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      “Where is this?”
    

    

    
      Staring at the unfamiliar room before him, Zhou Ming—his head throbbing violently and his vision spinning—showed a trace of confusion on his face.
    

    

    
      An old incandescent lamp gave off a dim orange-red glow, allowing him to barely make out his surroundings.
    

    

    
      The yellowed, cracked walls; the worn-out desk beneath the window; a cupboard with visible cracks; and two mismatched chairs together formed the scene Zhou Ming saw.
    

    

    
      “What era is this? How can someone still be using an incandescent bulb, and in a bedroom, no less?”
    

    

    
      A sudden uneasiness welled up inside Zhou Ming. He shook his head hard, hoping to clear his dizzy and aching mind.
    

    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    

    
      The next moment, the pain in his head intensified—as if a sharp knife were stirring his brain.
    

    

    
      Lying on the bed, he clutched at his temples desperately, hoping to lessen the unbearable pain.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the comforting motion was useless. The agony was so sharp that he could only grit his teeth and endure it in silence.
    

    

    
      Introverted by nature, Zhou Ming had always suffered quietly. He never expressed pain through screams; even in unbearable torment, the blood at the corner of his mouth was proof enough.
    

    

    
      As the headache deepened, Zhou Ming twisted uncontrollably on the smelly bed. The quilt covering him was soon kicked to the floor.
    

    

    
      Before long, his already groggy mind succumbed to the waves of pain, and he fainted—at last free from the torturous agony.
    

    

    
      He lay motionless like a corpse. Only the blood at the corner of his lips slowly trickled down his neck.
    

    

    
      In the dim room, with nothing to mark the passage of time, no one knew how long it was before Zhou Ming—who seemed dead—finally moved again.
    

    

    
      Moments later, supporting himself with one hand on the bed and pressing his temple with the other, he slowly sat up once more.
    

    

    
      Although his head still throbbed faintly, his expression showed that he was much better now. At least, there was no longer any confusion in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Never thought I’d actually experience something straight out of a novel—transmigration. Is this punishment from the heavens, or a gift?”
    

    

    
      Thinking of his family, friends, and all the familiar faces from his past life, Zhou Ming felt a wave of loneliness engulf him.
    

    

    
      Yet, when he thought about the mysteries of this new world, compared to the predictable life he had before, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but feel that this was perhaps Heaven’s reward—a chance at a more exciting life.
    

    

    
      Though the beginning was a little difficult… just a little.
    

    

    
      That was Zhou Ming’s polite way of describing his situation, suppressing the urge to curse. After all, if transmigration was real, then maybe Heaven was too—and he didn’t want to jinx his future luck.
    

    

    
      “Sigh!”
    

    

    
      In the dimly lit room, an indescribable sigh escaped Zhou Ming’s lips.
    

    

    
      No matter what, everything from his past life was gone. Whether it was guilt toward his family or nostalgia for his old friends, all of it could only become a single sigh at this moment.
    

    

    
      Then, closing his eyes, Zhou Ming continued to massage his temples while sorting through the memories of this body. He had only grasped the rough outline earlier.
    

    

    
      The body’s original owner was an orphan who grew up in a welfare home. His name was Zhou Ming—same pronunciation, but with a different character.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could only take that as fate.
    

    

    
      He didn’t dwell on it. After a brief sigh, he moved on.
    

    

    
      What mattered most now was to organize the memories left behind by his predecessor. In his current state, forgetting something important was a real possibility.
    

    

    
      As countless images flashed through his mind, Zhou Ming finally understood the world he was now in—and why his predecessor had died, allowing him to take over the body.
    

    

    
      This world was called Blue Star, though nowadays, most people referred to it as the Astral Realm.
    

    

    
      But that detail wasn’t important. What truly mattered was that, over a thousand years ago, an event had occurred that completely changed the course of Blue Star’s history.
    

    

    
      Dimensional rifts—also known as dimensional passages—had descended upon the world.
    

    

    
      When the rifts appeared, hordes of ferocious beasts surged out like waves, attacking every living being on Blue Star, including the humans who had once ruled the planet through technology.
    

    

    
      Though the destruction wrought by these beasts plunged the world into sorrow, scientists, scholars, and the upper echelons of nations and major corporations were instead filled with excitement.
    

    

    
      Because the arrival of these creatures proved that Blue Star wasn’t the only world with life—and that beyond the dimensional rifts lay unimaginable wealth and resources.
    

    

    
      They weren’t worried about encountering a higher civilization beyond the rifts, because the sheer number of beasts emerging implied a primitive environment—one that couldn’t possibly support advanced intelligence.
    

    

    
      But that hopeful illusion was soon shattered.
    

    

    
      Beasts began appearing that could withstand bullets and even ordinary artillery shells. The high-ranking officials who believed that modern weaponry could easily wipe them out suddenly felt a threat unlike any before.
    

    

    
      As more rifts appeared—and more powerful beasts emerged—that sense of dread became undeniable reality.
    

    

    
      And it wasn’t just beasts. Beings once thought to exist only in legends—the so-called dark creatures—also appeared: werewolves, vampires, merfolk, serpentfolk, harpies. It was as if ancient myths had come alive on Blue Star.
    

    

    
      Against mindless beasts, humanity could still barely resist with heavy weaponry. But when facing intelligent dark creatures, humanity suffered crushing defeats.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple—when such beings infiltrated human settlements, humanity couldn’t simply drop nuclear bombs or missiles on themselves.
    

    

    
      It wouldn’t take many such strikes for human civilization itself to collapse.
    

    

    
      Yet, when faced with extinction, Blue Star’s humans no longer cared about consequences.
    

    

    
      But even the plan of perishing together with their enemies became impossible.
    

    

    
      The appearance of the dimensional rifts caused Blue Star’s size to expand several times over. Though its environment remained suitable for human life, its satellites were destroyed, and wireless communication was nearly wiped out.
    

    

    
      Because of this, humanity lost its final means of resistance.
    

    

    
      In the period that followed, humans on Blue Star became slaves or food for the dark creatures. In history, this era was later known as the Doomsday Era.
    

    

    
      Still, through sheer numbers, a small portion of humanity survived—hiding deep underground or in the mountains.
    

    

    
      They had lost everything and were weak, yet they possessed extraordinary learning ability and brilliant intellect.
    

    

    
      While avoiding beasts and dark creatures, the surviving humans not only began to rebuild their civilization and technology, but also started searching for a power that could truly belong to humankind—their own transcendent strength.
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      Beast Taming — this was the result of countless years of effort from humanity on Blue Star after being defeated by the Dark Creatures and forced into hiding for hundreds of years.
    

    

    
      Due to Blue Star’s natural environment in the past, the Human Race had no organs suited for adapting to extraordinary powers, so they had to seek another path.
    

    

    
      Through various studies and deductions, it was ultimately determined that humans possessed spiritual power far beyond that of ordinary life forms. Thus, the plan to harness and utilize spiritual power was officially implemented.
    

    

    
      Alongside the continuous acquisition of knowledge from Dark Creatures regarding extraordinary abilities, the Beast Taming system of Blue Star’s humanity was finally established.
    

    

    
      Of course, this so-called “completion” was merely theoretical. In reality, it took endless time and countless lives of Beast Tamers before the system was truly perfected.
    

    

    
      By harnessing Ferocious Beasts to gain extraordinary strength, these individuals were honored with the title of Beast Tamer. Their ranks ranged from the initial Apprentice Beast Tamer to the Official Rank, later advancing to the Transcendent Master and even the Legendary Saint.
    

    

    
      It could be said that Blue Star’s Beast Taming system was built upon the bones of countless predecessors, paving the road toward light.
    

    

    
      As soon as the Human Race of Blue Star obtained their own extraordinary abilities, the horn of counterattack was sounded. That was the most united era of humanity on Blue Star—perhaps even “unprecedented” would not be an exaggeration.
    

    

    
      Because they had endured the dark years, every human on Blue Star wanted to stand up again.
    

    

    
      After a century-long resistance, although humanity had not driven away the Dark Creatures and Ferocious Beasts, they finally managed to establish their own territory.
    

    

    
      The Blue Star Alliance was officially founded, marking the beginning of the “Beast Taming Era.” The year the Alliance was established was known as Year One of the Beast Taming Calendar — more than six hundred years ago.
    

    

    
      After sorting out this world’s background, Zhou Ming no longer paid much attention to it. After all, six centuries had passed, and he had only just transmigrated into this world; he felt little emotional connection to that ancient history.
    

    

    
      Not to mention him—even among the people of Blue Star, not everyone cherished that distant history. After all, time erodes all things.
    

    

    
      What Zhou Ming cared most about now was Beast Taming. When he had just awoken, vivid memories about Beast Taming had emerged in his mind—this was why, upon regaining consciousness, he said he had arrived in a “magical world.”
    

    

    
      To become a Beast Tamer, one had to condense a Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      Through the method of meditation, one would sense the spiritual power within their mind, gradually strengthening it through repeated meditation, and finally condensing a Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      When this formless Spiritual Seed entered the mind of a Ferocious Beast, it would take root and sprout, establishing a connection between the two. Only then could one truly be considered a qualified Apprentice Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      A Beast Tamer could not only command their beast at will but also control the beast’s life through the Spiritual Seed. As the beast’s power grew, the seed would absorb part of its spirit and continue to mature.
    

    

    
      In other words, once a Spiritual Seed was planted, the beast would have almost no chance to resist—unless something extraordinary occurred.
    

    

    
      As for whether one could control Dark Creatures, there was no record of success in his predecessor’s memories. After all, humanity’s ability to tame beasts was founded upon their vastly superior spiritual power.
    

    

    
      Yet Dark Creatures already possessed extraordinary abilities, and their intellect was no lesser than humans’. The moment one attempted to plant a seed in such a being, the Tamer might be devoured by backlash before the process even succeeded.
    

    

    
      Of course, even if it were possible to control Dark Creatures, Zhou Ming believed that the Blue Star Alliance would never allow it.
    

    

    
      Because humanity on Blue Star still lacked the strength to face the entire race of Dark Creatures, they remained in a relatively weak position.
    

    

    
      If a Beast Tamer were ever to tame a Dark Creature, it would surely ignite an unending war between humanity and the Dark Creatures.
    

    

    
      Although there existed deep hatred between the two races, the leaders of the Blue Star Alliance would not jeopardize the entire civilization merely to vent their anger.
    

    

    
      After all, a Beast Tamer’s strength ultimately depended on personal ability. The quality of one’s beast only determined differences within the same level—it was far from being enough to overcome a difference in rank.
    

    

    
      It was like comparing numbers: a nine in the ones place was eight times greater than a one, but against even the smallest two-digit number, it still fell short.
    

    

    
      Therefore, taming Dark Creatures brought far more danger than benefit, and few were willing to risk their lives attempting it.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Beast Tamers, possessing great extraordinary power and high social status, represented the ultimate pursuit of every human on Blue Star.
    

    

    
      Yet the cruel reality was that only a small portion of people could truly become Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      From his inherited memories, Zhou Ming learned that the basic meditation method had long been widely promoted throughout the Blue Star Alliance, yet the success rate for becoming a Beast Tamer remained roughly ten to one.
    

    

    
      Among them, about sixty percent came from the upper and middle classes, while the remaining forty percent were from the lower class—the majority of the population.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple: talent and resources.
    

    

    
      Those with poor aptitude had little chance. Those with average aptitude could rely on resources to increase their chances of success—but such resources were privileges few could access.
    

    

    
      Ordinary civilians could only rely on exceptional talent or extraordinary luck to succeed.
    

    

    
      In simpler terms, aside from those of poor aptitude, anyone could become a Beast Tamer—but the probabilities varied greatly. Those of low talent required abundant resources to improve their odds; without them, only outstanding talent could help them step through the door of Beast Taming.
    

    

    
      The reason Zhou Ming claimed that “Heaven had made things extremely difficult for him” was because, besides being an orphan, his Beast Taming aptitude barely met the passing mark.
    

    

    
      To become a Beast Tamer without external help, he would need to spend decades cultivating. Perhaps only by the time he was forty or fifty would he have a slim chance of condensing a Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      By then, he would have lost any chance of advancing further—and that was only in theory.
    

    

    
      His predecessor could not bear such a fate. To him, life without becoming a Beast Tamer was meaningless.
    

    

    
      Thus, his predecessor chose the desperate path—forcing the condensation of a Spiritual Seed. The result: his predecessor truly died, and Zhou Ming took over his body.
    

    

    
      “This guy… I wonder if he’s ruined the Spiritual Sea beyond repair. If that’s the case, my hopes are really finished.”
    

    

    
      Feeling a faint ache at his forehead, Zhou Ming frowned darkly and muttered.
    

    

    
      The Spiritual Sea was a void-like space within one’s mind, sensed through meditation, used to store spiritual power. It was akin to the dantian that stores true qi in cultivation novels.
    

    

    
      As long as one could sense spiritual power, there was a chance to become a Beast Tamer. The only remaining challenge was to condense the Spiritual Seed—something dependent on talent or resources.
    

    

    
      If the Spiritual Sea had been damaged by his predecessor, then Zhou Ming would be no different from an ordinary person incapable of sensing spiritual power. His path of Beast Taming would be completely sealed off.
    

    

    
      As the pain in his mind grew stronger, Zhou Ming’s expression darkened further.
    

    

    
      “I can only take a look first.”
    

    

    
      Crossing his legs and closing his eyes, Zhou Ming began to meditate, attempting to inspect his Spiritual Sea for any abnormalities. After all, this was something he had to face sooner or later—there was no avoiding it.
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      The Basic Meditation Technique was the most widely spread meditation method in the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      When students entered middle school and their bodies and minds began to mature, every school arranged for professional instructors to teach the Basic Meditation Technique.
    

    

    
      Even the orphanage where Zhou Ming’s previous self had lived offered education in the Basic Meditation Technique.
    

    

    
      The Basic Meditation Technique was easy to learn, simple, and safe. Almost every Beast Tamer began their journey in the beast-taming cultivation system with this very method.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s former self was an orphan, and apart from this method, he had no other options—so he poured all his energy into practicing it.
    

    

    
      The only benefit it brought was that Zhou Ming could instinctively enter a meditative state within seconds of closing his eyes. His earlier worries instantly vanished.
    

    

    
      His Spiritual Sea was vast and void, resembling the boundless night sky.
    

    

    
      The flickering starlight within the night sky represented the spiritual power within his mind, radiating a mysterious, dazzling brilliance.
    

    

    
      However, when Zhou Ming entered his Spiritual Sea, the familiar scenery had already vanished—the starlight that symbolized his spiritual power was gone.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately began to probe his Spiritual Sea. If there was a problem with it, given his circumstances, he would live out his life as an ordinary man.
    

    

    
      As for encountering some miraculous opportunity that could repair his Spiritual Sea—Zhou Ming was not delusional enough to be admitted to a mental hospital.
    

    

    
      “Spiritual Seed?”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could investigate further, he noticed a bright moon hanging high above his Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      “There’s a problem.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not let the apparent surprise cloud his reason. If he had truly condensed a Spiritual Seed, he would have sensed it even without entering the Spiritual Sea. There was no need for him to actively explore.
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, he quickly understood the cause—this Spiritual Seed did not belong to him. It must have belonged to his former self.
    

    

    
      To attain the Dao through the body.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming stared at the bright moon before him, this thought suddenly surfaced in his mind.
    

    

    
      Yet he felt a faint sense of melancholy—some people’s lifelong pursuit was merely the starting point of another.
    

    

    
      After a brief sigh, he refocused his attention on the Spiritual Seed before him. He wanted to see whether he could enjoy the shade from the tree his predecessor had planted.
    

    

    
      Moreover, given his current situation, Zhou Ming had to understand what was going on. His consciousness transformed into tendrils that reached toward the Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      “Crack…”
    

    

    
      There should have been no sound in the Spiritual Sea, but when he saw cracks appearing on the moon-like Spiritual Seed, a shattering noise echoed within his mind.
    

    

    
      Before his consciousness tendrils even touched it, an unexpected change occurred.
    

    

    
      Once the first crack appeared, more spread across the entire surface of the Spiritual Seed, like a mirror on the verge of breaking into countless fragments.
    

    

    
      “Please don’t shatter…” Zhou Ming silently prayed as he watched the change.
    

    

    
      When his consciousness finally made contact, he immediately understood the reason.
    

    

    
      A rootless tree, a spring without a source.
    

    

    
      After his predecessor’s death, the Spiritual Seed naturally began to fade without its foundation.
    

    

    
      However, because Zhou Ming had transmigrated into this body, the Spiritual Seed had persisted until now—but judging by its current state, it could no longer hold on.
    

    

    
      At the instant the Spiritual Seed completely broke apart, Zhou Ming’s soul and consciousness merged entirely with the collapsing Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      A rootless tree, a spring without a source—yet now, Zhou Ming had reconnected them.
    

    

    
      However, what followed brought him no joy. The shattered Spiritual Seed did not reform.
    

    

    
      Nor did it revert to countless scattered stars—it instead took on a nebula-like structure, spiraling slowly within Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      “This… is still a Spiritual Seed?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the nebula formed by hundreds, even thousands, of tiny star-like fragments, Zhou Ming was filled with confusion.
    

    

    
      After repeatedly examining and sensing it, and recalling what his predecessor had learned, Zhou Ming became certain—the nebula before him was indeed the Spiritual Seed that his predecessor had exchanged his life to form, and that he had just inherited.
    

    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming no longer cared whether the heavens existed—his luck couldn’t possibly get any worse. From what should have been a beginner’s level of difficulty, his situation had now become impossibly hard.
    

    

    
      Someone ignorant of beast-taming knowledge might think he had stumbled upon a tremendous fortune—hundreds or thousands of Spiritual Seeds! Wouldn’t that mean he could control hundreds or thousands of Ferocious Beasts?
    

    

    
      With beasts surrounding him, a mere wave of his hand could summon a small-scale beast tide—he would be a revered guest among countless factions.
    

    

    
      Yet his predecessor’s memories immediately shattered that fantasy.
    

    

    
      In a Transcendent world, quality crushed everything—quantity was merely embellishment.
    

    

    
      To tame a Ferocious Beast, one had to plant a Spiritual Seed within its consciousness. The Spiritual Seed’s quality determined the strength of the tamed beast.
    

    

    
      The weaker the Spiritual Seed, the lower the chance of successfully taming higher-quality Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      In Zhou Ming’s current condition, he could at most tame the lowest-level creatures—rats, sparrows, and the like.
    

    

    
      But what use were hundreds of rats or sparrows compared to someone else’s tiger or giant python?
    

    

    
      Not only in combat—high-quality Ferocious Beasts could also help their masters increase their chances of breaking through to higher ranks.
    

    

    
      And with the current beast-taming system, Zhou Ming wasn’t even sure whether his situation could fit into it.
    

    

    
      Successfully taming a Ferocious Beast was merely the entry-level requirement of an Apprentice Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Among apprentices, perhaps only one in a hundred could advance to the Official Rank—and that was just an estimate.
    

    

    
      Breaking through beyond the Official Rank was no longer a matter of simply increasing one’s spiritual power, as human spiritual capacity had its limits.
    

    

    
      To surpass the limits of spiritual power, one had to rely on Transcendent Rituals.
    

    

    
      These were systems created by humans on Blue Star, who had studied the transcendent knowledge of other races, in order to truly master extraordinary power.
    

    

    
      For example, Phantasmal Tamers—they used rituals to transform their beasts into Phantasmal Beasts that could control elemental forces.
    

    

    
      By borrowing their Phantasmal Beast’s power, they broke through their spiritual limits and continued cultivating, while the Phantasmal Beast also grew stronger through its master’s spiritual power.
    

    

    
      A Phantasmal Beast had three forms. The first existed in the world like an ordinary beast, following its master’s commands in attack and defense.
    

    

    
      The second form turned into armor, granting its master control over elemental powers.
    

    

    
      The third entered its master’s body, transforming into a tattoo to absorb spiritual power for growth or rapid recovery from injuries.
    

    

    
      It could be said that only after breaking through the Official Rank did a Beast Tamer truly master transcendent power.
    

    

    
      Aside from Phantasmal Tamers, there were also Beast Knights, Shepherds, Beast Spirit Sorcerers, and many other advancement paths.
    

    

    
      But all these professions assumed a normal Beast Tamer foundation as their prerequisite.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s current abnormal condition—could he even fit into this established system?
    

    

    
      Would he have to create an entirely new one himself?
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming reopened his eyes, his gaze was utterly blank.
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      “Forget it. A youth version of a Beast Tamer is still a Beast Tamer. With my current condition, I can’t even hope for that version if I develop normally.”
    

    

    
      Sitting dazedly on the bed, Zhou Ming fell silent for a moment before he had no choice but to accept the reality before him.
    

    

    
      Given his current circumstances, it was impossible for him to obtain the resources needed to properly condense a Spiritual Seed. Yet, at least in theory, he had already become a Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Since he couldn’t control any Ferocious Beasts for now, Zhou Ming planned to test what level of ordinary animals he could tame.
    

    

    
      There was a difference between rats and sparrows compared to cats and dogs. If he could manage to tame a cat or dog as his beasts, then at least in the early stages, he could rely on quantity to make up for quality.
    

    

    
      However...
    

    

    
      “Can I even afford to feed them?”
    

    

    
      The moment that thought arose, a string of colorful curses echoed once again in the dim, shabby room.
    

    

    
      “Ding——”
    

    

    
      An alarm bell suddenly interrupted Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Work time already?”
    

    

    
      Getting up, he walked to his worn-out desk and pulled open the darkened curtains. A beam of sunlight was breaking over the horizon — a new day had come.
    

    

    
      “My new beginning.”
    

    

    
      No matter what, the Spiritual Seed in his mind had given him a new path. At the very least, he wouldn’t become an insignificant ordinary person.
    

    

    
      Opening the window, the cool morning air rushed into his lungs, refreshing his mind.
    

    

    
      He began putting on his work uniform, ready to leave for work on time. After all, he hadn’t yet figured out his current condition or what kinds of animals he could control.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he still didn’t have a concrete plan, and his life depended on the job he currently had.
    

    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the mirror hanging on the wall, Zhou Ming nodded in satisfaction at his reflection.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t have sword-like brows or a starry gaze, and couldn’t be called graceful, he was still decent enough.
    

    

    
      At eighteen years old, standing at a straight height of 1.8 meters, with a slightly thin build and messy black hair, he could barely score himself an eighty-five.
    

    

    
      If he managed to improve his physique and refine his demeanor, he might even reach ninety someday.
    

    

    
      After admiring his reflection, Zhou Ming grabbed his towel and toothbrush, preparing to wash up at the public bath. The room he rented had no kitchen or bathroom.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Zhou, up so early for work?”
    

    

    
      As soon as he left his room, he entered a dim corridor lined with rows of doors on both sides.
    

    

    
      Hearing someone greet him, Zhou Ming turned and saw it was Sister Lin from next door.
    

    

    
      She wore a faded white nightgown and held a chamber pot in her hands as she greeted him.
    

    

    
      “Yes, afraid of being late. I’ll go wash up first, Sister Lin.”
    

    

    
      Lifting the towel and toothbrush slightly, Zhou Ming didn’t continue chatting.
    

    

    
      The woman was already married. Though her looks were ordinary, her plump figure and mature charm at around thirty made him wary of drawing any unnecessary misunderstandings.
    

    

    
      From the memories of his predecessor, he knew Sister Lin’s husband was notoriously jealous and kept a close watch on his wife.
    

    

    
      Walking along the passage for twenty or thirty meters, he reached a spacious communal area for bathing and toilets.
    

    

    
      By the time Zhou Ming arrived, several people were already washing up. Recognizing the familiar faces, he greeted them briefly from memory before beginning his own morning routine.
    

    

    
      After tidying up, Zhou Ming left the building where he lived.
    

    

    
      Turning back, he saw the five-story concrete structure of the dilapidated neighborhood — the place where his predecessor had lived for two years after leaving the welfare home.
    

    

    
      Ever since the Beast Taming Calendar began, population had become an important resource. So even though his predecessor was an orphan, the government had still assigned him a relief apartment after he left the welfare home.
    

    

    
      If he got married and had children in the future, and still hadn’t found better housing, he could apply for a two-bedroom apartment in this same neighborhood.
    

    

    
      Leaving the community, Zhou Ming bought his usual breakfast at a roadside stall and waited for the tram to go to work. By now, people heading to work were starting to fill the streets.
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of the free time, Zhou Ming looked around at the somewhat unfamiliar environment.
    

    

    
      There were no skyscrapers or tall buildings nearby. The highest ones were only five or six stories tall, and even the tallest structures he could recall from his predecessor’s memory only reached seven.
    

    

    
      The reason was that this base didn’t have an anti-air defense shield.
    

    

    
      After the humans on Blue Star established the Blue Star Alliance, due to the threats posed by Ferocious Beasts and other races, human civilization began to live in enclosed bases.
    

    

    
      These bases were divided into four levels — small, medium, large, and giant.
    

    

    
      Small bases mainly focused on resource gathering and early warnings against Ferocious Beast tides — such as mining sites, lumber mills, or factories.
    

    

    
      Medium bases were where most humans lived. The Qinshan Base, where Zhou Ming was located, housed three to four hundred thousand residents.
    

    

    
      Because medium bases lacked anti-air shields, buildings couldn’t be built too tall, otherwise they might attract flying Ferocious Beasts. The resulting collapses could cause more casualties than the beasts themselves.
    

    

    
      Large bases generally had populations exceeding one million, powerful Beast Tamers, and top-tier facilities including anti-air shields.
    

    

    
      As for the only giant base, that was the Dawn Base, headquarters of the Blue Star Alliance. It housed tens of millions of people and was guarded by the strongest human Beast Tamers — the Legendary Saints.
    

    

    
      Dawn Base was the dream destination of every human on Blue Star, though not everyone had the chance to go there.
    

    

    
      “Ding-dong.”
    

    

    
      The tram for Route Seven arrived. With oil extraction becoming increasingly difficult, the cheapest energy now was electricity — a single nuclear power plant could sustain a base.
    

    

    
      As the tram started, the scenery outside the window overlapped with the remnants of Zhou Ming’s inherited memories.
    

    

    
      This was the first time he had truly seen this world with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      From what he observed, the Qinshan Base was comparable to a small county town from his previous life.
    

    

    
      Due to the Doomsday Era, the technological level of human society on Blue Star was still largely at an archaeological stage.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the emergence of the Beast Taming Cultivation System had drawn away many talented individuals. It would take a long time before civilization could return to what it had been before the Doomsday Era.
    

    

    
      “The pet market stop has arrived. Passengers getting off, please do so now.”
    

    

    
      The tram’s broadcast snapped Zhou Ming out of his thoughts. To avoid missing his stop, he called out to the driver and hurriedly got off the tram.
    

    

    
      His workplace was a pet shop inside the market ahead — a job he had only gotten thanks to help from the welfare home.
    

    

    
      After the rise of Beast Tamers, many ordinary people who couldn’t become tamers still wanted to raise pets to fulfill their inner desires.
    

    

    
      If his predecessor hadn’t pursued the path of a Beast Tamer, the salary from that job would have been enough for a decent life, at least with proper furniture and appliances.
    

    

    
      But to condense the Spiritual Seed, his predecessor had spent everything — leaving him to live in such poor conditions.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t really say that his predecessor had made the wrong choice. After all, who would willingly remain ordinary?
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      “Dog’s Home.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the signboard with three bold characters in front of him, Zhou Ming knew this was where he worked.
    

    

    
      Because the pet shop mainly sold pet dogs, the owner simply named it “Dog’s Home.”
    

    

    
      “Morning, Brother Wang.”
    

    

    
      As he stepped into the hundred-square-meter hall, Zhou Ming saw that the shop’s veterinarian, Wang Lei, had already arrived early. He was a bit surprised, since Wang Lei was usually the last to show up.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming didn’t ask much and simply greeted him casually.
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Lifting his head to respond, the bespectacled Wang Lei—whose gold-rimmed glasses glinted faintly—returned to reading his newspaper.
    

    

    
      Although Wang Lei was just an ordinary person, his identity, status, and income as a veterinarian were far above those of Zhou Ming and the others.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Wang Lei didn’t want to talk, Zhou Ming didn’t force the conversation. He just prepared to start his day’s work.
    

    

    
      His job was simple—cleaning up excrement, doing general cleaning, and feeding the pet dogs in the store.
    

    

    
      “Morning, Zhou Ming! Had breakfast yet?”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming picked up his tools to start cleaning, he saw Manager Wu coming down from the attic, holding a stack of promotional flyers in her hand.
    

    

    
      “Morning, Sister Wu. I already ate before coming.”
    

    

    
      Hearing her greeting, Zhou Ming replied with a smile.
    

    

    
      During the two years his predecessor had worked at Dog’s Home, Sister Wu had taken good care of him and never showed any discrimination because of his background.
    

    

    
      “That’s good. Be quick with your work today—the boss is coming by to inspect.”
    

    

    
      “Got it, Sister Wu.”
    

    

    
      After hearing her kind reminder, Zhou Ming immediately understood why Wang Lei had come in so early today.
    

    

    
      Not long after Sister Wu left, the other staff members all arrived.
    

    

    
      There was the sales clerk He Rui, who handled customer reception, and Wang Lei’s assistant, Guo Yong. The freckled He Rui and the crew-cut Guo Yong were the only couple in the store.
    

    

    
      Then came the three groomers—Sister Cao, Sister Sun, and Brother Li, with Brother Li being responsible for medium and large dogs.
    

    

    
      Including Zhou Ming, who handled the dirty and tiring work, that made up all the staff at Dog’s Home.
    

    

    
      Once everyone had arrived and exchanged greetings, they each began their day’s work.
    

    

    
      Because Zhou Ming usually focused all his attention on the path of the Beast Tamer, his relationship with the others wasn’t close—they were merely coworkers under the same roof.
    

    

    
      Normally, Zhou Ming just silently did his own work and never got involved in store matters. At most, Sister Wu would ask him to help distribute flyers.
    

    

    
      To Zhou Ming, this arrangement suited him just fine. He was naturally introverted and preferred avoiding trouble.
    

    

    
      Although this was Zhou Ming’s first day officially working at Dog’s Home, with the help of his inherited memories, he didn’t cause any trouble and the day passed as calmly as usual.
    

    

    
      The only noteworthy event was when the boss brought his ten-year-old son to pick out a large dog as a birthday gift, while also inspecting the store’s condition.
    

    

    
      The boss was a nearly forty-year-old man, rather plain-looking, but Zhou Ming didn’t dare underestimate him. He was an Apprentice Beast Tamer who controlled an adult Ironfang Dog.
    

    

    
      In his predecessor’s memory, Zhou Ming had once seen that Ironfang Dog—it stood about one and a half meters tall, its powerful frame capable of explosive strength. Its claws and fangs could easily tear through ordinary iron plates.
    

    

    
      Without high-powered firearms, any ordinary person facing an Ironfang Dog was courting death.
    

    

    
      Time slowly passed in the monotony of work. By nightfall, the noisy pet market finally closed, returning to silence.
    

    

    
      Occasionally, a few howls broke the quiet, stirring other pets to join in chorus.
    

    

    
      After finishing dinner provided by the store and cleaning up the last of his duties, Zhou Ming began his walk back to his small rented room.
    

    

    
      “A boring and dull job. Fortunately, I’ve condensed my Spiritual Seed—otherwise, I wouldn’t know how much longer I could endure this life.”
    

    

    
      Lying on his musty bed, Zhou Ming finally allowed himself to relax.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he felt no dissatisfaction toward the juvenile Spiritual Seed within his Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      After a short rest, Zhou Ming picked up a small paper box beside him. Inside was a common white mouse.
    

    

    
      He had bought it at the pet market on his way home. Since he was familiar with the sellers there, the white mouse only cost him a little over ten Union Coins—essentially at cost price.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had chosen to use the pet mouse to test his Spiritual Seed because mice were gentle by nature. Their resistance against the implantation of a Spiritual Seed was much weaker.
    

    

    
      He intended to gauge what kind of small animal he could currently control by assessing the difficulty of implanting the Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      Indeed, Zhou Ming was very self-aware. He didn’t dare hope for anything larger than a small creature.
    

    

    
      Aside from success rates, his wallet also couldn’t handle anything more expensive.
    

    

    
      Following the knowledge in his memory, a grain-sized Spiritual Seed floated out from his glabella and drifted toward the mouse in his hand.
    

    

    
      “Squeak… squeak…”
    

    

    
      As soon as the Spiritual Seed entered the mouse’s brain, the mouse began to struggle violently, as if resisting its fate.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Zhou Ming’s luck wasn’t so bad as to lose to a mouse. In just a few moments, the mouse quieted down.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could suddenly sense an invisible thread connecting himself to the mouse in his hand. Through pure instinct, he realized that he could control the mouse’s life and death at will.
    

    

    
      When he opened his clenched right hand, the mouse didn’t try to flee. Instead, it curiously studied the human before it.
    

    

    
      “Come down.”
    

    

    
      Although the mouse couldn’t understand his words, through that invisible spiritual thread, it instantly grasped Zhou Ming’s intent and climbed down obediently.
    

    

    
      For the first time, Zhou Ming experienced the joy of being a Beast Tamer. He gave command after command, and when he eventually switched to communicating through intent, the mouse still responded perfectly. That was when Zhou Ming understood—spoken orders were merely habit.
    

    

    
      What truly conveyed a Beast Tamer’s will to his beast was the meaning transmitted through the spiritual link.
    

    

    
      Seeing the exhausted mouse collapse on the floor, Zhou Ming stopped further tests. He still needed this mouse for future experiments and didn’t want it dying prematurely.
    

    

    
      He filled a worn cup with some water, added a few bread crumbs, and let his tamed mouse eat to regain its strength.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t bother watching over it. After all, the creature’s fate was already decided—there was no need to invest unnecessary emotion.
    

    

    
      Seeing it was getting late, Zhou Ming picked up a towel and washbasin from the shelf, preparing to wash up and sleep.
    

    

    
      In the following days, Zhou Ming continued his dull routine of working and returning home, conducting experiment after experiment with his Spiritual Seed each night.
    

    

    
      Half a month later, he finally gathered sufficient data about his Spiritual Seed, ready to proceed with his next plan.
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      Spiritual Seed Experiment Report.
    

    

    
      Quantity: One thousand and eight units.
    

    

    
      Strength: Capable of controlling wild mice (up to one foot in length).
    

    

    
      Trait: Able to control multiple Beasts. If the Beasts are of the same species, the later ones are easier to control.
    

    

    
      If the multiple Beasts are of different species, the difficulty of control increases with each one, and eventually, the Spiritual Seed cannot be successfully implanted.
    

    

    
      (Speculated Reason: The mutated Spiritual Seeds originally belonged to a single entity. Even after splitting apart, they still maintain a special link. Controlling different Beasts may affect this link, ultimately weakening the Spiritual Seed’s function.)
    

    

    
      Solution One: It is recommended to use Beasts of the same species as much as possible. When the number is sufficient, they can form a decent fighting force.
    

    

    
      Solution Two: Find a way to fuse the numerous Spiritual Seeds in the Spiritual Sea—currently forming a nebula—back into one entity. (At present, the probability is zero; there is a much greater chance of becoming someone else’s research subject.)
    

    

    
      Advantages: The death of a Beast does not affect the Beast Tamer, and new Spiritual Seeds can be restored quickly. (Note: When the number of deaths exceeds a certain limit, intense headaches occur, presumably because the mass death of Beasts affects the Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Sea—a normal phenomenon.)
    

    

    
      “Finally done summarizing.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the form in his hand, Zhou Ming finally let out a sigh of relief. For the past few days, he had been mentally exhausted working on this report.
    

    

    
      The store manager, Sister Wu, even thought he was sick and was planning to give him a few days off.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming declined her kind offer. His work wasn’t delicate or demanding, and since he already planned to resign, he wanted to work a few more days to earn a bit more money.
    

    

    
      After all, having money in hand was the ultimate rule. Without it, even daily life would become a problem—let alone pursuing other goals—unless he dared to take on dangerous jobs.
    

    

    
      The next day, at Dog’s Home, inside the manager’s office.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, are you really quitting? You know this job, though tiring, is enough for you to make a living. You could also slowly learn about pets and prepare for your future development.”
    

    

    
      Facing Zhou Ming’s resignation, Sister Wu earnestly tried to persuade him.
    

    

    
      She knew his situation very well—she understood that the young man before her wanted to pursue the path of a Beast Tamer. But for Zhou Ming, that path was far riskier than simply keeping this job.
    

    

    
      Although living an ordinary life might be dull, it was safe. And Zhou Ming’s Beast Taming aptitude was only barely passable.
    

    

    
      At the desk, Zhou Ming showed no impatience. He knew she was speaking for his own good—she just didn’t understand his current circumstances.
    

    

    
      “Sister Wu, I’m still young. I don’t want to wait until I’m old to regret it. I want to give it a try.”
    

    

    
      A classic reply—and Sister Wu was momentarily speechless. Even though she had a thousand things she wanted to say, she couldn’t. After all, everyone had dreams once.
    

    

    
      “This is ten thousand Alliance Coins. It’s all I can help you with.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Sister Wu.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the woman who had taken great care of him, Zhou Ming bowed deeply on behalf of both himself and his predecessor, then left the Dog’s Home Pet Shop.
    

    

    
      As for what to do next, Zhou Ming already had a plan.
    

    

    
      Leaving the noisy pet market, he followed the street into a nearby alley—this time, he was going to purchase his own Beast.
    

    

    
      As for the sparrows and white mice he used before, they all met the same end—as test subjects. Zhou Ming had granted them a painless and humane death.
    

    

    
      Knock, knock.
    

    

    
      At the deepest part of the alley, Zhou Ming knocked on a door before him.
    

    

    
      “What do you want?”
    

    

    
      A young man with long, scruffy hair and a roguish look opened the door, glanced at Zhou Ming, and spoke lazily.
    

    

    
      “I want to buy a Dark Pet.”
    

    

    
      “What Dark Pet? I don’t sell that here.”
    

    

    
      The moment he heard the words “Dark Pet,” the long-haired youth immediately waved his hands and tried to close the door.
    

    

    
      “Hey, brother, no need to rush! You’re really turning down business delivered to your door?”
    

    

    
      “What are you doing? Let go, or I’ll call someone!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming holding the door open, the long-haired youth’s face darkened as he threatened him.
    

    

    
      “What’s going on, Long Hair?”
    

    

    
      A stern voice came from behind the youth.
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, you’re not doing business anymore?”
    

    

    
      Hearing the familiar-sounding call from inside, Zhou Ming quickly shouted.
    

    

    
      “Open the door.”
    

    

    
      Hearing what seemed like a familiar voice, the man inside ordered the youth to open up.
    

    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    

    
      When the door opened, the man called Brother Snake saw an unfamiliar face. His brows immediately furrowed.
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, you may not know me, but I know you. I’ve worked across the street for two years.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming quickly explained and stated his purpose.
    

    

    
      “I want to buy a Dark Pet—an Ironthread Snake.”
    

    

    
      “Haha, so it’s a paying customer!”
    

    

    
      “Long Hair, you just tried to turn a guest away!”
    

    

    
      Smack!
    

    

    
      A slap landed squarely on his underling’s head.
    

    

    
      “I—I thought…”
    

    

    
      “Thought what? Get lost!”
    

    

    
      After scolding his subordinate, Brother Snake turned back to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “New kid—doesn’t know the ropes yet.”
    

    

    
      “No problem. I just want to buy an Ironthread Snake for fun. Does Brother Snake have any?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. I don’t have every Dark Pet, but when it comes to snake-type Dark Pets, there isn’t one that I, Brother Snake, don’t have. It’s just…”
    

    

    
      He rubbed his fingers together—a universal gesture.
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming opened his pocket slightly, revealing a stack of Alliance Coins—about ten thousand.
    

    

    
      “Please, brother, this way.”
    

    

    
      Money talked. Seeing that Zhou Ming was a genuine buyer, Brother Snake immediately welcomed him inside.
    

    

    
      “Bring out an Ironthread Snake for this gentleman to see.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake was straightforward. Since the customer had made his request, he didn’t ask further and directly told his men to fetch the goods.
    

    

    
      About one foot long and as thick as chopsticks, its body was covered in tightly interlocking scales with a metallic sheen. Its slightly triangular head bore two small, reddish eyes like mung beans.
    

    

    
      Looking at the glass box before him, Zhou Ming knew this was exactly what he needed—the Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake wasn’t a Ferocious Beast but a new species of snake that had mutated from a native Blue Star serpent.
    

    

    
      Besides its exceptional agility, its greatest strength lay in its venom.
    

    

    
      Of course, “terrifying” was a word only ordinary people would use.
    

    

    
      But for its level, the Ironthread Snake’s venom was still potent enough to deserve it.
    

    

    
      Its venom mainly caused paralysis. Once bitten, the victim’s entire body would go numb, muscles weakening to the point of immobility. Many who were poisoned died from cardiac paralysis.
    

    

    
      If enough venom was used, it could even cause short-term paralysis in low-level Ferocious Beasts—and that was precisely what Zhou Ming wanted: a snake that could threaten low-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      “How much for one?”
    

    

    
      “Thirty thousand.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, are you kidding? Since I came to you, of course, I know its market price.”
    

    

    
      Facing Brother Snake and his two underlings, Zhou Ming didn’t back down and directly called out the overcharge.
    

    

    
      “Of course, that’s the price for outsiders. Since we’re both in the pet trade, twenty thousand—for you, that’s my lowest price.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake raised two fingers before Zhou Ming, as if to show his sincerity—this was his final offer.
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      "Fifteen thousand."
    

    

    
      Looking at Brother Snake’s exaggerated expression, Zhou Ming calmly stated his price.
    

    

    
      “Ha… haha.”
    

    

    
      “You messing with me?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s offer, Brother Snake almost didn’t react at first. Then his expression darkened as he looked at Zhou Ming with dissatisfaction.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming completely ignored Brother Snake’s unpleasant look and said indifferently,
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, since you deal in serpent-type Dark Pets, you should know what it means when red dots appear on the white fangs of an Ironthread Snake, right?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Brother Snake immediately snatched the glass box from his subordinate’s hands.
    

    

    
      After provoking the Ironthread Snake a couple of times and seeing it open its deadly jaws, he indeed spotted two tiny red dots on each of its fangs.
    

    

    
      “Haha, didn’t expect you to have such sharp eyes, little brother. Consider that my apology for earlier. Fifteen thousand it is.”
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, straightforward as always.”
    

    

    
      Since the other party was so forthright, Zhou Ming didn’t mind flattering him a little—it cost him nothing, and keeping Brother Snake in a good mood could prevent unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      Then Zhou Ming took out fifteen thousand Alliance Coins, fetched a bag, packed up the Ironthread Snake, and left.
    

    

    
      “Boss, why’d you sell it to him for fifteen thousand? I remember the Ironthread Snake goes for at least twenty thousand.”
    

    

    
      Slap!
    

    

    
      Brother Snake, who was fond of using his hands, smacked his underling across the head.
    

    

    
      “I told you lot to read more books, but you’d rather go chase women!”
    

    

    
      “But ain’t that what you’re here for, Brother Snake?”
    

    

    
      Rubbing the sore spot on his head, the underling quickly flattered him.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, today I’ll teach you properly. If Brother Snake’s own men don’t understand venomous snakes, how would I show my face?”
    

    

    
      “Boss, you teach! We’re listening!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Brother Snake’s anger subside, the two quickly chimed in.
    

    

    
      “When red dots appear on an Ironthread Snake’s fangs, it means it’s been affected by something—it’s showing signs of mutation.”
    

    

    
      “Wouldn’t a mutation make it more valuable?”
    

    

    
      “Of course I know a mutated Ironthread Snake is worth a fortune! But the damn mutation success rate is terrifyingly low!”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake instantly regretted keeping the new underling around and sending his capable men to fetch goods instead.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Outside the alley, Zhou Ming quickened his pace once he secured the Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      Though this place wasn’t a den of man-eaters, there weren’t many decent people either.
    

    

    
      The “Dark Pets” he and Brother Snake discussed were actually venomous or ferocious beasts.
    

    

    
      Some ordinary people, seeking thrills, would buy venomous pets to raise.
    

    

    
      But unlike Ferocious Beasts implanted with Spiritual Seeds, these regular poisonous pets couldn’t be controlled by Beast Tamers, and ordinary people often ended up injured or dead.
    

    

    
      If abandoned or escaped, such pets could even cause public safety incidents.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the authorities classified them as banned goods. But as long as there were buyers, there was a market—and since trading venomous pets wasn’t a major crime, some thugs naturally jumped at the easy profit.
    

    

    
      It was lucrative enough for small gangs but not enough to attract large powers. And since it wasn’t considered a severe criminal offense, a few bribes could easily make investigations disappear. That’s why semi-open black markets for venomous pets existed at all.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, how could his previous self have known so much?
    

    

    
      As for why he specifically sought out Brother Snake—it was because Brother Snake mainly dealt in snakes, making it easier to find the Ironthread Snake Zhou Ming needed. Moreover, his predecessor had heard that Brother Snake had a bold and forthright personality.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Zhou Ming wouldn’t have deliberately offered fifteen thousand after discovering the Ironthread Snake’s mutation—he was exploiting Brother Snake’s straightforwardness to stop him from haggling further.
    

    

    
      The trip back went smoothly, without any unexpected incidents. Perhaps he’d already exhausted his bad luck earlier.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect to still have over ten thousand left.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the stack of Alliance Coins he’d tossed onto the bed, Zhou Ming sighed at today’s fortune.
    

    

    
      The fifteen thousand came from what his predecessor had painstakingly saved over time. He’d planned to use it to buy resources required for Beast Tamers, only to find that prices had surged—and what he had wasn’t enough.
    

    

    
      He’d scrimped and saved, but one sudden price increase had rendered all his efforts meaningless. That frustration had driven his predecessor to risk everything, forcing the condensation of a Spiritual Seed—resulting in his death.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming went to resign from his job today, he thought he’d only get last month’s and withheld wages—about six thousand Alliance Coins. Unexpectedly, Sister Wu, within her power, added another four thousand to round it up to ten thousand.
    

    

    
      “Sigh, didn’t think I’d end up owing someone a favor so soon.”
    

    

    
      Now that Zhou Ming urgently needed money, he had no choice but to accept Sister Wu’s kindness, though he silently noted the debt in his heart.
    

    

    
      “Still, I really lucked out this time.”
    

    

    
      Picking up the glass box beside him, Zhou Ming carefully observed the Ironthread Snake within.
    

    

    
      Ever since the appearance of Dimensional Rifts, animal mutations had become commonplace—especially among ordinary creatures.
    

    

    
      But most mutations ended in death. Even successful ones that turned out benign were extremely rare.
    

    

    
      The main reason was that ordinary animals lacked the physical endurance and potential to withstand the toll of mutation. Additionally, they couldn’t guide the process themselves.
    

    

    
      However, for a Beast Tamer, such matters were simple. Although implanting a Spiritual Seed couldn’t control the mutation process, it could guide it in a favorable direction. With the Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power supporting it, the creature’s chance of a successful mutation increased significantly.
    

    

    
      But few Beast Tamers would bother doing so, because most mutated creatures were just ordinary animals. Even successful ones were no match for true Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      And no one would risk removing a Spiritual Seed afterward just to sell the creature—doing so would harm the Beast Tamer’s own spirit. That would be like begging for food while holding a golden bowl.
    

    

    
      But for Zhou Ming, things were different. In every sense, taming a mutated Ironthread Snake could only bring benefits, not harm.
    

    

    
      Staring at the snake inside the glass box, Zhou Ming stopped preparing further and decided to implant the Spiritual Seed directly into its consciousness.
    

    

    
      After all, a mutating Ironthread Snake could go berserk at any moment, and he didn’t have the money to buy another.
    

    

    
      “Pa, pa…”
    

    

    
      As the Spiritual Seed entered the Ironthread Snake’s consciousness and fused into its soul, the snake thrashed violently. Its tail repeatedly struck the glass box, and the sesame-sized, dense scales scraped harshly against the surface.
    

    

    
      Watching its transformation through the link of the Spiritual Seed, Zhou Ming sensed the Ironthread Snake’s mutation accelerating rapidly.
    

    

    
      He immediately sat cross-legged on the bed, closed his eyes tightly, and held the glass box in his arms. Using his mental thread, he continuously guided the snake’s mutation and poured his own Spiritual Power to sustain it.
    

    

    
      Inside the dimly lit room, under the orange glow of the incandescent bulb, Zhou Ming’s body remained motionless like a statue—utterly focused on assisting his beast.
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      “That was close!”
    

    

    
      In the dimly lit room, Zhou Ming suddenly opened his eyes, still shaken as he evaluated his reckless actions from moments ago.
    

    

    
      He was drenched in sweat from head to toe, unsure whether it was due to excessive spiritual power consumption or simply because he had scared himself.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, whose knowledge of beast taming was shallow, had thought that guiding a mutation would be a simple task—but after experiencing it firsthand, he realized just how ignorant and rash he had been.
    

    

    
      When he used his own spiritual power to guide the Ironthread Snake’s mutation, what he perceived through his spiritual sense was an extremely intricate structure.
    

    

    
      Although he had been a poor student, Zhou Ming still possessed some basic biological knowledge—organs, cells, and genes—all combined to form that diagram of scientific profundity.
    

    

    
      From a purely aesthetic standpoint, the diagram possessed a mysterious kind of beauty that made one want to explore it endlessly.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, Zhou Ming wasn’t here to admire its wonder.
    

    

    
      When the image appeared, his mind went completely blank.
    

    

    
      A moment ago, it was just an elementary math test, and now it had suddenly turned into a university-level calculus exam?!
    

    

    
      Yet at this point, Zhou Ming had no choice but to bite the bullet—his wallet’s thinness had already decided that he only had one chance.
    

    

    
      If he failed, he would have to waste time finding another job and slowly save up the needed capital again.
    

    

    
      He didn’t need his Ironthread Snake to become exceptionally powerful; as long as it survived and retained its original strength, that was enough.
    

    

    
      This process of guidance felt just like an exam—making mistakes would deduct points, getting answers right would add points, and there was a required number of questions to complete.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ming hadn’t actively guided the mutation, the Ironthread Snake could have relied on its own luck—but since he had already entered the examination room, there was no turning back. Even luck now depended on him, its Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Aware of his limitations, Zhou Ming gave up on the “essay questions,” hoping to scrape by with the “multiple choice” and “true-or-false” ones.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, luck wasn’t too cruel this time. A few simple guidance attempts went smoothly; even the small mistakes he made didn’t affect the overall mutation process.
    

    

    
      In the end, the Ironthread Snake’s fangs turned entirely crimson, its venom’s toxicity increased slightly, and the piercing power of its fangs improved dramatically.
    

    

    
      Aside from that, its gray-black body turned pitch black, with denser, more metallic-looking scales—its defense received a moderate boost.
    

    

    
      Exam result: barely passing. (Purely judging by luck—full marks.)
    

    

    
      After calming his racing heartbeat, Zhou Ming wiped the sweat from his face and immediately examined his first official beast.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake was still the same size as before; apart from changes in its scale and fang colors, it didn’t look too different from an ordinary one.
    

    

    
      “Click.”
    

    

    
      Opening the glass tank, Zhou Ming reached his hand inside without a hint of fear that the snake might attack him.
    

    

    
      “So this is my beast now?”
    

    

    
      The one-foot-long Ironthread Snake rested in Zhou Ming’s palm as its master casually inspected it.
    

    

    
      “If the future Ironthread Snakes I command are all of this quality, maybe my strength won’t fall too far behind.”
    

    

    
      Apprentice Beast Tamers didn’t differ much from ordinary people in terms of raw power.
    

    

    
      When they began to command their own beasts, those beasts would start to nourish their masters in return—but that feedback effect required a long time before showing any significant change.
    

    

    
      Moreover, such feedback only strengthened certain physical aspects of the Beast Tamer—it wouldn’t instantly grant them great power.
    

    

    
      For example, as Zhou Ming commanded more Ironthread Snakes, his flexibility and resistance to poison would gradually improve, but not by much, unless he underwent specialized training.
    

    

    
      Only after advancing to the Official Rank would a Beast Tamer begin to possess transcendent strength.
    

    

    
      Take the Beast Knight as an example—a promotion system developed through the unique feedback bond between beast and master.
    

    

    
      Through a ritual, the Beast Tamer and their beast would sign a life-and-death contract.
    

    

    
      Their lives intertwined; their fates connected.
    

    

    
      The Beast Tamer would gain the beast’s innate talents and physical prowess, while the beast would gradually awaken intelligence at higher ranks.
    

    

    
      Ferocious Beasts were divided into Low-rank, High-rank, Lord-rank, and Legendary Beast King levels.
    

    

    
      Usually, only Lord-rank beasts developed any form of intelligence, while a Beast King possessed intelligence equal to that of a human.
    

    

    
      But that was getting ahead of things—for now, Apprentice Beast Tamers weren’t much different from ordinary humans.
    

    

    
      As long as Zhou Ming had enough Ironthread Snakes, he could use part of them to entangle an enemy’s beast while personally attacking the opposing Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      That was why he said his overall strength still had room to improve.
    

    

    
      However, even if he managed to find enough capable Ironthread Snakes, he still couldn’t avoid the insurmountable barrier of advancing to the Official Rank.
    

    

    
      “Money… and knowledge.”
    

    

    
      Thinking of what he lacked, Zhou Ming began to understand the despair his predecessor had felt.
    

    

    
      If his aptitude had been strong enough, he might have had a chance—but his was only barely passable.
    

    

    
      If not for inheriting the Spiritual Seed his predecessor had risked his life to obtain, Zhou Ming might have ended up like that other Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Forget it. I’ll sleep first.”
    

    

    
      Drained of spiritual power, Zhou Ming set aside his current troubles and decided to get some rest—his body was utterly exhausted.
    

    

    
      “Thud.”
    

    

    
      Sleep came swiftly. Without even washing up, Zhou Ming collapsed onto the bed in his sweat-soaked clothes and fell asleep within seconds.
    

    

    
      Only the Ironthread Snake remained, tilting its little head in confusion. Seeing that its master ignored it, it looked around a few times before slowly crawling onto Zhou Ming’s wrist, coiling itself around him—like a stylish, living bracelet.
    

    

    
      This sleep was the most restful Zhou Ming had experienced since arriving in this world. He didn’t wake up until the sun was already high in the sky the next day.
    

    

    
      “So hungry…”
    

    

    
      From within his dreams, Zhou Ming suddenly sat up in bed.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he had slept enough—it was that hunger had woken him.
    

    

    
      Had it not been for the hunger, he might have slept even longer.
    

    

    
      “Snake?”
    

    

    
      As his grogginess faded, Zhou Ming remembered his Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      Feeling the cool sensation around his wrist, he immediately raised his right hand before his eyes.
    

    

    
      “Little one, were you standing guard for me?”
    

    

    
      Looking at the snake’s tiny head curiously scanning its surroundings, Zhou Ming, on a whim, flicked it lightly on the head.
    

    

    
      “From now on, you’ll be No. 1.”
    

    

    
      Considering that he possessed thousands of Spiritual Seeds, Zhou Ming wasn’t about to give each beast an individual name.
    

    

    
      “Gurgle…”
    

    

    
      Just as he was playing with his beast, Zhou Ming’s stomach loudly reminded him it was time to eat. Setting the Ironthread Snake down, he decided to get something to eat.
    

    

    
      But before that, he chose to wash up—the sticky sweat and clammy clothes were unbearable to him.
    

    

    
      After washing, Zhou Ming felt refreshed. Humming a small tune, he left his room in good spirits.
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      In a deserted alleyway, various discarded objects were piled haphazardly against the wall. Dark yellow sewage flowed along the ground, and the stench of rotting garbage filled the air—no one would willingly pass through this place.
    

    

    
      However, for a few stray cats and dogs, this was the perfect refuge where no outsiders would disturb them.
    

    

    
      From a cluttered corner, an abandoned pet raccoon cat crawled out, ready to begin searching for food for the day.
    

    

    
      It stretched its front legs backward, opened its mouth to reveal sharp white fangs, and arched its body—it must have just woken from sleep.
    

    

    
      At that very moment, a streak of black light appeared above the cat’s head without any warning, as fast as lightning.
    

    

    
      “Meow—”
    

    

    
      The raccoon cat let out a sharp, miserable cry. Its fur stood on end, and with a powerful leap, it jumped into the air.
    

    

    
      It shook its head frantically, trying to throw off whatever had landed on it.
    

    

    
      When it finally managed to fling the thing away, it turned out to be a small snake. The raccoon cat raised its paw, ready to strike back—and perhaps turn the creature into its lunch.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      A very faint sound echoed.
    

    

    
      The nimble raccoon cat, which had landed silently, suddenly collapsed to the ground, its limbs weak. Not a single twitch followed.
    

    

    
      At the mouth of the alley, Zhou Ming witnessed the strange scene clearly.
    

    

    
      The small snake that had attacked the raccoon cat was none other than his beast—the Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      The reason Zhou Ming did this was to test the potency of his Ironthread Snake’s venom after mutation, so he could decide his next move.
    

    

    
      Ordinary Ironthread Snake venom was enough to paralyze a normal human within a minute, causing the heart to stop soon after.
    

    

    
      Yet, the mutated Ironthread Snake had killed the raccoon cat in just a few seconds. Judging by its venom alone, Ironthread Snake No. 1 might already possess the strength of a pseudo–Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      Through his spiritual link, Zhou Ming issued a command and recalled the Ironthread Snake. It was time to proceed with his next major plan.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “A full set of sealed protective gear costs one thousand Alliance Coins, a head-mounted searchlight three hundred Alliance Coins, and a level-two filtered respirator with an emergency oxygen bottle seven hundred and fifty Alliance Coins.”
    

    

    
      “That’s two thousand and fifty Alliance Coins in total. I’ll give you a round number—two thousand.”
    

    

    
      At a shop near the walls of Qinshan Base, a middle-aged man was calculating the cost of the supplies Zhou Ming needed.
    

    

    
      “Want a steel fork? It’s extendable.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming empty-handed, the shopkeeper dutifully made his recommendation.
    

    

    
      “Thanks, but I don’t need it for now.”
    

    

    
      Besides, even if he wanted one, Zhou Ming’s funds were too limited to spend recklessly.
    

    

    
      Hearing that this young man didn’t even want the steel fork—a must-have for a Rat Exterminator—the shopkeeper studied him a few more times. But since the customer had clearly declined, he could only give up on pushing further.
    

    

    
      Still unwilling to give up entirely, he raised his head and asked once more, “Anything else?”
    

    

    
      “Thanks, no. Just see if you can make it any cheaper.”
    

    

    
      “That won’t do. Standard pricing. You can ask around if you don’t believe me.”
    

    

    
      The shopkeeper quickly shook his head, rejecting the haggling attempt. He said no more.
    

    

    
      Seeing that, Zhou Ming could only hand over his limited funds, pay, and leave.
    

    

    
      After leaving the shop, he found a quiet corner, put on the gear, and walked toward a nearby entrance that looked like a subway station.
    

    

    
      Without a job, Zhou Ming had no income. His remaining savings wouldn’t last forever—he had to find a way to make money.
    

    

    
      Becoming a Rat Exterminator was the decision he made after confirming the Ironthread Snake’s venom strength.
    

    

    
      Due to the influence of the Dimensional Rifts, native creatures on Blue Star had begun to mutate. Rats, with their incredible adaptability, had the highest survival rate among them.
    

    

    
      Beneath Qinshan Base, countless rats lurked in the sewers. The enormous rodent population gave rise to many mutated variants—each about the size of a housecat.
    

    

    
      These were called Hardfur Rats. They often damaged pipelines, attacked pedestrians above ground, and caused various other problems.
    

    

    
      Because ordinary rats could never be completely eradicated, the Hardfur Rats kept reappearing—it was impossible to wipe them out entirely.
    

    

    
      To address the issue, the Alliance government issued a bounty: one Hardfur Rat tail was worth one hundred Alliance Coins, a long-term standing reward.
    

    

    
      This decree gave rise to a new profession—the Rat Exterminators—and the businesses that supplied them.
    

    

    
      The middle-aged man selling extermination gear earlier had made his fortune off this trade.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t know if the exterminators themselves were getting rich, but that greasy shopkeeper clearly was.
    

    

    
      Still, Zhou Ming didn’t envy him. The man might have looked ordinary, but to secure such a profitable business, he must have had strong backing.
    

    

    
      At the sewer entrance, several other Rat Exterminators in protective suits were entering or leaving. They didn’t chat—just exchanged brief glances before hurrying off.
    

    

    
      The sewers had been built at the founding of Qinshan Base. Perhaps by foresight, the tunnels were designed with a two-meter-high ceiling, walkable ledges on both sides, and a deep drainage channel running through the middle.
    

    

    
      “Snap.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming turned on the high-beam headlamp, his brows furrowed instantly.
    

    

    
      Even though he had mentally prepared himself, the filth before him still made him hesitate to breathe too deeply.
    

    

    
      Dirty, chaotic, foul—those three words would have been flattering for this environment. After a single glance, Zhou Ming quickly looked away, unwilling to see the ground again.
    

    

    
      After all, he didn’t rely on himself to hunt the Hardfur Rats.
    

    

    
      Or rather, he didn’t need to fight personally—since his beast was part of his power.
    

    

    
      Suppressing his discomfort at the sticky feeling beneath his boots, Zhou Ming summoned his Ironthread Snake from within his clothes, letting it coil into his palm to begin searching for prey.
    

    

    
      Though it couldn’t understand human speech, the spiritual link between them allowed it to grasp its master’s intent immediately.
    

    

    
      With the searchlight in hand, Zhou Ming ventured deep into the labyrinthine sewers beneath Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      As a Beast Tamer, Zhou Ming might very well have been the only one doing extermination work.
    

    

    
      Not because the pay was too low—but because anyone who could become a Beast Tamer was either wealthy or extraordinarily gifted. Even wild Beast Tamers couldn’t make a living if their tamed beasts weren’t suitable for the job.
    

    

    
      “Hisss—”
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake flicked its tongue repeatedly, tasting the air for information, making faint sounds as it moved.
    

    

    
      Soon, it began behaving like a compass. Not long after entering the sewers, its head locked onto a fixed direction and signaled Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Good job, little one. I’ll treat you to some meat when we get back.”
    

    

    
      With its small body, Zhou Ming had no trouble feeding one Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      Though, he might have forgotten—Ironthread Snakes were carnivorous by nature. They simply ate differently.
    

    

    
      After paralyzing their prey, they would inject more venom, softening the flesh before feeding by absorption. If the prey was small enough, such effort wasn’t even necessary.
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      “Squeak, squeak.”
    

    

    
      In the pitch-black sewer, a miserable sound came from the darkness.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ming hadn’t become a Beast Tamer, and if his courage hadn’t grown stronger with time, even he might not have been able to endure such an environment. He wondered how others managed to stay down here.
    

    

    
      Poor? That seemed to be the only explanation.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he wouldn’t have come to this place.
    

    

    
      With his headlamp on and guided by the Ironthread Snake coiled around his palm, Zhou Ming reached a fork in the tunnel.
    

    

    
      He turned directly into the right passage. After only a few steps, he spotted the Hardfur Rat he had been searching for.
    

    

    
      Its body was about the size of a house cat, covered in coarse, bristly fur, and its eyes glinted with a feral, bloodthirsty coldness.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming observed the Hardfur Rat, it stared right back at him, motionless.
    

    

    
      Clearly, the light from his lamp had already alerted it.
    

    

    
      “So ferocious.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming frowned slightly at the scene before him.
    

    

    
      Several ordinary rats had been bitten into bloody pieces by the Hardfur Rat—broken limbs scattered everywhere.
    

    

    
      Crimson blood stained the creature’s mouth, and beads of blood still clung to its whiskers.
    

    

    
      “Ssshh…”
    

    

    
      When it saw Zhou Ming approach, the Hardfur Rat didn’t flee. Instead, it crouched low and hissed menacingly at him, its sharp claws scratching the ground with a harsh screech.
    

    

    
      “No wonder they issued a Rat Extermination Order. Once these beasts multiply, they become a disaster for ordinary people.”
    

    

    
      “Go.”
    

    

    
      Having witnessed the Hardfur Rat with his own eyes, Zhou Ming understood why there was a bounty on them. Not only did they carry countless bacteria, but their bloodthirsty and mindless nature made them especially dangerous.
    

    

    
      If they swarmed, it would be no different from facing a miniature beast tide without fear—Beast Tamers might survive, but unarmed civilians would surely suffer.
    

    

    
      For such a creature, Zhou Ming immediately gave a command to his beast.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake’s coiled body tensed like a spring ready to strike. The moment it heard Zhou Ming’s order, it lunged toward the Hardfur Rat.
    

    

    
      Seeing the Ironthread Snake attack, the Hardfur Rat’s fur bristled as it leapt up, claws slashing at the snake mid-air.
    

    

    
      Its yellowed teeth gnashed as it prepared to bite down the moment it caught its foe.
    

    

    
      But a contracted beast had a master, and it was the combination of a beast’s strength and its tamer’s intellect that unleashed true power.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s control, the Ironthread Snake twisted mid-air, narrowly dodging the claws and whipping its tail across the Hardfur Rat as it passed.
    

    

    
      But the Hardfur Rat, a veteran killer, reacted quickly. Its tail lashed out toward the snake in retaliation.
    

    

    
      However, with the Ironthread Snake’s agility and armored scales, the blow posed no threat.
    

    

    
      Instead, it gave the snake an opening—it twisted its body and bit down on the Hardfur Rat’s tail, the creature’s coarse fur offering no defense.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      In just an instant, the Ironthread Snake completed its hunt.
    

    

    
      The Hardfur Rat’s body went rigid mid-air, paralyzed, and crashed heavily onto the tunnel floor.
    

    

    
      Not all parts of the sewer were muddy, and the ten-kilogram rodent hit the ground without cushioning.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      The Hardfur Rat tried to stand but collapsed again.
    

    

    
      Not wasting time, Zhou Ming drew his prepared dagger and stepped forward. With a clean motion, he stabbed it through the ear into the brain.
    

    

    
      Then, he sliced off its tail and sealed it in a plastic bag.
    

    

    
      “One hundred Alliance Coins, earned.”
    

    

    
      Holding the bloodied bag under his lamp, Zhou Ming didn’t show the slightest disgust. Instead, he looked at the tail with a hint of satisfaction—after all, this was money.
    

    

    
      “Continue.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he had earned almost a full day’s wage in less than half an hour, Zhou Ming felt even more motivated.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake, having just done its part, slithered back up to Zhou Ming’s wrist when its master ignored it.
    

    

    
      “Almost forgot about you.”
    

    

    
      Ah, money—it truly bewitched the heart.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming continued his Hardfur Rat hunt. With good luck at the start, in less than half a day he successfully killed twenty-seven of them.
    

    

    
      A few others, perhaps survivors from previous exterminations, immediately fled the moment they saw him.
    

    

    
      “Time to head back.”
    

    

    
      After half a day in the sewers, Zhou Ming checked the level of his portable oxygen tank and made his decision.
    

    

    
      The sewer was mostly sealed off. The mixture of filth not only reeked but also emitted toxic gases in some areas.
    

    

    
      Without the portable oxygen, Zhou Ming wouldn’t have lasted long. So, seeing that the tank was nearly empty, he began his return, his body completely covered in grime.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the Ironthread Snake’s assistance, his return went smoothly, and soon he could see the entrance tunnel where he had first entered.
    

    

    
      A few blinding beams of light appeared in his vision—it seemed to be other rat exterminators. Zhou Ming quickly had the Ironthread Snake slither back into his clothes.
    

    

    
      He also unzipped his protective suit slightly and stuffed the bag of rat tails inside.
    

    

    
      His chest bulged a bit, but not too obviously. Still, due to inexperience, he hadn’t come fully prepared.
    

    

    
      “Brother, how’s the haul?”
    

    

    
      Two groups of exterminators appeared—one with two people, the other with three.
    

    

    
      All wore protective suits and masks, their faces indistinguishable.
    

    

    
      And with the filth of the sewer clinging to their gear, they all looked nearly identical.
    

    

    
      “Newbie. Walked around and came back empty-handed. I’ll be better prepared next time.”
    

    

    
      When the leader of the three-man team greeted him, Zhou Ming replied casually.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, not well-prepared. Didn’t even bring a steel fork.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the teasing tone, Zhou Ming gave a light response and continued toward the exit.
    

    

    
      “Hey, little brother, want to join our team? We’re short one man—you could learn a lot.”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming was about to leave, one of the two-man group spoke up.
    

    

    
      “Thanks, but I’m just trying this out. No need to trouble you, brother.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t stop walking as he replied.
    

    

    
      The two groups of exterminators exchanged glances. The hands gripping their steel forks tightened, but in the end, they just watched Zhou Ming’s back fade into the dark passage.
    

    

    
      Those who lived long in the sewers—ruthless or not—were always cautious.
    

    

    
      There were plenty of vicious people down here, but just as many of those had ended up as corpses in the muck after falling for dirty tricks.
    

    

    
      Unable to gauge Zhou Ming’s background, both groups gave up on the idea of robbing him.
    

    

    
      “Cold Blade, why didn’t you make a move? Feeling shy in front of an old friend?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, if you’re not moving, how could I?”
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming left, the two groups of supposedly unfamiliar exterminators started chatting casually. Judging by their tone, it was clear they had pulled such stunts before.
    

    

    
      Their voices were relaxed, but their grips on the steel forks never loosened.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had no idea what happened behind him, but he could more or less guess their intentions.
    

    

    
      Before deciding to become a rat exterminator, he had heard plenty of rumors. Just imagining the environment down here was enough to know what could happen.
    

    

    
      This place—was far too perfect for murder and disposal.
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      When Zhou Ming walked out of the pitch-black sewer, night had already fallen. 
    

    

    
      Around him, only a few dim streetlights cast a weak glow for the late-night pedestrians.
    

    

    
      At Qinshan Base, which lacked an air-defense shield, there was no brightly lit scenery at night. 
    

    

    
      Outdoors, there were only scattered streetlights, barely enough to illuminate the paths of those returning late.
    

    

    
      As for indoors, one only needed to draw the curtains tightly to freely use bright lighting.
    

    

    
      Doing so was to avoid attracting Ferocious Beasts. 
    

    

    
      Although there were city walls, cannons, missiles, and other forms of defense, and the beasts around the base were cleared regularly, luck was an unpredictable thing.
    

    

    
      In the memories of his former self, there was once an incident in the history of the Blue Star Alliance—because of excessive lighting, a medium-sized base had unfortunately attracted a Beast King–level Storm Thunder Roc. 
    

    

    
      That brightly lit city had been struck by a rain of ten thousand thunders.
    

    

    
      By the time the Alliance’s Legendary Saint rushed over for support, the base had already turned into ruins.
    

    

    
      Because of that incident, bases without air-defense shields strictly controlled the use of lighting at night.
    

    

    
      After a long day of work, Zhou Ming’s stomach began to rumble again.
    

    

    
      Without dwelling further on the thought, he headed toward the nearby Rat Extermination Station to collect his half-day’s reward.
    

    

    
      After the profession of Rat Exterminator emerged, related service facilities quickly followed.
    

    

    
      At every major entrance to the sewers, there were Rat Extermination Stations—mainly used for exchanging bounties and storing the exterminators’ equipment.
    

    

    
      If one was willing to pay enough, hot water for bathing, clean clothes, steaming food, and even women to help the exterminators relax were all available.
    

    

    
      “Hello, I’m here to exchange my reward.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming threw a sealed bag containing the tails of Hardfur Rats directly onto the counter.
    

    

    
      The sharp sound of the bag hitting the surface immediately drew the attention of the staff member inside the booth, who had been playing with his phone.
    

    

    
      “Impressive.”
    

    

    
      Glancing at the blood-stained bag, the experienced staff instantly estimated the rough number.
    

    

    
      “Just luck,” Zhou Ming explained briefly, then added his request, “Also, open me a storage locker.”
    

    

    
      “Right away.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that the exterminator before him wasn’t inclined to chat, the staff member said nothing more.
    

    

    
      For three hundred Alliance Coins, the station provided one month of storage service, including basic cleaning for stained gear.
    

    

    
      With the locker key and 2,400 Alliance Coins in hand, Zhou Ming left immediately to fill his stomach.
    

    

    
      As he passed the main hall, he noticed dozens of Rat Exterminators drinking and chatting, with several women of decent looks sitting beside them, keeping them company.
    

    

    
      It seemed Zhou Ming was among the last batch of exterminators to return. After a brief glance, he left the station.
    

    

    
      However, upon exiting, he ran into the same group of unfamiliar exterminators he had encountered in the sewer earlier. This time, they didn’t greet him—only gave him a few scrutinizing looks.
    

    

    
      Seeing their unpleasant gazes, Zhou Ming merely frowned and left the station.
    

    

    
      Because the others were wearing protective suits, he couldn’t see their faces clearly, but it reminded him to stay on guard in the future.
    

    

    
      Still, if they truly crossed paths again, he wouldn’t mind leaving a few more corpses in the sewers.
    

    

    
      Without family or friends, and with the strength brought by becoming a Beast Tamer, Zhou Ming’s courage had grown substantially. His way of solving problems had become much more direct.
    

    

    
      After eating dinner outside, Zhou Ming returned to his residence. He didn’t forget his contracted beast—the Ironthread Snake—and made sure to treat it well.
    

    

    
      However, while feeding it, he recalled that apart from regular food and drink, a beast needed special resources to grow stronger.
    

    

    
      At that thought, Zhou Ming realized how many things he still lacked—and his desire to make money grew stronger.
    

    

    
      With the Ironthread Snake’s help, Zhou Ming spent most of his days in the sewers afterward. Even after showering, he couldn’t get rid of the lingering stench of decay.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind, though. The smell would fade away as long as he stayed out of the sewers for a while.
    

    

    
      The only real change was that Zhou Ming started feeding the Ironthread Snake with the flesh and blood of Hardfur Rats.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he couldn’t afford regular food for it—but he found that ordinary food couldn’t satisfy the snake’s appetite. Through their spiritual connection, Zhou Ming sensed that it preferred the blood and flesh of Hardfur Rats.
    

    

    
      After some thought, he understood why. The Hardfur Rat, being a mutated creature, possessed special substances within its body that normal animals didn’t.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the Ironthread Snake showed no adverse reaction—in fact, it grew more vigorous—Zhou Ming continued feeding it with Hardfur Rats afterward.
    

    

    
      A month later, when Zhou Ming was returning late again, his sharp spiritual sense as a Beast Tamer detected someone tailing him.
    

    

    
      Scanning casually, he identified the short-haired man not far behind—another Rat Exterminator, one of those he had met during his first extermination.
    

    

    
      Over the past month hunting Hardfur Rats, Zhou Ming had learned that those people were involved in some shady dealings.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected them to find him here. It seemed they had already uncovered his background.
    

    

    
      For them to take this long—was it caution, or were they waiting for him to save up enough money for a single, satisfying strike?
    

    

    
      Pretending not to notice, Zhou Ming kept walking home while thinking through the possibilities.
    

    

    
      In the end, he decided to strike first.
    

    

    
      Even if he changed his route, he couldn’t avoid this problem anymore. The fact that they had sent someone to follow him meant it was beyond the point of escape.
    

    

    
      Given his current circumstances, it would’ve been best to live quietly for now—but since a problem had already arisen, it was better to eliminate it while it was still budding.
    

    

    
      After a month of darkness and killing underground, Zhou Ming’s mindset had inevitably shifted. But in a world like Blue Star’s, perhaps it was simply adaptation.
    

    

    
      The next morning, after a simple wash-up, Zhou Ming headed to the pet market instead of the sewers.
    

    

    
      He went back to the same alley where Dark Pets were sold, once again seeking out Brother Snake. Knowing each other now would help avoid unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming knocked, the same long-haired youth opened the door—this time holding a book in hand.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming glanced at it casually; it was a book about snakes.
    

    

    
      It seemed the previous incident had left Brother Snake dissatisfied with his newly recruited underlings, so he was forcing them to “study” further.
    

    

    
      “Buying a Dark Pet.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, please come in.”
    

    

    
      Recognizing the customer who had visited before, and having suffered a loss once, the long-haired youth hurriedly opened the door to welcome Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming entered, the youth even poked his head out to check both ends of the alley.
    

    

    
      Apparently, this new recruit still hadn’t outgrown his childish sense of drama.
    

    

    
      In truth, as long as nothing went wrong, selling Dark Pets rarely drew complaints—and the Public Security Bureau usually didn’t bother with them.
    

    

    
      After all, in the current Beast Taming era, such underground dealings were like weeds—impossible to fully eradicate. And compared to other issues, Dark Pets weren’t even a serious problem.
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      “Little brother, what do you need this time? I’ve got quite a few good ones—Redtail and Green Bamboo—both poisonous and beautiful.”
    

    

    
      Seeing a familiar customer, Brother Snake greeted him warmly. After all, in his line of work, the circle of clients was small; he could only cultivate returning customers as best as he could.
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, you’re impressive. You even managed to get your hands on those two kinds.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was quite familiar with the two snakes Brother Snake mentioned.
    

    

    
      From a distance, the Green Bamboo Snake looked like a piece of jade; its smooth scales shimmered under the light, giving off a unique iridescent glow.
    

    

    
      The Redtail Snake, on the other hand, was quite special. Its body displayed a mix of colors, but its tail was always bright red—like a ruby.
    

    

    
      Both species had mutated from ordinary snakes on Blue Star. 
    

    

    
      Although their venom couldn’t compare to that of the Ironthread Snake, in terms of beauty, they definitely ranked among the top ten venomous snakes among ordinary species.
    

    

    
      “Just lucky. They’re fresh arrivals. Brother, are you interested?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming give him a thumbs up, Brother Snake put on a modest face, though his tone couldn’t quite conceal his pride.
    

    

    
      “No, I’m still here for Ironthread Snakes—two of them.”
    

    

    
      After a brief exchange, Zhou Ming got straight to the point.
    

    

    
      He had already prepared the money for the Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      After a month of working tirelessly day and night as a Rat Exterminator, he had saved up more than a hundred thousand Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Of course, earning that much was mostly thanks to the help of his tamed beast.
    

    

    
      Ordinary Rat Exterminators typically made only around ten thousand a month, and not everyone could handle that line of work.
    

    

    
      Not to mention the dangers of entering the sewers.
    

    

    
      “Looks like you’ve got a thing for Ironthread Snakes, brother.”
    

    

    
      After glancing a few times at Zhou Ming, Brother Snake said with a knowing smile.
    

    

    
      “Er Leng, bring out the two best-quality Ironthread Snakes for this young brother.”
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      A short-haired man with an honest face but a shrewd glint in his eyes immediately went inside upon hearing his boss’s command.
    

    

    
      “Brother, you came to the right person. Among all the sellers of Dark Pets in this market, I’m the only one with this many Ironthread Snakes.”
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t know why Zhou Ming wanted more Ironthread Snakes, Brother Snake sensed there might be more business opportunities, so he introduced himself eagerly.
    

    

    
      “Of course. I came here just for your good name, Brother Snake.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming never hesitated to offer flattery—it cost nothing, and it kept business cheerful for both sides.
    

    

    
      “Boss, the goods.”
    

    

    
      Er Leng came out from the back room carrying two glass boxes and called out to Brother Snake.
    

    

    
      “Let the brother take a look.”
    

    

    
      Taking the boxes, Zhou Ming immediately began inspecting the two Ironthread Snakes for any issues. At a minimum of twenty thousand each—forty thousand in total—he didn’t want to end up with defective snakes.
    

    

    
      Snap.
    

    

    
      Wrapped in newspaper, forty thousand Alliance Coins landed on the table.
    

    

    
      “Brother Snake, we’re old customers. Two for forty thousand. I’ll come back when there’s more business.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming fixed the price directly. After all, in this trade, prices could change from twenty thousand today to thirty thousand tomorrow—it was common.
    

    

    
      Picking up the newspaper-wrapped bundle, Brother Snake didn’t act coy. He opened it, checked the amount, then spoke again.
    

    

    
      “Since you put it that way, brother, I can’t turn you away. Just remember what you’ve said.”
    

    

    
      “Much appreciated.”
    

    

    
      Seeing how straightforward the man was, Zhou Ming offered a brief thanks before putting the glass boxes into two black plastic bags and leaving.
    

    

    
      “Boss, that guy seems to be hiding something.”
    

    

    
      Er Leng hadn’t been around the last time Zhou Ming came—he had been sent by Brother Snake to collect the newly mutated Redtail and Green Bamboo pets.
    

    

    
      Now, seeing Zhou Ming buy Ironthread Snakes again, he couldn’t help but suspect there was more to it.
    

    

    
      “What’s there to hide? He walks his bright road, I walk my narrow bridge—none of our concern.”
    

    

    
      “Er Leng, we just need to live our own small lives. No need to pry.”
    

    

    
      “There’s a saying—‘the more you know, the faster you die.’”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake lectured his loyal underling patiently.
    

    

    
      He had also noticed that the last time Zhou Ming came, he had seemed somewhat lacking in confidence—like he was bluffing behind borrowed authority.
    

    

    
      But this time, he clearly sensed a solid confidence in Zhou Ming, and even a faint aura of danger.
    

    

    
      He now had a car, a house, a wife, and even a mistress on the side. His wife was understanding enough not to ask questions—as long as he came home at night.
    

    

    
      Brother Snake was satisfied with such a life. He didn’t want Er Leng stirring up trouble for him.
    

    

    
      “Got it, boss.”
    

    

    
      “Good. You’ve worked hard lately. Come home with me later—your sister-in-law will cook a few dishes. We haven’t had a drink together in a while, so let’s relax a bit.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake knew how to keep his subordinates close—no wonder he’d built a successful business.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming, they didn’t discuss him further.
    

    

    
      Carrying the two newly purchased Ironthread Snakes, Zhou Ming returned directly to his place.
    

    

    
      “Seems my luck’s average this time.”
    

    

    
      He carefully inspected the two glass boxes in his hands again. Both contained ordinary Ironthread Snakes—no signs of mutation.
    

    

    
      Still, both snakes were in good condition, and Brother Snake hadn’t tried to deceive him.
    

    

    
      Seeing no surprises, Zhou Ming didn’t dwell on it. He began implanting Spiritual Seeds, preparing to tame his new beasts.
    

    

    
      Thanks to the unique nature of his Spiritual Seeds—and since neither snake had mutated—the process went smoothly.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      Three Ironthread Snakes, each a foot long, coiled around Zhou Ming’s right hand. The first one, whose strength had greatly increased after mutation, occupied the center of his palm alone.
    

    

    
      It seemed jealousy wasn’t limited to intelligent creatures.
    

    

    
      “Time to deal with the trouble.”
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming had already decided to quit being a Rat Exterminator after taming the three Ironthread Snakes, he still didn’t want to leave behind any potential problems.
    

    

    
      Leaving his place after lunch, Zhou Ming headed to the Rat Extermination Station, planning to enter the sewers once more.
    

    

    
      Facing Cold Blade and the others, Zhou Ming wasn’t willing to wait even one more night. After all, even a single mosquito could ruin his sleep.
    

    

    
      Not long after he entered the sewers, several figures quietly followed behind—clearly, they had been watching him the moment he arrived.
    

    

    
      “Here.”
    

    

    
      Spotting fresh traces in the black sludge on the ground, the group tailing Zhou Ming quickly determined which direction he had gone.
    

    

    
      “Cold Blade, I want the secret behind how that guy catches rats. You can take his money.”
    

    

    
      “That depends on what the secret is. If it’s a big one, the cash will just be scraps.”
    

    

    
      Cold Blade’s response made Scarred Knife visibly displeased. If not for the backers behind Cold Blade, he would’ve dumped the man into the sludge long ago.
    

    

    
      “Hmph. Fine, I’ll make it up to you—but don’t get too greedy.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      What Cold Blade really thought, however, only he knew.
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      “Tap, tap.”
    

    

    
      The sound of footsteps echoed sharply in the dark sewer, unnaturally loud, even carrying faint reverberations.
    

    

    
      Not far behind Zhou Ming, Cold Blade and his men had already turned off the lamps on their helmets, following only by the faint light of Zhou Ming’s lamp ahead.
    

    

    
      If they turned on their lights, it would be the same as announcing to Zhou Ming that someone was behind him.
    

    

    
      Recently, they had also noticed that Zhou Ming had become much more alert, probing into the events that occurred when the Rat Exterminators entered the sewers. It was clear he had learned something.
    

    

    
      If he saw anyone tailing him, he might very well flee on the spot.
    

    

    
      In a maze-like sewer, anything could happen; losing track of someone was entirely normal.
    

    

    
      “Tap, tap.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming moved forward step by step, and Cold Blade’s group matched their pace to his rhythm.
    

    

    
      Their sounds overlapped, and with the added echoes, it was nearly impossible to distinguish them unless one listened carefully.
    

    

    
      It seemed Cold Blade and his group were experienced in such dark dealings—they had already mastered the art.
    

    

    
      Not only did they know how to approach a target smoothly, but even their movements carried a seasoned, professional air.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately for them, Zhou Ming wasn’t in the sewers tonight to exterminate rats—he was here to fish.
    

    

    
      With his current preparedness, there was no way he could fail to notice the anomaly behind him. With his present strength, those few behind him could be crushed effortlessly.
    

    

    
      However, to avoid unnecessary trouble, Zhou Ming decided to lure them deeper in.
    

    

    
      At a corner turn, Zhou Ming’s gloved right hand brushed lightly against the wall, and two slender Ironthread Snakes slithered out.
    

    

    
      Now having three Ironthread Snakes in total, Zhou Ming intended for the strongest—Number One—to guard his safety, while Number Two and Number Three dealt with the enemies.
    

    

    
      If they couldn’t finish the job, the hidden Number One Ironthread Snake would be his last card to overturn the situation.
    

    

    
      Watching Zhou Ming head deeper and deeper into the sewer without stopping once, the men following him felt a trace of unease.
    

    

    
      After all, the deeper one went, the more likely they were to encounter large swarms of Hardfur Rats—the danger increased exponentially.
    

    

    
      Ordinarily, Rat Exterminators would never venture that deep unless they were part of a large team.
    

    

    
      Rat Exterminators came for money, not for thrills.
    

    

    
      Even the Qinshan Base had never aimed to wipe out all the Hardfur Rats—keeping them under control was enough, for total extermination was practically impossible.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming continued his descent, the group secretly speculated that the secret behind his ability to slay so many Hardfur Rats might be hidden in the depths of the sewers.
    

    

    
      Their greed united their thoughts as one.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, the depths of the sewer held nothing—except the “lucky spot” Zhou Ming had chosen for them.
    

    

    
      “This place will do nicely.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s voice suddenly echoed from the darkness ahead, leaving the group behind him confused.
    

    

    
      Just a few meters before Zhou Ming lay a large, filthy pool of wastewater.
    

    

    
      Black, green, and brown-yellow hues swirled together, accompanied by a nauseating stench and a sticky, revolting texture—it was a foul mixture of every possible filth.
    

    

    
      “Something’s wrong.”
    

    

    
      The quick-witted Cold Blade immediately sensed danger. No longer caring whether Zhou Ming noticed him, he tried to turn back and retreat toward the tunnel entrance.
    

    

    
      But his reaction came too late. As soon as Zhou Ming’s voice faded, two Ironthread Snakes bared their fangs.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s control, the snakes didn’t go for their feet, but lunged straight for their knees.
    

    

    
      The Rat Exterminators’ protective suits included thick, specially made boots—fangs of unmutated Ironthread Snakes couldn’t easily pierce through.
    

    

    
      Thus, Zhou Ming directed the snakes to strike the knees, where only the thin protective pants offered minimal defense.
    

    

    
      “Ah! Ahhh—!”
    

    

    
      “What is that!?”
    

    

    
      “Something’s attacking us!”
    

    

    
      “Lights! Turn on the lights!”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Their terrified shouts laid bare the panic in their hearts as they fumbled to turn on the lamps on their helmets.
    

    

    
      In the dim chaos, the Ironthread Snakes under Zhou Ming’s control completed their attack with swift precision.
    

    

    
      However, the men were not frail like Raccoon Cats, and the snakes were still ordinary. Even with Zhou Ming channeling a large amount of venom through them, the victims could still barely move.
    

    

    
      When they finally switched their lamps on, they caught sight of the two Ironthread Snakes slithering away after their successful strike.
    

    

    
      “Ironthread Snakes!?”
    

    

    
      In a society dominated by the Beast Taming culture, even ordinary people paid attention to powerful beasts. They instantly recognized what had bitten them.
    

    

    
      Their vision darkened in despair.
    

    

    
      They knew they wouldn’t be escaping tonight.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, I know you noticed us. Let me go! You’re a Beast Tamer—you must have an antidote!”
    

    

    
      Realizing Zhou Ming could control the Ironthread Snakes, Cold Blade immediately guessed his identity, understanding now why Zhou Ming could earn so much each day.
    

    

    
      As for why a Beast Tamer would bother becoming a Rat Exterminator, Cold Blade no longer cared. He just wanted to live.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Zhou Ming! You must have an antidote! Save me! I’ll pay—you can have all my property, over a million! Don’t you want it?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Cold Blade’s pleas, Scarred Knife also reacted, switching to bribery.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zhou, Grandfather Zhou, please spare us! We have money too!”
    

    

    
      The others begged frantically, their eyes fixed on the dim glow ahead—Zhou Ming’s light, their final ray of hope.
    

    

    
      Yet no matter how they begged or bargained, Zhou Ming stood motionless in the distance.
    

    

    
      No response. No approach.
    

    

    
      He simply stood there, as though watching them take their final steps in life.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, my grandmother—”
    

    

    
      Seeing their last hope untouchable, Scarred Knife’s mind finally broke.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming! My elder brother will avenge me! You’ll die in agony—a thousand times worse, ten thousand times worse!”
    

    

    
      By now, even the calmest—Cold Blade—could no longer endure the suffocating fear of death’s approach.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Facing their doomed fate, the men sprawled in the filthy water used their final strength to curse Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      They wished him endless misfortune, hoping he would die far more miserably than they would.
    

    

    
      “Zhou—”
    

    

    
      After three or four minutes, their breathing turned faint as threads. Even in their dying moments, they continued cursing Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      In utter despair, fear had already shattered their sanity—leaving only instinctive malice.
    

    

    
      When the last sound faded, the dark sewer returned to silence.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not immediately step forward to check. He didn’t mind waiting a few more minutes.
    

    

    
      Moments later, with the steady sound of “tap, tap,” Zhou Ming walked toward the place where their bodies lay.
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      “Hopefully, I will not respond to my enemies with powerless curses.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the few people lying on the ground, all wrapped in protective suits, there was no scene of blood or gore—only the terrified expressions of those who had removed their masks and were cursing in fear.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming felt somewhat uneasy in his heart, but he had no regrets about his decision to deal with Cold Blade and his group.
    

    

    
      That uneasiness was merely the normal reaction of an ordinary person when first faced with such a scene.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming simply knew that he had already stepped into a world where the weak were prey to the strong, yet he did not wish for his future self to deal with his enemies in this way.
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, Zhou Ming began to collect his spoils.
    

    

    
      He took nothing else—only the Alliance Coins from Cold Blade’s group. After storing them carefully, he dragged their bodies into a sewage pit.
    

    

    
      “Tap, tap…”
    

    

    
      Footsteps echoed again, and the sewers once more sank into darkness. Only the squeaking of rats could be heard as they began gathering the food they needed.
    

    

    
      At the Rat Extermination Station, Zhou Ming packed up his belongings and left directly.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming had returned unharmed, the other Rat Exterminators exchanged glances.
    

    

    
      A single thought rose in their minds—Cold Blade and his men would probably never leave the sewers again.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Rat Extermination Station, Zhou Ming did not take the tram back. Instead, he walked along the nearby road.
    

    

    
      Passing by a drainage ditch, he casually threw away the key to his storage locker. His days as a Rat Exterminator had officially come to an end.
    

    

    
      Night had fallen. On a street illuminated by only a few dim lamps, Zhou Ming waited in the shadows, away from the reach of the light.
    

    

    
      Though the street itself was dark, the shop lights on both sides shone in dazzling colors, and through the doors came the lively sounds of chatter and music.
    

    

    
      This was the famous Wind and Dust Street of the southern city—filled with bars, nightclubs, and various entertainment venues.
    

    

    
      Here, all kinds of people vented their inner pressure before returning to struggle for their lives again the next day.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming patiently waited, a group of people emerged from a bar.
    

    

    
      “Brother Tiger, do you want us to give you a ride?”
    

    

    
      “Get lost! You think I can’t handle my own liquor?”
    

    

    
      At the suggestion, the tall man called Brother Tiger laughed and cursed.
    

    

    
      “Haha, Blondie, you’re drunk! Still worrying about Brother Tiger?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah, with Brother Tiger’s drinking capacity, he could down a few more bottles easy. Am I right, everyone?”
    

    

    
      “Right!”
    

    

    
      Never missing a chance to flatter their leader, everyone chimed in.
    

    

    
      The one who had just spoken quickly apologized as well.
    

    

    
      Amidst their laughter and banter, the group soon dispersed.
    

    

    
      “Damn, I really drank too much.”
    

    

    
      After only a few steps, Brother Tiger suddenly felt an urge to relieve himself. Muttering curses, he walked to the roadside, unbuckled his belt, and began to urinate.
    

    

    
      Just as he took aim, a streak of black light flashed through the night and struck him before he could react.
    

    

    
      “Mm… thud.”
    

    

    
      Before a sound could escape his mouth, Brother Tiger collapsed to the ground.
    

    

    
      After he fell, a shadow slithered from his body toward Zhou Ming, who stood not far away.
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming had sent out Ironthread Snake No.1—he didn’t want the man to make any noise that might attract unwanted attention.
    

    

    
      After standing silently for a few minutes, Zhou Ming turned and left, leaving only a cold corpse behind.
    

    

    
      The reason Zhou Ming had come out so late to assassinate someone unrelated to him was because this “Brother Tiger” was Cold Blade’s elder brother.
    

    

    
      Brother Tiger, like Cold Blade, had once been a Rat Exterminator, but he had formed his own team and ruled as a “Rat Boss” at another sewer entrance.
    

    

    
      Cold Blade hadn’t followed his brother because he wanted to claim the entrance Zhou Ming had entered for himself.
    

    

    
      Now Cold Blade was dead, and Zhou Ming was alive—Brother Tiger would easily sense that something was wrong.
    

    

    
      Given the relationship between the two brothers, this could lead to trouble.
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming was a Beast Tamer, he was not much stronger than an ordinary person. A hidden bullet, a dose of poison, or a sudden knife attack could all end him.
    

    

    
      Therefore, rather than letting trouble brew, he chose to eliminate it at the source—saving both time and energy, and reducing the hidden dangers around him.
    

    

    
      Life was like this—trouble always came knocking. Zhou Ming’s only choice was to minimize it and devote more time and effort to the path of the Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      At dawn, a beam of sunlight slipped through a gap in the unclosed curtains and shone straight onto Zhou Ming’s face.
    

    

    
      “Another new day. Time to start working hard.”
    

    

    
      Blocking the light with one hand, Zhou Ming spoke with renewed determination.
    

    

    
      As for yesterday’s events, they seemed to have been completely erased from his mind.
    

    

    
      After washing up, Zhou Ming left the Garden Community, whose name carried a hopeful meaning, and set out to begin his plan.
    

    

    
      Before long, the tram for Route Three heading to the Inner City arrived.
    

    

    
      Once aboard, Zhou Ming casually glanced around—there weren’t many people heading to the Inner City.
    

    

    
      The few passengers inside were all neatly dressed, likely Inner City workers. Seeing Zhou Ming’s street-market clothes, their chins instinctively tilted upward.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming only smiled faintly and chose a random seat.
    

    

    
      This time, his destination was the Inner City of the Qinshan Base. The base was divided into four outer districts—East, South, West, and North. Zhou Ming lived in the South City’s Garden Community.
    

    

    
      At the very center of the Qinshan Base was the Inner City—a zoning structure adopted by most bases.
    

    

    
      Besides housing the upper- and middle-class citizens of Qinshan Base, the Inner City also contained its most important institutions.
    

    

    
      That was where Zhou Ming was heading today.
    

    

    
      As the tram started moving, the shops along the streets had already opened for business, and pedestrians began their daily hustle.
    

    

    
      As the tram approached the Inner City, the scenery around him began to change. Greenery appeared everywhere, the streets were cleaner, and the buildings looked newer and more refined.
    

    

    
      “So this is the Inner City?”
    

    

    
      Watching the changing scenery, Zhou Ming finally understood how visible social class had become in this transcendent world.
    

    

    
      But it seemed that everyone had already grown used to this reality.
    

    

    
      The only difference lay in whether one chose to climb upward or remain content with their current life.
    

    

    
      After all, in a world where population was a vital resource, even the Outer City still allowed for an ordinary, stable existence.
    

    

    
      “Beasts?”
    

    

    
      Once inside the Inner City, Zhou Ming saw for the first time other people’s contracted beasts with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      A Violent Lion, a Gale Wolf, a Diamond Ape.
    

    

    
      They weren’t everywhere, but compared to the Outer City, it felt like an entirely different world.
    

    

    
      These massive Ferocious Beasts were carrying their masters along the streets; otherwise, Zhou Ming might never have seen them.
    

    

    
      After condensing a Spiritual Seed and becoming a Beast Tamer, one could, through special substances and techniques, seal their beasts within their Spiritual Sea, letting them slumber there.
    

    

    
      This was the only method Zhou Ming knew of for carrying beasts. As for spatial tools capable of storing them, he had never heard of any.
    

    

    
      After all, space wasn’t a bus—not something anyone could just tamper with.
    

    

    
      “Ding.”
    

    

    
      The tram’s arrival chime rang.
    

    

    
      ……
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      “Qinshan Library has arrived. Passengers getting off, please do so promptly.”
    

    

    
      Though it was a bright, sunny morning, there weren’t many passengers inside the tram. 
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming didn’t even need to ask the driver to wait — he smoothly stepped off the tram.
    

    

    
      Qinshan Library was the only library in the Qinshan Base open to everyone. 
    

    

    
      Besides ordinary books, there were also volumes introducing various Ferocious Beasts and biological mutations. 
    

    

    
      Even fundamental Beast Tamer knowledge could be found here.
    

    

    
      Although most of it consisted of basic knowledge, it was already more than enough for Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      His former self had devoted nearly all his energy to meditation in order to condense the Spiritual Seed.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until the last time, when he guided Ironthread Snake No.1 through its mutation, that Zhou Ming realized that with his meager store of knowledge, it would be difficult to continue walking the path of a Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      If nothing else, he needed to build a solid foundation of basic understanding. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, even if someone handed him a supreme secret manual, he wouldn’t be able to comprehend it.
    

    

    
      The library before him had only three floors, built in a square shape. 
    

    

    
      The walls bore faint traces of age, exuding a heavy sense of history.
    

    

    
      After a casual glance around, Zhou Ming headed toward the interior of the library. 
    

    

    
      Along the way, he saw several fire hydrants and patrolling security personnel. 
    

    

    
      It seemed Qinshan Base took the library’s safety quite seriously. 
    

    

    
      He wondered whether any Beast Tamers were stationed here.
    

    

    
      “Hello, what do I need to do if I want to read books here?”
    

    

    
      Upon entering the library’s main hall, Zhou Ming immediately noticed the reception desk not far from the entrance and went straight there to ask.
    

    

    
      “You’ll need your identification and a library borrowing card.”
    

