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Chapter 1: The Scorching Summer
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The blazing sun bore down on the land as if determined to set it aflame. There was none of the soft charm of Jiangnan's river towns left in this heat.

Most people stayed indoors, enjoying the cool breeze of their air conditioners while sipping soda or iced tea, basking in the comforts of modern life.

Those forced to go out had to rely on their wits to stay as cool as possible.

The ones suffering most were the white-collar elites of big companies. To maintain a professional image, they endured the blazing sun in full suits. Their white shirts were soaked through with sweat, yet all they could do was curse the oppressive weather under their breath and gulp down cold water for a fleeting hint of relief.

Of course, the heat wasn't without its perks.

The summer streets were lined with young, vibrant women-an irresistible sight.

Slim shoulders and graceful waists peeked out from white crop tops. Ultra-short skirts revealed more than they hid, and the swaying of their curvaceous hips added to the heat in the air. A fleeting whiff of perfume, a glance over the shoulder, or an accidental slip of fabric could drive the men behind them into howls, with some even getting nosebleeds from the excitement.

But none of this had anything to do with Ken.

Ken Hamlet, twenty-three, had been overweight since childhood, earning him the lifelong nickname-Fatty.

At the moment, Ken sat by the window, desperately fanning himself with a palm-leaf fan, hoping for even the faintest breeze to slow the sweat pouring down his forehead.

He had always hated summer, especially days like this. Forget going out to enjoy the scenery-just moving too quickly made him feel as though he had stepped out of a shower, his sweat clinging uncomfortably to his skin.

"Ugh! It's been a month without work. If I don't make money soon, I won't even have food!" Ken sighed as he lay back lazily on his bed, watching the blazing sun outside while a fresh layer of sweat formed on his brow.

Ken never went to college. After graduating from high school, he had been drifting through society, barely earning enough to survive and saving nothing.

He had tried many jobs-salesman, deliveryman-and suffered through each one, only to end up being fired for one reason or another.

The last time stung the most. A logistics company fired him for failing to meet their new minimum education requirement: a college degree.

After cursing the "damn sun" a few times, Ken returned home frustrated and simply stopped looking for work. The heat made him too lethargic to care. He decided to treat the month as a forced vacation and wait for August to pass.

If even a deliveryman's job required a college degree, he had no idea what else he could do.

Knock! Knock! Knock!

Ken jolted upright.

"Don't tell me it's the landlady collecting rent. Didn't we agree to pay next month? Maybe if I keep quiet, she'll think no one's home. Being in debt is miserable..."

"No, I'd better open up. It's just a month's rent-no need to act like a scared mouse." Grumbling to himself, he threw on a shirt and opened the door.

To his relief, it wasn't the landlady. Standing there was a neatly dressed young woman with a pleasant, fresh-faced look and an air of confidence.

"Who are you looking for?" Ken asked, inwardly reminding himself not to overthink. A woman like this wasn't about to throw herself at him. Maybe in his next life.

The young woman smiled sweetly, revealing eight perfect white teeth.

"Hello, sir. I'm a sales representative from Atlantis XX Company. According to national policy, every Atlanteans citizen aged twelve and above is entitled to receive a free gaming helmet for the latest online game, Second World. Please show me your ID so we can verify your eligibility."

"Free? A giveaway? There's still something like that nowadays?"

Ken's mind filled with three huge question marks.

"Well, as long as I don't have to pay, I guess there's no harm." He cautiously handed over his ID, telling himself, "A girl this decent-looking shouldn't be a scammer, right?"

As she quickly recorded his information, Ken's thoughts wandered.

"If they're really giving these away nationwide, how much will that cost? Over a billion people over the age of twelve... even at 2,000 yuan per helmet, that's enough to bury me in money and bring me back to life again. What's going on in the heads of the country's leaders?"

While he was lost in his rambling thoughts, the verification process was already done.

"Sir, here is your gaming helmet. Please follow the ual carefully during setup to avoid any mishandling," the girl said, returning his ID along with a sleek silver helmet.

Ken took it, watched her leave, then plopped back down on his bed and eagerly opened the instruction ual.

Second World-The Most Realistic Game Ever. Developed by a global coalition. Virtual reality exceeds 90%. Permanently free to play!

"Ninety percent realism? You've got to be kidding me! That means you can do practically anything. But permanently free... now that's attractive."

Ken flipped through the ual twice. Aside from the bold claims, the only other message was:

Atlantis's servers will open for public testing on August 12.

Ken hadn't played much online games-only a few casual attempts back in high school. The moment games required payment, he quit.

He wasn't quite a complete newbie, but not far off.

He glanced outside. The heat was unbearable.

With a shrug, he muttered, "I'm bored anyway, and it's free. Might as well give it a try."

He booted up his computer and visited the official website of Second World.

The forum was in chaos, with every thread followed by tens of millions of replies. The hottest topic in bold red letters read:

"Inside Story: Why Atlantis's Region Opened a Month Late!"

"The game's already been out for a month? Why was Atlantis delayed by a whole month?" Ken muttered angrily as he clicked the post.

It contained just a few sentences:

"According to a statement by Atlantis's ambassador to the UN, the delay was due to Atlantis's massive population. Since large-scale national wars may occur later in the game, the Atlanteans region was delayed by a month to maintain balance."

"That's the dumbest excuse I've ever heard! Since when is having more people a crime?"

Ken, a staunch patriot, was furious and nearly posted an angry reply. But after a moment, he chuckled.

"Fair enough. Atlantis really does have a lot of people-what, seventeen billion by now? No wonder the world panics about food shortages every time we eat one extra bowl of rice."

He always believed that having more people meant greater strength.

"The Americans brag about their unbeatable carrier fleets? Let them come to Atlantis. We'll blow them back across the Atlantic with one collective breath. Arrogant fools."

He wsed a few more threads. Most were videos from other regions or complicated gameplay analyses. Math was never his strong suit, so the numbers gave him a headache.

Then one post caught his eye:

The developers announced that one month after the global launch, the game would enable a real-world currency exchange system, backed by international banks to guarantee security.

Ken couldn't help but indulge in wild fantasies.

Of course, that's all they were.

If everyone could get rich through gaming, wouldn't the world's banks go bankrupt?

Meanwhile, in a distant conference room, a group of officials watched a promotional video for Second World.

"Can this game really ease international tensions?"

"Uncertain. But I hope it will-at least nobody dies in there."

"Shifting conflict into the virtual world is better than letting it explode in reality. Otherwise, it's only a matter of years before another world war breaks out."

"But if in-game conflicts get too intense, won't they spill over into the real world anyway? Then war will still be inevitable."

"We'll do what we can and leave the rest to fate."

"It seems our next task is to guide the game's internal balance and keep people's focus in the virtual realm."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Truly a Loser
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One week later, on August 11th at 11:55 p. m., Ken finally aged to set up the gaming helmet after fumbling with it for a long time. By then, he was drenched in sweat again.

He had no time to wipe himself off. He lay down on the bed, put on the helmet, and entered the game.

"Welcome, citizen Ken. Binding your identity... The game will launch in 3 minutes. Please wait patiently."

During the past week, Ken had learned quite a bit about Second World.

What he cared about most was the exchange rate between in-game currency and real-world money. The game had only two types of currency: silver coins and gold coins. Ten silver coins equaled one gold coin, and one gold coin equaled one yuan in reality.

