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        The Science of Cultivation [Xianxia]

    
    
    
    
                While most cultivators were scratching their heads as they pondered how to advance to the next realm, Li Lang was busy systematically studying the mechanics of cultivation.

Scientist Langley Seiker has always dreamed about immortality. Reincarnating into a world of cultivation, it is no longer a dream except for the fact that he has no talent. However, through a chance encounter, he gains access to his familiar laboratory that will allow him to study the wonders of cultivation.

Not even the heavens will know what fate has in store for Langley as he systematically unravels not only how to cultivate, but also various crafts such as refining pills and inscribing talismans. Preparation is key to surviving in the merciless world of cultivation, especially for those with no talent.



Expectations:

- Detailed study of each stage of cultivation and crafting

- Not technology vs cultivation, scientific method will be used to study cultivation

- No harem

- Slow burn progression. MC won’t be skipping through cultivation ranks at record speed

- Weak to Strong

- Sect Building (Much later in the story)

Release Schedule:

Daily for the first month, then 5x weekly (M-F)

Releases around 6:30 PM EST / 3:30 PM PST

Click here to join the Discord Server

Thank you to KaeNovels, Dosei, DWinchester, and Wander Natamaru for their help with the cover

            

    
        Chapter 1: Kid with the Big Head

    
    
    
    
                Earth 5709

“I’ll be honest with you. Your rare telomere disorder has suddenly taken a turn for the worse. Even with the most optimistic projections… you have at most two months left. I know this is—”

“It’s okay doctor. I understand.” Langley patted the doctor on the shoulder and turned his attention to his phone.

Seeing how the middle-aged man, with salt and pepper-colored hair, was too stubborn to continue listening, the doctor sighed and took his leave. Once Langley confirmed the doctor was gone, he opened up a picture on his phone from his Favorites folder.

It was a vintage photo of a middle-aged lady who was beaming at her son while he tried to break free from her grasp. He took a moment to compare his youthful self from the picture to his now withered hands, and it quickly made him realize how much time had passed.

As Langley sipped on his tea while looking at the old picture of his mother, a memory from the distant past resurfaced. A memory of the time he had failed his first test in school.

“Don’t be sad, son. I’m already proud of all the hard work you always put into everything you do.”

Little Langley continued to cry into his mother’s arms.

“But mom…”

“Listen to me, son.” She held up his chin to make him meet her eyes. “Things don’t always work out. Hard work isn’t always rewarded, but I am so proud that you always still have the courage to try your best, even when you know it may not work out. I hope that part of you never changes. After all, true failure is when you become too afraid to even try.”

“...I won’t change, Mom.”

Back then, he didn’t fully understand her words. There were so many things he had wanted to say to his parents or do for them. But it was too late. 

Their lifespan had run out.

Tightening his grip on the phone, old Langley pressed the picture of his mother to his forehead.

I won’t forget Mom.

I won’t give up until the end.



“Alfred, how long until the auto-analyzer is finished?” A middle-aged man asked with undisguised excitement in his voice. 

His mixed-colored hair, combined with the wrinkles on his skin, showed his age. His lab coat matched his hair and helped him exude a reliable and scholarly aura. However, those who personally knew him would say otherwise.

There was no one else in the lab and he was staring at the screen before him, surrounded by the latest automated lab equipment the Federation of Humanity had to offer. Within a second, a response came from the lab’s AI assistant.

“ETA is eight hours, fifty-seven minutes, and four seconds. You have been active for over fifty-six hours continuously. I am mandated to remind you to take a break.”

The man corroborated the timestamps in his research logs recorded on his implant and then checked the time. 

“Yeah…Seems like I lost track of time again…”

He could still do a lot while waiting for the auto scanner to finish, but the feeling of having forgotten something nagged at him. At the same time, his research project pertaining to immortality had just reached a particularly interesting segment and the urge for him to continue was strong.

It was during these moments of indecision that Langley would decide on the third option: to do something else to let his brain reset.

He picked up his tablet and resumed reading the cultivation novel he had recently started up for the sake of finding inspiration for his research topic of immortality. He didn’t even get the chance to finish a chapter when a familiar voice called out to him.

“Langley! Get out here already!”

Langley turned to the speaker and found an old woman with a head full of white hair marching rapidly toward him.

“Debra! I—”

“Enough, you stupid research addict. Why are you so foolish when it comes to anything unrelated to your research? You haven’t changed even after reaching the age where you should already be a father. I knew you couldn’t contain that curiosity of yours and would hole up in the lab if I didn’t come get you! For goodness’ sake, today is the award ceremony for your Progressor of Mankind award.”

“I don’t care about any of that! It means nothing to me. I just want to do my research in peace. I’ll leave the politicking to—” Langley retorted as he tried to stand up, but suddenly felt dizzy. He leaned onto the table before him for support as he nursed his sudden headache.

“Langley! How long have you been working again?” Seeing Langley’s condition, Debra glanced over at the speaker on the wall. “Alfred, report how long Professor Langley has been in the lab.”

“Professor Langley has been active in the lab for over fifty-six consecutive hours. The last time he left the facility was one week, two hours, and—”

“Enough!” Debra moved closer to check Langley’s condition as he was unusually quiet. “Hey, Langley! Wake up!”

No response came, so Debra tugged on his shoulders. What she didn’t expect was how a slight touch resulted in Langley slumping over like a sack of potatoes.

“Langley!”

She quickly took the situation much more seriously and performed an examination of his condition and quickly found that he had no pulse.

At the age of forty-five, Langley had passed away.



Where am I? Why can’t I see anything?

Langley suddenly found himself alone in the darkness. He couldn’t see anything or feel anything. His mind felt strangely sluggish, and it only worsened by the second.

I need to head back to the lab before the auto-analyzer fin—

Before long, he could no longer hold a coherent thought. His mind went into a daze, as if he was dreaming. Snippets of scenes flashed before him, like watching disjointed short clips that starred some young child with an abnormally large head living in ancient times before the advent of science.

He could do nothing but passively allow these scenes to flash by. He didn’t even know how long he was in such a state before it was finally over.

When Langley’s mental fog finally faded, it came abruptly.

“Hey! Stop daydreaming and keep moving, big head!” A child that appeared around ten years old shouted as he shoved past Langley.

Langley blinked blankly a few times before he realized he was no longer a spectator in a dream, but someone who had full control of his body. When he looked up to find the boy who had spoken to him, he found him already quite a distance away, dragged ahead by the crowd, who were all heading toward the large plaza up ahead.

“Keep your voice down, Song Xuan! Do you have any idea who you bumped into?”

The surrounding crowd soon drowned their voices out and Langley could no longer hear them. He glanced around and found that he was inside a crowd of children who were all marching ahead. They all wore strange robes that he had only seen in museums, with their hair tied into a bun at the top.

Something is off…

He inspected his body for any discomfort and then glanced down at his limbs. To his surprise, he realized that he was already standing.

I…I’m shorter than these kids…? My body is that of a little child!

Arriving at the revelation, memories flashed into his mind, with everything playing at many times the normal speed. Memories of a young boy named Li Lang who was orphaned from an early age. 

From the memories, he realized this wasn’t the first time he had assumed control of this body. He had done so multiple times throughout his life, even when he was just born, albeit for a brief moment. As an experienced scientist, Langley swiftly formed a theory of what happened to him.

I…I was reincarnated! And with my memories somehow! An infant body must’ve failed to retain my cognitive abilities…That’s why my body tried to compensate and tried to pour more resources into developing the brain, turning me into this child with an abnormally large head!

Before Langley, now more accurately known as Li Lang, could digest his situation further, a man’s voice boomed out from further ahead at the center of the town plaza. However, what immediately drew everyone’s attention was how the speaker was levitating up into the air.

“Silence!” He yelled out and glanced around before nodding in satisfaction with the obedience of the crowd. “We will now begin the annual selection for the Clear Heart Sect!” the man declared as he floated in mid-air, high above the plaza where the crowd of children gathered.

He then formed some hand signs, and some glowing sigils that formed a circle appeared on the ground. A few moments later, the earth trembled. In the blink of an eye, a section of the ground beneath the man rose, becoming an elevated platform.

All the children present stared in admiration at the man, who had managed to raise a platform with only a few movements of his hand, like a magician.

“Form lines and listen to our disciples' instructions!”

The man then descended onto the platform he made, drawing everyone’s attention to the dozen figures beside him. They all stepped forward, wearing similar beige robes, much like the man’s.

Seeing how he spoke no further, the crowd soon broke their silence and the sound of chattering filled the plaza all at once. The few at the front began to form orderly lines, with the people behind them following along with a slight delay.

“Did you see that? That cultivator from the Clear Heart Sect just changed the terrain at the wave of a hand! He must be at least in the Foundation Establishment realm!”

“You country bumpkin! Which village did you crawl out of? Even cultivators near the pinnacle of the Energy Gathering realm can do that too if they are accomplished Formation Masters or use a talisman! You can tell he is an esteemed Foundation Establishment elder because he can fly!”

“Out of the way, you peasants! You sorry folks should head to the back of the line!”

“Shut your mouth, Xiang Po! What would you do if one of these people you’re offending ends up having tremendous talent or a heavenly physique?”

As Li Lang blinked blankly at the scene unfolding before him, his mind raced to process everything. He tried to analyze everything as objectively as possible, but the answer that he arrived at stayed the same despite how ludicrous it sounded.

I’ve been reincarnated into a cultivation world!

            

    
        Chapter 2: Aptitude

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang couldn’t help but well up with excitement as his curiosity about his new world was sparked. A world of cultivation, as told in the fictional stories he had previously read for inspiration in his research. These stories all depicted a world where humans could transcend their mortality and break free from the shackles of time, which was exactly what he had been seeking in his research. He had thought cultivation only existed in fiction, but that was no longer the case, given what he had learned from his hazy memories.

How curious, a world where it’s possible to live longer by simply cultivating these mysterious techniques… No, calm down. There’s no definitive proof that is the case yet. It is unclear how attaining power that can let you fly and change the terrain correlates to prolonging the lifespan. I need to further research this immediately!

Before Li Lang could lose himself to his curiosity, the commotion of hundreds and hundreds of children clamoring drew his attention. They had come from all the surrounding towns and villages and grew more boisterous by the second. If one looked down from above, it would almost seem like an invisible force took hold of the sea of people below and made them form neat lines in front of the disciples from the Clear Heart Sect.

Li Lang was no exception as the momentum of the surrounding crowd swept him along. He was troubled by this new development, but he didn’t know what to do. As a high-level researcher, he had spent the majority of his previous life indoors and had security guards accompany him in public venues where such large crowds gathered.

The people behind him wanted to push forward while some of the people up front wanted to travel in the opposite direction to join the tail end of the line.

Just as he was about to lose his balance from the shoving, a hand extended out of the crowd and suddenly grabbed onto his hand. The firm grip pulled him forward with surprising strength and the resistance of the people in his way weakened.

By the time Li Lang caught his breath, he realized he was in the orderly part of the line, with the struggle to join it now behind him. He glanced down at his hand and then up toward the person who was still holding onto him. He found a young boy staring worriedly at him, along with a girl. 

They greatly resembled each other, and their clothes matched as well. They even wore matching jewelry, with the boy wearing a ring adorned with a red gemstone, while the girl wore a hair stick filled with smaller pieces of gemstones of the same color.

Li Lang swiftly checked his own clothes and found that he was wearing clothing of a similar design, and was also wearing a necklace with a red gemstone the size of a coin. 

Upon making eye contact with them, some of his memories began to resurface.

Twins…They are…the children of the man who took me in. My childhood friends, Zi Xi, and Zi Xiao Mei.

“Li Lang, are you okay?” the girl with long black hair, who he recalled to be Zi Xiao Mei, meekly asked.

“What were you doing spacing out? I had just told you to follow me closely!” the boy, named Zi Xi, admonished as he released Li Lang’s hand.

It only took an instant for Li Lang to remember his former self, who had come here along with these two siblings, to take part in the selection test of the Clear Heart Sect. 

He remembered when they had first entered into the sea of children, a terrible headache suddenly struck Li Lang as his memories began sorting themselves all at once. His brain had grown enough to accommodate his consciousness, but the bad timing had separated Li Lang from his friends.

Not able to explain the truth, Li Lang could only scratch his cheeks as he came up with an excuse.

“Sorry, I got distracted.”

“Brother, it’s your fault for not keeping a close eye on him!” The young girl pulled on her brother’s sleeve. “You know Li Lang sometimes spaces out. It’s not his fault!” 

Zi Xiao Mei then brushed past her brother and went to console Li Lang. Seeing how his sister doted on their friend, Zi Xi shook his head and gestured for them to move ahead of him so he could keep watch over them from behind.

The trio completely ignored the commotion happening in the back, where the other children continued to shove their way into the line and merrily chatted amongst themselves, as if they were in their own little world. The line inched forward every few seconds, and they were soon able to make out the faces of the disciples from the Clear Heart Sect that were administering the tests.

“Look, Li Lang! The orb over there is glowing yellow!”

Zi Xiao Mei excitedly pointed toward a young child who had placed his hands on the orb before him. The examiner, who appeared to be a teenager, carefully scrutinized the orb as they recorded the results.

Li Lang watched on, completely unaware of what the yellow light signified, and Zi Xiao Mei perfectly saw through that.

“Don’t you remember? Lord Father said that only one in a hundred people have grade three aptitude, and the yellow light represents exactly that!”

Li Lang searched his memories, but it appeared he had been spacing out when he was being taught about the aptitude levels.

“Then what grade do those red lights signify?” Li Lang pointed toward the orbs where other children were being tested as his curiosity compelled him to ask.

Xi Xiao Mei smiled patiently and explained.

“Red is grade one, and orange is grade two. Lord Father says the Clear Heart Sect, like the other righteous sects, only accepts disciples with at least a grade two aptitude.”

Hearing Xi Xiao Mei’s explanation, Li Lang immediately came up with some theories. Some habits died hard, especially ones that were cultivated throughout a lifetime.

Does that mean as the concentration of Qi increases, it alters the color based on the wavelength of light?

Before Xi Xiao Mei could continue, a commotion drew their attention to where one of the orbs was. Li Lang instantly spotted the orange glow of the orb, which only made him more curious as it drew even more attention than the previous instance with the yellow orb.

“Deacon Yu, please examine this child!” The examiner behind the orange orb yelled out toward the man who had floated in the air earlier. The man was now levitating only slightly off the ground with his legs crossed.

He slowly opened his eyes, casually walked over, and pulled up the sleeves of the confused boy, who still had one hand on the orb. He placed a hand on his wrist for a short moment before turning back to the examiner.

“Twenty-three spiritual roots, grade two aptitude with the Serene Lotus physique. Carry on.”

The examiner’s eyes widened at the news and immediately jotted something down on his notes with his brush while his superior simply walked away, as if it was nothing special and resumed his meditation. Li Lang found the contrast in their reaction made for an interesting scene.

The tests continued, and Li Lang carefully observed the proceedings. He found that a majority of people had grade one talent, with less than ten percent of the people here managing to change the orb to the next color. The physiques were even more rare, and judging from the examiner’s reaction, they were a big deal.

As someone who has memories from another world, will I get anything special?

“Stop looking so worried.” Li Lang turned around to find Zi Xi placing a hand on his shoulder. “They say people with unique bodies have a higher chance of having a heavenly physique.”

Only with those words that Li Lang was reminded his body was currently deformed. He had an abnormally large head compared to his body, and this was one of the reasons why no one in the city treated him too badly since his childhood. People may have shunned him and ignored him, but none had dared to bully him in fear of him possessing a unique physique.

Reminiscing through the scenes of the past, Li Lang found that only the Zi siblings and their father treated him with kindness.

Before long, it was finally the trio’s turn, with Li Lang up first.

“Next!”

The young man in beige robes urged him forward, and he did as many before him had done, placing a hand on the transparent orb on the table.

He instantly felt an invisible wave pass through his body before returning to the orb. The color of the orb began to change. The orb took on a light red hue, and everyone watched on, waiting in anticipation for the orb to change colors.

But that never happened.

The faded red color persisted, and everyone watching gasped. The examiner turned around and called out to the man hovering a short distance away.

“Deacon Yu, I need your attention here!”

The deacon wordlessly approached. Seeing him up close, Li Lang could feel an aura around the man that was filled with power. When he swept his gaze over him, he couldn’t help but shudder. The man then proceeded to place two fingers on his wrist and furrowed his brow. He shook his head at the examiner, who was eagerly waiting with his quill brush.

“Only five spiritual roots… Grade one aptitude, and does not possess any heavenly physique. How strange given his physical deformations…”

He thought about it for a few more moments before he lost interest and moved away while Li Lang stood there, frozen stiff.

Am I destined not to be able to research phenomena that open the door to immortality…?

Li Lang dreaded the thought of losing access to the mysterious power of cultivation after just coming into contact with it. It was something he became more obsessed with every second, and something he wanted to research right away. However, he knew it wouldn’t be easy to do so if he didn’t become a cultivator himself.

Just as he was feeling dejected, he suddenly remembered his mother’s valuable teachings.

“No, I won’t give up. Failure is when you become too afraid to even try,” Li Lang muttered.

“Next!”

The examiner’s words reminded Li Lang he had to move. However, before he could turn around, a familiar sensation landed on his shoulder and it spread a warm, reassuring feeling through his body.

“Don’t worry, I’ll definitely become a great cultivator in your place and get you an Ascension Pill, too.”

Li Lang turned around and found Zi Xi standing behind him with flaming eyes of determination.

            

    
        Chapter 3: Rising Phoenixes

    
    
    
    
                “Don’t worry, I’ll definitely become a great cultivator in your place and get you an Ascension Pill, too.” Zi Xi said as he stepped forward toward the transparent talent orb.

Another hand landed on Li Lang’s shoulder and he couldn’t help but smile when he saw it was Zi Xiao Mei. His two childhood friends were there for him. His memories of them may be hazy, but there was no doubt they had always been there for him.

Zi Xi’s confident declaration had drawn the attention of everyone in earshot. Many were looking on in anticipation to see if the young boy could back up his words, while others wanted to see the disappointment on the arrogant brat’s face.

Zi Xi didn’t let the audience wait and strode straight toward the table where the orb and examiner were.

“May I?”

The examiner wordlessly nodded and gestured for Zi Xi to place his hand on the artifact.

The moment his hand made contact with the orb, light flashed out. It started from a dull red and brightened rapidly. Not even a second had passed before the light already changed to orange.

At the sight of the orange light, gasps could be heard all around Li Lang. He particularly took note of the people’s faces who were waiting for Zi Xi to fail, as he found their shock amusing and satisfying. The satisfaction was to the point where Li Lang had to question himself regarding his strong emotions.

Is this young body affecting my thinking? How intriguing.

Li Lang didn’t have time for introspection, as the scene didn’t end there. The orange light grew brighter and brighter until the color soon changed to a pale yellow.

“Grade three! Brother will definitely be able to get you and Dad the Ascension Pill given some time!” 

Li Lang could feel Zi Xiao Mei’s hand tighten around his shoulder as she exclaimed excitedly.

The grip grew even tighter, like a vise, when the color began to change once again. Green light began to rain down the platform into the plaza.

By now, even the deacon who was floating in the air, acting all mighty, began paying full attention to where Zi Xi was. His steel-like expression broke when the light changed to blue. His eyes struggled to pop out of their sockets, and he quickly vanished from his spot only to reappear beside Zi Xi.

The blue light in the orb brightened, and hints of indigo were present, but quickly vanished. The orb then stabilized at a dark blue color.

The audience was all stunned into silence, and before they could recover, the blue light dashed out of the orb and transformed into the shape of a phoenix. The blue energy, shaped like a phoenix, rushed into the skies and a deafening screech rang out for many miles before exploding into harmless specks of light, like fireworks.

Once the phenomenon ended, the deacon swiftly picked up Zi Xi’s hand and took his pulse. He furrowed his brow before turning to the examiner, who was waiting with bated breath to write down the latest results.

“Eighty-nine spiritual roots, top of grade five talent with a unique physique.”

“Sir…Unique physique? Which one?”

“Just write it down as unique. I’ll report to the elders myself when we return.”

“He probably doesn’t know.” A soft voice whispered into Li Lang’s ear.

“Xiao Mei, be quiet. He can probably hear you.” 

As Li Lang had suspected, the deacon turned to them with eyes like a hawk. However, it softened when it landed on Zi Xiao Mei.

“I see that is your sibling, correct?” He asked as he rested a hand on Zi Xi. “Come here, girl. It’s your turn.”

Zi Xiao Mei hesitated for a moment, but seeing her brother before her, she took a deep breath and moved toward the examiner after flashing Li Lang with a reassuring smile.

By this time, the crowd had recovered and the sound of hundreds of people muttering filled the plaza. 

“Grade five aptitude! I can’t believe I witnessed it myself. I heard you could become a Foundation Establishment cultivator, even if you slack off with that kind of talent!”

“Hey, who is that guy? Can anyone introduce him to me?”

“Shut up. You think he’d spare any time for someone with grade one talent like you? It’s too obvious you’re just aiming for Ascension Pills.”

“...Can you blame him? Ascension Pills could let even people like us with grade one aptitude breakthrough into the Foundation Establishment realm and live for a hundred years longer.”

“His twin sister is apparently next. Do you think she’ll have similar results?”

“Quiet, it’s starting!”

The crowd only quieted down when Zi Xiao Mei placed her hand on the orb.

The light flashed out with just as much intensity as in Zi Xi’s case. The color rapidly climbed from red to orange, then to yellow. As if the scene was set on replay, the color of the orb only stopped when it reached dark blue once again.

Another phoenix shot out from the orb and spread its wings as it flew high above, before dissipating into tiny blue lights.

The noise from the crowd erupted once again as the mesmerizing scene repeated itself.

The deacon quickly repeated his inspection of the younger sister.

“You two, what are your names?”

“Zi Xi.”

“I am Zi Xiao Mei.”

He nodded with a satisfied look before taking out two wooden tokens and handing them to the siblings.

“Show these to the gate guards when you come to our sect. They’ll let you go straight in without any further tests. I look forward to seeing you two at Mount Clear Heart.”

The siblings bowed and thanked the deacon and then retreated like the rest of the children who had finished their test. Those who had been accepted were invited to visit the Clear Heart Sect’s home base in a week. This gave the children time to bid farewell to their families and prepare for their long-term stay in the sect. The travels also acted as another test for the potential recruits.

That meant all the children returned home once their test was complete, regardless of the results. 

While being dragged away by Zi Xiao Mei, Li Lang was lost in thought, completely unaware of the looks of the crowd or the whispering of nasty rumors about him. 

He was busy reassessing his situation and his current condition. His memories of his past life had all come back, and he found himself in possession of a lifetime’s worth of memories from another world while his body was only ten years old.

As a biodefense expert for many decades, he knew enough about biology to know how much the physical body affected one’s mind. He had to make some adjustments to adapt to his new reality.

Not only that, he found himself in a world of cultivation. And as if to mock the efforts he had previously put into his research, a viable way to immortality was dangling before him, piquing his curiosity to the fullest. 

Then he found out he had no talent, which meant no sect would accept him or direct any resources his way, which made it especially difficult for him to come into contact with cultivation-related knowledge beyond the surface layer. 

With a viable avenue to immortality in front of me, am I forced to give up because of my talent? No! I must not give up and look for ways to learn more about cultivation. However…it isn’t likely unless I become a cultivator myself. That way, I can gain more time, too!

Li Lang turned to look at his two childhood friends walking beside him. Zi Xi immediately noticed his gaze.

“No need to feel down, Li Lang. We both got grade five talent. It should be possible for us to get enough Ascension Pills for both you and Lord Father. You won’t get rid of us so easily.”

That’s right…these two will have longer lifespans the higher their cultivation goes. I’ll be just a memory to them if they don’t strain themselves to attain those pills. They already have enough on their plate, supporting their dad, and now I’m added to the mix…

Li Lang began thinking up ways he could help. He doubted he could buy a cultivator pill so easily, so he would have to do some investigating first.

Time went by in the blink of an eye, as he was lost in his thoughts. The next thing Li Lang knew, he was standing in the main hall of a mansion, where a middle-aged man with a long mustache stood before him and his friends.

“---and that’s all, Lord Father.” Li Lang only tuned in at the last bit of Zi Xi’s report to his father.

“I see…” The man swirled his mustache and turned to Li Lang to give him a look over with undisguised pity in his eyes. “You should all go rest for now. I’ll have the servants prepare a feast for tonight.”

At the man’s words, two servants suddenly appeared and guided Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei away. Li Lang swiftly stepped out of the main hall and followed his memories back to his room. He found it spartan, just how he remembered, with only a simple bed and drawers. 

He had been given his own room from a young age, despite his supposed status as a servant. The master of the mansion had always treated him well, and he heard it was because his late parents had served diligently throughout their lifetime.

Li Lang surveyed the room and then paced around anxiously with a hand on his chin. He couldn’t calm his mind when there were so many fascinating things waiting for him to research, and most important of all, cultivation.

It became especially arduous for Li Lang to sit still without being able to delve straight into researching a subject that piqued his curiosity. It didn’t help that he was used to planning out how to utilize every minute of his time. One didn’t become one of the forerunners for the Progressor of Mankind award without an enormous amount of effort behind it.

He paced around the room restlessly while he dug through his memory for something productive to do.

That’s right! There’s a library here. I needed to learn more about this world, so it’s perfect!

            

    
        Chapter 4: Zi Family

    
    
    
    
                Following his memories, Li Lang cut across the courtyard at a brisk pace. He found a lone pagoda in the middle of it with a large wooden sign hung right above the entrance. It had the words “Book Pavillion” carved into it.

There wasn’t anyone else around, so Li Lang took the liberty of letting himself in. Several shelves immediately entered his vision, with dozens of books on each one. It was quite underwhelming for someone like Li Lang, who had been to numerous libraries that were much more impressive during his student days, but it was still a welcome sight.

Books meant recorded knowledge, and knowledge was just what Li Lang was after. He knew too little about the new world he found himself in and was only too eager to learn more.

He quickly skimmed through the bookshelves and honed in on his goal. He brought the book to the table in the middle of the room to leisurely go through it. He had to place the book flat on the desk and climb up a chair to read, as his body was too weak to hold on to the thick book for long.

I can read the texts just fine…I did get to join in on Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei’s private tutor sessions, but the old me never showed any hints he had picked anything up. I was too busy drooling… Did I subconsciously learn it anyway?

He carefully went over the geography book, paying particular attention to the maps. Some maps were very detailed, with minute details on the terrain, while others were simply labeled with a name with no other defining feature. Only the map of the local area had any details on it, which was how Li Lang discovered he was currently in Lingyun Town within the province of Yellow Qilin. 

The provincial level map showed Yellow Qilin was sandwiched between various other provinces, and one of them immediately drew in Li Lang’s eyes. Adjacent to Yellow Qilin was a large stretch of land labeled Demonic Cultivator Territory. However, there was no other worthwhile information on it.

The only other useful map was the large-scale one that showed Yellow Qilin province was on the southern end of a small island called Violet Isle that was just off the southwest of a colossal continent.

There wasn’t much else Li Lang could learn from the maps, as all the names of places labeled on the map were unfamiliar to him. Determined to remedy this, the old man in a child’s body quickly moved to search for text on world history.

However, he couldn’t find what he was looking for.

Hmm, I guess I expected too much from this place.

Instead, he began going over the remaining books in more detail until he noticed the books from the farthest shelf all had strange titles.

He glanced down at the new book he found, titled “Rabbit’s Gait”, and furrowed his brows.

Li Lang began skimming over the book, and his frown only intensified. He found the concepts written within completely alien to him, showcasing how to perform a set of movements, and how to control the Qi within the practitioner. The book indicated if performed successfully, the practitioner could dash quickly and at great distances.

If Li Lang had read this back in his world, he would certainly believe it was made-up nonsense. Now, he only felt curiosity overwhelming him, and his body moved on its own. If anyone from Li Lang’s old lab were here, they wouldn’t be surprised at all. Li Lang had been known to dive straight into anything that piqued his interest.

There was no longer anything stopping him now that he had come across something that both piqued his curiosity and could be immediately put to the test.

He followed the texts and tried his best to follow them word by word. The only issue was that he had no idea how to use Qi. The texts asked him to concentrate Qi on certain parts of his legs, so he tried imagining a flow of power gathering there.

To his surprise, something happened, but not what was written in the book. A sharp pain suddenly attacked his legs, and he couldn’t help but let out a yelp. 

No! I let my curiosity get the better of me again! That was a dangerous experiment to do with such little information…Have my impulses become harder to manage in this young body?

The pain quickly came and went, but it was enough to make him collapse on the ground.

“Li Lang, are you in here?” A man’s voice called out from outside.

Startled by the voice, Li Lang panicked and tried to get up, only to slip back down as he lost his balance. His head was well in the upper ranges in terms of head size among adults. His little ten-year-old body was strained to support the disproportionate head, which made his balance poor.

Hearing his fall, the man outside rushed into the pagoda and found Li Lang sprawled on the ground. He came up to Li Lang and reached out toward him.

Li Lang quickly covered his face, prepared for the lecture to come, only to find his entire body lifted off the ground. He was carried onto the chair, and only once he got seated that he realized the man who had carried him was Zi Zun, the master of the house, and the father of his childhood friends.

“Master, I—”

Zi Zun smiled warmly and patted his head.

“There’s no need to panic, Lang Er. There’s no need for you to be disappointed or afraid. Zi Xi has told me about the rumors going around, and I assure you, I won’t treat you differently just because you aren’t a genius.”

His head pats invoked many memories within Li Lang. The master of the house had cared for him many times like this in the past. He was kind and acted like a father to Li Lang in all but in name.

A feeling of fuzziness welled up inside Li Lang, a sensation he hadn’t felt until recently.

The warm feeling only intensified when he saw the figures that suddenly peeked through the library doors.

“There you are! We were looking for you, Li Lang. You’re here with father?” Zi Xiao Mei poked her head into the room before dashing inside when she spotted her target.

Half a beat later, Zi Xi followed behind her, albeit much more composed.

“Come play with us, Li Lang!” the two siblings exclaimed and grabbed Li Lang from both sides.

Seeing the antics of his children, Zi Zun smiled and sat back as he watched the scene unfold.

Li Lang soon found himself dragged around once again, and this time, he was dragged all the way out of town. They didn’t head too far, just toward the small mountain nearby. The siblings only released him when they arrived at the top of a small cliff that overlooked a pond surrounded by a field of purple flowers that Li Lang did not recognize. 

The flowers gave off a soft yellow glow that was even visible during the day.

“Look, Li Lang! It’s the time of the year when the Nightembers are the most beautiful again.”

Li Lang stared blankly at the field of flowers before he noticed the siblings exchanging concerned gazes. 

They are trying to cheer me up…

“Yes…This is an amazing sight no matter how many times I see it!” Li Lang said with a fake smile that soon turned into a real one when he saw Zi Xiao Mei beam from his positive response.

“That reminds me. We still need to have our rematch this year! Li Lang, prepare yourself!” Zi Xi declared and ran toward the shore of the lake.

He then searched around and picked up several small pebbles before turning to Li Lang, waiting for him to do the same.

The three kids joyfully laughed as they skipped stones into the pond and chatted merrily until the sun began to set.

Acting more mature than their age, they swiftly returned home without complaint. By the time they managed to clean up all the mud and sand they had gotten on themselves, a huge feast awaited them.

“Xi Er, Xiao Mei, congratulations on being accepted to the Clear Heart Sect. Be sure to work hard.” The loving father patted both his children gently. “And Lang Er, don’t feel discouraged. With both Xi and Xiao Mei showing considerable talent, I’m sure they’ll be able to earn enough merits to exchange some Ascension Pills for both of us.”

“Father! You should continue trying to cultivate your own power! You’re at the peak of the Energy Gathering realm. It is a waste for you to stop your cultivation journey!” Zi Xi strongly said as he shot up from his seat.

“Enough, we’ve discussed this already. My work as a merchant takes priority as long as I’m responsible for this family. It’ll be better for us to focus our resources on you two, who are much more talented.”

Zi Xi wanted to continue convincing his father, but little Zi Xiao Mei pulled back on his sleeve and shook her head. He breathed in deeply and relented, sitting back down.

Seeing his son placated, the master of the house turned to Li Lang.

“You’ll help me with my merchant work, right?”

Li Lang took a second to go over his options. From what he knew from his memories and what he saw while he was out today, the materials of this world all differed from what he was familiar with. That meant much of his knowledge that may be able to help him earn a fortune wasn’t possible until he found the right materials or their substitutes.

“...Yes, I’ll give it a try.”

Merchant work sounds like it could fund my research. Maybe I can find a way to fund my cultivation too to offset my low aptitude.

Zi Zun immediately smiled at his reply and yelled out to the servants to start serving the food. He picked up his chopsticks with vigor and took a hearty swig from his cup.

The family all enjoyed each other’s company and were excitedly chatting about their future prospects.

Just as they finished the last of their food, a loud voice abruptly resonated throughout the manor.

“Ha ha ha! I’m here first!” Followed by the voice, the wind screeched, and the rooftop of the building where the family of four lived abruptly vanished. 

They could only gawk up through the exposed roof at the sudden development.

            

    
        Chapter 5: Intruder

    
    
    
    
                “So you two are the kids with the Tranquil Harmony physique! Good, good, good! You both will serve as excellent cultivation cauldrons for me!” The man’s voice somehow echoed throughout the dining hall where the Zi family was. His voice drew all their attention upward, past the roof that had been obliterated.

Zi Zun, the master of the house and someone who was at the peak of the Energy Gathering realm, narrowed his eyes at the small dot hovering high above them. 

“We’re under attack! Everyone gather around!”

“Stop running around aimlessly! Where’s the enemy?”

Voices could be heard all over the manor as the guard scrambled around in search of the invisible enemy. At this point, only Zi Zun and the children around him knew they were in a much graver situation than any of the guards had thought.

Their enemy was floating high above them, which meant they were at least in the Foundation Establishment realm. Zi Zun gritted his teeth as he had enough life experiences to know there had to be at least ten of him to stand a chance against someone in that rank of cultivation. 

He stepped forward and greeted with a fist wrapped in his other hand, bowing slightly toward the distant figure.

“Greetings Senior, to what do we owe the honor of being graced with your presence?”

Li Lang squinted his eyes in search of the newcomer, only to flinch back when a man with long and messy hair abruptly closed the distance in the blink of an eye as if he had teleported. He was now hovering just slightly above where the roof once was.

Did he teleport…? Or is he too fast for my eyes to see?

“Ha, no need to waste your words. I am not like the bunch from their so-called righteous path and care for pleasantries. I will be taking those two kids today, no matter what you say.”

With those words, the man with the disheveled hair pointed the palm of his hand toward Zi Xi.

The young boy could only stare with wide eyes as he began to feel a force pulling him up from the ground. Just as his feet were lifted into the air, Zi Zun swiftly fetched a talisman from out of thin air and threw it toward the intruder. The talisman sailed with incredible speed and almost instantly landed on the man, causing a loud explosion high above the manor.

Zi Xi crumpled to the ground, falling flat on his back while his father’s figure swiftly rose into the air, riding on an exquisite-looking sword. It had a golden hilt, while the blade itself let off a bright sheen as it sailed into the skies above the manor.

“Xi Er, Xiao Mei, Lang Er, run! I won’t be able to hold him off for long!” Zi Zun’s voice rang out from above, thawing the three children from their shocked state.

The sibling’s flight instincts were activated, and they tried to drag Li Lang with them in their escape, but Li Lang surprisingly refused to budge.

“What are you doing, Li Lang? Let’s go!” Xi Zi screamed out at the top of his lungs.

“Brother is right, come on Li Lang.” 

“...You two, do you really think we can outrun someone who can fly?”

As someone who had an adult’s mind, Li Lang was calm enough to have a much better grasp of their situation. They weren’t even cultivators yet. Li Lang could not think of any way they could outrun the madman. They would be caught sooner or later and may even accidentally get others caught up in it too.

It would be a different story if Zi Zun could hold him off for hours, but that didn’t seem likely either.

“Haha, interesting. A peak Energy Gathering cultivator thinks he is worthy to stand up against me? Your expensive tools are only good against others in your realm. Allow me to show you the vast gulf between the Energy Gathering realm and the Foundation Establishment realm!”

The cultivator with messy hair watched Zi Zun dart around him on his sword with an amused expression for a brief moment before he yelled out fiercely. A sudden gush of smoke came out of his mouth, with a fierce momentum that pushed out in all directions.

The siblings beside Li Lang let out a sharp cry. Their worried expression didn’t last for long, as the figure of their dad stood strong within the smoke. He was glowing with a resplendent light.

“Heh, an Earth-grade defense talisman. Not bad, but how long could it last? Earth-grade talismans may match the power of Foundation Establishment cultivators, but that is only for an instant! Borrowed power will never overcome the real deal!”

In response to the man’s words, Zi Zun materialized another sword from thin air and slashed out toward him. A pale yellow light shot out from the blade, slashing toward the enemy at high speeds.

The man laughed at the attack and swatted the blades of Qi as it neared him. The attacks were easily redirected toward the ground, causing loud explosions in the surroundings. Cries of pain were heard as the servants and guards became collateral damage.

“Not bad power. You better keep them coming if you want to flatten your own home. Ha ha ha!”

Zi Zun was unprovoked, pausing his ineffective attacks. He scanned the area below and made eye contact with his son. They exchanged meaningful glances that needed no words, prompting Zi Xi to take action. He turned around and grasped both his sister’s and his friend’s wrists before dragging them with all his might toward the exit.

As he ran ahead, he refused to turn around or even open his eyes. He ran with tightly shut eyes that had two thin streams running down his cheeks.

Not wanting to be dragged around, Li Lang was forced to keep up with his childhood friend, but he never took his eyes off the battle taking place behind them in the skies.

Smoke filled the area and obscured his vision, but the bright flashes of light occasionally pushed the smoke away.

“Brother…Is father going to be—”

“Shut up and focus on moving your legs!”

Zi Xiao Mei sniffled her cry and obediently listened to her brother.

Just as the trio made it to the gates of their manor, a blurry figure came crashing down from above directly into the gates. The wooden gate easily splintered and a large dust cloud was kicked up in the aftermath.

Zi Xi continued undaunted and ran straight through the dust. It was only when he got closer to the crash site that he stilled for a brief moment before running toward the man lying on the ground.

“Father!” Zi Xi cried, followed by Zi Xiao Mei, after a short delay.

“Father!”

The siblings came rushing to Zi Zun’s side and inspected his condition. His limbs were mangled and bent in unnatural directions, but the man himself was still conscious, albeit struggling to keep his eyes open.

“...Run…Go to…Fok Tong Town…and find Ou…yang Xi.”

“No Father! You come with us too!” Zi Xiao Mei buried face in her father’s chest and cried.

“How touching! Don’t worry about me, kid. I’ll let them have their moment first before I finish off their father right before their eyes!” The cultivator with messy hair declared as he smiled sardonically at Li Lang.

Li Lang had kept his eyes on the man the entire time and had watched him slowly approach. Various questions welled up in his mind now that he had come face to face with a cultivation expert, but he also knew he was in mortal danger.

The academic in him urged him to call security, but he didn’t have that luxury. He could only stand there and wait.

“What? Why are you all so quiet all of a sudden? Are you done with your goodbyes?”

Having noticed the man, the siblings were now staring daggers at the powerful cultivator. Streams of tears came gushing out of their eyes until the tears turned red.

“Blood tears? Haha, wonderful! They’re beautiful indeed. If you guys are done with your goodbyes, then let us be off!”

The man had a crazed look in his eyes as he approached the collapsed Zi Zun. He smiled as he readied a palm to unleash a final blow.

“No!”

The man acted as if he didn’t hear anything and smashed his palm down without hesitation. A powerful pressure descended and a cry of pain echoed throughout the area. 

The dust was kicked up from the powerful strike, making the three children shield their eyes. When it settled, they stared down at the figure on the ground. However, there were two of them, one being Zi Zun, and the other being the attacker who was lying in a pool of his own blood. 

Yet what shocked them the most was the middle-aged man standing right beside them in pristine clothing. His black hair was tainted with numerous strands of white hair, and he held a fan in one hand while his other hand stroked his goatee.

He proceeded to kneel down beside Zi Zun and placed two fingers on his neck.

After a few seconds, he got up and turned to the two siblings with a serious look in his eyes.

            

    
        Chapter 6: Taken Away

    
    
    
    
                The middle-aged man in pristine robes eyed the two Zi siblings intensely. He slowly walked toward them and crouched down once he got close enough to place a hand on their shoulders.

“I’m Chen Hao Ming, an elder from the Clear Heart Sect. I’m sorry for coming too late. I may have taken care of that demonic cultivator, but your father has already passed on.” The middle-aged man spoke out in a soft and feminine tone.

The siblings visibly flinched at the news, but Zi Xi recollected himself instantly and stepped forward. He clasped his fist and bowed towards the elder.

“Thank you for saving us, Elder Chen. We owe you our lives.”

Zi Xiao Mei didn’t have her brother’s composure and instead ran out toward the body of her father. More tears fell down her cheeks, as if a dam had broken.

Li Lang breathed in deeply to contain his emotions while he carefully watched the elder who had suddenly appeared.

What are the chances he makes such a dramatic entrance? I say this guy was here the entire time and only stepped in when convenient.

Despite Li Lang’s misgivings, there wasn’t anything he could do, nor did he have any proof, so he took to the background.

“No need for thanks, child. We have to leave quickly before more demonic cultivators have any ideas about the unique physique you two possess. Quickly say your farewells to your father.”

Having heard the elder’s words, Zi Xiao Mei’s cry intensified. “It’s all my fault, father! I’m sorry!”

Zi Xi grimaced at the scene and made his way over to hug his sister. For a while, nothing but their heartbreaking cries could be heard.

“I’m sorry, children, but there is no more time. You will have to mourn later. We must depart now.” The Clear Heart elder reminded.

The siblings’ eyes widened, but then turned to Li Lang.

“Elder, can we take our brother here with us? With our father gone, there’s no one left to take care of him.”

“A boy with a particularly big head.” He said thoughtfully. “I have heard about him in the reports. I believe he only has grade one aptitude, which unfortunately means he cannot enter the sect.” The elder shook his head. “Only disciples can reside in Mount Clear Heart, so he can’t come with us. Here, boy, take this and take care of yourself.”

The cultivator threw a pouch toward Li Lang. Upon catching it, he could immediately tell it was full of coins from the jingling of the bag.

“...Li Lang, please take care of yourself. It won’t be long until we come to find you once we have settled in.” Zi Xiao Mei said while doing her best to hold back her tears.

“Yes…Please be careful yourself. No one should target you if we’re not there, but still, be careful.”

“...I will…I’ll also make sure to bury your father. You guys can rest assured.”

While Li Lang had his misgivings and was lost on what to do himself, he agreed his two childhood friends would be much safer with the Clear Heart Sect. As soon as the children finished with their parting words, the elder whistled loudly, and a giant bird rushed toward them. The beast was larger than the vehicles Li Lang had seen, and a mysterious pressure emanated from it.

Is that a tamed Qi beast…?

It landed docilely beside the elder, lowering itself to allow the humans aboard. The elder swiftly helped the siblings mount the beast before getting on himself. The bird had an intelligent glint in its eyes and took off after confirming its passengers were aboard.

It flapped its wings, producing a gust of wind that kicked up all the sand around Li Lang as it took off. Just as it was about to pick up speed, a purple fog encompassed the entire area. The moment the gas made contact with the giant Qi beast, its movements slowed and the bird went into a daze.

The passengers on the mount, however, were completely fine. A soft yellow glow enveloped them, keeping the fog out.

Elder Chen narrowed his eyes and inspected their surroundings. He could make out something moving rapidly within the fog, but nothing beyond that. As the sweat started to build on the elder’s brow, the gentle voice of an old lady sounded out from no particular direction at all.

“A Violet Core cultivator of the righteous path at such a young age. You have even comprehended Fire Laws to minor achievement. Not bad.”

The Clear Heart Sect elder remained silent, despite his expression betraying how serious he found the situation. He made a split-second decision and reached into his robe.

“Come now, you don’t plan on getting violent with an old lady like me, I presume? Why don’t you leave those kids behind and I’ll let you go?”

“Silence you demon! I would be a fool to trust the words of a demonic cultivator like you!” The elder pulled out and scattered a dozen talismans all around him and they exploded with enough force to clear away the fog so that even Li Lang could spot them from the ground.

Unfortunately for Elder Chen, the fog returned a second later.

“Oh, do you know who I am?” The old lady’s voice resonated through the area once more.

“Stop playing around with me and give me an honorable death, if you must! I was prepared to meet my end the moment the infamous Abductress showed up. May the heavens curse your fate with a horrible end for all your misdeeds!”

“I see…” The woman let out a weary sigh. “Fine, I will give you the end you desire.”

As soon as she said her words, the sound of wood clacking filled the area. It grew louder until a figure suddenly leaped into view, crashing into Elder Chen. The Zi siblings huddled together as they watched a wooden puppet locking swords with the elder.

“A Violet Core level puppet?” Elder Chen muttered.

The two were evenly matched, with the Elder’s protective glow clashing against the purple fog that continued its attempt to seep through the barrier.

Neither party budged until the elder’s sword started to glow. Its intensity grew by the second before the middle-aged man shoved the puppet off his mount before chasing after it. 

Several wisps of fire materialized around the elder, spinning in a circle around him. The fire then shot out as if it had minds of its own, cutting off the escape route of the puppet.

He then brought his sword up and the wind began being sucked toward his sword, creating a vortex around it. Right above his sword, a colossal fireball appeared. It rapidly reduced in size as it became more compact every millisecond. The color changed from red to orange, then to a resplendent yellow, as it stabilized around the size of a carriage.

The heat of the surrounding area shot up with the appearance of the giant fireball. The purple haze quickly dissipated from the heat, restoring vision to everyone around. However, what took its place was the air distorting from all the heat, creating a visibly shimmering effect to accompany the high temperatures.

“Whole Heart Slash!” Elder Chen yelled as he swung down with his sword.

The entire area went silent once he swung down, as the yellow fiery ball descended toward the puppet, which was now exposed without any fog around. It appeared slow at first, but suddenly closed the distance to its target in an instant. Then sound all returned at once as the impact of the fireball hitting the earth resounded. Dirt splashed up high into the air, with birds crying out as they took to the skies.

However, the clear skies only lasted for several more seconds before the purple fog once again consumed the scenery as the ball of fire was gone. It prevented everyone from seeing the aftermath of the attack.

Elder Chen knew it didn’t matter if his attack worked or not, as it was only a puppet controlled by a superior cultivator. That was why he landed back on his Qi beast. He looked haggard, and he sweated profusely as he sighed to himself.

“Elder Chen, are you okay?” Zi Xiao Mei asked worriedly.

“I’m sorry—”

Just as he was turning back to face the Zi siblings, he suddenly spat out a mouthful of blood. He glanced down to find a sword had pierced through his chest, and the last thing he saw was the face of the emotionless puppet when he turned his head to get a glimpse of his assailant.

His body collapsed on the back of the giant bird. A wistful sigh from the old woman could be heard by everyone nearby. A moment later, the Qi beast suddenly lost consciousness as well. The beast came crashing down onto the ground.

Li Lang, who had only seen glimpses of the fight, immediately reacted to the noise of the Qi beast hitting the ground. He immediately ran toward the sound of impact.

“Zi Xi! Zi Xiao Mei!”

He ignored the fog and continued running straight into it. He felt his body weaken, but he persisted.

His perseverance paid off when he spotted the large shadow in front of him. It urged him to move even faster until he spotted an adult-sized figure standing over his unconscious friends, sprawled on the ground.

“It really is the Tranquil Harmony physique. Very good!” The old lady’s voice sounded out from the figure.

Li Lang froze at the sight of such a dangerous character, unsure of what to do. He watched as the old woman waved her hands and two wooden puppets appeared out of thin air and began to carry the Zi siblings over their shoulders.

I need to save them…But what can I do?

Li Lang gritted his teeth as he cursed his own powerlessness. He took a deep breath and made up his mind.

“Please leave them alone, Senior! Let me take their place instead!”

The old woman ignored his pleas and kept her full attention on the siblings, but his cries had managed to wake his childhood friends up.

“Huh, where are we? Who are you? Let me go!” The siblings cried.

When Zi Xi met eyes with Li Lang, he quickly changed his complaining tune to that of anger.

“Li Lang! What are you doing? Get away from here!” 

“Now, now, children. Behave.” The old woman clapped her hands and the wooden puppets instantly vanished into the fog, along with the children they were carrying.

Li Lang watched his friends disappear in horror as the old lady finally turned around to face him. She abruptly faded away into the fog and reappeared directly in front of him, causing him to flinch back. He didn’t even get to fall to the ground as the woman gripped his shoulder, holding him in place.

Unable to move, Li Lang could only watch on fearfully as the old lady flashed her teeth at him.

            

    
        Chapter 7: A Red Night

    
    
    
    
                The old woman flashed Li Lang a smile as she ran her hand over his cheeks. Her hand continued downward until it reached his neck.

“Hmm…strange. No unique physique or talent for cultivation despite your deformations… Never mind then. Run along now, child.”

She quickly lost interest and turned her back on Li Lang.

“Wait, take me too!” 

Li Lang ran after the old lady, reaching out to grasp her sleeves. His hand went straight through her as if she were a ghost, and her body turned translucent before dispersing away into the fog.

“Don’t worry, child. I will keep your friends safe, but you likely won’t be able to see them again unless you become at least as strong as me. You should forget about them and live out your life however you want.” Her voice echoed from every direction.

Am I too useless to even be kidnapped in this world?

“Where are you, you old witch?! I said take me too, damn it!”

Li Lang’s provocation went unanswered. He continued yelling obscenities at the old woman, but there was no response, even when the fog cleared up. After an incense stick’s worth of time, the fog completely dissipated, leaving Li Lang alone on the streets just outside the Zi manor.

He stood there shaking his head with a clenched fist.

This…this isn’t the safe and civilized world that I am used to. I really can’t do anything without power here, can I?

When Li Lang was done processing what had happened, he began scanning his surroundings. The entire manor was a mess and the bodies that he previously saw all disappeared!

Just the shockwaves from the fighting were enough to end many lives of the servants and guards serving the Zi Family. It was shocking for him to find all the bodies disappear into thin air so abruptly.

Li Lang gritted his teeth at the sight of all the damage and at the thought of the Abductress not even sparing the remains of the deceased.

It is so easy for the weak to die when they didn’t even do anything wrong. Their deaths don’t even have meaning…Now we don’t even have a body to return to their families. What did they die for?

He assessed the surroundings before his eyes rested on where one particular body used to be. The remains belonging to the former master of the house, Zi Zun, were also missing. It meant Li Lang couldn’t even live up to his promise to the siblings to bury their father. He grimaced at realizing he couldn’t even do that much for the man who had taken good care of him.

Zi Zun was never officially his father or anything, but from his memories, the care and affection he showed Li Lang since he was young was undoubtedly fatherly love.

“I’m sorry… I’m so sorry. I swear I will at least save your children.” Li Lang’s words intensified with each passing word.

He abruptly stood up after his declaration and disappeared into the manor. He knew the town would soon claim this property once they heard the news, so he began looking for any valuables to prepare for his journey.

However, he found the entire manor eerily empty, with not a single body in sight. There were either no valuables to loot or they were buried beneath the rubble.

That witch must’ve taken everything, too…

Many others put in his position would fear for their future as he had lost his backing, but Li Lang didn’t. All his life, he had relied on honest, hard work to get anywhere. It was a habit deeply ingrained into him, so he had no complaints. It was how he rose up in his previous life with no backing.

The only thing Li Lang could find around the wreckage was some food. He quickly packed all his belongings into a small sack and exited the area.

With the Zi family gone and his poor aptitude becoming common knowledge, Li Lang knew he wouldn’t be treated well if he stayed in this town. He was fine with it, as he needed to journey around to achieve his goals, anyway. His childhood friends wouldn’t be saving themselves, and he wanted to study how cultivation worked.

Li Lang didn’t have any memories of his biological parents from this life, so Zi Zun was the closest thing he had to a parent in this world. He believed the least he could do for the deceased man was to not give up on his kids.

Still, just because he wanted to save them didn’t mean it would happen. He had no idea where to go from now on. 

He knew the best method was to seek help, but a part of him wanted to find a way to get stronger himself, so he could gain access to information pertaining to higher levels of cultivation.

Just because someone told him he had no aptitude, the scientist in him refused to blindly believe the words of others. He only believed in claims that were backed by concrete scientific proof.

He knew that it was likely that he was just fooling himself, as there was nothing scientific about a world of cultivation, but he wanted to believe. He wanted to believe that cultivation could be studied just like any other phenomenon.

While he had been deep in thought, Li Lang had subconsciously walked toward the lake his childhood friends had brought him to previously. He stared blankly at the beautiful sight of the purple Nightembers that glistened under the moonlight, as he reminisced about the fun times he once had around here.

Memories of his peaceful time flashed through his mind and frustration inevitably welled up in his chest as he realized those days were permanently behind him.

He let out a sigh and then began taking a stroll along the edge of the lake.

He soon walked into the rocky area where Zi Xi had once guided him to. Just like his previous visit, he picked up a pebble and threw it with all his strength toward the water. The stone skipped a few times before disappearing into the lake.

After throwing a few more stones, he calmed down and sat on the ridge that overlooked the entire field of purple Nightembers that shone with soft yellow light.

Well…time to plan out my next step. Survival is my priority, and then I need to find an expert to either help me or learn from them. Survival, survival…I should take stock of my finances first.

Finally, having a moment to catch his breath, Li Lang opened the pouch the elder from the Clear Heart sect had previously thrown to him. As he suspected, he found it full of coins. They varied in color, with the majority of them being silver mixed in with some bronze and gold.

However, there was one coin-sized object in there that drew his attention. He carefully picked up a colorless, small orb that was translucent. It resembled a murky marble, but with more flat faces like a cut gemstone, and Li Lang could feel something special about it.

It was only then that he remembered a different currency that cultivators normally used. The metal coins in the pouch were the common currency among regular folks, but he remembered being taught about an even more valuable currency called Qi stones. Having received the pouch from a powerful cultivator, it wasn’t hard for Li Lang to make the connection.

Li Lang thoroughly examined the Qi stone, as it piqued his curiosity. 

Interesting. This kind of rough finish should mean this is its natural shape and not cut like a gemstone. From its name, it should contain this Qi energy that powers cultivators and their tools…

Having observed that point, Li Lang couldn’t help but take out the red gemstone on the necklace he had been wearing. He placed it right next to the Qi stone and began comparing it to confirm his suspicions.

What he didn’t expect was for both stones to suddenly start glowing. On top of that, he could feel a strong suction force coming from his red gemstone. It was even causing the Qi stone to turn into speckles of light before being absorbed by the ruby.

What is going on?

Despite his panic, the phenomenon taking place before him didn’t give him any time to think. The suction force exponentially intensified and within a second, the entire Qi stone had vanished. However, the suction force didn’t stop, and it began tugging on Li Lang’s finger that had been holding the stone.

His skin quickly parted, and blood was drawn. 

Thankfully, as soon as his blood made contact with the red gemstone, it calmed down. Li Lang quickly took off his necklace and distanced himself from the dangerous specimen.

This thing is…dangerous, but I also want to study it. Hmm…In the first place, where did it even come from? I have been wearing it ever since I ‘awakened’, but my memories don’t have any information on where I got this necklace.

Just as Li Lang was frozen from indecision, the gem began to glow again. This time, the brightness of the gem was incomparably more intense than before.

As the light grew brighter and brighter, he began to back away. He had seen countless experiments his peers had done to know a rapid increase in luminosity could mean trouble. It represented a huge amount of energy, and he doubted that it would be different in this world.

To his surprise, the red stone began to rise, floating up in the air by itself. It was slow at first, but slowly gained speed. Just as it got to his eye level, the stone abruptly started heading straight toward him.

Cursing his luck, he didn’t hesitate to turn tail and run. There was so much he had to do, and he didn’t want to have any risky dealings with the suspicious floating stone. As much as he was curious about the stone, he wasn’t stupid enough to risk his life to find out. He preferred a safe laboratory environment when doing research.

After a few steps, he took a peek to find the stone was still on his tail and accelerating, too. He changed directions several times but to no avail.

What is this?! How in the world do I get away from it?

As he started to panic, he ran into the treeline in hopes the obstacle would slow the stone down. His eyes widened when he saw the stone agilely maneuvered around the trees, traversing the obstacles even faster than he could.

It gained quickly on Li Lang, and his mind blanked. It was inevitable the pressure of being chased finally got to him and he clumsily tripped on the root of a tree. He rolled down a slope, and for a moment, he outpaced the stone. It only lasted until he landed with a thud as he collided with a tree.

With the wind knocked out of him, he could only lay there helplessly as the stone rammed straight into his head. It didn’t bounce off after the impact, but instead, stuck onto his forehead. 

It…didn’t hurt?

Li Lang slowly opened his eyes to find nothing had happened. The stone didn’t explode or hurt him in any way. In fact, the light had subsided, so he reached out to the stone to confirm its existence.

The moment his bloodied hands made contact with the stone again, he felt like he touched a black hole as it sucked up the energy out of him. He rapidly grew tired and his vision darkened.

In an instant, Li Lang had fainted.

“...M…ma…” A muffled voice rang out in the darkness. “Ma….master!”

The voice became clearer by the moment, rousing Li Lang from his slumber. When the voice became clear enough to make out their meaning, he snapped open his eyes. He found himself floating within the darkness, with only a specter of red light floating beside him.