    

    
      “There are monthly and yearly borrowing cards. A monthly card costs only one hundred Alliance Coins and allows unlimited access for a month. A yearly card costs one thousand Alliance Coins and functions the same way, except it’s valid for a full year.”
    

    

    
      The female receptionist, who wore her hair in a ponytail, gave a prompt and professional reply upon hearing his inquiry.
    

    

    
      “There aren’t any restrictions? I can freely move between all the floors?”
    

    

    
      Not wanting to cause trouble, Zhou Ming voiced the questions on his mind. 
    

    

    
      After all, his understanding of this world was limited to the fragmented memories of his predecessor.
    

    

    
      “Yes, you may move freely between floors. You just need to remember: no loud talking, no disturbing others, and no damaging the library’s facilities or books. Borrowed books must be registered and read in designated areas. Aside from that, there are no special restrictions.”
    

    

    
      Despite Zhou Ming’s detailed questioning, the receptionist showed no impatience. 
    

    

    
      Instead, she explained everything patiently.
    

    

    
      “Thank you. Please make me a yearly card.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming handed over his identification and one thousand Alliance Coins, making his choice clear.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming?”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Not long after arriving in this world, Zhou Ming had changed his name — from “Ming” (明) to “Ming” (鸣). 
    

    

    
      Apart from distinguishing himself from his predecessor, he also hoped to live up to his name — to make his voice known to the world.
    

    

    
      “My name is Xiao Yun. If you need any help in the library, I can assist you within my ability.”
    

    

    
      The young man before her was plainly dressed but polite, leaving Xiao Yun with a good first impression.
    

    

    
      After briefly introducing herself, she spoke kindly, though she didn’t overpromise — they had only just met.
    

    

    
      “Thank you, Sister Yun.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming smiled in gratitude toward the kind-hearted Xiao Yun. 
    

    

    
      She was the second stranger to show him goodwill since he came to this world.
    

    

    
      After getting his borrowing card, Zhou Ming didn’t continue chatting with Xiao Yun. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he headed straight into the library’s inner area.
    

    

    
      Bright lights illuminated the interior, and aside from a handful of readers, the space was filled entirely with rows of bookshelves.
    

    

    
      “Never thought this poor student would still end up tormented by knowledge.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the scene before him, Zhou Ming shook his head with a wry smile, but eventually stepped into the sea of bookshelves.
    

    

    
      Guided by the directional signs, he quickly found the books he needed and went to the registration counter.
    

    

    
      After presenting his borrowing card and registering the titles, Zhou Ming moved to one of the reading tables arranged nearby, ready to begin his new journey.
    

    

    
      The Origin of Beast Tamers
    

    
      Compendium of Ferocious Beasts
    

    
      Common Knowledge of Beast Tamers
    

    
      Fundamentals of Biology
    

    

    
      None of these were particularly profound, but Zhou Ming planned to finish these first before tackling other materials. 
    

    

    
      He had already prepared himself for a long battle.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time quietly slipped by as Zhou Ming maintained a disciplined daily routine. 
    

    

    
      From late autumn through a snowless winter, then through the calm of spring and summer.
    

    

    
      At a window-side table on the library’s third floor, Zhou Ming watched the yellow leaves drifting outside and realized — another autumn had arrived.
    

    

    
      It had been exactly one year since he came to this world, and most of his life during that time had been spent inside this library.
    

    

    
      With the money he earned as a Rat Exterminator, plus extra gifts from Cold Blade and the others, Zhou Ming hadn’t had to worry about his living expenses this past year.
    

    

    
      The only real change was that Zhou Ming had tamed three more Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      To raise them, after leaving the library, Zhou Ming would release them into the drainage system, where they hunted Hardfur Rats as food.
    

    

    
      Since Hardfur Rats had undergone mutation, their flesh and blood were highly nourishing for ordinary Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      During each hunt, Zhou Ming would keep one normal Ironthread Snake in reserve in case of accidents, while letting No.1 lead the others. 
    

    

    
      After all, if they encountered a large Hardfur Rat colony, an ordinary snake would hardly be able to cope.
    

    

    
      After a year, Zhou Ming had not only accumulated a vast amount of foundational knowledge, but his Ironthread Snakes had also reached the peak of their kind. 
    

    

    
      As for Ironthread Snake No.1, it had reached the level of a half-step Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      With the potency of its venom now, it could already pose a threat to an ordinary Ferocious Beast — though it still had some way to go before it could face one head-on.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, aren’t you eating again?”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming was lost in thought, recalling the changes of the past year, Xiao Yun’s voice called to him from nearby.
    

    

    
      “Sister Yun, you’re here? I’ll go grab something later.”
    

    

    
      To save time, Zhou Ming usually ate a heavy breakfast, skipped lunch while staying in the library, and had another hearty meal after leaving in the evening.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Hearing his reply, Xiao Yun could only shake her head helplessly.
    

    

    
      “I knew you wouldn’t eat, so I brought you some lunch.”
    

    

    
      During the year Zhou Ming spent immersed in the library, he came and went with the staff daily. 
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun had witnessed his diligence firsthand.
    

    

    
      Though she didn’t have romantic feelings for him, she regarded Zhou Ming as a younger brother.
    

    

    
      Especially after learning about his background, she often looked after him — occasionally bringing him packed meals for lunch.
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      “Sister Yun brought food for Zhou Ming again, huh? Did she bring any for me?”
    

    

    
      Not far away, a slightly chubby man with squinted eyes came over with a grin.
    

    

    
      When he saw the lunchbox in Xiao Yun’s hand, his face immediately lit up as he prepared to freeload a meal.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, you have the nerve to ask for food? You only show up once in a blue moon. Here—there’s an apple, want it?”
    

    

    
      “Of course! Even if it’s just a lump of dirt from Sister Yun, I’d still eat it.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the glib Wang Yan, Xiao Yun simply tossed the apple at him, then placed the lunchbox on the desk in front of Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Thank you for the trouble, Sister Yun.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the neatly arranged utensils and the opened lunchbox, Zhou Ming could only accept Xiao Yun’s kind gesture.
    

    

    
      “Just don’t become like Wang Yan, and I won’t regret having a little brother like you.”
    

    

    
      Hearing himself being used as a negative example, Wang Yan instantly lost his appetite for the apple. He took a few exaggerated bites, “crunch, crunch,” as if to protest Xiao Yun’s words.
    

    

    
      “What? You unhappy I said a few words about you?”
    

    

    
      “How would I dare? I just think Sister Yun’s apple is too delicious—you see, I’ve nearly eaten the core!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the clownish Wang Yan, Zhou Ming could only smile faintly and start tasting the meal prepared by Sister Yun.
    

    

    
      Over the past year, besides Xiao Yun, Zhou Ming had also gotten to know this optimistic young man, Wang Yan.
    

    

    
      Wang Yan’s situation was somewhat similar to Zhou Ming’s—both in terms of Beast Taming aptitude.
    

    

    
      Through meditation, he could sense his Spiritual Power, but his talent was average, making it difficult to condense a Spiritual Seed. Moreover, since he was also from the outer city, he would most likely live as an ordinary person all his life.
    

    

    
      His only hope lay in marriage and children—perhaps one day, his offspring would be blessed with outstanding Beast Taming aptitude, allowing his family to rise to prominence.
    

    

    
      However, before Wang Yan had achieved much, his father had already made a decent living and accumulated some modest wealth in recent years.
    

    

    
      But now, Wang Yan faced a dilemma. With his father’s earnings, sending him to the Qinshan Beast Tamer University would leave them unable to afford any additional cultivation resources.
    

    

    
      Conversely, if they spent the money on meditation resources for him, they wouldn’t be able to send him to the only Beast Tamer university in the Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Faced with this choice, Wang Yan chose the latter.
    

    

    
      With resource support, he would eventually become a Beast Tamer. But if he attended Qinshan Beast Tamer University, he would likely only gain theoretical knowledge and end up as a teacher at an ordinary school.
    

    

    
      After all, within the entire Qinshan Base, there were barely a hundred who reached Official Rank as Beast Tamers. He wasn’t foolish enough to gamble away his father’s hard-earned opportunity for a minuscule chance at greatness. Becoming an Apprentice Beast Tamer was already good enough for him.
    

    

    
      Thus, Wang Yan had the same plan as Zhou Ming—to study foundational Beast Taming knowledge at the only public library in Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Thanks to his cheerful nature and their shared study environment, the two gradually became friends.
    

    

    
      As for Xiao Yun, Wang Yan got to know her through Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      But as Wang Yan’s family resources began to support his progress, his visits to the library became less frequent—hence why Xiao Yun often used him as a bad example.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming finished the meal before him, Xiao Yun once again reminded him to eat on time before taking the utensils and leaving.
    

    

    
      During lunch hours, the library was usually quiet except for people like Wang Yan chatting with Xiao Yun.
    

    

    
      Now, with lunchtime nearly over, more people would soon arrive, and Xiao Yun needed to prepare for her afternoon work.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, you know, Sister Yun looks pretty good, and she’s really nice too. The only ‘problem’ is she’s three years older than you.”
    

    

    
      “They say when the woman’s three years older, it’s worth a gold brick! You better seize the chance—and don’t forget, Sister Yun’s brother is a top-tier talent. If you latch onto this train, you’ll save yourself years of struggle!”
    

    

    
      As Xiao Yun left, Wang Yan grinned teasingly.
    

    

    
      “You talk too much.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming shot him a glance, then shifted his attention to the book before him, “Beast Control Manual.”
    

    

    
      “I’m serious, bro, it’s heartfelt advice.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming ignored him, Wang Yan continued to persuade earnestly.
    

    

    
      “Someone’s coming to read. If you don’t want to be kicked out, keep talking.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew Wang Yan’s weakness. If his father ever learned he’d been thrown out of the library, he’d break his legs.
    

    

    
      Wang Yan had once told him that when his father found out about his slacking off, he got beaten up and threatened with being cut off from his resources if he didn’t shape up.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, with his “content with mediocrity” attitude, he’d probably just coast along using his father’s resources to slowly reach Apprentice level.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming wasn’t interested in chatting, Wang Yan finally gave up on persuading him.
    

    

    
      Perhaps influenced by Zhou Ming, Wang Yan also immersed himself in his book, “On How Beast Tamers Get Rich.” Zhou Ming had no idea where he’d found such a title.
    

    

    
      Lost in the sea of knowledge, Zhou Ming only realized it was evening when the sun had already set and he’d finished reading the “Beast Control Manual.”
    

    

    
      When he looked up, Wang Yan had already slipped away quietly—though at least he’d had the decency not to disturb Zhou Ming’s study.
    

    

    
      “Time to head out and take a look.”
    

    

    
      Closing the book, Zhou Ming, who had spent a full year preparing, was ready to move on to his next plan. Beyond filling gaps in his foundational knowledge, he now needed to find a way to enhance his strength.
    

    

    
      The Basic Meditation Technique was becoming less effective, almost stagnant. 
    

    

    
      There were only two solutions left.
    

    

    
      One, to supplement it with Beast Tamer resources.
    

    

    
      Two, to obtain a better meditation technique.
    

    

    
      But neither of those could be found through mere reading in the library—they required him to fight for them himself.
    

    

    
      After returning the book at the registry, Zhou Ming walked downstairs.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Xiao Yun wasn’t around, he waited by the library entrance.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, are you waiting for me?”
    

    

    
      Though they sometimes left the library together, Zhou Ming rarely waited for Xiao Yun on purpose—mainly to avoid unnecessary misunderstandings.
    

    

    
      “Sister Yun, I might not come tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Xiao Yun was surprised, but not entirely unprepared.
    

    

    
      “So this is your farewell to me?”
    

    

    
      “Even if you stop coming, are you saying you won’t recognize me as your sister anymore?”
    

    

    
      After calming her emotions, Xiao Yun spoke half-jokingly.
    

    

    
      “How could I?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s gratitude toward Xiao Yun came from the heart. 
    

    

    
      In this lonely and unfamiliar world, she was one of the few people he could call a true friend—almost like family.
    

    

    
      “Remember to call me.”
    

    

    
      As the shuttle bus arrived to pick up staff, Xiao Yun waved her phone at him, hinting that they should keep in touch, before jogging toward the vehicle.
    

    

    
      As for why there was no farewell dinner—perhaps Xiao Yun didn’t take this as a real parting.
    

    

    
      Waving back, Zhou Ming watched her leave with a faint smile.
    

    

    
      It seemed he, too, understood Xiao Yun’s thoughts.
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      “Hey.”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming was leaving the library, preparing to head back to his residence, he suddenly heard a strange voice from behind him. It sounded like someone was calling out to him.
    

    

    
      When he turned around, he saw a handsome boy with short, tousled hair staring at him with a hostile expression.
    

    

    
      No—calling him a “boy” wasn’t quite right. It would be more accurate to say “young man.” That faint trace of budding facial hair revealed that he had already stepped into adolescence.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Facing the unfamiliar youth before him, Zhou Ming asked in mild confusion.
    

    

    
      “Stay away from my sister. She’s not someone you should be involved with.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Zhou Ming immediately realized what was going on.
    

    

    
      “You’re Sister Yun’s younger brother, Xiao Lei?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had a rough idea about Xiao Yun’s family situation.
    

    

    
      The Xiao family had also come from the outer city, but Xiao Yun had a younger brother with an extraordinarily high talent for Beast Taming. When Xiao Lei was just fourteen, he had already succeeded in sensing his Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      Not only had he sensed it earlier than most people, but his Spiritual Power was also naturally stronger than others’.
    

    

    
      At fifteen, upon graduating from middle school, he successfully condensed his Spiritual Seed and was specially recruited by Yunhai University. His tuition and expenses were fully covered, and he even received additional resources each year for his training.
    

    

    
      Because of Xiao Lei, the Xiao family had been transferred to the inner city of Qinshan Base and provided with stable jobs.
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun worked as a receptionist at the library, which might not seem like much on the surface—
    

    

    
      But in truth, it was a steady government position. The workplace was safe, transportation was provided, and there were all kinds of benefits.
    

    

    
      If Xiao Yun wished, she could easily live a peaceful, uneventful life working there.
    

    

    
      “I don’t care how close you are to my sister, but you’d better stop approaching her.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, an Ice Wolf about shoulder height to Xiao Lei—roughly the size of a calf—appeared in Zhou Ming’s field of vision. Its snow-white fur glistened with a cold sheen, its body lean and powerful, and its sharp claws and fangs radiated a bone-chilling frost.
    

    

    
      “Grrr…”
    

    

    
      Sensing its master’s hostility, the Ice Wolf crouched low, baring its teeth with a low growl.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the Ice Wolf looked ready to pounce at any moment, Zhou Ming’s eyes narrowed sharply. Beneath his clothes, the Ironthread Snake coiled around his body was ready to bare its deadly fangs.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, that’s the difference between us.”
    

    

    
      Xiao Lei didn’t issue an attack command. He only gave that arrogant remark, then recalled his Ice Wolf and turned away.
    

    

    
      The nearby pedestrians, seeing that no conflict had broken out, immediately let out sighs of relief. After all, when experts fought, it was the ordinary people who suffered—such incidents weren’t rare.
    

    

    
      Still, once Xiao Lei left, they immediately began murmuring about the Ice Wolf. Such a rare Beast was hard to see, even within the inner city.
    

    

    
      Although Qinshan Base had a population of three to four hundred thousand, there were only around twenty to thirty thousand Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      After accounting for the hunting groups and official tamers under the base’s management, the chance of encountering a Beast Tamer in the inner city was already slim—let alone one possessing such a powerful and rare Beast.
    

    

    
      “Little brat.”
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming was only a few years older than Xiao Lei, seeing the boy act so self-important made him want to give him a good lesson.
    

    

    
      After Xiao Lei left, Zhou Ming frowned slightly, noticing the curious gazes from around him. Without a word, he boarded an electric tram at random, planning to transfer at the next stop.
    

    

    
      He didn’t think much about why Xiao Lei had suddenly returned from Yunhai Beast Taming University.
    

    

    
      But what Zhou Ming didn’t expect was that, after arriving home, his phone suddenly rang.
    

    

    
      It was a cheap, low-end phone he had bought only to stay in touch with Xiao Yun and Wang Yan. It wasn’t good for much else—but the ringtone was certainly loud enough.
    

    

    
      He didn’t need to guess. It was Xiao Yun calling.
    

    

    
      As soon as he answered the call—his phone didn’t even have a caller ID—her anxious voice came through.
    

    

    
      Apparently, word of what had happened at the library had reached her. She immediately realized that her recently returned brother must have caused trouble again.
    

    

    
      After scolding Xiao Lei, she had quickly called to check on Zhou Ming, asking if he was all right.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming comforted her for a while, finally convincing her not to come over to check on him.
    

    

    
      “Looks like someone’s going to suffer some sisterly punishment tonight.”
    

    

    
      As he hung up the phone, a mischievous smile crept across Zhou Ming’s lips.
    

    

    
      He knew Xiao Yun’s personality quite well—gentle on the outside, but firm and decisive within. Xiao Lei sneaking around to threaten him without permission would definitely earn him a proper scolding.
    

    

    
      “Still, that’s some enviable talent and Beast he’s got.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming gave a fair evaluation before putting the matter aside. He went straight to bed—there were things waiting for him tomorrow.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, in the inner city of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming didn’t go to the Qinshan Library near the southern district. Instead, he headed north—to the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Guild had a history tracing back to the founding of the Blue Star Alliance. It was a semi-official organization.
    

    

    
      Its main purpose was to mobilize civilian combat power to fight against Ferocious Beasts and other non-human races.
    

    

    
      Any citizen of the Blue Star Alliance could apply to become a Hunter by presenting personal identification, allowing them to accept bounty missions issued by the guild.
    

    

    
      In addition to earning bounties, Hunters could also accumulate Guild Points, which could be exchanged for equipment, Beast Tamer knowledge, and even rare resources and materials for Advancement and Profession Transition.
    

    

    
      The purpose of this system was not only to motivate Hunters—but also to discover unregistered, naturally developed Wild Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Wild Beast Tamers referred to those with average talent and insufficient resources who, for various reasons, had managed to condense a Spiritual Seed and become Beast Tamers on their own—just like Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Having missed the best period for formal study and lacking resources to enter a Beast Taming University, they gathered resources and knowledge through hunting and self-exploration.
    

    

    
      There was another reason some chose to become Wild Beast Tamers—they didn’t want to be officially registered by the Alliance. Such people usually had secrets they wished to hide.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming stepped into the bustling Hunter Guild Hall—filled with rough-looking people, most clad in leather armor or combat uniforms—he remained calm and composed.
    

    

    
      Some idle Hunters, noticing the ordinary-looking youth among them, began sizing him up curiously. But Zhou Ming didn’t mind at all.
    

    

    
      Perhaps out of curiosity—or simply to test the newcomer’s courage—some Hunters began idly playing with their daggers and combat knives. It wasn’t just to scare off naïve rookies, but also to amuse themselves.
    

    

    
      Ironically, these intimidating Hunters were among the few who actually had a moral bottom line in this profession.
    

    

    
      As for firearms, due to strict weapon control laws, all ranged weapons were stored at designated facilities by the city gates.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming turned back to the onlookers and gave them a calm smile, silently expressing that he was ready.
    

    

    
      He had already gathered information about the Guild and its members in advance. Knowing that these veterans meant no real harm, he simply smiled in return.
    

    

    
      “Whistle, whistle.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s composure, a few of those Hunters whistled in approval.
    

    

    
      “Not bad, kid.”
    

    

    
      “This one’s all right—not scared off.”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      As if reminded of something, laughter rippled through the hall.
    

    

    
      “I’d like to apply to become a Hunter.”
    

    

    
      At the front counter, Zhou Ming stated his purpose.
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      Inside the main hall of the Qinshan Hunter Guild, the little commotion just now was, to most hunters, nothing more than a kind of welcoming ceremony from the veterans to the newcomers.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming did not make a fool of himself, the hunters who had been watching for amusement withdrew their attention.
    

    

    
      Some began to take on the missions they had already selected, some were handing in mission items, while others were searching for suitable teammates.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming, this small ripple in the crowd would either fade away quietly, blending into the masses, or stir up a great wave that would once again draw everyone’s eyes to him.
    

    

    
      “Hello, may I ask what rank of hunter you are applying for?”
    

    

    
      The Hunter Guild staff member, upon hearing Zhou Ming’s request, greeted him with a formulaic tone and asked what hunter rank he wished to apply for.
    

    

    
      For someone as young as Zhou Ming, the staff member had seen many like him — most were merely there to obtain the title of “hunter.”
    

    

    
      “Whiteboard.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s answer, the receptionist smiled faintly — just as he had guessed.
    

    

    
      This was how he found entertainment in his dull work — guessing what rank each visitor would apply for.
    

    

    
      “Please fill out this form.”
    

    

    
      The receptionist skillfully took out a form.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Guild’s hunter ranks were, from lowest to highest: Black Iron, Bronze, Silver, and Gold — corresponding respectively to Beast Tamers ranging from Apprentice to Legendary Saint.
    

    

    
      Beyond these four basic ranks, there were two special designations — Whiteboard and Title Rank.
    

    

    
      Whiteboard corresponded to ordinary people, while Title Rank referred to Beast Tamers whose strength had reached the level of a Legendary Saint. After completing the highest-level missions, they would be granted a special honorary title jointly issued by the Alliance and the Guild.
    

    

    
      At present, the only hunter who had reached Title Rank was the Guild Master himself, Lu Yunxiao, who bore the title of “Dragon Slayer.”
    

    

    
      Not wanting to expose his identity as a Beast Tamer, Zhou Ming casually wrote “Whiteboard” in the rank section of the form.
    

    

    
      During his year in the library, Zhou Ming had gone through countless books, yet not a single one recorded a case like his.
    

    

    
      For his own safety, Zhou Ming had no intention of revealing his identity as a Beast Tamer — at least not for now.
    

    

    
      After all, over the past year, Zhou Ming had gained a deep understanding of the development and structure of the Beast Taming profession.
    

    

    
      The road of the Beast Tamer was paved with white bones — among them were those who had sacrificed themselves willingly, but far more were unwilling ordinary people forced into it.
    

    

    
      After arriving in this world, Zhou Ming had never once thought of becoming a candle to light the way for others, much less paving the grand avenue with his own body.
    

    

    
      The process to register as a Whiteboard Hunter was very simple. After Zhou Ming completed the form, the receptionist checked that there were no issues and handed him a badge engraved with the Hunter Guild’s emblem.
    

    

    
      From now on, as long as Zhou Ming completed enough bounty missions and maintained a success rate above the standard threshold, he would be eligible to advance to an official Black Iron Hunter.
    

    

    
      Except for the first time, when strength needed to be assessed before taking a mission, all future rank promotions within the Guild depended entirely on the number, difficulty, and success rate of missions completed.
    

    

    
      Now officially a member of the Hunter Guild, Zhou Ming quickly immersed himself in the atmosphere of the bustling hall, searching for suitable bounty tasks.
    

    

    
      Everything went smoothly — no unexpected events occurred. 
    

    

    
      No one was foolish enough to cause trouble inside the Guild, nor did any talented genius with powerful background suddenly appear to “experience life” or seek companions for an adventure.
    

    

    
      To others, a Whiteboard Hunter like Zhou Ming had no value whatsoever. As such, no team or hunting group extended him an invitation.
    

    

    
      After wandering around for a while, Zhou Ming gained a general understanding of the main duties of a hunter.
    

    

    
      Hunting Ferocious Beasts, collecting rare plants, exploring uncharted lands, and gathering special resources — these were essentially the core of a hunter’s work.
    

    

    
      After seeing several long-term purchase missions with no restrictions, Zhou Ming decided to leave the Guild.
    

    

    
      He had read plenty of books on wilderness survival. 
    

    

    
      Venturing into the wild was a process every Beast Tamer had to go through, so of course, he wouldn’t neglect preparing his survival knowledge.
    

    

    
      After lunch, Zhou Ming began purchasing the equipment and supplies he needed.
    

    

    
      Although his savings were enough to sustain his daily life, the cost of proper hunting equipment was quite steep, leaving him somewhat short-handed.
    

    

    
      Still, he managed to buy the essential items — a field jacket, expedition boots, a backpack, rations, a water flask, fire starter, and necessary medicine.
    

    

    
      After purchasing everything, Zhou Ming returned to the South City Garden Community. 
    

    

    
      He planned to rest well for the night and then leave Qinshan Base the next day, officially beginning his journey of wilderness exploration.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Ding, arrival at North City Gate. Passengers getting off, please do so promptly.”
    

    

    
      The tram’s broadcast announcement sounded, and the passengers immediately began to exit. It seemed the entire car was heading to the same destination — moments later, the carriage was empty.
    

    

    
      Sitting at the rear, Zhou Ming watched the others depart with large bags and luggage before leisurely standing up to leave.
    

    

    
      “Brother, renting a gun?”
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhou Ming got off the tram, several men surrounded him. If not for the brochures in their hands, he might have thought he was being robbed.
    

    

    
      “Little brother, take a look at our company’s classic Thunder God Type II revolver — powerful, smooth, no jamming, one shot for a small Ferocious Beast!”
    

    

    
      “Don’t listen to him! Check out our company’s Storm Series rifle instead — firepower is everything!”
    

    

    
      Before the first man finished speaking, another squeezed forward, interrupting.
    

    

    
      “Look at mine! The Divine Wind Rescue Team — your safety guarantee in the wild! One signal arrow, and help will come charging!”
    

    

    
      The last salesman even began reciting his company’s advertisement slogan.
    

    

    
      “Enough.”
    

    

    
      The word was soft, yet carried an undeniable authority that instantly silenced them.
    

    

    
      During his time in the Qinshan Library, Zhou Ming had learned a few simple techniques for manipulating Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      “Gentlemen, I don’t need to rent a gun, nor do I need rescue services.”
    

    

    
      He then glanced at the man holding up a large billboard and added, “And I certainly don’t need artillery.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was due to his bond with the Ironthread Snake as his contracted beast — Zhou Ming’s narrowed eyes now resembled serpent pupils, cold and dangerous.
    

    

    
      The salesmen immediately realized that the youth before them was no novice — or rather, not an ordinary man.
    

    

    
      Forcing awkward smiles, they quickly retreated and went off in search of new customers.
    

    

    
      Once they were gone, Zhou Ming adjusted his baseball cap and made his way toward the city gate.
    

    

    
      As for those salesmen, Zhou Ming had heard of them before.
    

    

    
      They were arms rental agents — or, one could say, arms dealers.
    

    

    
      Because firearms could not be brought into the city, aside from storage services, a firearm rental business had naturally emerged.
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      Some small hunter teams or lone-wolf hunters, in order to save costs, would often rent the thermal weapons they needed instead of purchasing them outright.
    

    

    
      They only needed to pay a small rental fee and a deposit equal to the weapon’s value. Upon returning, they didn’t even have to pay for weapon storage.
    

    

    
      However, if they died out in the wilderness, it would be equivalent to having purchased the weapon at an exorbitant price.
    

    

    
      As for consumables like bullets, those could only be purchased — there was no way to return spent rounds and casings.
    

    

    
      The so-called Divine Wind Rescue Team was even more of a scam. They charged money upfront before conducting any rescue, and would only refund a portion of the fee if no rescue was carried out.
    

    

    
      But in reality, once danger appeared, the Divine Wind Rescue Team would mostly just put on a show — because if the client wasn’t saved, they could pocket the entire payment.
    

    

    
      It was rumored that the Divine Wind Rescue Team had already changed its name seventeen or eighteen times before settling on this one.
    

    

    
      Of course, the Divine Wind Rescue Team wasn’t completely foolish. If they saw that a client’s situation wasn’t too dangerous and the person might be able to escape on their own, they would sometimes intervene — just to use the “rescue” as an advertisement to lure in newcomers.
    

    

    
      For people like that, Zhou Ming could only shake his head. There had always been those who made a living off black-hearted profits since ancient times.
    

    

    
      At the city gate, hunters preparing to head out had already formed a long line. The Qinshan Base opened its gates only twice a day — once in the morning and once in the afternoon — each for an hour. Other than special personnel, no one was allowed to enter or leave at any other time.
    

    

    
      The exit inspection was simple, mainly to ensure that no fugitives were mixed in. There weren’t many soldiers stationed there.
    

    

    
      However, after stepping out through the gate of Qinshan Base and turning back to look, Zhou Ming was momentarily stunned by what he saw.
    

    

    
      Cannon barrels as thick as a man’s head exuded an aura of destruction; machine guns as thick as an arm stood ready to reap lives on the battlefield. Hidden missile launchers targeted high-speed, high-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      On the city walls, there were even various contracted beasts with special sensory abilities, serving to guard against stealth-type Ferocious Beasts or infiltrating alien species.
    

    

    
      When a black canine-type Ferocious Beast, as tall as Zhou Ming’s chest, turned its gaze toward him, he immediately turned around and quickened his steps toward the wilderness.
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to be mistaken for a spy by the city defense forces. If the machine guns atop the wall opened fire, Zhou Ming would have no fate other than being reduced to minced flesh.
    

    

    
      Even if he died, it would be for nothing.
    

    

    
      Given the status of the city defense forces, there were few powers in Qinshan Base that could oppose them — and Zhou Ming’s background was that of an orphan.
    

    

    
      After leaving the base, Zhou Ming didn’t immediately enter the wilderness, because within ten kilometers of Qinshan Base lay the designated safe zone.
    

    

    
      At regular intervals, Qinshan Base would send out people to clear out any Ferocious Beasts within that radius.
    

    

    
      Besides eliminating hidden threats, this also ensured the safety of crops within the safe zone.
    

    

    
      With a population of three to four hundred thousand, Qinshan Base consumed an enormous amount of food every day. The emergency hydroponic systems inside the base alone couldn’t sustain the population for long.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, due to environmental changes, crop yield and growth rates had improved significantly.
    

    

    
      Even if some crops were occasionally damaged by Ferocious Beasts or animals, it wouldn’t affect the base’s overall food security.
    

    

    
      Even if all crops were destroyed, the food reserves within Qinshan Base could still last until the next planting cycle reached maturity.
    

    

    
      The reason Zhou Ming knew so much was because the base authorities had intentionally publicized this information — to prevent panic among the people and avoid unnecessary chaos during emergencies.
    

    

    
      Recalling those details from his memory, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but marvel at humanity’s tenacity for survival.
    

    

    
      “Ha! Ironhead, step on it!”
    

    

    
      “Boom! Boom—!”
    

    

    
      A roar came from behind Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      He turned to see a Wild Wolf Type-1 combat vehicle speeding toward him, its heavy frame bouncing across the uneven dirt road without slowing down.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had once read about this vehicle in the library.
    

    

    
      It boasted exceptional off-road capability and extreme durability.
    

    

    
      Its powerful engine and alloy-armored hull allowed it to collide head-on with low-tier Ferocious Beasts. Most importantly, its power source came from special energy crystals, granting it long-term endurance.
    

    

    
      Mounted atop was a heavy machine gun loaded with Black Core Armor-Piercing Rounds — unless it encountered a high-tier Ferocious Beast, this vehicle could practically travel anywhere unhindered.
    

    

    
      Just this Wild Wolf Type-1 alone cost more than ten million Alliance Coins. Zhou Ming guessed it must be the private property of a hunter team.
    

    

    
      “Blood Wolf, look — a little puppy just came out!”
    

    

    
      As the vehicle roared past, the burly man who had shouted earlier jeered at Zhou Ming, whose equipment looked pitifully shabby.
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could hear the companion’s reply, the Wild Wolf combat vehicle had already disappeared into the distance, leaving only a cloud of dust behind.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t take the taunt to heart. He wasn’t the kind to hold grudges over a single mocking remark.
    

    

    
      Incidents like this would likely happen often in the future, and he had no energy to waste on such trivial nonsense.
    

    

    
      As long as they didn’t block his path, he wouldn’t care — otherwise, Zhou Ming would simply “remove” the trouble and move on.
    

    

    
      “Ha! He really is a little puppy — didn’t even dare curse after we left!”
    

    

    
      “That’s the Steelheart Hunting Squad. For a rookie to get mocked by them is almost a kind of honor.”
    

    

    
      A few hunters not far from Zhou Ming chuckled among themselves after witnessing the scene.
    

    

    
      Unlike the burly man before, their tone carried even more malicious ridicule.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t plan to cause any trouble. He chose a small side path and quickly left.
    

    

    
      Those men were armed, and the terrain here was open — Zhou Ming would have been at a complete disadvantage.
    

    

    
      As for why he hadn’t prepared firearms himself, the answer was simple: he had no money.
    

    

    
      Besides, firearms weren’t something one could fully wield just by owning them. The guns used in the wilderness were meant to deal with mutated animals and low-tier Ferocious Beasts — their recoil was monstrous. Even if ordinary people could withstand it, accuracy was another matter.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake’s feedback primarily improved his flexibility, resilience, and poison resistance.
    

    

    
      After a year of nurturing feedback, Zhou Ming’s physique was only slightly stronger than an ordinary person’s — not nearly enough to handle powerful firearms properly.
    

    

    
      To him, carrying a gun would be more like carrying a beacon to expose his position.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming silently endure their mockery and disappear down a forested side path, the group of hunters exchanged glances and continued on their way.
    

    

    
      The reason they didn’t pursue him was simple — people who could endure humiliation were either spineless or the type to stab in the dark.
    

    

    
      To survive in the wilderness, none of them were simple hunters, and they didn’t want to provoke unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming moved forward, the vegetation grew increasingly dense.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming released the Ironthread Snake hidden on his body, leaving only the strongest of the batch — Number 1 — by his side.
    

    

    
      He then pulled out a cheap, common explorer’s map and began heading toward his predetermined destination.
    

  Chapter 20: The Hunt

    
      Chapter 20: The Hunt
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      A giant python nearly ten meters long, its body covered entirely in black scales, glided silently through the dim forest.
    

    

    
      Above its head, dense branches and leaves blocked the sunlight while concealing it from the vision of predators in the sky.
    

    

    
      The ground was thickly layered with fallen leaves, and any movement caused faint cracking sounds of “ka-ka.”
    

    

    
      In such an environment, this mutated Blackscale Python was the undisputed ruler of the forest.
    

    

    
      However, today, the Blackscale Python sensed the presence of another serpent.
    

    

    
      Though it lacked intelligence, it could still tell from the lingering scent that this unfamiliar intruder had not yet become a Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      Even though it didn’t understand what a Ferocious Beast was, it instinctively knew that there were certain beings it couldn’t afford to provoke. But this time, the owner of the aura it sensed was not one of them.
    

    

    
      Dozens of meters away, in the crown of a large tree, a pair of sharp eyes stared intently at the Blackscale Python. It was none other than Zhou Ming, who had been in the wilderness for several days.
    

    

    
      The vegetation draped across his body gave off a pungent smell, showing that he had come prepared — not only concealing his figure but also masking his scent.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the surrounding area was deliberately laced with the scent left behind by No.1 Ironthread Snake, constantly interfering with the Blackscale Python’s senses.
    

    

    
      Even so, the creature seemed to have noticed something, as it began to slither slowly toward the tree where Zhou Ming was hiding.
    

    

    
      “Creak, creak…”
    

    

    
      A few brittle sounds of dry leaves breaking echoed faintly — barely audible, yet piercingly loud in the otherwise silent woods.
    

    

    
      The Blackscale Python instantly coiled its massive body, ready to respond to any sudden danger.
    

    

    
      Although its reaction was quick, the Ironthread Snake that ambushed it was even faster — concealed under the fallen leaves, waiting to strike.
    

    

    
      Because the aura left behind by the mutated No.1 Ironthread Snake had disrupted its senses, the Blackscale Python had failed to detect the other Ironthread Snakes lurking beneath the leaves. 
    

    

    
      Once it entered the trap Zhou Ming had laid, he immediately commanded the Ironthread Snakes to launch their attack.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      The thick layer of dead leaves was blown into the air as the Blackscale Python’s massive tail slammed the ground, scattering decayed leaves in all directions.
    

    

    
      When it saw that its attackers were small Ironthread Snakes, it retaliated by lashing out with its tail.
    

    

    
      While its attention was drawn away, No.1 Ironthread Snake had already crept near the python’s heart. Its tiny fangs pierced the Blackscale Python’s scales, leaving behind two small puncture marks.
    

    

    
      Seeing the ambush succeed, Zhou Ming immediately commanded the Ironthread Snakes to scatter and retreat. The one responsible for the sneak attack — No.1 Ironthread Snake — also fled swiftly.
    

    

    
      Although the Blackscale Python was non-venomous, its powerful physique and hardened scales were enough to threaten the safety of the Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      Sensing death looming, the Blackscale Python hesitated briefly as it watched the Ironthread Snakes escape in all directions. Yet that single moment of hesitation sealed its fate — it couldn’t even take one of them down with it.
    

    

    
      Bang.
    

    

    
      Compared to before, this sound was far less violent.
    

    

    
      The paralytic venom quickly reached the python’s heart, rendering it unable to lift its head. Its massive body writhed instinctively, twitching weakly in place.
    

    

    
      Hiding nearby, Zhou Ming’s lips curved into a pleased smile as he saw his plan succeed.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snakes that had dispersed earlier slithered back to gather around him. The Beast Tamer and his beasts patiently waited for death to claim their prey.
    

    

    
      Several minutes later, the struggling Blackscale Python finally went still. Once Zhou Ming confirmed there was no danger, he nimbly dropped to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Time to eat.”
    

    

    
      He did not move to harvest the valuable snake skin or carve out the chewy meat for food. 
    

    

    

    
      Instead, he commanded the Ironthread Snakes to devour the Blackscale Python before them.
    

    

    
      During his year in the Qinshan Library, Zhou Ming had learned that a Beast’s potential was not its only measure of power — with sufficient resources, even a pig could become a Beast King.
    

    

    
      The only issue was cost-effectiveness.
    

    

    
      Due to his own limitations, Zhou Ming could only nurture the best and most suitable beasts within his reach — the Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      Even if he raised his Spiritual Power to the peak of the Apprentice Rank — the limit of human capacity — the quality of his divided Spiritual Seeds only allowed him to control mutated animals.
    

    

    
      As for Ferocious Beasts, even their cubs were beyond his reach. That was a difference in essence.
    

    

    
      Besides gathering resources, Zhou Ming’s goal in the wilderness was to strengthen his Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      Since the Blackscale Python was also a serpent, its mutated flesh and blood were perfect nourishment for enhancing the Ironthread Snakes’ power.
    

    

    
      As the scales were bitten open, warm python blood began to flow into their bellies.
    

    

    
      Digest.
    

    

    
      Standing beside them, Zhou Ming didn’t stay idle. He immediately began assisting his beasts in their feeding.
    

    

    
      Just like how he had once used a spiritual technique to intimidate ordinary people, “Digest” was a basic skill that every Beast Tamer mastered — one he had learned from the library.
    

    

    
      Its purpose was to help one’s beasts digest food faster and enhance their absorption rate.
    

    

    
      In essence, it was an active method of aiding a beast’s cultivation.
    

    

    
      However, as the most basic of Beast Taming techniques, “Digest” merely accelerated the absorption process. To truly unleash its full potential, the only solution was — money.
    

    

    
      While it wouldn’t directly elevate a beast’s rank, it could significantly hasten growth within the same stage.
    

    

    
      This principle applied to Ferocious Beasts — but Zhou Ming’s Ironthread Snakes were merely ordinary mutated animals. Only No.1 Ironthread Snake had undergone a second mutation, reaching the half-step pseudo–Ferocious Beast level.
    

    

    
      Thus, the “Digest” technique worked especially well on them, which was why he planned to feed the entire Blackscale Python to his Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      The only thing needed now was time.
    

    

    
      “By tomorrow, the Blackscale Python’s essence should be completely refined,” Zhou Ming estimated, glancing at the serpent’s corpse.
    

    

    
      As the six Ironthread Snakes devoured the python’s flesh and blood with all their might, Zhou Ming kept No.1 Ironthread Snake from overeating while letting the other five eat freely.
    

    

    
      If they overate, they wouldn’t be able to respond to sudden dangers — at least the strongest No.1 Ironthread Snake needed to stay battle-ready.
    

    

    
      Besides, given its strength, the benefits from the python’s flesh weren’t too significant. It was better for it to remain on guard.
    

    

    
      Not long after, when the Ironthread Snakes could eat no more, Zhou Ming sat beneath a sturdy tree and began meditating to restore his Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      No.1 Ironthread Snake slithered constantly beside him, ensuring his safety.
    

    

    
      Though the other overfed snakes could hardly move, they still performed basic sentry duties, positioned throughout the dark forest.
    

    

    
      With his reliable companions by his side, Zhou Ming spent two days in the desolate woods — alternating between meditation and helping his beasts digest the python’s blood and flesh.
    

    

    
      On the third day, as he looked at the dried, withered remains of the Blackscale Python, Zhou Ming once again set off toward his next destination.
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      Chapter 21: The Griffin
    

    

    
      “The tenth Ironthread Snake.”
    

    

    
      In a rocky cave two meters deep beneath a mountain cliff, Zhou Ming was teasing the newly tamed Ironthread Snake before him. 
    

    

    
      The chopstick-thick serpent was gently touching Zhou Ming’s fingertip with its bean-sized head.
    

    

    
      Coming to the wilderness to seek new Ironthread Snakes as his beasts was part of Zhou Ming’s plan.
    

    

    
      It was impossible to rely solely on money to buy Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      If he did that, he would need at least twenty million Alliance Coins to implant all of his Spiritual Seeds.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was no rich man. 
    

    

    
      Since he was already in the wilderness, he might as well catch the snakes himself.
    

    

    
      With an Ironthread Snake already serving as his guide, finding more of its kind was not difficult. 
    

    

    
      The four he had encountered along the way had all been taken under his command.
    

    

    
      After playing with his new beast for a while, Zhou Ming took out his map, recalling his journey over the past few days.
    

    

    
      “If nothing goes wrong, I should reach Serpent Valley tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Glancing at the remaining distance, Zhou Ming roughly calculated the time and decided to rest for the night before setting out again.
    

    

    
      Although the Ironthread Snakes had done most of the fighting along the way and Zhou Ming had mainly spent his energy on traveling, with his physical endurance, it was already remarkable that he could hold out this long.
    

    

    
      Whether for safety or to achieve his goal, Zhou Ming needed a proper night’s rest before moving forward.
    

    

    
      The Serpent Valley he mentioned lay more than a hundred kilometers north of the Qinshan Base—a narrow valley teeming with serpents of all kinds.
    

    

    
      There, he could not only find more Ironthread Snakes but also suitable prey for his beasts to hunt.
    

    

    
      Seeing that it was getting late, Zhou Ming set the Ironthread Snakes to stand guard and took out a piece of jerky the size of a thumb. 
    

    

    
      That was all he ate for the day.
    

    

    
      The jerky was made from processed Ferocious Beast meat mixed with medicinal herbs. 
    

    

    
      Though tiny in size, a single piece could provide all the energy Zhou Ming needed for a day.
    

    

    
      He placed the jerky in his mouth, letting his saliva soften it before chewing the now-expanded meat. 
    

    

    
      After finishing the jerky and taking a sip of water, he curled up in the cave and fell asleep.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, his assault jacket had a constant temperature function—otherwise, he would have caught a cold by morning.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The next day, on a mountain cliff, the autumn wind howled with a biting chill.
    

    

    
      Standing tall and gazing into the distance, Zhou Ming looked toward a nearby valley—a great crack in the earth stretching as far as the eye could see.
    

    

    
      That was Serpent Valley, a well-known area near the Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      It marked a boundary line: within the hundred kilometers south toward Qinshan Base, apart from the safe zones, most creatures were low-rank Ferocious Beasts and mutant animals.
    

    

    
      But further north beyond Serpent Valley dwelled high-rank Ferocious Beasts and even rarer Lord-level creatures.
    

    

    
      This mere hundred-kilometer stretch had been carved out over three centuries, serving as a buffer zone created through the efforts of countless hunters.
    

    

    
      With his current strength, Zhou Ming was far from qualified to venture beyond Serpent Valley. 
    

    

    
      His goal for now was to find more Ironthread Snakes and enhance the power of his beasts.
    

    

    
      After scouting his route, Zhou Ming released several Ironthread Snakes to serve as sentinels, then began moving toward the valley.
    

    

    
      “Hiss… hiss…”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming approached, the hissing of serpents grew louder. 
    

    

    
      The ground was alive with the faint sound of countless unseen venomous snakes slithering by.
    

    

    
      Luckily, Zhou Ming was used to these noises. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, his first experience here would have been unbearable.
    

    

    
      Upon reaching Serpent Valley, Zhou Ming didn’t rush in. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he set up a temporary camp beneath a giant boulder at the valley’s entrance.
    

    

    
      The spot was cleverly chosen—it allowed him to monitor the entrance for any newcomers while avoiding the swarming serpents deeper within.
    

    

    
      Finding this spot had taken him quite some time.
    

    

    
      According to his plan, he would stay for at least a month. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, the Ironthread Snakes wouldn’t have enough time to grow stronger.
    

    

    
      To prevent snake attacks while setting up camp, Zhou Ming had his ten Ironthread Snakes leave ample scent markings around the area, declaring it as claimed territory.
    

    

    
      As for using snake-repelling powder, Zhou Ming abandoned the idea after glancing at the vastness of the Serpent Valley stretching for several kilometers.
    

    

    
      Even if the powder worked, he feared it might anger mutant serpents—or worse, those of Ferocious Beast rank.
    

    

    
      Relying on his self-taught wilderness survival skills and the Ironthread Snakes’ guidance, Zhou Ming had avoided all traces of Ferocious Beasts along his journey.
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to make his camp too conspicuous and attract unwanted visitors out of curiosity.
    

    

    
      That night, Zhou Ming didn’t light a fire. 
    

    

    
      Only true experts of the wilderness had the privilege to do that.
    

    

    
      Under the dim starlight, surrounded by endless hissing and crawling sounds, Zhou Ming barely managed to fall asleep while his ten Ironthread Snakes took turns keeping watch.
    

    

    
      If not for the fact that he needed their strength tomorrow, he would have ordered all ten to guard him through the night.
    

    

    
      “Skreeee!”
    

    

    
      A piercing shriek split the air, sharp enough to pierce gold and shatter stone.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was instantly jolted awake. 
    

    

    
      He jumped up and looked toward the sky.
    

    

    
      After one glance, he immediately ducked back into the crevice.
    

    

    
      “How careless…”
    

    

    
      The sight of the creature responsible for the sound made Zhou Ming realize that while Serpent Valley was a haven for him, it was also a feeding ground for certain Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      The source of the cry was an adult Griffin—a high-rank Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      It had the head and wings of an eagle, the body of a lion, and forelimbs ending in razor-sharp talons. 
    

    

    
      Excluding its tail, it was over five meters long, with a wingspan exceeding ten meters.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming estimated its weight to be several tons. 
    

    

    
      How such a massive creature could soar freely in the air was beyond him—but now was not the time for study.
    

    

    
      He knew one thing for certain: it was not an opponent he could provoke. 
    

    

    
      Ten Ironthread Snakes, or even a thousand, would be useless against it.
    

    

    
      From the Compendium of Ferocious Beasts he had borrowed from the Qinshan Library, Zhou Ming had learned that the Griffin possessed no extraordinary powers beyond its piercing screech—a spiritual shock that could shatter willpower.
    

    

    
      But its lightning speed, steel-like physique, and claws and beak sharp enough to tear through alloy armor made it a flawless killing machine.
    

    

    
      Even if the Ironthread Snakes injected venom into it, the Griffin wouldn’t slow down in the slightest.
    

    

    
      “Lucky I was resting in the rock crevice… Lucky it doesn’t fancy a hundred-jin piece of meat like me, or I’d have been delivered as a meal.”
    

    

    
      That one eagle’s cry had struck Zhou Ming’s spirit like a hammer blow. 
    

    

    
      Huddled in the crevice, he kept reassuring himself.
    

    

    
      Moments later, hearing another cry, Zhou Ming peeked out to see the Griffin clutching a giant python as it soared away. 
    

    

    
      Only then did he slowly breathe out in relief.
    

    

    
      The dangers of the wilderness—Zhou Ming was finally beginning to grasp them.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the fantastical side of Blue Star was gradually revealing itself before his eyes—no longer just the distant imaginings described in books.
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      More than half a month later, in the midsection of Serpent Valley, a lone figure was slowly making his way forward.
    

    

    
      His hair was messy, his beard uneven, and his face was covered with a thick layer of grime—it was Zhou Ming, who had been in the wilderness for nearly a month.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the wilderness assault jacket he had spent ten thousand Alliance Coins on had proven its worth. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, if anyone saw him now, they would probably think some wild man had come out looking for food.
    

    

    
      However, compared to before, Zhou Ming’s eyes were much brighter now, carrying a faint, sharp glint.
    

    

    
      As he advanced, all kinds of snakes in the surroundings slithered away, seemingly unwilling to provoke him.
    

    

    
      The reason was not only the thirty-plus Ironthread Snakes around him waving their tails like banners but also the faint, special pressure that emanated from his Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      As the number of Ironthread Snakes he commanded increased, his hunting speed for other snake species had also grown drastically. 
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snakes continuously devoured both venomous and non-venomous serpents alike.
    

    

    
      Under the influence of all these factors, Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power began to develop a suppressive pressure that specifically targeted serpentine creatures.
    

    

    
      If described in gaming terms, Zhou Ming had successfully obtained the “Beginner Serpent Hunter Badge”: Spiritual Power +3, Intimidation toward serpentine creatures +10, with the badge effect being permanent.
    

    

    
      Of course, acquiring this ability was only possible because Zhou Ming was a Beast Tamer who controlled Spiritual Power and because his beasts happened to be snakes. 
    

    

    
      It was not something that could be gained merely by killing serpentine creatures.
    

    

    
      Although this special deterrent had no effect on Ferocious Beast–level serpents, it did allow Zhou Ming to move freely among mutated snake species—helping him avoid plenty of trouble.
    

    

    
      With this unexpected suppressive aura, Zhou Ming could now search for Ironthread Snakes and hunt while freely exploring Serpent Valley for hidden precious medicinal herbs.
    

    

    
      At this point, the number of Ironthread Snakes under his command had grown considerably. 
    

    

    
      Each time he retrieved them, his clothes would be crawling with the slithering creatures.
    

    

    
      If this ever got out, Zhou Ming might remain single for life.
    

    

    
      Just imagining dozens or even hundreds of tiny Ironthread Snakes wriggling and slithering inside his clothing—there were likely few women who could endure such a sight.
    

    

    
      Thus, it was imperative to begin constructing a Beast Space to seal his beasts.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming lacked both the materials and the knowledge needed to open up a Beast Space within his Spiritual Sea. 
    

    

    
      He could only exchange for them through the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      Yet, exchanging for these required Hunter Points. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was currently collecting rare medicinal herbs because the Hunter Guild’s mission board listed several long-term bounty quests that purchased such herbs.
    

    

    
      Increasing the number of Ironthread Snakes, improving his beasts’ strength, and obtaining enough points to exchange for the necessary materials and knowledge—this was Zhou Ming’s purpose in venturing out this time.
    

    

    
      “Viper-Horn Venom Python!”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming continued deeper toward the center of Serpent Valley, he spotted a Low-Rank Ferocious Beast coiled upon a rock where the dense forest did not reach—a Viper-Horn Venom Python.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately suppressed his aura and crouched low. 
    

    

    
      This was his first time encountering a Ferocious Beast at such close range in the wild.
    

    

    
      Previously, whenever he noticed traces of Ferocious Beasts, he would proactively avoid them, or else the ones he had seen were too far away—perhaps the Griffin he had met before had been the closest.
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the Viper-Horn Venom Python, Zhou Ming immediately decided to retreat, unwilling to provoke such a creature.
    

    

    
      He was quite familiar with this serpent-type Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      The Viper-Horn Venom Python had originally been a common viper species on Blue Star. 
    

    

    
      After the appearance of Dimensional Rifts, for reasons unknown, this entire species had mutated into Low-Rank Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      Those that successfully mutated were renamed Viper-Horn Venom Pythons. 
    

    

    
      Their bodies grew nearly ten meters long, and aside from possessing the terrifying strength and constrictive power of pythons, they retained their fearsome corrosive venom.
    

    

    
      Now, this venom was primarily used in a spraying attack—capable of dissolving the flesh of ordinary creatures.
    

    

    
      Watching the Viper-Horn Venom Python bask lazily in the warm sunlight atop the rock, Zhou Ming knew it had not yet noticed him. 
    

    

    
      This was the best time to withdraw.
    

    

    
      He gently lifted a foot and turned to leave—but his body suddenly froze, his raised right foot hovering midair.
    

    

    
      “Snake Saliva Fruit.”
    

    

    
      A small, emerald-green tree about a foot tall was growing from a crevice beneath the python. 
    

    

    
      Its delicate trunk swayed gently in the breeze, and on it hung three marble-sized, jade-like fruits—the Snake Saliva Fruits.
    

    

    
      Gazing at the enchanting fruits before him, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but swallow.
    

    

    
      “Should I take the risk?”
    

    

    
      Wealth may cloud the mind, but treasures could seal one’s heart entirely. 
    

    

    
      Even someone as cautious as Zhou Ming found it hard to restrain himself.
    

    

    
      After the Dimensional Rifts appeared on Blue Star, not only had living creatures mutated, but many mysterious treasures had also begun to emerge.
    

    

    
      These treasures were like the heavenly materials and earthly treasures of myth—almost impossible to cultivate artificially, forming only under special environments.
    

    

    
      Such treasures were known as Spiritual Items.
    

    

    
      According to the Spiritual Items discovered so far and the records obtained from other races, the Blue Star Alliance had classified them into nine ranks.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had once read about them in a book on the third floor of the library, but that book only covered ordinary First- to Third-Rank Spiritual Items.
    

    

    
      Information on higher-ranked ones was absent—he guessed such knowledge was considered valuable and restricted, unlikely to be disclosed to ordinary people by the Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      The Snake Saliva Fruit he saw now was a Second-Rank Spiritual Item—but for serpentine creatures, it was comparable to a Third-Rank treasure.
    

    

    
      If he could obtain the Snake Saliva Fruit before him, he could not guarantee the same for his other Ironthread Snakes, but Ironthread Snake No. 
    

    

    
      1 would definitely be able to evolve into a Ferocious Beast–level companion.
    

    

    
      Even if it only reached the lowest rank among Ferocious Beasts, it would still represent a qualitative leap in Zhou Ming’s strength.
    

    

    
      After hesitating for a long while, seeing the Viper-Horn Venom Python raise its head and survey its surroundings, Zhou Ming finally decided to retreat for now.
    

    

    
      Judging from the state of the Snake Saliva Fruit, it would take at least another two or three days to ripen—enough time for him to prepare.
    

    

    
      Quietly and carefully, Zhou Ming withdrew from the serpent’s territory and began formulating his plan to seize the fruit.
    

    

    
      The plan was simple—find as many Ironthread Snakes as possible.
    

    

    
      His Spiritual Sea already contained enough Spiritual Seeds. 
    

    

    
      As long as he could locate more Ironthread Snakes, his strength would naturally increase.
    

    

    
      At this point, he no longer cared about their condition, strength, or quality.
    

    

    
      He knew that dealing with the Viper-Horn Venom Python would inevitably cost him many Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      The ones he found now were meant to serve as cannon fodder—
    

    

    
      —to deplete the python’s stamina and create an opportunity for Ironthread Snake No. 1 to strike.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Ironthread Snake No. 1’s paralyzing venom was limited in quantity, so it would need the support of the other snakes’ toxins.
    

    

    
      Over the next two days, Zhou Ming, relying on his familiarity with the Ironthread Snakes, captured them frantically—even injured ones were not spared.
    

    

    
      Two days later—
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      “Such good luck—actually ran into a food snatch.”
    

    

    
      In the middle of Serpent Valley, not far from the territory of the Viperhorn Venom Python, Zhou Ming was watching the scene ahead from a tall tree in the distance.
    

    

    
      This time, the maturity of the Serpent Saliva Fruit not only attracted Zhou Ming but also drew in other serpentine Ferocious Beasts from the surrounding area with its unique fragrance.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the Serpent Saliva Fruit had not advanced into a Tier-4 Spiritual Object. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, the emitted fragrance alone would have caused the entire Serpent Valley to riot.
    

    

    
      The Scarlet-scaled King Serpent—a monarch among the mutated Scarlet-scaled Snakes—possessed the strength of a low-ranked Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      Although its five-meter-long body was far inferior to that of the Viperhorn Venom Python, its venom was a dual mixture of neurotoxin and hemotoxin. 
    

    

    
      Even the Viperhorn Venom Python would find it difficult to resist.
    

    

    
      The Iron-armored Python, a low-ranked Ferocious Beast from another world, lacked venom, yet it possessed an exceptionally powerful defense capable of withstanding a normal rifle barrage.
    

    

    
      Even when facing an ordinary heavy machine gun, it could still hold out for a brief moment through sheer vitality.
    

    

    
      Besides its formidable defense, its greatest strength lay in its constricting ability.
    

    

    
      “So these are the other two low-ranked Ferocious Beasts around here.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation before him, Zhou Ming felt somewhat relieved that no more Ferocious Beast-level serpents had been drawn in.
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of chaos was good, but if too many Ferocious Beasts of that level gathered, he might very well drown in it.
    

    

    
      The current situation was ideal for Zhou Ming to reap the benefits from the conflict between the snipe and the clam.
    

    

    
      “Wait—something’s off.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming turned his head sharply. 
    

    

    
      The vegetation not far behind him was trembling. 
    

    

    
      One of his Ironthread Snakes had lost contact—this was part of the precautionary measures he had arranged to guard against accidents.
    

    

    
      “Hunters?”
    

    

    
      As he caught sight of the disturbance in the distance, Zhou Ming’s expression immediately darkened—worse than when facing the Viperhorn Venom Python.
    

    

    
      Ferocious Beasts were dangerous, yes, but as long as they weren’t at Beast King rank, their intelligence was limited—especially the low-ranked ones.
    

    

    
      If something went wrong, Zhou Ming could still rely on cunning to think of a way out. 
    

    

    
      But if it were Hunters… that would be far trickier.
    

    

    
      Those who ventured into the wilderness were either extremely powerful or veterans with life-and-death experience. 
    

    

    
      Most Hunters were heavily armed from head to toe.
    

    

    
      Against ordinary combat suits, Zhou Ming’s Ironthread Snakes—aside from his No.1—might not even be enough to threaten them.
    

    

    
      The next moment, the Ironthread Snakes beside Zhou Ming scattered in all directions. 
    

    

    
      Hundreds of spiritual threads interwove into a special sensory interface.
    

    

    
      Spiritual Threads were a unique connection between a Beast Tamer and their beasts—even a Legendary Saint would not be able to detect them.
    

    

    
      After commanding a sufficient number of Ironthread Snakes, Zhou Ming had discovered that when his and his beasts’ Spiritual Threads resonated together, they could form a special kind of perception—much like radar.
    

    

    
      Perhaps this was because the split Spiritual Seeds shared the same origin, giving rise to such an ability. 
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming, with his limited advanced knowledge, merely speculated and did not dwell too deeply on it.
    

    

    
      Since he was uncertain, he decided to investigate when the opportunity came rather than waste his energy now.
    

    

    
      As the intruders drew closer, Zhou Ming could already see them with his own eyes.
    

    

    
      Three middle-aged men, all dressed in standard combat suits, each holding firearms and sharp combat blades.
    

    

    
      One of them, a burly man with a claw mark across his face, still had traces of blood on his blade—the kind likely left behind by small serpents like the Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could see this clearly, thanks to the sensory field formed by his hidden Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      “Boss, we came just in time.”
    

    

    
      As the strangers approached the Viperhorn Venom Python’s territory, the dense forest no longer blocked their sight, and the scene around the Serpent Saliva Fruit entered full view.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, you’ve got the nerve to say that. If you hadn’t provoked that Violent Lion, we would’ve missed the timing altogether.”
    

    

    
      A dark-skinned, lean man beside him snorted coldly.
    

    

    
      “Hey, I didn’t know that Violent Lion would actually enter a berserk state! You know how rare that is!”
    

    

    
      “Enough.”
    

    

    
      A low, commanding voice interrupted them—it belonged to the leader of the small squad.
    

    

    
      “Act according to plan.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      At their leader’s words, the two men immediately stopped bickering and began executing their prearranged plan.
    

    

    
      The dark, lean man climbed up a tall and sturdy tree, positioning himself perfectly to observe the surroundings of the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      He then removed a long, narrow case from his back, revealing a sniper rifle about one and a half meters long.
    

    

    
      Roaring Type-3 Heavy Sniper—an advanced firearm among sniper rifles, designed mainly for firing armor-piercing rounds.
    

    

    
      From his perch on a nearby branch, Zhou Ming watched the sniper rifle carefully, recalling its specifications in his mind.
    

    

    
      “Long-range support.”
    

    

    
      Judging by the man’s skilled movements, Zhou Ming could tell these people were a well-coordinated, experienced team.
    

    

    
      Then, he saw the burly man with the facial scar take out a case, swiftly assembling a heavy machine gun and connecting its ammo belt to the box strapped to his back.
    

    

    
      “Fire suppression.”
    

    

    
      “What a professional setup… I wonder what their leader specializes in.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming thought to himself as he observed them.
    

    

    
      While those three were also preparing to act as fishermen profiting from the fight between the snipe and the clam, the Serpent Saliva Fruit finally ripened.
    

    

    
      The pea-sized fruit began to emit a faint emerald glow, and the dispersing fragrance in the air gradually faded away.
    

    

    
      The Serpent Saliva Fruit was ripe.
    

    

    
      The Viperhorn Venom Python immediately lunged forward, attempting to swallow the delicate green tree whole. 
    

    

    
      But the Iron-armored Python and the Scarlet-scaled King Serpent instantly blocked its way.
    

    

    
      “Hissss…”
    

    

    
      Battle erupted in an instant. 
    

    

    
      The Viperhorn Venom Python sprayed amber venom like mist toward the two opponents.
    

    

    
      The Scarlet-scaled King Serpent dodged swiftly, while the Iron-armored Python advanced instead, relying on its powerful defense to endure the attack and directly seize the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, the Viperhorn Venom Python rushed forward to grapple with the Iron-armored Python—its physical strength was not much weaker than its opponent’s.
    

    

    
      The Scarlet-scaled King Serpent, having evaded the venom, darted toward the Serpent Saliva Fruit—but the other two pythons instantly ceased fighting each other and struck out at it instead.
    

    

    
      Though Ferocious Beasts lacked intelligence, their instincts and the battle experience earned through survival in the wild allowed them to always make the best tactical decisions.
    

    

    
      “No wonder Ferocious Beasts can deal devastating blows to humanity on Blue Star. Even without the alien races, mankind would never reclaim mastery over this world.”
    

    

    
      Watching the three beasts clash, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. 
    

    

    
      After all, once a Ferocious Beast reached Lord rank, it began developing intelligence—let alone a Legendary Beast King.
    

    

    
      The violent battle shook the surroundings; stones flew, and trees as thick as a man’s wrist were snapped clean in half.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the three serpentine Ferocious Beasts instinctively avoided damaging the Serpent Saliva Fruit—otherwise, it would’ve been destroyed long ago.
    

    

    
      The Scarlet-scaled King Serpent fought like an assassin—striking fast and retreating just as quickly. 
    

    

    
      The Iron-armored Python crashed forward like a living battering ram, clearing a path toward the fruit.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the Viperhorn Venom Python, relying on its innate power, stubbornly held off both opponents, forcing the fight into a fierce stalemate.
    

    

    
      Only Zhou Ming and the three unknown Hunters were left waiting—each prepared to play the yellow bird behind the mantis, or perhaps… the hunter behind the yellow bird.
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      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      A rock the size of a human head was lashed out by the Iron-armored Python, slicing through the air at an incredible speed toward the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming’s heart leapt with anxiety, the Viperhorn Venom Python swiftly struck, knocking the rock away before it could hit the fruit.
    

    

    
      Seeing the Iron-armored Python’s body riddled with wounds from venom corrosion, Zhou Ming almost cursed aloud.
    

    

    
      If you’re not capable enough to win, do you have to destroy the Serpent Saliva Fruit? Can’t you play fair?
    

    

    
      The Viperhorn Venom Python truly lived up to its name as the Ferocious Beast that had claimed this territory when the Serpent Saliva Fruit first appeared. 
    

    

    
      Even when faced with both the Iron-armored Python and the Scarlet-scaled King Serpent trying to seize the fruit, it had still managed to severely wound them after paying a heavy price.
    

    

    
      Now, realizing it could not obtain the Serpent Saliva Fruit, the Iron-armored Python—its scales shattered and peeling off—had decided to destroy the fruit outright.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Like a furious beast’s roar, a thunderous explosion shook Zhou Ming’s ears.
    

    

    
      In the distance, the victorious Viperhorn Venom Python suddenly had its upper body flung backward, dragging its lower body along with it.
    

    

    
      The scene was so visually shocking—it was as if a giant had slapped the Viperhorn Venom Python across the face.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately turned his gaze toward a dark-skinned, gaunt man not far away. 
    

    

    
      The tree beneath the man swayed slightly—the commotion just now had been caused by the heavy sniper rifle in his hands.
    

    

    
      “Ratatatat…”
    

    

    
      Right after the dark-skinned man fired, the burly man with a scarred face also made his move.
    

    

    
      Flames spewed continuously from the muzzle of his heavy machine gun, bullets sweeping toward the agile and fast-moving Scarlet-scaled King Serpent.
    

    

    
      The rain-like barrage of bullets sealed off all its escape routes, and when the serpent was forced into a corner, the bullets tore into its body with brutal force.
    

    

    
      Unlike the Iron-armored Python, the Scarlet-scaled King Serpent had no such defensive might. 
    

    

    
      By the time the machine gun’s ammo was spent, its body was convulsing in place—it was already dead, and only its nerves were twitching in reflex.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, the leader of the hunter squad, as his companions attacked, summoned a three-meter-tall Diamond Ape beside him.
    

    

    
      The Diamond Ape, famed for its strength and defense, let out a roar and charged the severely wounded Iron-armored Python. 
    

    

    
      At the same time, the leader himself lunged straight toward the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      Because of the Iron-armored Python’s earlier actions, the hunter squad had been forced to reveal their fangs prematurely. 
    

    

    
      Yet in doing so, they quickly gained control of the battlefield.
    

    

    
      However, what they didn’t know was that behind the “oriole” lurked another hunter.
    

    

    
      When the hunters made their move, Zhou Ming had also begun commanding his Ironthread Snake swarm into action—he had no intention of giving them a chance to react.
    

    

    
      Over a dozen Ironthread Snakes slithered under his control to the base of the tree where the dark-skinned man was perched. 
    

    

    
      The sniper was the first target that needed to be eliminated.
    

    

    
      Among Apprentice Beast Tamers, the most despised and feared opponents were sharpshooters—those with deadly aim had to be taken out first.
    

    

    
      The small Ironthread Snakes climbed silently up the trunk, their light bodies causing no noise at all.
    

    

    
      “Cough, cough.”
    

    

    
      “Damn, this recoil’s still too strong.”
    

    

    
      Having completed his shot, the dark-skinned man was rubbing his shoulder and catching his breath, just about to lift his heavy sniper rifle again—
    

    

    
      When more than a dozen Ironthread Snakes suddenly dropped from above, biting straight into his unprotected neck and the hand resting on his shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Before the scream could even finish, paralysis spread through his body, and he convulsed before falling from the tree.
    

    

    
      “Third!”
    

    

    
      Hearing the commotion, the scar-faced man immediately became alert, shouting out to his comrade.
    

    

    
      But he hadn’t realized that the ground beneath him, covered in weeds and leaves, had already been surrounded by Zhou Ming’s Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      “Swish, swish—”
    

    

    
      Dozens of Ironthread Snakes shot up, lunging for his face and hands.
    

    

    
      As someone capable of wielding a heavy machine gun, he had formidable physical strength. 
    

    

    
      He swung his combat knife wildly, severing several Ironthread Snakes in an instant.
    

    

    
      His heavy machine gun—now out of bullets—was tossed aside. 
    

    

    
      With only a combat knife and pistol left, his power had dropped sharply. 
    

    

    
      Eventually, one quick Ironthread Snake managed to bite him.
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Even with his strong physique, he let out a full-throated scream of agony.
    

    

    
      “Third! Second!”
    

    

    
      The leader, who had been circling around to avoid the Diamond Ape and Iron-armored Python’s brawl, noticed the sudden changes behind him.
    

    

    
      After calling out several times and receiving no response, he decided to dash straight for the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      In the end, he chose the fruit—perhaps realizing his brothers’ fate, he made the rational choice to seize the Serpent Saliva Fruit instead.
    

    

    
      Knowing someone was hiding in the dark, he also ordered the Diamond Ape to finish off the Iron-armored Python quickly.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      Pounding its chest, the Diamond Ape roared and tore the heavily injured Iron-armored Python in half, then abandoned the corpse and ran to its master’s side to guard him.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss, hiss—”
    

    

    
      A dense chorus of hissing filled the air before them, blocking their path toward the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew that with the Ferocious Beasts’ sharp senses, a sneak attack by the Ironthread Snakes would fail. 
    

    

    
      It was better to intercept the man halfway and stop him from reaching the fruit.
    

    

    
      If the man managed to obtain it, Zhou Ming would completely lose the initiative.
    

    

    
      These dozens of Ironthread Snakes had already been positioned around the Serpent Saliva Fruit in advance when the stranger hunter squad first acted.
    

    

    
      “How can there be so many Ironthread Snakes? A Beast Tamer? No—impossible! No one can control mutated beasts, let alone command so many Ironthread Snakes!”
    

    

    
      The sight before him completely overturned everything he knew about Beast Taming.
    

    

    
      “Kill!”
    

    

    
      The leader was decisive—he commanded the Diamond Ape to attack the swarm of Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      As long as he seized the Serpent Saliva Fruit, victory would be his.
    

    

    
      The ape’s palm, wide as a fan, swept toward the snakes. 
    

    

    
      Under normal circumstances, the Ironthread Snakes would have been slaughtered instantly.
    

    

    
      But this time, they were under a Beast Tamer’s control. 
    

    

    
      As the Diamond Ape’s strikes descended, the snakes scattered, evading the blows while slithering toward its master.
    

    

    
      Seeing their coordinated movement, the leader was now certain—a Beast Tamer was indeed controlling them.
    

    

    
      He opened fire with his Storm-series rifle, spraying bullets at the approaching Ironthread Snakes, while the Diamond Ape crushed them one after another with its fists. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s carefully deployed swarm was being wiped out fast.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      Just then, the leader froze mid-motion and suddenly collapsed face-first onto the ground.
    

    

    
      The Diamond Ape, which had been wreaking havoc, let out a muffled groan and fell lifeless beside him.
    

    

    
      Not far away, Zhou Ming stood with a twisted expression, holding a pistol—the one he had taken from the dark-skinned “Third.”
    

    

    
      If you have a gun, why not use it? Who said a Beast Tamer can’t wield a beast of iron and fire?
    

    

    
      “Cough, cough…”
    

    

    
      The deaths of so many Ironthread Snakes sent stabbing pain through Zhou Ming’s head. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had rushed over after claiming his spoils—otherwise, in his current state and with the few Ironthread Snakes left, he would’ve been unable to stop them from taking the Serpent Saliva Fruit.
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      The Serpent Valley, which had been echoing with deafening roars moments ago, once again returned to silence. 
    

    

    
      Across the Viperhorn Venom Python’s territory, the corpses of Ferocious Beasts and hunters were scattered everywhere.
    

    

    
      Human against human, human against beast, beast against beast — ambushes, sneak attacks, and frontal clashes were all taking place within this narrow valley.
    

    

    
      The cruelty of the wilderness was vividly displayed at this moment.
    

    

    
      Before the verdant and delicate little tree bearing Serpent Saliva Fruits, Zhou Ming had no time to lament the scene before him. 
    

    

    
      He only knew that he had to grab his spoils of war and leave quickly.
    

    

    
      He took out a fist-sized box from his backpack — a box specially designed for storing spiritual herbs.
    

    

    
      When leaving the base and venturing into the wilderness, anything could happen, so Zhou Ming had gritted his teeth and bought this box anyway. 
    

    

    
      What if luck smiled upon him and he stumbled upon a treasure?
    

    

    
      After storing away the three Serpent Saliva Fruits, Zhou Ming scanned his surroundings. 
    

    

    
      There were still plenty of spoils waiting for him to collect.
    

    

    
      From the sounds coming from afar, Ferocious Beasts were already drawing near. 
    

    

    
      However, due to the earlier commotion being too great, no other beasts or mutant animals had yet approached.
    

    

    
      He immediately used his combat knife to disembowel three Ferocious-level serpents, taking out three snake galls of varying sizes.
    

    

    
      After that, Zhou Ming took a classic Blood Hunter Type-1 handgun, the combat suit from a lean, dark-skinned man, a two-foot-long battle knife, and some essential wilderness survival supplies.
    

    

    
      Once his loot was secured, he left the Serpent Valley without hesitation. 
    

    

    
      What he carried now was all he could take; the rest, he had to abandon.
    

    

    
      The reason he risked delaying his departure to collect these supplies was not only for personal use — Zhou Ming also needed money.
    

    

    
      Beast Tamers who graduated from academies not only learned knowledge about beasts but also trained their bodies according to the feedback effects of their beasts.
    

    

    
      Although on Blue Star, even martial artists who pushed their limits could not rival Ferocious Beasts and could only barely handle ordinary mutant animals, that did not mean physical training in martial arts was useless.
    

    

    
      The two men who had used the heavy machine gun and heavy sniper rifle earlier had strengthened their bodies through martial arts and drug enhancements; otherwise, the recoil alone would have shattered their arms and shoulders.
    

    

    
      While the human body had its limits, Beast Tamers could break through those limits by relying on their beasts. 
    

    

    
      Advancing to Phantasmal Tamer or Beast Knight required an even higher level of martial training — without it, how could one have the strength to slay Ferocious Beasts in close combat?
    

    

    
      Aside from training his body through martial arts, Zhou Ming also planned to learn shooting techniques.
    

    

    
      The Blood Hunter Type-1 pistol he had used earlier fortunately had low power, and the distance had been short — otherwise, hitting the target with a single shot would have been much harder.
    

    

    
      As for the profession he would advance to in the future, it was still a blur. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps none of the current paths suited him; for now, he could only improve his strength through other means and decide later.
    

    

    
      However, all of this depended on one thing — money. 
    

    

    
      Therefore, Zhou Ming had no choice but to take risks.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Viperhorn Venom Python’s territory, Zhou Ming unleashed his spiritual pressure on the ordinary mutant snakes blocking his way and charged straight to the temporary campsite at the mouth of the valley.
    

    

    
      When he returned, a single Ironthread Snake slithered up beside his foot. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew that this hidden place had not been discovered by outsiders or other beasts and mutant animals.
    

    

    
      It was fortunate that the group of hunters earlier had been in a rush and did not carefully search the area; otherwise, he would have been the one ambushed.
    

    

    
      Back in the stone crevice campsite, Zhou Ming didn’t even have time to sort through his spoils. 
    

    

    
      After giving instructions to his beast, he collapsed into the crevice and fell into a deep sleep.
    

    

    
      The deaths of so many Ironthread Snakes in such a short period had indeed caused some damage to his Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      He could only rely on sleep and meditation to recover.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming slept until the sun rose high overhead the next day before waking up.
    

    

    
      The throbbing pain in his mind jolted him from his dreams. 
    

    

    
      He rubbed his temples repeatedly to ease the discomfort.
    

    

    
      “It seems I really need to find a way to strengthen my Spiritual Power.”
    

    

    
      When a Beast died, the mental backlash suffered by its Tamer usually resulted in severe injury, unconsciousness, or even serious damage to the Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming possessed over a thousand Spiritual Seeds. 
    

    

    
      Normally, such a reaction would only occur if over half of his beasts died.
    

    

    
      Yet this time, the deaths of just a few dozen Ironthread Snakes caused him such pain — there was only one explanation: his Spiritual Power was severely insufficient.
    

    

    
      But on second thought, that made sense. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Seeds were inherited from his predecessor. 
    

    

    
      Although he had been meditating on his own, he still hadn’t reached the level of a proper Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Moreover, he was still using the public version of the Basic Meditation Technique and had never used any meditation resources. 
    

    

    
      Reaching this point was purely the result of Zhou Ming’s caution and meticulous preparation.
    

    

    
      Of course, the most crucial factor was luck — perhaps he should curse the heavens a little less; there might still be unexpected blessings waiting for him.
    

    

    
      When the pain in his mind finally subsided, he lowered his hands.
    

    

    
      Feeling his current condition, Zhou Ming — whose expression still carried traces of pain — decisively made a choice.
    

    

    
      He took out the box containing the Serpent Saliva Fruits, opened it, and took out two of the fragrant, essence-filled fruits, planning to consume one himself and feed one to Ironthread Snake No. 1.
    

    

    
      The last Serpent Saliva Fruit would be saved for the next time one of his Ironthread Snakes underwent a secondary mutation.
    

    

    
      As a Tier-2 spiritual material, the Serpent Saliva Fruit could also be consumed by humans, though its effects were less potent than on serpentine creatures.
    

    

    
      Still, it could aid a Beast Tamer in enhancing Spiritual Power — after all, it was a spiritual treasure.
    

    

    
      “No. 1, if you don’t advance into a Ferocious Beast, I’ll roast you. But if you succeed, I’ll give you a proper name.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Ironthread Snake No. 1 coiled around his wrist, Zhou Ming gave both carrot and stick — reward and punishment clearly defined.
    

    

    
      He stuffed the bean-sized Serpent Saliva Fruit into Ironthread Snake No. 1’s mouth, then swallowed another himself and began meditating.
    

    

    
      As for the rest of the hardworking Ironthread Snakes, their duty remained the same — to continue guarding their master and companion. 
    

    

    
      Poor things.
    

    

    
      The Serpent Saliva Fruit melted instantly in Zhou Ming’s mouth. 
    

    

    
      Instead of bringing warmth, it felt like a stream of cold energy rushing straight to his crown, cooling his aching mind.
    

    

    
      While Zhou Ming used the fruit to heal and strengthen his Spiritual Power, Ironthread Snake No. 1 also began to undergo a dramatic change.
    

    

    
      Its once metallic-looking scales started to dry and crack, and it rubbed its body continuously against nearby rocks — it seemed to be shedding. 
    

    

    
      What kind of transformation would Ironthread Snake No. 1 experience after molting?
    

    

    
      The next day after leaving the Viperhorn Venom Python’s territory, Zhou Ming awoke from his meditation — his entire body reeked horribly.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t because the Serpent Saliva Fruit had cleansed his body’s impurities, but simply because his filthy clothes, stained with blood from earlier battles and snake gall extractions, made him look like he had just crawled out of a garbage heap.
    

    

    
      Yet, despite his appearance, one part of Zhou Ming still shone brightly — his eyes.
    

    

    
      At this moment, his eyes looked even more like…
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      At this moment, Zhou Ming’s eyes seemed to resemble those of a serpent.
    

    

    
      Previously, when people described his eyes as being like a snake’s pupils, it was merely a metaphor for his gaze. 
    

    

    
      But now, Zhou Ming’s eyes truly bore a resemblance to a serpent’s.
    

    

    
      His pupils had subtly become vertical slits, and the dark irises surrounding them now carried faint traces of a dim golden hue. 
    

    

    
      When he narrowed his eyes, an invisible pressure emanated from them.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming himself had yet to notice this change. 
    

    

    
      He cared far more about the transformation of his own Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      “So this is what the book called a ‘minor improvement’? This isn’t a minor boost at all—it completely elevated my Spiritual Power to the point where I can now condense a Spiritual Seed without relying on the efforts of my predecessor.”
    

    

    
      That statement was akin to scolding the cook after finishing the meal—crossing the bridge only to tear it down.
    

    

    
      Without the Spiritual Seed left behind by his predecessor, he might very well still be cleaning dog kennels right now.
    

    

    
      At last, Zhou Ming understood why, once one could sense Spiritual Power, it was possible to condense a Spiritual Seed using only resources.
    

    

    
      Unless one was utterly unable to perceive their Spiritual Sea through meditation, then as long as they had sufficient resources, becoming a Beast Tamer was not as difficult as it was made out to be.
    

    

    
      Given his current condition, as long as not all of his Ironthread Snakes died, he would no longer suffer from the headaches he experienced before.
    

    

    
      Of course, the number of deaths that could affect him depended on the number of Spiritual Seeds he had, not on the total number of Ironthread Snakes currently in his possession.
    

    

    
      “No. 1?”
    

    

    
      As always, Zhou Ming cared for himself first before thinking of his beasts. 
    

    

    
      Only now did he remember his No. 1 Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss.”
    

    

    
      Hearing its master’s call, No. 1 Ironthread Snake happily slithered onto Zhou Ming’s hand.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was momentarily startled by the dramatic transformation of the Ironthread Snake before him.
    

    

    
      After repeatedly confirming through their Spiritual Link, he was certain that the one-meter-long snake before him was indeed No. 1.
    

    

    
      Now, it measured over a meter in length, its thickness having increased from that of a chopstick to nearly the width of a thumb.
    

    

    
      The scales covering its body were the size of mung beans—tightly set and neatly overlapping like dark metallic plates, now transformed into the luster of polished black jade.
    

    

    
      No. 1 slithered close to Zhou Ming’s body, only to be grabbed and thoroughly examined—without the slightest dignity left.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming suddenly swung No. 1 like a whip toward a nearby rock. 
    

    

    
      Seeing the mark it left, Zhou Ming nodded in satisfaction.
    

    

    
      “Not bad. With this level of defense, it could serve as a short whip.”
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss.”
    

    

    
      No. 1 Ironthread Snake voiced its protest at Zhou Ming’s treatment.
    

    

    
      Looking at those mung-bean-sized, dark-golden snake eyes staring at him innocently, Zhou Ming gave an apologetic smile.
    

    

    
      “You little fellow, you’re just too much like a handy short whip—I couldn’t help myself.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately shifted the blame onto No. 1.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, you’ve now become a Ferocious Beast. As agreed, I’ll give you a name—Inkband.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could naturally feel Inkband’s strength increase; otherwise, he wouldn’t have acted the way he just did. 
    

    

    
      He had simply been too overjoyed by the immense gains.
    

    

    
      Since the environment around them wasn’t suitable, he could only apologize to Inkband for the rough treatment.
    

    

    
      Once his excitement subsided, Zhou Ming finally noticed his own condition—the stench on his body was unbearable even to himself.
    

    

    
      He took Inkband and the Ironthread Snake group toward a nearby water source. 
    

    

    
      He had only ever drawn water from there before, never daring to bathe, uncertain of what might lurk beneath the surface.
    

    

    
      But now that Inkband had become a Ferocious Beast, Zhou Ming planned not only to wash up but also to test its new strength.
    

    

    
      Once Inkband confirmed that no danger was present, Zhou Ming filled a kettle with clean water, stripped off his clothes, and jumped straight in.
    

    

    
      The clear surface instantly turned murky black—the speed and potency were such that, even without Inkband’s scouting, it would have been enough to poison any lurking predators beneath the water.
    

    

    
      After washing away all the grime, Zhou Ming dressed himself in the combat uniform he had stripped from the dark-skinned gaunt man earlier.
    

    

    
      He didn’t mind it—it was far better than his old tactical jacket.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect that besides Inkband, only thirty-six Ironthread Snakes remain. Thankfully, all of them are the stronger and higher-quality ones.”
    

    

    
      Once he tidied up, Zhou Ming finally had time to inspect the snake group’s condition.
    

    

    
      “Move out—hunt.”
    

    

    
      With greater strength came greater confidence. 
    

    

    
      Before setting off, Zhou Ming even rallied his snake swarm.
    

    

    
      The once-calm front section of Serpent Valley was thrown into chaos once again by Zhou Ming’s disturbance.
    

    

    
      If not for the risk of triggering a full serpent tide, he might not have stopped at all.
    

    

    
      With his strength now vastly improved, Zhou Ming’s focus—aside from nurturing the snake swarm and seeking rare medicinal herbs—was on finding stronger and higher-quality Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      According to his plan, unless he completely “digested” the resources gained this time, it would be impossible to venture into the wilderness again in the short term.
    

    

    
      After all, the purpose of exploration was to obtain resources to strengthen oneself—he would never confuse means with ends.
    

    

    
      “Winter is almost here?”
    

    

    
      Standing atop a giant boulder at the mouth of Serpent Valley, Zhou Ming stretched out his hand to catch a snowflake, murmuring softly.
    

    

    
      He knew it was time to return. 
    

    

    
      The harsh snow of winter would cause severe food shortages, driving the Ferocious Beasts and mutant animals of the wilderness into frenzy.
    

    

    
      The danger level would increase drastically—it was time to leave.
    

    

    
      In truth, Zhou Ming, who had a more introverted temperament, preferred to hide away in quiet solitude and enjoy the gradual process of strengthening himself.
    

    

    
      But reality did not allow him that luxury.
    

    

    
      Beyond environmental challenges, there were many other matters awaiting him—learning Beast Tamer knowledge, training his body through martial arts, improving his marksmanship, and acquiring knowledge for his future advancement.
    

    

    
      Armed with a combat blade, a classic twenty-round pistol, a bulging backpack, and his loyal snake swarm, Zhou Ming began his journey back toward Qinshan Base—laden with harvest.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      A corpse, its eyes filled with confusion, fell into the grass—completely unaware of how it had died.
    

    

    
      Far in the distance, a figure carrying a backpack larger than his own head approached—it was Zhou Ming, returning to Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      “Sigh, another one trying to take without earning.”
    

    

    
      Though his tone carried a hint of pity, Zhou Ming’s hands were very honest as they began looting the spoils.
    

    

    
      This was already the third time he had encountered hunters attempting to rob others along the way. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming had previously sent out his Ironthread Snake swarm to form a circular sensory field with a radius of one kilometer.
    

    

    
      The limited range was due to his current Spiritual Power and the number of snakes under his command.
    

    

    
      However, as Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power and beast count continued to grow, so too would the scope of this sensing field.
    

    

    
      He called this field the “Radar Sensory Domain,” for it was woven from Spiritual Threads, forming a detection net akin to a biological radar—capable of sensing creatures within its range and gauging their strength.
    

    

    
      Such a simple yet practical ability—if made public—would surely draw the attention and invitations of countless powers. 
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, this ability was invaluable.
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      Chapter 27: Return to the City
    

    

    
      Because of the changes to Blue Star, the previous satellites, related knowledge, and supporting facilities had become completely unusable.
    

    

    
      The satellites currently in use were those that had been re-researched and launched after the Alliance was established.
    

    

    
      However, due to environmental factors, the launched satellites could only operate above the territories of the Human Race. 
    

    

    
      Aside from the difficulty of launching, the existence of Legendary-level powerhouses among other races would not allow such devices to hover above their skies.
    

    

    
      Moreover, after the drastic environmental changes on Blue Star, it was impossible to conduct meter-level accurate detection. 
    

    

    
      There were too many factors affecting satellite reconnaissance, as well as various environmental interferences impacting electromagnetic transmission.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the phone Zhou Ming had bought previously could only be used within the base. 
    

    

    
      To communicate between bases or in the wilderness, only a few special devices could achieve that — possessions of major powers or special departments.
    

    

    
      For example, the banks, the Hunter Guild, and the Qinshan Base government.
    

    

    
      Because of this series of factors, Beast Tamers possessing special sensory abilities were extremely popular.
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhou Ming packed up his spoils and set out again. 
    

    

    
      The only change was that the backpack behind him had grown even taller.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming’s luck was not too bad. 
    

    

    
      After dealing with the third wave of hunters who attempted to rob him, he finally reached the safe zone smoothly.
    

    

    
      The safe zone not only meant that encounters with Ferocious Beasts were rare but also served as a tacitly agreed-upon area where all factions refrained from fighting. 
    

    

    
      Although it could not guarantee absolute safety, as long as it did not involve major interests, deadly conflicts were unlikely to occur.
    

    

    
      The reason such an unspoken rule could exist was mainly due to several contributing factors.
    

    

    
      First, it was close to the city walls of Qinshan Base, with city defense soldiers patrolling the area regularly.
    

    

    
      Second, much of the land in the safe zone was used for agriculture — any large-scale destruction would offend everyone.
    

    

    
      Third, the terrain of the safe zone was open and unobstructed, allowing satellites to monitor the area clearly.
    

    

    
      Fourth, all returning hunters had to pass through the safe zone — no one wanted to fight their way into the city when exhausted from a long hunt.
    

    

    
      On the dirt road of the safe zone, Zhou Ming trudged forward with his head lowered, carrying a bundle that was taller than himself.
    

    

    
      Anyone unaware of the situation would have thought he was a young laborer working hard to earn money.
    

    

    
      Due to the arrival of winter, the number of hunters returning to the city from the safe zone had significantly increased compared to usual.
    

    

    
      When some of the less successful hunters saw the massive pack on Zhou Ming’s back, their faces were filled with envy — some even felt the urge to “help” the sweat-drenched Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      However, that thought vanished instantly the moment they noticed Inkband coiled atop the pack, vigilantly surveying the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Instead, they silently studied Zhou Ming’s departing figure, wondering in their hearts what kind of fierce man this was.
    

    

    
      The strength of a Ferocious Beast was not necessarily related to its size, but generally, Beast Tamers preferred to choose normally-sized or large Ferocious Beasts as their contracted beasts.
    

    

    
      Not only could such beasts carry their tamers, but they could also shield them from danger and provide defensive protection — an invaluable advantage for Apprentice Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      However, some Beast Tamers preferred smaller beasts. 
    

    

    
      Because of their small size, such beasts were fast and agile, hard to target with firearms, and difficult to detect — usually used for ambushes and assassinations.
    

    

    
      In other words, they traded the Beast Tamer’s personal safety for greater offensive potential.
    

    

    
      Seeing Inkband, everyone began to suspect that Zhou Ming’s harvest might have come from robbing other hunters. 
    

    

    
      Thus, they grew even more wary of him.
    

    

    
      An hour later, with sheer persistence, Zhou Ming finally carried his towering bundle to the city gate.
    

    

    
      Looking at the long line of people ahead, Zhou Ming had no choice but to join the queue. 
    

    

    
      Everyone entering the city had to be inspected — primarily to prevent members of other races from infiltrating Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      “This hunter, please put away your beast.”
    

    

    
      As the city gate was about to close, it was finally Zhou Ming’s turn. 
    

    

    
      The inspecting soldier leading the team immediately reminded him upon seeing Inkband coiled atop the pack.
    

    

    
      “Apologies, I haven’t opened my Beast Space yet.”
    

    

    
      Bending slightly, Zhou Ming explained briefly upon hearing the soldier’s reminder, though he still let Inkband slip into his clothes.
    

    

    
      “So young, and already a Wild Beast Tamer — that’s rare!”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s explanation and seeing his youthful face, the inspecting squad leader couldn’t help but comment in surprise.
    

    

    
      “Looks like you’ve had quite the haul this time.”
    

    

    
      The differently-styled packs stacked on his back made him stand out wherever he went.
    

    

    
      “Just luck, just luck. I only picked up what others didn’t want — as long as it can be sold for money, it’s fine.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the rifles and heavy weapons around him, Zhou Ming could only keep a humble attitude — sometimes, one had to know when to lower their head.
    

    

    
      “Hehe…”
    

    

    
      The squad leader didn’t believe Zhou Ming’s words about scavenging in the wilderness, but since the Longnose Hound beside him detected no contraband, he simply waved Zhou Ming through.
    

    

    
      The wilderness and the area within the city walls were two different worlds — whatever happened out there, as long as there was no evidence, the base wouldn’t trouble itself over it.
    

    

    
      After passing through the heavily guarded passage, Zhou Ming finally returned to Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      “Brother, our company buys rare herbs and Ferocious Beast materials at high prices. Take a look at our offer list.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had barely been back for half a moment when a neatly uniformed man approached him — this time not to sell anything, but clearly interested in purchasing the contents of his pack.
    

    

    
      “Brother, look at our company’s prices — we offer the highest rates in all of Qinshan Base!”
    

    

    
      “Please, check ours, brother — we really give the best value!”
    

    

    
      The bundle on Zhou Ming’s back was a full head taller than him, making him stand out among all the returning hunters. 
    

    

    
      Instantly, salesmen from several hunter trade companies in Qinshan Base surrounded him.
    

    

    
      “Brother, how about our company, hm?”
    

    

    
      A woman in a tight uniform, revealing her snow-white neck and a figure that moved enticingly with every word, approached Zhou Ming with wavy, flowing hair cascading down her back.
    

    

    
      “Big brother, you look exhausted. Why don’t we find a quiet place, have some water, and relax a bit? We can talk things over slowly.”
    

    

    
      Gulp.
    

    

    
      The surrounding men, witnessing the scene, couldn’t help but indulge in fantasies.
    

    

    
      “Excuse me, you’re blocking my way.”
    

    

    
      If the wavy-haired woman’s voice was filled with temptation and allure, as though scratching at the hearts of men,
    

    

    
      then Zhou Ming’s reply was like a gust of winter’s cold wind — instantly freezing everyone’s hearts with the chill of a predator’s dominance.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s cold, serpentine gaze, the people surrounding him immediately dispersed.
    

    

    
      Seeing the way cleared, Zhou Ming walked straight past, unwilling to endure their gazes any longer.
    

    

    
      “Hmph.”
    

    

    
      Realizing her charm had failed for the first time, the voluptuous woman stomped her foot in frustration.
    

    

    
      You can refuse to sell, but how dare you ignore my beauty! — that was the thought running through her mind.
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      The Hunter Guild was as bustling as ever. Compared to other seasons, it was even more crowded during winter.
    

    

    
      Aside from a few hunters who were either powerful or daring, very few dared to leave the base to venture into the wilderness during this season.
    

    

    
      Most hunters spent their time resting peacefully or drinking and bragging at the bar inside the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      In front of the Hunter Guild’s entrance, a taxi stopped at the door.
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming had brought back a backpack full of valuable spoils, so instead of being stingy and waiting for the tram, he called a taxi straight to the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      “Eh, isn’t that the young guy who came to the Hunter Guild last time?”
    

    

    
      “Seems like it.”
    

    

    
      When they saw Zhou Ming entering the Hunter Guild, some hunters with good memories immediately recalled the young man who had come here a little over two months ago.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t think that lone wolf hunter could bring back such a haul.”
    

    

    
      “Look at those backpacks.”
    

    

    
      “His luck’s a bit black, huh!”
    

    

    
      Only two or three hunters who had seen Zhou Ming two months ago and were still frequenting the guild recognized him. Most others were simply gossiping about how a lone hunter could possibly bring in so much loot—wondering if he had done something shady behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming ignored the noisy chatter completely and headed straight toward the Hunter Guild’s task submission area.
    

    

    
      “I need a private chamber.”
    

    

    
      “Understood, we’ll arrange one for you immediately.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing his request, the guild staff quickly began making arrangements, and someone came specifically to receive him.
    

    

    
      For hunters who had completed their missions but didn’t wish to display their materials in public, the Hunter Guild allowed them to rent private chambers to submit their items discreetly.
    

    

    
      However, this required a fee of ten thousand Alliance Coins. Yes, ten thousand.
    

    

    
      Although this might arouse others’ curiosity, it was still far better than letting everyone see exactly what he was submitting.
    

    

    
      “Three low-tier serpent-type Ferocious Beast gallbladders, respectively from…”
    

    

    
      “Three stalks of Serpent-scale Grass over a hundred years old, seventeen around fifty years, and one hundred and thirty-seven around ten years.”
    

    

    
      “One heart from a Berserked low-tier Ferocious Beast—Violent Lion.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the private chamber, an elderly man with snow-white hair but a rosy complexion was continuously taking the materials handed to him by his assistant, examining their quality and grading.
    

    

    
      Aside from Zhou Ming’s own harvested resources, there were also materials obtained from the three “Wealth Boys.”
    

    

    
      Moreover, after Inkband evolved into a Ferocious Beast, Zhou Ming had returned once more to the territory of the Viperhorn Venom Python, where he found one remaining undamaged package—and from it, retrieved a Berserked Violent Lion’s heart.
    

    

    
      It was thanks to this that Zhou Ming had such an abundant harvest this time.
    

    

    
      “Young hunter, all your materials have been appraised. Which missions do you wish to submit them for?”
    

    

    
      After sorting all the materials, the white-haired elder looked up and asked Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Guild regularly posted bounty missions seeking precious herbs and Ferocious Beast materials, issued by various factions. The rewards included not only Alliance Coins but also other items.
    

    

    
      “The herbs go to the bounty posted by Dawn Pharmaceuticals. The Ferocious Beast materials to the one posted by Blackblood Industries.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had already decided beforehand to whom he would submit the materials.
    

    

    
      “Please wait a moment, we’ll calculate your rewards.”
    

    

    
      The staff in the chamber immediately began calculating the total bounty Zhou Ming would receive based on the missions’ listed rewards.
    

    

    
      Moments later, the total was out—thirteen and a half million Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      For a lone wolf hunter, this was an astonishing fortune. For a team, it would simply be considered a plentiful harvest.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was quite satisfied with the outcome and readily accepted it.
    

    

    
      The two companies he chose didn’t offer any extra items, but their bounties were among the highest available.
    

    

    
      Moreover, while the quantity he brought back was considerable, the quality of the materials could only be considered “qualified.”
    

    

    
      “This is a Gold Card jointly issued by the Guild and the Alliance. It can be used freely at any medium or higher-level base across the Alliance. You can set your own password when you first access an ATM.”
    

    

    
      “Also, your internal guild rank has now reached Black Iron Hunter, and you’ve earned 1,350 contribution points.”
    

    

    
      Once Zhou Ming confirmed, a staff member promptly handed him a Gold Card and a badge, briefly explaining their uses.
    

    

    
      “Thank you. I’d like to exchange for Beast Tamer knowledge.”
    

    

    
      After expressing his gratitude, Zhou Ming made his request.
    

    

    
      “This way, please.”
    

    

    
      The staff smiled politely at the young Black Iron Hunter who also held the title of Beast Tamer and led him toward the exchange area for Beast Tamer knowledge.
    

    

    
      On the second floor of the Hunter Guild, Zhou Ming saw only a few people moving around. Yet, the oppressive aura here was far stronger than on the first floor—he estimated there must be Official Rank Beast Tamers stationed here.
    

    

    
      They entered a room made entirely of reinforced steel. A staff member handed Zhou Ming a booklet.
    

    

    
      “Hunter, this booklet contains all the Beast Tamer knowledge stored by the Qinshan Hunter Guild. You may choose freely according to your contribution points and rank.”
    

    

    
      “Once you’ve confirmed the knowledge you wish to exchange, someone will deliver it to you. You can only read it inside this room, and you must return the book before leaving.”
    

    

    
      “If you require food or water, you may request it. However, if your stay exceeds one day, a fee of ten thousand Alliance Coins per day will be charged.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, and do not damage any of the books containing Beast Tamer knowledge—or bear the consequences yourself.”
    

    

    
      The uniformed staff member spoke expressionlessly as he handed over the booklet and delivered the standard briefing.
    

    

    
      “Understood. Thank you for the explanation.”
    

    

    
      Even when the other’s attitude was cold, Zhou Ming remained polite. After all, being courteous always worked in one’s favor.
    

    

    
      Once the staff left and the door closed, Zhou Ming focused his attention on the booklet in his hands.
    

    

    
      Knowing his contribution points weren’t abundant, he only flipped through the first few pages.
    

    

    
      “‘Beast Space Opening Ritual’—100 points.”
    

    

    
      Soon, Zhou Ming found exactly what he needed. Seeing the listed cost, he couldn’t help but sigh.
    

