. The cave itself was lost to darkness further ahead, such that he was forced to squint and the others to pull out various lamps.

	"Anyone got wood? I start a fire, okay?" Yao Jing called out from within.

	"Oy! You nak mati?" Jan raged. "We choke to death, you idiot."

	In the meantime, others who actually wanted sleep or rest had headed deeper in. This included Mel and Uswah, and Arthur soon joined them. The darkness didn't bother him, though the lack of fresh air probably would become a problem as the accumulated stink arrived. 

	But that was a problem for future Arthur.

	Present Arthur had a cultivation technique to study.

	 

	Poket Simpanan Tua

	Storage pocket for discrete cultivation techniques.

	Effect: Allows storage of a discrete cultivation technique in the upper or middle dantian that may then be unleashed without further expansion of energy. Stored techniques can last up to a maximum of seven days before breaking down.

	 

	Arthur sighed at the name. Old person's storage pocket. Someone up in the Tower had a sense of humour. Not a good one, but at least a sense of humour. More importantly, the scroll allowed him to understand how to use the dantian, how to store things within it, how to push and separate energy within. He just had a few questions.

	Would there be other energy forms in there when he stored it? If he did store this technique in his dantian, would the additional storage amounts mentioned when he first opened the dantian go away? Was he somehow cramming this in there as well or was it a replacement? He could already feel his body mixing the energies together, making use of the extra space he'd created. If he had to shove it all out, he had a feeling it'd hurt again.

	On top of that, he also wanted to know how this Poket managed to keep an entire technique stored in a dantian. The Tower specified this would be a “discrete technique,” so he needed to test that out a lot more. He figured the Refined Energy Dart would be something similar to that, or perhaps even Focused Strike. However, it was possible that full-body techniques might not work, but that was his guess. Unfortunately, there wasn't any handy wiki on hand to consult nor was the technique something he'd ever studied. There was, after all, only so much he could learn, and opening a dantian had not been high on his list of skills.

	"You keep sighing," Uswah said.

	"I'm wondering why I didn't just bring a tablet with a full download of the wiki with me," Arthur said, grumpily. "I bet we could make some good money just offering access to it."

	"Tried. The electronics break down," Uswah said. "Lasts about six months, sometimes less. The bigger players keep some, and people occasionally buy access but it's not worth it."

	"Oh?" Arthur said.

	"Other more advanced Towers possibly, but we're a Beginner Tower. How many techniques do you have?" she said.

	Arthur paused, considered, and then nodded. He saw the point. There was only so much time you could spend learning techniques, never mind there being an upper limit when the study of such techniques got in the way of one another. It took a long time before things became unconscious habits, and unlearning old techniques were a pain. It was why most beginners tried not to purchase too many techniques. Even if you weren't pushing to ascend, having just a few techniques that you knew how to use well and could pull out at a moment's notice was generally the best way.

	Still, he did wish he had access to one right now. Perhaps he might have been able to find the perfect technique, though “perfect” was always going to be subjective. And dependent on what the floor had to offer.

	"Okay, okay. Time to cultivate." He pushed aside the thoughts, squinting as he read over the cultivation technique once again. He needed it memorised before he could really begin practise. Luckily, he could see well enough between his traits, his Yin Body, the flames that Yao Jing had started near the entrance, and a nearby lamp.

	After scanning through the document and then carefully reading it over twice more, Arthur could not help but break out into a wide grin. This was even more perfect than he could have imagined. The process of storing a cultivation technique required him to pull it apart, shelter it in a separate bubble of energy and intent, and then keep it stored away until it was ready to be unleashed. The actual usage of the stored technique was quite simple, barely even a fifth of the document itself.

	However, the majority of the work was teaching the climber how to separate and store this cultivation technique. Which made sense, of course, but what had Arthur grinning like a loon—and what, exactly, was a loon and why was the bird grinning so much, he had no idea—was the way the document taught how to store a technique.

	Specifically, it began the process by teaching the climber to break apart a small portion of energy—generally, refined energy—and use it as a “bundle” that could then be contained. The basic principle was to learn to contain this bubble of energy in his upper or middle dantian for the full seven-day period before he placed a full cultivation technique within.