“Master! Please decide how you would like to set up your artifact space.” The red orb glowed in sync with the child-like voice.

“Where am I? Who’s there?” Li Lang glanced around the darkness around him in confusion.

The red orb floated into his view whenever he turned his eyes.

“Master, I’m right here. I do not have a name yet, but that can wait. You should decide how you would like the artifact space to be set up first so you don’t have to float around in this darkness.”

With nothing else around him, Li Lang was forced to accept the floating orb was talking to him. He stopped looking around, squinting his eyes to inspect the red orb.

A talking red orb. Truly fascinating, and if possible, I would love to experiment with it. That is… unless…

“Have I gone crazy after hitting my head? And this is all just a figment of my imagination?” Li Lang muttered with wide eyes.

            

    
        Chapter 8: Artifact Spirit

    
    
    
    
                “Have I gone crazy after hitting my head? And this is all just a figment of my imagination?” Li Lang couldn’t help but mutter at the ludicrous situation he found himself in.

He was floating in the middle of darkness and a childish voice came from a red stone.

“Master, you haven’t gone crazy. I guarantee it!” the red orb immediately replied, flashing excitedly, in sync with its words.

“...Then what are you?”

“I am the proud artifact spirit of the…I…don’t have a name yet, Master. You have to decide one for me.”

“Are you like a…newborn artifact or something?” Li Lang couldn’t help but ask, having heard the childish voice of the orb.

“Of course not! I am a powerful Divine artifact, made from the will of the world, and have been around for eons!”

“...You’ve been around for eons but still don’t have a name?”

“I…Most of my memories are wiped each time I gain a new master.”

“...Fine, then. I’ll call you Ruby for now. What was that about the artifact space?”

“Understood, Master. I’ll be Ruby until you say otherwise. The artifact space is where we currently are. The default state is that of nothingness. To make use of my powers, it is best for you to set up the space to match your preference. If you would like, I can peek into your memories to set up the space for you.”

“...You can read my mind?”

“Only with your permission, Master.”

“...Sure.”

Li Lang was already having trouble keeping up with what was happening, so he happily offloaded the bothersome task away. He didn’t really care if the space was just a spartan room.

The darkness suddenly receded, and the entire room became a blur of lights. The next thing Li Lang knew, he found himself inside a place he was familiar with and he instantly became nostalgic. 

He glanced around and took in the scenery of the laboratory he had spent much of his time in.

He quickly headed for the door, but when he tried to hit the button to open it, his hand phased straight through.

“Master, this is just an illusionary space with the projection of the room you frequented the most. It is limited only to this area.”

“I see…” The excitement that had abruptly welled up within him dimmed just as quickly as it came before it exploded back upward in a rollercoaster of emotions, as he excitedly pondered how this artifact space worked.

“Are you satisfied with this, Master?”

“Yes. Thank you. Anyway, tell me how you work. How is this possible? What principles are behind it?”

“I’m sorry, Master. I don’t know myself. It just comes naturally to me.”

“Never mind, then. I’ll have time to investigate it myself soon enough.” Li Lang swiftly reined in his excitement and took a seat in his familiar chair.

“So, tell me. What are the powers that you mentioned having?”

“Master, I am a rare and invaluable artifact that specializes in helping crafters such as alchemists, blacksmiths, and other creators hone their craft!”

“And how so, specifically?”

“You can test out new recipes and crafting techniques in this artifact space without expending any materials as long as it is in my knowledge repository.”

As a scientist in his previous life, Li Lang’s interest was instantly piqued. What the Red Stone had described sounded surprisingly similar to an advanced variation of a virtual simulator.

“Show me.”

“...Sorry, I can’t, Master.”

“Hmm? Why not?”

“My knowledge repository is currently empty, Master. There’s nothing I can reproduce. You’ll have to find materials to let me absorb it first.”

At Ruby’s mention of materials, Li Lang glanced around at the specimen storage of his lab. He quickly remembered how they weren’t real, but when he glanced over at his equipment, he abruptly shot up and ran to the largest machine present, which was surrounded by layers of protective glass.

“Why is my auto-analyzer different?”

He closely examined the large machine that was one of the backbones of every lab back in his world. The auto-analyzers took care of much of the tedious work of analyzing the makeup and compound of whatever was inserted.

“It is part of my power, Master. I can help ‘simulate’ equipment you are familiar with to help in your craft, but your cultivation is too low. You can barely supply enough Qi to use just the tiniest fraction of my powers. I took the liberty of finding the oldest model of auto-analyzer from your memories to more accurately represent what the machine is capable of right now.”

“Wait…So this auto-analyzer is actually usable and not just decoration?”

“Yes! Even without my memories, I’m sure this is the first time I’ve seen something like it, but it should work perfectly as long as my powers can handle it!”

Numerous research topics surfaced in Li Lang’s mind as he found out his precious machine worked, but he knew many research topics were irrelevant now. The projects that he could weaponize weren’t so easy to create without the industrial backbone of an entire star sector behind him. It would be close to impossible to source all the raw materials and other specialty equipment involved in the production of bio-weapons he knew of.

In the first place, Li Lang didn’t even know if this world had the same materials or followed the same laws of physics. All the scientific knowledge he had accumulated may be completely useless!

He shelved all his wild thoughts as he continued to learn from his newly acquainted artifact spirit.

“Do you have any function that can help me cultivate?”

“I’m sorry, Master. I do not have knowledge regarding that topic.”

I guess things aren’t that convenient, but this virtual space should be able to help me in other ways…

Several ideas about how he could leverage Ruby ran through Li Lang’s head, but he needed more information before he proceeded with any one of them. He knew too little; he didn’t even know how to start cultivating. 

With his yearning for cultivation rekindled, he glanced over at the floating red orb.

“Ruby, how do I get out of here?”

“I can do it for you, Master!” 

In the blink of an eye, the scene around Li Lang changed. He suddenly found himself lying flat on the ground in the middle of the forest. He stared up at the night skies that were illuminated by the numerous stars above. It was a sight he had rarely seen in his previous life, as the nightlights of the cities had drowned out the stars.

He noticed he had one hand placed on his forehead, gripping onto something. When he opened his hand, he found that he had been holding onto a dull, red stone.

“So it wasn’t a dream, after all.”

“Master, I am very real! Would you like to enter back into the artifact space to confirm?” The child-like voice rang directly into his mind.

“...No, it’s okay. Are you going to be in my head from now on?”

“I am only able to communicate with you, Master, when you are holding the stone against your head.”

“I see…Tell me about what you know about where we are.”

“I’m sorry, Master. As I previously mentioned, my memor—”

The voice abruptly cut off as Li Lang moved the stone away from his head. He stared down at the stone for a moment before bringing it back up by his ear.

“Master, that was rude!”

“Sorry, I just wanted to test it out.”

“You can trust me, Master! I wouldn’t lie to you!”

“...They say the next town over is half a day away, so I guess I’ll have to find shelter for the night first.” Li Lang quickly changed the subject.

Seeing how Ruby had no useful input, he stowed it away and prepared to traverse the forest. 

The glimmering forest shouldn’t be too dangerous for him. It had no Qi beasts and was somewhere Zi Zun hadn’t minded them visiting despite their young age.

Dredging up his memories, Li Lang headed for the rocky cliff area where a road leading to the next town should be. He walked cautiously, being mindful of each step. Whenever he spotted any new type of plants, he would gather them.

It didn’t take long for him to make it out of the overgrowth into a flat barren stretch of land beside a cliff wall that stretched further than what his eyes could see. He could hear the sound of water pouring down nearby as well.

“I guess this will have to do for tonight…”

He placed his bags against the cliff wall and sat down, hugging his knees. He laid out the plants and branches he had collected before he took out a piece of dried jerky and munched on it while he held up Ruby to his head.

“Can you add these plants and sticks I gathered into your knowledge repository or the auto-analyzer?”

“Yes, Master, but they will be permanently destroyed in the process of recording their data into my knowledge depository. Once they have been added, you can then place them in the auto-analyzer. Should I proceed?”

“Yes.”

The items before him quickly faded from view. It was like they had evaporated but in a matter of seconds.

“...Bring me into the artifact space.”

“Understood, Master!”

Li Lang blinked and found himself inside his familiar lab once more. This time, he wasn’t lost and immediately walked over to the auto-analyzer.

This model…is one I’ve seen in a museum back in my student days…It should work the same way, right…?

He glanced around and found the items he had gathered were neatly placed in a pile on the table beside the machine. He didn’t hesitate and moved to pick out a simple tree branch and threw it into the tray.

Right as he shut the cover behind the tray, the mechanical arms came to life and brought the piece of wood further into the machine. Li Lang watched through the transparent glass as it went to work, impatiently tapping on the table.

“Report, ETA!” He yelled out after a minute.

Li Lang expected the synthetic voice of an AI to respond, but what he got instead was Ruby.

“Master, ETA is six hours, nine minutes, and eleven seconds.”

“...What? It normally doesn’t take more than a few minutes!”

This stupid antique!

“Sorry, Master…You will have to increase your cultivation to be able to use more of my power if you want more processing power.”

“...Forget it. Take me out of the artifact space. I’m going to sleep.”

“Understood, Master!”

Li Lang quickly found himself back in the real world, staring at his knees. Before he could look up, a voice rang out from above him at a shockingly close distance.

“Good, you’re awake.”

            

    
        Chapter 9: Sailing Through the Sky

    
    
    
    
                “Good, you’re awake.”

Li Lang’s eyes opened wide as he looked up at where the voice had come from. A young boy in pristine beige robes stood right before him. He had both hands behind him and was looking down at Li Lang with a smile.

He appeared young, around Li Lang’s physical age, and had a lively aura. Still, Li Lang regarded him cautiously.

“Who are you?” 

“Relax, child. I am Elder Nong from the Clear Heart Sect. I just wanted to ask you a few questions.”

This kid? An elder from the Clear Heart Sect?

While Li Lang was skeptical, he didn’t let it show. He could feel power, similar to the other elder, emanating from the young boy.

As if he could read Li Lang’s mind, the young boy’s next words precisely addressed Li Lang’s concern.

“Do not regard me as a child. I am over three times your age. My appearance is simply like this because I reached the Foundation Establishment realm quicker than most. ”

Fascinating. Cultivation could affect physical growth? No wait, don’t get distracted…If what he says is true, then their sect sure reacts fast… Maybe they can help save Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei!

“I…if you’re here to investigate about Elder Chen, then you have the right person! You have to quickly tell your sect about the evil demonic cultivator who had slain your elder and kidnapped my friends!”

The young elder furrowed his brows and gestured for Li Lang to slow down.

“Calm yourself, child, and explain everything from start to finish. I will definitely try my best to help, but I’ll need to know the entire story first.”

Li Lang did not hesitate to narrate everything that had happened at the Zi manor the day before. He made sure to even recite the words spoken by the people in his story so he wouldn’t leave out any information.

It took almost half an hour from start to finish before his retelling ended. Elder Nong’s furrowed brows hadn’t relaxed throughout the entire story.

“Are you sure Elder Chen referred to this old woman as the Abductress?”

“Yes, I’m sure of it.”

The young man closed his eyes and massaged the area between his eyes. He then let out a weary sigh before directing a look of pity at Li Lang.

“Thank you for telling me about Elder Chen’s fate. You have saved me from having to do lots of tedious investigations, but unfortunately, I cannot help your friends.”

“Why? Isn’t the Clear Heart Sect of the righteous path? Don’t you hunt down demonic cultivators? We’re talking about one who not only kidnapped my friends but killed your fellow elder here!”

“I understand… but there is nothing we can do. Even we have limits to our power. You may not know, but Abductress is a famous demonic cultivator that, I am ashamed to say, is far beyond what we can handle.”

“Then ask someone who can handle her for help!”

The elder shook his head and smiled patiently at Li Lang as if he was teaching a naive student.

“The large sects won’t act lightly. Maybe if she crossed their bottom lines, otherwise, the sects refuse to get involved for small matters, citing they are too busy dealing with the Myriad Races.”

That just means the large sect won’t move because they aren’t motivated enough to do so. If they won’t move until they can profit from it, then their so-called righteousness is just a scam!

Seeing how Li Lang’s breathing was becoming uneven, Elder Nong could easily tell the young boy was getting agitated. He quickly changed the topic.

“Anyway, where are you headed, child? I can at least help you get to somewhere safe. Someone as young as you traversing the wilderness is no joke, you know.”

“...I’m—forget it! If you can’t help directly, can you take me into your sect instead?”

Li Lang knew the fastest way to both save his friends and learn about cultivation was to enlist the help of an expert. Experts weren’t easy to approach without being one himself. This gave him another reason to learn how to cultivate himself, as he knew he could only rely on himself at the end of the day.

“I’m sorry. According to what you say, your aptitude for cultivation is too low and you don’t possess any unique physiques despite your physical deformations. Not even I can bend the rules on who we accept…How about I bring you to Xiang Yang and find someone to take care of you instead?”

“Xiang Yang?”

“The largest city around these lands. There’ll be numerous people there, and where there are people, there are opportunities. You’ll be able to find your own path there.”

Li Lang only thought about it for a short moment before nodding his head. It would beat having to find his way by himself, and where many people gathered was exactly what he was looking for. 

Elder Nong nodded and gently smiled at Li Lang’s response. He didn’t dawdle, and a wooden carriage suddenly materialized at the wave of his hand. 

Without explanation, the elder carried Li Lang and placed him inside. Li Lang glanced around at the plain-looking interior of the carriage. He didn’t get to look around for long as he suddenly felt a brief moment of heaviness. He immediately realized that the carriage had taken flight, and the view from the window verified it. 

“Don’t move around too much or you may hurt yourself,” the young elder said as he looked back at Li Lang’s bewildered expression through the small window at the front. “First time on a Skyrunner? Don’t worry, I’ll start slow. It may not be the most comfortable, but it’s fast.”

The carriage began to pick up speed, with the sound of wind growing louder and louder. He would’ve panicked a lot more about his safety if he had never been on an aircraft before, but that wasn’t the case.

True to his words, Elder Nong gently accelerated, but the acceleration continued for a long while.

This…this is faster than a helicopter!

Thankfully, Li Lang hadn’t received a face full of wind while they traveled at such high speeds. The carriage shielded him from the elements, but when he glanced over at Elder Nong, he saw a soft glow surrounding his body, acting like a barrier to the cultivator.

“Are you okay?” The young elder called out while keeping his eyes on the front.

“Yes…How long will this trip take?”

He glanced up at the sky for a short moment before responding.

“Hmm…We should reach Xiang Yang just before sunset.”

“But it’s still morning…”

“...Would you like me to tell you a story in the meantime?”

“...No, thank you.”

The young cultivator scratched his cheeks at being unsure of how to properly take care of a child. He soon gave up and fished out a jade slip to ponder on its contents instead.

Meanwhile, Li Lang curiously examined the passing scenery, trying to learn more about the world he found himself in. 

A dense forest covered as far as he could see, with a few occasional mountains here and there. He couldn’t make out any details, though, as a fog covered every stretch of the land below. He passed the time trying to catch glimpses of the world beneath until he grew tired of his futile attempts. 

Seeing how the sun was at its zenith, he wanted to enter Ruby’s artifact space, but he was hesitant to do so with a powerful cultivator beside him.

He hadn’t figured anything out when he found me while I was inside Ruby before, but he may be able to sense me entering the artifact space…I have too little information on what cultivators are capable of.

“So, Elder Nong…” Li Lang called out, trying his best to sound like an innocent and curious child.

“Yes?” The cultivator quickly stowed his jade slip and replied.

“What cultivation realm are you in?”

“That isn’t something you should ask lightly, child.” He smirked, as if having caught a mischievous child. “Many cultivators are sensitive to being asked such questions, so be mindful of asking in such a direct way. I don’t mind telling you that I am in the late stage of the Foundation Establishment realm.”

Li Lang forced out a gasp of admiration before continuing his questioning.

“So what’s the difference between you and cultivators in the Energy Gathering realm?”

“The difference is vast…Most commoners may have some attainments in the early Energy Gathering stage, but less than five out of a hundred Energy Gatherers ever breakthrough to the next major realm. Many of them are stuck at Energy Gathering even after spending their entire life cultivating. However, countless people still strive for it because it can let them live longer.”

“Even people who have poor aptitude like me?”

The cultivator gently patted Li Lang on the head.

“Yes. It is much harder without good aptitude as it requires much more time, hard work, and, more importantly, resources, but it is still possible.”

“So it is possible for me to cultivate! Can you teach me?”

The elder held his gaze on the Li Lang for a moment before sighing. 

“...Sure, I can’t teach you any of our sect’s techniques, but I can teach you…the basics.” Elder Nong closed his eyes and contemplated about the manner for a brief moment. “Yes, the basics are fine. Let me warn you, it won’t be easy. Many give up, and that is fine too. If you force yourself too much, it is very possible to hurt yourself or even die.”

The two then lost themselves in their conversation and before they knew it, the sun had begun to set and they arrived at their destination.

A large city began to come into view through all the fog. It had a huge stone wall surrounding it, and Li Lang could barely see where the walls ended despite the vantage point he had. 

Elder Nong headed straight for one of the entrance gates and began his descent toward it. There was a long line of people waiting to enter, and many of them had their heads turned up towards them, whispering amongst each other.

“We’ve arrived.”
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                “This is Xiang Yang. This is as far as I can take you, since they don’t allow people to fly into the city. We’ll have to part ways here, but I hope you find your way in life. If I make any significant progress in my cultivation, I swear I will help you search for your friends.” The elder from the Clear Heart sect with the appearance of a young boy proudly declared.

“...Thank you.”

Elder Nong proceeded to descend right beside the gate, ignoring all the spectators in the line. At the wave of the hand, several guards rushed out toward him, bowing politely toward him.

“Sir cultivator, please let us escort you through.”

“No need, I’m just dropping this boy off.”

“Understood. Allow us to escort him, then.”

The elder nodded, and he floated back up to the skies on his wooden carriage. The soldiers quickly saluted him before they moved to surround Li Lang.

“Follow us.”

Li Lang nodded blankly and did as instructed. They moved right past the line, who were all gossiping amongst themselves while pointing at the strange big-headed child.

“Look, that’s him. The one that senior from the Clear Heart sect brought along.”

“What senior? He looked as old as my son to me.”

“What do you know, you old geezer? Experts can control their physical appearance somehow. He could be a hundred years old for all we know, as Foundation Establishment experts have a lifespan of five hundred years, after all!”

“Anyway, who do you think that child is? A child of that senior?”

“Probably not if he’s leaving him here alone. Look at the size of that head…Maybe he has a special physique.”

“Then the great senior would’ve taken him away to their sect already!”

Li Lang ignored the gossip from the crowd and continued his way through the thick walls into the city. He watched as the guards ushered several people in the middle of paying the toll, to move to the side as they passed by. 

Luckily for him, the guards hadn’t asked him to pay the toll and welcomed him into their city.

“Child, was there somewhere you needed to go? I can take you there.” The leading guard asked as he waved his subordinates away.

“Umm, just anyplace where I can find lodging.”

He nodded and wordlessly resumed walking.

Li Lang had to pick up his pace to match the strides of the adult, but that wasn’t able to distract him from taking a look at the city around him.

It was a vibrant and lively place, with street stalls on both sides of the road, where large streams of people went about their lives. The vendors aggressively hawked their wares as they walked by, but none dared to stop them once they recognized the guard’s uniform.

It only took ten minutes before they arrived at their destination. It was a store with a wooden sign that depicted the sun and the moon. Once the guard gestured for Li Lang to go in, he swiftly took his leave.

As if taking over for the guard, a middle-aged woman stepped forward and loudly welcomed her latest guest.

“Welcome to the Azure Sky Inn. How may I help you, little fella?”

“I would like a room.”

“For how long, and would you like your meals included?”

“Do you have deals for long-term stays with meals included?” Li Lang asked as he counted the coins in the purse he had received from the late Elder Chen.

He found several gold coins and a plethora of silver and bronze coins. As he had lived in this world for ten years, albeit with some mental deficiencies throughout most of it, it wasn’t hard for Li Lang to know the great amount of money he had received. He had heard all cultivators were rich, and he currently couldn’t agree more.

“We charge thirty silver coins for an entire month with two meals each day included for a standard room.”

“Yes, I’ll take that, then.”

Li Lang quickly received the key once he paid and headed up to his accommodations. While he thought it was weird that no one found it strange for a child like him to be alone, he was grateful he didn’t have to go through the awkward conversation as well.

Maybe it isn’t a rare sight in this world…How cruel.

Once he got into his room, he swiftly locked it behind him and jumped onto the wooden bed. With him finally alone, he didn’t waste any time and took out the thing he had kept hidden until now.

He gripped the red stone tightly in his hand and brought it up to his head.

“Master, your analysis on the auto-analyzer is complete! Would you like to enter into my artifact space now?”

“Yes, I’ve waited long enough!”

Li Lang blinked and instantly found himself inside his old lab once again. The auto-analyzer was right in front of him, and he quickly used the touch screen to bring up the analysis report. Various details were displayed, allowing Li Lang to view the makeup of the tree branch he had put into the analyzer. 

“This tree…I’ve never seen anything like it before, but it is also remarkably normal at the same time…Why does it say the anomaly here can’t be analyzed?”

“Master, that is information pertaining to the Qi of the specimen. You can only analyze Qi of things that are at your level or weaker, which means you currently cannot analyze any Qi-related materials at all.”

“I see…Well, what I got already sufficed for initial testing. Let’s try out the various plants I gathered now.” Li Lang threw a random plant from the pile beside the analyzer, and a timer appeared on the screen.

“...Over twelve hours. Is there any way to speed this up?”

“I’m sorry, master. This is the best I can do until you cultivate and become stronger.”

Well, it isn’t that bad to wait a day. Research is supposed to take a long time after all. The important thing is its accuracy…

“I don’t suppose there are research papers in this world I can learn from, is there?”

“I don’t know, master…but I don’t believe so. I don’t think your so-called ‘science’ even exists in this world.”

Forget it. I’ll do it myself. The materials and everything may be different in this world, but I can still learn about everything using the scientific method just the same. Observe, hypothesize, experiment, analyze, then conclude.

By studying it systemically, I’m sure it’ll help me in figuring out cultivation one way or another.

With nothing left to do inside the artifact space, Li Lang returned to reality. He now had shelter and money. There was nothing left hindering him from beginning his search for either someone to save his childhood friends or cultivate himself.

However, seeing how the guards reacted to Elder Nong, he doubted he would find anyone strong enough to help in this city. 

That meant Li Lang’s next step was cultivation. He began reviewing what he learned from Elder Nong’s lessons during their journey.

The stronger I get, the easier it is for me to come into contact with stronger cultivators.

He quickly got into the lotus position and‌ closed his eyes. He sat there and breathed in deeply for several minutes, but to no avail. 

Realizing it wasn’t working, he delved into his memories as he tried to remember the sensation Elder Nong had kindly shown him.

“Can you feel it, Li Lang? I am channeling a sliver of Qi into you through your spiritual roots.” The elder had said back when they were still on the way to Xiang Yang while placing a hand on his shoulder. “Do not forget this feeling. The first step of cultivation starts with absorbing Qi into your body and becoming a vessel for it.”

“Yes…The feeling is very strange.”

“You will get used to it with time. Now that you know what Qi feels like, try to absorb the ambient Qi around us.”

The strange sensation quickly subsided, as he felt it drain out to the source it came from, the hand on his shoulder. With the feeling still lingering in his mind, he began taking deep breaths in search of that sensation.

“There is no need to breathe so deeply. Have a clear image of taking in the Qi, and it will naturally flow. The image you have of how you absorb the Qi is the basis of cultivation methods. While I cannot teach you our sect’s methods, you can try using the simplest method of sucking in the Qi through your mouth.”

Li Lang slowed his breathing at the advice, sucking in the surrounding Qi. To his surprise, the method worked, and he began to feel a trickle of that strange sensation entering his body from five different points. However, it was so very slow.

“Good, now will the Qi to gouge out a space to hold it within your body. It will empower you as long as you let it be a part of you. Some prefer to think of it as melding with the Qi. Either way, the end goal is for your body to become a container. Do not be mistaken, it will hurt, and a lot, too. But you will need to be able to bear the unique pain you will feel if you want to cultivate. Just be sure to stop immediately if you feel any sharp pain or you will hurt yourself.”

He swiftly directed the Qi to his finger and tried to dig out an area for the Qi to stay. He felt like he was trying to hollow out his finger to become a container for the gaseous substance that was Qi, and a dull pain permeated throughout his being and intensified quickly. The Qi dug into his flesh and only became more painful the more force he tried to apply.

He could feel sweat dripping from his brow as his body heated up, but he held on. Li Lang continued his first cultivation session for over three hours before he was forced to stop.

As foretold, he eventually felt a sharp pain run its course throughout his entire body.

“You have reached your limit, I see. You can’t get too greedy with your low aptitude. The reason why aptitude is so important is that it dictates how much Qi you can tolerate each cultivation session. You said you only had five spiritual roots, so you will have to take your time. Once you reach your limit, if you continue and ignore the sharp pain, it will start damaging your spiritual roots and could even lead to death.”

“...Is there no way around it?”

Hearing the question, the elder sighed as he looked up into the sky.

            

    
        Chapter 11: Cultivation 101

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang still remembered the moment when he had asked Elder Nong if there was any method to get around the limit of Qi one could absorb each session, imposed by aptitude. The elder had closed his eyes and took a pregnant pause, looking towards the sky above before replying.

“Cultivation is more difficult than climbing up Mount Tai. Each and every step is taken with blood, sweat, and tears, but the higher you go, the steeper it gets. You must also progress quickly lest you run out of time. If you need assistance at the start line already, how far could you possibly go?”

Seeing Li Lang’s unconvinced expression, the young elder shook his head and continued.

“If you must know, there are no established methods to break past one’s natural limit. While some employ the use of various pills to address this issue, they all come with serious drawbacks and an exorbitantly high price. The famous Ascension Pill is one such pill. While it allows one to breeze through cultivation realms, one won’t be able to exert strength as befitting of their cultivation or progress by themselves without further using pills of even higher quality than the previous.”

“I see…“

The young elder pitifully stared back at the large-headed boy as they silently continued their journey. He wasn’t trying to discourage him, but the ways of the world were too cruel and he believed it would be better for the child to give up his unrealistic ambitions early on.

Li Lang finished reminiscing about the lesson he had with the elder and prepared himself for another attempt. With a clear image of the strange sensation of Qi fresh in his mind, he began to suck in the ambient Qi as he had done in his memories.

The surrounding Qi slowly but surely entered his body through five different points. With the energy flowing through him, he began the next step of using the Qi to dig out a space for it within his body. He began with his fingers, and the dull pain intensified the more he forced Qi into himself.

The pain persisted for as long as Li Lang cultivated.

This…is taking so long. Hmm, Elder Nong said to use my imagination, so maybe I can make it faster if I use other imagery.

Li Lang began imagining himself as a black hole, dragging all the ambient Qi toward him. It once again started at a slow trickle, but then rapidly grew into a quick stream. 

It worked! But it’s not going any faster if my body can’t hold it. It’ll just spill out!

He adjusted his mindset and had the Qi within him transform into a high-powered laser. He then directed the laser to bore through the space he intended to hold the Qi. There was no pain from the burning laser or anything, but the dull pain persisted.

Like that, he cultivated until he soon felt a sharp pain running through his body. 

Li Lang had always been a hard worker, but if you looked at it from another angle, it also meant he was a stubborn person. That meant he was immensely frustrated when he had to stop so soon. He forced himself to rein in his feelings and swiftly entered Ruby’s artifact space. 

Each person’s recovery time before they could cultivate again was different. The elder had told him it would normally take half a day, but was safer to take a full day’s rest. It wasn’t uncommon for people who worked too hard to suddenly die. Hearing that, Li Lang wanted to find the exact amount of time it took for him to recover to maximize his gains.

He took a blood sample from himself and placed it into the auto-analyzer. He would repeat this every hour. While his first sample took an hour to analyze, the following samples took much shorter as the machine simply had to spot the difference.

The test showed that his cells were stressed to the point they were destabilized, but were recovering.

Once the sun rose, he began trying to absorb a sliver of Qi into himself again, testing if the sharp pain persisted. Then he analyzed his condition in his lab. He did this nonstop, skipping any meals until the discomfort from absorbing Qi ceased.

“Roughly eleven hours…” He wrote down his results on his usual computer in the lab. “The elder said a typical cultivator with grade one aptitude would at least take an entire month to break into the first stage of the Energy Gathering realm.”

He tried to make his implants run the calculation for him out of habit, but quickly smacked himself when he realized he didn’t have such conveniences anymore.

“Twice a day for thirty days is sixty cultivation sessions. If I can find a way to shorten this somehow, my speed could drastically increase. However, recklessly doing so may come with the risk of overdosing on Qi and dying.”

I need to investigate how overdose works if I want to continue. For now, I’ll cultivate twice a day.

After a whole night without rest, Li Lang’s stomach instantly grumbled when he finally settled down. He exited his room and found a seat down in the restaurant area on the first floor to make use of the meal that was included with his lodging.

The young lady, who wasn’t much older than Li Lang, immediately approached when he sat down.

“From room 207, correct? I’ll bring you your breakfast right away, but what would you like to drink?”

“Water is fine.”

The young girl nodded and walked back into the kitchen. She came back within a few minutes with a bowl of stew and quietly placed down his order.

Li Lang didn’t mind the lack of choice and didn’t hesitate to sate his hunger. While his body took care of sustenance, his mind was busy with other matters.

I’m curious about how Qi overdose works, but I need to come up with a hypothesis that I can test… I don’t really know much about Qi at all. Is it wise to base my guesses on my previous knowledge?

For the next ten days, Li Lang mindlessly cultivated, ate, slept, and checked in on the results of the auto-analyzer during the time in between.

The various plants he had examined all provided a trove of information, but none of them proved particularly useful to his current situation. However, he was satisfied with expanding his database of knowledge, though. Who knew when it would prove useful?

On the tenth day, he halted his routine once his hypothesis had taken shape. However, an obstacle stood in his way. The scientific method he was familiar with wasn’t perfect. One crucial thing he needed to do was to experiment. To progress, he would need to perform countless experiments to gather as much data as possible to test his new hypothesis.

The main problem was that cultivation involved humans. While Li Lang had ample experience performing human experimentation, he had trouble coming up with a way for his child self to attain subjects.

As a former biodefense specialist in service to the Federation of Man, he simply had to put in the request and his colossal government organization would source the subjects he needed without him having to lift a finger. He hadn’t a single experience in searching for willing volunteers himself, nor was it possible for the current him to capture vicious criminals in some of the more dangerous experiments used.

“Ruby.” He grasped the red stone tightly and placed it against his forehead.

“Yes, master?”

“I can’t bring living beings into your artifact space, right?”

“That’s correct.”

“How about parts of them? Like hair or blood?”

“Those you can. It’ll just be like any other material. However, their condition won’t deteriorate like in the real world.”

Even with the lowered requirement, Li Lang still couldn’t think of a way to find volunteers to help with his experiments. Especially if he wanted obedient people who would listen to his instructions.

Faced with this dilemma, Li Lang began to rethink his strategy.

Maybe I should focus on other aspects that don’t involve human experimentation first. The elder had mentioned pill refining, so maybe I should try starting from there first and use that to build wealth to incentivize people to my plans. The only issue is getting started in such an esoteric subject.

On the tenth morning, since he had arrived in Xiang Yang, Li Lang set off from his inn for the first time.

He had asked the innkeeper for directions and they had pointed the way to the Alchemist Guild near the center of the city.

It was quite far from where his lodging was and it took his short legs a whole hour until he arrived at the core part of the city. The moment he set foot there, it was apparent that the core part of town was different, catering to the wealthy.

There were numerous stores catering to cultivators, selling artifacts, talismans, pill furnaces, and much more. As a result, numerous cultivators were seen around the area.

With Li Lang’s daily cultivation, his sensitivity to Qi had improved and he could tell the cultivators in his vicinity were giving off an immense amount of Qi. 

Many normal citizens were low-level cultivators, as it wasn’t hard to get started and had many benefits. Just being in the first stage of the Energy Gathering realm was said to give them a few extra years of lifespan. 

However, just because cultivators were plentiful didn’t mean powerful cultivators were plentiful. That was why Li Lang found it surprising that there were so many strong presences nearby. 

He soon found himself standing before an enormous complex that stood over ten stories tall. It was one of the tallest buildings he had seen upon setting foot in the city, and the large resplendent gate at the front only heightened the sense of grandeur of the scene before Li Lang.

There were crowds of people going in and out of the tall gates, and Li Lang took a short moment to compose himself before delving into the flow of the crowd.

Entering the spacious lobby, he could see several counters with lines of people in front of them. He glanced around at the signs and joined one for the information desk. While he waited, he surveyed the different kinds of people here and the architecture of the gigantic wooden pillars that were painted a vibrant red.

This place doesn’t seem easy to build with the absence of construction equipment. I wonder if there are cultivators specialized in architecture.

The receptionists at each counter seemed experienced and diligently addressed each visitor with speed and clarity. The lines moved swiftly and within an incense stick's worth of time; it was soon Li Lang’s turn.

The little boy, with a larger head than normal, sauntered forward to the curiosity of all the onlookers, but the receptionist still greeted him with a smile.

“How can I help you, young master?”

“I would like to learn alchemy. How do I apply as an apprentice?”

The lady instantly directed him with a troubled look.

“Umm…”

            

    
        Chapter 12: Alchemy and Materials

    
    
    
    
                The receptionist balked at the question coming from the little boy for a split second before composing herself and re-donning her facade.

“Little friend, the Alchemist Guild’s role is to certify qualified alchemists. We do not take apprentices ourselves. Your best chance is to find a teacher by joining a sect.”

“Do you not have your own alchemists, who serve the guild that can accept disciples?”

“We do, but it is up to each individual alchemist to decide how they accept disciples. It isn’t the guild’s business to meddle in that. Their requirements are usually pretty high in both aptitude and other qualities important to an alchemist, so it may be easier for you to join a sect.”

Li Lang tried not to grimace at the mention of aptitude. He felt like he was being impeded by it every step of the way.

“Do you sell books on pill refining, then?”

The receptionist flashed a strained smile at the child before her.

“Silly boy, an alchemist’s techniques are their treasure. They would never spread them around. Each alchemist’s techniques are only passed on to their disciples.”

“...How about books on herbs and other materials itself?”

“Go to the Gatherer’s Guild for that.” The woman replied, with an edge to her voice that slipped out.

“Can you give me the directions to there? And I should be able to buy some pills here, right?”

“...Of course.”

Li Lang then headed to another line as instructed. The line this time was much longer, and the counter wasn’t in sight from the tail end of the line. Thankfully, the Alchemist Guild knew how to do business efficiently, and the line made good progress every few seconds. 

He soon saw the reason the line was moving so fast, as he watched several children, that were around his age, coming up to each person in line.

“Sir, can you read? Here is the list of pills for you to browse. If you know what you would like, just inform me and we will have it ready for you by the time it is your turn.”

The children moved as a group and kept handing sheets of paper to the customers in line before taking their orders. They moved with practiced ease and it was soon Li Lang’s turn.

He quietly read over the list handed to him. There were unfamiliar names such as Qi Condensing pill and Heaven and Earth pill, while there were also easier-to-understand ones such as Antidote Pill or Recovery Pill. 

There were prices clearly marked right next to each pill, which made Li Lang suddenly realize he wasn’t as rich as he thought. All the prices were listed in Qi stones and the cheapest pills cost two Qi stones. After mentally converting his wealth to the correct unit with the rate listed, he ended up only having a handful of Qi stones.

Cultivating was expensive. It not only allowed people to expand their lifespan, but also brought power, wealth, and status. It only made sense that people would spare no expense for cultivation-related items.

He didn’t have a stable income yet, so Li Lang only selected one pill to start off with.

Once he was done with his purchase, he headed for the next destination. He swiftly exited the splendid Alchemist Guild and only had to travel down one street before he arrived. 

The Gatherer’s Guild he had been informed about was much more modest than the Alchemist Guild. It was a simple two-story building with an unimpressive entrance. Still, it had a high amount of traffic, with many people going in and out. 

Upon entering, Li Lang immediately noticed a stark difference. Inside the Alchemist Guild, there was a large variety of people, ranging from strong cultivators to rich merchants, or even normal citizens. In comparison, the Gatherer’s Guild’s demographics were much simpler. There were only strong cultivators who seemed like seasoned warriors inside.

The young boy entering the building immediately drew everyone’s attention. A brief silence took over the lobby until someone with a masculine voice dramatically cleared their throat. Everyone inside immediately acted as if they had their tail stepped on and quickly went about their own business once more.

That didn’t give Li Lang a sense of relief, though. The man who had cleared his throat was carefully looking at Li Lang and gestured for him to step forward. He obediently obeyed the muscular men behind the counter, who stood at least six feet tall.

“Boy, what business do you have?”

“...I wanted to purchase some herbs and other alchemy materials.”

Li Lang’s words had caught the attention of several rough-looking individuals nearby, but they quickly looked away when the muscular man glared their way.

“Sorry, we don’t sell that around here. We sell directly to the Alchemist Guild.”

“Then can you teach me about the herbs and where I can harvest them myself?”

“We only share that information with our members. Actual material gatherers.”

“Then allow me to become a material gatherer.”

“...Kid, you’re not even in the first stage of Energy Gathering. Material gathering isn’t a game, especially for a smelly brat like you. It is a dangerous job where you will regularly encounter Qi beasts.”

“I don’t mind. You don’t have any rules against me joining, right? Please sign me up.”

“...It’s your funeral, kid.”

The large man quickly stepped into the back before reemerging with a crystal ball, much like the one used to test aptitude.

“Place your hand here.”

When Li Lang did as instructed, the orb didn’t glow like he had expected. In fact, nothing happened. The muscular man didn’t give a chance for him to ask questions and immediately retreated to the back once more. He didn’t return until ten minutes later, with a wooden badge with the number one inscribed on it.

“This is your guild badge. It shows you are a grade one gatherer. You can go to the bulletin board over there with the map to see what areas you can gather from. The blue areas are for rank ones like you and are marked with the materials commonly found there.”

Li Lang nodded at the explanation while he fidgeted around with the badge he received. He could sense Qi from it, so he was tempted to study the material it was made from.

Once the man had finished, he wasted no time and walked toward the map.

“Hey, now. Is that kid seriously planning on heading into the forest? He’ll just be feeding the Qi beasts…”

“Who cares? We still need to find a ten-year-old Sunfire Leaf for Young Master Ye. We have to find it before that sect’s entrance assessment begins next year.”

“We should go as well. We need to maintain our relationship and fulfill Spirit Grove’s request.”

“Looking for more members to venture into the Verdant Forest!”

While some had paid attention to Li Lang, even more went about their own business. Li Lang quietly listened, carefully sieving for any useful information as he made his way to the bulletin board.

The map posted there had a detailed outline of the area surrounding the city, with various areas highlighted in different colors. Li Lang knew it was already dangerous for him to traverse the relatively docile blue area for beginners, so he paid the other areas no mind.

He carefully memorized the information for each plant found in the blue areas. They had a note nearby with the name, picture, and information for each one. They even went into detail about the harvest method, but none of that changed the fact Li Lang had to go in person to attain these herbs.

Without the herbs themselves, he wouldn’t be able to proceed with his plan to analyze and recreate the pill he had bought.

Once Li Lang had finished his business in the Material Gatherer’s guild, he swiftly left after asking for directions for his next destination. 

This time, he had to travel much further to a different part of the city before he arrived on a busy street. The entire area was filled with stores that sold various things a cultivator would want. The majority of the stores sold Mortal-grade artifacts, with only a few possessing Earth-grade artifacts, which corresponded to the Energy Gathering realm and Foundation Establishment realm in power, respectively.

However, the store Li Lang headed for sold something entirely different. He walked through the storefront and found it relatively quiet. Only a few guests were browsing the products displayed on the wall behind the clerk. Despite there being few guests, each and every one of them appeared to be incredibly wealthy, coming from famed houses.

Li Lang eyed each talisman on display carefully, reading every word on the plaque below them. He couldn’t help but smirk when he read about one of the talismans on display in particular, but he frowned when he read the part labeled with the price.

“This young master. How may I help you?” A gentle and feminine voice called out from the other side of the counter.

I won’t have enough money for anything but next month’s inn fees if I buy this…

While Li Lang silently contemplated, the female clerk waited patiently beside her guest while wearing a smile. Her face beamed upon hearing Li Lang’s next words.

“I want that one over there.”

            

    
        Chapter 13: A Journey of a Thousand Miles Begins with a Single Step

    
    
    
    
                Twenty days after Li Lang had visited the various guilds in Xiang Yang and spent most of his fortune on a talisman, his plan was finally coming to fruition.

During this entire time, he had closed himself off at his inn, cultivating, eating, and sleeping. He kept a low profile and avoided trouble. It would have been exceptionally boring if he didn’t have Ruby to talk to and the research results of the various plants he had previously harvested.

“Ruby, I can feel it. Today should be the day!”

“You can do it, master!” the child-like voice excitedly cheered on.

The timer in his lab rang, marking twelve hours since his last cultivation session, and he immediately exited from the artifact space and stowed Ruby away. 

He got into the lotus position and began absorbing the surrounding Qi by invoking the image of black holes. As he had done throughout these twenty days, he ushered the Qi to carve out a space that could hold it within his body, working on his feet this time. He had already done so to the rest of his upper body to his limit, and only his left foot remained.

His flesh resisted the invasion of Qi, but he applied more force, increasing the level of pain. For someone with only grade one aptitude, it didn’t take long before he soon felt himself approaching his limit.

A sense of urgency welled up when he thought back to that old hag, The Abductress’s words. He couldn’t help but be skeptical of her promise to not harm his friends. She was apparently a famous demonic cultivator, and one didn’t earn that title by being a trustworthy and upstanding human being.

Not wanting to waste even a second, he continued melding the Qi with his flesh to his utmost limit. Just as the sharp pain that signaled his limit began to spread, it abruptly ceased. He felt his body radiating an air of strength and filled with energy.

The energy coursed through his veins with no escape, and he couldn’t help but shoot up from his seat and stretch out his hands, with his two palms facing the sky. The bed strained from his sudden movement but luckily held as he recollected himself.

“Have I broken through to the first stage of the Energy Gathering realm?” he muttered as he examined his body.

There wasn’t any outward difference, so he brought out Ruby and held it against his temple.

“Ruby, can you tell if I have broken through?”

“Congratulations, master! Yes, you have! I can now use slightly more of my power, so your auto-analyzer’s processing speed should increase accordingly.”

“Great! By how much?”

“Umm, it’s hard to say. Maybe around 10%?”

“...That isn’t that much.”

“Master, the first stage of energy gathering is just the beginning of cultivating. Almost anyone could reach this stage, so it shouldn’t be surprising that it doesn’t give you that much of a power boost.”

“...You’re right. Elder Nong did say that early Energy Gatherers have only become slightly stronger physically. What I really care about is if the auto-analyzer can now work on the pills I bought!”

“Of course, as long as they have around the same quality of Qi as you. Most Mortal-grade pills should work, only Earth-grade pills and above are beyond you.”

Li Lang swiftly fetched out the pill he had purchased from the Alchemy Guild and laid it in front of him. It was inside a bottle that was properly labeled.

“Let’s start as planned. Bring the pill into your space, Ruby.”

“Yes, master!” 

The entire bottle faded out of existence and Li Lang impatiently entered into the artifact space after it.

Without hesitation, he took the yellow-brown pill out of its container and threw it into the auto-analyzer. He glanced over at the new timer displayed on the screen and yelped.

“What? 169 hours?”

“Master, the auto-analyzer is already working faster than before. It’s just that items with Qi take much longer than the mundane items you’ve scanned so far.”

“...A whole week. Whatever, I can wait that long.”

Shaking his head, he exited the artifact space and began to enact his plan. He still had enough funds to pay for another month at the inn, but that was it, so he didn’t have any time to waste.

After a quick breakfast, he headed out of the inn for the first time in a while and retraced the path the town guard had used to guide him there from the gates. If there was one thing Li Lang could be proud of, it was his memory that aided him greatly during his academic days. 

The way out of the city was filled with crowds of people going about their lives. More than a few people gave him strange looks as he left the gates, wondering why such a strange child would be heading out alone, but no one called out to him.

Most of the other groups that left the city traveled in groups or rode carriages. They all headed down the well-traveled paths, and Li Lang took the one that headed west of the city. The travelers kept some distance between each other, and their paces were different, so the further they got, the more spread out they became.

Having walked down the path for almost an hour, Li Lang noticed a group of rough-looking men with sabers at their hips, veering off the road toward the treeline that was also his destination.

Material gatherers with the same goal, perhaps? Hmm…

Being a beginner, Li Lang made a split-second decision on the whim to follow after them. He wanted to see professionals at work, and their proximity made it safer for him too with all the Qi beasts that may be lurking about. 

While they likely wouldn’t like it if they noticed him, he didn’t believe they would treat a kid like him as a threat, even if he was caught. It was worth the risk if he could hold on to his trump card for even a second longer.

The trek across the uneven terrain of the forest drastically slowed down the pace of the group. It slowed even further when they came to a stop as they discovered a gathering spot.

Li Lang was mindful to keep a distance away, but there was a limit to how far he could be without losing track of them through all the bushes around. He was just close enough to listen in on their conversation.

“Leader, allow me to keep watch this time! I recently succeeded in practicing Clear Jade Farsight!” A young teenager proudly declared to a man with grizzly hair.

Before the leader could reply, one of the men who was crouched down harvesting herbs loudly asked the person beside him.

“When did our group get hold of something as valuable as a cultivation technique?”

Having heard their companion’s question, they all erupted into laughter.

“Hahaha, don’t let the name fool you, Wang Quan. It’s just the basic technique to enhance your eyes with Qi. Yi Wen over there came up with some grand name when the kid asked him about it while he was drunk!”

The kid who was so proud just a second before blushed in embarrassment at the revelation, and the group only erupted into another round of laughter, but the leader quickly put a stop to it.

“Focus on your work! If your hands stop, then your mouths stop. We’re no longer in the city, so lookouts, be on your guard. Kid, you’ve already been assigned your role for this trip. We can talk about it next time.”

The men soon resumed their harvesting, and Li Lang didn’t miss a second of it. The material gatherer’s guild had a detailed description of how to properly harvest the herbs, but it still paled in comparison to a live demonstration, albeit from a distance.

However, he wasn’t able to watch in peace as the lookouts did their jobs and managed to spot the child with an abnormally large head.

“You there! What are you doing sneaking around us?”

The group of men all turned over in his direction at the same time, and one of them kicked off the ground and dashed toward him in a blur. He was so quick that Li Lang only had time to fall flat on his butt before the man arrived right before him.

“Brat? What are you doing? You lost?” the leader of the group said with a frown as he towered over the strange child.

His men quickly caught up to him and one of them exclaimed in surprise when he saw Li Lang.

“Boss, that’s the weird kid with the big head I was talking about before. The one who boldly signed up at the guild.”

“...So you’re trying to gather up herbs like us? You think you’re clever trying to hang around us for protection? There are rules in this business, brat, and you’d do well to learn them.”

“...Boss, he’s just a kid.”

“You think I don’t know? I started in this business when I was just—”

The leaves suddenly rustled violently and the entire group tensed up and looked all around them. The expression of the entire group quickly became tense as their leader shouted out his commands.

“Gather up around and prepare the—”

He didn’t have a chance to finish when a dark brown leopard abruptly jumped down from a tree and bit down on the captain’s shoulder. The leopard pinned the man down with lightning speed. 

Everything happened within an instant. Blood splashed onto Li Lang’s face and the only thing he could hear were the cries of the man before him.

            

    
        Chapter 14: Material Gathering

    
    
    
    
                As the warm blood splashed onto Li Lang’s face, he quickly reached into his robes to keep his trump card close. However, before he could use it, the man above him, who was still being bitten by the Leopard, suddenly shone like a lamp in the dark.

Li Lang didn’t even have time to process the scene before the light exploded outward violently, sending the Qi beast flying.

“Run! That beast is at least in the middle stage of Energy Gathering!” the leader of the group yelled out as he fetched out two different pills, one red and one yellow. He swallowed them at once, and his wound immediately stopped bleeding, as it magically began to close.

“What is a mid-stage Energy Gathering Qi beast doing in the outskirts of the forest?”

“Who cares? Get moving already!”

Having heard the urgency of the group, Li Lang wasted no time as well and jumped to his feet. He had his hand tightly grasping his trump card the entire time, as he silently followed the retreating party.

They didn’t make it far before the surrounding leaves rustled once more.

“The beast will be attracted to me who has the highest level of Qi! Gather around!” The leader yelled.

Hearing his words, Li Lang discreetly distanced himself from the leader instead. 

An abrupt yell soon sounded out from the center of the formation.

“Not this time, you damn beast!”

It all happened so fast that by the time Li Lang could make out what happened, the beast had already been repelled and was growling at the group from a short distance.

These beasts are so fast that my eyes can’t catch up…Who knows if it’ll suddenly change to an easier target like me? Now isn’t the time to be holding back.

As the leopard circled around the group, carefully scanning for any opportunities, a sudden gush of Qi bellowed out nearby. The powerful Qi caused the beast’s fur to stand on its end as a shiver ran through its body. The leopard’s survival instincts screamed at maximum intensity, causing it to turn tail and disappear into the forest.

“It…it ran?”

“Hurray! That dumb beast must’ve been scared off by our big brother’s mightiness!”

“...That’s…right! Hurray for our big brother!”

The leader of the group could only awkwardly clear his throat in an attempt to draw their attention but to no avail. The men soon all cheered his name, and it was too late for him to correct their misconception, so he could only nod his head at them.

He quickly urged his men to retreat and carefully scanned the surroundings, including the skies above. He suspected that either another strong Qi beast was nearby or an expert had saved him. 

No matter how much he strained his eyes, he couldn’t find any clues, and he soon gave up. He knew there was no way for him to detect an expert that didn’t want to be found. The results of getting out of that encounter with such a powerful Qi beast without harm had already satisfied him.

It was only when he calmed down that he began looking around for the brat they were dealing with earlier.

“Hey, where’s that brat with the big head?” 

“The brat? I haven’t seen him. Hey you guys! Anyone seen the brat?”

All the men briefly searched the area and came up empty. The leader could only sigh and hope the child had safely gotten away.

While the group had been searching for him, Li Lang had been rushing through the forest, searching for any useful plants. Having seen how dangerous this place could be, he didn’t dare dawdle lest the effect of his talisman expire.

The talisman Li Lang had brought the other day, using a good chunk of his wealth, was what had caused the Qi beast to shriek away in fear. It was a beast-warding talisman that released the aura of a Foundation Establishment cultivator to keep them at bay. It had been tweaked so that it only worked against beasts to avoid misuse, which was why no one had noticed Li Lang using the talisman.

It only worked for as long as it took to burn through a large incense stick, which he calculated out to be approximately two hours. 

It was unaffordable to most sectless cultivators because it costs as much as what material gatherers made in several weeks, so none of them had even considered making use of such a luxury item for their work. Such talismans were normally reserved only for the offspring of the wealthy.

With the talisman only effective for a short duration, Li Lang rushed into the forest in a frenzy the moment he had used it. He wanted to get a few samples of as many herbs as he could, in hopes of gathering all the required materials to recreate the pill he had thrown into the auto-analyzer.

Without having to worry about being interrupted by any beasts, Li Lang single-mindedly tried to replicate the actions he had seen of the material gatherers. He knew his technique was rough, so he could only pray as he clumsily gathered the herbs.

When he felt like a good amount of time had passed, he checked the timer he had started in his artifact space. When there was just a quarter of it left, he decisively retreated toward the city. 

Li Lang had never been a fighter, having holed up in his lab more than he had gone to the gym. Hand-to-hand combat wasn’t even common in his day and age. With much more technologically advanced means at their service, melee combat skills were only popular in very niche groups.

Even now that he had become a cultivator, he hadn’t practiced a single skill yet. As he rushed out of the forest, he couldn’t help but contemplate the idea of finding techniques that aided him in retreating from danger.

I’ll have to take things one step at a time. That guy talked about cultivation techniques as something really valuable, so I don’t think I’ll get the luxury to pick and choose anytime soon. I have to count and spend my coins carefully right now, lest I lose the roof over my head.

As Li Lang grumbled to himself, the city of Xiang Yang soon came into view. He suddenly slowed down his pace and cursed.

How did I forget about the entrance toll…How much is it even? Damn, please don’t be too much.

He prayed and cursed as he waited in line for half an hour until it was his turn. 

“Next!”

He nervously walked up at the calls of the gate guard, hoping it was the same man who had accompanied him before, and that he would recognize him. His prayers weren’t answered as the guard coldly yelled out to him.

“Toll! Two silvers!”

Li Lang restlessly glanced around in search of a guard who may recognize him but to no avail.

His antics made the guard give him a second look.

“Brat—are those herbs that you gathered on your back?”

“Yes…Is there an additional fee to bring them in?”

“No, but if you are a member of the Material Gatherers Guild, then you do not need to pay the toll.”

“Oh, I am a member!” Li Lang quickly fumbled for the wooden badge he had received and presented it to the guard. “Here’s my badge.”

The guard glanced down skeptically at Li Lang before he grabbed the wooden badge from his hands and examined it briefly before returning it.

“You may pass. Next!” 

Thanking his luck, Li Lang hurried into the city and returned to his inn. He stowed his harvest before having a meal on the first floor.

He always ate at one of the tables in the middle, where he could easily listen in on the other patron’s conversation because it was one of his few forms of entertainment he had and was good for information gathering.

Today, the same gossip was circulating as it did this past week. Even with no particular new information, Li Lang enjoyed listening to how each different person explained what the upcoming event entailed.

“I heard even more sects will be coming this year to recruit new disciples!”

“It’s not surprising since Xiang Yang always had a large population.”

“Who cares about any of that? None of you have any kids, so it has nothing to do with us.”

“Hey now! Sometimes when the sects don’t recruit enough talents to fill their quota, they’ll start opening up recruitment to the older age groups! Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? Joining a proper sect with vast resources?”

“Hmph, I’m not blind enough to believe it’ll be my turn to be picked. I’m already twenty-nine and I am still in the sixth stage of Energy Gathering.”

Once Li Lang had finished his meal, he returned to his room and resumed his cultivation routine. 

He began gathering Qi and directly melded it into his body. Having become a first-stage cultivator of the Energy Gathering realm, he noticed his Qi capacity had grown. Still, the difference wasn’t large.

Time passed when no new things entered his life, and soon a week had passed. On this day, he excitedly entered Ruby’s artifact space.

“Master! The analysis on the Recovery Pill is complete!”

            

    
        Chapter 15: Small Business

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang ran to the auto-analyzer upon hearing Ruby’s report regarding the completion of the analysis on the Recovery Pill. He skimmed through the pages of reports, which were much more detailed than what he received when analyzing any of the previous materials.

The first section went over the effects of the pill, which, as its name implied, helped the user recover from their wounds. It worked on all sorts of physical injuries by speeding up the natural recovery process exponentially.

The page with the materials was almost entirely labeled with either alphanumerical gibberish or question marks. Many new compounds were assigned temporary codenames while the database was still missing numerous materials.

“Good, very good! Now we just need to analyze all the herbs, too!”

Li Lang could tell the analyzer did its job well. Once it gained the information on the raw materials, it should be able to analyze its creation method. It may take a few trials and errors to fine-tune it, but this was a process Li Lang had done thousands of times before!

He excitedly placed one of the herbs he had recently gathered into the auto-analyzer, only to find the new timer showing 75 hours.

Glancing back at the small pile of herbs he had, he began to wonder if he had enough money to last that long. He had only brought a small portion of each herb into the artifact space, but there were still almost a dozen different types.

I’d have to get lucky to figure out the recipe within a month. I’ll need to come up with a way to start making some money in the meantime or else I’ll have to sell some of the herbs, but if I do, it won’t be so easy to attain them again…

Faced with this new reality, Li Lang quickly finished another round of cultivation and set off for the commercial street to explore new ideas.

The streets were bustling with people as always, as the stalls and street vendors hawked their wares. Seeing how busy some of the stalls were, he almost ran over to ask if they were hiring, but quickly gave up on the idea.

He doubted anyone would hire a young child like him, so he believed it was better to come up with some small business instead.

He walked down the street as he browsed through what the street vendors sold for inspiration. Most of them simply had their wares laid out on their blanket. The range of what was sold varied widely from common household items to antique silverware.

It was a given that almost all stalls were operated by adults, but Li Lang would occasionally see some children help out, albeit in a supporting role. The only job he saw a child do alone was selling flowers or hawking traveler’s biscuits and drinks.

Boy Scouts jobs…I doubt I could make much doing those jobs, but it may be better than nothing.

Just as Li Lang closed his eyes in deliberation, he suddenly felt something bumping into him, pushing his small body helplessly aside.

“Watch it!” An angry voice rang out.

Li Lang turned to find the man staring down at him, but his companion quickly ushered him to keep moving.

“Hey, we’re in a hurry. Let’s go buy something to drink real quick before leaving the city.”

“Hmph, dumb kid. Yeah, let’s go. Too bad we can’t drink alcohol before the job. It would’ve been so refreshing in this heat.”

Li Lang let out a sigh once the two men disappeared and swiftly got moving as well. He didn’t manage to take a few steps before he abruptly came to a stop.

Wait, that’s it! I can sell that!