    

    
      A hundred points didn’t directly equal a million Alliance Coins, but for an ordinary person, earning that amount was extremely difficult. 
    

    

    
      Without attending a Beast Tamer University or having a privileged background, one could only risk their life completing missions for the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      Shaking his head, Zhou Ming didn’t dwell on it. He simply pressed the call button on the side.
    

    

    
      When the guild staff returned, Zhou Ming clearly stated that he wished to exchange for the “Beast Space Opening Ritual” knowledge and its corresponding materials.
    

    

    
      After confirming his request, it didn’t take long before someone arrived, delivering a pile of materials and a scroll made of beast hide.
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      Inside a room on the second floor of the Hunter Guild, a pattern resembling a formation appeared within the chamber where Zhou Ming was.
    

    

    
      After placing the materials in their corresponding positions, Zhou Ming once again recalled the knowledge required for the Beast Space Opening Ritual.
    

    

    
      This time, in addition to the knowledge of opening the Beast Space, the required materials had also completely exhausted almost all the contribution points Zhou Ming had painstakingly earned.
    

    

    
      If he failed, then Zhou Ming would have to spend his own money to buy the materials needed for the ritual.
    

    

    
      Although the materials for the Beast Space Opening Ritual were not too expensive—only about two to three hundred thousand Alliance Coins—Zhou Ming did not want to waste them casually.
    

    

    
      As for why he did not simply buy them himself but instead exchanged his precious contribution points, that was a decision Zhou Ming had made after careful consideration. 
    

    

    
      This was because exchanging for advanced Beast Tamer knowledge required not only contribution points but also a corresponding Hunter rank.
    

    

    
      Given his current Hunter rank and contribution points, he was still far from being able to obtain the higher knowledge he needed. It was better to use his points for now and save the Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      After all, Alliance Coins had broader uses, and as long as one found the right channels, almost anything could be purchased.
    

    

    
      Moreover, as long as he completed missions from the Hunter Guild, the points were practically given for free. As long as his strength continued to grow, contribution points would never be a problem.
    

    

    
      After confirming that everything was in order, Zhou Ming sat cross-legged in the center of the formation and used his Spiritual Power to activate the ritual.
    

    

    
      The complex and mysterious lines drawn with special ink on the floor suddenly emitted a platinum-colored radiance.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s control, the formation connected the surrounding materials, channeling a unique power into the Voidstone placed before him.
    

    

    
      The Voidstone was a material with spatial attributes and the core material for the Beast Space Opening Ritual. 
    

    

    
      It was almost entirely controlled by the Alliance government and the major factions.
    

    

    
      There was plenty of it in existence, but only a few official channels were allowed to sell it.
    

    

    
      Under the guidance of the formation, the activated Voidstone emitted a slender silver beam that shot directly toward Zhou Ming’s forehead.
    

    

    
      As the ritual continued, the once somewhat illusory Spiritual Sea within Zhou Ming’s mind began to solidify with a sense of tangible reality.
    

    

    
      An hour later, Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Sea had completely evolved into a Beast Space.
    

    

    
      In truth, the Spiritual Sea and the Beast Space were essentially the same in nature, but the Beast Space could seal the tamed beasts of a Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Through spiritual threads, the Beast Tamer could draw the beasts into the Beast Space, where they would enter a dormant state—making it convenient for the Beast Tamer to carry them.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming opened his slightly serpent-like eyes, a look of joy spreading across his face. 
    

    

    
      The opening ritual had been entirely successful without any mishaps.
    

    

    
      Under his control, the Ironthread Snakes hidden beneath his clothes were all withdrawn into the Beast Space. 
    

    

    
      The next moment, he closed his eyes again to check on their sealed condition.
    

    

    
      He saw nearly a hundred Ironthread Snakes coiled together in a circle, appearing in the place where their Spiritual Seeds once resided, now forming a part of Zhou Ming’s star-cloud-like Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      Seeing no abnormalities, Zhou Ming exited the Beast Space.
    

    

    
      He then summoned his top general—Inkband—to check if there were any issues.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      Dissatisfied with being sealed earlier, Inkband expressed its displeasure.
    

    

    
      “You little thing, still refusing to stay in the Beast Space? You’ve really grown used to freedom,” Zhou Ming said with a tone full of fondness, sensing Inkband’s emotions through their spiritual link.
    

    

    
      “All right then, from now on, you can just stay hidden in my clothes.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t force Inkband—after all, his top general deserved special treatment.
    

    

    
      Besides, keeping Inkband outside allowed him to respond instantly to unexpected situations. 
    

    

    
      After all, summoning a beast required the Beast Tamer’s own reaction time.
    

    

    
      And since the Beast Space was mainly for convenience, Inkband’s small size made it easy for him to slip into the pockets of Zhou Ming’s clothing.
    

    

    
      After settling Inkband, Zhou Ming left the room on the Hunter Guild’s second floor.
    

    

    
      As for the scroll containing the ritual knowledge, he immediately returned it—he had no desire to invite unnecessary suspicion.
    

    

    
      It was also then that Zhou Ming understood why, in this seemingly modernized world, only the most basic Beast Tamer knowledge was widely circulated.
    

    

    
      The answer lay within the scroll he had just read.
    

    

    
      That scroll had been specially crafted from the treated hide of a Ferocious Beast, inscribed with Spiritual Power as ink to record the intricate knowledge.
    

    

    
      Readers could directly feel the knowledge within the scroll through their minds. If it had been written in ordinary text, even lengthy passages would fail to convey the profound intricacies of such knowledge.
    

    

    
      After handling everything, Zhou Ming left the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      Those harboring secret intentions in the shadows hesitated and temporarily suppressed their thoughts upon seeing the Black Iron Emblem on Zhou Ming’s chest.
    

    

    
      After all, the Black Iron Emblem not only represented a Hunter’s rank but also denoted danger level—and confirmed Zhou Ming as an official member of the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      To attack a Black Iron Hunter within the city would draw unwanted attention, even if no one investigated deeply.
    

    

    
      Moreover, everyone tacitly agreed that the strong were entitled to more.
    

    

    
      With just one subtle action as he left the guild, Zhou Ming had preemptively dispelled any unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Hunter Guild, still dressed in his combat uniform, Zhou Ming rented an apartment in the inner city—finally able to abandon that shabby kennel in the outer district.
    

    

    
      The apartment wasn’t large, just a one-bedroom with a living room, kitchen, and bathroom. 
    

    

    
      Apart from personal items, it came fully furnished with furniture, appliances, and kitchenware.
    

    

    
      Its only drawback was the high rent—ten thousand Alliance Coins per month—but Zhou Ming ultimately accepted it and paid for a full year in advance.
    

    

    
      After securing his new residence, Zhou Ming began purchasing his own clothes, shoes, and various toiletries.
    

    

    
      By the time he finished all his errands, night had completely fallen.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming flopped onto the bed, inhaling the clean scent of the sheets as his entire body relaxed.
    

    

    
      He had returned to Qinshan Base in the morning, handed in his mission items at noon, exchanged for the Beast Space Opening Ritual, and spent the afternoon house-hunting and shopping for personal belongings.
    

    

    
      It could be said that Zhou Ming hadn’t stopped all day, and now, lying on the bed, he didn’t want to move an inch.
    

    

    
      Only Inkband, having been accidentally squashed by its master, wriggled free from beneath Zhou Ming and lifted its snake head to curiously observe the new surroundings.
    

    

    
      The night passed peacefully. 
    

    

    
      By the time the next day neared noon, Zhou Ming was awakened by hunger. 
    

    

    
      After washing up, he prepared to head out for a meal.
    

    

    
      “My eyes!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the change in his reflection, Zhou Ming was shocked—his toothbrush even fell to the floor unnoticed.
    

    

    
      After rinsing his mouth quickly, he examined himself repeatedly in the mirror. When he confirmed that there was no real adverse effect, he finally relaxed.
    

    

    
      Still, Zhou Ming decided to find an opportunity to properly examine the changes in his body.
    

    

    
      Once he had calmed himself, the smile he once wore disappeared, and his expression darkened slightly as he stepped out of his new home.
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      After Zhou Ming had properly rewarded his stomach with a good meal, he went straight back to the Garden Community in the southern part of the city. 
    

    

    
      Besides checking out of his rental, there were still some things he had yet to retrieve.
    

    

    
      “Phew, cough, cough…”
    

    

    
      Inside his old residence, Zhou Ming squatted down and retrieved the phone he had hidden in the corner of the wall. 
    

    

    
      A gentle blow sent dust scattering everywhere.
    

    

    
      “Good thing I brought the charger with me, or else I’d have to go back again just to turn this thing on.”
    

    

    
      As expected, the phone screen was pitch black—no power at all. 
    

    

    
      After all, he had been away from home for more than two months.
    

    

    
      After waiting over ten minutes, Zhou Ming finally managed to power it on.
    

    

    
      “Ding, ding, ding…”
    

    

    
      It sounded like a string of firecrackers going off. 
    

    

    
      Notification after notification—unread messages and missed calls—popped up in quick succession. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was almost worried his phone wouldn’t be able to handle the bombardment.
    

    

    
      He scrolled through them. 
    

    

    
      At first, it was just Wang Yan and Xiao Yun reaching out normally. 
    

    

    
      Later, after he hadn’t responded for a long time, they began spamming him with texts and calls.
    

    

    
      “Guess it wasn’t a waste getting to know those two.”
    

    

    
      Although the fault lay with him, Zhou Ming hadn’t wanted to make them worry, so he didn’t tell them in advance.
    

    

    
      And since his old, beaten-up phone had turned useless once he left Qinshan Base, he had hidden it under the bed to avoid damaging it while in the wilderness.
    

    

    
      Judging from the state of his home, it hadn’t been robbed while he was gone—probably because even the thieves didn’t think this place was worth the effort, which was why his phone was still there safe and sound.
    

    

    
      Then Zhou Ming called Wang Yan first to let him know he was safe.
    

    

    
      Upon receiving the unexpected call, Wang Yan began by cursing him out, then proudly announced that he had successfully condensed his Spiritual Seed and tamed a Ferocious Beast cub.
    

    

    
      During the call, Wang Yan complained endlessly—thankfully, he had managed to condense his Spiritual Seed before his twentieth birthday. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, as his father later told him, if he hadn’t broken through by twenty, his father and mother would have already started “training a new account.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan was filled with resentment toward his father’s words, grumbling in Zhou Ming’s ear the whole time, even questioning whether he was his parents’ biological child.
    

    

    
      Once the topic started, Wang Yan wouldn’t stop talking. 
    

    

    
      In the end, Zhou Ming couldn’t take it anymore and directly hung up.
    

    

    
      He had thought Wang Yan would at least express some concern—but instead, it turned into a full-blown venting session.
    

    

    
      Looking at the last number in his contacts list, Zhou Ming—who had been decisive and ruthless while in the wilderness—suddenly felt a headache coming on.
    

    

    
      As the saying went, “If you’ve taken from someone, your hands are tied; if you’ve eaten from someone, your mouth is sealed.”
    

    

    
      For a whole year, Xiao Yun had looked after him like a younger brother. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming owed her that kindness. 
    

    

    
      Now, after disappearing for more than two months, he wasn’t sure how to face her.
    

    

    
      In the end, he still made the call—but held the phone away from his ear in advance.
    

    

    
      “Hello, Zhou Ming?”
    

    

    
      Unlike his own phone, Xiao Yun’s had caller ID. Seeing the unfamiliar number, she was unsure at first, but her tone carried a hint of concern.
    

    

    
      “Sister Yun, it’s me.”
    

    

    
      Hearing her voice, Zhou Ming felt a pang of guilt and brought the phone closer to his ear.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming! I knew you weren’t dead!”
    

    

    
      ???
    

    

    
      Why did that sound so awkward? But hearing how happy she was, Zhou Ming didn’t bring it up.
    

    

    
      The two ended up talking for half an hour, mostly catching up on what had happened recently.
    

    

    
      Near the end, Xiao Yun mentioned that her birthday was on the 9th of next month. It would also be her younger brother’s farewell banquet, and she invited Zhou Ming to attend—both to celebrate and to let her brother, Xiao Lei, apologize to him.
    

    

    
      Originally, Zhou Ming didn’t plan to go. But remembering how, during her last birthday, he had only sent a short “happy birthday” after finding out, he knew he couldn’t repeat that mistake. So he agreed.
    

    

    
      After hanging up, Zhou Ming glanced at the calendar. Seeing that there were still more than ten days before Xiao Yun’s birthday, he wasn’t in a rush.
    

    

    
      Now that he had returned to Qinshan Base and taken care of all miscellaneous matters, Zhou Ming began planning his next steps.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      In the eastern part of the city were clustered numerous Martial Halls and Shooting Ranges within Qinshan Base. 
    

    

    
      The area’s prosperity was second only to the inner city—in some ways, it was even more lively.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple. 
    

    

    
      The inner city housed the major powers, government agencies, and the upper class, where safety standards were too strict. 
    

    

    
      Ironically, it was sometimes less convenient than the outer city.
    

    

    
      The southern district, however, was mostly home to lower-class civilians. Apart from a pet market, there was little of note there.
    

    

    
      Wearing casual clothes and a baseball cap, Zhou Ming observed the bustling streets before him—crowds flowing endlessly, cars honking in the distance.
    

    

    
      With all the flashy advertisements and massive screens playing on tall buildings, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but feel a brief wave of nostalgia, as if he had returned to his previous life.
    

    

    
      But those were things of the past. After calming his mind, he began walking along the street in search of a suitable Martial Hall or Shooting Range.
    

    

    
      At the entrance of each establishment stood a kind of public bulletin board surrounded by onlookers—mostly young people in their teens or twenties.
    

    

    
      Out of curiosity, Zhou Ming walked closer and discovered that they were detailed introductions for each Martial Hall and Shooting Range.
    

    

    
      For example, in front of him was the White Crane Martial Hall, which listed detailed information about its instructors, student achievements, and martial techniques taught.
    

    

    
      What interested Zhou Ming most were the descriptions of martial styles. He immediately leaned in to read carefully.
    

    

    
      The White Crane Style taught at this hall emphasized agility and precision, focusing on swift movement and one-hit kills—attacking joints and weak points.
    

    

    
      It was best suited for women or physically weaker individuals. 
    

    

    
      For Beast Tamers, it was recommended to follow the Phantasmal Tamer path—combining elemental power with this martial art to unleash its greatest potential.
    

    

    
      After reading the posted information, Zhou Ming felt this hall was quite considerate—it even included special notes.
    

    

    
      Then again, considering that these Martial Halls didn’t just serve ordinary people but also Beast Tamers, false advertising would likely get a place smashed to pieces within a day—and with no one to complain to.
    

    

    
      “Xiu’er, let’s choose this one.”
    

    

    
      A young couple beside Zhou Ming were also picking a Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      “Chu Hao, don’t think I don’t know what you’re up to. You just noticed this place has a lot of female trainees. Keep dreaming!”
    

    

    
      She grabbed her boyfriend by the ear and dragged him toward another hall.
    

    

    
      “Xiu’er, no! That’s not what I was thinking! The other one focuses on body conditioning—all muscle guys!”
    

    

    
      “Hmph. Perfect. You need to build up your stamina anyway.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that last sentence, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but smile.
    

    

    
      The nearby pedestrians—men laughing openly, women giggling quietly—clearly understood the joke immediately.
    

    

    
      Once the couple left, Zhou Ming didn’t linger either. He continued searching for a Martial Hall that suited him; he didn’t care whether White Crane Martial Hall had more female students or not.
    

    

    
      As he examined the various bulletin boards along this famous Martial Street, Zhou Ming gradually gained a better understanding of what each Martial Hall specialized in.
    

    

    
      Some, like White Crane Martial Hall, focused on traditional schools with clear styles and full lineages.
    

    

    
      Some emphasized practicality and efficiency—free-fighting and brawling techniques—using special medicinal herbs to strengthen the body.
    

    

    
      Others specialized in weapons, primarily swordsmanship and bladework, designed for real combat, usually favored by Hunters who ventured into the wilderness.
    

    

    
      It could be said that, with the development of the Beast Taming Cultivation System, the martial arts of humanity on Blue Star had gradually begun to integrate into it. 
    

    

    
      Though only a supplementary method, martial arts had found their own way to survive.
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      Zhou Ming had little interest in weapons or modern combat techniques—not because he looked down on them, but because they simply did not suit him.
    

    

    
      Ever since Inkband evolved into a Ferocious Beast, the feedback effect had greatly increased. His body’s flexibility and agility could now rival that of a young girl his age.
    

    

    
      And that was even without him intentionally training his body. Considering his male strength, he felt that martial arts like Jujitsu or Snake Fist might suit him better.
    

    

    
      As for poison resistance, Zhou Ming had never tried testing it—after all, he wasn’t inclined toward self-torture.
    

    

    
      “Handsome guy, are you interested in our Mad Python Martial Hall?”
    

    

    
      A young girl wearing a white padded jacket and furry earmuffs rubbed her small hands together as she approached Zhou Ming. Judging by her appearance, she was probably a receptionist for the martial hall before him—but with her age, she looked more like a part-timer.
    

    

    
      “A little interested.”
    

    

    
      “That’s great!”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s answer, the girl couldn’t help but light up with joy. She hadn’t made a single sale today.
    

    

    
      “Please take a look at the detailed information about our martial hall.” She handed over a flyer as she continued enthusiastically, “Our Mad Python Martial Hall has achieved excellent results in numerous martial arts competitions, and even Beast Tamers come here to study the Mad Python Martial Arts.”
    

    

    
      “The most famous among them is Deputy Captain Zhao Changhui of the Blood Wolf Hunting Group. Back when he was an Apprentice, he tamed a Blackwater Python. After breaking through to the Official Rank and advancing to Phantasmal Tamer, he mastered the power of the water element. Normally, the water element isn’t known for its offensive capabilities, yet he combined it with Mad Python Martial Arts and managed to strangle a high-tier Ferocious Beast head-on.”
    

    

    
      Seeing someone interested in the Mad Python Martial Arts, the young girl fluently recited her memorized sales pitch, even adding the right tone and emphasis at key points.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming took the brochure but didn’t really read it. Instead, he listened to the girl’s words carefully—not because he cared about the authenticity of the content, but because she reminded him of a skilled salesperson, someone who had rehearsed her lines many times.
    

    

    
      He himself had once worked such a job.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go inside and take a look. You don’t expect me to wait out here, do you?”
    

    

    
      Since this seemed the most suitable option anyway, Zhou Ming decided to take a look. If it felt right, he’d choose this place—and besides, he wanted to help the young girl’s business. He could easily tell her pay depended entirely on commission.
    

    

    
      It would help him achieve his own goal while giving her a bit of support—just like a small tribute to his past self.
    

    

    
      “Okay! Please, this way.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that he was truly interested, the girl quickly led Zhou Ming into the martial hall.
    

    

    
      The moment they entered the main hall, a wave of warm air greeted them—the heating was on.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t pay much attention to the surroundings. Instead, his gaze fell on the students practicing martial arts.
    

    

    
      Most of the trainees at Mad Python Martial Hall were lean and wiry. Though some lacked visible muscle, each movement they performed was filled with power, as if strong springs were coiled within their bodies.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Lei, is this a guest? Why not take him to the reception room?”
    

    

    
      A man in formal attire who looked to be in his thirties approached Zhou Ming and asked.
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. I just wanted to stop here and take a look,” Zhou Ming replied casually.
    

    

    
      He never liked to cause trouble for others because of himself.
    

    

    
      “I see. Well then, if you’ve seen enough, why not come inside for a chat?”
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming looked young, his clothes were clearly high quality. The manager, who had sharp eyes, immediately grew more enthusiastic.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming agree, the manager quickly turned to the young girl.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Lei, prepare some tea.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, Manager.”
    

    

    
      As long as Zhou Ming paid and enrolled, the performance bonus would count as hers. Hearing that the manager asked her to prepare tea, she happily agreed.
    

    

    
      Inside the reception room.
    

    

    
      “May I have your name, sir?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming.”
    

    

    
      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Zhou. I’m He Sheng, the manager of Mad Python Martial Hall. May I ask what type of course you’re interested in? We offer both public classes and one-on-one training. The personal coaches are all direct disciples of our master—they’re the real deal.”
    

    

    
      As expected of a manager—he skillfully guided the conversation to make it sound as though the customer had already decided to sign up.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that Zhou Ming was unusually clever, but he’d once been trained in sales himself. Still, those were memories he didn’t care to revisit.
    

    

    
      “To be direct, I want to learn the complete Mad Python Martial Arts—the practice methods, combat techniques, and the matching medicinal brews. I need a personal coach. How much will that cost?”
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      Manager He almost choked on his own breath. He had dealt with many clients, but this was his first time meeting someone so straightforward—and clearly, a big spender.
    

    

    
      “If I may ask, Mr. Zhou… are you a Beast Tamer?”
    

    

    
      Given Zhou Ming’s decisiveness, the manager hesitated but chose to ask. He didn’t want any trouble later due to misarranged training.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming nodded slightly in confirmation.
    

    

    
      He had no reason to hide his identity anymore. With Inkband by his side, he didn’t need to worry about exposure. Besides, if his Beast Tamer status could make things easier, he didn’t mind using it.
    

    

    
      “Please wait a moment.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing his confirmation, Manager He politely excused himself.
    

    

    
      A short while later, he returned with a middle-aged man wearing a sleeveless vest. 
    

    

    
      The man’s body was lean but muscular, his build streamlined and full of restrained power that looked ready to explode at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Mr. Zhou, this is Liu Shihu, the chief disciple of our master. He’ll personally receive you.”
    

    

    
      “Nice to meet you, Mr. Zhou.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the young Zhou Ming, Liu Shihu approached warmly and extended his hand.
    

    

    
      “Nice to meet you.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming preferred things simple and direct, but since the other party was being formal, he politely stood up and shook his hand.
    

    

    
      After Manager He left, Liu Shihu began to speak.
    

    

    
      “I’m a martial artist. I just heard Manager He’s introduction, and you seem like a straightforward man, Mr. Zhou, so I’ll get right to the point—one million Alliance Coins.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll personally instruct you. Aside from what regular disciples learn, I’ll also teach you some secret techniques. The required medicinal ingredients will also be covered by our hall. You know, those are quite expensive.”
    

    

    
      Once the manager had gone, Liu Shihu stated the tuition fee directly, adding a brief explanation to avoid misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      “If I’m sincere about learning and put in the effort, what level could my strength reach?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s tone made it clear that the price wasn’t an issue—he was merely testing whether the man would speak honestly.
    

    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    

    
      After a pause, Liu Shihu decided to speak truthfully. Though their martial hall wasn’t afraid of an Apprentice-level Beast Tamer, it was still better not to cause unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      “In a short time, you’ll easily surpass ordinary people. But if you want a true breakthrough, it’ll require long-term effort. If you persist, you’ll be able to handle regular mutated beasts on your own.”
    

    

    
      “Alright. Where do I pay?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, straightforward indeed.”
    

    

    
      Liu Shihu grinned broadly. He loved dealing with people like Zhou Ming. 
    

    

    
      Calling out to Manager He, he began processing the paperwork and explained a few details.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming stepped out of Mad Python Martial Hall, he had officially become a disciple of the hall.
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      “The core of the Mad Python Martial Arts lies in force—integrated force, circulating force, and explosive force.”
    

    

    
      On the second floor of the Mad Python Martial Hall, inside a room of several dozen square meters, Liu Shihu was teaching Zhou Ming the ways of the Mad Python Martial Arts.
    

    

    
      “Watch closely, I’ll demonstrate it for you.”
    

    

    
      Since it was his first time instructing Zhou Ming, Liu Shihu perhaps wanted to give him a concrete understanding of the Mad Python Martial Arts, so he directly demonstrated its power on the ironwood stake in front of him.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      Liu Shihu’s right hand lashed out like a giant python’s tail, his palm striking the ironwood stake—roughly a foot in diameter—with an explosive sound. Even the nearby window panes trembled from the shockwave.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming frowned slightly. 
    

    

    
      The speed of that strike—if Inkband attacked Liu Shihu at that range, it would likely be sent flying. 
    

    

    
      The best possible outcome would be mutual destruction.
    

    

    
      Moreover, with Liu Shihu’s explosive physical strength, he could easily handle a small heavy machine gun. At such distance, Zhou Ming would have no choice but to dodge.
    

    

    
      It seemed that even at the Apprentice Rank, ordinary people could not be underestimated.
    

    

    
      Watching Liu Shihu display his strength, Zhou Ming silently assessed him in his mind.
    

    

    
      “How about that? Not bad, right?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s serious expression, Liu Shihu looked quite pleased with himself. After all, to display such strength as a mere ordinary human was something he could take pride in.
    

    

    
      “Impressive. If it were close combat, even an average Beast Tamer might not have the time to react.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t help but praise Liu Shihu’s performance.
    

    

    
      “Ha, you flatter me.”
    

    

    
      Having achieved his purpose, Liu Shihu’s expression turned serious as he officially began teaching.
    

    

    
      “What you just saw was the explosion of force—gathering the entire body’s power and releasing it at a single point.”
    

    

    
      “You can’t reach that level yet. Besides physical fitness, it also requires technique.”
    

    

    
      “Now, I’ll first teach you the training methods. Along with the martial hall’s medicinal soups and herbal meals, you’ll quickly improve your physical fitness. After that, we’ll hone your technique, and finally, you’ll learn the Mad Python Martial Hall’s secret killing move.”
    

    

    
      While explaining the Mad Python Martial Arts, Liu Shihu also outlined Zhou Ming’s overall training plan, giving him some mental preparation.
    

    

    
      “Alright, I understand.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s response, Liu Shihu began teaching him the training methods of the Mad Python Martial Arts, explaining its characteristics and related knowledge along the way.
    

    

    
      With something to do, time passed quickly. Before Zhou Ming realized it, several days had gone by at the Mad Python Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      He spent his days training there, eating the medicinal meals provided by Liu Shihu at noon, and soaking in a special medicinal bath at the end of each day.
    

    

    
      After returning home at night, he would release Inkband to get some fresh air—after all, it wasn’t possible to train martial arts while keeping his beast on him.
    

    

    
      Then he would begin his nightly meditation. Beast Taming was still his main cultivation path, but since he hadn’t yet found a way to obtain what he wanted, he was temporarily using martial arts to improve his strength.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, through his Spiritual Power, he would also sense how Inkband moved and exerted force.
    

    

    
      The Mad Python Martial Arts mimicked the striking motion of serpents—he naturally wouldn’t miss such a good opportunity for reference.
    

    

    
      Poor Inkband, however, hadn’t even enjoyed much of its free time before being caught and observed by its master, looking rather pitiful.
    

    

    
      As for the other Ironthread Snakes, Zhou Ming released them each night through the drainage pipes to hunt Hardfur Rats in the sewers.
    

    

    
      Though limited to a range of about one kilometer around him, it was already sufficient.
    

    

    
      Hardfur Rats—creatures of first-stage mutation—had strong adaptability. As long as normal rats existed, they would keep appearing. 
    

    

    
      Their mutation survival rate was high, ensuring the Ironthread Snakes would never lack prey.
    

    

    
      A week later, inside Zhou Ming’s training room at the Mad Python Martial Hall—
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      A muffled thud echoed—it was Zhou Ming practicing his striking form.
    

    

    
      Thanks to his Beast’s feedback and the martial hall’s supplements, Zhou Ming’s body had improved enough to barely begin practicing the techniques.
    

    

    
      Liu Shihu had originally intended to wait longer, but since Zhou Ming requested to speed up, he could only comply, teaching him as long as it didn’t harm his body.
    

    

    
      The sound he produced couldn’t compare to Liu Shihu’s earlier demonstration, but it had at least taken form.
    

    

    
      “Average comprehension, but outstanding physical talent.”
    

    

    
      Having personally taught Zhou Ming the Snake Whip technique, Liu Shihu could clearly gauge his condition.
    

    

    
      After a brief evaluation, he continued,
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, remember the essence of the Mad Python Martial Arts—if you have an opening, strike like a raging python, kill in a single blow. If you’re evenly matched and can’t find an opening, close in and constrict like a python, forcing your opponent to reveal a weakness. But if you face someone stronger…”
    

    

    
      Liu Shihu glanced at Zhou Ming before continuing,
    

    

    
      “Then just use your Beast. A true martial artist should make full use of his own strengths. Martial arts, for you, are ultimately an auxiliary means.”
    

    

    
      “I understand—if one strike can kill, there’s no need for a second.”
    

    

    
      Liu Shihu almost wanted to say, You didn’t have to be that straightforward.
    

    

    
      “Ahem, roughly that.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps to cover his awkwardness, Liu Shihu went on,
    

    

    
      “At your current rate, keep this up for another month and you can begin learning the secret killing technique. Once you’ve learned that, the rest will depend on your own effort.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, within this year, I’ll still provide you with guidance to prevent mistakes in your practice. The medicinal soups and meals will also continue.”
    

    

    
      He added this quickly, worried Zhou Ming might think his tuition fee wasn’t worth it.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Seeing it was about time, Liu Shihu gave Zhou Ming a few more pointers before leaving. 
    

    

    
      As the senior disciple of the hall, he had plenty to handle, but since Zhou Ming had paid generously, he had no choice but to personally oversee his training.
    

    

    
      After Liu Shihu left, attendants soon brought in a large wooden tub filled with medicinal bathwater. Zhou Ming undressed and began his daily soak.
    

    

    
      “Crack, crack, crack…”
    

    

    
      “Ahh, that feels good.”
    

    

    
      After the bath, Zhou Ming stretched, releasing his force throughout his body. 
    

    

    
      A series of joint pops echoed as his fatigue melted away, his body filled with renewed vigor.
    

    

    
      Feeling refreshed, he sighed in comfort.
    

    

    
      After dressing, he prepared to leave the Mad Python Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      Naturally, the bathwater and training clothes would be taken care of by the staff—after all, for the amount he paid, the service was quite satisfactory.
    

    

    
      “Lei Yuan? Why are you here—waiting for me?”
    

    

    
      Before him stood Lei Yuan, the young woman who had first brought him into the Mad Python Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      “I wanted to treat you to a meal.”
    

    

    
      “Haha, what for? To thank me for helping you earn your commission? No need for that. I only stayed because the martial hall turned out to be pretty good.”
    

    

    
      “You’d better save your money. Focus on your studies—don’t get distracted with part-time jobs anymore.”
    

    

    
      Lei Yuan looked ordinary, yet she had successfully been admitted to Qinghui University, a major institution in the Qinghui Large Base—a research-oriented university.
    

    

    
      From what Zhou Ming had learned, getting into a liberal arts university within the Blue Star Alliance was truly like “a thousand troops crossing a single-log bridge.”
    

    

    
      After all, only large bases had such universities. 
    

    

    
      Medium-sized bases typically only hosted martial or Beast Taming academies, and the best ones were all located in large bases.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming first learned this, he hadn’t expected this slightly shy girl to be so remarkable.
    

    

    
      This time, Lei Yuan had taken on part-time work simply to earn some living expenses. Her family background was only average—although tuition was waived, her living costs still had to be covered by herself.
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      In the Blue Star Alliance, due to the technological disruption caused by the Doomsday Era, the diversion of talents into Beast Tamers, and the Alliance’s focus on researching the energy utilization techniques of foreign races, accomplished scientific researchers had become exceedingly rare.
    

    

    
      At the headquarters of the Blue Star Alliance, the status of an academician of the Academy of Sciences was no less than that of a Transcendent Master-level Beast Tamer. To the Alliance, these old men and women—treasures of scientific knowledge—were held as precious beyond measure.
    

    

    
      Apart from various exclusive provisions, Professional Rank Beast Tamers also served as their personal bodyguards.
    

    

    
      That was why Zhou Ming had advised Lei Yuan to study hard and not let part-time jobs waste her time.
    

    

    
      After saying that, Zhou Ming turned and left directly.
    

    

    
      He had already embarked on a road drenched in blood; he did not wish to drag too many ordinary people into it—especially not this young woman, who had a bright and promising future ahead of her.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zhou, remember to call me!”
    

    

    
      Lei Yuan, who would not be coming tomorrow, shouted after Zhou Ming as he walked away.
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Without turning back, Zhou Ming raised his right hand to show that he had heard, a small gesture to reassure her.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Mad Python Martial Hall, Zhou Ming did not return to his own residence. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he took an electric tram toward the western part of the city.
    

    

    
      As dusk deepened over the western district, pedestrians and vehicles still moved along the streets. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming glanced around casually and could tell that the west side’s prosperity ranked just below the east.
    

    

    
      “Ding ding…”
    

    

    
      He didn’t need to think to know it was Wang Yan urging him. Zhou Ming had come to the west side precisely to meet him.
    

    

    
      “Hey, Zhou Ming, are you here yet?”
    

    

    
      “I’m here, almost there.”
    

    

    
      “Hurry up, hurry up.”
    

    

    
      After Wang Yan’s quick urging over the phone, the line was cut.
    

    

    
      Following the street signs, Zhou Ming arrived within a few minutes at the place they had agreed upon—a barbecue restaurant called One Night Grill.
    

    

    
      Pushing open the door, he was met instantly by bright lights and noisy chatter, a stark contrast to the dim, nearly deserted street outside.
    

    

    
      Looking around at the nearly thousand-square-meter restaurant devoted solely to barbecue, Zhou Ming could only think that the owner was quite bold. Then again, for nighttime dining, indoors was the only option.
    

    

    
      “Sir, table for one?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming enter, a waitress came up quickly to greet him.
    

    

    
      “No, I’m meeting someone—table twenty-nine.”
    

    

    
      “Go straight ahead and turn left; you’ll see your friend.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    

    
      Following the waitress’s directions, Zhou Ming soon spotted Wang Yan from afar.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, over here!”
    

    

    
      At that moment, Wang Yan was holding a skewer of meat in one hand and a beer in the other. When he noticed Zhou Ming, he waved the skewer high and called out loudly.
    

    

    
      “What’s this? Struck it rich, coming to a place like this?”
    

    

    
      As he sat down beside him, Zhou Ming teased with a smile.
    

    

    
      Judging from the attire and manner of the guests around them, and from the fact that such a large place was used for barbecue at night, Zhou Ming could tell this was definitely a high-end venue.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, I just got promoted to Beast Tamer! The old man gave me some spending money. I’ve been here before—with him, actually.”
    

    

    
      Pop!
    

    

    
      Before finishing his sentence, Wang Yan opened a bottle of beer for Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Taking the offered bottle, Zhou Ming shook his head with a faint smile. If Wang Yan’s father hadn’t pressured him through his alternate account, he might not have broken through to Beast Tamer this soon.
    

    

    
      Still, everyone had their own choices; Zhou Ming didn’t say more. 
    

    

    
      They were both adults now.
    

    

    
      “Right, is this your little piglet?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming shifted the topic when he saw the cute little black pig at Wang Yan’s feet.
    

    

    
      “Bah, what piglet? This is my Tusked Battle Boar!”
    

    

    
      “Alright, let’s drink first before we talk.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had come to ask for a favor, so when Wang Yan suggested a toast, he could only accompany him and drink a full bottle to start things off.
    

    

    
      “Oink oink.”
    

    

    
      After setting his bottle down, Zhou Ming saw Wang Yan pouring a bottle of beer into his pig’s mouth.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming was puzzled.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    

    
      “Whatever I eat, it eats too! I’m a pretty good master, huh?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhou Ming could only shake his head speechlessly before picking up his own barbecue skewer, quietly watching the amusing scene before him.
    

    

    
      That one-meter-tall little black pig was the Ferocious Beast Wang Yan’s father had prepared for him.
    

    

    
      Though it looked silly and adorable, it was indeed a Ferocious Beast—just still in its juvenile phase.
    

    

    
      The reason for choosing a juvenile beast was that they were cheaper and easier to implant with a Spiritual Seed. 
    

    

    
      The downside was that they required a long period of nurturing.
    

    

    
      However, once matured, this Ferocious Beast would be formidable.
    

    

    
      According to the Compendium of Ferocious Beasts, an adult Tusked Battle Boar could grow over three meters long. 
    

    

    
      Its skin could temporarily harden, giving it top-tier defense among low-ranked Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      Its half-meter-long tusks were the hardest part of its body, capable of piercing armor with ease.
    

    

    
      In frontal combat, few beasts of the same rank could withstand its charge.
    

    

    
      Based on what Zhou Ming knew about Wang Yan’s family, the money spent on this beast probably emptied the savings his father had accumulated over years of business.
    

    

    
      “So, how did that thing I asked you to check out go?”
    

    

    
      Once Wang Yan finished feeding his precious beast, Zhou Ming set down his food, wiped his mouth with a napkin, and finally asked.
    

    

    
      “My old man handled it. Turns out he’s still got some pull.” Wang Yan said as he took out an envelope and handed it to Zhou Ming. “Everything you wanted is written inside. Luckily, it wasn’t any top-secret stuff.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    

    
      Accepting the envelope, Zhou Ming sincerely thanked him. After all, without the right connections, even simple information could be nearly impossible to obtain.
    

    

    
      “Don’t be so polite.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan had helped Zhou Ming not only because of friendship, but also to repay him—back in the library, Zhou Ming had encouraged him to study and even guided him in meditation practice.
    

    

    
      At that time, Zhou Ming had already condensed his Spiritual Seed, and his insights had helped Wang Yan a great deal. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, with his temperament, even with his father’s threats, he would have taken much longer to make his breakthrough.
    

    

    
      “Tonight, you’re drinking with me! The old man says me becoming a Beast Tamer is a blessing from the ancestors. Says we shouldn’t even dream about being Professional Rank Beast Tamers—just take over his business and get ready for the grandkids. Can you believe that nonsense?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Wang Yan’s grumbling, Zhou Ming immediately understood what he meant. It wasn’t true frustration with his path—it was just that he hadn’t had enough fun yet.
    

    

    
      “Come on, drink up—and don’t forget your little piglet.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming laughed, raising his bottle.
    

    

    
      “Keep talking and I’ll have my beast ram you when it grows up.”
    

    

    
      “By the way, what’s your beast?”
    

    

    
      Since Wang Yan had helped Zhou Ming, he naturally knew Zhou Ming had also become a Beast Tamer—but not what his beast was.
    

    

    
      “Don’t bother looking—it’s a snake. A venomous one. Want to see it?”
    

    

    
      “No thanks—let’s just drink.”
    

    

    
      The moment he heard it was a snake, Wang Yan’s least favorite creature, he backed off immediately. 
    

    

    
      The two of them kept drinking and eating barbecue, not bothering to discuss anything else.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until late at night that they finally parted ways.
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      After parting ways with Wang Yan, Zhou Ming hailed a cab and returned to his newly rented apartment.
    

    

    
      Once home, Zhou Ming immediately took a cold shower. 
    

    

    
      As he washed away the smell of alcohol, he also cleared his mind a little.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect Wang Yan to be such a heavy drinker. If it weren’t for my recent training in the Mad Python Martial Arts and the significant improvement in my physique, I might’ve really ended up lying on the floor tonight.”
    

    

    
      Walking out of the bathroom while drying his hair, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but comment on his and Wang Yan’s drinking capacity.
    

    

    
      After tidying up, he sat at his desk and opened the envelope Wang Yan had given him.
    

    

    
      “January 7th, South District, No. 118 Wind and Dust Street.”
    

    

    
      Reading the few lines written on the note, Zhou Ming slowly recited the location he needed to find.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t think it’d be somewhere I’m familiar with—the South District.”
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming had devoted most of his energy these past few days to practicing the Mad Python Martial Arts, the path of the Beast Tamer—a road that led to the heavens—had always remained close to his heart.
    

    

    
      This time, he had sought Wang Yan’s help because Wang Yan’s father had once purchased Beast Tamer resources from the black market in Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      In every era, in every major city, black markets had always existed.
    

    

    
      The goods sold there, or their sources, were usually shady and couldn’t be seen in public—hence, the black market’s existence.
    

    

    
      Because of that, items sold on the black market were usually much cheaper than normal prices. Wang Yan’s father, relying on his business connections, had managed to access the black market and used what little wealth he had to buy Beast Tamer resources for his son.
    

    

    
      Although the black market wasn’t exactly a secret, its location changed every time it opened. With Zhou Ming’s current network, the only person he could turn to for information was Wang Yan.
    

    

    
      To be precise, he had to rely on Wang Yan’s father. 
    

    

    
      That was why Zhou Ming had revealed to Wang Yan that he had advanced to a Beast Tamer—even though this wasn’t a huge secret in itself.
    

    

    
      However, owing a favor as an ordinary person and owing one as a Beast Tamer were two very different things.
    

    

    
      After all, Zhou Ming was merely Wang Yan’s friend; he had no direct ties to Wang Yan’s father. In the adult world, sometimes one simply had to calculate these things so clearly.
    

    

    
      Now that he knew about the black market’s operation, Zhou Ming’s future options had suddenly expanded. Doing business or acquiring resources would become much easier.
    

    

    
      After memorizing the information on the note, Zhou Ming burned the envelope and went straight to bed. 
    

    

    
      The serpent swarm was also pre-arranged beforehand.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      After spending two more days practicing martial arts, Zhou Ming arrived punctually at the recorded location on the evening of the 7th.
    

    

    
      His Ironthread Snake swarm had already been released to scout ahead, and the Radar Sensory Domain swept the surroundings for any anomalies. 
    

    

    
      Within the black market itself, however, Zhou Ming didn’t send his snakes in—he didn’t believe there wouldn’t be defenses inside.
    

    

    
      Seeing no unusual signs and noticing other people arriving one after another, Zhou Ming—dressed in a hooded outfit, wearing a mask and colored contact lenses—approached the entrance to the black market.
    

    

    
      “Dong, dong dong, dong.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knocked on the heavy door before him, following the secret code written in the envelope.
    

    

    
      After waiting a few breaths, the thick metal door creaked open slightly.
    

    

    
      “What’s the matter?”
    

    

    
      Through the narrow gap, a face full of scars and bulging flesh appeared.
    

    

    
      “Heard there are some pretty girls here,” Zhou Ming replied, his voice slightly muffled by the mask.
    

    

    
      “How many?”
    

    

    
      “Seven.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that the code was correct, the burly man with the scarred face immediately opened the door wide.
    

    

    
      “Please, come in.”
    

    

    
      Behind the door stood two guards in balaclavas, both shouldering rifles and pointing them at the entrance.
    

    

    
      At the sight, a chill ran down Zhou Ming’s spine. It was the second time he had felt his life slip beyond his control—the first being when he faced the Griffin above Serpent Valley.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, sir. It’s just a precaution. Please, go ahead.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s reaction, the burly doorman offered a brief explanation.
    

    

    

    
      At this point, Zhou Ming couldn’t back out. Under the man’s guidance, he entered a hallway inside the building.
    

    

    
      “Sir, you may proceed on your own, but…”
    

    

    
      Before the man could finish, Zhou Ming handed him ten thousand Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      “I’m only here to buy things.”
    

    

    
      In the black market, selling items required paying an additional booth fee—a rule set by the forces running the place.
    

    

    
      “Hope you find what you’re looking for,” the man said, his tone softening noticeably after confirming the money was genuine.
    

    

    
      The hallway led to a descending staircase.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming pushed open the door at the bottom, the scene beyond unfolded before his eyes.
    

    

    
      It was an underground parking lot devoid of vehicles. 
    

    

    
      Under the lights, rows upon rows of makeshift stalls filled the space. Sellers and buyers all concealed their faces, and every conversation was carried out in hushed tones.
    

    

    
      Around the perimeter stood heavily armed guards of the black market, all wearing masks and stationed at key vantage points.
    

    

    
      When a newcomer arrived, the guards’ gazes immediately turned toward him—alongside a few wary vendors and buyers.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t linger; he blended quickly into the crowd, prompting the guards to lose interest.
    

    

    
      The variety of goods in the black market was dazzling—virtually everything imaginable was being sold.
    

    

    
      After a brief stroll, Zhou Ming saw stalls displaying firearms and ammunition of every kind—meant for those who operated within the base.
    

    

    
      Some stalls even had rows of brightly colored vials laid out openly—gene serums, banned by the Blue Star Alliance from manufacture, research, sale, or purchase.
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming had heard rumors that the Alliance secretly researched and used gene serums, on the surface, the law strictly prohibited them.
    

    

    
      He glanced at the vendor wrapped in a hooded coat behind the stall, unsure where such things were sourced from. If they were homemade, the person was either a genius—or a complete fraud.
    

    

    
      When the gene-serum vendor saw Zhou Ming pause in front of his stall, he silently extended a hand, gesturing for him to take a closer look.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming simply shook his head and moved on.
    

    

    
      Having witnessed Inkband’s mutation firsthand, he understood all too well how complex and volatile genes could be. 
    

    

    
      He had no desire to turn himself into a monster.
    

    

    
      Soon after, Zhou Ming came across stalls selling poisons and other specialized drugs.
    

    

    
      There were even stalls dealing in exquisite jewelry—obviously stolen goods, of uncertain origin.
    

    

    
      Beyond that were antiques from the Doomsday Era, detailed expedition maps from large hunting groups, cursed artifacts with mysterious powers, and even invitations to banquets hosted by Qinshan Base’s upper echelon.
    

    

    
      In short, the black market had everything imaginable. 
    

    

    
      The variety alone was enough to broaden Zhou Ming’s horizons.
    

    

    
      After wandering around a few times, his curiosity faded. 
    

    

    
      Not wanting to waste any more time, Zhou Ming made his way toward the stalls he had noted earlier—the ones related to Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      In a dimly lit corner stood a few rare stalls that specialized in selling Beast Tamer-related goods.
    

    

    
      Various bottles, jars, and books were laid out across the mats, waiting for buyers to pick through.
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      On the street stall, every item had a label attached, simply stating its name and price. 
    

    

    
      A few even had a brief introduction written beneath them.
    

    

    
      “Beast Berserk Potion.”
    

    

    
      At first glance, Zhou Ming spotted something useful.
    

    

    
      It was a potion made from the refined blood essence extracted from a Violent Lion’s heart, capable of temporarily boosting a beast’s strength. However, it was generally only effective on low-tier beasts.
    

    

    
      If one wanted the potion to affect a high-tier beast, the ingredient had to be the heart of a beast that had personally experienced a berserk state. 
    

    

    
      That was why the Violent Lion’s heart Zhou Ming had obtained earlier had been so valuable.
    

    

    
      Seeing a trace of gray impurities within the red liquid, Zhou Ming knew it must be a low-quality inferior version of the Berserk Potion. 
    

    

    
      Though its effects were similar to a normal potion, it would harm the beast’s potential.
    

    

    
      After a few glances, Zhou Ming had already decided to buy it. 
    

    

    
      Other than Inkband, he still had nearly a hundred other Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      After that, Zhou Ming began to pay attention to other items, hoping to find something else he needed.
    

    

    
      A moment later, Zhou Ming leaned closer to the stall owner in front of him and spoke softly.
    

    

    
      “Three bottles of Beast Berserk Potion, one box of Focus Incense, one copy of A Detailed Explanation of Beast Tamer Career Advancement, and one bottle of Blood Ignition Potion.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming mentioned the Blood Ignition Potion, the stall owner, cloaked in a black robe, unexpectedly lifted his head to study him.
    

    

    
      The Blood Ignition Potion was one that granted immense power at the cost of a beast’s life, with an effect several times stronger than the Berserk Potion.
    

    

    
      However, a beast that died in this way would cause severe damage to its Beast Tamer’s spirit. 
    

    

    
      Unless forced into a desperate situation, few would ever use it—because even if they survived, they would essentially be crippled.
    

    

    
      “That’ll be all. Can the price be a bit lower?”
    

    

    
      “Clearly marked prices. No bargaining.”
    

    

    
      The stall owner’s voice was hoarse but resolute.
    

    

    
      Seeing that, Zhou Ming could only give up. He took out an anonymous Gold Card to pay, totaling 350,000 Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      If bought through normal channels outside, it would cost at least 500,000 Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Securing his backpack, which now contained all his purchased items, Zhou Ming moved on toward his next target stall.
    

    

    
      At the second stall he stopped at, most of the items were of inferior quality, far below the previous one.
    

    

    
      However, there were two or three high-quality items among them—an unexpected surprise.
    

    

    
      “How much for the Amethyst Potion?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming pointed to a potion placed nearest to the stall owner.
    

    

    
      “Ninety thousand. This is the last premium-grade Amethyst Potion I’ve got.”
    

    

    
      The stall owner, wearing a tiger mask, directly reported the price.
    

    

    
      “For just ten thousand more, I could buy one with a quality guarantee outside,” Zhou Ming muttered under his breath in disapproval.
    

    

    
      “First, this is a premium-grade one—its effect is ten percent stronger than a normal Amethyst Potion. Second, if you could really buy one outside, would you be here?”
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhou Ming fell silent. With the reputation of the Amethyst Potion, it would be immediately bought up by high-ranking figures in Qinshan Base the moment it appeared.
    

    

    
      If not for the price being too high relative to the Black Market and the uncertainty of its quality, Zhou Ming would have never even seen a trace of it.
    

    

    
      “I want to inspect the Amethyst Potion.”
    

    

    
      “You can, but if it gets damaged, you’ll have to buy it.”
    

    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    

    
      After confirming that the container holding the potion was intact, Zhou Ming took it from the stall owner while keeping a close watch on his hands.
    

    

    
      Scammers existed in every world.
    

    

    
      Besides opening the vial and tasting a drop, Zhou Ming also inspected it several times. 
    

    

    
      Finally, he decided to take the gamble—the potion’s effect was simply too tempting.
    

    

    
      For an Apprentice Beast Tamer, it could permanently increase Spiritual Power by ten to twenty percent with no side effects. 
    

    

    
      The only drawback was that it could be used only once; a second dose would have no effect.
    

    

    
      After paying ninety thousand Alliance Coins, Zhou Ming even asked the stall owner for a potion box to safely store it, tucking it carefully into his chest.
    

    

    
      At the following few stalls, Zhou Ming did not find anything particularly enticing.
    

    

    
      Only at the last stall that sold Beast Tamer-related items did he spend another hundred thousand Alliance Coins to buy a book containing detailed explanations and insights about the Basic Meditation Technique. Then, he began to wander casually while waiting for the Black Market to end.
    

    

    
      “Clang,” the sound of a bronze gong echoed.
    

    

    
      “Ten minutes until closing. Guests who wish to leave may choose different passages to exit. Also, the time and place of the next market will be announced at the bottom right corner of the Qinshan Evening News on the fifteenth of each month.”
    

    

    
      After the gong sounded, a masked Black Market manager stood on a nearby platform, loudly announcing to everyone present.
    

    

    
      Looks like this Black Market has quite a powerful background.
    

    

    
      Announcing via the Qinshan Evening News at fixed times every month—
    

    

    
      Even if the Security Bureau were filled with fools, they would’ve found the Black Market long ago. There was no way such an event could operate so openly otherwise.
    

    

    
      But this had nothing to do with Zhou Ming. 
    

    

    
      After learning how to enter the Black Market, he casually chose one of the exits and headed out.
    

    

    
      Besides buyers like Zhou Ming who had already made their purchases, many others were hurrying as well, some too rushed to even haggle—after all, who knew if they’d find what they wanted next time?
    

    

    
      Some vendors, for various reasons, might never return.
    

    

    
      Once an opportunity was missed, it was gone.
    

    

    
      After leaving the Black Market, Zhou Ming quickly slipped into a nearby alley.
    

    

    
      “Hm? Do people in this transcendent world all fancy robbing each other?”
    

    

    
      With his Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming instantly sensed that someone nearby was lingering around him.
    

    

    
      As he said this, he almost forgot that this was exactly how he himself had made his fortune.
    

    

    
      Unwilling to get into trouble, Zhou Ming swiftly relied on his familiarity with the southern district and his Radar Sensory Domain to get away quickly.
    

    

    
      Using his knowledge of the area, he looped through several alleys and finally arrived at a quiet, safe place before heading toward the inner city.
    

    

    
      Upon returning home, Zhou Ming immediately went to his bedroom, ready to use the Amethyst Potion.
    

    

    
      “Hope I wasn’t scammed.”
    

    

    
      Sitting cross-legged on his bed, Zhou Ming looked at the vial glowing faintly with violet light, feeling a tinge of nervousness.
    

    

    
      If it turned out to be fake, he would lose nearly a million Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Opening the vial, the liquid inside was like translucent purple crystal, releasing no scent at all—that was precisely the Amethyst Potion’s signature trait.
    

    

    
      Then, an Ironthread Snake appeared in Zhou Ming’s hand. He placed a single drop of the potion into its mouth.
    

    

    
      At worst, a fake potion would be a waste; a poisoned one would be far worse. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming cautiously let his beast test it first.
    

    

    
      Moments later, seeing that his beast was perfectly fine—in fact, looking even more energetic—Zhou Ming’s lips curved into a delighted smile.
    

    

    
      It seemed he had truly stumbled upon a genuine product this time. 
    

    

    
      Confirming it was safe, Zhou Ming immediately drank down the potion in one gulp.
    

    

    
      Then he sat on his bed and began to meditate, focusing on absorbing the potion’s effects to the fullest.
    

    

    
      After all, the difference between twenty percent and ten percent was an entire double.
    

  Chapter 36: The Effect of the Medicine

    
      Chapter 36: The Effect of the Medicine
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming swallowed the Amethyst Potion, during his meditation, it seemed as if he saw a picture unfold before his eyes.
    

    

    
      On a barren and cracked land, no sign of life existed—only the dry, fissured soil stretched endlessly.
    

    

    
      In the next moment, purple lightning flashed across the sky. After a mass of dark clouds drifted by, a drizzle like spring rain, carrying a gentle cool breeze, began to nourish the earth.
    

    

    
      Raindrops gradually soaked into the soil, seeping deeper and deeper underground. Beneath the surface, the seeds of life absorbed this nourishment and began to take root and sprout.
    

    

    
      A tender bud broke through the earth, and vitality returned to the world.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not know whether this vision was an illusion or a normal reaction after consuming the Amethyst Potion.
    

    

    
      When he came back to his senses, he could already see a ray of the rising sun through the window. The entire night had passed in the blink of an eye.
    

    

    
      “Should be around level five now.”
    

    

    
      Waking from the effects of the Amethyst Potion, Zhou Ming immediately examined the changes in his Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      If a human’s Spiritual Power limit was nine, then breaking through that limit meant advancing from a single digit to a double digit.
    

    

    
      The Advancement Ceremony of Transcendence was the process of breaking through one’s innate limits through acquired methods.
    

    

    
      In this process, a Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power had to first reach nine—this was the primary goal for an Apprentice Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      After a year of meditation since condensing his Spiritual Seed, and with the aid of the Serpent Saliva Fruit, Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power had already reached between three and four. This time, after taking the Amethyst Potion, he expected to break through to five.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect it to be close to six… I wonder if it’s the potion’s effect, or if I actually possess a hidden talent.”
    

    

    
      The result exceeded Zhou Ming’s expectations, and a faint trace of uncontrollable excitement surfaced on his face.
    

    

    
      However, he quickly calmed down, feeling refreshed as he got up to wash and prepare for a new day.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside the training room of the Mad Python Martial Hall, Zhou Ming stood upright in his training uniform, his back straight and limbs slightly relaxed.
    

    

    
      The next moment, like a thunderclap, his right hand lashed out like a giant python whip, striking the ironwood post before him.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      The sound was not as loud as Liu Shihu’s, but it was sharper and more precise than before.
    

    

    
      “Hiss…”
    

    

    
      One second he was brimming with confidence, the next Zhou Ming was clutching his right hand, sucking in cold air from the pain.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      Seeing this amusing scene, Liu Shihu couldn’t help but burst out laughing.
    

    

    
      “Master Liu, what’s going on with me?”
    

    

    
      Looking at his now swollen right hand, Zhou Ming asked in puzzlement.
    

    

    
      “I don’t know exactly what happened to you, but I can tell your control over force and technique has improved greatly. However, your physical fitness hasn’t caught up, which causes your body to be unable to withstand the power of your strikes.”
    

    

    
      “Take this—it’s our martial hall’s secret medicinal wine. It’ll prevent you from leaving hidden injuries.”
    

    

    
      As the senior disciple of the hall, Liu Shihu immediately saw the issue with Zhou Ming’s condition. Still, he didn’t pry further—everyone had their own secrets.
    

    

    
      After briefly explaining, he took out a bottle of medicinal wine and handed it to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “How do I fix this?”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming applied the wine, his face twisted in pain, but he still asked how to resolve the problem.
    

    

    
      “That’s easy—just strengthen your body with more resistance training, and continue your herbal meals and medicinal baths.”
    

    

    
      “For us martial artists, mastering force techniques is the hardest part—it all comes down to long, patient training. You’re lucky to progress so quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your guidance, Master Liu. I have personal matters to handle tomorrow, but after that, you may arrange my training as you see fit.”
    

    

    
      Enduring the fiery sting of the medicinal wine, Zhou Ming still respectfully asked Liu Shihu to continue his training schedule afterward.
    

    

    
      His “personal matter” tomorrow was Xiao Yun’s birthday—something Zhou Ming hadn’t forgotten.
    

    

    
      “Alright, as long as you don’t fear hardship.”
    

    

    
      “Also, don’t force training with that injured hand. Rest for a bit, and practice movement and footwork instead. Think of it as a rest day—balance is vital in martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your teaching, Master Liu. If you have business to attend to, don’t worry about me. My hand’s already like this anyway.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Liu Shihu’s sincere guidance, Zhou Ming didn’t want to waste any more of his time.
    

    

    
      “Alright then, I won’t be polite.”
    

    

    
      Grateful yet straightforward, Liu Shihu accepted Zhou Ming’s words, thanked him, and left directly.
    

    

    
      Due to the sudden surge in Spiritual Power, Zhou Ming’s control over his body had improved drastically, leading to his hand injury.
    

    

    
      Though his right hand wasn’t seriously damaged, it was still difficult to exert force. Following Liu Shihu’s advice, Zhou Ming obediently spent the day practicing various movement and footwork techniques instead.
    

    

    
      Before leaving the Mad Python Martial Hall, Zhou Ming specifically informed Liu Shihu that he wouldn’t come the next day due to personal matters. Liu Shihu readily agreed—after all, Zhou Ming was the paying client.
    

    

    
      Returning home, Zhou Ming took out the booklet he’d purchased from the Black Market—Detailed Explanation and Insights on Basic Meditation Technique—and looked through it to find answers to the questions that had troubled him during meditation.
    

    

    
      After resolving several doubts, he lit a stick of Focus Incense to verify its effectiveness.
    

    

    
      Finding that his meditation efficiency had indeed improved, Zhou Ming fully immersed his mind into meditation once again.
    

    

    
      January 9th—Xiao Yun’s birthday. It was Zhou Ming’s first time celebrating a friend’s birthday in this world, so he got up early to prepare her gift.
    

    

    
      However, as a straightforward man, Zhou Ming had no experience in this. After some thought, he decided to buy a piece of jewelry.
    

    

    
      He didn’t purchase it from the Black Market—not only to avoid causing Xiao Yun trouble, but also because he believed that gifts were about sincerity. Buying anything else would feel insincere.
    

    

    
      After spending a year together, Zhou Ming knew Xiao Yun usually wore light makeup and didn’t care much for adornments. After visiting several shops, he decided a jade bracelet would suffice.
    

    

    
      “Sir, how about this pink jade bracelet?”
    

    

    
      In the inner city’s Treasure Jade Pavilion, a jewelry shop specializing in jade ornaments, a young saleswoman dressed in a short skirt despite the cold winter presented Zhou Ming with an exquisite jade bracelet.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming wasn’t an expert in jade appraisal, judging from its color, texture, and purity, this bracelet was indeed of good quality.
    

    

    
      However, it wasn’t quite what he wanted—the pink color seemed too easily misunderstood.
    

    

    
      “Please pick me a beautiful green jade one. It’s a birthday gift for a regular friend.”
    

    

    
      Hearing his request, the saleswoman quickly brought out several high-quality, well-crafted bracelets for him to choose from.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming had mild decision-making troubles, since it was for Xiao Yun’s birthday, he carefully chose a bracelet with a smooth, lustrous color and minimal decorative patterns.
    

    

    
      108,000 Alliance Coins—the most expensive among them. Zhou Ming’s taste was impeccable, and he paid without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Though he had been frugal at the Black Market, he was generous here at checkout—so much so that the saleswoman beside him kept dropping hints, yet Zhou Ming remained oblivious.
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      “Pa.”
    

    

    
      After leaving the Jade Pavilion, Zhou Ming suddenly slapped his own forehead. 
    

    

    
      After wandering around for half a day, he almost forgot where Xiao Yun was holding her birthday banquet.
    

    

    
      He hurriedly took out his phone and dialed Xiao Yun’s number.
    

    

    
      “...What? It’s there?”
    

    

    
      After the call connected, Zhou Ming chatted casually with Xiao Yun and conveniently asked where her birthday banquet would be held. If it was at her home, he would still have to buy some common gifts for her parents.
    

    

    
      However, after learning that her birthday banquet was to be held at the Tenghua Restaurant, he was immediately taken aback—this was the best restaurant in Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      “It’s all because of Xiao Lei.”
    

    

    
      Speaking of her younger brother, Xiao Yun sounded rather annoyed. 
    

    

    
      Originally, it was supposed to be just a small family gathering with a few friends, which would also serve as a farewell dinner for Xiao Lei before his return to Yunhai.
    

    

    
      Who would have thought that the higher-ups of Qinshan Base would find out about it and specifically organize a banquet at Tenghua Restaurant, not only to celebrate Xiao Yun’s birthday but also to send Xiao Lei off.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t help but ask curiously about the situation.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple—Xiao Lei had been accepted as a personal disciple by the president of Yunhai University, who was a Transcendent Master-rank Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      As one of the few master-level Beast Tamers in Yunhai Base, Xiao Lei’s status and standing naturally soared after becoming his disciple.
    

    

    
      “I’ve been avoiding trouble all this time, yet this time, I might’ve stepped right into an even bigger one.”
    

    

    
      Putting his phone away, Zhou Ming felt that this supposedly ordinary birthday banquet might very well turn into something out of a novel plot.
    

    

    
      Given Xiao Lei’s current status, there would surely be many high-ranking heirs pursuing the still-single Xiao Yun. 
    

    

    
      And he—someone who was close to her and clearly treated her as an older sister—might easily be misunderstood as her romantic interest.
    

    

    
      Adding his own background to the mix, an image instantly formed in Zhou Ming’s mind: pretending to be impressive, being secretly targeted, love rivalry, being forced to leave Qinshan Base, and finally returning as the Dragon King.
    

    

    
      The more he thought about it, the more wrong it felt.
    

    

    
      Could this be... the treatment of a protagonist?
    

    

    
      Standing in the middle of the street, Zhou Ming, carrying a beautifully wrapped gift box, shook his head hard like an idiot.
    

    

    
      He mustn’t keep thinking that way—he kept telling himself repeatedly.
    

    

    
      After calming his mood, Zhou Ming still decided to attend Xiao Yun’s birthday banquet.
    

    

    
      He might dislike trouble, but he could not be afraid of it. 
    

    

    
      And he definitely wouldn’t skip a friend’s birthday just because of that fear. Otherwise, what meaning would there be in pursuing the path of a Beast Tamer and seeking greater strength?
    

    

    
      However, since the venue was different from what he expected, Zhou Ming decided to buy a stylish outfit. 
    

    

    
      Whether people misunderstood or not was another matter, but he couldn’t let Xiao Yun—who treated him as a younger brother—lose face.
    

    

    
      Seeing that time was short, Zhou Ming quickly found a high-end barbershop and had “Teacher Tony” tidy up his long-neglected hair.
    

    

    
      Then he picked out a smart-looking outfit. Fortunately, he had decent taste—he didn’t choose a stiff suit, but instead went for a formal outfit with a touch of casual flair.
    

    

    
      With a good natural build and nearly half a month of martial arts practice, Zhou Ming’s charm after dressing up reached an impressive ninety points.
    

    

    
      His tall and slender frame exuded strength with every movement, while his newly trimmed hair made him look radiant and energetic.
    

    

    
      Most importantly, his aura carried a serpent-like mystery and a hint of charm. The sinister coldness, cunning, or cruelty often associated with serpents was completely absent.
    

    

    
      It was precisely this unique aura that elevated Zhou Ming’s final appearance to perfection in his own eyes. He was quite satisfied anyway—after all, he wasn’t relying on his looks to survive.
    

    

    
      After confirming in the store mirror that there was no issue, he paid the bill and left, leaving behind several love-struck female saleswomen and a group of envious male customers.
    

    

    
      Fully prepared, Zhou Ming finally arrived at Tenghua Restaurant as night began to fall.
    

    

    
      “No wonder it’s the best restaurant in Qinshan Base.”
    

    

    
      Despite its reputation, Tenghua Restaurant didn’t flaunt excessive luxury. There were only a few lights on the outer walls, subtly illuminating its surroundings.
    

    

    
      But the designer was clearly skilled—the combination of those few lights and the surrounding night environment gave the building a quiet, understated elegance.
    

    

    
      Looking around at the luxury cars parked nearby, Zhou Ming didn’t feel the slightest inferiority. If he truly wanted one, he could afford it—but there was no real point. It would be pure waste. 
    

    

    
      As long as one had strength, there was no need for too many embellishments.
    

    

    
      With confident strides, Zhou Ming entered Tenghua Restaurant.
    

    

    
      The establishment had five floors, with the top floor reserved for Qinshan Base’s upper echelon—no amount of money could get one in.
    

    

    
      The third and fourth floors required reservations, while only the first and second were open to the public.
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming told the receptionist his purpose, she immediately guided him to the fifth floor, where Xiao Yun’s banquet was being held.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming casually asked why there was no need for an invitation, he learned that Xiao Yun had already instructed them in advance.
    

    

    
      “Still as thoughtful as ever.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t help but praise her meticulousness.
    

    

    
      Under the receptionist’s guidance, Zhou Ming soon arrived on the fifth floor.
    

    

    
      Before him was a bustling hall filled with people he didn’t recognize—judging by their attire, they were either prominent figures or wealthy merchants.
    

    

    
      There were even a few political figures he had seen on Qinshan’s media before—he was now seeing them in person for the first time.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming had no interest in mingling with them; he simply wanted to find Xiao Yun first.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, over here.”
    

    

    
      Not far away, a round-faced girl was waving at him—it was Qin Shiyu, who worked with him at the Qinshan Library.
    

    

    
      Beside her stood Xiao Yun and Xiao Lei. The few others around them, judging by their demeanor and attire, should be Xiao Yun’s parents and some government officials from Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      When Qin Shiyu called out to him, Xiao Yun also noticed Zhou Ming. After briefly saying a few words to the elders beside her, she pulled Xiao Lei and walked over.
    

    

    
      “Happy birthday.”
    

    

    
      This was Zhou Ming’s first time formally celebrating a friend’s birthday. As he offered his congratulations, he handed over the gift he had brought.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, what kind of gift is that?”
    

    

    
      Because of Zhou Ming, even though Xiao Lei was now a Beast Tamer, he had not escaped a severe beating from his sister before. 
    

    

    
      He still held some resentment, especially since he was also one of the banquet’s main figures today.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, keep that up and I won’t mind letting you make a fool of yourself in front of everyone tonight.”
    

    

    
      Usually gentle and composed, Xiao Yun instantly exuded a commanding presence when facing her younger brother.
    

    

    
      Xiao Lei wanted to retort, but after meeting Xiao Yun’s gaze, he immediately shrank back—a pure suppression of bloodline authority.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t know what to buy, so I got you a jade bracelet. I know you don’t like flashy things.”
    

    

    
      “That’s too extravagant.”
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. I’ve already condensed my Spiritual Seed and become a Beast Tamer. I can afford this much.”
    

    

    
      “Really?”
    

    

    
      More than the gift itself, Xiao Yun felt that this news was the best present she could have received.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Seeing her reaction, Zhou Ming felt slightly embarrassed, as if he had just tricked a little girl.
    

    

    
      “When I became a Beast Tamer, you weren’t even half this happy,” Xiao Lei muttered under his breath, unable to resist. 
    

    

    
      Especially knowing that his sister treated Zhou Ming like a younger brother, he found it hard to accept.
    

    

    
      I’m the real brother here!
    

    

    
      “Haha…”
    

    

    
      This time, Xiao Yun didn’t get angry. 
    

    

    
      Instead, she laughed together with Qin Shiyu.
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      “What are you so happy about?”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan, dressed sharply and looking smug, suddenly appeared from nowhere. 
    

    

    
      He had also been invited to Xiao Yun’s birthday this time. 
    

    

    
      It could be said that the small circle from Qinshan Library was now fully gathered.
    

    

    
      “Someone’s jealous.”
    

    

    
      Qin Shiyu, a cute girl with dimples when she smiled, explained casually.
    

    

    
      “Who’s jealous?”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan looked around curiously, trying to guess who was jealous.
    

    

    
      “Alright, stop joking around. You really took it seriously?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Xiao Lei’s unhappy face, Zhou Ming quickly stepped in to smooth things over.
    

    

    
      After that, everyone stopped talking about the topic. 
    

    

    
      After all, Xiao Lei’s status was different now, and they had to take care not to embarrass him.
    

    

    
      Even Xiao Yun teased Zhou Ming about how his outfit didn’t match his personality, though as an older sister, she still felt sorry for her little brother.
    

    

    
      “Isn’t it just so I don’t embarrass you? If it weren’t for all these people, I’d be fine wearing a tank top.”
    

    

    
      That sentence immediately made everyone laugh. 
    

    

    
      They started chatting idly and soon melted into the cheerful atmosphere.
    

    

    
      Not far away, a few well-dressed young elites were watching Zhou Ming’s group.
    

    

    
      “So those are Xiao Yun’s friends?”
    

    

    
      A young man with a deep, composed demeanor holding a glass of red wine glanced over and began chatting with his companions.
    

    

    
      “Seems like they all met at the library. Those two guys — one’s an orphan, and the other’s family runs a small construction business in the outer city. I heard both recently became Beast Tamers.”
    

    

    
      A young man with rimless glasses replied simply.
    

    

    
      “Such good luck.”
    

    

    
      Another young man, whose eyes gleamed sharply, spoke — though it was unclear whether he meant that Zhou Ming and Wang Yan were lucky to become Beast Tamers with ordinary talent, or lucky to have known Xiao Yun before the Xiao family’s rise.
    

    

    
      “What, are you planning to cause them trouble? I think that good-looking guy seems quite close to Xiao Yun.”
    

    

    
      The one holding the wine glass spoke with a smirk.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zheng, don’t mess with me. You afraid I’ll get in the way of your chase for Xiao Yun?”
    

    

    
      After saying that, he looked himself over and added,
    

    

    
      “I really am better looking than you.”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      The group, all from the same social circle, burst into laughter.
    

    

    
      As for the earlier talk about giving Zhou Ming trouble, none of them took it seriously.
    

    

    
      They were indeed pursuing Xiao Yun for strategic reasons, but they weren’t foolish enough to use dirty tricks.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple — they wanted to win Xiao Yun’s heart, then pull Xiao Lei onto their family’s side.
    

    

    
      Picking trouble with Zhou Ming would only push Xiao Yun away. 
    

    

    
      Not only would it gain them nothing, it would create a grudge.
    

    

    
      Now that the Xiao family had a Transcendent Master–rank Beast Tamer as their backing, none of them dared act rashly.
    

    

    
      Everyone knew that a Transcendent Master–rank Beast Tamer had enough power to single-handedly attack a mid-sized base, or leave at will if they wished — they could even fly freely by relying solely on their own ability.
    

    

    
      However, not everyone had that level of sense. 
    

    

    
      Some nouveau riche heirs and spoiled young masters from great families quietly noted Zhou Ming’s name — the one most closely connected to Xiao Yun.
    

    

    
      But even they weren’t completely brainless. 
    

    

    
      In this kind of setting, they could only endure it for now — at least they wouldn’t make a scene in front of Xiao Yun.
    

    

    
      When Xiao Yun’s parents approached Zhou Ming and his group, they gave a brief explanation before taking Xiao Yun away.
    

    

    
      The banquet officially began.
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun’s birthday celebration and Xiao Lei’s farewell banquet had merged into a social stage for the upper class.
    

    

    
      Feeling out of place in this atmosphere, Zhou Ming found a chance to say goodbye to Xiao Yun near the end of the event.
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun wasn’t upset about his leaving; instead, she felt apologetic that the banquet had turned out this way.
    

    

    
      However, she also said that receiving Zhou Ming’s gift already made her very happy — she even raised her hand to show off the jade bracelet he had given her.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming left, Wang Yan chose to stay behind. 
    

    

    
      After all, mingling with these people might help his father’s business in the future — being a familiar face always made dealings smoother.
    

    

    
      Leaving the Tenghua Restaurant, Zhou Ming looked at the now-empty street and realized there were no taxis left.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he was still in the inner city, and walking home wouldn’t take too long. 
    

    

    
      The cool night breeze also helped clear his head. 
    

    

    
      The atmosphere of that banquet had made him feel completely uncomfortable — far too full of pretension and social games.
    

    

    
      “Stop right there.”
    

    

    
      As he entered a dimly lit street, a commanding voice suddenly came from behind him.
    

    

    
      So they came after all. 
    

    

    
      He had just praised how well-educated the upper class was, and now they immediately slapped his words in the face.
    

    

    
      Hearing the messy footsteps, Zhou Ming felt a headache coming on. 
    

    

    
      This kind of trouble wasn’t something he could easily erase.
    

    

    
      He turned around and saw more than ten men who looked like thugs surrounding him, followed by a luxurious car pulling up.
    

    

    
      The car door opened, and a young man with a cigarette dangling from his lips and arrogance on his face stepped out.
    

    

    
      “Young Master Tong.”
    

    

    
      A chorus of flattery greeted the newcomer.
    

    

    
      “Mm.”
    

    

    
      The man known as Young Master Tong responded briefly and walked up to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “So you’re Zhou Ming? Walking home, are you?”
    

    

    
      He looked Zhou Ming up and down with a mocking expression.
    

    

    
      “I am. And who are you supposed to be?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s tone carried a hint of defiance, as if deliberately trying to provoke him.
    

    

    
      “This is the son of Deputy Director Tong from the Security Bureau. Watch your mouth.”
    

    

    
      One of his lackeys quickly reported Young Master Tong’s identity while throwing in a flattering remark.
    

    

    
      “Since you know who I am, from now on, you’re not allowed to see Xiao Yun again. Otherwise, the sewer will be your final resting place.”
    

    

    
      The spoiled young master stated his purpose directly.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming heard that last line, a flicker of coldness flashed in his eyes.
    

    

    
      “What, not convinced? Getting mugged at night is perfectly normal, you know.”
    

    

    
      It seemed they hadn’t done much research on Zhou Ming before coming. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have used such a lame excuse — a “robbery” could only threaten ordinary people.
    

    

    
      “Beep, beep, beep.”
    

    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming pull out his phone and press a few buttons, the young master immediately shouted.
    

    

    
      “Calling Xiao Yun — to tell her what kind of person you really are, so she stays far away from you.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming continued pressing his phone calmly.
    

    

    
      “Wait! You’re a man, aren’t you? You need a woman to help you?”
    

    

    
      The sudden reaction clearly caught him off guard, and he quickly tried to stop Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Nonsense. She treats me like a brother, I treat her like a sister. Her little brother gets bullied — if I don’t call her, who else should I call?”
    

    

    
      “You’re not a couple?”
    

    

    
      “You’ve been used,” Zhou Ming replied vaguely.
    

    

    
      “With your IQ, you’ve definitely been manipulated. No one else showed up — only you came. If that’s not being used, I’d be surprised.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, there’s a saying that fits perfectly — friends are meant to be sold out.”
    

    

    
      “Using you to test things out and remove a rival at the same time... the person who sent you really is clever.”
    

    

    
      The more Zhou Ming spoke, the more sense he made — even complimenting the person behind the scheme.
    

    

    
      But Young Master Tong’s expression grew darker by the second, realizing he might have just been used as someone’s pawn.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      He barked angrily. 
    

    

    
      Having suddenly thought of something, he decided to leave at once, not even bothering to salvage his image in front of Xiao Yun’s younger brother.
    

    

    
      He turned and left with his men in tow.
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      After Young Master Tong and the others left, Zhou Ming looked at the three digits on his phone—9, 9, 9.
    

    

    
      Deleting the three numbers, Zhou Ming once again walked toward his residence.
    

    

    
      As for what had just happened, Zhou Ming knew that solving the small trouble in front of him would soon bring forth a bigger one—and it was the kind of big trouble he currently could not deal with.
    

    

    
      Since he could not solve the small trouble directly, Zhou Ming chose another method.
    

    

    
      By making a phone call, he revealed both his and Xiao Yun’s identities, while diverting the other party’s attention elsewhere—preferably toward a target that could ignite his anger.
    

    

    
      Along with the threatening call Zhou Ming made to Xiao Yun, the aggressive Young Master Tong was finally fooled into leaving.
    

    

    
      Though it was still a way of handling trouble, this time Zhou Ming actually chose to use his brain. However, this wasn’t his preferred way—being straightforward was more his style.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, he lacked the strength to back that up, so he could only endure it.
    

    

    
      The only fortunate part was that the opponent seemed to have a rather low IQ.
    

    

    
      Then again, if the man weren’t lacking in intelligence, he wouldn’t have allowed himself to be used as someone’s pawn. Zhou Ming had merely thrown out a few guesses, and the truth had become crystal clear.
    

    

    
      However, such people did have one advantage—once they realized they had been outwitted, their attention would no longer be on Zhou Ming, but rather on the person who had manipulated them from behind the scenes.
    

    

    
      After Xiao Yun’s birthday banquet, perhaps because everyone now knew of Zhou Ming’s connection to her, no one came looking to trouble him again. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was thus able to focus on his own affairs in peace.
    

    

    
      A month later, with the medicinal tonics from the Mad Python Martial Hall and his own efforts in training, his physical fitness had finally improved significantly.
    

    

    
      Of course, during this process, Liu Shihu’s ruthless drilling also played a vital role.
    

    

    
      At the Mad Python Martial Hall, Liu Shihu was currently teaching Zhou Ming the secret killing techniques of the Mad Python Martial Art—its very core essence.
    

    

    
      “The Mad Python Martial Art has three secret killing techniques—Venom Fang, Constriction, and Shadow Tail.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll demonstrate these three first so that you can have a direct understanding.”
    

    

    
      After a brief introduction, Liu Shihu signaled Zhou Ming to step aside and observe carefully.
    

    

    
      Wearing a white training uniform, Zhou Ming immediately moved to one side and watched Liu Shihu’s every move intently.
    

    

    
      “Venom Fang.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Liu Shihu’s voice fell, he struck the ironwood stake before him with what appeared to be a normal move. But just as Zhou Ming thought it was nothing special, Liu Shihu’s right hand suddenly changed position.
    

    

    
      His index and middle fingers extended forward and bent slightly, while the other three fingers curled tightly into his palm.
    

    

    
      Crack!
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could react, the two fingers pierced the ironwood stake like venomous fangs, sinking in to the depth of a joint.
    

    

    
      Then, with a sharp twist of his fingers, Liu Shihu pulled out a chunk of ironwood between them.
    

    

    
      “Constriction.”
    

    

    
      After completing Venom Fang, Liu Shihu immediately demonstrated the next technique.
    

    

    
      He stepped forward and wrapped himself around the ironwood stake, his arms and legs coiling tightly around it. Then, his waist erupted with power—several wooden rods attached to the stake snapped in an instant.
    

    

    
      “Shadow Tail.”
    

    

    
      Descending from the stake, Liu Shihu turned to face Zhou Ming. 
    

    

    
      He bent forward, supporting himself with one hand on the ground, and his right leg lashed backward like the tail of a python.
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      The ironwood—far harder and tougher than normal wood—instantly cracked from the explosive impact.
    

    

    
      After the three secret moves were demonstrated, beads of sweat had already formed on Liu Shihu’s forehead. Clearly, even for him, these techniques demanded much energy.
    

    

    
      “Did you understand?”
    

    

    
      After steadying his breathing and calming the surging blood in his body, Liu Shihu approached Zhou Ming and asked.
    

    

    
      “I understood a bit… not sure if I got it right.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming replied somewhat uncertainly.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hear it.”
    

    

    
      “Hmm…” Zhou Ming pondered for a moment, organizing his thoughts before speaking.
    

    

    
      “Venom Fang focuses on surprise attacks, concentrating all of one’s power into a single point for a fatal blow.”
    

    

    
      “Constriction is about close combat—seizing the moment to attack the opponent’s joints comprehensively.”
    

    

    
      “Shadow Tail is a counterattack following an evasion, delivering a heavy strike while the enemy can’t react.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming voiced his interpretation based on his understanding.
    

    

    
      “Not bad.”
    

    

    
      “But…”
    

    

    
      The moment he heard “but,” Zhou Ming already knew what would come next.
    

    

    
      “But you haven’t grasped the core.”
    

    

    
      “The core?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming ignored the word “but” and instead asked about the “core” Liu Shihu mentioned.
    

    

    
      “The true core of these three techniques is—Venom Fang’s power concentration, Constriction’s power release, and Shadow Tail’s control.”
    

    

    
      “Concentration, release, and control.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Liu Shihu’s words, Zhou Ming softly repeated them.
    

    

    
      “Exactly. For Venom Fang, besides tempering your fingers with a special potion, the key lies in gathering all the power of your body into one point for a lethal strike.”
    

    

    
      “You must also seize the moment when your opponent exposes an opening—strike suddenly, just like a viper ambushing its prey.”
    

    

    
      “As for Constriction, it’s about utilizing the strength of your entire body, locking down your opponent’s movements, and completely breaking their resistance.”
    

    

    
      “Shadow Tail requires not only flexibility in your arms but also in your legs—they must move as freely as your hands. Your whole body should be under perfect control.”
    

    

    
      “In truth, the essence of these three secret techniques is also the essence of martial arts itself. These techniques merely provide a tangible path for a practitioner to comprehend that essence.”
    

    

    
      Listening to Liu Shihu’s explanation, Zhou Ming frowned in concentration, quietly reflecting upon what he had heard.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s contemplative state, Liu Shihu didn’t disturb him and instead stood silently to the side.
    

    

    
      “Transforming into a python? No, the python is only a form.”
    

    

    
      “Power, control.”
    

    

    
      “Control over one’s own strength.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming murmured under his breath as though he had realized something.
    

    

    
      “Yes, it’s about controlling your own strength. The techniques, styles, and characteristics of martial arts are all expressions of that strength.”
    

    

    
      “The Mad Python Martial Art is about mastering your own power, then learning from a python’s ways of hunting, muscle force, and combat—expressing that power through various forms.”
    

    

    
      Clap, clap…
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s realization, Liu Shihu clapped his hands, smiling with satisfaction.
    

    

    
      “Good. That’s the true essence of martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “Seems you’re not stupid—just lazy to think.”
    

    

    
      Through this session, Liu Shihu realized that Zhou Ming’s problem wasn’t poor comprehension, but simply a reluctance to think.
    

    

    
      After being patiently guided, Zhou Ming gradually immersed himself and unearthed the true nature of martial arts on his own.
    

    

    
      “It’s all thanks to your teaching, Master Liu.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Liu Shihu’s words, Zhou Ming replied a bit sheepishly.
    

    

    
      He didn’t like overcomplicating things unless something genuinely caught his interest.
    

    

    
      For instance—the path of the Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      “Alright, since you’ve understood the essence of martial arts, teaching you from here on will be much easier.”
    

    

    
      “Once you master these three secret techniques, you can practice independently. If you encounter difficulties, come to me.”
    

    

    
      “Understood. Please instruct me, Master Liu.”
    

    

    
      “Then let’s start with Venom Fang.”
    

    

    
      In the training room, with no outsiders present, Zhou Ming began following Liu Shihu to learn the secret killing techniques of the Mad Python Martial Art—its core essence.
    

    

    
      To control his own body and strength.
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      “Bang，bang……”
    

    

    
      In the basement of the Eagle Eye Shooting Range, gunshots rang out at an unchanging rhythm, not a fraction of it affected by the fact they were fired in succession.
    

    

    
      Fifty-meter fixed target, fifty-meter moving target, pistol, rifle, obstacle shooting, moving shooting, magazine changes — each action was impeccably standard.
    

    

    
      “Clap，clap.” A round of applause sounded.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming，although you weren’t the best shooter I’d ever seen, you were definitely the fastest learner when it came to shooting.”
    

    

    
      A man in his thirties, wearing a tight short-sleeve shirt with a holster strapped to each thigh, spoke.
    

    

    
      A sharp glint showed in his eyes as he praised Zhou Ming’s shooting performance.
    

    

    
      “Coach Li，you flatter me.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming replied humbly to the coach who had been teaching him shooting.
    

    

    
      It was already June. 
    

    

    
      Six or seven months had passed since Zhou Ming had returned from the wilderness, and during that time Zhou Ming had improved his strength by various methods.
    

    

    
      Beast Taming, meditation, martial arts, shooting — though the training felt somewhat scattered, the insecure Zhou Ming had not stopped for a moment.
    

    

    
      After mastering the secret third form of Mad Python Martial Art, Zhou Ming practiced martial arts while also finding places to train his shooting.
    

    

    
      Although Qinshan Base didn’t allow hot weapons, that didn’t mean one couldn’t practice shooting; a shooting range was the best legal place to practice firearms.
    

    

    
      Since he began training in martial arts, by late April Zhou Ming had been practicing martial arts in the mornings, shooting in the afternoons, and meditating at night — his days were very full.
    

    

    
      Occasionally he had meals and drinks with Wang Yan, and he had visited Xiao Yun at the Qinshan library a few times.
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun had by then become the deputy head of the Qinshan Library, and she no longer spent all day receiving readers like before.
    

    

    
      As for her parents, both former teachers, they had been transferred to senior positions in the Qinshan Base Education Bureau.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming wasn’t surprised by this. If Xiao Lei could be promoted and change jobs sooner to become an Official Rank Beast Tamer, their family’s standard of living would have risen further.
    

    

    
      It could be said that because of Xiao Lei, Xiao Yun’s family had achieved a cross-class leap.
    

    

    
      Putting his firearm away, Zhou Ming sighed at how quickly time had passed — another half year was gone.
    

    

    
      “You leaving?”
    

    

    
      Coach Li guessed Zhou Ming would be going when he heard him had booked the underground shooting room to test his shooting scores. 
    

    

    
      From the first time Coach Li had seen Zhou Ming, he’d known the man was not ordinary.
    

    

    
      “I’ve dawdled long enough. I should get moving, otherwise I’ll run out of money for food.”
    

    

    
      This was no lie. 
    

    

    
      Besides expenses for martial arts and shooting, to ensure his meditation wouldn’t be disturbed, Zhou Ming had spent a lot of Alliance Coin in the Black Market and in legitimate Beast Tamer shops inside Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      If he kept living off his savings like this, he might have to return to South District.
    

    

    
      “Right. As a Beast Tamer learning shooting here, you’re likely preparing to roam the wilderness more effectively.”
    

    

    
      “But even though you’ve learned shooting and martial arts, I hope you’ll be careful after you leave the base.”
    

    

    
      Coach Li admired Zhou Ming’s effort and his constant striving toward his goals. After interacting with him for a month or two, he noticed Zhou Ming basically had no time for entertainment.
    

    

    
      “Thanks for your concern，Coach Li.”
    

    

    
      With his martial arts and shooting training and his collection of various Beast Tamer knowledge, Zhou Ming knew the power gap among Apprentice Beast Tamers was the largest at that stage.
    

    

    
      The weak might not be able to handle an ordinary person with a gun; the strong could sweep through a fully equipped squad of soldiers.
    

    

    
      After chatting for a while, the two parted; Zhou Ming left the Eagle Eye Shooting Range, his six months of preparation finished again.
    

    

    
      Stepping out of the shooting range, the scorching June sunlight hit him.
    

    

    
      Squinting, Zhou Ming flagged a taxi and told the driver to head south of the city.
    

    

    
      Because of the weather, a faint odor hit him when he arrived at the pet market in the southern district, but it did not stop the pedestrians willing to buy pets.
    

    

    
      Looking at the bustling pet market, Zhou Ming felt a little wistful. He had been away from the Dog’s Home for a long time; he thought he’d visit Sister Wu after finishing his business.
    

    

    
      She was the only one Zhou Ming felt was worth visiting.
    

    

    
      After glancing at the pet market, Zhou Ming walked toward a nearby alley — he had lost count of how many times he’d come here.
    

    

    
      “A customer’s here.”
    

    

    
      Long Hair, who opened the door, immediately became enthusiastic; Zhou Ming was a major customer.
    

    

    
      “Come in, big brother has been waiting for your arrival.”
    

    

    
      “You mean you’ve been waiting for the money in my bag，don’t you.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming teased Long Hair, who seemed to be in charge of opening the door.
    

    

    
      “Not at all，not at all.”
    

    

    
      “Please，come in.”
    

    

    
      Long Hair didn’t know how to respond to Zhou Ming’s joke.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming said no more and walked inside with practiced ease.
    

    

    
      “Bro，you finally came.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the commotion at the door, Brother Snake was about to check when he saw Zhou Ming enter.
    

    

    
      “If you’ve got good stuff this time, I’ll definitely come.”
    

    

    
      This visit wasn’t just for one or two Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      After having left his contact with Brother Snake before, Zhou Ming had suddenly received a call from him about a mutant Ironthread Snake; Zhou Ming had become interested and, after leaving the Eagle Eye Shooting Range, had come straight here.
    

    

    
      “Let’s talk inside.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake didn’t immediately mention the mutant Ironthread Snake; instead, he brought Zhou Ming into an inner room.
    

    

    
      “You’re not here purely for business this time，are you.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Brother Snake escort Zhou Ming into a single room rather than leave his men around, Zhou Ming understood this snake purchase would be troublesome.
    

    

    
      Brother Snake hesitated for a moment with a troubled expression before answering.
    

    

    
      “I want to hire you to kill two people.”
    

    

    
      When those words fell, Zhou Ming’s face stiffened, then he smiled and said，“Brother Snake，you must be joking. Murder is illegal.”
    

    

    
      “I’m not joking. I don’t know what you do exactly, but I feel you can help me，and the mutant Ironthread Snake you want is in those two people’s hands.”
    

    

    
      “What do you mean？”
    

    

    
      Hearing the mutant Ironthread Snake wasn’t with them, Zhou Ming’s eyes narrowed instantly; a dangerous aura filled the room.
    

    

    
      “Guh.”
    

    

    
      Feeling that dangerous aura，Brother Snake shivered inwardly, but he also knew he hadn’t picked the wrong person this time.
    

    

    
      “My brother seduced my wife and secretly shorted me goods.”
    

    

    
      “And then？”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming wasn’t satisfied with that explanation — another man being cuckolded was not his concern.
    

    

    
      “When I discovered it, those two immediately ran off with my money and the mutant Ironthread Snake.”
    

    

    
      “They hired a hunter squad to escort them out of Qinshan Base.”
    

    

    
      “I want you to kill them. Besides the money and that mutant Ironthread Snake on their bodies going to you, I’ll give you an extra one million Alliance Coin.”
    

    

    
      At the end, Brother Snake’s voice carried intense hatred.
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      Chapter 41: The Cunning Fox
    

    

    
      Inside a room furnished with a few tables and chairs, Zhou Ming silently stared at Brother Snake before him, his mind constantly weighing the pros and cons.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a sharp glint flashed in Zhou Ming’s eyes, as though he had made up his mind.
    

    

    
      “How can I be sure you’re not lying to me?”
    

    

    
      Before replying to Brother Snake, Zhou Ming needed him to prove that there was indeed a mutated Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      “This is a photo of that mutated Ironthread Snake, along with the location of those two adulterous bastards, and the information of the Hunter Squad protecting them.”
    

    

    
      It seemed Brother Snake had already prepared in advance. 
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhou Ming asked his question, Brother Snake immediately placed a kraft paper envelope on the coffee table in front of him.
    

    

    
      Opening the envelope, Zhou Ming directly took out a photograph. It was exactly the mutated Ironthread Snake he valued most.
    

    

    
      Inside a glass case made of bulletproof glass, a small snake about a foot long was coiled up.
    

    

    
      Its scales were crimson all over—Zhou Ming didn’t even need to examine it closely to know this Ironthread Snake had undergone a second mutation. 
    

    

    
      Normally, Ironthread Snakes were grayish-black.
    

    

    
      “Do you know the specific changes after it mutated?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was still assessing whether it was worth taking action.
    

    

    
      “It’s fast, extremely agile. According to the seller, they only caught it with traps.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake was clearly well-acquainted with his own merchandise.
    

    

    
      “I’ll take this job. Once it’s done, transfer one million to this account.”
    

    

    
      Picking up the pen on the coffee table, Zhou Ming wrote down his Gold Card account number, then grabbed the envelope and stood up to leave.
    

    

    
      As for whether revealing the account might expose him, Zhou Ming didn’t worry—because it was anonymous.
    

    

    
      “Thanks, brother.”
    

    

    
      Watching Zhou Ming’s departing back, Brother Snake expressed his gratitude with excitement.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t respond and left directly.
    

    

    
      He had accepted this shady job mainly because that mutated Ironthread Snake was too important to him.
    

    

    
      Without the Serpent Saliva Fruit, a twice-mutated Ironthread Snake wouldn’t greatly affect Zhou Ming’s strength.
    

    

    
      But with the Serpent Saliva Fruit, Zhou Ming could obtain a second Ferocious Beast-level contracted beast.
    

    

    
      As for why Zhou Ming didn’t capture the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake himself—it was simply because it was far too difficult.
    

    

    
      In the wild, although Ironthread Snakes sometimes experienced secondary mutations, most died during the process; those that survived were extremely rare. Moreover, a mutation didn’t necessarily mean it was a beneficial one.
    

    

    
      As for ordinary Ironthread Snakes showing early mutation symptoms, Zhou Ming had only ever seen one—and even if he encountered another, it didn’t mean he could guide it to mutate successfully.
    

    

    
      Besides acquiring the mutated Ironthread Snake, Zhou Ming could also earn an additional one million Alliance Coins—no matter how he looked at it, he had to accept this deal.
    

    

    
      As for why he didn’t immediately read through the materials in hand—the reason was simple. If the task turned out to exceed his capabilities, he would simply walk away; Brother Snake wouldn’t be able to do anything about it anyway.
    

    

    
      Leaving the alley behind, Zhou Ming returned straight to his residence. 
    

    

    
      He originally planned to visit Sister Wu, but he decided to postpone that for now.
    

    

    
      Once home, Zhou Ming opened the kraft paper envelope and began reviewing the information inside as quickly as possible.
    

    

    
      He only had one chance to strike—tonight. If the targets managed to leave Qinshan Base tomorrow, the mission would be a failure.
    

    

    
      He could endure losing a million in bounty—but letting a twice-mutated Ironthread Snake slip away was something he couldn’t accept.
    

    

    
      As the main obstacle of this mission, the Hunter Squad protecting those two people was naturally the first thing Zhou Ming needed to study.
    

    

    
      “Cunning Fox Hunter Squad.”
    

    

    
      Reading the name on the documents, Zhou Ming slowly spoke the title aloud.
    

    

    
      Then he carefully went through the information, discovering that it was a full-member Hunter Squad.
    

    

    
      According to the Hunter Guild’s regulations, teams with ten or fewer members were classified as Hunter Squads. 
    

    

    
      Aside from requiring at least one Apprentice Beast Tamer, there were no strict conditions.
    

    

    
      Teams exceeding ten members and possessing an Official Rank Beast Tamer could apply to become Hunting Corps, though their numbers were capped at one hundred.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming first learned about this, he suspected it was the Blue Star Alliance’s deliberate measure to suppress civilian armed forces.
    

    

    
      After briefly understanding the general situation of the Cunning Fox Squad, Zhou Ming continued reading through the details of each member.
    

    

    
      Their strengths and weaknesses, areas of expertise, and danger levels—all were clearly annotated.
    

    

    
      After reading, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but sigh at Brother Snake’s hatred toward the two traitors; without paying a significant price, he couldn’t possibly have obtained such detailed intel.
    

    

    
      Among the members, the most troublesome figure was undoubtedly Cunning Fox—the squad’s leader.
    

    

    
      He controlled an adult Night Fox and was proficient in both firearms and martial arts.
    

    

    
      The Night Fox, a low-tier Ferocious Beast, reached the size of a normal leopard when mature. Its night vision far surpassed other beasts of the same level, and it could move in utter silence—adept at ambushes.
    

    

    
      Most importantly, the Night Fox had an extraordinarily keen sense for danger; the slightest disturbance could startle it.
    

    

    
      It was precisely because of this beast that Cunning Fox had risen from an ordinary Beast Tamer to the founder of his own Hunter Squad.
    

    

    
      “Troublesome.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming frowned after reading the file—it seemed this money wouldn’t be easy to earn.
    

    

    
      Even without considering the rest, just dealing with Cunning Fox alone would be difficult.
    

    

    
      In the darkness, his beast was no less dangerous than Inkband, and with over a decade of experience in the perilous hunting trade, his combat skills and instincts far exceeded ordinary Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      The man himself was infamous for his cunning—foxlike—hence the name, “Cunning Fox.”
    

    

    
      Aside from Cunning Fox, his subordinates were all well-versed in firearms and martial arts, posing threats comparable to regular Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Although private ownership of firearms was forbidden within the base, after seeing the Black Market, Zhou Ming didn’t believe the Cunning Fox Squad was unarmed—at most, their weaponry wouldn’t be complete.
    

    

    
      Sitting on the living room sofa, Zhou Ming felt a headache coming on. 
    

    

    
      Just when he thought he had finally found a lead on the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake, the matter had suddenly become far more complicated than a simple financial transaction.
    

    

    
      Helpless, Zhou Ming set aside the Cunning Fox Squad’s documents and picked up the file on Brother Snake’s bounty targets.
    

    

    
      “It’s him?”
    

    

    
      At first glance at the photo, Zhou Ming immediately recognized the man—it was Er Leng, Brother Snake’s trusted subordinate.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had seen him a few times before when purchasing Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected that Er Leng would be the one to betray Brother Snake.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming simply shook his head, unwilling to delve deeper into their reasons. 
    

    

    
      All he needed was to know who the target was.
    

    

    
      Flipping to the second photo, a gentle-looking woman appeared in his view.
    

    

    
      She wore an off-white home outfit, without much adornment, yet from her expression and posture in the picture, Zhou Ming could sense an almost imperceptible air of seduction.
    

    

    
      If he were to describe it—this woman possessed natural allure in her very bones.
    

    

    
      Just from the photo, she was undeniably an exceptional beauty—in every aspect.
    

    

    
      No wonder the two of them had immediately hired one of the best Hunter Squads after defecting.
    

    

    
      Given their shrewdness, they not only knew Brother Snake would seek revenge but also understood that no amount of money mattered if they couldn’t stay alive. Hence, they wisely sought out the Cunning Fox Squad for protection.
    

    

    
      However, these two had little impact on Zhou Ming’s plan. 
    

    

    
      After setting aside their files, Zhou Ming once again picked up the Cunning Fox Squad’s dossier and began contemplating his plan for tonight’s operation.
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      In the western part of the city—second only to the eastern district in prosperity—the reason for such flourishing lay in the fact that the west side housed Qinshan Base’s primary airship docking zone.
    

    

    
      The airship was a type of aerial craft manufactured by the Alliance through the application of crystal energy technology brought by the alien races.
    