	It was an incredibly safe method, since the backlash from losing a bundle of refined energy in the wrong location was minimal. However, it also meant that, for Arthur's purpose, he could not only learn how to store and prise apart energy; eventually, he should be able to focus his dantian and cultivate using separate processes. Or at least, that was the idea.

	After all, while all this training would let him understand how to use his energy, how to store and separate it, and even gave him some idea about why the energy conflicted when he tried to channel and cultivate them at the same time, it still didn't mean he could do it.

	He would have to just try, but at least, this new technique was a way forward. One that he delved into immediately, beginning the laborious process of teasing refined energy from his system into his middle dantian.

	And hey, worst case scenario, in the long run, he might even have a new technique he could use.

	 

	 


Chapter 297

	 

	By unspoken agreement, the team had stayed in their new clan building for nearly a week. Arthur managed to get quite a decent degree into learning his new technique, the Poket Simpanan Tua. He was able to contain a bundle of energy in his middle dantian, though right now he was practicing keeping it contained and running. The biggest problem was whenever he tried to do anything beyond sitting still and concentrating on the containment.

	At the same time, while he would have loved to progress in refining and cultivating at the same time, he had hit a dead end. Even if he had a second open dantian—and he could, with some degree of focus shift energy around—he was still struggling to keep the energies separated enough to allow him to refine and cultivate at the same time. The monster core energy was just too foreign, and the necessary shift from Tower energy to his own refined energy required him to pass it through meridians in his lower dantian. Till he worked out how to shift the refinement process and alter his Night Emperor cultivation practice to use the middle dantian as well, he could not do both at the same time.

	Frustrating, but the continual process of pulling refined energy apart, bundling it, and containing it was awarding him progress in other things. Funnily enough, the Tower was giving him additional percentage points on his Simultaneous Flow technique and his Night Emperor—which hinted that he was learning something, even if he wasn't sure how it all fit together just yet.

	Sort of like sorting jigsaw puzzle pieces while missing the big picture and doing it wearing welding goggles. Everything was a blur, viewed through tiny slits, but something was coming together.

	Kind of like the Benevolent Durians.

	Now it was time to get moving, to finishing off this level. So far, things had gone pretty well, and even if he wasn't as strong as he wished to be, Casey had gotten that impatient look in her eyes. So long as they stayed together though, they should be fine. Cultivating on next floor would also be more useful anyway, since there would be a higher density of energy up there. And it's not as though he was totally weak . . .

	A twitch of his eye and a thought had his latest stats pull up.

	 

	Cultivation Speed: 2.573 Yin

	Energy Pool: 27/27 (Yin) + (6/6)

	Refinement Speed: 0.1421

	Refined Energy: 2.41 (30) + (0/3)

	 

	Attributes and Traits

	Mind: 15 (Multi-Tasking, Quick Learner, Perfect Recall)

	Body: 19 (Enhanced Eyesight, Yin Body, Swiftness, Fast Twitch Faster)

	Spirit: 12 (Sticky Energy, From the Dregs)

	 

	Techniques

	Night Emperor Cultivation Technique 

	Focused Strike

	Accelerated Healing – Refined Energy (Grade IV)

	Heavenly Sage’s Mischief

	Refined Energy Dart

	Bark Skin

	Seven Cloud Stepping Technique

	 

	Partial Techniques

	Simultaneous Flow (137.8%)

	Yin-Yang Energy Exchange (72.8%)

	Pocket Simpanan Tua (72%)

	 

	Quite the expansion from when he started. It annoyed him that the Yin-Yang Energy Exchange never seemed to clear itself off his board of partially-learned techniques. If he ever had the time to practise, he would want to get it done. However, it degraded each time he progressed in any of his attributes or cultivation techniques, as his Yin Body altered even further and made it more difficult to make the technique work. He feared that even if he did ever learn it fully, it would eventually degrade anyway.

	In the meantime, he had two full points to use. The first attribute point available he'd sunk in the moment they had arrived, upgrading his Body attribute so that he had a week to get used to it while they were in a safe environment. No reason to make it more difficult, especially as they took small jaunts outside to collect monster cores and break up the monotony.