The exchange rate was high, but monsters rarely dropped coins. Only some humanoid monsters occasionally carried a few scattered gold coins.

Equipment drops were also rare. Only humanoid monsters had a chance to drop them. Otherwise, players had to craft gear themselves or buy it from NPCs.

Equipment was ranked by color:

White Common

Blue Low grade

Green Mid grade

Red High grade

Purple Fine grade

Cyan Excellent grade

Yellow Superior grade

Silver Rare

Gold Legendary

Seven-colored Divine Artifact

The dull wait almost made Ken doze off, but a gentle voice woke him.

"The game is live. You have not created a character yet. Please choose your class.

Available classes: Mage, Rogue, Warrior, Archer, Priest.

Additional classes for the Atlantis region: Swordsman, Taoist, Monk.

Please choose."

"Swordsman!" Ken chose without hesitation.

Since childhood, he had dreamed of being a wandering hero. Back then, he often grabbed a tree branch, posed dramatically, and declared, "I am the great swordsman Ximen Chuixue!"

Every time, someone nearby would crush his fantasy with, "Have you ever seen such a fat Ximen Chuixue?"

Ken had always been speechless.

Now that he had a real chance to fulfill his dream, how could he let it slip by?

"Class confirmed: Swordsman. Now scanning player's physical attributes..."

The game calculated four attributes: Constitution, Strength, Agility, and Spirit, each ranging from 1 to 15.

The results soon appeared:

Constitution 3

Strength 2

Agility 1

Spirit 1

Ken's jaw dropped. All were at the lowest tier. He felt like crying.

"What... what kind of trash is this?"

"Player name registered successfully. Character 'Loser' created. Would you like to customize your appearance?"

"Wait a second! I never said I wanted the name 'Loser'! Can I change it?"

With such poor stats, being stuck with a name like Loser was unbearable.

"Sorry. Character names cannot be changed after creation. Would you like to customize appearance?"

"Can I delete this character and make a new one?"

"You can. However, all base stats of a newly created character will be reduced by 10%. Do you wish to delete and restart?"

"Ugh... forget it! No need to customize either. Just enter the game!"

Ken thought gloomily, It's bad enough as it is. If I lower my stats further, I won't even qualify as a loser. Fine-Loser it is.

"Welcome, 'Loser,' to Novice Village #1028328. You may leave after reaching level 10. Enjoy your adventure!"

Ken frowned. "Why does it sound so awkward?"

Looking around, he muttered, "Wow, there are so many people..."

The novice village was packed, with crowds bustling and shouting. No surprise-after all, every Atlanteans citizen over twelve had received a free helmet.

Ken checked his inventory. The system had given him a set of starter clothes whose defense was negligible but at least kept him from running around half-naked.

Opening his character sheet made him want to cry again:

Character Name: Loser

Class: Swordsman

Subclass: None

Level: 1

Experience: 1/100

Base Attributes:

Constitution: 3

Strength: 2

Agility: 1

Spirit: 1

HP: 20/20

MP: 5/5

Attack: +1

Physical Defense: 3+2

Magic Defense: 1

Move Speed: 3+1

Reputation: 0

Skills: None

Pet: None

Guild: None

Free Points: 0

Equipment:

Novice Tunic (Defense +1, Durability 15)

Novice Pants (Defense +1, Durability 15)

Novice Straw Sandals (Speed +1, Durability 15)

Novice Wooden Sword (Attack 01, Durability 15)

"Sigh..." Ken closed the window helplessly, drew his wooden sword, and set out to hunt.

He turned back to see if he could get a quest from an NPC, but the few NPCs in the village were surrounded by a wall of players.

By the time he squeezed in, any quest would be long gone. Better to just start killing monsters.

The village gate was a slaughterhouse. Players swarmed like wolves. The moment a rooster appeared, it was mobbed and torn apart before it even knew what hit it.

Ken avoided the crowd and went to a secluded area, quietly waiting for monsters to respawn.

A rooster strutted into view, unaware of his presence.

Ken raised his wooden sword, aimed for its neck, and thrust-swish! He missed.

The rooster turned on him, flapping its wings and pecking.

Ken yelped as his HP dropped by 5 points in one hit.

Three or four more hits like that would kill him.

His stats were too pathetic-no HP, no defense, no speed. A complete defective product.

Grimacing, he got serious and began dodging the rooster's attacks carefully, looking for tiny openings to strike.

Most of his time was spent evading, and even when he hit, his weak attack barely scratched through the rooster's defense, dealing only 23 damage each time.

After nearly half an hour of tedious fighting, the rooster finally collapsed, giving Ken a mere 2 experience points.

"One rooster equals 2 experience points... That means I need to kill 50 just to level up. How long will it take to reach level 10?"

Ken groaned in despair and trudged off in search of another unlucky rooster.

He spent an entire day tirelessly slaughtering roosters.

At last, a pleasant chime rang in his ears:

"Congratulations, 'Loser,' for your hard work. You've leveled up and gained 1 free attribute point."

Ken was slightly annoyed. Players normally received 15 free points per level depending on performance. After all that effort, he had gotten just one.

He opened his stats screen, pondering how to spend it.

His HP had increased to 25, attack by 2, defense by 1, and speed by 1.

He decided to put the free point into Agility, raising his movement speed to over double his original pace.

"Ding-dong! You have been playing for 10 hours. The system will force a logout in 5 minutes. Please rest for at least 5 hours for your health."

"Already 10 hours?"

Focused on killing roosters, Ken hadn't noticed the time pass.

He stored his sword, logged out, and removed the helmet.

Bright sunlight hit his eyes.

His stomach growled.

He headed to the kitchen, fried the leftover rice with two eggs, and muttered while eating, "This game is pretty good-fun, but way too slow to level up."

The weather outside was cooler with a light breeze, so he finished his meal quickly, went to the nearby supermarket, and stocked up on instant noodles and sausages for long gaming sessions.

After stretching and napping a bit, he woke up around 5 p. m., donned the helmet again, and returned to the game.

He respawned in the same spot where he had logged out.

The rooster hunters at the village gate had changed, but the place was still crowded.

Ken returned to his quiet corner where a rooster spawned every 20 minutes-an unpopular spot that had spared him from the fierce competition.

With his increased speed, his rooster-killing time improved from 30 minutes to 20 per kill.

Not that it mattered much-his HP and defense were still so low that a single peck from a rooster shaved off a quarter of his health.

Without healing potions, he had to be extremely cautious. One wrong move and he'd be running back after respawning.
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Chapter 3: Good Deeds Bring Good Fortune
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After twenty grueling days, Ken finally reached level 9.

The novice village was much emptier now. The once-scarce roosters were everywhere, waiting for him alone to slaughter.

Ken had thought about venturing out to hunt stronger monsters. But after being gored by a wild antelope and losing more than 50 HP in a single hit-more than half of his total health-he gave up on the idea.

A single minor healing potion restored only 50 HP and cost 1 silver coin. All his savings from running errands for the village chief barely totaled 10 silver coins.

Spending 1 silver on a potion felt like daylight robbery.

So he stuck to killing roosters. It was safe. Safety came first.

Over time, he noticed a pattern in their attacks: a rooster would raise its head slightly, crouch, then lunge.