    

    
      Fundamentally different from the airplanes of the Blue Star Alliance, airships relied on the levitation force generated by crystal power to fly in the sky and could hover midair at will.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had also seen airships before. Their massive size was comparable to a battleship from his previous life. Although their speed could not match the Alliance’s supersonic fighter jets, airships resembled warships sailing in the heavens.
    

    

    
      They were equipped with all sorts of weapons and also possessed defensive shields powered by crystal technology. However, according to what Zhou Ming had learned in the library, such shields consumed an enormous amount of energy and were only activated during critical situations.
    

    

    
      It could be said that airships were the lifeline connecting all the bases of the Blue Star Alliance. Naturally, they were not managed by individual bases but were directly under the control of the Alliance Airship Bureau at the Alliance headquarters.
    

    

    
      Er Leng and the others planned to use an airship to leave Qinshan Base; by then, the sky would truly be free for them to soar.
    

    

    
      With the money they had extorted from Brother Snake and the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake in their possession, even if they went to a large base, their livelihoods would be secure.
    

    

    
      Yixin Hotel, located in the western city not far from the airship landing field, was one such inn.
    

    

    
      Because each base operated in a semi-enclosed environment, hotels and other accommodations for travelers were rare nowadays.
    

    

    
      Especially in medium-sized bases, most hotels were meant for couples or certain special groups.
    

    

    
      However, Yixin Hotel was different. Thanks to its proximity to the airship landing area, it occasionally received actual travelers.
    

    

    
      Due to the rarity of airships and the preciousness of crystal energy, Qinshan Base did not receive them daily—only two or three airships arrived each month.
    

    

    
      Tomorrow, one airship was scheduled to depart from Qinshan Base. Tonight was Zhou Ming’s final opportunity—he had to complete the mission of having Cunning Fox escort Er Leng into the airship landing field.
    

    

    
      Once inside the airship zone, it became part of Qinshan Base’s strictly regulated area.
    

    

    
      Aside from the heavily armed soldiers stationed there, according to Zhou Ming’s intel, several Official Rank Beast Tamers were also guarding the site.
    

    

    
      The only good news was that as long as one did not enter the restricted area, no matter what disturbance occurred outside, the guards stationed at the landing field would not leave their posts.
    

    

    
      As long as the timing was controlled and the Security Bureau had not yet arrived, Zhou Ming would be able to leave smoothly.
    

    

    
      Inside the largest suite on the third floor of Yixin Hotel, composed of four bedrooms and a spacious living room, several hunters wearing light combat uniforms beneath their clothes were playing cards and relaxing. To them, this mission seemed effortless.
    

    

    
      “Stop playing around. The boss has a bad feeling tonight. You few, stick to the plan and take turns on watch.”
    

    

    
      A bedroom door opened, and a beautiful woman in a tight leather outfit with a streamlined figure walked out, giving firm instructions to the men before her.
    

    

    
      “Mei Fox, are you just trying to get rid of us because we interrupted you and the boss earlier?”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Flying Fox’s teasing, the others laughed with knowing tones.
    

    

    
      Everyone in the team was aware of Mei Fox’s relationship with the boss.
    

    

    
      “Get lost.”
    

    

    
      Mei Fox laughed and cursed in response to their teasing, not taking offense—such jokes were common greetings among hunters.
    

    

    
      “The boss said he just summoned Night Fox and felt something was off tonight. We can’t afford to be careless.”
    

    

    
      After scolding them, Mei Fox’s face turned serious as she gave a simple explanation.
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, the team members immediately dropped their cards, wiped the grins from their faces, and began preparing for work.
    

    

    
      Everyone present knew Night Fox’s capabilities, and with the boss’s orders, none dared to slack off.
    

    

    
      Click, click…
    

    

    
      Each of them began checking their firearms.
    

    

    
      Due to the base’s firearm restrictions, everyone carried only a simple handgun and a combat knife.
    

    

    
      Each pistol was equipped with a silencer—to avoid drawing attention from the Security Bureau—since these weapons had all been purchased from the Black Market.
    

    

    
      As for whether they would be held accountable afterward, as long as they weren’t caught on the spot, the squad had its ways to cover their tracks. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have dared take on missions within the base.
    

    

    
      Once preparations were complete, the group began taking up their assigned positions throughout the hotel, standing guard at critical points.
    

    

    
      “Lady Mei Fox, is something wrong?”
    

    

    
      Hearing movement outside, Er Leng opened his door, revealing an uneasy expression.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. We’re just making some necessary preparations to ensure you can safely enter the airship landing field tomorrow. Nothing’s wrong.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that it was their employer, Mei Fox explained that it was all for his sake.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll leave it to you.”
    

    

    
      Seeing no immediate problem, Er Leng rolled his eyes slightly, thanked her, and closed the door.
    

    

    
      “Black Fox, keep an eye on the window in the living room.”
    

    

    
      As the squad’s best close-combat fighter, Black Fox was specially stationed in the living room.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Mei Fox.”
    

    

    
      Built like a black bear and nothing like a fox, Black Fox thumped his chest in assurance.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Mei Fox nodded and returned to her room.
    

    

    
      Inside, a thin man in his thirties sat with eyes closed on a chair, beside him his contracted beast—Night Fox.
    

    

    
      Its body was as dark as ink, gleaming silver claws and fangs catching the faint light.
    

    

    
      Its large ears twitched, scanning the surroundings, while its bushy tail rested protectively on its master.
    

    

    
      “Boss, everything’s going according to plan.”
    

    

    
      After reporting, Mei Fox hesitated before asking,
    

    

    
      “Is there really something wrong tonight?”
    

    

    
      After all, aside from Cunning Fox, the team’s strength mostly relied on their handguns. Mei Fox couldn’t help but feel a bit uneasy.
    

    

    
      “I can feel it—not just my beast, even I sense a dangerous presence drawing near.”
    

    

    
      “But since we’re inside the base, it shouldn’t cause too much commotion. I’m mainly worried about someone attempting a close-range assassination, so you’d better not go out tonight.”
    

    

    
      Naturally, Cunning Fox prioritized protecting his woman first.
    

    

    
      “Understood, Boss.”
    

    

    
      Mei Fox nodded and moved behind him, beginning to massage his shoulders. If not for the current situation, their interaction would likely have turned more intimate.
    

    

    
      Outside Yixin Hotel, night had fallen. 
    

    

    
      Dim streetlights flickered to life, and in the shadows beyond their reach, a figure quietly observed the hotel—it was Zhou Ming, fully prepared.
    

    

    
      He wore a loose short-sleeved shirt, beneath which was a simple protective vest he had bought from the Black Market, made from the hide of a low-tier Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      Hidden under his clothes, it was barely noticeable. Though inferior to a field combat suit, it was better than nothing.
    

    

    
      He wore a baseball cap on his head, a black mask covering his handsome face, and ordinary contact lenses concealing his distinctive eyes.
    

    

    
      Boom.
    

    

    
      A summer thunderstorm rolled in that night, as if even the heavens were aiding Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “What a perfect night.”
    

    

    
      He looked up at the pitch-black sky and murmured casually, waiting for the rain to fall.
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      “Pa! Pa! Pa! Pa!…”
    

    

    
      The summer thunderstorm came swiftly. 
    

    

    
      Just a moment ago, the night sky had been clear, yet in the next instant, torrential rain poured down.
    

    

    
      Standing in the shadows, Zhou Ming adjusted the brim of his cap that shielded him from the rain. Then, nearly a hundred Ironthread Snakes slithered out from the spatial area surrounding his body.
    

    

    
      At this moment, space rippled like the surface of a disturbed lake, and the snakes leapt out as easily as fish breaking through water.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s command, the summoned Ironthread Snakes spread out and completely surrounded the Yixin Hotel.
    

    

    
      “Hiss… hiss…”
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snakes encircling the hotel kept emitting sharp hissing sounds, but these were completely drowned out by the roar of thunder and the patter of rain.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s intention was merely to let them release their presence—to confuse the Cunning Fox’s beast.
    

    

    
      It was like a black ball placed inside a box filled with white ones—so conspicuous that anyone could spot it immediately. In that case, one simply had to pour in a bottle of ink, turning more of the white balls black—making it much harder to find the original black one right away.
    

    

    
      Could Night Fox sense danger?
    

    

    
      Then Zhou Ming would make the entire Yixin Hotel brim with danger, so that the Night Fox couldn’t distinguish the true threat among the countless false ones.
    

    

    
      After all, no matter how extraordinary the Night Fox was, it was still a low-grade Ferocious Beast—its rank limited its capabilities.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the scattered snakes also provided Zhou Ming with his Radar Sensory Domain, allowing him to detect danger in advance.
    

    

    
      “Tap, tap…”
    

    

    
      The sound of footsteps splashing in puddles echoed. Zhou Ming recalled the Yixin Hotel’s structure and the target’s location, then quietly approached through the rain.
    

    

    
      “They’re here.”
    

    

    
      Inside the Yixin Hotel, Cunning Fox—who had been enjoying a massage from Mei Fox—suddenly opened his eyes and called out.
    

    

    
      “Can Night Fox sense which direction it’s coming from?”
    

    

    
      Mei Fox immediately stopped her hands and asked the man before her.
    

    

    
      “It can’t sense it.”
    

    

    
      After communicating with his beast, Cunning Fox’s expression turned doubtful.
    

    

    
      “How could that be?”
    

    

    
      Mei Fox was equally astonished by his response.
    

    

    
      Ever since Cunning Fox had tamed the Night Fox, he had focused on nurturing its sensory abilities.
    

    

    
      Even an Official Rank Beast Tamer could only conceal their aura deliberately to avoid being sensed by the Night Fox.
    

    

    
      But now, the Night Fox had sensed danger—yet couldn’t tell from which direction it came.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Mei Fox’s expression instantly grew grave. 
    

    

    
      As a member of Cunning Fox’s squad, she wasn’t just a pretty face—she understood the danger perfectly.
    

    

    
      “Notify Flying Fox and the others of the current situation. Also, tell everyone not to stray too far apart. They should stay within range for fast mutual support, and report their status every minute.”
    

    

    
      Even faced with such an unusual circumstance, Cunning Fox remained calm, his expression hardening as he issued his orders.
    

    

    
      Mei Fox picked up the communicator at her side and quickly relayed his instructions.
    

    

    
      “Do you think this operation might backfire?”
    

    

    
      After setting the communicator down, Mei Fox’s face showed concern—worried that this mission might end up costing the entire team, the result of Cunning Fox’s years of hard work.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. As long as it isn’t an Official Rank Beast Tamer, we still have the strength to fight back. This time, the only reason it looks bad is because our opponent is hidden while we’re exposed.”
    

    

    
      After saying this, Cunning Fox paused for a few seconds before adding calmly,
    

    

    
      “If things reach a truly critical point, throw those two people out—along with everything they’re carrying. They were the ones who contacted us privately, so we don’t need to worry about our reputation in the Hunter Guild.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Mei Fox’s lips curved into a knowing smile. This was the Cunning Fox she knew.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Lightning flashed across the sky, illuminating the rain-soaked night. In that moment, Zhou Ming vaulted over the fence and reached the ground floor of the Yixin Hotel.
    

    

    
      “How diligent.”
    

    

    
      Through the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming detected several figures—someone in the corridor on the third floor, and three more standing guard on the rooftop terrace.
    

    

    
      As he sensed movement from the lobby, Zhou Ming immediately hid himself. 
    

    

    
      A burly man stepped out, scanning his surroundings cautiously before muttering something into his communicator.
    

    

    
      Seeing that the enemy was on alert, Zhou Ming didn’t attack right away. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he waited several minutes—long enough to learn that they reported via communicator once every minute—before making his move.
    

    

    
      A dozen Ironthread Snakes had already climbed up to the rooftop through the drainage pipes. 
    

    

    
      When the burly man in the lobby finished his report, Zhou Ming immediately commanded his snakes to swiftly eliminate the three guards above.
    

    

    
      With the storm as cover, the small snakes slithered close with ease. Though the guards’ instincts, honed by years of life-and-death combat, warned them of something amiss, it was already too late—the snakes struck almost simultaneously, dropping all three within moments.
    

    

    
      Without protective combat suits, every exposed part of their bodies became a target for the Ironthread Snakes’ venom.
    

    

    
      While taking out the rooftop guards, Zhou Ming also dealt with the burly man in the lobby.
    

    

    
      As for the two receptionists working the night shift, Zhou Ming ordered his snakes to lightly bite them as well.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, he had controlled the dosage of venom—otherwise, two innocent lives would have been lost tonight.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had his reasons for sparing them.
    

    

    
      First, his principles—he wasn’t the kind of man without limits. If he could do anything to achieve his goal, he would already be nothing more than a puppet controlled by power.
    

    

    
      Second, the impact—killing ten hunters caused far less commotion than killing two civilians.
    

    

    
      The logic was simple: if you follow the rules and are bound by order, then the rules must protect you—otherwise, they lose all meaning.
    

    

    
      If you defy order and reject restraint, then you must live by the law of the jungle.
    

    

    
      For the deaths of these two types of people, the former would spark media attention and investigation, while the latter would simply end with the Security Bureau collecting their bodies—perhaps even reducing the pile of unsolved cases.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming admitted he wasn’t yet skilled enough to erase all traces of his actions, so he naturally avoided doing anything that would draw the Security Bureau’s attention.
    

    

    
      After dealing with the guards on the rooftop and in the lobby, Zhou Ming immediately advanced toward the third floor.
    

    

    
      The closer he got, the sharper the Night Fox’s senses would become. Zhou Ming knew the confusion tactic wouldn’t last long.
    

    

    
      He had to eliminate all of the enemy’s fighting strength before the Night Fox discovered him—only then could he face Cunning Fox head-on.
    

    

    
      “One… two… three.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming carefully probed the third-floor corridor—three glowing dots were moving back and forth within his sensory field.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I’ll have to handle this myself.”
    

    

    
      A classic Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun appeared in Zhou Ming’s hand. Its extended barrel suggested that he had already attached a silencer.
    

    

    
      The Yixin Hotel, being an accommodation facility, had excellent soundproofing. 
    

    

    
      The corridor was wide and open, offering little cover—making it difficult for the Ironthread Snakes to approach undetected.
    

    

    
      As for Inkband, Zhou Ming still needed it to handle the enemy’s beast, Night Fox, so he dared not let it stray too far from him.
    

    

    
      Just as the one-minute communication cycle arrived, Zhou Ming drew the handgun he’d purchased from the Black Market—his moment to strike had come.
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      “Flying Fox, it’s time to report to the boss.”
    

    

    
      A member of the Cunning Fox squad, who was guarding the stairwell, shouted toward the Flying Fox standing in the middle of the corridor.
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      Flying Fox’s tone carried a hint of impatience at his companion’s reminder. 
    

    

    
      After all, having to report every single minute was something he had never experienced before.
    

    

    
      Perhaps the weight of Cunning Fox’s authority was too great; Flying Fox still took out his communicator.
    

    

    
      “Puff, puff, puff.”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming saw his opponent dialing the communicator, he suddenly sprang out from his hiding spot and fired a rapid three-shot burst.
    

    

    
      “Puff.”
    

    

    
      The silenced gunshot that followed didn’t come from Zhou Ming—this time it was from Flying Fox.
    

    

    
      Bearing the title “Flying Fox” for his incredible reaction and evasion speed, he dodged the lethal bullets at the very instant Zhou Ming pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s reflexes weren’t any slower. In the middle of the empty corridor, he twisted his body with astonishing agility, dodging aside and swiftly retreating back to the stairwell.
    

    

    
      “Dong, dong—Boss…”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming evade his shot, Flying Fox immediately seized the opportunity to rush toward the room where Cunning Fox was staying. He knocked on the door, calling out urgently.
    

    

    
      “Wuu…”
    

    

    
      Flying Fox, unaware of the Ironthread Snake creeping up behind him, could only let out a low groan.
    

    

    
      “Flying Fox.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Black Fox opened the door, he saw Flying Fox collapsing toward him.
    

    

    
      Realizing something was wrong, Black Fox quickly retreated backward and grabbed a nearby ballistic shield.
    

    

    
      His reaction was correct. In the next instant, the shield was violently struck—the force came from Zhou Ming, who used this opportunity to eliminate another of Cunning Fox’s men.
    

    

    
      Holding his Blood Hunter Type-1 handgun, Zhou Ming had been firing fiercely at the doorway just moments ago, but now he suddenly dropped to the ground, sliding forward like a giant python.
    

    

    
      “Boom, boom.”
    

    

    
      Cunning Fox stepped out of the room, shotgun in hand, blasting wildly toward Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      The door was blown apart instantly. 
    

    

    
      The floor tiles around where Zhou Ming had just dodged were shattered and sent flying.
    

    

    
      “Swish.”
    

    

    
      “Puff, puff.”
    

    

    
      Inkband shot forward like a streak of black lightning toward Cunning Fox, while Zhou Ming immediately returned fire.
    

    

    
      Though Cunning Fox didn’t have Zhou Ming’s agility, his contracted beast appeared before him in an instant, blocking Zhou Ming’s bullets while also fending off Inkband’s strike.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      Several Ironthread Snakes crawled in through the shattered window, ready to ambush Cunning Fox. But sensing danger, Cunning Fox spun around and fired a quick shot.
    

    

    
      Still wary of Zhou Ming’s threat, he quickly took cover to avoid being hit.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, in the spacious living room, Night Fox had engaged Inkband in combat.
    

    

    
      Despite Inkband’s small size, it was nimble enough to dodge Night Fox’s claw strikes. And with its current scale defense, Night Fox’s attacks could barely harm it—on the contrary, Night Fox had to beware of Inkband’s venomous fangs.
    

    

    
      “Ha!”
    

    

    
      In the fleeting exchange, Black Fox regained his composure. Curling behind his shield, he charged straight at Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Having just reloaded, Zhou Ming realized he couldn’t break through the defense and had no choice but to engage in close combat.
    

    

    
      To guard against Cunning Fox’s sneak attacks, Zhou Ming used Black Fox’s body as a shield, leaving no room for Cunning Fox to shoot.
    

    

    
      “Heh heh, got you!”
    

    

    
      After only a few breaths of fighting, Black Fox managed to seize Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “So did I.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s lips curved into a similar smirk. His limbs coiled around Black Fox like a constricting python.
    

    

    
      “Courting death.”
    

    

    
      Black Fox sneered, determined to show Zhou Ming the might of his strength.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      “You think I’d compare martial strength with you when I have beasts? Am I stupid?”
    

    

    
      From beneath Zhou Ming’s clothing, the Ironthread Snake struck, sinking its fangs into Black Fox.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Black Fox’s strength drained rapidly, his eyes filled with resentment and unwillingness.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      This time, Cunning Fox’s shot wasn’t aimed at Zhou Ming or the Inkband fighting Night Fox—but at the Ironthread Snakes that had suddenly appeared. Zhou Ming would never let such a dangerous opponent act freely.
    

    

    
      “How can you command so many beasts? Is this a secret technique?”
    

    

    
      Seeing that the Ironthread Snakes weren’t Ferocious Beasts, Cunning Fox assumed Zhou Ming possessed some special forbidden art.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous roar erupted—like a Beast King’s fury, echoing far louder than the blasts of Cunning Fox’s shotgun.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Night Fox, still fighting Inkband, was sent crashing into the floor. Inkband seized the opportunity and lunged forward.
    

    

    
      The devastating power came from Zhou Ming—the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, capable of killing a small Ferocious Beast with a single shot.
    

    

    
      It was exactly as the arms rental salesman at the city gate had advertised—no exaggeration at all.
    

    

    
      The only downside was that Zhou Ming’s right hand was now numb. Considering his physical strength was already twice that of an average person, that said a lot about the recoil.
    

    

    
      “Boom, boom.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his beast gravely injured, the calm façade on Cunning Fox’s face finally cracked. He hastily pulled the trigger toward Inkband, trying to stop its advance.
    

    

    
      “Stop.”
    

    

    
      A smooth, cold, steel-like jade hand suddenly gripped Zhou Ming’s nape.
    

    

    
      At the same moment, a completely naked Mei Fox appeared behind him. Her skin, like that of a chameleon, shifted from a near-invisible camouflage tone back to its normal color.
    

    

    
      “A genetic potion? I didn’t expect anyone to actually succeed.”
    

    

    
      The Radar Sensory Domain was powerful, but it required the Ironthread Snakes to spread out and weave intersecting Spiritual Threads, while Zhou Ming had to stay fully focused.
    

    

    
      Because there wasn’t much intel on Mei Fox, and Zhou Ming had assumed she was just Cunning Fox’s lover trapped in the room, he hadn’t paid her much attention.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected her to silently sneak up behind him. Fortunately, her camouflage only applied to her skin—if she had a dagger, the danger would have multiplied several times over.
    

    

    
      “Too bad…”
    

    

    
      Inkband hadn’t stopped its assault—it continued its deadly attack on Night Fox. Cunning Fox’s shotgun could only delay Inkband’s approach.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Mei Fox, who had been threatening Zhou Ming moments earlier, was now lying lifeless on the floor.
    

    

    
      Her fatal mistake had been not killing Zhou Ming instantly. His Beast Space always had Ironthread Snakes stationed within, ready to appear at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Ahhh!”
    

    

    
      Night Fox was finally slain by Inkband. 
    

    

    
      Cunning Fox’s Spiritual Sea felt as though it had been struck by a sledgehammer—blood streamed from his seven orifices as he howled in agony.
    

    

    
      “Puff.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s recovered right hand gripped the Blood Hunter Type-1 and ended Cunning Fox’s life. 
    

    

    
      From start to finish, there had never been a chance for negotiation.
    

    

    
      After confirming the target’s death, Zhou Ming went to the room where Er Leng had been stationed. 
    

    

    
      Two corpses lay inside.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, who disliked unexpected variables, had already instructed his Ironthread Snakes to take care of them beforehand.
    

    

    
      He picked up a glass box from the side and, seeing that the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake inside was unharmed, sprinkled the corpses with flammable liquid, ignited the fire, and left carrying the glass box.
    

    

    
      As long as the Security Bureau couldn’t identify the two bodies, they wouldn’t be able to find Brother Snake—or link Zhou Ming to them.
    

    

    
      As for the hotel’s surveillance records, Zhou Ming had burned them before heading upstairs.
    

    

    
      Leaping out the window, Zhou Ming carried with him the glass box containing the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake—and Mei Fox’s corpse.
    

    

    
      Although she was dead, Zhou Ming didn’t want her body drawing the Security Bureau’s attention. 
    

    

    
      Such an incident would be treated far more seriously than a simple assassination.
    

    

    
      After all, a person who had successfully used a genetic potion—Zhou Ming had only ever heard rumors of such a thing.
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      From the moment Zhou Ming broke into the third floor to the moment the battle ended, it had only taken a few minutes in total.
    

    

    
      Not long after Zhou Ming left, the Security Bureau finally received the alarm and rushed over.
    

    

    
      By then, Zhou Ming had already changed into protective clothing and arrived at the No.3 sewer entrance in the western part of the city, carrying a glass box in one hand and the corpse of Mei Fox on his shoulder.
    

    

    
      As for his escape plan—the most critical step—Zhou Ming had long thought it through.
    

    

    
      After walking for an hour in the pitch-dark sewers, Zhou Ming emerged from the No.4 sewer exit in the western part of the city.
    

    

    
      At this point, Mei Fox’s body had been completely disposed of by Zhou Ming, including the firearms and protective gear he had used earlier. 
    

    

    
      The only thing left in his hand was the glass box containing the twice-mutated Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      In fact, if the corpse of someone who had successfully taken the Genetic Potion were brought to the Black Market, Zhou Ming’s gains might not be any less than what he earned from his first trip back from the wilderness. 
    

    

    
      It was even possible to exchange it for a high-grade item.
    

    

    
      However, after pondering in the sewers for a moment, Zhou Ming ultimately gave up on that tempting profit.
    

    

    
      There were too many strings attached to this matter. 
    

    

    
      Even if the other side merely suspected something, Zhou Ming wouldn’t be able to withstand the danger that came with it.
    

    

    
      In the end, Zhou Ming could only abandon the thought. 
    

    

    
      After all, if one were to gamble, there had to at least be a chance to win—there was no point digging his own grave when facing a certain loss.
    

    

    
      Leaving the sewers, Zhou Ming arrived at a sedan parked by the roadside—the very vehicle he had hurriedly purchased in advance as part of his escape plan.
    

    

    
      Amid the heavy rain and darkness of the night, the car’s headlights swept across the street as Zhou Ming quickly drove away from the western district.
    

    

    
      “Ding, ding—”
    

    

    
      At dawn, after working through the entire night, Zhou Ming was still drifting in his dreams when the noisy ringing suddenly woke him up.
    

    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    

    
      His voice was weak and lazy—anyone hearing it might think he had been up all night doing something indecent.
    

    

    
      “Boss, I’ve transferred the money to your account.”
    

    

    
      It was Brother Snake on the line. 
    

    

    
      Having heard early in the morning about the major incident in the western district, he confirmed Zhou Ming’s accomplishment and immediately transferred the promised one million.
    

    

    
      Even his form of address had changed by now.
    

    

    
      “So it’s Brother Snake.”
    

    

    
      “Boss, you’re overpraising me. From now on, just call me A-Snake or Little Snake.”
    

    

    
      Brother Snake never would’ve thought that in just over a year of acquaintance, that sunny young man he knew had transformed into a man-eating tiger overnight.
    

    

    
      “I’ve already cleaned up the traces. As long as you keep your mouth shut, nothing will happen.”
    

    

    
      “Also, no matter what happens, don’t drag me into it, and don’t spread any rumors. Understand?”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming spoke the last sentence, his sleepy eyes suddenly snapped open, and his tone turned cold and threatening.
    

    

    
      The change in his voice was like that of a tiger awakening from its slumber, emitting a low, terrifying growl.
    

    

    
      “Understood, understood.”
    

    

    
      Even through the phone, Brother Snake’s trembling could be heard.
    

    

    
      “Pa.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t care about Brother Snake’s reaction. He hung up the call and immediately got up to wash.
    

    

    
      Leaving his residence, Zhou Ming wandered around the city for a while, mainly to observe the Security Bureau’s response to the western district incident.
    

    

    
      A feud between Hunters, with no civilian casualties, and connected to several cold cases in the western district—
    

    

    
      Once such news spread, no one paid much further attention to what happened last night. 
    

    

    
      Situations like this occasionally occurred within the base.
    

    

    
      As long as no ordinary residents were harmed, these incidents merely became topics of gossip for the people’s daily conversations.
    

    

    
      During his stroll, Zhou Ming called Wang Yan—after all, since the event happened in the western district, he should at least show some concern for his friend.
    

    

    
      What Wang Yan didn’t know was that the person showing concern for him and the one who caused last night’s commotion were one and the same.
    

    

    
      After hearing Wang Yan’s words of gratitude, Zhou Ming returned to his residence with a mischievous grin.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Beautiful… truly beautiful, like a fine lady.”
    

    

    
      Back at home, Zhou Ming was carefully observing the Crimson-scaled Mutated Ironthread Snake before him. 
    

    

    
      He had taken a tremendous risk to obtain this little creature.
    

    

    
      “Hiss… hiss…”
    

    

    
      At his side, Inkband hissed softly, clearly expressing its displeasure as it watched its master focus all his attention on the newcomer.
    

    

    
      “Heh, you jealous little thing.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming flicked Inkband on the head. 
    

    

    
      Now that it had become a Ferocious Beast, its body was tough enough that Zhou Ming didn’t need to worry about hurting it.
    

    

    
      After teasing his beast a bit, Zhou Ming began preparing to implant a Spiritual Seed to take control of the Ironthread Snake.
    

    

    
      Once Zhou Ming could control two Ferocious Beasts, his overall strength would increase dramatically.
    

    

    
      The Spiritual Seed flew from the center of Zhou Ming’s brow like a meteor streaking across the night sky, shooting directly into the Ironthread Snake within the glass box.
    

    

    
      The implantation process was not as smooth as he expected. 
    

    

    
      Even controlling a regular Ironthread Snake took some effort, let alone this twice-mutated one.
    

    

    
      However, relying on the unique properties of his Spiritual Seed and the foundation laid from taming dozens of Ironthread Snakes, Zhou Ming finally succeeded. 
    

    

    
      The Spiritual Seed took root and sprouted within the mutated snake’s mind—he had successfully tamed the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake before him.
    

    

    
      Having gained control of a second, twice-mutated Ironthread Snake, Zhou Ming retrieved the Serpent Saliva Fruit from his medicine box, preparing to cultivate another Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      “You’d better advance to Ferocious Beast rank after eating this Serpent Saliva Fruit, or I’ll feed you to Inkband.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming threatened the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake with mock sternness before it swallowed the fruit.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      The Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake slithered between Zhou Ming’s fingers, hissing repeatedly as if promising compliance.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming said nothing more. He took out the Serpent Saliva Fruit from the medicine box and fed it directly into the Ironthread Snake’s mouth.
    

    

    
      Once the fruit entered its body, the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake immediately quieted down, coiling itself in Zhou Ming’s palm.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was intensely curious about the Ironthread Snake’s evolution. 
    

    

    
      Since he had missed observing Inkband’s last time, he wouldn’t let this chance slip away.
    

    

    
      Through the Spiritual Thread connection, Zhou Ming observed the internal changes within the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake as a detached third party.
    

    

    
      Under the influence of the Serpent Saliva Fruit, the snake’s cells rapidly divided and grew, their structures becoming more complex and refined.
    

    

    
      The effect of the Serpent Saliva Fruit was as if it were allowing the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake to be reborn—its entire body undergoing a complete reconstruction.
    

    

    
      But the most crucial transformation occurred in its genes. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming noticed a faint golden substance slowly integrating into the genetic spiral structure, subtly modifying—or perhaps replacing—part of it.
    

    

    
      Was that golden substance the essence of the Serpent Saliva Fruit, a latent bloodline within the snake itself, or the key factor behind its mutation?
    

    

    
      Upon noticing the trace of golden matter, Zhou Ming realized it was the true source driving the Ironthread Snake’s evolution.
    

    

    
      However, since it appeared only fleetingly, all Zhou Ming could do was speculate silently.
    

    

    
      As night fell, nearly ten hours had passed. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had remained immersed in observing the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake’s evolution the entire time.
    

    

    
      Every moment of transformation was a test of his understanding—some parts were clear, others hazy—but this observation provided him with rare, valuable insight.
    

    

    
      “Thankfully, this is a transcendent world, not one of genetic evolution.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming opened his eyes, murmuring in the dark room without switching on the lights.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, with his lazy attitude toward thinking, he doubted how far he could have gone.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, a Beast Tamer cultivated mental power rooted in the realm of spirit.
    

    

    
      “Your name shall be Vermilion Jade.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the Crimson-scaled Ironthread Snake before him, Zhou Ming calmed his mind and gave his second Ferocious Beast-level Ironthread Snake a fitting name.
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      With a flash of bright light, a small red snake nearly a meter long coiled around Zhou Ming’s right arm—it was Vermilion Jade, who had successfully advanced into a Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      Fine crimson scales covered its body, slender yet powerful. Its eyes were not the dark-gold hue like Inkband’s, but a jet-black, obsidian color.
    

    

    
      The most striking feature was Vermilion Jade’s tail—bearing a bony blade the size of a pinky finger, extraordinarily hard and sharp.
    

    

    
      Just moments ago, Zhou Ming had tested Vermilion Jade’s strength. Its tail moved faster than his reaction speed; with a flick, the cup in front of him was instantly sliced clean in half.
    

    

    
      He then proceeded to test Vermilion Jade’s overall capabilities. 
    

    

    
      Its defense was slightly weaker than Inkband’s, its venom only marginally stronger than that of an ordinary Ironthread Snake, but its movement speed far surpassed Inkband’s—and its physical destructive power was beyond comparison.
    

    

    
      It could be said that Vermilion Jade’s emergence had made Zhou Ming’s combat methods more complete.
    

    

    
      Poison was not an invincible weapon; in this world filled with transcendent powers, there were countless ways to counteract venom.
    

    

    
      If Inkband’s paralyzing venom failed to work, Zhou Ming would be like a tiger stripped of its claws. 
    

    

    
      Now, with Vermilion Jade’s appearance, his means of physical destruction had greatly improved.
    

    

    
      Its elusive speed, paired with a tail that could slice gold and cut jade, made Vermilion Jade no less dangerous than Inkband.
    

    

    
      After familiarizing himself with Vermilion Jade’s condition, Zhou Ming summoned Inkband from his Beast Space.
    

    

    
      The two snakes immediately hissed at each other.
    

    

    
      “Pa, pa.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming smacked each one lightly.
    

    

    
      “Behave yourselves. From now on, you’re family.”
    

    

    
      Whether it was due to his warning or mutual understanding of each other’s identity, the two Ironthread Snakes twined around one another as if greeting each other, then separated and each occupied one of Zhou Ming’s arms.
    

    

    
      “There’s a bit of a General Heng and Ha vibe going on.”
    

    

    
      Seeing his beasts’ behavior, Zhou Ming was in high spirits and couldn’t help but tease.
    

    

    
      For now, unless he could once again obtain a spiritual item capable of helping Ironthread Snakes evolve, Inkband and Vermilion Jade would remain his greatest trump cards.
    

    

    
      Thus, mutated Ironthread Snakes and evolution-related spiritual items for serpents became the resources Zhou Ming most urgently needed in the future.
    

    

    
      After finishing up with Vermilion Jade’s matters, Zhou Ming did not relax.
    

    

    
      He made himself a simple meal to appease his grumbling stomach, then began recording all his observations from Vermilion Jade’s evolution process.
    

    

    
      Even the things he didn’t fully understand or could only speculate upon, Zhou Ming carefully noted down.
    

    

    
      Though not one fond of overthinking, he understood well the importance of beasts in the transcendent world of Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Witnessing a mutated beast successfully ascend to a Ferocious Beast was a rare event, one he absolutely had to document.
    

    

    
      Whether the notes would be useful later was another matter—but building the habit of knowledge accumulation was not something he could neglect.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming often said that Beast Tamers primarily cultivated their Spiritual Power, and that this world followed transcendent rather than biological evolutionary principles, he still thought it wise to prepare in advance. 
    

    

    
      Others might follow well-paved paths, but he could not be sure he’d enjoy the same advantages.
    

    

    
      Thinking about the state of his Spiritual Seed, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but worry whether he could progress through the existing career advancement methods. 
    

    

    
      That sense of urgency drove him to think more and rely less on the current system.
    

    

    
      He continued recording Vermilion Jade’s evolution late into the night, looking very much like an overworked employee doing overtime.
    

    

    
      His notebook was a mess—scribbles, symbols, and corrections everywhere. 
    

    

    
      Whenever he realized he’d forgotten something, he would hastily add it to the margins.
    

    

    
      Anyone else would frown at the sight and feel an urge to tear the notebook apart.
    

    

    
      But for Zhou Ming, this marked the first true step on his path as a Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Closing the notebook—his personal “heavenly tome”—he finally went to sleep with a deep sense of accomplishment, flanked by Inkband and Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      The next day, Zhou Ming bought a pile of gifts to visit Sister Wu.
    

    

    
      This was his first time returning to the Dog's Home since leaving. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he hadn’t wanted to go back earlier—he had simply wanted to achieve something first, so he wouldn’t disappoint the elder who once cared for him.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t pride but a quiet resolve—not to bring disappointment. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t tell if this sentiment was his own or a remnant of his predecessor’s, but it had kept him from returning until now.
    

    

    
      “You’re Zhou Ming?”
    

    

    
      When an employee of the Dog’s Home saw someone walk in, Saleswoman He Rui, who had been preparing to greet customers, hesitated upon recognizing Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, but I’ve changed the character of my name—it’s the ‘Ming’ from ‘famed in one cry’ now. Is Sister Wu around?”
    

    

    
      A name wasn’t just a label—it was a person’s mark in this world. 
    

    

    
      Since his predecessor was gone, Zhou Ming naturally wanted to use his own name.
    

    

    
      “She’s in the manager’s office.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the tall, sunny, and handsome Zhou Ming before her, He Rui was momentarily dazed.
    

    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming then carried the large bags toward the manager’s office, looking for all the world like a young man going to visit his future mother-in-law.
    

    

    
      “Sister Wu.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming?”
    

    

    
      Sister Wu, who had been taking notes, raised her head in surprise when she heard the familiar voice—it was Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming quickly explained his name change to avoid any misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      “Good change—‘famed in one cry,’ huh?”
    

    

    
      Seeing how the once-gloomy Zhou Ming had transformed, Sister Wu was genuinely happy for him.
    

    

    
      “Sister Wu, where should I put these?”
    

    

    
      “Why are you wasting money now that you’ve made something of yourself?”
    

    

    
      Although pleased, Sister Wu still scolded him lightly for being too extravagant.
    

    

    
      “I’ve already bought them, and most are health supplements and cosmetics for women. You wouldn’t want me to use them myself, would you?”
    

    

    
      The Zhou Ming before her no longer looked like a cold and ruthless youth but rather like a cheerful young man visiting an elder he respected.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t think you’d turn out so smooth-tongued.”
    

    

    
      Sister Wu couldn’t help but smile—his change was striking. And the fact that he still remembered her filled her with warmth.
    

    

    
      After setting down the gifts, Sister Wu poured Zhou Ming some tea, and the two chatted casually.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t hide the fact that he was now a Beast Tamer, though he didn’t elaborate much on other matters—just mentioned it briefly.
    

    

    
      Sister Wu wasn’t particularly surprised. Zhou Ming had always aimed to become a Beast Tamer, and given his transformation, that path was the only one that could explain it in such a short time.
    

    

    
      When their talk turned to her child, who had good grades but failed to secure a place in a good middle school, Zhou Ming immediately called Xiao Yun and asked her to help. 
    

    

    
      Since the child’s performance was excellent, it wasn’t much trouble for Xiao Yun, and Zhou Ming didn’t stand on ceremony when it came to friends.
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou Ming never believed that friends’ help was something to be taken for granted—he simply noted such favors in his heart.
    

    

    
      Xiao Yun, having heard about Sister Wu’s situation and her past care for Zhou Ming, readily agreed—but made Zhou Ming promise to treat her to a meal.
    

    

    
      That was hardly a request—Zhou Ming agreed at once; he would’ve treated her even without the favor.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, isn’t this too much trouble for you?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the problem solved so easily, Sister Wu suspected Zhou Ming’s change wasn’t as simple as it seemed. Still, she didn’t pry; she knew Zhou Ming was someone who remembered kindness.
    

    

    
      “It’s fine—it’s a small favor for a friend.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming handed her the slip with Xiao Yun’s number, which Sister Wu accepted, unable to refuse since it concerned her child’s future.
    

    

    
      The two chatted until noon, and only after Sister Wu insisted on treating him to lunch did Zhou Ming finally leave the place that marked his beginning.
    

    

    
      And soon after, Zhou Ming became the talk of the entire Dog's Home.
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      The city wall was the boundary between chaos and order. 
    

    

    
      Inside the wall base, though murder cases occasionally occurred, most had nothing to do with ordinary people.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ming wished, with his current strength, he could easily find a comfortable job, marry a virtuous wife, and live out his life in this damned world.
    

    

    
      However, for Zhou Ming, a life that could be seen to its end at a glance was not what he sought. 
    

    

    
      In his previous life, he had no choice. In this one, he wanted his existence to be filled with meaning.
    

    

    
      Even if the path ahead was lonely, Zhou Ming still stepped onto it without regret.
    

    

    
      Beast Taming Calendar, Year 673, July 3rd.
    

    

    
      On the road outside the Qinshan City Wall, Zhou Ming, fully equipped, once again set foot on his own path. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps he would return laden with spoils, or perhaps he would never return — he had already made his choice.
    

    

    
      Within the base, he was the bright and sunny young man; beyond the wall, he was the blood-stained hunter.
    

    

    
      Separated by just one wall, two sides of the same person existed.
    

    

    
      “Pa, pa…”
    

    

    
      A summer rainstorm came without warning. 
    

    

    
      Looking up at the sky, Zhou Ming pulled up the hood behind his back and continued forward along his chosen road.
    

    

    
      This time leaving the city, Zhou Ming had not prepared as simply as before.
    

    

    
      The Leopard Type-1 Combat Suit he wore was designed for solo operations.
    

    

    
      Besides regulating body temperature, it was also waterproof, fireproof, and capable of resisting small-caliber firearm attacks. Just this suit alone had cost Zhou Ming 130,000 Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Aside from the protective suit, all the supplies needed for wilderness survival were fully prepared.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had also equipped himself with two firearms — the Blood Hunter Type-1 Magazine Pistol and the Thunder Type-2 Revolver. He was already very familiar with both models.
    

    

    
      One was to deal with close-range Ferocious Beasts, the other to deal with greedy hunters. 
    

    

    
      They were strapped respectively to his left and right thighs.
    

    

    
      Inkband and Vermilion Jade, Zhou Ming’s two top generals, were each concealed in the sleeves of his combat suit. 
    

    

    
      Now, he feared neither close nor long-range combat.
    

    

    
      Dozens of Ironthread Snakes guarded the surroundings, barely forming a Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s current strength, ordinary Beast Tamers were no longer his match.
    

    

    
      As for Official Rank Beast Tamers — if he encountered one now, his plan was simple: run as fast as possible.
    

    

    
      Absolute strength difference — that was a lesson exchanged for the lives of countless Apprentice Beast Tamers over hundreds of years.
    

    

    
      Once someone became an Official Rank Beast Tamer, they possessed transcendent power. 
    

    

    
      They had no real weaknesses.
    

    

    
      Even if they did, it would only matter when facing other Beast Tamers of the same level.
    

    

    
      The summer rainstorm was heavy, yet with his combat suit, Zhou Ming’s pace was unaffected. He maintained his steady speed toward his target.
    

    

    
      This time, he did not leave from the north of the city but exited from the east of the Qinshan Base, because his destination was not Serpent Valley or the Northern Wasteland — but the Green Mist Jungle.
    

    

    
      Although Blue Star was vast, the Blue Star Alliance controlled only about one-tenth of its total land area.
    

    

    
      Furthermore, the Alliance’s many bases were effectively divided by Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      The only somewhat fortunate news was that within the Alliance’s territories, there were no Legendary Beast Kings — not even a Lord-level Ferocious Beast was easy to find.
    

    

    
      That was because the Alliance would never allow Legendary Beast Kings or Lord-level Ferocious Beasts to exist within its realm. 
    

    

    
      That was the bottom line of the Blue Star Alliance — and also the duty borne by the Alliance’s Legendary Saints.
    

    

    
      The Qinshan Base lay in the northeastern region of the Blue Star Alliance, close to its borders.
    

    

    
      To the east of the Alliance stretched an endless sea of trees spanning tens of thousands of miles — the Endless Forest Sea. Within it dwelled all kinds of Ferocious Beasts. Mutated animals there were the lowest of the low.
    

    

    
      Both low-level and high-level Ferocious Beasts could become prey at any time; only Lord-level Ferocious Beasts could dominate their territory.
    

    

    
      As for Legendary Beast Kings, based on known information, Zhou Ming knew that there were five of them within the Endless Forest Sea — one being the Storm Thunder Roc that had once destroyed a medium-sized Alliance base.
    

    

    
      Whether more Legendary Beast Kings were hidden deeper within — that was beyond Zhou Ming’s reach.
    

    

    
      A place like that — even if Zhou Ming were made entirely of courage — would still be suicide to approach. 
    

    

    
      Only Official Rank Beast Tamers had the right to set foot there.
    

    

    
      The Green Mist Jungle Zhou Ming was heading to was a buffer zone between the northeastern Blue Star Alliance and the Endless Forest Sea.
    

    

    
      The jungle terrain was low and swampy, filled with dense vegetation and countless bogs. 
    

    

    
      The mutated animals and Ferocious Beasts living within were mostly highly venomous.
    

    

    
      Because of its unique environment, few hunters were willing to go there.
    

    

    
      This time, even within the so-called “safe zone,” Zhou Ming saw only a handful of teams. 
    

    

    
      As for lone hunters, there was only him.
    

    

    
      The reason he chose the Green Mist Jungle — aside from his own situation — was because many undiscovered treasures were rumored to be hidden there.
    

    

    
      The Serpent Saliva Fruit he had once found in Serpent Valley had long been discovered by others beforehand. If not for his early arrival, such fortune would never have fallen into his hands.
    

    

    
      Even Serpent Valley bore traces of hunters — let alone other areas. Either they were already picked clean, or guarded by powerful Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      But the advantage of the Green Mist Jungle lay in its low competition and abundance of treasures — a place that suited Zhou Ming perfectly.
    

    

    
      After successfully taming Vermilion Jade, the Ferocious Beast Feedback effect had strengthened. 
    

    

    
      Although his poison resistance feedback was not as great as the enhancements to flexibility and agility, Zhou Ming’s body alone could now endure most ordinary toxins.
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou Ming was not foolish enough to rely solely on his body’s resistance. Before leaving Qinshan Base, he had purchased several high-quality antidotes.
    

    

    
      That day’s summer rain was particularly persistent. Even after leaving the base’s safe zone, a light drizzle continued to fall.
    

    

    
      Facing the muddy ground and increasingly complex terrain, Zhou Ming’s figure slowly disappeared into the forest.
    

    

    
      Three days later, the scorching sun baked the land. Inside the damp, thick forest, the air felt like a steaming cauldron.
    

    

    
      Step by step, Zhou Ming advanced. Fortunately, his combat suit was reliable — otherwise, in such an environment, he would have lost much of his body’s water.
    

    

    
      “Finally here.”
    

    

    
      After three days of solitary travel, Zhou Ming’s expression showed clear fatigue, even though his physique had been greatly enhanced by martial cultivation and Ferocious Beast feedback.
    

    

    
      “Now I finally understand why Beast Tamers love to ride large Ferocious Beasts. Forget anything else — not having to walk on your own is enough to make anyone jealous.”
    

    

    
      “Hissss…”
    

    

    
      Hearing their master’s complaint, Inkband and Vermilion Jade slithered out from his sleeves, gazing up at Zhou Ming in puzzlement.
    

    

    
      “What are you looking at? Other people’s beasts carry their masters — but mine somehow have it reversed.”
    

    

    
      Looking at his two loyal generals, Zhou Ming laughed and cursed softly. The gloom that had lingered in his heart for days faded away.
    

    

    
      “Let’s find a place to rest properly first.”
    

    

    
      Knowing his current condition, Zhou Ming decided to recover before stepping into the Green Mist Jungle itself.
    

    

    
      He then began searching for a suitable temporary campsite.
    

  Chapter 48: Harsh Environment

    
      Chapter 48: Harsh Environment
    

    

    
      Green mist billowed, dreamlike and illusory.
    

    

    
      Standing at the edge of the Green Mist Jungle, Zhou Ming gazed at the scene before him and finally understood why, despite knowing that treasures were hidden within, so few hunters ventured here.
    

    

    
      The corpses rotting in the swamp, countless poisonous Ferocious Beasts and mutated animals, along with all kinds of toxic plants—each released its own deadly miasma, converging into a faint green fog that enveloped the entire forest.
    

    

    
      The morning sun shone upon the mist, giving it an ethereal, dreamlike glow.
    

    

    
      Having rested for an entire night, Zhou Ming felt refreshed, yet his expression grew solemn as he looked ahead.
    

    

    
      He had thought the descriptions in the books were somewhat exaggerated, but reality proved they were genuine records.
    

    

    
      Still, as the saying went—since he was already here, why not go in and have a look?
    

    

    
      After three days of travel, Zhou Ming didn’t want to give up now, especially since he had come prepared.
    

    

    
      He took a pill from a small vial and placed it in his mouth, then put on a filtered gas mask before plunging headfirst into the emerald forest before him.
    

    

    
      Not long after entering the Green Mist Jungle, Zhou Ming began to feel a wave of dizziness. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the symptom wasn’t too severe.
    

    

    
      Yet the fact that this happened even with the help of his mask and antidote pill made his brows furrow deeper.
    

    

    
      Turning back to glance at the bright sunlight outside the jungle’s edge, Zhou Ming decided to wait a while longer to see if his body could adapt to the toxins.
    

    

    
      If he could, he would continue deeper inside.
    

    

    
      That would mean his resistance to poison was fairly decent, and he could even use this environment to train his body’s tolerance.
    

    

    
      But if he couldn’t even withstand the surroundings, then Zhou Ming could only leave immediately—the Green Mist Jungle was not a place he could stay.
    

    

    
      Ten minutes later, as he stood still, the dizziness in his mind faded away, and he finally felt the heavy weight in his heart lift.
    

    

    
      No problem. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming pressed forward into the jungle’s depths.
    

    

    
      As he went deeper, various venomous insects and poisonous Ferocious Beasts began to appear.
    

    

    
      Green-furred Spiders, Azure-scaled Serpents, Starspotted Mushrooms—even the shadow of a Corrosive Giant Python caught Zhou Ming’s eye.
    

    

    
      He immediately detoured, unwilling to cross paths with one of the deadliest hunters among the low-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      The Corrosive Giant Python could grow up to fifteen meters long. 
    

    

    
      Besides possessing a terrifying body tough enough to withstand heavy machine gun fire, its most dangerous trait was its venom.
    

    

    
      It attacked by spraying its venom, which could even melt metal. 
    

    

    
      The strangest part was that the venom was completely harmless to itself.
    

    

    
      Imagine—a massive, powerful beast capable of bathing in its own corrosive toxins while fighting. 
    

    

    
      Who would dare not steer clear of such a creature?
    

    

    
      Unless a high-tier Ferocious Beast appeared, the Corrosive Giant Python was the undisputed overlord of the Green Mist Jungle.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s first visit to the jungle had already given him a harsh welcome.
    

    

    
      Luckily, the python wasn’t particularly fast, and its movement traces were obvious. 
    

    

    
      As long as Zhou Ming stayed cautious, he wouldn’t be too unlucky.
    

    

    
      As he ventured further, various medicinal herbs began appearing in his sight.
    

    

    
      Cat’s Eye Fruit, Golden Beard Flower, Bone-rotting Grass…
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming didn’t stop to collect them one by one. 
    

    

    
      Although they were decent, their quality and age were mediocre.
    

    

    
      Picking them would only add to his load without bringing much real gain.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ming had storage equipment, he would certainly not have passed them by. After all, with enough quantity, the harvest could still be considerable.
    

    

    
      However, even Official Rank Beast Tamers might not own such storage gear—it required either strong background connections or exceptional strength.
    

    

    
      Only once one reached the rank of a Transcendent Master did storage equipment become standard.
    

    

    
      From what Zhou Ming had learned in the library, the materials required to make storage equipment were exceedingly rare, mostly found near Dimensional Rifts.
    

    

    
      But near those rifts existed hordes of powerful Ferocious Beasts. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, once a Dimensional Rift appeared, the Blue Star Alliance would forcibly destroy it using energy disruption towers rather than leave it open for resource gathering.
    

    

    
      For instance, the tallest building in Qinshan Base was one such tower. 
    

    

    
      According to records, it had been activated three times in history.
    

    

    
      However, with the current technology and crystal energy systems of the Alliance, only small-scale Dimensional Rifts could be destroyed. If a large one appeared, the only outcomes were either the base’s fall or complete evacuation—both resulting in heavy casualties.
    

    

    
      Therefore, given his limited carrying capacity, Zhou Ming could only forgo collecting the ordinary herbs he found along the way.
    

    

    
      As for why all the herbs he encountered were so young, Zhou Ming could already guess the reason.
    

    

    
      Few hunters came to the Green Mist Jungle—but few didn’t mean none. Some hunters’ beasts could help resist toxins, and others possessed special methods.
    

    

    
      These hunters likely had the same idea as Zhou Ming—coming here specifically to collect resources, where the rewards were plentiful and competition minimal.
    

    

    
      The only problem was…
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming glanced around. 
    

    

    
      The environment here was brutally harsh.
    

    

    
      Aside from venomous Ferocious Beasts and mutated animals, poisonous insects were everywhere.
    

    

    
      Even with his own beast guarding him, he was still occasionally attacked by them as he moved forward.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, this time Zhou Ming was not wearing a simple tactical jacket but a more durable combat suit; otherwise, the ever-present poisonous insects would have been a serious problem.
    

    

    
      After several hours, Zhou Ming still hadn’t found anything truly worthwhile, but he wasn’t anxious.
    

    

    
      The Green Mist Jungle indeed held abundant resources, but that didn’t mean treasures covered every inch of the ground. If that were the case, no amount of danger would stop greedy hunters.
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou Ming’s own pickiness was part of it too. He intended to make this trip worthwhile—gather as many valuable resources as possible, so he could later focus more fully on his path as a Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Aside from herbs, Zhou Ming also avoided the Ferocious Beasts he encountered along the way. 
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he couldn’t defeat them with his current strength, but there was simply no need.
    

    

    
      The materials on a single beast could easily fill his backpack, and the commotion caused by hunting them might attract unwanted attention—not worth the risk.
    

    

    
      However, if he ran into an exceptionally rare or high-priced beast, Zhou Ming would never let it go. So far, though, he hadn’t seen one.
    

    

    
      “Splat.”
    

    

    
      He crushed another poisonous insect underfoot—it was already countless times now. Thankfully, his boots were reinforced with steel plates and thick leather, so he didn’t have to worry about being bitten.
    

    

    
      “Purpleblood Vine?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming casually brushed aside some dead leaves with his right foot. His gaze instantly focused on a segment of purple vine not far away.
    

    

    
      “Looks like my luck isn’t so bad after all.”
    

    

    
      After entering the Green Mist Jungle, Zhou Ming had finally discovered a valuable medicinal herb.
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      In a crack between rocks, a strand of violet-golden vine revealed its strange, dazzling glow.
    

    

    
      Scattered rocks littered the ground, along with tufts of withered weeds. 
    

    

    
      It seemed the edge of the crevice had recently split open, exposing the Purpleblood Vine—otherwise, it would have long been taken by someone else.
    

    

    
      The moment Zhou Ming discovered the vine, he immediately ordered his Ironthread Snakes to spread out.
    

    

    
      Not losing his head over profit, he knew that preserving his own life was the foremost rule.
    

    

    
      After confirming there were no hidden dangers, Zhou Ming rushed toward the Purpleblood Vine.
    

    

    
      With his understanding of it, Zhou Ming wasn’t worried about poisonous insects or Ferocious Beasts guarding the plant.
    

    

    
      During its growth, Purpleblood Vine emitted a special scent that attracted poisonous insects to gnaw at it, yet its sap was deadly to them.
    

    

    
      The piles of insect corpses around it served as the best nourishment for the vine.
    

    

    
      It was called Purpleblood Vine precisely because, when mature, the cuts on its surface oozed a blood-like purple sap.
    

    

    
      Due to its high value and extensive medicinal uses, this sap was known as Violet-gold Liquid.
    

    

    
      Violet-gold Liquid served as a key ingredient in the production of low-grade potions, with a single liter worth millions of Alliance Coins. 
    

    

    
      It was even nicknamed a pseudo-spiritual material.
    

    

    
      Low-grade potions were not mass-produced by pharmaceutical factories—they could only be crafted by potioners, an auxiliary transcendent profession.
    

    

    
      The history of potioners could be traced back to the birth of the Beast Tamer profession. 
    

    

    
      These specialists utilized a Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power alongside precise instruments to extract the essences of various herbs, stimulating their properties and guiding their fusion through Spiritual Power to create potions with extraordinary effects.
    

    

    
      Because mastering this craft required both extremely refined control over Spiritual Power and vast pharmacological knowledge, only major powers could afford to train potioners—the cost of trial and error was simply too high.
    

    

    
      Potions were classified into low-grade, high-grade, super-grade, and legendary. The level of potion one could produce was the sole measure of a potioner’s rank.
    

    

    
      Since the founding of the Blue Star Alliance, only one Legendary Potioner had ever appeared—yet even he had fallen over a hundred years ago.
    

    

    
      That Legendary Potioner had only reached the level of a Transcendent Master in personal strength, and despite using precious longevity potions, had lived just over three centuries.
    

    

    
      Even so, during the century after he became a Legendary Potioner, he helped the Blue Star Alliance nurture two Legendary Saints, enabling the Alliance to regain its footing amidst the encirclement of Ferocious Beasts and alien races.
    

    

    
      It was said that had he not devoted all his focus to potions, he might have become a Legendary Saint himself—one with a thousand-year lifespan, and a true pillar of the Alliance.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming read that anecdote in the library, he couldn’t tell whether the man’s choice had been right or wrong.
    

    

    
      If he had focused his efforts on the Beast Tamer’s path, perhaps he might have become a Legendary Saint. 
    

    

    
      With seven or eight centuries of life remaining, there would still have been enough time to research the art of potioncraft in depth.
    

    

    
      In that case, the Alliance might have birthed even more Legendary Saints, perhaps reclaiming its status as the ruler of Blue Star.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was also the possibility that he would have failed to reach the Legendary level altogether, achieving neither mastery in potioncraft nor ascension as a Beast Tamer—and the two Legendary Saints might never have existed, leaving the Alliance far less stable than it was now.
    

    

    
      But such thoughts were irrelevant to Zhou Ming’s current situation.
    

    

    
      What mattered was that, after briefly inspecting the Purpleblood Vine before him, he found that most of it was still hidden within the crevice. 
    

    

    
      The portion he could harvest alone would already earn him over a million Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had left Qinshan Base well-prepared. He took out a specially-made glass bottle from his backpack, used his dagger to slice a shallow cut in the vine, and carefully positioned the bottle beneath it.
    

    

    
      Watching drop after drop of Violet-gold Liquid fall into the bottle, Zhou Ming could almost see countless Alliance Coins pouring into his pockets.
    

    

    
      After confirming that the bottle’s base was stable, Zhou Ming withdrew his hand and waited patiently by the side.
    

    

    
      Of course, he wasn’t completely idle—his focus was entirely immersed within his Radar Sensory Domain, alert for any approaching danger.
    

    

    
      Inkband and Vermilion Jade patrolled the surroundings restlessly.
    

    

    
      All that remained now was to wait until the Violet-gold Liquid had fully dripped into the bottle, then he could withdraw safely.
    

    

    
      As the liquid continued to drip, time passed slowly. After an hour, the bottle was already more than half full.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhou Ming could confidently say one pretentious line: I earn over a million an hour.
    

    

    
      Glancing at the nearly full bottle, a satisfied smile crept across his face beneath his mask.
    

    

    
      The dripping had slowed, and judging by the pace, it wouldn’t take much longer to finish. Zhou Ming refocused on his Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      He knew that in an environment like the Green Mist Jungle, constant vigilance was the key to survival.
    

    

    
      Just as he closed his eyes, a sudden chill touched his forehead—but his radar domain detected nothing unusual.
    

    

    
      Whether it was instinct or pure alertness, Zhou Ming’s head suddenly shifted sideways like a serpent’s, moving several centimeters to the right.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      A gunshot rang out, and the moment his eyes snapped open, he saw a bead of blood flying past his face.
    

    

    
      Ambush. Sniper rifle. Someone’s here.
    

    

    
      Countless thoughts flashed through his mind, yet none hindered his reaction.
    

    

    
      In the same instant his eyes opened, Zhou Ming pressed his right hand to the ground and lunged forward, his legs snapping like a python’s tail to propel his body in a low slide—this was a unique movement art of the Mad Python Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      In the blink of an eye, he reached the spot where the glass bottle sat, grabbed it in one swift motion, and rolled behind a rock for cover.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang! Bang…”
    

    

    
      Moments later, just beyond his radar’s edge, two figures pushed through the grass and vines, firing wildly at where Zhou Ming had just been.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      A roar like an enraged beast thundered out, overpowering the sound of gunfire.
    

    

    
      “Thunder Revolver! Watch your own beast!”
    

    

    
      The moment that shout sounded, the attackers instantly retreated into cover, hastily recalling their beasts.
    

    

    
      The Thunder Type-2 Revolver—aside from particularly tough or lightning-fast low-level Ferocious Beasts—was powerful enough to heavily wound, if not kill, any ordinary low-level creature.
    

    

    
      Its only flaw was its immense recoil, which made it difficult to aim accurately.
    

    

    
      Even for Zhou Ming, his right hand needed a moment’s rest after each shot—hence its reputation as the King of Close Combat Weapons.
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected to actually hit his target; his goal was simply to disrupt the enemy’s rhythm and buy himself a moment to breathe.
    

    

    
      The sniper missed his long-range shot, and now someone was pressing in with close-range fire. If Zhou Ming failed to break their tempo, he risked being completely suppressed to death.
    

    

    
      Even with Inkband and Vermilion Jade by his side, the enemy had their beasts as well. If Zhou Ming died, his beasts would perish too.
    

    

    
      Such was the reality of the Beast Tamer’s world—it wasn’t about standing behind one’s beasts and issuing commands.
    

    
      Even ordinary people knew the best way to deal with a Beast Tamer:
    

    
      kill the tamer first.
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      “Hu, hu……”
    

    

    
      Having narrowly escaped from the brink of death, Zhou Ming gasped violently, his heartbeat soaring uncontrollably.
    

    

    
      After slightly calming his trembling emotions, Zhou Ming immediately took out the bottle cap and used his left hand to seal the glass vial that was overflowing with some of the Violet-gold Liquid.
    

    

    
      If he had spilled all the Violet-gold Liquid, then all his efforts—and the risk of death—would have been for nothing. That would have been far too great a loss.
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss……”
    

    

    
      Inkband and Vermilion Jade had silently returned to Zhou Ming’s side.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not immediately order them to counterattack—facing ambushers guarded by their beasts, it was difficult to ensure a killing blow. Worse, he could end up exposing his own trump cards.
    

    

    
      “Hu, hu… Looks like I was discovered remotely by a sniper. To avoid revealing their position, they didn’t send anyone in first, so my Radar Sensory Domain didn’t detect them.”
    

    

    
      After stabilizing his breathing, Zhou Ming quickly analyzed the cause.
    

    

    
      Because half of the serpent swarm had been lost during the mission inside the base, the range of the Radar Sensory Domain had drastically decreased. That was the reason Zhou Ming was successfully ambushed.
    

    

    
      “Monkey, that guy probably can’t use the Thunder Revolver again for a while.”
    

    

    
      Within moments, the experienced hunter made his assessment and shouted to his nearby companion.
    

    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, wireless communication didn’t work well in the wilderness—otherwise, the enemy could have approached silently.
    

    

    
      Still, Zhou Ming cursed under his breath. These guys were definitely veterans.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang……”
    

    

    
      The attacker continued firing at the rocks where Zhou Ming was hiding. The beast and the gunman advanced slowly, while a sniper hidden in the distance prepared for a fatal shot.
    

    

    
      “Don’t think I came unprepared.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming pulled out a grenade—one he had bought from an arms dealer in the base. As long as it wasn’t brought into the base, no one cared.
    

    

    
      Right now, Zhou Ming no longer cared if the explosion would trigger a Ferocious Beast riot within the Green Mist Jungle. Since the enemy wanted to play, he would accompany them in this deadly game.
    

    

    
      The serpent swarm had not been recalled, so it still maintained a Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming sensed that the enemy was within fifty meters, he didn’t dare peek out. Instead, he directly pulled the safety pin.
    

    

    
      “One, two…”
    

    

    
      As the count reached its end, Zhou Ming hurled the grenade toward the attackers behind the rock.
    

    

    
      “Grenade! Take cover!”
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming had great arm strength and the grenade flew quickly, the enemy still detected it instantly. 
    

    

    
      They dropped flat to the ground, while their beasts moved to protect their masters.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      The explosion was even more deafening than a Thunder Type-2 Revolver’s roar. 
    

    

    
      The impact sent stones flying like arrows shot from a strong bow, the fragments hammering against Zhou Ming’s cover with violent bangs.
    

    

    
      This grenade was meant for dealing with Ferocious Beasts—yet Zhou Ming had used it against human ambushers.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming guessed the enemy would at most be injured. It was not time to celebrate yet—there was still a sniper lurking in the distance.
    

    

    
      “Hiss.”
    

    

    
      That sound didn’t come from Inkband or Vermilion Jade—it came from the smoke grenade in Zhou Ming’s hand.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming understood his situation perfectly. 
    

    

    
      Without his beasts to defend against bullets, he was extremely vulnerable when facing hunters.
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, which hunter didn’t carry a gun?
    

    

    
      The first time he left the base, Zhou Ming hadn’t bought a firearm—mainly because he had no money, and the area he went to rarely had hunters.
    

    

    
      But this time was different. 
    

    

    
      Besides buying a high-explosive grenade for emergencies, he had also prepared plenty of smoke grenades—perfect for coordinated attacks with his Ironthread Snake swarm.
    

    

    
      As soon as the explosion faded, Zhou Ming tossed one, then another, then a third.
    

    

    
      Before the enemies could react, thick white smoke engulfed everything within dozens of meters, completely blocking their sight.
    

    

    
      “Your turn.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming patted Inkband and Vermilion Jade—his biggest trump cards. 
    

    

    
      Ordinary Ironthread Snakes couldn’t pierce the combat suits of hunters, so it was better to maintain the Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      Inkband would draw attention and pin down the opponent’s beast, while Vermilion Jade would silently eliminate the Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      The two Ferocious Beast–level Ironthread Snakes attacked one target, one in front and one behind.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang……”
    

    

    
      Within the Radar Sensory Domain, just as two hunters were regrouping for retreat, Inkband struck first.
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming couldn’t see what kind of beast the enemy had, his order to Inkband was to engage and restrain it—so he didn’t worry much for its safety.
    

    

    
      As for firearms—in this dense smoke, they were no better than sticks.
    

    

    
      “Hound, support me! The opponent’s beast is a venomous snake—fast and deadly!”
    

    

    
      As soon as “Monkey,” the seasoned hunter, shouted that, he rolled along the ground, fearing Zhou Ming might fire blindly at the sound.
    

    

    
      His beast—a Sword-tailed Lizard—clashed with Inkband, its sharp and agile tail slicing through the air.
    

    

    
      “He’s coming!”
    

    

    
      Twenty meters away, “Hound” responded and dove flat as well.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      The Thunder Type-2 Revolver roared once again, revealing its fangs. 
    

    

    
      A two-meter-long Human-faced Spider seemed to be smashed by an invisible hammer, its body sliding several meters before stopping.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Suffering a psychic backlash, the hunter nicknamed “Hound” screamed in agony and fell to the ground.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the distant sniper, using the flash from the Thunder Revolver’s muzzle as reference, fired blindly toward Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming fired that shot with his recovered right hand, he immediately ducked back into cover. He wasn’t a rookie—his time in the shooting range had paid off.
    

    

    
      He had managed to hit the opponent’s beast thanks to his Radar Sensory Domain allowing him to judge its position within the smoke. 
    

    

    
      The beast’s large size and moderate distance had given him the lucky chance to land a blind shot.
    

    

    
      As the saying went: When opportunity comes, those who fail to seize it will be punished. This time, luck was on Zhou Ming’s side.
    

    

    
      “Hound…”
    

    

    
      This time, “Monkey” didn’t shout—it was a low, furious growl. 
    

    

    
      He already knew his companion’s fate.
    

    

    
      Knowing that Zhou Ming needed time to recover before firing the Thunder Revolver again, he ordered his beast to attack Inkband with full force.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately for him, he didn’t know Zhou Ming had not one, but two Ferocious Beast–level Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      As the Sword-tailed Lizard lunged at Inkband, its master stepped out of its protection range.
    

    

    
      “Swish.”
    

    

    
      A flash of red light sliced across his neck. Without his beast’s protection, the Beast Tamer was nothing but prey before Vermilion Jade’s ambush.
    

    

    
      “Ugh……”
    

    

    
      A thin red line appeared on his neck, followed by a sudden gush of blood. His throat filled with frothy blood, producing a faint gurgle before he collapsed lifelessly.
    

    

    
      Not far away, the Sword-tailed Lizard entangled with Inkband also instantly lost its vitality.
    

    

    
      After finishing off “Monkey,” Vermilion Jade immediately turned to dispatch the still-agonized “Hound.”
    

    

    
      “Roar……”
    

    

    
      “Rumble, rumble……”
    

    

    
      Two or three minutes after the grenade’s explosion, Zhou Ming had eliminated the ambushers—but the riot of Ferocious Beasts was already rapidly approaching.
    

    

    
      Hearing the distant roars, Zhou Ming quickly recalled all his beasts and prepared to retreat.
    

    

    
      As for the sniper hiding far away—Zhou Ming didn’t believe that person would escape safely from the Green Mist Jungle.
    

    

    
      Snipers dedicated to marksmanship were rarely Beast Tamers. It simply consumed too much mental energy.
    

    

    
      Any Beast Tamer with ambition would always prioritize advancing along the path of a Beast Tamer.
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      The Ferocious Beast riot didn’t erupt from just one direction—it spread through all the areas near where Zhou Ming had discovered the Purpleblood Vine. Within the chaos, countless Mutated Animals were also mixed in.
    

    

    
      Faced with the encirclement of the surging beast tide, Zhou Ming’s forehead had been grazed by a bullet. Crimson blood smeared half his face, yet he could only ignore the pain for now.
    

    

    
      Choosing a direction with relatively less movement, he immediately dashed off.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snake swarm had already been recalled into his Beast Space—after all, their speed would only slow down his escape.
    

    

    
      Inkband and Vermilion Jade coiled around Zhou Ming’s shoulders on the left and right, striking down the Mutated Animals and Ferocious Beasts that lunged at him from the sides.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhou Ming once again envied those Beast Tamers who had beasts they could ride.
    

    

    
      “Jade Scorpion.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming suddenly stopped in his tracks mid-sprint. A low-tier Ferocious Beast blocked his path ahead.
    

    

    
      “Swish—”
    

    

    
      Vermilion Jade and Inkband lunged toward the Jade Scorpion. The situation was dire, so Zhou Ming directly commanded his beasts to attack.
    

    

    
      The Jade Scorpion’s exoskeleton possessed excellent defense, and its attack speed was astonishing. For Inkband, it was no small challenge—thus Vermilion Jade made the first move.
    

    

    
      “Clang!”
    

    

    
      Facing Vermilion Jade’s assault, the Jade Scorpion snapped its massive claws—strong enough to crush steel—viciously toward it.
    

    

    
      The claws struck fast; Vermilion Jade narrowly evaded the deadly pinch.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, the Jade Scorpion attempted to dodge sideways—but Zhou Ming had already driven Inkband into action.
    

    

    
      Two needle-thin streams of venom shot toward the scorpion’s eyes, a skill Zhou Ming had specially trained Inkband to master.
    

    

    
      The Jade Scorpion hurriedly crossed its claws to block, then swung its venomous tail from the side in an attempt to strike Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      However, with Zhou Ming controlling Vermilion Jade, how could it be given the chance? The bone blade at Vermilion Jade’s tail gleamed as it sliced through the scorpion’s leg in one swift motion.
    

    

    
      The Jade Scorpion’s body collapsed heavily to the right, its tail’s strike immediately losing aim.
    

    

    
      Taking advantage of the moment, Vermilion Jade—under Zhou Ming’s command—swung its tail again, slicing off the scorpion’s tail, while Inkband spat out another stream of paralyzing venom.
    

    

    
      The off-balance Jade Scorpion couldn’t defend in time—its eyes were struck directly by Inkband’s venom. Within a few breaths, its body stiffened completely.
    

    

    
      What followed was Vermilion Jade’s performance—like a butcher expertly dismembering an ox, it severed the scorpion’s tail, claws, and legs one by one. Finally, with a forceful slash of its bone blade, it barely broke through the exoskeleton on the Jade Scorpion’s head.
    

    

    
      “Move.”
    

    

    
      After finishing off the Jade Scorpion, Zhou Ming immediately resumed his sprint, Vermilion Jade and Inkband returning to his shoulders.
    

    

    
      As he passed the corpse, Zhou Ming snatched the most valuable part—the scorpion tail. The one-meter-long tail didn’t hinder his movement, and there was no way he’d leave it behind.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming had two Ferocious Beast–grade Ironthread Snakes, each with their own specialties. Depending on the situation, Zhou Ming could resolve fights in the quickest way possible.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, before the Ferocious Beast riot fully encircled the area, Zhou Ming—relying on his two capable allies, Inkband and Vermilion Jade—successfully broke through the chaos.
    

    

    
      “Huff… huff…”
    

    

    
      As soon as he emerged from the beast tide, Zhou Ming tore off his gas mask and gulped in the air, his lungs and throat burning with fiery pain.
    

    

    
      After the suffocation eased, he quickly took out a Miasma-Clearing Pill, placed it in his mouth, and put his gas mask back on.
    

    

    
      At this point, Zhou Ming looked utterly battered—blood on his forehead and face had already crusted into scabs. Fortunately, it was only a graze; otherwise, with how fast he had been running, he would’ve lost much more blood.
    

    

    
      His combat suit was covered in traces of corrosion and tearing—marks left by the Mutated Animals. Thankfully, Zhou Ming practiced martial arts, and with the protection of his combat suit, he managed to avoid serious injury. Otherwise, with such a massive number of Mutated Animals, even Inkband and Vermilion Jade wouldn’t have been able to keep him completely safe.
    

    

    
      “It was you who caused the Ferocious Beast riot.”
    

    

    
      “Swish—”
    

    

    
      One moment, Zhou Ming was resting his hands on his thighs, trying to catch his breath. The next, he had already drawn his most powerful weapon—the Thunder Type-2 Revolver—aiming toward the direction of the voice.
    

    

    
      Inkband hissed threateningly. As for Vermilion Jade, it had already been injured earlier due to its weaker defense and had been recalled to the Beast Space.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, Zhou Ming wouldn’t have just aimed—he would’ve fired outright. After all, a Beast Tamer of the Apprentice Rank commanding two Ferocious Beasts was something that must never be exposed unless absolutely necessary.
    

    

    
      “Scorpion-Tailed Lion.”
    

    

    
      “Thunder Type-2 Revolver.”
    

    

    
      Both men spoke at the same time, their tones filled with surprise.
    

    

    
      Although both faces were hidden behind gas masks, tension immediately filled the air.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming stared at the young man before him. The stranger had the standard appearance of a Hunter—combat uniform, specialized boots, a Storm-series rifle, a filtered gas mask, and a large-capacity backpack.
    

    

    
      But none of that mattered—the important thing was the beast beneath him: the Scorpion-Tailed Lion.
    

    

    
      Its body was half again as large as an ordinary lion’s, muscles bulging like carved marble. Its tail looked like a steel whip made of interlocked metal segments, ending in a needle-sharp stinger that glinted with a deadly chill.
    

    

    
      Among the many types of low-tier Ferocious Beasts, ten were recognized by Hunters as kings among their kind—and the Scorpion-Tailed Lion was one of them.
    

    

    
      Besides its terrifying strength and powerful body, what truly made it a monarch among low-tier beasts was its tail.
    

    

    
      Nearly two meters long, flexible beyond imagination, capable of shattering alloy armor with a single strike—the stinger at its tip was both unguardable and lethally venomous.
    

    

    
      The young man who had spoken so coldly earlier now had veins pulsing faintly at his temples.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming in such a disheveled state, he had assumed he could easily subdue him with his beast.
    

    

    
      Even in close combat, relying on his Saint Elephant Type-2 Combat Suit, he wasn’t afraid of bullets.
    

    

    
      But he hadn’t expected Zhou Ming to wield a Thunder Type-2 Revolver. Judging by his sharp, practiced movements, it was clearly no bluff—he could actually use the weapon known as the “King of Close Combat Firearms.”
    

    

    
      The power of a single shot—neither he nor his Scorpion-Tailed Lion could withstand it unharmed.
    

    

    
      After all, the Scorpion-Tailed Lion wasn’t known for defense, and even with his advanced combat suit, the sheer impact could be fatal.
    

    

    
      “A Beast Tamer walking the path of a Gunfighter? That’s rare.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of silence, it was the young stranger who finally broke the tense standoff.
    

    

    
      “Having more skills never hurts.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming replied calmly. He understood the term “Gunfighter”—a profession that fused martial arts and firearms to a high level of mastery.
    

    

    
      Usually, only ordinary people without strong Beast Taming aptitude pursued this path, and its ceiling was low—at best, they could dominate only among Apprentice Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming had trained in both martial arts and marksmanship, he was still far from being a true Gunfighter. A genuine one could fire the Thunder Type-2 Revolver three times in a short burst.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming didn’t bother explaining the misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      In his current state, his condition was terrible. After firing the Thunder Type-2 Revolver twice and running for so long, his right arm was throbbing with pain—any further use would risk fractures or even shattering the bone.
    

    

    
      Among his beasts, only Inkband could still fight. As for the regular Ironthread Snake swarm, Zhou Ming didn’t expect them to be of much use anymore.
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      At that moment, Zhou Ming could only rely on the Thunder Type-2 Revolver in his hand to bluff his opponent. Otherwise, if a conflict broke out, he wasn’t sure whether his right arm could even hold up.
    

    

    
      If he missed his target, Zhou Ming would definitely meet his end here today.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s current state, the suddenly appearing young man didn’t dare to take the gamble either.
    

    

    
      “You just used a grenade?”
    

    

    
      The question seemed to be more about confirming his own judgment.
    

    

    
      “Thunderstorm-type, impact grenade — meant for dealing with Ferocious Beasts. But this time, I used it on someone who tried to ambush me.”
    

    

    
      “Oh right, I still have one left in my backpack. Want to see what it can do? It’s my first time using something this powerful.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s tone was casual, but every word carried a threat.
    

    

    
      A lunatic — and a powerful one at that.
    

    

    
      That was the first impression that flashed through the stranger’s mind after hearing Zhou Ming’s words.
    

    

    
      “I’ll step back. How about you put down the gun? I want to talk.”
    

    

    
      The young man mounted on the Scorpion-Tailed Lion spoke slowly, watching Zhou Ming, whom he had already deemed insane.
    

    

    
      “Talk about what?”
    

    

    
      “I found a severely injured high-tier—”
    

    

    
      “Wait.”
    

    

    
      Before the man could finish, Zhou Ming immediately interrupted.
    

    

    
      “Don’t tell me you’re talking about a severely injured high-tier Ferocious Beast that you’re planning to hunt?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s mocking gaze, the young man resisted the urge to snap.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had planned to use force to make Zhou Ming his cannon fodder, but under the current situation, that was impossible. He could only try to persuade him to cooperate instead.
    

    

    
      Although he’d lost a potential decoy, a powerful companion was even better — if only the other party would believe him.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could speak again, the young man continued.
    

    

    
      “A high-tier Ferocious Beast — a Wyvern, poison attribute sub-dragon. Its materials alone are worth over one hundred million Alliance Coins. If we happen to find a Dragon Crystal, that value can’t even be measured in Alliance Coins — only Source Crystals could.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had been ready to refuse, but after hearing that, the words stuck in his throat.
    

    

    
      “How do I know you’re not lying?”
    

    

    
      “Simple. You can come with me and see for yourself. I originally wanted a decoy, but your strength qualifies you to share my spoils.”
    

    

    
      For the sake of the Wyvern’s valuable materials, the young man didn’t bother hiding his true motive.
    

    

    
      “Nice words — your spoils. If you could handle it yourself, would you really need help?”
    

    

    
      “I can come take a look, but I need three days to recover.”
    

    

    
      Even Zhou Ming, usually calm and rational, felt his heart stir at the potential profit from a Wyvern.
    

    

    
      “No. At most, one day. Otherwise, with a high-tier Ferocious Beast’s recovery ability, once it regains even ten or twenty percent of its strength, we won’t stand a chance even together.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately shook his head. He was willing to take risks — but not to die pointlessly.
    

    

    
      “Catch.”
    

    

    
      A green vial of potion was tossed toward him. Inkband shot out swiftly, coiling around the vial and bringing it safely to the ground.
    

    

    
      “You’re really cautious. Aren’t you afraid your Beast might get hurt?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the small, slender Inkband, the stranger didn’t seem surprised. He’d seen plenty of small-sized Beasts before.
    

    

    
      “Low-tier Healing Potion — quite the generous gift.”
    

    

    
      With his solid basic knowledge, Zhou Ming immediately recognized it after uncapping the vial with his left hand.
    

    

    
      “You leave first. Once I’ve recovered, I’ll follow you at dawn.”
    

    

    
      “There’s a cave not far from here. If you think it’s fine, you can put that thing away and come with me. Surely, you don’t think you’re more valuable than a Wyvern in my eyes, do you?”
    

    

    
      “Lead the way.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t hesitate. He holstered the Thunder Type-2 Revolver as the stinging in his arm grew sharper — he might as well agree.
    

    

    
      The young man glanced at Zhou Ming, then turned his Scorpion-Tailed Lion around and rode off, while Zhou Ming followed behind at a steady pace.
    

    

    
      With the Scorpion-Tailed Lion, a dominator among low-tier Ferocious Beasts, no other beasts or mutant animals dared to approach them.
    

    

    
      Under a cliff wall, inside a cave shaped like a horn, Zhou Ming and the young man sat across from each other, separated by a campfire. Their Beasts rested quietly beside them.
    

    

    
      “What should I call you?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming glanced down at Inkband and casually replied, “Ten Thousand Serpents. You?”
    

    

    
      “Scorpion-Lion.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming use a codename, the young man likewise used his Beast’s name as his alias.
    

    

    
      “How did you discover that injured Wyvern? Was it wounded by another Official Rank Beast Tamer’s hunt?”
    

    

    
      “No idea. I just happened to see a badly injured Wyvern falling from the sky — it couldn’t even fly anymore. That’s why I thought of hunting it.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s expression darkened immediately.
    

    

    
      Even if that Wyvern wasn’t the prey of an Official Rank Beast Tamer, the Scorpion-Lion had seen it — meaning others likely had too. What they’d face wouldn’t just be an injured Wyvern, but red-eyed hunters.
    

    

    
      “Scorpion-Lion, you don’t think you’re the only one who saw it, do you?”
    

    

    
      “I’m not that stupid. That’s why I wanted a decoy to use as bait — but I didn’t expect to find a capable companion instead.”
    

    

    
      “Companion? Let’s hope so. Otherwise, the only ‘Big Pineapple’ I’ve got left will be my parting gift to you.”
    

    

    
      “See you tomorrow.”
    

    

    
      Patting his backpack that held the smoke grenade disguised as a high-explosive grenade, Zhou Ming spoke with arrogant confidence — his intimidation rested entirely on that ruse.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s gesture, Scorpion-Lion twitched at the corner of his eye, half afraid Zhou Ming might actually blow them both up.
    

    

    
      Leaving Inkband to guard the area, Zhou Ming moved to a corner of the cave and prepared to use the Low-tier Healing Potion.
    

    

    
      Though healing potions were precious, Zhou Ming wasn’t foolish enough to hoard them. After all, a dead man couldn’t use any potion.
    

    

    
      He drank half of it himself, then quietly summoned Zhu Yu and fed the remaining half to it before recalling it again.
    

    

    
      The potion’s effect was remarkable. Within moments, the scrape on Zhou Ming’s temple scabbed and peeled off, and his right arm fully recovered — his condition returning to peak form.
    

    

    
      The soreness throughout his body faded away in waves of soothing warmth.
    

    

    
      Half a vial of Healing Potion hadn’t just healed his external wounds — even his internal injuries had been restored.
    

    

    
      By Zhou Ming’s estimation, after a night’s rest, his overall strength would increase by at least ten percent.
    

    

    
      Feeling the changes in his body, Zhou Ming finally relaxed his guard, recalled the tired Inkband, and fell soundly asleep.
    

    

    
      The young man by the fire watched Zhou Ming’s easy demeanor, feeling puzzled. One moment he was vigilant and on edge, the next he’d let down all defenses.
    

    

    
      “Interesting.”
    

    

    
      He was one of the few people the young man couldn’t quite see through.
    

    

    
      After adding some wood to the fire, Scorpion-Lion lay down to rest, while his Beast — the Scorpion-Tailed Lion — stood watch for the night.
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      “Had a good sleep, huh?”
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhou Ming opened his eyes, he heard a voice tinged with resentment beside him.
    

    

    
      “Scorpion-Lion, don’t be so stingy. Your Scorpion-Tailed Lion wouldn’t have its combat strength affected even if it went several days and nights without rest.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming stretched lazily, then placed the backpack he had been hugging aside.
    

    

    
      “Besides, doesn’t this show that I trust you? First time meeting, and I already entrust you with my life.”
    

    

    
      “Then why did you hug your backpack all night?”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion had seen it clearly—Zhou Ming had kept his right hand inside his backpack the entire night. This was called entrusting his life?
    

    

    
      He was absolutely sure—if anything had really happened last night, Zhou Ming would definitely have pulled out that Pineapple Grenade and fought him to the death.
    

    

    
      “Haha, it’s just an old bad habit from hugging girls to sleep. Ah, now that you mention it, I kinda miss Xiao Hong.”
    

    

    
      Whether in his past life or this one, Zhou Ming was a man through and through. Yet faced with the Scorpion-Lion’s question, his response sounded exactly like that of a lecherous rogue.
    

    

    
      “Anyway, let’s go check out that Wyvern you mentioned. Someone might already be making their move.”
    

    

    
      After offering a simple explanation, Zhou Ming shifted the topic to the Wyvern. As for his earlier bluffing, it was best not to let the other man dwell on it.
    

    

    
      If the Scorpion-Lion saw through him, who knew what might happen? Peace was only possible when both sides possessed deterrent power.
    

    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    

    
      After glancing Zhou Ming up and down and finding nothing unusual, the Scorpion-Lion turned and walked toward his own beast.
    

    

    
      Once the other man had walked off, Zhou Ming peered into his backpack and saw that only a few smoke bombs remained. He instantly regretted not buying another grenade.
    

    

    
      Not wanting to arouse suspicion, Zhou Ming sighed inwardly, packed his bag, and followed the Scorpion-Lion along with Inkband toward the Wyvern’s location.
    

    

    
      On the way, Zhou Ming could only use some special jerky and clean water to quiet his growling stomach.
    

    

    
      An hour later, with the Scorpion-Tailed Lion clearing the way, Zhou Ming and Scorpion-Lion successfully reached the top of a small hill.
    

    

    
      “About three li ahead, in that valley.”
    

    

    
      Choosing a good vantage point, the Scorpion-Lion directly pointed out where the Wyvern had fallen.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately pulled a single-barrel telescope from the side of his backpack, adjusted the focus, and looked toward the direction Scorpion-Lion had indicated.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Inkband coiled around Zhou Ming’s left shoulder, keeping constant watch on the Scorpion-Lion’s movements.
    

    

    
      Lacking any sense of security, Zhou Ming never liked placing his life in another’s hands.
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion, sitting atop his own beast, saw Zhou Ming’s guarded attitude and couldn’t help but wonder—was all this really necessary?
    

    

    
      Earlier that morning, he’d seen Zhou Ming tuck a round object into his chest pocket, and then meticulously check his Thunder Type-2 Revolver several times. Was he afraid the revolver would jam?
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming noticed none of this—his eyes were fixed on the enormous figure in his telescope.
    

    

    
      The Wyvern stretched over twenty to thirty meters from head to tail, and when standing, it was over ten meters tall. Its body was covered in palm-sized dark green scales, and its massive head alone was two meters wide, surrounded by sharp bone spurs.
    

    

    
      Through the telescope, Zhou Ming could see that its left wing had been torn open two-thirds from the root, and there were several meter-long gashes across its chest.
    

    

    
      Judging from the marks, it seemed to have fought another high-rank Ferocious Beast. The wounds didn’t resemble those caused by an Official Rank Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Within a hundred meters around the Wyvern, the ground looked corroded by dragon breath—nothing could grow there.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming also noticed something unpleasant: low-rank Ferocious Beasts that tried to scavenge near the Wyvern ended up becoming its food instead.
    

    

    
      After all, while high-rank Ferocious Beasts could use energy particles from the air to heal, that process was painfully slow. Normally, they hunted lower-ranked beasts to consume their flesh and recover faster.
    

    

    
      “What do you plan to do?”
    

    

    
      Putting down the telescope, Zhou Ming turned toward Scorpion-Lion. From the look on his face, he was already tempted.
    

    

    
      But who wouldn’t be? Seeing a heavily injured Wyvern unable to move, anyone would drool at the thought.
    

    

    
      The fact that Zhou Ming could stay rational was already commendable.
    

    

    
      “Clear the area.”
    

    

    
      The tone was calm but carried a chilling bloodthirst.
    

    

    
      Hearing his reply, Zhou Ming immediately understood—the man was no pacifist. His earlier generosity with healing potions had clearly been driven by larger profits ahead.
    

    

    
      “I have one thing to ask first.”
    

    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    

    
      “If there’s a Dragon Crystal inside the Wyvern’s body, how do we split it?”
    

    

    
      At those words, the air instantly froze.
    

    

    
      A Dragon Crystal was essentially a Beast Core—only Lord-level Ferocious Beasts possessed them, serving as the core source of their power.
    

    

    
      Since Beast Cores formed within a beast’s body, their energy was already refined. Whether used for potion-making, crafting equipment, or feeding to a tamed beast, they were precious beyond measure.
    

    

    
      Even among high-rank Ferocious Beasts, the chance of forming one was small—usually only those with great fortune or exceptionally pure bloodlines.
    

    

    
      Dragon-type Ferocious Beasts, however, had a comparatively higher chance due to their draconic blood.
    

    

    
      The cores from dragon-type beasts were called Dragon Crystals because consuming one gave a tamed beast a chance to inherit draconic traits. The crystal’s unique dragon aura could also help a Beast Tamer temper their Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      Even though a high-rank Ferocious Beast’s core couldn’t compare to that of a Lord-level beast, it was enough to make Official Rank Beast Tamers fight to the death—let alone two Apprentice Beast Tamers like Zhou Ming and Scorpion-Lion.
    

    

    
      “If there’s a Dragon Crystal, it’s mine.”
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion looked coldly at Zhou Ming, openly stating his claim.
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming didn’t object, he added, “I can compensate you in other ways.”
    

    

    
      “In what way?”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Zhou Ming grinned immediately.
    

    

    
      He was greedy, but not stupid.
    

    

    
      That grenade was pure bluff, and since his Thunder Type-2 Revolver was already known to the other, Scorpion-Lion would definitely be on guard. If his strength wasn’t enough, he wouldn’t bite off more than he could chew.
    

    

    
      Eat only what your stomach can handle—otherwise, you’ll burst.
    

    

    
      “That depends on what you want. Judging by you, I’d say you’re a Wild Beast Tamer. Meditation Techniques, Transcendent Ritual materials, advanced Beast Taming knowledge, secret skills, high-grade potions—whatever you want, as long as it’s reasonable, I can get it.”
    

    

    
      Rich guy.
    

    

    
      Hearing every item Scorpion-Lion listed, Zhou Ming’s eyes shone brighter with each one.
    

    

    
      He even considered giving up on the Wyvern altogether and just kidnapping Scorpion-Lion instead.
    

    

    
      But judging from the man’s strength—and the fact he could casually offer such terms—he clearly had a powerful background. Zhou Ming had to abandon that thought.
    

    

    
      “You’re not some rich young master sneaking out to ‘experience the hardships of the common folk,’ are you?”
    

    

    
      “Have you decided?”
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion frowned, feeling annoyed at Zhou Ming’s overly curious look.
    

    

    
      “I’ve decided.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Scorpion-Lion’s impatient expression, Zhou Ming immediately replied.
    

    

    
      He didn’t dare offend this walking treasure chest—he was already plotting to become his dearest brother-in-arms, sharing blessings and hardships together.
    

    

    
      “I want…”
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      “Alright, I’ve made my choice. I want a copy of a low-grade Meditation Technique, the knowledge required for advancing into the Shepherd profession, and the knowledge on cultivating and advancing Beasts. That’s not too much to ask, right?”
    

    

    
      Although Beast Taming knowledge was precious, that was only true for ordinary people. For the major powers, such things were standard.
    

    

    
      “You’d better pray that the Wyvern has a Dragon Crystal inside its body.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s smile, the Scorpion-Lion poured a bucket of cold water over his head with those words.
    

    

    
      “My luck should… probably… maybe not be that bad.”
    

    

    
      “Alright then, how do you plan to clear the area?”
    

    

    
      The more he thought about it, the more Zhou Ming feared it would turn out to be an illusion—moon in the well, flower in the water. He decided to stop thinking altogether and casually asked about the Scorpion-Lion’s plan.
    

    

    
      “I originally intended to find some bait and lure out all the watchers hiding in this jungle one by one.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming didn’t react, the Scorpion-Lion continued,
    

    

    
      “But seeing that your strength isn’t as simple as it appears, I’ve decided we should split up—encircle them from both sides and clear out those hidden hunters in the dark.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s concise and decisive response, the Scorpion-Lion knew he had guessed right. The man in front of him—Ten Thousand Snakes—definitely had more cards up his sleeve.
    

    

    
      “Oh, right.”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming was about to leave, the Scorpion-Lion suddenly remembered something.
    

    

    
      “You are not allowed to use that high-explosive grenade in your hand. Otherwise, even if I have to give up the Wyvern right before me, I’ll make sure you die.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, I’m not that eager to die yet.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming turned and walked away, waving a hand to show that he had heard.
    

    

    
      They were already deep within the Green Mist Jungle, not far from the area where high-tier Ferocious Beasts roamed. If Zhou Ming really used a grenade, not only would those beasts seize the Wyvern, but he himself might be hunted down by them.
    

    

    
      Of course, that was assuming Zhou Ming truly had a grenade.
    

    

    
      If he did, well—who cared about consequences when one’s life was already hanging by a thread?
    

    

    
      As for why a high-explosive grenade could trigger a beast riot while gunfire didn’t…
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming guessed that, to Ferocious Beasts, gunshots were like people hearing loud plaza dancing outside their window—annoying, but only enough to make them want to curse. A grenade explosion, on the other hand, was like someone drilling holes upstairs in the middle of the night—it made them want to kill.
    

    

    
      More likely, though, it was because the Blue Star Alliance had used too many artillery shells when fighting Ferocious Beasts, so they had developed a conditioned response to explosions.
    

    

    
      But who knew—perhaps only the Ferocious Beasts themselves understood the reason.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hope I wasn’t wrong about him.”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion, watching Zhou Ming’s silhouette slowly fade into the distance, muttered faintly before riding his own beast and leaving.
    

    

    
      After separating, Zhou Ming followed the ridge and smoothly reached several li away.
    

    

    
      Whether it was because of the Wyvern’s presence or something else, he didn’t see any sign of mutated animals or Ferocious Beasts. Perhaps they had been drawn toward the Wyvern, or maybe they had fled in fear of its aura.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, but you’re in my way.”
    

    

    
      At the edge of the ridge, Zhou Ming looked toward the forest shrouded in green mist before him and murmured softly.
    

    

    
      Dozens of Ironthread Snakes appeared around him, quickly spreading out to form the largest possible Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      With the aid of the Healing Potion, Zhu Yu was also summoned from the Beast Space at full strength, coiling around Zhou Ming’s right shoulder. Alongside Inkband, it guarded his safety.
    

    

    
      “Eight rounds left.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming checked the Thunder Type-2 Revolver in his hand, calculating how many bullets he could still fire.
    

    

    
      The revolver could deal with Ferocious Beasts not only because of its craftsmanship and structure, but also thanks to its specially-made bullets.
    

    

    
      Ten custom rounds filled two cylinders. Since these weren’t standard ammunition, Zhou Ming hadn’t stocked many.
    

    

    
      After confirming everything was ready, Zhou Ming stepped into the forest ahead, keeping his full attention on the Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      To avoid another ambush like the sniper attack from before, he avoided open spaces, instead scanning them carefully through a monocular scope.
    

    

    
      “Five hunters, three Beasts.”
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhou Ming, relying on his Radar Sensory Domain, detected hidden targets within a dense part of the forest.
    

    

    
      It seemed two of the five hunters weren’t Beast Tamers—one must be their sniper, and the other, if not a Gunfighter, was surely a heavy weapons user.
    

    

    
      Analyzing the information relayed by the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming planned his next move.
    

    

    
      Having witnessed the power of cooperation between a sniper and a heavy weapon user back in Serpent Valley, Zhou Ming decided to take them out first.
    

    

    
      Aside from that, since those two had no beasts guarding them, they were easier targets than the three Beast Tamer hunters.
    

    

    
      Two Ironthread Snakes slithered to Zhou Ming’s feet. He took out two Blood Ignition Potions and gave one to each snake.
    

    

    
      He intended to sacrifice them in exchange for a brief burst of overwhelming strength, enough to pierce through the hunters’ combat suits.
    

    

    
      “As expected of a potion meant for desperate fights.”
    

    

    
      Watching the Ironthread Snakes’ violent aura and the blood seeping from between their scales, Zhou Ming softly remarked on the Blood Ignition Potion’s ferocity.
    

    

    
      Not wanting to waste a second of their limited time, Zhou Ming sprang into action.
    

    

    
      In the dense forest ahead—
    

    

    
      “Boss, when are we going to move? If we keep waiting, we might never get another chance like this in our lives.”
    

    

    
      A towering man over two meters tall, his body covered in bulging muscles, carried a massive ammunition crate on his back and held a heavy machine gun in his hands. He turned to the leader before him and spoke.
    

    

    
      Judging by his physique, he had likely taken body-enhancement drugs, pursuing the brute-force martial path and relying on his physical strength to wield heavy weapons.
    

    

    
      “What’s the rush? This mission is all about patience. We’re not the only hunter team around here.”
    

    

    
      “Angry Bear, you should really learn some patience.”
    

    

    
      “Boom!” A sudden roar erupted.
    

    

    
      Before Angry Bear could respond, the Violent Lion beside his leader suddenly lifted its head, which then exploded into a mist of blood.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      The beast’s death instantly shattered its tamer’s mind. The team leader clutched his head and fell to the ground, screaming in agony.
    

    

    
      “Enem—”
    

    

    
      The word “enemy” never left his mouth. The two Ironthread Snakes, fueled by the Blood Ignition Potions, lunged at the two hunters who weren’t Beast Tamers the instant gunfire rang out.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang!”
    

    

    
      The man carrying the heavy ammunition box and the sniper perched on a tree both fell dead almost instantly.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhou Ming controlled Inkband and Zhu Yu to engage the Beasts of the remaining two hunters.
    

    

    
      “Hiss!”
    

    

    
      A smoke grenade exploded, cutting off the hunters’ line of sight as they tried to raise their weapons.
    

    

    
      “Tieshan, retreat now! The enemy came prepared!”
    

    

    
      One of the hunters reacted quickly, realizing the sudden chaos meant they were at a disadvantage. He turned and fled at once, calling for his companion to retreat with him.
    

    

    
      They both knew they couldn’t escape alone. Staying in the smoke was suicide—they had to get out first.
    

    

    
      Relying on their Beasts for cover, the two quickly retreated from the smoke-filled area, trying to escape what they believed was the enemy’s encirclement.
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      “Ah…”
    

    

    
      On the two hunters’ escape route, two Ironthread Snakes suddenly leapt down from the branches above them and bit directly at their necks.
    

    

    
      The two Beast Tamers whose beasts reacted the fastest tried to come to their aid, but their beasts were entangled with Zhu Yu and Inkband, so they missed the chance to save their owners.
    

    

    
      Although the paralysis venom was not instantly lethal, the Ironthread Snakes that attacked them had been specially bred by Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Beast Tamers whose physical constitutions were not much stronger than ordinary people only held on for a few seconds before collapsing to the ground, unable to move.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang.”
    

    

    
      The Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun finally found a use.
    

    

    
      When the beasts’ masters died, the two beasts entangled with Zhu Yu and Inkband died immediately as well.
    

    

    
      With the targets clear, Zhou Ming’s figure walked slowly out of the smoke. He retracted Inkband and Zhu Yu to his shoulder and left with his pack of snakes.
    