“Ahem…”

Li Lang turned to find another person glaring daggers at him for suddenly stopping in the middle of the road, and he quickly apologized and made his way to the market. He went to inquire about the prices of several stalls selling foodstuffs and seasonings. He only bit the bullet to buy all the materials he needed when he recognized a mineral labeled indigestion medicine from a stall. He grinned when he found the key ingredient to his plans.

The majority of the time wasn’t spent on haggling or finding the things he needed, but confirming what each ingredient was. Thankfully, this world had all the ingredients on his shopping list, with no need to search for alternatives.

He returned to his inn with a full haul, where he was greeted by the middle-aged innkeeper.

“Went shopping, I see. Need any help with that?”

“No thanks, but do you have a small barrel or something I could borrow to store liquids?”

“Hmm…there should be a few empty water kegs out back by the well. Feel free to use those.”

“Thanks!”

Li Lang quickly retrieved everything he needed and neatly laid them out on the floor of his room. The bulkiest items were the barrel and a bamboo pole.

He got to work and prepared the ingredients, particularly in processing the nahcolite mineral he bought into baking soda. Li Lang smiled happily as he crushed the minerals before beginning the leaching process. He had recalled pleasant memories of having done this before for a school project.

He found he wasn’t tired even after hours of work. He could feel that his power and stamina had improved. It was all thanks to the breakthrough that empowered him physically.

He then waited a few days for his baking soda to crystallize and dry.

When he was done, he combined his new baking soda with vinegar to cause a reaction that released carbon dioxide gas. He had the bamboo pole set up to act as a tube for the gas to inject the gas into the soft drink he had made in the meantime.

Once he was done, he immediately dipped a finger into the new drink he concocted and gave it a taste test.

That’s….pretty…bad. Well, I can’t really compare it to the stuff I’m used to. Maybe the people of this world will find it enjoyable?

Li Lang swiftly slapped himself and shook the lazy thought of selling what he produced on his first try. He was taught that if he was going to do something, he better do it right. While it wasn’t possible to perfectly replicate what he had in his old world, he should at least attempt to do the best he could.

With his new business plan in mind, Li Lang got to work and added the development of his new product to his usual routine. After eating, cultivating, sleeping, and developing his product for a few days, he finally arrived at a recipe that resembled what he knew.

The most difficult part was getting the carbonation process correct, but he fine-tuned the process without wasting valuable ingredients by performing his tests in Ruby’s artifact space.

Afterward, he needed to test how to store it and found small bamboo containers worked best. The only thing he hadn’t done was to find someone to taste it for him. He didn’t know anyone, nor had he any money to hire a helper. He was also confident in his own creation, as well,

On a regular afternoon, Li Lang set off from the inn, carrying a basket full of the little bamboo containers. He boldly strove onto the main street around the area where other kids hawked their wares and joined them.

“Refreshing spring water for sale! Five coppers only!”

“Traveling biscuits for sale! Cheap, cheap!”

“Anyone thirsty? Refreshing drinks for sale!” Li Lang copied his seniors and yelled out.

He only had to navigate through the crowd for ten minutes before a rough-looking man with an eye patch gestured for him to come over with his finger.

“How much?”

“Ten coppers.”

“What? That much? Why is it so expensive for water?”

“It’s not water, sir. This is a new refreshing drink that you have to try.”

“No need.”

The man made himself scarce, but then a group of three young men approached the young hawker as they overheard the conversation. There was a lanky man with a slumped back, a young and well-dressed teenager who carried himself with a hint of arrogance, and a bulky man who stoically followed behind.

“Did you hear that, Young Master? This brat is charging ten whole coppers for his so-called ‘refreshing drink’. I bet it’s just water he mixed with some grass or something!” The lanky man sneered at Li Lang before turning back to his companion, sounding like the textbook sycophant.

“Oh? I think he mixed rice water in it instead. Chou Tang, why don’t we find out? It is only ten copper coins, after all.”

The young master said before he flicked open his fan and started fanning himself. Without bothering to look at Li Lang, he spoke as if he was giving out a command.

“Boy, give us one.”

The young master then threw down a handful of coins onto the ground as he swiftly snatched a bottle from Li Lang. He was just about to down the drink when he hesitated at the last moment.

“This is drinkable right?”

“Brat, you better be honest. If this gives Young Master Peng a stomachache or anything, you won’t get out of this unscathed!” The lanky attendant, Chou Tang, added.

“Yes, it is a new drink called soda.”

Young Master Peng glanced at the bamboo container in suspicion as he tried to sniff out its contents. Having found no issues and could only hear some air escaping from the container. He curiously brought the container up to eye level for inspection.

After giving the drink another sniff and finding no issues, he took a sip.

He could instantly feel an army of tiny bubbles invading his mouth before they gently burst on his tongue. There was even a faint taste of sweetness, and he quickly took a larger sip this time. He could feel some fizziness as he swallowed the drink, leaving behind a pleasant, invigorating sensation that lingered.

“Kid, this is really good! What is it called again?”

“Soda, sir.”

“Good, good. Give me another five of these sodas, then.”

Li Lang had wanted to recreate the soft drinks of his world, but due to not knowing the exact recipes and the high price of sugar, he had to settle for a much inferior version of soda, or so he thought.

For the inhabitants of this world, this was an entirely new drink they had never experienced before. In fact, they rarely even drank sweet substances cold, so this was a novel and memorable experience for the young master who had tried it for the first time.

It went without saying Li Lang’s first customer wasn’t the only one who found his sodas enticing. After others had seen the young master buying more after giving it a try, others were spurred into action, and they quickly sold out.

With his stocks depleted, Li Lang scrambled back to the market to prepare for the increased demand when word would inevitably spread.

Now that should take care of my lodging expenses. If only I could speed up the auto-analyzer with money too…

            

    
        Chapter 16: Month After Month

    
    
    
    
                For the past several months, Li Lang had settled on his routine. He would cultivate in the morning before going off to sell his sodas, then he would resupply his ingredients before spending his day making more of his merchandise for the next day. During all other times, he would keep to himself and practice his newfound Qi powers.

So far, he could only replicate the most simple moves that only involved concentrating his Qi to certain parts of his body. When he concentrated the Qi to his eyes, he would be able to see further while if he gathered it into his feet, he would be able to kick off with more force. However, it took a lot of concentration to do.

Anytime he tried to do anything more complicated, the result would be a painful backlash. It didn’t do him any serious harm, as it was more akin to touching a boiling kettle for a brief moment.

If only I could find some cultivation techniques to reference…

He shelved away any idle thoughts and proceeded into Ruby’s artifact space. There were a lot of materials and herbs to analyze. When he read the report, he quickly broke out into laughter.

“It’s done! All the materials for the Recovery Pill have been identified!”

With all the ingredients analyzed, Li Lang could finally get started reverse engineering the pill recipe for the Recovery Pill. He had all the building blocks. Now he needed to find the method to trim off the excess and be left with the active ingredients.

From the time he read the results of the first herb he had put into the auto-analyzer, he knew it wouldn’t be as simple as he initially thought. The results he got were the final answer, but he now needed to find the process to get there.

Continuing with the report, he found while he had gotten the material makeup, none of the materials had the same Qi signature as the Recovery Pill he had first analyzed.

This was a large setback to his timetable, as it meant he was missing something. Something that would change the Qi signature, either the refining process or perhaps a technique of some kind.

No matter what it was, it would definitely cost Li Lang more time and money.

To confirm his new direction, he swiftly did a small experiment. Inside his artifact space, he took a small amount of each herb and began mixing them and boiling them. There was no recipe to follow, and he did everything on a whim. He threw the completed mixture into the auto-analyzer and patiently waited.

A few days later, the results confirmed one of his theories. The Qi signature of his concoction was completely different from that of every material he had used to create it.

With the path to his goal in sight, Li Lang didn’t shy away from putting in the hard work. He steadily continued his routine for another month, then another and another. During this time, he did add one thing to his routine, which was to carefully test the reaction of herbs mixed together.

He would start by simply heating the specimen and recording its new properties using the auto-analyzer. The amazing power of Ruby came into play during this time. Every herb that had been recorded could be used endlessly in his experiments, and his only bottleneck was the auto-analyzer to study the results.

At the same time, he saved up money as he prepared to get a new batch of unknown herbs. He would eventually have to buy another warding talisman in order to do so.

Months passed by and soon he was able to save up a sizable amount of money. He even felt his body bursting with energy after a cultivation session, which he suspected was his breakthrough to the second stage of Energy Gathering. However, not much changed besides a further increase in his physical strength.

Having made his breakthrough and some wealth, Li Lang began to ponder how to utilize his resources.

There’s no point in money if I don’t spend it. I still need to save more money to be able to afford another talisman to replenish my material stock…

Li Lang fetched out his purse and counted a healthy sum there, but it was still a way off from purchasing another talisman.

As he worked day in and out, he kept thinking of ways of improving his efficiency, so he had been making more soda to sell now than in his early days.

However, producing more meant he had to dedicate more time to both production and sales. He had struck a delicate balance that he could manage.

Maybe I should find people to help me sell my wares, too…

With his war chest filled, Li Lang prepared himself the next morning to head out and had an early breakfast. Sitting inside the first floor of his inn, all the other guests continued about their business without sparing him a glance.

“Today’s finally the day of the recruitment tests. I wonder how many sects will show up this year?”

“Hopefully more than last year. I hope they don’t recruit enough disciples, so I have a chance to take their special exam.”

“Brother, you should be over twenty by now… I doubt you can handle the tests for your age bracket…It’s all usually people who are at the peak of Energy Gathering!”

“...Let me dream, will you?”

The sect recruitment tests taking place today… And with multiple sects, too.

Li Lang didn’t forget about his goal of making connections to powerful cultivators who could help him save his childhood friends or provide him with useful research data. It was what he had been working toward.

Seeing such an opportunity before him, he didn’t hesitate to make a last-minute change of plans and go spectate the event. 

Each sect was a huge repository of knowledge, which was why Li Lang wanted to join one if he could. While he had broken through to the second level of Energy Gathering recently, he knew if he participated, his results would be the same as before. There was no way any sect would accept someone with only a grade one aptitude, as it would simply be a waste of their resources.

It wasn’t hard for him to find the location of the tests, as the entire city seemed to be in a festive mood because of it. Numerous people on the street were actively talking about the event, all heading in the same direction, so Li Lang simply followed suit.

He soon came before the city walls and found a large stream of people slowly climbing up the stairs onto the walls. When he finally managed to make it up, he instantly knew why they had gathered there.

On the other side of the walls, where there was usually a large clearing, a group of people gathered on top of a wooden platform. Reinforcing his eyes with his Qi, he was able to tell the majority of the people there were children similar in age to him. 

They were all quietly facing a small crowd of adults at the front. There were several groups of them and it was easy to tell them apart due to their clothing.

“Mother, is it starting yet?” A small child beside Li Lang yelled out.

“Yes, almost. You must conserve your energy to cheer on your brother when it’s his turn, okay?”

“Mmm, I will!”

“Good boy. As long as your brother does sufficiently well, he should at least be able to choose to join the Violet Sword Sect!”

The test soon began, and a similar scene from his own tests played out. The children were ushered forward to place their hands on a transparent ball to have their aptitude tested.

Many people cheered in excitement while others who had poor results walked back into the city despondently. Li Lang couldn’t help but think back to his own experiences when both Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei were with him. He let out a sigh as he continued to observe the event.

He caught sight of several children who were crying in the corner, refusing to leave the area or accept the reality thrust upon them. The people from the various sects ignored them and they continued to carry on their tests until the end.

The entire event lasted half a day and a powerful cultivator then declared the end of this year’s recruitment. Many people on the walls beside Li Lang did not hide their disappointment when no special recruitment was announced. Everyone began to make their way down the walls and go on with their lives.

However, the small group of disappointed children still stood in the corner of the clearing, as if their time had been frozen.

Seeing their crestfallen expressions, Li Lang felt an urge to reach out his hand to them. They were all like him, with no aptitude to cultivate, and he wanted them to join his research for alternatives.

Even then, his feet remain frozen atop the walls. Li Lang knew if any of them joined him, it would mean they would take part in his experiments. There were too many risks associated with becoming a test subject, especially in an untested field that was starting from scratch. If it was so easy for people of low aptitude to cultivate, then the cultivators of this world wouldn’t have so readily abandoned them.

If Li Lang accepted the children before him, many of them would definitely perish. Despite his experience in performing human experiments, he was still reluctant to enlist the help of those who were so young. 

He knew they were the best test subjects he could find, which caused an intense internal battle to take place within Li Lang.

He only stopped wracking his brain on this dilemma when he noticed the odd behavior of one of the children in question.

A small child had lurched down and repeatedly slammed his head into the ground. It was only because the floor beneath him was dirt that he was still okay, but that may change if he continued with his antics.

Seeing how none of the other children around moved to intervene, Li Lang sprang into action.

            

    
        Chapter 17: Youth Workers

    
    
    
    
                Even by the time Li Lang descended the walls and made his way out the gates, the boy who failed to be accepted by any sect was still slamming his forehead into the ground.

Li Lang quickly ran up to the small group of disappointed children who had discovered they only had grade one aptitude, just like him. Their gazes shied when he looked in their direction, which made Li Lang wonder if he would’ve been like them if he didn’t have his previous memories or the support of the Zi siblings.

He pushed those depressing thoughts aside and held the suicidal boy from further smashing his face into the dirt. The strength of someone in the second stage of Energy Gathering was easily able to overcome the young boy who had yet to become a cultivator.

“What are you doing?”

“L-leave him be… It won’t be easy for him to s-survive anyway if he lost the will a-already.” A boy on the sideline, wearing a strange wooden mask, replied with a stutter.

Li Lang glared at the boy before ignoring him, bringing his attention back to his intended target.

“I…don’t have a future anymore.” The boy in Li Lang’s arm weakly muttered.

“You’ll be fine. There are many people with grade one aptitude like us. Hurry on home before your parents become worried.”

The boy blinked blankly at Li Lang for a moment before responding.

“It’s better if I don’t go back. I’d rather not waste the orphanage’s food on someone like me… who won’t amount to anything.”

“...Are you trying to pick a fight with me? I said I have grade one aptitude too!”

At his words, the boy gave Li Lang a confused look and tilted his head.

No matter how alluring it is, keep yourself from talking them into being your test subjects, Li Lang!

Meeting the boy’s gaze, Li Lang couldn’t help but shake his head.

“If you think you’re a burden to your orphanage, then work to earn your keep. I happen to be hiring kids like you to sell stuff, so come back into the city with me.”

Upon reflection, Li Lang realized that it wouldn’t hurt to gain a few helpers. He had been thinking about hiring some helpers, so this was a good opportunity. 

His next venture to harvest new herbs could use the extra help as well. This was especially so, seeing how the talisman’s effect wouldn’t change even when he was accompanied by more people. It would even be better to have some extra hands to better take advantage of it.

With that thought in mind, Li Lang turned his gaze upon the other despondent children.

The boy with the mask and stutter was still glaring at him, and he smiled in response.

“Would you like a job, too?”



In the blink of an eye, over half a year had passed.

On this day, Li Lang successfully stepped into the third stage of Energy Gathering and his body was gushing with power. However, he immediately felt an invisible force blocking him from further absorbing any more Qi as if he had hit a limit.

It appears breaking into the mid-stage of Energy Gathering isn’t as easy as just absorbing Qi nonstop…I’ll need more information before continuing, or it’ll be too risky to experiment when I know so little.

Without being able to cultivate further, he had too much free time now. His situation was completely different from the months prior when he had been so strapped for time that he had to hire a group of kids to help him hawk his sodas.

Still, Li Lang had other things to focus on besides cultivating, such as his research into the Recovery Pill. This new development only allowed him to dedicate even more time and effort to researching the properties of each herb and how they reacted with each other.

A few weeks after he had stopped making progress in his cultivation, he made a breakthrough in his work. So far, he didn’t have any foreknowledge of the intricacies of alchemy or how anything worked. He had relied entirely on the auto-analyzer to find the material makeup and Qi signature for him to recreate.

It was a simple trial-and-error method that he was forced to employ, as he couldn’t find a teacher. It wasn’t the best method as it had the drawback of wasting a tremendous amount of resources, but Ruby’s power to recreate the materials within its artifact space completely averted the monstrous expenditure.

Without the limitation of materials, the perks of such a simple method came into play. Trial and error was a method where sometimes luck played a huge part in the research bearing fruit. He had chanced upon a combination of materials that had a very similar Qi signature to the Recovery Pill he had initially analyzed.

“Ruby, look! I have succeeded! Do you think my pill works just the same as a normal pill?”

“Master, the auto-analyzer doesn’t lie. If everything is the same, then it should work just the same as well.”

“I see…That’s right, but even if I create things in here, I won’t be able to bring it back to the real world with me, right?”

“That’s correct, master. Unfortunately, this space is similar to the simulations that you know. You can’t bring anything out of here.”

Li Lang took a look around the lab at the artifact space generated as he contemplated how he would recreate this pill. He had used various equipment in the lab to precisely measure temperatures and time. He doubted he could easily redo the process in the real world where he didn’t have any precise instruments, despite knowing the process.

I’ll just have to find a way to substitute the machines for each task one at a time…

An alarm soon broke him from his thoughts, as it signaled it was time to get on with his‌ next tasks. He quickly exited the artifact space and prepared for the new day. 

He had a hearty breakfast before grabbing a case of the sodas he had made the previous night and made his way outside, stopping just short of the rain.

“G-good mor-morning… boss.” A boy wearing a wooden mask greeted with a stutter, followed by the other kids behind him, who came every morning to help Li Lang sell his merchandise.

“Good morning everyone. Wei Ping, you distribute the sodas as always. ”

Wei Ping, the boy with the stutter, was handed the case and was then swarmed by the other kids. They quickly divided the sodas they would be selling for the day while Li Lang watched on in the back.

“B-boss, should I meet y-you here today too, to go b-buy the materials f-for tomorrow?”

Speaking of materials, Li Lang was reminded of the small pile of alchemy materials he had left. Even if he didn’t fail, it was only enough for a few pills at most. He knew his success rate, especially in the beginning, was likely going to be low as he got used to refining them in the real world with the little he had, so his thoughts then wandered towards another foraging trip.

I should be able to get more if I get a few helpers to tag along.

“Yeah, thanks for the help. I’ll wait for you here. Oh, and one more thing; tomorrow, tell them all that we’re going out to help me gather some materials from the forest. Be sure they dress appropriately. I’ll teach you all what you need to do tonight after work.”

After seeing his workers off, he wasted no time and set off into the rain to do some shopping. He would need a new talisman to ward off monsters and some baskets for the kids to carry the materials.

His shopping trip ended uneventfully, and he was able to go over the techniques of how to gather the various herbs tomorrow. The children were unlikely to have learned from his explanation alone, but it was still better than having to start from scratch when the time came to harvest the materials. The expensive warding talisman had a limited duration, after all.

The next morning, he found the same half a dozen kids waiting for him outside his inn.

The group of children obediently followed Li Lang out of the city to the curious gazes of the onlookers. That only lasted until they began going off the well-traveled roads into the forest.

“Hey…aren’t there Qi beasts around here? We should turn back!” A kid timidly asked.

“Don’t be a coward! We just have to listen to the leader… I think.”

“I heard even adults stay away from here, though…”

Li Lang quickly turned around and clapped his hand to gather everyone’s attention.

“Don’t worry. What I have here is a warding talisman. None of the Qi beasts will dare come near me once I use it.” He held up the paper talisman for all to see.

His audience stared on with blank expressions as they had little knowledge about the item before them. There were simply too many types of talismans, and they were too expensive. To them, it was an item they hadn’t thought they would ever come into contact with.

Seeing how they were veering quite a distance from the main road, Li Lang decided not to hesitate and used the talisman. He had learned his lesson from his previous encounter and channeled his Qi into it and the long rectangular piece of paper burned up in golden flames.

The kids all anxiously stared around for a few moments, but found that nothing had happened. Li Lang could feel all the questioning gazes even from behind and he couldn’t help but clear his throat.

“Don’t worry. You may not be able to see anything, but it definitely works!”

“...”

The children did not look reassured.

            

    
        Chapter 18: Pill Furnace

    
    
    
    
                Just like how Li Lang planned, his little outing to gather materials had ended successfully without incident. The talisman he had bought at a high price proved to be worth it, as no Qi beast had neared him or his party throughout his time in the forest.

He led the group of kids back into the city before the effect wore off and had them carry all their gains back to his inn.

“Thanks, everyone. Here’s your pay for the day. Remember to come back tomorrow on time for the sodas.”

“Yes!” they shouted as they excitedly counted their earnings for the day.

Having been dismissed, they began to disband. However, before the last of them could leave, Li Lang suddenly thought of something and called out.

“You! Stay with me for a bit. I have another job for you.”

“Umm, S-sure thing B-boss,” Wei Ping replied.

“You wait here for a second while I put the herbs away.”

“U-understood.”

After stowing his harvest, Li Lang then brought his helper with him onto the commercial streets of Xiang Yang. He brought him along to help him carry the things he would be purchasing.

Having gathered the herbs, the next step of Li Lang’s plan was naturally to begin crafting the pills. He had spent so much time doing trial and error to figure out how to do it in the lab, and it was time for his efforts to bear fruit.

However, while he was successful at crafting the pill inside Ruby’s artifact space, it was a different matter when done in the real world. Outside the artifact space, he didn’t have access to any of the technological devices that could precisely control and measure units and temperature.

As someone who had spent his entire life relying on advanced automated machinery to do the heavy lifting for him, Li Lang finally had to get his hands dirty.

The first thing he needed to procure was a pill furnace. 

With his soda business supporting him financially, he had a modest war chest. Bringing along Wei Ping, Li Lang headed straight for the pill furnace shops he had previously seen around the Alchemist Guild.

It was no surprise they were all located near the Alchemy Guild, where most of the cultivators who had taken an interest in alchemy had gathered. 

Walking into the store that the guild recommended, Li Lang navigated through the crowd to reach where the display furnaces were. The first thing he examined was, of course, the cost. The model that was on display in the best area had a small crowd around it, but upon seeing the price, Li Lang quickly moved on to the others.

The price wasn’t only high; it was in a currency Li Lang didn’t have access to yet. As a store that catered to cultivators, the currency that they charged wasn’t simply the metal coins that were most commonly traded. Instead, it was Qi stones, a type of stone that could aid in cultivation. It was the staple currency in the cultivation world, but was only commonly accessible to true cultivators that were at least in the Foundation Establishment realm.

For everyone else, they were regarded as mortals and continued to trade with the metal coins.

The few furnaces in the store that were priced in coins were entirely out of budget, so Li Lang swiftly moved on to the next store.

Unfortunately for Li Lang, his luck wasn’t better in the next store or the next one, or even the one after that.

“...All these are charging way too much for just a furnace. How in the world is a beginner-level furnace with no special function so expensive? It’s just supposed to heat things up!” Li Lang couldn’t help but hatefully mutter.

He was staring at the cylindrical pill furnace the size of a large vase through the window of the eighth store he visited.

“Umm…If you o-only need it to heat something, then I-I can s-show you the stores that sell n-normal stoves if you would like. T-the ones for c-cooking,” Wei Ping answered.

Hmm…I only need the furnace as a heat source, so I guess that can work out… I wonder if they’ll be mobile enough for me to carry around, though…

“Yeah, we can go check it out. Lead the way.”

Wei Ping nodded with a satisfied expression and brought Li Lang back into the commercial area near the gates. It was the area that dealt with mundane, everyday items. They navigated through the small streets for some time until Wei Ping stopped inside a narrow street.

There was a wooden sign hanging above an old musty door depicting a large cooking pot.

Upon opening the door, stale air gushed out at the duo, forcing Li Lang to scrunch up his nose. He passed by sections with sizable iron cauldrons, heading straight for the kitchen stoves he had spotted from a distance.

There were neatly lined up kitchen stoves that were basically blocks of stone with holes in them, and a space to put pots and pans above. Those weighed heavily and were too stationary for Li Lang to bother with, so he proceeded to the sections with the smaller stoves.

Just as he got there and began examining the different models, an old voice called out to him.

“What are you looking for, you brats?”

“Sir…We’re looking for a stove that is easy to adjust the flames with.”

“You young people always want to look for tools that do it all for you, eh? Manning the stove requires some skill and experience, you know?”

“We understand. We want something lightweight too, that we can move around if necessary.”

“So a camping stove it is, then. Here, this one is probably the best one for children like you.”

The storekeeper pointed toward the smallest stove in the store. Li Lang almost found it perfect except for the fact it only had room for one pot, which wasn’t ideal for pill crafting, where one had to handle at least a dozen different materials.

“...How about this one? It’s small and has room for two pots. I’ll also need tall stockpots, too.”

“Of course. I doubt you’d be able to travel with such a heavy set up though, but it’s your call.” The shopkeeper shrugged.

I only needed to move it around from place to place in case I moved from the inn, so it shouldn’t be a problem.

Finishing his purchase, he strained himself to carry it back with Wei Ping. The two lifted the pots and stoves together and occasionally took breaks on the side of the road. However, they didn’t head straight back for the inn, as Li Lang stopped by a blacksmith first.

“Wait here, Wei Ping. I’ll be quick.”

Unlike the other stores, which had shelves lined up upon entry, the blacksmith shop had a narrow hallway that led further in. It was hard not to hear the clanging produced by a hammer striking something, but as Li Lang approached, the temperature rose.

He reached the end of the corridor and came upon a forge, where a robust man was hammering away on a small metal piece. There were various tools on the wall behind him, and off to the side was a wide sample of products that ranged from weapons like arrowheads, swords, and spears to everyday essentials like nails and cooking utensils.

The clanging of the hammer soon stopped as the man noticed Li Lang entering.

“What can I do for you, young man?”

“I’m looking to buy a large variety of metals from you, whether they be ingots or products. As long as they’re using a different type of metal, I want a sample of it.”

“...That’s quite an odd request. You’re not looking for a completed product?”

“It shouldn’t matter to you as long as I pay, right?”

The man shook his head as he glanced around his workshop.

“Fine, it won’t be cheap even in small quantities, though.”

Once Li Lang got home with his new haul, he quickly dismissed Wei Ping and went up into the privacy of his room. He immediately took out samples of the metals he bought and had Ruby absorb them into the artifact space.

He then dove into his lab and began experimenting with the new material.

“Ruby, help me record the melting point of each of these materials….And the temperature of the materials when the incandescence reaction starts.”

“Understood!”

Even with the help of Ruby, who acted as the lab’s AI, it still took Li Lang an entire night before he finished recording all the data. It was supposed to be a simple job, but the materials in this world were sometimes imbued with Qi, creating a variable that kept fluctuating the readings.

When he was finished, the sun had already risen, so he rushed to complete his morning cultivation session. Despite having reached a bottleneck, Li Lang didn’t stop trying to explore how to progress.

After cultivating, he went on to prepare the sodas for the day and then cleaned himself up. 

“No need to come tomorrow, guys. We’re taking a break day.” He said to the kids as they lifted the boxes of merchandise.

“Oh come on boss, we’ve been making a killing!”

Li Lang directed a commanding glare that cowed the offender. There was no way he would listen to their pleas, as he was anticipating a much more important event. The first official session of pill crafting.

“No means no. Go take a break.”

“...Understood.”

After the kids left, he rushed up to his room and collapsed onto his bed.

I hope everything works out okay tomorrow…

With those final thoughts, he quickly fell asleep.

            

    
        Chapter 19: First Refining Session

    
    
    
    
                When Li Lang woke up today, he immediately knew what the day had in store for him.

After finishing his routine of cultivation, food, and hygienic needs, he quickly moved outside to the small courtyard by the well. The innkeeper had agreed to allow him to store the cooking stove he had bought the day before there. It wasn’t uncommon for travelers to bring along a portable stove with them, but the one he had was a size or two larger than what most people would travel with.

Li Lang set up the furnace in the corner of the courtyard and readied all the other equipment he would need today. There were containers, materials, tools like tongs, and even a mortar and pestle.

As he laid out everything, the workers who were using the well all curiously looked on. None of them dared to bother their guest, but they slowed their steps as they walked by to earn themselves more time to view the spectacle.

Once Li Lang had gotten his makeshift alchemy setup in order, he quickly ran toward the front of the inn to find an unoccupied staff member. He found the innkeeper, the middle-aged lady who had initially greeted him, scribbling on a piece of paper as she worked the abacus.

“Good morning. Do you think I could buy some firewood?”

The lady looked up and recognized Li Lang before nodding as she smiled at her little guest.

“Of course.” She cupped her hand to her mouth and yelled. “Hong Er, go get some firewood from the kitchen for our guest here.”

“Yes!” a distant voice replied.

The middle-aged innkeeper then quickly resumed her calculation on the abacus while chatting with Li Lang.

“So, I heard your little drink business is doing pretty well. Soda, was it? Why don’t you let me give it a try?”

“Hm, are you looking to sell it at your place?”

“Maybe…But our guests usually prefer wine during dinner, and they don’t order too much in the morning and afternoons, as they tend to be in a rush.”

“Give it a try first, then. It’s a good alternative for those who don’t want alcohol. I’ll bring you some later.”

The lady gently smiled at the boy, and before they could continue their conversation further, a young girl stumbled over with a stack of firewood in hand and placed it on the ground. She let out a sigh of relief at having completed the laborious task.

“Here, Mom. I’ve got to help out in the kitchen now. Bye!”

Li Lang examined the wares and swiftly paid for them after finding no issues.

“That stupid girl, how inconsiderate of her to just leave it here. Do you need help carrying all that?”

“It’s okay, I got it.”

Li Lang walked over and picked up the firewood to the surprise of the proprietress. His continuous cultivation had gotten him to the third stage of the Energy Gathering realm, the stage where most commoners stopped.

Every bit of progress after that required a much greater amount of hard work, willpower, and resources. That was because it wasn’t good enough anymore to simply absorb the ambient Qi into one’s body.

“Oh my, aren’t you strong for such a young boy?”

Li Lang heard her mutter as he took his leave.

He made it back to his makeshift alchemy area and quickly worked on starting a fire with the new stove he purchased. It was quite heavy and Li Lang wouldn’t have the physical strength to carry it around if it wasn’t for his cultivation.

As it was new, he paid particular care when eyeing the flame. The most critical part of today’s pill refining session was in controlling the flames.

He had no precise measurement tools to rely on, nor the experience to eye the color of the flame like a seasoned blacksmith.

As he waited for the flame to grow larger, Li Lang reviewed the steps he would need to go through.

He glanced over at the materials and ran through how he would proceed in his mind. Once the stove got going and no longer needed his constant attention, he began preparing the materials.

Based on his findings during his time in Ruby’s artifact space, the first step was to grind down the two main herbs, Lighthorn and Bulseed Grass. He took a cleaver and chopped them up before using the mortar and pestle to grind them down further.

Next, he had to do the trickier part of preparing the Jade Leaves. When he had access to his lab, he simply needed to command the machines to filter out the active ingredient from the leaves, but it wasn’t so simple in the real world without the same machines.

To address this, Li Lang tested several ways to prepare the leaves using what was available in the city of Xiang Yang. The result of his hard work was discovering that another material by the name of Moonshadow Lotus could be used in an adsorption process with a paste made from Jade Leaves. The results were ninety percent similar to what he got when using his fancy machines in his lab.

After he had finished processing all the materials in their raw form, he neatly placed them in the order he would need them and went back to attend the fire. The flames didn’t seem to be strong enough, so he took one of the hollow bamboo poles nearby. He used it to blow air into the base of the fire to enhance the combustion.

Li Lang wiped the sweat building on his brow as the intensity of the fire grew. Once he felt it was nearing the optimal temperature he wanted it at, he took out a piece of metal and gently placed it into the fire.

He didn’t dare to take his eyes off the piece of metal and before long; it began to light up as it got hotter.

Using the piece of metal’s color as a guidepost, Li Lang tended to the flame and worked to stabilize it once it reached his targeted temperature. 

“Now then, the easy part is done. The hard part is to keep this temperature consistent.”

As if he were in a race against time, Li Lang quickly placed the pot on the stove while intermittently blowing more air to keep the fire consistent.

His antics had attracted even more attention from the staff who passed by until one of the older ladies couldn’t take it anymore.

“Child, what are you doing? Do you need help?”

“No, thank you. I’m just keeping the fire consistent. I can do it myself.”

The old woman shook her head as she flashed a smile at Li Lang.

“Silly child, you don’t have to work so hard if you only want to keep the flames stable. You just need to adjust the air vents over here.”

The old woman pointed out toward a section on the side of the stove that could be opened up to allow for more air to enter.

“...Thank you!”

Li Lang was sure his face was red, but he quickly brushed aside his embarrassment as he remembered he was in the body of a child. It was normal for a kid to not know how to properly man the stove.

His pill-refining session continued after the brief hiccup, and he began throwing the ingredients into the pot, one after the other. At times, he would pour water in while he would sometimes take the pot off the stove and let it rest.

Following the method he had tested inside Ruby’s artifact space, the final and most vital part soon came. He would have to form the pill quickly before the Qi essence escaped. As he was only refining a mortal pill, meant for cultivators below the Foundation Establishment realm, he didn’t require any special techniques. However, he still needed to get the ratio of binders to ingredients properly for it to settle into a round pill.

He took one last deep breath before taking the lid off the pot and immediately got to work. 

Unbeknownst to Li Lang, the aroma from the pot escaped at the same time and rushed into the inn. It drew the curiosity of many guests, but thanks to the proprietress, none of them were let through.

Li Lang managed to swiftly finish the last step within two minutes, completing his very first batch of pills.

“It’s done!”

He didn’t hesitate to immediately bring one into Ruby’s artifact space and throw it into the auto-analyzer. The machine showed it would take several hours, and Li Lang frowned.

Exiting from his lab, he stared at the two remaining pills in his batch. He took a deep breath and took hold of the cleaver he used to chop up the herbs before using it to lightly cut his forearm.

A thin trail of blood dripped down his arm and he swiftly popped one of the pills into his mouth. An overwhelming bitter taste took over his taste buds before he felt a rush of Qi flowing through his body. His body heated up, but what drew his attention more was how the cut visibly started to scab.

Interesting…I can’t wait for the auto-analyzer’s result to see how effective this is compared to the standard Recovery Pill I bought.

With his work complete, he finally realized that the entire day had gone by, and the fatigue hit him all at once. Seeing he wouldn’t be getting any results for a few hours, he decided to take a meal, go through his nightly routine, and retire early for the night.

I can’t wait to go to the Alchemist Guild tomorrow to have them take a look at it. It should be enough for them to recognize me as an alchemist, allowing me to buy raw materials from them! Then it’ll actually be profitable to start selling the Recovery Pills!

Despite feeling giddy from his success, it didn’t stop the fatigue from pulling Li Lang into a deep slumber.

            

    
        Chapter 20: Sectless and Masterless

    
    
    
    
                The next morning, Li Lang headed straight for the Alchemist Guild first thing in the morning. It took him some time to reach the central district where it was located, but even in the morning, there was a large crowd.

Like his previous trip, Li Lang got into line and patiently waited his turn.

An hour passed by quickly and he was greeted by an elderly man with a kind smile.

“How may I help you today, young sir?”

“Um, I have these pills I would like to sell?”

“Oh, and where did you buy them?”

Li Lang placed the bamboo bottle on the counter. It was the same container he used for his sodas.

“I made them.”

The clerk paused for a brief moment before speedily taking out a pill from the bottle. He brought it up to eye level and carefully examined it.

“Who is your teacher?” the old man asked, somewhat sternly. “The quality is subpar, and just barely acceptable to be sold.”

Li Lang had expected this response, as his auto-analyzer had indicated the same. To be precise, the pill only had 74% effectiveness compared to the one he made using his lab equipment. It may be even lower when compared to what a proper alchemist could refine.

“Umm, I’m self-taught.”

“What!?” The old man’s eyes widened in disbelief and only contained himself after realizing the looks he was getting. “What do you mean you’re self-taught? What sect are you in?”

“I learned to refine it based on the Recovery Pills I bought. I’m not in any sect.”

The old man was about to shout something but seemed to have caught himself. He cleared his throat before speaking in a more constrained tone.

“Follow me to a private room please, while I get the paperwork.”

The old man didn’t give a chance for Li Lang to ask any further questions before he began making his way toward the back, expecting him to follow. Left with no choice, Li Lang had to jog to keep up with the brisk pace of an adult.

They passed by a sign labeled ‘Consultation Area’ and entered a small room with nothing but a simple desk and chairs.

“Please take a seat here. I’ll be back with you shortly,” the old man quickly said before retreating out of the room.

Li Lang glanced around and shook his head. With nothing to do, he grasped Ruby in his hands and rested his head on that hand.

“Do you know anything about what’s going to happen, Ruby?”

“Sorry master, I don’t have any memories of any Alchemist Guilds, but I doubt they’re out to hurt you. You’re still but an insignificant Energy Gathering Cultivator and shouldn’t draw too much attention from these large organizations.”

“Ouch, you didn’t have to give it to me that straight.”

“I’d never lie to you, master!”

True to Ruby’s words, nothing in particular happened and the old man came back shortly with some forms.

“Here is the application form to become an apprentice alchemist of the guild. Can you read?”

Li Lang nodded, and he continued.

“You must fill this out and become a member before you can sell to the guild. That’ll also mean you’ll have to take a quick test to prove your pill refining capabilities.”

“That…I didn’t bring my st—furnace.”

“That’s okay. We have all that prepared here. Just note that you will have to compensate us for the material costs if you fail the test, so if you’re lying about being able to refine the pills, you should tell the truth now.”

Li Lang fidgeted around as he searched his pockets and settled down when he found the metal pieces he used to gauge the temperature. He knew a test like this would’ve been likely, but he couldn’t justify lugging around his stove when he wasn’t certain.

“I…Fine, I’m ready to proceed.”

“Perfect. You can follow me to one of our refining rooms as soon as you finish signing the paperwork,” the old man urged, as he handed a brush over.

Li Lang quickly went over the document and awkwardly signed it with the thick brush after finding no problems.

It’s so hard to use these fat brushes! Where can I get a pen around here?

The moment he finished signing, Li Lang felt the Qi within him stir, and a force dragged some of it out of his body. He could do nothing but let the Qi flow toward his hand, out into the brush, and then into the piece of paper. His signature gave off a soft glow for a brief moment before everything returned to normal.

“Was that supposed to happen?” Li Lang asked.

“Hmm? Oh, was that your first time seeing a contract signed? That was normal. The ink used in the brush is specially made by a Brushweaver. It is used in official contracts to bind agreements.”

“So what happens if someone breaks the contract?”

“It depends on the terms and the strength of the Brushweaver and the people who signed the contract, but it can range from just notifying the other party that the contract has been broken to death. In our case, it is the former.”

Li Lang mentally let out a sigh of relief while cursing himself for not being careful enough. There were many things unknown to him in this world, so he couldn’t relax.

“Now that we are done here, let us be off to the refining room, shall we?”

The elder quickly guided him out of the room with a hop to his step. He was thoughtful enough to check on Li Lang every so often to ensure he kept up, and before long, they arrived in front of a set of heavy-looking metal doors. Two people were waiting before it, a middle-aged man and a young woman. They immediately clasped their hands upon spotting the old man.

“Vice Administrator Au,” they both greeted in unison.

“Ye Hong, Cao Mei, thank you for coming here so quickly. This here is Li Lang, the person who will be taking the apprentice alchemist test today.” He glanced over at the boy in question. “These two are both one-star alchemists and will be overseeing your test, along with me.”

The two both silently gauged the boy while Li Lang greeted them.

“I am in your care.”

The two alchemists nodded back before deferring to the Vice Administrator Au to proceed.

“Go on, Li Lang. We will wait for you out here. There should be three sets of ingredients already inside, and you have the room until the sun sets. You simply need to succeed in creating the Recovery Pill once to pass the test. Feel free to let us know if you need anything.”

Li Lang nodded and thanked the elder before he headed for the room. He grasped the metal handle to pull the door open, but it didn’t budge. Even when he used two hands and strained himself, the doors barely opened. Before he could embarrass himself further, the elder had come up behind him and opened the doors for him with ease, using only one hand.

“...Thank you, Vice Administrator Au.”

The old man smiled. “Go on. We’ll be waiting. Knock if you have trouble opening the door.”

After closing the door behind the strange young boy, the old man gestured to the two alchemists to take a seat in the adjacent room nearby.

The alchemists respectfully complied while the elder brewed tea off to the side.

“...Vice Administrator, are you sure it was worth it to fast-track this boy’s exam? From what I could see, he’s only in the third stage of Energy Gathering, so he can’t be that impressive. Does he have a shocking background?” the middle-aged man with a mustache asked.

“Oh no. He told me he’s a sectless cultivator with no master whatsoever. He came to me with a subpar quality Recovery Pill of the mortal grade.”

“What? Forming a proper pill without the guidance of a teacher? Even if the quality wasn’t that good, he must be lying!”

“Or a once-in-a-century genius,” the young woman interjected in an emotionless voice.

“...In that case, should we take a peek as he is refining?”

“Ye Hong,” the elder called out calmly, but his words had been enough to make the two alchemists stiffen their backs. “You know the guild rules. We do not pry into the techniques of others without permission.”

The man named Ye Hong swallowed nervously before managing to gather his words.

“...Apologies, Vice Administrator. I understand.”

“You should learn to temper your curiosity. It’d be too late when you accidentally cross people who you cannot afford to.”

“Yes, Vice Administrator. Thank you for your teachings.”

An awkward silence descended into their room as the old man watched the water boil with his back turned to the other two.

“Vice Administrator, do you think the boy to be a genius?”

“...Who knows? There are a myriad of possibilities under the heavens. He may have chanced upon an inheritance, have a secret master, or accidentally discovered a new way to refine Recovery Pills specifically. For all we know, he could be in possession of the Pill Sovereign’s sacred artifact.”

The two alchemists could only shake their heads at the mention of such an absurd scenario.

Before they could lose themselves in their musing further, they heard knocking from the other side of the refining room.

            

    
        Chapter 21: Quality and Success Rate

    
    
    
    
                The first thing Li Lang did when he entered the spacious refining room was to carefully inspect the pill furnace. It was made of a bronze-like alloy that he couldn’t identify that exuded a minute amount of Qi. He could sense that the furnace was also constantly absorbing the ambient Qi.

He couldn’t find any fuel to burn around the room, so he looked for a button or something similar to turn on the furnace.

It would be embarrassing going back out as soon as I entered to ask how to turn this thing on. If only I knew a technique to create fire with my Qi…wait!

He quickly placed a hand on the pill furnace and channeled some of his Qi into it. The moment he did so, he could feel his Qi latching onto something within the furnace, and he instinctively realized he had come into contact with the control mechanism.

A strong fire abruptly lit up within the furnace as Li Lang willed it.

“Interesting…How in the world did they create this control method?”

Seeing that the fire was on, Li Lang gave it some time to heat up while he went to examine the materials. Unlike the ones he had gathered himself, the materials before him were neatly packed and had been cut into neat pieces.

He paused when he realized one of the ingredients was missing. There weren’t any Moonshadow Lotuses that he needed for the adsorption process with the Jade Leaves. He sighed to himself as he ended up needing to call on the Vice Administrator outside after all.

The young boy hadn’t wanted to bother him, as the other alchemists treated him with such respect that only a fool wouldn’t be able to tell he was a man of importance. It was also embarrassing that he had to call for help just to open the heavy metal doors.

“Well, I’d have to do it anyway when I was leaving.”

Looking as if he had just swallowed a fly, Li Lang went up and knocked on the doors. Nothing happened for a brief moment and Li Lang wondered if they were still really out there. However, before he could knock again, the doors slowly shifted open toward him.

“Is something the matter?”

“Um, yes. Can you please bring me some Moonshadow Lotus? Just one should be enough.”

“Moonshadow Lotus…That isn’t a particularly valuable material, so that should be no problem,” the old man replied while directing a doubtful gaze at the young boy.

“Thank you.”

Li Lang did an awkward shallow bow as the elder turned around. He knew Moonshadow Lotus wasn’t anything particularly valuable, seeing how it was located in the safer areas where he had gathered before. Still, it was awkward for Li Lang to treat someone with status as an errand boy. He was too used to having the drones and bots do his bidding.

The Vice Administrator didn’t dawdle and came back quickly to hand over a black bag to Li Lang and closed the door.

The bag was tied carefully and it took Li Lang a whole minute to untie it.

Did he really have to tie it so securely? He could’ve just handed it to me without a bag or anything…

Li Lang shook his head as he went to work.



The pill furnace had proved to be able to control the temperature and keep it stable much better than the lousy stove Li Lang had used, and he instantly fell in love with it.

However, he couldn’t help but sigh at the thought of how expensive they were. He really wanted to get his own, but even with the capital from the soda business, he likely wouldn’t be able to afford one for a year or two.

Giving one last longing look at the pill furnace, Li Lang knocked on the metal doors.

“You still have two incenses of time before the sun sets. Are you done?” The old man asked as soon as the door opened.

“Yes, here are the Recovery Pills I just refined.”

Li Lang handed over the culmination of his hard work that was inside the black bag he had received earlier. Empty pill bottles were lying around in the alchemy room, but none of them were big enough to fit the three batches’ worth he had refined.

“Very well. I will inspect and grade your work with the other examiners. In the meantime, you can rest.” The old man clapped his hands a few times and a young boy soon emerged from behind him. “Take this guest to the break room.”

The young man, who was slightly older than Li Lang, bowed and began leading him over to one of the adjacent rooms.

The Vice Administrator watched the door close behind them before retreating back to the room where the two alchemists were waiting.

“Here, these are the pills the young boy refined. If you are curious about his techniques, then use this opportunity to legitimately examine his work and figure it out yourself.”

“Yes!” Ye Hong responded with vigor while Cao Mei politely nodded.

They wasted no time and immediately pulled out a Recovery Pill from the bag and began scrutinizing it. It didn’t take long before they both wore a frown on their face.

“As you said, Vice Administrator, these pills are subpar quality at best…But they are proper Recovery Pills,” the male alchemist carefully said.

“Is that all you have noticed?”

“…Sir?”

The old man said nothing and only directed his gaze to the black bundle of cloth being used as a container for the pills.

“This bag is made of Dark Wave fiber… It blocks my Qi senses.”

The old man shook his head.

“Inside.”

Ye Hong was just about to retort with a question but held himself back. He thought there should only be a few other pills in there. He still proceeded to open up the bag and fully unwrapped it to see what the old man was getting at.

The bag soon untied and turned into a flat piece of cloth with its contents laid bare.

Ye Hong, as a one-star alchemist, was able to quickly analyze the pills before him. He didn’t find any anomalies, with all the pills being the same, but that was exactly what surprised him.

“This…! There are so many pills here. He should’ve only had enough materials for three batches. Did he succeed every time?”

“Not only that, each pill is of the exact same quality. It was as if they were all from the same batch. There should only be standard-sized alchemy furnaces in the room, correct?” Even the female alchemist Cao Mei couldn’t help but interject, directing her question to the old man.

“That is correct. I believe he refined three separate batches and achieved a 100% success rate.”

“But he’s only a third-stage Energy Gatherer and a beginner no less. The average success rate for middle-stage Energy Gatherers should be around one in four! And even if he got lucky, that doesn’t explain how his pills appear as if they were from the same batch. Every refining should produce unique results due to the minute differences during refining and the raw materials.”

“Enough, we are getting off track. That is a discussion for another time. For now, are we in agreement that he has passed the test to become an apprentice alchemist?”

The female alchemist, Cao Mei, nodded immediately. Ye Hong, on the other hand, took a second to swallow the words he was about to say before reluctantly nodding as well.

“Then that’s settled. I will inform him now. Thank you for coming on such short notice, you two.”



Meanwhile, in the adjacent break room, Li Lang, who was the topic of their discussions, was busy stuffing his face with biscuits and drinks. He had spent the better half of the day refining the pills and he was starving, to say the least.

I am likely going to pass this test, so I’ll have to get the next part of my plan started. I’ll need to start finding subjects to perform cultivation experiments with. However, I will first have to make use of the alchemist guild to purchase more materials to do even more refining to build up my war chest. This may take a while…

Li Lang shook his head, having thought of all the work he had to put in just so he could fund his research to study cultivation with the scientific method. It would be a grand undertaking to establish a new discipline of science. 

He sighed, as he knew it was unavoidable to perform risky human experiments if he wanted to make any progress as a single person. There wasn’t time or resources to take things slow when he was the sole researcher.

It would help if I could access a sect’s knowledge repository. I could also make connections and learn more about the Abductress to figure out a plan to save Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei…There’s so much to be done and so much uncertainty around it. It’s going to take forever…

Am I seriously starting to miss the paperwork and boring meetings I had to sit through for my research funds?

Someone knocked on the door, breaking Li Lang’s chain of thought as he gazed over as the door opened. The Vice Administrator of the Alchemy Guild, whose name he did not know, strolled in. He met Li Lang’s eyes with a serious expression.

“Congratulations, you have passed the test. From today onward, you will be recognized as an apprentice alchemist. The ring here is used to identify yourself and should be presented whenever you are doing any official business.”

The old man handed over a ring with a pentagon-shaped bezel with the word ‘Fire’ inscribed on it. 

“Thank you, sir!”

“Oh, and before you leave. Alchemist Cao Mei would like to speak to you. If you play your cards right, there is a chance she may recruit you into her sect, so do make a good impression.”

What? Maybe I won’t have to wait so long, after all.

            

    
        Chapter 22: First Sect

    
    
    
    
                “Greetings, Senior Cao.” Li Lang clasped his fists and bowed to the woman before him. “I heard you had wanted to speak with me?”

The woman had light brown hair and was wearing an olive-green robe. She sat there and stared silently at Li Lang for a few moments before replying.

“...Yes, congratulations on becoming an apprentice alchemist. I heard you are not part of any sect, nor do you have a master. Is that right?”

“That is correct.”

“What grade is your aptitude?”

“...Senior, I only have a grade one aptitude.”

The woman’s eyes widened for a split second. Li Lang didn’t fail to miss, but she quickly recovered. She tilted her head and fell into deep thought for a full minute before breaking the silence.

“Hmm…Would you like to join my sect, the Spirit Grove? If you accept, I can guide you in my spare time.”

“Senior, you would truly take me as your apprentice?” Li Lang blurted out without being able to hide his excitement.

“No, not as my apprentice. I will guide you on the basics that you seem to lack and endorse you to take my sect’s special entrance exam to become an outer disciple.”

“...Is there anything you want from me in exchange?”

“Yes, you will work hard for my sect, producing low-level mortal pills for our disciples.”

It was Li Lang’s turn to take a moment. He deliberated the pros and cons of the offer, but he quickly made his decision. His objective wasn’t to become one of the inner disciples of a sect, so there weren’t any major disadvantages to him.

Accepting would bring him closer to the goal of finding an expert to help save the Zi siblings and his study of cultivation. The offer would help him make an important step toward both goals.

“I would be honored to accept your offer, Senior.”

The woman nodded appreciatively at Li Lang.

“Good. I will be leaving for my sect in the morning, three days from now. I will meet you then, so go make your preparations.”

After leaving those words behind, the one-star alchemist took her leave.

Li Lang wasted no time and returned to his inn after the long day at the Alchemist Guild.

There was a lot for him to process with everything that had happened. His plans had been upturned, having been suddenly fast-tracked into a sect. While he had yet to take the special test, even just the opportunity to take it was already a huge step forward.

Li Lang also had to think about what to do with the kids who had been helping him. He would be leaving them behind, but he wasn’t sure if that would be a permanent arrangement or if he would be able to drop by and visit. 

After putting some thought into it, he decided he would start showing Wei Ping, the kid with the stutter, how to make sodas. Despite his speech impediment, he had proven to be diligent and intelligent enough to understand the main points, no matter what he worked on.

Li Lang knew if he was accepted into a sect, he would likely not need to bother making soda anymore. Having worked in a government institution all his life, he knew the importance of connections. That was why he would go out of his way to pass on his knowledge to Wei Ping. It didn’t hurt to maintain a connection in Xiang Yang when the cost of doing so was low.

“And that’s why I’ll be leaving town. If you have the time, please come in the evenings as well, and I will show you how to make sodas.”

“U-understood.”

“You’ll be fine keeping the rest of the kids in line, right?”

He nodded and thumped his chest.

With the matter resolved, Li Lang greeted the innkeeper as well, completing the miscellaneous tasks he needed to take care of before he left.

For the next few days, Li Lang settled into his routine of cultivating and teaching Wei Ping how to create the sodas. While the recipe was somewhat complicated, the boy at least had ample strength to complete the physically demanding task. 

They mostly spent the time going over how to turn the nahcolite into baking soda. Then, on how to mix it with the vinegar and transfer the carbon dioxide gas over to the drink.

Li Lang returned to the Alchemist Guild exactly three days after he had passed his test. This time, he brought along all of his possessions, that were neatly wrapped in a large piece of cloth. It wasn’t much as he left his bulky and heavy stove with Wei Ping.

When he entered the lobby, he saw a figure waving a hand at him as soon as he went in.

“Li Lang. Punctual, good. Follow me.”

He recognized the voice of the one-star alchemist, Cao Mei, who had agreed to induct him into the sect and complied.

The two swiftly made their way out of the city. They stopped at a flat clearing just outside the walls.

Before Li Lang could ask what they were doing, Cao Mei held out a hand and suddenly, a wooden carriage appeared out of thin air. It was a four-wheeled carriage, but there were no animals in sight to pull it.

“Get in.”

Li Lang boarded the back while Cao Mei took the reins, sitting in the driver’s seat out front. She quickly opened the small window between them once she got settled. Peeking back to check on Li Lang, she nodded and a sizable amount of Qi began emanating from her. Sensing this, Li Lang quickly directed Qi into his eyes and he was soon able to see the carriage being enveloped by the alchemist’s Qi.

The vehicle then began to move by itself, rapidly picking up speed. Within a second, the carriage lost contact with the ground as it began to soar into the sky. Li Lang swiftly moved the blinds out of the way to look out the window on the side.

“Have you ridden on Skyrunner before?”

“Yes…just once.”

She nodded.

The duo continued their trip in silence until Li Lang couldn’t take it anymore.

“So…How long will the trip take?”

“Not long, half a day.”

“...”

As if she could detect Li Lang’s thoughts, she quickly followed up with an enticing offer.

“With nothing to do, why don’t I go over what to expect once we get there?”

“Yes… please do enlighten me, Senior.”

“Your entrance test won’t be much different from the general test. You will be tested on various topics, including talent, combat proficiency, mental resilience, crafting, and an interview.”

“...There are quite a few things on that list I’m not confident in.”

“No need to fret. They are mainly for show. As long as you prove you are capable of refining pills, you will pass.”

…Then why even bother, anyway?

“So will I be able to visit Xiang Yang again once I’m accepted?”

“As an outer disciple, you can leave as long as you receive permission from an elder or take on a request from the Mission Hall. However, as an alchemist, you should be able to leave if you have legitimate business with the guild as well.”

“Great!”

The woman examined Li Lang’s expression for a few moments before advising him.

“We aren’t too strict on outer disciples. That means you will have to decide for yourself how to spend your time and make use of the opportunities the sect offers you. I advise you to make use of your access to our library to learn more.”

“Do you have any suggestions?”

The two continued to chat as they made progress on their trip. By the time the sky started to darken, they approached a colossal tree that towered high above anything in its surroundings. The branches threatened to extend into the clouds, and their Skyrunner only made it up to the tree’s midsection. 

Peeking through the gaps in the tree branches, Li Lang could spot numerous people down below. The buildings integrated seamlessly with their environment, making the place appear like an elf village.

He could spot people and other Skyrunners flying around here and there, but they otherwise had the skies to themselves. Their carriage flew unceasingly into the sect, heading straight toward the giant tree at the center.

It entered through a large hole in the trunks and landed in a clearing beside a set of heavy-looking doors.

Cao Mei quickly stowed her Skyrunner away once Li Lang had disembarked.

“Welcome to the Spirit Grove. I’ll get someone to show you to your room. Your test should start tomorrow after I’ve made my report. Wait here.”

The woman swiftly disappeared, leaving Li Lang alone. With nothing to do, he could only examine the wooden interior of the giant tree he found himself in.

This place is simply amazing! I would love to investigate how they managed to build it!

            

    
        Chapter 23: Spirit Grove

    
    
    
    
                Not long after the one-star alchemist, Cao Mei, left Li Lang behind, a young boy came in and led Li Lang out of the gigantic tree building to one of the sect dormitories. It was a one-story wooden building, with several tiny rooms that could barely fit a single bed and a desk.

Once Li Lang finished stowing his luggage away, he couldn’t stand being cooped up in the tiny room and walked out to the common area. There he found several young boys around his age, in the middle of a discussion about the books in their hands.

Li Lang’s presence was instantly noticed, and they all turned toward him skeptically.

“You. We haven’t seen you before. Do you have business here?” the shortest boy in the group asked.

“Yes, my name is Li Lang. I’ve been assigned to live here.”

“Now? So late? Impossible.” the boy stood up and aggressively approached Li Lang while the others all watched on.

“Who are you really? Are you from the other dorms, here to sabotage us before the tests?”

“No, I just arrived at the sect today.”

“Hmph!” He spat on the floor. “Don’t you dare lie to your Senior Yang here!”

Li Lang had enough life experience to know it would be difficult to get words through this boy’s head. He also knew people who liked to flaunt their superiority often feared their superiors as well.

“I’m not lying. I just arrived with Elder Cao Mei and she got someone to bring me here.”

“...I see.”

The color from the boy’s face drained at the mention of the elder. Li Lang decided to do a quick retreat lest he embarrass the boy and start a feud.