He studied that movement and developed a special footwork. Using it, he could dodge every strike and finish each rooster in a single blow-unscathed and efficient.

"Crossing a sea of roosters without so much as a feather touching me," he chuckled to himself.

Today he was determined to reach level 10 and finally leave this place.

Each rooster now yielded only 1 experience point, but they were plentiful and respawned quickly.

Ken fought from east to west, then from south to north, mowing them down in waves.

After another long day of slaughter, the pleasant chime of the level-up notification finally rang in his ears.

He leapt up in excitement. He could finally leave this rooster-infested village.

"Twenty days of killing chickens... I feel like I'm starting to grow feathers myself!"

He hurried toward the village to report to the chief.

As he passed the gate, an beggar hunched in a corner caught his eye.

Ken remembered this man. The beggar had appeared here on the third day after Ken's arrival.

Everyone had wondered why a beggar would exist in a novice village. Some thought he was part of a hidden quest and tried talking to him.

Others even gave him money, but all they ever got was a soft, weary "Thank you."

Eventually, everyone assumed he was just a decoy NPC. They stopped bothering with him, let alone giving him a single copper coin.

Looking at the beggar's thin, hollow face, Ken suddenly felt a pang of sympathy.

"He must be starving."

He tossed a silver coin into the beggar's battered bowl.

"Thank you," came the same two words.

But this time, they sounded heavy-laden with age and hardship.

Ken turned to go, but those words struck something inside him.

He thought, What's wrong with me? Ah, forget it. Might as well do a good deed. It's just a silver coin-barely enough to buy a rusty knife anyway.

Muttering to himself, he went back and threw all nine remaining silver coins into the beggar's bowl.

Just as he was about to leave, the beggar reached out and grabbed his arm.

The man's cloudy eyes met Ken's, and he said hoarsely, "You... are a good man."

Ken grinned awkwardly.

"Good man? Good men don't usually live long. I'd rather just not be a bad one."

The beggar seemed surprised by the response, then nodded slowly.

"A true good never calls himself one. You have a kind heart. I have a book I found in my younger years. I'll give it to you."

"A... book?"

Ken blinked in confusion as the beggar pulled a thin, black-covered booklet from his tattered coat.

Ken accepted it absent-mindedly and flipped it open.

A system notification immediately chimed:

"Congratulations, 'Loser,' you have obtained the Dragon Blade ual Seventh Form: Dragon-Rending Strike!"

Ken stared, stunned.

He looked up again, but the beggar had vanished without a trace.

He stood there for a long while, muttering to himself,

"Ten silver coins... just one yuan in real money... for a combat ual like this? Too easy..."

He could hardly believe it.

This quest was both the simplest and the hardest in the game.

Simple-because all you had to do was give the beggar all your money.

Hard-because while anyone could spare a coin or two, few in the world would give up everything they had.

Opening his skill page, Ken was shocked again:

Dragon Blade ual Created by the legendary hero Dragon Blade three hundred years ago.

Contains eighteen devastating forms.

Seventh Form: Dragon-Rending Strike

Increases attack power by 115%

Ignores enemy defense

Requires at least mid-level Inner Power to activate

Inner Power Cost: 50

Cooldown: 0 seconds

Upgradeable (Current Level: 1)

"This is insane!" Ken whispered.

Not only did it more than double his attack power, it ignored defense-perfect for hunting bosses.

His heart raced. I can't believe my luck... But what's this 'Inner Power' thing?

He stayed giddy for an entire hour, repeatedly telling himself,

"Stay low-key... stay low-key..."

Finally, he calmed down and went to see the village chief.

"Chief, I've completed my trial. Can I leave the village now?"

His voice trembled with excitement.

The chief, without looking up, said,

"Young warrior, you have proven your courage."

(Courage? Just from killing chickens? Ken thought, sweating.)

"You may now go forth into the wider world. But..."

Ken didn't wait to hear the rest. Having gotten his answer, he turned and dashed off.

Opening the map, he saw the nearest city to the south: Phoenix City.

Only then did he remember something critical.

"Damn... I need to hire a carriage to get there!"

He was dumbstruck.

In his excitement earlier, he had given every last coin to the beggar.

He didn't have a single cent left.

Now he truly understood the saying "Without a coin, even a hero is helpless."

He paced back and forth like an ant on a hot pan.

Opening the map again, he noticed that Phoenix City wasn't too far.

He spat on the ground in frustration.

"Fine! I refuse to believe a living can be trapped like this. If I can't ride, I'll walk!"

Following the map's direction, Ken left the novice village and headed down the main road.

After more than half an hour, he reached a forest.

The map labeled it The Gloomy Woods.

Once through the forest, he would reach Phoenix City.

Without hesitation, he entered the woods, moving carefully while checking the map-getting lost in a forest could be fatal.

The woods were dense, the branches intertwined overhead, letting through only faint rays of sunlight.

The ground was thick with dry leaves that rustled under his feet.

Suddenly, a low growl echoed through the trees.

Birds burst from the canopy in alarm.

Ken muttered nervously, "This isn't good..."

Looking up, he spotted a massive white-wed tiger not far ahead.

The beast had clearly noticed him too.

The game's realism was almost cruel.

Ken kept telling himself it was just virtual, but when the tiger let out another deep roar, his legs went weak.

The tiger's sunken belly showed it was hungry.

Its eyes glowed with a predatory green light as it stalked closer.

Step by step, it advanced.

Then, without warning, it lunged at him with terrifying speed, claws and fangs bared.

Ken froze in terror, his legs trembling uncontrollably.

He was about to meet his end under the beast's claws-when twenty days of relentless rooster-slaying saved him.

His body reacted on instinct.

To him, the charging tiger's motion was like that of a lunging rooster.

He shifted his weight right, pivoted, and dodged.

At the same time, his right hand thrust the wooden sword forward.

Thunk!

A green "9" floated above the tiger's head.

Only then did Ken snap out of it, realizing the "rooster" was in fact a tiger.

He rubbed his eyes and thought, How on earth did I dodge that?

The tiger, enraged by the pain, lunged again.

This time Ken, though still shaking, was more composed.

He dodged and counter-thrust just as before, again dealing 9 damage.

The tiger grew furious at being toyed with by a mere human.

It launched a flurry of attacks, forcing Ken into frantic evasions.

Fortunately, his long rooster-killing practice kicked in.

After the initial panic, he found his rhythm and moved with increasing ease.

After half an hour of this deadly dance, Ken recognized the tiger's limited moves-claw swipe, bite, and tail sweep.

With that knowledge, his fear ebbed.

He steadied his wooden sword and struck more confidently.

Still, his low attack power and basic weapon barely scratched the beast, each hit dealing the same meager 9 damage.

He felt a pang of frustration.

Then he remembered the skill he had just learned from the beggar.

"Should I try it now? The description made it sound incredible."

Seizing an opening after dodging a swipe, he raised his sword high and roared,

"Dragon-Rending Strike!"

Instead of the dazzling effect and massive damage he had imagined, a cold system message appeared:

"Skill activation failed: Conditions not met."

Ken froze in place, baffled by the message.

The tiger, seeing his lapse, lunged and struck with a heavy claw.

Bam!

The blow sent Ken flying over five meters, rolling twice before coming to a stop.

Gasping in pain, he looked down to see his novice tunic torn, his belly marked by four bleeding gashes.