    

    
      He did not pick up the pile of spoils left on the ground; the backpack behind him was reserved for the Wyvern.
    

    

    
      In less than a minute, Zhou Ming had resolved the fight.
    

    

    
      It was not that Zhou Ming was exceptionally powerful, but purely the advantage of seizing the initiative.
    

    

    
      The ambush tactic that had just appeared had once been used by a country called White-Headed Eagle in Zhou Ming’s previous life.
    

    

    
      They seized the initiative by getting information from the radar sensory domain, confirmed which targets to attack and in what order.
    

    

    
      Relying on the stealth techniques from Mad Python Martial Way and using powder to hide his scent, Zhou Ming slowly closed in through the dense jungle.
    

    

    
      He used the Thunder Type-2 Revolver to take out the strongest leader, because of the gun’s accuracy and because he could not get too close; large-bodied beasts made the best targets.
    

    

    
      When he dealt with the strongest hunter leader, the roar of gunfire drew the attention of the others. He then sent out the Ironthread Snakes that had taken the Blood Ignition Potion to ambush the nearby snipers and gunners who had no beasts to protect them.
    

    

    
      Smoke grenades blocked vision, leaving the remaining two unable to effectively counterattack; without clear information they could only flee.
    

    

    
      As for the Ironthread Snakes that ambushed them, Zhou Ming had arranged them all around; whichever direction they ran, they would be ambushed.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had disliked White-Headed Eagle in his previous life too, but he had to admit—their tactics were brilliant.
    

    

    
      A surgical-knife tactic: precise.
    

    

    
      However, in this world Zhou Ming could only use it against Apprentice Beast Tamers; after all, the weaknesses of Apprentice Beast Tamers were too obvious.
    

    

    
      Previously, Zhou Ming had been simply ambushed and then subjected to rapid suppressive fire, and it had nearly prevented him from reacting. He still had not forgotten that suffocating aura of death.
    

    

    
      After the first successful use of the surgical-knife tactic, Zhou Ming became more and more proficient with it in subsequent operations.
    

    

    
      Like pulling out nails, the hidden hunters were taken out by Zhou Ming one by one with pinpoint accuracy.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming also had limits: the bullets for the Thunder Type-2 Revolver and the endurance of his right arm.
    

    

    
      Even with healing potions, Zhou Ming’s physical constitution had improved by only about ten percent, and his arm still needed recovery time.
    

    

    
      And the hunters who survived in the wild were not fools. After Zhou Ming cleared the third hunting squad, the other hidden hunters realized someone was clearing the field.
    

    

    
      Some began to cooperate, others started fleeing toward where the Scorpion-Lion was located.
    

    

    
      “It seems we’ll have to wait for the Scorpion-Lion before we can finish this.”
    

    

    
      Sitting in the embrace of a large tree, Zhou Ming retracted the single-barrel monocular and briefly assessed the reconnaissance he had just completed.
    

    

    
      Because of Zhou Ming’s sharp clearing action, the remaining hunters sensed his danger; a united hunting squad of thirteen men appeared in his sight.
    

    

    
      Nine Beast Tamers and four firearm users were stationed in an open area—already beyond what Zhou Ming could handle alone.
    

    

    
      He climbed down from the leafy tree and did not stay there waiting dazedly for the Scorpion-Lion’s support; instead he headed back into the dense forest behind him.
    

    

    
      The sniper rifle, heavy machine gun, ammunition—spoils left by the cleared hunters—were all taken back by Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      These items were his way to make up for his lack of means.
    

    

    
      He placed the spoils under the embracing tree, then climbed back up the ten-meter-high tree. While replenishing his strength with simple rations, he watched the distant hunter camp through the single-barrel monocular.
    

    

    
      As time passed and the sky slowly darkened, the united hunting squad in Zhou Ming’s sight did not withdraw; it seemed the Wyvern’s temptation was too great and no one wanted to give up.
    

    

    
      “So soon?”
    

    

    
      Sensing the silent approach beneath the tree, the Scorpion-Lion asked with a slight smile.
    

    

    
      “How did you know I could find you?”
    

    

    
      Under the moonlight, the Scorpion-Lion rode out from the shadow where branches hid him.
    

    

    
      “Heh heh, Scorpion-Lion was not only powerful, his sense of smell was sharp too. Reading more had some benefits after all.”
    

    

    
      Agile-bodied, Zhou Ming took only two or three breaths to reach the ground.
    

    

    
      “You don’t seem to have finished your task.”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion had long since seen the united hunting squad not far away, but he did not act immediately; he came to Zhou Ming first.
    

    

    
      “You planning a one-man raid on the camp? I can be your cheerleader.”
    

    

    
      “What’s your plan to deal with them?”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion did not take Zhou Ming’s teasing; if he had that kind of strength, he would not be looking for help.
    

    

    
      Getting to the point, Zhou Ming stopped joking and earnestly relayed the intelligence he had gathered.
    

    

    
      “They’re afraid of being ambushed, so they chose an open spot, but that also exposed their information.”
    

    

    
      “Nine Beast Tamers and four firearm users—the Beast Tamers are needless to mention; your Scorpion-Lion could slaughter their beasts without difficulty.”
    

    

    
      “What worries me are the four firearm users. In an open area, if they have a heavy machine gun and a heavy sniper rifle with armor-piercing rounds, even your Scorpion-Lion couldn’t withstand that kind of firepower.”
    

    

    
      After decades of Alliance development, firearm manufacturing had reached a peak; Scorpion-Lion naturally did not underestimate firearms’ power.
    

    

    
      With martial ways and mutations producing rare medicinal materials, guns with extreme recoil yet terrifying power had become possible.
    

    

    
      “What do you have in mind?”
    

    

    
      “A night raid to harass them.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had already planned how to deal with the camp; he had not been idly sitting in the tree for half a day.
    

    

    
      “Tonight I’ll use these guns to sporadically fire at their camp. If someone rushes out, you handle them. But most likely they won’t do that.”
    

    

    
      “Actually, it would be best to attract the attention of the ferocious beasts around the Wyvern; if they attack the camp, that would be ideal.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming say this, the Scorpion-Lion immediately recalled the previous beast riot and gave Zhou Ming a cold look.
    

    

    
      “Fine, let’s talk about other things.”
    

    

    
      Under the Scorpion-Lion’s gaze, Zhou Ming returned to the main topic.
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      To make things clearer, Zhou Ming picked up a dry twig from the ground, used his foot to sweep the fallen leaves aside, and then drew a circle on the moonlit earth.
    

    

    
      “Look, consider this the place where those people were stationed.”
    

    

    
      “My idea was that the two of us would walk around their perimeter firing these guns now and then to make noise. First, so they couldn’t figure out my true strength; second, to see if we could locate the firing positions of those gunners; third, to wear them out.”
    

    

    
      Squatting on the ground while explaining his plan, Zhou Ming suddenly looked up and asked Scorpion-Lion.
    

    

    
      “Do you have any other potions to ensure we have enough stamina? Otherwise if we don’t drain theirs, we’ll end up exhausted.”
    

    

    
      Watching Zhou Ming scrutinize his backpack over and over, Scorpion-Lion’s expression instantly darkened — he had gotten nothing so far, and now he was being asked to invest heavily in advance.
    

    

    
      But thinking Zhou Ming’s plan made sense, Scorpion-Lion fell silent for a moment, then pulled a vial of green liquid from the inner pocket of his combat suit.
    

    

    
      “Stamina Potion. Only this one vial.”
    

    

    
      “Perfect. No wonder you came from a wealthy family. With this, the plan is half successful already.”
    

    

    
      Under the moonlight the Stamina Potion in Scorpion-Lion’s hand shone a tempting emerald color, and Zhou Ming immediately assured him.
    

    

    
      The Stamina Potion was a low-tier elixir; after taking it one could go three days and nights without eating or drinking and still maintain vigorous energy.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t a stimulant — it was a pure tonic and did not harm the user.
    

    

    
      For some rich people, this thing was even more attractive than other potions, so its market value was extremely high.
    

    

    
      “Spit out your plan.”
    

    

    
      Thinking he would be bleeding resources again for no reason, Scorpion-Lion’s tone turned impatient.
    

    

    
      “All right, I’ll continue.”
    

    

    
      There was a bargain to be had, and Zhou Ming didn’t care about Scorpion-Lion’s attitude.
    

    

    
      “Although there’s only one vial, half each would be enough to keep us at peak condition for roughly a day.”
    

    

    
      “So tonight we’ll keep harassing them. If they charge out of the camp, even better; if they don’t, we’ll harass them until five in the morning.”
    

    

    
      “By then, seeing that we haven’t rushed into the camp, their alertness should drop a lot and their bodies will be exhausted.”
    

    

    
      “You’ll pretend to lead the Scorpion-Tail Lion in a feint attack from here. If you achieve anything, great; if not, at least draw their fire. I’ll stealthily approach from here and take out those gunners.”
    

    

    
      “If there’s no heavy fire suppressing your Scorpion-Tail Lion, that will be your showtime. Of course, I’ll also deliver a fatal strike from behind them.”
    

    

    
      Squatting on the ground, Zhou Ming laid out his plan step by step, pointing to the circle he had drawn to fix the positions for the feint and the ambush.
    

    

    
      “Did you go to military school?”
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion was a little doubtful about Zhou Ming’s identity after hearing the plan.
    

    

    
      “If I had gone, would I be borrowing meditation techniques from you?” Zhou Ming rolled his eyes at Scorpion-Lion’s question.
    

    

    
      Actually Zhou Ming’s plan wasn’t that clever — most Beast Tamers rarely cared about knowledge they didn’t directly use; they only cared about how to increase their strength.
    

    

    
      That Zhou Ming could come up with this plan was largely thanks to the year he spent cramming various knowledge in the Qinshan library. Since the library’s materials on Beast Tamers were limited, Zhou Ming had read many other books as well.
    

    

    
      What Scorpion-Lion didn’t know was that without him the plan couldn’t be executed at all.
    

    

    
      Harassing enemies holed up in a camp cost them a lot of stamina, and without powerful strength to pin down the nine Beast Tamers, even if Zhou Ming eliminated the gunners he would fall into an encirclement.
    

    

    
      So Zhou Ming was fully relying on Scorpion-Lion’s strength and money to make the plan possible.
    

    

    
      “You can take out those four gunners?”
    

    

    
      “As long as you can suppress their beasts, I’ve got no problem. Some of their beasts have extremely strong perception, and it’s hard for me to get close.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming briefly explained the reason to Scorpion-Lion’s distrust.
    

    

    
      If their beasts’ attention could be drawn away, Zhou Ming could rely on Ironthread Snake to approach and strike.
    

    

    
      “Glug.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation Scorpion-Lion opened the vial and poured a little more than half into his mouth, then handed the rest to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Aren’t you going to drink less?”
    

    

    
      After teasing Scorpion-Lion, Zhou Ming quickly swallowed the small half-vial he had been given.
    

    

    
      Moments after drinking the Stamina Potion, Zhou Ming immediately felt his energy surge and his mind become clear and refreshed.
    

    

    
      “Money sure is nice.”
    

    

    
      He sighed, then pointed at the guns on the ground.
    

    

    
      “Which one will you use?”
    

    

    
      “Sniper rifle.”
    

    

    
      “All right, I won’t waste your potion. Tonight I’ll show you what a real tough guy looks like. I’ll handle the heavy machine gun.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming wasn’t putting on an act — to harass the enemy, a thunderous heavy machine gun was certainly useful. Since he had no money, he would contribute his physical strength.
    

    

    
      He picked up a Hive-Type I heavy machine gun and slung the ammo belt across his body. He had decided not to carry the heavy ammo box so as not to slow himself down; after all, harassment only required a few bursts — if they ran out he could retrieve more later.
    

    

    
      That was the advantage of having the initiative.
    

    

    
      Before leaving, Zhou Ming told Scorpion-Lion to start first, because he wanted Scorpion-Lion to draw the camp’s attention and reveal the situation before Zhou Ming launched the ambush.
    

    

    
      The heavy machine gun’s muzzle and noise would be too conspicuous; if Zhou Ming fired first, it would be easy for the enemy to lock onto his position.
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming left holding the heavy machine gun, Scorpion-Lion casually picked up a sniper rifle and began searching for a suitable position.
    

    

    
      Beside a large tree near the edge of an open area, Zhou Ming had already set up the heavy machine gun. Several huge rocks around him could provide cover, and his retreat route had been scouted in advance.
    

    

    
      Also, the hidden Ironthread Snake swarm had established a radar sensory domain.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s ultimate goal was an ambush, but he also considered whether the enemy might sneak in for a counter-ambush.
    

    

    
      Whether the plan succeeded wasn’t the point — Zhou Ming’s first principle was to stay alive.
    

    

    
      Compared to his previous grinning expression, Zhou Ming’s face had become serious; if the enemy mounted a full-on charge at him, he would be in danger.
    

    

    
      His earlier behavior in front of Scorpion-Lion had mostly been a false mask.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      Not long after, a dull roar sounded — Scorpion-Lion had begun sniping at the camp.
    

    

    
      But the enemy were experienced hunters; branches and tents concealed the whole camp to avoid being singled out by a sniper.
    

    

    
      At the sound of the shot, Zhou Ming also pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      “Rat-a-tat-tat…”
    

    

    
      A continuous tongue of fire erupted with the report.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming aimed at the now-agitated camp and sprayed bullets frantically.
    

    

    
      “Enemy attack.”
    

    

    
      “Return fire.”
    

    

    
      The enemy camp didn’t produce much noise beyond the two brief commands; they immediately executed a planned counterattack.
    

    

    
      But when Zhou Ming saw the rock beside him get hit, he knew the enemy had a sniper and hurriedly stopped and began to relocate.
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      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang.”
    

    

    
      That night might have been one of the few lively nights in the Green Mist Jungle.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the Dragon’s Might emanating from the Wyvern had already frightened away the surrounding mutated beasts and Ferocious Beasts. The few remaining ones encircled the Wyvern, constantly looking for an opportunity to strike.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, judging by Zhou Ming’s way of doing things, even without using high-explosive grenades, he might have once again triggered a riot among the Ferocious Beasts and mutated animals.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang…”
    

    

    
      It was already past midnight. The rattling sound of the heavy machine gun had faded away—Zhou Ming had run out of bullets.
    

    

    
      That was the flaw of heavy machine guns—the rate of ammunition consumption was simply too high. Without a team to carry extra rounds, even small squads could only use it in critical moments.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, I told you we should retreat, but you, Wu Lao’er, just had to be greedy! You insisted on waiting until dawn to deal with that hidden killer first, and then take down the Wyvern.”
    

    

    
      “And now? You want to drag us all to our deaths?”
    

    

    
      Inside the camp, after Zhou Ming’s repeated harassment, a lean man with a sinister gaze, dressed in a combat suit, was furiously scolding another person inside the tent.
    

    

    
      “Poison Wolf, watch your mouth. If it weren’t for you insisting we pick a spacious location, would we be this passive now?”
    

    

    
      “And didn’t you say the enemy had some close-range assassin?”
    

    

    
      Wu Lao’er, radiating a murderous aura, was nothing like his rustic name implied—he immediately snapped back.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, then what do you suggest?”
    

    

    
      “Retreat.”
    

    

    
      “Now you want to retreat?”
    

    

    
      Poison Wolf clearly didn’t believe that someone as greedy as Wu Lao’er would willingly give up on the Wyvern.
    

    

    
      “I checked outside. The enemy keeps harassing us, but there are only two of them.”
    

    

    
      “Except for that Scorpion-Lion that showed up earlier, the other one shouldn’t be too dangerous.”
    

    

    
      “They’re probably afraid of the armor-piercing heavy sniper and heavy machine gun we have—both can seriously threaten that Scorpion-Lion. That’s why they’re trying to force us back into the dense forest where the terrain favors them. Since that’s the case, we’ll play along and lure them out.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Wu Lao’er’s analysis, Poison Wolf narrowed his eyes and silently mulled over his words.
    

    

    
      “You mean… deal with that Scorpion-Lion?”
    

    

    
      He seemed to understand something.
    

    

    
      “Yes. Tonight, we’ll hide our snipers in position. Once dawn comes and the light favors them, we’ll pretend to break through quickly. The moment the Scorpion-Lion shows up, I’ll engage it directly and give our snipers the opportunity they need.”
    

    

    
      “As long as we eliminate that Scorpion-Lion, we’ll seize control of the situation. Then, we can have one of our Beast Tamers with strong sensory beasts guard against close-range assassins from the other side. After that, we can focus on taking the Wyvern at ease.”
    

    

    
      “If this works, we might not have to remain hunters anymore. Becoming Official Rank Beast Tamers might not be impossible.”
    

    

    
      After listening to the plan, Poison Wolf analyzed it again. Seeing that it was the only feasible option, he immediately nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      After all, the profit from success was immense. And if he somehow managed to claim the Wyvern’s spoils alone… he could live with being the last man standing.
    

    

    
      Truly, his name might have been poorly chosen, but his nickname fit perfectly. Poison Wolf was already entertaining thoughts of eating alone—whether Wu Lao’er shared the same idea was another matter.
    

    

    
      The two men soon left the pitch-black tent to begin arranging their plan against Zhou Ming and his companion.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      “Still want to keep harassing them?”
    

    

    
      From behind a rocky outcrop, the Scorpion-Lion asked Zhou Ming for his opinion.
    

    

    
      According to their earlier plan, the enemy had temporarily given up chasing the Scorpion-Lion, which was hard to locate at night and less threatening in the dark. They were focusing instead on striking Zhou Ming, the one recklessly sweeping their camp with a heavy machine gun.
    

    

    
      However, the Scorpion-Lion had seized an opening, charging into the camp and killing one hunter in an instant. Yet, the experienced hunters had quickly recovered and used their armor-piercing heavy machine gun to force it back.
    

    

    
      Seeing the plan’s effectiveness, the Scorpion-Lion’s opinion of Zhou Ming subtly shifted.
    

    

    
      “No need. Those hunters are seasoned veterans. They’ve already guessed our intentions. But our objective is achieved, so there’s no point in wasting more effort.”
    

    

    
      “What we should do now is scout the area and see if the gunfire has drawn anyone else over. I don’t want to deal with these people, only to have another predator waiting behind us.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect you to be this cautious.”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion looked at Zhou Ming. He already knew that in a direct confrontation, Zhou Ming wasn’t his match—but in a guerrilla fight, the man was dangerous.
    

    

    
      Noticing the look, Zhou Ming calmly said,
    

    

    
      “Because I’ve been the predator behind the predator.”
    

    

    
      To be precise, the hunter behind the yellow sparrow, Zhou Ming added silently in his heart.
    

    

    
      “So sinister. We’ll meet again here at five-thirty.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, the Scorpion-Lion left first.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, seeing this, immediately moved off in the opposite direction.
    

    

    
      An hour later.
    

    

    
      The two met again at their agreed spot and exchanged reports on their reconnaissance.
    

    

    
      “How is it?” Zhou Ming asked.
    

    

    
      “No hidden enemies found.”
    

    

    
      “Same here. Then let’s proceed with the plan.”
    

    

    
      At once, they both acted according to the plan.
    

    

    
      From above, their routes diverged—
    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion headed toward the more open ground, while Zhou Ming moved behind the camp, toward an area cluttered with rocks and tall grass.
    

    

    
      Ten minutes later, per plan, the Scorpion-Lion struck first.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Tailed Lion let out a thunderous roar and charged into the camp. This time, the Scorpion-Lion didn’t ride his beast, instead supporting it with his Storm-series assault rifle from behind.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect them to have a plan too—but this time, they’re walking right into it.”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming prepared to move, his Radar Sensory Domain immediately detected two men hidden among the rocks and weeds—no Beast Tamers guarding them.
    

    

    
      Just one thought, and Zhou Ming instantly realized their intent.
    

    

    
      With a cold smile, he sent out two Ironthread Snakes, both having taken Blood Ignition Potions. Time was of the essence—the longer this dragged out, the greater the danger for the Scorpion-Lion.
    

    

    
      The foot-long Ironthread Snakes slithered rapidly through the grass, quickly reaching the targets Zhou Ming had sensed.
    

    

    
      Upon his command, the two soon-to-die Ironthread Snakes attacked like assassins—fangs bared, injecting venom wildly into the bodies of the two snipers.
    

    

    
      “Urgh…”
    

    

    
      The ambushers had become the ambushed. Both men collapsed on the spot, paralyzed and awaiting death.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Zhou Ming, using the distraction caused by the Scorpion-Lion’s assault, quickly approached the camp—his eyes fixed on the gunners behind the defensive beasts.
    

    

    
      “Vermilion Jade, it’s up to you.”
    

    

    
      Spotting the gunners firing at the Scorpion-Tailed Lion, Zhou Ming immediately sent Vermilion Jade, whose speed and lethality could end the fight in an instant.
    

    

    
      The two gunners manning the heavy machine gun were surrounded by several Beast Tamers—none of whom were mere bystanders, and none unarmed.
    

    

    
      If they delayed Zhou Ming even for a moment, that rampaging heavy machine gun would surely turn and cut him down.
    

    

    
      “Swish.”
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s command, Vermilion Jade flashed forward like a crimson shadow just as the first rays of dawn broke the horizon.
    

    

    
      “Someone behind us!”
    

    

    
      A Beast Tamer with cultivated Spiritual Power had far sharper senses than ordinary people, and since beasts specialized in perception, that ability reflected onto their masters as well.
    

    

    
      One of the Beast Tamers immediately shouted a warning to his teammates and turned to fire at Vermilion Jade.
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      Unfortunately, the movements of an Apprentice Beast Tamer could never compare to the speed of a Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      A crimson light flashed like the blade arc drawn by a peerless swordmaster—gorgeous yet filled with a deadly aura.
    

    

    
      Vermilion Jade lashed her tail midair, slicing through the back of a gunman’s neck, then, as another Beast Tamer prepared to fire, her tail whipped again, darting toward a second gunman manning a heavy machine gun.
    

    

    
      The other gunman reacted just in time, quickly turning his weapon and opening fire on Vermilion Jade, who threatened his life.
    

    

    
      “Die!”
    

    

    
      The scent of death made the last gunman roar in terror, frantically pulling the trigger to vent his fear.
    

    

    
      However, against Vermilion Jade’s speed and massive size, such close-range fire was utterly meaningless. On the contrary, with the suppression gone, the Scorpion-Tailed Lion began to display the dominance befitting a low-tier Ferocious Beast overlord.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Just as a Six-legged Venom Wolf was about to assist the heavy machine gunner, a thunderous crack exploded in everyone’s ears—it was Zhou Ming, who had taken advantage of the chaos to move in.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      The Six-legged Venom Wolf’s master, the Venom Wolf Tamer, fell to the ground with a miserable scream.
    

    

    
      At that instant of intimidation from the roaring gunfire, Vermilion Jade took the opportunity to drive her bone blade straight into the gunman’s heart.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang! Bang!”
    

    

    
      After firing the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, Zhou Ming didn’t stop. Instead, he drew the Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun with his untrained left hand, while Inkband joined in the slaughter.
    

    

    
      “Ah! Ah!”
    

    

    
      Without suppression, the Scorpion-Tailed Lion began to massacre the enemy beasts, and the agonized cries that followed came from their tamers as their beasts perished.
    

    

    
      Victory was decided in mere moments. Once the snipers among the hunters were swiftly eliminated by Zhou Ming, their fates were already sealed.
    

    

    
      Looking at the corpses scattered before him, Zhou Ming recalled Vermilion Jade to the Beast Space and, together with Inkband, walked toward the Scorpion Lion.
    

    

    
      To prevent any surprises, he fired an extra shot into the fallen hunters.
    

    

    
      “What about those two snipers?”
    

    

    
      Bringing his beast over, the Scorpion Lion asked curiously as Zhou Ming was finishing off the wounded.
    

    

    
      “In the pile of rocks behind us. They originally wanted to lure us out by pretending to take the bait, but they didn’t expect us to strike first.”
    

    

    
      “Guess that’s luck?”
    

    

    
      Realizing their enemies had fallen right into their trap, the Scorpion Lion couldn’t help but feel a bit fortunate.
    

    

    
      “I’ve always been lucky,” Zhou Ming replied smugly, then shifted his attention to the Scorpion-Tailed Lion. He noticed several armor-piercing rounds embedded halfway into the creature’s flesh, stopped before they could pierce through.
    

    

    
      “Secret Technique?”
    

    

    
      Other than that explanation, Zhou Ming couldn’t think of another reason.
    

    

    
      “Hardened Skin combined with Muscle Reinforcement. But A Yue hasn’t fully mastered them yet, so he can only barely withstand it,” the Scorpion Lion explained frankly, not hiding anything after witnessing Zhou Ming’s combat power.
    

    

    
      “Clang, clang…”
    

    

    
      Having achieved its purpose, the Scorpion-Tailed Lion flexed its muscles, squeezing out the armor-piercing bullets.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming’s face, hidden under his gas mask, twitched violently twice.
    

    

    
      A Scorpion-Tailed Lion already possessed the most powerful attack among low-tier Ferocious Beasts, yet the Scorpion Lion had even taught it two defensive secret techniques.
    

    

    
      Was this ruthless or just outrageously extravagant?
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming felt it was the latter—extravagant beyond reason.
    

    

    
      As for bringing a partner, perhaps it was only to prevent his beast from being injured; otherwise, the Scorpion Lion could probably have wiped out all the hunters alone.
    

    

    
      “Looks like your earlier promise wasn’t an exaggeration. I’d better pray that Wyvern really has a Dragon Crystal,” Zhou Ming said.
    

    

    
      “Do you want me to wait while you kneel down and pray first?”
    

    

    
      The usually cold Scorpion Lion unexpectedly teased.
    

    

    
      “Forget it. Given this environment, I’ll just count myself lucky if nothing goes wrong.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s move. Only the Wyvern is left. We’ve wasted too much time already.”
    

    

    
      Although they were still within the outer region of the Green Mist Jungle, that didn’t mean high-tier Ferocious Beasts couldn’t appear.
    

    

    
      And while few hunters ventured this deep, that didn’t mean none did—otherwise Zhou Ming and his team wouldn’t have needed to perform a clearing operation.
    

    

    
      Understanding Zhou Ming’s meaning, the Scorpion Lion mounted his Scorpion-Tailed Lion and set off. The damage from the armor-piercing rounds was merely superficial.
    

    

    
      Watching the Scorpion Lion’s confident figure, Zhou Ming looked down at Inkband on his left shoulder and flicked its head.
    

    

    
      “Why is it that with you, things always turn around?”
    

    

    
      Inkband had no idea why it was suddenly caught in the crossfire.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Zhou Ming and the Scorpion Lion arrived at the ravine where the Wyvern had crashed.
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming even got close, he personally experienced the weight of a higher lifeform’s presence—a suffocating pressure that made it hard to breathe.
    

    

    
      Even severely injured, the Wyvern still exuded the aura of a fallen king.
    

    

    
      “How do we deal with this?”
    

    

    
      Staring at the sight before him, the Scorpion Lion habitually asked Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Although Dragon Might exerted tremendous mental pressure, Zhou Ming gradually adapted after a few moments.
    

    

    
      Hearing the question, he turned his head and replied, “Isn’t this your job? I’m support—you’re the main force.”
    

    

    
      Corrosive Giant Python, Green-furred Spider, Blood Leopard…
    

    

    
      Almost all of the strongest low-tier Ferocious Beasts of the Green Mist Jungle had gathered here. The Corrosive Giant Python alone was a dominant ruler among them.
    

    

    
      Yet, instead of fighting one another, these beasts surrounded the Wyvern in eerie silence, cautiously probing its condition.
    

    

    
      “I can step in—but you’ll have to take a smaller share of the spoils,” the Scorpion Lion said, cutting straight to the point.
    

    

    
      “You’re ruthless.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the Scorpion Lion already bargaining, Zhou Ming reluctantly pulled three potions from his backpack.
    

    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion Lion didn’t believe those potions could solve the current standoff.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you notice they’re about to lose patience? I’ll give them a little push.”
    

    

    
      Without further explanation, Zhou Ming gathered strength and hurled the potions like iron balls toward the rocks.
    

    

    
      The glass vials shattered instantly on impact, splintering into fragments.
    

    

    
      The sound of breaking glass immediately drew the attention of the surrounding beasts, but when nothing else seemed to happen, they returned their focus to the Wyvern.
    

    

    
      “What potions did you throw?”
    

    

    
      “Beast Berserk Potions—but low-quality ones, not like your premium stuff.”
    

    

    
      The Scorpion Lion was well aware of the Beast Berserk Potion’s effects, but he couldn’t see what good it would do in this situation.
    

    

    
      “Low-grade Berserk Potions not only damage a beast’s potential but also affect its temperament—driving them mad.”
    

    

    
      “Useful? You just threw them on the ground.”
    

    

    
      Though he understood Zhou Ming’s intention, he couldn’t help but notice all the potions were simply spilled across the area.
    

    

    
      “To ignite a powder keg, all you need is a spark. If it fails, well—you’re my backup. I don’t mind losing a bit of loot.”
    

    

    
      With insurance like that, Zhou Ming didn’t mind taking the risk.
    

    

    
      “Looks like their patience really has run out. Sit back and watch.”
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming’s words fell, the Blood Leopard finally snapped.
    

    

    
      A whiff of the Berserk Potion’s scent reached its nose, like the last straw breaking a camel’s back. A spark ignited the entire powder barrel.
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      The evolution of life was the most primitive desire of every living being. For low-ranked Ferocious Beasts without intelligence, whether it was to satisfy their instincts or to gain strength to survive better in the wilderness, none would willingly give up the opportunity before them.
    

    

    
      Under normal circumstances, when low-ranked Ferocious Beasts faced the oppressive aura of high-ranked ones, they had only two choices — submission or fleeing for their lives.
    

    

    
      However, the moment a high-ranked Ferocious Beast revealed even a trace of weakness, those low-ranked beasts would be driven by instinct to seize the chance and devour its flesh and blood, thereby obtaining a chance for advancement.
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, hunts and counter-hunts were constantly being played out. The law of the jungle — survival of the fittest — was vividly demonstrated in every instant.
    

    

    
      After more than two days of waiting, the Ferocious Beasts surrounding the Wyvern had already reached their limit. Under Zhou Ming’s deliberate provocation, they finally overcame their fear of the Wyvern.
    

    

    
      The first to move was a Blood Leopard over three meters long. Its claws, capable of tearing through steel, carried a special toxin that made wounds bleed endlessly, impossible to heal.
    

    

    
      As the Blood Leopard lunged at the Wyvern, the Corrosive Giant Python immediately followed. As the overlord among low-ranked Ferocious Beasts, it was even more eager to take another step forward.
    

    

    
      The Green-furred Spider, with a body as large as a millstone, was famous for its sharp legs and the poisonous hairs that covered it. At this moment, aided by its eight legs, its speed even surpassed the Corrosive Giant Python.
    

    

    
      With these three strongest low-ranked beasts taking action, the others lost what remained of their sanity and rushed forward together, eager to devour the Wyvern’s flesh and blood.
    

    

    
      “Roar——”
    

    

    
      Seeing the creatures that once served as its food daring to rebel against it, the Wyvern raised its fallen dragon head and let out a threatening roar.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, their hunger for flesh had already surpassed their fear. That roar, perhaps, was merely another kind of wail.
    

    

    
      Within just a few breaths, the beasts swarmed onto the Wyvern, ready to begin their bloody feast.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      A sharp sound tore through the air as the Wyvern’s tail whipped out, smashing a Six-legged Venom Wolf into pieces. Blood rained down from the sky.
    

    

    
      Yet the sight of fresh blood did not frighten the others. On the contrary, their eyes seemed filled with bloodlust, driving them into even greater madness.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      Seeing their reaction, the Wyvern let out another furious roar and immediately unleashed its killing move — Corrosive Dragon Breath.
    

    

    
      “Woo…”
    

    

    
      The Corrosive Dragon Breath was a venomous energy attack. Apart from a few that managed to dodge, the rest were either killed instantly or fell to the ground severely injured, letting out low groans.
    

    

    
      Two seconds.
    

    

    
      In just two short seconds, the gravely wounded Wyvern annihilated several beasts, but in doing so also exposed its own weakness.
    

    

    
      The duration of its Dragon Breath was far too brief — only two seconds. Without being extremely weakened, how could it have been so short?
    

    

    
      Though low-ranked beasts lacked intelligence, they could still sense strength and weakness. Seeing that the Wyvern’s threat was nearly gone, they once again pounced, tearing at its flesh and blood.
    

    

    
      The Wyvern could only rely on its tail and jaws to barely fend them off, unable to muster another Dragon Breath.
    

    

    
      “Roar! Roar——”
    

    

    
      As the first bite of the Wyvern’s flesh was torn away, the beasts grew even more frenzied, as though injected with stimulants.
    

    

    
      From a distance, Zhou Ming and Scorpion-Lion watched the scene like spectators in a grand arena, witnessing this rare spectacle.
    

    

    
      The Corrosive Giant Python constricted and spewed venom.
    

    

    
      The Blood Leopard darted with illusory shadows, its claws flashing cold light.
    

    

    
      The Green-furred Spider’s drifting hairs, filled with neurotoxin, inflicted unbearable pain on the Wyvern.
    

    

    
      Even under such relentless attacks, the Wyvern held out for more than ten minutes before it finally collapsed, its eyes closing in unwillingness.
    

    

    
      After the Wyvern’s death, the remaining beasts once again turned on one another. There could only be one victor today.
    

    

    
      “Hiss——”
    

    

    
      As the battlefield lay strewn with corpses, the green mist in the air tinged with scarlet, the final victor — the Corrosive Giant Python — let out a sharp hiss. It was the victor’s declaration.
    

    

    
      “Your turn to act.”
    

    

    
      Watching the Corrosive Giant Python preparing to claim its spoils, Zhou Ming turned to Scorpion-Lion.
    

    

    
      “Swish.”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming finished speaking, the Scorpion-tailed Lion leaped out, cutting through the air with a sharp whistle — clearly even more eager than Zhou Ming himself.
    

    

    
      Under Scorpion-Lion’s control, the Scorpion-tailed Lion did not engage the wounded Corrosive Giant Python head-on. Instead, it dodged the python’s strike and, in a fluid motion, drove its tail straight into the serpent’s body.
    

    

    
      One hit — fatal. The Scorpion-tailed Lion immediately retreated, while Zhou Ming and Scorpion-Lion stepped forward to claim their spoils.
    

    

    
      The venom from the Scorpion-tailed Lion’s tail was its deadliest weapon. Once injected, even the heavily injured Corrosive Giant Python could only wait for death.
    

    

    
      “Clang.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming drew out a battle knife.
    

    

    
      “This loot box — I’ll open it.”
    

    

    
      He was full of confidence in his own luck.
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion, though unfamiliar with the term “loot box,” understood Zhou Ming’s intent. He too hoped to obtain the Dragon Crystal through Zhou Ming’s supposed good fortune.
    

    

    
      Ignoring the corpses scattered around, Zhou Ming approached the Wyvern’s massive head.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t arrogant enough to think he could split it open, so instead he carefully extracted its intact eyeball and slipped his right hand through the empty socket.
    

    

    
      The deeper he reached, the colder his heart became. The chill spread through him until he could hardly believe his luck had turned so sour.
    

    

    
      Had he overdrawn it in advance?
    

    

    
      The thought struck him — and filled his heart at once.
    

    

    
      Unwilling to give up, Zhou Ming withdrew his bloodstained right hand and directed Inkband to burrow into the Wyvern’s skull. Yet before long, despair consumed him completely.
    

    

    
      “Seems I shouldn’t have trusted you so much.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the thick sarcasm in Scorpion-Lion’s voice, Zhou Ming’s expression darkened.
    

    

    
      “There wasn’t a Dragon Crystal to begin with! What, you think you could find one if you went yourself? It’s your bad luck for finding a Wyvern without one — made me celebrate for nothing.”
    

    

    
      “I won’t even ask for extra compensation. Forget the Wyvern’s materials — just give me a low-tier Meditation Technique.”
    

    

    
      Shifting the blame and pretending generosity, he abandoned materials he couldn’t possibly carry and instead asked for a low-tier Meditation Technique. Zhou Ming’s cunning knew no bounds.
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion merely rolled his eyes at Zhou Ming’s shamelessness.
    

    

    
      “Low-tier Meditation Technique — White Bone Contemplation. I obtained it during my travels. It originated from Beast Tamers centuries ago, based on the ascetic practices of ancient monks before the Doomsday Era.”
    

    

    
      “Do you want it or not? It’s the only Meditation Technique I can personally offer — you’re the one who failed to find the Dragon Crystal.”
    

    

    
      The wealthy were indeed different.
    

    

    
      Without arguing, Scorpion-Lion took out an old scroll, gave a brief explanation, and pushed the responsibility back to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Of course I want it! From now on, you’re my dearest friend and family!”
    

    

    
      Snatching the scroll recording the Meditation Technique, Zhou Ming’s previously gloomy face lit up instantly.
    

    

    
      Scorpion-Lion ignored his gratitude and stepped up to the Wyvern’s corpse. With a casual wave of his hand, the Wyvern, Blood Leopard, Green-furred Spider, and Corrosive Giant Python all vanished.
    

    

    
      “Spatial Storage Equipment…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s voice trembled with shock at the sight.
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      “Scorpion-Lion, I only said I didn’t want the materials from the Wyvern, not that I didn’t want the materials from the other Ferocious Beasts.”
    

    

    
      Although the Scorpion-Lion’s spatial storage equipment had shocked him greatly, upon seeing his spoils being taken away, Zhou Ming immediately shifted his attention away from the storage device.
    

    

    
      “You think the corpse of a high-tier Ferocious Beast is enough to exchange for a low-tier Meditation Technique? And half of it still belongs to me.”
    

    

    
      “This is a Sub-Dragon.”
    

    

    
      “It doesn’t have a Dragon Crystal.”
    

    

    
      “If it weren’t for me, you would’ve wasted your trump card. Your loss would’ve been even greater.”
    

    

    
      Faced with the three most valuable Ferocious Beast corpses, Zhou Ming completely forgot that the other person was his dearest companion.
    

    

    
      “It doesn’t have a Dragon Crystal.”
    

    

    
      Against Zhou Ming’s numerous arguments, the Scorpion-Lion gave a blunt response, cutting off any room for negotiation.
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was so furious that he was left speechless, glaring at the Scorpion-Lion with resentment.
    

    

    
      The Scorpion-Lion ignored him. Now that the Wyvern was in his hands, he mounted his own contracted beast and prepared to leave.
    

    

    
      “Wait, we’ve gone through life and death together. You’re also my dearest friend—shouldn’t you at least leave a contact number?”
    

    

    
      Having suffered a loss, Zhou Ming wasn’t willing to let the Scorpion-Lion off so easily, so he immediately played the emotional card.
    

    

    
      “Fine, but you have to answer one question for me.”
    

    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    

    
      “The thing in your backpack—was it really a grenade?”
    

    

    
      Seeing that his secret had been seen through, Zhou Ming didn’t panic. After all, having known the Scorpion-Lion for some time, he understood that the man wasn’t the type to go back on his word.
    

    

    
      “Smoke bomb. There was only one grenade. If you want, I’ll bring a few more next time.”
    

    

    
      “You…”
    

    

    
      Although he had suspected it, hearing Zhou Ming confirm it still made the Scorpion-Lion feel like he’d been played.
    

    

    
      Nevertheless, being a man of his word, he directly recited his phone number aloud.
    

    

    
      “135…”
    

    

    
      After saying that, he turned and left without caring whether Zhou Ming remembered it or not.
    

    

    
      “Guess I’ve made a like-minded friend?”
    

    

    
      Watching the departing figure, Zhou Ming’s expression returned to calm, and he murmured softly.
    

    

    
      Although he had met people like Xiao Yun and Wang Yan after coming to this world, Zhou Ming still felt surrounded by loneliness.
    

    

    
      Now, having met a true friend in such an unusual way, he suddenly felt that this world wasn’t so unfamiliar after all.
    

    

    
      However, if the departing Scorpion-Lion knew what Zhou Ming was thinking, he would definitely assume that Zhou Ming was eyeing his valuable possessions.
    

    

    
      “This harvest is already more than enough.”
    

    

    
      After glancing at the scroll in his hand, Zhou Ming decided not to continue gathering resources. Instead, he planned to replenish his Ironthread Snake swarm and enhance their overall strength.
    

    

    
      Although his ordinary Ironthread Snakes didn’t contribute much in direct combat, the importance of the Radar Sensory Domain they formed was second only to Inkband and Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      This time, due to a reduction in their numbers, the range of his Radar Sensory Domain had shortened significantly, nearly allowing someone to ambush him successfully.
    

    

    
      Therefore, his first priority now was to replenish his Ironthread Snake numbers and use the corpses of Ferocious Beasts to strengthen his contracted beasts.
    

    

    
      After properly storing the scroll, Zhou Ming relied on his strong physique, honed by the Mad Python Martial Way, to gather all the surrounding Ferocious Beast corpses to the spot where the Wyvern had fallen.
    

    

    
      He sprinkled some powder around to mask the scent of blood, then left behind commands for his beasts to devour the flesh before departing with Inkband and Vermilion Jade to search for Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      Over the next several days, with the help of Inkband and Vermilion Jade leading the way, Zhou Ming continuously located and captured Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, this was within the Green Mist Jungle—a place most suitable for venomous creatures. Even the Ironthread Snakes of the Serpent Valley couldn’t compare to the numbers here.
    

    

    
      And after the deaths of the Wyvern and a group of strong low-tier Ferocious Beasts, the mutated animals and lesser beasts that had previously fled began to return to the forest.
    

    

    
      But faced with these weaker Ferocious Beasts, Zhou Ming handled them easily. The corpses of those he hunted were brought back to the mountain hollow for his snake swarm to feast on.
    

    

    
      Soon, the hollow where the snakes fed was filled with the aura of death—no mutated creature or beast dared to come near.
    

    

    
      When there are no tigers in the mountains, the monkeys proclaim themselves kings.
    

    

    
      These were Zhou Ming’s most comfortable days in the Green Mist Jungle—collecting Ironthread Snakes and strengthening his swarm, simple yet fulfilling.
    

    

    
      Half a month later, at the site where the Wyvern had fallen—
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss, hiss…”
    

    

    
      A dense chorus of hissing filled the air, so overwhelming that an ordinary person would have long been unable to bear the sound.
    

    

    
      In Zhou Ming’s vision, the hundreds of Ironthread Snakes before him represented his half-month’s harvest.
    

    

    
      To gather this many, Zhou Ming had traversed nearly the entire area within several miles.
    

    

    
      As long as it was an Ironthread Snake—young, old, strong, or crippled—he captured them all without discrimination, nearly wiping out the local population.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, with ample Ferocious Beast corpses and the Wyvern’s residual flesh and dragon blood, the strength of the swarm hadn’t suffered despite the lack of selection.
    

    

    
      Now, each Ironthread Snake had reached its natural limit. Only through further mutation could they potentially advance to a pseudo–Ferocious Beast level.
    

    

    
      By then, with the toxicity of their venom, they could already threaten ordinary Ferocious Beasts, and with such numbers, even a frontal confrontation wouldn’t be frightening.
    

    

    
      As the price of this growth, the area where the swarm resided was now covered in bones—there wasn’t even a drop of blood left on the ground that the snakes hadn’t consumed.
    

    

    
      “Four hundred seventy-three Ironthread Snakes at their peak, two at the Ferocious Beast level… together with my martial techniques and marksmanship, I’m already among the strongest of Apprentices.”
    

    

    
      Recalling his nearly two years of effort, Zhou Ming felt quite satisfied with his progress.
    

    

    
      His achievements were nearly all earned by his own hands—though he hadn’t forgotten that the Spiritual Seed his predecessor had traded his life for was the foundation of it all.
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of reflection, Zhou Ming commanded his snake swarm to move toward the Qinshan Base. Vermilion Jade and Inkband coiled once again around his sleeves, standing guard like loyal sentinels.
    

    

    
      On the journey back, Zhou Ming didn’t leave immediately. He still needed to gather some valuable medicinal herbs—after all, he was always short on Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Since his backpack wasn’t full, he focused on smaller yet high-value herbs.
    

    

    
      As for Ferocious Beast materials, Zhou Ming didn’t want to waste his pack space.
    

    

    
      For instance, from the Jade Scorpion he had obtained earlier, Zhou Ming had removed the venom sac to feed Inkband. Not only from the Jade Scorpion—any toxic essence from other Ferocious Beasts was given to Inkband, while Vermilion Jade fed on the essence blood of their hearts.
    

    

    
      For his main combat beasts, Zhou Ming naturally prioritized their growth—his true strength lay with Inkband and Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      Once his backpack was filled with herbs, Zhou Ming began his journey back home.
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      The journey back went smoothly. Within just a few days, Zhou Ming saw the heavily armed walls of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Upon entering the base, Zhou Ming immediately hailed a cab and headed straight for the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Guild was as bustling as ever. Inside the grand hall, hunters were either submitting mission items or selecting suitable new ones.
    

    

    
      As before, Zhou Ming took on a long-term medicinal herb acquisition mission and exchanged all the herbs he had collected for bounty rewards.
    

    

    
      Five million two hundred and thirty thousand Alliance Coins — about the same as he had expected.
    

    

    
      Since very few hunters ventured into the Green Mist Jungle and no one lay in ambush on the return route to rob others, Zhou Ming didn’t gain any extra profit this time.
    

    

    
      However, when he thought about the meditation scroll in his backpack, he felt this harvest was not less than the previous one — in fact, it could even be said to have far exceeded his expectations.
    

    

    
      Thinking of that meditation method, Zhou Ming, feeling slightly excited, did not linger in the Hunter Guild and went straight back to his rented lodging.
    

    

    
      “This trip to the wilderness almost ended in disaster, but since I managed to obtain this meditation method, I guess my luck wasn’t all that bad.”
    

    

    
      Beside the desk in his bedroom, Zhou Ming gazed at the ancient scroll before him, his heart unable to calm down.
    

    

    
      In the Beast Tamer System established by the Blue Star Alliance, meditation methods were simply divided into three levels — Basic, Low-grade, and High-grade.
    

    

    
      The Basic Meditation Technique was the most accessible to the public. Its main trait was universal adaptability and absolute safety.
    

    

    
      Over the hundreds of years since the emergence of the Basic Meditation Technique, various improved versions had appeared. These improved methods were essentially the highest level that ordinary people could access.
    

    

    
      Low-grade Meditation Methods, however, were treasures stored only in the major Beast Tamer universities within large bases, or among the great families and powerful factions.
    

    

    
      As for High-grade Meditation Methods — based on Zhou Ming’s understanding, the number of factions within the entire Blue Star Alliance that possessed them would not exceed the fingers on both hands.
    

    

    
      “Why didn’t I touch the Dragon Crystal?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming still couldn’t let go of that thought. After all, if he had managed to obtain a Dragon Crystal, he would never have to worry about cultivation resources as a Beast Tamer — at least not during the Apprentice Rank.
    

    

    
      He looked at his right hand, feeling an urge to slap it. “So useless.”
    

    

    
      But in the end, Zhou Ming restrained himself — he wasn’t a masochist.
    

    

    
      After clearing away his distracting thoughts, Zhou Ming focused his full attention on the “White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method” before him.
    

    

    
      Carefully unrolling the ancient scroll, he feared the old parchment might crumble with age.
    

    

    
      As he gently unrolled it, Zhou Ming saw at the beginning of the scroll an introduction to the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method.
    

    

    
      Before the Doomsday Era, Blue Star was still a technology-driven planet. But in an even older age, there had existed a group of people who sought transcendence beyond the mortal flesh — they were known as Ascetic Monks.
    

    

    
      Their goal was spiritual transcendence, to free themselves from the suffering of the body.
    

    

    
      When humanity on Blue Star later established the Beast Taming System, aside from considering their own circumstances, they had also drawn inspiration from the ancient meditation methods of those Ascetic Monks.
    

    

    
      By combining those teachings with transcendent knowledge from other races, the Beast Taming Cultivation System was successfully completed — for creating such a transcendent system was far from a simple task.
    

    

    
      The White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method before Zhou Ming’s eyes was one such Low-grade meditation method, created by adopting certain principles from the Ascetic Monks.
    

    

    
      Judging from the age of the beast-skin scroll, Zhou Ming estimated that it was an original meditation method preserved from the founding days of the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Original meditation methods allowed for rapid enhancement of Spiritual Power — but they were extremely dangerous to cultivate. After all, during the early days of the Alliance, their dire situation required them to quickly produce elite Beast Tamers, leaving no room for slow, safe progress.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming guessed that the Scorpion-Lion had willingly given him this meditation method precisely because it understood the risks of original meditation techniques.
    

    

    
      Despite its flaws, to Zhou Ming, this was already a rare and precious treasure.
    

    

    
      After briefly understanding the origin of the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method, Zhou Ming continued to unroll the scroll to examine the specific cultivation instructions written within.
    

    

    
      “‘The spirit like jade bones, the light of glazed glass shines.’”
    

    

    
      “Is this the core principle of the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method?”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming’s eyes were just eight simple characters — yet each stroke carried an unfathomable depth, as though the writer had infused the essence of the method’s philosophy into them.
    

    

    
      Although the words felt profound and mysterious, Zhou Ming, who had no clue of the specific practice steps, couldn’t yet grasp their meaning. He set the general principle aside and continued reading.
    

    

    
      Suddenly, a change occurred — as Zhou Ming continued to unroll the scroll, a flash of silver light burst forth, and his consciousness was instantly drawn into the scroll.
    

    

    
      In a vast, illusory space, Zhou Ming slowly recovered from a wave of dizziness.
    

    

    
      “So this is the inheritance space that only exists in Low-grade and higher meditation methods?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming showed no panic at the sight of the boundless void, recalling the information he had once learned.
    

    

    
      Low-grade and above meditation methods were too complex, involving truths too profound to be recorded in mere text.
    

    

    
      Therefore, those at or above the Official Rank usually engraved their learned meditation methods onto special vessels using their Spiritual Power as ink.
    

    

    
      Such engraved scrolls were typically divided into Temporary Scrolls and Inheritance Scrolls.
    

    

    
      Temporary Scrolls consumed little Spiritual Power from the Beast Tamer but could only be used a limited number of times. Inheritance Scrolls, on the other hand, could last for centuries and had no usage limit — but creating one permanently reduced the creator’s Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      Usually, Inheritance Scrolls were left behind by Beast Tamers at the end of their lives as a blessing to their descendants.
    

    

    
      “It seems the scroll Scorpion-Lion gave me must be an Inheritance Scroll... Looks like I owe it another favor.”
    

    

    
      Judging by the scroll’s age and the environment of the inheritance space, Zhou Ming made a quick analysis.
    

    

    
      As he surveyed his surroundings, an elderly man with rosy cheeks and snow-white hair appeared not far ahead.
    

    

    
      The old man, whose face radiated vitality despite his age, seemed to possess a trace of awareness. 
    

    

    
      Upon seeing Zhou Ming, he nodded slightly before sitting cross-legged on a stone platform and beginning his meditation.
    

    

    
      Knowing what was happening, Zhou Ming quickly approached to observe the man’s every movement carefully.
    

    

    
      The elder formed mysterious hand seals, and an aura of decay and withering spread from his body.
    

    

    
      Starting from his forehead, his once healthy, ruddy skin began to rot. Maggots and pus appeared before Zhou Ming’s eyes.
    

    

    
      As the old man’s body continued to transform, countless black serpents emerged, devouring the rotting flesh.
    

    

    
      Before long, the once vibrant elder before Zhou Ming had turned into a bare skeleton — countless black snakes slithering through the gaps between his bones.
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      “Spirit as jade bone, radiance like glazed glass.”
    

    

    
      As the white bones of the elder before him continuously changed, Zhou Ming subconsciously recited the eight-character maxim.
    

    

    
      The elder’s bones did not carry the slightest trace of decay. 
    

    

    
      Instead, they seemed sculpted from the finest mutton-fat jade, and a translucent, seven-colored white halo shimmered faintly across their surface.
    

    

    
      When this strange phenomenon appeared on the elder’s remains, the black serpents slithering between the bone gaps also vanished completely.
    

    

    
      A pure and eternal aura enveloped the jade-like bones before Zhou Ming, as if silently telling him that this was the realm White Bone Contemplation sought to attain.
    

    

    
      While Zhou Ming was carefully observing the jade bones, they suddenly turned into a beam of rainbow light and entered his consciousness. 
    

    

    
      Within that rainbow light was the concrete meditation method of White Bone Contemplation, along with the key points that meditators needed to pay attention to.
    

    

    
      “Heart Seal of White Bone Contemplation.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming withdrew his consciousness from the inheritance space, he already understood the name of the hand seal the elder had formed before meditating—it was the core seal of White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhou Ming had come to fully grasp the profound concept behind the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method.
    

    

    
      Distractions, delusions, and desires were to be visualized as one’s own flesh and blood, while the white bones represented self-awareness and the spiritual core.
    

    

    
      The process of the flesh rotting away from the bones symbolized the shedding of spiritual impurities, and the black serpents represented the grinding away of those impurities to temper one’s mental fortitude.
    

    

    
      The intent behind White Bone Contemplation was deep and far-reaching. It could rapidly enhance a Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power, yet, as a primitive meditation method, any deviation during its cultivation could cause severe spiritual damage.
    

    

    
      It could be said that White Bone Contemplation was a double-edged sword—master it, and Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power would soar; misuse it, and losing control or even dying from spiritual backlash was not impossible.
    

    

    
      However, the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method also had a hidden advantage—its potential.
    

    

    
      Given its profound conceptual foundation, if Zhou Ming’s ability was strong enough, it wasn’t impossible for him to refine it into a high-tier meditation method. 
    

    

    
      Although the probability was low, it remained his best and possibly only path toward touching such higher-level techniques in the future.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I’ll need to make preparations in advance before I can safely cultivate this method.”
    

    

    
      After quietly contemplating for a while, Zhou Ming did not rush into meditation. He clearly understood the hidden dangers within White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      Being a cautious person by nature, he knew the wisdom in “sharpening the knife does not delay the cutting of firewood.” Impatience was the greatest taboo in cultivating meditation techniques.
    

    

    
      The scroll in his hands was an inheritance scroll, meaning he could slowly explore the profound mysteries of White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      After organizing his thoughts, Zhou Ming carefully put away the scroll.
    

    

    
      Over a month of living in the wild had left him not only filthy but also deeply exhausted.
    

    

    
      Upon returning to his residence, Zhou Ming didn’t even rest for a moment before opening the White Bone Contemplation scroll to study it.
    

    

    
      It was then he suddenly realized he hadn’t yet washed up after coming back. When he drew his attention away from the scroll, a foul odor from his own body made him frown.
    

    

    
      “My stench isn’t any better than a sewer.”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming was still wearing his combat suit, and since people in the base were familiar with hunters, no one had stopped him when he entered his residential block. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, the security guards might have mistaken him for a vagrant.
    

    

    
      Mocking himself lightly, Zhou Ming placed the meditation scroll into a hidden compartment in his bedroom, stripped off his dirt-stained combat uniform, and went to take a hot bath.
    

    

    
      “Com…fortable.”
    

    

    
      Lying in the warm water, Zhou Ming felt every muscle of his body relax in blissful relief.
    

    

    
      The perfectly heated water loosened every fiber of his body, as though delicate hands were giving him a professional massage.
    

    

    
      He draped a towel soaked in hot water over his face, and with both his mind and body exhausted, he soon fell asleep in the tub.
    

    

    
      The bath had a heat-preserving function, so Zhou Ming slept until nightfall, finally woken only by the hunger gnawing at his stomach.
    

    

    
      Before venturing into the wilderness, he had already emptied his food stores. Now, refreshed and clean, he decided to treat himself to a good meal and restock on some daily necessities.
    

    

    
      After tidying up, Zhou Ming, dressed in a white cotton T-shirt and a black baseball cap, looked just like an ordinary young man heading out to enjoy the nightlife.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Time passed quickly—Zhou Ming had already been back from the Green Mist Jungle for a month.
    

    

    
      During that time, aside from occasionally teasing Inkband and Zhu Yu, he spent nearly all his hours studying the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method, carefully pondering its profound concepts.
    

    

    
      The days were monotonous, yet deeply fulfilling. Every new realization he gained became his motivation to continue.
    

    

    
      “After a month, I’ve finally grasped a fragment of its true essence.”
    

    

    
      The bright midday sunlight streamed through the glass window, casting light on Zhou Ming’s face as he sat by his desk.
    

    

    
      At that moment, his gaze was clear and bright, as if all the doubts that once clouded his mind had been dispelled through enlightenment in the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method.
    

    

    
      After all, the method’s philosophy was profound and its potential vast—far superior to the Basic Meditation Technique he had previously practiced.
    

    

    
      The scroll not only detailed specific meditation procedures but also contained extensive experience and commentary on meditation itself. Even relying on those alone, Zhou Ming could increase his efficiency in Basic Meditation by one or two levels.
    

    

    
      Although the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method was difficult to learn and more dangerous than his current low-level techniques, the benefits it offered made Zhou Ming’s lips curve into a faint smile.
    

    

    
      After carefully putting away the aged scroll that recorded the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method, Zhou Ming decided it was time to officially begin meditating with it. However, before that, he needed to prepare the necessary resources.
    

    

    
      Whether for calming the mind, healing spiritual injuries, or assisting meditation, Zhou Ming intended to prepare everything in advance.
    

    

    
      The scroll had repeatedly warned that the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method was prone to problems in its early stages, and Zhou Ming was not foolish enough to ignore such warnings or consider himself some kind of peerless genius.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhou Ming planned to buy resources for his beasts, Inkband and Zhu Yu, since a Beast Tamer’s true combat strength ultimately lay in his beasts.
    

    

    
      Having already made up his mind, Zhou Ming left his residence and headed straight toward Treasure Street in the inner city of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had been to Treasure Street several times before. It mainly catered to Beast Tamers, selling various resources they might need.
    

    

    
      Of course, there were also ordinary people aspiring to become Beast Tamers, or parents buying resources for their children.
    

    

    
      Although resources for Apprentice Beast Tamers and above were rarely found there, most common materials could still be purchased.
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhou Ming arrived at the bustling Treasure Street filled with people coming and going.
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      The shops on both sides of Treasure Street were all owned by major forces within the Qinshan Base. Ordinary people or small factions had no right to meddle in the profits here.
    

    

    
      Not to mention the quality of the goods they sold—just maintaining a constant supply was already no small challenge.
    

    

    
      The first store Zhou Ming saw upon entering Treasure Street was the Exotic Beast Pavilion, which, according to his knowledge, was operated by the Bai Family of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      The Bai Family was a century-old clan within the base. The family possessed several Official Rank Beast Tamers and even held a seat in the Qinshan Base Council.
    

    

    
      In all medium-sized and above bases of the Blue Star Alliance, to prevent anyone from monopolizing authority, a nine-member council system was adopted for management.
    

    

    
      Each council member held the right to vote and the right to propose. 
    

    

    
      Among them, the Council Leader possessed three votes and a single veto right, while the other members each had one vote.
    

    

    
      Whether a base’s council functioned as a system of mutual checks and balances or as a dictatorship under the Council Leader depended entirely on the abilities of those involved.
    

    

    
      It could be said that to open a shop on Treasure Street, one needed sufficient power and backing—otherwise, it was impossible even to think about it.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew very well of Treasure Street’s existence, yet he still visited the Black Market. 
    

    

    
      Aside from saving money, it was also because the Black Market offered access to rarer resources—like the Amethyst Potion he had previously obtained.
    

    

    
      If a potion like the Amethyst Potion appeared on Treasure Street, it would have long been snatched away by well-informed upper-class figures, leaving no chance for someone like Zhou Ming to buy it.
    

    

    
      Some things couldn’t be purchased merely with money. Status and identity often served as the true passport to acquiring precious resources.
    

    

    
      However, this time Zhou Ming wasn’t seeking any rare resources or shady goods, so he didn’t need to go to the Black Market.
    

    

    
      Besides, the Black Market’s opening period had already passed, and Zhou Ming couldn’t afford to wait until next month.
    

    

    
      With a clear goal and full awareness of what he needed, Zhou Ming headed straight to Dawn Apothecary, a shop specializing in selling potions, backed by Dawn Pharmaceuticals, the same organization that issued long-term missions through the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      “Welcome, sir. May I ask what you’re looking for today?”
    

    

    
      As soon as he entered the shop, a saleswoman in a tight-fitting uniform that perfectly outlined her curvaceous figure came forward to greet him.
    

    

    
      As expected of a store owned by a major faction—even the ordinary sales attendants were stunningly beautiful.
    

    

    
      No need for heavy makeup; just a touch of light cosmetics, paired with alluring black stockings, a form-fitting skirt that invited imagination, and a low-cut blouse revealing a teasing cleavage—all of it enough to put customers in a pleasant mood the moment they stepped in.
    

    

    
      Of course, if the customer was wealthy, strong, and had a powerful background, these attendants weren’t just for show. 
    

    

    
      After all, not all—but most—of the women working here were hoping to catch a golden husband.
    

    

    
      Having visited Treasure Street a few times before, Zhou Ming naturally understood the merchants’ use of such simple yet effective methods.
    

    

    
      When he first came here, even Zhou Ming had felt somewhat tempted—after all, men were simple creatures who liked beautiful things.
    

    

    
      However, no matter how enticing the beauty, to Zhou Ming it was no more than a skeleton covered in flesh. Having meditated daily on the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method, he was now nearly immune to temptation.
    

    

    
      When he saw the woman’s deliberately displayed figure, his first thought was—what kind of bones lay beneath that near-perfect body?
    

    

    
      If the attendant knew what Zhou Ming was thinking, who knew how she would react.
    

    

    
      “Hello, I need potions for calming the mind, treating mental injuries, nourishing the body—oh, and also potions that can enhance beast power.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t waste words. As soon as she asked, he directly stated his needs.
    

    

    
      “Of course, sir, please follow me inside.”
    

    

    
      Her professional smile instantly turned warmer and more inviting.
    

    

    
      Customers who came into this store were either wealthy or Beast Tamers—she’d seen plenty of both.
    

    

    
      But the man before her was different: handsome, tall, and broad-shouldered—and possessing both money and strength, a combination that was rare indeed.
    

    

    
      Her gaze softened, carrying a hint of flirtatious allure.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, however, ignored her coquettish glance and followed her to a neatly organized shelf section.
    

    

    
      Each shelf was categorized by potion type, allowing customers to freely choose whatever they needed.
    

    

    
      The shelves were all made of transparent bulletproof glass, displaying the potions clearly. 
    

    

    
      Every potion was placed inside an exquisite packaging box, with soft lighting around them to accentuate their value.
    

    

    
      No matter how beautiful the presentation, Zhou Ming cared only about the effects—that was the mark of a mature Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      “Could you give me a detailed introduction?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming asked calmly as he surveyed the array of potions before him.
    

    

    
      “Of course. Providing service to our customers is our duty.”
    

    

    
      Noticing how Zhou Ming ignored her beauty, the saleswoman secretly wondered whether something was wrong with his orientation. Still, hearing his request, she immediately responded professionally.
    

    

    
      “Sir, please look here—the first potion on this shelf is the Low-grade Ice Rain Potion. Its primary effect is to calm the mind, clear away distractions, and help Beast Tamers enter meditation more efficiently. Repeated use can slightly enhance Spiritual Power.”
    

    

    
      “The second potion is the Low-grade Azure Potion. It mainly soothes the mind and enhances a Beast Tamer’s control over Spiritual Power, preventing accidents during meditation.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Although the saleswomen all harbored their own small ambitions, their basic professional competence was impeccable.
    

    

    
      Not only did they understand the effects of each potion thoroughly, but they could also offer Zhou Ming reasonable suggestions and explain the weaknesses of each type.
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou Ming had to ask first—no salesperson would voluntarily reveal the flaws of their own merchandise.
    

    

    
      But when Zhou Ming inquired, the attendant didn’t hide anything, clearly explaining which potions had drawbacks and what the specific side effects were.
    

    

    
      That was the benefit of buying from a legitimate store—guaranteed quality, good service, and honest answers.
    

    

    
      Since Zhou Ming needed to purchase a wide range of potions this time, it took nearly an hour before he finished going through everything he required.
    

    

    
      “Please prepare three Ice Rain Potions, two Azure Potions, four Spirit Nourishing Potions, one box of Superior Focus Incense, ten Low-grade Nutrient Potions, and two bottles of Spirit Nurturing Pills.”
    

    

    
      After confirming Zhou Ming’s order, the saleswoman quickly arranged for the store to prepare everything, without attempting to use her looks to upsell him further.
    

    

    
      As a professionally trained attendant, she knew not every customer fell for such tactics. Overly aggressive flirting could easily offend someone. She had enough sense to read the room.
    

    

    
      Lowering herself too much would only invite contempt—even if she managed to “catch” someone, she might end up as nothing more than a plaything. After all, what she sought was a lifelong partner, not a fleeting indulgence.
    

    

    
      Thus, there were no cheap tricks like slipping him a note. 
    

    

    
      After receiving his items, Zhou Ming paid and left directly.
    

    

    
      The only thing that changed—was his bleeding heart.
    

    

    
      The reason?
    

    

    
      No bargaining, no discounts—the store followed transparent, standard pricing. When Zhou Ming left, his Gold Card balance had shrunk by three million, seven hundred and fifty thousand Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      His total assets were now back down to just over a million.
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      “These major powers really have a knack for making money—just sitting there, and the profits roll in.”
    

    

    
      Turning around, Zhou Ming glanced at the shop behind him and the other customers inside who, like him, had come to buy potions. 
    

    

    
      A faint envy surfaced in his heart.
    

    

    
      However, he also knew that, for now, envy was all he could afford. 
    

    

    
      Unless he became a Professional Rank Beast Tamer someday, he might just keep envying others for the rest of his life.
    

    

    
      After taking a few more looks, Zhou Ming turned his gaze back, slung the backpack the shop had gifted him over his shoulder, and left that “heartbreaking” place.
    

    

    
      “Ding, ding…”
    

    

    
      Not long after returning to his residence, Zhou Ming’s newly bought phone chimed crisply.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan?”
    

    

    
      A new phone truly had its perks—at least now, he could see who was calling.
    

    

    
      “Could that guy be asking me out to eat? Doesn’t seem like he’s been that free lately.”
    

    

    
      Back when Zhou Ming returned to Qinshan Base, he had already spoken with Wang Yan over the phone. At that time, Wang Yan was slowly taking over his father’s business—and had done plenty of complaining about it to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Shaking his head with a smile, Zhou Ming didn’t think much of it and pressed the answer key.
    

    

    
      “Hey, how come you have time to call me?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, I…”
    

    

    
      Unlike usual, Wang Yan’s voice on the other end carried hesitation—it didn’t sound like him at all.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could immediately tell something was off. 
    

    

    
      With Wang Yan’s personality, he wouldn’t sound this heavy unless something serious had happened.
    

    

    
      “What is it? Don’t tell me your surgery went well, and now you’ve turned into a girl.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t press for details and instead joked casually.
    

    

    
      “I swear, Zhou Ming, if I ever turned into a woman, the first thing I’d do is sleep with you.”
    

    

    
      A truly brotherly response—the first thought was still how to repay his brother.
    

    

    
      Thanks to Zhou Ming’s quip, the atmosphere lightened, and Zhou Ming chuckled as he continued.
    

    

    
      “If you insist, I could probably accept that. But come on, tell me what’s up. From the sound of your voice earlier, it didn’t sound like you lost just a piece of meat.”
    

    

    
      “Alright, fine. Actually… I wanted to ask if you could help me in a ring battle.”
    

    

    
      “A ring battle? Explain what’s going on.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Wang Yan mentioned a ring battle, Zhou Ming’s expression turned serious.
    

    

    
      In this world, a “ring battle” wasn’t the same as the boxing or martial arts matches from Zhou Ming’s previous life. 
    

    

    
      It usually meant a life-and-death confrontation between Beast Tamers through their beasts. 
    

    

    
      Even if the Beast Tamer survived, their spirit could suffer severe trauma.
    

    

    
      This form of combat existed to prevent larger conflicts—it was a mutually agreed-upon means of resolving disputes.
    

    

    
      Wang Yan didn’t hide anything. He immediately explained the entire situation.
    

    

    
      Wang Yan’s father had originally been a renovation worker. 
    

    

    
      A few years back, to support Wang Yan’s path as a Beast Tamer, he had gritted his teeth and used his meager savings to hire a few workers, becoming a small-time contractor.
    

    

    
      At first, they only handled small jobs, slowly building up their business. However, lacking any background, they couldn’t grow much.
    

    

    
      But at Xiao Yun’s birthday banquet last time, Wang Yan had met some people and expanded his network. 
    

    

    
      With Xiao Yun’s support, he managed to secure several sizable projects.
    

    

    
      Yet Qinshan Base wasn’t large—counting the nearby smaller bases, there wasn’t much room for everyone. 
    

    

    
      The construction industry was a small cake: every bite Wang Yan took meant someone else went hungry. Naturally, conflicts of interest arose.
    

    

    
      Because Wang Yan had obtained his share thanks to Xiao Yun’s connections, the matter touched upon the pride of certain upper-level figures in Qinshan Base. 
    

    

    
      Thus, the opposing side didn’t take any extreme measures. 
    

    

    
      Instead, they openly issued a challenge—a ring battle.
    

    

    
      If the opposing side won, they wouldn’t seize Wang Yan’s projects outright, but most of the profits would have to be handed over, leaving only a small share for Wang Yan’s family.
    

    

    
      If Wang Yan’s side won, it would prove their capability to “earn their slice of the cake,” and they would no longer be harassed.
    

    

    
      In other words, the opposing side had given Wang Yan’s family the right to choose and, for the sake of appearances, hadn’t forced them into a corner. 
    

    

    
      They had shown enough respect—no one could accuse them of being unfair.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, it’s a best-of-three format. I came to you because I can’t find suitable people. If it’s too much trouble for you, I’ll…”
    

    

    
      “What, don’t you have any confidence in me? As long as it’s not a Professional Rank Beast Tamer, I can handle it.”
    

    

    
      Before Wang Yan could finish, Zhou Ming cut him off, agreeing right away.
    

    

    
      Not only because Wang Yan was a friend—but also because Zhou Ming wanted to repay the favor he owed to Wang Yan’s father.
    

    

    
      A favor was a favor, big or small—it had to be returned.
    

    

    
      For Zhou Ming, a favor was a kind of bond. 
    

    

    
      The sooner he could clear it, the lighter his heart would feel.
    

    

    
      “Alright, tell me the time and place of the ring battle.”
    

    

    
      “Three days from now, 8 p.m., underground level two of the Yuelai Hotel in the west of the city.”
    

    

    
      Since Zhou Ming had already agreed, Wang Yan didn’t hold back any longer.
    

    

    
      “Got it. I’ll arrive early. Try to gather some intel over the next few days.”
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      Once the air cleared between them, the conversation flowed naturally. The two chatted idly for a while before hanging up.
    

    

    
      “Looks like Wang Yan’s family really has no other options… otherwise, they wouldn’t have come to me.”
    

    

    
      It made sense—Wang Yan’s family came from ordinary civilians, and most of their money had gone into Wang Yan’s Beast Tamer career. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming figured that even if they tried to hire fighters for the arena, they might not scrape together three people.
    

    

    
      “Seems like I’ll have to give Inkband some serious training these next three days.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming call its name, Inkband slithered out from his clothes, unaware of what awaited it. 
    

    

    
      The snake obediently rubbed its head against Zhou Ming’s cheek.
    

    

    
      “You little guy—don’t disappoint me in three days.”
    

    

    
      Unlike hunting Ferocious Beasts in the wilderness, this time Zhou Ming could only use Inkband in battle. 
    

    

    
      As for Vermilion Jade and the Ironthread Snake swarm, he couldn’t risk exposing them, or it would only bring unnecessary trouble.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming decided to temporarily set aside his practice of the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method and focus entirely on training Inkband’s frontal combat ability.
    

    

    
      He already had a training plan in mind—he just hadn’t put it into practice before. Now was the perfect chance.
    

    

    
      “Hissss.”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming teased Inkband, Vermilion Jade also emerged from his clothes, hissing softly to announce her presence.
    

    

    
      So even beasts could get jealous.
    

    

    
      “Alright, alright, I haven’t forgotten you. Hope you two little ones don’t end up hating me for this.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming stroked Vermilion Jade and Inkband with both hands, a mischievous smile curving his lips.
    

    

    
      With only three days left until the arena battle, Zhou Ming noticed the sky was still bright and decided not to waste any time. After soothing his beasts, he took Inkband and Vermilion Jade and left the residence.
    

    

    
      Before heading out, he carefully stored the potions he had purchased, taking with him two low-grade Nutrient Potions and one bottle of Spirit Nurturing Pills.
    

    

    
      When training beasts, logistics had to keep up—otherwise, it wasn’t training, but tormenting his own beasts.
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      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      “Again.”
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      “Again.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Inside a separate training room of the Jinyang Beast Taming Training Hall in Qinshan Base, Zhou Ming was conducting special training for his beasts.
    

    

    
      Given the potential of Inkband and Vermilion Jade, as well as Zhou Ming’s current resources and capabilities, it was simply unrealistic to expect a significant power increase in a short time. 
    

    

    
      Therefore, he could only focus on improving their techniques.
    

    

    
      As for what technique that was — naturally, it was the Mad Python Martial Way Zhou Ming had learned himself.
    

    

    
      Of course, Ferocious Beasts were born with an instinctive understanding of how to channel power through their bodies. It was a natural ability that required no teaching.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming never foolishly believed that by teaching Inkband how to channel its strength, it could suddenly skyrocket in power. 
    

    

    
      What he sought to do was simply to dig deeper into his beasts’ latent potential.
    

    

    
      After all, even if both used their strength properly, one might unleash eighty percent of its total power, while another could reach a full hundred percent — and that difference was already significant.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s goal was to help Inkband perfect its bodily exertion technique, enabling it to unleash even greater strength. 
    

    

    
      After all, Ferocious Beasts relied entirely on instinct when it came to technique — leaving ample room for improvement.
    

    

    
      Considering Inkband and Vermilion Jade’s respective traits, Zhou Ming mainly trained Inkband on maximizing the power of its tail strikes — compensating for its lack of offensive methods beyond venom.
    

    

    
      As for Vermilion Jade, he trained her to move faster, to fully display her innate talent in speed.
    

    

    
      Controlling his beasts through his Spiritual Threads, Zhou Ming continuously refined Inkband’s tail attacks.
    

    

    
      Under his command, Inkband darted forward swiftly, leapt into the air, and lashed its tail fiercely against the specially reinforced alloy pillar in front of it.
    

    

    
      Once, twice, thrice…
    

    

    
      For Ferocious Beasts, there was no need for flashy techniques — just one lethal strike was enough.
    

    

    
      Moreover, time was limited. 
    

    

    
      There was no room to develop new abilities.
    

    

    
      Training was monotonous. Under Zhou Ming’s guidance, Inkband repeatedly executed its tail strikes. 
    

    

    
      Only when blood began seeping from between its scales did Zhou Ming finally allow it to rest, administering a low-grade Nutrient Potion and Spirit Nurturing Pill.
    

    

    
      During this period, Zhou Ming didn’t bother Inkband further, instead turning to Vermilion Jade’s training.
    

    

    
      After less than two days, both Inkband and Vermilion Jade’s eyes were filled with exhaustion and confusion. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming remembered that he had a duel waiting, so on the third day, he stopped the intense training, simply feeding them low-grade Nutrient Potions and Spirit Nurturing Pills for proper recovery.
    

    

    
      When he left the Jinyang Beast Taming Training Hall, that specially made alloy pillar was already covered in marks of all shapes and sizes.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, you got here fast.”
    

    

    
      Outside the entrance of the Yuelai Hotel, Wang Yan was already waiting after receiving Zhou Ming’s call.
    

    

    
      “Coming early lets you worry less.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Wang Yan’s unusually serious expression, Zhou Ming patted him on the shoulder.
    

    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan didn’t know what else to say to his friend.
    

    

    
      “Haha, that’s not like you. Come on, let’s go inside and check out the situation.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s confident smile, Wang Yan finally relaxed and led him into the hotel.
    

    

    
      They entered and pushed open the door to a luxurious private room — two people were already waiting inside.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, this is my father.”
    

    

    
      Standing beside Zhou Ming, Wang Yan introduced a man in his forties or fifties — with rough skin and a slightly plump build.
    

    

    
      “Hello, Uncle Wang.”
    

    

    
      It was Zhou Ming’s first time meeting Wang Yan’s father. Though the man’s appearance was ordinary, the firm look in his eyes told Zhou Ming that he was someone with responsibility — otherwise, he wouldn’t go this far to fight for his son’s future.
    

    

    
      “Sorry to trouble you, young man.”
    

    

    
      Rather than putting on false courtesy because Zhou Ming was his son’s friend, Uncle Wang’s tone carried a hint of genuine embarrassment.
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. Wang Yan’s my brother — of course, I’ll help.”
    

    

    
      “And this is…?”
    

    

    
      For a man of such pride, having to rely on his son’s friend was surely uncomfortable. Understanding that, Zhou Ming smoothly shifted the topic aside.
    

    

    
      “Ah, almost forgot. Let me introduce — this is He Yong, a Beast Tamer I invited through a friend.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s eyes narrowed slightly as he looked at the man before him. 
    

    

    
      The man’s demeanor was overly gentle, his neatly pressed clothes and fair skin made him look more like an office clerk at some base company.
    

    

    
      Such a person was either a true expert — or completely useless. Zhou Ming leaned toward the latter.
    

    

    
      Not every Beast Tamer pursued the path further after awakening. 
    

    

    
      Some used the title merely as a stepping stone to climb social ranks, securing cushy positions within the bases.
    

    

    
      For such Beast Tamers, Zhou Ming could easily handle them with a single Thunder Type-2 Revolver. If it were against a Mutated Animal rather than a Ferocious Beast, even a Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun would suffice.
    

    

    
      Still, since Uncle Wang had invited him, Zhou Ming kept his thoughts to himself and greeted politely.
    

    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    

    
      He Yong gave a faint nod in response, his eyes carrying a hint of disdain — perhaps because Zhou Ming looked too young.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, everyone’s here. Tell the waiter to bring the food.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps trying to ease the awkwardness caused by He Yong’s cold reaction, Uncle Wang turned to instruct Wang Yan.
    

    

    
      “Uncle Wang, no need. I’d rather first understand tonight’s duel situation. As for food, we can have a victory banquet afterward.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, He Yong’s lips curled slightly — as if mocking Zhou Ming’s arrogance.
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      “Dad, let’s listen to Zhou Ming.”
    

    

    
      Though his father had hired He Yong, Wang Yan trusted Zhou Ming far more. If nothing else, Zhou Ming had ventured into the wilds twice — something He Yong couldn’t even dream of.
    

    

    
      If not for their family’s lack of money and connections, Wang Yan would never have agreed to let He Yong take part in the duel.
    

    

    
      To the Wang father and son, this duel was practically lost already. They were only holding on for the sake of face.
    

    

    
      After all, their opponent had issued a formal duel challenge. If they refused, Uncle Wang might not even be able to keep his small foreman job.
    

    

    
      “Alright then. Here’s what I’ve managed to gather — only general information, but it should help.”
    

    

    
      He pulled several sheets of paper from a file bag and placed them before Zhou Ming and He Yong.
    

    

    
      Though the pages were few, Zhou Ming took them seriously, studying each line carefully and analyzing the opponent’s strength in his mind.
    

    

    
      In contrast, He Yong flipped through them perfunctorily, his attitude half-hearted. This made Wang Yan frown deeply, though in the end, he could only sigh and suppress his anger.
    

    

    
      “By the way, it’s a best-of-three match. Don’t tell me, Wang Yan, you’re one of the participants?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. How could I let you take the stage while I sit and watch?”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, this duel isn’t a life-and-death battle. We’ve agreed beforehand that if things go bad, we can concede.”
    

    

    
      Uncle Wang explained the rules — the reason he had allowed Wang Yan to participate.
    

    

    
      “Alright. I understand the situation. Then let’s wait for the time to come — and begin tonight’s show.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s casual tone stood out against the tense atmosphere of the room, leaving the other three unable to tell what he was really thinking.
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      “Dong, dong——”
    

    

    
      The door to the private room was knocked on, but before Zhou Ming and the others could respond, it was directly pushed open.
    

    

    
      “It’s about time. Everyone, please proceed to the second basement floor to prepare for the arena duel.”
    

    

    
      A man in a black suit, clearly not an ordinary waiter, announced coldly to the people inside.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Father Wang gritted his teeth and spoke decisively.
    

    

    
      The group stood up and followed the suited man toward the hotel’s second underground floor.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, the owner behind this hotel doesn’t seem simple, right?”
    

    

    
      Walking at the end of the line, Zhou Ming asked Wang Yan in a low voice.
    

    

    
      Since this hotel had a suitable venue for Beast Tamers to duel, Zhou Ming guessed it couldn’t have been opened by ordinary people.
    

    

    
      “The force behind this Yuelai Hotel is the Iron Hand Gang, the largest gang in the western part of the city. They’re also the witnesses for this duel.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Wang Yan’s answer, Zhou Ming nodded in understanding and didn’t ask further.
    

    

    
      He was familiar with the gangs within the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      His evaluation was: they’re insignificant.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming said so because of Blue Star’s unique environment.
    

    

    
      Every base had a strong city defense army to guard against Ferocious Beasts and alien races.
    

    

    
      These defense armies were managed jointly by the Base Council and the Blue Star Alliance, though under normal circumstances, the council had direct control.
    

    

    
      Therefore, gangs within the bases could never become true powers—they could only survive by working under the protection of nobles, doing their dirty work.
    

    

    
      Moreover, on a world where extraordinary power existed, if a gang ever offended a powerful Beast Tamer, they could only endure being beaten—after all, no Official Rank Beast Tamer would stoop so low as to join a gang for survival.
    

    

    
      Moments later, they reached the second basement floor. The suited man pushed open the large door before them, and the scene beyond came into view.
    

    

    
      The entire underground floor was about six meters high, with a circular arena occupying nearly a thousand square meters at its center. The surrounding space was supported by thick steel pillars that encircled the area.
    

    

    
      The ground and walls were covered in alloy plating, and judging from the marks left behind, it was obvious that Beast duels were often held here.
    

    

    
      Behind the steel pillars stood a trapezoidal viewing platform three meters above the arena floor—high enough to both protect spectators and give them a good view.
    

    

    
      “An arena…”
    

    

    
      The sight before him reminded Zhou Ming of the ancient Roman Colosseum, though much smaller in scale.
    

    

    
      As the group entered the empty underground hall, they noticed a group of people already waiting not far away.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming drew closer, he realized that the group was actually made up of two parties.
    

    

    
      One was from the Xin Hui Construction Group, as recorded in the documents—the initiators of this duel.
    

    

    
      The other group, Zhou Ming guessed, were members of the Iron Hand Gang, the witnesses of this match.
    

    

    
      “Vice Leader Lin has kept you waiting. My apologies.”
    

    

    
      Reaching a spot where tables and chairs were arranged, Father Wang bowed slightly to the burly man sitting at the head.
    

    

    
      “This is Lin Feibao, Vice Leader of the Iron Hand Gang. He’s an Apprentice Beast Tamer and also a martial expert. Xin Hui Construction Group invited him as the witness for this duel,” Wang Yan whispered to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “I’m merely here as a witness today—no need to speak of offenses.”
    

    

    
      “Whatever grudges or conflicts of interest you have, I don’t care. I just want to confirm once again—do both parties agree to proceed with this duel?”
    

    

    
      “Agreed.”
    

    

    
      As soon as Lin Feibao finished speaking, the middle-aged man with gold-rimmed glasses sitting to his right immediately responded.
    

    

    
      “Wang Tiezhu, and you?”
    

    

    
      “Of course. But if you’re willing to meet our terms, we could avoid this duel altogether. After all, it would be a shame if those three saplings you somehow acquired ended up dying here.”
    

    

    
      “Hu Peng, even if I lose, I’ll never agree to your terms. I’d rather cancel those three projects outright.”
    

    

    
      “Ha, fiery temper. I haven’t seen someone like you in a while—interesting.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng sneered at Wang Tiezhu’s response.
    

    

    
      “Since both parties have agreed to fight, I won’t stop you. But let’s make the rules clear first.”
    

    

    
      “First, you may surrender directly—once you do, the opponent must cease attacking. Second, if a beast dies, that side is deemed to have lost. Third, firearms and other hot weapons are forbidden.”
    

    

    
      “As for the rest, there are no restrictions. Please move to the left and right sides of the arena to prepare for the match.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that both parties were resolved, Lin Feibao didn’t intervene further, simply fulfilling his duty as a witness.
    

    

    
      Neither side wasted time. Following Lin Feibao’s instructions, they separated to prepare.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, that Hu Peng—he’s from Xin Hui Construction Group?”
    

    

    
      “Yeah. He’s their internal security manager. He’s only at Apprentice Rank, but I heard he spent a few years wandering the wilderness. No one knows why he ended up as their security manager.”
    

    

    
      “Seems Xin Hui Construction Group isn’t taking us seriously—sending just a mid-level employee to deal with us.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Wang Yan’s father was struggling against a mere middle manager, Zhou Ming got a clearer sense of Xin Hui Construction’s strength.
    

    

    
      How could such a corporation care about the Wang family’s small projects?
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had asked earlier and learned that the combined profit of those three projects didn’t even exceed ten million. For Father Wang, that was a huge job—but for Xin Hui Construction, it was pocket change.
    

    

    
      “In their eyes, we’re probably just a bunch of ignorant bumpkins.”
    

    

    
      Thinking of the other side’s arrogance, Wang Yan laughed self-deprecatingly.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, did you tell Xiao Yun about the duel?”
    

    

    
      “No. I only got those three projects because of her connections. How could I trouble her again? And besides, she can’t solve this anyway—unless her parents intervened. But if that happened, I’d never show my face again.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s faint sigh of relief, Wang Yan asked quietly.
    

    

    
      “Nothing. Just didn’t want her to worry.”
    

    

    
      “The first duel will begin in three minutes. Please confirm your combatant order.”
    

    

    
      While Zhou Ming and Wang Yan were talking, a member of the Iron Hand Gang shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, who’s going first?”
    

    

    
      With the match about to start, Wang Yan quickly shifted focus to the order of appearance.
    

    

    
      “He Yong, you’ll go first.”
    

    

    
      He Yong, who had been standing beside Father Wang, immediately protested.
    

    

    
      “Why me first?”
    

    

    
      “You’re being paid. That’s the rule. You go first, I’ll go second, and Wang Yan will be last.”
    

    

    
      As He Yong was about to retort, Zhou Ming’s eyes turned cold with killing intent, instantly silencing him.
    

    

    
      “He Yong, you’ll go first in the opening match. I hope I haven’t misjudged you.”
    

    

    
      Father Wang also agreed with Zhou Ming’s arrangement—it made sense; a hired man should do his job.
    

    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation, He Yong had no choice but to agree.
    

    

    
      “The first arena duel begins! Both sides, take the stage!”
    

    

    
      This time, Lin Feibao personally officiated.
    

    

    
      He Yong then walked down the nearby stairs and entered the arena.
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      “Roar.”
    

    

    
      As soon as they entered the Beast Arena, the Beast Tamer sent by the Xinhui Construction Group immediately summoned his beast.
    

    

    
      A beast nearly three meters tall, with a mane flourishing around its neck—the Lion-Tiger Beast.
    

    

    
      “Shi Lei, a member of the Xinhui Construction Group’s Security Department, also a Black Iron Hunter of the Hunter Guild, owns an adult Lion-Tiger Beast. He has participated in five arena duels, with a record of four wins and one loss.”
    

    

    
      Watching the bald, burly man summon his beast, Zhou Ming silently recited the intel Wang Yan had gathered.
    

    

    
      “Ironfang Hound?”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming saw He Yong summon his beast, he was momentarily speechless. With such strength, he still dared to take money to enter the arena?
    

    

    
      This kind of Ferocious Beast was, of course, not unfamiliar to Zhou Ming. The Boss of the Dog’s Home used an Ironfang Hound as his own beast.
    

    

    
      Back then, his predecessor had been filled with envy the first time he saw one.
    

    

    
      But to the current Zhou Ming, the Ironfang Hound had no praiseworthy quality other than its sharp teeth. It was among the lower ranks of low-tier Ferocious Beasts, surviving in the wilderness by hunting mutated animals.
    

    

    
      Of course, throughout the history of the Blue Star Alliance, there had been Beast Tamers of humble origins who achieved great success relying on their Ironfang Hounds.
    

    

    
      But without exception, those Beast Tamers had battled endlessly in the wilderness with their beasts, feeding them the flesh and blood of Ferocious Beasts, allowing their Ironfang Hounds to evolve beyond their kin.
    

    

    
      As for the He Yong before him—let alone hunting in the wilderness—Zhou Ming even doubted whether this Ironfang Hound had ever killed a single mutated animal.
    

    

    
      “The arena duel officially begins.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that both sides had summoned their beasts, Lin Feibao’s rough voice echoed again.
    

    

    
      “Roar.”
    

    

    
      As the duel started, the opponent directly controlled his Lion-Tiger Beast to lunge toward the Ironfang Hound. With a violent roar filled with fury, it aimed to crush the Ironfang Hound’s momentum and instantly kill it.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      “Howl, howl…”
    

    

    
      Just as expected, overwhelmed by sheer force, the Ironfang Hound was slapped away by the Lion-Tiger Beast’s claw.
    

    

    
      “Wait!”
    

    

    
      When the Lion-Tiger Beast opened its blood-stained jaws, about to instantly kill his beast, He Yong—who had been putting on airs earlier—hurriedly shouted.
    

    

    
      “I surrender!”
    

    

    
      Under Shi Lei’s control, the Lion-Tiger Beast immediately stopped—not because he didn’t want to show dominance, but because attacking after surrender would count as a foul, costing him the match.
    

    

    
      “Your beast isn’t even on par with the mutated animals of the wilderness. Truly disappointing.”
    

    

    
      At He Yong’s and his beast’s performance, Shi Lei didn’t even have the mood to mock them.
    

    

    
      It was like an adult defeating a child—too embarrassing to even mention.
    

    

    
      Ignoring He Yong, Shi Lei looked up at the platform where Zhou Ming and the others were seated and shouted,
    

    

    
      “Who’s next? I’ll take you all on today—saves me the trouble of wasting time.”
    

    

    
      It wasn’t arrogance—it was the gap in strength.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, are you confident? If not, let’s just give up,” said Wang Tiezhu, his face showing a hint of discouragement.
    

    

    
      After all, even if Zhou Ming won, Wang Yan wouldn’t be able to win the second round—his beast hadn’t even reached adulthood.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, don’t force yourself,” Wang Yan urged. He had invited Zhou Ming here only to try their luck.
    

    

    
      But after seeing the opponent’s beast strength, he didn’t want his brother to take unnecessary risks.
    

    

    
      “Uncle Wang, Wang Yan, don’t worry.”
    

    

    
      Since he had decided to come, Zhou Ming had no intention of backing down. Some matters weren’t as simple as they appeared on the surface.
    

    

    
      After reassuring the Wang father and son, Zhou Ming walked directly into the arena.
    

    

    
      When he passed by He Yong—whose face had turned pale as he recalled his beast into his Beast Space—
    

    

    
      “Spit out what you’ve eaten.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming said quietly before walking past him, not even bothering to glance at his reaction.
    

    

    
      “A young brat? But my instincts tell me you’re far stronger than that guy. I hope you can entertain me,” said Shi Lei as he watched Zhou Ming approach. He truly lived up to his reputation as a capable fighter, showing the composure of a seasoned combatant.
    

    

    
      “As you wish.”
    

    

    
      Inkband appeared on Zhou Ming’s right arm. Its two dark-golden, bean-sized eyes gleamed as they fixed upon the Lion-Tiger Beast ahead.
    

    

    
      On the platform, Wang Tiezhu turned to Wang Yan and asked, “That’s Zhou Ming’s beast? Why is it so small?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t know either. But Zhou Ming said his beast is a venomous snake—it probably fights using poison,” Wang Yan replied uncertainly.
    

    

    
      “Bah, even the smallest Ferocious Beast is bigger than a regular mutated animal. I bet that’s just a common mutated snake. It wouldn’t even fill the Lion-Tiger Beast’s teeth gap.”
    

    

    
      He Yong, still bitter from Zhou Ming’s earlier remark, sneered.
    

    

    
      “Begin.”
    

    

    
      Before Wang Yan could respond, Lin Feibao’s voice announced the start of the duel.
    

    

    
      Wang Yan had no choice but to focus his attention on the arena.
    

    

    
      Neither side gave verbal commands; both controlled their beasts directly through their Spiritual Threads.
    

    

    
      At the speed of Ferocious Beasts, the time needed for a verbal command was enough for several attacks—and shouting would only tip off the opponent’s intentions.
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, there wasn’t even time for summoning; real Beast Tamer combat was often about who fired first with a gun.
    

    

    
      After all, battles to the death weren’t games—there were no rules. The goal was simply to eliminate the opponent.
    

    

    
      Inside the arena, Inkband was completely unfazed by the Lion-Tiger Beast’s ferocity. Using its small size to its advantage, it swiftly dodged each strike.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t waste its stamina—every movement was calculated, as if it were dancing upon the edge of a blade, narrowly slipping past danger each time.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      Seeing this slippery, eel-like creature, the Lion-Tiger Beast grew furious, but under its master’s command, it could only continue its relentless assault.
    

    

    
      The opponent had likely realized Inkband specialized in venom, so he didn’t dare let his beast bite directly. Instead, he used powerful claw strikes to prevent close contact, wary of giving Inkband a chance to inject venom.
    

    

    
      “As expected of a Beast Tamer forged in the wilderness,” Zhou Ming silently evaluated as he watched the intense battle unfold.
    

    

    
      Though the situation wasn’t as one-sided as Shi Lei had expected, he didn’t grow anxious nor feel humiliated.
    

    

    
      Instead, he continued driving his beast with straightforward, efficient attacks—draining Inkband’s stamina and restricting its movement space.
    

    

    
      A few times, he even had his beast suddenly burst forth in speed to catch Inkband off guard.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately for him, while he analyzed Inkband’s speed and reactions, he had also forced his own beast into a predictable attack rhythm.
    

    

    
      Having grasped the opponent’s pattern, Zhou Ming decided it was time to end it.
    

    

    
      In the arena, the Lion-Tiger Beast cornered Inkband. 
    

    

    
      With a powerful leap, it pounced—its raised claws ready to tear Inkband in two.
    

  Chapter 68: The Might of the Serpent Eyes

    
      Chapter 68: The Might of the Serpent Eyes
    

    

    
      “Hiss—”
    

    

    
      This time, Inkband did not dodge. Under Zhou Ming’s command, it sprayed venom directly toward the Lion-Tiger Beast’s eyes.
    

    

    
      It was Inkband’s first time using such an ability in the Beast Arena. Shi Lei immediately urged his own beast to exert its power mid-air, showing its ability to hover and evade the serpent’s venom.
    

    

    
      Shi Lei didn’t know what species of serpent Inkband was, nor could he distinguish the type of venom it used. If it happened to be a corrosive toxin and entered his beast’s eyes, his beast would be completely ruined.
    

    

    
      However, during that half-breath gap created by the dodge, Inkband, under Zhou Ming’s control, did not retreat but advanced instead—darting straight beneath the airborne Lion-Tiger Beast.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Its tail struck directly at the Lion-Tiger Beast’s reproductive organ.
    

    

    
      “Woo… woo…”
    

    

    
      The Lion-Tiger Beast seemed to lose all strength instantly, collapsing onto the ground. Its hind legs clamped tightly together as it let out a low, whimpering groan.
    

    

    
      Before anyone could react, Inkband, like a flash of black lightning, bit into the Lion-Tiger Beast, injecting a large amount of paralyzing venom into its body.
    

    

    
      When the crowd finally came to their senses, Inkband had already returned to Zhou Ming’s side, while the Lion-Tiger Beast could no longer even whimper.
    

    

    
      “Xiao Jin!”
    

    

    
      Shi Lei of Xin Hui Construction Group rushed to his fallen beast’s side. Seeing the lifeless Lion-Tiger Beast, he turned angrily toward Zhou Ming and shouted,
    

    

    
      “What did your beast do?!”
    

    

    
      “Ah—!”
    

    

    
      Before he could say more, the Lion-Tiger Beast’s vitality completely faded. Its Beast Tamer, Shi Lei, suffered a severe mental backlash, collapsing to his knees while clutching his head in agony.
    

    

    
      “Nice! That’s too damn satisfying!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the result in the arena, Wang Yan was so excited he nearly jumped to the ceiling.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming turned back and flashed a victorious gesture toward Wang Yan, then shouted toward the other side of the Beast Arena,
    

    

    
      “I am Zhou Ming. Today, I intend to win three rounds in a row. I wonder if Xin Hui Construction Group is willing to accept?”
    

    

    
      With that, he looked across the arena toward the elevated platform where the Xin Hui Construction Group’s members sat.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Hu Peng’s once relaxed face turned completely dark. 
    

    

    
      When he saw the Ironhand Gang members carrying back Shi Lei and his beast’s corpses, his expression was so gloomy it could drip water.
    

    

    
      “Boss, let me take the next match.”
    

    

    
      A short man standing behind Hu Peng stepped forward and volunteered.
    

    

    
      “Boss, let me do it! I’ll avenge Lei!”
    

    

    
      Another man, his eyes fierce and full of rage—clearly close to Shi Lei—shouted.
    

    

    
      “Shut up.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng put down his silk scarf and golden-rimmed glasses, then stood up and removed his suit jacket.
    

    

    
      “I’ll handle this match myself.”
    

    

    
      Having witnessed Zhou Ming’s control over his beast, Hu Peng knew this was no ordinary Beast Tamer. 
    

    

    
      The aura emanating from Zhou Ming was something only those who had survived the wilderness possessed.
    

    

    
      Losing this round had already brought disgrace upon Xin Hui Construction Group. 
    

    

    
      He needed to reclaim everything in one decisive strike, or he wouldn’t be able to answer to his superiors.
    

    

    
      “To think Wang Tiezhu actually found such a talented young man… You don’t need to win three rounds. Defeat me, and today’s arena match will be yours.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng slowly stepped into the arena and said calmly to Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “A manager of a major group stepping in personally? Aren’t you afraid of damaging your reputation?”
    

    

    
      “Haha, this is a special courtesy reserved for a genius.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng, born and raised in the wilderness, didn’t care in the slightest about appearances or status.
    

    

    
      He immediately summoned his own beast—a five-meter-long golden cobra, thick as a man’s thigh.
    

    

    
      “Golden Cobra!”
    

    

    
      The moment Hu Peng summoned it, Wang Yan, standing on the platform, cried out in shock.
    

    

    
      The Golden Cobra, like the Viperhorn Venom Python, was originally a native species of Blue Star. 
    

    

    
      After the appearance of the Dimensional Rifts, they mutated into Ferocious Beasts. 
    

    

    
      Though only a small portion of the species successfully evolved, each Golden Cobra was among the strongest of low-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      Its terrifying neurotoxin combined with lightning-like speed made the Golden Cobra and the Viperhorn Venom Python the twin stars of Blue Star’s low-tier serpent-type Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      If the ranking of low-tier Ferocious Beast overlords extended from ten to twenty, the Golden Cobra would surely be on the list.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, come back!”
    

    

    
      This was not an opponent Zhou Ming’s beast could handle. 
    