	Now, he had only one more point left to sink it into Body before getting another trait. So far, he'd leaned into a fast, nimble build. When he found the time, he'd probably look more into maneuverability options too, something to boost his speed even further—and strength, because speed came from strength too, like the Heavenly Sage's Mischief.

	The question, as always, was to shore up weaknesses or to double-down on his strengths. 

	Swiftness made him generally faster, an overall boost. He had seen its effects, the equivalent of a few points of Body compared to others of his level. Add in his training and he was generally faster than opponents at his level, just because he didn't waste as much time moving what was unnecessary. Economy of movement.

	Always an advantage. 

	Fast-twitch reflexes gave him explosive power. It wasn't like some of the other traits like Cat-like Reflexes that sped up how fast he reacted to things by shortening and speeding up the neutron impulses between muscles and brains. People who had those traits were great at the ruler-snatching, buzzer-smacking competitions. Fast-twitch instead made him more explosive when the signals reached his brain. It meant he could harness more energy, more explosive power. It basically made him hit faster and harder.

	So, not just speed.

	The obvious answer to all this was add Lightning Reflexes, Cat-like Reflexes, or Smoother Neuron Pathways or any of the other traits that did mostly the same thing. Add one of those traits to his Fast-Twitch Reflexes and he would be reacting and moving well before the majority of people on his level, especially those who didn't focus on speed.

	He would even be faster than most of those who had gone through their third transformation, probably. He'd have to test it out himself to be certain, but it was a possibility. Even if he only matched their speed, it would keep him alive and then, it was a matter of skill. And techniques.

	On the other hand, he could also make himself tougher, stronger, or more perceptive. Relying on his sight had a net negative, when so many creatures used techniques to blend themselves into the background or warped the very light around themselves. He knew that was a common method of hiding; so the options were, again, to double down on his sensing strategies—either expanding on them to add better hearing, for example—or upgrading Enhanced Eyesight further. Night Vision or Infrared Vision would add a weird halo effect to his sight, he knew, but would become even more useful at night. Night Vision just expanded his ability to discern in low-light conditions, while Cat Eyes was both disturbing and useful. It literally altered the shape of the face and eyes, which allowed the climber to take in more light like a cat’s eyes did. It was a subtle difference, but this trait came with an obvious physical tell.

	In the end, Arthur could not help but think he should lean on pushing himself forward on the same pathway: speed. Eventually, he'd focus on upping his Spirit, adding to his cultivation speed and making it easier to manipulate energy. But . . . for now, greater speed was the way to go.

	Pouring the refined energy into his Body attribute, feeling it ripple through him and affect his soul and nerves, and then choosing Lightning Reflexes had him shuddering a little, as the Tower rebuilt him. He knew the effects would be most stark now, but it would take a whole few hours to settle down as his Tower-made body completed its integration.

	Before he could second-guess himself, he poured another point into Spirit, upping his ability to manipulate energy. He could feel its effects almost immediately as controlling the energy within him was made simpler. It did bring up the question if certain techniques were barred from use based off attribute minimums. Not directly, of course, but practically.

	Something to think about for later. For now, he pulled up his stats once more.

	 

	Cultivation Speed: 2.673 Yin

	Energy Pool: 27/28 (Yin) + (6/6)

	Refinement Speed: 0.1421

	Refined Energy: 0.48 (32) +(0/3)

	 

	Attributes and Traits

	Mind: 15 (Multi-Tasking, Quick Learner, Perfect Recall)

	Body: 20 (Enhanced Eyesight, Yin Body, Swiftness, Fast Twitch Faster, Lightning Reflexes)

	Spirit: 13 (Sticky Energy, From the Dregs)

	 

	Not a lot of Refined Energy left, but he would make do. He was nearly out of stones, so he'd just have to rely on other techniques. Perhaps, with his rather immense Energy Pool, he should consider learning the basic Energy Dart, which relied on Tower energy. It wasn't as damaging as his Refined Energy Dart, of course, but it had the advantage of making use of his large pool of non-refined energy.