His HP had dropped to just one-third.

Dizzy and shaken, he scrambled to his feet and abandoned reckless attacks.

He focused solely on dodging and striking only when sure of a hit.

Another grueling half hour passed before he finally drove his wooden sword into the tiger's flank one last time.

The beast let out a final roar and collapsed.

"Congratulations, 'Loser,' for slaying the level-15 Forest Tiger.

You gain 25 experience points."

Ken dropped to the ground, panting and drenched in sweat.

"Finally... worth the trouble."
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Chapter 4: A Restless Spirit
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Ken picked up the tiger pelt dropped on the ground and sighed at how stingy the game was.

His novice tunic was torn beyond repair, so he simply tied it around his waist.

After all, there was no one else in the forest. Going bare-chested didn't matter.

"Ding-dong! You have played for 10 hours. The system will force logout in 5 minutes. Please rest for at least 5 hours for your health."

"Always at the worst time..." Ken muttered and logged out.

It was early September. The weather had cooled a bit.

He made himself two packs of instant noodles, ate quickly, and thought, I'd better find a job. My savings won't last. If this keeps up, I'll be begging on the streets soon.

Throwing on some clothes, he headed out.

Outside his apartment complex, he noticed a newly opened supermarket across the street.

A recruitment notice was posted on its window.

Ken looked up at the sky.

"Is today my lucky day?"

The supermarket was about a hundred square meters-but clean and brightly lit.

Since it hadn't officially opened yet, the shelves were mostly empty.

Ken pushed open the door and found the owner, a woman in her forties.

Her surname was Lan, so Ken mentally nicknamed her Lan.

He said he was here to apply for the job.

Lan, seeing that he looked honest and reliable, agreed to hire him.

The supermarket operated 24 hours.

Ken would work the 12-hour day shift for 3,000 yuan a month, starting at 8 a. m. the next day.

The whole thing took less than half an hour. Ken was thrilled.

On the way home, he treated himself by buying some pork at the market.

That evening, he cooked two dishes and even bought a bottle of beer to celebrate.

After eating, he set an alarm on his phone so he wouldn't oversleep on his first day of work.

Then he logged back into the game.

He reappeared in the same forest, but now it was nighttime.

He continued his journey toward Phoenix City.

After just ten steps, his stomach rumbled.

"I just ate... what's going on?"

Puzzled, he opened his character sheet and saw his Hunger Level: 20%.

So his avatar was hungry.

Ken checked his inventory-he had already eaten all the hardtack he had traded for with rooster feathers.

Just as he was worrying, he spotted a fruit tree up ahead with clusters of green fruit.

He rushed over and picked two.

"Could these be poisonous? Ah, whatever. It's just a game-I won't really die."

After a brief internal debate, he started eating.

To his surprise, the wild fruit was sweet and juicy.

He gobbled down seven or eight of them, and his hunger level returned to zero.

Patting his belly with satisfaction, he resumed his trek toward Phoenix City.

Gurgle... gurgle...

Before long, he felt a sharp cramp in his stomach.

Sweat beaded on his forehead.

"Come on! Does it have to be this realistic?"

Cursing, he dashed behind a large tree, yanked down his pants, and the forest echoed with a rather unglamorous splatter and an overpowering stench.

Relieved, he stepped out feeling refreshed.

"That's better... huh? What's this?"

Looking down, he realized he had kicked something.

He bent down and found a long-bladed weapon lying half-buried in the leaves.

It was a single-edged steel saber, blackened with rust and streaked with dark green corrosion.

Ken scoffed.

"Just an rusty blade..."

He checked its stats:

Rusty Steel Saber

Attack: 4

Durability: 3

"Attack that high? I'll take it!"

He quickly tossed his novice wooden sword into his inventory and equipped the saber.

Waving it around, he almost felt like a wandering swordsman at last.

"Huh? What's that?"

He noticed a large dark shadow creeping across the ground.

In the dim forest light, he couldn't see clearly.

"Looks like... something's shadow."

He spun around-and screamed.

Behind him loomed a massive black bear, over two meters tall, charging at him with claws outstretched.

Ken's luck was rotten.

Eating wild fruit was fine. Getting diarrhea was tolerable.

But unfortunately, the stench of his... business had drawn the bear, which had been foraging nearby.

Ken was horrified.

He hadn't even fully recovered from the tiger fight-his HP was still not at maximum.

The bear looked even bulkier than the tiger.

Its claws were long and hooked, at least ten centimeters, sharp enough to tear through armor.

He felt his scalp go numb.

One swipe would likely send him straight back to the novice village.

Despite its size, the bear moved fast.

It chased Ken through the forest, swiping left and right.

But each time it was about to hit him, Ken twisted his hefty body just enough to slip out of reach.

The bear roared in frustration, its eyes bloodshot.

Ken wasn't as relaxed as he looked.

His eyes never left the bear's claws, watching every move.

In moments of crisis, human potential was limitless.

For over half an hour, the bear never aged to hit him even once, while Ken aged to stab it several times.

The wounds weren't deep, but they bled steadily.

Eventually, the bear's movements grew sluggish.

Ken seized the chance and pressed the attack.

His saber dealt only a few points of damage each strike, but little by little, it added up.

After two exhausting hours, the once-mighty black bear finally collapsed, defeated.

Ken earned 300 experience points and even got a bear gallbladder.

Before he could celebrate, his hunger level dropped again to 20%.

He eyed the fruit tree in the distance and sighed.

"Better to have diarrhea than starve."

He quickly ate another seven or eight fruits.

As expected, half an hour later his stomach cramped again.

This time he was ready and rushed into a nearby bush.

As he was squatting there in relief, he suddenly heard a tiger's roar from across the thicket, followed by the sounds of battle.

Ken carefully parted the leaves and saw, across the clearing, another white-wed tiger-much larger than the one he had killed earlier.

"BOSS..." he thought, his pulse quickening.

He had stumbled upon a boss fight.

The boss's opponents were a five-player party, all equipped in blue-quality gear-far superior to his rusty saber.

The team had a standard composition: two warriors to tank damage, one archer for harassment, one mage for high damage, and one priest for healing.

Their coordination was smooth and practiced.

The boss's HP had already dropped by half.

The mage's spells hit hard, with frequent critical hits.

The tiger's attacks were fierce too, injuring the two warriors badly.

But each time they were in danger, the priest's healing light descended on them in time.

Ken couldn't help glancing at the priest.

"Wow... she's gorgeous..."

Gurgle, gurgle.

An embarrassing sound came from his stomach, and he quickly closed the thicket around him, retreating a bit so no one would see him in such an undignified situation.

The battle raged on while Ken... continued his own business.

It felt almost like watching a live-action movie at home.

The party's tactics were standard for most MMORPGs: tanks up front, mage for damage, priest for healing-a formula that worked well against ordinary bosses.

After a few more critical hits, the boss's HP dropped below 10%.

Victory was within their grasp.

But suddenly, everything changed.

The Tiger King BOSS let out a thunderous roar as blinding silver light burst from its body.

It stood tall, raised its head, and unleashed a deafening roar.

Even at a distance, the sound left Ken dizzy and disoriented.

A massive silver energy sphere, half a meter in diameter, burst from the Tiger King's jaws and shot like a comet straight toward the priest.

Boom!

A violent explosion shook the forest.