    

    
      Wang Yan immediately shouted for him to retreat.
    

    

    
      In response, Zhou Ming simply waved a hand, signaling him to relax.
    

    

    
      “A serpent-type Ferocious Beast? Seems my luck’s with me today.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, he removed his colored contact lenses. 
    

    

    
      A pair of dark-golden eyes resembling serpent pupils was revealed, giving his entire aura a sinister, bewitching quality.
    

    

    
      After taming over five hundred Ironthread Snakes, Zhou Ming’s eyes had gradually transformed to resemble those of a serpent, forcing him to wear lenses to conceal them.
    

    

    
      “The match begins.”
    

    

    
      As the witness, Lin Feibao saw that Hu Peng had summoned his beast and immediately announced the start of the arena battle.
    

    

    
      “What kind of ability is that? A secret art?”
    

    

    
      Sensing the panic coming from his own beast, Hu Peng’s expression darkened as he stared into Zhou Ming’s eyes.
    

    

    
      Due to the distance, only he could see those eerie dark-golden serpent pupils.
    

    

    
      “That’s not something you need to know.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming shook his head slightly, not answering Hu Peng’s question.
    

    

    
      However, he already had some speculation about why the Serpent Eyes had appeared.
    

    

    
      Beast Tamers received feedback from their Ferocious Beasts, but such effects were not immediate—it took time for them to strengthen the Tamer’s physique.
    

    

    
      Because of his Spiritual Seed, Zhou Ming had tamed an enormous number of Ironthread Snakes. 
    

    

    
      Combined with the influence of the Serpent Saliva Fruit, the feedback most strengthened not his toxin resistance, flexibility, or agility—but rather his serpent-like eyes.
    

    

    
      He had removed his contact lenses because he discovered his eyes could exert a spiritual pressure that intimidated serpent-type beasts. 
    

    

    
      When combined with his Spiritual Power, the effect reached an entirely new level.
    

    

    
      “Trying to act mysterious?”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng was no stranger to battle and knew that raw strength was what mattered most. He immediately commanded his beast to strike.
    

    

    
      The Golden Cobra lived up to its reputation for lightning speed. 
    

    

    
      Its fangs, each as long as a finger, glinted as it lunged straight at Zhou Ming’s face, clearly intending to bite him directly.
    

    

    
      Yet Zhou Ming did not dodge. He knew it would be pointless.
    

    

    
      Instead, he activated the Spiritual Seed and the serpent cluster within his Spiritual Sea, spinning them like a glowing nebula, radiating brilliant light.
    

    

    
      In the physical world, the Golden Cobra—just as it reached him—suddenly froze. 
    

    

    
      A terrifying pressure emanated from Zhou Ming’s eyes, an overwhelming dominance akin to the will of a Serpent God, rendering the cobra completely motionless.
    

    

    
      That brief instant of paralysis was all Inkband needed.
    

    

    
      It leapt from Zhou Ming’s shoulder, its tail like a mighty axe cleaving the air, striking the Golden Cobra squarely on the head.
    

    

    
      The serpent’s open jaws snapped shut instantly, its raised upper body slamming onto the alloy-plated floor.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      Its skull cracked. 
    

    

    
      Before the Golden Cobra could recover from the paralysis, Inkband injected most of its paralyzing venom directly into the creature’s body.
    

    

    
      As Inkband returned to Zhou Ming’s shoulder, Zhou Ming quickly retreated a few steps, distancing himself from the dying Golden Cobra—cautious of a final, desperate strike.
    

    

    
      After all, the Golden Cobra’s resistance to poison was formidable. 
    

    

    
      Even severely wounded, it could not be underestimated.
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      “Bang, bang——”
    

    

    
      Inside the silent Beast Arena, everyone present stared at the scene before them in disbelief.
    

    

    
      The severely wounded Golden Cobra twisted its bloodstained body on the alloy-armored floor, the golden tail lashing violently against the metal surface.
    

    

    
      Judging from the situation, this was clearly the Golden Cobra’s final struggle.
    

    

    
      “How could this be… how is this possible?”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng could not accept what he was seeing. He stood there dazed, as if his soul had left his body.
    

    

    
      The Golden Cobra before him was the one his hunting squad had stolen from a mother serpent at a terrible price.
    

    

    
      In order to claim the young Golden Cobra for himself, Hu Peng, who had still been in decent condition back then, ambushed his remaining teammates and took their spoils along with the serpent back to Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      He had spent a massive amount of resources to dissolve his previous beast’s Spiritual Seed and implanted the recovered Spiritual Seed into the young Golden Cobra’s consciousness.
    

    

    
      That process had consumed nearly all of his wealth. 
    

    

    
      In nurturing the Golden Cobra, he had even exhausted the resources looted from his former teammates.
    

    

    
      His current status and standing—all of it came from this Golden Cobra.
    

    

    
      And today, with the death of this serpent, Hu Peng would fall back to being an ordinary man.
    

    

    
      Even if he recovered his spirit, he could never again obtain a Ferocious Beast like the Golden Cobra.
    

    

    
      “Ah——!”
    

    

    
      The paralytic venom from Inkband finally took full effect, turning the Golden Cobra completely lifeless. 
    

    

    
      The instant his beast died, Hu Peng let out a scream of agony.
    

    

    
      “Boss! Boss!”
    

    

    
      The other two members from Xin Hui Construction Group snapped out of their shock and rushed into the arena.
    

    

    
      Seeing the miserable state Hu Peng was in, both of them immediately summoned their own beasts—
    

    

    
      A Diamond Ape and a Violent Lion, both mainstream battle beasts.
    

    

    
      “Stop!”
    

    

    
      Sister Lin, Lin Feibao, who was acting as the witness, hurriedly stopped their actions.
    

    

    
      A Blood Leopard leapt down, landing directly between Zhou Ming and Hu Peng’s group—it was Lin Feibao’s beast.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Lin Feibao, whose martial arts were formidable, jumped down from the three-meter-high platform and landed beside them.
    

    

    
      “Gentlemen, since you asked me to serve as the witness, you’d best abide by the rules.”
    

    

    
      The Ironhand Gang was the largest gang in the western part of the city and naturally had powerful backers. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, they would never have been able to construct such a grand Beast Arena.
    

    

    
      Although Hu Peng’s group represented Xin Hui Construction Group, they had no right to make Lin Feibao ignore the rules on their behalf.
    

    

    
      “Zhu Ming, Da Yong, stop!”
    

    

    
      Despite the excruciating pain from his damaged spirit, Hu Peng managed to shout tremblingly to halt his men.
    

    

    
      “Never thought I, Hu Peng, would rise because of the Golden Cobra—and fall because of it.”
    

    

    
      After stopping his subordinates, Hu Peng gritted his teeth and glared at Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “From today onward, the matter between Xin Hui Construction Group and the Wang family ends here. But Zhou Ming, I’ll remember you.”
    

    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    

    
      Fearing that he might collapse if he stayed any longer, Hu Peng spat out the threat and ordered his men to support him out of the arena.
    

    

    
      “If you’ve got a problem, talk to me, Wang Yan. Can’t you accept losing?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the Xin Hui Construction Group men about to break the rules, Wang Yan rushed in with his Tusked Battle Boar.
    

    

    
      Hearing Hu Peng’s threat, Wang Yan immediately stood his ground.
    

    

    
      Hu Peng ignored him and led his group away from the arena.
    

    

    
      “Brother Zhou, congratulations! I didn’t expect you to crush Hu Peng so quickly.”
    

    

    
      “Not at all, I should be the one thanking Chief Lin for stepping in.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhou Ming politely expressed his gratitude toward Lin Feibao.
    

    

    
      “Haha, think nothing of it.”
    

    

    
      “I wonder, would I be fortunate enough to treat Brother Zhou to a meal? I’d very much like to know such a fine young man.”
    

    

    
      “Well…”
    

    

    
      “Xiao Zhou, didn’t you say we’d celebrate after the arena match? Since Chief Lin is being so generous, why don’t we all celebrate together?”
    

    

    
      With a joyful expression, Wang Tiezhu came over and suggested.
    

    

    
      “All right then, we’ll celebrate together at Chief Lin’s fine establishment. What do you say, Chief Lin?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming considered that since Wang Yan’s family lived in the western district, and the Ironhand Gang, though a gang, was not something the Wang family could afford to offend, he had no reason to reject the offer.
    

    

    
      “Haha, nothing could please me more! Let’s all share in the joy of your victory banquet.”
    

    

    
      For a man in Lin Feibao’s position, besides seeking connections with the powerful, befriending capable individuals was also valuable—especially promising youths. 
    

    

    
      If he could build rapport before they rose in status, it would bring him great benefits in the future.
    

    

    
      Soon, the group left the Beast Arena and followed Lin Feibao to the third floor of the Yuelai Hotel.
    

    

    
      As for He Yong, once Hu Peng’s defeat became obvious, he had quietly slipped away, unwilling to linger.
    

    

    
      At the banquet, with Wang Tiezhu—who was well accustomed to social drinking—present, the atmosphere remained lively throughout.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t until midnight that the celebration finally came to an end.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan, how’s Uncle Wang?”
    

    

    
      At the banquet, Wang Tiezhu had been the one drinking the most—not only out of joy but also to help Zhou Ming and Wang Yan deflect toasts.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help on the arena stage, but he clearly wanted to make up for it at the banquet.
    

    

    
      “It’s fine. The waiter and I already helped my dad into the car. I’ll drive him home and let him rest for the night.”
    

    

    
      “You sure you can drive? You’ve had quite a bit too.”
    

    

    
      “Relax, you know my tolerance. Besides, I didn’t drink that much.”
    

    

    
      “All right then.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew Wang Yan’s drinking capacity, so he didn’t press the matter further.
    

    

    
      “I asked you to stay because there are a few things you should keep in mind.”
    

    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s serious expression, Wang Yan realized it was something important.
    

    

    
      “First, I already warned He Yong—whatever he gained, he’d better cough it all up. That guy was just there for show. If he hadn’t been so slow, his beast wouldn’t even have been injured.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, you don’t have to tell me twice. I already planned to get it back.”
    

    

    
      Just hearing He Yong’s name annoyed Wang Yan.
    

    

    
      “Second, you can stay in contact with Lin Feibao, but don’t get too close. Always stay alert. A man who walks the path of the underworld isn’t someone you should fully trust.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      “Third, look into the connections between Xin Hui Construction Group and the upper management of Qinshan Base—especially the ones with strong ties. Take your time, and make sure you don’t expose yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, you think someone from Qinshan Base’s upper ranks was involved in this? That can’t be right. This was just a small construction contract. I know my old man’s limits.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, wasn’t this job given to us through Sister Xiao Yun’s connection? They wouldn’t give us the project only to try to take it back, right?”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan couldn’t quite follow Zhou Ming’s line of thought when he suddenly brought up the base’s upper echelons.
    

    

    
      “You said it yourself—it’s a small project. With the face of Qinshan Base’s higher-ups involved, Xin Hui Construction Group wouldn’t have started this arena battle on their own.”
    

    

    
      “It’s Xiao Yun.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming directly stated the key.
    

    

    
      “What does this have to do with Sister Yun?”
    

    

    
      The more Zhou Ming explained, the more confused Wang Yan became.
    

    

    
      “All right, let me give you my rough guess.”
    

    

    
      “Their target isn’t Xiao Yun—it’s me. What they wanted was to force us to seek Xiao Yun’s help to resolve this matter. But with Xiao Yun’s ability, at most, she’d ask her parents for help.”
    

    

    
      “You should know, favors have limits. The more you ask, the thinner the bond becomes. Even if Xiao Yun doesn’t mind, what about her family?”
    

    

    
      “When I returned to Qinshan Base earlier, I talked with Xiao Yun over the phone. Lately, she’s had a lot of suitors, but she knows what they’re after and has been politely declining.”
    

    

    
      At that, Wang Yan finally began to understand.
    

    

    
      “So someone still misunderstands your relationship with Sister Yun?”
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      “Yeah, some people still mistakenly think I have something going on with Xiao Yun, but they can’t make a move on me directly—doing so would only earn them Xiao Yun’s resentment.”
    

    

    
      “If Xiao Yun holds a grudge, then she can’t be won over. Without that, they can’t tie the Xiao Family to themselves, and naturally can’t get access to Xiao Lei’s connection.”
    

    

    
      “So, the only thing they can do is make Xiao Yun—or the Xiao Family—grow distant from us, by having us constantly go to them for help, until that closeness turns into annoyance or even dislike.”
    

    

    
      After hearing Zhou Ming’s analysis, Wang Yan was left utterly dumbfounded.
    

    

    
      “It’s that complicated?”
    

    

    
      After running around the arena so many times, Wang Yan suddenly felt that these upper-class people were way too complicated.
    

    

    
      “Think about it. How much profit can those three construction projects of yours make? And think about me—what do I have that’s worth the attention of those in power?”
    

    

    
      “Do you know how much profit Xiao Lei can touch?”
    

    

    
      “I don’t.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, Wang Yan looked just like a student called upon by the teacher to answer a question, completely at a loss.
    

    

    
      “There are only a little over a hundred Transcendent Master-level Beast Tamers in the entire Blue Star Alliance, based on the numbers made public. Even if that’s inaccurate, at most it’s only double that.”
    

    

    
      “Since the founding of Qinshan Base, not a single Transcendent Master has appeared. Why? Besides resources and talent, the most crucial reason lies in the Transcendent Ritual required to ascend to that rank.”
    

    

    
      “If someone can become Xiao Lei’s brother-in-law, they might gain the opportunity to access that ritual. Even if they can’t obtain it, as long as Xiao Lei himself becomes a Transcendent Master-level Beast Tamer, there’s still plenty of profit to be gained through him.”
    

    

    
      “You should know—a Transcendent Master-level Beast Tamer has a lifespan of over three hundred years. Who wouldn’t want that? Who wouldn’t desire such protection? With a Transcendent Master guarding them, a family could remain prosperous for two centuries.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s thorough explanation, Wang Yan couldn’t help but swallow nervously.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, what should we do then?”
    

    

    
      Even someone as slow as Wang Yan knew that when stakes were this high, they could be crushed to pieces at any moment.
    

    

    
      “Now you know to be afraid, huh?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Wang Yan’s pale face, Zhou Ming teased lightly.
    

    

    
      “You’re not afraid?”
    

    

    
      “When I left Qinshan Base, I already understood—being afraid is fine, but retreating isn’t an option.”
    

    

    
      “This time, the other side was merely testing the waters. It should’ve been done by one person or one faction, so things haven’t reached the worst point yet.”
    

    

    
      “What you need to do when you go back is help me investigate what I just asked you to check. I need to see who’s plotting behind the scenes.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, and about the construction projects—make sure the profits are reasonable. Don’t let Uncle Wang get too involved just because we won this round in the arena.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll remind my dad about that. Even if I don’t, knowing his personality, he won’t get too greedy.”
    

    

    
      “That’s good. Then head back for now; we’ll stay in touch by phone.”
    

    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    

    
      As Wang Yan was about to turn and leave, something seemed to occur to him, and he looked back to ask Zhou Ming,
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, how did you deal with that Golden Cobra?”
    

    

    
      When he had dealt with the Golden Cobra, Zhou Ming had put on colored contact lenses immediately afterward—besides Hu Peng, no one had seen his serpent eyes.
    

    

    
      “Secret.”
    

    

    
      “You mysterious guy… Fine, don’t tell me then.”
    

    

    
      Although curious, Wang Yan knew his limits and didn’t pry further. After bidding Zhou Ming goodbye, he walked toward the parked car behind him.
    

    

    
      Watching Wang Yan start his car and drive off, Zhou Ming turned and headed for his own.
    

    

    
      The car Zhou Ming bought back when he completed the Cunning Fox mission now served as his daily transportation.
    

    

    
      “Haah.”
    

    

    
      Sitting in the driver’s seat, Zhou Ming felt a surge of irritation as he thought about all these hidden schemes and manipulations. He really wished he could cut through all the chaos cleanly with one stroke.
    

    

    
      But then, thinking of his current strength, all he could do was sigh softly.
    

    

    
      In the end, he could only calm his heart and drive toward his residence.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Luo Hill—two connected low hills located within Qinshan Base’s inner city, occupying about one square kilometer.
    

    

    
      This was the most important area within the inner city.
    

    

    
      Because all the families that truly held power or great strength in Qinshan Base lived here.
    

    

    
      The place was lush with trees and fragrant with flowers. Backed by immense wealth and resources, it maintained a springlike climate all year round.
    

    

    
      Amid the woods, villas of various styles were hidden among the trees, each with its own character.
    

    

    
      Luo Hill was divided into the Front Hill and Back Hill. The Front Hill was occupied by several century-old families of Qinshan Base, while the Back Hill was mainly home to Official Rank Beast Tamers or high-ranking government officials.
    

    

    
      In a classical-style residence on the Front Hill, an elderly man with neatly combed silver hair, dressed in formal, old-fashioned attire, approached a door and knocked lightly.
    

    

    
      “Come in.”
    

    

    
      The voice from within was soft, yet the pronunciation was clear and precise.
    

    

    
      The old man entered. Inside sat a composed man exuding a noble aura, flipping through a book in his hands.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, news has come from Xin Hui Construction Group.”
    

    

    
      After speaking, the old man stood respectfully by the door, awaiting the man’s instructions.
    

    

    
      “Oh? And the result?”
    

    

    
      The man seemed indifferent to the report, asking casually while continuing to read.
    

    

    
      “They failed. Zhou Ming defeated both opponents by himself. Hu Peng, who possessed the Golden Cobra, was killed instantly. The report says Zhou Ming has a pair of special eyes that seem to exert a suppressive effect on serpentine Ferocious Beasts.”
    

    

    
      “Oh? Interesting.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the detailed report, the man finally paused his reading, his interest in Zhou Ming clearly piqued.
    

    

    
      “Young Master, should we…”
    

    

    
      As a servant, he had no right to offer opinions to his master. Even with his seniority, the old man only spoke halfway, awaiting his master’s decision.
    

    

    
      “Forget it. This was just a casual move—a pawn played idly. If we interfere again, I’m not worried about what tricks Zhou Ming might have; I’m more concerned that certain people might notice and word could reach Xiao Yun. That would ruin everything.”
    

    

    
      “But… what if the Xiao Family’s young lady truly has feelings for this Zhou Ming? After all, those involved are often the ones most blind to it.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry. If things are really as you say, then there are others even more anxious than us—they’ll take care of it for us.”
    

    

    
      “You may go.”
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the man’s attitude, the silver-haired old servant dared not press further. He opened the door and quietly withdrew.
    

    

    
      “Who would’ve thought that such a small place like Qinshan Base could give birth to a real dragon? Even I have to follow family orders to vie for the favor of an ordinary girl. Truly, the world is unpredictable.”
    

    

    
      The man sighed at the thought of how a teenage boy had stirred the calm waters of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      But when he recalled the intelligence from Yunhai Base, he could only admit that the family’s judgment was sound.
    

    

    
      According to reports, Xiao Lei might reach Official Rank as a Beast Tamer within a year or two—before the age of twenty—and had several chances to become a Transcendent Master in the future.
    

    

    
      Not only in Qinshan Base, but even among the major powers of Yunhai Base, there were already those sending their young women to get close to him.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Xiao Lei’s sister hadn’t gone to Yunhai Base; otherwise, they might not have had the chance to pursue Xiao Yun at all.
    

    

    
      “Who would’ve thought that even I, Qin Xiaoting, would have to fight to live off a woman? If word got out, people would laugh their heads off.”
    

    

    
      With a bitter laugh at himself, Qin Xiaoting turned another page in his book as the deep night continued in silence.
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      No matter how turbulent the undercurrents beneath the sea became, at least for now, they would not affect Zhou Ming’s small boat floating on the surface.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming also knew that once those undercurrents turned into towering waves, even if they were not aimed at him, his tiny vessel would still be swallowed beneath the spray.
    

    

    
      “When the city gate catches fire, the fish in the moat suffer as well.”
    

    

    
      Such was the fate of small people. Even if they wished for a peaceful life, it still depended on the whims of others.
    

    

    
      Therefore, after returning from Yuelai Hotel, Zhou Ming devoted all his energy to the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method.
    

    

    
      Since he could not stop this coming storm, then he would make himself into a colossal warship.
    

    

    
      The storm would then become nothing more than a sprinkling gun on the ship’s deck—washing away the dust, turning into a scene for Zhou Ming’s eyes to behold.
    

    

    
      The day after returning from Yuelai Hotel, Zhou Ming officially began meditating on the White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      The Azure Potion possessed the purest sky-blue hue, so clear and flawless that it was mesmerizing.
    

    

    
      But the price behind such purity was steep—two bottles of Azure Potion had cost Zhou Ming more than half a million Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Still, it was a necessary resource, for the most difficult stage of entering the White Bone Contemplation was visualizing oneself within the Spiritual Sea, and forming the profound Heart Seal of White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      Yes—this Heart Seal was not formed by the physical body, but by the self-awareness within the Spiritual Sea, using Spiritual Power to shape the seal.
    

    

    
      A slight error would not only prevent one from entering a meditative state, but could also cause harm to one’s own spirit.
    

    

    
      Before beginning the meditation, Zhou Ming made a series of careful preparations.
    

    

    
      He locked the door, shut the windows, drew the curtains tightly, lit the Focus Incense, and had Inkband and Vermilion Jade stand guard nearby.
    

    

    
      After bathing and changing clothes, he adjusted his breathing and repeatedly reviewed the steps of the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method in his mind.
    

    

    
      When he confirmed everything was ready, Zhou Ming took a deep breath and drank the Azure Potion in his hand.
    

    

    
      He gently closed his eyes, relaxed his body, cleared away all distractions, and let his consciousness sink entirely into the Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      The Spiritual Sea and the Beast Space were, in essence, the same place—but the Spiritual Sea was not identical to the Beast Space.
    

    

    
      Through special materials and rituals, the Beast Space was endowed with the ability to seal one’s own beasts. To the Spiritual Sea, that was but one of its many inherent functions.
    

    

    
      For a Beast Tamer, the Spiritual Sea was more like a vast, void-like universe of consciousness—one that the tamer must continuously explore and develop.
    

    

    
      Within Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Sea, the Ironthread Snake swarm had already been released, scattered across every corner of his dwelling.
    

    

    
      He did this in case any disturbance during meditation caused fluctuations in the Spiritual Sea, affecting the snakes.
    

    

    
      After all, this batch of snakes represented the highest quality of Ironthread Snakes Zhou Ming currently possessed.
    

    

    
      Even without the snakes, his Spiritual Sea remained dazzling—its nebula-like formations mesmerizing to behold.
    

    

    
      Half of the nebula was composed of unused Spiritual Seeds, while the other half consisted of the projections of his Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      From the projections of these beasts extended strands of silvery threads, connecting through the void to the beasts outside his body.
    

    

    
      The golden Spiritual Seeds and the silver Spiritual Threads spiraled together like a Taiji pattern within Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      Immersed in this ocean of consciousness, Zhou Ming, under the guidance of the White Bone Contemplation, resembled a master sketch artist, meticulously outlining his own form line by line.
    

    

    
      As the strokes multiplied, Zhou Ming’s facial features and body became increasingly lifelike.
    

    

    
      Finally, streaks of silver light flowed intermittently into the drawn body, filling in imperceptible details.
    

    

    
      Such delicate manipulation of Spiritual Power was only possible with the aid of the Azure Potion—otherwise, even reaching this stage would have taken Zhou Ming countless attempts.
    

    

    
      It was money well spent.
    

    

    
      When the final stroke was drawn, a figure identical to Zhou Ming’s physical self appeared within the Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      Seated cross-legged upon the nebula, Zhou Ming appeared tranquil.
    

    

    
      Yet, upon closer look, he resembled a walking corpse—merely an empty shell, far from the true state of meditation.
    

    

    
      “White Bone Contemplation Heart Seal.”
    

    

    
      Within the Spiritual Sea, Zhou Ming’s voice echoed.
    

    

    
      It was as though heaven and earth had been split open, chaos torn apart—bringing a sliver of life to the dead stillness of the Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      The Zhou Ming formed from Spiritual Power joined his hands, fingers unfolding like blooming lotus petals, forming an intricate hand seal.
    

    

    
      At last, his thumbs and index fingers met, creating an eye-like pattern within the hollow of his palms.
    

    

    
      The White Bone Contemplation focused not only on self-awareness—it had to reflect into the flesh as well.
    

    

    
      The practitioner’s five organs and six viscera, limbs and bones, the six vital meridians—all had to be mirrored within the drawn spiritual body.
    

    

    
      The body was the vessel of the spirit; the spirit was the extension of the body.
    

    

    
      The sages of Blue Star had not conjured such studies from nothing—their every step had been firmly grounded in reality.
    

    

    
      Excessive longing leads to spirit damage and bodily harm; overnight, one’s hair turns white.
    

    

    
      Such truths revealed that body and spirit were not separate, but interdependent.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, mere visualization of a decaying body could never allow one to experience the realm where flesh fades and bones radiate brilliance.
    

    

    
      When the Heart Seal of White Bone Contemplation was successfully formed, Zhou Ming felt as though his consciousness had truly stepped into his Spiritual Sea.
    

    

    
      Yet he did not dwell on that thought. He quickly steadied his mind and continued the meditation, for succeeding once did not guarantee success the next time.
    

    

    
      In the Spiritual Sea, there was no concept of time.
    

    

    
      Seated cross-legged upon the nebula, Zhou Ming had no idea how long had passed.
    

    

    
      His once-strong body began to wither, his healthy skin shriveled, and his once-handsome face grew spotted with the stains of age.
    

    

    
      That previously charming aura had been replaced by the stillness of decline.
    

    

    
      Vitality seemed to drain away from him—death slowly approached.
    

    

    
      He did not know how long it lasted.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s body began to rot.
    

    
      Yellow pus oozed from decaying flesh; flies and maggots swarmed across his body. Even his clothes had fused with the festering remains.
    

    

    
      Then, from the darkness around him, emerged cold, bloodthirsty black serpents devoid of emotion.
    

    

    
      They devoured the rotten flesh that fell from Zhou Ming’s body, endlessly feeding.
    

    

    
      As more serpents appeared, they covered his entire body like ravenous ghosts, gnawing at every last shred of flesh.
    

    

    
      When the flesh was gone, a skeleton appeared atop the nebula.
    

    

    
      Yet compared to the white-haired old man depicted in the White Bone Contemplation Scroll, Zhou Ming’s bones were riddled with countless fine holes, as if they could crumble at any moment.
    

    

    
      The black serpents, finding no more flesh to consume, slithered within the gaps of his bones for a while before slowly vanishing.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s skeleton began to harden—though not drastically, it was clearly stronger than before, no longer so fragile and decayed.
    

    

    
      Perhaps those serpents had devoured his delusions, desires, and obsessions—refining them into nourishment.
    

    

    
      Or perhaps the reflection into the flesh strengthened the spirit with physical resilience.
    

    

    
      Maybe both were true.
    

    

    
      This state did not last long.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming opened his eyes in the external world, the strange phenomena of the Spiritual Sea vanished instantly.
    

    

    
      Ending his meditation, Zhou Ming did not feel any spiritual transformation—instead, he quickly reached for a low-grade Nutrient Potion and drank it down.
    

    

    
      “Cough.”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t expect the White Bone Contemplation to consume so much of the physical body. Luckily, I trained in martial arts beforehand—otherwise, even if I had succeeded in meditation, my body would’ve needed a long recovery.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the bloodstain on his right hand wiped from the corner of his mouth, Zhou Ming truly felt grateful for the year and a half he had spent building his foundation.
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      “Pa.” A crisp switch sound echoed.
    

    

    
      The bright light in the bedroom flickered on, illuminating the previously pitch-black room with glaring clarity. It was Inkband, who had received Zhou Ming’s order, that turned on the light for him.
    

    

    
      At that moment, Zhou Ming sat on the bed, his face pale with a bluish tinge, lips bloodless, and his entire body appearing utterly drained.
    

    

    
      If Wang Yan were to see him now, he would never believe this was Zhou Ming’s condition after meditation. Instead, he might think Zhou Ming had gone all out fighting for his life in some dark alley.
    

    

    
      “Cough.”
    

    

    
      “I didn’t expect the threshold for this Original Meditation Method to be so high.”
    

    

    
      After sensing the danger hidden within the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method, Zhou Ming finally understood why the Original Meditation Method had been withdrawn from the stage of the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      If the Original Meditation Method was still used as the main method to promote Beast Tamers today, then the Beast Taming profession would only remain an exclusive privilege for a small number of people.
    

    

    
      Perhaps, during the developmental process of the Blue Star Alliance, there were indeed people who had such thoughts. Yet in the end, due to external factors, they had to abandon them.
    

    

    
      After all, if the humans of Blue Star were all gone, such privileges would be nothing more than a bubble.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t dwell on the matter for long, because in reality, the Basic Meditation Technique had already become the common meditation method within the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      Even though not everyone could become a Beast Tamer, at least everyone now had a chance to become one.
    

    

    
      “Still, though the White Bone Contemplation is dangerous, its effects are truly extraordinary. Even the quality of my Spiritual Power has been tempered.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming slightly probed the state of his Spiritual Power and soon discovered that both its quantity and quality had improved.
    

    

    
      If his Spiritual Power had reached a level of six before, then after this meditation, it had now reached seven.
    

    

    
      Considering that the normal limit of Spiritual Power for an ordinary person was nine, as long as Zhou Ming continued using the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method to raise his Spiritual Power to nine, and then pushed his beasts’ strength to the limit of low-tier Ferocious Beasts, he would meet the requirements for advancing to an Official Rank Beast Tamer—provided he possessed the advancement ritual and the necessary transition materials.
    

    

    
      With such a harvest, Zhou Ming naturally set aside the danger of the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method. If he couldn’t even bear this level of risk, his path as a Beast Tamer would not go very far anyway.
    

    

    
      After consuming a low-tier Nutrient Potion, Zhou Ming slowly recovered his vitality.
    

    

    
      His previously pale face began to regain color, and his bent back straightened once again, no longer looking like he could be blown over by a mere gust of wind.
    

    

    
      Feeling the sticky sweat on his skin, Zhou Ming stood up, preparing to take a bath.
    

    

    
      Inside the bathroom, the steaming hot water had already been drawn. Zhou Ming lay in the bathtub, wiping his body with the hot water while also contemplating the direction of his future.
    

    

    
      With the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method in hand, Zhou Ming no longer had to worry about the difficulty of improving his Spiritual Power. 
    

    

    
      Given its remarkable effects, he was confident that before exhausting his current batch of resources, he could push his Spiritual Power even further.
    

    

    
      Even if he couldn’t reach the absolute limit, he would at least come very close to it.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming still faced two major difficulties at present: the strength of his beasts, and the problem of class advancement.
    

    

    
      Relying on the spiritual item Serpent Saliva Fruit, both Inkband and Vermilion Jade had broken through their species limits and advanced to low-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      But their current strength was still only at the lower-middle level among low-tier Ferocious Beasts. To push their power to the limit of low-tier Ferocious Beasts would still require significant effort from him.
    

    

    
      Though the process would be difficult, it was a problem that could still be solved through sheer investment of resources—by forcefully raising their strength.
    

    

    
      Moreover, once his Spiritual Power reached its limit, he could use it to feed back into his beasts, helping Inkband and Vermilion Jade rapidly increase their strength.
    

    

    
      The reason he wasn’t using that method now was mainly because it would affect the improvement of his own Spiritual Power.
    

    

    
      In the cultivation system of Beast Tamers, there were generally two main paths to increase strength.
    

    

    
      The first was for the Beast Tamer to prioritize enhancing their own Spiritual Power, and after it reached the peak of their current level, they would then focus on nurturing their beasts.
    

    

    
      The second was to primarily strengthen their beasts first. 
    

    

    
      Once the beasts reached their own limits and could no longer advance, they would then, in turn, use their power to feed back into the Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Usually, the choice between these two depended on personal circumstances.
    

    

    
      Of course, if a Beast Tamer possessed exceptional talent and had ample resources, both could be pursued simultaneously without issue.
    

    

    
      Due to Inkband and Vermilion Jade’s circumstances, Zhou Ming was currently focusing most of his resources on himself, occasionally cultivating his beasts to help them grow steadily.
    

    

    
      Although the strengthening of his beasts was difficult, at least it had a clear direction for effort. The true obstacle lay in the class advancement ritual—something he could not avoid.
    

    

    
      Because human Spiritual Power on Blue Star had a natural limit, and since Beast Tamers mainly commanded beasts, in essence, their combat capability was not much different from using firearms.
    

    

    
      Even if their beasts could destroy mountains or devastate battlefields, a single close-range ambush by an intelligent Ferocious Beast or a foreign race could still end a Beast Tamer’s life instantly.
    

    

    
      Hence, to overcome this weakness, the Class Advancement Ritual was developed—each stage a gradual transformation from ordinary human into something akin to gods and demons.
    

    

    
      Throughout the history of the Blue Star Alliance, countless advancement rituals had been researched, yet in the end, only four major advancement paths became the mainstream choices among most Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      They were: Phantasmal Tamer, Beast Knight, Shepherd, and Beast Spirit Sorcerer.
    

    

    
      The origin of the Phantasmal Tamer traced back to the Alliance’s early scientific efforts—attempts to study the genes of Ferocious Beasts and create biological weapons to combat beasts and alien species from other realms.
    

    

    
      Though those attempts failed, once the Beast Tamer profession emerged, the results of that research found new use.
    

    

    
      By integrating the extraordinary knowledge obtained from foreign races with the biological weapon project, the Phantasmal Tamer advancement system was born.
    

    

    
      When an Apprentice Beast Tamer broke through to the Official Rank, they could use extraordinary materials and a ritual to evolve their beasts into Phantasmal Beasts.
    

    

    
      Phantasmal Beasts were beings half-biological and half-energy, capable of manipulating elemental energy particles.
    

    

    
      Their Beast Tamers could also, through resonance, gain access to such elemental power—though weaker than their beasts, it still allowed them to personally touch upon supernatural strength.
    

    

    
      At the Apprentice Beast Tamer level, one relied on the power of elements to break through the limits of Spiritual Power, enabling continued advancement.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the Phantasmal Beast could transform into armor, granting its tamer not only formidable close-combat ability but also mastery over elemental energy.
    

    

    
      It could be said that upon becoming a Phantasmal Tamer, a qualitative transformation occurred between an Apprentice Beast Tamer and an Official Rank Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      The most evident difference was that the Beast Tamer’s own weaknesses ceased to exist—they could walk unharmed through a storm of bullets.
    

    

    
      Beyond the Official Rank, the Phantasmal Tamer could further advance to become a Weapon Master.
    

    

    
      Their Phantasmal Beast would evolve into a pure elemental lifeform, and the Beast Tamer’s strength would surge dramatically—able to transform their beast into an elemental weapon that directly guided the world’s elemental forces in battle.
    

    

    
      The final stage was the Legendary Saint, something Zhou Ming had learned about earlier from the Detailed Explanation of Beast Tamer Career Advancement he purchased in the Black Market.
    

    

    
      The ultimate form of the Phantasmal Tamer profession was the Elemental Annihilator.
    

    

    
      It was said that one must cultivate a second Phantasmal Beast with an element completely opposite to the first, and through the collision of elements, grasp the power of annihilation.
    

    

    
      However, the complete Phantasmal Tamer Advancement Ritual was only possessed by the Blue Star Academy, whose dean was one of the few Legendary Saints in the entire Alliance.
    

    

    
      To enter this academy, one had to reach the Official Rank before the age of thirty in order to even qualify for application.
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      However, let alone the Legendary Profession Elemental Annihilator, even the Weapon Master’s Transcendent Ritual was a top-secret matter that not just anyone was qualified to access.
    

    

    
      It was precisely for this reason that the upper echelons of the Qinshan Base wanted their younger family members to pursue Xiao Yun.
    

    

    
      Because Xiao Lei’s mentor was a Weapon Master—someone who possessed the Transcendent Ritual necessary for advancing to Transcendent Master.
    

    

    
      The Ice Wolf that Zhou Ming had seen back then was a high-tier Ferocious Beast cub. Upon maturity, it naturally mastered the power of frost.
    

    

    
      Beasts of this level, even in their juvenile stage, could only have a Spiritual Seed successfully implanted by a handful of prodigies.
    

    

    
      As for an adult Ice Wolf—such a thing was simply impossible. The disparity in power was too great, and there had never been a precedent.
    

    

    
      Xiao Lei tamed the Ice Wolf as his contracted beast in order to prepare in advance for the Phantasmal Tamer profession.
    

    

    
      Different Ferocious Beasts suited different professions.
    

    

    
      Aside from the Phantasmal Tamer, there also existed the profession of Beast Knight.
    

    

    
      By pushing the symbiotic feedback between Beast and Tamer to its limits, Beast Tamers formed a life-and-death contract with their beasts through a ritual.
    

    

    
      Though the death of a beast meant the fall of its Tamer, the Beast Tamer would also gain the beast’s powerful physique and innate talents. Relying solely on themselves, Beast Knights could hunt in the wilderness.
    

    

    
      A Professional Rank Beast Knight who advanced to Transcendent Master would become a War Knight. Mount and master—life, soul, and aura—would merge perfectly, unleashing devastating combined attacks and aura skills, becoming killing machines on the battlefield.
    

    

    
      The Legendary Profession Radiant Knight resonated with the will of its beast. Through sheer willpower, they could interfere with reality itself, empowering themselves with overwhelming might.
    

    

    
      The current President of the Hunter Guild had advanced to Saint Rank through the Legendary Profession Radiant Knight, slaying a Beast King–level dragon and earning the title of Dragon Slayer.
    

    

    
      This Legendary Profession existed only within the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      It could be said that starting from the Beast Knight, Beast Tamers brought the feedback ability of their beasts to its ultimate expression.
    

    

    
      Among the four major advancement professions, Phantasmal Tamer and Beast Knight were the most frequently chosen paths.
    

    

    
      Besides these two, there was also the Shepherd, a profession with a complete advancement system exclusive to the Alliance Army.
    

    

    
      The Shepherd advancement path was one developed by Beast Tamers themselves through the use of their Spiritual Seeds.
    

    

    
      A Beast Tamer controlled a beast by implanting a Spiritual Seed into its mind.
    

    

    
      When that seed took root and sprouted, the implantation was considered successful.
    

    

    
      As the beast’s strength grew, the Spiritual Seed would continuously absorb its power, ensuring the Tamer’s control remained stable and preventing any backlash.
    

    

    
      The Shepherd’s advancement ritual accelerated the growth of this Spiritual Seed, nurturing it into a great tree that could bear new Spiritual Seeds.
    

    

    
      The Shepherd would then use these subsidiary seeds to tame additional beasts, thereby increasing the number of beasts under their control.
    

    

    
      However, this method had a flaw—the newly born Spiritual Seeds could initially only tame low-tier Ferocious Beasts. To make them high-tier, one had to cultivate them personally.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was also an advantage: if a beast tamed through a subsidiary seed died, it would not affect the main beast.
    

    

    
      Since nurturing beasts consumed vast resources, Shepherds would release them into the wilderness to gather resources on their own—hence the name Shepherd.
    

    

    
      Although Shepherds lacked direct transcendent abilities, the feedback from their entire beast herd formed a special defensive force field around them.
    

    

    
      This force field’s defense exceeded that of any single beast. Typically, a Beast Tamer of the same level would have to eliminate the Shepherd’s beasts before being able to kill the Shepherd.
    

    

    
      Only when there was an enormous difference in strength could one directly break through the Shepherd’s defensive field.
    

    

    
      Because they lacked extraordinary personal abilities, Shepherds focused all their efforts on cultivating powerful beasts.
    

    

    
      Above the Shepherd was the Transcendent Master profession, the Legion Commander, who used formation knowledge to unite the strength of an entire herd, unleashing mountain-splitting, river-shattering power—one person commanding an entire army.
    

    

    
      The Legendary Profession Totem Master could cause the herd’s formation to resonate with heaven and earth, transforming it into a grand totem. The Totem Master would then become the sovereign of that living totem domain.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming requested the Scorpion-Lion to prepare for a Shepherd’s advancement ritual, it was because he had considered his own situation. Even if he failed to change professions, he might still find inspiration to open up a new path—though the odds were slim, it was the only profession he could reference.
    

    

    
      As for the Beast Spirit Sorcerer, Zhou Ming found this profession to be exceedingly strange after studying it.
    

    

    
      Through a special ritual, it dissolved the beast’s flesh and left only its beast soul behind.
    

    

    
      Perhaps due to flaws in this profession, that section of the manual barely mentioned advancement to Transcendent Master or Legendary Saint, only briefly noting that it involved spiritual entities, curses, and death.
    

    

    
      Out of curiosity, Zhou Ming had tried to investigate further, but in the end, found nothing useful—it seemed the Alliance had deliberately sealed such information.
    

    

    
      As for other professions, Zhou Ming had little interest. Most of them peaked at Official Rank at best, with only a handful capable of reaching Transcendent Master. Those few either had severe flaws or required extremely rare resources.
    

    

    
      Unless the three major known professions were impossible for him to use, Zhou Ming would not consider those incomplete advancement paths.
    

    

    
      “It seems for now, I can only focus on strengthening my spirit first, then think of a way to solve the problem with my beasts. As for advancement, I’ll wait until I’ve reached my peak, then look for a path forward.”
    

    

    
      In the bathroom, Zhou Ming soaked in the bathtub, not at all complacent despite having obtained a low-grade Meditation Method. Instead, he silently pondered the direction of his future development.
    

    

    
      For Apprentice Beast Tamers, the best age to break through was before thirty. 
    

    

    
      After all, the lifespan of an Official Rank Beast Tamer was only about a hundred years—twenty or thirty more than an ordinary human. If one broke through too late, there wouldn’t be enough time to pursue further advancement.
    

    

    
      Moreover, if the normal advancement methods didn’t work for Zhou Ming, the difficulty for him to advance to Official Rank Beast Tamer would be far greater than others—he might even remain an Apprentice for life.
    

    

    
      Time waited for no one. Though Zhou Ming was only twenty by nominal age, the reality forced him to plan ahead.
    

    

    
      That was also why he hated trouble—any waste of time could cut off his path as a Beast Tamer, rendering his rebirth meaningless.
    

    

    
      Once he sorted out his thoughts, the confusion hidden in Zhou Ming’s eyes vanished, leaving only determination.
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Zhou Ming stayed home.
    

    

    
      He used Spirit Nourishing Potions alongside the Basic Meditation Technique to nurture his Spiritual Power, and trained his body through martial practice while consuming Low-grade Nutrient Potions and supplements, all to prepare for his second attempt at the White Bone Contemplation.
    

    

    
      His days were monotonous, yet Zhou Ming found joy in them—each day felt meaningful and full.
    

    

    
      Time slowly flowed by as Zhou Ming continued to pursue his path as a Beast Tamer.
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      Half a month later, sunlight streamed through the glass window and into the living room. Zhou Ming was shirtless, drenched in sweat as he practiced the Mad Python Martial Way.
    

    

    
      Under the sunlight, the streamlined muscles on his body shimmered faintly with a fluorescent sheen from the sweat.
    

    

    
      Each move and stance was incredibly slow, like an old ox dragging a broken cart through muddy ground.
    

    

    
      His entire body’s muscles, tightly coiled like steel wires, twisted and tensed with his slow movements—every single fiber being refined and tempered.
    

    

    
      Although martial arts mainly trained the body and refined techniques of exerting force, for Zhou Ming, who was still at the Apprentice Rank, it provided significant help.
    

    

    
      Even after becoming an Official Rank Beast Tamer, martial arts still served as an important auxiliary method. For professions like Beast Knight, it was even more crucial for unleashing one’s true strength.
    

    

    
      “Ding, ding…”
    

    

    
      The phone on the side suddenly rang.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming withdrew his stance, steadied his breathing, and picked up a towel to wipe off his sweat while grabbing the vibrating phone.
    

    

    
      “Wang Yan? Could it be that he found out which high-ranking figures in Qinshan Base have close ties to Xin Hui Construction Group?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the caller ID, Zhou Ming guessed the reason behind Wang Yan’s call.
    

    

    
      “Hello.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, I’ve figured out which upper-level members of Qinshan Base are connected with Xin Hui Construction Group.”
    

    

    
      Wang Yan’s tone was filled with excitement—it seemed he, too, cared deeply about uncovering who had been secretly working against them.
    

    

    
      “Oh, that fast? Don’t tell me you went and hired someone to gather this intel?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming truly feared that Wang Yan might have ignored his warning and sought outside help to collect information. Considering the power of the forces behind the scenes, they could easily notice any small movements.
    

    

    
      “How could I?”
    

    

    
      Perhaps hearing the concern in Zhou Ming’s voice, Wang Yan immediately continued explaining.
    

    

    
      “I found it all online. After all, none of this is really a secret. Qinshan Base is so big, and the media is always watching the higher-ups for any eye-catching news.”
    

    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the explanation, Zhou Ming felt relieved.
    

    

    
      As for the “network” Wang Yan mentioned, it was more like a large local area network that connected all computer users within Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Only a few top-level figures could access the network that connected the entire Blue Star Alliance. Due to the difficulty of wireless communication, information transfer speed was very slow.
    

    

    
      If the entire Qinshan Base were integrated into the Blue Star Alliance’s network, no one could use it normally.
    

    

    
      Aside from those upper figures, only a handful of wealthy individuals could pay the exorbitant connection fees for such access.
    

    

    
      It was said that in large bases, all networks were linked directly to the Blue Star Alliance’s main network.
    

    

    
      Thus, Zhou Ming usually only used his computer to read news or play games to relax.
    

    

    
      “I’ve already organized the data and sent it straight to your email.”
    

    

    
      After saying that, Wang Yan added,
    

    

    
      “By the way, my old man is taking me to the Black Pine Small Base to oversee the progress of a construction project. You won’t be able to reach me for a while.”
    

    

    
      Because of a project they had previously accepted, Wang Yan had to leave Qinshan Base temporarily. He mentioned it to prevent Zhou Ming from misunderstanding his sudden disappearance.
    

    

    
      “All right, I got it. It’s a good chance for you to step out of this whirlpool anyway.”
    

    

    
      Even if Wang Yan hadn’t planned to leave, Zhou Ming would have advised him to temporarily get out of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      After chatting briefly, they ended the call.
    

    

    
      Putting down his phone, Zhou Ming draped the towel over his neck, picked up a glass of water, and went to his bedroom. Sitting at his computer desk, he turned on the computer and logged into his seldom-used email.
    

    

    
      Immediately, he noticed a red flashing notification.
    

    

    
      Opening the email from Wang Yan, Zhou Ming drank water to replenish what he had lost through training while browsing through the message.
    

    

    
      There wasn’t much content. Wang Yan had even highlighted the key points. After reading it, Zhou Ming’s expression grew heavy.
    

    

    
      Although Xin Hui Construction Group had many normal connections with the base’s upper echelons, one power stood out—the Qin Family.
    

    

    
      According to Wang Yan’s findings, the Qin Family was not only a major shareholder of Xin Hui Construction Group but also its primary backer within Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming knew a fair bit about the Qin Family.
    

    

    
      The Qin Family was too famous in Qinshan Base. Even if he didn’t deliberately investigate, he would still hear news about them from time to time.
    

    

    
      Since the founding of Qinshan Base, the Qin Family had been part of its leadership, holding a permanent seat in the nine-member council of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Their industries were deeply entrenched across nearly every field in the base, and they had close to ten Official Rank Beast Tamers within the family. They were the undisputed overlords among the local powers of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      If it weren’t for the rule that the Council Leader could not be selected from local council members and must instead be appointed directly by the Alliance, the Qin Family would have long since become the de facto rulers of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      As for why the Qin Family wanted to form a marital alliance with the Xiao Family, Zhou Ming could roughly guess the reason. Besides wanting Xiao Lei’s help in obtaining the Transcendent Master Ritual, they also didn’t want other forces leveraging Xiao Lei’s talent and connections to threaten their standing in Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      “All under heaven bustle for profit, all under heaven strive for gain.”
    

    

    
      “Even the Qin Family cannot escape the word ‘benefit.’”
    

    

    
      For Zhou Ming, the only good news was that the Qin Family didn’t truly regard him as a threat—this was likely just a casual probe.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, with the Qin Family’s influence, if they truly wanted to move against him, his only chance of survival would be to leave Qinshan Base immediately.
    

    

    
      “Seems like I’m still too weak.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could see it clearly—if his strength were sufficient, even if his relationship with Xiao Yun were real, others would only offer blessings, not plot tricks behind his back.
    

    

    
      Deleting the data from his computer, Zhou Ming decided not to stir up further trouble. Without strength, everything else was meaningless.
    

    

    
      His current goal was to find a way to become an Official Rank Beast Tamer as soon as possible.
    

    

    
      There was a popular saying throughout the Blue Star Alliance: Only an Official Rank Beast Tamer truly steps through the door of the Beast Tamer’s path.
    

    

    
      Once one became an Official Rank Beast Tamer, both status and identity underwent a qualitative transformation—such individuals belonged to the privileged class across the entire Alliance.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s investigation into the connections behind Xin Hui Construction Group was merely a precaution, a way to stay ahead and protect himself.
    

    

    
      He had no desire to fall into trouble unknowingly, not even knowing who had struck against him.
    

    

    
      After understanding the cause and effect behind the arena incident, Zhou Ming decided not to waste further effort on it.
    

    

    
      Closing his email, he opened the Qinshan Base Hunter Forum to check whether anything major had happened in or around Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Though he preferred staying at home to cultivate, Zhou Ming was not indifferent to the world. After relaxing through games, he would often browse the local forum.
    

    

    
      Even though the network was just a local intranet, some people had remarkably sharp sources—occasionally, bits of sensitive information would surface online for everyone to see.
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      “Offering a large reward for conception, Beast Tamers preferred.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the sudden post that popped up on the forum, Zhou Ming was instantly speechless. Truly, all kinds of freaks and lunatics were roaming around this place.
    

    

    
      The only redeeming feature was that the woman in the photo was quite beautiful, dressed in very revealing clothes. However, to Zhou Ming, she held no appeal whatsoever. He clicked his mouse and deleted it directly before continuing to browse through other forum posts.
    

    

    
      After scrolling for a long while, Zhou Ming didn’t come across any useful information. It was either advertisements or gossip — not a single piece of content of any real value.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming didn’t seem disappointed. He already had some understanding of the forum’s current state.
    

    

    
      When the forum was first established, there truly had been a lot of valuable information. But as its reputation grew, all sorts of people flocked in, and eventually it turned into what it was today.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was merely browsing the forum to pass time, to let his fatigued body recover after training in the Mad Python Martial Way, and also to see if he might stumble upon a pleasant surprise.
    

    

    
      But judging from the situation now, Zhou Ming probably wouldn’t get any unexpected harvest.
    

    

    
      Once his body recovered, Zhou Ming stopped browsing the forum and continued to practice the Mad Python Martial Way.
    

    

    
      When night fell, after settling his dinner and taking a bath, he began flipping through the books about Beast Tamers he had bought from the Black Market.
    

    

    
      According to Zhou Ming’s daily schedule — in the morning, he cultivated the Basic Meditation Technique; in the afternoon, he trained in the Mad Python Martial Way; at night, he read through the books he had collected.
    

    

    
      His days passed in a strict and steady rhythm — mind, body, and knowledge. Zhou Ming was like a parched sponge, continuously absorbing the water he needed.
    

    

    
      Because he knew that compared to the disciples of great powers who possessed complete inheritances, he was still far behind, and could only do everything possible to close the gap.
    

    

    
      Over the next two months, Zhou Ming stayed home following this routine. Aside from going out for necessities, he secluded himself indoors, digesting the resources he had previously obtained.
    

    

    
      After all, only by converting resources into his own strength would all his efforts in obtaining them hold meaning.
    

    

    
      In Zhou Ming’s plan — obtain resources, convert them into strength, then use strength to obtain even more resources — he would proceed step by step along this path.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming’s beasts, aside from Inkband and Vermilion Jade who were consuming Spirit Nurturing Pills, the rest of the serpents were released into the sewers to hunt Hardfur Rats — a species that could never be completely exterminated anyway.
    

    

    
      The only ones affected were the Rat Exterminators within Qinshan Base, who had been returning empty-handed for the past few months.
    

    

    
      But even if Zhou Ming knew that, he wouldn’t care about their feelings. What he was doing could even be considered as helping Qinshan Base for free.
    

    

    
      Two months later, inside Zhou Ming’s bedroom — in a pitch-dark environment where one couldn’t see even a hand before their face — a flicker of lightning suddenly flashed from Zhou Ming’s eyes as he ended his meditation.
    

    

    
      “Electricity born from the void?”
    

    

    
      Seeing this strange phenomenon, Zhou Ming naturally understood the reason behind it. It was the manifestation of his Spiritual Power reaching its limit.
    

    

    
      After exhausting the resources he had purchased earlier, Zhou Ming had practiced the White Bone Contemplation Meditation Method three times. During this last session, his Spiritual Power finally reached its limit.
    

    

    
      Looking back, for Zhou Ming to reach such a level at the age of twenty was not merely due to the White Bone Contemplation alone.
    

    

    
      It was the combined result of the Serpent Saliva Fruit, the Amethyst Potion, the White Bone Contemplation, many other resources — and Zhou Ming’s own unwavering perseverance.
    

    

    
      Unlike after his first meditation, though Zhou Ming still felt a trace of weakness, it was much lighter than before.
    

    

    
      At least this time, he could get up on his own and turn on the lights in his room.
    

    

    
      “With my current state, I can now focus on cultivating my beasts.”
    

    

    
      “Though… this will have to wait until next year.”
    

    

    
      It had been about five months since Zhou Ming left Qinshan Base for the Green Mist Jungle. It was now November — the beginning of winter.
    

    

    
      Thinking of how, since coming to Blue Star, he had spent two full years focusing solely on the path of the Beast Tamer, Zhou Ming felt a touch of weariness. He decided to take this winter as a time for proper rest and relaxation.
    

    

    
      Cultivation required both tension and relaxation — pushing oneself too hard would only hinder one’s progress on the Beast Tamer’s path.
    

    

    
      The next morning, Zhou Ming — dressed in a black winter coat — left his residence early. Since he couldn’t leave Qinshan Base for the time being, he decided to visit the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      Not to take on missions, but to see if he could gather any useful information. After all, during this season, many hunters who had gone out would be returning to Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Many of them liked to drink and brag in the Hunter Guild’s bar, and some who had obtained rare resources would bring them for private trades in addition to submitting official missions.
    

    

    
      Given Zhou Ming’s current situation, visiting the Hunter Guild was the perfect opportunity — to relax his mind and maybe stumble upon a new opportunity.
    

    

    
      There were two lively places in the Hunter Guild — the bar and the stalls.
    

    

    
      The former was for the mental decompression of most hunters. Wandering the wilderness year-round, dancing on the edge of life and death, most hunters’ mental states were far from healthy.
    

    

    
      The numbing effect of alcohol was their spiritual sustenance, helping them relieve inner pressure.
    

    

    
      The latter, the stalls, displayed all sorts of strange items gathered by hunters in the wild — some worthless, others priceless treasures.
    

    

    
      Because it was difficult to appraise these items, and hunters were unwilling to sell cheaply, private stall trading naturally emerged.
    

    

    
      Once, someone even found a treasure among these stalls, and since then, the Hunter Market had grown increasingly lively.
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming didn’t drive, as parking spaces near the Hunter Guild were notoriously hard to find due to its popularity.
    

    

    
      Although few people in the base could afford cars — and those could only be used inside the base — for hunters, buying and maintaining one wasn’t much of a burden. Thus, the Hunter Guild area was one of the rare places in Qinshan Base where parking was scarce.
    

    

    
      “Ding.”
    

    

    
      The familiar sound of the tram chime rang out. Zhou Ming wasn’t in a rush and was the last to get off.
    

    

    
      “The sunlight feels so nice today.”
    

    

    
      After stepping off, Zhou Ming looked up at the warm sun, feeling completely relaxed and comfortable.
    

    

    
      It had been a long time since he’d enjoyed this feeling of basking in sunlight.
    

    

    
      For months, he had either been in the mist-shrouded Green Mist Jungle, or at home honing his martial skills and meditating with the White Bone Contemplation, then studying his collection of books at night.
    

    

    
      Both his mind and body had been in a constant state of tension.
    

    

    
      For his decision to go out and take a walk today, Zhou Ming felt it was absolutely the right one.
    

    

    
      “Could you move aside?”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming stood at the tram door, soaking in the sunlight with a blissful expression, someone interrupted him.
    

    

    
      Turning his head, Zhou Ming saw that there was actually one more passenger getting off after him — and he was blocking the way.
    

    

    
      “Ah, sorry about that.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming quickly apologized and stepped aside from the door.
    

    

    
      The other person didn’t say anything more, merely gave Zhou Ming a look filled with pity — the kind one would give to a fool — before getting off and walking away.
    

    

    
      Leaving behind only Zhou Ming, standing there with an embarrassed expression.
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      The Hunter Market was located in a small plaza to the left of the Hunter Guild, and the security here was also maintained by the Guild itself, so no one dared to cause trouble in this place.
    

    

    
      Although it was Zhou Ming’s first time here, he already understood the rules of trade in the Stall Plaza. Other than the prohibition against coercion or forceful transactions, all dealings here were settled in cash on the spot—profits and losses were one’s own responsibility.
    

    

    
      If Zhou Ming happened to buy something worth a million Alliance Coins for just one hundred, the stall owner could only swallow the loss silently.
    

    

    
      If anyone dared to use force to reclaim their item, Zhou Ming wouldn’t even need to take action himself—the Hunter Guild would intervene on his behalf.
    

    

    
      Even after leaving the Stall Plaza, the Guild would still protect the buyer’s interests.
    

    

    
      Of course, this rule worked both ways. Even if one were scammed out of everything they owned, the Hunter Guild would still side with the stall owner.
    

    

    
      It could be said that the Stall Plaza was a place where dragons and snakes mingled—a chaotic mix of all kinds. Scams and deception were common occurrences here, but so were overnight fortunes.
    

    

    
      “Little brother, want a Low-grade Meditation Technique?”
    

    

    
      The moment Zhou Ming stepped into the plaza, before he could even adapt to the dense crowd and the noisy environment, a nearby stall owner called out to him.
    

    

    
      The man’s looks were fairly decent, and his bearing was somewhat unusual for a commoner. The stall owner estimated that Zhou Ming was definitely not from an ordinary family—a perfect fat sheep.
    

    

    
      Young, wealthy, yearning to become a Beast Tamer, and likely not very experienced.
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could respond, another stall owner immediately interrupted.
    

    

    
      “Little brother, don’t listen to him. His Low-grade Meditation Technique is incomplete. Look at mine—it’s an optimized Basic Meditation Technique, twice as efficient as a normal one!”
    

    

    
      Hearing someone snatching his business, the first stall owner selling the Low-grade Meditation Technique instantly grew displeased.
    

    

    
      “Li Laosi, my Meditation Technique may be incomplete, but it’s still usable. I picked it up from the remains of a hunter in the Wilderness!”
    

    

    
      “And where did your so-called optimized Basic Meditation Technique come from? Don’t tell me you’re trying to trick this young brother just because he’s new and easy to fool.”
    

    

    
      After finishing, he ignored the other man and continued persuading Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Little brother, though this Meditation Technique is incomplete, it’s absolutely usable. It might not compare to a full Low-grade Meditation Technique, but it’s far superior to the Basic one.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, if I really had a complete Low-grade Meditation Technique, would I even be selling it here? You look talented—if you could complete this technique, you might carve out a great future for yourself.”
    

    

    
      “Ah, if it weren’t for the few brothers who’ve been with me all these years, unable to even save up for a wife, I wouldn’t be selling this incomplete Low-grade Meditation Technique at all.”
    

    

    
      As he mentioned his brothers, the stall owner’s face grew sorrowful, his eyes carrying a touch of melancholy. It was hard to tell whether he regretted becoming a hunter or simply felt guilty toward his comrades.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, who hadn’t even managed to get a word in, could only shake his head with a sigh at the sight of the man’s story-filled expression.
    

    

    
      “Big brother, you were just born in the wrong era. If this were before the Doomsday Era, you’d definitely have won a golden statuette.”
    

    

    
      With that said, Zhou Ming didn’t bother listening to more of his boasting and continued to stroll around the plaza.
    

    

    
      “Hahaha…”
    

    

    
      Across from the first stall, a short and chubby middle-aged stall owner couldn’t help bursting into laughter.
    

    

    
      “Zhao Fatty, what the hell are you laughing at?”
    

    

    
      Failing to make a sale already had the first stall owner in a foul mood; being laughed at only made him curse in anger.
    

    

    
      “How could I not laugh? That young brother just praised your acting skills! My laugh is me giving you applause.”
    

    

    
      Zhao Fatty then briefly explained what a “golden statuette” meant—it seemed he knew a bit about things before the Doomsday Era.
    

    

    
      After his explanation, the nearby stall owners all joined in laughter, teasing the man selling the Low-grade Meditation Technique, saying he should go be an actor instead.
    

    

    
      Although the entertainment industry of the Blue Star Alliance was now in decline, the top-tier celebrities were still quite wealthy.
    

    

    
      After realizing the meaning behind Zhou Ming’s words, the stall owner didn’t curse him out again. Instead, he fell into thought, wondering if he truly had chosen the wrong career.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, having left that scene behind, didn’t dwell on it. Encounters like that were a dime a dozen in the Stall Plaza. Some stalls put on double acts, while others simply stayed silent and mysterious to lure in customers.
    

    

    
      There were even highly skilled fraudsters who forged items so well that, had Zhou Ming not spent time studying and learning, he would likely have been fooled multiple times—paying “tuition” in another sense.
    

    

    
      At one point, Zhou Ming even saw someone place a basketball-sized stone with a smooth surface on a stall.
    

    

    
      A note stuck on it read: “Fossil of a Lord-level Ferocious Beast Egg – 80,000 Alliance Coins.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that, Zhou Ming was completely speechless.
    

    

    
      Dimensional Rifts had only appeared on Blue Star around a thousand years ago, and Ferocious Beasts had emerged during that same period. A thousand years was hardly enough time for fossils to form—this was purely a scam designed to filter out the intellectually challenged.
    

    

    
      As the most popular trading spot for hunters, the Stall Plaza wasn’t entirely filled with con artists; there were still legitimate and valuable goods for sale. Otherwise, Zhou Ming wouldn’t have bothered coming to browse.
    

    

    
      Relaxing the mind and wandering idly were two completely different states of being.
    

    

    
      Ferocious Beast materials, rare medicinal herbs, second-hand equipment, peculiar materials with unknown uses—even Ferocious Beast meat was being sold by some.
    

    

    
      Judging from the setup, it was likely that a large Hunting Corps had opened a butcher stall here. Every time they returned from the Wilderness, they made sure not to waste a single part of their prey—special personnel were responsible for transporting the corpses of Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      It could be said that they extracted every bit of value from a Ferocious Beast’s body. Even the excrement could be used as fertilizer.
    

    

    
      Though the process was troublesome, the profits gained from a single Ferocious Beast far exceeded what an ordinary hunter could earn.
    

    

    
      Ferocious Beast meat sold quickly. Once a carcass was laid out on the chopping board, it was usually gone within moments.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had originally planned to buy a few pounds before leaving, but it seemed that idea had already died before birth.
    

    

    
      Long-term consumption of Ferocious Beast meat was known to strengthen the body. The effects were mild but enough to make it highly sought after by the wealthy.
    

    

    
      Moreover, only large hunting corps were capable of transporting entire Ferocious Beast corpses back to the base, so the meat was extraordinarily expensive—over a thousand Alliance Coins per pound.
    

    

    
      And that was only for Low-grade Ferocious Beasts. For high-grade ones, even having money didn’t guarantee the right to buy.
    

    

    
      After glancing around a bit more, Zhou Ming stopped paying attention to it. The Stall Plaza stretched well over a hundred meters in both length and width, and he had only explored a small portion so far—many stalls still awaited him.
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming didn’t fancy himself a child of destiny destined for miraculous encounters, he still hoped to find a few practical and affordable items today.
    

    

    
      While he had more money than the average person, when it came to the resources needed by a Beast Tamer, he could barely afford the most basic ones. Hence, Zhou Ming was always frugal where he could be.
    

    

    
      This alone showed just how difficult it was for an independent Beast Tamer to cultivate on their own.
    

    

    
      And this was even after Zhou Ming had gained a few windfalls along the way.
    

    

    
      Given his situation, joining a faction wasn’t an option—he could only struggle and forge ahead on his own.
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      “Martial arts manuals?”
    

    

    
      Arriving at a small stall covering about two square meters, Zhou Ming’s gaze was instantly drawn to the many books laid out across it.
    

    

    
      Just like the other buyers nearby, Zhou Ming didn’t care about appearances and simply crouched down to take a closer look.
    

    

    
      Unlike the books stored in the Qinshan Library, most of the ones here were related to hunters.
    

    

    
      Explanations of shooting techniques, trap setups, wilderness survival, which materials from Ferocious Beasts were valuable, how to dismember their corpses, how to skin them…
    

    

    
      Although these were all basic books, they covered nearly all the essential knowledge required for venturing into the wilderness—skills every hunter needed to master.
    

    

    
      Anyone who thought that grabbing a gun and wearing combat gear made them a hunter was gravely mistaken. Even those “dancing on the knife’s edge” had plenty to learn.
    

    

    
      A hunter without proper preparation was nothing but prey waiting to die.
    

    

    
      However, compared to those, the martial arts manuals were far more eye-catching to Zhou Ming, since he already had plenty of the former at home.
    

    

    
      “Young man, interested in these three martial arts manuals?”
    

    

    
      The stall owner—who looked to be in his thirties and had a somewhat honest appearance—was sharp-eyed, seeing through Zhou Ming’s thoughts at a glance.
    

    

    
      “A bit. After all, the feeling of fists meeting flesh is a man’s true romance.”
    

    

    
      Facing the stall owner’s inquiry, Zhou Ming replied with the kind of reasoning typical for his age.
    

    

    
      “Haha, you’re not wrong. Even I still love that feeling.”
    

    

    
      “Want me to give you an introduction?”
    

    

    
      As a stall owner, he didn’t forget his duty. Seeing that Zhou Ming was interested, he immediately began to promote his wares.
    

    

    
      “Sure.”
    

    

    
      Having wandered around for a while, Zhou Ming didn’t mind taking the time to learn about something that genuinely caught his interest.
    

    

    
      “Then I’ll start with the first one on the right.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because these three martial arts manuals were the most valuable items at the stall, they were placed carefully at the owner’s feet.
    

    

    
      Pointing at the first manual, the stall owner began his practiced explanation.
    

    

    
      “This one’s the traditional Iron Thread Fist. Its movements are broad and forceful, overwhelming opponents with momentum. It’s excellent for tempering one’s muscles and bones.”
    

    

    
      “But as you know, no matter how well one practices martial arts, getting close to a Ferocious Beast is just asking for death. Usually, only gunners who handle heavy weapons find this useful.”
    

    

    
      “Practitioners of the Iron Thread Fist are strong and sturdy—able to wield heavy machine guns. Even Apprentice Beast Tamers would rather avoid fighting them head-on.”
    

    

    
      The stall owner’s introduction was thorough, but Zhou Ming shook his head, uninterested. It didn’t match his combat style at all.
    

    

    
      Seeing his reaction, the stall owner didn’t insist and moved on to the next manual.
    

    

    
      “This one’s Weapon-based Martial Arts—‘Thirteen Forms of Battle Blood.’ It’s a path of reckless slaughter. The techniques are savage and purely for close-quarters killing. I figure you wouldn’t be interested either, right?”
    

    

    
      The man seemed quite perceptive. He didn’t over-pitch his goods—after explaining, he could already tell Zhou Ming wasn’t into it.
    

    

    
      Such weapon-based martial arts were only useful for those planning to become Phantasmal Tamers or Beast Knights. After all, who would bother engaging in melee combat under normal circumstances?
    

    

    
      If even Ferocious Beasts couldn’t be cut down easily, let alone humans—why use a blade when one could use a gun?
    

    

    
      At least the Iron Thread Fist could help with wielding heavy firepower. The Battle Blood Thirteen Forms, however, were purely for surprise melee attacks.
    

    

    
      “Boss, just tell me about the last one.”
    

    

    
      Having found the first two unsuited to his style, Zhou Ming’s patience was wearing thin.
    

    

    
      “Alright, you might find this last one interesting.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s impatience, the stall owner got straight to it. Judging by his tone, this one might actually pique Zhou Ming’s interest.
    

    

    
      “This last martial arts manual—‘Beast King Body’—was created after the founding of the Blue Star Alliance. It’s what we call ‘New Martial Arts.’”
    

    

    
      “New Martial Arts?”
    

    

    
      Hearing the term, Zhou Ming’s curiosity was piqued.
    

    

    
      “Yeah, New Martial Arts—because it strengthens practitioners using the genes of Ferocious Beasts. It’s completely different from traditional martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “Ferocious Beast genes? How’s that any different from Genetic Potions?”
    

    

    
      If this New Martial Arts was truly powerful, Zhou Ming figured he would’ve already heard about it. Moreover, anything involving genes made him frown slightly.
    

    

    
      After all, meddling with one’s genes could easily turn someone into something neither human nor beast.
    

    

    
      “This New Martial Arts and Genetic Potions are completely different. The latter forcibly alters your genetic structure in a short time through drugs, granting temporary power.”
    

    

    
      “But New Martial Arts uses martial techniques to gradually absorb a Ferocious Beast’s essence, improving the body bit by bit, until eventually breaking through the limits of human physiology.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was surprised—the stall owner actually seemed well-versed in this topic, even explaining the distinction between Genetic Potions and New Martial Arts in detail.
    

    

    
      “New Martial Arts must have flaws too, right?”
    

    

    
      Rather than being drawn in by its potential, Zhou Ming asked calmly.
    

    

    
      After all, if it truly could break human limits, it would have long become a transcendent path like that of Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      “You’ve got sharp eyes, young man.”
    

    

    
      The stall owner gave a thumbs up, clearly impressed.
    

    

    
      “New Martial Arts is indeed powerful, but since it uses Ferocious Beast genes as a power source, it naturally suffers from their influence.”
    

    

    
      “At first, it’s fine. But as strength increases, practitioners become irritable and violent—eventually losing their sanity and falling into complete madness.”
    

    

    
      “No way to fix it?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had expected physical issues, not mental ones.
    

    

    
      “There are. Two ways, in fact.”
    

    

    
      “What ways?”
    

    

    
      The stall owner didn’t hold back and continued his explanation.
    

    

    
      “The first way is to overcome it through sheer willpower. But such people are extremely rare.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming nodded in agreement. Even he only considered himself determined—having a will of steel was still far beyond him.
    

    

    
      “The second way is simpler. A Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power can suppress the side effects. The stronger one’s body through New Martial Arts, the more Spiritual Power they’ll need to stabilize it.”
    

    

    
      That part made Zhou Ming puzzled. If so, New Martial Arts should have already spread among Beast Tamers. Even if high-ranked Tamers didn’t need it, Apprentice Beast Tamers were notoriously fragile.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming wasn’t one to overthink things. If he couldn’t figure it out, he simply asked.
    

    

    
      “The reason’s simple. First, New Martial Arts is still young—mainly developed by a few bases in the western regions of the Alliance, so it hasn’t spread widely.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming nodded at that. Though Qinshan Base bordered the Northern Wilderness and the Endless Forest Sea, there were rarely any encounters with other races. Compared to the western bases that often fought against them, Qinshan Base could indeed be described as peaceful.
    

    

    
      While Zhou Ming was lost in thought, the stall owner continued his explanation.
    

    

    
      “The second reason is…”
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      “This second reason is that practicing New Martial Arts is difficult, and it also requires a lot of resources—more time, effort, and materials than traditional martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “Think about it. Ordinary people dare not train deeply in New Martial Arts. Wasting resources like that, it’s better to just learn traditional martial arts.”
    

    

    
      “As for Beast Tamers, those above the Professional Rank—whether they practice or not doesn’t matter. And most Apprentice-level Beast Tamers already have limited resources and time. How could they spare the effort to train in New Martial Arts?”
    

    

    
      “Not every Beast Tamer can advance to the Professional Rank, right?”
    

    

    
      Hearing the Stall Owner’s explanation, Zhou Ming shared his thoughts. The vast majority of Beast Tamers within the Alliance were only apprentices—not everyone was qualified to advance further.
    

    

    
      “You’ve misunderstood something. Practicing New Martial Arts doesn’t instantly make you bulletproof. Spending that much effort and money is worse than just buying a high-end combat suit.”
    

    

    
      “To strengthen your body to the level where you can resist bullets, New Martial Arts requires an extremely high level of mastery. And to reach that realm, only a Professional-level Beast Tamer’s Spiritual Power can suppress the inner negative emotions and remain unaffected by Ferocious Beast Genes.”
    

    

    
      “Do you think Professional-level Beast Tamers need New Martial Arts? Take Beast Knights for example—their bodies alone can resist gunfire. Practicing New Martial Arts would do nothing for them because their physical strength is already overwhelming.”
    

    

    
      After hearing the Stall Owner’s words, a single term appeared in Zhou Ming’s mind.
    

    

    
      Tasteless.
    

    

    
      “Something not worth eating, yet too wasteful to throw away.”
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect you to be so knowledgeable, Boss. Even if I gained nothing else from today’s visit to the Market Square, it wouldn’t be a wasted trip.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t get all scholarly on me, kid. I’ve just been with a few hunting teams, traveled to other bases for missions, and seen a bit more of the world.”
    

    

    
      “As they say, ‘Reading ten thousand books is not as good as traveling ten thousand miles.’”
    

    

    
      From the casual tone of the Stall Owner, Zhou Ming could tell he wasn’t an ordinary hunter. Judging by his experience and the fact that he could take missions at other bases, he was at least an elite Black Iron Hunter—possibly even Bronze Rank.
    

    

    
      And given Zhou Ming’s understanding of Beast Tamers, the man was likely a powerful Apprentice-level Beast Tamer in real combat. As for being Professional-level—absolutely impossible.
    

    

    
      Those Professional Beast Tamers could earn money without leaving home. Why would they bother running a stall?
    

    

    
      “You, kid—those bright eyes of yours tell me you’re a Beast Tamer too. Interested in this Beast King Body manual?”
    

    

    
      “How much in Alliance Coins? Can you give me a discount?”
    

    

    
      “So that’s what you’re after. Flattery won’t work on me. The price is clearly marked—one million Alliance Coins.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Zhou Ming immediately examined the Stall Owner carefully. With his thick brows and honest face, he looked like a simple, trustworthy man—yet he was clearly treating Zhou Ming like a fat pig to slaughter.
    

    

    
      “Boss, you’re not trying to rip me off, are you?”
    

    

    
      “If I were the kind of man who cheated people, do you think you’d hear such a detailed explanation here at the Market Square? Say what you want, but New Martial Arts has been hyped to the heavens—its price could’ve easily tripled.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t argue. The man was telling the truth.
    

    

    
      After wandering around for so long, this Stall Owner was the only one who felt genuine. No wonder his business wasn’t exactly booming.
    

    

    
      But one million Alliance Coins was still a hefty sum for Zhou Ming at any time. Moreover, the New Martial Arts manual, flaws aside, was only a written training method.
    

    

    
      Unlike Mad Python Martial Way, which provided personal guidance, medicinal decoctions, and daily meal plans—guaranteeing Zhou Ming’s mastery—this New Martial Arts manual was a tasteless “chicken rib” sold at an outrageous price.
    

    

    
      “Boss, let’s not even talk about the flaws of New Martial Arts. This Martial Arts Manual isn’t a Beast Tamer’s Meditation Technique that needs Spiritual Power to record. If I’m not mistaken, the moment I buy your Beast King Body manual, you’ll just put another one up for sale.”
    

    

    
      “Ahem.”
    

    

    
      The Stall Owner looked a bit embarrassed when Zhou Ming said that.
    

    

    
      But he quickly composed himself and spoke in a serious tone.
    

    

    
      “At Qinshan Base University, whether a teacher instructs one student or a group, it’s still teaching. Does Qinshan Beast Tamer University charge tuition for just one person per class?”
    

    

    
      “Knowledge is priceless. And tell me, where else in Qinshan Base could you find someone selling New Martial Arts manuals?”
    

    

    
      “Uncle, I really admire your integrity, but if you keep this up, you’ll never make a sale. Why not cut me a small discount as a good omen?”
    

    

    
      “How much of a discount?”
    

    

    
      Not because he agreed with Zhou Ming’s reasoning—he was just annoyed.
    

    

    
      “Five hundred thousand.”
    

    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming froze for a moment.
    

    

    
      “Did I bargain too low? Or is there something wrong with your Beast King Body?”
    

    

    
      The Stall Owner simply tossed the Beast King Body manual in front of him, signaling for him to read it. He wasn’t the least bit worried Zhou Ming could memorize the whole thing.
    

    

    
      If he really could, then the Stall Owner would have to admit his bad luck.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Zhou Ming closed the Beast King Body with satisfaction. With his martial knowledge, he hadn’t found anything suspicious in it.
    

    

    
      “If there’s no problem, pay up. If I didn’t hate trouble so much, I wouldn’t have let you get it this cheap.”
    

    

    
      Having verified the content and gained a decent impression of the man, Zhou Ming decisively took out his Gold Card and swiped it on the machine in the Stall Owner’s hand.
    

    

    
      Once the transaction was complete, Zhou Ming didn’t linger. He tucked the Beast King Body into his small backpack and left.
    

    

    
      “Whistle—”
    

    

    
      “Heh, another good day’s earnings.”
    

    

    
      The honest-looking Stall Owner immediately whistled cheerfully and pulled a fresh copy of the Beast King Body from the box under his seat, setting it up for the next customer.
    

    

    
      “Old Wu, do you actually manage to sell those this way?”
    

    

    
      “Heh, who do you think I am? And for the record, my Beast King Body manuals are the real deal—not like your fake junk.”
    

    

    
      The Stall Owner beside him, apparently an acquaintance, only laughed and cursed good-naturedly.
    

    

    
      “You lucky bastard.”
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Zhou Ming had no idea he’d just been scammed. Although the Beast King Body wasn’t fake, normally a New Martial Arts manual cost only a few tens of thousands of Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      Of course, there was a reason Zhou Ming got tricked.
    

    

    
      New Martial Arts had been created a hundred years ago, causing a sensation across the Blue Star Alliance. But once its flaws were discovered, the Alliance’s enthusiasm quickly cooled. Repeated research failed to fix the problems, and New Martial Arts eventually faded from public attention.
    

    

    
      For ordinary people who weren’t Beast Tamers, New Martial Arts seemed like a way to carve out a future through sheer will—but lack of money and resources kept most away.
    

    

    
      As for the wealthy or well-connected, though they had resources, they wouldn’t waste time on something so flawed. They’d rather focus on becoming Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Thus, after a century, few still knew of New Martial Arts. Only the upper-class youths, with their broad education, were familiar with it.
    

    

    
      That Stall Owner relied on good acting skills to target the wealthy but ignorant—those unaware of New Martial Arts’ true history.
    

    

    
      It could only be said: there’s always someone sharper. Zhou Ming had made it this far through caution and preparation—but when it came to cunning, he still had a long way to go.
    

    

    
      Still, it wasn’t entirely his fault this time—the man had deceived him with nine and a half truths, never once mentioning the real price of New Martial Arts.
    

    

    
      A scam born from an information gap.
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      “Damn.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the book in his hand, Zhou Ming spat out a curse, gently “greeting” the stall owner who had just looked so simple and honest.
    

    

    
      After leaving the stall where he bought Beast King Body, Zhou Ming grew deeply interested in New Martial Arts. So, he circled around the street market until he finally found a book introducing it.
    

    

    
      However, Zhou Ming hadn’t been happy for long before learning that the Beast King Body in his hand was worth only tens of thousands of Alliance Coins at most.
    

    

    
      The manual was real, and the information about New Martial Arts was also genuine—but the price was completely wrong.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming hadn’t brought much money with him, or else he would have been completely ripped off this time.
    

    

    
      This was the first time Zhou Ming had suffered a loss since arriving on Blue Star, and it was a painful one at that.
    

    

    
      When he first entered the stall market, Zhou Ming had even mocked a stall owner who tried to sell him a low-level meditation technique. Unexpectedly, the slap in the face came so quickly.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t the story of him hitting others this time, but Zhou Ming himself being slapped several times. He finally experienced how that Young Master Tong must have felt when being crushed by someone’s intelligence.
    

    

    
      And since this happened in the stall market, Zhou Ming couldn’t cause any trouble. Even if he took action secretly, once the Hunter Guild discovered it, he would have no choice but to flee into the Wilderness.
    

    

    
      The veins on Zhou Ming’s right hand bulged as he forced himself to swallow his anger.
    

    

    
      There was no way around it—offending the Hunter Guild would truly leave him with no place to stand within the Alliance.
    

    

    
      As a power spanning the entire Blue Star Alliance, the number of forces capable of opposing the Hunter Guild could be counted on one hand.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t risk his life over mere tens of thousands. In a world where extraordinary powers existed, he couldn’t guarantee his actions wouldn’t be discovered.
    

    

    
      “Just take it as spending money for a lesson.”
    

    

    
      Taking a deep breath, Zhou Ming could only comfort himself like this.
    

    

    
      Scanning the bustling surroundings, Zhou Ming suddenly felt irritated. His plan to relax had completely fallen apart.
    

    

    
      Not wanting to stay any longer, he decided to visit the Hunter Guild’s bar to see if he could pick up any useful information.
    

    

    
      The Hunter Bar wasn’t far—it was right next to the Hunter Guild and even connected inside. Some hunters, after completing missions, would stop by for a few drinks.
    

    

    
      After what just happened, Zhou Ming planned to drink a bit himself to vent his anger.
    

    

    
      “Young man, you look upset. How about having a couple of drinks together?”
    

    

    
      As soon as he stepped into the bar, a scantily clad woman with an enticing figure leaned toward him.
    

    

    
      Good thing the bar had heating—otherwise, wearing so little in this weather, she would have frozen solid.
    

    

    
      “Swish.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s right hand, like an iron clamp, caught the woman’s hand just as it reached toward his forbidden zone.
    

    

    
      “Sorry, beauty. I prefer to drink alone. You should find someone else.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s words were polite, but his tone was like a cold winter wind that pierced the bone. Even with colored contact lenses, his eyes felt like those of an emotionless predator serpent ready to strike.
    

    

    
      Already in a foul mood, Zhou Ming wasn’t about to let himself get tricked again. Whether it was a honey trap or a drugging setup, he disliked trouble.
    

    

    
      “R-Really? Then I won’t bother you, young man.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s chilling voice, the woman forced a smile, losing all her previous flirtatious charm—as if Zhou Ming were some villain threatening to force her into prostitution.
    

    

    
      Once Zhou Ming released her hand, the hostess fled in panic, desperate to distance herself from the man who clearly wasn’t playing along.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect Xiaoli to actually meet someone who gave her the cold shoulder.”
    

    

    
      “Heh, if Xiaoli came to drink with me, no way I’d stop all night.”
    

    

    
      “Stop drinking? You mean you’d keep her busy all night!”
    

    

    
      “Hahaha…”
    

    

    
      Nearby hunters, witnessing the scene, immediately began chatting and laughing crudely.
    

    

    
      They were all rough men—three sentences in, and the talk turned dirty.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t bother with them. For most hunters, wine and women were their whole lives. It wasn’t that they didn’t want to save money or settle down for a normal life.
    

    

    
      But once you entered the hunter circle, seeing death and chaos became routine. Being able to maintain a stable mental state was already impressive; few still remembered their original dreams.
    

    

    
      “Hello, customer. What would you like?”
    

    

    
      The bartender noticed Zhou Ming approach and asked calmly.
    

    

    
      “Got anything strong and stimulating, but not too intoxicating?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s request, the neatly dressed bartender didn’t seem surprised—he’d seen all kinds here.
    

    

    
      “Yes, Ice and Fire Love, five hundred per glass.”
    

    

    
      “I’ll take one.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming pulled out five hundred-coin bills and placed them on the counter.
    

    

    
      “Please wait a moment, sir.”
    

    

    
      Backed by the Hunter Guild, the bartender’s composure was unwavering, entirely unaffected by the noisy atmosphere around him.
    

    

    
      He took the coins, then began preparing Zhou Ming’s Ice and Fire Love with deft, fluid movements that were pleasing to the eye.
    

    

    
      When the elegant display ended, the drink was placed in front of Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Please enjoy.”
    

    

    
      “Thanks.”
    

    

    
      Though in a bad mood, Zhou Ming’s manners remained intact—it seemed his irritation hadn’t clouded his reason.
    

    

    
      As the Ice and Fire Love entered his mouth, Zhou Ming felt a wave of refreshing coolness down his throat, like eating iced watermelon on a summer day.
    

    

    
      But right after that came a wave of heat rising from his abdomen, surging straight to his head.
    

    

    
      The alternation of cold and heat brought a unique comfort, and with its low alcohol content, it was indeed a special drink.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming raised his glass toward the bartender in acknowledgment, then took it to a small empty table—perfect for one person.
    

    

    
      “Did you hear? Two small bases in the northeast region of our Alliance got wiped out by beast tides this year.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had barely sat down when hunters at the neighboring table started gossiping.
    

    

    
      “What’s so surprising? Every year, a few small bases get destroyed by beast tides. If there weren’t any, that would be news.”
    

    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    

    
      “When will days like this ever end…”
    

    

    
      One of the hunters sighed with a trace of concern for the Alliance—it seemed not all hunters were self-serving.
    

    

    
      “Stop worrying about the world, come on, drink.”
    

    

    
      His companion raised a cup to cheer him up, drowning all unease in alcohol.
    

    

    
      Seeing they had nothing useful to say, Zhou Ming took another sip of Ice and Fire Love and turned his attention to other nearby tables.
    

    

    
      In a Hunter Bar, there was never a shortage of hunters drinking.
    

    

    
      “You know? A huge Dimensional Rift appeared in the Northern Wilderness this time. Heard a lord-level Ferocious Beast crawled out of it.”
    

    

    
      “Isn’t that old news from a few days ago? If you’ve got nothing better, just drink.”
    

    

    
      His companion laughed, annoyed by the fake mystery.
    

    

    
      “Bah, do you think I’d brag with outdated news? The real story is, that rift triggered a massive earthquake—exposing a survival base buried underground for hundreds of years!”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Zhou Ming’s eyes instantly lit up. 
    

    

    
      He set down his glass and focused all his attention on eavesdropping on the hunters’ conversation nearby.
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      “How did you find out about this information?”
    

    

    
      Everyone had been hanging around together for a long time, knowing each other’s backgrounds well. So when the middleman brought up such news, they were still somewhat skeptical.
    

    

    
      “Damn, you guys actually doubt my words?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the expressions of his teammates, the middleman didn’t even need to guess what they were thinking. He immediately grew irritated and hurried to explain.
    

    

    
      “You all know my cousin joined the Blood Wolf Hunting Corps. This time, their team took on a mission to investigate the large Dimensional Rift. He came back from the Northern Wasteland and personally told me about it.”
    

    

    
      “Such important information—your cousin would just leak it like that?”
    

    

    
      One of the teammates clearly didn’t buy his explanation.
    

    

    
      “If it had only been the Blood Wolf Hunting Corps that discovered it, he definitely wouldn’t have said anything. But there were multiple forces investigating that large Dimensional Rift this time. It’s impossible to keep the matter hidden. So, when he returned and we chatted, he told me about it.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, their team suffered heavy losses during this investigation. Now that winter’s begun, and there’s a large Dimensional Rift near the ruins, no one wants to head to that base for now. They’re probably planning to wait until spring next year, when all the major forces are prepared, to jointly explore it.”
    

    

    
      “Not to mention, if that ruin holds technological data from before the Doomsday Era, the hidden benefits would definitely make those major powers go mad with greed.”
    

    

    
      “Really.”
    

    

    
      “I figure this information will spread in a few days. Shouldn’t we get ready early? Once word gets out, prices on equipment and supplies will skyrocket. Even if we don’t go, I can still flip my stock for a profit.”
    

    

    
      Hearing his plan, his teammates at the same table immediately began weighing the credibility of his words.
    

    

    
      And not just them—the hunters drinking at the nearby tables who overheard the conversation were also silently evaluating the reliability of this news.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, quietly savoring his Ice and Fire Romance nearby, was also calculating in his mind whether he should go. After all, this expedition would be far more dangerous than his previous two wilderness explorations.
    

    

    
      After thinking for a while, Zhou Ming decided to wait until the information spread further before making a decision. By then, there would likely be more leaks, and he could assess the real situation to determine whether the risk was worth it.
    

    

    
      If the ruins contained only technological relics, Zhou Ming wouldn’t bother getting involved.
    

    

    
      But if it had anything related to the Beast Tamer field, he would take the risk to go.
    

    

    
      Because during the Doomsday Era, the surviving humans of Blue Star had lived on thanks to the secret permanent military bases that predated the apocalypse.
    

    

    
      In their search for Blue Star’s own transcendent system, most of the research had been conducted in these secret bases—since only there could such work even be possible.
    

    

    
      The most infamous of these during the Doomsday Era was a permanent military base later known to history as Hell. Over ten thousand human experiments had been conducted there, most of them on unwilling subjects.
    

    

    
      Yet, it was precisely in that so-called Hell Base that the current Beast Taming Cultivation System had been born.
    

    

    
      The most renowned figure in the Hell Base was a professor named Li Yuan.
    

    

    
      He was the one who perfected the Meditation Technique and the condensation of the Spiritual Seed, laying the foundation for the establishment of the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      At the same time, this man—who should have been revered by later generations—had personally overseen thousands of human experiments.
    

    

    
      Professor Li Yuan never tried to justify his deeds, nor did he ask the Alliance to alter history. He merely left behind a statement:
    

    

    
      “No matter how noble or brilliant my goal may have been, my actions were truly dark—utterly devoid of humanity. I don’t need future generations to whitewash me, for darkness is darkness and cannot be covered by the word ‘light.’ My only hope is that such things never happen again, and that the human society of Blue Star will someday regain civilization and order.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming had read these words at the Qinshan Library, he couldn’t help but feel deep respect for the man.
    

    

    
      To dwell within darkness, to bear it, and yet not to use the brilliance of one’s cause as a veil for one’s sins—that took extraordinary honesty.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming also understood why Li Yuan had left such words. Because if darkness could always be cloaked under the excuse of light, countless others would commit evil under the guise of righteousness.
    

    

    
      Of course, Zhou Ming’s feelings toward him were purely of respect; he made no judgment as to whether the man was right or wrong.
    

    

    
      What Zhou Ming wanted to know now was what purpose the hidden ruins before him had served at the dawn of the Alliance’s founding.
    

    

    
      After all, perfecting the Meditation Technique and condensing the Spiritual Seed were merely the keys to opening the door to the transcendent path. The later refinement and development of various professions had required the participation of numerous hidden bases.
    

    

    
      Different bases had pursued different directions of development, leading to the later emergence of multiple occupational branches.
    

    

    
      If this base had conducted research related to Beast Tamer class advancements, Zhou Ming would have no choice but to take the risk and go there himself.
    

    

    
      Thinking that there were still two or three months before spring arrived, Zhou Ming wasn’t in a hurry. He planned to gather detailed intelligence first.
    

    

    
      Besides, after being swindled out of several hundred thousand Alliance Coins at the Hunter Market, he at least confirmed that his New Martial Arts Beast King Body remained unaffected. His mental state had reached its limit, and his Beast Taming aptitude couldn’t improve further with ordinary resources. Zhou Ming decided to use the remaining time to make final preparations.
    

    

    
      Whether he decided to go or not, strengthening himself would always be beneficial. At this point, only New Martial Arts could rapidly increase his strength.
    

    

    
      Once his physical fitness improved, he was confident that he could fire the Thunder Type-2 Revolver twice in quick succession—an undeniable boost to his combat ability.
    

    

    
      After sorting out his thoughts, Zhou Ming didn’t plan to stay any longer. He downed the last of his Ice and Fire Romance and left the lively Hunter Bar.
    

    

    
      Stepping out of the warm bar, the cold wind immediately hit his face. Zhou Ming walked through the chilly air toward the shops surrounding the Hunter Guild.
    

    

    
      Although the goods sold there couldn’t compare to those on Treasure Street, their quality was still guaranteed—no counterfeits.
    

    

    
      After all, most of their customers were hunters from the Hunter Guild. If any shop dared to sell subpar goods, those hunters would have smashed the place long ago—they were hardly the law-abiding sort.
    

    

    
      In an old store, Zhou Ming spent over three hundred thousand Alliance Coins purchasing the resources needed to train in the Beast King Body, as well as some other items, before catching the tram back home.
    

    

    
      After this trip, Zhou Ming’s assets had nearly halved, leaving him with only seven to eight hundred thousand Alliance Coins. On the road of pursuing transcendent power, money was as vital a resource as any other.
    

    

    
      For ordinary people, unless blessed with extraordinary talent, the sheer cost of chasing transcendence would bind them for life.
    

    

    
      When the tram arrived at the station, Zhou Ming didn’t return home immediately. Instead, he stopped by the newspaper stand and bought a copy of the Qinshan Evening News.
    

    

    
      It had been some time since he’d visited the Black Market, and he was planning to make a trip there soon. 
    

    

    
      Given his current situation, only the Black Market could provide specific information about the ruins in the Northern Wasteland.
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      “Endure it, just endure it a little longer—it’ll be over soon.”
    

    

    
      Inside Zhou Ming’s living room, he looked no different from some uncle abducting little girls.
    

    

    
      He held an alloy syringe in one hand and a strip of black ink-colored band in the other, preparing to draw blood from his own contracted beast, Inkband.
    

    

    
      Looking at that syringe thicker than Inkband’s body, Zhou Ming couldn’t help but worry that a single injection might just kill it outright.
    

    

    
      However, facing its master’s actions, Inkband could only show a pitiful expression and quietly endure Zhou Ming’s “torment.”
    

    

    
      In truth, Zhou Ming drawing Inkband’s snake blood wasn’t torment—it was for cultivating the Beast King Body, a New Martial Arts Manual.
    

    

    
      Among the resources required to practice the Beast King Body, one happened to be the fresh blood of a Ferocious Beast. To uphold the spirit of thrift and self-sufficiency, Zhou Ming naturally set his sights on his own beast.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming’s first contracted beast, Inkband naturally had to take the lead and set an example.
    

    

    
      When the needle pierced into the gap between its scales, Zhou Ming comforted it as he slowly pulled back the syringe. When the crimson serpent blood filled one-third of it, he stopped.
    

    

    
      He was using his beast’s blood to cultivate the Beast King Body, not to kill it. Drawing any more might harm Inkband.
    

    

    
      “Here, have a Spirit Nurturing Pill.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Inkband’s listless state, Zhou Ming took a Spirit Nurturing Pill from a small bottle and placed it into the serpent’s mouth as consolation.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, tomorrow it’ll be Vermilion Jade’s turn. I won’t neglect either of you, my two generals.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Inkband’s pitiful gaze, Zhou Ming smiled as he spoke, as if telling it not to worry—it wouldn’t be suffering alone.
    

    

    
      Whether it was the promise of a pill or hearing that Vermilion Jade would share its fate, Inkband instantly regained its spirit, coiling around Zhou Ming’s arm and hissing, seemingly urging him to hurry and deal with Vermilion Jade next.
    

    

    
      “Haha, you little rascal—can’t stand suffering alone, can you?”
    

    

    
      After teasing Inkband for a while, Zhou Ming left it to rest on the sofa and went into his bedroom carrying the syringe.
    

    

    
      His bedroom served multiple purposes—bedroom, study, and meditation chamber. 
    

    

    
      Now, it even doubled as his laboratory. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the room was spacious enough; otherwise, it would have been too cramped for his tinkering.
    

    

    
      Aside from purchasing the resources for practicing the Beast King Body from shops near the Hunter Guild, Zhou Ming had also bought some laboratory instruments, including the alloy syringe he had just used.
    

    

    
      There weren’t many tools, but they were sufficient—after all, he was only mixing the basic potion required for Beast King Body, not crafting complex elixirs.
    

    

    
      The manual contained detailed parameters and steps, so creating the potion wasn’t difficult for him.
    

    

    
      A short while later, a tube of crimson liquid appeared in his hand—the main ingredient being Inkband’s snake blood, supplemented with several auxiliary materials.
    

    

    
      The potion’s effect was to allow the drinker to absorb the bloodline genes of the Ferocious Beast within the serpent blood, thereby strengthening the martial artist’s body who practiced the New Martial Arts.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hope nothing goes wrong.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the scarlet potion, Zhou Ming couldn’t help feeling uneasy.
    

    

    
      But after recalling how many times he had confirmed the viability of the New Martial Arts—and how its flaws matched exactly what the Stall Owner had described—he no longer hesitated.
    

    

    
      He downed it in one gulp, as though savoring fine wine.
    

    

    
      The moment he swallowed it, Zhou Ming felt a wave of heat surge through his body, along with a violent restlessness in his heart.
    

    

    
      Following the method to overcome the New Martial Arts’ defect, he used his Spiritual Power to suppress his agitation, then began performing the body-tempering movements detailed in the Beast King Body Manual.
    

    

    
      Having already trained in the Mad Python Martial Way, Zhou Ming could easily understand the techniques and energy control described within the manual without needing further instruction.
    

    

    
      Soon, his skin turned a flushed red, and faint wisps of crimson steam seemed to rise from its surface.
    

    

    
      Enduring the burning sensation within, Zhou Ming practiced his punches in the open area of his room, continuously absorbing the bloodline gene power from the snake blood.
    

    

    
      After over an hour of practice, the internal heat and agitation gradually faded away.
    

    

    
      Boom.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming finished his set, he suddenly threw a punch into the air—causing a deep, muffled sound to reverberate in the room.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t expect the New Martial Arts to be this efficient.”
    

    

    
      Feeling the new strength coursing through his body, Zhou Ming marveled at how quickly one could grow stronger through Ferocious Beast Gene cultivation.
    

    

    
      Yet, thinking of the cost of materials and the physical and mental strain it caused, he finally understood why few were willing to learn the New Martial Arts despite its power.
    

    

    
      Poor people lacked the money; rich people had no need to risk madness.
    

    

    
      The risk was too great, the price too high—better to buy a gun and a high-grade combat suit.
    

    

    
      After all, anyone strong enough to ignore gunfire already possessed Spiritual Power on par with a professional Beast Tamer, rendering the New Martial Arts unnecessary.
    

    

    
      Perhaps only those with iron wills could truly master its strength.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming trained not only because he couldn’t quickly increase his strength through his beasts, but also because his Spiritual Power had already reached its current limit. 
    

    

    
      Unless he advanced to a professional Beast Tamer, it couldn’t improve further.
    

    

    
      So he might as well train the New Martial Arts. Once his Beast Tamer rank rose, he could always stop practicing the Beast King Body.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Zhou Ming’s decision to use his beasts’ blood came with a faint instinctual reasoning—something he himself couldn’t fully explain.
    

    

    
      After his first Beast King Body practice session, he found his physical attributes had improved by roughly ten percent, which satisfied him greatly.
    

    

    
      As usual, he went to the bathroom to soak in a hot bath—a habit he’d developed during his days at the Mad Python Martial Hall.
    

    

    
      After every martial practice, he would take a medicinal soak. It had become his way to relax.
    

    

    
      As his tired body sank into the steaming water, an indescribable sense of comfort enveloped him.
    

    

    
      In the days that followed, Zhou Ming spent his time waiting for the Black Market to reopen while continuing his Beast King Body training, though he didn’t neglect the Mad Python Martial Way either.
    