	Later. He'd worry about that later.

	"We good to go?" he asked those around.

	The team was looking fit. He could see the subtle changes of refined energy poured into their bodies. Sometimes a smoother flow of energy, sometimes in the spring of a step or a gleam in the eye. In Yao Jing's case, even more brawn. Seriously, he was beginning to look like Bolo Yeung, if he'd been fed on a diet of steroids and Tower energy since young.

	Which, you know, don't do that. 

	"Waiting for you, boss." Jan as usual was the first to answer, grinning cockily. Something was different around her, and it took Arthur a moment to realise what it was. An aura, gathered around her, that made the air spark.

	Oh, that'd be interesting.

	"Then let's go."

	 

	 


Chapter 298

	 

	They went through the next few platforms like hawker food through the intestines of a newly arrived gweilo. Or, like a katana goes through the neck of an unarmed civilian, waiting to be dropped into a mass grave in a school. A little too racist? Maybe; but then again, Arthur had never promised not to be racist. Or, for that matter, had the Japanese ever apologised or even acknowledged the atrocities they'd committed in Malaysia or other parts of South East Asia in the previous century. Then again, why would they? 

	The Westerners might decry racism within their countries—and it was bad, or so he'd heard—but it was nothing like the way a whole country hated another. When you had thousands of years of stored animosity, all of it recorded and remembered, from personal tales to long history lessons at school, it was hard to let go. Especially when one side or the other failed to acknowledge or even think they had done anything wrong.

	Which was why Arthur was quite happy to acknowledge he was a massive, raging erection. But at least knowing he was one gave him a starting point to improving. If he wanted to improve.

	More importantly, and more pertinently to the matter at hand, his new Lightning Reflexes trait—in combination with Fast Twitch, Swiftness, and his ability to pick out minute changes in musculature or landscape—was having some weird feedback effects. In particular . . .

	He watched as the vine swung towards him, moving at what he knew was objectively at the same speed it had been before they had arrived in the clan building. But to his newly improved Body and senses, the vine might as well have been moving through slow motion. 

	It wasn't exactly like those speedster movies, where the hero had all the time in the world to look things over, make a decision, and act. On the other hand, it wasn't that far from it. He could feel himself making quicker decisions, feel as though he had more time to move out of the way as he saw the beginning of an attack long before it transmitted all the way. A minor shift in weight, a twitch in the vine starting near its base. He saw it all. 

	When he did decide to move, though, things went a little haywire.

	It should have been simple. Lean backwards, let the vine pass over his head, missing him by an inch. Then, move forwards, throwing his body into a lunge with his spear leading the way, tear a hole in the gap between two vines he knew would appear in half a second.

	Except, when he leaned backwards, he moved not an inch and a half like he meant to. He moved nearly half a foot. The vine that should have just passed by him had swung far away. And as he shoved himself forward, he nearly collided with the vine’s trailing ends as he moved too fast.

	Also, too fast was his retaliation. Instead of finding a gap between swinging vines that should have appeared like he'd planned, he'd pinned the other vine in place, his tip punching all the way through with barely any effort. That was, of course, the other side effect of moving faster than ever—the greater force he could apply.

	He managed to hit his target and kill the vine monster, even if it was much more sloppily than he had ever expected. He still had to dodge a half-dozen more swings as he widened the initial wound, but that was easy enough. Even if he did feel like a jerking marionette managed by an amateur puppeteer.

	"Eh, boss. You okay, ah?" Yao Jing asked, wandering over and reaching in, tearing apart vines to dig into the creature they belonged to. These higher-level plants had a nasty set of thorns on them, but Yao Jing had added to his knowledge of Wood Body and combined it with a greater defense trait, allowing him to grab hold of the plants barehanded and not bleed.

	Much.

	"Getting used to my new Body and traits." Breaching the 20-point attribute level seemed to have been a whole new explosion in energy, and the traits working together were even more synergistic than he'd expected. It was going to take him a bit to get used to.

	"Heh. You look like a second-year student, trying to ape his seniors," Leia called out from above. She had moved ahead of the group, intercepting with Rick a bunch of mushroom men before they managed to disrupt the team.