“Anyway, I’m starving. Do you know where I have to go to get some food around here?”

The boy furthest in the back, who was a bystander until now, swiftly answered, giving detailed directions. With that information, Li Lang immediately set off. As he left, the group of young cultivators immediately gossiped about him.

“Who do you think that boy with the large head is? He said Elder Cao personally brought him into the sect.”

“I don’t know, but judging from his appearance, he should have a unique physique that caught the Elder’s attention. It is better to befriend such a person rather than antagonize. Yang Quan, you were too reckless there.”

Li Lang didn’t want to eavesdrop further and picked up his speed. He found the dining hall and was able to get food by simply joining the line. He didn’t get a choice on the menu, but he wouldn’t say no to free food when he was hungry.

Not wanting to stand out too much, Li Lang decided to call it early and returned to his room right after he ate. Before he slept, he did his usual cultivating and checked in on things in his lab.

The next morning, not long after the sun had risen, the same boy that had led him to his room returned. After a short greeting, he guided Li Lang out into a large clearing near the enormous tree in the middle of the sect.

The alchemist-cum-elder, Cao Mei, was already there when they arrived. Beside her was a middle-aged man with a long beard that came all the way down to his chest. 

“This is Li Lang, the boy I was talking about,” Cao Mei informed the man.

He stroked his beard as he examined Li Lang with a piercing gaze before nodding.

“I see. I am Elder Wang.” He turned back to Cao Mei. “If there’s nothing else, we should begin right away. I wouldn’t want the juniors to call me slow on top of being an old fart.”

Cao Mei nodded in agreement and glanced over at Li Lang.

“Li Lang, are you ready?”

“Yes!”

The first test they did was the aptitude test. While Li Lang had reported his aptitude level, the sect still had to perform the test in an official manner to record the results. To no surprise, the talent orb glowed red when Li Lang placed his hands on it.

The old man then moved near Li Lang and placed a hand on his wrist. He stroked his beard as a floating brush beside him scribbled down the results. 

“Next test, combat.” Elder Wang flourished his sleeve and a wooden humanoid puppet appeared. “Fight this combat doll. I will limit it to the third stage of Energy Gathering, just like you.”

Li Lang could only take a deep breath at the mention of combat. As a scientist who holed up in his lab all his life, he didn’t have a single experience of getting into a fight. There were soldiers for that, and he was clever enough to steer clear of any conflict, but he doubted he could get away from it now that he was in this world.

Still, even if he was determined, it didn’t change the fact he didn’t have any skills in combat. He didn’t even have a weapon on him, so he could only imitate a boxing stance he had previously seen.

The wooden puppet clattered to life. It had the dimensions of a human and was unarmed as well. As it slowly approached Li Lang, he tried to bounce on the ball of his feet and launched a jab at the doll.

While it seemed simple, with the cultivation of the third stage of Energy Gathering, Li Lang’s fist could easily shatter bricks.

Just as Li Lang thought his fist would make contact with the puppet, his vision suddenly rotated and, before he knew it, he was facing the sky. He could hear the sigh coming from Elder Wang, and it was then that he realized he had been knocked down.

Am I really this weak? I’m going to have to work on this if I want to survive in the future…

“Your stance is unorthodox, to say the least. It leaves your entire lower body undefended. I must say, you may not have a talent for martial arts. Hopefully, when your cultivation reaches the next stage, you’ll find that you’re more gifted in Qi arts.”

Fortunately, everyone knew the tests today weren’t based on combat or aptitude. Li Lang quickly brushed off the dirt on him and they began moving on to the next test.

They moved to an area further from the colossal tree and took a path that led underground. Atop the tunnel’s entrance, there was a large wooden sign with the word ‘Crafts’ on it.

It was apparent the tunnel led underneath the trees, as their roots could be seen all around the path. At the end of this path was a giant set of stone doors that easily reached ten stories high. 

It was already open and the circular space inside could be seen. It was so spacious that it could easily fit a thousand people. The walls and floors were all decorated with murals of people performing their crafts. It ranged widely from blacksmithing to construction work.

There were many people gathered in this spacious hall, all chatting away or reading a book in the corner where several benches were. Others used it as a meeting point with their companions.

On the opposite side of the hall were five different paths. Each path had yet another sign hanging above it. They were labeled with the five elements: Fire, Water, Earth, Wood, and Metal.

The two elders wordlessly led Li Lang down the ‘Fire’ path.

They soon arrived at a lobby where several disciples manned the reception counters. Elder Wang flashed his token and was swiftly handed a key. The trio then went further in, where numerous hallways branched off, each with dozens of rooms. It wasn’t long before they entered one of them.

“Your next test, as recommended by Elder Cao here, is alchemy. I have the materials for refining Recovery Pills here.” After another wave of his hand, a pile of materials appeared on the table.

The two elders took a moment to inspect the alchemy room before leaving Li Lang to his own device.

Time to refine another batch. I wonder if I can get some other pill so I can start expanding my repertoire? And can I even make money while I’m at it?

As someone who had to be mindful of his research funds all his life, Li Lang couldn’t help but steer his thoughts toward securing funding.

Unfortunately, he previously didn’t have the foresight to ask these questions, so he would have to save it for later.

He got to work refining the pills once more.

After several hours working away in the alchemy room, Li Lang emerged and was immediately greeted by the elders, who appeared from nowhere.

He handed the fruit of his hard work with a smile, as he was confident of the results. After having refined the same pill several times, he believed he was starting to get the hang of it.

Elder Wang accepted the bottles with a frown before turning to Elder Cao.

“Three bottles.” He opened them each and inspected the contents. “Subpar quality, but he has succeeded in all three attempts yet again, as you reported. Is this a coincidence?”

Cao Mei didn’t bother to respond to her fellow elder and instead stared at Li Lang.

“Since you are joining our sect, why don’t you tell us? Is this a fluke, or are you a genius, or is it something else?”

Being glared down by two Violet Core cultivators who didn’t bother to restrain their aura, Li Lang couldn’t help but feel a chill run down his spine.

            

    
        Chapter 24: A Simple Test

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang’s mind went into overclock mode as he contemplated how to answer the two elders before him. The two had suddenly pressed him regarding how he succeeded in every single one of his pill refining attempts.

Is this not normal? Have I shot myself in the foot or can I get away by posing as a genius? But they’ll easily find out once they spend more time with me…

Unsure of the norms or implications of the question, Li Lang decided to mix truths with lies.

“This…is normal for me. I get this intuition that nudges me in the right direction while I refine pills I’ve succeeded in before. That’s why I rarely fail in my refining.”

“I see. A rare talent for alchemy indeed. I’ve heard many great alchemists have similar abilities, but that is when their cultivation has reached a much higher level. Still…it is a shame about your aptitude…”

“He will still be a valuable boon to our sect’s many disciples.” Elder Cao added.

“Right, right. Let us finish the tests, then. Little Lang, do you have any experience with the other crafts?” Elder Wang’s voice became much more cordial after having found out about Li Lang’s talents.

“Other crafts?”

“Brushweaving, Formations, Woodcrafts, and Forging. It is fine if you don’t.”

“Apologies Senior, I do not have experience with any of them.”

“Very well, then the last test will be an interview with the Guardians.”

The name spooked Li Lang, but he didn’t really have a choice. The trio exited out of the massive network of underground tunnels and back to the surface. This time, they went even further away from the massive tree than before.

Li Lang could even make out a transparent barrier in the distance that he only spotted due to the barrier blocking the rustling leaves from entering.

They went into one of the tall towers by the edge of the barrier and entered a small room. There was nothing in it except for desks and chairs. The door soon opened behind them, and an imposing woman in light brown robes strode in.

“Li Lang, was it? I will be asking you several questions. I ask that you do not break eye contact with me throughout this entire process.”

Her questions weren’t anything Li Lang expected. It wasn’t a quiz on his knowledge or about his past. There were random questions such as what his favorite color, food, or weather was. The mundaneness of the questions made the interrogation feel much longer than it actually was.

“I am done here. Elder Wang, I found no issues or traces of hypnotism or anything related to the demonic cultivators.” The woman didn’t even wait for the elder’s response before she impatiently walked out of the room.

The elder didn’t seem to mind and turned to Li Lang.

“Congratulations little Lang. You have passed the special admission test. You are hereby an official outer disciple of the Spirit Grove. Work hard, and there may be an opportunity for you to redeem Ascension Pills with merit points so you may make full use of your talents.”

Elder Cao simply nodded toward him instead of giving out any congratulatory words.

“If you would follow me,” Elder Wang said. “We’ll go prepare your sect token and I’ll introduce you to the deacon who will be in charge of you from now on.”

Li Lang was once again led through the grounds of Spirit Grove, but this time, he did so as an official member of the sect. The elder was used to his job and quickly prepared a metal token that served as the sect’s identification token. 

The token didn’t appear anything special at first glance, with its only unique feature being the engraving of a colossal tree. Upon closer inspection, it had a faint aura of Qi.

The elder then completed his job by dropping off Li Lang at the three-story building belonging to the alchemy department.

“Li…Lang was it? I’m Yu Xue, I’m one of the deacons overseeing the alchemy needs for the outer disciples. You can call me Deacon Yu or Senior, whichever is easier for you.”

“Greetings Senior Yu. I am Li Lang. I look forward to your guidance.” Li Lang clasped his fist and respectfully greeted.

He had suffered one too many times working under an unpleasant senior researcher in his younger days, so he wanted to make the best impression possible to avoid all the drama.

“Good. I hear from Elder Wang that you can help us refine pills. You can come for the materials and drop off the pills to me as well once you’re done.”

“Senior Yu…may I ask a question?”

“Of course, go ahead.”

“Do I get paid for refining pills?”

“Yes, but it depends. For the pills you refine with the sect materials, you will be awarded contribution points. You can trade these contribution points for Qi stones or the regular coins people use if you wish. Or you can purchase the materials from the sect yourself and you can do what you want with the pill.”

“Thank you for the clarification, Senior Yu.”

“No problem. It is still your first day in the sect. Here is an introductory booklet with everything you need to know. It even has a map. You should take the day to familiarize yourself with the sect.”

“Should I come find you in the morning, then?”

“That is up to you to decide. Outer disciples are mostly free to do as they please. However, I recommend you start off by going around and see what you can spend your initial contribution points on first. You’ll be able to quickly grasp their value that way.”

So this is like a university, where we are responsible for ourselves. I guess it makes sense, considering outer disciples are people they don’t care too much about. If we are talents they want to cultivate, we wouldn’t be an outer disciple in the first place.

After thanking the deacon, Li Lang listened to his suggestion and read through the introductory booklet he received. He mainly went over the map and list of facilities. Now that he was officially in a sect, he wouldn’t waste this opportunity to dig up information regarding cultivating.

As a man of science, he needed to study the path to immortality systematically. Having become a sect disciple was a minor but important step toward uncovering the mechanics of cultivation.

While the map wasn’t especially detailed, it was enough to help Li Lang navigate to the five-floor pagoda that was the cultivation library for the sect. There were several adult members of the guardians by the entrance in light brown robes.

As expected, the guards didn’t just let Li Lang pass by unhindered. They checked him for his sect token before he was able to enter.

The moment he entered, he was greeted with dozens and dozens of bookshelves that were all filled. He glanced around curiously, taking in the new sight. There were only a few people here, and the quietness reminded him of the libraries of his world.

“Is this the first time you’re here, boy?”

Li Lang turned in the direction of the speaker and found an old lady with a head full of white hair smiling in his way from behind the counter by the door.

“Yes, senior.” He replied with a palm holding his fist. “My name is Li Lang. It is indeed my first time here.”

“I see. Well, let me know if you have any questions. As a new disciple, you can browse through the first floor freely, and can take the manuals out as long as you have the contribution points.”

At her words, Li Lang grasped onto his sect token and reminded himself that he currently only had one hundred contribution points. He told himself he couldn’t waste them, and he had to be mindful of how many he had as he didn’t know how to check his balance yet.

He dove straight into the books and skimmed through the titles. On each bookshelf, there was a wooden sign with the amount of contribution points required to check out the book. 

The first few shelves he went through were all martial arts. The cheaper ones had simple moves of how to coordinate the Qi to boost your movements, whereas the more expensive ones involved more complicated Qi manipulation.

They all had boastful names like ‘Meteor Kick’ or ‘Explosive Fists’ that only made Li Lang more skeptical of them, as they were most likely low-level techniques if all the outer disciples had access to them. The few that had boring names like ‘Force Palm’ also didn’t attract Li Lang’s attention.

Not being able to come to a decision, Li Lang moved on to the next category, which was Qi arts. These techniques were far beyond him as they required at least a cultivation of the middle stages of Energy Gathering, so he went to the next set of shelves.

The next category was cultivation techniques. He remembered being taught about them back when he was living with the Zi family. Cultivation techniques were the basis of all cultivators, but it was known that they only became vital once one broke through into the Foundation Establishment realm.

For the Energy Gathering realm, the only difference was the speed at which cultivators absorbed the ambient Qi.

However, what caught Li Lang’s attention was how cheap the cultivation techniques were compared to the others and how few of them there were. It only took a moment to read through the titles before his eyes settled on one. 

It was titled ‘Spirit Grove Basic Cultivation Technique’.

As an unexplored discipline of science, starting from the basics is a must. I wonder what the difference is between a proper cultivation technique and the one I made up…

            

    
        Chapter 25: Cultivation Techniques

    
    
    
    
                With a decision made, Li Lang quickly decided to check out the basic cultivation technique he found.

He took out his sect token and placed it on the counter by the entrance, along with the book. The old lady at the counter took hold of the items for a few seconds before returning them with a smile.

“I have deducted five contribution points. You have ninety-five left.”

“Thank you, Senior.”

The old lady raised an eyebrow at the strange kid.

“There is nothing to thank me for. Work hard, child.”

Li Lang nodded, and wasted no time, heading straight back to his room where he could read in silence. While there was a lot more to explore and various ways he could spend his contribution points, his thirst for knowledge had won out.

His lifelong obsession was to find a way to attain immortality. Having found such an outlandish method to reach his goals, he was determined to dissect its mechanics using the scientific method.

The room he was assigned wasn’t large enough for him to pace around, so he shifted and turned while reading on the bed. The Spirit Grove Basic Cultivation Technique wasn’t particularly long, just like all the other cultivation techniques at the library, so he quickly finished it.

A lot of the content was filler text that went on about nature and the cycle of life, and the main point was simple. It taught the reader that the cultivation techniques in the Energy Gathering realm simply affected how cultivators absorbed Qi. 

The absorption of Qi relied on the power of imagination, and Spirit Grove’s manual went into detail on how to do so by picturing yourself as a tree, absorbing nutrients from the ground.

The simplicity of it was the reason why cultivation techniques weren’t that valued in the Energy Gathering realm. Cultivators didn’t spend much time absorbing Qi as they reached their limit quickly, and if they persisted, they would feel sharp pain, followed by other, more serious conditions.

Having a top-class cultivation technique in this case would only save several minutes of time during each session at most unless you were a genius with shockingly high aptitude.

While the contents weren’t that helpful to Li Lang personally, they clarified a lot of insights Li Lang had accumulated in the matter of cultivation.

That was well worth the contribution points.

However, just learning about the cultivation technique wouldn’t satisfy Li Lang. Every respectable scientist had a thirst for knowledge and the habit of testing out new knowledge to verify them and Li Lang was no different.

He immediately crossed his legs, got into a lotus position on his bed, and began cultivating using the new technique. Imagining himself as a tree that sucked the nutrients and water out of the earth. 

The Qi entered into his lower body before he willed it to merge with him. The flow was slow and steady. It was especially difficult to increase its speed, as it felt like he was trying to force an overfilled suitcase closed.

He wasn’t able to stay in such a state for long as a sharp pain rang throughout his body.

Li Lang had cultivated already this morning, so he was already close to his limit. Still, he attained the results he desired, having gauged how effective Spirit Grove’s technique was. Once he was done, he took his red gem and placed it against his forehead.

“Ruby, were you able to observe my cultivation session just now?” Li Lang eagerly asked, as he wanted to digest his findings by conversing with someone.

“Yes, master! I was able to feel the flow of your Qi. Is something the matter?”

“No, but I wanted to confirm that the intake of Qi this time was much slower than usual, right?”

“That is correct, master. Your intake was less than half of your usual speed.”

“Hmm…”

I had been using the concept of black holes to draw the ambient Qi in, so I guess it’s a given that it isn’t the norm. I doubt people here even know what black holes are.

With the investigation into basic cultivation techniques done, Li Lang shelved all matters pertaining to it for another time as it wasn’t vital to his current progress. What he needed the most right now was test subjects to do cultivation experiments with. He wasn’t sure how exactly he would find these subjects, but he knew getting lost in several research directions wasn’t the right way.

He left his room when the sun was high in the sky and continued his tour of Spirit Grove, his new sect.

On his way out, He spotted one of the young boys from the previous day who had questioned him.

“Hello again. I am Li Lang. Do you remember me?”

He looked up from his book for a second before giving Li Lang a slight nod.

“Yuan Quan.”

“So, Yuan Quan, I was wondering if you have any suggestions about where I should go?”

“Where you should go? You’re free to go wherever you please.”

“Yes, I know, but I’ve been told I should take a tour around the sect and learn all the ways I can make use of my contribution points.”

He looked up at Li Lang as if he was stupid, but just as he was about to say something, he shook his head and sighed.

“If you are serious about cultivation, you should only spend your contribution points on things that would either help you earn more points or aid you in cultivation.”

“I see. Any idea where I should start?”

“If you know a craft, then work on that to earn points. Otherwise, go to the mission hall. Once you have enough, spend them on what you need to cultivate, whether it be Qi stones, pills, talismans, artifacts, or new techniques you would like to learn.”

Having mentioned crafts, Li Lang was instantly reminded that his auto-analyzer was currently idle. 

He had previously used it to examine his blood samples to see his condition after cultivating. However, the results remained consistent, where he needed to rest for about half a day, so he had stopped.

It was a vast waste of his resources, so his next destination was set. 

He headed for the alchemy building that Elder Wang had led him to before and went straight to one of the idle counters.

“I would like to buy a pill. Can I see the list of what you have for sale?”

The disciple wordlessly took out a piece of paper and placed it on the counter. It only took Li Lang a second to read through the list of mortal pills. The most expensive of them cost a hundred contribution points, while their cheapest cost five.

It wasn’t challenging for Li Lang to decide on which one to buy as his needs were clear. He planned to analyze the pill so he could refine it himself, so he picked the ones that were most common and had a steady demand.

“Give me one Qi Replenishment Pill,” Li Lang said as he placed his token on the table.

The Qi Replenishment Pill was just as popular as the Recovery Pill. The latter was for wounds, while the former was for quickly recovering Qi. Both were essential to any cultivator’s survival, and it was safe to assume any cultivator would keep some on them for emergencies. 

After losing another ten contribution points, Li Lang decided to finish what he started earlier. He traveled back to the sect library and browsed through the various martial arts and Qi arts he previously set aside. 

After a whole hour of skimming through the titles of numerous manuals, he settled on three martial arts.

He knew he was a complete blank canvas in terms of fighting, but he needed to at least be able to defend himself. That meant he must learn how to defend, dodge, and retaliate. The Qi arts techniques were passed over as they all required at least a cultivation of the fourth stage of Energy Gathering or higher.

Each of the martial arts had cost five contribution points, so he was now left with seventy.

By the time he finished checking out the books, he was starving, so he returned to the same food hall from the day before returning to his room.

Instead of diving straight into his new techniques, Li Lang first placed the Qi Replenishment Pill into his auto-analyzer within Ruby’s artifact space before working on devising a new schedule for himself.

“I can’t just spend all day cultivating or I’d just become another forgettable outer disciple except worse, with my grade one aptitude. If I want to excel with my talent, then…I need to start testing out my theories on cultivation. I should try to accumulate more wealth to hire willing subjects…if those even exist.”

            

    
        Chapter 26: Ascension Pill

    
    
    
    
                Several days had gone by since Li Lang had settled on his new routine as an outer disciple of Spirit Grove. He would cultivate during the morning and nights, while he split his time between training his martial arts and alchemy in between.

With three martial arts to train, he would spend the latter parts of the morning training the movement art called ‘Earthbound Steps’. It allowed the practitioner to maintain balance while dodging out of harm’s way. Li Lang selected this so he could run away without fear of tripping when he encountered any threats.

Then, after lunch, he would head over to the underground crafting rooms to produce Recovery Pills. He had gotten to the point of using several furnaces at once to produce several batches at once, but the most he could handle were three furnaces at the same time.

In the afternoon, he would alternate each day between training his defensive martial art and the offensive one.

It was a day when Li Lang was training in the defensive martial art called ‘Ironhide Art’, that he received a visitor.

“Li Lang, have you gotten settled into the sect yet?” A woman in olive green robes asked emotionlessly.

“Elder Cao! Yes, I have, all thanks to you. To what do I owe the visit?”

“As I promised, I will guide you when I have some time. Are you done with alchemy for the day already?”

“I have refined a batch, but we can go back anytime. I think the refining rooms are rarely full. I’d be honored to have your guidance.”

“No need. We can do that another day. I don’t have that much time today… so why don’t we go over what you’re already working on instead? I believe you have quite a shallow background in cultivation due to your aptitude, correct?”

“Yes, Elder. I didn’t have many opportunities to come into contact with cultivation-related material besides the basics.”

“Understandable. Cultivation knowledge is the pillar of any sect. Tell me, do you know why sects normally only recruit people with grade two aptitude or above?”

“Because those with lower aptitude would take too long or cost too many resources to break through to the next realm…”

“That’s correct. Even discounting demonic cultivation, it is still very possible for those of lower aptitude to advance, but the cost would be much higher. Cultivation is to go against heaven’s will, even if it seems insurmountable. However, the resources required for those of lower aptitude to produce the same results are just too wasteful.”

“If I may be so bold to ask. Then why do Ascension Pills exist? They must be wasteful of valuable materials to help someone break through to the Foundation Establishment realm.”

“They are, but they are also an example of a cultivator accomplishing what seems impossible. A talented alchemist created the recipe a long time ago to help his loved ones live longer. As you say, they are too wasteful to employ on a large scale, and also have many detriments for their users.” She glanced at Li Lang to give him a chance to answer, but continued when he just blankly stared.

“Cultivators who used an Ascension Pill are defective. They may have the cultivation, but they cannot exert their powers. That means they are useless in combat and find it almost impossible to advance to the next realm themselves unless they ingest a higher-quality Ascension Pill.”

“So they produce useless cultivators that only have the benefit of a long life-span…”

“Not quite. They may be useless in combat, but they can still be somewhat effective in crafting professions such as alchemy. That is the reason why I decided to recruit you to the sect. You may not have the talent as a cultivator, but you do as an alchemist.”

“So…You’re willing to give me an Ascension Pill?”

While that is great, I’d rather not take a defective solution myself, but I’d love to study how it works to see if it could be applied to the orthodox method.

“Not yet, maybe in the future. You need to earn it first, and it is too wasteful to expend multiple Ascension Pills on you as you are now. Even the lowest quality Ascension Pill is an Earth-grade pill, after all. It is better for you to cultivate to the peak of Energy Gathering first, so you only require a single pill.”

“...And how long will that take?”

“For someone of your aptitude, it is hard to say. The commoners generally say each stage takes double the time from the previous level, but the reality is different. From the third stage to the fourth stage of Energy Gathering, you must first learn to control your Qi on top of absorbing enough of it into your body. Then, from the sixth stage to the seventh stage, you must be able to control Qi even when it is no longer in contact with your body. These bottlenecks may stump people for months, years, or decades.”

And I only have a limited lifespan, so it’s not like I have unlimited time…

The two continued to chat about the intricacies of cultivation. Elder Cao kindly explained each bottleneck he would encounter and the methods to overcome them.

“That is a lot to digest…I will have to work hard at cultivation, then.”

“Yes, we all must.” Elder Cao then glanced up at the sky for a moment. “It is time I return. I will visit you again, but it may be weeks before that happens. Hopefully, next time, we can talk about the basics of alchemy instead.”

The Elder then vanished in a blink of an eye as if she had never been there.

With her gone, Li Lang went back to his training for the next few days. His routine was only broken when he overheard the other disciples talking.

“...I don’t dare dream of first place, but the reward for the top ten that allows me to choose any mortal-grade pill doesn’t sound bad. It wouldn’t hurt to prepare a Dao Foundation Pill for my eventual breakthrough once I reached the peak of Energy Gathering!”

“Are you kidding? Might as well aim for the top three for a chance to become an inner disciple!”

Li Lang continued to walk by them but was stopped when the young boy named Yang Quan, who had given him advice on his first official day, called out to him.

“Li Lang, correct? I see that you’ve been working hard over the past week. Would you like to train with me for the upcoming sect competition?”

“Sect competition?”

“What? You don’t know about it yet? It’s the annual test where we have a chance to become an inner disciple! If you are talented enough for Elder Cao to personally induct into the sect, then this will definitely be your chance to shine.”

“...”

Li Lang remained silent as his mind raced to account for the new variables. 

From what he overheard, there was a chance to win an Ascension Pill which he was eager to put into his auto-analyzer. However, unlike what Yang Quan had thought, Li Lang wasn’t a talented genius, and he doubted he could place well in the competition.

Li Lang knew if he wanted the prize, he would need to make drastic adjustments and accelerate his progress.

“When is the competition?” Li Lang abruptly asked, startling everyone.

“...In two months.”

Having heard his answer, Li Lang sprinted out of the door and went straight for the Alchemy Hall. He rushed inside and searched for the Deacon Yu who was nominally in charge of him.

“I need a way back to Xiang Yang quickly, and exchange for some coins as well!”

“...Come again?” The young man stared blankly at the sudden request.

“I…need to make preparations for the upcoming sect competition, so I have to go to Xiang Yang.”

“...Li Lang, you will require the permission of an elder or take a mission from the sect to leave. In this case, I think it would be better for you to take on a mission from the Mission Hall.”

“Why?”

“I doubt the elders will respond well to your request…Even if they do, it may take some time as it isn’t an urgent matter to them. There should be a few simple requests in the Mission Hall that will save you some trouble.”

“...Understood. Thank you!”

Li Lang ran off to the unexplored part of the sect without hesitation.

He came into a spacious hall where a large wooden board was placed in the back, where several fellow disciples gathered. He joined them in inspecting the contents of the board. With a destination in mind, Li Lang was able to skim through the majority of the requests until he settled on a few in the area of Xiang Yang.

Copying as the other did, he was able to take on the request by talking to the disciples manning the counter.

“Outer Disciple Li Lang, you have officially taken on the request. Please report to the Sky Berth outside with your sect token. There will be a Skyrunner heading in that direction in the next hour.”

“Thank you. Oh, and how can I exchange contribution points for money?”

“For Qi stones, you can go to that counter over there.” He pointed off to the side. “For mundane currency, you can exchange it at the Sky Berth.”

Having heard all that he needed, Li Lang wandered out to the large open clearing next to the Mission Hall. There was nothing there but wooden platforms, but it only took a few minutes until he realized what they were for.

He looked up as a wooden carriage sailed through the air at surprisingly high speeds. It circled around Li Lang as it slowed down until it landed perfectly on one of the wooden platforms nearby.

If you ignore their working principles, they’re almost the same as the flying cars from my world…

            

    
        Chapter 27: Skyrunner

    
    
    
    
                Glancing around at the scenery of the Sky Berth, Li Lang had to take a moment to recollect himself. He found it shockingly similar to the air lots from his old world, where flying vehicles filled the skies except the familiar vehicles became replaced by wooden carriages.

He watched as one of the Skyrunners landed straight down like a helicopter, and another took off speedily, like a fighter jet. However, as expected of carriages, there weren’t any loud engine noises.

When Li Lang focused Qi in his eyes, he was able to see each vehicle contained an immense amount of Qi.

How in the world do these carriages work? I am so curious about them…I almost want to go dismantle them to see how they work... Contain yourself, Li Lang! Don’t let the urges win out!

As Li Lang closed his eyes and fought an intense internal battle against himself, one of the sect disciples responsible for managing the Sky Berth spotted the strange child with an abnormally large head just standing in place.

“You there. Are you okay? Are you in need of the bathroom?” 

Li Lang opened his tightly shut eyes at the sound of the voice. He found a teenage disciple looking at him worriedly.

“Err…apologies. I was just looking for where I‌ need to go to report in.”

“I see. In that case, you can simply call out to any one of us here with the yellow armbands who are responsible for managing the Sky Berth. Where do you need to go for your mission?”

“Around Xiang Yang. Here is my token.”

The older disciple received the token and examined it before nodding.

“Understood. Head to berth seven in thirty minutes. Inner disciple Hei is heading in that direction, so he will pick you up in his Skyrunner.”

“...And where can I find the counter for exchanging metal coins?”

“Right over there at the pavilion in front of the entrance to the berths.” He pointed at a hollowed-out tree refitted as a pavilion.

“Thank you for your assistance, Senior.” Li Lang clasped his fist toward the man.

“Just doing my job. Good luck out there, Junior.”

Leaving the helpful guide behind, Li Lang swiftly made his way to the pavilion and couldn’t help but feel up the exterior of the building. It felt exactly as it looked, a dry and coarse bark.

He peeked inside and found a few people there.

Few sect cultivators bothered to carry these metal coins anymore because, at their level, they traded with Qi stones instead. However, the people Li Lang planned to deal with were sectless commoners.

Time flew by quickly after Li Lang had exchanged some of his precious contribution points for coins used by the outside world. Exactly on time, a Skyrunner landed on berth number seven, and Li Lang boarded it along with two others.

He found the carriage a lot more spacious than it appeared, with a total of six seats inside, and room for two more beside the driver. When he stepped in, he found three other disciples were already inside. They all had their eyes closed, and they meditated in silence, so Li Lang and the other newcomer silently took their seats.

The driver, a young man who was the supposed inner sect disciple, wore an olive-green robe that was distinctively darker than the outer disciples. He gave an annoyed look at the back before commanding the Skyrunner to take off.

The trip was exciting for all of the first ten minutes, as the Skyrunner accelerated into the sky, but then quickly settled at a pace. Li Lang made use of the idle time by holding up Ruby to his head, so he could delve into his lab to perform some experiments with all the materials he had gathered thus far.

The auto-analyzer was still in use for the Qi Replenishment Pill, but he settled for mixing various herbs and materials he had access to, and to see if there were any interesting results. 

After half a day of traveling, Li Lang arrived back on the outskirts of Xiang Yang. He quickly disembarked after receiving instructions on where to wait in a week's time for his return trip. However, Li Lang wasn’t too scared of missing the deadline, as Spirit Grove had a branch office in the city that he could contact as well.

Instead of heading to the small villages where his mission was located, he didn’t hesitate to make his way straight into Xiang Yang as soon as he got off the Skyrunner.

The gate guards swiftly left Li Lang once he presented his sect token, and he was once again back on the bustling streets. He immediately glanced around for the gang of kids who sold sodas for him.

As always, there was a large crowd on the main road, with numerous hawkers and vendors around. He spotted a few kids running around here and there, but to his surprise, even after half an hour of searching, he couldn’t find any familiar faces.

Where did those kids normally hang out around again?

The kids had always come to him, so he had no clue where to find them. Left with no choice, he navigated his way back to the inn he had stayed at to get settled first. The mission had a time limit of ten days, so he planned on making full use of it.

Li Lang was met with the familiar middle-aged lady, who was the innkeeper, as soon as he entered the establishment.

“Hi there. Can I get a room for six nights?”

“Oh, welcome back! Yes, of course. Here is the key. Oh, and your friend left a letter for you as well.”

Li Lang quickly snapped up the letter and opened it there on the spot as he fell into his bad habits, and allowed his curiosity to take over. Inside the letter was a brief message from Wei Ping, with an address included.

“Umm…Sorry, can you tell me how to get to this address here?”

“Of course, son.”

Li Lang immediately headed out after receiving his room.

The place listed on the address wasn’t far, but it was on one of the narrow streets in a rundown residential area. Arriving before a decrepit shack, Li Lang cautiously knocked on the door. A few seconds later, he could hear someone running around on the other side. The wood creaked as someone stood behind the door, peeking out before it suddenly swung open.

“...B-boss, you’re back a-already?” A familiar voice came out from the mask-wearing boy with a stutter.

“Yeah, for a week or so. I had something I wanted your help with. How is the business, by the way? Can’t you afford to find a better place than this?”

Wei Peing looked to the ground and shook his head as he answered.

“Boss, c-come in first.”

He closed the door behind Li Lang and led him to a modest living room area and took seats around a flimsy table. Wei Ping waited for Li Lang to get fully settled before speaking.

“Boss, t-the business with the s-sodas is gone. Some y-young masters stopped us from doing b-business because we o-offended them. They w-wanted to know how to make the s-sodas, but I didn’t g-give them the recipe, though. Rest assured.”

I guess that was a forgone conclusion sooner or later when a bunch of kids began raking in the cash. They’re defenseless and easy targets of jealousy… 

If I was a hot-blooded youngster, I would definitely go seek revenge, but there’s no point as it’s no longer important to me. My priority is my research.

“It’s fine. I have another…job for you, anyway. And if it works out, you may be able to start cultivating, too. You’ll gain the power to protect yourself.”

“C-cultivating? I have grade one aptitude. It w-would be a waste of resources for us.”

“Don’t worry about it for now. It won’t be right away. I’ll need you to start gathering people so I can test out these methods first.”

With the allure of an Ascension Pill on the line, Li Lang had been motivated to take action. He would proceed with his plan of experimenting around with cultivation, so he may produce some results for himself to perform better in the upcoming sect competition.

“You w-want me to kidnap people?”

“No, I need people willing to cooperate with me.”

“Boss…that’s n—not an easy request. People won’t agree s-so easily to help you out.”

“Here, I’ve got just the right incentives.” Li Lang slammed down a bag full of coins onto the table.

Wei Ping swiftly moved to inspect its contents. He had masterful control of his facial expression, but Li Lang could see his eyes had glowed for a moment when he saw the coins. 

The money in the bag had cost Li Lang a total of thirty contribution points, but it had enough money for several regular families to live free of worry for a decade. It really highlighted how the difference in value between cultivators and regular folks was when the disparity in wealth was so high.

“A-are your e-experiments dangerous, boss?”

Li Lang looked him straight in the eyes. 

“Yes.” 

“Then it w-will still be hard to find a-anyone unless we lie to them a-about the r-risks.”

“If you went up to a normal person in their prime, then yeah, but I’m thinking of something a little different. The first few experiments I do will be the most dangerous, so I’m thinking of finding the group of people who are most unafraid of these risks if sufficient reward is on the table.”

“W–what kind of people are you talking about, boss?”

“People with nothing to lose.”
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                A young malnourished boy navigated around the backstreets of Xiang Yang with ease. He had grown up here and knew all the shortcuts in the city. He soon arrived at one of the poorer neighborhoods to chase after a rumor.

The young boy easily avoided the less savory people hanging out in the back alleys and arrived at the address he had gotten. He knocked at the flimsy wooden door and within a few seconds, a middle-aged woman answered.

“Yes, boy? What do you want?”

“Hi there, I h-heard someone in y-your family is very sick and I wanted t-to help.”

The woman put a hand on her hip and glared at the little boy.

“Who told you this? We don’t appreciate being disturbed if that’s all you have to say.”

“I—”

Before Wei Ping could continue, a man’s voice called out from behind the woman.

“Dear,” the man coughed violently as he appeared from behind his wife. “What has got you so worked up?”

The two adults exchanged looks before glancing down at the young boy.

“Hi, I’m Wei Ping. I-I wanted to talk about the c-condition of the person who is s-sick in your family.”

“Dear, why don’t you go take care of little Yun while I talk to this young man?” the man said with a gentle smile.

His wife sighed and gave him a knowing look before disappearing into the house.

“Now then, Wei Ping.” He broke out into a coughing fit once more before recollecting himself. “As you can see, I’m the one you’re looking for. What did you want?”

“I heard your c-condition is terminal. I’d like to o-offer something that may be a-able to help your family.”

The man furrowed his brow at the strange offer from a boy who appeared no older than twelve..

Wei Ping went on to explain how he would be offering a handsome sum of money in exchange for the man’s participation in some cultivation experiments. The man patiently listened, but once the boy had finished, he sighed as he continuously shook his head.

“No, please leave me alone. I want to spend my remaining time with my family in peace.”

“...U-understood.”

Left dejected at his first failure, Wei Ping made his way back to where his boss was. This was the only case he currently knew of that fit his boss’s criteria for recruiting subjects. His boss had gone into detail about who he was willing to hire, and the stringent criteria made Wei Ping tap into all the connections he had built up throughout his life. It was because of all these connections that he had found out about the terminally ill man so quickly.

“Boss, I’m b-back.”

“Judging from your expression, it didn’t go so well, right?”

Wei Ping nodded.

“Don’t worry about it. You’ll get used to it. I just found clues about several potential candidates. Maybe we can go visit them together while we get used to it?”

Wei Ping was instantly taken aback by his boss’s words. He knew Li Lang was new to the city, yet he had made progress in finding not just one but several candidates when he had only found one. Wei Ping decided there was no point in asking, as it would only annoy others. This was especially true with his stutter, so he silently followed his boss toward their new destination.

Just like before, they found a small house in one of the poorer neighborhoods and knocked on the door. An old man answered this time, who smelled heavily of liquor.

“What do you want, brats?” 

“Are you Zhou Lun? We’re here because we wanted to offer you an opportunity to earn a large amount of money for your family.”

“...Go scam some other foolish elder. My son may be at work right now, but even I’m still strong enough to deal with brats like you two, who are still wet behind the ears.”

“No, sir. We’re serious.” Li Lang held out some coins for the man to see, then dangled a bag of coins.

“...I’ll hear you out, but make it quick.”

Li Lang began to give his spiel on what he needed the old man for. He had gotten his information from a doctor in the area who was all too happy to discuss the clients he believed weren’t doing too well in exchange for some money. 

This meant Li Lang knew all the details of their conditions, and the old man before him in particular was also suffering from his drinking problem. The doctor indicated he had a year or two at most because he stubbornly refused to change his habits, which prompted Li Lang to visit.

“You’re seriously giving me this much for an old life like mine?”

“Yes, we can sign a contract at the merchant guild if you would like. I can also give you a ten percent advance as well.”

“...Yes, we can do that,” the old man looked downcast for a moment before a tear welled up in his eyes. “Give my son the advance, not me. I’d just spend it all on wine. I’ve been a burden on them long enough. I may not be able to win out against my urges, but I still want to do something during my last years.”

With their first successful recruitment, both Li Lang and Wei Ping were reinvigorated. After dealing with their first recruit, they moved on to the other houses the doctor had given them information on. They were met with some failures and some success.

“You got the hang of it real quick, Wei Ping. Very good! I can leave it to you once I return to Spirit Grove. I’ll try to come back as often as I can.”

“T-thank you for your trust. And are you s-sure you can afford to hire ten people in t-total?”

“It’s fine. I should be able to earn it back in the sect very soon. Ten people are just the start. I’ll need more soon enough, so I’ll have to rely on you.”

“Understood. I’ll—” The young boy’s eyes widened as he reached out his hand to Li Lang. “Watch out!”

He quickly dragged them back the way they came. It took a second for Li Lang to realize it was because of the group of people waiting for them at the end of the narrow alleyway they were in. However, when they turned around, they found another group of ruffians blocking them in.

“We’re s—surrounded…”

In hindsight, I should’ve known the dangers flaunting wealth around could bring, but they sure came quickly…I wish I could offload tasks like these to others, like in the past and just do my thing in the lab.

“Wei Ping, you’re only at the first stage of Energy Gathering, right?”

“Yes…”

“Stay close behind me. We’ll brush through the front toward the main street.”

“But t—there’s two of them in the way.”

“I can tell they are only in the second stage of Energy Gathering. If they underestimate us, I should be able to get them out of our way.”

“They’re adults, your b—builds are too d—different.”

“It’s better than doing nothing. Besides, I’m a disciple of a proper sect. I should be able to hold my own against regular folks.”

Li Lang tried his best to reassure his friend. However, what Wei Ping didn’t know was that Li Lang was somewhat looking forward to this fight.

He had recently been working nonstop at learning several martial arts moves and he had been getting curious about how it would work out in a real scenario. This was the perfect opportunity for him to test it out.

The two groups of men on both ends of the alley began slowly closing in on the two young boys. After taking a deep breath, Li Lang signaled for Wei Ping to sprint toward the group behind them. 

The men laughed upon seeing this as they could not fathom these two children being able to escape from their grasp. The men they were running away from didn’t take them seriously and continued closing the gap at a snail’s pace. This gave Li Lang even more time than he thought to deal with the two men he was charging toward.

“Ha, what’s the hurry, big-headed brat? We heard you’ve been carrying quite a sum on you, so why don’t we go shopping together?”

Li Lang ignored the man’s words and continued to charge at him. The man scoffed and prepared to restrain the boy, moving his hands to hold him in place. Just before his hands made contact with Li Lang’s robes, the young disciple ducked down so fast it was as if he had fallen over. 

Common sense dictated that the boy would lose his balance and fall on the ground when he changed his momentum in such an abrupt manner, but Li Lang proceeded forward while maintaining his balance as if it was a small matter. 

To the man’s surprise, Li Lang stepped right into the man’s space and took on a proper stance before driving his hips behind a punch to the gut. The punch landed squarely in the center of his torso.

Everyone froze for a split second upon the scene, only to be thawed when the man realized it hadn’t hurt as much as he thought and resumed trying to capture the boy. Li Lang reacted just in time by jumping to the side. The man continued to swipe at him, but he kept dodging in awkward poses, yet could still somehow retain his balance.

While dodging, Li Lang’s brain was working overtime, analyzing the fight. He realized that despite having the form, his attack had no substance as a nerd like him was not used to getting physical.

I should’ve studied a fist martial art as well!

Realizing his mistake, Li Lang wasted no time and stepped in toward the same man again. Wei Ping was still watching from a few steps behind, while the other two men were getting closer every second.

I guess it’s time to try out the offensive technique I’ve been working on for real. Let’s hope it lives up to its name and sends this guy flying…

            

    
        Chapter 29: Skysoar Kick

    
    
    
    
                Inside a narrow alley in the city of Xiang Yang, two children found themselves surrounded. On both ends of the street, a pair of adult men were closing in on them. 

One of the boys with an abnormally large head was currently trying to break through on one end. After having exchanged a round of blows with one of the adult assailants, he realized his punches were too weak despite having a higher cultivation. He wasn’t to be blamed, as the difference between the beginning stages of the Energy Gathering realm was marginal. This was especially so when their body size was factored into the equation.

The adult ambusher and his companions were completely confident they had everything under control. The allies of the man whom Li Lang was fighting watched the fight with a grin or were leisurely sauntering over from the other end of the alley.

However, after exchanging a few moves with the boy, the attacker realized what he thought was an easy target had more teeth than he thought. Unfortunately for the children, the man wouldn’t back down from just that.

The attacker had the boy’s back against the walls and was prepared to finish this farce and stop playing around.

His friends had received news that these kids had been going around their area, carrying a large sum of money around them, so he thought it was inevitable they would be targeted. He thought it was better that he did it rather than the more ruthless thugs around.

Combined with the prospect of an easy payday, the grown man jumped into action. He lunged out at the boy, who had gotten passive since his tiny fist had proven ineffective against him.

Just like before, Li Lang dodged out of the way with awkward and unpredictable movements that surprised everyone with how he could still maintain balance. Despite having seen this before, the man couldn’t help but be caught off guard.

Taking the opportunity offered to him, Li Lang stepped into his attack range again. Instead of preparing a punch this time, he turned around while pivoting on one leg. As he turned, he raised his other leg and prepared to kick out.

Li Lang had practiced this technique for the past week, and it was his first time using it against a real person. He executed the move exactly as he had done in training and soon felt his feet come into contact with something solid.

It didn’t last long as he sent the full-grown man flying into the wall behind him.

It did send him flying, so I guess the Skysoar Kick lives up to its name…

Everyone in the narrow alleyway froze for a moment at the unbelievable scene. A small boy around the age of ten had managed to launch a full-grown man. 

Li Lang and Wei Ping recovered from this shock immediately. They exchanged a quick glance before sprinting past the remaining man who stood in their path. Luckily, the man hadn’t recovered from the shock, letting them run by while he stared dumbfounded at his companion.

The two children ran away at full speed, weaving through the narrow streets to break the line of sight. Unfortunately, Li Lang wasn’t particularly fast and was dragging back Wei Ping. His abnormally large head affected his balance too drastically for him to have the speed needed to outrun their adult pursuers.

Once they caught up, it wasn’t difficult for them to tackle down the two out-of-breath children. The man whom Li Lang had kicked caught up to the group last.

So it wasn’t powerful enough after all…I can’t use the excuse I’m a noncombatant anymore if I want to survive in this world. I need to train up my fighting skills a lot more.

“Don’t think you’ll be getting away from this in one piece after that stunt you pulled,” the man said as he nursed his chest.

He grabbed Li Lang by the hair and winded up his arm to punch the brat when suddenly, a figure leaped down from the roof. The sound of robes fluttering drew everyone’s attention as the newcomer landed squarely on the man holding down Li Lang.

The adults stared at the young girl, who had abruptly appeared with their mouths agape. She appeared no older than Li Lang and had a petite figure that complimented her straight black hair. The girl exuded a powerful aura that made it unquestionable that she had the highest cultivation among the people present.

“Scram! Unless you guys want me to take action,” the young girl declared as she kicked over the man at her feet.

The other men exchanged glances with each other before quickly turning tail. With the assailants escaping with their tails between their legs, the girl then turned to Li Lang and Wei Ping.

“Pathetic people like you make me regret having joined the same sect.”

Right after she spoke, she vanished as abruptly as she had appeared. Li Lang wasn’t even able to react before she swiftly climbed back onto the roof.

Seeing they were now alone in the alleyway, the duo awkwardly exchanged glances before getting up.

Meanwhile, the young girl who had just saved them was quickly moving from roof to roof. She then leaped into a sea of people on the main road and entered a lavish restaurant. She navigated through the building without hesitation toward one of the private rooms.

She didn’t bother to knock and went straight into the room, where a portly man who was dressed like a rich merchant was eating alone. The man didn’t bother glancing toward the newcomer taking a seat beside him, and continued enjoying his food.

“Senior Brother Jian, your disguises look especially ugly this time.”

“Come now, don’t bully me, Junior Xue. Quickly make your report so I can head back.”



Time passed by in the blink of an eye, and Li Lang’s time in Xiang Yang was running out.

Over the past week, he and Wei Ping had brainstormed various methods to reach out to candidates for the first round of experiments. They visited many areas of the city, searching mainly for terminally ill patients or others who had a high tolerance for risk. They made slow progress, but any progress was still better than none. 

Before heading back to the sect, Li Lang first needed to complete the request he took on from the Mission Hall or risk taking the contribution points penalty.

“I’ll leave recruiting to you, Wei Ping. I’ll probably be back in a few weeks, so we’ll start our first round of experiments, then.” Li Lang fetched out his money pouch. “Here, keep this as well, in case it takes me a while to return.”

Wei Ping took a quick look at the contents of the pouch, and his eyes widened.

“T-that’s a lot of m-money. Are you sure?”

“Yes, it’s no use to me in the sect, anyway. I’ll bring more the next time I come, so recruit as many people as you can find.”

“...Understood!”

Li Lang kept the parting brief as he began leaving the city of Xiang Yang. He headed in the direction of a nearby village and refreshed himself on the task at hand. Despite being called nearby, it still took Li Lang a few hours of walking to reach his destination.

“Investigate what destroyed the fields of Yong village,” Li Lang muttered.

What am I, a detective? This better not lead to a Qi beast because that’s way more than what I can currently handle.

Li Lang’s mind was preoccupied with the experiments he would be doing with his new subjects. He wasn’t interested in the mystery of the mission at all. As a result, he rushed into the village and did the bare minimum required of him by mechanically following the guidelines set by the mission hall.

He spoke to the villagers and inspected the fields. His auto-analyzer was busy with the Replenishment Pill, so he simply sketched down the prints found around the scene. 

His body was mechanically completing the task, while his mind was elsewhere. The mission passed by in a blur and he soon found himself on a Skyrunner returning to the sect.

When he returned to the sect after an entire week, the atmosphere had drastically changed. Everyone was busier than ever, as they all busied themselves with the preparations for the upcoming sect competition.

“Did you hear? There’s this freak among the independent cultivators that made it past the qualifiers that have been constantly beating people with higher cultivation. I heard he only has a grade two aptitude like me too!”

“Really!? Are we sure he isn’t a demonic cultivator then?”

“Well…The elder in charge allowed him to proceed to the main competition, so probably not.”

While the name of Spirit Grove’s sect-wide competition may imply it was exclusive to their disciples, that wasn’t the case. Sectless independent cultivators were welcome to join after passing through a preliminary round. It gave them a chance to show off their skills for a chance to join a sect or win rewards.

Occasionally, they would be upstarts that surpassed everyone’s expectations as well. When this happened, the news would make its rounds, which naturally meant Li Lang caught wind of this as well.

“Is that true? You say there’s a young independent cultivator around my age in the seventh stage of Energy Gathering who is easily defeating others who are one or two stages above him? He even has a grade two aptitude?” Li Lang tightly held onto one of his dorm mates when he overheard their conversation.

The outer disciples that Li Lang ambushed were completely stunned at the sudden interrogation and at a loss for words.

Thankfully, coming to their rescue was the nearby Yang Quan, whom Li Lang had previously spoken with.

“That’s right. Calm down and let him go first. I’ll tell you what I know.”

Oops, I lost control of myself again. But the news of someone making such progress with low aptitude sounds like great research material!

“...Oh, sorry. I lost control of myself there. Please excuse me.”

As Li Lang retreated, Yang Quan stared at his back the entire time.

However, Li Lang was completely oblivious to this, as he was in a rush to go about his schedule. He had to cultivate his martial arts techniques and then refine pills. Every time he turned in a batch of pills, he would gain a contribution point for every pill. 

In contrast, the mission Li Lang had completed only netted him ten points.

He steadily built up his points as he prepared for another outing to Xiang Yang to finally begin his experiments.

“I’m sorry, but the Mission Hall will temporarily stop issuing non-urgent missions,” the disciple in the Mission Hall replied.

“What? How long will this last for?”

“Until the sect competition ends. This is to ensure no issues arise during this important event as all disciples are required to participate in some fashion.”

“...I see.”

Li Lang was immediately dejected at hearing the news. He had been thinking long and hard about his experiments, but now he was forced to wait for over a month.

…In a way, it’ll give me more time to refine my ideas some more. Maybe I can take some inspiration from the event as well…


            

    
        Chapter 30: Sect Competition

    
    
    
    
                Before it was time for Spirit Grove’s annual sect competition, Li Lang received another visit from Elder Cao.

“Li Lang, I heard you’ve successfully learned to refine the Qi Replenishment Pill.” The elder said as soon as Li Lang exited from the refining room.

“That is… correct, Elder.”

“Good, good, good. May I see your latest work?”

“Of course, elder.” Li Lang handed a bottle of freshly refined pills over. “Here it is.”

Elder Cao carefully examined the new pills she received before wearing her signature frown.

“Li Lang, these are also subpar in quality, just like your Recovery Pills. Can you really not put a little more care when refining them? Or are you struggling with the Qi flame control techniques?”

“...Elder, my method for refining is special, so I’m not sure what you’re referring to.”

“Oh dear me, I forgot that you are a new disciple…and one that is only in the third stage of Energy Gathering. You won’t be able to make use of any Qi flame control techniques at that level, so maybe that’s why…”

Li Lang decided to stay quiet as the elder contemplated. He didn’t really want to go into detail about how he refined pills as it may touch on the secret of Ruby, so he decided to let the elder come to her own conclusions. 

The elder then proceeded to mouth off on a long rant, highlighting the basics of alchemy to Li Lang. She went into detail from the very first step to the last. Halfway through, Li Lang began paying serious attention to her words when he found many steps he was completely ignorant of.

It turned out that alchemists usually monitored the contents of their furnaces throughout the entire process with their Qi sense. They would use their power to adjust how the materials fused together and other reactions. 

The more Li Lang listened, the more he began to understand why his pills were always considered subpar. His method was perfect for mass production, but quality was entirely sacrificed when formulating his production method. It was inevitable when he tried to make a method that succeeded every time.

Once Elder Cao was finished with her lengthy retelling of the basic pill refining process, she swiftly took her leave when she saw the time.

However, Li Lang barely noticed, as he was busy mumbling to himself while he contemplated ways he could address the weakness in his refining method. When he came to it, he was already alone, with only a few other disciples in the distance staring at him with strange looks.

Ignoring their gazes, Li Lang put himself on autopilot, making his way back to his dorm while he got lost in his own thoughts.

This caused even more disciples to witness the strange scene of the young child walking around while staring at the ground with a hand on his chin. Many steered clear of his way, as he was completely oblivious of his surroundings. 

This continued until the young boy encountered several disciples who were equally oblivious, as they were busy arguing. They blocked the path to Li Lang’s dorm, which resulted in him colliding directly into the back of one such disciple.

“Who dares push me?” The young disciple shouted as he turned toward his assailant.

It was only then that Li Lang woke up from his deliberations. He looked up to find a dozen disciples glaring at him. There were also a few faces he recognized as his dorm mates further in the back.

Did I interrupt something?

“Oh sorry, didn’t see you there.”

“...How dare you? Are you belittling me?” The young boy stood tall and loomed over Li Lang.

“What? No. I just wasn’t looking where I was going and accidentally ran into you since you’re blocking the entrance.“

“So it’s my fault now? Ha, someone has dared put the blame on me. If I don’t teach you a lesson here, then how will my Sun family still have the face to be in the sect?”

“Umm…”

“Sun Pang, are you trying to break sect rules and inflict violence on your fellow disciple in front of all these witnesses?”

Coming to Li Lang’s rescue, Yang Quan strode forward from within the dorm. He gave Li Lang a quick nod before bringing his attention back to their common adversary.

“Don’t worry, Yang Quan, I wasn’t done with you yet! It seems like the Feng Shui here is no good. The people who reside here are all tactless barbarians. It is up to me to teach you people a lesson.”

Sparks between the two boys could almost be seen, but just as they were prepared to take action, each of their companions held them back.

After some whispering among each group, both parties decided to back down, but not without parting words.

“I’ll let you go with a warning for today, but you won’t be so lucky during the sect competitions.” Sun Pang sneered.

“You took the words right out of my mouth,” Yang Quan retorted.

Sun Pang’s group quickly took their leave and Li Lang decided to do the same, returning to his room.

After that day, it became much more peaceful for Li Lang. Everyone was busy preparing for the competition while Li Lang focused on breaking through to the fourth stage of Energy Gathering.

The gap between the third stage and fourth stage of Energy Gathering was special. It represented the first minor bottleneck in a cultivator’s journey. No longer could the practitioner advance by simply gathering and absorbing Qi. They now had to learn to control their Qi even when it was outside of the cultivator.

The signature ability of a mid-stage Energy Gatherer was how they could envelop their skin in a protective Qi, the most basic Qi technique that manifested outside of the body.

The time it took for a cultivator to overcome this bottleneck varied greatly, with those with higher aptitude much better off. For those with grade one aptitude like Li Lang, Elder Cao mentioned the fastest recorded case to her knowledge was two years, but it was normal to expect around five years. In comparison, those with grade two aptitude had a much easier time, with one year being the average.

While the elder had explained what he needed to do to break through, Li Lang had no idea why he needed to externally manifest his Qi to break through. He was dying to investigate the underlying reason, but he was cut off from his willing test subjects back in Xiang Yang.

Without being able to make any progress in his research, Li Lang obediently cultivated and slowly explored ways to control his Qi. 

Time flew by as Li Lang fumbled his way around his cultivation, to no avail.

Almost two months had passed since his return from Xiang Yang and the time for the sect competition had arrived.

All the outer disciples gathered on the spacious training grounds that had been transformed into a coliseum. They each organized themselves by the dorm they were from and swiftly got seated around the colossal arena.

The bustling crowd was so loud that the people present could only converse with their immediate neighbors. 

It was only when a lanky old man took the stage that they began to quiet down. The old man wore a kind smile like any grandfather would when facing their grandchildren, but he had an unmistakable aura of authority that was hard to ignore.

He only needed to clear his throat once to completely silence the entire venue.

“Disciples of Spirit Grove, I, Gong Tai, the Vice Sect Leader of Spirit Grove, will once again be managing the sect competition this year. Some of you may have heard this before, but for the new disciples, listen carefully. The sect competition is meant to foster a positive environment to motivate you to grow. While competition is good, be mindful of how far you take it. Poison is in quantity. Always keep that in mind.” The Vice Sect Leader paused as he took a moment to glance at the position of the sun. “The time is now. I officially declare the start of this year’s sect competition! Disciples, follow your senior’s lead, while visitors should wait in place until someone gets you.”

As soon as he was done with his speech, the old man suddenly vanished from the eyes of thousands of outer disciples. The ground then violently shook as a platform was raised from the ground until it reached ten stories high. Atop the platform, the lanky Vice Sect Leader reappeared along with two other elders, sitting comfortably in their seats.

“New disciples taking place in the combat section go to the yellow area by the arenas. Your fights will take place in arenas one through nine.” Several teenagers shouted out.

Li Lang glanced down at the arena below and found dozens of platforms made of light grey stones, each labeled with a number. They were only elevated a meter, but having visited here before, Li Lang was surprised at how much the once-empty training ground had transformed.

The arenas were further separated by the colored lines beneath the platforms. 