    

    
      The Beast King Body only enhanced physical fitness, but body control required the Mad Python Martial Way for refinement. 
    

    

    
      For instance, to wield the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, one needed not just physical strength but also mastery over its powerful recoil—otherwise, even hitting a target would be difficult.
    

    

    
      That was why the Scorpion-Lion once mistook Zhou Ming for a Gunfighter—mere brute strength couldn’t handle a weapon hailed as the King of Close-Combat Revolvers.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming also kept his promise to Inkband—on the second day, it was Vermilion Jade’s turn to “enjoy” the syringe.
    

    

    
      The two “rotten brothers” had fallen from their once blissful days into miserable suffering. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming always fed them Spirit Nurturing Pills afterward, or they’d have been constantly anemic.
    

    

    
      Lately, however, both snakes looked at Zhou Ming with changed eyes. If not for the pills—and the restraint imposed by their Spiritual Seeds—they would have already given him a dose of venom… followed by a lash of their tails.
    

    

    
      Snake venom to paralyze, tail strike for a painless finish.
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      “It seems my feeling wasn’t wrong.”
    

    

    
      Wearing a bathrobe, Zhou Ming stood before the mirror in the bathroom, carefully examining his own eyes.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he wasn’t wearing contact lenses. Instead, he revealed his serpentine pupils.
    

    

    
      From the moment his eyes began to change after consuming the Serpent Saliva Fruit, to commanding hundreds of Ironthread Snakes in the Green Mist Jungle, and now to training the Beast King Body using the serpent blood of Inkband and Vermilion Jade — Zhou Ming’s serpent pupils had undergone a significant transformation.
    

    

    
      The first time, it could only be described as having the feeling of serpent eyes. 
    

    

    
      The second time, when he displayed them on the arena stage, they were about seventy to eighty percent like real serpent eyes. But now, Zhou Ming’s eyes had completely transformed into true serpent pupils.
    

    

    
      Their color was primarily dark gold, and if one looked closely, countless fine golden patterns seemed to form around the iris.
    

    

    
      “If I can’t use the Shepherd’s path during class advancement, it seems I’ll have to rely on these serpent eyes I obtained by chance.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had never stopped thinking about advancing to a professional-level Beast Tamer. Because of his own situation, he had been planning for his future path for a long time.
    

    

    
      When he used Inkband and Vermilion Jade’s serpent blood to practice the Beast King Body, and later bought the New Martial Arts – Beast King Body from the Hunter Market, a thought of experimentation had already formed in his heart.
    

    

    
      If a normal class advancement couldn’t work because of his unique Spiritual Seed, then how should he resolve his problem?
    

    

    
      Unlike Blue Star, Zhou Ming’s previous life had been a society of information explosion. Though it lacked supernatural powers, imagination about the extraordinary filled novels, movies, and anime.
    

    

    
      Combining those fantasies with the reality of this world, and the knowledge Zhou Ming had acquired, some ideas were pure nonsense — but some actually made sense. 
    

    

    
      A few even suited his current circumstances, and the knowledge and materials required also existed here.
    

    

    
      Although the idea of creating a new profession might sound ridiculous, professions such as Phantasmal Tamer and Beast Knight also began as mere concepts.
    

    

    
      Moreover, Zhou Ming was fully aware of his own abilities. He hadn’t strayed from reality, since what he envisioned already had a research foundation in this world.
    

    

    
      All he needed now was to try. But this risk, he had to bear himself.
    

    

    
      After all, he wanted to conduct experiments shrouded in darkness, and there was no one else with the same condition as him to serve as a test subject.
    

    

    
      Looking at the serpent pupils reflected in the mirror, Zhou Ming picked up his contact lenses and put them on again. His plan would only begin in earnest if he confirmed he couldn’t undergo normal class advancement.
    

    

    
      For now, his main goal was still to enhance his Beast Taming strength and obtain the Class Advancement Ritual.
    

    

    
      After all, the difficulty of pioneering a new path was self-evident. Even if he successfully became a professional-level Beast Tamer, beyond that awaited the Transcendent Master and the Legendary Saint.
    

    

    
      And with no precedents to follow, Zhou Ming could only treat himself as an experimental subject. The risk was as high as walking on a tightrope.
    

    

    
      He didn’t even dare to think too deeply about it — afraid he might lose his resolve.
    

    

    
      If there were already a well-paved road to follow, who would willingly tread a thorn-covered path filled with danger and hardship?
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could only set those thoughts aside for now. He still had other matters to attend to tonight.
    

    

    
      Tonight marked the opening time of the monthly Black Market, as announced in the Qinshan Evening News. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming planned to gather intelligence about the base that had appeared in the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      In the past few days, rumors about that underground base had spread throughout the entire Qinshan Base. Zhou Ming didn’t need to confirm whether they were true or false.
    

    

    
      What he needed to do was to determine whether the base contained anything he needed.
    

    

    
      Putting on his clothes and taking Inkband and Vermilion Jade with him, Zhou Ming slung a backpack over his shoulder and drove toward the southern district under the cover of night.
    

    

    
      Most of Qinshan Base’s factories for daily necessities were located in the southern part of the city, which also housed the majority of the base’s lower-class residents.
    

    

    
      The public security there was worse than in other districts, and many abandoned factories remained — perfect for the Black Market to operate.
    

    

    
      According to Zhou Ming’s knowledge, the Black Market almost always opened in the southern district, rarely elsewhere.
    

    

    
      He speculated that the Black Market’s owner must have some connection with the southern district’s higher-ups — or perhaps such shady dealings could only take place in an underdeveloped area like this.
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhou Ming stopped his car about one or two miles away from the Black Market. He would walk the rest of the way to avoid being noticed because of the vehicle.
    

    

    
      Under the faint glow of dim streetlights, Zhou Ming approached an abandoned factory. 
    

    

    
      This time, the Black Market wasn’t held in an underground garage.
    

    

    
      Standing beneath the shadow of a large tree, swarms of Ironthread Snakes surged out from Zhou Ming’s side like a tide. Under his command, they quickly dispersed in all directions.
    

    

    
      The snakes swiftly hid in the corners around the derelict factory, setting up a Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming always placed his own safety first. He would never entrust it to others.
    

    

    
      After probing the surroundings for a moment and finding nothing unusual, Zhou Ming put on a mask and a baseball cap, then slowly walked toward the factory’s main gate.
    

    

    
      As for the scattered Ironthread Snakes, he wasn’t worried about them. 
    

    

    
      They were small, their strength hadn’t reached the Ferocious Beast level, and their faint aura would hardly draw attention.
    

    

    
      Serpents were, after all, masters of concealment.
    

    

    
      In a way, being weak was an advantage — they were less likely to be noticed.
    

    

    
      Moreover, since Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power had reached its current limit, the distance at which he could control his beasts had doubled. His farthest reach now extended to about one kilometer. If centered on himself, his Radar Sensory Domain could cover a circular area of about two kilometers in radius.
    

    

    
      The snakes were spaced far apart, ensuring that if one Ironthread Snake encountered trouble, the others would have enough time to react.
    

    

    
      “Knock, knock-knock, knock.”
    

    

    
      Following the secret rhythm, Zhou Ming knocked on the gate before him. 
    

    

    
      The person who came to receive him was the same middle-aged man with a face full of scars.
    

    

    
      After verifying the password, Zhou Ming entered the factory and saw, as usual, several guards inside armed with Storm-series rifles. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming said nothing more, following the man like a regular customer into the building.
    

    

    
      As always, he paid the entrance fee in advance to the man before being allowed inside the Black Market.
    

    

    
      “No wonder they chose this place.”
    

    

    
      Compared to his previous visits, there were noticeably more people this time. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming guessed it was due to the commotion caused by the Northern Wasteland base.
    

    

    
      The place was bustling, almost noisy, with most conversations centered around that base. 
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the surrounding windows were tightly sealed; otherwise, the noise would surely have drawn attention in the dark.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t linger on that thought. He wasn’t here to buy resources this time — his goal was to purchase information.
    

    

    
      Entering the factory and glancing around, he walked directly into the crowd.
    

    

    
      Having been here a few times before, Zhou Ming knew exactly where to find those who dealt in intelligence.
    

    

    
      In one corner stood a black tent about two meters tall. Two masked burly men stood guard at its entrance.
    

    

    
      That was precisely the place Zhou Ming was looking for.
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      “I want to buy information.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, wearing a mask, spoke in a low voice, stating his purpose.
    

    

    
      “Please wait a moment.”
    

    

    
      One of the masked burly men guarding the tent entrance glanced at Zhou Ming a few times before telling him to wait.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming nodded to show he understood. 
    

    

    
      From the looks of it, there were already people inside the tent buying information.
    

    

    
      A moment later, two masked men exited the tent. After briefly sizing up Zhou Ming, they silently left.
    

    

    
      “You can go in now.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the guard’s voice, Zhou Ming withdrew his gaze, turned, lifted the tent flap, and bent down to enter.
    

    

    
      Inside the tent, a dim incandescent lamp illuminated the surroundings. 
    

    

    
      A figure cloaked in black sat hidden in the shadows, exuding an air of mystery.
    

    

    
      “Guest, what do you need?”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming remain silent, the cloaked person asked in a hoarse voice.
    

    

    
      “I need information on the ruins in the Northern Wasteland. How much will it cost in Alliance Coins?”
    

    

    
      Since he had already come this far, Zhou Ming saw no reason to hesitate and directly stated his request.
    

    

    
      “Very well. I have three tiers of information, each priced differently.”
    

    

    
      “The first tier costs thirty thousand Alliance Coins, the second one hundred thousand, and the third three hundred thousand.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the other party’s explanation, Zhou Ming felt puzzled. 
    

    

    
      The gap between the first and third tiers was tenfold—was the difference in information really that great?
    

    

    
      “What’s the difference specifically?”
    

    

    
      Although he had enough money to buy the third tier, he still wanted to know the distinction between them.
    

    

    
      The cloaked person, seemingly experienced in answering such questions, began explaining smoothly.
    

    

    
      “The first tier mainly records the location of the ruins and a general introduction.”
    

    

    
      “The second tier, in addition to that, contains details about the large Dimensional Rift nearby and the hidden dangers around the ruins.”
    

    

    
      “As for the third tier, besides all of the above, it also includes an approximate structural map of the ruins, records of hidden valuable resources—currently the most comprehensive information available.”
    

    

    
      After hearing the brief explanation, Zhou Ming understood the difference between each tier.
    

    

    
      He thought for a moment and decided to confirm whether the ruins contained what he sought. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, if it turned out to be a purely technological research base, he would be duped again.
    

    

    
      He didn’t want to relive the incident that happened in the Hunter Market square.
    

    

    
      “I want to confirm first—are there any records related to Class Advancement or research on Class Advancement in those ruins?”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing this question, the cloaked person sitting cross-legged raised his head to study Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      His face was covered with black cloth, only a pair of narrowed eyes visible.
    

    

    
      “This information I can tell you for free. Those ruins were once a base for researching Class Advancement and improving Beast Tamers’ realms.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that, Zhou Ming finally felt relieved.
    

    

    
      He knew the other party only offered this tidbit for free to encourage him to buy, but he didn’t think the man was lying.
    

    

    
      After all, this organization had been selling information in the Black Market for a long time, and Zhou Ming had never heard of them selling false intel.
    

    

    
      “I’ll take the third-tier information.”
    

    

    
      Knowing that the ruins contained what he needed, Zhou Ming didn’t hesitate. 
    

    

    
      The Northern Wasteland would surely attract many forces, and the ruins would undoubtedly be dangerous—he had no intention of gambling with his life.
    

    

    
      “This is a memory card containing the third-tier information. You can view it using any computer.”
    

    

    
      Accepting the memory card handed to him, Zhou Ming took out his Gold Card and paid the three hundred thousand Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      “Guest.”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming was about to leave, the cloaked person called out to him.
    

    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming turned his head, watching the man’s movements carefully. Though he sensed no hostility, he still remained alert.
    

    

    
      “I just want to remind you—how you use the information is none of our concern, but please do not resell it.”
    

    

    
      “The consequences?”
    

    

    
      “There were people who did that before. They no longer exist.”
    

    

    
      The man didn’t explain further; his tone alone conveyed the result.
    

    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    

    
      After replying, Zhou Ming lifted the tent flap and left.
    

    

    
      Since it was still too early to leave the Black Market, he wandered among the stalls without intending to buy anything.
    

    

    
      He had already bought firearms. During the Cunning Fox mission, after tossing his used gun into the sewer, he soon purchased two new pistols.
    

    

    
      One Thunder Type-2 Revolver, and one Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun—Zhou Ming was already accustomed to using these two models.
    

    

    
      As for other resources, he didn’t plan on buying any. His Spiritual Power had reached its limit, and he didn’t need to worry about meditation for now.
    

    

    
      The resources needed by Inkband and Vermilion Jade were either useless if ordinary or too expensive for him to afford.
    

    

    
      After purchasing the information, he had about five hundred thousand Alliance Coins left.
    

    

    
      As for books on Beast Tamers, there were still several in his residence he hadn’t finished reading, so there was no need to waste his limited funds.
    

    

    
      Moreover, when heading to the Northern Wasteland, he would need to prepare a lot of supplies, so he had to reserve enough money for the expedition after the new year.
    

    

    
      Thus, for the next two to three hours, Zhou Ming simply strolled around to broaden his horizons—after all, strange things often appeared in the Black Market.
    

    

    
      Clang, clang...
    

    

    
      With the sound of the bronze gong, the Black Market was about to close. Zhou Ming didn’t linger and left directly.
    

    

    
      The journey back went smoothly; no one tried to cause trouble. Perhaps they thought he was too poor to bother with.
    

    

    
      Back at his residence, Zhou Ming immediately checked the information stored in the memory card.
    

    

    
      “Half-beastmen?”
    

    

    
      Naturally, he focused on the part concerning Class Advancement. He quickly located and opened the related information.
    

    

    
      According to the data, the ruins in the Northern Wasteland had once mainly researched the path of fusion between Beast and Master—a new form of Class Advancement.
    

    

    
      As for its later development, one term came to Zhou Ming’s mind: Human Pillar Force.
    

    

    
      In the final stages, the base’s research aimed to refine the contracted beasts into the Beast Tamer’s own bloodline, completely breaking free from the constraints of the beast.
    

    

    
      The report also explained why the base lost contact with the Alliance.
    

    

    
      The current theory suggested that an experiment had gone wrong, creating something terrifying that led to the base’s destruction.
    

    

    
      Such cases weren’t unheard of—ignorance bred fearlessness. Back then, in pursuit of extraordinary power, the humans of Blue Star had few taboos.
    

    

    
      After the Doomsday Era, with satellites destroyed and positioning lost, and the fledgling Blue Star Alliance still too weak to penetrate ferocious beast territories, bases vanishing into history like this had become commonplace.
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      “Trouble.”
    

    

    
      The intelligence report was comprehensive. 
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming wasn’t tricked, and the money he spent was worth it.
    

    

    
      However, what he felt now was enormous trouble — this ruin was simply too attractive. 
    

    

    
      It was said to be related to the path of professional advancement up to the Legendary Saint stage. 
    

    

    
      Though the chances of success were extremely low, what if…?
    

    

    
      There were definitely many others who shared this thought. 
    

    

    
      At the very least, this expedition to the Northern Wasteland would surely attract countless forces from across the northern region of the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming never believed himself to be the so-called “child of destiny” — the kind of person who could casually wander out and stumble upon great fortune.
    

    

    
      In this upcoming exploration of the ruin within the Northern Wasteland, there would absolutely be Professional-rank Beast Tamers, and perhaps even Transcendent Masters, though the chances of that were slim.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming realized the danger hidden behind all this, a splitting headache hit him. 
    

    

    
      He pressed his temples and rubbed them hard.
    

    

    
      With his cautious nature, he would never willingly take part in such a risky matter. 
    

    

    
      Yet, given his circumstances, he had no choice but to plan ahead.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the research system of this ruin seemed somewhat similar to the fallback plan Zhou Ming had secretly been preparing for himself. 
    

    

    
      This might be his only chance to access high-level knowledge.
    

    

    
      After pondering for a long time, Zhou Ming still couldn’t think of a solution. 
    

    

    
      This situation had already gone beyond what could be solved through cleverness or schemes — only overwhelming strength could decide the outcome. 
    

    

    
      All conspiracies and stratagems were useless here.
    

    

    
      “This time, I can only rely on luck.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, eyes closed, suddenly looked up at the computer screen and muttered.
    

    

    
      In the Northern Wasteland expedition planned for early spring next year, he intended to trail behind the others and see if there was any opportunity to seize. 
    

    

    
      If not, he would at least find out who obtained the data within the ruin — that way, he would have a target for future plans.
    

    

    
      After much deliberation, this was the only compromise Zhou Ming could make. 
    

    

    
      The situation forced him to yield; the weak could only endure.
    

    

    
      Facing the Qin Family, the Hunter Guild, the Professional Beast Tamers who would appear in the Northern Wasteland, and countless other powers, Zhou Ming had no other choice.
    

    

    
      The roar of the powerless was merely the lament of the weak — Zhou Ming saw reality with clear eyes.
    

    

    
      Having made his decision, Zhou Ming didn’t immediately shut down his computer. 
    

    

    
      Instead, he continued analyzing every single piece of intelligence, examining their implications and trying to extract hidden value from them.
    

    

    
      After all, no one could say how much these reports might help him on his Northern Wasteland journey — perhaps, they might even save his life.
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      Returning from the Black Market, Zhou Ming once again slipped into his recluse lifestyle. 
    

    

    
      Besides purchasing basic supplies, his main focus was training his Beast King Body and Mad Python Martial Way.
    

    

    
      He didn’t neglect Inkband and Vermilion Jade either. 
    

    

    
      Apart from regularly extracting Snake Blood, he also found time to train his two contracted beasts. 
    

    

    
      Since both serpents had their blood drawn frequently, he didn’t push them too hard.
    

    

    
      If anything were to happen to Inkband or Vermilion Jade now, it would be extremely difficult for Zhou Ming to recover his strength — even with money. 
    

    

    
      After all, obtaining a Ferocious Beast-level companion beast required nurturing it from a mutated animal, and spiritual materials were essential resources in that process.
    

    

    
      Aside from enhancing his own strength and that of his beasts, Zhou Ming spent his rest hours sitting by the computer, gathering information about the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      He forced himself to memorize everything — the geography, the beasts, and the weather.
    

    

    
      He refused to overlook even the smallest detail. 
    

    

    
      Life came only once; though he had already been reborn once, that didn’t mean he could be again.
    

    

    
      Being fully prepared before acting — that had always been Zhou Ming’s rule.
    

    

    
      Time passed, and it was soon Xiao Yun’s birthday again.
    

    

    
      This time, at Xiao Yun’s request, there was no grand celebration. 
    

    

    
      She simply spent it quietly with family and friends in their new home.
    

    

    
      Following her reminder, Zhou Ming didn’t buy anything extravagant. 
    

    

    
      He simply gave her a basic skincare gift set.
    

    

    
      Out of curiosity, Xiao Yun asked when his birthday was, but Zhou Ming only smiled faintly and didn’t answer.
    

    

    
      To him, birthdays meant nothing. 
    

    

    
      Alone as he was, he saw them as a waste of time — a hot bath was far more comfortable.
    

    

    
      Seeing his reaction, Xiao Yun didn’t press further. 
    

    

    
      Perhaps she thought Zhou Ming was an orphan who didn’t like to mention such things. 
    

    

    
      Instead, she began talking about herself.
    

    

    
      She spoke of the changes in the Xiao Family caused by Xiao Lei, the troubles she faced, and as someone who preferred a peaceful life, a faint weariness showed on her face.
    

    

    
      As her friend — and as a younger brother — Zhou Ming could only play the role of a good listener. 
    

    

    
      Some things could only be overcome by Xiao Yun herself.
    

    

    
      After Xiao Yun’s birthday ended, Zhou Ming returned to his secluded lifestyle once again.
    

    

    
      But he knew this calm wouldn’t last. 
    

    

    
      As winter came to an end, the Northern Wasteland Expedition would officially begin.
    

    

    
      “Ding.”
    

    

    
      “The tram has reached the northern city gate. Passengers disembarking, please prepare to exit.”
    

    

    
      The familiar voice of the tram announcement echoed.
    

    

    
      “Time really flies. It’s already been over a year.”
    

    

    
      He couldn’t help but think back to when he had left the Qinshan Base, wearing only a simple windbreaker, searching for resources for his Beast Tamer path. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming couldn’t help but sigh at how reckless he had been.
    

    

    
      Yet without that recklessness, he wouldn’t have grown so fast. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he might still be a Rat Exterminator in the sewers beneath Qinshan.
    

    

    
      As he reminisced, the tram filled with passengers all began disembarking here — all were hunters leaving Qinshan Base. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming guessed that, without a doubt, their destination was the newly discovered base in the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      People die for wealth, birds for food.
    

    

    
      No one was foolish. 
    

    

    
      Everyone could see how dangerous this expedition was — yet for their goals, none could resist the temptation. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was no exception.
    

    

    
      When the tram finally emptied, Zhou Ming shouldered his backpack, filled with supplies he had prepared in advance, and stepped out.
    

    

    
      Compared to last time, the northern gate was even livelier. 
    

    

    
      Nearly all hunters from Qinshan Base had gathered here.
    

    

    
      Among the crowd, salesmen from various arms companies bustled about. 
    

    

    
      It seemed even the arms industry refused to miss the profits that the Northern Wasteland Ruin promised to bring.
    

    

    
      Since Zhou Ming had already purchased Firearms last time and stored them at the city defense army’s depot, he didn’t buy new ones this time.
    

    

    
      He merely bought additional ammunition for the Thunder Type-2 Revolver and Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun from a few salesmen, along with some Smoke Grenades and High-Explosive Hand Grenades.
    

    

    
      After completing his final preparations, Zhou Ming stood by the gate, waiting patiently.
    

    

    
      Half an hour later, a loud shout rang out.
    

    

    
      “Open the gates!”
    

    

    
      The once-bustling entrance instantly fell silent — then erupted into even greater noise.
    

    

    
      Amidst the excitement, Zhou Ming moved forward with the line, slowly stepping out of the base.
    

    

  Chapter 85: Secretly Watching

    
      Chapter 85: Secretly Watching
    

    

    
      In early spring, the weather still carried a faint chill. 
    

    

    
      As he walked out of the gate of Qinshan Base, a cool north wind hit his face.
    

    

    
      Outside the city wall, Zhou Ming could see, at a glance, the safety zone’s fields stretching for miles. 
    

    

    
      Under the arrangement of the Qinshan Base government, dozens of agricultural machines were busy with spring plowing.
    

    

    
      But such a scene held no attraction for the hunters heading to the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      Because some forces had already set out for the Northern Wasteland as soon as winter ended. 
    

    

    
      Most of those hunters had rushed over from the southern bases, so they were already two days late.
    

    

    
      Once they passed the city gate, many hunters immediately used their own methods to hurry toward the Northern Wasteland — off-road armored vehicles, wilderness bikes, summoning beasts to ride — all trying to be the first to reach the wasteland.
    

    

    
      Only Zhou Ming felt somewhat out of place. 
    

    

    
      He walked slowly with a black backpack, as if he was not worried at all about missing out.
    

    

    
      Having a sufficient understanding of his own strength, he knew what role he would play on this trip to the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      Vultures and hyenas took the leftovers swallowed by the big powers. 
    

    

    
      If he could pick up a bargain, all the better.
    

    

    
      Maybe when Zhou Ming learned what kind of attraction that ruin had, he already knew he had no chance, but unwilling to give up, he still wanted to try. 
    

    

    
      After all, sometimes luck decided success or failure.
    

    

    
      And he didn’t have much money now; it was time to start accumulating resources to cultivate Inkband and Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      For several reasons, Zhou Ming set off for the Northern Wasteland with a try-it-out mindset. 
    

    

    
      If he couldn’t get what he wanted, he would still fish in troubled waters and pick up whatever benefits he could. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise, as he joked about himself,
    

    

    
      He’d almost be unable to afford meals.
    

    

    
      While hurrying, Zhou Ming also reviewed the intelligence about the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      The Northern Wasteland was located north of the Blue Star Alliance and covered an area even more vast than the Endless Forest Sea.
    

    

    
      It was mainly grassland, desert, and permafrost; the farther north one went, the harsher the environment became. 
    

    

    
      The northernmost region was called the Polar Ice Plain, which was white with ice and snow year-round.
    

    

    
      Such a vast territory naturally had Beast Kings, but compared with the Endless Forest Sea, the Northern Wasteland had only two Beast Kings, both located in the extreme north.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the base ruin that appeared this time was near the Blue Star Alliance’s grassland area and would not attract those two Beast Kings. 
    

    

    
      Otherwise Zhou Ming would have preferred to give up rather than look for death.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming departed for the Northern Wasteland alone, several figures were trailing him from a distance. 
    

    

    
      They perhaps knew where he was headed, so they did not follow too closely; they planned to wait until Zhou Ming left the safety zone before making a move.
    

    

    
      “This bastard thought he wasn’t going to the Northern Wasteland — he nearly made me go back into the base to find him.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s solitary figure through a telescope, a bald burly man cursed. 
    

    

    
      That man was Shi Lei, who had fought Zhou Ming on the arena earlier; the hearty tone of his voice showed he had fully recovered in these past two or three months.
    

    

    
      “If we catch him this time, I’ll cut him into pieces.”
    

    

    
      Shi Lei hadn’t forgotten the humiliation he suffered. 
    

    

    
      The mental shock had been more painful than cutting flesh, and because his lion-tiger beast had died, he had to use his own savings to buy a new riding beast.
    

    

    
      “No. Even if we can’t capture Zhou Ming alive, we must try to keep his body intact, especially his head; it mustn’t suffer so much as a scratch.”
    

    

    
      The speaker was Hu Peng, the one Zhou Ming had instantly killed earlier. 
    

    

    
      Looking at Zhou Ming, whose silhouette had become distant, his eyes revealed boundless killing intent.
    

    

    
      “Why is that?”
    

    

    
      A short man whose hands were near his knees asked Hu Peng; he was Zhu Ming.
    

    

    
      “Since you three were willing to leave Xin Hui and follow me, I won’t hide it any longer.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng then told Shi Lei and the others, in detail, about Zhou Ming’s snake pupils that had been exposed during the arena match.
    

    

    
      “Boss, so we’re catching Zhou Ming for those snake pupils?”
    

    

    
      “Since he killed my golden cobra, I naturally want to recover my loss. Those research institutions or underground factions studying genes will definitely pay a high price after hearing about Zhou Ming.”
    

    

    
      “That’s also why I didn’t tell Xin Hui Construction Group or the power behind them. If they weren’t willing to help me obtain a ferocious beast of the same level as the Golden Cobra, then I would have to take back my loss myself.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Hu Peng’s explanation, they understood why, after Xin Hui had abandoned Hu Peng, he had not collapsed. 
    

    

    
      Once he had recovered mentally, he had used all his savings to buy a lightning marten as his riding beast — it turned out he had been preparing to deal with Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Hu Peng originally planned that after regaining his strength, he would find Zhou Ming and strike directly. 
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, Doomsday ruins appeared in the Northern Wasteland. 
    

    

    
      He guessed Zhou Ming would go there too, so he had been lying in wait at the city gate.
    

    

    
      They would act after Zhou Ming left the base, which would at least avoid unexpected complications. 
    

    

    
      If they acted inside the base and failed to kill Zhou Ming immediately, it might draw the Security Bureau.
    

    

    
      “Boss, you mean this guy is really valuable.”
    

    

    
      Hearing there was money to be made, Da Yong on the side was excited; after all, who wouldn’t want to get rich by following their boss?
    

    

    
      “With the power those snake pupils released, the value would definitely not be less than one hundred million Alliance Coins. If we could capture him alive, the value would be even higher.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng recalled the terrifying pressure that the snake pupils had unleashed in the arena; he knew what he said was true, otherwise he wouldn’t have kept this secret.
    

    

    
      Besides, he had chosen to tell Shi Lei and the others because they had stuck by him when he was down, and he also wanted to use the huge profit obtained from Zhou Ming to build his own force.
    

    

    
      Now he finally understood the meaning of preferring to be a rooster’s head rather than a phoenix’s tail.
    

    

    
      Shi Lei and the two others were to be the foundational members of his faction.
    

    

    
      He also feared that if he continued to hide the matter and then acted, the three might fail to restrain themselves and damage Zhou Ming’s snake pupils — then it would truly be a futile effort.
    

    

    
      At the mention of one hundred million, the other three’s breathing noticeably grew heavier.
    

    

    
      “Boss, shall we act now?”
    

    

    
      Hearing revenge and money, Shi Lei could not help himself.
    

    

    
      “No. It’s spring plowing now; the surrounding city defense troops have more patrols. Acting now would likely cause trouble.”
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming will definitely head to the Northern Wasteland. We needn’t worry about losing him. Wait until he leaves the safety zone and then find an opportunity. It would be best to capture him alive.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Hu Peng, the three thought it made perfect sense and all nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      “Move out.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s figure nearly disappear through the telescope, Hu Peng instructed the three to start moving. 
    

    

    
      Although they were not afraid of losing Zhou Ming, they were worried he might encounter an accident.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was now Hu Peng’s original capital to get rich; Hu Peng dared not be careless.
    

    

    
      And the penniless Zhou Ming did not know that he himself was a walking cash machine. 
    

    

    
      If he heard Hu Peng’s mentioned price, he might just consider selling himself.
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      The golden crow sank westward as the jade rabbit rose into the sky.
    

    

    
      The glow of the setting sun had yet to fade completely, yet the bright moonlight had already begun to spill across the land.
    

    

    
      It could be seen that tonight’s moon was in quite a hurry, as if afraid of appearing even a moment late.
    

    

    
      Having left the Safe Zone not long ago, Zhou Ming noticed the night descending swiftly, so he decided not to continue moving forward. The wilderness at night was far more dangerous than during the day.
    

    

    
      By a rock covered by dense forest, a group of Ironthread Snakes—thin as chopsticks, their bodies clad in black-gray scales—poured out from beside Zhou Ming like a tide, rapidly crawling in all directions under the shadows of the trees.
    

    

    
      The reason Zhou Ming had only now summoned the snake swarm was mainly because the Safe Zone had a wide field of view, with patrols and surveillance from the City Defense Force. Zhou Ming had been worried about exposing his abnormality.
    

    

    
      Now, this environment was perfect—not only did it obscure him from prying eyes, but it also allowed him to detect approaching danger in advance during the night.
    

    

    
      Although the Ironthread Snakes were agile and fast, spreading out over a kilometer-wide perimeter around Zhou Ming still required some time.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming planned to wait until the Radar Sensory Domain was fully formed before scouting for any hidden threats nearby, as well as to decide on a suitable camping spot.
    

    

    
      “Hunters? Still out here?”
    

    

    
      Just as Zhou Ming focused his attention on the Radar Sensory Domain, he saw four white dots moving slowly not far behind him.
    

    

    
      By now, Zhou Ming had a clear understanding of the Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      White dots represented humans, red dots represented Ferocious Beasts, and the brightness and size of each dot indicated the strength of the target.
    

    

    
      “Could it be the Qin Family? Or Hu Peng from Xin Hui Construction Group? Or perhaps some other force?”
    

    

    
      Based on what Zhou Ming knew, only these two groups had the highest chance of coming after him.
    

    

    
      Especially Hu Peng and his crew—after Zhou Ming had slain their beasts, they must have hated him to the bone. 
    

    

    
      Two or three months would be just enough for them to recover their Spiritual Power and regain control over new beasts.
    

    

    
      Withdrawing his focus from the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming looked solemnly toward his rear, his mind analyzing who these people could be.
    

    

    
      He didn’t believe they were just passing hunters. To avoid ambushes, he had deliberately taken small paths. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, those heading toward the Northern Wasteland now were all aiming to get a share from the ruins there—how could they possibly depart later than him?
    

    

    
      After thinking it through, Zhou Ming decided to confirm whether their target was indeed him.
    

    

    
      After all, there were four of them; making a move would involve considerable risk.
    

    

    
      Abandoning his search for a campsite, Zhou Ming continued through the dense wilderness, with the Ironthread Snake swarm moving alongside him as his vigilant guards.
    

    

    
      “Boss, did that kid notice us? The sky’s almost dark and he still hasn’t stopped to camp.”
    

    

    
      Looking up at the sky, Shi Lei saw that only a faint trace of the sunset remained. Night had already arrived.
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming still on the move, the burly man began to doubt. 
    

    

    
      Indeed, hunters who survived long in the wilderness were rarely as simple as they looked.
    

    

    
      At first glance, one might think Shi Lei, with his bald head and strong build, was all brawn and no brain.
    

    

    
      Hearing Shi Lei’s words, Hu Peng also stood still, deep in thought.
    

    

    
      By now, it was dark, and the surroundings were a mess of forests and hills. If Zhou Ming got startled and fled recklessly, running into a powerful Ferocious Beast would be a big problem.
    

    

    
      “Map.”
    

    

    
      At once, Da Yong handed over the map he carried. Hu Peng took it, turned on his flashlight, and examined the terrain.
    

    

    
      “According to the route he’s taking, he’ll definitely pass through the Windback Gorge.”
    

    

    
      “Even if Zhou Ming suspects someone’s tailing him, he won’t know exactly who. We’ll just head straight for Windback Gorge openly, let him think we’re hunters going to explore the base ruins in the Northern Wasteland.”
    

    

    
      “When he arrives, we’ll block his escape routes in advance. My new Lightning Mink will deal with his beasts. You’ll close in under cover of your beasts and surround him.”
    

    

    
      “Once his beasts are dead, capturing him will be a piece of cake.”
    

    

    
      At the thought of the pain of Spiritual Recoil, the corner of Hu Peng’s eye twitched involuntarily.
    

    

    
      Perhaps unwilling to make the plan too rigid—after all, anything could happen—Hu Peng added,
    

    

    
      “If something unexpected happens, it’s fine to bring back the corpse. But don’t damage his eyes.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Hu Peng’s clear instructions, the other three felt reassured.
    

    

    
      Then Hu Peng and his group mounted their beasts and set off quickly, not worried at all about Zhou Ming noticing them—it looked just like a group of normal hunters passing through.
    

    

    
      “They left? Did I guess wrong, or do they have another plan?”
    

    

    
      Through the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming noticed the group heading swiftly toward the Northern Wasteland, passing just four or five hundred meters away from him—practically brushing past.
    

    

    
      “If only it were daytime…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming could only make out their figures riding beasts, not their faces.
    

    

    
      Still, with his Radar Sensory Domain, he wasn’t afraid of being ambushed. 
    

    

    
      Seeing them leave his detection range, Zhou Ming decided not to continue traveling and planned to rest for the night before moving on.
    

    

    
      Using the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming located a cave once inhabited by a Mutant Brown Bear.
    

    

    
      The host graciously offered him shelter and food; after blocking the entrance, Zhou Ming even lit a fire. 
    

    

    
      With his snake swarm around, he had no fear of being surrounded.
    

    

    
      To avoid waste—and to keep the scent of blood from attracting other predators—Zhou Ming only took a piece of bear meat, letting the snake swarm take turns eating inside the cave.
    

    

    
      Of course, his main combat beasts, Inkband and Vermilion Jade, were not neglected either.
    

    

    
      That night, under the alternating guard of the snake swarm, Vermilion Jade, and Inkband, Zhou Ming rested peacefully, undisturbed by any blind beasts or Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      After all, the aura exuded by Inkband and Vermilion Jade was enough to make most predators in the wilderness halt in their tracks.
    

    

    
      At dawn, a thick fog still lingered in the early-spring forest. 
    

    

    
      Beams of sunlight pierced through the canopy, scattering over the mist, giving the forest an otherworldly mystique.
    

    

    
      Yet Zhou Ming ignored the beauty before him. After breakfast, he checked his firearms and ammunition carefully—no room for any mishap.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t afford to have his equipment malfunction in a life-or-death fight. If that happened, he’d have to slap himself a few times before lying down to die.
    

    

    
      “Judging by the surroundings, I should be able to use grenades safely.”
    

    

    
      So far, aside from mutant animals, Zhou Ming hadn’t encountered any Ferocious Beasts. If his guess was right, the hunters heading toward the Northern Wasteland had already hunted them all along this path.
    

    

    
      “Human tide, huh?”
    

    

    
      Amused by the irony, Zhou Ming muttered to himself.
    

    

    
      Usually, beast tides threatened the Alliance’s safety—but now, driven by profit, it was humans forming a tide instead, slaughtering the beasts.
    

    

    
      “Perfect. Then I can use grenades freely.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming still remembered those four clearly from last night.
    

    

    
      He took two high-explosive grenades from his backpack, placed them at his side, and smiled as he left the cave.
    

    

    
      This time, he wasn’t bringing just one grenade.
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      The sun shone high, and the morning mist had already vanished into the jungle. 
    

    

    
      A lone figure was moving swiftly through the forest—it was Zhou Ming, traveling on foot.
    

    

    
      This path had already been cleared by others, and with the ferocious beast auras emitted by Inkband and Vermilion Jade, no mutated creatures dared to disturb him.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s body far surpassing that of an ordinary human, the rugged mountain trails barely slowed his pace. 
    

    

    
      On the third day after leaving the safety zone of Qinshan Base, he had reached less than ten kilometers from the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      “If that group from the night before last intended to attack me, then Windback Gorge would’ve been the most suitable place to do it.”
    

    

    
      Standing atop a cliff, Zhou Ming gazed at the distant valley through the mountain breeze, speculating where his potential assailants might strike.
    

    

    
      From Qinshan Base’s safety zone stretching a hundred kilometers northward lay the buffer zone between the base and the Northern Wasteland. 
    

    

    
      Crossing Windback Gorge meant stepping into the boundless expanse of the wasteland.
    

    

    
      If his enemies didn’t make a move there, it would be difficult to find him once he entered the Northern Wasteland—an endless prairie with countless paths.
    

    

    
      “Click, click.”
    

    

    
      Before setting out, Zhou Ming inspected his firearms—magazines easily reachable at his waist, specialized bullets for his Thunder Type-2 Revolver, grenades and smoke bombs hanging from his chest.
    

    

    
      “Let’s hope I’m just overthinking.”
    

    

    
      After confirming everything was in order, Zhou Ming muttered softly toward Windback Gorge, then turned and began descending the slope toward it.
    

    

    
      The Qin Family, the Hunter Guild, the upper echelons of Qinshan Base, and Hunting Corps with professional-rank Beast Tamers—Zhou Ming couldn’t afford to provoke any of them. But he certainly wasn’t someone a few apprentice-level hunters could toy with.
    

    

    
      Though his face remained calm, Zhou Ming had long been holding back a suppressed anger. If those people truly came to cause him trouble, he could finally vent it and clear his mind.
    

    

    
      “Boss, are you sure Zhou Ming will take this path? There’s more than one way to the Northern Wasteland, you know.”
    

    

    
      In a dense forest within a mountain hollow, Da Yong—who knew Zhou Ming’s minimum bounty was worth a hundred million Alliance Coins—asked anxiously.
    

    

    
      “Relax,” Hu Peng replied. “The other routes may lead to the Northern Wasteland too, but they’re crawling with low-tier Ferocious Beasts. With bad luck, he might even run into a high-tier one. This road, though, has been cleaned by hunters repeatedly—it’s the safest.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, that guy’s beast can’t be ridden. He can only travel on foot. It’s normal that he’s slower. I expect he’ll reach Windback Gorge today.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Hu Peng’s reasoning, Da Yong finally relaxed, though he still grumbled about Zhou Ming’s sluggishness.
    

    

    
      “That brat has no real strength, no mountable beast, yet he dares to dream of scavenging from that ruin base in the Northern Wasteland? He’ll end up eating dirt, not soup.”
    

    

    
      “Enough. Stick to the plan—ambush positions as discussed. My gunshot will be the signal.”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng cut him off sharply, ordering his men to get into position.
    

    

    
      Da Yong, along with Shi Lei and Zhu Ming, immediately shut up and began moving. 
    

    

    
      All three were experienced hunters—once real work began, they turned serious.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, less than a kilometer away, Zhou Ming crouched high in a tree, watching Hu Peng’s group through a high-powered scope.
    

    

    
      “So it really is Hu Peng and his men.”
    

    

    
      Lowering the binoculars, Zhou Ming whispered toward the distant figures, his tone betraying no surprise—only confirmation.
    

    

    
      As he neared Windback Gorge earlier, Zhou Ming had sent out his Ironthread Snakes to form a Radar Sensory Domain for advance scouting. To his expectations, he detected four bright white spots hiding near the gorge.
    

    

    
      The Ironthread Snakes were tiny and, as mutated animals rather than Ferocious Beasts, could easily hide among fallen leaves and rock crevices without drawing attention. 
    

    

    
      Mutated creatures were far too common in the wilderness, and under Zhou Ming’s control, the snakes deliberately concealed both movement and aura. It was no wonder Hu Peng’s group failed to notice them.
    

    

    
      Having gained the upper hand, Zhou Ming immediately used his high-powered binoculars to observe from the cover of a lush tree, spotting the group gathered together in apparent discussion.
    

    

    
      “Hu Peng and Shi Lei’s beasts were destroyed in our last arena battle—they must’ve tamed new ones since. I don’t know their current beasts, so I’ll deal with Zhu Ming and Da Yong first.”
    

    

    
      Better to cripple one than injure all—Zhou Ming understood that clearly. Now that Hu Peng’s group was spreading out to encircle him, he had the chance to eliminate them one by one.
    

    

    
      But he would only get one opportunity. Zhou Ming needed to pick his target carefully to ensure success, for once he struck, the other three would react immediately.
    

    

    
      If he failed to kill instantly and got entangled, he could easily end up surrounded.
    

    

    
      After a brief thought, Zhou Ming decided to target Da Yong first.
    

    

    
      He had seen Da Yong’s beast during the previous arena match—a Violent Lion.
    

    

    
      Among low-tier Ferocious Beasts, the Violent Lion’s power was fairly average, its abilities balanced across the board. Its only advantage was its berserk ability—when enraged, its strength doubled for a short time, followed by a period of weakness.
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, only a few Violent Lions could enter a berserk state at will; most could only trigger it near death.
    

    

    
      However, Beast Tamers usually trained their Violent Lions specifically to control this berserk ability, allowing them to double their combat power temporarily. This made the Violent Lion a popular choice among tamers.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had to deal with the most dangerous opponent first—the Violent Lion. As for Zhu Ming’s Diamond Ape, he would deal with it afterward.
    

    

    
      Decision made, Zhou Ming swiftly descended from the tree, hid his backpack, and kept only his weapons and ammunition. Then he gathered nearby vines and branches and, using the knowledge he had studied at the Qinshan Library, fashioned a makeshift camouflage suit.
    

    

    
      Though Qinshan Library lacked high-level texts, it held countless foundational works. Zhou Ming had spent an entire year there reading everything related to Beast Tamers, so crafting a temporary disguise was no challenge.
    

    

    
      The makeshift outfit looked crude but worked surprisingly well. 
    

    

    
      After putting it on and spraying his body with scent-masking agent, Zhou Ming began creeping toward Da Yong’s position.
    

    

    
      Using trees, grass, and rocks for cover, he crawled low, moving with the special power technique of the Mad Python Martial Way—his body slithering forward like a giant python approaching its prey.
    

    

    
      Da Yong and Zhu Ming were stationed on either side of Windback Gorge’s entrance, while Shi Lei and Hu Peng hid inside the gorge itself. 
    

    

    
      Together, their formation resembled open arms, ready to trap Zhou Ming once he entered.
    

    

    
      And the place Zhou Ming now advanced toward—was the dense forest to the left of the gorge where Da Yong lay hidden.
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      “What is it? Did you notice something unusual?”
    

    

    
      In a concealed patch of grass, Da Yong noticed that his contracted beast, the Violent Lion, was restlessly glancing around. He immediately connected with it through the Spiritual Thread.
    

    

    
      “Feeling?”
    

    

    
      Although the Violent Lion couldn’t articulate its thoughts precisely, through the Spiritual Thread connection, Da Yong could still sense that his beast instinctively felt danger approaching.
    

    

    
      He ultimately chose to trust his Violent Lion’s instincts, as it was exactly this heightened alertness that had kept him alive in the wilderness and allowed him to eventually abandon the hunter profession to join the Xin Hui Construction Group.
    

    

    
      Just as Da Yong prepared to stand and signal Hu Peng—
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      From a patch of grass thirty meters away, Zhou Ming, realizing he couldn’t get any closer, aimed directly at Da Yong and pulled the trigger.
    

    

    
      The Violent Lion instantly sensed where the danger came from. It leapt up, standing protectively before Da Yong.
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming didn’t use the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, only a less powerful Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun, whose bullets could, at most, leave a blood mark on the Violent Lion’s hide.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming!”
    

    

    
      Recognizing Zhou Ming’s face, Da Yong shouted out instinctively.
    

    

    
      But this wasn’t the arena—it was a fight to the death. 
    

    

    
      Da Yong immediately commanded his Violent Lion to charge at Zhou Ming while he himself dove for cover to avoid being shot.
    

    

    
      Under normal circumstances, he would have fired back while his beast attacked.
    

    

    
      However, since he wanted to capture Zhou Ming alive, Da Yong planned for his Violent Lion to entangle Zhou Ming’s beasts, buying time for his boss and others to surround him. As long as Zhou Ming was successfully encircled, half the mission would be complete.
    

    

    
      Just as he expected, a streak of black lightning darted out from Zhou Ming’s shoulder, tangling with the Violent Lion. 
    

    

    
      It was Inkband, using its slender body and agility to prevent the Violent Lion from approaching Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Peeking from his cover and seeing everything go according to plan, Da Yong smirked smugly.
    

    
      “Found us and still not running? How arrogant.”
    

    

    
      He still vividly remembered Zhou Ming’s arrogant words on the arena stage—boasting that he could defeat three opponents in a row.
    

    

    
      Though he regretted not being able to torment Zhou Ming after capturing him, just thinking about the fate awaiting him under experimentation made Da Yong’s lips curl into a sinister smile.
    

    

    
      “Swish—”
    

    

    
      A slicing sound brushed past Da Yong’s ear. Before he could react, a brilliant red gleam flashed across his neck.
    

    

    
      “There’s… still another…”
    

    

    
      His artery was cut. 
    

    

    
      Bright arterial blood spurted wildly as foam choked his throat. His body turned cold and weak.
    

    
      Before he could finish saying “there’s another beast,” his eyes dimmed, and life left his body.
    

    

    
      Da Yong collapsed face-first onto the ground, never to rise again. His once fierce Violent Lion didn’t even have the chance to enter its berserk state before it too lost all vitality along with its master.
    

    

    
      “Da Yong!”
    

    

    
      Hearing the gunshot, Zhu Ming, riding his Diamond Ape, rushed toward Da Yong’s position—but he was one step too late.
    

    

    
      “Die!”
    

    

    
      Realizing something was wrong, Zhu Ming immediately raised his gun and fired wildly, abandoning the plan to capture Zhou Ming alive. 
    

    

    
      The Diamond Ape beside him roared angrily and lunged at Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Zhu Ming, get back!”
    

    

    
      Hu Peng and Shi Lei arrived shortly after. 
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhu Ming losing control, they shouted for him to retreat.
    

    

    
      Ever since the arena match, Hu Peng had known that Zhou Ming wasn’t an ordinary Beast Tamer. 
    

    

    
      The fact that Zhou Ming dared to strike first meant he had already prepared thoroughly.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Like a raging beast’s roar mixed with thunder’s fury, an explosive sound erupted from Zhou Ming’s right hand before anyone could react.
    

    

    
      The gun’s angular frame gleamed silver-white with a cold light. Its oversized caliber symbolized the power of justice. 
    

    

    
      A custom tungsten bullet burst forth with a fiery flash, blasting into the Diamond Ape more than ten meters away.
    

    

    
      A bowl-sized hole appeared in the ape’s abdomen. Its charging body suddenly recoiled backward as if it had slammed into an invisible barrier.
    

    

    
      All fear stems from inadequate firepower. Yet Zhou Ming, gripping the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, could face charging beasts calmly—because the weapon in his hand suppressed all fear.
    

    

    
      “Thunder Type-2 Revolver!”
    

    

    
      Seeing Zhou Ming’s weapon from afar, Hu Peng’s face drained of color as he dove to the ground in terror.
    

    

    
      But he hadn’t completely lost his wits—immediately after hitting the ground, he raised his rifle and fired back at Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang! Bang—”
    

    

    
      Gunfire echoed. Shi Lei, reacting quickly, joined in, coordinating with Hu Peng to suppress Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      As former hunters, they both understood the power of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, but they also knew its flaw—its accuracy dropped sharply at long range, earning it the title “King of Close Combat.”
    

    

    
      Unable to release their beasts now, they had no choice but to fight back with firearms.
    

    

    
      After finishing off the Diamond Ape, Zhou Ming swiftly moved positions, leaving only two deep footprints pressed into the dead leaves. 
    

    

    
      The revolver’s immense recoil had been redirected mostly into the ground beneath his feet.
    

    

    
      This was the result of Zhou Ming’s over two months of intense martial training. His mastery of force redirection and dispersal had reached an impressive level. It was clear that not only had his physical abilities grown stronger, but his Mad Python Martial Way had also improved greatly.
    

    

    
      “Pop! Pop!”
    

    

    
      Two smoke bombs flew from Zhou Ming’s hands, blanketing Hu Peng and Shi Lei’s vision in thick white fog moments later.
    

    

    
      “Shi Lei!”
    

    

    
      Unable to see through the haze, Hu Peng shouted loudly.
    

    

    
      “Got it!”
    

    

    
      Shi Lei understood his meaning immediately. It was no longer about Zhou Ming’s eyes—but about survival.
    

    

    
      Just as Shi Lei and Zhu Ming were about to pull out grenades to throw toward Zhou Ming, Zhou Ming acted first. 
    

    

    
      He had used the smoke bombs precisely to conceal his own grenades.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      A deafening explosion rocked the gorge of Windback Valley, its echoes rolling through the mountains.
    

    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    

    
      When Hu Peng and Shi Lei noticed the grenade flying from the smoke, it was already too late to dodge. 
    

    

    
      They could only use their newly contracted beasts to block the blast.
    

    

    
      Though the grenade’s power was formidable, as long as they weren’t hit directly—and with their beasts shielding them—Zhou Ming’s attack might not be fatal.
    

    

    
      But as soon as the explosion ended, before they could react, Zhou Ming sent Inkband and Vermilion Jade charging toward Hu Peng. 
    

    

    
      As the leader, Hu Peng was the most likely one to have a hidden trump card.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s plan was to seize the moment and eliminate him instantly—giving Hu Peng no chance to counterattack.
    

    

    
      Hearing the screams that followed, Zhou Ming dashed out from the smoke.
    

    

    
      “Lightning Mink?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the defeated beast lying on the ground, Zhou Ming immediately recognized it. Hu Peng had indeed come prepared.
    

    

    
      The Lightning Mink, two meters long and extremely fast, was a predator of venomous serpents and highly resistant to poison.
    

    

    
      But Zhou Ming had not only Inkband—he also had Vermilion Jade, whose speed and physical attack power were exceptional.
    

    

    
      Watching Hu Peng lying on the ground, groaning in pain and suffering from a backlash of mental strain, Zhou Ming saw that the man was too weak even to curse him.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      The Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun finally played its part—Zhou Ming shot Hu Peng in the head.
    

    

    
      After dealing with Hu Peng, Zhou Ming turned his attention to Shi Lei nearby. 
    

    

    
      The man was lying unconscious, stunned by the grenade blast. His beast, acting purely on instinct, stood guard beside him, having failed to assist Hu Peng against Inkband and Vermilion Jade.
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      “Sword-tailed Lizard?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the Ferocious Beast guarding beside Shi Lei, Zhou Ming was somewhat surprised. 
    

    

    
      The last time he was ambushed in the Green Mist Jungle, one of the hunters’ beasts had also been a Sword-tailed Lizard.
    

    

    
      “What a coincidence.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the creature before him, over four meters long, its body mostly composed of a flexible, razor-sharp tail, Zhou Ming spoke thoughtfully.
    

    

    
      That tail was not only agile and sharp, but it could also deal with Inkband’s nimble and slender body. 
    

    

    
      At the same time, the Sword-tailed Lizard possessed decent poison resistance—it was clear that Hu Peng had made thorough preparations.
    

    

    
      “Click.”
    

    

    
      The cylinder of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver rotated with a metallic sound. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming intended to personally take care of the Sword-tailed Lizard before him. 
    

    

    
      With his current physique, only a brief rest was needed before he could wield the Thunder Type-2 Revolver again.
    

    

    
      “Hiss…”
    

    

    
      As soon as Zhou Ming raised the revolver, the Sword-tailed Lizard before him became restless. 
    

    

    
      It sensed the aura of death approaching, yet instinct forced it to remain loyally by its master’s side.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      While the Sword-tailed Lizard hesitated, Zhou Ming pulled the trigger, ending its dilemma.
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      Shi Lei, who had been unconscious, was jolted awake by the death of his beast, letting out a miserable cry.
    

    

    
      Hearing the irritating sound, Zhou Ming stepped forward and struck him unconscious once more. 
    

    

    
      He had deliberately spared Shi Lei’s life—because he wanted to understand their true purpose in attacking him.
    

    

    
      If this was for revenge, they would’ve acted the night before yesterday. Why wait until now? Zhou Ming didn’t wish to leave any hidden dangers behind, so he needed to uncover the reason behind Hu Peng and the others’ assault.
    

    

    
      Carrying Shi Lei’s unconscious body, Zhou Ming walked toward the nearby dense forest. 
    

    

    
      The open space created by the grenade blast was perfect for a sniper ambush.
    

    

    
      Though Zhou Ming suspected that no one else was around, he refused to take unnecessary risks. 
    

    

    
      After all, he had once been ambushed by a sniper and had no intention of experiencing that again.
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming departed, swarms of Ironthread Snakes slithered into the clearing, cleaning up the battlefield. 
    

    

    
      They had been toiling for two days straight—it was time to reward them. Before them lay four Ferocious Beast corpses, waiting to be devoured.
    

    

    
      “Crackle, crackle.”
    

    

    
      Inside a mountain cave, Zhou Ming tossed a few dry branches into the campfire before him. The burning wood let out crisp snapping sounds.
    

    

    
      Because Shi Lei’s beast had died, his spirit suffered severe backlash. Combined with Zhou Ming’s hand strike to his neck, he remained unconscious.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming wasn’t in a hurry to wake him. In his current state, Shi Lei could die at any moment. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming wanted information—he didn’t want his captive to die too soon.
    

    

    
      Originally, he had planned to wait for Shi Lei to wake naturally. Yet the man remained deathly still, lifeless as a corpse, even as night approached. Zhou Ming had no choice but to find a temporary resting place.
    

    

    
      Using his Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming located a mutated tiger near Windback Gorge and claimed its cave as his temporary shelter.
    

    

    
      As for that unfortunate mutated tiger, its flesh had already been fed to the snake swarm. Only a tiger pelt remained—now serving as Zhou Ming’s seat cushion.
    

    

    
      Once the fire burned steadily, Zhou Ming stopped tossing in branches and instead picked up a slab of tiger meat at his right, roasting it over the flames.
    

    

    
      He was patient, showing no irritation at being delayed from his journey to the Northern Wasteland. To him, whether he went a day earlier or later didn’t matter. After all, this trip was largely based on luck.
    

    

    
      He lacked the power and backing to fight for opportunities head-on—it would only be suicide. 
    

    

    
      Even if he failed to obtain any treasure, knowing who claimed the relics from the Base ruins would already be worthwhile.
    

    

    
      “Sizzle, sizzle…”
    

    

    
      As oil began to drip from the roasting tiger meat, letting out sizzling sounds, Zhou Ming uncapped a plastic bottle beside him and evenly sprinkled the seasoning inside over the meat.
    

    

    
      The mixture contained salt and several other spices. 
    

    

    
      Within moments, the fragrance of roasted meat filled the cave.
    

    

    
      “Looks like my cooking isn’t bad,” Zhou Ming commented with a faint smile, then turned his head toward Shi Lei.
    

    

    
      “I’m right, aren’t I, Shi Lei?”
    

    

    
      With his Spiritual Power having reached its limit, Zhou Ming’s senses were incredibly sharp—he immediately noticed when Shi Lei woke up.
    

    

    
      After being unconscious for half a day, Shi Lei finally regained consciousness. Whether it was the smell of roasted meat that stirred him or his calmed spirit that allowed recovery, Zhou Ming couldn’t tell.
    

    

    
      “Why didn’t you kill me?”
    

    

    
      From the ground, Shi Lei’s weak voice came out—he was fully aware of his current predicament.
    

    

    
      “I want to know why you came to ambush me. I don’t believe it was merely for simple revenge.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not hide his purpose. While turning the tiger meat in his hand, he answered Shi Lei’s question calmly.
    

    

    
      “Ha ha, ha, cough cough, cough cough……”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s reply, Shi Lei had intended to mock him, to make him give up that idea.
    

    

    
      And judging by the situation, Zhou Ming still did not know how precious his pair of snake pupils were.
    

    

    
      It would be best if, after being exposed, others treated him as prey — that was the only revenge method Shi Lei could think of.
    

    

    
      But he had barely laughed a few times before his injuries provoked a string of coughing fits.
    

    

    
      “I think you were going to sneer at me a few times, weren’t you. Heh, never mind. I’ll give you two choices.”
    

    

    
      “First, tell me your purpose. I’ll send you on your way with one shot—guaranteed to be painless.”
    

    

    
      “Second……”
    

    

    
      “Hiss, hiss……”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming finished speaking, a tide of Ironthread Snakes had already gathered around Shi Lei.
    

    

    
      “…If you keep mouthing off, I won’t waste any more effort; I’ll just let the snake swarm eat you alive.”
    

    

    
      When he said that, Zhou Ming’s attention remained fixed on the tiger meat as if it were the most important thing.
    

    

    
      “Ironthread Snakes — how could you control so many? I get it now, you used the snake swarm as ears and eyes to detect our movements in advance.”
    

    

    
      As an old hunter, seeing ordinary mutated Ironthread Snakes all around, he immediately guessed the snakes’ function.
    

    

    
      After all, in a head-on fight, those Ironthread Snakes might not even pierce combat suits.
    

    

    
      “You have one minute to think it over. Think carefully — timing starts now.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not waste words; he gave Shi Lei only one minute.
    

    

    
      “Sizzle, sizzle……”
    

    

    
      In the quiet cave, only the tiger meat hissed as oil dripped. The sound was like a ticking timer, constantly urging Shi Lei.
    

    

    
      Shi Lei looked at Zhou Ming’s calm face and could not read his mood. The sizzling of the meat only made him more agitated.
    

    

    
      “Zhou Ming, you won’t live long either. Someone will avenge me; you’ll die even worse than I will.”
    

    

    
      “Xin Hui Construction Group has been watching you in secret for a long time. Leaving Qinshan Base was a death wish — maybe people are already surrounding this cave.”
    

    

    
      “Pah.”
    

    

    
      Whether to save his life or to try to frighten Zhou Ming, Shi Lei fabricated a string of claims.
    

    

    
      “I know — you can control so many Ironthread Snakes, you must have some secret. Heh heh, everyone will treat you as prey.”
    

    

    
      Seeing no reaction from Zhou Ming, and with the meat’s sizzle sounding like a death knell, Shi Lei now only wanted to enrage Zhou Ming into shooting him. 
    

    

    
      He deliberately claimed that Zhou Ming’s control of the snakes hid some secret.
    

    

    
      “Time’s up.”
    

    

    
      A voice, so calm it made one’s heart tremble, appeared in the cave.
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      As Zhou Ming’s words fell, the swarm of Ironthread Snakes let out a chorus of hissing and slithered rapidly toward Shi Lei, as if they had been starving for days and finally found a delectable meal.
    

    

    
      “Ah—Zhou Ming, you bastard—!”
    

    

    
      “Ahhhh—”
    

    

    
      Feeling a wave of searing pain throughout his body, Shi Lei was about to curse loudly, but as more of the Ironthread Snakes’ fangs sank into his flesh, he lost the strength to continue and could only scream in agony.
    

    

    
      His combat suit was torn off. 
    

    

    
      The mental backlash left him powerless to resist. 
    

    

    
      Now, Shi Lei was nothing more than meat laid upon the chopping block, left for the serpents to bite and tear as they pleased.
    

    

    
      At Zhou Ming’s command, the snakes refrained from using venom. They simply tore into Shi Lei’s flesh with their twin fangs.
    

    

    
      Although the Ironthread Snakes were small in size, and their teeth even smaller, they were still mutated serpents. 
    

    

    
      Each bite tore away bits of flesh, and with hundreds of snakes—each as thick as a chopstick—biting together, it was as if Shi Lei were being slowly flayed alive.
    

    

    
      “Huff…”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming ignored Shi Lei’s wailing beside him. 
    

    

    
      He simply blew at the steaming tiger meat he had just roasted and began to eat leisurely, clearly satisfied with his dinner preparations.
    

    

    
      “Shi Lei, if you can’t hold on, just say so. There’s still plenty of time left. With the Ironthread Snakes’ teeth, it should take them several hours to finish eating all your flesh.”
    

    

    
      “Oh, right.” Zhou Ming seemed to recall something.
    

    

    
      “I still have a vial of healing potion here. Originally meant to save my own life. Seeing how much you’re suffering, I’ll use it on you later.”
    

    

    
      Holding up a glass tube, Zhou Ming waved it twice before Shi Lei’s eyes, then tucked it away again. 
    

    

    
      Whether or not it truly was a healing potion didn’t matter—it was merely psychological torture.
    

    

    
      “You bastard, Zhou Ming! You and your whole family will die miserable deaths!”
    

    

    
      “Ahhhh—”
    

    

    
      Ignoring the pain, Shi Lei once again cursed through clenched teeth, only to fall back into pitiful screams moments later.
    

    

    
      “As you wish. If you can endure it, I don’t care how much you curse.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that Shi Lei still wanted to hold out, Zhou Ming stopped talking. 
    

    

    
      Saying more would only provoke more defiance.
    

    

    
      Once the tiger meat was no longer too hot, Zhou Ming ate it slowly and methodically.
    

    

    
      Several minutes later, after he finished eating, Shi Lei could no longer make a sound—he just lay there, waiting for the serpents to devour him completely.
    

    

    
      “I told you, you wouldn’t die so easily. Looks like you’re going to make me waste a potion on you. Still, using it on a tough man isn’t such a waste.”
    

    

    
      Picking up a vial, Zhou Ming stood and walked toward Shi Lei. The Ironthread Snakes immediately scattered, clearing a path for their master.
    

    

    
      At this point, Shi Lei’s entire body—save for his head—was covered in blood. His flesh had mingled with the remnants of his clothing, yet he was still alive. Without venom, the snakes’ fangs caused only shallow wounds.
    

    

    
      “Come, drink this potion. It should keep you alive until tomorrow morning. By then, I’ll be ready to move on.”
    

    

    
      He pried open Shi Lei’s mouth, preparing to pour the potion in.
    

    

    
      “You… you’re a devil.”
    

    

    
      “No. This is your own choice.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Shi Lei’s mosquito-like voice, Zhou Ming replied indifferently.
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to pour the potion down Shi Lei’s throat, Shi Lei finally broke. 
    

    

    
      He realized that hiding the truth any longer was pointless—Zhou Ming truly didn’t care.
    

    

    
      “I’ll talk…”
    

    

    
      Those words burst out the moment the vial touched his lips.
    

    

    
      “Sigh, if only you’d said so earlier. We both could’ve saved ourselves the trouble.”
    

    

    
      That remark almost made Shi Lei choke on his own breath. 
    

    

    
      Trouble? You were eating meat while I was being eaten alive!
    

    

    
      Seeing that Zhou Ming still held the vial, Shi Lei dared not delay further and quickly revealed Hu Peng’s true intentions.
    

    

    
      Moments later—
    

    

    
      Bang!
    

    

    
      A gunshot echoed through the cave. 
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming kept his word and sent Shi Lei off swiftly. Then, dragging the body out of the cave, he left it for the mutated beasts of the wilderness to clean up.
    

    

    
      “So, my eyes are that valuable? Don’t tell me they plan to dig them out and transplant them?”
    

    

    
      Learning Hu Peng’s motives, Zhou Ming immediately thought of that anime from his past life where eyes were harvested.
    

    

    
      Then he realized—since Hu Peng’s group acted without orders, and news of his Serpent Pupils hadn’t spread, his anxiety eased somewhat.
    

    

    
      Still, Zhou Ming understood that from now on, he couldn’t use his Serpent Pupils carelessly. 
    

    

    
      He had long suspected the existence of human experimentation in this world, but he hadn’t imagined it had already become an underground industry.
    

    

    
      Thinking it through, though, he realized it wasn’t all that surprising.
    

    

    
      The Four Major Profession Systems of the Alliance weren’t accessible to everyone, and even then, success depended on compatibility.
    

    

    
      If one’s compatibility was too low, it was impossible to advance to the level of a Professional Beast Tamer. 
    

    

    
      Some people resorted to incomplete class advancement systems to achieve that promotion.
    

    

    
      However, for those who advanced using such flawed systems to further improve their strength, the only path was to perfect their system—and human experimentation was one such method.
    

    

    
      The Alliance strictly cracked down on these acts. Once discovered, they would investigate to the end.
    

    

    
      The reason was simple: to maintain stability.
    

    

    
      To keep public order, prevent panic, and preserve the privileges of those controlling the Four Systems. 
    

    

    
      Moreover, it ensured that no independent class system capable of producing a Legendary Saint would fall into private hands, keeping the Alliance’s top-tier combat power under monopoly.
    

    

    
      Having pieced everything together, Zhou Ming shifted his focus back to the Northern Wasteland.
    

    

    
      With Vermilion Jade and the snake swarm alternating guard duty, Zhou Ming slept soundly atop the tiger pelt in the cave, ready to enter the Northern Wasteland at dawn.
    

    

    
      …
    

    

    
      The next morning, Zhou Ming shouldered his backpack and resumed his journey.
    

    

    
      When he passed through Windback Gorge, everything went smoothly this time—no unexpected dangers.
    

    

    
      Once he emerged, the vast Northern Wasteland stretched endlessly before him. The emerald grasslands met the azure sky at the horizon.
    

    

    
      “Skreee—”
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming admired the breathtaking view, a sharp cry rang from above. Looking up, he saw a massive flock of Griffins.
    

    

    
      He couldn’t tell their exact number, but there were at least several dozen—an overwhelming sight that blotted out the sun. Zhou Ming froze, hardly daring to breathe.
    

    

    
      “Wait… these aren’t wild Griffins.”
    

    

    
      Thanks to his sharp vision, Zhou Ming noticed that each Griffin carried a rider. 
    

    

    
      This wasn’t a wild flock—it was a squad of Beast Knights.
    

    

    
      Not daring to move, Zhou Ming stood still and watched the Beast Knight squad pass. 
    

    

    
      Only when the Griffins vanished from view did he finally exhale in relief.
    

    

    
      “The Alliance’s Griffin Knight Regiment—what are they doing in the Northern Wasteland?”
    

    

    
      Calming his nerves, Zhou Ming recalled details about the force before him.
    

    

    
      The Griffin Knight Regiment—one of the Alliance’s three elite legions—answered directly to the Alliance Headquarters.
    

    

    
      Though only a thousand strong, every member was a Professional Beast Tamer, trained under the Beast Knight system, each paired with a Griffin bred specifically by the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Every Griffin Knight was equipped with specialized bows and arrows. Combined with their formidable physical strength, they possessed terrifying power both in ranged and close combat.
    

    

    
      “Could it be that a large-scale Dimensional Rift has gone out of control?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming pondered deeply. He knew the ruins within the Northern Wasteland Base’s perimeter were the reason for much of the Alliance’s activity here. But even for that, they wouldn’t dispatch the Griffin Knights—unless… something had gone terribly wrong with a major Dimensional Rift.
    

    

    
      For the simplest reason of all—
    

    

  Chapter 91: Breaking the Deadlock

    
      Chapter 91: Breaking the Deadlock
    

    

    
      The system of the Blue Star Alliance was established upon the remnants of the forces that survived the Doomsday Era.
    

    

    
      Its main purpose was to resist alien races and Ferocious Beasts, ensuring the survival of humankind on Blue Star.
    

    

    
      Aside from the Alliance’s collective interests, each faction also had its own demands. 
    

    

    
      Therefore, whenever an unclaimed treasure appeared in the wild, anyone was eligible to compete for it. 
    

    

    
      The Alliance could not intervene unless it directly concerned the overall interests of the entire organization.
    

    

    
      Of course, if the Alliance secretly dispatched forces to participate in such a scramble, it was not forbidden. 
    

    

    
      However, should anyone die in the process, the Alliance could not use its name to hold others accountable.
    

    

    
      After all, if the Alliance acted openly, there would be no force or individual daring to compete against it. 
    

    

    
      No one wanted to see such a situation arise.
    

    

    
      The path to transcendence represented great strength and longer life—no one was willing to give that up.
    

    

    
      If the Alliance truly acted in that way, it would only lead to its disintegration, since this touched upon the interests of every Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      As one of the Alliance’s three ace legions, the Griffin Knight Regiment was certainly not dispatched merely for that Base Ruin. 
    

    

    
      Even if the Alliance wanted to seize the benefits within, it would have sent those who worked in the shadows—people specialized in handling dirty work.
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of thought, Zhou Ming concluded that the only reason for the Griffin Knights’ deployment must have been the massive Dimensional Rift.
    

    

    
      “Did something unexpected happen?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming frowned, analyzing countless possibilities in his mind.
    

    

    
      But with no concrete clues, he eventually gave up.
    

    

    
      The appearance of the Griffin Knights, however, did not change Zhou Ming’s decision to continue forward. 
    

    

    
      Unless a Legendary Beast King appeared, the Alliance’s strength was sufficient to deal with any problem.
    

    

    
      Besides, his departure time was already the latest; even if something had occurred, it must have long since happened. 
    

    

    
      If he turned back now, he might as well retire at Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Being unwilling to take risks and being afraid to take risks—those were two different things.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was merely the former. 
    

    

    
      When it came time for him to take risks, he could face it calmly.
    

    

    
      The snake swarm scattered, forming a Radar Sensory Domain. 
    

    

    
      Holding a map of the Northern Wasteland, Zhou Ming set off again. 
    

    

    
      Too much time had been wasted—perhaps by the time he arrived, even the soup would be gone.
    

    

    
      With the Radar Sensory Domain active, Zhou Ming didn’t encounter much danger along the way. 
    

    

    
      The flat grasslands provided many paths, and whenever the domain detected a Ferocious Beast, he would immediately detour around it.
    

    

    
      The only real danger came from a pack of Wind Wolves, numbering over a hundred.
    

    

    
      Wind Wolves were pack-living mutated creatures unique to the Northern Wasteland. 
    

    

    
      Skilled in running, their packs would fight to the death as long as the Wolf King remained alive. 
    

    

    
      They were notoriously troublesome.
    

    

    
      The Gale Wolf, a ferocious variant, evolved from the ordinary Wind Wolf. 
    

    

    
      However, after becoming a Gale Wolf, it lived alone, no longer in packs.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, if thousands of Gale Wolves acted together, their threat would rival that of a lord-level Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming discovered the Wind Wolves, the pack had already drawn near. 
    

    

    
      He could only use dozens of Ironthread Snakes to lure them away, while he fled in the opposite direction.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that Zhou Ming couldn’t defeat the pack, but rather that there was no need to. 
    

    

    
      The cost wasn’t worth the gain—pure effort for no reward.
    

    

    
      After shaking off the wolves, Zhou Ming followed the map’s guidance, continuing toward the ruin two hundred kilometers away.
    

    

    
      At that moment, several kilometers from the ruin, a massive temporary encampment capable of housing over ten thousand people had been set up within a shallow valley.
    

    

    
      Factions of all sizes from the northern region of the Alliance had gathered there. 
    

    

    
      Contrary to Zhou Ming’s expectations, none had yet entered the ruin.
    

    

    
      In the noisy valley, Beast Tamers and hunters from various forces were not in conflict; instead, they were trading goods, creating an unexpectedly bustling scene amid the wilderness.
    

    

    
      This situation arose because the area surrounding the ruin was infested with large numbers of Ferocious Beasts, preventing easy access.
    

    

    
      These beasts, emerging from the Dimensional Rift, had become a common obstacle for all factions.
    

    

    
      In a secluded corner of the valley stood a large tent occupying more than a hundred square meters. 
    

    

    
      No other tents dared to approach, as the surrounding area was heavily guarded by Beast Tamers from multiple factions.
    

    

    
      Inside the tent, over thirty representatives from different powers had gathered, seemingly negotiating.
    

    

    
      However, judging from the heavy atmosphere, the discussion had not gone well.
    

    

    
      “What’s wrong? No one willing to take action? There are only five days left—after that, the military will take over the ruin!”
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man, around forty or fifty, with a powerful voice, suddenly stood and addressed everyone.
    

    

    
      “Chen Shaodong, that’s easy for you to say. 
    

    

    
      The Chen Family is one of the five great families of Yunhai—you can afford the loss. 
    

    

    
      If we all help clear the beasts, who among us will have the strength left to compete with your family afterward? Aren’t we just being used as your pawns?”
    

    

    
      Hearing Chen Shaodong repeatedly mention the deadline, a defiant man responded sharply.
    

    

    
      The others in the tent murmured in agreement, supporting Liu Xiong’s view.
    

    

    
      The situation had arisen because a massive Dimensional Rift had appeared near the Base Ruin. 
    

    

    
      Not only did countless Ferocious Beasts emerge, but even a lord-level beast—the Azure Moon Wolf King—had appeared.
    

    

    
      Lord-level Ferocious Beasts weren’t unheard of in the Northern Wasteland, but this area was too close to the Blue Star Alliance—only a few hundred kilometers away. 
    

    

    
      The danger had thus multiplied several times.
    

    

    
      As a lord-level creature, the Azure Moon Wolf King naturally possessed the ability to rally beast hordes. 
    

    

    
      Being the born monarch of all wolf-type beasts, it could easily launch a massive Beast Tide against the northern bases of the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Thus, after Lieutenant General Xu Chunjun of the military repelled the Azure Moon Wolf King, he set a final deadline for all forces. 
    

    

    
      Once it expired, the military would directly seize the ruin to establish a defensive base against future Beast Tides.
    

    

    
      This matter concerned the Alliance’s safety—no faction could object. 
    

    

    
      After all, none could predict if even stronger beasts lurked beyond the Dimensional Rift.
    

    

    
      However, facing the ruins surrounded by both low- and high-grade beasts, not everyone was willing to act.
    

    

    
      The strength of each faction varied; clearing the beasts would mean casualties. 
    

    

    
      The weaker ones, suffering losses, would no longer have the qualification or strength to compete with the powerful Chen Family for the rewards inside.
    

    

    
      “Everyone.”
    

    

    
      As heated discussions filled the tent, an old man with a frail figure, leaning on a dark-red cane, stood up and spoke.
    

    

    
      When the crowd saw who it was, they immediately recognized him—the Third Elder Zhang Yunfeng of the Zhang Family of Yunhai, a High-level Professional Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      The murmurs ceased at once, allowing Zhang Yunfeng to continue.
    

    

    
      “I, this old man, have a proposal. After clearing the beast horde, no Professional-level Beast Tamers shall enter the ruin—only Apprentice-level Beast Tamers may go in. That way, the gap among us won’t be so wide.”
    

    

    
      “At the same time, to ensure everyone’s interests, no matter who retrieves what from the ruin, no one shall attack them before returning to the Alliance. Any violators—shall be punished by all.”
    

    

    
      “Elder Zhang, what about those loners and factions unwilling to cooperate?”
    

    

    
      Many showed interest in Zhang Yunfeng’s suggestion, but someone soon voiced concern.
    

    

    
      “Then they shall not enter the ruin. We’ll guard the outside—let’s see who dares to force their way in.”
    

    

    
      “Elder Zhang, the Chen Family agrees to your proposal.”
    

    

    
      Seeing Chen Shaodong’s approval, the other factions thought briefly before one by one agreeing to Zhang Yunfeng’s suggestion.
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      After more than thirty factions in the camp agreed to Zhang Yunfeng’s proposal, the originally lively camp became even more bustling.
    

    

    
      This time, only Apprentice Beast Tamers were allowed to enter the ruins, making it a rare opportunity for them to showcase their abilities.
    

    

    
      Faced with such a chance, every faction’s Apprentice Beast Tamer naturally did everything possible to prepare, hoping to soar to the skies in one stroke.
    

    

    
      On the second day after the order was issued, Zhou Ming finally arrived near the ruins and immediately discovered the vast temporary camp.
    

    

    
      “Military presence? Looks like something unexpected really happened.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, travel-worn and dusty, lay prone on a low grassy hill, holding a High-powered Binocular as he observed the camp’s situation.
    

    

    
      Through the binoculars, he could see more than a dozen Airships taking off and landing near the valley camp. 
    

    

    
      Armed soldiers disembarked from the descending airships, carrying heavy weapons and various supplies.
    

    

    
      After a few glances, Zhou Ming stopped observing the organized military force ahead. 
    

    

    
      Though separated by a kilometer or two, with the military’s means, they might have already detected him—and Zhou Ming didn’t want to cause any misunderstanding.
    

    

    
      Though he didn’t yet know the details within the valley camp, seeing people freely entering and exiting put him at ease. 
    

    

    
      He got up and began heading toward the camp, intending to understand the current situation.
    

    

    
      With a black custom backpack on his back, Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun and Thunder Type-2 Revolver strapped to his thighs, and the Inkband coiled over his left shoulder, Zhou Ming looked every bit like an ordinary hunter as he walked toward the camp gate.
    

    

    
      As for Vermilion Jade and the serpent swarm, Zhou Ming had already recalled them into his Beast Space.
    

    

    
      His arrival caused little stir. 
    

    

    
      The guards stationed at the camp gate merely gave him a few cursory glances—mostly because he was alone.
    

    

    
      Without obstruction, Zhou Ming entered the valley camp smoothly.
    

    

    
      Inside, he saw countless tents covering the entire valley, surrounded by hunters and Beast Tamers from various factions.
    

    

    
      On both sides of the paths, all kinds of stalls were set up—not only selling Ferocious Beast materials, but also offering barbecue and even open-air bars. 
    

    

    
      Clearly, these Stall Owners were skilled people who could run businesses even in the wilderness.
    

    

    
      Looking at the scene before him, Zhou Ming felt as though he had returned to the Hunter Guild’s market square, momentarily unable to guess what exactly had happened here.
    

    

    
      “Brother, just arrived at the camp?”
    

    

    
      After Zhou Ming had casually strolled around a few times, a strange voice called out from his right.
    

    

    
      Turning his head, Zhou Ming saw a lean man with lively eyes smiling at him.
    

    

    
      The man wore a Combat Suit, a Storm-series Rifle slung over his shoulder, and a pistol strapped to his right thigh. 
    

    

    
      Because the holster concealed most of it, Zhou Ming couldn’t identify the exact model—but the outfit was the standard look of a hunter.
    

    

    
      “Something you need?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s tone was mild as he returned the question.
    

    

    
      Having just arrived and knowing nothing about the camp or the man’s background, Zhou Ming didn’t want unnecessary trouble over trivial matters.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, judging by your look, brother, you must’ve just arrived. I was wondering if you’d like to know what’s going on around here.”
    

    

    
      He added with a grin, “Just a small token will do.”
    

    

    
      His fingers rubbed together—a universal gesture.
    

    

    
      Glancing around, Zhou Ming said calmly, “You mean right here?”
    

    

    
      “Of course not, brother. Please, let’s talk inside that tent over there.”
    

    

    
      Seeing business at hand, the stranger’s tone became warmer, his smile even broader.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming didn’t hesitate. 
    

    

    
      Following the man into a nearby tent, he wasn’t worried about any schemes.
    

    

    
      “Alright, tell me—how much is your ‘small token’ exactly?”
    

    

    
      Inside a two-meter-high tent, Zhou Ming spoke first, wanting to confirm the price before anything else.
    

    

    
      “Not much—one hundred thousand.”
    

    

    
      As soon as the man said that, Zhou Ming turned to leave the tent.
    

    

    
      “Hey, brother, the price is negotiable!”
    

    

    
      “Ten thousand.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the man trying to stop him, Zhou Ming turned and quoted his own price—removing a zero without hesitation.
    

    

    
      “Brother, that’s too insincere.”
    

    

    
      Hearing ten thousand, the man’s smile vanished instantly.
    

    

    
      “I’m offering ten thousand for common knowledge around the camp. You think I can’t find that out myself?”
    

    

    
      “This…”
    

    

    
      The man hesitated. 
    

    

    
      He had hoped to fleece a newcomer, but apparently Zhou Ming wasn’t as naïve as he looked.
    

    

    
      “Fine, ten thousand it is—call it drink money.”
    

    

    
      Even a mosquito’s leg was still meat; a few words for ten thousand Alliance Coins wasn’t bad for an unexpected gain.
    

    

    
      He then explained everything about the camp and the ruins. 
    

    

    
      After getting the information he wanted, Zhou Ming left the tent, leaving ten thousand Alliance Coins behind.
    

    

    
      In the wilderness, card payments weren’t possible. 
    

    

    
      Most of this cash came from Hu Peng and the others—though not much, it was enough to cover the information fee.
    

    

    
      “Good thing I didn’t give up halfway, or I would’ve missed this valuable opportunity!”
    

    

    
      Walking out of the tent, Zhou Ming looked at the bustling crowd, his face showing satisfaction and a hint of relief—thankful he hadn’t made the wrong choice.
    

    

    
      Now that he knew the details, Zhou Ming realized that his chance had arrived.
    

    

    
      All he had to do now was wait for tomorrow and join the major factions in clearing out the beast hordes to earn his qualification to enter the ruins.
    

    

    
      Finding a place that catered to lone wanderers and offered lodging, Zhou Ming paid more than the usual rate and got himself a temporary tent.
    

    

    
      Having no intention to wander further, Zhou Ming stayed inside and quietly waited for the time to come.
    

    

    
      At dawn the next day, he woke to a chorus of noise. 
    

    

    
      Still dressed, he checked his Firearms before heading toward the other side of the valley.
    

    

    
      He wasn’t the only one—crowds filled the camp roads like a colony of moving ants.
    

    

    
      Exiting the valley mouth, an open plain stretched ahead, packed with countless Beast Tamers and hunters—a sea of people.
    

    

    
      Groups from different factions clustered together, while the lone wanderers like him scattered along the edges.
    

    

    
      “Caw—!”
    

    

    
      A sharp cry pierced the sky as a Gold-crowned Black-feathered Eagle, with a wingspan over ten meters, appeared above the crowd.
    

    

    
      The moment the high-tier Phantasmal Beast appeared, the chatter below immediately ceased.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, I am Zhang Yunfeng, representing all factions, here to make the rules clear in advance.”
    

    

    
      A figure stood atop the eagle’s head, skipping formalities and going straight to the point.
    

    

    
      His voice wasn’t loud, yet everyone present could hear him clearly—it was obvious he was using a special method.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming looked up at the man. 
    

    

    
      From the information he’d gathered, he knew this was the Third Elder of the Zhang Family of Yunhai, a High-rank Phantasmal Tamer who controlled wind-element energy particles.
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      “Everyone, up ahead lies the relic left from the late Doomsday Era. However, just a few kilometers north of this relic, a newly formed Dimensional Rift has appeared. The Ferocious Beasts emerging from it have already occupied the area around the relic. Only by clearing these beasts can we enter.”
    

    

    
      Zhang Yunfeng briefly explained the current situation before continuing.
    

    

    
      “This time, for those participating in the clearing operation—apart from Professional Beast Tamers, who are not allowed to enter the relic—any Apprentice Beast Tamers or ordinary hunters involved in the clearing may enter. Those who did not participate will not have the right to enter.”
    

    

    
      Everyone present on the grassland had long been informed of this rule, so no one voiced an objection.
    

    

    
      “If any Professional Beast Tamer dares to violate this rule, they will face the joint pursuit of all the factions present.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke those words, Zhang Yunfeng’s tone carried a chilling sharpness—a warning to those harboring reckless thoughts.
    

    

    
      “Lastly, any faction or lone individual without a Professional Beast Tamer must hand over whatever they obtain from within the relic.”
    

    

    
      “Of course, we will compensate you with Alliance Coins of equal value.”
    

    

    
      At those words, the crowd erupted like cold water splashed into boiling oil. Countless Beast Tamers began protesting in anger.
    

    

    
      There were countless ways to earn money—wasn’t coming here supposed to be a chance for opportunity and fortune?
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming heard this, he immediately understood what these major forces were really after. 
    

    

    
      Everything Zhang Yunfeng had said so far was merely to lead up to those final sentences.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, if you’re unwilling, then don’t enter the relic.”
    

    

    
      As soon as his words fell, hundreds of terrifying auras burst forth, suppressing all who voiced opposition. 
    

    

    
      These were the major forces cooperating with Zhang Yunfeng.
    

    

    
      For the first time, Zhou Ming experienced the might of Professional Beast Tamers—their sheer presence alone was enough to immobilize him completely.
    

    

    
      Although the pressure came from hundreds of Professional Beast Tamers collectively, it was aimed at thousands of people. If focused solely on him, Zhou Ming might have been crushed to death by it.
    

    

    
      Under the overwhelming pressure, the noisy crowd quickly fell silent once more.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhang Yunfeng finally continued.
    

    

    
      “Those who wish to withdraw—leave now.”
    

    

    
      Moments later, people began departing one after another toward the camp—about a thousand by Zhou Ming’s estimate.
    

    

    
      Those people had come mainly for the Class Advancement, and if they couldn’t obtain it, there was no reason to risk entering.
    

    

    
      A short while later, seeing no one else leave, Zhang Yunfeng issued the command.
    

    

    
      “Move out.”
    

    

    
      The remaining crowd summoned their contracted beasts. 
    

    

    
      Thousands of low-grade Ferocious Beasts charged forward like a miniature beast tide, rushing toward the relic.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, on a nearby hillside, members of the Alliance Military observed the unfolding scene.
    

    

    
      “Major General Xu, your plan truly is brilliant—using these people to clear the beast herds for us.”
    

    

    
      A middle-aged man wearing a colonel’s insignia flattered the burly man before him, who was cloaked in a military mantle.
    

    

    
      “If we didn’t push them like this, who knows how long they would’ve stalled?”
    

    

    
      To him, these people’s motives were crystal clear—they only cared about personal gain.
    

    

    
      This man was none other than Major General Xu Chunjun of the Alliance Military, a Transcendent Master–rank Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      His chiseled face radiated masculine strength, and his towering two-meter frame stood like an immovable mountain, exuding an overwhelming and weighty aura.
    

    

    
      The officers behind him unconsciously lowered their heads, unable to meet his gaze directly.
    

    

    
      “Major General Xu, if this relic really contains a complete Profession System, what should we do?”
    

    

    
      Another colonel, dark-skinned and honest-looking, asked the question weighing on everyone’s mind.
    

    

    
      Unlike the flatterer, he was more concerned about whether the relic truly held a complete Profession System, for that directly related to the Alliance’s interests.
    

    

    
      “Relax. If a complete Profession System really existed, those major factions within the Alliance would’ve cleared the area long ago. These people wouldn’t even have a chance.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because the question pleased him, Xu Chunjun went on to explain further.
    

    

    
      “Although the Alliance didn’t locate this lost base back then, records of its research progress still exist.”
    

    

    
      “There were no breakthroughs regarding the Class Advancement to Legendary Saint. As for the Half-beast Profession System and the Seal Master System under Transcendent Master Rank, both were incomplete concepts.”
    

    

    
      “These fragmented studies—consider them a fitting reward for helping us clear the beast herds.”
    

    

    
      “Thank you for your explanation, Major General Xu. I understand now.”
    

    

    
      “Good.”
    

    

    
      “Keep track of their progress as they clear the beast herds. Once the area around the relic is secured and the Apprentice Beast Tamers enter, we’ll commence the full-scale purge. Hopefully, we can lure out the Azure Moon Wolf King.”
    

    

    
      “I don’t have time to waste on it.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Major General Xu’s orders, the officers immediately replied in unison.
    

    

    
      On the battlefield, hunters and Beast Tamers were divided into three lines to clear the beasts, and Zhou Ming was positioned on the leftmost flank.
    

    

    
      Apprentice Beast Tamers themselves lacked the qualification to directly charge into battle; they mainly stayed in the rear, commanding their beasts and providing firearm support.
    

    

    
      “Viper, hit that Lion-Tiger Beast with a dose of Snake Venom! Damn, that thing’s strength is already at the peak of the low-grade Ferocious Beasts!”
    

    

    
      “Don’t rush. Your Violent Lion hasn’t even entered its berserk state yet—it’s far from dying. I’ll go support Doghead’s side first.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, known as Viper, understood that his contracted beast, Inkband, wasn’t suited for frontal combat. So, he positioned himself as a backline opportunist.
    

    

    
      Using Inkband’s slender and agile body, coupled with its Paralyzing Snake Venom, he specialized in sneak attacks—striking at critical moments to aid struggling allies.
    

    

    
      Though the Paralyzing Snake Venom couldn’t instantly kill its targets, it significantly weakened the enemy’s power.
    

    

    
      Seeing his effectiveness, several nearby Beast Tamers moved closer, naturally forming a temporary battle team.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s Inkband secretly assisting, their beasts faced less pressure, allowing everyone to quickly grow familiar with one another.
    

    

    
      “You know how my Violent Lion gets—once it enters its weakened state, it’s basically meat on a chopping board.”
    

    

    
      “Hurry up! I can’t hold out much longer!”
    

    

    
      He shouted while raising his gun to support his beast. Unless it was the last resort, he would never trigger its berserk mode.
    

    

    
      Moments later—
    

    

    
      “Viper! Support Lion King! I can handle it now!”
    

    

    
      Doghead shouted as the beast he commanded escaped danger after being bitten by Inkband.
    

    

    
      “On it.”
    

    

    
      “Lion King, create an opening for me.”
    

    

    
      “Got it.”
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s control, Inkband darted through the battlefield like a nimble electric scooter weaving between cars.
    

    

    
      “Now!”
    

    

    
      The Lion King, seeing Inkband in position, commanded his Violent Lion to engage the Lion-Tiger Beast head-on.
    

    

    
      Seizing the opportunity, Inkband struck—sinking its fangs into the Lion-Tiger Beast before swiftly retreating.
    

    

    
      “Beautiful! Let’s see how long this Lion-Tiger Beast can keep roaring now!”
    

    

    
      Under Lion King’s control, the Violent Lion, which had been on the defensive, roared and launched a fierce assault.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      A thunderous explosion echoed from afar. Seeing that the situation was under control, Zhou Ming shifted part of his attention toward the distance.
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      Not far away in the sky, a Beast Tamer’s body was fully encased in dark cyan armor. 
    

    

    
      A pair of eagle wings behind him carried him swiftly through the air.
    

    

    
      In his hand was a long sword shaped like a feather. 
    

    

    
      Every swing unleashed several meters-long wind blades, slicing toward a high-tier Ferocious Beast—the Sonic Bat—like a rainstorm.
    

    

    
      The commotion from earlier came from this very Phantasmal Tamer, who had just launched a sphere of wind that exploded upon contact with the Sonic Bat, forming a storm of blades.
    

    

    
      Facing those meat-grinding wind edges, the Sonic Bat was eventually slain. 
    

    

    
      The Beast Tamer stored it away in his spatial equipment and flew off through the air.
    

    

    
      “Third Elder of the Zhang Family, Zhang Yunfeng, Advanced Phantasmal Tamer.”
    

    

    
      After finishing off the Lion-Tiger Beast, the bearded Lion King approached Zhou Ming and explained.
    

    

    
      “So this is the power of a Professional Beast Tamer? I can’t even imagine what kind of force a Transcendent Master or a Legendary Saint would unleash in battle.”
    

    

    
      It was Zhou Ming’s first time witnessing the might of a Professional Beast Tamer. The lingering shockwaves alone wiped out a great number of low-tier Ferocious Beasts on the ground. 
    

    

    
      Thankfully, the surrounding Beast Tamers had kept their beasts away, or else they would have suffered heavy injuries.
    

    

    
      “When Major General Xu from the military made his move before, no one dared get within several miles. You must know—they don’t just stand still when they fight.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the Lion King’s explanation, Zhou Ming gave a wry smile. “Looks like we’re not even qualified to watch Transcendent Masters fight.”
    

    

    
      “Enough chatting—don’t you see the beast tide retreating?”
    

    

    
      A rustic-looking man spoke—it was Doghead, whom Zhou Ming had previously supported in battle.
    

    

    
      “Must be those Professional Beast Tamers who cleaned up the high-tier Ferocious Beasts.”
    

    

    
      The area Zhou Ming and his group fought in was only the outer perimeter. Whether the beast tide could truly be cleared depended mainly on the Professional Beast Tamers deeper inside.
    

    

    
      If not for the Sonic Bat flying to the outskirts, Zhang Yunfeng wouldn’t have pursued it here.
    

    

    
      From Zhou Ming’s understanding, killing Apprentice-level Beast Tamers was as easy as harvesting wheat for a Sonic Bat.
    

    

    
      Because the Sonic Bat had a wide-range attack, low-tier beasts and Apprentice Beast Tamers alike couldn’t escape its slaughter.
    

    

    
      “Let’s move. If we’re late entering the ruins, we might not even get a drop of soup.”
    

    

    
      Hearing Zhou Ming’s words, the Lion King and Doghead quickly helped others finish their fights.
    

    

    
      Once the battle ended, the group hurried toward the ruins’ entrance. None bothered collecting materials from the Ferocious Beast corpses—their true goal lay within.
    

    

    
      When the beast tide was finally cleared, Zhou Ming saw a pitch-black entrance beneath a collapsed cliff. Beast Tamers and Hunters all flocked toward it like birds returning to their nest.
    

    

    
      “Vipers, this ruin was built around an underground cave system. The entrance may look small, but it extends several miles below. Want to form a team?”
    

    

    
      Although they hadn’t known each other long, Zhou Ming’s beasts were well-suited for group exploration, and in the narrow corridors of underground ruins, his combat ability wouldn’t be hindered.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the teamwork they’d built during their previous battle would prove useful.
    

    

    
      “Thanks, but I prefer to act alone.”
    

    

    
      If not for needing to fight head-on earlier, Zhou Ming wouldn’t have temporarily teamed up with others at all.
    

    

    
      After speaking, his body moved like a giant python, and in just a few breaths, he had already entered the dark ruins’ entrance.
    

    

    
      “Seems that Vipers isn’t simple. The physical strength he just displayed—only low-tier Ferocious Beasts could overpower that.”
    

    

    
      “Of course he’s not simple. Didn’t you notice the holster on his right thigh? The grip sticking out belongs to a Thunder Type-2 Revolver. If it comes to close combat, he alone could deal with most low-tier Beast Tamers.”
    

    

    
      The one who spoke was a tanned female Beast Tamer with a powerful build—Flower Scorpion, the only woman in Zhou Ming’s temporary squad.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. Looks like we’re not on the same path as Vipers.”
    

    

    
      After the Lion King finished speaking, he glanced at the others. “Team up?”
    

    

    
      Having just experienced the benefits of teamwork, the others all nodded in agreement.
    

    

    
      Without wasting time, they too rushed toward the entrance.
    

    

    
      Inside the ruins, Zhou Ming quickly chose one of the branching corridors, moving swiftly to distance himself from the surrounding Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      This was no longer a cooperative cleanup—now they were competitors, and killing each other for resources was entirely normal.
    

    

    
      Bang! Bang!
    

    

    
      “So soon there’s already fighting? Maybe they had grudges beforehand.”
    

    

    
      Not long after entering, Zhou Ming heard gunfire echoing through the tunnels.
    

    

    
      “Still, this environment suits me perfectly.”
    

    

    
      The ruins were pitch-black, devoid of any light source—an ideal setting for someone like Zhou Ming who possessed special detection methods.
    

    

    
      And then…
    

    

    
      After releasing his snake swarm, Zhou Ming removed his contact lenses, revealing his dark-gold Serpent Pupils.
    

    

    
      In his past life, snakes had poor vision, relying mainly on their tongues to sense the world.
    

    

    
      But his Serpent Pupils were different—in total darkness, he could still faintly discern his surroundings. It was a form of night vision.
    

    

    
      He had accidentally discovered this ability after his eyes completely transformed into Serpent Pupils.
    

    

    
      “So this is the permanent base from hundreds of years ago?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the rusted, dust-covered corridor, Zhou Ming was amazed. 
    

    

    
      For a structure to endure underground for centuries—what an engineering feat.
    

    

    
      But considering the era and the base’s original purpose, he didn’t find it too surprising.
    

    

    
      Before the Doomsday Era, it had been built to withstand nuclear war; after the Doomsday Era began, it was repurposed to resist Ferocious Beasts and alien races.
    

    

    
      The construction quality was naturally top-tier.
    

    

    
      If not for the appearance of large Dimensional Rifts that shifted the terrain and collapsed the surrounding cliffs, it might have remained buried forever.
    

    

    
      Aside from the exposed metal structures that had weakened with rust, the rest of the walls showed no signs of collapse. That was why the military had repurposed this ruin as a military base.
    

    

    
      But now wasn’t the time to admire architecture—Zhou Ming had come for the class advancement data once studied in this base.
    

    

    
      From his backpack, he pulled out several maps, comparing them to his surroundings to confirm his position.
    

    

    
      These maps were printed from intel memory cards he’d bought on the Black Market; there were no computers inside the ruins, after all.
    

    

    
      “Three levels. I’m currently on the uppermost—once used as the living quarters for the staff.”
    

    

    
      “The second level holds warehouses, cells, and laboratories. The bottom level should be where what I need is located.”
    

    

    
      Examining the complex map, Zhou Ming charted the best route from his current position.
    

    

    
      After a moment of planning, he relied on his Radar Sensory Domain to avoid nearby groups and swiftly moved toward his objective.
    

    

    
      There were only a few passages leading to the lower second level. If he arrived late, Beast Tamers and Hunters would gather in numbers, and in such a chaotic environment, even he couldn’t guarantee safety from hidden threats.
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      “Bang, bang—”
    

    

    
      “Roar—”
    

    

    
      Gunfire, explosions, and the roars of tamed beasts rang out intermittently.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was due to grudges formed before entering the ruins, or perhaps for some benefit hidden within. 
    

    

    
      Whatever the reason, at this moment, the relic had already turned into a vast hunting ground.
    

    

    
      Like a dark forest, every hunter did their utmost to conceal themselves while constantly searching for their prey.
    

    

    
      But none of this had anything to do with Zhou Ming. 
    

    

    
      As long as no one provoked him, he wouldn’t go rushing into areas of conflict like a mantis trying to catch a cicada. His current goal was to reach the lowest level as quickly as possible.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      While swiftly advancing through the pitch-black passageway, Zhou Ming suddenly felt a foul wind surge toward him from the side—so fast that he almost couldn’t react.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming threw himself toward the ground ahead. His legs pressed close to the surface, muscles bursting into motion as he glided like a serpent, narrowly evading the attack and brushing past the assailant.
    

    

    
      “Boom—”
    

    

    
      Before Zhou Ming could even look back, a violent crash echoed behind him. The resulting shockwave and flying debris stung painfully against his back.
    

    

    
      The floors of the ruins were made of steel—not as durable as today’s specialized alloys, but still far beyond what an ordinary mutated beast could damage. It was clear this power belonged to a Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      But if it was a Ferocious Beast, how had it avoided detection by the Ironthread Snakes?
    