	"Whatever," Arthur said, grumpily. "I took care of the vine myself, you know." Of course, there were two vines on this platform, each of them covering for one another, and if not for the rest of the team, he'd have to step back and blast away from a distance. As it was, with its attention focused on Yao Jing and Eric, he had managed to slip through close enough to finish the creature without being subjected to two vine monsters.

	Though . . .

	"I'd like to try both next time."

	"My turn next!" Uswah called out. "I only need one, though. And only at the start. Someone can have the second."

	"That'd be me," Lam said, firmly. "Though, I don't have much to test. I only need the one."

	Arthur looked around, searching for objections. There were none, so he waved the team on. Uswah moved ahead of him along with Lam, so he fell back to join Mel at the back, keeping an eye out for more trouble and more traps. Now that they had actually spotted the traps, it had grown quite boring dodging them. Even if they came down faster and were more numerous the higher they climbed, they were only a real concern when the monsters started arriving.

	Arthur and Mel managed another couple of platforms, literally jumping upwards on cloud steps in one case, before they broke the silence.

	"What did you get?" Arthur asked.

	"From cultivating?" 

	"No. When you slept with Rick,” he said sarcastically.

	The sudden silence and blush made Arthur jerk his head to the side and nearly fall over. He could not, would not believe it. Except, of course, it was true.

	"YOU DID SLEEP WITH HIM!" he whisper-shouted in horror. "HOW? WHEN?"

	"It happened," she said, then fell silent. Shrugging, she continued, "When we were out gathering stones. And it wasn't anything."

	"But why?" 

	"He's rather good looking? A woman has needs?" Mel shrugged. "I don't see how this is your business."

	"As your . . ." Arthur shook his head, cutting himself off. "No, I can't do this. Won't do this. It's just not the kind of miss I'd take." He grimaced. "Whatever. Sleep with who you want."

	"I will." She paused, then added, "Anyway, I didn’t get much of an upgrade. I'm focusing on Mind and Body mostly." She grinned a little. "I like the Refined Energy Darts, but they're a lot of  energy to use. So if I can speed up and process energy faster, it will be better." She smiled slightly. "Anyway, not as though I'm being fed a ton of monster cores."

	Arthur grunted, but he forced himself not to hunch inwards. He knew the reason he was being given the majority of cores; without him, the entire clan would crumble. So, he was not going to feel guilty about it. Or at least, he'd try to tell himself he wasn't going to feel guilty. 

	"Any good traits?"

	"Recaptured Energy," Mel said. "Makes my workings more refined, so that when I use a technique, a small portion of it comes back to me."

	"Sounds like one of mine, From the Dregs."

	"You pull energy from your stores, from your body to fuel your actions,” she explained. “It's broad ranging and always working, even making it cheaper for you to exist. Useful for when you exit the Tower even. I recover spent energy, which is only useful if you're using a technique. On the other hand . . ." 

	"It's more." Arthur paused, considered his options and chose not to use his Cloud Stepping method. Instead he backed off two steps and took off running, jumping to catch the edge of the next platform that reared all too far away and then swinging himself up. He landed in a crouch, feeling the earth give way only slightly beneath his fingers. 

	"Right. Yours doesn't even bother giving a percentage amount to your return, but mine does." Mel chuckled. "Only a few percent, but it's there."

	Arthur nodded in reply, then looked at both Uswah and Lam. Neither one seemed to have added to their number of techniques, or even significantly increased their attributes. At least on first glance. Then Lam took a blow to the chest, head-on from one of the bunched vines—a spear by any other name—and just shrugged it off. Now, he was wearing a breastplate, but still . . .

	"Wah lau!" Arthur shouted in surprise. He exclaimed again a moment later, when a dark tendril managed to slip in between a wound, pierce deep into the vine that Uswah was fighting, and then explode in a flurry of spike shadow tendrils.

	"I guess they've improved." Arthur grinned. 

	It was always nice to see people power up.