Through the rising smoke, two white flashes marked the instant deaths of the beautiful priest and the team's primary mage.

Even the archer, constantly darting around the edges, was caught in the blast and left with just a sliver of HP.

Before the remaining three could react, the Tiger King leapt forward and swatted down the archer, who vanished in a white flash.

Without the priest's healing, the two warriors were like toys in the Tiger King's claws.

Within a few more exchanges, both were slain.

Ken was dumbfounded.

The team had held such an advantage, yet in an instant, they were wiped out.

As he sat frozen in the bushes, the Tiger King slowly turned and began stalking toward him, growling.

"Hey! What do you want? Don't come over here! I'm just here... doing my business. I've got nothing to do with them!"

His protests went unheard.

The Tiger King had clearly marked him as an enemy and a survivor from the other party.

Ken felt like crying.

Whoever heard of getting killed for relieving oneself?

Thinking about that terrifying energy blast made his scalp tingle.

"I'm not dying here!"

He bolted from the bushes, pants half up, and ran.

The Tiger King was startled by his sudden dash and hesitated for three seconds before giving chase.

In the face of danger, Ken's focus sharpened.

Drawing on his experience dodging roosters, tigers, and the black bear, he danced and weaved desperately.

He didn't aim to injure the boss-just to survive.

Despite the Tiger King's relentless assault, it failed to land a single hit.

After less than a minute, the massive beast suddenly staggered and fell heavily to the ground.

Ken hesitated, wary of a trick, and didn't rush forward.

But he noticed the boss's HP dropping-little by little.

From over 300 points, it had fallen to 280.

His eyes lit up.

It must be weak after that huge skill!

Fueled by excitement and bravado, he gripped his saber and crept closer.

Suddenly, the Tiger King sprang up and lunged.

Ken muttered, "Knew it... a feint."

He dodged smoothly with a sidestep, a pivot, and a step back, then immediately lunged forward and slashed.

Clang!

The rusty saber barely scratched the boss's hide, leaving only a faint white line and sparks.

A meager "1" floated above the Tiger King's head.

The beast glared at him as if in disbelief at such pitiful damage.

That mocking look infuriated Ken.

"Damn it! Even if I only deal one point at a time, I'll grind you to death!"

He hacked away relentlessly.

Sparks flew as his weak strikes chipped away at the boss's HP one point at a time.

It wasn't that Ken had suddenly grown strong.

The Tiger King had entered a weakened state after using its ultimate skill, Tiger King's Roar, reducing all its stats by 30%.

Already badly injured, the debuff crippled its speed and slowed its regeneration.

Ken had gotten lucky.

Under normal circumstances, even hacking for a lifetime wouldn't have harmed the boss.

Finally, with a mournful roar, the Tiger King collapsed.

"Congratulations, 'Loser,' for slaying the Forest Tiger King.

You gain 1,720 experience points.

Reputation: +100."

"Congratulations, 'Loser,' you have leveled up and gained 1 free attribute point."

Ken barely reacted.

By now, he was used to the game granting him only a single attribute point per level, while others got three or four.

He grumbled briefly but let it go-after all, it was just a game.

He checked the loot: a Tiger Pelt, a Tiger Tail Bone, and two Tiger Fangs.

Not bad.

The only regret was that his rusty saber's durability had dropped to zero and would soon break.

He couldn't bring himself to discard it yet, so he stashed it in his inventory and pulled out his nearly worn-out novice sword.

He just hoped he'd reach Phoenix City before his gear fell apart-otherwise, next time he'd be fighting monsters barehanded.
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Chapter 5: First Job Change
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Ring-ring!

The alarm on Ken's phone rang.

He opened his eyes and checked the time-7:00 a. m. Beijing time.

He quickly washed up, fried the leftover rice from yesterday for breakfast, and ate it in a hurry.

At 7:35, he left home on time.

The supermarket was right across from his apartment complex, less than a ten-minute walk.

When he pushed open the store's door, Lan was already busy inside. Two young women were also helping out.

Seeing Ken arrive, Lan called, "Ken, you're here. Come give us a hand. We officially open tomorrow, so we're just organizing stock today."

"Got it," Ken replied and joined the "battle."

By noon, after a whole morning of heavy lifting and sorting, he was sweating all over.

Lan treated the three of them to lunch.

Ken learned the names of the two young women: Zoe Longfellow and Rachel Harold, both employees of the supermarket-his future colleagues.

Another girl named Joanna Edie couldn't come that day due to personal matters.

Both Chunyan and Mei were cheerful and friendly.

Before the meal was even over, they were already addressing Ken by his nickname.

Ken didn't mind and began calling them Yanzi (Swallow) and Meizi (Plum) in return.

Anyone overhearing might have thought they were already close friends.

That afternoon there wasn't much else to do, so Ken went home early.

In the Game...

On the forest path, Ken saw scattered groups of players.

Most wore basic white-grade gear-clearly beginners like himself.

After a long trek, Ken finally reached the outskirts of Phoenix City.

The city was vast, with towering walls and a majestic gate.

Even from outside, he could see the tallest statue within: a phoenix rising from flames.

Ken hurried through the gates.

Inside, he was stunned by the crowds and bustling commerce.

The streets were packed with players.

Shops lined both sides-some run by the system, others by players.

Street stalls peddled all kinds of items.

Ken first went to a system-run pharmacy and sold the bear gallbladder for 1 gold coin.

Then he sold the tiger pelt from the forest tiger at a tailor shop for another 1 gold coin.

He decided to hold onto the three special drops from the Tiger King BOSS for now.

At the tailor's, he bought a plain green robe and pants, then threw away his self-made straw sandals and bought a pair of cloth boots.

That shopping spree cost him 1 gold and 8 silver coins, leaving him with only 2 silver.

But he wasn't worried.

The most important thing now was to change his class-becoming a Xia Ke (Wandering Swordsman) had been his dream for years.

After asking around, he finally found the place for the Xia Ke class change.

In Second World, each class had its own transfer location:

Warriors went to the Warrior Guild.
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Rogues went to the Thieves' Guild.
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Priests went to the Temple.
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Monks went to the Monastery.

But the Xia Ke was unique-its job change took place at the Government Office.

Ken arrived at an imposing building with a huge signboard over the entrance reading:

"Tang Dynasty Government Office."

Ken wiped sweat from his brow.

"Seriously? This is ridiculous..."

He strode in.

The hall was spacious but almost empty-barely ten people in such a large place.

He even wondered if he had come to the wrong place.

Approaching an NPC official, Ken bowed slightly and said,

"Hello, sir. I want to transfer to become a Xia Ke."

The official didn't even look up, his voice flat and emotionless:

"Please present your Job Transfer Certificate."

"Job Transfer Certificate? What certificate?"

Ken's heart sank. He didn't remember receiving anything like that.

The official finally looked up and explained slowly,

"When you reached level 10, the village chief gave you a mission. The reward for that mission was the Job Transfer Certificate."

Ken's eyes widened.

He had completely forgotten about the village chief's ramblings and had left the novice village before accepting the quest.

"I don't have that certificate... I never accepted the quest. Is there any way to fix this?"

Ken asked nervously, his eyes practically pleading like a guilty child.

"This can be remedied," the official said at last.

Ken's heart leapt with relief.

"However, the replacement quest is more difficult than the one from the village chief. Do you accept?"