Right in front of Li Lang, he spotted stairs that led from the spectators’ stands down to the arena floor. On the ground level where the platforms were, there were even tunnel entrances that numerous other disciples made use of. One of these tunnels in particular had a fireplace before it, producing red smoke.

“Li Lang, it is time. Let’s go teach Sun Pang a lesson.” 

Li Lang glanced up to find Yang Quan staring at him with eyes of determination and nodded in a friendly manner his way. In response, Li Lang scratched his cheeks as he replied.

“Umm…I won’t be joining you.”

            

    
        Chapter 31: Only Child

    
    
    
    
                “What do you mean you won’t be joining? All disciples have to participate.” Yang Quan said with a strained voice.

“I will be participating, just in another event. I’m more of an alchemist than a fighter.”

“What? Wait…” A look of realization hit Yang Quan. “Is that why Elder Cao brought you into the sect?”

“Exactly so.”

The young boy grimaced at the news. He had known Elder Cao as a formidable fighter first before her identity as an alchemist, which caused the misunderstanding. Embarrassed, he quickly departed from the stands, diving headfirst into the arena below.

Li Lang scratched his head as he wondered how any of this even mattered, but before he could dwell on it, the seniors in the sect shouted out once more.

“Disciples participating in the crafts event please gather at the tunnel entrance with the red smoke!”

There were several tunnel entrances to the arena floor, and one of them had a small fire going. The fire produced red fumes, which Li Lang had been wondering about, but now the mystery had been resolved.

He joined the rest of the crowd and made their way down the stairs from the spectator’s area to the floor below. It didn’t take long, as all the disciples with higher cultivation opted to directly jump down instead.

There was a disproportionate amount of participants in the combat event compared to the crafts event. Mastering a craft was not easy and these numbers exactly demonstrated that. However, one craftsman could service numerous cultivators, so if that ratio was taken into consideration, there were more craftsmen than combatants.

Li Lang was soon guided into the tunnels along with the other participants towards the interiors of the coliseum building. While walking, Li Lang couldn’t help but notice he was drawing many gazes, and from what he overheard, it wasn’t because of his abnormally large head.

It didn’t take long before he realized all the other participants around him were at least a year older. Thankfully, as a competition for youths, there were no adults either.

“This youngster should be new to the sect…Is he really participating in a craft competition at such a young age? He probably can’t even use Qi sense yet.”

“Of course not! I can feel that he is only in the third stage of Energy Gathering…What is he doing? Is he lost?”

Li Lang knew there was no point in telling them otherwise, as he was experienced enough to know that most people wouldn’t change their initial perception of somebody until proven otherwise. After all, action spoke louder than words.

They soon exited the coliseum itself and trekked through the sect ground until they reached the underground facility Li Lang had visited previously. They arrived at the spacious underground hall where there were many paths that split off, each labeled with one of the five elements.

Five people waited there for the group and from their demeanor, everyone could instantly tell they were sect elders. 

“Split up into your crafts. You will be brought to your respective profession’s area by these esteemed elders here.”

Li Lang stared at the elder positioned in front of each path for a moment. They read, Wood, Fire, Earth, Metal, and Water.

The disciples quickly dispersed and Li Lang headed for the elder before the ‘Fire’ path that represented alchemy. Once they were grouped, the elders began leading them down the paths behind them until they arrived in the Alchemy hall.

A dozen disciples were participating in the alchemy competition.

“The first round of competition is simple. Craft as many Mortal-grade Recovery Pills as you can. Each room is well stocked with ten sets of materials. You will continue to refine pills until the materials run out.” The elder explained.

“Elder Ma, how is the evaluation weighted? Does the final number of pills matter more or quality?”

“Of course, both. I won’t disclose the exact details, but as proud alchemists, you must hold yourself to higher standards. Do not slack off, always strive for the best.”

While all the disciples looked excited or determined to place well in the competition, Li Lang was completely listless.

The Ascension Pill…If only I was a better fighter, I would have a chance to attain it. Why can’t this alchemy competition have it as a reward as well? It’s a pill, for goodness’ sake! I can feel the secrets of cultivating, eluding me!

By the time Li Lang snapped out of it, all the other disciples had already entered into their own refining room.

“Junior, you have waited until everyone else left. Tell me, what do you require? I’ll be sure to keep it a secret.”

“Umm...That’s right.” Li Lang faltered for a moment at the sudden question. “Do you have any Moonshadow Lotus?”

“Yes, I will bring it to your refining room. You can go on in.”

Seeing how the elder answered so earnestly, Li Lang complied and entered his assigned refining room. He took stock of the materials and carefully examined the equipment within. By the time he was done, a knock resounded, and he found a bag of Moonshadow Lotus just outside the door.

“Okay…I have all the materials I need and more. Time to get to work.”

As Li Lang worked on refining three batches of Recovery Pills concurrently as he was used to, his mind couldn’t help but wander to Elder Cao’s teachings.

She had opened up a new realm of pill refining to him, one where the alchemist carefully monitored the pill’s conditions throughout the process. However, it required the alchemist to use Qi sense, something that he wasn’t able to do yet. He explored ways he could address this with his current method but found it incompatible.

My approach is based on the mass production method, where I ensure all my inputs are consistently the same to allow for a repeatable process. The ‘proper’ way Elder Cao showed requires paying attention to each pill throughout the entire refinement process, an artisan’s way that is on the other end of the spectrum…

As Li Lang worked on the pills, he inadvertently displayed one of the advantages of his mass production method. Even while his mind was elsewhere, the refining was a success. While for other alchemists, the tiniest distraction could cause their furnace to blow up.

With the entire refining process mastered, Li Lang was able to complete his assignment without failing once. As expected of someone who refined three furnaces concurrently, he was the first one to come out, despite being the last one to start.

“Is there a problem? Perhaps you need more Moonshadow Lotus? If so…while I can’t comment too much on another alchemy technique, but isn’t it a little too wasteful?”

“...No, Elder Ma. I am done. Here are my Recovery Pills.”

“So quickly?”

The elder swiftly snatched up the bottle in Li Lang’s hand, but quickly caught himself in the act just before he opened it. There were procedures to follow, which meant he had to wait until everyone else was done before he evaluated it before all the contestants in a show of fairness. 

The elder was left wondering to himself how Moonshadow Lotus could possibly accelerate the refining process of something as elementary as Recovery Pills. For a moment, he thought Li Lang may have lied, but the scent from the bottle was unmistakable for a veteran alchemist like him.

“...Elder, is it okay if I went to the washroom?” Li Lang asked.

“Yes, yes. It will take some time before the other participants are done. Just make sure you’re back before then.”

With Li Lang gone, the elder was left alone while he pondered the ways of alchemy. It made time pass quickly, and soon, all the other contestants exited their refining rooms. They neatly lined up in front of the elder, and Li Lang came just in time for the evaluation to begin.

“You have all done well. We will now be grading your results. Are there any volunteers who would like to be graded first?”

Instantly, several hands shot up as the competitors glared at each other.

Elder Ma chuckled wistfully at the youthfulness of the disciples and randomly pointed at one of them.

“Introduce yourself and present me with your work.”

“Elder Ma, I am Tong Baixuan. Here are the Recovery Pills I have refined.” The man said as he presented his pill bottle.

Elder Ma proceeded to take the contents out and inspected each one carefully.

“Average quality, decent quality, good, subpar, subpar, decent…”

As the results were announced, the remaining competitors began chatting amongst themselves.

“This Tong Baixuan is not bad for his age. I believe he succeeded in about fifty percent of attempts.”

“That’s much better than the standard one in three tries for pills at his level. Do you think he is just that talented, or is it his technique?”

“...Now this is getting me nervous to show my results. At the very least, I don’t want to have the worst showing.”

“Ha, as if that would happen with that brat here.”

Li Lang returned their glances with a polite smile. He wasn’t here to show off or make enemies. Despite the alchemy competition not having Ascension Pills as a reward, Li Lang still wanted whatever reward he could get.

The others didn’t press him too hard either, as they were all his seniors. 

One by one, the grading continued.

“Song Lan, four batches successfully refined out of ten. Two of average quality, one subpar, and one good quality batch of Recovery Pills.”

“Next! Li Lang!”

Instantly, everyone looked over at the boy with an abnormally large head.

            

    
        Chapter 32: The Second Round

    
    
    
    
                “Next! Li Lang!”

The entire room immediately gazed at the youngest contestant present. Some sneered or looked worried, while some were indifferent.

As Li Lang made his way up to Elder Ma, the other participants conversed openly.

“I feel relieved I won’t be last place at least…”

“Come on, are you really going to compare yourself with a new disciple? I just can’t believe the sect would allow a beginner to participate and waste our precious resources.”

“I wonder what this kid was doing in the refining room for so long? He came out last, right?”

“Hey, Tong Baixuan, want to make a bet if this kid even managed to refine a pill with me?”

Amidst all the chattering, Elder Ma paid them no heed as he received the pill bottle from Li Lang. 

He slowly took out the first pill and immediately, everyone else quieted down.

“...He actually successfully refined a pill!”

“How is that possible? At such a young age with his cultivation…There’s no way he can even use Qi sense yet!”

“Is he blessed by the heavens in the way of alchemy?"

This time, the elder cleared his throat to silence the crowd before he announced his verdict.

“Subpar quality!”

“That…is to be expected. It is already amazing he could refine a pill without Qi sense.”

The other participants all turned their gaze at Li Lang again. This time, they weren’t patronizing and contemptuous gazes, but one of respect and curiosity. However, they collectively gasped when they heard the next words from the elder.

“Next pill, subpar as well…”

“What? He succeeded twice, too?”

“Shush! Look, the elder is still going.”

“Subpar, subpar, subpar….subpar. Li Lang, ten batches successfully refined out of ten. All of subpar quality. Despite the quality, it is safe to say Li Lang has the highest success rate and the fastest as well.”

“What? Elder, I thought Li Lang was the slowest?”

The kind elder slowly shook his head with a smile.

“No, he was the first to come out. He simply went to the washroom while he was waiting for the rest of you.”

The room collectively gasped and was stunned into silence as no one let out a word. Even the elder took a moment to process the results himself before he informed the participants of the next step.

“The first test is now over. The top half will be proceeding to the second test. I will now be announcing the names.”

No one was surprised when Li Lang’s name was called out first. Some smiled when they heard their name, while those who knew they hadn’t performed well didn’t even seem to be bothered by the results and only stared at Li Lang in curiosity.

“...and those are all who have passed. I thank you all for your hard work, even if you didn’t perform up to your expectations. The pills you have refined will be much appreciated by the disciples participating in the combat events. I will come back to commence the second test once I have delivered the pills, so those who passed should stay here while the rest of you may leave.”

Despite the elder’s declaration, none of the losers had left. They all stayed for the same reason: to watch the next round. They didn’t bother to hide that they paid special attention to Li Lang in particular.

Elder Ma swiftly disappeared from view. The tension in the room dialed down with his absence. One of the sharper participants immediately took the opportunity to approach Li Lang.

“Greetings, Li Lang.” He held out a fist with his other hand in greeting. “I am Song Yun. I believe you have only recently joined the sect, so please feel free to come to me if you need anything.”

“Yes, nice to meet you. I will be in your care.”

Li Lang responded in kind. Behind Song Yun, several others were also eyeing a chance to greet him as well. If someone who wasn’t in the know stumbled in, they would definitely find the scene strange, as several teenagers were taking turns to greet the youngest child here as if he was their grandfather.

This is getting out of hand…I can barely remember their names, too…

Thankfully, the elder hadn’t taken too long and soon returned.

“Disciples, I hope you are ready for the second round, because we will be beginning right away. For the next round, we won’t be refining anything. Instead, you will be tasked with analyzing a pill. You will have to identify the pill and the materials used to refine it. Please come receive your pill bottle when I call your name, but don’t open it until you enter into your own refining room. You will then have one hour.”

With only half a dozen people left, Elder Ma handed out all the pills in no time at all.

Li Lang raced into his room as soon as he received his pill and immediately took out Ruby.

Good thing I haven’t been putting anything into the auto-analyzer that would take days recently.

“Ruby, can you take this pill into the artifact space right away?”

“Master…are you sure you want to bring it into my artifact space? It’ll disappear.”

“The elder didn’t say anything about having to return it, so why not?”

“Master, you should know how long it usually takes to analyze a cultivation pill. At the very least, it’ll take days.”

“You can just give me the incomplete results after an hour.”

“Very, well, master.”

“Even if I can’t pass this round, at least we got a free pill to analyze. It’s better than nothing.”

Knowing there was nothing else he could do, Li Lang began practicing his cultivation techniques to pass the time. 

An hour for a cultivator was only nothing at all. One by one, the remaining participants exited out of their rooms, each wearing a different expression. They soon all stared at the last remaining room belonging to the youngest contestant.

“He still isn’t out yet? I did all I could, but after half an hour, I already knew I had reached my limit.”

“It’s possible he has a great grasp of pill analysis considering his shocking success rate with refining.”

The crowd didn’t get to gossip for long as Li Lang came out just as the hour ended.

Elder Ma gave him a knowing nod before proceeding.

Just like before, Elder Ma picked one of the volunteers to come up first.

“Song Yun, please tell me the results of your investigations. You have each received a different pill, so please feel free to go into detail as much as you want.”

“Yes, elder. I believe the pill I received was a mortal-grade Vitality Pill that uses an unorthodox formula. Unlike the common type that focuses on helping cultivator replenish their blood and nutrients, this one focuses more on curing illness for low-level cultivators. The materials used should be Lighthorn, Jade Leaves…”

Li Lang listened attentively as he memorized everything said. He may have the auto-analyzer, but it didn’t hurt to compare notes for when the time came for him to deal with the same pill.

“Very good. You have missed several ingredients and the name of the pill is actually Harmony Restoration Pill, but you are mostly right on the other things. Eighty-four points out of a hundred!” The elder declared.

The next disciple wasn’t so lucky, as they only got several ingredients right. They scored a measly thirty-five points.

“You need to work on your Qi sense technique if you want to make it far as an alchemist.” Elder Ma shook his head. “Next!”

The others that came after had mixed results, but none did better than the first contestant, Song Yun.

“Sixty-nine points. Next!”

Finally, it was Li Lang’s turn.

Everyone in the room immediately focused on the young boy with the deformed physique.

Li Lang sighed and walked up to the elder once again at the anticipating eyes of the others. The losers from the previous round chatted and yelled out words of encouragement.

“What score do you think he will get for this round?”

“Someone who can refine so quickly without using Qi sense should be quite knowledgeable in the way of alchemy. He even spent the full hour carefully studying the pill. It is hard to say, but it should be close to ninety points…”

“Right, after all, good things come in pairs. I’m sure he isn’t only talented in refining, but analyzing too.”

“Show them how it’s done, Li Lang!”

With both hands behind him, Elder Ma stood up a little straighter as he received the boy.

“Go on, Li Lang. Tell me what you have discovered about the pill you received.”

“Elder, I…” Li Lang glanced around at the expectant eyes of the audience and took a deep breath. “There should be Jade leaves…”

Li Lang listed several common auxiliary herbs used. At first, everyone listened attentively and figured he was getting the easy things out of the way. However, his voice soon slowed down before he was entirely silent.

“That’s all I know…”

“What? That was all you figured out after spending the entire hour? Were you too afraid to show your face?” one of the other contestants cried out.

“Silence!” Elder Ma authoritatively silenced the crowd with his eyes. “Well, considering Li Lang can’t use Qi sense, it isn’t too surprising you are at a disadvantage when it comes to pill analysis. Tell me, what method did you use?”

“Umm…by eating it?”

For the second time that day, the room was stunned into silence as they all stared dumbfounded at the young boy.

            

    
        Chapter 33: Spectator

    
    
    
    
                “What, you ate the pill?” Elder Ma asked with a stern expression immediately after he recovered from his shock.

“That’s correct. I only figured out the few herbs I know from the taste and effects.”

“That’s…a very dangerous thing to do! What if you couldn’t handle the pill or if it was poisonous?”

“...I’m not sure what to say.”

“And you came out of the room so confidently…”

All I did was respectfully nod your way…

“Elder, I apologize if I have broken any rules. I have never been formally trained as an alchemist.”

“Elder Ma, we can’t be too harsh on Junior Li. We are expecting too much of someone so young and new to alchemy. As his seniors, we can’t really blame him for his deficiencies, but should help him improve instead,” Song Yun spoke up from behind.

“...You are right, but that is for another time… I declare the second round of the alchemy competition over. The top three know who they are. Please prepare for the third and final round after a short break. I can tell you the next round consists of refining a pill you’ve never seen before, so prepare yourselves.”

“Yes, elder!” The three who moved on to the finals replied in sync.

“For the rest of you. You may have failed in the second round, but the sect still recognizes your efforts. You will each be rewarded with fifty contribution points.” 

The elder swiftly took hold of their sect tokens and returned them. With that, the alchemy competition was over for Li Lang. While he could stay, he wouldn’t be able to spectate the bits he was curious about, the actual refining session that took place within the refining room.

It was at times like these that he cursed how conservative the alchemy community was for keeping their techniques so close to their chest.

He shook his head as he made his way out of the building. However, he didn’t even make it very far before someone called out to him.

“Li Lang, would you like to go take a look around to see how the other competitions are going with me?”

The young man strode confidently toward Li Lang. He had a friendly demeanor, but he also gave off an air of naivety that was characteristic of a sheltered upbringing.

“You are…Senior…”

“Tong Baixuan, sixteen years old!”

“Apologies, Senior Tong… A lot of people introduced themselves to me just now.”

“It is fine. Anyway, as I was saying, want to check out the other competitions with me?”

“...Sure, I didn’t have anything particular in mind anyway, but is there a reason you’re inviting me in particular?”

“Don’t worry. I just wanted to get to know you. It’s not every day I see someone as young as you, being skilled enough to refine a pill already.”

While Li Lang was unsure if his senior had any ulterior motives, he felt that it shouldn’t hurt to tag along with someone knowledgeable.

“I see…Well, okay.”

“Great, I’ll take the lead then!”

The duo soon made their way back to the spacious room where they had split off from the other crafts professions. There were several people lingering around as well, contestants who had been eliminated in their respective competitions.

“Hmm, would you prefer checking out the Brushweavers or Artificers?” Tong Baixuan asked.

“I don’t really know much about either, but I’d prefer something we can actually see them in action. The reason I left the alchemy competition behind was because I wouldn’t be able to see them refine.”

“Then Brushweaver it is. Their techniques lie in Qi manipulation, so we can watch them work on their talismans.”

Tong Baixuan nonchalantly led the way to the hallway with the word ‘Water’ above it.

They soon spotted the reception desk for the Brushweavers and were swiftly let in after a few questions.

They were easily able to spot where the competition took place as several spectators gathered in the main lobby, right outside the private rooms. Just like with the Alchemy competition, a majority of the losers remained to watch the procession.

The two alchemists silently went off to the side to join the other spectators.

In the middle of the hall were two dozen rectangular desks. Only five of them were currently occupied, while an elder walked along the aisles as they monitored the disciples.

“Do you know anything about Brushweavers, Junior Li?” Tong Baixuan asked, having noticed Li Lang’s wandering gaze.

“No, not really.”

“Well, most people don’t know much about them either, besides the fact that they craft talismans. What you should know is that they work closely with Artificers as well to craft artifacts. I doubt we’ll get to see much of that here today, though.”

Talismans like the warding one I used when I previously went to gather in the forests… Interesting. Wait, no. I have enough projects already. I can’t divide my attention further or I won’t be able to get anything done.

Reining in his growing curiosity, Li Lang continued to listen to Tong Baixuan’s explanation.

“Look, they’re crafting talismans right now. Seeing their strained expressions, they must be crafting something they aren’t familiar with.”

“I’m not surprised. I have been to a talisman store before. I believe there is quite a large variety of talismans out there,” Li Lang added.

They watched on as each disciple by the desk was carefully holding onto a brush. They wrote at a dramatically slow pace, but everyone could feel the Qi from their actions.

A nascent talisman one of the disciples was working on soon began to shine brightly, drawing the eyes of all the spectators. They could feel the talisman sucking in the air around them as a small breeze swept over them.

While one talisman only had a minor effect, when it happened to all the other talismans, the entire hall was stirred. However, it didn’t last long as each talisman soon ceased all activity, becoming a motionless piece of paper.

“Very good. Please bring your work up one by one for me to examine.” The elder in charge declared.

The entire process wasn’t much different from Li Lang’s own experience with the alchemy competition, and the elder soon went through each disciple’s work and graded them.

However much it ignited Li Lang’s curiosity and stirred his impulse to investigate the new mysterious profession, he was still able to rein himself in the end.

Nevertheless, after the event ended, he quickly urged his companion to leave for the next event.

“Where did you want to go next?” Tong Baixuan asked as they got back into the main hall shared by the five professions.

He glanced at the other paths labeled ‘Metal’, ‘Earth, and ‘Wood’ and turned to Li Lang.

“Let’s… go check out the combat section outside.”

“Oh, want to go to the main event already. Sure, why not?”

Li Lang was curious about the other crafts, but that was exactly why he decided not to go view their events. It would only urge him to delve into those crafts when he didn’t have the time to afford to do so.

The two soon made their way back to the coliseum erected specifically for the sect competition and returned to the spectator stands. There were already numerous other disciples there, cheering on their fellow disciples. 

There was even a flat clearing toward the central spectator platform where many elders and deacons could be seen. They were sitting around sipping tea or playing mahjong while occasionally glancing down at the competition below.

Li Lang and Tong Baixuan soon got into seats themselves and both channeled Qi into their eyes to get a better view of the fighting below.

“Did you have any friends you’re searching for?”

“Not particularly. I just want to see skilled fighters for my own reference. How about you, Senior Tong?”

“Hmm, my acquaintances aren’t combat-inclined, so they should have been eliminated by now. In your case, if you are looking to learn, it is better to spectate the fights around your level. You won’t be able to learn much from the flashy fights between the older disciples as you are now.”

The two alchemists directed their gaze at the new disciple section. It wasn’t long before they were both drawn to a fight in particular. It was because of the numerous disciples crowding below the arena, where two young women were about to fight.

The deacon in charge shouted out at the spectators to quiet down before he gathered the two contestants at the center of the ring to explain the rules to them. 

One of the contestants was a slender woman of average height, but drew the most eyes to her thanks to her exquisite skin, feminine figure, and beautiful features.

Standing next to her opponent, they contrasted each other significantly. It wasn’t because the other girl was unattractive, but her charm came from her valiant demeanor and imposing figure. She stood over six feet tall with an athletic build and kept her hair short.

After a short while, the deacon in charge signaled the start of the new round and the two ladies immediately sprang into action.

They both charged at each other despite their different builds, but the next thing Li Lang saw stunned him into silence. The slender young woman effortlessly blocked a high kick from her opponent before launching a palm strike that sent her target flying off the arena.

“Winner, Ling Xue!” the deacon declared.

The match was over as soon as it started, and the surrounding crowd’s cheer rang out thunderously.

However, the splendid display of martial prowess wasn’t the only thing that shocked Li Lang. It was because he recognized the woman as the one he had encountered with Wei Ping on the streets of Xiang Yang the other day. It was the woman who had saved them.

            

    
        Chapter 34: Ling Xue

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang stared at the familiar girl who was currently being cheered on the stage. As she stepped off, Li Lang reminisced back on when she had saved him from the hoodlums after him and Wei Ping.

When she got off the arena, her eyes snapped to Li Lang and locked gazes with him despite being so far apart.

…Was I staring that hard?

He reflexively looked away, embarrassed at the fact he had been caught red-handed.

“Junior Li, what did you think of that fight just now? It may have only lasted for a moment, but it properly displayed the disparity there can be even between cultivators with the same cultivation.”

“Senior Tong, her techniques were executed with such ease that it was as if she wasn’t even using a martial technique at all.”

“That’s right. Despite only being in the third stage of Energy Gathering, that girl’s techniques are well-practiced. Unless you’re blessed by the heavens, I recommend you find a select few techniques and hone them to that level rather than practice multiple techniques.”

Same cultivation, he says…but she must be a newly accepted disciple while I started cultivating a year ahead…

The two alchemists then searched around the newcomer section of the arena for another match to watch. It didn’t take long for one to catch Li Lang’s eyes.

“Senior, I have an acquaintance fighting in that arena over there,” Li Lang said as he pointed.

The disciples at the arena Li Lang pointed out were already in the midst of fighting. There were two young boys, and Li Lang could recognize them both. On one side was Yang Quan, the outer disciple from the same dorm as Li Lang. His opponent was Sun Pang, who was the one Li Lang had bumped into and antagonized their entire dorm.

They were locked in a battle of attrition as both parties seemed fatigued as they struggled with their breathing while they continued to unleash their attacks against each other.

Sun Pang, being the taller of the two, tried to keep his distance and took advantage of his reach, employing kicks. However, Yang Quan always managed to duck under it just in time. It was almost like a cat-and-mouse game and was evenly matched.

“Junior Li, your friends there are not bad, but there is quite a gap compared with that girl we saw earlier. They both seemed to be practicing a wide selection of techniques already, which isn’t uncommon with new disciples. They’ll soon realize a technique is useless until they have mastered it.”

While Tong Baixuan lectured, Yang Quan had managed to corner Sun Pang in the arena. Just as he was about to close into range, Sun Pang leaped into the air and front-flipped directly over his adversary.

This gave him the opportunity to reverse the position where Yang Quan was instead cornered. He swiftly unleashed a side kick that Yang Quan blocked with crossed arms, but the force of the attack lifted his entire body off the ground, sending him out of the arena.

“Winner, Sun Pang!” the deacon acting as the referee declared.

 “Well, they both still fought well for their age.” Tong Baixuan noted.

Li Lang nodded in agreement as they continued watching the next fight.

Fewer and fewer competitors remained, and before they knew it, the finals took place between the previous girl who had dominated her opponent and another boy who managed to edge out a victory against Sun Pang.

However, among the spectators, many already had an idea who the winner was before it even started.

Just as they had presumed, the fight ended swiftly when the girl dodged out of the boy’s opening flurry of attack and swiftly sent him out of bounds.

“The winner of the newcomers’ competition is Ling Xue!”

As the surrounding disciples cheered, many turned their attention to the remaining matches from the older disciples instead. Others left to go about their own matters and exited the coliseum.

Li Lang decided to see through the entire event.

The fights between the older disciples were a lot flashier, as their cultivation was higher. He witnessed Qi techniques where one empowered their wooden training swords to the point where it damaged the stone of the platform they stood on.

Some even shot out powerful Qi attacks at their opponents that created craters. It meant after every match, a Formation Master would have to repair the arena.

The person who caught Li Lang’s attention the most was one of the guest participants. 

“Semi-finals, between disciple He Xiang, and guest Ri Xin. Begin!”

The guest cultivator wielded a wooden pole and instantly took action as soon as the deacon declared the start of the match.

He thrust out his weapon even when his opponent was a distance away, launching an invisible Qi strike attack from range. 

The disciple facing this attack made the wrong decision and decided to block it with his training sword, allowing the force of that attack to push him back several steps. 

While he staggered, Ri Xin didn’t waste any time and immediately closed the distance to unleash a series of thrusts until his opponent was overwhelmed. 

Despite the win, the crowd’s reaction was lackluster, as an outsider had won.

“Senior Tong, that guest cultivator is the one from the rumors, correct?”

“Oh, so you’ve heard of him too. Yeah, that Ri Xin, the genius despite only having grade two talent. He has a unique physique called Transcendent Roots. It is what allows him to cultivate as fast as our inner disciples, reaching the upper stages of Energy Gathering at such a young age.”

“Hmm…I would love to speak to him.”

“I’d advise against it. The elders won’t like seeing our disciples buttering up to an independent cultivator for advice.”

“...”

“Besides, I think you’ve got someone waiting for you.”

Senior Tong pointed over to the stairs to the arena. Yang Quan was walking briskly over to the two alchemists.

“Junior Li, I think I’ll take my leave here. It was a pleasure talking to you. I’ll see you around the Alchemy building.”

Tong Baixuan swiftly left and was shortly replaced by Yang Quan.

“Li Lang, we need to talk.”

“...Sure.”

Yang Quan wordlessly began to walk away, expecting Li Lang to follow. He soon led him back to their dorm and into his room.

“Did you try to fool me when we first met? You carried yourself like you were my equal, but you’re really just a phony with grade one aptitude!”

…What is he on about? When did I ever lie to him?

“I—”

“Don’t make up excuses. I’ve done my research into you. Elder Cao only recruited you to ease the burden of our alchemists from the tedious job of refining low-level pills!”

“I never lied to you or anything. I try to treat everyone nicely. I’m not sure why you’re upset.”

“Shut up! You should be a servant or caretaker at best. I can’t believe our sect let someone like you become a disciple.”

Does finding out about my low aptitude really change that much?

“You can not like me, but my business is my own. If you don’t have anything else to say, I have things to do.”

Li Lang got up and exited. Yang Quan didn’t try to stop him and only glared at him. 

As soon as Li Lang walked out of the room, he put the entire incident behind him. He’d seen enough jealousy in his old research lab and knew it was a waste of time to deal with it. Ignoring everything had worked, despite earning him a reputation for being low in EQ.

The alternative of having to deal with it every time would lose too much valuable research time. Life was short as it was, and Li Lang didn’t want to waste any of it the second time around.

He didn’t hesitate to head straight for the Mission Hall to select another task. Now that the competition was over, he should finally be able to return to Xiang Yang, find Wei Ping, and begin his long-awaited experiments on cultivation. 

It wasn’t hard for him to pick out a suitable mission, as most disciples were resting, and the Mission Hall was quite empty. He swiftly gathered his things, exchanged some coins to be used in Xiang Yang, and waited for the next Skyrunner heading out into the city.

There always was someone heading to a large city like Xiang Yang as that was where the various guilds were located. Each sect even had a small office there for diplomatic purposes, as well as to support their members.

After waiting for an hour, a large Skyrunner with delicate carving soon landed on the berth before him.

The elder at the helm only spared Li Lang a brief look before glancing over toward the Mission Hall.

Li Lang didn’t dare to bother the unfamiliar elder and quietly boarded the carriage and waited patiently for them to depart. Just as he was starting to feel impatient, he noticed someone else approaching.

“Sorry, Elder Gong. The Vice Sect Master wanted to speak with me, thus delaying my departure.”

“No problem, Little Xue. Several minutes are nothing when you have been cultivating for as long as I have.”

As the woman boarded the Skyrunner, Li Lang could only stare dumbly at her.

She was Ling Xue, the winner of the newcomer’s combat tournament, and the woman who had previously saved him in Xiang Yang.

“Umm, hi again. And thank you for saving me last time.”

            

    
        Chapter 35: Let the Experiments Begin

    
    
    
    
                “Umm, hi again.” Li Lang awkwardly greeted the strongest cultivator among the new disciples.

Ling Xue ignored his greeting and took the seat furthest away from Li Lang.

“...I just wanted to say thank you for saving me the other time in Xiang Yang.”

“Hmph,” she turned her head away disdainfully.

Li Lang scratched his cheeks at the awkward silence, with the two being the only ones in the carriage, but thankfully, the Skyrunner soon took to the sky.

With the girl ignoring him, Li Lang soon lost himself in his own thoughts as he prepared for the first round of experiments he wanted to do.

There were a lot of questions about how cultivation worked, but the most urgent one for Li Lang was how to compensate for his low aptitude. According to common knowledge, aptitude was innate and affected the number of spiritual roots and how much Qi one’s body could handle before overdosing. 

The only onset symptom of an overdose was the sharp pain one felt. After that, if one persisted in absorbing Qi, it could lead to fatal results. In order to prevent this, one had to take a break. The generally agreed duration for these breaks was a full day to be on the safe side because it varied somewhat from person to person.

So far, Li Lang used his auto-analyzer to examine his body. He had discovered that his cells were destabilized from all the stress when he absorbed too much Qi, but he didn’t have a solution for it. The only good news was it only took him a bit over eleven hours to recover.

People with higher aptitude could make much more progress in the same amount of time as one with lesser aptitude, which meant they could make much more progress with each cultivation session. And that didn’t account for the heavenly resources one could use to speed that up further.

If Qi overdose is similar to what I have in mind, then there should be a way to overcome it. However, I’ll need to experiment with it first to confirm my idea…carefully, too.

As Li Lang deliberated on the intricacies of cultivation, the Skyrunner made decent progress toward their destination.

The elder’s Skyrunner was of much higher quality than the one Li Lang had previously ridden on. Coupled with the elder’s immense cultivation, they soon arrived above the skies of Xiang Yang.

The elder let his passengers off in a small clearing next to the gates.

“Take care, Little Xue. Contact our branch office in Xiang Yang and I’ll come pick you up when your business is done.”

“Thank you, Elder Gong!” Ling Xue replied respectfully while clasping her fist.

The elder quickly took off once they disembarked without sparing Li Lang a glance before flying back to the sect.

This left the two Spirit Grove disciples alone, awkwardly walking together toward the city of Xiang Yang silently.

Without exchanging a single word, they soon arrived at the gates. Ling Xue strode straight past the long line at the gate, flashing her sect token as she passed by, and no one dared to stop her. Instead, the guards saluted her respectfully.

Seeing how effective it was, Li Lang swiftly emulated her and received similar treatment.

By the time he made it into the city, the figure of Ling Xue had already disappeared into the sea of people.

Now then…Where did Wei Ping live again?

Li Lang casually strode down the busy street of Xiang Yang and noticed some familiar faces among the children who were hawking his sodas. It seemed like the matter with the young masters had been settled.

It didn’t take long before Li Lang found Wei Ping’s residence again in a back alley.

“B-boss? You’re b-back! It’s been a month!”

Hearing the familiar voice of his assistant, Li Lang smiled.

“Yes, it took longer than I expected because of the sect competition, but I’m back. How has the recruiting been going?”

“I-I only got a f-few more before s-starting to run low o-on funds, so my h-hands were tied.”

“Don’t worry about that. I brought some funds again.” Li Lang hefted up the sack of coins he exchanged before leaving the sect.

He had been tirelessly refining pills for the sect and, coupled with the prize for the competition, he had ample contribution points to exchange for some coins.

“But before that, call up all the people you’ve already hired. It’s time to start up the first round of experiments before we recruit more. Get them to meet me at my usual inn tomorrow morning.”

“Y-yes, boss!”

The next morning, Li Lang woke up extra early as he double-checked the equipment he bought yesterday. He had bought them after his talks with Wei Ping to make the experiments go a little smoother. He laid them all out in the outdoor clearing where the well was and began thoroughly examining them.

Before him was a pail of water, a thick metal needle, and a bottle of Recovery Pills that he had personally refined using the materials he redeemed with contribution points. He even had a stove going off to the side.

Li Lang wasn’t able to spend as much time on his inspection as Wei Ping showed up with the test subjects earlier than planned. There were a total of eight people following him, each with a determined look in their eyes.

“Good morning, everyone. As you should already know, today we’ll be carrying out some experiments that you have agreed to in exchange for a handsome sum of money. Before I begin, I wanted to see if any of you had any questions or were having second thoughts?”

Instantly, an elderly lady spoke out.

“Young boy, are you the one who will be in charge of this? Shouldn’t there be someone else?”

“...Don’t worry. I have received careful instructions from someone about what to do. They are even monitoring us as we speak and will intervene if needed.”

Li Lang couldn’t help but lie to the first questions to put his test subjects at ease. He completely understood how strange it was that they placed their lives at the hands of two children, especially one that had an abnormally large head.

By alluding to a powerful cultivator nearby, and that the children were only the attendants, it swiftly reassured everyone present.

“Any other questions?”

A moment passed in silence before a middle-aged man, one of the youngest of this cohort, stepped forward.

“You said there were considerable risks involved in the experiments before, but now that we’re about to start them, can you tell us exactly what those risks are?”

Li Lang took a second to regard the man. He had a well-groomed mustache and had a sturdy build. If one didn’t know any better, they would think he was a healthy individual.

“No…I can’t.”

“What? How can—”

“Let me finish,” Li Lang held up a hand to the man. “I can’t tell you the exact risks involved because I don’t know. We will be testing ways to increase the amount of Qi one can absorb beyond the limit imposed by their natural aptitude.”

“That’s…possible? All the cultivators say aptitude is heaven’s gift and decided at birth…”

“I’m not saying to suddenly increase your talent, but using other means to increase your Qi tolerance.”

The group took a moment to digest the news, but many still wore confused expressions. That only lasted until one of the older men spoke out.

“Everyone. I’m here with the determination to lose my life. I have decided that the money offered is worth these old bones that don’t have much time left anyway. If you’re here, then I think you should be in a similar situation.” He took a moment to stroke his beard and glanced over at Li Lang. “If you are still hesitant, then as our employer mentioned, now is your time to back out.”

The old man’s words had instantly cut through the fog in many of their minds. From the glint in their eyes, many of them visibly renewed their determination, while only one old lady thought otherwise.

“Apologies everyone. It seems I don’t want to go through with this after all. I can’t lie to myself anymore. I’d much rather spend my last days peacefully with my grandchildren.”

“No problem. All the best to you.” Li Lang quickly signaled Wei Ping to escort her away.

No one said anything to the old lady as she walked by. No insults, and no encouragement, as they all understood the reasoning behind the decision.

With only seven participants left, Li Lang grinned at his test subjects as he prepared to get started.

“To start things off, I want you to each form a line in front of me. I will be taking blood samples from each of you.”

Li Lang’s plan for the experiments was to first get an estimate of the maximum Qi capacity each participant had. 

He had been cultivating while analyzing his own blood samples to monitor the level of cellular destabilization, but not even his advanced lab equipment could measure something as fantastical as Qi.

His unit of measurement would be the time it took for his subjects to reach the point where they began to experience the sharp pain. To keep it consistent, he asked them to use the same imagery when absorbing Qi.

“Great, now I need you all to divide yourselves into groups according to your cultivation and inform me of how many spiritual roots you have.”

The seven elderly test subjects quickly split off into four groups, ranging from no cultivation at all to stages one to three of Energy Gathering.

Hmm…A third stage Energy Gatherer. It’ll take hours to analyze his blood since he has the same cultivation as me…

Li Lang started with the two non-cultivators first.

“You two. You should know how to cultivate, right? I want you to listen to me exactly, and draw in the surrounding Qi by sucking it through your mouth…”

What the test subjects hadn’t known at the time was how absorbed the little child researcher before them could get. However, they would soon learn, as they would be asked to stay deep into the night.

            

    
        Chapter 36: Sacrifices of Science

    
    
    
    
                A week had passed since the start of the experiments. Each subject had been given instructions based on their aptitude, and all that was left was for them to cultivate as instructed over a period of time.

The first weekly check-in with the subjects was completed smoothly and the collected samples were awaiting analysis in his lab. It would require more data and time before Li Lang could draw any conclusions.

However, Li Lang didn’t have the time to wait around. He still needed to complete his mission before heading back to the sect, as his time was running out. 

This was why Li Lang was currently explaining the basics of the experiments to Wei Ping since he would be the one overseeing it while Li Lang was gone. He was responsible for collecting the blood samples and properly storing them while Li Lang was gone.

“As you know, we’ve given them all instructions on how to cultivate. We gave them the same method in order to keep it consistent and lower the variables. It’s not perfect, but few things ever are.”

“Yes, b-boss. I’ll make s-sure they know.”

“Good, that’s fine, but don’t tell them about the details of the experiment. It’s better they don’t know or else it may affect the results.”

“But they a-already know we’re looking to i-increase how much Qi w-we can absorb beyond our limit.”

“Yes, but not the details of how we will do that. My current theory is that there is a way to develop a higher tolerance to Qi by having the body endure up to its limit for a prolonged time. Kind of like developing muscles.”

Li Lang noticed the confused expression of Wei Ping and decided to elaborate. There weren’t any educated individuals he could find to be his assistant, so he would have to patiently work with what he’s got.

"When you lift weights, do pushups, and eat appropriately, you gain muscle because mechanical tension stimulates muscle fibers, metabolic stress creates an anabolic environment, and proper nutrition provides the necessary building blocks for growth. To understand it, you…"

It took a while for Wei Ping to understand the concept of muscle hypertrophy, but even when he did, he simply nodded silently.

“So we’re starting off by seeing if this is true for cultivating as well. We’re testing if we can train our body to tolerate more Qi like those who have higher aptitude.”

“...I see, s-so that’s why you’re making t-them cultivate even when it hurts.”

“Yes, but they’re in danger of overdosing on Qi. That’s why we tested their blood samples previously to gauge where their limit is at.”

“And h-how do you know that?”

“That… You don’t have to know for now. Just know that the method I used wasn’t perfect. We simply estimated how many seconds of cultivating they could last until it was fatal from the onset of sharp pain. We can’t measure Qi precisely, so danger is still high... though I’m sure you already know that.”

“...Yes.”

The two took a moment of silence as they thought back to early in the morning when they had their first check-ins with their subjects. Six of the seven showed up, and when they went to check in on the last participant, he had already passed away.

There was then an awkward conversation with the family about the deal the old man had made with these strange kids. It took a toll on both Li Lang and Wei Ping when they tried to explain the situation and get a sample from the old man’s remains. It only worked out in the end as they fetched the contract with the Merchant Guild and presented the big payout they would receive.

“Make sure you keep reminding them about staying consistent. If they accidentally absorb too much Qi, they may have adverse effects, while absorbing too little would make our experiment worthless.”

“U-understood!”

“Good, then it’s about time I take my leave. I’ll be back in a few weeks as long as nothing pops up. Take care now.”

Leaving the boy behind, Li Lang exited the city and began heading down one of the well-traveled roads. While he traveled, he recalled the mission he had taken.

He had a free pick on which task to take from the Mission Hall this time, as he was one of the first to be there after the sect competition.

This allowed him to select the one he was most interested in, collecting herbs.

Yellow Wind Flower wasn’t a particularly high-quality material, but it only grew in the wild. That was why, instead of farming it, the Mission Hall occasionally sent their disciples to gather this vital material used by Brushweavers.

It wasn’t that far from Xiang Yang. Li Lang was able to reach the Everflow Mountains before the sun even reached the zenith.

During the entire trip, Li Lang couldn’t help but think about the first fatality of his experiments.

It’s not my first, but I don’t think I’ll ever get used to this feeling…I know I shouldn’t be second-guessing my hypothesis while the results aren’t in yet, but…

Thank you, Lian Gui. I will make sure your sacrifice isn’t in vain.

Sacrifices were common in advancing science. It was why such strict procedures were in place in his old world, but he didn’t have the luxury to follow them now. It would bog down his research too much, and as the only researcher he knew of, he couldn’t afford such delays. Otherwise, by the time he had results, he may already have died from old age.

Still, that didn’t stop Li Lang from remembering each and every single person who had sacrificed themselves for the sake of progressing his research projects.

Li Lang’s mulling ceased as soon as he entered the wilderness as he put up his guard and got to work. 

He knew the Qi beasts rarely left the forests or drew near the Everflow Mountains. That was because the mountains were known as the home to Sunstride Bears, a species of Qi Beasts who were all at least as powerful as a seventh-stage Energy Gatherer.

Thankfully, these beasts stayed near the peaks, and the sect kept track of their irregular hibernation cycle.

It was only for this reason that Li Lang was bold enough to stride into the territory of such fearsome beasts.

Li Lang voraciously gathered any herbs and materials new to him on his trip around the foot of the mountains. It didn’t take him long to spot his target, the Yellow Wind Flowers. 

Humming could be heard as the strange child with a large head happily sauntered around and harvested anything that caught his eye. It only stopped when a thunderous roar resounded throughout the entire area.

Shit, did the Sunstride Bears wake up? I thought the sect kept track of them! …Or did something wake them up?

Li Lang glanced at his basket and found that his harvest should be sufficient and decided to make himself scarce.

He turned tail and ran back toward the main road, but unfortunately for him, he was too late.

Another roar reverberated, and much closer this time. Li Lang swiftly stuffed his hand where his warding talisman was, ready to use it. 

He found that these warding talismans were quite cheap, as they could be bought with coins. Ever since he had become a disciple, he found the value of coins had drastically decreased. It was too easy to exchange for them in the sect, so he always had one at the ready.

However, before he could use it, he heard the voice of a human shouting out from the direction of the bear.

“Polaris Strike!”

Enhancing his eyes, he turned to find a young man charging toward the three-meter bear with a spear that was glowing black and white.

The two parties quickly collided, kicking up a storm of dust from their impact.

When the dust settled, a young man stood valiantly above the corpse of the bear. As if having noticed Li Lang’s gaze, he quickly snapped in his direction.

The man nodded amiably toward him before directing his attention back to his spoils.

Li Lang immediately lowered his guard when he recognized the man as Ri Xin, one of the guest participants he watched during the sect competition.

It’s him! The guy who is as powerful as inner disciples despite having only grade two aptitude. I should be able to talk to him out here, right?

The glint in Li Lang’s eyes instantly ignited as he stared curiously at the young man. He would love to invite the independent cultivator to join his experiments, but he knew that wasn’t realistic. However, he could at least talk to him.

“Hey, there. You’re Senior Ri Xin, right? I’m Li Lang, a disciple of Spirit Grove.”

“Yes, I see that from your robes. Apologies for startling you with my hunt here.” The man replied with his back turned to Li Lang, but still sounded respectful.

He continued to skin the beast while Li Lang watched on in fascination. Sensing his gaze, Ri Xin couldn’t help but break the silence.

“...Is there something you want from me?”

“Oh, I just wanted to ask you some questions, if that’s okay with you.”

“...Sure, I don’t mind while I deal with this thing.”

“I was curious about how you managed to reach the upper stages of Energy Gathering as fast as the inner disciples, despite your aptitude.”

“You have heard about my unique physique, yes?”

“Yes…I believe it was called the Transcendent Roots.”

“Yes, that is what allows me to cultivate quickly.”

I’ve heard that before from Senior Tong. I’m more curious as to how it accomplishes that.

“How does it do that, exactly?”

Ri Xin took a moment to cut through a particularly tough part of the carcass before responding.

“My physique is one that allows me to train my spiritual roots. I may not have as many as the more talented cultivators, but each of my spiritual roots is much more powerful.”

His words made Li Lang’s spine tingle as a profound revelation struck him like a bolt of lightning.

So that is possible too! I should look in this direction as well!

            

    
        Chapter 37: Courting

    
    
    
    
                After having spoken to the independent cultivator Ri Xin some more, Li Lang gathered all the Yellow Wind Flowers he could and brought a sample of every material he came across into Ruby’s artifact space. He then made his way back to Xiang Yang as he thought about the things he had learned from the conversation.

Li Lang lamented at the fact how unlikely it was for him to see Ri Xin again, as he was touring the entire Violet Isles with his master. Someone with a rare unique physique was a valuable specimen to study, but Li Lang had to make do with a short conversation instead.

It had broadened his horizon on different factors that affected cultivation, where he had previously thought aptitude was everything. During the entire journey back to the city, he fell into deep thought about the correlation between the strength of one’s spiritual roots and aptitude, and how it could be measured.

As he entered the city, he made his way straight to the branch office of Spirit Grove. He hadn’t corresponded with anyone on getting back to the sect, so he had to set foot in the branch office for the first time to arrange transportation.

It was located deep in the center of Xiang Yang, in a prime location near where various guilds like the Alchemist Guild were located. Spirit Grove’s branch office was a splendid estate that you would expect a rich merchant to have, but otherwise looked like a normal residence.

The gates were wide open, and anyone could walk straight in. After going through a short path flanked by a splendid garden, the main hall came into view with several servants toiling around inside.

Li Lang was immediately noticed with his unique appearance combined with the robes that gave away his affiliation as an outer disciple. 

He strode down the hall straight toward where a woman sat in the back with perfect posture, enjoying some tea. As he made his way toward her, he couldn’t help but notice another girl beside the woman, with her back turned to him.

“Outer disciple Li Lang greets senior.” He introduced himself, holding a fist with his other hand, and bowed.

“I am Deacon Bing. How can I help you, Junior Li?”

“I’m looking for transportation back to the sect.”

“I see, well you’re in luck. A Skyrunner is scheduled to come here soon. You should head out to the gates with Ling Xue here. An elder is personally coming to pick her up.”

It was only then Li Lang lifted his head. He made eye contact with the familiar-looking girl with whom he had traveled to Xiang Yang just a week prior.

The girl had the same icy expression as always, so he simply nodded amiably in her direction and nothing more. At the urging of the deacon, they soon found themselves traveling together in silence as they made their way to rendezvous with the Skyrunner outside the city.

During the entire trip back to the sect, Li Lang and Ling Xue didn’t speak a word to each other. While they didn’t speak, Li Lang couldn’t help but wonder if it really was a coincidence that they returned at the same time.

In the first place, sect disciples had everything they needed in the sect to cultivate. The only time they would need to go to the city besides for grand auctions or events with the other righteous sects was for missions. 

The mission time limits were often associated with the distance from the sect, so her missions should have been similar to his. However, if she was also returning to the sect at the last moment, Li Lang couldn’t help but let his speculations run wild.

Maybe she was visiting family in Xiang Yang?

Despite being curious about what she had been up to, Li Lang knew she didn’t want to be spoken to. Her demeanor said all that needed to be said, so he quietly kept to himself.

They soon peacefully arrived back at the sect as the gigantic tree came into view once they passed the sect’s guardian formation.

“We have arrived, little Xue. I have some business to attend to, so I’ll see you later.” The elder explained before swiftly departing from the Sky Berth as soon as the two disciples had disembarked.

As a gentleman, Li Lang gestured for Ling Xue to exit the berth first. What he didn’t expect was several disciples awaiting them. There were three young men in total, standing just below their Sky Berth, who all appeared only a few years older than Li Lang.

The three of them all varied in physique, with a lanky one, a round one, and one with a medium build.

“Welcome back Junior Ling! Why didn’t you call me if you were leaving the sect for a mission? I would’ve been more than willing to accompany you.” The lanky boy greeted.

“Hmph! Dream on, Pei Fong! It won’t be your turn to accompany Miss Ling when I am here. Only a talent like I, Zhang Bai, is fit to accompany someone as talented as Miss Ling here.” A boy who resembled a ball retorted with his thick arms crossed.

“Shut up, both of you! You may have some small skills, but you both lack the refinement and finesse to accompany someone as elegant as Lady Ling.”

“Lu Hong, you…!” The two other young masters glared back in unison.

The young man last to speak, Lu Hong, was average in appearance but had the demeanor of a snobbish noble. He fanned himself as he disdainfully looked down at the others with his nose. When he turned back to Ling Xue, his attitude immediately changed as he fawned over her.

“Lady Ling, forget these fools and let me accompany—”

It was at this moment that Li Lang attempted to walk by the bothersome group and the three young masters all glared his way in surprise.

“...Lady Ling, may I ask who this is?”

Instead of replying, Ling Xue snorted in disdain before pushing past the men surrounding her. The three of her pursuers were helpless as she left, not daring to stop her lest they earn her ire.

Instead, they all directed their hateful gaze in the direction of their scapegoat, Li Lang, before exchanging glances with each other. They wordlessly came to a tacit agreement to form a united front.

“You there, you seem new to the sect. Why don’t you introduce yourself to your seniors?”

“...I’m Li Lang. I have just returned from a task from the Mission Hall, so you’ll have to excuse me as I turn in the materials before they go bad.”

Li Lang quickly walked away, but unfortunately, the three formed a wall, blocking his path.

“Come on, Junior Li. You can surely spare us a moment to get to know each other.”

“Pei Fong is right. It’s not every day your seniors bother to take the time to instruct you.” The roundest of the three proudly declared as he nodded his head up and down.

Li Lang could only inwardly shake his head at the misfortune befallen him as he gathered his words.

“Seniors, I believe we have a misunderstanding. I am not related to or acquainted with Ling Xue. We just happen to be in the same Skyrunner. I don’t think I can answer any of your questions.”

“Really?” Lu Hong frowned as he scrutinized the young boy before him.

“Yes. Now if you’ll please excuse me. The Yellow Wind Flowers I gathered really will spoil if I don’t take them back soon.”

When Li Lang tried to slip past the three musketeers this time, they didn’t block his path. 

They only stood in place as they silently watched him leave.

“What do you think, brothers? Is this boy a threat?”

“He’s the same age as Lady Ling, so I believe he is.”

“...Zhang Bai, that kid doesn’t seem to be the charming type with that strange oversized head of his. I doubt Junior Ling would pay him any heed.”

“We’ll keep an eye on him first. If he acts up, we’ll just have to beat him down a notch.”

The three nodded in unison as they stared at the back of Li Lang.

Li Lang was completely unaware of what his seniors were plotting as he had already forgotten about them the moment he arrived at the Mission Hall. The disciples there quickly received the flowers and gave him fifteen contribution points for his work.

He swiftly made his way to the alchemy building to stock up on materials before settling back into his routine of cultivating and refining. 

There was so much to do, but Li Lang knew better than to rush things. Haste made waste, and he had lived for long enough to have experienced those words himself.

He continued such a routine for a whole week before he sighed out in frustration.

I don’t feel like I’m making any progress in my cultivation at all…I have no idea how to get started with Qi manipulation. Maybe I should return to Xiang Yang early to focus on my experiments first. No…patience is a virtue. I still have almost a year until the next sect competition to win an Ascension Pill.

His patience paid off after another two weeks when Elder Cao finally decided to show up.

“Li Lang, how have you been?”

“Elder Cao.” Li Lang clasped his fist in greeting. “I have been doing well thanks to you, but I did want your guidance on something.”

“Speak.”

“I’m…having issues with making any progress to the fourth stage of Energy Gathering. Can you explain to me in detail how to control my Qi?”

“Ah yes. A common enough question. We didn’t have time to get to it during our last conversation, I believe.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Listen well, disciple. There isn’t one answer, as everyone finds the difficulty of various methods to vary. However, I can still give you the general direction to explore.”

Li Lang perked up his ears and listened attentively, like he was back in school.

“Controlling Qi is very similar to absorbing it, but is one step further. You must feel the flow and be able to direct it. The key part here is to master the method to direct it. It is unlike anything you have experienced before. You will have to discover this new… ‘muscle’ that can manipulate Qi. The common methods are…”

Hmm… I am kind of wishing I still had my implant to record all this for me…

            

    
        Chapter 38: New Direction

    
    
    
    
                A lone child was sitting with crossed legs atop a tree stump, sweating profusely. He had his eyes closed and was concentrating so immensely that his expression was that of pain.

If one watched carefully, one would be able to see one of his fingers giving off a soft but unstable glow. The glowing was a sign that he had successfully expressed his Qi externally.

The boy took in a deep breath as he tried to force more Qi out and envelop his skin with it. The harder he tried, the more his Qi wavered.

Just as he believed he was about to succeed in stabilizing his Qi, a wooden stick came flying from behind him. Having been caught completely off guard, it landed squarely on his back. The attack immediately broke his concentration as he flinched from the pain, disrupting all the progress he had made so far.

“Not good enough. You’ll never master it if you need to concentrate so hard to control just a sliver of Qi.”

The boy opened his eyes and turned to the speaker.

“Elder Cao, I’m already trying my best. I just can’t get the hang of controlling my Qi when it leaves my body.”

“...I guess you’re already doing well for someone with grade one aptitude. With only five spiritual roots, your sensitivity to Qi must be much lower. With that into consideration, your progress is already impressive after only ten months. However, it is not nearly enough if you want to win that Ascension Pill in the sect competitions.”

“How did you know that, Senior?”

“It wasn’t very hard to guess with the contents of our discussion. Anyway, I don’t think it’d do you any good if you continue to proceed as you have been. Cultivation isn’t so easy that you can succeed by just holing up somewhere. I believe the key to your breakthrough is to gain experience in combat. You may not be able to win the Ascension Pill this time around, but I recommend you take part in the combat section of the sect competitions.”

“…Are you saying cultivation was meant for combat in the first place and I have neglected it?”

“...Not exactly. Cultivation doesn’t have one singular purpose, but the stimulation and urgency of combat definitely help one gain the inspiration they need. There is a reason why cultivators are so prone to duels and fights. It is the whetstone that hones themselves.”

“I see. Thank you for your guidance, elder.”

“You’re welcome. I’ve heard you’ve contributed significantly to the sect’s supply of low-level pills, so you deserve at least this much, even if I hadn’t promised you my time before.”

Hmm, I see the elder and possibly the sect won’t treat me badly as long as I continue to benefit them. However, I have no intention of taking an Ascension Pill to become a full-time alchemist. I’ll have to start thinking about what to do in the near future…

“That’s it for today. I won’t have time to spare until the sect competitions are over. I bid you good luck.”

Once Elder Cao disappeared from view, Li Lang began making his way back to his dorm. He would only cultivate outdoors like this when Elder Cao was around, as it wasn’t convenient for her to guide him in his room.

For the past ten months, he had been cultivating, refining, and checking in on the experiments that he had left with Wei Ping.

There hadn’t been much progress except that he got slightly taller, and they had recruited even more test subjects to take part in his cultivation experiments.

Thankfully, no one else had died from the experiments, although one did get too sickly to continue.

The data they had gathered so far wasn’t that encouraging, but Li Lang still persisted.

I wanted to gather data for at least a year before exploring the other ideas, but I think I can start now… Maybe it’ll help me before the sect competition starts.

By now, almost every other disciple in his age bracket had at least broken through to the middle stages of Energy Gathering. Rumors had been spreading about his low aptitude, and few disciples bothered to approach him, but he didn’t care. Li Lang refused to simply give up on an Ascension Pill no matter how abysmal the chances were.

With that said, Li Lang knew his limits. If he followed the current course, he knew he didn’t stand a chance.