	 


Chapter 299

	 

	Making their way to the top was the simple part of this platform, once they had taken a moment to power up and understand the system. Spending an extra day, having to occasionally wake up and move away from a falling rock or deal with creepgrass, was annoying, and none of them were their best; but it did mean they managed to make it to the top rested.

	For various definitions of rested, at least.

	The most annoying bit was the last portion, where the swinging axes that went vertically across the canyon walls became horizontal axes, utilizing wood and cane arms that swung endlessly. There was barely a gap between the moving axes, such that you had to time things with utmost care or get bisected.

	Or take other precautions.

	"Move, move, move!" Rick called out.

	Arthur would have chosen to speak, but he was currently pre-occupied with holding an axe still. He wasn't the only one, being shoulder-carried by Yao Jing who was acting as his legs. Much like a pair of medieval acrobatic fools. Together, they were holding at bay the axe that was meant to be swinging, legs and arms trembling as they strained.

	"Give us more space then!" Mel snapped, as she helped the others to jump upwards, lacing her fingers together to boost them over the cliff. 

	Arthur could, intellectually, understand her point. After all, the gap he and Yao Jing and Leia and Eric had created by holding separate axes apart was barely large enough for one person to be tossed upward. Carefully, of course. He could understand it, but he certainly wasn't going to contradict Rick either.

	After all, even with the Heavenly Sage running through him, giving him additional strength, both he and Yao Jing and his seniors on the other side were struggling to hold back the axes. With each moment, the amount of pressure increased and the chance grew of them slipping and letting the axes swing, catching themselves–or one of their friends.

	One after the other, their teammates grew in number at the top of the cliff. Until Rick, jumping and then engaging his technique and literally being dragged upwards by the expelled energy in a weird, almost frozen pose, was up there, leaving only the four of them behind. 

	"Seniors, you first!" Arthur called.

	"No, you. Go!" The grunting strain brooked little argument. Not that Arthur intended to, because a moment of consideration told him why he should be moving. If he got caught, it was over; and Yao Jing, the person clamped to him and holding his legs, was not as skilled with a movement technique.

	Which did leave the question of how to vacate the space, but he had some time to consider the problem.

	"HOLD ON!" Arthur called out below, clamping his legs firmly around Yao Jing's upper body. The man gripped tighter, not understanding but following orders anyway. And then, to his surprise, Arthur lifted him upwards, by curling his body up and then inwards, beginning to swing Yao Jing under a swinging wooden arm.

	Immediately, of course, the arm began moving, adding to the momentum. Rotating in the opposite direction with his empowered curl, Arthur lifted Yao Jing inwards and upwards even as he swung him under the axe. It was a dangerous maneuver, though, because the swinging arm would enter the gap in the cliff face soon enough, smashing Arthur into the wall if he did not move fast enough.

	Doing the world's most dangerous levered curl and plank, Arthur used all the momentum given to him and everything that the Tower had enabled his body to do, along with the explosive energy from his fast-twitch muscles, to almost throw Yao Jing into the air. He then finished the rotation, curling up on the other side of the axe arm as he let it go, no longer needing the pivot point. By that point, he’d released Yao Jing, who, unfortunately, was a touch too slow in releasing Arthur.

	That left him tumbling weirdly, and only the formation of a cloud under his arm, just above where the swinging axe head popped out, kept him from getting skewered. Yao Jing, still in the air and much higher, had an easier time of it as he righted himself and then was grabbed by Rick who yelped at Yao Jing’s weight but pulled him to safety.

	Arthur just threw himself into a sideways cartwheel, off the cloud and onto the cliff. He missed sticking his landing with his foot, sliding a little on the wet grass but managing to not sprawl on his face. All in all, as far as he was concerned, it was a successful operation. Maybe not cool, but effective.

	Again, kind of like the Durians.

	Grinning, Arthur took back his spear from Mel when she handed it to him, rotating his shoulders as he ignored the complaining Yao Jing, and wandered over to the edge of the cliff. His seniors had dropped their own swinging axe, though they had chosen not to be flashy about coming up. Instead, he watched as Leia held a hand up, a glowing green tangle of energy in it.

	"What's that?" Arthur called out.