"I'll accept it-no matter how hard it is!"

Ken had no other choice.

"Good. Recently, villagers have reported that the wolves on Wolf Mountain have become aggressive, often stealing livestock.

If you can slay twenty wild wolves to protect the villagers, I will grant you the class change."

Leaving the government office, Ken began thinking.

The forest tiger was level 15.

The wild wolves were only level 13.

If he could kill a tiger, wolves shouldn't be a problem.

But wolves moved in packs, which made things tricky.

"No point overthinking it. Whether level 13 or 15, they all bleed the same,"

he muttered, turning toward the nearest blacksmith shop.

A craftsman must first sharpen his tools before doing good work.

Ken knew he needed a decent weapon before hunting wolves.

At the Blacksmith's

It was a system-run shop.

Weapons of all kinds hung on the walls.

At the entrance stood a massive man, nearly 190 cm tall, with the label "Blacksmith Shop Owner" floating above his head.

"Need anything?"

To Ken's surprise, the man's voice was gentle and polite-completely at odds with his appearance.

"Uh... I want to buy a simple sword or saber."

"A simple one, huh..."

The blacksmith turned and picked a sword off the wall, handing it to Ken.

Ken glanced at the stats, drooled a little, but quickly handed it back.

He could look at it, but not afford it.

"Anything... cheaper?"

Ken asked, embarrassed.

The scratched his head and pulled out a weapon from a corner pile.

Ken checked the stats:

Steel Saber

Attack: 79

Durability: 15

Ken thought, This is about all I can afford.

"How much?"

"Five silver coins," the blacksmith replied.

Ken patted his pocket and grimaced.

He couldn't even afford that.

"Uh..."

He was about to haggle when he suddenly remembered the rusty saber he had.

He pulled it out and handed it over.

"I have this saber. Its durability is gone. Can you repair it?"

The blacksmith examined it carefully and nodded in appreciation.

"This is a fine blade, crafted long ago.

Modern weapons don't have this design.

It's just rusty from years of neglect.

I can reforge and sharpen it for you."

Ken was delighted.

"How much?"

The blacksmith hesitated.

"It's an antique. To restore its sharpness, I'll need some special ores. That'll cost about 3 gold coins."

"Three gold coins!"

Ken's excitement faded instantly.

"If you restore it, will it be better than the ones over there?"

Ken asked, pointing to the cheap pile.

"Much better," the said firmly.

"The blade's core is far superior to modern ones.

Few can craft such weapons today."

Ken relaxed.

"All right. Go ahead. Oh, by the way, do you buy materials?"

"Of course. We only buy materials for weapons."

Ken took out the two tiger fangs from the Tiger King's drop.

"How much for these?"

The blacksmith's eyes lit up.

"These are from a Forest Tiger King-rare indeed.

Are you sure you want to sell?"

Ken nodded.

I need the money to pay you, don't I?

"Think carefully. In ten days, when the currency exchange opens, you could sell these for two or three times the price."

Ken appreciated the man's honesty but had no choice.

He needed cash now.

The blacksmith bought the two fangs for 300 gold coins.

Ken sighed-300 yuan, nearly three days of real-life wages.

While the blade was being reforged, Ken chatted with the blacksmith and learned his name was Su Tu.

The shop had been passed down in his family for generations.

Ken liked Su Tu's straightforward nature and introduced himself as Ken.

Su Tu just grinned and started calling him "Fatty."

About ten minutes later, the saber was ready.

It looked the same as before but felt slightly heavier in Ken's hand.

When he checked the stats, his jaw dropped:

Reforged Saber

Attack: 2529

Durability: 50

Its attack power was a full 20 points higher than ordinary sabers, rivaling even low-tier blue-quality weapons.

The 3 gold coins were well spent.

Ken thanked Su Tu profusely and left.

On the way, he stopped at an inn and bought some snacks.

He didn't want another embarrassing incident like last time in the bushes.

Hunting Wolves

Ken checked the map and saw Wolf Mountain to the southeast of Phoenix City-not too far.

He set off immediately.

Along the road, he passed several leveling parties.

Some players invited him to join, but he politely declined-his mission was personal.

As he neared the mountain, he heard distant wolf howls, followed by a brief sense of dread.

The hillsides and trails were crawling with wolves.

Near the foot of the mountain, the wolves were more scattered, some wandering along the main path.

A weathered signboard by the trail read "Wolf Mountain," its cracked surface adding to the eerie atmosphere.

Ken steeled himself.

"Just wolves. I've killed a tiger-why should I fear a few wolves?"

He crept toward the nearest wolf, memorizing the terrain as he moved.

He knew his attack and defense were weak, so guerrilla tactics would be crucial.

Closer... five steps... four steps...

The wolf still hadn't noticed him.

Ken held his breath.

At two steps, he lunged and slashed at its flank.

The wolf howled in pain as a green "25" floated above its head.

Ken didn't press the attack.

He stepped back two paces, ready to defend.

The enraged wolf turned and charged at him.

To Ken's surprise, it wasn't as frightening as he had imagined.

Roosters, tigers, bears-they all had only two or three basic attack patterns, differing only in speed.

And every time they attacked, they crouched slightly first.

To him, this wolf was just another oversized rooster.

Step back, sidestep, counter-slash-

another "23" appeared above the wolf.

The new saber made the fight much faster.

In a dozen strikes, the wolf went down, though it dropped nothing.

Using the same tactics, Ken killed ten wolves in succession.

But more and more players arrived on the mountain, and soon there weren't enough wolves to go around.

"This mountain can't have just these few wolves..."

Not wanting to team up, Ken headed deeper into the back hills.
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Chapter 6: The Trial of Footwork
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In the back hills of Wolf Mountain, wolves were indeed more numerous, but many of them were of a larger, more vicious breed.

Ken used his appraisal skill and saw the stats:

Bloodthirsty Wolf three levels higher than the ordinary wild wolves, stronger, with sharper claws.

Clearly, they were not to be trifled with.

Ken avoided provoking them and focused on hunting lone wild wolves.

But trouble always finds those who avoid it.

When he had only one wolf left to kill for his quest, a Bloodthirsty Wolf set its eyes on him.

Ken tried to back away slowly, but the creature lunged forward with lightning speed.

His footwork couldn't keep up.

Slash!

Three bloody claw marks appeared on his right arm.

Even though it had only grazed him, the damage indicator flashed 34.

Ken couldn't believe it.

He had always been confident in his dodging skills, yet his "undefeated" record was shattered.

He tried again and got hit for another 34.

Seeing his health drop dangerously low, Ken panicked and bolted.

He sprinted fifty meters before the Bloodthirsty Wolf finally stopped chasing him.

"Damn, that thing's fast!" he cursed, wiping sweat from his brow.

Checking his quest log, he saw he had killed nineteen wolves-just one short.

He quickly found a lone wild wolf, killed it carefully, and finally completed the job-change quest.

Class Change

Ken hurried back to Phoenix City.

He first sold five wolf pelts and three pairs of wolf claws for one gold coin, then went straight to the Government Office.

He found the same official as before.

"Hello, I've completed the quest. Can you let me change class now?"

The official checked his log and nodded.

"Good. You've done a service for the people. I can grant your transfer."

"'Loser' has completed the trial quest: First Steps on the Jianghu.