There was a huge gulf between those in the lower stages of Energy Gathering and those in the middle stages. The ability to control Qi outside their body greatly empowered them, allowing them to not only strengthen their skin but also the weapons they wielded.

It was practically useless for Li Lang to wield a weapon in the competitions if he couldn’t break through. His opponent would easily demolish any weapon he wielded. He would literally be fighting unarmed if things continued.

Maybe I should aim for two birds with one stone and take a combat mission around Xiang Yang and hope it is enough to stir me toward a breakthrough.

With a plan in mind, he did just that.

It was quite difficult for Li Lang to find a mission to fight a Qi beast that even he could handle because their threat level was so low, it wouldn’t have become a request in the first place.

That was why the mission he took was not for hunting down any particular beast, but a whole pack of them.

However, before Li Lang got to the mission, the first stop was Xiang Yang to oversee the experiment.

“Wei Ping, how are our subjects doing?” 

“B-boss, welcome back. I w-wrote down everything like y-you told me to.” Wei Ping replied, as he handed a booklet over.

Li Lang took his time reading over the reports while Wei Ping went off to brew tea to welcome his boss into his abode.

Inside the booklet was the recorded information from every test subject they had up to date, including any feedback they had while they cultivated. The longest any subject consistently cultivated as instructed was only a month because, after that, the auto-analyzer showed all their bodies showed signs of deteriorating in some fashion.

Many were even bedridden but recovered after some time, while serious cases were rare, but not entirely absent.

After a full ten months, there had been just over a hundred test subjects now which barely satisfied Li Lang.

However, the preliminary findings from the experiments all pointed to one thing. Despite all the effort the subject had put into cultivating despite the sharp pain, they did not gain any measurable benefits from it.

“B-boss? Are you o-okay?”

“I’m fine. I’m just trying to parse this and decide on our next direction. I knew going into this it wasn’t going to be so easy or else someone else would’ve figured it out by now. Give me a few minutes.”

So either it isn’t possible to increase someone’s Qi tolerance through training, or that they hadn’t been subjected to enough stimulant…However, their bodies all show severe signs of cell destabilization for some reason, so that shouldn’t be true. Nothing showed up on their blood tests too…

“Let us go check out the latest round of subjects who had fallen ill.”

“Understood, t-they’re ready to have t-their blood drawn.”

The two soon exited Wei Ping’s house and arrived at the home in the back streets of Xiang Yang. The lady who answered the door stared at them with unkind eyes.

“Hmph!”

She didn’t say anything and made it clear she wasn’t fond of them.

“Ma’am, as we discussed. We’re here to see Grandpa Chu.” Wei Ping respectfully declared.

She stepped out of the way, which the two took as a gesture of acknowledgment, and stepped inside. The woman walked them further in and pointed at a room before taking her leave.

Opening the door, the two children arrived at the bedside of an elderly man who was sleeping with labored breaths.

As Wei Ping got ready to draw the old man’s blood, Li Lang suddenly stopped him.

“...We won’t be taking his blood this time. Let me try something else. Get ready to feed him a Recovery Pill.”

Li Lang shook his head as he beat himself over having done this so late. He knew the process of cultivation involved Qi burrowing space in one’s flesh to hold the Qi itself, so he should’ve taken samples of that much sooner.

He went ahead and cut off a small piece of flesh from the old man, and Wei Ping quickly shoved a pill into his mouth. The bleeding instantly stopped, and Li Lang discreetly commanded Ruby to take the piece of flesh into his lab.

Now then, let’s see if something shows up here. My only other direction is strengthening the spiritual roots, but I have no idea how to get started on that without a unique physique.

            

    
        Chapter 39: Toxins

    
    
    
    
                It didn’t take long for the auto-analyzer to finish processing the small piece of flesh from the bedridden test subject. Li Lang only took a brief glance at the results before he frowned.

“These results…The flesh itself is poisoned by a strange toxin, but it couldn’t figure out how the toxins infiltrated the body at all. Is it possible for Qi to carry toxins?”

“I have no idea, Master. I wish I could help, but I don’t remember anything from before meeting you.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m just voicing out my suspicions.”

There were no other reasons that came to Li Lang’s mind, so he tentatively concluded that Qi overdose was when Qi somehow carried poison into the flesh itself. 

“So if these new toxins are the cause of death from Qi overdoses, then does that mean we can eliminate Qi overdosing entirely if we can find an antidote…?”

The new revelation shocked Li Lang into quickly analyzing his own flesh next. He felt fine, but he wanted to see if these toxins were built up in everyone who cultivated.

The auto-analyzer often examined his blood, but it was the first time it was analyzing his flesh, so it took longer than usual. As his flesh was infused with the same level of Qi as himself, it naturally took several hours.

By the time night fell, the results found were entirely consistent with the previous results.

Li Lang’s flesh also had trace amounts of the same toxin, but at such a negligible amount that it wasn’t considered a health hazard yet.

I’ll need to run a few more tests to be sure, but this most likely means cultivating will slowly infect your flesh with these toxins…How did it take so long for me to come to this conclusion? Is this young brain still affecting me? Never mind that for now. Focus!

The preliminary results kept Li Lang up all night, dwelling on them.

It had a wide range of implications on the process of cultivating and how aptitude came into play.

Li Lang suspected that the reason people with higher aptitude could cultivate much faster was either due to their bodies being more tolerant of the toxins or they somehow incurred less of it over the course of cultivating. 

With some time left before he had to finish his mission and return to the sect, Li Lang didn’t hesitate to investigate all his test subjects again the next day.

Many of the newer subjects had a lower cultivation than him, so the tests went much faster than his own. It only took two days for him to finish analyzing all his current test subjects.

As the data was neatly laid out before him in Ruby’s artifact space, a trend could easily be observed. Li Lang couldn’t help but smile at the breakthrough he had reached. He memorized the results and quickly jotted them down on a piece of paper in the real world and showed it to Wei Ping.

“It seems our research is finally paying off.” 

Wei Ping took a moment to read over the new information, and a look of realization quickly hit him as well. He had proven to be a smart boy who was a quick learner.

“A-are you sure the r-results here are accurate? How d-did you even g-get them?”

“Don’t worry about that. Just know that those numbers are accurate.”

“...Then d-does that mean people w-with higher aptitude h-have higher tolerance o-or do having m-more spiritual r-roots help filter out these toxins?”

Li Lang beamed at his partner’s astute observations.

The sheet he had written had all the information pertaining to the subjects and the amount of toxins present inside their bodies.

After several tests, Li Lang found that cultivating caused the practitioner to absorb a minute amount of waste and toxins as well. It was spread out evenly throughout one’s flesh, and could normally be flushed out by the body after some time. This was shown when Li Lang tested the bedridden subject again the next day and found his toxin level had gone down.

From the data collected, one could surmise that the amount of toxin within their subjects’ bodies was directly correlated to how much time has passed since they last cultivated. The consistent results were telling, and they concluded the act of cultivating absorbed some residual toxins into the body as well.

“Not bad. We’ll have to figure out if those with higher aptitude either have better tolerance or if they absorb less of it somehow. However, we can work on that later. For now, our next step is to figure out how to deal with these toxins first so we can cultivate as fast as those of a higher aptitude. This means we’ll be looking into how to deal with these toxins.”

“B-boss, if we could do t-that, then aptitude wouldn’t e-even matter anymore!”

“I’m not so sure about that. I don’t think we can eliminate all the toxins without consequences. We’ll just be dealing with the symptoms, and things may change in other realms of cultivation. I don’t have enough information to make any conclusive statements, but from what I heard, aptitude will still matter a lot in the other realms.”

“...That is t-too far off f-for us to think about r-right now.”

“You’re right. First things first. Dealing with this toxin. It’s a kind I’ve never seen before, but I’m confident we can find a way to deal with it.”

Li Lang grinned at the next obstacle they faced in their research to speed up their cultivation despite their low aptitude. 

Discovering ways to combat toxins was just in his ballpark. As a biodefense researcher, Li Lang had ample experience dealing with pathogens, vaccines, and various measures to keep humans healthy. It was a vital part of how humanity had conquered the stars so quickly, without succumbing to strange diseases. 

For the next few days, the cultivation experiments were paused as Li Lang brought forth his full expertise in the matter. He gathered as much information as he could about this newly discovered toxin before his time in Xiang Yang came close to running out.

“I should be able to formulate a working drug prototype by the time I return. Then we can start the clinical trial next time.” Li Lang confidently declared as Wei Ping saw him off.

“T-that’s…a little q-quick for such an i-important medicine.”

“Don’t worry. I know what I’m doing.”

Li Lang simply flashed a confident smile before departing from the city to accomplish his sect mission. He didn’t bother to elaborate, as it wasn’t something he could explain.

How could I even explain that the secret artifact I possess gives me access to my old lab, and I happen to specialize in dealing with various biological threats like toxins?

As Li Lang exited the city and got on his way to complete his task, he quickly reined in his excitement. He was close to figuring out a way to break past the limit his aptitude had imposed on him, but he knew from his talks with Elder Cao that cultivating wasn’t that simple.

He currently faced a bottleneck that couldn’t be addressed, even if his research succeeded. Elder Cao’s advice about how live combat could stimulate his ability to manipulate Qi hung in his mind.

It was the reason he had even taken this beast extermination mission he was currently headed for.

The young boy walked down the road while occasionally checking in with his map. He traveled for half a day before arriving near his destination.

“The maps say it should be in this area…How should I find these Garb Wolves?”

Li Lang glanced around the woodland area the road had cut through, searching for any clues. Travelers had reported a pack of Garb Wolves were terrorizing the route, which was quite common the further one got from any town. 

Alone in the woods, Li Lang carefully investigated the area in a daze until the sky began to dim.

“I should set up camp for the night and search again tomorrow morning. The sect says this area is thin in Qi, so there shouldn’t be any powerful Qi beasts.”

It wasn’t hard for Li Lang to spot an outcrop in the area where he swiftly set up camp. He was alone, so he didn’t dare to sleep, but resting by a fire was much better than not. Once he settled down, he took out a pill and consumed it.

It was one of the pills he refined that he learned by analyzing the pill he had received in the previous sect competition. It was a variant of a Nourishment Pill, called the Stimulant Pill. It not only replaced meals, but also allowed them to stay awake throughout the night without getting drowsy.

He leaned against the rock and glanced around. It was quiet, with only the sound of wind and crackling of fire. With his mind still sharp, Li Lang took this time to think about his future plans.

Considering my research bears fruit, how do I deal with the sect? Do I give them my research results?

Despite never having cared about politics, Li Lang was still mindful of the implications of his research results. He had always kept an eye out to avoid losing his research funds due to political maneuvering, but this time, it could affect his life.

No one was sure if the sect would be happy to discover a way for people of low aptitude to cultivate through the Energy Gathering realm at similar speeds to geniuses. After all, the demographic of powerful cultivations was heavily skewed toward those with heaven-gifted aptitude, and they may not want to see the rise of those they looked down upon.

Before he could count his chickens, he also had to consider how resource-intensive it was to craft this hypothetical antidote.

If Li Lang had a choice, he would definitely share his results, as that was how science prospered. Throughout history, societies that promoted selfishness, keeping findings to oneself, all eventually stagnated or even declined when met with setbacks.

As he struggled with this dilemma late into the night, a howl suddenly rang out from a distance.

Hmm…Should I go to them or wait until morning?
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                As the sound of wolves howling rang out once more, Li Lang was forced to make a decision. He could either engage his targets in the dark of night now or wait until morning.

I should be able to handle them…That’s why I chose this task in the first place.

Garb Wolves were typically low-level Qi beasts. They were weak enough that even those without any cultivation could defeat them if they were properly equipped. However, that was only in a one-on-one scenario, and wolves never fought alone.

Their numbers and shrewdness gave most normal folks a run for their money, which was why a request was sent out to the Spirit Grove.

Concentrating his Qi into his eyes, Li Lang swiftly tidied up his camping grounds and began to head off toward the sound of the wolves. The Qi not only allowed him to see better at a distance, it enabled him to operate in the dark as well.

Having practiced the control of his Qi for months, Li Lang was no longer the same person he had been when he encountered those thugs in Xiang Yang. His ability to manipulate the flow of his internal energy had greatly increased, allowing him to seamlessly direct his Qi into his legs when he ran, or to his fists when punched, without any delay at all.

As Li Lang raced across the woodland, he soon heard several growls in the distance. He adjusted his course and was soon able to spot two dozen wolves chasing a pair of elks.

The scene gave him pause as he readjusted the image of his opponent. It was his first time seeing this species of wolves, and he was already on full alert simply due to the fact that these Garb Wolves were a full size larger than what he expected.

Once he composed himself, he pushed aside all idle thoughts and charged from the side of the pack.

One of the wolves instantly spotted him and howled to alert his pack to the newcomer. Half a dozen wolves quickly split off to deal with Li Lang.

The six oversized wolves soon collided against the lone unarmed boy. Just before impact, Li Lang suddenly picked up speed and jumped up to unleash his only offensive martial arts, the Skysoar Kick. His small figure sailed through the air before it connected precisely with the leading wolf.

It all happened so suddenly that the remaining five wolves couldn’t even react and ran past their target. When they turned around, they found their prey standing above their companion, unleashing several more kicks toward their collapsed ally.

They all growled and charged at Li Lang once more.

I know this is for training and all, but it feels so stupid fighting wolves with my bare hands… I can’t wait to break through and learn how to coat a weapon in my Qi to fight with.

While mundane weapons existed, the point of this mission was for Li Lang to practice his Qi control in a real combat scenario. It was the most common method to stir breakthroughs for cultivators, as one truly had to muster all they had when they felt their lives were at risk.

This was why Li Lang opted out of procuring a weapon, as fighting with one would not be conducive to his training.

He prayed his attacks were enough to bring the first wolf he knocked down out of the picture as he prepared to handle the other five enemies coming his way.

This time, he didn’t charge forward and waited for his enemy to approach. Just when the wolves were close enough to tackle him, he quickly sidestepped and kept all five of his enemies directly in front of him. The movements he showed were a huge improvement to the amateur footwork he previously displayed, which came in handy when outnumbered.

The wolves realized the slipperiness of their prey and began fanning out. 

They would soon come to regret that, as Li Lang used the opportunity to take them out one by one.

He charged the closest wolf and baited it to bite out at him before kicking the mutt in the face. The young boy didn’t dare to relent on his assault and followed up with more blows as the surrounding wolves drew near.

Garb Wolves or not, they were a species famed for their teamwork and they displayed just that. They quickly lunged at the stationary Li Lang and bit down on his legs and shoulders.

However, what they didn’t expect was that this little boy had skin as tough as the thickest hide they had encountered. Their teeth barely sunk into his skin before they could go no further. 

This caused the offending wolves to suddenly become stationary targets. They didn’t know how to react except to continue clinging to their prey, which allowed Li Lang to pummel the daylights out of the Qi beasts with his free hand.

Once he was done with his immediate enemies, Li Lang quickly brought his attention to the remaining pack that had been chasing the elks. They had succeeded, and a small group began dragging their prey away as the larger pack turned to face him.

Seeing how streams of blood dripped down his body, the young boy quickly popped a Recovery Pill into his mouth as he prepared for the arduous battle to come. He knew the main danger he faced was being surrounded by the enemy as they didn’t have the power to finish him off thanks to the defenses his Ironhide Art had provided him.

That changed when the wolves collectively howled.

It took a moment for Li Lang to realize that these Qi beasts before him had called in reinforcements upon seeing him vanquish their allies.

From the tree line, the sound of bushes violently rustling rang out before another Garb Wolf popped out. This wolf was yet another size larger than the other members of the pack, and Li Lang swiftly realized it was the leader of the pack.

The alpha howled upon arriving and the other wolves quickly fanned out in an attempt to circle Li Lang.

…I’m not going to outrun their encirclement with two legs. I need to end this quickly.

For a moment, Li Lang considered using his warding talisman, but quickly decided otherwise. He steeled his resolve and kept his eyes on the enemies.

He waited for the wolves to fan out even further before he suddenly charged straight ahead, straight toward their leader.

The alpha wolf howled at the sight of their prey, daring to challenge them.

However, the young cultivator was too fast for any of the other wolves to react in time. Li Lang swiftly charged through the encirclement by skillfully enhancing his movements with Qi and closed the distance with the leader of the pack.

Once he got close, he didn’t hesitate to unleash his only martial technique he had been honing, and kicked out at the bear-sized wolf. Unfortunately, his straightforward attack was easily read by the monster and it swiftly dodged out of the way. 

My lack of combat experience is so obvious that it’s painful…

Before Li Lang could right himself, the Qi beast lunged at him. The young boy could only brace himself with his defensive technique as he attempted to jump out of the way. He also tried to force out his Qi to form a protective layer on his skin, but pain quickly flooded his system before he could complete the maneuver. 

The claws of the wolf had managed to clip his forearm, leaving Li Lang with a long gash despite his high defenses.

Ouch! It did make sense that this guy is stronger than the other wolves, of course. 

The wolf didn’t relent in its attack, keeping Li Lang too busy to consume a Recovery Pill. He dove left and right to dodge out of the way, but his footwork allowed him to retain his balance despite his large movements.

As he got the hang of dodging, he was soon able to throw in some punches that knocked the beast back. He made use of the valuable distance he created to consume a pill.

At the end of the day, the Garb Wolf was still a low-level Qi beast. That meant it wasn’t much better than a normal beast and its intelligence was limited as it listened more to its instincts.

It tried to lunge out at Li Lang once more, but the boy was ready for it this time. He sidestepped out of the way and unleashed another Skysoar Kick that knocked the wind out of the beast. 

It landed on its side, and Li Lang rushed upon seeing that. The other wolves had almost reached the fighting, so he didn’t waste any time and let out everything he had at the Garb Wolf.

Punch after punch, he tried to stir his Qi to the maximum to enhance his blows. After a few punches on the defenseless beast, the light in its eye soon began to fade.

Seeing the scene, the other wolves whimpered and circled their formidable enemy carefully as they struggled to decide on their next course of action without their leader.

The exhausted Li Lang carefully monitored them while he began looking for a path of retreat. He was too tired to continue, and eliminating the alpha had completed his objective already. Even if the remaining wolves got away, their threat level had already decreased by several degrees without their leader.
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                With a long gash across his forearm, Li Lang knew he had to end the battle quickly. Letting a fight stall when one was outnumbered and injured was a fool’s errand.

Luckily, the wolves were confused, as their leader had been slain. They cautiously surrounded Li Lang but were too indecisive to take action.

Li Lang took advantage of that and charged toward his next target. Having just fought with the large leader of the pack, the other wolves appeared weak in comparison. If they were compared to humans, the alpha would be at the peak of early Energy Gathering like Li Lang while the other wolves would be around the first stage to the second stage of Energy Gathering.

The hesitation of the pack snowballed once they saw yet another of their companion mercilessly assaulted. It only took one wolf to begin retreating before it caused a chain reaction, and the rest followed. 

Li Lang watched them cautiously as they did so while consuming another Recovery Pill for his wounds. With the alpha dead, the pack should dissolve, and in the rare case of them reforming, the new leader would likely be much weaker and less cunning for a long while. Either way, he had done enough to complete the mission he had taken on.

Once the wolves all disappeared from view, the lone boy proceeded to cut off the ears of his kills before moving on to the hide and fangs. 

The ears of the alpha should be enough to complete the mission, but the other parts could be used as materials.

With his task complete, the boy took out a red gemstone and placed it against his head.

“Ruby, can you transport the body of a wolf into your artifact space?”

“Yes, master. As long as it isn’t alive. I’m not too sure if they’ll be useful for alchemy, though.”

“It’s fine. Better to have it so I can play around with their fangs and pelt if the need arises in the future.”

With everything settled, Li Lang took one last glance around the field he fought in and found that morning had already arrived at some point.

He managed to return to Xiang Yang before long and went straight toward Spirit Grove’s branch office.

No Skyrunner would be making its way back to the sect today, so Li Lang rested another night in the city before he returned. The entire time, he was nervous he would encounter that same girl in his year again and get caught up in trouble. It was because they both historically preferred to stay in Xiang Yang until the last second.

For better or worse, his fears manifested. He found himself facing the aloof genius of his generation, Ling Xue.

The two wordlessly boarded the same Skyrunner and didn’t interact whatsoever during the journey. It was only when Spirit Grove came into view that Ling Xue surprisingly broke the silence.

“I heard about you. You’re the one with grade one aptitude that they have refining pills, right?”

Li Lang was completely caught off guard, never having expected the girl to start up a conversation.

“...Yes, that’s right.”

“...”

The girl simply stared at him for a few moments.

“Is there something I can help you with?” Li Lang couldn’t help but ask.

“...You…should leave the sect.” The girl muttered so quietly that Li Lang barely heard her.

“What do you mean?”

Unfortunately for Li Lang, he wouldn’t get an answer. The girl glanced out the window and refused to speak further.

Well… Whatever.

The Skyrunner soon safely arrived back to the sect, and Li Lang went straight to the Mission Hall.

“I have a set of ears from the leader of the Garb Wolf pack. Is that sufficient?”

The deacon at the desk took a second to examine the articles presented to him before nodding.

“Please hand over your sect token for your contribution points.”

Li Lang swiftly returned to his routine and took new missions to Xiang Yang weekly to check on his subjects. He needed to be there to make use of his auto-analyzer to progress the experiments and continue gaining combat experience.

Through the last encounter, Li Lang felt that his use of Qi improved drastically after digesting his experiences. He felt Elder Cao’s advice was right on the money, and combat would be the fastest way for him to overcome his bottleneck toward the next stage of his cultivation.

However, this new routine only lasted several weeks.

The annual sect competition drew near once more, and all activities outside the sect were halted in preparation for it.

During this downtime, Li Lang made use of it by purchasing every last type of alchemy material he had yet to buy before and fed into his lab. Throughout the ten months since the previous competitions, he had analyzed a good chunk of the available herbs for purchase. Combined with his new haul, he was hoping to use them to produce an antidote for the Qi toxins.

He had pretty accurate information on the type of toxins he was dealing with. He just needed to find the correct materials and figure out a method he could produce it without any fancy equipment at his disposal.

I guess there’s no toxicologist in this world and their Qi senses mainly detect issues relating to Qi. It’s weird since they have such amazing Recovery Pills for wounds, but few for other ailments. Well… it’s not like powerful cultivators need to worry about getting sick.

Time passed by quickly and the annual competition arrived once again.

Li Lang got out of bed early and went outside to do some stretches as he prepared himself mentally. It would be his first time participating in the combat segment of the competitions, but the various missions he had taken in the past two months had given him ample practice. It was just that his practice partners were always Qi beasts, and he would be fighting humans today.

As he relaxed and basked in the morning sun, a voice called out from the direction of his dorm.

“Li Lang! What is the meaning of this?”

A short young man strode over and Li Lang immediately recognized him to be Yang Quan, his dorm mate. He was confused as to why the boy sought him out as they hadn’t talked ever since Yang Quan found out he only had grade one aptitude.

“Meaning of what?”

“Don’t play dumb with me! I’m asking you why you decided to participate in the combat tournament. Aren’t you supposed to just quietly refine your pills for the sect?”

“That is my main job, yes, but there’s no rule that says I can’t take part in the combat section to gain experience.”

“You big-headed freak should know your place. Don’t think you’re really a member of the sect. You’re just a pet Elder Cao keeps around. You’re only at the third stage of Energy Gathering, so stop wasting your time and go back to doing your job.”

Yang Quan began emitting a tense aura of Qi, and it soon cloaked itself around his body. It was the characteristic ability of someone who was in the middle stages of Energy Gathering.

Just as the two kids stared each other down, more voices could be heard as other disciples came to check out what all the noise was about. Seeing this, Yang Quan quickly reined in his Qi and angrily retreated.

“You better hope you won’t be facing me before you’re eliminated because I’ll make sure to teach you a painful lesson, peasant!”

Li Lang shrugged as he returned to sunbathing.

A chance at winning an Ascension Pill! I can’t wait to analyze its principles. I’ll do whatever is necessary to win it!

The sect competition soon began inside the giant coliseum that was erected specially for the event. Just like the previous years, the outer disciples were organized by the dorms they were from. During the entire opening ceremony, it became hard for Li Lang not to feel the gaze of his fellow companion.

Most people ignored him, but Yang Quan held a heavy grudge for some reason.

Thankfully, when they went on to the combat tournament, every member of their dorm was separated into different groups.

Li Lang was assigned arena number seventeen. It was one of the dozens of arenas set aside for younger disciples who had yet to reach the age of adulthood of fifteen.

That meant Li Lang could face disciples who were up to two years older than him, and the only people who were younger were the disciples who joined in the same year as him. That was because he had joined the sect a year later than most, while the latest newcomers had their own separate section. 

When he arrived below the ring where his group gathered, he couldn’t help but sigh as another set of eyes glared his way with hostility.

“Junior Li, we meet again.”

“Yes…nice to see you again, Senior…Pei.”

“Oh, you do remember me. I’m flattered.”

Despite the young man’s words and friendly demeanor, his eyes didn’t smile at all. He was one of the senior disciples who was pursuing Ling Xue, who had mistaken him for a competitor when he returned to the sect together with her.

“First match, Li Lang versus Pei Fong!” the nearby deacon yelled out.

As luck would have it, Li Lang’s first match would be against this tall and lanky senior.

Having heard this, Pei Fong immediately burst out into laughter.

“Ha ha ha, the heaven seems to want me to teach Junior Li a lesson or two. I’ve heard that you only have grade one aptitude, too. If you call me grandfather, I might go easy on you…But then again, I don’t think I’d want to have a freak show like you as my grandchild.”

Li Lang didn’t bother answering as they both climbed up to the arena. However, the people in the same group gossiped without any restraint. 

“Did you hear that? That third-stage kid only has grade one aptitude. How in the world did he get into the sect?”

“Never mind if that is true or not. Just the difference between a third stage and fifth-stage cultivator means he will surely lose. And that is when we aren’t even considering the vast difference in experience. It is hard to surmount the age gap.”

“Hm, I heard there’s a young disciple this year who is rumored to be as strong as an inner disciple. I believe her name was Ling Xue.”

Meanwhile, Li Lang was focusing on preparing himself for the fight. After having fought regularly for two months, he felt himself infinitely close to mastering Qi control and breaking through to the fourth stage of Energy Gathering.

He was just too slow and clumsy with his Qi manipulation, like a toddler just learning to walk.

“What’s wrong, Junior? Getting scared? Don’t worry, as your senior, I will give you a handicap. I won’t be wielding any weapons, seeing you are still in the third stage.” Pei Fong taunted.

“Quiet, so I can go over the rules again!” the deacon reprimanded. “Now then, the rules remain unchanged. No use of outside items and no…”

Once the deacon was done with his long-winded explanation, he finally declared the start of the first round.

“Fight!”
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                As the fight began, Li Lang’s opponent Pei Fong simply stood there with a smirk.

“Come now, Junior. Attack me, I won’t move. Or do you not dare?”

Instead of falling for the provocation, Li Lang slowly circled around him. His experience fighting Qi beasts told him charging straight in when he didn’t have the upper hand in speed usually meant he would open himself up to counterattacks. 

Pei Fong was a cultivator in the fifth stage of Energy Gathering, which meant anyone could tell he was superior to Li Lang in every aspect.

However, the more knowledgeable cultivators wouldn’t dare to write off the match yet. People in the Energy Gathering realm were still considered mortals who had yet to really reach the starting line of cultivation. 

They had good reason to say that, as Energy Gatherers still shared many similarities with normal humans. They were only physically stronger, and while they could employ some tricks with Qi, they weren’t that powerful.

The higher the cultivation realm, the greater the gulf between minor stages. Energy Gatherers were simply too vulnerable regardless of stage. It was because of this that many experts knew the fight could go either way.

“What’s wrong, Junior? I promise I will properly take your first attack. If you don’t come soon, then I might—”

It was at this moment, while Pei Fong shouted out words of provocation, that Li Lang decided to act.

Li Lang had developed a devious plan as soon as he witnessed his opponent’s confident demeanor. It sealed the deal when Pei Fong offered to take his first attack.


He charged in as fast as he could and prepared to throw out a punch. However, when he entered within range to unleash his attack, he sidestepped away.

Pei Fong smirked at the pathetic attempt at a feint. He simply reoriented himself to be facing Li Lang at all times. When he saw Li Lang about to unleash another punch at him, he quickly concentrated his Qi there to receive the blow, following wherever his fist may go.

What he didn’t expect was the Qi in Li Lang’s fist to drop down before it reached him. He was completely baffled at the strange scene. Taking advantage of the fact that Pei Fong had his entire attention on his fists, Li Lang gathered all his Qi to his leg. 

As someone with much higher cultivation, Pei Fong’s relatively quick reaction immediately picked up on the new attack. The main issue was that he had fully committed to receiving the first blow from his opponent. He detected the incoming attack coming right up to the area between his legs. His mind struggled on whether to uphold his promise to take the blow or to dodge the underhanded attack.

This hesitation made him freeze up, allowing Li Lang’s kick to land directly on its intended target.

A loud whimper of pain rang out in the arena.

The sound of the young man falling to his knees could clearly be heard by everyone.

However, no one cheered like they typically would when someone landed a clean blow.

They all stared with wide eyes at the scene on the stage as they processed what happened.

The young boy who was rumored to only have grade one aptitude dared to unleash one of the most dishonorable attacks they’d seen. The junior dared to abuse the right of attack he was given by kicking his senior right in the sensitive area between their legs.

“...J-junior Li!” the previous smug senior cried out as he gasped for breath while trying to retain his balance on all fours. “You dare!”

Instead of responding, Li Lang quickly wound up for another kick and mercilessly repeated his attack on the immobile target. As everyone gasped in shock, only one thing was on Li Lang’s mind.

Ascension Pill, I’m coming for you. Whatever it’ll take, I’ll do it!

More gut-wrenching cries of pain came out of Pei Fong’s mouth as the spectators watched on in horror.

Even the deacon in charge of the fight was hesitant about what to do. There weren’t any rules regarding where one could strike during fights, but few people ever stooped to such dishonorable means to win a fight among fellow disciples in such an official setting.

While he hesitated, Pei Fong’s suffering continued. It didn’t take long before he lay motionless on the ground. Even with his Qi protecting him, repeated blows to such a weak point proved too much.

The deacon stared at Li Lang for a moment before sighing.

“Winner, Li Lang!”

No applause was given and an awkward atmosphere descended the place. Li Lang paid it no mind and got off the stage with an evil grin. 

Now then, that’s one step closer to my Ascension Pill.

The awkwardness only cleared when the cheering from the neighboring arena erupted like a volcano.

“Next match, Ling Xue versus He Quan.”

The noise only drew more attention as people realized they weren’t celebrating a brilliant victory but just the entrance of a jade beauty. Ling Xue had been famous since she had won the previous sect competitions, so many disciples directed their gaze to the most famous newcomer.

“Junior Ling is fighting a senior who is in the sixth stage. Do you think she can win when she is only in the fifth stage?”

“That is hard to say…Junior Ling is so young. It’s hard to believe she would have as much combat experience as someone like He Quan.”

Li Lang glanced over at the man in question and spotted the six-foot-tall man with bulging muscles. The man’s figure was so gallant that many younger disciples doubted if he even belonged in the competition meant for youths. It was only the presence of the nonchalant elders on the podium above that they were reassured that there were no problems.

The deacon in charge of Ling Xue’s arena didn’t bother to wait for the crowd to quiet down and declared the start of the new round.

Unlike Li Lang’s fight, where the fighters slowly closed the distance, Ling Xue instantly dashed forward as if she was gliding across the ground.

She wielded a wooden sword while the man swung a long training poleaxe at his oncoming opponent.

Everyone watched without daring to blink as they witnessed Ling Xue gracefully performing a backflip to dodge the first sweep. She even slashed her sword out in the air, sending a wave of Qi at her opponent.

That’s a Qi art! So she had broken through to the middle stages of Energy Gathering and learned a Qi art already during this year…

As strong as the bulky man was, he wasn’t fast enough to recover from his swing to defend against the ranged Qi attack. However, the glow around his body grew brighter as he directed more Qi to defend against the blow.

He was pushed back several steps and held on strong, but Ling Xue did not allow him to rest.

She dashed at her opponent once again. Having learned his lesson, He Quan didn’t dare to do another full power swing. 

As if able to read her opponent’s mind, Ling Xue decided to press forward this time. Her opponent holding back his attack meant it was weaker and came slower, and she took full advantage of that.

She leaped up into the air again, but this time, she advanced forward. 

The man swiftly swung again in an attempt to create some distance, but she gracefully ducked under it and closed the distance. Wielding a long weapon like a polearm, it was fatal to have someone so close to him. He could only watch as Ling Xue thrust out at him with her wooden sword.

Li Lang carefully watched the refined technique of Ling Xue who concentrated all her Qi at the tip of her blade within a split second. To her opponent’s credit, he also reinforced his body with more Qi, but her concentrated blow sent him flying.

When the huge body hit the ground, he remained motionless.

The deacon swiftly checked up on him before declaring the results.

“He simply lost consciousness. The winner is Ling Xue! Medical team, please come retrieve him.”

The crowd quickly erupted into louder cheering than before that Li Lang didn’t think was even possible.

As much as the surrounding disciples wanted to continue extolling the feats of the young girl for the next hour, most of them were still active participants in the competition. The crowd soon calmed down as other fights took place.

It didn’t take long before everyone in Li Lang’s arena had fought and the deacon gave them the next instructions.

“I will now be calling out the names of those who should relocate to arena ten for your next match. For the winners of the previous round who don’t hear your name, you simply have to remain here.”

The competition was a single-elimination tournament, but the brackets weren’t publicized. They also mixed up the participants in each arena to prevent them from studying their opponents. This was a habit the sect wanted to instill into their disciples so they could become more flexible and handle any opponent they may encounter in the future.

As Li Lang previously fought first, he naturally did so again in the next round. 

“Next, Li Lang versus Mei Long. Please head up the stage. I will be there shortly.”

Li Lang laid eyes on his next opponent. It was a boy that wasn’t much older than him. He had a wide forehead and narrow eyes.

Once they got atop the stage, the two stared at each other while the deacon was busy receiving the oncoming disciples from the other arena.

Mei Long smiled confidently and whispered, so only Li Lang could hear him.

“Young master Lu Hong sends his regards. I may have to get a little rough with you, but I personally have nothing against you. You only have yourself to blame for offending the young master. A word of advice… once you recover from your wounds, I would go apologize if I were you.”

…Why am I only fighting the people who have something against me?

            

    
        Chapter 43: External Qi

    
    
    
    
                The deacon in charge of Li Lang’s arena finally settled the other contestants and made their way up to the platform, causing his opponent, Mei Long, to stop glaring.

The deacon proceeded to give them the same spiel, explaining the rules of the fight before declaring the start of a new round.

“Fight!”

Mei Long wasted no time and jumped straight at Li Lang. Unlike the previous opponent, Mei Long wielded a classic wooden sword empowered with his Qi and didn’t hesitate to use it.

It may be a wooden weapon, but it could still easily break bones.

The sword slashed out fiercely toward Li Lang’s face, and he nimbly dodged out of the way. 

The head was one of the most vulnerable parts of the human body, but at the same time, it was also the part hardest to hit. That was because it was where the eyes were. Even an untrained person would flinch and dodge out of the way if something came for their head, and cultivators were no different.

Li Lang dove and weaved past the attacks. To the untrained eye, it may seem like he was doing well, but in reality, he was doing everything he could to avoid the blows. He didn’t excel in speed or anything, so he had to rely on large movements to get out of the way. This meant he would get tired faster, and it was only a matter of time before he would slip up from exhaustion.

Wait, I shouldn’t be dodging everything if he’s taking me seriously. Something feels off…He’s only targeting my face!

“You…are…” Li Lang barely managed to squeak out between blows. “Aiming…for my…face?”

Contrary to Li Lang, Mei Long was able to speak with ease as he continued his unrelenting slashes.

“Instructions from the Young master. He wants to make you more manly by giving you a few scars.”

“...”

Having discovered this fact, Li Lang’s movements became more refined as he knew what Mei Long was aiming for. It became easier for him to dodge, but it didn’t change the situation where he didn’t even have the leeway to retaliate.

The difference in cultivation was just too wide and defending was everything that Li Lang could manage. Mei Long was in the fifth stage of Energy Gathering while Li Lang was only in the third.

After a whole ten minutes of dodging, it didn’t surprise the crowd when Li Lang finally slipped up as his movement lost its sharpness.

Li Lang’s body didn’t move as he commanded, and he could only helplessly watch as the wooden sword nick his cheeks, cutting open a small wound. He had tried focusing his Qi there to defend against the blow, but the attack was too powerful, and he didn’t make it in time to coat his skin with Qi.

A tiny trickle of blood dripped down his cheeks and stained the arena as he continued to roll around.

I’ll only lose if this keeps happening. I have to counterattack! He’s not letting his guard down, so the only way is… but I’ll have to be able to take a head-on blow for that to work! 

Li Lang felt his blood heat up as he continued to dodge. He knew the longer this went, the more disadvantageous it was for him. With a lower cultivation, he would likely run out of steam first.

The young boy gritted his teeth as he steeled his resolve.

The attacks so far were all focused on his face, which made it much more predictable. It was to the point that even Li Lang, who only had a month or two of combat experience, could predict its trajectory.

However, it was still impossible for a beginner like Li Lang to parry the attacks.

On the next swing that came down diagonally at him, the large-headed boy prepared to receive the blow with his forearm. He concentrated all his Qi toward his left arm and exerted all the force he could muster in trying to expel the Qi out of his body to envelop his arm.

As he tried his best, his eyes didn’t leave the wooden blade being swung down on him.

I won’t make it in time!

The blade swiftly made contact with the young boy’s arm, and the sound of impact resounded through the arena.

Pain swelled up in Li Lang’s forearm, but after a quick second, he realized it didn’t hurt as badly as he expected. Glancing over at where the pain came from, Li Lang’s eyes widened when he spotted the faint glow of his Qi stabilized around his forearm.

I…did it? Wait, no time to celebrate.

Li Lang found Mei Long was just as stunned, having discovered his opponent was suddenly able to evoke a layer of Qi to defend against his attack. It was something he never expected as it was not a feat someone in the third stage of Energy Gathering could accomplish.

“Look at that! He managed to coat his arm with Qi to defend against the blow!”

“Still… I bet it hurts. It’s still not easy to block a weapon unarmed, even if it’s a training sword.”

“Congratulations Junior! You’ve broken through!” A voice shouted in the background.

It was only then that Li Lang realized he had inadvertently broken through in the middle of combat! All the fights he had with Qi beasts had pushed him to the brink. Now, faced with danger once more, he was finally able to control his Qi.

It only took the big-headed boy a second to realize that he could freely envelop his body with the Qi now. It was as if he suddenly developed muscle memory, being able to spread out a thin layer of Qi throughout his body or concentrate it into one part.

He didn’t waste the opportunity to take advantage of his stunned adversary and threw out a punch with all his Qi concentrated on it. It landed squarely at Mei Long’s jaw, pushing him several steps back.

“Hmph!” Mei Long spat out some blood. “So what if you’ve broken through? You’re still a whole stage behind me!”

He got into a different sword stance before quickly slashing down at the empty space in front of him. A shockwave of Qi was sent flying from the tip of his sword, flying straight at Li Lang.

Thankfully, Li Lang was conditioned to dodge attacks and quickly ducked out of the way. By reflex, he closed the distance with his opponent immediately after dodging.

“You’re not bad at running away from attacks, but let’s see if you have the speed to be able to catch me!”

Mei Long jumped back to keep some distance from his opponent, but his feet suddenly buckled.

“What?”

Having received a blow to the jaw, the young cultivator hadn’t realized how much that blow had rattled his brain. And that was a fatal mistake, and also his last mistake in the tournament.

Seeing his opponent stagger, Li Lang jumped into the air and unleashed his only offensive martial art, the Skysoar Kick. It landed right on the dazed Mei Long’s chest, sending him flying off the stage.

“Winner, Li Lang!” the deacon declared as soon as Mei Long went out of bounds.

The crowd instantly cheered triumphantly at the surprising results. The underdog had won, and many were stirred by such unexpected outcomes.

However, the winner didn’t bask in the glory, but instead stood completely still on the stage.

I’ve broken through?

Li Lang inspected the state of himself. He didn’t feel that he had physically grown stronger like the previous breakthroughs, but his control of Qi was definitely better. 

He looked down at his hand as he enveloped it with Qi and stared at the soft glow. Using his empowered hand, he lightly tapped his other hand, and it was instantly blown back. 

Layering Qi outside my body empowers it much more than I thought. It isn’t just a defensive skill, but can be offensive as well… Another thing to add to my training regime.

The cheering was so loud that many from the more distant arenas turned to see what was going on.

“What is going on over at arena number seventeen? I don’t think there was anyone of note over there.”

“I heard there was a big upset and someone broke through!”

As Li Lang’s arena became the center of attention, only one girl remained unfazed. Ling Xue was practically the only one in her group that completely ignored the spectacle. Instead, she gazed up into the sky.

“It is almost time…” she quietly muttered.

            

    
        Chapter 44: Unlucky

    
    
    
    
                On the upper level of the coliseum, there was a spacious landing where many of Spirit Grove’s elders had gathered to oversee the annual sect competition. At first glance, they were chatting over tea or playing board games, and didn’t seem like they were paying attention at all. However, with their high cultivation, they could easily keep track of everything taking place around them.

Two elders in particular were playing a game of go that drew the most gazes. They were the Vice Sect Leader Gong Tai and an elder by the name of Shangguan Yezi.

“Yezi, how is the Grand Elder doing?”

“...Grandfather is doing well, but he is still facing the same bottleneck.” The man sighed. “The wall between the Violet Core realm and Spirit Divide realm is just too difficult.”

“I see. You should have more confidence in him. If anyone can do it, it is him. You may not have been alive during the time, but your grandfather was heralded as a once-in-a-ten-thousand-year genius. If he wasn’t part of the Shangguan family, he would have been swept away by the big sects from the mainland.”

“...”

“Anyway, how about you?”

“What about me? It hasn’t been long since I’ve broken through.”

“No, I’m talking about continuing your family’s bloodline. I heard you’re friendly with the young lady from the Violet Sword sect.”

“She is just an acquaintance. I want to dedicate everything towards my cultivation first.”

“...Well, that’s not a bad plan, with the future of Violet Isle being so turbulent.”

As the two esteemed cultivators were conversing, the loud cheering from their disciples down below drew their attention.

“That…that is Ling Xue. The most talented disciple of the new generation that Elder Tian discovered.” The Vice Sect Master noted.

“Elder Tian? I thought he had perished?”

“Elder Tian may have hit a bottleneck in his cultivation and has remained in the early Violet Core stages for many years, but he has many aces up his sleeve. It’s not surprising that he managed to escape from those demonic cultivators alive. He holed up somewhere to recover and has recently returned.”

Shangguan Yezi narrowed his eyes at having heard about the demonic cultivators.

“Those scum sure have been acting up more and more in recent times…”

“Hmm…As despicable as they are, they know how to band together, especially if we push too hard. It’s not easy changing the status quo when the mainlanders don’t care about our affairs whatsoever.”

The two continued their game of go in silence for a little while until a woman in light brown robes walked over and took a knee. They stood out among all the other sect members who wore olive-colored robes. That was intended to highlight them as members of the Guardians, the protectors of the sect.

“Vice Sect Master, I have an urgent report.”

“Speak.”

“The people from the Demonic Cultivator Territory are showing signs of gathering by our borders. Since the sect master is in closed-door cultivation, we are awaiting your orders, sir.”

“Have you contacted the other sects?”

“Yes.”

“Very well, I will go head out first. Shangguan Yezi, you take over here.”

“Of course. You can leave it to me.”

After taking one more look at the commotion going on below, Gong Tai, the Vice Sect Master instantly vanished from sight.



After winning his second match, Li Lang found himself sent off to another arena to continue the tournament.

When he arrived at arena number ten, he couldn’t help but gawk when he spotted not one familiar person, but two.

The people he recognized reacted in completely opposite manners.

Ling Xue barely acknowledged his presence and glanced away while Yang Quan glared at him as he aggressively approached.

His dorm mate didn’t bother to hide his disgusted expression as he spoke.

“I can’t believe a servant like you made it to the third round. The other outer disciples should be ashamed of themselves for losing to grade one aptitude trash.”

Having been occasionally harassed by this young boy over the months, Li Lang had entirely gotten used to it. It reminded him of all the drama he had in his younger days before he realized how stupid they were as he aged.

Li Lang only nodded toward him before turning to examine the other disciples.

I just need to beat a few more of them before I can get my hands on an Ascension Pill!

Seeing Li Lang ignore him, Yang Quan almost wanted to slap the big-headed boy before him, but managed to rein himself in as the deacon cleared the start of the new round.

With fewer disciples each round, the time between them shortened. The deacon in charge of the arena quickly called for the first pair of contestants.

“Ling Xue versus Ma Hong!”

Many cheers immediately rang out at having heard the name Ling Xue. She gained many fans despite her cold demeanor. 

Her opponent slowly walked up to the stage with a scowl on his face. This wasn’t only due to having the crowd against him. It was also because of the lack of confidence he had going up against someone as powerful as Ling Xue despite her age.

Ma Hong was one year older than Ling Xue, having joined the sect one year prior, but he was otherwise an average disciple. He knew that it wasn’t likely he would win against one of the stars of the new generation.

His fears came true when the match started, and he was quickly sent flying out of the arena as his struggles proved futile.

“Winner, Ling Xue!”

The ice beauty exited the stage gracefully at the cheering of the crowd.

“Sister Ling, please use my handkerchief!” 

“Fairy Ling, I would love to go over various techniques with you!”

Ling Xue was popular with both the boys and girls of the sect. The deacon even imbued Qi into his voice in order to overpower the crowd as he called out the next contestants.

“Next, Liang Lei versus Long Hua.”

While the audience quieted down to allow the deacon to speak, the spectators in the adjacent arena went into a frenzy.

Li Lang strained his ear to collect information on the unfamiliar names.

“I can’t believe after Ling Xue we will get to see Liu Xing, the star of the latest generation!”

“I heard Liu Xing possesses both immense talent and a unique physique! He’s made tremendous progress despite coming from a normal background within the short time since he has joined the sect.”

Li Lang directed some Qi into his eyes to get a look at the famous disciple, only to find Ling Xue right before the neighboring platform. She had somehow gotten to the arena for newcomer disciples and was speaking with a young boy.

Li Lang watched as she handed something to him before the boy ascended onto the stage for his fight.

The girl suddenly snapped her eyes and made direct eye contact with Li Lang for a split second, which made Li Lang look down as if he had been caught peeking. By the time he glanced back up, she had already disappeared.

The fights for the next round progressed smoothly, as well as the round that came after it. It was in the fourth match that Li Lang heard his name called up.

“Next, Li Lang versus Yang Quan.”

…Really? Am I really that unlucky, or did they somehow manage to fix the pairings?

Li Lang shook off his idle thoughts before climbing up onto the stage.

It wasn’t pleasant to fight against someone with a grudge against him, but it seemed it was unavoidable if he wanted a chance to make it to the top eight to attain an Ascension Pill.

On the other side of the stage, Yang Quan had a wide grin the entire time. His eyes never left Li Lang, even when the deacon spoke to them.

After repeating the rules once more, the match quickly started.

“It seems your luck has run out, servant!” Yang Quan declared before dashing straight for Li Lang.

It was apparent he wasn’t going to hold back like Li Lang’s previous opponents. It may have to do with the fact Li Lang had stepped into the fourth stage of Energy Gathering or that he had heard what happened in the previous rounds. 

Wielding a spear, the short disciple with a grudge unleashed a flurry of thrusts at the young boy with a large head. Just as the match started, Li Lang was instantly pushed onto his back foot. Yang Quan showed off the difference of what just one stage of cultivation could do.

Li Lang had picked up a training sword to use after experimenting with how to envelop his Qi around it. However, he was a complete beginner with weapons and it showed. He barely held on against the first few attacks before he was forced to dodge instead as his Qi was drained rapidly with each strike.

“Stop running, coward!”

It didn’t take long before Li Lang was forced to the edge of the arena. Left with nowhere else to run, Yang Quang pressed the attack.

He cleverly feinted an attack on the shoulders before thrusting out accurately at Li Lang’s throat. Just as he smiled as he saw his spear break past his opponent’s guard, the ground trembled.

The earthquake affected everyone in the area and numerous cultivators in the Foundation Establishment or higher realms swiftly flew up into the air to avoid the commotion. The other disciples didn’t have such a luxury and the sound of screaming quickly overtook the entire venue.

Many disciples lost their balance and fell to the ground, and Li Lang was no exception. He tumbled off the arena and remained on all fours as he glanced around.

Li Lang was able to just get a glimpse of the nearby Ling Xue running with the stunned Liu Xing in hand before a purple fog suddenly gushed out of nowhere, adding to the chaos as it obfuscated everyone’s vision.

What in the world is happening?

            

    
        Chapter 45: Under Attack

    
    
    
    
                Li Lang looked around in confusion as he stayed on all fours. The ground below him continued to tremble, and the purple fog that was engulfing the entire coliseum was adding to the chaos.

Thankfully, the shaking soon stopped. Numerous disciples cried out in panic throughout the venue, but Li Lang decided to chase after Ling Xue.

What is she up to…Everyone was in a panic but she was running with a purpose in mind. Is there somewhere safe to weather the storm?

Li Lang’s curiosity won over him as he searched for the two most talented disciples of their generation. Visibility was severely limited, even when he tried to enhance his vision with Qi. It wasn’t just any ordinary fog as it blocked Qi senses, too.

Many other people were running around in the haze and just when Li Lang was pushed to the side by one of the panicking disciples, a loud explosion rang out from above.

It cleared away some of the smoke above, revealing several sect elders and deacons, locking swords with unfamiliar cultivators. 

Each unknown assailant wore fully black attire that even covered their face and hair. Only their eyes peeked out, but it was unmistakable that they were all at least in the Foundation Establishment realm as they flew around and held their own against the party from Spirit Grove.

“Despicable demonic cultivators, how dare you invade our sect? You all court death!” An elderly man in olive-green robes shouted.

The men in black didn’t bother to respond and continued their attack. Seeing the intruders’ silence, the elder turned to his comrades.

“Spirit Grove! We will not yield to these cowardly invaders. Now is the time to show your loyalty to the sect and eliminate these evildoers! They will all surely perish once our grand formation starts up!”

“Great Strike of the Forest!”

“Mystic Serpent Slash!”

The battle above soon intensified as the combatants started to use more powerful moves. Various attacks that took the form of animals sailed through the skies and explosions could be heard more and more frequently.

It naturally drew the most attention with its flashy display of Qi Arts and with the explosions clearing away the fog.

Many disciples below all looked up at the scene in awe. Even when a devastating attack hit the coliseum building, they all remained motionless. Thankfully, the building only trembled slightly and remained unharmed.

However, the scene only caused Li Lang to move faster.

This is not something I want to be near! All these disciples must be insane if they aren’t moving when they could die any moment from a stray attack!

He quickly abandoned his search for Ling Xue and sprinted toward where the tunnel entrance to the interior of the coliseum was. Having been there the previous year for the alchemy test, Li Lang soon managed to find some comfort in the safety of the building.

After taking a moment to catch his breath, he continued his journey in search of a safer place.

Need to look for a shelter…No bunkers in here, but the underground crafting facilities should be secure.

Drawing from his memories, Li Lang raced through the building toward his destination. He swiftly made his way out to the other side of the building. Even outside the coliseum, fog obscured everywhere, albeit thinner than within the arena.

Li Lang didn’t make it far before he heard footsteps from behind. He turned to find Ling Xue, carrying an unconscious Liu Xing.

“What’s wrong? What happened to him?” Li Lang asked cautiously.

The girl glanced up in shock upon seeing Li Lang, but didn’t stop moving.

“...Follow me.” Her icy voice reached Li Lang loud and clear, despite how softly she spoke.

“No, thank you.”

Li Lang knew something was off, but having seen her fight, he didn’t dare come into conflict with her when he was so isolated from others. He feigned disinterest, like he had always done during their trips together, and scurried away.

“Don’t run! If you know what’s good for you, you’ll listen.” Ling Xue cried out.

A chill instantly ran down Li Lang’s back as he remembered how it felt when he had first encountered a mid-level Qi beast out in the wild. He was being stared down by an existence much more powerful than him, and it felt like he was on thin ice.

“...Very well.”

Not being given a choice, Li Lang was forced to help Ling Xue carry along the unconscious Liu Xing.

Just as Li Lang feared, they were headed toward the barrier of the sect. They barely passed by anyone along the way as the majority of the disciples gathered for the competitions and the few caretakers they did run into were too worried about themselves to notice them.

Upon reaching the edge of the sect, Li Lang glanced up toward the sound of fighting coming from outside the barrier.

The explosions ringing out outside the sect were even more intense than the battle in the arena. However, Li Lang didn’t get the chance to spectate for long as he felt a prickly gaze from beside him.

“Hurry up.”

Their party soon reached the edge of the sect and two guardians in light-brown robes noticed them. They quickly approached with worried expressions upon seeing the children.

“What are you guys doing?! Hurry up and stay indoors somewhere. It’s not safe around here!”

Another explosion rang out worryingly close to the group. It caused the guards to look over, and Ling Xue took full advantage of that opening to fish out a talisman.

Before Li Lang could even warn the guardians, they immediately noticed her strange action. However, they weren’t able to react to the already-thrown talismans heading straight toward them. The flimsy piece of paper sailed through the air in a direct path to the two sect guardians, landing right on their foreheads. 

It shone brightly for a brief moment before it dimmed as it stuck to their foreheads. Nothing particular happened except the two guards were now frozen in place.

“I…can’t move! What are you doing? What is this talisman?”

Ling Xue ignored them and urged Li Lang to continue forward with an icy glare. Feeling his life under threat, Li Lang had no choice but to comply.

The two soon made it to the barrier where the young girl wordlessly placed down Liu Xing. She pulled out even more talismans before throwing them at the barrier, and Li Lang braced for impact.

Instead of an explosion like Li Lang expected, the talismans simply dissolved upon contact, bringing a section of the barrier along with it.

“You stay behind. You better not follow me unless you want to get hurt. Understood?”

The young boy nodded as Ling Xue began carrying Liu Xing alone and exited the barrier. 

Once she disappeared from view, the barrier soon repaired itself.

This…I’m not ready to handle any of these developments. I’ll need to get stronger fast if I want to protect myself…Now how am I supposed to explain myself to the sect…?

As the fighting continued outside the barrier, Li Lang quickly backtracked to where the two guardians were. They were both still frozen in place, so Li Lang helped them remove the talisman stuck to their foreheads in hopes of gaining their favor.

“I’m here to save you!”

“Just hurry it up, kid! We don’t have time for this!”

However, as soon as they were freed, one of the guards immediately grabbed Li Lang and pinned him down.

“You, brat! Answer honestly. Who are you?”

“Senior, I’m just a normal outer disciple. That girl from earlier threatened me into helping her!”

“So you admit to helping a treacherous disciple? If you had any pride as a disciple of Spirit Grove, you should’ve put your life on the line to stop her, even at the cost of your life!”

“...That’s unreasonable. I stood no chance against her. She’s the strongest in my generation for a reason.”

“I don’t care about your excuses. You can plead your case to the head guardian. We’re taking you in.”

With two powerful cultivators restraining him, Li Lang had no choice but to be escorted into the nearby building. They brought Li Lang down to the basement, into a dungeon with half a dozen jail cells. The cells were made from wood, but Li Lang wasn’t foolish enough to think they could be easily broken through.

He was stuffed inside a cell before the guardians quickly left to tend to the urgent situation outside. 

That could’ve gone better, but at least I should be safe in here… Right?

Li Lang plopped himself down on the dirty hay in his cell and sighed to himself. He felt around his pocket and realized the guards were in too much of a rush to even confiscate his belongings. Ruby was still with him, so he still had ways to kill time.

Just as he brought the stone to his head, the sound of rustling hay alerted him to the cell adjacent to his. In the dark corner of the cell, a face suddenly appeared, making Li Lang flinch back.

“Do you know what’s happening outside? It’s awfully loud today!”

Li Lang took a second to examine the boy with a youthful face but a tall figure comparable to an adult’s. He had black hair tied up into a ponytail instead of a bun. Li Lang calmed down a bit upon seeing his olive-green robes similar to his own.

“...You’re… an outer disciple as well?”

“Yup, that’s right. The name’s Long Yi. Got booked for trying to skip out on this bothersome competition. Anyway, what’s going on outside? It’s my first sect competition, but I’m sure it isn’t supposed to be this hectic, right?”

It’s his first year? This guy is only around ten years old…?

“...The sect is under attack by…Demonic cultivators, I think.”

“What?! So that’s why most of the guards left!” Long Yi almost charged toward Li Lang, only to be stopped by the wooden bars that separated the cells. “We’re going to be sucked dry by the demonic cultivators! We have to escape to somewhere safe right away!”
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                Li Lang watched as his fellow disciple in the neighboring cell tried to break open his cell in a panic upon hearing about demonic cultivators attacking the sect.

It lasted a total of two minutes before Long Yi slumped back down in his cell after exhausting himself. Li Lang shook his head as he slowly approached his fellow disciple, who was struggling to catch his breath.

“I don’t think they would make it that easy for us and put us in a flimsy jail cell. You should give it up and save your energy.” Li Lang advised once he saw his neighbor had calmed down.