	"New technique. Or old. Sort of." Leia shrugged. "Finally got it working at range. I think." Eyes narrowed, she counted for a few seconds and then tossed the energy upwards. She caught the swinging handle as it passed overhead, the tangle of green energy bursting into a snare of barbed vines that held the axe.

	Before anyone could react or question her use of it, Eric had grabbed hold of Leia and leapt upwards, easily clearing the space by activating his own body-empowering technique. The man made it look easy, though Arthur couldn't help but wonder how many points he had to sacrifice to make it look that easy.

	Moments later, there was a popping noise as the green thorns were broken, the technique fading and allowing the axe to return to its swinging.

	No big surprise why they'd used their bodies rather than rely on the energy-based technique. Especially since this was likely the first time she had ever attempted the technique. It was a good test, to see how long her new snare method worked; though once the pair had settled themselves, he could not help but ask.

	"What do you mean new and old?" Arthur said.

	"It's a variation of the defensive technique I use." When everyone looked at Leia, she shrugged. "Or used to use. Don't need it as much with the group and it's expensive. It uses refined energy. It moves around my body, hurts those who hit me or grabs at their weapons, which slows it down." Now, Leia grimaced. "It's actually not as good as it sounded."

	Eric nodded in agreement. "It supposedly is the base technique that the Killing Ivy uses." He shrugged. "But that might be a lie, or if it is, she's upgraded it a lot. It grabs things, but only if it's slow enough. Better with blunt instruments, but cutting ones are only slowed a bit."

	"So I've been working on something else, figured if I could throw it . . ." She waved downwards, to indicate what she'd done. "I couldn't make it work before, but I had some time to really test it. It's still slow, and I can only throw it around ten feet away from me, but . . ."

	"If you could fit that with your Energy Dart . . ." Mel said, excited.

	"Trapping Energy Dart." Leia nodded. "Though I might need to make it out of refined energy."

	Now Arthur was excited, because he would love to learn how to do it. But, he had rather enough stuff on his plate. He forced himself to temper his excitement, scanning the surroundings instead. Now that they were up here, there was only one last thing to do, which was to pass through the portal.

	And over there, he could see the portal stones that indicated where they were meant to be.

	All they had to do was hike the kilometer or so to the location.

	Oh, and kill the boss that was hovering there, flapping its wings, feeding a nest of baby Rocs. 

	 


Chapter 300

	 

	Taking on a dungeon boss was always a tricky thing. They were stronger, tougher, and smarter than your average monster. Of course, the fact that the monsters they fought earlier on this floor were all dumb as rocks was not a good indication of intelligence. After all, the jenglot were dangerous and smart; and they were only on the first floor.

	No, the giant Roc that hovered over the battlefield was more than just smart and tough; it also had the advantage of being able to fly. Fighting it would require them to shower it with long-range attacks until it fell upon them, at which point the melee fighters could at last contribute to the battle.

	However, the thing was massive and their slings weren't going to do much to it. After all, it might suck to get hit by a stone, but when you were the size of a house, it mattered a lot less than when you were the size of, say, an elephant. Which meant they were mostly going to be relying heavily on teammates with ranged techniques that could actually do real damage.

	"Add in to that, we're going to have to deal with those," Arthur growled, waving at the stand of grasping vines. It was clear, now that they had crept in closer, that that the damn Roc was being protected by the Tower. They'd attempted to lure it out by firing upon it, but all they had done was waste the energy from Casey's bow and their time setting up a trap. 

	"So, the plan?" Mel asked, curiously.

	He hesitated, glanced at his seniors for confirmation. Leia shook her head, refusing to answer and Eric clamped his own mouth shut when he saw her not speaking. Realising they were going to make him do the talking, Arthur slowly spoke. 

	"We need to get in, close." Arthur looked around the group, assessing them, and sighed. "We split into three groups. Ranged group to take the Mama Roc. Another group to take the vines. Lastly, a baby Roc group. The vine group will be our fast and heavy hitters. Their job is to clear out the environmental hazards so we can fight without worrying about being randomly eaten. That group is going to be me, Uswah, Yao Jing, and Jan." 