Spirit Points converted into Internal Energy.

Class bonuses applied: Strength +20%, Agility +10%, Constitution +20%, Internal Energy +10%.

Confirm advancement?"

"Confirm!"

"Player 'Loser' has advanced. Level increased!"

Ken asked quietly, "Where can I learn skills?"

The official, expressionless, pulled a stack of books from under the desk and tossed them onto the counter.

"20 gold coins each."

Ken flipped through the books:

Basic Internal Arts, Basic Saber Techniques, Basic Footwork... everything was "basic."

The price, however, was outrageous.

One word-"robbery."

Two words-"daylight robbery."

Hands trembling, he handed over 60 gold coins, buying Basic Internal Arts, Basic Saber Technique, and Basic Footwork.

System messages chimed in:

"Congratulations! 'Loser' has learned Basic Shaolin Internal Arts. Internal Energy +10."

"Congratulations! 'Loser' has learned Basic Lightfoot Technique Treading the Waves. Movement Speed +3."

"Congratulations! 'Loser' has learned Basic Shaolin Saber Technique. Attack Power with sabers +5.

Learned skill Heavy Slash consumes 5 Internal Energy, increases Attack Power by 10%, with 0.1% chance to knock back. Cooldown: 3 seconds.

Can be used with Internal Arts. Current level: LV1."

Ken allocated his stat point to Internal Energy and checked his updated attributes:

Constitution: (improved)
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Strength: (improved)
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Internal Energy: 21 38
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Agility: (improved)
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HP: 85 / 85
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Internal Energy: 38 / 38
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Physical Defense: 22 + 4
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Magic Defense: 11
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Attack Power: 30 + (2529) +5
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Movement Speed: 2 + 3
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In Real Life

The next morning, Ken felt refreshed.

He had breakfast and headed to the shop.

It was opening day.

Lan's friends came to celebrate briefly before heading out for a meal, leaving Ken and the three young women to handle the store.

Ken finally met the last of his colleagues, Joanna, the one who hadn't been there the previous day.

Joanna was quiet and beautiful.

Ken felt he'd seen her somewhere before.

"Hey, Ken, don't even think about our Jiaozi!"

Mei said playfully, hands on her hips, acting like a fierce guard.

"I wasn't!"

Ken muttered, looking away.

Suddenly, he remembered where he'd seen Joanna-

she was the pretty priest girl from the party he had once watched fighting the Tiger King while he was hiding in the bushes.

"What a world," Ken thought.

"Good thing she didn't see me that day."

Joanna and Chunyan left soon after-they were on the night shift-leaving Ken and Mei to watch the shop until 8 p. m., when the other two returned.

Since it was just the two women at night, Ken left them his phone number, promising he could rush over within five minutes if anything happened.

That night, he went home, grabbed a quick bite, and logged back into the game.

Back to Wolf Mountain

Standing in the bustling streets of Phoenix City, Ken hesitated about where to hunt next.

After checking his map, he set his sights again on Wolf Mountain.

This time, his main goal was to challenge the Bloodthirsty Wolves.

The mountain was as crowded as before, with both wolves and leveling players.

Ken tested himself on an ordinary wild wolf and found that his new stats made a huge difference-

it now took only six or seven strikes to bring one down.

Venturing deeper into the back hills, he finally found a Bloodthirsty Wolf.

Instead of attacking, he wanted to test whether his improved footwork could dodge its strikes.

Slash!

A green 30 floated above him.

Ken's heart sank.

"As I thought, it's not just about agility."

Previously, he believed he couldn't dodge the Bloodthirsty Wolves because of low agility.

But even after boosting it significantly, he still got hit.

Studying every movement of the wolf, Ken felt as if he had returned to the days of learning to dodge roosters.

Once, twice-he still failed to evade.

After repeated trials, he finally realized the problem:

the Bloodthirsty Wolf didn't do the telltale slight crouch before lunging.

All creatures-or beast-bend their legs before leaping forward.

That crouch is the sign of the imminent attack.

But in this case, the wolf's speed was so great that Ken simply couldn't see the motion.

Without a visible cue, his reactions were always a step too slow.

There were only two ways to solve this:

Equip gear that boosted agility enough to outpace the wolf.
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Improve his footwork to increase his natural dodging ability.

Ken chose the latter.

He couldn't afford fancy equipment and, more importantly, he believed his footwork and the sword ual were his true path to survival.

He spent days practicing, getting slashed over and over.

Apart from one trip back to Phoenix City to resupply, he practically lived on the mountain, eating and sleeping there.

Ken was stubborn to the core.

Once he set his mind on something, he wouldn't stop until he achieved it.

A Breakthrough

"Yeah! Finally!"

Ken shouted in triumph as the Bloodthirsty Wolf at his feet vanished into white light, dropping a pair of sharp claws.

After a month of relentless training, he had finally refined his footwork.

By cutting his evasive euver from three steps to just two, he gained the edge he needed.

A single step shorter meant the difference between life and death.

Now, the wolves could no longer even graze him.

He had gained only one level during this month, but the result was worth it.

Ken grinned wickedly as he approached another Bloodthirsty Wolf.

The beast lunged.

Ken slid back a step, sidestepped, and delivered a Heavy Slash.

A bright 38 floated above the wolf's head.

Ten or so exchanges later, the wolf collapsed without landing a single blow.

Ken remained unscathed-proof of a month's hard-won progress.

A New Encounter

Having spent so long in the mountains, Ken looked ragged.

His weapon's durability was nearly gone, and he decided to return to Phoenix City soon to have Su Tu repair it.

But as he was about to leave, he heard the sounds of intense combat from across the forested slope.

Curious, he went to investigate and saw a magnificent silver wolf with flowing fur and blood-red eyes-

the Bloodthirsty Wolf King, a BOSS-level monster.

It reminded Ken of his first time watching a boss fight from the safety of the bushes.

Now the memory made him chuckle.

The Wolf King's opponents were a team of seven players:

one Xia Ke, one Taoist, two Warriors, one Assassin, one Archer, and one Priest.

Their gear was decent-mostly mid-grade green equipment.

When they noticed Ken, their faces tensed-

after all, kill-stealing was a serious taboo.

Ken stepped back to show he was only a spectator.

Seeing his ragged appearance, they ignored him.

It was Ken's second time watching a team battle.

But things weren't going well for the party.

The Wolf King's speed disrupted the Priest's rhythm, preventing timely healing.

The Archer and one Warrior were already barely holding on.

Within a minute, the healing spell still didn't land in time.

The Archer was taken out by a swift pounce.

With one member down, the Wolf King's assault grew fiercer.

The rest of the party began to crumble.

"Hey! ther! Got any healing potions?"

the middle-aged Xia Ke shouted toward Ken.

Ken shook his head.

He usually didn't buy such things-too expensive.

The Xia Ke sighed and turned back to the fight.

Another minute passed.

One of the Warriors fell, leaving the team in dire straits.

Ken couldn't bear watching them fall one by one.

Though it was only a game, he still felt uneasy.

"Need a hand?"

Ken called out.

The middle-aged Xia Ke glanced at him, thinking,

Better an extra blade than none,

and sent a party invite.

Ken shook his head-he didn't want anyone to see his embarrassing in-game name.

Gripping his saber tightly, he dashed straight into the fray.

The Xia Ke could only shake his head.