    

    
      Although Zhou Ming had been moving quickly through the passage and couldn’t fully focus on the Radar Sensory Domain, if someone—or something—had been lurking nearby, the snakes would’ve sensed it immediately and alerted him.
    

    

    
      How did the opponent evade the snakes’ perception?
    

    

    
      Within the span of a heartbeat, Zhou Ming’s mind raced.
    

    

    
      But the priority now was to eliminate the attacker and uncover the hidden Beast Tamer behind it.
    

    

    
      In less than a breath’s time, Zhou Ming had retreated more than ten meters. He immediately commanded Inkband to prepare for counterattack, while his hands drew the dual pistols strapped to his thighs.
    

    

    
      Left hand—Blood Hunter.
    

    

    
      Right hand—Thunder.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s current strength, his left hand could handle standard firearms, but the Thunder Type-2 Revolver still required his right hand to fully control.
    

    

    
      Perched on Zhou Ming’s shoulder, Inkband received his order and launched itself into the darkness like an invisible assassin, darting straight toward the ambusher.
    

    

    
      At the same time, Zhou Ming turned back to face his attacker, diverting part of his focus to extend the Radar Sensory Domain, searching for the hidden Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      “Return!”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming finally saw the attacker’s appearance, he shouted the command to Inkband without hesitation.
    

    

    
      Inkband, about to strike, immediately coiled its tail and withdrew. 
    

    

    
      A Beast’s first and foremost instinct was to obey its master’s command.
    

    

    
      “A walking corpse… zombie… or some kind of creature made long ago?”
    

    

    
      Only when Zhou Ming got a good look did he realize—the attacker wasn’t a beast at all, but a desiccated corpse.
    

    

    
      Its body was covered only by a few scraps of gray-black fabric, weathered to near dust. Its entire form was bronze-colored, like dried jerky drained of all moisture—and its head was that of a tiger.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming instantly understood why there had been no gunfire support from a hidden Beast Tamer during the ambush.
    

    

    
      Uncertain of the creature’s nature, Zhou Ming dared not let Inkband strike. 
    

    

    
      Its main attack was its venom, and judging from this thing’s condition, he couldn’t be sure the venom would have any effect.
    

    

    
      Direct confrontation wasn’t Inkband’s strength either. Without knowing the enemy’s capabilities, letting it test the waters would be too risky.
    

    

    
      If something went wrong, he’d lose a vital combat partner—and cultivating another Ferocious Beast-level pet would be extremely difficult.
    

    

    
      As Inkband returned, Zhou Ming didn’t stay idle. Controlling several Ironthread Snakes, he sent them lunging toward the corpse while his left hand pulled the Blood Hunter’s trigger.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang—”
    

    

    
      Gunfire echoed through the narrow passage.
    

    

    
      “Roar—”
    

    

    
      The desiccated corpse, having failed its ambush and startled by its prey’s sudden evasion, felt the impact of the bullets striking its body.
    

    

    
      But the force was little more than a tickle to it. The undead creature only grew angrier.
    

    

    
      As for the Ironthread Snakes—their sharp fangs couldn’t pierce its skin at all. Instead, they became prey for the monster.
    

    

    
      With its limbs pressed against the ground, the corpse let out a guttural roar and suddenly charged straight at Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      In the pitch-dark corridor, a deafening explosion rang out as the muzzle of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver spat a bolt of lightning.
    

    

    
      “Bang!”
    

    

    
      The charging corpse was blasted backward as though struck by a truck, crashing into the steel floor with a roar even louder than its initial attack.
    

    

    
      “Roar—”
    

    

    
      A bowl-sized hole gaped in its chest, yet even as it lay prone, the corpse howled furiously, attempting to rise again.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming gave it no chance. 
    

    

    
      Seeing that the creature could still move, he aimed and blew its head apart.
    

    

    
      In an instant, its skull burst like a smashed tomato, leaving a headless corpse sprawled across the passage.
    

    

    
      “Looks like when I get back from the ruins, I need to reach the Gunfighter realm as soon as possible—ideally mastering the Thunder Type-3 Revolver.”
    

    

    
      For the first time, Zhou Ming had needed a follow-up shot with the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, and the thought of the Type-3 made his blood surge with longing.
    

    

    
      That revolver model could only be wielded, even once, by top-tier Gunfighters—those who had mastered both firearm arts and martial arts to the pinnacle level of the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Even at Qinshan Base, no one sold that model; one had to go to a major base and request a custom order directly from the Thunder Revolver manufacturer.
    

    

    
      It truly proved the saying: “All fear stems from insufficient firepower.”
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming had trained in the New Martial Arts Beast King Body technique; otherwise, he wouldn’t have been capable of firing the Thunder Type-2 Revolver twice in quick succession.
    

    

    
      “I didn’t think that intel report was actually true…”
    

    

    
      Recalling the information he had bought, Zhou Ming had assumed the reference was to some sort of biohazard-type creature. 
    

    

    
      He hadn’t expected it to literally mean zombies.
    

    

    
      Only such beings could survive in total darkness, in an environment utterly devoid of food.
    

    

    
      At the same time, he thought of the Alliance’s suppressed information about the Beast Spirit Sorcerer profession—perhaps this occupation was related to such creatures.
    

    

    
      The only good news was that these monsters were physical entities, not spectral beings from myth.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I’ll have to handle these things myself.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming muttered to himself as he looked at the corpse.
    

    

    
      Although the undead’s strength didn’t surpass that of a low-grade Ferocious Beast, Zhou Ming’s tamed beasts were completely restrained by such creatures.
    

    

    
      Inkband’s venom couldn’t paralyze them, Vermilion Jade’s fine bone blades couldn’t deliver fatal damage—the only real threat he had against them was his Thunder Type-2 Revolver.
    

    

    
      Thankfully, he’d brought plenty of specialized bullets.
    

    

    
      With monsters like this around, Zhou Ming dared not run recklessly anymore. 
    

    

    
      Since the snakes couldn’t detect these dead creatures, he intended to test whether the Radar Sensory Domain could. If it couldn’t, the danger level of this ruin had just multiplied several times over.
    

    

    
      After a quick inspection of the corpse, Zhou Ming found its dried, bronze-colored skin to be incredibly tough. Coupled with its explosive power earlier, he understood how dangerous these walking corpses were.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, his right arm burned with pain. He needed to find a safe place to rest briefly—so he’d have the strength to fight back the next time he encountered such a creature.
    

    

    
      Through the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming sensed several people approaching, drawn by the earlier commotion. 
    

    

    
      Not wanting to stir further trouble, he slipped away under the Domain’s guidance, leaving only the remains of a headless corpse behind.
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      “Did you all hear that?”
    

    

    
      Inside the Doomsday Ruins, Doghead and his team were slowly exploring under the protection of their beasts. The Lion King tilted his head toward a nearby teammate and asked.
    

    

    
      “Hmph, we’re not deaf.”
    

    

    
      Flower Scorpion followed coldly, “That deafening sound—it’s just like the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, and there were two consecutive shots.”
    

    

    
      “Was it Ten Thousand Snakes?”
    

    

    
      Doghead asked thoughtfully from the side.
    

    

    
      “It should be him. No one else has been seen carrying that kind of firearm lately.”
    

    

    
      “And with the power he showed before, only he could fire twice in such quick succession.”
    

    

    
      Perhaps because Flower Scorpion had witnessed the might of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver before, she understood its power better than the others. Her expression turned grave as she voiced her deduction.
    

    

    
      “Should we keep exploring?”
    

    

    
      A small, thin man with a moustache—Mole—spoke up hesitantly.
    

    

    
      Hearing his question, the others hesitated. They knew the Doomsday Ruins were dangerous, but they hadn’t expected to feel such a strong sense of peril on just the first floor.
    

    

    
      “Lion King, what do you think?”
    

    

    
      Flower Scorpion turned to their captain. After all, only his beast could unleash such explosive power in a short time.
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of thought, the Lion King finally said,
    

    

    
      “Everyone knows deep down that the inheritance within this ruin isn’t something we can hope for. We came in with a bit of luck in mind.”
    

    

    
      “Since it’s so dangerous, we’ll just explore the first floor. We’ve already collected quite a few valuable items.”
    

    

    
      “Besides, with so many people entering the ruins, any dangers on this floor will soon be exposed anyway. What do you all think?”
    

    

    
      The group exchanged glances. Though reluctant, they knew his words were true, and they could only nod in agreement.
    

    

    
      Seeing their consent, the Lion King quickly issued orders.
    

    

    
      “Mole, your beast has a special sensory ability. You’ll be fully in charge of scouting the surroundings. The rest of us will ensure your safety.”
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, Mole agreed. As the one with a sensing beast, he was a top-priority member for protection—there was no reason to refuse.
    

    

    
      With that settled, the group, equipped with night vision goggles, stopped heading toward the second level of the ruins and began searching the empty rooms around them instead.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, as Zhou Ming eliminated the ambushing desiccated corpses, the intensity of battles across the ruins began to rise noticeably.
    

    

    
      The news about the zombies also started spreading among the Beast Tamers and hunters.
    

    

    
      “The Radar Sensory Domain can still detect zombies hiding in the dark, but it can’t pick up the Ironthread Snake. Seems I’ll need to slow down.”
    

    

    
      In a corridor, Zhou Ming muttered quietly as he glanced at a headless zombie on the ground.
    

    

    
      Having focused most of his attention on the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming finally noticed a faint green dot—an almost unnoticeable one—revealing the lurking Leopard-headed Zombie before him.
    

    

    
      Once prepared, the fight was much easier.
    

    

    
      After confirming the area was clear, Zhou Ming resumed moving toward his target. Though his pace was slower, everyone else was equally affected by the zombie threat.
    

    

    
      Thanks to his Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming actually became the first to reach the entrance leading down to the second level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      When the base was first constructed, several stairway passages had been built besides the elevator, as a safety measure.
    

    

    
      Through his Serpent Pupils, Zhou Ming spotted a three-meter-tall passage ahead.
    

    

    
      After centuries, the metal door had collapsed, leaving only a gaping, abyss-like entrance.
    

    

    
      Uncertain of what awaited below, Zhou Ming didn’t rush in. Instead, he sent his serpent swarm ahead to scout.
    

    

    
      Before the serpents could enter the passage, a piercing beam of light shone from a distant hallway.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately recalled the serpents and hid in the shadows.
    

    

    
      Moments later, a five-man team arrived—one of them sitting atop his beast, holding a large searchlight aloft.
    

    

    
      Arrogant.
    

    

    
      That was Zhou Ming’s first impression of them.
    

    

    
      As they drew closer, he observed their condition. All five were wearing Saint Elephant Type-2 Combat Suits—the same advanced gear Scorpion-Lion had once used, resistant to ordinary firearms.
    

    

    
      Each also wore a sturdy helmet, and their beasts were all at the peak of Low-rank Ferocious Beast level.
    

    

    
      They might not be unstoppable, but few would dare provoke them.
    

    

    
      No wonder they dared to use a searchlight so blatantly—they were clearly from a major faction.
    

    

    
      “Looks like our luck’s good. We’re the first ones here,” one of them said cheerfully as he looked at the untouched layer of dust on the floor.
    

    

    
      “Boss, are we really going straight in? Those zombies we fought earlier were no joke—what’s waiting on the second level could be worse.”
    

    

    
      Frowning, one of them voiced his concern.
    

    

    
      “Relax, Da Zhuang hasn’t even made a move yet.”
    

    

    
      As he spoke, the leader turned and called out to a towering, two-meter-tall man.
    

    

    
      “Da Zhuang, you’ll lead the way this time. Don’t worry about ammunition.”
    

    

    
      “Got it. Leave it to me!”
    

    

    
      Instead of displeasure, Da Zhuang’s voice carried excitement at the order.
    

    

    
      That was when Zhou Ming finally saw him clearly—a muscle-bound giant of a man, like a living titan, stepping out from behind them.
    

    

    
      A massive ammo box was strapped to his back, and he held a Hive-Type I Heavy Machine Gun in his hands.
    

    

    
      Damn.
    

    

    
      That was Zhou Ming’s instant thought. His entire body tensed, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.
    

    

    
      The Hive-Type I Heavy Machine Gun wasn’t a normal handheld weapon—it was mounted on armored vehicles as a heavy-fire armament.
    

    

    
      Except for high-tier Ferocious Beasts capable of manipulating elemental energy particles, no low-tier beast could withstand its roar.
    

    

    
      And judging by what their leader said, Zhou Ming guessed this elite team had been supplied with spatial gear, likely packed with enough ammunition to sustain them.
    

    

    
      The weapon was powerful—but it devoured bullets like no other.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming waited, breath held, until the five figures vanished into the pitch-black passage. Only then did he dare to breathe freely.
    

    

    
      Facing such a metallic storm, he knew there was only one option—run for his life.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, he might just end up as minced flesh plastered across the tunnel walls.
    

    

    
      After ensuring they had truly left, Zhou Ming still didn’t enter immediately. He wasn’t about to risk walking into an ambush.
    

    

    
      Only after waiting a while did he send his serpents ahead to probe the stairway. Finding nothing unusual, Zhou Ming finally followed, descending toward the second level of the ruins.
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      Step by step, Zhou Ming moved quietly, slowly descending toward the second underground floor.
    

    

    
      Even though the serpent swarm was helping to scout ahead, Zhou Ming still remained cautious, constantly monitoring the changes within his Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      After witnessing how the desiccated corpses could evade the serpents’ detection, Zhou Ming had come to understand that on Blue Star, where extraordinary powers existed, anything could happen. Even situations where his sensory field failed to detect something were entirely possible.
    

    

    
      Moments later, Zhou Ming successfully reached the second layer of the ruins without encountering any unexpected incidents along the way.
    

    

    
      The previous team had also vanished without a trace. Judging from this, they had likely not ambushed near the passage entrance but instead proceeded directly toward the third level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      Seeing no abnormalities around him, Zhou Ming took out his map to confirm his current position and the route he should take next.
    

    

    
      On the map, various facilities were clearly marked—detention rooms, dissection rooms, warehouses, shooting training rooms...
    

    

    
      If the first level of the ruins had been the main living area, then the second level must have served as the operational zone in ancient times.
    

    

    
      Looking around, the various facilities perfectly matched the ones noted on his map.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming speculated that the forces selling this intelligence in the Black Market must have obtained the information from the Alliance’s archival records.
    

    

    
      After double-checking the map to ensure no mistakes, Zhou Ming picked his route and began heading toward the third level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      Not long after he left, other Beast Tamers and Hunters who had entered the ruins also made their way down to the second level. Judging from their equipment and contracted beasts, these were clearly among the top-tier participants entering the ruins.
    

    

    
      Every one of them carried night-vision gear, and the pitch-black environment of the ruins did nothing to hinder their sight.
    

    

    
      Before long, Zhou Ming came to a stop again. Scattered across the ground before him were fragments of mangled corpses—remains of the desiccated zombies that roamed the ruins.
    

    

    
      “Was it that heavy machine gun?”
    

    

    
      Besides the dried, shattered corpses, the ground was littered with bullet casings, and the surrounding structures were riddled with destruction.
    

    

    
      “Looks like they took the same route as me.”
    

    

    
      After a brief moment of thought, Zhou Ming decided not to change his path. He might as well let them clear the way ahead.
    

    

    
      Crouching, Zhou Ming flicked away a bullet casing, then quickened his pace toward the third level.
    

    

    
      As he advanced, the number of corpses detected by his sensory domain increased. Fortunately, all those along his route had already been eliminated by the previous team.
    

    

    
      Judging from the scattered bullet shells, Zhou Ming was certain the group possessed spatial equipment—only such gear could carry enough ammunition.
    

    

    
      “It seems that if a conflict breaks out, I’ll need to eliminate that heavy gunner first.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming was confident in his own strength, but not to the point of recklessly facing a heavy weapon head-on.
    

    

    
      Even a Professional Beast Tamer could not yet completely disregard Blue Star’s technological weaponry. Only a Transcendent Master could truly move unchallenged.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect someone to catch up so soon.”
    

    

    
      Just as he was about to leave, Zhou Ming sensed someone approaching from behind. Clearly, he wasn’t the only one intending to take advantage of that previous squad.
    

    

    
      Thinking carefully, he realized that within a centuries-old ruin, the thick layers of dust on the ground could easily reveal the tracks left by anyone passing through.
    

    

    
      Sensing the pursuers, Zhou Ming didn’t rush toward the third floor. Instead, he took out a high-explosive grenade.
    

    

    
      Using some silk thread from his backpack, he quickly improvised a tripwire trap.
    

    

    
      Since he had entered the ruins, mercy was no longer something he could afford. If he could take out a few opponents now, there would be fewer competitors later for the relic’s information.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the explosion would slow down anyone behind him—they would have to tread carefully from that point on.
    

    

    
      No one would have guessed that the polite, soft-spoken young man who rarely talked at the Base was, in this ruthless, survival-of-the-fittest environment, an utterly merciless hunter.
    

    

    
      Not long after Zhou Ming departed, another squad arrived at the very place he had just left.
    

    

    
      “Seems the group ahead has spatial gear. Otherwise, their heavy gunner wouldn’t dare waste so many bullets.”
    

    

    
      The squad leader, clearly a seasoned veteran, looked at the shattered corpses strewn about and reached the same conclusion as Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      “Boss, what should we do?”
    

    

    
      “No problem. Judging from the bullet marks, it was likely a vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun. Using that kind of weapon requires terrifying physical strength.”
    

    

    
      “As long as we can launch a sneak attack and take down the gunner, we’ll still have a chance.”
    

    

    
      Hearing the captain’s reasoning, the others visibly relaxed a little.
    

    

    
      For Apprentice Beast Tamers, aside from the snipers they dreaded, nothing was more terrifying than a heavy machine gunner with endless ammunition.
    

    

    
      A storm of metal could leave them with no room to even resist.
    

    

    
      But hearing their captain’s words gave them reassurance—after all, his contracted beast was a Swiftshadow Serpent.
    

    

    
      That Ferocious Beast specialized in speed and concealing its aura, perfect for ambushes in an environment like this ruin.
    

    

    
      “Let’s go. If they get there first, it’ll be troublesome.”
    

    

    
      “Yes, sir.”
    

    

    
      At the command, the team immediately accelerated toward the third floor. They knew that someone had already cleared most of the desiccated corpses ahead of them.
    

    

    
      Boom!
    

    

    
      The tripwire trap Zhou Ming had set was triggered, and the entire second floor erupted with a sound like thunder in summer.
    

    

    
      Before they could react, the explosion’s fiery light and shockwave engulfed them. There was no time to defend.
    

    

    
      Their beasts rushed instinctively in front of their masters—
    

    

    
      —but it was useless.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s high-explosive grenade unleashed not just deadly fragments but also a violent blast wave. Without prior warning, the squad was instantly decimated.
    

    

    
      The once-confident team would likely never again see the sunlight outside the ruins.
    

    

    
      Such was the weakness of Apprentice Beast Tamers—their bodies were simply too fragile. Even if their beasts could survive such an explosion, their masters could not.
    

    

    
      “Looks like the trap I left got triggered.”
    

    

    
      Though the ruins were vast, the sound of a high-explosive detonation still echoed across the second floor. Zhou Ming, not far away, naturally heard it.
    

    

    
      Seeing that his trap had worked, Zhou Ming didn’t bother setting another one. Such methods lost effectiveness once others became cautious—experienced Beast Tamers and Hunters wouldn’t fall for it twice.
    

    

    
      This explosion alone was enough to intimidate those behind him, forcing them to slow down.
    

    

    
      Elsewhere, the first team that had entered the second level also noticed the blast.
    

    

    
      “Captain, someone’s using high-explosive grenades.”
    

    

    
      For them, the distinct sound was easy to recognize.
    

    

    
      “Seems someone’s following us from behind. Could be a fight… or a trap set to ambush pursuers.”
    

    

    
      After a moment of thought, the captain quickly deduced several possible scenarios.
    

    

    
      “Should we lay an ambush ourselves?”
    

    

    
      One member suggested.
    

    

    
      “No need. But stay alert for grenade attacks—especially you, Da Zhuang.”
    

    

    
      Ultimately, the captain chose to prioritize their main objective, though he still warned his team.
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Captain. If they can even get close, that’ll be the real miracle.”
    

    

    
      Da Zhuang’s booming voice rang out as he pounded his chest, completely dismissing the unseen threat.
    

    

    
      The captain didn’t argue.
    

    

    
      Hunters generally avoided using grenades and similar explosives, not only because they exposed one’s position and attracted unwanted trouble—
    

    

    
      —but also because they weren’t as effective as people imagined.
    

    

    
      Grenades were slow to throw, and a Beast Tamer with strong Spiritual Power could react in time to dodge or shield themselves. With their beasts defending them, the explosion’s aftermath was rarely fatal.
    

    

    
      Unless a grenade detonated right next to a beast, it was unlikely to inflict a killing blow. Fast-moving beasts could even, under command, fling the grenade back before it exploded.
    

    

    
      After heightening their vigilance, the team stopped paying attention to the previous blast and continued straight toward the third level of the ruins.
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      “It seems the other side prioritized the class advancement data first.”
    

    

    
      After making that judgment, Zhou Ming continued on his way.
    

    

    
      Since Zhou Ming could use trick mines for ambushes, others could do the same. On his way forward, he constantly paid attention to the ground beneath his feet, wary of any traps.
    

    

    
      However, upon arriving at the entrance to the third level of the ruins, Zhou Ming did not encounter any ambush.
    

    

    
      Even when he saw the entrance leading down, Zhou Ming did not relax his guard. It was possible the enemy wanted to lull him into lowering his vigilance and was waiting below to ambush him.
    

    

    
      Thus, as before, Zhou Ming once again sent his snake swarm into the third layer of the ruins first to scout the situation.
    

    

    
      “No one?”
    

    

    
      Seeing that the snake swarm didn’t find anything, Zhou Ming also used their sensory domain to scan the area.
    

    

    
      After confirming there was nothing unusual, Zhou Ming followed the downward passage into the third level of the ruins—also the core of the entire site.
    

    

    
      As soon as he stepped in, a chilling sensation ran through him, and even his snake swarm grew restless.
    

    

    
      To describe it precisely—it was like walking a dark road at night in his previous life, feeling as though something lurked within the darkness all around.
    

    

    
      Ever since he became a Beast Tamer, possessing strength far beyond that of an ordinary man, this feeling had long vanished. Yet now, it surfaced again.
    

    

    
      “Could it be those people back then really created some kind of monster?”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s expression turned solemn the moment he stepped into the third level.
    

    

    
      The desiccated corpses he had encountered before had already exceeded his expectations, though his Thunder Type-2 Revolver had still been enough to deal with them.
    

    

    
      But now, Zhou Ming doubted whether the revolver—known as the “King of Close Combat”—would remain as effective.
    

    

    
      He still planned to follow behind the previous squad. Having someone clear the path was always better than taking risks alone.
    

    

    
      Scanning the ground, he noticed chaotic footprints scattered everywhere—each passage entrance bore a mass of them.
    

    

    
      “Did they do this to confuse anyone following behind?”
    

    

    
      Aside from the numerous overlapping tracks, Zhou Ming also saw bare footprints, both new and old. These unshod prints were likely left behind by the desiccated corpses inhabiting the ruins.
    

    

    
      Before he could even check his map, Zhou Ming sensed that one of the Ironthread Snakes he left behind had been slain.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t expect someone to detect an Ironthread Snake’s hiding spot in such an environment.”
    

    

    
      Without time to inspect the map, Zhou Ming immediately hid in a concealed spot nearby. Behind him was a passage leading somewhere unknown—his backup escape route.
    

    

    
      He also recalled all surrounding snakes back into his Beast Space.
    

    

    
      “So this is the third level of the Doomsday Ruins?”
    

    

    
      Moments later, a team of more than ten Beast Tamers appeared in Zhou Ming’s line of sight. Judging from their mixed equipment, they seemed to be a temporary squad.
    

    

    
      Upon entering the third level, they too sensed something amiss. Their hands stayed near their guns, and they drew closer to their beasts.
    

    

    
      Having come this far, no one intended to retreat.
    

    

    
      “Longnose, which way now? Too many footprints here. No way to tell which passage the Zhang Family squad took.”
    

    

    
      The burly man who spoke turned to ask his teammate. It seemed this group knew the first squad that had entered the third level quite well.
    

    

    
      “No rush. Didn’t expect there’s still a little rat hiding nearby.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing that, Zhou Ming immediately realized he had been exposed. The enemy must have a Beast with special perception—or some secret technique.
    

    

    
      Without hesitation, he hurled a high-explosive grenade toward the passage behind him. He wasn’t yet capable of facing over a dozen Beast Tamers head-on.
    

    

    
      With Zhou Ming’s physical strength, the grenade flew fast—but nowhere near the speed of a bullet.
    

    

    
      Before it could land, a leopard-type Beast suddenly leapt out. With a single whip of its tail, it struck the grenade back, detonating it midair. Sparks burst forth, and the shockwave whipped up a fierce gust.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, the explosion occurred far enough away to avoid injuring the incoming squad.
    

    

    
      “This guy must be the one who planted those trick mines and wiped out the Shadow Serpent Hunting Squad.”
    

    

    
      To throw a grenade without saying a word upon contact—this was a first even for them.
    

    

    
      “This man acts without thought for consequence—vicious and ruthless. We’ll have to be careful.”
    

    

    
      “Roar—Roar—!”
    

    

    
      Just as the man finished speaking, deep and raspy growls echoed from afar.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, those are the desiccated corpses in the ruins. Who knows how many! Move!”
    

    

    
      The leader immediately recognized the sound. The explosion had drawn the undead creatures, and judging by the noise, there were plenty.
    

    

    
      Everyone hurried toward the passageway where the sounds were faintest. For now, Zhou Ming would have to be left alone.
    

    

    
      “Cough, cough…”
    

    

    
      “Luckily that blast was far enough, or I’d have been asking for death.”
    

    

    
      In a spacious hall, Zhou Ming covered his chest, relief evident in his expression.
    

    

    
      Through this, he finally understood why hunters in the wilderness seldom used high-explosive grenades.
    

    

    
      Unless detonated at close range, their threat wasn’t as effective as one might imagine.
    

    

    
      The previous benefits of using grenades had blinded Zhou Ming to their drawbacks.
    

    

    
      “Looks like I’ll need to time them carefully from now on.”
    

    

    
      Whether or not the grenade could threaten enemies was secondary—but it must never endanger himself.
    

    

    
      Yet while pondering how to better use grenades, Zhou Ming sensed desiccated corpses closing in. After all, he was all too familiar with their roars.
    

    

    
      Regaining control of his churning blood and breath, Zhou Ming picked a quieter passage and hurried deeper in.
    

    

    
      However, what he didn’t know was that his earlier explosion had brought great suffering to the Beast Tamers and hunters who arrived at the third level afterward.
    

    

    
      Compared to the first and second layers, the number of desiccated corpses here was significantly higher, and their strength had reached the peak of Low-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      What’s worse, unless their heads were destroyed, these corpses would keep fighting—causing casualties among the Beast Tamers entering later.
    

    

    
      It seemed the experimental accident that had created this ruin had been centered on the third level.
    

    

    
      Before long, amid the eerie darkness, Zhou Ming faced the consequence of his rash advance—
    

    

    
      A ten-meter-long Human-faced Giant Python.
    

    

    
      Its entire body was covered in scales resembling forged brass, shimmering with metallic luster.
    

    

    
      Atop its serpentine head was a shriveled human face—hair long, dry, and matted with filth.
    

    

    
      The Human-faced Giant Python coiled its massive body, its pitch-black, white-less eyes fixed unblinkingly on Zhou Ming. The viscous fluid dripping from its mouth corroded the ground, leaving pits and ridges as yellow fumes rose around it.
    

    

    
      “Still retains a serpent’s instinct?”
    

    

    
      The creature hadn’t immediately attacked because, after evading its first strike, Zhou Ming had unleashed the spiritual intimidation of his Serpent Pupils.
    

    

    
      Unexpectedly, that instinctive move still worked.
    

    

    
      However, since the python was a corpse, it possessed high resistance to the Serpent Pupils’ suppression—only its residual instincts were affected.
    

    

    
      After a moment’s hesitation, the Human-faced Giant Python suddenly lunged at Zhou Ming like an arrow released from its bow—its speed far exceeding that of any desiccated corpse he had seen before.
    

    

    
      “Boom!”
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming immediately fired his Thunder Type-2 Revolver. Escape was no longer an option.
    

    

    
      Within the ruins, Zhou Ming now faced the greatest danger since he’d entered.
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      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      As expected, Zhou Ming immediately fired his Thunder Type-2 Revolver. The deafening roar once again echoed through the third level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      Facing the desiccated corpse within the ruins, Zhou Ming certainly wouldn’t send out his own beast to fight. Not only would it be ineffective, but it would also cause unnecessary losses for himself.
    

    

    
      As a qualified Beast Tamer, analyzing the situation before him was a basic skill. If one believed that not risking one’s own life meant sending their beast recklessly into danger, they would be the one to pay the price in the end.
    

    

    
      The bullet descended like thunder, flying straight toward the Human-faced Giant Python’s head — the only true weak point on its body.
    

    

    
      “Clang.” The sound of metal striking metal rang out.
    

    

    
      “It actually blocked it.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s pupils contracted sharply as he stared in disbelief.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that he had missed. At the very moment Zhou Ming fired, the python’s tail whipped up to block its head, successfully intercepting the bullet.
    

    

    
      More shockingly, only the scales on the surface of the tail were blown apart — far from a serious injury.
    

    

    
      In that instant, Zhou Ming realized that not only did the Human-faced Giant Python possess powerful combat instincts, but its body was also terrifyingly durable.
    

    

    
      Among low-ranked Ferocious Beasts, there were indeed some that could withstand a shot from the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, but those beasts were usually lacking in every other aspect. None could compare to the monster before him.
    

    

    
      “A Dominant-level one.”
    

    

    
      Without a doubt, this Human-faced Giant Python had strength beyond others of its rank. Aside from a few exceptional species, Zhou Ming couldn’t think of any low-ranked beasts capable of threatening it.
    

    

    
      Fortunately, Zhou Ming wasn’t an ordinary person. He quickly snapped out of his shock, pushing off with both legs and retreating rapidly to widen the distance between them.
    

    

    
      The Human-faced Giant Python soon recovered from the revolver’s impact, slithering swiftly toward Zhou Ming. Its pitch-black eyes were devoid of emotion, so cold they made his skin crawl.
    

    

    
      “Bang, bang…”
    

    

    
      This time, Zhou Ming didn’t use the Thunder Type-2 Revolver. He now wielded the Blood Hunter Type-1 Handgun.
    

    

    
      Perhaps because of the lingering intimidation from the earlier revolver shots, the python now used its tail to block even the ordinary bullets.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      A violent impact struck where Zhou Ming had just been standing.
    

    

    
      He barely dodged, his legs trembling violently from the strain. If not for the python’s looming threat, he would have collapsed on the ground by now.
    

    

    
      The Human-faced Giant Python didn’t give him a moment’s rest. Its body twisted in a flash, readying another strike.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s legs throbbed with tearing pain. At the python’s speed, he had no time to dodge.
    

    

    
      “Bang.”
    

    

    
      One final shot from the Thunder Type-2 Revolver. Faced with mortal danger, the Human-faced Giant Python had no choice but to stop its attack once more. Just like before, its tail moved up to block the bullet.
    

    

    
      This time, the tail was finally severed. Half a meter of it was blown off by the shot, but even so, it wasn’t a fatal injury.
    

    

    
      Seizing the brief opening, a fist-sized iron pineapple — a grenade — rolled beneath the serpent’s coiled body.
    

    

    
      Enduring the pain, Zhou Ming dove behind a nearby pillar.
    

    

    
      Timed perfectly, the grenade exploded just as the python was recovering from the revolver’s recoil.
    

    

    
      In the darkness and confined space, the high-explosive grenade filled the air with blinding light and a deafening blast. The shockwave swept through the chamber like a hurricane.
    

    

    
      When the dust finally began to settle, Zhou Ming peeked out from behind the pillar, his body aching all over.
    

    

    
      Through the lingering smoke, he saw the Human-faced Giant Python curled into a heap, its head hidden deep inside.
    

    

    
      The explosion had torn apart its flesh and shattered its scales — the once ferocious creature now appeared battered and weak.
    

    

    
      Yet Zhou Ming knew better. For a desiccated corpse, these injuries were only superficial.
    

    

    
      Just as he expected, the next moment the python’s head suddenly shot forward.
    

    

    
      “Roar!”
    

    

    
      The explosion seemed to have enraged the emotionless, undead-like creature.
    

    

    
      The distorted human face on its head twisted with fury, its mouth opening wide as if ready to unleash its ultimate attack.
    

    

    
      “Whoosh.”
    

    

    
      A streak of crimson light flashed through the air — like a rainbow piercing the sun — striking straight at the python’s forehead.
    

    

    
      It was Vermilion Jade who had attacked. Her body shot forth like a flying sword.
    

    

    
      Even a beast capable of resisting a Thunder Type-2 Revolver was forced to halt when she attacked. The python tried to evade while swinging its mangled tail.
    

    

    
      But what it didn’t know was that Beast Tamers of Blue Star were not mere commanders hiding behind their beasts. Nor were their beasts limited to straightforward attacks.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming’s Spiritual Power surged as the Spiritual Seed Nebula within his Spiritual Sea spun rapidly. Hundreds of Ironthreads in his beast space burst forth with power.
    

    

    
      His Dark-golden Serpent Pupils gleamed ominously, casting a ghostly light over the Human-faced Giant Python.
    

    

    
      Even as a desiccated corpse, the python wasn’t completely immune to Zhou Ming’s gaze. The serpent instincts buried within it responded instinctively to the dominance of a higher serpent — freezing its body for half a breath.
    

    

    
      Vermilion Jade seized the chance. Her body turned into a crimson streak, piercing straight into the python’s forehead. The three-inch Bone Blade on her tail slid in effortlessly, like a hot knife through butter.
    

    

    
      Under Zhou Ming’s control, Vermilion Jade flipped back through the air, her tail twisting as she withdrew, stirring the blade inside to deepen the wound.
    

    

    
      “Boom.”
    

    

    
      There was no final counterattack, not even a dying scream.
    

    

    
      As Vermilion Jade’s blade pierced its forehead, the Human-faced Giant Python went limp — as though its very life force had been ripped away.
    

    

    
      “Cough… finally done.”
    

    

    
      Clutching his chest, Zhou Ming coughed as he stepped out from behind a one-meter-thick pillar.
    

    

    
      He had already determined that the head was the creature’s weak point — he hadn’t expected the Bone Blade to end it so cleanly.
    

    

    
      All his earlier efforts had been to create that one decisive opening for Vermilion Jade.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming approached, Vermilion Jade dissolved into a streak of red light and returned to perch on his shoulder.
    

    

    
      “We need to move.”
    

    

    
      His whole body was battered, his legs barely able to support him. Zhou Ming’s situation was far from good.
    

    

    
      He released his Serpent Swarm once again. Inkband and Vermilion Jade circled around him, guarding against any Beast Tamers or Hunters entering the ruins — enemies no less dangerous than the python itself.
    

    

    
      Without lingering, Zhou Ming limped toward a nearby passage. He needed to find a safe place to recover from his injuries.
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      On the third floor of the Doomsday Ruins, inside a decayed and dilapidated room, Zhou Ming hid within a rusted, broken iron cabinet — judging from its appearance, it must have once been used to store files.
    

    

    
      After dealing with the Human-faced Giant Python, Zhou Ming casually found a safe room to hide in.
    

    

    
      This time, before leaving Qinshan Base, Zhou Ming had made thorough preparations, carrying several vials of potions for treating injuries.
    

    

    
      After consuming a potion, the utterly exhausted Zhou Ming issued a guarding command to Inkband and Vermilion Jade, before falling into deep sleep himself.
    

    

    
      As for the Ironthread Snake group, in order to avoid attracting attention, Zhou Ming had recalled them into his Beast Space in advance.
    

    

    
      However, the third floor of the ruins did not become peaceful due to Zhou Ming’s slumber.
    

    

    
      In this lightless underground expanse — resembling a dark forest — as more people descended, scenes of slaughter, ambush, and surprise attacks unfolded endlessly.
    

    

    
      At this moment, humans were no different from the Ferocious Beasts of the wilderness.
    

    

    
      All sorts of valuable ores, Ferocious Beast materials, specialized research documents, and antiques left from the Doomsday Era — anything of worth drove the Beast Tamers and Hunters who entered the third floor to fight to the death.
    

    

    
      Besides the battles between humans, numerous desiccated corpse monsters also joined in.
    

    
      This underground ruin, which had lain silent for centuries, had now turned into a meat grinder.
    

    

    
      “Big Brother, the Zhang Family’s squad has already taken over the laboratory’s core area. What should we do now?”
    

    

    
      A four-person squad emerged from a dark tunnel, one of them asking their leader anxiously.
    

    

    
      “No rush. The monster guarding the laboratory entrance already has strength close to a high-tier Ferocious Beast. It won’t be easy for them to obtain the Class Advancement information anytime soon.”
    

    

    
      “We’re all injured to some extent; let’s rest first and recover.”
    

    

    
      Although the leader’s analysis wasn’t wrong, the one who had spoken first still couldn’t hide his worry.
    

    

    
      “Boss, what if the Zhang Family joins forces with other factions? The He Family, the Ice Bear Hunting Corps, the Starsea Group — all those big powers have arrived.”
    

    

    
      “If they get the Class Advancement data, we four brothers might never become Professional Beast Tamers in this lifetime!”
    

    

    
      Judging by their tone, their strength had reached the peak of the apprentice level — what they needed most now was the advancement information to become Professional Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Then again, if they weren’t strong enough, they wouldn’t have survived till now.
    

    

    
      After all the brutal fighting, the ones still alive on this third floor were the elites among apprentices — considered skilled even in the outside world.
    

    

    
      “You’re anxious? I’m even more so. But if they really join hands, it’s even better. Once they deal with that monster, there’s bound to be conflict among them. That’s when we’ll play the mantis stalking the cicada — and we’ll be the oriole behind.”
    

    

    
      The leader understood his third brother’s impatience.
    

    

    
      After all, once one became a Professional Beast Tamer, not only would one’s lifespan increase by two or three decades, but one’s strength would also undergo a qualitative leap, elevating one’s status among Hunters.
    

    

    
      By then, they would have enough resources to form their own Hunting Corps, standing on equal footing with the great powers.
    

    

    
      Such temptation was irresistible.
    

    

    
      “Big Brother, looks like someone’s been in this room.”
    

    

    
      As seasoned Hunters, they remained vigilant amid the perilous ruins.
    

    

    
      The second brother, spotting footprints in the dust, immediately warned the group.
    

    

    
      “Seems there are only footprints going in — none coming out.”
    

    

    
      The third brother spoke next; as any competent Hunter, he was versed in basic tracking.
    

    

    
      Realizing the situation, the four immediately hooked their fingers around the triggers of their guns.
    

    

    
      The Beasts under their command also readied themselves to strike at any moment.
    

    

    
      The underground ruins were vast. Since they had once held Ferocious Beasts for research, the corridors were wide enough to allow Beasts to fight effectively.
    

    

    
      “Toss a flashbang first.”
    

    

    
      Uncertain of what lay ahead, the leader didn’t risk sending their Beasts forward; instead, he instructed the second brother to throw a flashbang.
    

    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    

    
      The second brother slung his gun, reaching into his pack to pull out a flashbang.
    

    

    
      Though weaker than a high-explosive grenade, flashbangs exerted strong control over both humans and Beasts — effective even behind cover.
    

    

    
      “Roar—!”
    

    

    
      However, before he could even pull the pin, a deafening crack of thunder erupted from inside the room.
    

    

    
      The pitch-black doorway seemed like a bottomless pit — a sleeping giant beast roused in fury.
    

    

    
      The second brother, just stepping forward, didn’t even have time to react before a flash of fire streaked out.
    

    
      Amid a thunderous roar, his body was flung backward — smashed violently against the wall.
    

    

    
      In the eyes of the remaining three, their second brother’s torso had been severed cleanly at the waist — crimson blood splattering across the tunnel walls.
    

    

    
      “Second Brother!!”
    

    

    
      The third brother let out a heart-wrenching scream at the sight.
    

    

    
      “Retreat! That’s a Thunder Type-2 Revolver!”
    

    

    
      The experienced leader instantly recognized the weapon.
    

    
      Facing someone wielding a Thunder Type-2 Revolver in the narrow corridor — they didn’t even have a chance to resist.
    

    

    
      Whether human or Beast, both could be felled with a single shot.
    

    
      They were no Human-faced Giant Python.
    

    

    
      Seeing the third brother about to charge forward, the leader yanked him back and shouted to the fourth.
    

    

    
      “Fourth! Cover!”
    

    

    
      Among the four, the fourth brother’s Armored Bull had the strongest defense.
    

    

    
      Knowing the difficulty of handling the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, the leader counted on the enemy’s hesitation — if one shot couldn’t instantly kill the Armored Bull, the enemy might falter.
    

    

    
      As soon as he gave the order, the fourth brother — already highly coordinated — commanded his Armored Bull to charge forward, his gun spitting fire continuously.
    

    

    
      “Bang! Bang! Bang!”
    

    

    
      Perhaps driven by his second brother’s death, he didn’t stop shooting for even a second.
    

    

    
      However, within those brief two or three seconds, Zhou Ming had already unleashed his next attack.
    

    

    
      Another thunderous roar erupted — Zhou Ming’s strike grievously wounded the Armored Bull, leaving it on the verge of death.
    

    

    
      The moment the sound stunned the three outside, Zhou Ming’s high-explosive grenade — already counting down — completed its timer.
    

    

    
      In the pitch-black corridor, Zhou Ming hurled the grenade against the wall, and the immense rebound sent it spinning out into the unseen darkness ahead.
    

    

    
      “Boom—!”
    

    

    
      The explosion’s shockwave far surpassed even the roar of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver.
    

    

    
      “Ahhh—!”
    

    

    
      After two decisive shots from the Thunder Type-2 Revolver that had already eliminated two combatants, the sudden grenade — thrown with precision and timing — gave the remaining two no chance to react.
    

    

    
      Having learned from past mistakes, Zhou Ming had thrown this grenade with a timed delay and a rebound trajectory — leaving no room for survival.
    

    

    
      After the thunderous assault ended, Inkband and Vermilion Jade darted out, their small forms swiftly cleaning up the aftermath.
    

    

    
      Against desiccated corpse monsters they were less effective — but against frail humans, they were far deadlier than ordinary Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      Once the chaos subsided, a figure clad in a Combat Suit slowly stepped out from the room.
    

    

    
      “You came to the wrong place.”
    

    

    
      That was Zhou Ming’s judgment on them — after their deaths.
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      Deep within the third level of the ruins, before an alloy gate over five meters tall, a bull-headed, human-bodied desiccated corpse monster about three meters in height was standing guard in front of the gate.
    

    

    
      The muscles of this bull-headed desiccated corpse were bulging all over its body as if they were about to explode, its physique resembling cast bronze, radiating a metallic luster.
    

    

    
      At this moment, aside from large patches of damage, its body was also stained with massive amounts of crimson blood left behind after intense slaughter.
    

    

    
      Judging from the situation, it should have been left behind by Beast Tamers or their Beasts who had entered the ruins.
    

    

    
      Those capable of entering the third level of the ruins were all elites from various factions.
    

    

    
      With so many factions taking action yet still unable to take down the bull-headed desiccated corpse, it was enough to demonstrate the strength of the monster before them.
    

    

    
      However, the existence of the bull-headed desiccated corpse did not cause the many factions that had entered the underground third level to give up.
    

    

    
      Within the Alliance, apprentice-level Beast Taming knowledge was something that had long become widespread, and every Alliance citizen had the opportunity to come into contact with it.
    

    

    
      However, when it came to professional-level Beast Taming knowledge, because it required special methods of recording, it was almost entirely controlled by various factions.
    

    

    
      Among them, Beast Taming inheritances for advancing to Transcendent Master were held by only a very small number of major factions, making them nearly impossible to obtain.
    

    

    
      If the class advancement system within the ruins could be obtained, the future development of each faction would no longer be confined to a single region.
    

    

    
      If the class advancement system within the ruins could be thoroughly perfected, there might even be a chance to give birth to an existence comparable to a Legendary Saint, which would then become a pivotal force within the Alliance.
    

    

    
      Although the probability of such a situation occurring was extremely slim, it was still enough to make any faction go all out.
    

    

    
      Inside one of the rooms on the third level of the ruins, the leaders of various factions gathered together.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, what we all want is right in front of us. If we don’t take down the bull-headed desiccated corpse, none of us will have any chance. We might as well join forces to kill it together.”
    

    

    
      “As for who gets the class advancement materials inside the ruins, that will depend on each party’s own strength.”
    

    

    
      In the dilapidated room, Zhang Linfeng, a member of the Zhang family, was the first to put forward a suggestion.
    

    

    
      As a branch member of the Zhang family, he was extremely eager at this moment to obtain the class advancement within the ruins. That way, he would have a chance to receive key cultivation from the family.
    

    

    
      “Zhang Linfeng, what you say sounds nice, but with the strength your Zhang family brought into the ruins, there aren’t many factions that can be compared to you.”
    

    

    
      “Once we enter the laboratory, won’t the half-beastman class advancement materials just be taken away by your Zhang family? Are we supposed to do hard labor for your Zhang family?”
    

    

    
      A man to the side, playing with a serrated dagger, immediately spoke up to reject Zhang Linfeng’s proposal.
    

    

    
      “He Yunfei, what do you mean? I don’t believe your family elders didn’t instruct you to bring back class advancement materials.”
    

    

    
      The Zhang family and the He family were both major families within Yunhai Base, and Zhang Linfeng naturally recognized the man who was rejecting his proposal.
    

    

    
      Seeing someone come out to cause trouble, cold light flashed in Zhang Linfeng’s eyes, and a surge of killing intent rose in his heart.
    

    

    
      “What, you want to make a move? There are still other people here.”
    

    

    
      He Yunfei sneered. The serrated dagger in his hand was stabbed directly into the rust-covered iron table in front of him.
    

    

    
      Facing Zhang Linfeng’s threat, He Yunfei showed no weakness, his bloodshot eyes staring straight back at the other party.
    

    

    
      Both of them were branch members of their respective families. In their daily lives, they entered the wilderness to hunt Ferocious Beasts, having walked the line between life and death countless times.
    

    

    
      Their confrontation instantly caused the dilapidated room to be filled with a thick scent of blood.
    

    

    
      When faced with the opportunity to be key targets of cultivation by their families, neither of them minded fighting to the death.
    

    

    
      “Both of you, calm down. Turning on each other before we’ve even gotten our hands on the goods isn’t worth it.”
    

    

    
      “That’s right. Don’t forget, we’re all carrying missions.”
    

    

    
      ……
    

    

    
      The leaders of the other factions in the room, seeing this situation, also immediately spoke up to ease the atmosphere.
    

    

    
      It wasn’t that they were unwilling to see the Zhang family and the He family slaughter each other. Rather, once fighting broke out, it could easily drag them in as well, and killing the bull-headed desiccated corpse would become even more difficult.
    

    

    
      “Captain Zhang, why not hear what Captain He has in mind?”
    

    

    
      The one who spoke was the hunting squad captain under the Chen family. Although he was not a member of the Chen family, his strength was enough that the others did not dare to ignore him.
    

    

    
      The Chen family, the Zhang family, and the He family were all major forces within Yunhai Base. However, this time, because only apprentice-level Beast Tamers and hunters could enter the ruins, the Zhang family instead gained an advantage due to having heavy machine gunners.
    

    

    
      Spatial equipment could provide an endless supply of bullets. In the narrow spaces within the ruins, it was difficult to evade, and thus no one could single-handedly confront the Zhang family head-on.
    

    

    
      If it were not for the bull-headed desiccated corpse’s defensive power being too formidable, making it difficult for the Hive-Type I vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun to break through its defenses in a short time, the class advancement materials inside the ruins might already have been taken by the Zhang family’s squad.
    

    

    
      “He Yunfei, say your purpose.”
    

    

    
      Although everyone was persuading him on the surface, any fool could see that they were all leaning toward He Yunfei.
    

    

    
      Unwilling to become the target of public criticism, Zhang Linfeng could only temporarily yield and also wanted to hear what kind of suggestion He Yunfei had.
    

    

    
      “Didn’t you say everyone should join forces, Zhang Linfeng? Fine. But the stronger the faction, the more manpower it must contribute.”
    

    

    
      “That heavy machine gunner from your Zhang family must take the lead. Only then will everyone’s strength be equal when competing for the class advancement materials, and everyone present will have a chance to obtain them.”
    

    

    
      Upon hearing He Yunfei’s proposal, the leaders of the various factions present immediately echoed in agreement.
    

    

    
      “This idea is good.”
    

    

    
      “Indeed, otherwise everyone puts in the effort, and in the end we don’t even get a chance to compete for the class advancement materials. Why should we help the Zhang family?”
    

    

    
      “Captain Zhang, we all agree with Captain He’s proposal.”
    

    

    
      The gun always hits the bird that sticks its head out. The Zhang family was the strongest force within the ruins, and the other factions naturally wanted to seize this opportunity to weaken the Zhang family’s strength there.
    

    

    
      “You all……”
    

    

    
      Zhang Linfeng, who originally wanted to scold them, thought of the orders from the family elders and could only forcibly suppress the anger in his heart.
    

    

    
      “Since you all agree, then we’ll do it this way. In the end, it will depend on everyone’s own abilities.”
    

    

    
      Leaving behind these harsh words, Zhang Linfeng directly stood up and left.
    

    

    
      As for the leaders of the other factions, after exchanging glances with one another, they also left in turn, preparing to act according to the agreed plan.
    

    

    
      Not long after, the roars of Ferocious Beasts and the continuous sounds of gunfire once again began to play out on the deepest level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming, relying on the Radar Sensory Domain established by his Ironthread Snake, he had been hiding in the shadows the entire time, not in a hurry to make a move.
    

    

    
      Now that all factions had gathered on the deepest level of the ruins, he believed that someone would naturally take the initiative to act first.
    

    

    
      What he wanted was to fish in troubled waters, not to snatch chestnuts from the fire.
    

    

    
      As the gunfire rang out, Zhou Ming silently began to sneak toward the core area.
    

    

    
      As for the Beast Tamers responsible for guarding the surroundings, he relied on the sensory domain to find ways to avoid them, or had Inkband and Vermilion Jade work together to carry out silent assassinations.
    

    

    
      Although the two little ones could not provide Zhou Ming with additional defense, they were exceptionally well-suited for stealth and assassination in the shadows.
    

    

    
      As Zhou Ming drew closer, the slaughter in front of the alloy gate had already appeared within his field of vision.
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      Within the pitch-black passageway, ear-piercing roaring sounds rang out without end. The muzzle flashes erupting from the vehicle-mounted heavy machine gun tore apart the darkness ahead with a ferocious momentum.
    

    

    
      The power of each bullet was almost two-thirds that of a Thunder Type-2 Revolver, yet the rain-like barrage of fire more than made up for the difference in raw power.
    

    

    
      “Hive-Type I Vehicle-mounted Heavy Machine Gun.”
    

    

    
      Hidden within the darkness, Zhou Ming immediately recognized the squad he had encountered before.
    

    

    
      The owner of the Hive-Type I Vehicle-mounted Heavy Machine Gun was precisely the burly man previously named Da Zhuang.
    

    

    
      Standing two meters tall, built like a bull, his arms were even thicker than Zhou Ming’s thighs, his muscles resembling lumps of forged iron.
    

    

    
      If it were not for innate divine strength, then the greatest possibility was that he had used a Genetic Potion. Ordinary body-tempering martial arts, even with potion assistance, could not possibly produce such a powerful physique.
    

    

    
      Unfortunately, although the opponent’s strength was formidable, his control over that strength had not reached the level of meticulous mastery. Otherwise, using a Thunder Type-3 Revolver would have been enough to easily kill the Bull-headed Desiccated Corpse before them.
    

    

    
      However, relying on the continuous, unceasing assault of the heavy machine gun, the Bull-headed Desiccated Corpse—whose strength was close to stepping into the ranks of high-tier Ferocious Beasts—could only be suppressed by the barrage, unable to move.
    

    

    
      The body, as if cast from molten iron, finally began to show crack after crack, with thick, blackened blood starting to drip down.
    

    

    
      At the same time, the sound of shell casings falling to the ground ceased, and the muzzle flashes that tore through the darkness vanished as well.
    

    

    
      “Captain, the ammunition is exhausted.”
    

    

    
      “Everyone, it’s our turn.”
    

    

    
      Hearing his team member Da Zhuang’s words, Zhang Linfeng cast a gloomy look at the people behind him.
    

    

    
      If not for their coercion, Da Zhuang—the squad’s ultimate killing weapon—would never have exhausted all the ammunition required for the heavy machine gun.
    

    

    
      “Hehe, Captain Zhang, just watch us.”
    

    

    
      Seeing that the Zhang Family’s most threatening heavy machine gunner was now out of bullets, the people from the other factions immediately breathed a sigh of relief.
    

    

    
      Facing the might of the Hive-Type I Vehicle-mounted Heavy Machine Gun, none of them dared to take it head-on. Even Beast Tamers skilled in defense could not withstand the devastation of such a violent barrage.
    

    

    
      With the class advancement materials right before their eyes, no one wasted any more time. They immediately commanded their beasts to kill the Bull-headed Desiccated Corpse.
    

    

    
      “Charge.”
    

    

    
      When the Bull-headed Desiccated Corpse’s head was severed, everyone immediately rushed toward the laboratory behind the alloy gate.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, who had just been preparing to act from afar, saw everyone enter the laboratory and also prepared to follow closely and slip inside.
    

    

    
      However, just as he was about to move, intense beast roars and the sounds of firearms firing suddenly erupted from within the laboratory.
    

    

    
      “They couldn’t have found the class advancement materials this fast, could they?”
    

    

    
      Sensing the commotion coming from the laboratory, Zhou Ming stopped, his thoughts racing. After several seconds of consideration, he still decided to move closer and investigate.
    

    

    
      Approaching the alloy gate, the night-vision ability granted by his Serpent Pupils allowed Zhou Ming to clearly see the environment before him.
    

    

    
      The laboratory covered an area of a hundred meters, with a height exceeding ten meters. Countless pieces of equipment were arranged throughout the laboratory.
    

    

    
      The nutrient pods used to house experimental subjects had already been damaged. All kinds of desiccated corpse monsters formed from human–beast fusion were now locked in combat with the various factions that had broken in.
    

    

    
      Beasts attacked head-on, while Beast Tamers provided covering fire from behind with firearms.
    

    

    
      If a desiccated corpse monster attempted a sneak attack, the Beast Tamers would immediately control their beasts to turn back and support.
    

    

    
      For a time, the vast laboratory resembled a cruel and bloody coliseum.
    

    

    
      “The data box is gone.”
    

    

    
      Just as everyone was locked in battle with the desiccated corpse monsters, a cry of alarm drew everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      “Who the hell secretly took the data box?”
    

    

    
      “Quick, seal off the laboratory entrance.”
    

    

    
      The already chaotic laboratory instantly descended into even greater turmoil.
    

    

    
      Hiding at the laboratory entrance, Zhou Ming immediately retreated back into the passageway. Alone, he did not have the strength to face so many factions at once.
    

    

    
      However, just as he left the laboratory entrance, the Radar Sensory Domain formed by the Ironthread Snake instantly warned him that someone else had also escaped from the laboratory.
    

    

    
      Yet when Zhou Ming looked toward the position of the white dot within the sensory domain, he did not see anyone there.
    

    

    
      Invisibility?
    

    

    
      In his mind, Zhou Ming suddenly recalled the female member of the Cunning Fox Hunter Squad. Relying on invisibility, she had nearly caused him to capsize in the gutter.
    

    

    
      Although invisibility abilities were special, being detectable by the Radar Sensory Domain clearly indicated ordinary optical invisibility.
    

    

    
      If not for the chaotic situation inside the laboratory, the person would likely have been discovered long ago. After all, there were quite a few beasts with special sensory abilities.
    

    

    
      It seemed that the one who had secretly taken the data box was likely this individual with invisibility.
    

    

    
      After making a simple deduction in his mind, Zhou Ming immediately abandoned the laboratory. Locking onto the opponent with the Radar Sensory Domain, he silently followed behind.
    

    

    
      After confirming that the people inside the laboratory could not sense the situation outside, Zhou Ming decided not to wait any longer.
    

    

    
      If the other party had someone providing support, obtaining the class advancement materials would involve many more variables.
    

    

    
      In the pitch-black passageway, the foot-long Ironthread Snakes slithered rapidly. Suddenly, they bared their venomous fangs at what appeared to be empty space.
    

    

    
      “Ah—”
    

    

    
      A startled cry suddenly rang out in the darkness. A humanoid black shadow appeared in the passageway, his entire body wrapped tightly by countless Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      The steel-needle-like fangs had already pierced his skin, frantically injecting venom.
    

    

    
      With such a dosage of venom, even low-tier Ferocious Beasts would find it difficult to endure, let alone a Beast Tamer who had not yet advanced to the professional rank.
    

    

    
      As the snake swarm dispersed, a naked man appeared in Zhou Ming’s field of vision.
    

    

    
      “The same type of Genetic Potion?”
    

    

    
      Seeing the scene before him, Zhou Ming immediately recalled that Mei Fox had been in the same condition back then, her skin changing color like a chameleon.
    

    

    
      Then, with the sound of something striking the ground, Zhou Ming’s attention was drawn to a ring that had fallen from the dead man’s palm.
    

    

    
      “Spatial storage equipment.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming immediately controlled Inkband to bring it into his hand.
    

    

    
      With just a simple probe using his Spiritual Power, he immediately confirmed that it was indeed a spatial equipment.
    

    

    
      However, before Zhou Ming could inspect the items stored within the space ring, he sensed obvious movement coming from behind him.
    

    

    
      “Not good, they also realized someone slipped out of the laboratory.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming had not expected the various factions inside the laboratory to react so quickly.
    

    

    
      Without the slightest hesitation, he immediately rushed toward the second level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      Less than half a minute after Zhou Ming left, a group of people arrived with their respective beasts. The naked corpse came into view.
    

    

    
      “Damn it, someone was the oriole lurking behind.”
    

    

    
      “That person shouldn’t have gone far. Chase.”
    

    

    
      One of them crouched down to inspect the corpse and found that its body temperature had not dropped much. He immediately ordered everyone to pursue Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      As soon as the words fell, several canine Ferocious Beasts charged ahead.
    

    

    
      However, with Zhou Ming’s cautious nature, it was impossible for him not to anticipate sensory-type beasts behind him. He had already set up several booby traps.
    

    

    
      In an instant, several thunderous explosions rang out within the dark passageway.
    

    

    
      Even the Beast Tamers exploring the second level of the ruins sensed the disturbance caused by the explosions.
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      When Zhou Ming played the role of the mantis stalked by the oriole behind, and obtained the class advancement materials fought over by all factions, the underground ruins instantly became lively.
    

    

    
      Uninformed lone Beast Tamers, small factions, and hunter squads suddenly discovered that the major forces were frantically searching for something.
    

    

    
      At the same time, news that the class advancement materials within the ruins had already been obtained began spreading wildly.
    

    

    
      Moreover, the most critical point was that the person who obtained the class advancement materials was not one of the well-known major forces, but was very likely a lone Beast Tamer or a small faction.
    

    

    
      Upon learning this news, Beast Tamers and hunters who had originally had no intention of competing for the class advancement materials also began frantically searching for Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Even if they were unable to leave the ruins with the class advancement materials, negotiating with the major forces upon exiting would be enough to exchange for generous rewards.
    

    

    
      The military was currently stationed outside, and various factions were also present. As long as the class advancement materials were not taken away, no one would be foolish enough to resort to forcefully seizing them.
    

    

    
      For a time, the ruins buried underground transformed into a dark forest within a short period.
    

    

    
      Countless hunters were searching for the prey that possessed the class advancement materials.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Zhou Ming, who had obtained the class advancement materials, was hiding inside a dilapidated room on the second level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      At this moment, he was frantically spraying deodorizing agent over himself.
    

    

    
      There were quite a few Beast Tamers within the ruins who specialized in tracking, and the sense of smell of their Beast Companions was even sharper than that of ordinary hunting dogs.
    

    

    
      As long as they caught a trace of scent, it was possible for them to follow the clues and find his location.
    

    

    
      After finishing spraying the deodorizing agent, Zhou Ming did not immediately inspect the spatial ring in his hand. Instead, he manipulated his Ironthread Snakes to spread around, constructing a complete and tightly sealed Radar Sensory Domain.
    

    

    
      Within the pitch-black underground passages, one-foot-long Ironthread Snakes continuously seeped into the surroundings along corners, pipelines, and crevices.
    

    

    
      With hundreds of Spiritual Threads interweaving with one another, it was like an enormous spider web. Any Beast Tamer or Beast within this range could be easily sensed by Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Within the sensory image formed in his mind, white dots representing Beast Tamers and red dots representing Beasts were rapidly moving about in the surroundings.
    

    

    
      Although the situation was extremely dangerous, the large number of Beast Tamers and hunters searching everywhere for Zhou Ming instead concealed the traces that he could not clean up.
    

    

    
      After confirming that he was temporarily safe, Zhou Ming finally turned his attention to the spatial ring in his hand.
    

    

    
      This was Zhou Ming’s first time using spatial storage equipment, but the knowledge he had obtained from the library allowed him to face the spatial ring without behaving like a headless fly.
    

    

    
      By leaving his own imprint on the ownerless spatial ring using Spiritual Power, he could easily use it to store items.
    

    

    
      As the spiritual imprint was successfully branded onto the spatial ring, the items stored inside were immediately taken out by Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      A silver-white suitcase was exceptionally eye-catching, and there were signs that the latch had already been opened. It was likely that the previous person had inspected it once.
    

    

    
      Since it had already been opened, Zhou Ming did not worry about traps and opened the suitcase with an urgent expression.
    

    

    
      Three ancient beast-hide scrolls, as well as a suitcase filled with paper documents.
    

    

    
      In that chaotic era, in order to avoid the loss of information, most records were written on special paper.
    

    

    
      As for the beast-hide scrolls, they were likely used because the content was difficult to record in writing and involved knowledge required for Beast Tamer class advancement.
    

    

    
      After confirming that he had successfully obtained the class advancement materials, the tension in Zhou Ming’s heart finally completely eased.
    

    

    
      There was no time or energy to examine the information within the class advancement materials. Zhou Ming could only reseal the suitcase, and then shifted his attention to the other items.
    

    

    
      “This is diving equipment.”
    

    

    
      When he saw a complete set of diving gear, Zhou Ming immediately felt puzzled.
    

    

    
      After all, in this wilderness, what use was there in carrying a set of diving equipment?
    

    

    
      “Could it be…”
    

    

    
      A thought instantly flashed through his mind, and Zhou Ming immediately began inspecting the remaining items.
    

    

    
      Moments later, he found a map and dozens of jin of high-powered explosives.
    

    

    
      On the map, following the red arrow markings, Zhou Ming discovered information not present in the intelligence he had purchased—a hidden underground dark river beneath the ruins.
    

    

    
      “So that’s how it is.”
    

    

    
      For a large base to operate normally, it had to possess sufficient water sources, and an underground dark river was the best way to obtain water.
    

    

    
      The person who previously obtained the class advancement materials intended to use the underground dark river to leave the ruins.
    

    

    
      After all, obtaining the class advancement materials did not mean one could successfully leave the ruins.
    

    

    
      After learning the other party’s method of leaving the ruins, Zhou Ming also quietly considered whether he could use the same method.
    

    

    
      However, after thinking for a moment, he did not feel that this plan was feasible.
    

    

    
      The fact that the other party knew about the underground dark river hidden beneath the ruins indicated that the force behind them was extraordinary.
    

    

    
      It was very possible that there were already people stationed at the river’s exit to receive them.
    

    

    
      Since this concerned the class advancement materials, Zhou Ming did not believe that the people providing support would only be at the apprentice level. They were most likely Professional Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Every time a Beast Tamer advanced their class, their strength would undergo a qualitative leap. Even if he could use the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, he would still be unable to threaten a true Professional Beast Tamer.
    

    

    
      Unless Zhou Ming could become a Gunfighter, not only able to use the Thunder Type-3 Revolver, but also reach the human limit in shooting techniques.
    

    

    
      However, if he did not use the underground dark river, there were nearly a hundred Professional Beast Tamers waiting at the ruins’ entrance.
    

    

    
      With the methods possessed by those major forces, it would not be an easy matter for him to safely leave with the class advancement materials.
    

    

    
      Facing the dilemma before him, Zhou Ming fell silent.
    

    

    
      He could not possibly take the initiative to hand over the class advancement materials in exchange for money or other precious items.
    

    

    
      After all, the special predicament he faced meant that even with complete class advancement resources, he could not use them.
    

    

    
      After pondering for a long time, Zhou Ming decided to blow open the underground dark river, pretending to escape the ruins through it.
    

    

    
      As for the class advancement materials, they could be placed into the spatial ring, then swallowed by an Ironthread Snake, allowing the Ironthread Snake carrying the spatial ring to hide at the ruins’ entrance when he left.
    

    

    
      At that time, even if someone inspected him, he would not need to worry about exposing himself.
    

    

    
      Once all factions withdrew, he would then control the Ironthread Snake that had swallowed the spatial ring to quietly leave the ruins.
    

    

    
      Coupled with the underground dark river drawing attention, the outside world would assume that the class advancement materials had already been taken away.
    

    

    
      As his mind continuously simulated the plan he had conceived, and after confirming that there were no issues, Zhou Ming immediately took action.
    

    

    
      Putting on the spatial ring, he packed the suitcase and other items back inside, then held the map and returned toward the third level of the ruins.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming began moving, the Ironthread Snake swarm hidden in the shadows also slowly began to act, their tiny bodies difficult to notice within the darkness.
    

    

    
      Even if someone noticed the Ironthread Snakes, they would not pay too much attention to such mutated animals that were not yet Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      After all, no one would think that someone would treat mutated animals as Beast Companions, let alone control hundreds of Ironthread Snakes.
    

    

    
      With the help of the Radar Sensory Domain, Zhou Ming moved freely through the darkness like a ghost, avoiding Beast Tamers and hunters searching for him.
    

    

    
      He returned to the deepest level of the ruins by taking the opposite approach.
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      In the third layer of the ruins, a lone figure was sneaking through the darkness. The person was Zhou Ming, who had bypassed many Beast Tamers.
    

    

    
      Originally, due to the presence of desiccated corpse monsters, the third layer of the ruins should have been filled with danger. However, because the various factions had arrived, desiccated corpse monsters of all kinds of strange appearances had already been cleared out.
    

    

    
      With the desiccated corpse monsters no longer posing a threat, Zhou Ming quickly infiltrated the northwestern corner of the third layer of the ruins, where massive pipelines came into view.
    

    

    
      According to the information he had obtained, this was the place used to extract water from the underground dark river.
    

    

    
      In order to confirm that there was no problem with the target, Zhou Ming immediately controlled his Ironthread Snake to enter the deepest part of the pipeline through the gaps. Through the Spiritual Thread and communication with the Ironthread Snake, he was able to confirm that there was a large amount of water deep inside the pipeline.
    

    

    
      Even though the Ironthread Snake possessed no intelligence, it still had an instinctive recognition of water.
    

    

    
      “If I hadn’t discovered that person in time, they probably would have already escaped from the ruins by now.”
    

    

    
      Looking at the pipelines before him, Zhou Ming became increasingly certain that there was a powerful force backing the other party. Otherwise, they would not have been able to obtain such detailed intelligence.
    

    

    
      After a brief sigh, he did not continue to waste time and began installing explosives around the pipelines.
    

    

    
      At this moment, Zhou Ming felt that his decision to spend a year studying in the library had been the most correct choice he had ever made.
    

    

    
      The library might not have contained profound knowledge, but it covered an extremely wide range. Aside from records related to Beast Taming knowledge, there were also materials on wilderness survival, firearms usage, bomb installation, emergency treatment……
    

    

    
      Knowledge that should have been regulated in his previous life could all be found in the library of Qinshan Base.
    

    

    
      Perhaps it was precisely because of this world’s special survival environment that such knowledge could be obtained so freely.
    

    

    
      Following the knowledge recorded in the books, Zhou Ming installed the dozens of kilograms of high-powered explosives he had acquired using fixed-point blasting methods.
    

    

    
      After the explosives were successfully installed, since this was his first time performing an actual operation, Zhou Ming was extremely cautious and did not personally press the switch.
    

    

    
      Instead, he retreated several hundred meters away, planning to control the Ironthread Snake to trigger the detonator.
    

    

    
      This could both avoid potential danger and allow him to evade Beast Tamers who might come to investigate at the first moment.
    

    

    
      Detonate.
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming used the Spiritual Thread to control his Ironthread Snake, the snake coiled around the detonator immediately tightened its body, successfully triggering the detonation switch with its own strength.
    

    

    
      “Boom……”
    

    

    
      Within the silent ruins, a pillar of fire shot into the sky, accompanied by an ear-splitting explosion.
    

    

    
      The explosion that echoed throughout the entire ruins immediately attracted everyone’s attention.
    

    

    
      “That’s the third layer of the ruins.”
    

    

    
      In the shortest amount of time, someone immediately determined the location of the explosion.
    

    

    
      Without the slightest hesitation, faced with this abnormal situation, forces from all sides surged toward the third layer of the ruins like a tide.
    

    

    
      The ruins’ passageway, which was several meters wide, unexpectedly became congested within an extremely short period of time.
    

    

    
      After wasting several minutes, large numbers of Beast Tamers and hunters soon arrived at the explosion site.
    

    

    
      Centered on the pipelines, traces left behind by the explosion could still be seen within a radius of several hundred meters. Burning debris was scattered all around, making the previously dark environment visible to the naked eye.
    

    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    

    
      The densely packed pipelines had already disappeared. Appearing before everyone was a deep pit several meters wide.
    

    

    
      By listening closely, faint sounds of flowing water could be heard.
    

    

    
      Some quick-reacting Beast Tamers immediately took out detection lamps to examine the situation beneath the deep pit.
    

    

    
      Under the dazzling illumination, an underground river came into view, with churning waves reflecting blinding light.
    

    

    
      “This is an underground dark river.”
    

    

    
      “It’s the one who stole the class advancement materials.”
    

    

    
      The scene before them required no excessive speculation. Someone immediately guessed the cause of the explosion.
    

    

    
      “How could there be an underground dark river? We didn’t know about this at all.”
    

    

    
      “Nonsense. Without an underground dark river supplying water, how would the people in the base have survived back then?”
    

    

    
      “It should be that the intelligence we obtained was incomplete. Someone thought of using the underground dark river to escape the ruins. This was a planned operation.”
    

    

    
      At this moment, the leaders of the various factions gathered together, discussing that the theft of the class advancement materials had been a planned action.
    

    

    
      Seeing the situation before them, grim expressions appeared on everyone’s faces.
    

    

    
      Although they had not allowed rival forces to obtain the class advancement materials, they also had not completed the mission assigned by their superiors. It would be difficult for them to gain opportunities for cultivation from their respective forces in the future.
    

    

    
      “What should we do now?”
    

    

    
      “What else can we do? Of course, we immediately report this matter to the people above.”
    

    

    
      For major forces, aside from the class advancement materials, other ordinary gains were hardly worth their attention.
    

    

    
      The others present exchanged glances with one another after hearing this, knowing that aside from this choice, there was no other option.
    

    

    
      When leaving, the people from all factions did not forget to take photos, to be used later when reporting the information.
    

    

    
      After the various factions left, Zhou Ming did not rush to reveal himself. Instead, he waited until other ordinary Beast Tamers and hunters arrived, then took the opportunity to blend into the crowd.
    

    

    
      Upon seeing the underground dark river entrance appear on the third layer of the ruins, some people immediately guessed that the class advancement materials had already been taken out of the ruins.
    

    

    
      Seeing that everyone believed the class advancement materials had already been taken away from the ruins, Zhou Ming knew that his plan had succeeded by more than half.
    

    

    
      However, in order to ensure that the plan had no flaws, he still needed to do one more thing.
    

    

    
      That was to collect other valuable items within the ruins.
    

    

    
      If he were to leave the ruins empty-handed, that situation would be far too suspicious. At the same time, he could also earn himself some extra income.
    

    

    
      While the major factions were leaving the ruins to report the news, Zhou Ming also began collecting various valuable artifacts.
    

    

    
      Notebooks, records and archives from other laboratories, precious ores from warehouses, antiques left behind from the Doomsday Era, or other valuable items.
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming acted just like an ordinary lone Beast Tamer, seizing this opportunity to frantically collect valuable items, so that he could obtain resources from the various factions.
    

    

    
      As news that the class advancement materials had been taken out of the ruins spread outside, it immediately triggered intense reactions.
    

    

    
      The previous agreement was voided, and the leaders of the various factions entered the ruins, heading to the underground third layer to conduct on-site investigations.
    

    

    
      When they saw the deep pit connected to the underground river, the expressions of the leaders of the various factions turned somewhat grim.
    

    

    
      If they had not known about this place beforehand, no one would have been so bored as to blow it up.
    

    

    
      “It might not necessarily mean they left through the underground dark river. It could be a smokescreen, or perhaps an attempt to mislead us.”
    

    

    
      The Chen Family’s leader, Chen Shaodong, was somewhat unwilling to accept the reality before him. He immediately arranged for the exploration plan of the ruins to end and began a strict investigation of the Beast Tamers and hunters who had entered the ruins.
    

    

    
      Whether they possessed spatial storage equipment, whether anything was hidden within their beasts, whether there were cases of smuggling—each faction continued tracking according to various criteria.
    

    

    
      And just as Zhou Ming was about to leave the ruins, he quietly threw an Ironthread Snake that had swallowed a Spatial Ring at the main gate of the ruins’ entrance.
    

    

    
      Making use of the Ironthread Snake’s small size, it hid in a place around the area that was difficult to find.
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      At the ruins entrance, the gazes of all factions had already converged.
    

    

    
      Rows of instruments that looked like security scanners had already been set up outside the ruins entrance.
    

    

    
      Even though they had already guessed that the class advancement materials had been taken away, the many factions were still unwilling to give up the final sliver of possibility.
    

    

    
      Under the deterrence of nearly a hundred Professional Beast Tamers, the several thousand Beast Tamers and hunters who exited the ruins all obediently lined up in long queues to await inspection.
    

    

    
      This inspection mainly targeted solo Beast Tamers or some smaller factions.
    

    

    
      The instruments checked whether there was spatial equipment on one’s body; if there was none, then the baggage was inspected, and spoils were forcibly purchased at low prices along the way.
    

    

    
      As for the Phantasmal Beasts, they also had to pass through the instruments, because with the size of normal Ferocious Beasts, it was entirely possible for them to swallow the class advancement materials into their stomachs.
    

    

    
      However, when the inspectors saw Zhou Ming’s Inkband, they did not seriously look at it at all—after all, Inkband’s body was so small that it was astonishing.
    

    

    
      The only thing they paid attention to was the various items Zhou Ming had brought out.
    

    

    
      “A total of three hundred thousand Alliance Coins.”
    

    

    
      For the items Zhou Ming brought out, which were worth over a million, they directly quoted a price of three hundred thousand Alliance Coins.
    

    

    
      “More than just three hundred thousand, right?”
    

    

    
      Compared to the class advancement materials, Zhou Ming naturally did not care about a few hundred thousand, but in order not to arouse suspicion, he still displayed the attitude he should have.
    

    

    
      “I say three hundred thousand means three hundred thousand. You looking for trouble?”
    

    

    
      The man in charge of reclaiming the items wore a mocking expression. Several guards beside him, dressed in combat suits and holding firearms, immediately turned their gazes toward Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Faced with such a situation, Zhou Ming could only endure his anger like the others.
    

    

    
      “Ungrateful bastard.”
    

    

    
      After giving Zhou Ming only two hundred and fifty thousand Alliance Coins, the man in charge of reclaiming items turned around to inspect other people’s belongings.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Zhou Ming could only, like other solo Beast Tamers, ultimately choose to leave.
    

    

    
      “Ten Thousand Snakes.”
    

    

    
      When Zhou Ming successfully broke free from the inspections of the major factions, a familiar voice suddenly came from behind him. Turning his head, he saw Lion King and the others he had previously teamed up with.
    

    

    
      “Lion King, how were your gains?”
    

    

    
      “We lost more than half. If we hadn’t banded together, we might have been squeezed even harder by those big factions.”
    

    

    
      “And you?” Lion King casually asked about Zhou Ming’s situation.
    

    

    
      “Even worse than you. I originally wanted to compete for the class advancement materials, but they were intercepted ahead of time. I finally got some other things, and they directly slashed my price by seventy percent.”
    

    

    
      “Seventy percent! Those black-hearted bastards—serves them right that the class advancement materials were stolen by someone else.”
    

    

    
      After hearing this, Doghead could not help but curse.
    

    

    
      Although they had been squeezed less, they did not feel fortunate because of it. Instead, they felt even more dissatisfied with the factions behind them.
    

    

    
      Just as several people were chatting idly, bursts of roaring sounds suddenly came from afar.
    

    

    
      “The Dimensional Rift has erupted into a beast tide!” someone shouted loudly in the distance.
    

    

    
      As soon as the words fell, Zhou Ming and the others sensed the ground begin to tremble, and gunfire roared incessantly from afar.
    

    

    
      “Ten Thousand Snakes, go together?”
    

    

    
      Faced with the sudden change, Lion King immediately invited Zhou Ming to flee together.
    

    

    
      After all, they had previously witnessed Zhou Ming’s strength—having one more share of power meant one more chance to survive.
    

    

    
      But before Zhou Ming could respond, bursts of roaring sounds came again.
    

    

    
      A gigantic wolf with twin wings on its back, its entire body cyan, and a body length of ten meters flew over through the air.
    

    

    
      Behind it was a black tiger whose entire body was dark gold, its size not inferior to the giant wolf.
    

    

    
      “Azure Moon Wolf King, and Major General Xu’s Dark-gold Fanged Tiger.”
    

    

    
      Someone immediately recognized the background of the lord-level Ferocious Beast before them. The already-panicked crowd completely lost order and chose to flee for their lives at the first moment.
    

    

    
      No one was willing to face a lord-level Ferocious Beast. Conventional weapons had already completely lost their effect against lord-level Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      If no Transcendent Master Beast Tamer took action, even an army would be slaughtered by a lord-level Ferocious Beast.
    

    

    
      And upon discovering a large number of humans gathered below, the Azure Moon Wolf King, fueled by the rage of being hunted by Xu Chunjun, immediately vented its anger on the humans beneath it.
    

    

    
      Its huge mouth opened, and hundreds upon thousands of wind blades were spat out instantly.
    

    

    
      The cyan wind blades were several meters long, their shrill screech as they tore through the air extremely piercing, like a torrential downpour crashing to the ground.
    

    

    
      For a moment, whether humans, Ferocious Beasts, or vehicles and other objects, none had the slightest ability to resist the Azure Moon Wolf King’s wind blades.
    

    

    
      Before everyone could even react, the ground within several hundred meters was filled with incomplete corpses, and the pungent stench of blood instantly spread throughout the surroundings.
    

    

    
      “Run!”
    

    

    
      Seeing the scene before them, everyone chose to flee with all their might.
    

    

    
      At this time, large-sized Phantasmal Beasts displayed their advantage, able to carry their masters and quickly escape.
    

    

    
      “Lion King, take me with you.”
    

    

    
      When the chaos first appeared, Zhou Ming seized the opportunity to retrieve the Ironthread Snake he had placed at the ruins entrance, then immediately made a request to Lion King beside him.
    

    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    

    
      The Violent Lion, over three meters long, was enough to bear the weight of two people, so Lion King did not refuse Zhou Ming’s request.
    

    

    
      In the sky, Xu Chunjun, who was pursuing the Azure Moon Wolf King, saw the scene below and immediately felt anger rise in his heart.
    

    

    
      The Azure Moon Wolf King’s actions were undoubtedly slapping him in the face.
    

    

    
      Xu Chunjun immediately unleashed a combined attack technique.
    

    

    
      “Starfall.”
    

    

    
      A long spear three meters in length and as thick as an arm was raised by Xu Chunjun. The Dark-gold Fanged Tiger beneath him and his aura began to resonate.
    

    

    
      The power of the Phantasmal Beast and the Beast Tamer fused into one in an instant. As Xu Chunjun thrust the long spear in his hand, it was as if the winds and clouds of heaven and earth changed color.
    

    

    
      A black beam of light shot toward the Azure Moon Wolf King in an instant.
    

    

    
      As a lord-level Ferocious Beast, although the Azure Moon Wolf King’s defense was inferior to other Ferocious Beasts of the same rank, its speed had already surpassed the speed of sound.
    

    

    
      Facing Xu Chunjun’s killing move, it immediately flapped its twin wings to evade. The black beam of light formed by the Starfall technique brushed past the Azure Moon Wolf King.
    

    

    
      The black beam struck a small hill a thousand meters away, and a scene of mountains collapsing and earth shattering appeared before the eyes of several thousand people.
    

    

    
      Faced with such a scene, no one had the time to stop and exclaim in amazement. They only wanted to escape the battlefield where Xu Chunjun and the Azure Moon Wolf King were fighting as quickly as possible.
    

    

    
      “So this is the power of a Transcendent Master?”
    

    

    
      “And I wonder what kind of awe-inspiring power a Legendary Saint, a humanoid nuclear weapon, would unleash.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the scene before him, the shock in Zhou Ming’s heart was self-evident, and he felt an even stronger yearning for power.
    

    

    
      “Ten Thousand Snakes, you’d better pray you don’t encounter a Legendary Saint and a Legendary Beast King fighting. Otherwise, you won’t even have a chance to run.”
    

    

    
      Lion King, who was controlling his own Phantasmal Beast, heard Zhou Ming’s sigh and spoke without turning his head.
    

    

    
      Hearing this, Zhou Ming could only silently shake his head.
    

    

    
      Without sufficient strength, one did not even have the qualification to watch the battle.
    

    

    
      At the same time, on the boundless wilderness, massive Ferocious Beast hordes appeared before humanity.
    

    

    
      Compared to the threat brought by Xu Chunjun and the Azure Moon Wolf King behind them, everyone charged toward the Ferocious Beast hordes without hesitation.
    

    

    
      As long as they broke through the Ferocious Beast hordes before them, they would have a chance to live.
    

    

    
      And Flower Scorpion, Doghead, and Mole also tacitly moved closer to Lion King. After their previous cooperation in the ruins, their trust in one another had clearly increased significantly.
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      “Boom……”
    

    

    
      When facing the assault of the beast tide, a Gale Wolf relied on its speed and agility to break through the defensive line and reach Lion King and the others.
    

    

    
      Gunfire like thunder erupted, and the calf-sized Gale Wolf was sent flying into the air, directly killed by Zhou Ming with a single shot.
    

    

    
      “Ten Thousand Snakes, impressive.”
    

    

    
      After witnessing Zhou Ming use the Thunder Type-2 Revolver with her own eyes, Flower Scorpion immediately praised him.
    

    

    
      Handsome and filled with violent beauty, Flower Scorpion—who resembled a King Kong Barbie—looked at Zhou Ming with her eyes practically glowing.
    

    

    
      “Yes. I had long heard of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver’s power, but nothing compares to seeing it with my own eyes.”
    

    

    
      As everyone controlled their own beasts to resist the beast tide, they were exceptionally astonished by Zhou Ming’s performance.
    

    

    
      When Lion King saw Zhou Ming step in to save him, he also felt fortunate that he had brought him along.
    

    

    
      As for the other Beast Tamers around them, their gazes were likewise drawn toward Zhou Ming.
    

    

    
      Although the power of firearms was limited, and even becoming a Gunfighter could not compare to a professional Beast Tamer, it was something an Apprentice Beast Tamer absolutely could not ignore.
    

    

    
      Whether it was low-tier beasts or expensive combat suits, in front of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver, it all amounted to nothing more than a single shot.
    

    

    
      “Everyone flatters me too much. We should still focus on dealing with the beast tide in front of us with all our strength.”
    

    

    
      With so many eyes around, Zhou Ming could only rely on the firearm in his hand, aside from being able to use Inkband.
    

    

    
      However, the recoil of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver was too strong, and he was still unable to use it freely. He could only place his hopes on Lion King and the others.
    

    

    
      The Thunder Type-2 Revolver was to be treated as the final fallback measure.
    

    

    
      As for whether he would draw attention, Zhou Ming did not take it to heart. Beast Tamers were the true protagonists of the Blue Star Alliance.
    

    

    
      Relying on firearms would ultimately not take one far, so there was no need to worry about attracting covetous gazes.
    

    

    
      “Ten Thousand Snakes, don’t worry. With me here, I guarantee your absolute safety.”
    

    

    
      “Flower Scorpion, you’re being so attentive—don’t tell me you’ve taken a liking to Ten Thousand Snakes?”
    

    

    
      Mole, the weakest among them, immediately teased Flower Scorpion after hearing that.
    

    

    
      “You little chick, what are you being jealous for?”
    

    

    
      “Haha……”
    

    

    
      Hearing Flower Scorpion ridicule Mole, the others immediately burst into inexplicable laughter.
    

    

    
      Although they had not known each other for long, no one had expected Mole, this thin and scrawny middle-aged man, to develop interest in Flower Scorpion, this King Kong Barbie.
    

    

    
      They were not children, so it was naturally obvious to everyone.
    

    

    
      As for Flower Scorpion’s attitude toward Mole’s thoughts, she showed nothing but disdain, treating him like a little chick—completely the demeanor of a tough woman.
    

    

    
      “Alright, the Ferocious Beasts are attacking again.”
    

    

    
      Earlier, Zhou Ming’s use of the Thunder Type-2 Revolver had frightened the surrounding low-tier Ferocious Beasts into retreat, but under the influence of the beast tide, they launched another assault once more.
    

    

    
      Seeing this, Lion King immediately reminded everyone.
    

    

    
      Flower Scorpion and the others also understood the situation. Just now, they had merely taken the opportunity to briefly relax their taut nerves.
    

    

    
      Seeing Ferocious Beasts attack again, they once more controlled their own beasts to continue breaking through.
    

    

    
      Lion King’s Violent Lion was the strongest, mainly responsible for frontal combat. Flower Scorpion’s Jade Scorpion had solid defense and mainly cooperated with Lion King.
    

    

    
      Meanwhile, Doghead’s Ironfang Hound relied on its agile speed to provide support, while Mole’s Wind-listening Rat used its powerful perception to observe the surroundings.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming’s Inkband, it continued to take on a supporting role as the hidden sixth.
    

    

    
      Besides their beasts fighting with all their strength, the five of them were not idle either, each using firearms to attack the Ferocious Beasts before them.
    

    

    
      Even if they could not kill the Ferocious Beasts, they could still provide fire support for their own beasts.
    

    

    
      They could even rely on their firearms to deal with certain Ferocious Beasts with weaker defenses.
    

    

    
      After all, having come to the Wilderness, most of the firearms and ammunition they carried were specifically designed to deal with Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      Ordinary people were not qualified to use them. Only Beast Tamers like them, who had received feedback from their beasts and undergone long-term training, could wield such powerful firearms.
    

    

    
      Although the Ferocious Beast tide was terrifying, humans were not to be trifled with either.
    

    

    
      After the Azure Moon Wolf King was restrained by Xu Chunjun, the threat of the beast tide was greatly reduced. After all, this time it was an assembly of elites from all northern factions.
    

    

    
      Moreover, near the Dimensional Rift, the military—already well-prepared—was directly confronting the beast tide head-on.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the threat Zhou Ming and the others faced was not particularly great. Instead, they blended into the crowd and slowly broke through the encirclement of the beast tide.
    

    

    
      One hour later, after humans suffered one-third casualties, they finally broke through the encirclement of the beast tide.
    

    

    
      At this moment, almost everyone was extremely exhausted, and many even carried various injuries on their bodies.
    

    

    
      Even so, no one dared to linger. The leaders of each faction, their faces grim, organized their own subordinates to regroup and began heading toward Alliance-controlled territory.
    

    

    
      This time, everyone was looking out only for themselves. Whether they could survive depended entirely on their own abilities.
    

    

    
      However, just as everyone was preparing to retreat, the Dimensional Rift underwent another sudden change.
    

    

    
      Along with a furious roar that pierced the clouds, yet another lord-level Ferocious Beast emerged from the Dimensional Rift.
    

    

    
      The Violet-Gold Berserk Ape stood around eight meters tall, its body covered in violet-gold fur, muscles coiled like dragons, its aura as imposing as a mountain.
    

    

    
      With a single roar, an extremely oppressive presence spread across several kilometers, instantly giving rise to fear in everyone’s hearts.
    

    

    
      Within the military camp, when the detectors discovered the appearance of the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, panic immediately broke out.
    

    

    
      “Quick, stop the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape from supporting the Azure Moon Wolf King. Lieutenant General Xu must not suffer any mishap.”
    

    

    
      At present, within the Blue Star Alliance, aside from several Legendary Saints, there were only slightly over a hundred living Transcendent Masters.
    

    

    
      Xu Chunjun, as a military Transcendent Master holding the rank of lieutenant general, represented an issue of enormous importance if anything were to happen to him.
    

    

    
      Even if all the troops near the Dimensional Rift were wiped out, they had to ensure Xu Chunjun’s absolute safety.
    

    

    
      Otherwise, even if they all died, the forces behind them would also be implicated.
    

    

    
      Therefore, the various field-grade officers within the camp immediately issued a series of orders.
    

    

    
      “All airships take off. Deploy all firepower for saturation bombardment.”
    

    

    
      “The Griffin Knight Regiment, move out. Give full support to Lieutenant General Xu.”
    

    

    
      “The missile battalion, prepare Skystrike Type-3 hypersonic missiles. You must drive the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape back into the Dimensional Rift.”
    

    

    
      When facing the lord-level Ferocious Beast Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, the numerous field-grade officers had a clear understanding of their limits. With the camp’s current strength, killing the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape was impossible.
    

    

    
      Just as the military responded to the sudden appearance of the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, the various factions that had just escaped the encirclement of the beast tide sensed the terrifying aura coming from the Dimensional Rift and immediately ordered their subordinates to flee the Northern Wasteland at full speed.
    

    

    
      As for Zhou Ming and the others, they did not even have time to rest and desperately fled toward Alliance territory.
    

    

    
      In the face of a battle between a Transcendent Master and a lord-level Ferocious Beast, Apprentice Beast Tamers were no different from ordinary people.
    

    

    
      For a time, above the Dimensional Rift, the roar of artillery shook the sky.
    

    

    
      Airships equipped with energy shields continuously fired shells at the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, while Skystrike Type-3 hypersonic missiles rapidly launched from the camp.
    

    

    
      However, the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, famed for its strength and physique, revealed a violent, bloodthirsty gleam in its eyes.
    

    

    
      After a furious roar, it threw out a single punch.
    

    

    
      Invisible air rippled with visible waves, the atmosphere compressed directly into steel-like shells, and airship missiles detonated one after another midair.
    

    

    
      This was the power of a lord-level Ferocious Beast.
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      Airships could be said to be the Alliance Academy of Sciences’ greatest research achievement.
    

    

    
      Although their speed could not compare to supersonic fighter jets and could only barely approach the speed of sound, airships could freely hover in place, and they were also equipped with energy shields, enough to withstand attacks from high-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      However, when facing the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape, even the most advanced airships had no power to resist.
    

    

    
      With a single punch thrown, the invisible air was instantly compressed, forming an immensely powerful air cannon that directly blasted the surrounding airships out of the sky.
    

    

    
      As for the Skystrike Type-3 Hypersonic Missile, the shockwave produced by its explosion was not even as threatening as the armor-piercing rounds fired by the airships.
    

    

    
      Only to see a purple glow rise across the surface of the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape’s body; the missile’s power merely forced the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape back more than ten meters.
    

    

    
      After dealing with the irritating airships, the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape directly stepped through the air and headed toward the distance to support the Azure Moon Wolf King.
    

    

    
      As for why the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape went to support the Azure Moon Wolf King, it was mainly because there was also a Legendary Beast King behind them. Even if the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape disliked the Azure Moon Wolf King, it could only act according to orders.
    

    

    
      At the same time, a Griffin Knight squad totaling thirty people also arrived near Xu Chunjun.
    

    

    
      “Good, good. I never expected that behind this beast tide, there would actually be a Legendary Beast King pulling the strings.”
    

    

    
      Seeing the Violet-Gold Berserk Ape come to provide support, Xu Chunjun immediately guessed the reason.
    

    

    
      After all, lord-tier Ferocious Beasts had already begun to develop intelligence. Under normal circumstances, they would not submit to one another; only a Legendary Beast King could prevent them from turning on each other.
    

    

    
      “Lieutenant General Xu, the situation is urgent now. You should withdraw first.”
    

    

    
      “Withdraw? There is no word ‘withdraw’ in my, Xu Chunjun’s, dictionary.”
    

    

    
      “All of you get behind me. Today, let these beasts see what is called a War Knight.”
    

    

    
      Facing two lord-tier Ferocious Beasts, Xu Chunjun displayed a bold, sky-piercing aura, his eyes filled with blazing battle intent.
    

    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    

    
      As one of the Alliance’s three ace legions, the Griffin Knight Regiment showed not the slightest hesitation in the face of Xu Chunjun’s orders. Expelling Ferocious Beasts was their mission.
    

    

    
      Moreover, they understood what Xu Chunjun intended to do. At the thought of fighting side by side with a lieutenant general, everyone in the Griffin Knight Regiment felt their blood boil.
    

    

    
      “Aura skill, activate.”
    

    

    
      War Knights, aside from mastering combined techniques formed through the fusion of the Beast Tamer and beast aura, also commanded a wide variety of aura skills.
    

    

    
      When a circle of white aura appeared, enveloping Xu Chunjun and the entire Griffin Knight squad, their auras instantly connected into a single whole.
    

    

    
      When facing any attack, the effect of the aura would distribute the force evenly among everyone, while the power of the others could also be added onto Xu Chunjun.
    

    

    
      The birth of aura skills came from War Knights comprehending the fusion of their own aura with their beasts’ aura while executing combined techniques.
    

    

    
      “Kill.”
    

    

    
      “Kill……”
    

    

    
      Facing two lord-tier Ferocious Beasts, Xu Chunjun directly led the Griffin Knight squad in a charge.
    

    

    
      Above the Northern Wasteland, fierce slaughter instantly erupted, terrifying auras tearing apart the floating clouds in the sky.
    

    

    
      The beast tide that had originally been assaulting the military camp now also became somewhat chaotic.
    

    

    
      More than ten li away, Beast Tamers and hunters who were fleeing for their lives felt the battle intent carried through the air and stopped in their tracks, using high-powered binoculars to observe.
    

    

    
      “So this is a War Knight?”
    

    

    
      Through the scene barely visible through the binoculars, Zhou Ming felt profoundly shaken.
    

    

    
      By taming Ferocious Beasts and advancing step by step through rituals, Blue Star’s humans could grasp power beyond the mundane. Zhou Ming felt deep admiration for those predecessors.
    

    

    
      Even in the most desperate Doomsday Era, they had not chosen to give up, but instead had opened up a brand-new path for Blue Star’s humanity.
    

    

    
      “Impressive, right? I once personally witnessed the power of a War Knight, which is why I chose the Violent Lion as my Beast. My goal is to advance and become a War Knight.”
    

    

    
      The Lion King gently stroked his Beast as he spoke to the group about his aspirations.
    

    

    
      “Keep bragging. If you can become a War Knight, I’ll take my Wind-listening Rat and charge into the Dimensional Rift.”
    

    

    
      After hearing this, the Mole joked with a cheerful grin.
    

    

    
      “Short-sighted.”
    

    

    
      At the side, Flower Scorpion directly gave him a hard slap, almost knocking the Mole to the ground.
    

    

    
      “Who says I don’t have ambition? Watch how I win you over.”
    

    

    
      For the sake of a man’s dignity, the Mole finally spoke out his aspiration.
    

    

    
      “Little chick.”
    

    

    
      “You……”
    

    

    
      “Alright, everyone, the beast tide is moving toward us.”
    

    

    
      Just as Flower Scorpion and the Mole were about to start bickering, Zhou Ming quickly spoke up to stop them.
    

    

    
      Because Xu Chunjun and the others were battling two lord-tier Ferocious Beasts, the resulting impact was driving the beast tide to spread southward, and the danger they faced was far from over.
    

    

    
      After hearing this, Flower Scorpion and the Mole immediately stopped arguing and continued fleeing together with Zhou Ming and the others.
    

    

    
      As for the outcome of the battle between the military and the Ferocious Beasts behind them, it was no longer something small figures like them could concern themselves with.
    

    

    
      Several days later, outside Qinshan Base, Zhou Ming and the others finally saw the majestic and imposing city walls.
    

    

    
      The machine guns, missiles, and other heavy firepower exuding an aura of slaughter instead made them feel inexplicably reassured at this moment.
    

    

    
      With the defensive firepower of a medium-sized base, it was enough to withstand an invasion by lord-tier Ferocious Beasts.
    

    

    
      As the Alliance continued to develop, besides achieving considerable success in the Beast Taming system, technology had also begun to gradually recover.
    

    

    
      Technological knowledge once left behind in various ruins was once again obtained by the Alliance through archaeological excavation.
    

    

    
      In addition, with the Alliance placing emphasis on technological development, and the changes brought about by energy crystal technology, the defensive capabilities of human bases had also improved significantly.
    

    

    
      Only small bases responsible for monitoring, producing supplies, and collecting resources might face the danger of being wiped out by a beast tide.
    

    

    
      “Everyone, now that we’re back at Qinshan Base, let me play host and treat everyone to food and drinks.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming, having obtained the class advancement materials related to the half-orc profession, did not rush to return home to examine his gains.
    

    

    
      This escape from the Northern Wasteland had seen the Lion King and the others help him greatly.
    

    

    
      After all, two legs could not outrun four, and this was also a weakness of Zhou Ming’s method of controlling the Ironthread Snake swarm.
    

    

    
      Therefore, after returning to Qinshan Base, Zhou Ming planned to thank the Lion King and the others.
    

    

    
      “Great. It’s been days since I last drank; my throat’s been itching for a long time.”
    

    

    
      Hearing that there would be alcohol, the low-presence Doghead immediately agreed.
    

    

    
      “Alright, then we’ll slaughter Ten Thousand Snakes once. It has to be good wine.”
    

    

    
      “Don’t worry, Lion King. There’ll be plenty of good wine.”
    

    

    
      Zhou Ming did not mind the Lion King’s request at all. They could be considered comrades who had gone through life and death together.
    

    

    
      After entering Qinshan Base, Zhou Ming led them straight to Tenghua Restaurant.
    

    

    
      In the end, everyone drank until they were thoroughly drunk. As the host, Zhou Ming settled everyone properly before returning to his residence with a haze of alcohol.
    

    

    
      With alcohol all over him, combined with the exhaustion brought on by fleeing, Zhou Ming collapsed into sleep the moment he got home.
    

    

    
      However, before falling asleep, he still retained some awareness and directly summoned the Ironthread Snake swarm, ensuring his safety would not encounter any accidents.
    

    

    
      No one would have imagined that in the pitch-black corner of the room, hundreds of Ironthread Snakes were hidden.
    

    

    
      If a thief were to enter the room, who knew what kind of fate would await them.
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