“How are you so calm?! There are demonic cultivators we’re dealing with here! They’ll definitely capture us and suck our cultivation dry to enhance themselves! I heard it’s unbearably painful too…”

“There’s no sense in worrying about what you can’t control.”

“...Why do you sound like an old man? You’re around my age, right?”

“...Yes, I’m…around twelve.”

“Around? Oh, you’re a senior. I’m ten, by the way. Just joined the sect not long ago. Was an orphan before that. How about you? You should’ve been in the sect for about two years now?”

Li Lang found it somewhat hard to believe the boy before him was only ten, and yet the size of an adult. He was thankful Long Yi at least continued to speak casually with him, or else it would make it awkward when an adult-looking man respectfully called him a senior when he had the appearance of a child.

“I…came into the sect for about a year. I joined late…” He gave Long Yi another look over and then sighed. “I joined late because I only have grade one aptitude, and they only accepted me for my alchemy talent.”

“Oh, you’re an alchemist already? I heard you needed years of training, but you’re already one before joining the sect. You must be a genius!”

Li Lang had braced himself for the reaction to come, but contrary to his belief, Long Yi’s attitude toward him did not change upon hearing his aptitude.

“I’m not that big of a deal. Having grade one aptitude will close a lot of doors for me in the future.”

“Huh? Who cares? You’re already in the fourth stage of Energy Gathering, right? I can tell. That’s impressive enough for only being a disciple for a year. What’d you do to get sent down here…in the middle of an attack, too?”

“I’m suspected of aiding a traitor…I got forced into it, but it doesn’t seem likely they’d forgive me for it regardless.”

“That…” Long Yi shook his head before he too sighed. “That does sound like how a righteous sect would react. They only know how to follow the rules without any flexibility and are always so uptight. Just because I wanted to go out for a stroll instead of participating in the competition, they put me in here. In the first place, I only wanted to become a cultivator so I could travel the world and explore all the sights yet to be seen! I didn’t expect joining the sect would mean being cooped up to cultivate all day… I wonder if they’ll let me quit the sect.”

How did the conversation somehow end up going back to be about him?

“Well, at least you’re not in danger of being executed for aiding a traitor.”

“They wouldn’t do that…! I think…”

The two boys continued to chat for hours while they had nothing else to do in their cells. For some reason, whether it be the boredom or the frankness of his fellow prisoner, Li Lang spilled all about what he had encountered that day. The two quickly bonded, and Li Lang even revealed the experiments he was performing.

That was because he knew it wouldn’t stay hidden for much longer once the sect had a reason to look into him. He could only vent and hope they wouldn’t punish him too harshly.

“Are you sure you should tell me this…I don’t think the sect elders of a righteous organization would like what you’re doing.”

“Forget it. Now that they suspect me of being a traitor, they’ll thoroughly investigate me anyway. They’ll inevitably find out.”

In the background of their conversation, explosions occasionally rang out as the battle raged on. It only quieted down when night fell, and several members of the guardians returned to their post in the dungeons where the boys were held.

However, they completely ignored the two young disciples until the next morning.

A woman in light brown robes descended the stairs, followed by two other guards as she approached the jail cells.

“Long Yi, as we previously said, now that the sect competitions are over, we will let you go. However, you’ll be going to remedial class for the next year.” 

“What? That’s unfair!”

“Silence, unless you want to continue staying here.”

The woman glanced at one of the guards beside her, who quickly went to unlock the cell. She then turned her attention to the remaining disciple.

“As for you, Li Lang. You’re coming with me to tell me every single detail about what happened yesterday. Don’t think about lying to me. You wouldn’t enjoy the consequences.”

After that, Li Lang was brought to one of the interrogation rooms where he was grilled all day. They kept asking him the same questions over and over again, and he was only let go when night fell once more.

The next day, he was interrogated again but was let go in the afternoon.

“You can return for now, but you’re restricted from leaving the sect while we investigate. I’d be on my best behavior if I were you.” The same woman warned as she saw Li Lang out.

Li Lang returned to his dorm after overcoming the ordeal, but when he entered his dorm, everyone inside immediately glanced over at him with wary eyes. He noticed Yang Quan in particular, who was glaring a hole at him. He was too tired to care and went straight to his room.

As he passed by, Yang Quan didn’t bother waiting for him to get out of sight before muttering hatefully.

“Cowardly trash.”

After a good night’s rest, Li Lang quickly settled back into his routine. He was getting a lot of looks from everyone he encountered, but it wasn’t that different from before.

He continued to diligently cultivate, practice his techniques, and try out combinations between materials inside Ruby’s artifact space.

Three days after his release from the dungeon, Elder Cao had come to visit him once more, but this time, her neutral expression was replaced with a frown.

“Li Lang, I heard about what happened. I’m sorry you had to experience that… but many of my fellow elders have begun to question your place in the sect. Your quick breakthrough, despite your aptitude, has even got some elders questioning if you’re practicing demonic cultivation or have a connection to them.”

“Demonic cultivation? How in the world did they arrive at that?”

“They had investigated both you and Ling Xue’s activity in Xiang Yang after the event…And we have discovered some troubling information. Li Lang, is it true you’ve been getting others to test dangerous cultivation techniques?”

“...That isn’t demonic cultivation! I’m… creating new techniques.”

“Regardless, many of the more conservative elders see that as an evil act. It is hard to argue against them when such actions could easily damage our reputation if word got out that our disciples performed such dangerous acts that resulted in civilian casualties. It’ll be hard to avoid punishment.”

“...How will I be punished?”

“That isn’t decided yet. The Vice Sect Leader has only just returned from the front lines, and this matter is too small to bother him. While the elders aren’t able to come to a consensus. Your proposed punishment ranges widely from executing you to be safe to the more lenient punishment of confinement for a year.”

“I see…So is there a reason you’ve come before a decision has been made, then?”

“Yes…You see, even if you escape punishment, there is a faction within the sect that will only see you as a thorn and a danger to our reputation from now on. They may try to get rid you of through other means. That’s why it is my recommendation that you…leave the sect.”

“So, banishment is an option?”

“Yes, I think it is for the best. I invited you into our sect, so I’d rather not see you lose your life because of it. You really do have talent in alchemy, so maybe some other sect would take you…”

“Thank you for telling me all this and giving me an option, senior. Can I have some time to think it through?”

The elder solemnly nodded. “Yes, but you should make it quick. With me here, it’s unlikely they will decide to execute you, but it’s better to decide if you want to leave or not before they settle on a punishment. I’ll come again tomorrow.”

“Understood.”

After replying to the elder, Li Lang continued to practice his Earthbound Step technique. Elder Cao shook her head and left while he trained as if nothing had happened. However, the inside of Li Lang’s mind was in a flurry.

His goal of joining a sect was to attain resources, study cultivation, and make connections with powerful cultivators in hopes of saving his childhood friends. He wasn’t naive enough to believe he could easily join another sect after departing this one. 

Even if other sects accepted him, they would definitely have researched his past and prevent him from continuing with his experiments.

That was why his mind was racing to find alternatives.

If I stay with a righteous sect, will they continue to mistake me for a full-fledged demonic cultivator sooner or later if I don’t advance as slowly as their expectations? Just because I have low aptitude, I’m not allowed to make quick progress? 

If that was the case, I might as well join the demonic cultivators for real, then!
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                Li Lang quickly calmed himself down once he realized he was starting to come up with crazy ideas, like joining a demonic sect. Based on the books he had read and the information he gathered, demonic cultivators weren’t decent human beings. He didn’t have enough information to make any definitive statements, but all his sources had negative things to say about demonic cultivators.

However, their techniques definitely caught Li Lang’s interest. Their cultivation techniques were known to allow practitioners to advance regardless of their aptitude. They accomplished this by absorbing the Qi and cultivation from others. That particular characteristic was why several elders in Spirit Grove had accused Li Lang of being a demonic cultivator.

While reaching stage four of Energy Gathering at the age of twelve wasn’t anything impressive, it was another matter when aptitude was taken into consideration. It was believed those of a lower aptitude had less talent for manipulating Qi, and few ever get past stage three without years of bitter cultivation.

Either way, I don’t think I can stay here. The nearby sects will probably hear about me from Spirit Grove as well, so I’ll have to go somewhere far away if I want to continue with my experiments. How dare they associate it with demonic cultivation!

Li Lang glared back down on the map he bought from the Mission Hall.

It was much more detailed than what he had seen within the Zi family estate. It showed the surrounding provinces and the main roads. 

Spirit Grove was still located in the same province as the Zi family’s home in Lingyun Town, within the Yellow Qilin province. It was on the southern tip of Violet Isle and had four neighboring provinces. The first one to the east was called Jade Lotus. The one to the north was Vermillion Dragon, while the one to the west was called Azure Mist.

The one that stood out the most was also the largest province to the south, which was simply labeled Demonic Cultivator Territory. It was the only coastal province and boasted the largest area among all the surrounding territories.

There were few details about the Demonic Cultivator Territory, but the map surprisingly depicted a city right on top of the border it shared with the Yellow Qilin province.

Is this where they trade with demonic cultivators? Wait…Do they even engage in trade with them?

Li Lang pulled his hair out all night as he fretted about the future.

The next day, Elder Cao showed up again in the early afternoon.

“Have you made a decision?”

“...Yes. I have decided to listen to your recommendation and leave.” Li Lang let out a sigh of relief once he managed to voice his decision out loud and met the elder’s eyes with a determined gaze.

“Very well. I will handle the matters with the sect. Expect to leave tomorrow morning.”

“Elder Cao, will I still be able to use up all my contribution points before I go?”

“...It may be awkward for you to try. Your…unique appearance is hard to miss. Give me your sect token. I can procure what you want for you.”

“Thank you, elder.” Li Lang respectfully handed over the token while his mind was running calculations on what he needed for his travels. “Also, may I ask about the situation in Polarity City?”

“Polarity City? Hmm…I guess that isn’t a bad place to go if you want to continue with your… tests. I’ve seen many people like you who wanted to search for ways to bridge the gap in aptitude. Just know that there are lines you shouldn’t cross, like demonic cultivation. It’ll corrupt your mind from within, then no one will be able to save you.”

“Of course, elder.”

“Polarity City is one of the largest neutral cities where trade prospers. The city lord there has unfathomable cultivation and does not allow any fighting within his territory, so it should be safe for you to go. It is my personal recommendation for you to head to Azure Mist and join another sect, but Polarity City is not a bad choice either.”

“Umm, even if it is right beside the Demonic Cultivator Territory?”

“Yes…” Elder Cao frowned. “The demonic cultivators aren’t a united force. Some of them…can be reasoned with. Neutral cities exist to allow us to trade with them for their various resources that are only found within their territory. But anyway, it is quite a trip there on foot…”

“Do you think I can buy a Skyrunner with my contribution points?”

“They aren’t cheap and require Qi stones to power them.” The elder took a second to inspect Li Lang’s sect token. “I should have known you would accumulate such an amount of contribution points since you succeed in refining pills every session. This should be enough to purchase something made by an apprentice Woodsmith.”

Throughout the year Li Lang had spent in Spirit Grove, he never stopped refining pills. He could do three batches a day, and each batch had four pills on average. While he had spent some on coins to pay test subjects, Li Lang was still left with over two thousand points.

The next morning, Elder Cao met with Li Lang at his dorms. He handed over the pack with his Spirit Grove disciple robes to the elder before exiting the place he lived in for almost a year. Without the olive-green robes that all disciples wore, Li Lang stuck out like a sore thumb.

However, no one dared to question Li Lang with Elder Cao right beside him, and they made their way toward the Sky Berth.

“I have converted all your outstanding contribution points into Qi stones here.” Elder Cao handed a small burlap bag over before waving her hand to materialize a Skyrunner. “And this is your Skyrunner. It can’t go that fast, but that also means it won’t consume as many Qi stones.”

The wooden carriage in question did appear more shabby compared to all the ones Li Lang had encountered. It had no adornments and was made of cheap-looking wood. Other than that, it didn’t differ too much from the convention Skyrunner, with seats for six.

Li Lang didn’t really mind as long as it worked, so after a quick glance, he brought his attention to the Qi stones instead.

“There sure is a lot in here.”

“...I added a little extra…as a parting gift. That is all I can do for you as the one responsible for bringing you into the sect. You will have to take care of yourself from now on.”

She talks as if she was responsible for any of this…In fact, it should be the opposite. I’m sure inviting someone into the sect who was later found to be conducting dubious experiments didn’t look good for her. I’m glad I met someone kind like her.

“Thank you for everything…I owe you a lot. I won’t forget about this.”

Elder Cao said nothing and simply nodded. After a few more words of warning and instructing Li Lang how to drive his new Skyrunner, the little big-headed boy departed from Spirit Grove.

He drove his new Skyrunner in the opposite direction from the colossal tree that was the symbol of the Spirit Grove and headed straight for Xiang Yang.

It took half a day to arrive at the familiar city as Li Lang’s new Skyrunner was much slower than the other ones he’s been on. 

Arriving at the city, this time, Li Lang no longer had a sect token to show the gate guards, but he did still have his alchemist ring. The problem was what to do with his Skyrunner.

“Umm, can I leave my Skyrunner out here?” Li Lang politely asked the gatekeeper.

“No, you’ll have to bring it along with you, like all the other carriages, and park it somewhere else.”

It was only at the guard’s words that Li Lang realized a Skyrunner could function as a normal carriage too. He smacked himself on the forehead for the belated realization. Every time he saw Skyrunners, they had always been in the air. That was how he differentiated them from normal carriages.

So all those normal carriages running around in the streets could be Skyrunners too…Or not, they usually disappear at the wave of the hand of their owner…

It took Li Lang some extra time to navigate the city with a carriage, as his usual path went through narrow streets. Still, he had commuted to the city enough times over the ten months that he wouldn’t get lost on the way to Wei Ping’s residence.

“B-boss! You’re back. How d-did the sect c-competition go?”

“Well…A lot happened and I’m no longer part of Spirit Grove now…”

“W-what?”

“Let’s sit down first. It’s a long story.”

Li Lang proceeded to retell his tale over a cup of tea while Wei Ping listened quietly the entire time. His expression changed several times throughout the story, but he only spoke after Li Lang was finished.

“So, what a-are you planning t-to do now?”

“I’m moving to Polarity City, and I was hoping you’d come with me.”

“I…”

“Please, I need you. Our research is close to completion, but the sects around here won’t let me continue it on their turf.”

“A-as long as you d-don’t mind, I w-will come along. I want to become a p-powerful cultivator, too!”

The young boy stood tall, unleashing his aura of a third stage Energy Gatherer.

Wei Ping took a surprisingly short time to pack his things. It was only now that Li Lang learned his place wasn’t actually his, but belonged to a deceased old man. Wei Ping only secretly lived there, as no one cared about the shabby shack.

The two young boys excitedly stocked up for their journey and exited the city the next morning. 

Just as they exited the gates and began to ascend into the air on their Skyrunner, a loud shout reached their ears.

“Li Lang! Wait for me!”
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                Li Lang instantly glanced over at the source of the voice calling out his name. He spotted a figure sprinting toward him from the main road. After channeling some Qi into his eyes, he soon recognized the youthful face attached to the body of an adult.

He exchanged a glance with Wei Ping before he directed his Skyrunner back down onto the clearing.

Once they landed, the two kids watched as the man approached. By the time he arrived, he was heaving for air while leaning against the Skyrunner.

“Long Yi, what are you doing out here?” Li Lang asked. “And how did you know it was me?”

The man, or more accurately, the young boy with the appearance of a man, took a moment to catch his breath before he replied.

“Everyone…everyone in the sect is gossiping about how you got banished. It’s not hard to keep an eye out for a bland-looking mortal-grade Skyrunner.”

“So…Is there something you need from me?”

“Yeah, let me join you on your trip!” Long Yi declared with a bright smile.

“What? Why would you want to do that? What about the sect?”

“I quit the sect as well. That place is too dull and stifling for me! It seems way more fun traveling with you. I was hesitant about quitting before when I had nowhere to go, but hearing how you chose banishment inspired me to take a leap of faith.”

“And they just let you quit, just like that?”

“No idea. I didn’t bother informing them. I just tagged along with a senior heading this way because I knew you’d come here first.”

Li Lang suddenly felt a headache brewing. In hindsight, he maybe shouldn’t have revealed so many details about himself to another, but it was too late to regret the folly he committed while trapped in a cell with nothing better to do.

Then there was the problem of Long Yi deserting from the sect. It made it hard for him to decide if he should accept Long Yi or not.

The sect shouldn’t send out anyone to deal with just an outer disciple, right?

“Hey, you won’t regret bringing me along!” Long Yi added upon seeing Li Lang’s expression. “I got the strength to carry our luggage and I’m pretty good at fighting too!”

Li Lang let out a long sigh.

“...Sure, if you want to tag along, be my guest. We’re just going to settle in another city, though, so don’t expect anything.”

“Sounds better compared to cooping up in the sect and cultivating all day. Sign me up!”

With an extra guest, Li Lang once again took off into the skies around Xiang Yang. He gave one last look at the city he had frequented over this past year before departing in the Skyrunner. However, no matter how hard he tried to accelerate, the Skyrunner quickly topped out at its painfully slow top speed.

“This thing is pretty slow, isn’t it?” Li Lang couldn’t help but mutter.

“Hahaha, yeah, this thing is like half the speed of the Skyrunner I came on!”

“It’s n-not too bad. It isn’t l-like we a-are in a rush or a-anything.”

Are we even going a hundred kilometers per hour?

The trio continued their journey all day until the sun began to set. With nothing to do, the three passed the time by chatting. Long Yi shared much about himself, Wei Ping shared cool facts about Xiang Yang, and Li Lang quietly listened along while discreetly holding a red gemstone to the side of his head.

Just before the sun fell, they arrived in a small town and decided to spend the night there. There was no line at the gates of the town, and they quickly found an inn with free rooms.

“Pay for yourself.” Li Lang admonished.

“What! How come you’re paying for Wei Ping, but not me?” Long Yi cried out with undisguised injustice in his voice.

“You’re a former disciple of a righteous sect like me. You should be able to afford some mundane coins.”

“I…don’t have any.”

“What? What did you spend your contributions points on?”

“...I left in a rush. I didn’t spend them at all.”

“...”

Both Li Lang and Wei Ping gave depreciating looks at the tall boy.

“Look, I just joined the sect not long ago, okay? I didn’t even know you could exchange those points for coins! I only have Qi stones.”

At this moment, the door to the inn swung open, and three young boys walked in. They appeared to be around fourteen years old and each wore pale purple robes. 

The three boys wore arrogant expressions, but the most noticeable thing about them was how they each had identical features. While it was hard to tell them apart by their faces, they varied quite a bit in height. Their height all differed by at least a full head from each other, varying from short, average, and tall.

They sauntered straight to the innkeeper like they owned the place.

“Give us three of your best rooms!”

The middle-aged man took one glance at their clothing and replied respectfully.

“Of course. For disciples of the Violet Sword Sect, I’ll even give you a discount.”

“What discount? You said it yourself. We’re honored disciples of the Violet Sword Sect that keeps your town safe. How dare you ask us to pay!”

The innkeeper was a little taken aback by the forceful and unreasonable request but didn’t dare to immediately decline.

“...That’s…a little…”

“Good! Very Good.” Long Yi clapped. “Esteemed disciples from Violet Sword Sect are so mighty they can’t even afford to pay lodging fees.”

“What did you say, boy? I believe overhearing how you boys couldn’t afford to pay for your rooms. Seeing how pathetic you are, I don’t mind paying for your stay at the stables,” the shortest of the triplets retorted.

The tallest boy broke out into laughter at his brother’s suggestion.

“Ha, who are you guys? A traveling circus group? A boy wearing a freaky mask, a boy with a large head and small body, and a man with the face of a baby. Do some tricks, and I’ll even consider paying for your rooms.”

Before Li Lang or Wei Ping could retort, Long Yi signaled to them to let him handle it.

“Thank you for the kind offer, but we’ll be okay ourselves. If you have the coins, then please pay for your lodging properly.”

“What was that, you freak? You think you’re in any position to tell us what to do?” The largest of the three brothers aggressively marched toward Long Yi.

He only made a single step before being held back by the brother of an average height, who had stayed silent until now.

“Enough. I don’t care about the words from trash.” He directed a piercing look at the innkeeper. “Hurry up and ready our rooms. Do you understand?”

“I…Y—”

Before the poor innkeeper could finish replying, Long Yi forcefully stepped in front of him, shielding him from the three cultivators.

“I said you should pay for your lodging first. The innkeeper was already kind enough to offer you a discount. Why are you being so difficult when coins aren’t even that valuable to cultivators such as yourselves?”

Instead of replying, the middle brother suddenly lunged out at Long Yi. He immediately sent out a palm strike that contained so much Qi in it, that his hand shone.

“Heh, he pissed off big brother. He’s finished,” the shortest of the triplets snickered.

Li Lang and Wei Ping both tried to intervene but had reacted too slowly.

However, contrary to what everyone else expected to happen when a fourth stage Energy Gathering cultivator ambushed a third stage cultivator, the exchange ended with the Violet Sword disciple being slammed to the ground.

“He…! He deflected the Crescent Palm Strike!” The tallest of the triplets shouted out.

Li Lang was frozen in place as he had seen it too. Long Yi had displayed uncanny agility for someone of his size and accurately deflected the strike by the wrist before taking down his assailant by throwing him over the shoulders.

It was not a move a beginner could ever hope to pull off. It also coincided with the fact that the opponent with higher cultivation had focused all his Qi on a single point, leaving the rest of his body unprotected.

Perhaps Long Yi was aware he wouldn’t be able to hold down the man for long, he swiftly got off the boy after he had made his point.

“Everyone. The sun is setting, and we’re all tired. Can’t we just peacefully resolve this?” Long Yi said in an easy-going tone.

Despite repeating the same words from before, it had a much larger impact on the Violet Sword disciples after his display of strength.

The defeated disciple quickly uprighted himself and dusted off his robes. Without a word, he flicked a gold coin toward the shopkeeper with expert precision and began walking off.

“Let’s go. We’ll pick the room ourselves.”

“But big brother…Are we just going to—” The tallest of the triplets complained, but was cut short.

“Shut up and listen.”

As the triplet made their way up the stairs toward the room, the innkeeper seemed to have suddenly awoken from his daze. 

“Thank you so much! Please wait here for a moment.” He swiftly bowed toward Long Yi before running after the brothers. “Dear guests! Please wait up. I have the keys, so don’t break down any doors!”

Li Lang’s group had been left behind, but they didn’t mind at all. Instead, Li Lang eagerly approached the hero of the day.

“So…Long Yi…That was pretty impressive. Do you have a unique physique or something that makes you so strong?”

That was so impressive, he has to right? Otherwise, he must’ve been trained as a fighter since he was a toddler…
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                Long Yi scratched his cheeks as he awkwardly directed a smile at his companions.

“I don’t have a unique physique… it’s just that…I’ve gotten into a lot of fights since I was young. Ha ha…”

“No kidding…You moved like a veteran of a hundred battles.” Li Lang muttered.

“...A hundred is too much, maybe like sixty or so?”

“...”

Li Lang and Wei Pang exchanged a quick glance before both shrugging. They then directed a skeptical gaze at their capable companion.

“Come on… Don’t look at me like that. It’s not like I purposefully look for trouble or anything…it’s just sometimes I can’t avoid interfering if I see injustice happening before my eyes. They’re an eyesore and it ruins my mood if I let it be.”

“B-boss, these types of p-people are what w-we call trouble magnets!”

“Hey! I swear it—”

Before Long Yi could further explain himself, the innkeeper had returned and cleared his throat.

“Ahem, thank you for waiting, boys. I can process your rooms now.” The man looked around sneakily before leaning toward the boys to whisper. “Between you and me, I’ll give you guys a big discount for your help.”

“Thank you! We’ll take three rooms!” Long Yi immediately answered for his group.

“I thought you didn’t have any coins.” Li Lang said emotionlessly, immediately pouring cold water on Long Yi’s excitement.

“What! I don’t. If you don’t pay for me, then…Can I stay in one of your rooms?”

Seeing the boy with a figure comparable to an adult’s, pleading them with eyes like a puppy, both Li Lang and Wei Ping couldn’t help but burst out in laughter.

“I’m just kidding. Innkeeper, we’ll trouble you to give us three rooms.”

“Of course, of course.”

The three young kids soon retired for the night. As always, Li Lang completed his nightly cultivation session and spent some time in Ruby’s artifact space first before going to bed.

However, he allotted a little extra time to explore a new technique he had been curious about ever since he heard about it.

Qi sense…does it work just by pouring Qi into something?

Having heard all his fellow alchemists talk about how important Qi sense was for refining pills, he wanted to try it out himself. A lot of stuff had happened since he broke through during Spirit Grove’s sect competition. It was only now that things had calmed down he had a chance to explore it.

He took out one of the Recovery Pills he refined and began to envelop it with his Qi. As soon as his Qi made contact with it, he felt like it had become a part of his body. With a bit of focus, he was able to peer into the pill, as if he had a camera that could phase through objects.

“What a strange feeling.” Li Lang muttered.

Next, he tried to do the same with some of the alchemy materials. He found that the Qi sense technique was only really good for monitoring the real-time condition of what his Qi had come into contact with. Other than that, it was quite hard to tell what the materials were by the feeling alone, which wasn’t much different from physically touching the materials.

I’m also supposed to envelop a weapon to reinforce it too. Is it the same technique? Wait. I need a weapon in the first place! I didn’t get one since I’m so used to fighting unarmed…Oh well, I guess that’s one extra thing added to my shopping list for once I settle down in Polarity City.

The next morning, the trio didn’t see a trace of the triplets from the Violet Sword Sect and smoothly resumed their journey.

They retrieved their Skyrunner from the inn’s stables and took to the skies.

“So…What do you guys plan to do once we arrive at our destination?” Long Yi asked as he stared around in boredom.

“...I told you what I’ve been doing while we were locked up. I’m trying to restart my experiments in Polarity City.”

“Umm…As long as it isn’t demonic cultivation, I’m down.”

“That’s the plan.”

“I p-plan to restart our s-soda business as well to e-earn more funds.” Wei Ping added.

“Hmm…I don’t think that’s needed. I can still refine pills to fund us, so you should focus on recruiting test subjects for me. I think I’ll make a breakthrough soon regarding how to remove the toxins accumulated from cultivating.”

“What toxins?” Long Yi yapped with eyes shining in curiosity.

“...I guess I didn’t go over any details on what my experiments were for, did I?”

“Nope, you just told me how you’re searching for a way to compensate for your grade one aptitude.”

“Right. We’re currently working on improving our cultivation speed and we’ve identified some toxins that build up in our bodies when we cultivate. I believe I can find a way to deal with these toxins soon.”

“What? Are you some type of genius? I have grade three aptitude, by the way. But do you think your new methods would work on me as well?” Long Yi immediately asked, not doubting the words he heard for even a second.

Li Lang inwardly let out a sigh as he began to explain the basics of what his research entailed and the progress they’ve made so far.

On their second night after they left Xiang Yang, they camped out in the woods as they hadn’t reached any towns or villages.

On the evening of the third day, they finally spotted their destination.

A giant wall stood menacingly in the distance. If one looked carefully, one could see a soft yellow glow of the barrier surrounding the city as well.

A notable amount of Skyrunner traffic filled the skies just outside the city. The city looked way larger than Xiang Yang, thanks to its tall walls.

There was only a short line to enter the city, and the three children soon rode their carriage up to a pair of guards. From the way they carried themselves and their demeanor, it wasn’t hard to notice they were all Foundation Establishment cultivators, worthy of being deacons in large sects.

It was entirely different from Xiang Yang, which employed mortal guards who had shallow cultivation.

“Length of stay?”

“We’re planning to stay here for the foreseeable future.”

The guard glanced up at the strange kids with a frown.

“It costs ten spirit stones per month for each person to stay in the city. You can either pay monthly or pay for the entire year now.”

“...We’ll pay for the month first, then.”

Li Lang gingerly fished out twenty Qi stones while Long Yi brought out his own.

Qi stones hadn’t been cheap to redeem from the sect. They cost ten contributions each, but thankfully, the kind Elder Cao had included gave him a whole One hundred and fifty stones. There was a whole fifty extra that she added, which made Li Lang’s money bag quite heavy despite each stone being approximately the size of a coin.

The guard handed over a thin metal plate in exchange for the toll fee and the three boys were quickly waved on through.

After paying the toll and coupled with the stones they had used to power the Skyrunner, Li Lang counted a hundred and seventeen left since the Skyrunner had used up approximately one Qi stone every two hours.

“Isn’t the cost to stay in the city exorbitant for regular folks?” Li Lang asked as soon as they were out of the guards’ earshot.

His two companions simply shrugged, as none of them had been to the city before.

They aimlessly drove their Skyrunner down the street as they surveyed their new city.

Everyone they saw carried themselves confidently and seemed well-off. There weren’t as many food stalls compared to Xiang Yang, as most businesses around operated out of a proper storefront.

“I d-don’t see any g-gawkers or the u-usual back alley d-dwellers.” Wei Ping whispered.

“Maybe this is a wealthy district…no we’re by the entrance. Perhaps they force all the unsavory elements into somewhere out of view, like their slum district?” Li Lang wondered.

“We can ask someone later. Let’s go find someplace to stay and grab some food first!” Long Yi excitedly declared.

“Hmm…Let’s find an inn first. We can look for more permanent residence once we are settled.”

Thankfully, it wasn’t too hard to spot a sign depicting a sun and moon that all inns had. Li Lang took some time to examine the building and the people who frequent it to judge if it was a suitable place to stay.

After inspecting three inns, he found one that seemed right and quickly acquired rooms. Just like at the tollgate, the inns only accepted Qi stones, costing two stones for each room for a night.

Once they unpacked in their rooms, the three swiftly gathered inside Li Lang’s room.

“It’s going to cost us sixty Qi stones each month just to stay here, without accounting for food. That’s one hundred and eighty between us.” Li Lang turned to Long Yi. “How much do you have left?”

“I only have twenty left.”

“S-shall we all s-share a room, then? It s-seems pretty b-big.”

The three surveyed the room in unison. It had space for two beds and a long bench. There was enough room for the three of them without being crowded.

“Sure, we can share a room starting tomorrow, then.”

“That would be great for me as well! Could I stay with you too, Li Lang?” Long Yi cried.

“...Sure, if you don’t mind the bench. Let’s go speak to the innkeeper now and also ask them where the Alchemist Guild and slums are.”

The party didn’t dawdle and immediately went on their way. However, they were stunned by the innkeeper lady’s reply.

“Slums? There are no slums in Polarity City. Is this your first time here?”
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                Li Lang frowned as he was taken aback by the innkeeper’s words.

No slums? How can this be? You’re telling me there are no poor people in this city?

Seeing the three kids’ expressions, the innkeeper continued.

“Polarity City thrives on trade between all the major sects in all the nearby villages and the demonic cultivators. To uphold the city as a worthy venue for such large transactions, the city lord and his guards run a tight ship.“

So the poor who can’t afford the fees are kicked out? That’s pretty tough, but then again, it’s not like this would be a great place to live in with all the cultivators running around. Who knew when they would run into someone unreasonable? 

So this is a city of cultivators, huh?

“Understood. Thank you for your explanation. How about the Alchemist Guild, then?”

“Oh, that is near the center of the city. Just go down the main street. It’ll be hard to miss.”

“Thank you.”

Having ridden on the Skyrunner for three consecutive days, the trio decided to stretch their legs and chose to walk to the Alchemist Guild.

Along the way, they didn’t forget to check out the various stores. There were numerous stores selling talismans, artifacts, pills, and various other items that aided cultivators. There was no mistaking who the target market was.

“We might have to change up our plans…” Li Lang muttered.

“What do you mean?” Long Yi replied. “This place is great! It has everything a cultivator would need…given you have the money.” 

“Except it’s not conducive to my research. I doubt high and mighty cultivators would participate in my experiments.”

“Right…there is that.”

The three soon arrived at the guild, where they found an available receptionist and Li Lang showed him his ring.

“My, what a young apprentice alchemist. What can I help you with?” The muscular man leaned over the counter and kindly asked.

“I wanted to procure materials and check out the price for selling pills around here.”

“No problem, here it is.” The man handed over two lists.

The first one had all the available mortal-grade ingredients and their prices on it. 

The second one had the list of mortal-grade pills available, along with both their buy and sell prices. It was neatly presented and included different prices for different quality of the same pill.

“Thanks, then I’ll take three kilograms of Lighthorne, Bulseed Grass. five kilograms of Jade leaves…”

Having dealt with numerous materials in his lab while he had been trying to conjure a concoction to remove toxins, Li Lang had come to become familiar with all the common materials. It didn’t take long to list out his order, and the man also swiftly retrieved them.

“That will be fifty Qi stones in total. Was there anything else you needed?”

“Umm…” Li Lang hesitated for a second before speaking. “Are there any other towns around here under the sphere of Polarity City?”

Li Lang hadn’t given up on finding a source of test subjects, but he couldn’t risk recruiting from towns under the influence of righteous sects. He had previously gotten away with it unscathed due to being a member of the sect itself, but he didn’t want to test what would happen if an outsider was caught.

He could only stick to the neutral grounds of Polarity City, where this neutral faction was said to be more tolerant as long as there was consent.

It pained him that his research was compared to demonic cultivators, but there was nothing the weak little boy that he was could do to change the perception of the sects.

“No, Polarity City is the only settlement within a hundred kilometers around here. Why do you ask?”

Li Lang peeked over to the neighboring counters and found everyone else was busy with their discussions.

“I’m looking for some people to help me with something. I don’t think I could afford to hire the mighty cultivators around here.”

“Hmm, tough luck, kid. You’ll have to leave the sphere of influence of Polarity City to find any populous cities.”

“I see… Well, thank you. I’ll just buy the materials for now—wait, can I also rent your refining rooms as well?”

“Of course! Head over to the second floor to make the arrangements. They cost one Qi stone per day.”

“Understood. Thank you.”

After completing the transaction and bowing to the polite receptionist, Li Lang took a moment to convene with his companions.

“You two can go do your own thing. I’m going to refine some pills first to replenish our coffers. I won’t be back until later tonight. No need to wait for me for dinner.”

“Sure, thing. I’m going to go take a stroll around. Want to tag along, Wei Ping?”

The short boy, with a stutter, simply nodded before they exited the guild.

After seeing them off, Li Lang made his way up the stairs to the second floor. Just as he was about to approach the receptionist there, a hand landed on his shoulder, and he turned to find a young man in grey robes standing right behind him.

“You are…the man at the counter next to me, earlier?”

“Yes, my name is Jian Beiyun. I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. Young man, do we think we can talk? I mean no harm.”

“Apologies, I’m in a hurry.”

“I’ll compensate you for your time. How do ten Qi stones sound? It won’t take too long.”

“...Fine.”

The two glanced around and found a lobby just outside the refining rooms. It was empty and the perfect place to sit down.

“So, what do you want? I don’t think we know each other.”

“That’s correct, but I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation with the receptionist downstairs.” The man straightened his posture. “Young man, tell me the truth. Did someone put you up to help them with that request of yours?”

“What? What are you talking about?”

“...Your request to find people to help you. You should know not to trust people so easily around these parts. There are some bad people who like to prey on others running amok.”

“Demonic cultivators, right? Yeah, yeah. They’re all bad and stuff, but the city lord keeps them in check, right?”

For some reason, Jian Beiyun grimaced at the boy’s words.

“Not all demonic cultivators are bad…Just a select group of them are. It is this select group of bad apples that I’m warning you about. They’ve lost themselves to the pursuit of power and would drain anyone they could get their hands on just to progress their cultivation by a minuscule amount. I’m worried you’re being manipulated by such people who want to get around the eyes of the city lord, so please tell me the truth. I’ll take care of it and make sure no danger befalls you.”

Great… even this random guy thinks I’m affiliated with demonic cultivators now because of my experiments. Is it really so hard to do my research in peace?

“Believe me, I’m not being manipulated by anyone. I make my own decisions. I appreciate your concern, but you don’t have to worry about me.”

“...In that case, why are you searching for ‘helpers’? And in such a place, too? That is usually what cultivators engaged in formations requiring sacrifices or human experimentation would ask for.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but that is my own business.”

“If you tell me the reason, I may be able to help you find the people you need. Assuming it isn’t for any nefarious purposes, of course.”

The man stared down at Li Lang with an unrelenting smile. It was apparent he wouldn’t give up getting to the bottom of the matter, but Li Lang paid more attention to the fact Jian Beiyun claimed to be able to help him.

Now that he found Polarity City to be more exclusive to cultivators than he thought, he needed an alternative. However, even someone as obsessed with research as Li Lang knew it wasn’t a good idea to reveal his entire hand to a stranger despite his eagerness to continue with his research.

“I…I’m researching new types of pills. I need people to run a trial for them, but of course, I ensure it is safe to consume with animals first.”

“Such a young alchemist already treading the path of discovering new pill recipes? That is admirable. However, the dangers associated with what you’re doing…”

“We make sure to let the participants know of the risks and properly compensate them, but the righteous sects still don’t take kindly to what I’m doing. That’s why I’m here in Polarity City.”

“Understood. Thank you for telling me your story. In that case, I can offer to bring you to Emberglow City, a more populous place that isn’t under the eyes of the righteous sects.”

Was there a city around here that isn’t under the jurisdiction of any righteous sects besides here, again?

Seeing Li Lang’s confused expression, Jian Beiyun continued.

“Emberglow City is the closest city from here within the Luminescent Domain.”

“...Where and how far away is it? I’ve never heard of the Luminescent Domain.”

“Uh…right, if you’re from the territory under the righteous sect, then you may find the name Demonic Cultivator Territory more familiar.”

“What?” Li Lang quickly took a step back and scrutinized the man before him. “You’re a demonic cultivator?”

Jian Beiyun nodded solemnly with a straight face.
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                Li Lang was instantly on guard when the person he was conversing with confirmed he was a demonic cultivator. He had heard no good things about them from his time within Spirit Grove or in his memories. Even in cultivation novels he had read when researching immortality, they all depicted demonic cultivators as cunning and merciless killers.

“...I understand we don’t have the best of reputation, especially within the territories of the righteous sects, but I want to make things clear. We aren’t the evil villains they have made us out to be. While some of us who cultivate the so-called demonic techniques are deranged criminals, most of us are normal people.”

Li Lang furrowed his brows at Jian Beiyun’s pleadings. He wasn’t sure if this was some trickery to get him to lower his guard, but he realized it wasn’t far-fetched that the righteous sect would spread propaganda to defame their foes.

From what he knew of the righteous sects, they controlled vast territories rich in resources. They would sometimes demand unreasonable things from the common people under the pretext of contributing to the defense against demonic cultivators. He had witnessed instances of this even on the short trip from Xiang Yang to Polarity City.

“Okay, and why should I trust you? In fact, why are you even trying to help me?”

“Right, I’m getting ahead of myself. I am a member of Nightmoon Valley. We pride ourselves on upholding order within the Luminescent Domain and keeping all demonic cultivators in check. While I talked to you because I suspected a rogue demonic cultivator may have threatened you to do their bidding, I’m still happy to assist anyone in need.”

Is this demonic cultivator really spewing how he wants to help people as if he’s a champion of justice?

“The last demonic cultivator I saw kidnapped my friends, so you’re going to have to forgive me if I find your words hard to believe.”

“Really? Tell me more. Our Nightmoon Valley would not let such acts stand. Do you have a name or description? Where did you see them?”

If his words are true…Does this mean they can help me rescue Zi Xi and Zi Xiao Mei much earlier than I had thought? 

“...I believe she was called the Abductress. She came to my hometown within the Yellow Qilin province.”

“...” Jian Beiyun’s excitement was immediately doused at hearing Li Lang’s answer. “I’m sorry to hear that…as much as I hate to admit it, the Abductress isn’t someone we can handle. In the first place, she is famous for being elusive and cunning. We wouldn’t be able to find her even if we wanted to.”

“Based on your words, is she really so strong that your entire sect can’t handle her? Your sect must have at least Violet Core elders or even someone stronger, right?”

“Yes…based on rumors, she is at the peak stage of Spirit Divide, the realm after Violet Core. You could say she is one of the peak experts throughout the entire Violet Isle. Without the help of an immortal from the mainland, she is practically untouchable.”

“I see… the mainland…” Li Lang muttered. “Anyway, thank you for the information.”

“What about the matter of relocating to Emberglow City? Based on what I heard, if you can’t stay in the righteous sects’ territories, it is the best choice for you.”

Li Lang tried not to roll his eyes as he formulated a response. It would be foolish of him to blindly believe the words of a stranger, not to say a demonic cultivator during their first meeting. At the same time, he didn’t want to offend the potentially dangerous man, either.

“I’ll have to think it through and discuss it with my companions. Thank you for the offer, though.”

“Understandable. I will be staying in Polarity City for the rest of the week. You can find me here at the guild should you come to a decision.”

The two parties parted ways and Li Lang was finally free to rent out a refining room and began his work.



After selling his newly refined pills for a decent sum, Li Lang exited the Alchemist Guild.

When Li Lang returned to the inn, he spotted his two companions having dinner in the restaurant by the entrance. The place was boisterous with many guests, but his friends were just so eye-catching and easy to find.

“What’d you guys do all day?” Li Lang asked as he plopped himself down beside them.

“I just went window shopping, but you should ask Wei Ping. He actually did something productive and gathered information while I was frolicking.” Long Yi proudly declared for some reason.

“I-I just asked t-the residents about the c-city.”

“Oh, and what did you learn?”

”Just h-how high the c-cost of living is a-around here. I-it’s basically only c-cultivators who live here. T-the only time t-they employ a bunch of o-outside workers is during the a-annual auction.”

“Yeah, I figured as much…” Li Lang quickly placed an order with the waitress. “Anyway, I had a… sketchy encounter earlier. I met this demonic cultivator who—”

“Demonic cultivator?!” Long Yi shot up from his seat and yelled. He swiftly brought his hands to cover his mouth, but it was already too late.

He drew a few glances from the neighboring seats, but they otherwise carried on as if nothing happened. However, one of them continued to stare their way. The three boys exchanged uncomfortable gazes with each other and the man looked at them until he decided to take a seat at their table.

He had long black hair dressed in a bun and a frail appearance like that of a scholar.

“You gentlemen seem to be new here if you’re so afraid of demonic cultivators. Let me clarify a few things for you.”

“Sir…We wouldn’t want to bother you,” Long Yi politely replied.

“It’s fine. I was the same back when I first arrived in Polarity City, so I’d like to do my part as well.”

The three children reluctantly nodded and the man joyfully continued.

“Unlike what is said back in my hometown, the demonic cultivators aren’t such a united force that we thought them to be. There are good and bad people among them.”

“T-then why a-are they called d-demonic cultivators?” Wei Ping sharply asked.

“That is because they all practice demonic cultivation techniques. Any technique that steals the cultivation of others is categorized as such.”

“So they do hunt down cultivators!” the alarmed Long Yi blurted out.

“Only some of them who had let their cultivation techniques cloud their minds. You see, demonic cultivation isn’t perfect and is more prone to affect their thoughts and behavior. The ones you hear about outside the Demonic Cultivator Territory are outliers, not the norm.”

The man continued to extol the different types of demonic cultivators he had encountered until his companions called him over to continue drinking. 

The trio let out a sigh of relief, having finally gotten rid of the stranger from their table.

“Let’s eat first and continue our conversation in our room,” Li Lang declared.

They did just that.

“So, as I was saying. I encountered a demonic cultivator in the alchemist guild who told me quite a few things. He suspected me of being manipulated by a nefarious demonic cultivator after overhearing my conversation about finding people. After clearing the misunderstanding, he’s basically offering to take us to Emberglow City, where we can find test subjects.”

“T-that does sound s-sketchy. Where even is E-Emberglow City?”

“Demonic Cultivator Territory, or Luminescent Domain, as they call it.”

Hearing those words, Long Yi took a deep breath and released a long sigh.

“You’re basically telling me a demonic cultivator invited you to go with him to his territory. Does that not ring any alarm bells for you?”

“It did, which is why I politely turned him down. But after hearing what that guy said at dinner, I think we should look into it more,” Li Lang quickly retorted.

“I’ll g-go ask a-around right away!” Wei Ping thumped his chest and declared.

“We can wait until morning. There is no need to hurry.”



Two days later, Li Lang and his companions all visited the Alchemist Guild together first thing in the morning.

When they asked the receptionist about Jian Beiyun, the demonic cultivator Li Lang had encountered, they were escorted to a private room and told he would arrive shortly.

Just as the clerk had said, Jian Beiyun showed up in his grey robes within five minutes.

“That was fast. Are you at the guild all day or something?” Li Lang couldn’t help but ask upon seeing him.

“No, but I am normally in the area. I instructed the guild to inform me if you were looking for me. Seeing how you have sought me out, I take it you would like to take me up on my offer?”

“Maybe, but we wanted to ask a few questions first.”

“Of course. Prudence is a good virtue to have, especially for people at such a young age. Ask away.”
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                After speaking with the demonic cultivator, Jian Beiyun, the trio decided to accept his offer.

From their investigations, they found out that Jian Beiyun was a famous member of the Nightmoon Valley, a demonic cultivator sect that was widely known to be just in their conduct. As much as the righteous sects tried to paint all demonic cultivators in the same brush, it wasn’t possible to control the information as tightly within a neutral territory that bordered the Demonic Cultivator Territory.

It was only when the three kids corroborated this information from multiple sources that they became open to Jian Beiyun’s offer.

They also dug a lot of information pertaining to demonic cultivators and their rogue peers that earned them their infamous reputation. However, many details about what the Demonic Cultivator Territory was like were missing, as most people hadn’t been there.

After accepting the offer of heading to Emberglow City with Jian Beiyun, they had to wait until the end of the week for their new escort to finish up his business. Li Lang didn’t mind, as he could use the time to earn more money from refining pills and exploring the new stage of cultivation he recently arrived at.

“Is there really no way to measure exactly how much remaining Qi I have?” Li Lang sighed as he sat down in his lab.

“No, master. There isn’t such a tool or technique to my knowledge nor yours that can measure it precisely like you wish,” the artifact spirit responded regretfully.

Shaking his head, Li Lang stared down at his hand, which was giving off a soft glow. He had begun testing out his capabilities as someone who had stepped into the fourth stage of Energy Gathering.

While the Qi enveloped his limbs, he was testing how much the expenditure was. So far, it was so minuscule it was hard for him to measure by feeling alone. He knew it did expend some Qi, but it quickly refilled naturally, so it was hard to get an accurate grasp.

At least my cultivation is progressing smoothly thanks to Elder Cao’s lessons…

Now that Li Lang was in the middle stages of Energy Gathering, his cultivation method had slightly differed from before. While he continued to gather more ambient Qi and stuffed it into his body, he now needed to do so while maintaining control of the Qi enveloping him as well.

It allowed him to absorb more by using up his reserves by wrapping Qi around his entire body while absorbing more to replace the expenditure. When he was done, his external Qi would return, and ‘jam’ into his body, exerting a stronger force than he could with just Qi manipulation to push his Qi capacity one step further.

It wasn’t long before Li Lang ran out of time and had to exit Ruby’s artifact space. He continued to allocate a few hours every day toward formulating the recipe for a drug that could eliminate the toxins built up from cultivating.

Unfortunately, today wasn’t the day he would make his long-awaited breakthrough in his research.

Coming back into reality, Li Lang glanced around the refining room and began cleaning up after himself. He sold the fruit of his labor at the front desk of the Alchemist Guild and then went to where his companions were waiting.

Today was the day they would be setting off with Jian Beiyun, and it appeared he was the last one to arrive.

“Good, you’re here.” Long Yi said. “I was about to come get you if you didn’t show up in a few more minutes.” 

“D-do you have e-everything?” 

“Yes, I’m ready. Thanks for bringing my Skyrunner along, Wei Ping.”

“N-no problem.”

The lone adult in the group clapped his hand to gather their attention.

“Let’s get on our way, then. It’s not safe to travel during the night, so the faster we head out, the better.”

“It was you who wanted to leave in the afternoon…” Li Lang muttered.

“That’s…I needed to finish my matters here. Stop complaining and let’s go.”

The group of four quickly hopped onto Li Lang’s Skyrunner and passed through the giant walls protecting Polarity City. They then got out of the vehicle once they arrived at a large clearing just outside the city.

At the wave of Jian Beiyun’s hand, another Skyrunner appeared, but one that had much more intricate decorations. It had red and golden cloth accenting the dark brown wood, and even at a glance, anyone could tell it wasn’t something cheap. 

“As we discussed, I’ll be stowing your Skyrunner in my spacial ring while we’re traveling. I’ll return it once we arrive.”

“Understood.” Li Lang replied as he watched his Skyrunner disappear at another wave of the hand.

It couldn’t be helped, as his basic Skyrunner really was much slower than what Jian Beiyun had. By using the faster vehicle, they could cut their travel time and, more importantly, arrive on the same day.

The party soon took to the skies and flew their way south, into the Luminescent Domain.

“So demonic cultivators use Skyrunners too, huh? I thought they would be all about taming powerful Qi beasts as mounts.” Long Yi broke the silence with a question directed at their driver.

“Of course. We practice the five main crafts as well and have many Woodsmiths among us. It is hard for Qi beasts to beat out Skyrunners for long-distance journeys. Flesh and blood still tire over time, after all.” The demonic cultivator cheerfully replied from the little window at the front.

Long Yi took his reply as a signal to let loose all the questions he had pent up. He began to press the demonic cultivator with endless questions about the Luminescent Domain.

Li Lang and Wei Ping could only ruefully smile as they listened on the side.

Long Yi’s interrogation continued until the sun began to turn orange. 

“Boys, we’ve arrived. Look down below, and there is Emberglow City. Our Nightmoon Valley has a branch office here, but the main sect that controls this territory is the Bloodwave Conclave. They are a nice bunch as long as you don’t get on their bad side, so head to them if you encounter any issues.”

The three boys stuck their heads out the window and peered down below, only to find a vast expanse of rugged canyon terrain stretching into the distance. Quite a few Skyrunners were flying around, but the most important part, the city, was missing.

“Umm, where exactly is this city?” Long Yi asked.

“You can’t really get a good look at it yet. Just wait a few moments!”

Right after Jian Beiyun said that, their Skyrunner abruptly veered down toward the ground before leveling again once they were within the canyon’s gorges.

The three kids didn’t have to wonder why they were there for long as they soon saw a giant cave alongside the cliff walls. The hole could easily fit four carriages side by side.

Jian Beiyun drove the Skyrunner into the cave, and they were instantly consumed by the dark tunnel. The cultivators all had to direct their Qi into their eyes to be even able to see.

They didn’t stay in the darkness for long as bright orange light soon lit up the corridors, growing brighter the further they ventured into the tunnel. That was because, on the cave walls, there were occasionally glowing crystals that lit up the corridor.

All of a sudden, their scene changed. They had exited out of the ‘narrow’ tunnels and came out into a spacious area with a ceiling height of hundreds of feet, and was flooded with light. That was because, sitting down below, a literal city was present. Bright torches and artifacts illuminated the underground city, and the sound of the boisterous city soon reached the travelers’ ears.

“This… was unexpected.” Li Lang couldn’t help but mutter.

“Ha, I’m not surprised, considering you’re from the territory of the righteous sects. Underground cities like this are only common within the Luminescent Domain because demonic cultivators used to have to hide and scurry around back when we were widely persecuted. Those idiots thought they banished us to a barren area only for our ancestors to discover rich underground resources.”

“And they now trade with you guys instead of claiming it for themselves again?” 

“They don’t dare to try! By the time news of our resources was made public, we had already grown too strong for them to take on. That’s why they obediently trade with us now and leave the status quo as it is.”

The party soon found themselves above the city, and Jian Beiyun began searching for a place to land.

“A-are there n-no toll to p-pay or inspections t-to enter the city?” Wei Ping carefully asked as he glanced around.

“Unlike those uptight sects you’re used to, we usually prefer a more hands-off approach to managing the cities within our domain. As long as you don’t cause any trouble, there aren’t a whole lot of rules you have to follow.”

Before Wei Ping could ask any follow-up questions, a strange noise suddenly came from Jian Beiyun. He immediately fetched a glowing wooden token out of his waistband, with a frown on his face. After a brief moment, he landed the Skyrunner on an open plaza, right next to a water fountain.

“You should be safe as long you as you stay within the city. Unfortunately, I have something urgent to attend to, so I’ll have to take my leave here. I wish you kids good luck. Hopefully, we shall meet again in the future. Farewell.”

The man swiftly materialized Li Lang’s Skyrunner out from his spatial ring before taking his leave. The three boys quickly found themselves alone in the middle of the plaza.

“Umm…Are you guys sure we’ll be fine alone in Demonic Cultivator Territory?”

“...Nothing is certain, but maybe you should start referring to this place as Luminescent Domain.” Li Lang glanced around at the pedestrians who curiously gazed their way. “Based on our conversation with Senior Jian, I don’t think the locals would take kindly to that name.”
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                The three children quickly drove their Skyrunner off the plaza in search of some place to stay.

“First things first. We find shelter before investigating our surroundings. Then we can start recruiting test subjects while I refine pills to fund us.” Li Lang turned to Long Yi. “What will you be doing? Will you continue to stay with us?”

Long Yi’s expression instantly changed to that of one who had been wronged.

“What do you mean? Are you trying to kick me out? Here? In the middle of demon—Luminescent Domain?”

“Well, no, but the only reason you wanted to tag along was to avoid staying in the stifling environment, right? Isn’t there something you want to do with your freedom now?”

“Hmm, my goal is still to cultivate. I’m not so stupid to consider freedom without the strength to protect it. And based on what I heard from you guys, you’re researching a better way to cultivate, right?”

“...Better is not the word I’d choose, but yes, I am trying to find ways to cultivate more efficiently.”

“So yeah, I’m sticking with ya,” Long Yi said as he rested an elbow on Li Lang’s shoulder.

The trio continued making their way into the city of Emberglow, paying careful attention to all the pedestrians they came across. From what they could tell, there was a wide range of people in the city, ranging from normal commoners with little cultivation to experts.

They didn’t make it out of the plaza for long before they came across a large crowd on the main road. Many of them were gossiping, and from their vantage point atop the Skyrunner, they saw several figures in black and red robes at the center.

“Did you hear? There’s been another case of murder.”

“Gosh, again? It’s the fourth one this week!”

“Is that the culprit they’re restraining, right there?”

“Silence!” a loud voice suddenly called out, silencing the scene.

Shortly after, a small earthen platform was raised with the speaker on top of it.

Seeing the scene, the three boys decided to park their carriage to the side to see what the man in black and red robes had to say.

“We have captured the culprit responsible for all the recent cases of murder.” He gestured for his companions to bring up a restrained woman. “Rest assured, we’ll find out everything about them and if they had any accomplices. You should rest assured and go about your day. I, Tai Xilun, will definitely make her speak.”

As if to back up his words, the man turned to his captives and grabbed the woman by her face.

The woman then began to shriek in agony as small strands of blood could be seen being extracted from her orifices. They whirled in the air around her for a brief moment before returning to their owner before the cycle repeated itself.

The woman continued to scream, but to the horror of the three boys, the crowd began to disband as if nothing special was happening.

“...Are you sure this place is as safe as that Jian Beiyun had said?” Long Yi muttered.

“...”

The three children continued their way down the bustling street, searching for an inn by looking for a wooden sign depicting the sun and the moon. Wherever they were, it appeared to be a food market more than a commercial district.

Following the flow of people, it took them a whole hour before they spotted the signs they were looking for.

“We should probably check out that one.” Li Lang pointed at an inn with an elegant exterior made up of finely polished stones.

“Your wallet feeling a little too heavy or something?” Long Yi asked.

“I t-think it’s b-because we are i-in unfamiliar territory. I-it’s better to go f-for more expensive i-inns that have b-better security.” Wei Ping retorted before Li Lang could respond.

The three children swiftly entered the fancy-looking inn and were greeted by a muscular man sitting behind the counter. The man had a murderous aura around him and stared sternly at his little guests.

“...We’re looking for a room for one week. Do you have any available?”

“Standard room with two beds, five silver coins per night. Suite with four beds, eight coins per night. Meals not included.” The man declared with his arms crossed.

So they use normal coins here. Works for me. What a weird city where cultivators live along with normal people.

“So, which room will it be?” The bulky innkeeper urged.

“Li Lang, pick the suite, pick the suite!” Long Yi whispered while grasping his sleeve.

“...We’ll take the suite.” Li Lang fetched out the coins and placed them on the desk before the man. “Here.”

The man carefully picked up a coin and scrutinized it for a few moments.

“You kids aren’t from around here, are you?”

“...No. Do you not accept these coins?”

“No, we do accept them. Just curious. We don’t see people carrying money from outside the Luminescent Domain that often, so I find it a bit strange, that’s all.”

“Right, I guess you wouldn’t…”

“Here are the keys for room 207. You can return the key to me when you go out for safekeeping.”

Having accomplished their goal of finding lodging, the trio quickly settled in.

With the experience of exploring a new city like they had done back in Polarity City, they quickly delegated roles and went straight into it the next day.

Wei Ping went to gather news while Long Yi tagged along. Despite not actively doing anything, his imposing figure could fool most people that he was an adult as long as he hid his childish face. He was basically the bodyguard who would deter any trouble from coming their way.

As for Li Lang, he headed straight for the Alchemist Guild once more. It was their only source of income for now, and one that was vital to his research, anyway. He required as many types of materials as he could get his hands on to counter the toxins built up from cultivating.