A rookie rushing in like that?

The Wolf King roared in anger at the newcomer.

It leapt into the air in a sudden zig-zag charge straight at Ken.

Ken merely shook his head inwardly.

That's your speed? Hmph, not good enough.

He sidestepped smoothly, pivoted, stepped back, then forward again in one seamless motion.

His saber came down in a Heavy Slash.

Clang!

The Wolf King was knocked back, a rare effect triggering.

A modest 3 floated above its head.

"Talk about unlucky-triggered the knockback on a one-in-a-thousand chance..."

Ken muttered, sighing, then raised his blade again, ready for the next move.
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Chapter 7: The Bloodthirsty Wolf King
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The five remaining players hadn't yet recovered from their shock when the Wolf King lunged again-this time even faster, its blood-red eyes burning with fury.

Ken muttered under his breath, "Come on then... let's see just how fast you really are."

He pivoted, slid back a step, and slashed twice in quick succession.

Two small 3 damage numbers floated above the Wolf King's head.

The damage was pitiful, but Ken's interference bought precious seconds for the priest to catch up on healing.

The middle-aged Xia Ke raised his heavy General-Slaying Sword and unleashed Falling Rainbow on Wild Geese, carving two gashes into the beast's flank.

At the same time, the remaining warrior ught his axe down in a solid Heavy Strike, landing squarely on the Wolf King's waist.

Three powerful blows in quick succession forced the Wolf King to turn its fury away from Ken.

It spun nimbly and swiped twice at the Xia Ke, its claws leaving twin arcs of silvery shadow.

The Xia Ke sidestepped just in time-only a graze on his arm for 35, hardly worth mentioning.

The warrior wasn't so lucky.

Lacking agile footwork, he took the full brunt of the Wolf King's claw across his chest.

Meanwhile, the Taoist at the rear finally completed his casting.

A fiery bolt of lightning crashed down from the sky-Fire Thunderfall-dealing a staggering 178, enough to make the Wolf King abandon its pursuit of the warrior and charge straight at the Taoist and the priest instead.

Unlike mages, Taoists cast spells about 1.5 times slower, but each hit delivered more than double the damage of a mage's spell.

That immense power made them prized damage-dealers in any party, but their slow casting, poor movement speed, and expensive gear put many players off.

And their biggest weakness-pitiful defense and low health-meant every party needed to assign a protector to the Taoist.

In this team, that role fell to the Assassin, who had been lurking in stealth near the Taoist.

As the Wolf King lunged, the Assassin darted from the side, his blue-glowing dagger cutting a deep line across the monster's belly-78, a clean critical strike.

The strike slowed the Wolf King's charge just long enough for the Taoist to retreat to safety.

The Xia Ke and warrior moved back in to hold the front line.

Ken, meanwhile, was circling behind the Wolf King, hacking at its rear.

Each swing barely chipped away a few points of health, but even ants can gnaw down an elephant.

More than that, the sheer annoyance of someone constantly slashing at its hindquarters drove the Wolf King into a rage.

Several times it turned to tear Ken apart, but his slippery footwork let him evade every last claw at the very last instant.

The Wolf King's frustration was palpable.

Ken's constant harassment eased the pressure on the team.

Every time the priest was about to be overwhelmed, Ken's interference bought a crucial moment for another heal to land.

Five minutes... ten minutes... twenty minutes passed.

The Wolf King's health steadily dropped.

When the Taoist landed another perfect Fire Thunderfall, the boss's health bar fell below ten percent.

Ken suddenly remembered the Tiger King's final desperate attack back in the forest.

He leapt two steps back and shouted a warning:

"Watch for its skill!"

But he was still a heartbeat too late.

With a blood-curdling roar, the Wolf King's body trembled as if wracked by unbearable agony.

Its crimson eyes split wider, spilling a deathly aura that seemed to smother the battlefield.

Then it howled-

and its entire form blurred into a silver phantom.

The phantom pierced straight through the warrior's body and re-formed behind him.

A massive 235 floated above the warrior's head as he stood frozen in shock.

The Wolf King's Shadow-Dash Assault caught everyone off guard.

Before anyone could react, the phantom blurred again, this time hurtling toward the Taoist.

The Assassin threw himself in the way, but the Wolf King didn't even slow down.

The phantom form passed through both of them before coalescing once more.

A 382 floated above the Taoist's head as he collapsed into a burst of white light.

The Assassin staggered back, clinging to life with barely fifty health left.

That brief display revealed just how terrifying the boss truly was-

and it was only the beginning.

The priest hurried to cast a heal on the Assassin.

That flash of holy light was like a signal flare.

The Wolf King's eyes flared crimson again, and it launched into an even wilder assault.

Two successive phantom dashes later, the priest was gone.

The Xia Ke, warrior, and Assassin could do little more than scramble around the uneven terrain, trying desperately to stay alive.

The assault was so fast it left only a faint after-image.

Ken had been the first to retreat from the battle circle when the anomaly began.

Watching the Wolf King rampage through the others, he felt his chest tighten.

At this rate, they were all doomed.

The Wolf King finally turned its gaze on him.

Ken instinctively backed away three quick steps-just as the phantom form came streaking toward him.

Too fast.

There was no way he could dodge.

If the regular Bloodthirsty Wolves were like taxi cabs, this Shadow-Dash Assault was a speeding Ferrari.

There was simply no comparison.

A cold sweat drenched Ken's back, the night air chilling him to the bone.

He knew one direct hit would kill him instantly, let alone a full-powered skill strike.

He kept retreating, step after step, but it wasn't enough.

Any pause would mean instant death.

My footwork's useless against this... he realized grimly.

Just as he resigned himself to dying, his foot caught on something and he toppled backward.

By sheer chance, the Wolf King's phantom streaked over his head, and the saber in his hand scraped across its belly.

9

Ken hardly cared about the meager damage.

Heart pounding, he scrambled up and rolled behind a thick tree for cover, glancing down to see the culprit-a protruding rock.

A simple trip had saved his life.

"Triple damage! We can hit it!"

the Xia Ke shouted, eyes gleaming with sudden hope.

The three frontline fighters finally understood.

Everything in this world came with a price-

the Wolf King's blinding speed made it three times as vulnerable to attacks.

Catching each other's eye, the three of them silently came to an agreement.

The Assassin strode boldly into the open.

Ken blinked in surprise.

Is he trying to get himself killed?

The Wolf King's gaze locked onto the daring bait.

With a feral snarl, it lunged.

The Assassin stood firm until the last instant, then drove his crimson-glowing dagger upward.

Ken recognized the skill-Sacrificial Strike.

It consumed all of the user's health to deliver one devastating blow, tripling attack power.

352

The Wolf King reeled from the hit even as the Assassin dissolved into white light.

A life for a life.

Ken felt a sudden jolt of understanding.

So... this is what it means to be a team.

But the Wolf King still clung to a sliver of health.

Without hesitation, the warrior charged, raising his heavy Furious Axe, determined to take the beast down with him.

Warriors-highest melee damage and the party's shield, but slow to swing.

His spirit was willing, his sacrifice noble-

but he had overestimated his speed.

Before the axe could fall, the Wolf King's phantom ripped through him.

240

As the beast's body began to reform behind the dying warrior, Ken lunged forward, hurling his saber.

The Xia Ke had the same
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