	Arthur made himself not look enquiring or worried. 

	"For ranged, we have Rick and Casey. I'll join ranged group the moment I'm done." He hesitated, then added, "Leia and Eric, you have the baby Rocs. I know there are three Rocs to your two, but I'm going to assume you can snare one. If not, Uswah . . ." She nodded, understanding his point. "Lam, you're free-floating. You hit whoever or whatever needs dealing with, but I want your focus mostly on the Mama Roc." He grimaced. "When it comes winging down, smash it."

	Arthur hesitated, then continued, "While it'd be nice to ground the damn Mama Roc, the Tower might not allow us to. Or, more likely, it'll fade out the skill faster than ever, so Uswah and Leia?" They perked up, looking at him. "Try to snare it when you're both free. Do it together."

	"The Tower don’t allow?" Jan asked. “What, you read about this?”

	"I did, but it's been a while. Also, the sixth floor boss varies, and not just in what's up here but the skills it has. Previous bosses included a giant vine trap; a portal in the middle of a village filled with, well, gremlins; and a mushroom area that had poisonous spore clouds." He made a face at that because that last boss had spiked the kill rate for a bit before the Tower had chosen to get rid of the mushroom field. "The Roc has been popular for the last two years, with it rotating in every . . . three? Three bosses. But it's not always there."

	Then, Arthur shrugged. "I worked out that I was better off sneaking past it than actually trying to fight it, if I was going alone. And if I wasn't . . ." He sighed. "I thought I'd be with people who actually would have spent time memorising shit too."

	"Nerd!" Eric taunted, good-naturedly.

	"Still beat you at spears." Arthur grinned at the dual-wielding fighter before he waved the distraction away. "Any other questions?" 

	Of course there were. Since they had nothing better to do, they talked it over until everyone was settled in their positions.

	After all, they had some time to waste. And no one wanted to face the Roc's special attack, not if they had a choice.

	 

	***

	 

	Arthur was trying something new, and it was not going well. Not in the “oh god, oh god, we're all going to die” way, but in the “this is going to suck a lot till it's over” way. In this case, what Arthur was doing was testing out creating two different forms of the same technique.

	In this case, the pair of Refined Exploding Energy Darts were held in either hand as they crept close to where the ivies were. They knew that the boundary of whatever was keeping the Roc from pulling out was almost certainly going to be crossed before they neared the thrashing, grasping vine monsters. It made no sense otherwise, or else they'd just cheese the level and blow all the vines out.

	They could have tested exactly where the range was, but it made more sense to just get into range and when the Roc decided to start it up, that was when they'd rush the rest of the way in. Presumably, by that point, the thrashing vines and the creepgrass that they'd finally spotted, now that they were closer, would be close enough that they'd have to deal with them.

	Now, it was possible they could attack and run away. And that had been plan A, but no one was particularly surprised that the same barrier that stopped the Roc from venturing far sprung into existence, blocking them from running away.

	All in all, it meant they were committed. It was just a prolonged staring game right now, as the group slowly drew closer. Whoever was the first to blink . . .

	Or soar, in this case. The beating of the Roc's massive wings blew up sand and grit, causing the group to squint. The smell of something dry and musky filled the air, a little bit rotten as well. It was not the humid, musky smell of a horse or other mammal, but something cleaner and yet alien. The creature let out a loud squawk as it pulled upwards, the predatory, streamlined face with its sharp, curved beak reminiscent of a falcon or hawk. 

	Or maybe Arthur really had no idea what he was talking about. Because, really, you didn't get those kind of large birds of prey in Malaysia; instead you had plenty of crows. So many crows, lining the streets around hospitals or hanging around open dumpsters. They were even more ubiquitous than pigeons, who mostly didn't stand a chance in Malaysia.

	More to the point, now that the Roc was making its move, so did the group. Releasing the pair of Refined Exploding Energy Darts one after the other, he watched them shoot away faster than an arrow but certainly not as fast as a bullet. Releasing the Darts relieved him immediately of a mental burden, causing him to move and breathe easier. Holding the pair, even if he had formed them one after the other, had been more difficult than running two disparate techniques.
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