After asking the innkeeper for directions, he soon arrived at Emberglow City’s Alchemist Guild. When the receptionist reacted positively to Li Lang’s ring, which identified him as an apprentice alchemist, he let out a sigh of relief.

So I guess even the guilds within Demonic Cultivator Territory are connected to the other ones. I should’ve expected as much seeing as I met Jian Beiyun at Polarity City’s branch, after all.

“I have confirmed the authenticity of your ring. You can have it back, Li Lang. How can we help you today?”

“Can I browse a list of all your available materials?”

“Of course.”

As expected of an entirely new province that was mostly separate from the rest of Violet Isle, there were many new materials while some old ones were missing as well. Thankfully, the basic materials for Recovery Pills were available, and Li Lang didn’t hesitate to buy up a sample of everything new.

Like that, Li Lang fell into a new routine of refining pills, analyzing materials, and cultivating.



Two months later.

“Thank you for coming, everyone. As we have discussed, we will be starting our experiments today. Please let us know if you have any questions, as this will be your last chance to back out.” 

A dozen different people glanced at each other before one of them stepped forth toward the child with a strangely large head.

“The people of Emberglow City are straightforward and decisive. We know what we’re getting into, so let’s get started.”

Li Lang took a moment to glance at all the other participants, who were all nodding enthusiastically at the man’s words.

“Very well, let me explain the experiments to you first, then.”

Over the two months that Li Lang, Wei Ping, and Long Yi had settled into Emberglow City, they had accomplished all their goals and more.

Wei Ping had successfully begun recruiting test subjects after verifying the news they knew about the city. It seems unlike in the righteous sect territory; it was common for non-cultivators to live alongside cultivators, without any major distinction.

However, the city’s order was strictly upheld by the Bloodwave Conclave with an iron fist. Thankfully, that wasn’t something the trio planned on worrying about, as they would follow the rules.

Long Yi had accompanied Wei Ping throughout the two months, but the most notable thing about him was his progress in cultivation. As someone with grade-three aptitude, he was able to make quick progress. 

He only struggled with the bottleneck between the third and fourth stages of Energy Gathering for a month before breaking through.

Meanwhile, Li Lang remained in the fourth stage of Energy Gathering, but he had made tremendous progress in his research of creating a drug to eliminate the toxins accumulated from cultivating.

After gaining access to several Luminescent Domain exclusive materials such as Radiant Bloodstone and Ashen Clover, Li Lang successfully stumbled upon a concoction that showed signs of being able to safely remove the toxins from the human body.

That was why he gathered his new round of test subjects.

It was time to test out one of his most pivotal works that may allow him to bridge the gap with the talented.
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                As one of the premier Biodefense researchers in his past life, Li Lang was right in his ballpark when researching the new drug he had made to remove toxins.

The drug trial was something he had done hundreds of times. Coupled with the advanced technological analyzer, thanks to Ruby, he was quickly able to verify the effectiveness and safety of his new drug within a few weeks.

If only I could do the same with things imbued with Qi…

Li Lang had collected the samples from his subjects every day since the first day he handed the experimental drug out.

“Ruby, can you compile the report for me from all the samples we’ve recently analyzed?”

“Of course, master.”

The artifact spirit took on the role of the AI inside Li Lang’s lab and swiftly organized all the data they had recently gathered into a proper report with charts and graphs.

Li Lang sat back in his office chair as he leisurely browsed the report on a tablet.

He only needed to skim it to realize there had been no adverse effects from his new drug so far. Over the course of experiments, he had each subject take two pills a day. Based on the data, the average human could consume six of these pills without issue each day.

The main problem he was now considering was the cost of production. The Radiant Bloodstones required in the new drug weren’t cheap and cost an entire Qi stone for each portion required for a pill.

Once a working formula was discovered, efficiency was what came into Li Lang’s considerations. By removing the toxins, it should give someone an ‘extra’ cultivation session, but that was on the assumption he had sufficient materials for the new drug. The only cap was the daily limit of six dosages a human could safely take. According to Li Lang’s theory, if one could cultivate extensively like this, it could exert enough stress on the spiritual roots to improve them, like muscles.

He had tried to study what spiritual roots actually were, but none of his scans ever turned anything up. This was true even when he tried putting corpses of animals and bodies he found in a morgue. That was why he could only base his hypothesis on the unique physique he had encountered with Ri Xin.

As for the cost of producing the toxin-clearing drug, there were still numerous combinations of materials he could substitute for his new formula. That was why Li Lang had been continuously working hard on perfecting his new drug.

Soon, the alarm in his lab rang, signaling for him to return to reality.

He slowly got up from his bed and took a sip of water before sitting in the lotus position. Beside him, both Wei Ping and Long Yi were doing the same, completing their morning cultivation session.

Once they were done, they would nibble on the food they had bought the previous day, as their inn didn’t include meals.

“I’ve got something to report to you guys,” Li Lang declared. “After analyzing all the results, I believe my new drug is both effective and completely safe to use.”

“It’s about time! It’s already been a month, and I don’t think I heard anything wrong with your testers at all.” Long Yi quipped.

“C-congratulations, boss!” Wei Ping celebrated.

“Thank you. I had to make sure they were entirely safe because we will be using them next.”

“W-will, you b-be registering your n-new pill with the a-alchemy guild?”

It’s not exactly a pill, but I could make it into pill form if I have to. Whatever, it doesn’t really matter.

“That is the other thing I wanted to discuss.” Li Lang gave each of his companions a serious look. “No, we will be keeping this new drug to ourselves. We should keep it a secret, too.”

“What?! Won’t you make a fortune if you registered that to the guild? It’ll also give a chance to all the low-aptitude people in the world to cultivate, right? The ramifications are massive!” 

Li Lang stared at Long Yi until he calmed down.

“Exactly. The ramifications of this could be enormous. I don’t know about you, but I’d rather not draw that much attention when I’m only an Energy Gathering cultivator. If we want to cultivate in peace, we’ll need to keep quiet about this matter. Do you understand me?”

Long Yi peered down at his feet and after a while, he nodded.

“But b-boss, couldn’t our t-test subjects leak t-the news?”

“I never told them what the drug they were taking was used for, so they should be fine. They’re also all going to pass on within a year or two, anyway. As long as no one investigates during that time, we’ll be fine.”

Seeing how both Wei Ping and Long Yi nodded along with his words, Li Lang continued.

“So anyway, our next step is to use this new antidote—”

“You should come up with a name for it first, now that it’s complete. You’re the inventor of it!” Long Yi interjected.

“...Fine, it’ll be easier to refer to that way, anyway. We can call it the…Cleansing Drug. Moving on, we’ll be using the Cleansing Drug to cultivate faster than before. This will also be another experiment in a way, but with only us three. We need to see if this will allow us to catch up to those with higher aptitudes.”

“What do you mean? Haven’t we already achieved that by being able to cultivate more often?”

“That is just one part of the equation. Those with higher aptitude like you absorb fewer toxins for the same amount of Qi. They also often can make use of more Qi at a time and have other advantages in the other realms of cultivation, or so I heard. The Cleansing Drug only addresses a symptom, not the root of the differences between aptitude.”

“S-so what do you n-need from us, b-boss?”

“Every day after cultivating, I’ll just need some samples from you. Just a bit of your flesh and blood.”

“Blood? You’re not practicing that blood technique we saw before, are you?” Long Yi squeamishly yelped.

“...You really think I have time to learn fancy techniques like that?”

“Haha, I was just kidding. But seriously, I hate the idea of losing any blood.”

“You’ll be fine…Anyway, let’s go receive our test subjects and announce to them that the experiments are over.”

“Hey, don’t gloss over my fear so easily!”

Ignoring the overgrown child behind him, Li Lang made his way out of their room.



Inside a dim cave where the only light source was a glowing pool of reddish water, a lone man in black and red robes meditated by the water. His eyes snapped open and stared at the lone entrance. After ten minutes, sounds of footsteps could be heard.

A teenage man entered, wearing the same red and black robes, and took a knee before reporting to the man.

“Senior Tai, I have news of another murder that happened in the twenty-seventh district.”

“Junior Di, is it? Another murder…? Take me there.”

The two cultivators swiftly exited the cave and materialized a sword before them. They both stepped atop their respective swords in unison and quickly zipped across the skies on them. They soon found themselves directly above Emberglow City. They landed on the main street, where a small crowd had gathered.

Immediately upon landing, several people in the same red and black robes cleared a path to them.

“Senior Tai, you’re here just in time. We just finished analyzing the wounds.”

“Was it the same as the previous cases?”

“Yes, senior. Except…” The furrowed his brow as he hesitated if he should continue or not.

Seeing this, Tai Xilun tightly grasped the man’s shoulder.

“Out with it!”

“Of…of course, Senior Tai. It’s just that we found a packet with some strange powdery substance on the deceased’s body, and no one knows what it is. We’re not sure if it’s related to the case.”

“Did you already get an alchemist to analyze it?”

“Yes, senior. They couldn’t make heads or tails of it either, but it shouldn’t be poisonous, is what they said.”

“Give it to me. I’ll bring it to Huang Jingyi. Anything else?”

“No sir, we’re ready to clean up the crime scene. We’ve already identified the victim and will also be informing their families.”

“Very well. You guys take care of the body. I’ll go inform the family myself.”

“Senior Tai, allow us to—”

“I have already spoken. Go do a proper job.”

“...Yes, senior.”

Tai Xilun let out a sigh upon seeing his juniors disappear into the streams of people within their city. He knew it had been hard for them recently with the continuous cases of murder that they struggled to put an end to.

It wasn’t because they couldn’t solve the case. In fact, they could solve it every time and find the suspect. However, even after they dealt with the culprit, another one would spring up, and with the same modus operandi too.

It was a matter that had been plaguing their Bloodwave Conclave in recent months.

Should I really bother the master with this case?

Tai Xilun soon found himself in the neighborhood where the recently deceased victim lived. The other people on the road gave him a wide berth when they recognized his robes, and he soon walked into a narrow alley.

He glanced down with a hand on his chin as he walked further in, still contemplating how he should handle the case. It was only when a voice called out to him that he returned to reality.

“Senior Tai, I think it’s this house!” 

“Junior Di, I thought you went to help the others?” Tai Xilun looked back at his junior in surprise, as he didn’t expect him to still be following him.

“Senior…I have been following you this entire time. You never gave me any instructions, so I apologize if that wasn’t what you intended.”

“... Never mind, let’s go.”

They two knocked on the door of their destination and waited for a few moments. A middle-aged woman answered the door, and she instantly frowned upon seeing their robes.

“What do people from the Bloodwave Conclave want from our humble abode? I don’t believe we have committed any crimes.”

Tai Xilun stepped forth and cleared his throat as he prepared himself to be the bearer of bad news.

“Apologies for disturbing you, but I have some unfortunate news about Chen Laozu.”

“My father? What about him?!”

“He…has been found murdered this morning.”

“What?!” several voices cried in unison.

Hearing the extra voices, Tai Xilun peeked behind the door. He found three boys standing dumbfounded a distance behind the middle-aged lady. 

The boy on the right had quite a robust physique, despite having such a youthful face. While the one on the left was a small brat wearing a strange mask. The one at the center had the most unique feature. His head was a few sizes larger than his body.

“Are those your kids?”

“Umm…No. They just showed up a few minutes ago asking about my father as well,” the lady replied.

Hearing the response, Tai Xilun immediately directed a suspicious gaze at the three boys. 

The three boys immediately straightened their spines, and a chill coursed through their bodies upon being glared at by a powerful cultivator.
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                “Why don’t you three step outside so we can have a private chat?” Tai Xilun asked politely, yet it was evident he wouldn’t take a no for an answer. “Madam, my condolences. Please speak with my Junior Di here for the funeral arrangements."

Being pressured by an expert, Li Lang and his gang had no choice but to obey the man in red and black robes. They exited the house and made some distance before stopping a few houses away.

“So, who are you people and what did you want with Chen Laozu?” Tai Xilun asked in a sharp tone.

The three boys exchanged looks before Li Lang sighed and stepped forward.

“Chen Laozu had been hired by us to perform some tests. We came to find him this morning since he hadn’t come to our scheduled meeting.”

The menacing aura of the demonic cultivator intensified at Li Lang’s words, narrowing his eyes at the boys.

“Oh, you boys are doing some tests? Under which organization?”

“...We aren’t under any group. It’s just us three.”

“Really?” His scrutinizing gaze made another pass at each of the boys. “Just the three of you kids?”

“Yes, I am an alchemist, so I’m just testing out some new recipes.” Li Lang responded and brought out his ring as proof.

“I see…As you have just heard, Chen Laozu is dead. Do you have any ideas why that is the case? Maybe something to do with your little tests there?”

“What?!” Li Lang shouted. “It shouldn’t have anything to do with us! The medicine we were testing shouldn’t have such severe effects. None of our other testers had any issues so far.”

Tai Xilun stroked his chin and put on a thoughtful look.

“That is to be seen. Anyway, do you even have proof that you have hired Chen Laozu? Otherwise, we may have to take you guys in with me for further questioning.”

“H-here, we have c-contracts signed with the merchant g-guild.” Wei Ping interjected, shoving some papers at the man.

The man in red and black robes inspected the documents for a few moments before frowning. 

“Payment settled in Qilin silver coins, is it? What are righteous sect kids doing here the in Luminescent Domain?”

“To hone my alchemy skills. I wasn’t allowed to do my tests in Yellow Qilin. That’s why I came here at the advice of Jian Beiyun from the Nightmoon Valley.” Li Lang calmly replied. “Or is that not allowed here as well?”

“...No, it is allowed as long as there is consent from both parties. We aren’t like those uptight, orthodox cultivators.” Tai Xilun replied with undisguised frustration upon mention of the righteous sects. “Anyway, you can go now. We’ll come find you if we have any further questions for you. Thank you for cooperating with us.”

“Understood, then we will part way here, then. We still have matters to attend to.”

Just as the three boys took a few steps, they instantly froze when Tai Xilun called out to them once more.

“Wait! Since you kids are new here, you should come to our headquarters on the northern edge of town if you are serious about continuing to cultivate.”

“...Why?”

“So you don’t know…? In the Luminescent Domain, we don’t have sects that hoard over the resources. We have a sophisticated trade system in place to exchange resources, techniques, and more. In Emberglow City, our Bloodwave Conclave is in charge of such trades.”

“...Understood. We’ll go check it out when we have the time.”

Tai Xilun wordlessly nodded and swiftly made his way back to the house where his junior was.

This allowed Li Lang’s party to let out a sigh of relief. They had all been on their toes when engaging with the demonic cultivator from the Bloodwave Conclave. It couldn’t be helped as they all still remembered when the scene of a cultivator in the same red and black robes had tortured the alleged murderer so publicly when they first arrived.

Having passed through such an ordeal so early in the morning, the trio rushed back to their inn.

“Do you think we’ll be okay? They’re not going to suddenly show up and arrest us, are they?” Long Yi timidly asked.

“No, I don’t think they’re suspicious of us anymore.”

“Anymore?”

“That man tried to test us in the beginning there. He interrogated us as if we may have been responsible for the death through an accident with our tests, even though he had explained to the madam of the house that Chen Laozu had been murdered. He already knew a murder happened, so it couldn’t have anything to do with our experiments.”

“...You’re right! He even threatened to bring us in!”

“Probably just trying to shake us up. With our explanation and Wei Ping displaying our contract, they would be stupid if they still thought we were involved.”

“A-anyway, we should c-consider what he s-said about visiting t-their headquarters.” Wei Ping changed the topic. “We s-should check it o-out as soon as w-we can.”

New resources I haven’t seen before? I must get my hands on them to analyze!

Long Yi shrugged at the new suggestion.

“Huh, isn’t that just resources for demonic cultivators? I don’t think I want to see what that entails. I mean, they absorb cultivation from others, right?” 

“No, Wei Ping is right. We should still check it out. There is probably so much we don’t know about demonic cultivators, thanks to propaganda. We should see for ourselves.” Li Lang decisively declared. “Let’s go in the afternoon after I finish refining a batch of pills!”



“So this should be it, huh?” Long Yi muttered.

Standing before the three boys was the entrance to Bloodwave Conclave’s headquarters. There was a massive entrance at the front that appeared like any building, except it was merged with the cliff wall behind it.

There were intricate engravings that decorated the front of the building. The building itself was built by directly carving into the cliff and stretched for as far as the eyes could see.

There was a steady stream of traffic going in and out of the place, and the three boys soon joined it.

When they entered the grand lobby, the first thing they saw was the gigantic signs hanging above each of the passageways branching out from the lobby. While they were overwhelmed at the scene, thankfully, there was an information counter near the front.

“Welcome to Bloodwave Conclave’s bazaar. How may I help you?” A young woman greeted.

“Hey, you don’t think she’s a demonic cultivator, is she?” Long Yi whispered to his companions.

The receptionist chuckled, having overheard his question.

“No, I’m not, but I’m still a member of the conclave and it is my job to be here.”

Both Li Lang and Wei Ping directed an annoyed look at Long Yi’s careless question but quickly ignored him to converse with the receptionist. 

“Apologies for our companion. We’re kind of new around here, so he’s curious about everything he sees.”

The lady smiled at the kids as she replied.

“Don’t worry about it. If you’re new here, then do you want me to give you a basic rundown of this place?”

The three kids nodded in unison.

“Well, we try to keep it simple with the signs telling where you need to go. Basically, you can exchange resources you find from the underground expanse here for Qi stones, and buy resources you require as well. However, not everything can be bought with Qi stones, and you will have to barter in some cases.”

The kids glanced over at the signs one by one. From each sign, it was evident numerous types of resources were traded. It ranged from martial arts to crafting materials, but one thing stood out among them all.

The widest path leads to an area for Qi beasts.

“Umm, seems like Qi beasts are quite popular here.” Long Yi muttered.

The reception directed a weird look at the large boy’s words.

“Of course, Qi beasts are vital for any demonic cultivator to progress in their cultivation.”

“I see. Thank you for your explanation.” Li Lang quickly cut in and replied.

The kids then bowed before taking their leave.

“Let’s go to the Qi beast area. I’m curious.” Li Lang announced as he led the group.

“Huh, why? You heard the lady. She said it’s mainly useful for demonic cultivators.”

“Exactly. We’ve always been told demonic cultivators absorb cultivations from other cultivators to progress. But based on what the receptionist said and from our conversations with Jian Beiyun, it seems they can absorb a Qi beast’s cultivation as well. And I want to see that in action.”

“Right…In that case, if their techniques work with Qi beasts, then how come they’re known for absorbing cultivation from other humans?”

“T-there must be s-some drawbacks, then.” Wei Ping answered.

“Exactly what I thought. Let’s hurry. I want to see how it works. Maybe it’ll give me some clues on other ways to progress our cultivation or even practice demonic cultivation myself.”

“What?!” Long Yi couldn’t help but yelp.

His outburst had drawn the attention of everyone around them, but they quickly went about their own business.

“Calm down, Long Yi. I’m just hypothetically speaking. We’ll have to investigate its pros and cons first.”

“Still…To entertain the idea of demonic cultivations. Have we fallen astray?” Long Yi replied as he hung his head.
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                Li Lang, Wei Ping, and Long Yi strode down the wide corridor within the halls of Bloodwave Conclave’s bazaar, heading toward the section where Qi beasts were traded.

They soon came out into a convention hall-like clearing, where dozens of tables were neatly lined up, each with a person present.

Numerous people were crowding around the tables, inspecting the Qi beasts within the cages behind. The entire place was like a market with open stalls where people negotiated with the shopkeeper.

Occasionally, they spotted people in red and black robes patrolling around.

The trio slowly sauntered through the area as they watched and listened to everything around them.

“One hundred spirit stones for that peak Energy Gathering Dark Panther!”

“Fifty red spirit crystals for that Foundation Establishment realm Shadow Mantis!”

“Look over there! Someone finally bought the Redscale Serpent!”

The crowd quickly steered toward the stall in question, and Li Lang’s group did the same.

They watched as a man walked up to the small cage that hosted a thick red serpent, peering out threateningly with its bright orange eyes. When it hissed, a small stream of fire came out of its mouth.

The man received a key from the shopkeeper and proceeded to draw his weapon. He swiftly thrust out his sword through the gaps of the cage. The metal tips of the sword easily penetrated the stationary target and green blood began dripping.

The serpent hissed violently and spat out a torrent of fire like a flamethrower. However, the cage’s defense mechanism was activated, and a small barrier thwarted the attack.

The man repeated his attacks at the helpless target and soon, the Redscale Serpent became motionless. The cultivator wasted no time and quickly opened up the cage. He pressed his hand against the serpent’s head and assumed the lotus position.

“This…You would think they’d do this privately.” Long Yi muttered.

“It probably means this is a common occurrence around here. Just quietly watch. We can discuss it later.” Li Lang reminded.

The spectacle around the man only grew as he began to absorb the cultivation of his prey. It took him a whole ten minutes to finish whatever demonic technique he used to absorb the snake’s essence. When he was done, he abruptly stood up and let out a hearty hiss, much like that of the serpent. There was even a stream of fire coming out of his mouth before he composed himself.

At that point, the crowd disbanded as they went about their own business.

Li Lang and his companions toured the area some more and witnessed similar scenes before they exited the Qi beast area, returning to the main lobby.

“Well, that was something. Having witnessed that, I think I am going to buy demonic techniques to study them.”

“Are you serious about studying demonic cultivation techniques? Those guys who practiced it become more and more like what they absorb. And it seems like you either need a lot of money or venture into Qi beast territory very often to fuel your cultivation. I mean, did you hear how much those Qi beasts went for?” Long Yi immediately quipped.

“Those prices were for beasts in the upper stages of Energy Gathering or even Foundation Establishment. But yeah, I can see how inefficient it can be compared to orthodox cultivation. However, it is a good alternative if my research fails. After all, demonic cultivation works regardless of your talent.”

“Well, I’m just warning you. You better investigate the pros and cons carefully first. As for me, I’ll stick to the orthodox method.”

“N-not everyone has h-high aptitude like y-you, Long Yi.” Wei Ping quipped.

“That’s not what I meant!”

Wei Ping and Long Yi quickly descended into a childish argument and Li Lang didn’t bother to wait for them as he headed for the cultivation techniques section.

This time, the path led to an expansive library. It had a unique atmosphere with the naked stone walls combined with the wooden bookshelves spread across the book room. There was even a mezzanine that held even more bookcases.

People strolled freely through the library, and Li Lang dove straight in.

He picked out a book at random, only to find it wouldn’t open no matter how hard he tried. He glanced around and saw someone in red and black robes staring his way. The woman directed him a curious glance before approaching.

“Hi there, child. Did you want to buy that book? It’ll be thirty-five spirit stones.”

I see, I can’t open it until I pay…That is pretty pricey for a basic cultivation technique

“Maybe, if I can find the right one. Can I ask if I can borrow it as well?”

“You can only borrow it from here if you’re from an official organization, then we can lend it to you for ten spirit stones a week. Otherwise, you’ll have to buy it.”

“Official organization? Does the Alchemist Guild count?”

“Are you new here? …Nevermind. Yes, Alchemist Guild counts. Just present your ring when you’re ready to check something out.”

“Thank you. I will.”

Li Lang quickly dove back into the sea of knowledge as he perused through the titles. There were a lot of different genres, ranging from mundane knowledge, geography, and diaries, to even orthodox cultivation techniques.

It didn’t take him long to find the section for demonic cultivation techniques. Unlike the ones he had browsed through in Spirit Grove, the ones here were thick books and had a wide selection.

Li Lang took the time to read through each title until someone poked him in the shoulder. He turned to find Wei Ping and Long Yi staring at him.

“B-boss, you s-should make a d-decision soon. We s-still have to check out t-the other areas.”

“Oh, sorry. I got too absorbed. You’re right, it doesn’t matter which one I pick for now. I’ll just take this one here.”

Having been brought back to reality, Li Lang found another librarian in red and black robes to help him check the book out. After giving them the Qi stones and his alchemist ring, they took the book away for a few moments before returning with it.

The librarian had done something to the book that allowed Li Lang to open the book.

Reining his urge to read the book right away, the trio swiftly made their way to the next section of Bloodwave Conclave’s bazaar, as the day was approaching its end.

They passed by the main lobby briefly once more and went to the path leading to the crafting materials section.

The next hall they arrived at reminded Li Lang of the supermarkets he was so familiar with. Instead of labeling each aisle with various food items, they were labeled with various heavenly resources. Li Lang did not hesitate to head straight for the sections of alchemy-related materials.

A plethora of herbs and Qi beast parts were neatly laid out before him. The majority of them exuded such power that it was, without a doubt, beyond what any cultivator in the Energy Gathering realm could handle.

Li Lang greedily lusted over them, but he could only give up when he glanced over at the price tags. A few were priced in hundreds of Qi stones, but most of them required bartering rare types of Qi beasts.

“Who knew Qi stones were worth so little…” Li Lang muttered.

Just as his shoulders drooped, he felt a hand land on it.

“B-boss, it’s u-unavoidable. It’s a g-given that Qi s-stones are worth less i-in the Luminescent Domain. Demonic c-cultivators don’t n-need them for cultivation.” Wei Peing comforted.

Demonic cultivators mostly consisted of people with little talent. Their need for Qi stones was only for powering their various artifacts, like their Skyrunners and formations. 

Meanwhile, orthodox cultivators with adequate talent could absorb Qi stones to speed up their progress. The further one progressed, the more Qi they needed. Practically all Foundation Establishment cultivators absorbed from Qi stones instead of the ambient Qi, as it would otherwise take too long.

It only took a split second for Li Lang to realize this truth as well. He shook his head wistfully as he continued to browse the wide selection.

For a brief moment, he considered discreetly absorbing some materials into Ruby, but his rationality swiftly reined in his impulses. It was a given powerful cultivators stood watch nearby, and only a fool would believe they could avoid the consequences. With Ruby’s ability to absorb things into the artifact space requiring physical contact, Li Lang knew it wasn’t realistic to think he could get away with it.

“We need to start earning more...or even harvest these materials ourselves. Maybe you guys should venture out during the day while I refine pills?”

“Are you kidding me? Didn’t Wei Ping already tell us? All the Qi beasts around the city that are weak enough for us to handle have already been caught. We would need to head further away from the city. And that is not an idea I will entertain in a hotspot of demonic cultivators.” Long Yi retorted with vigor.

“Okay, okay. It was just an idea. We can think this through more…”

If we plan on progressing in our cultivation further, we’ll have to venture out at some point to gain combat experience and gather resources. 

We should consider joining one of these demonic ‘sects’ for protection and guidance. As we are, we’re too weak to do anything…
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                The three kids returned to their inn just in time for supper. After buying some food at the restaurant on the ground floor, they returned to their room.

Normally, after completing their nightly cultivations, the trio would go to bed, but Li Lang had other plans tonight.

He brought a lit candle to his bed as he impatiently opened up the book he had rented. He only lingered on the title ‘Baleful Claw Demonic Technique’ for a moment before diving straight into its contents.

Wei Ping and Long Yi simply shook their heads at the scene and went to bed first.

Li Lang paid them no heed and ravenously absorbed the new content and by the time he was done, the candle had almost burned out.

Compared to the basic cultivation technique he read back in Spirit Grove, the demonic technique went into much more detail. The manual itself was more than twice as thick and even provided helpful background information that allowed beginners to better grasp the process.

The demonic technique explained the difference it had with orthodox techniques and the different types of demonic techniques.

In general, all demonic techniques were called such because they absorbed the essence of other living things. The common denominator was that the target of absorption had to be recently deceased. 

Some of these techniques were very specific in what they could assimilate and couldn’t be easily changed. For example, if one chose to practice the Baleful Claw Demonic Technique, one could only make significant progress by absorbing Qi beasts with powerful claws.

These demonic cultivation techniques that preyed on such specific parts were known as Possession Techniques. In exchange for committing to a specialization, they were generally regarded as more powerful among their peers at the same cultivation level.

In contrast, there were demonic techniques that were less demanding, allowing their practitioner to absorb the Qi of any living thing it killed. They were called Qi Pilfering Techniques and were known to be less efficient in exchange for flexibility in picking their targets. On top of that, they were less prone to cultivation deviation, which was described by the book as when the technique drove its practitioner crazy.

Possession Techniques heavily influenced the minds of its users and caused mental deficiencies. It often made the practitioner take on the characteristics of the beasts they absorbed. In general, it made people more violent, as violence was the nature of most Qi beasts.

That didn’t mean Qi Pilfering Techniques didn’t have any drawbacks. When Li Lang read the part about these drawbacks, he couldn’t help but frown. While Qi Pilfering Techniques could also negatively affect the mind, they also had some potential consequences that were shockingly similar to Qi overdose. If severe, it could potentially leave the practitioner bedridden and eventually claim their lives. Like an overdose, it would require the practitioner to take a break to recover.

However, after having some time to think it through, Li Lang thought the symptoms described were closer to another phenomenon he was familiar with. It shared many similarities with immune rejection, which sometimes happened in some organ transplants.

Still, Li Lang only had the words of a single book to go on and nothing definitive could be said.

The Baleful Claw Demonic Technique in Li Lang’s possession went into detail about how one would absorb a Qi beast’s energy, but that wasn’t something that interested Li Lang too much. It was too big of a commitment and he was already stretched thin, researching orthodox cultivation.

Still…if I had the time, I would like to research the difference between orthodox techniques and demonic. They shouldn’t be that different…

There were few things he could immediately draw from the technique itself, but he still found the purchase worthwhile. He gained a lot of information about the nature of demonic techniques, and clues on how demonic cultivators attained their reputation.

Excited with his discoveries, he didn’t hesitate to wake up his friends to share his findings. As he rambled on, his two friends could only sleepily rub their eyes.

“...Li Lang, as interesting as that is, the sky is still dark. Can this wait for another time?” Long Yi pleaded.

It was only then that Li Lang managed to rein in his excitement. The next morning, Wei Ping and Long Yi would find themselves struggling to concentrate on their cultivation as Li Lang resumed the sharing of his findings.

With the Cleansing Drug on their side, their cultivation sessions had gotten longer. Every time they reached their limit, they would take the drug and be able to cultivate again. They did this a total of six times; three during the morning and three during the night. It was this prolonged cultivation time that allowed Li Lang to ramble on as his companions were fixed in place.

“...and that is all I found and inferred from the book last night. Any questions?”

“No.” Long Yi decisively answered, throwing the ball to Wei Ping.

“I-I…don’t think w-we can afford to t-think about demonic techniques r-right now. We’re s-still testing t-the Cleansing Drug, right?” 

“Right, right. Let me collect your samples.” Li Lang moved to draw some blood and collect a small piece of flesh from himself and his companions. “Anyway, now that we are clear about the nature of demonic cultivators, we should see if we can join one of their organizations.”

As Li Lang said those words, Long Yi was just about to swallow a Recovery Pill. Hearing the abrupt news made him almost choke on the pill. He had a coughing fit for a few moments before recovering after drinking some water.

“...Are you serious? You want to join them now?”

“It depends on how they work. From what we have seen, they don’t operate exactly like sects, so I wanted you guys to investigate it first. We’ll need someone to support us if we want to safely gain combat experience while we cultivate. As you said yesterday, it’ll be too dangerous to leave the city as we currently are.”

“U-understood, boss! I’ll l-look into it today.” Wei Ping immediately answered in Long Yi’s stead.

“Good, I’ll leave it to you guys, then. I’m off to the Alchemist Guild.”

Leaving his friends behind, Li Lang swiftly made his way to the guild. He mechanically did the same thing he did every morning and rented a refining room after purchasing the materials.

There were currently three pills he could refine. The Recovery Pill, the Qi Replenishment Pill, and the Stimulant Pill. He could have expanded the repertoire greatly if he wanted, but he currently was satisfied with what he had. 

The main reason he studied alchemy in the first place was to gain access to materials, make money, and form connections by adding value to himself. There was no reason for him to waste his time studying a new pill while he was so busy with the Cleansing Drug.

When he arrived in the refining room, he placed down his materials and placed Ruby against his head.

He swiftly found himself in his familiar lab and was greeted by Ruby.

“Good morning, master! The results of yesterday’s samples are already done. The new ones are already in the auto-analyzer.”

“Thank you.”

Li Lang sat down on his office chair and began going over the report on his monitor.

Every morning, he submitted the samples he took from Wei Ping, Long Yi, and his flesh and blood to be analyzed. 

When he first started researching the symptoms of Qi overdose, Li Lang had two hypotheses about how aptitude worked. One was that aptitude affected a person’s tolerance to the Qi toxins. It was now rejected because the samples from Long Yi showed how he had similar levels of toxins at his limit, so that left the second hypothesis to test.

The second hypothesis was that aptitude affected the strength of one’s spiritual roots, and the strength of spiritual roots meant one absorbed fewer Qi toxins. The idea was that spiritual roots acted like toxin filters, processing the harmful elements within the ambient Qi.

He had gotten this idea from his talks with Ri Xin, the independent cultivator who had a unique physique that allowed him to strengthen his spiritual roots. 

This was why Li Lang was now testing if it was possible to strengthen these spiritual roots by repeatedly making use of them more than they were intended. He believed that because people normally succumbed to Qi overdose so fast, the spiritual root never had to work hard enough to experience progressive overload. Almost like if someone lifted weights that were too light and for too few repetitions.

With the Cleansing Drug, Li Lang hoped that it would enable the spiritual roots to be ‘worked out’ enough. After all, if this was possible, the significance of it was completely different from simply treating the symptoms of Qi toxins. It could affect their very future when they arrive at the other cultivation realms.

As always, measuring Qi was an arduous task, as Li Lang didn’t have access to such equipment and he didn’t even know if they existed. 

However, having measured the amount of time it took for each of them to cultivate to reach their limit, it was still possible to notice if their spiritual roots had really been strengthened if monitored over a period of time. 

The other way he could notice was if the samples contained fewer toxins than the previous day. They may subconsciously stop cultivating at around the same time as usual. In that scenario, if their toxin levels were consistently lower, it meant something must have changed.

When Li Lang finished reviewing the data from the previous day, he couldn’t help but feel his breathing quickened.

“These results…It’s only been a day…”
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                That night, when the three boys sat down, they all seemed eager to share their latest discoveries.

They opened their mouths at the same time, only for no noise to come out as they each intended to let the other party speak first. Wei Ping quickly recollected himself and spoke first.

“Go a-ahead, boss.”

“Okay, sure. I wanted to share that I have already discovered some results from just a day of testing. I’m not sure if this will persist, but I detected approximately 0.8% fewer toxins within the samples for all three of us.”

“T-that is quite p-precise…it means we’re t-taking in s-smaller amounts of t-toxins somehow?” Wei Ping replied with a look of realization on his face.

Li Lang nodded at the answer his assistant quickly arrived at while Long Yi wore a confused expression as he glanced between the two.

“What are you guys talking about?”

“We have a theory that our spiritual roots are what filter out the toxins. At the same time, based on the existence of unique physiques that allow spiritual roots to be trained, we believed ours could be trained as well. It’s just that we normally succumb to the toxins before our spiritual roots get enough of a workout. Now, with the Cleansing Drug, I believe we’ve solved that issue, thus allowing our Spiritual Root to grow stronger!”

“So, we’ve got the same ability as those with that particular unique physique?”

“Probably not exactly, but something very close. I can’t say definitively yet with such a small sample size, but I have a good feeling about this.”

Li Lang rambled on once more. Once he began talking about a topic he was passionate about, it was hard for him to stop. However, this time, the boys all attentively listened as this matter affected them greatly.

Once he was done, their room descended into silence as they each processed their thoughts.

“...Anyway, it’s only the first day. We’ll see if it’ll continue first. A 0.8% doesn’t sound so impressive yet, and I can’t even feel the difference yet.”

“That was the plan. Anyway, did you guys find something?”

“Y-yes! Long Yi will e-explain.” Wei Ping immediately kicked the ball to his peer.

“Okay… I did promise.” Long Yi sighed and took a sip of water before beginning. “So we looked into joining a demonic sect…or as the locals call it, an official organization or group. It seems the structure of groups here varies a lot and is way more complex than what we’re used to.”

“Yeah, it’s not hard to see that they don’t organize themselves like a traditional sect around here.”

“Exactly. Each official group is different. Some of them are like sects, passing on their secret teachings and nurturing disciples. They are the minority, but they do exist, especially with those who practice Possession Demonic Techniques.”

“And the majority?”

“The majority use a much looser structure. Some of them are bound together by like-minded ideas, like upholding order and justice. Other than that, they won’t share much with each other, all practicing different techniques and taking in their own disciples. For other organizations, they work like guilds, pooling resources together to take care of various tasks and defending vital assets.”

“So I take it you guys realized in our situation, we’d be looking toward these looser groups, then? I don’t think any of us are exactly excited to practice demonic techniques,” Li Lang inquired.

“Yes, but there was one group within Emberglow City that caught our eye that structured more like a sect.”

“...What?” Li Lang frowned at the unexpected answer.

“Just hear me out first. You did know that everything in this Demonic Cultivator Territory is isolated from the rest of Violet Isle, correct?” Seeing Li Lang nod, Long Yi continued. “There’s a huge number of people living here as well. And when that happens, they’re bound to have a lot of children as well.”

“You’re talking about the people who were blessed with high aptitude…”

“Exactly. It would be a waste for these talented individuals to practice demonic cultivation. It wouldn’t just waste their talent, but make the competition for resources more tense as well. That is why there are sect-like organizations here that are for these people. They practice orthodox techniques like us, which is why we decided they were a potential candidate for us to look at.”

“I’m guessing the other candidates are all filled with demonic cultivators, and you didn’t want to join them?”

“...Look.” Long Yi scratched his cheeks. “Just because I know most of them are normal doesn’t change the fact any of them could suddenly go crazy. They’re a looming disaster!”

“...I think you should try to change your views. Otherwise, you should consider returning to righteous sect territory. Think about what would happen if demonic cultivators heard your take.”

“...”

“Don’t b-be too harsh o-on him, boss. It’s n-not easy to c-change your mindset s-so quickly.” Wei Ping interjected.

“As long as he knows. Anyway, I take it that we’ll be going to check out this orthodox sect of yours tomorrow?”

“Y-yes. They are m-more casual here, and a-accept new disciples throughout t-the year.”

“Understood, then let’s call it here for tonight. We can discuss the other groups if this one doesn’t work out.”



The next morning, the trio arrived before a large gate. Stone walls surrounded the entire compound, and two tall buildings could be seen standing over seven stories. There was ample land to fit more than the two buildings, but the walls had obscured any onlookers from peering inside.

At the top of the splendid red gate was a wooden sign with the name ‘Peerless Gate’ written on it.

Li Lang boldly strode toward the gate and rang the bell just beside the gate that served as a door knocker.

After ringing it three times, a figure swiftly emerged from the door. It was a young man wearing yellow robes. He silently scrutinized the three kids before the gate for a few moments and wore a frown.

“What do you kids want?”

“We’re here to see if your Peerless Gate was recruiting.”

“You guys look a bit old for that.” The man directed a meaningful glance over at Long Yi.

“...I’m the youngest among us. I just turned eleven not long ago.”

“Eleven? Are you guys from some remote village or something? You’re supposed to come get your aptitude measured when you turn ten. In the first place…”

As the man explained, he held open the gates for the three boys to enter. They stepped into a wide stone path that led up to the large building that the two buildings both connected to on the ground floor. The lobby was wide and spacious, and the man guided them to a room in the back.

On the way there, various other people could be seen walking to and fro, all wearing the same yellow robes as their guide.

When they entered the room, all three of them immediately realized the reason they were taken there.

“Sir, we’ve actually measured our aptitude before. The two of us here have grade one aptitude, while Long Yi here has grade three.”

“What? Then what are you two doing here, then? Just to tag along with your friend?”

“No…We’re looking to join the Peerless Gate as well, if that is possible.”

“...Kid, why in the world do you want to do that? This place is for studying orthodox cultivation techniques. You won’t be able to make progress in your lifetime if you only have grade one aptitude.”

“We know that, but we’ve already been practicing orthodox techniques for a while now and don’t plan to stop.”

“What…? From where?” Their guide was visibly taken aback.

As Li Lang and his group planned to join the group, he found no reason to be lying or beating around the bush.

“We’re from the Yellow Qilin province. We were originally members of an orthodox sect.”

“I see…Well, regardless, you guys only have grade one aptitude. People like you are unsuited to be in our organization.” He turned to Long Yi. “As for you, you’re more than welcome to join, but there’s nothing I can do about your friends.”

“...No, thank you. I’ll be sticking with them for now.”

“You’re wasting your talent by doing that, you know? There’s no other organization in Emberglow that can make use of your talents!”

Seeing how the man had started to disregard Li Lang and Wei Ping, the group swiftly made their exit while the man continued to pressure Long Yi to stay. It was only when they passed the gates that the man backed off, walking away while shaking his head.

“Dumb kids….”

The three occasionally glanced back at the compound and only conversed when it was out of sight.

“Well, it could’ve gone worse.” Li Lang muttered. “At least the people here don’t immediately belittle us once he learned of our aptitude.”

“T-they wouldn’t d-dare. Most of t-the demonic cultivators h-have poor aptitude as well. They w-wouldn’t want to o-offend them with c-careless remarks.” Wei Ping replied, as he put a hand on his chin.

“But this means it’ll be a lot harder for us to gain access to orthodox cultivation techniques, martial arts, and Qi arts,” Long Yi added.

“We’ll have to stick with whatever is available in Bloodwave Conclave’s bazaar,” Li Lang replied. 

“In the first place, even if we all got accepted, how would you explain to them when you suddenly make rapid progress thanks to your Cleansing Drug? They’d definitely question you.”

“...You’re right. Maybe when people ask, we should pretend to be demonic cultivators instead?”

“What?!”

At Li Lang’s suggestion, his companions immediately looked at him in shock.
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                Li Lang stared right at his friends, who stood stupefied at the new suggestion of pretending to be demonic cultivators. Seeing how sensitive the topic was, the trio silently agreed to keep quiet until they returned to their room at the inn.

“Okay, what is this about pretending to be demonic cultivators now? You first considered becoming one, and now you want to pretend?” Long Yi immediately pressed as soon as they closed the door.

He glanced over at Wei Ping for his support, but the small child appeared busy in contemplation.

“Think about it,” Li Lang advised. “If we won’t be able to join an orthodox sect, our next option is to check out those other organizations led by demonic cultivators you mentioned. How weird would it be for us, or at least, Wei Ping and I, to be advancing through the cultivation stages despite our low talent if it was known that we practiced orthodox techniques?”

“...You guys would probably stand out quite a bit.”

“Exactly. While I was at the Peerless Gate, I had been already thinking about how to come up with an excuse for the future, but now that isn’t an option, we’ll have to think about how to handle being in a demonic cultivator organization.”

“...We can just continue as it is by ourselves or go to another province. You’re done with the experiments, right?”

“No…What we solved is just one problem in the Energy Gathering stage. I’ll likely be doing other tests in the future. As for going by ourselves…do you really think us three kids will get very far? We don’t have access to any inheritances. We’ll need martial arts, Qi arts, and cultivation techniques as we progress. I doubt the ones that could be bought are any good.”

Speaking up to that point, Li Lang fell silent as he deliberated on the possibility of creating his own techniques. However, he realized it wasn’t part of his expertise and the people of this world who had studied this topic for countless years would be better at utilizing Qi than his rudimentary efforts.

It was also at this point that Wei Ping decided to interject.

“B-boss is right. Pretending t-to be demonic cultivators m-may be the better o-option. The o-organization we looked at doesn’t s-seem to care what kind of c-cultivation technique their m-members practices.”

“Right. The important thing for us is just to secure backing to allow us to procure resources, knowledge, and protection,” Li Lang added. 

“Fine…Better to pretend to be one rather than be targeted by one.” Long Yi spoke and sighed at the same time.

“Well then, let’s go check out your next candidate.”

After a quick lunch, the trio set off for the next organization. Wei Ping explained the details during the trip.

“O-our next c-candidate is called The Orchid Covenant. T-they mainly gather t-together to trade and t-take on requests together. They are b-basically a group of i-independent cultivators coming t-together to form an u-united front.”

“I can see why that is the next best option you guys found.”

“Y-yes, they also h-have branches throughout t-the Luminescent Domain as well. Though t-their headquarters is here, w-which is why I s-suggested them.”

The three boys soon made their way across the underground city toward a tall building near the center. There was a beautiful sign with a vibrant orchid on it, decorating the entrance. When they entered the lobby, a polite old man bowed down to greet them.

He was dressed in neat grey linen clothes and a quick survey of the other people inside let the boys know it was the uniform of the staff here.

“Greetings. How can we help you, young masters?”

“To be honest, we’re looking to join your Covenant.”

“In that case, please head on over to the counters over there.” The man pointed toward the corner of the lobby where three counters could be seen.

It was currently all unoccupied, so the three kids directly walked up to the closest one. The man at the counter smiled and greeted them.

“I heard you gentlemen wanted to join the Orchid Covenant?”

“That is correct.”

“Then let me explain a few things to you first. The Orchid Covenant does not have a strict hierarchy, but at the same time, that means you’ll be left to your own device most of the time. Trade is the main pillar of our organization. If you need guidance, you’ll have to trade something of equal value for it.”

“So there are no benefits to joining and we have to pay for everything...” Long Yi muttered.

“Not quite. Although the benefit of joining could be said to be the access you will receive to our exclusive trade network. At the same time, we host tournaments with prizes, hold exclusive seminars among members, and occasionally secure various opportunities, such as quotas to venture into various pocket realms. You can even participate in tournaments that are normally exclusive to official organizations by going under our banner. All these intangible benefits aren’t something you can easily get.”

“Are there conditions we have to adhere to if we join, and can we leave at any time?”

“As I said, our hierarchy is quite lax. Aside from not being able to join any other official organization, with the exception of the crafts guilds, there are only a few rules. You are also not allowed to fight among fellow members as well. You are obligated to protect the interests of other members if it is within your ability. You can leave at any time given at least a month prior notice. Of course, all these rules will be bound by signing a proper contract.”

Li Lang exchanged glances with his companions for a moment, and they all nodded in response.

“Very well, we would like to proceed with joining.”

The clerk hesitated for a split second, having heard such a straightforward reply. He carefully sized up each of the three boys.

“...Are you sure? Usually, for young folks like you, you may want to find a master to guide you first. I can introduce you to some of the experts among us who are looking for disciples if you would like. Trust me, it’d be quite hard to secure enough resources to make use of our trade network if you’re by yourselves.”

“Yes, we’re sure. We can always still look for a master later as well, right?”

“Yes…Very well. Please give me a moment.”

The man took out several forms and began to fill them out before placing them before us. Once we signed them, he quickly handed over a metal token to each of the three boys. He then placed a needle on the counter between them.

“Please allow the token to soak in a drop of blood from you, and it will be bound to you.”

Doing as instructed, the boys found the metal token to glow brightly when it made contact with their blood. It only lasted a second before it returned to normal, and the clerk smiled in satisfaction.

“Perfect, you are now members of The Orchid Covenant. Welcome.”

“Thank you, senior.” The three cried out in unison.

“Oh, no need to refer to me so politely. I’m not even a cultivator. I am just part of the staff hired by the covenant to manage the paperwork.”

“...Thank you.” Li Lang muttered before they quickly retreated in embarrassment.

He didn’t get far as the clerk chased after them.

“Wait! I still have to show you around.”

“...”

The trio had spent the rest of the day touring the building of the organization they newly joined. Their tour guide gave a detailed explanation of where to go in order to place a trade request, and how to contact other members of their organization.

There were meditation rooms, refining rooms, and all the other facilities you would expect of a sect, except they all required payment to use. However, Li Lang instantly recognized it was cheaper to rent the refining room here compared to the Alchemist Guild’s. That was because The Orchid Covenant allowed members to rent out these facilities long term at superior rates.

The deal benefited their organization by increasing the likelihood of the finished products being traded within their organization.

There was even a repository with various cultivation techniques. Like everything else, it required Qi stones. However, most of it was, as the trio had suspected, demonic cultivation techniques.

The most surprising thing the boys found in the facility was the restaurant and bars near the top floors. They had thought it to be weird to have these member-exclusive venues when there were so many alternatives just nearby, but they instantly realized their purpose when they were brought inside.

It served as a social hub among members for news and trades. The establishments also served food and drinks created from heavenly resources that enriched one’s cultivation, but the prices meant it wasn’t a consideration for Li Lang’s party in the foreseeable future.

However, it was also at this social hub that they found something useful for them in the short term.

“Look at this, guys. There’s a pocket realm opening up next year!” Long Yi exclaimed.

By the stairway up to the restaurant, there was a wide bulletin board with various news and upcoming events posted along with trade offers. Long Yi inadvertently discovered the news from a flyer on it.

It had detailed information on the pocket realm and how there were a limited amount of cultivators who could enter. The Orchid Covenant planned to auction off a portion of their quota while reserving the rest to serve as prizes for their upcoming youth tournament. That tournament was set to begin in six months in Emberglow City.

“I don’t think we’ll be able to outbid any of the adults with our finances, so our only chance is to sign up for the competitions if you want to go,” Li Lang replied as he continued to read the flyer.

“Well, let’s do it. If you want to gain combat experience and attain powerful techniques, a pocket realm is just what we need right?”

“What is even a pocket realm?” Li Lang couldn’t help but ask.
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                “What is even a pocket realm?” Li Lang curiously asked.

“What? You haven’t heard of them? They’re special spaces powerful cultivators create and often hold their valuables! They are also commonly created as a facility to train the younger generation of huge organizations, but the resources to do so are insane. It’s a great opportunity for us to enter one! If it’s restricted to Energy Gathering cultivators like it says, it must be a training realm. I heard you can often find treasures or powerful cultivation techniques in them if you pass the tests inside.” Long Yi rambled passionately.

“I see, so it’s like a trial with plentiful rewards?”

“Exactly!”

Seeing the passion from Long Yi, their tour guide couldn’t help but smile.

“This young man is correct. The Great Trial of Water Crest is a pocket realm that only opens once every ten years. You guys are in luck just for having the opportunity to secure a spot.”

“It says there that a tournament is being held in six months. Are there any other details about that?” Li Lang eagerly asked.

“Yes, this is our annual competition. It is free to enter with plentiful rewards. The only caveat is that there will be a large crowd of spectators, so sometimes people don’t participate for fear of exposing their techniques,” the guide replied.

It’s free and attracts a large crowd? I’m guessing the covenant organizes a gambling ring for it to profit or something…

“What about the format? Is it separated by age or cultivation realm?”

“The tournament is separated into the youth section and the adult section. Though in this case, the prize to enter the pocket realm is only for the youth division.”

“Youth tournament m-means all our o-opponents should be in the m-middle stages of Energy Gathering as well. We’ll w-want to at l-least reach the f-fifth stage of Energy Gathering to h-have a good chance to g-get into the top sixteen f-for the prize.” Wei Ping added.

Li Lang nodded grimly. He wasn’t sure if there was enough time to catch up as that banked on the result of his new experiment. It had only been a day yet, so it was hard to tell. He was hoping their spiritual roots would continue to strengthen the more they cultivate, allowing them to speed up their cultivation in time.

Based on their experience within Spirit Grove, most people under the age of fifteen were around the fifth or sixth stage of Energy Gathering. Only those who were especially talented broke past to the late stages of Energy Gathering at such a young age.

However, they weren’t sure what the standard was for demonic cultivators. Still, Li Lang thought it shouldn’t be far off, as they had their own bottlenecks and issues as well.

“It shouldn’t be too bad,” Long Yi said. “Fights at our level are not just about cultivation, but the techniques and tactics used as well. You’re right in having to make ample preparation, though…Can we go back to the repository room in the bazaar? I want to look for some Qi arts techniques.”

As someone with grade three aptitude, Long Yi had been making steady progress toward the bottleneck from the third stage to the fourth stage of Energy Gathering. Coupled with the Cleansing Drug, he was confident in reaching the fifth stage within half a year. 

Once he entered the middle stages of Energy Gathering, he would be able to learn Qi arts to produce much more complicated attacks. It was something Li Lang had previously held off on after agreeing with Elder Cao’s advice to hone the few skills he had first.

However, with the new tournament on the horizon, he was also beginning to reconsider.

“Maybe another day.” Li Lang replied. “You haven’t broken through yet, so it’ll just be a distraction right now.”

With that, the trio retired to the inn as the day approached its end.

Filled with motivation that was backed by a tangible goal in mind, the three of them redoubled their efforts and settled on a routine. 

Li Lang continued to refine pills during the day and practiced cultivation techniques during all the other times. It only took Long Yi a few more days before he broke through to the fourth stage while Wei Ping stalled.

After a week, their initial momentum began to die down and even Li Lang began to have his doubts as he felt like he was falling behind. Refining pills was their main source of income, but it also meant he had less time to train.

Combined with the fact that training in the same things over and over again made them doubt their progress.

It was Wei Ping who managed to speak out against the situation first.

“We n-need to do s-something different. I doubt w-we can win the tournament b-by just training nonstop l-like this. We s-should head into t-the underground e-expanse to train against t-the Qi beasts there.”

Both Long Yi and Li Lang were taken aback by his words not because they were shocking, but because their calmest member was the one to suggest the drastic change to their routine.

“I know you’ve been struggling with your bottleneck, but are you really sure that is a wise choice?” Long Yi hesitantly asked. “That’s going out into the wild with all the demonic cultivators lurking around.”

“It s-should be fine as long a-as we don’t s-stray too deep. I’ve h-heard the Bloodwave Conclave u-upholds order around the a-area well.”

“I think…Wei Ping is right.” Li Lang added. “Our spiritual root has shown signs of continuous improvement, so our main concern is combat experience. Real combat is the best way to hone techniques. We just need to prepare adequately for emergencies before heading out.”

Throughout the week, the boys continued to use the Cleansing Drug to cultivate and were examined by the auto-analyzer on a daily basis. Their spiritual roots continued to strengthen, meaning they filtered out more toxins for the same amount of Qi they used to absorb. This allowed them to make more and more progress every day.

“L-let us fully p-prepare, then.” Wei Ping declared.

Having decided on a new course of action, the trio wasted no time and began preparing for their adventure.

They ventured onto the busy commercial streets of Emberglow City and first visited a talisman shop.

“The warding talisman had served me well, but we should look into a more powerful talisman if we can. We’ll need something that will work against humans.” Li Lang explained as they entered the shop.

The warding talisman he had been making use of ever since the beginning only worked against mindless Qi beasts. As for human cultivators, even if he had a talisman that worked against them, it would be hard to say if they would be so easily fooled.

Foundation Establishment cultivators had truly stepped onto the path of cultivation and were no longer considered mortals. They could not only fly for a short duration, but their Qi senses were exponentially more powerful than Energy Gatherers. It was exactly because it proved so difficult to fool them that the three boys couldn’t find any talismans for sale that would work against these experts.

“Maybe we should get an offensive or defensive talisman instead?” Long Yi muttered.

“I don’t think it’ll do much against a real Foundation Establishment cultivator who means us harm. Not unless we get a bunch of late-stage ones that are out of our budget,” Li Lang off-handedly replied as he continued browsing the dozens of talismans behind the counter. 

“T-there’s a c-concealment talisman here.” Wei Ping excitedly declared.

The trio instantly honed in on the talisman in question and read its price and description. Their excitement quickly died down the more they read. Li Lang sighed after having completed reading the description.

“Only three minutes. I don’t think we’d have enough time to retreat to safety with so little time.” 

“What if we c-combined it with this one here?” Wei Ping immediately pointed to another talisman that was two counters over, as if he memorized the placement of the store.

“That…could work.” Li Lang frowned before directing his attention to a nearby clerk. “Excuse me, can I ask what the effective range of the concealment talisman is? Would it be able to hide an entire Skyrunner?”

The attendant tilted their head and thought for a few seconds before replying.

“Hmm, you’ll likely need to use two concurrently to cover a large enough area for most Skyrunners.”

Two…That’s a whole fifty Qi stones combined. We may have to capture a Qi beast or two to recover from the cost if we go through with it…

After fifteen minutes of discussion with his companions, Li Lang finally decided to buy the talismans in question, as they decided their safety was of the utmost priority. Even if they didn’t end up using them, they could still resell the talismans.

They finished up their purchase before heading to the adjacent store. The next thing they would need was weapons. Now that Li Lang and Long Yi were in the fourth stage of Energy Gathering, they could envelop weapons with their Qi.

Before that, most mundane weapons wouldn’t be worth using as they would easily break and be unable to express the power of their cultivation well. Unless they had access to at least a mortal-grade weapon artifact, it wasn’t worth wielding a weapon.

However, weapon artifacts were not something easily attainable. Artificers could only produce a limited amount of them every so often if they had the right materials. Often, only rich cultivators or those near the peak stage of Energy Gathering and above would have a mortal-grade artifact.

That was why they were way out of Li Lang and his group’s grasp. They would have to settle for a mundane weapon until they gained enough wealth or one of them learned the art of artifact crafting themselves.

The next morning, after having completed their shopping, the trio set off out of the city for the first time since they had arrived. Instead of heading toward the surface, they arrived at the edge of the city, where there was a tunnel leading downward.

The three boys stared curiously down the cold granite passage. Despite being underground, the entire path was adequately lit up by the glowing fungus on the walls.

“You guys got everything, right? Even if we only plan to go for half a day, you should still carry at least a few days’ worth of rations.” Li Lang repeated the camping advice he had once heard to his peers.

Seeing his two friends nod, the group departed from Emberglow City for the first time since their arrival.
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                “According to t-the maps from the M-Material Gatherer’s guild, this is the closest p-path to the e-expansive zone we’re heading to,” Wei Ping reminded, as the trio began walking up the tunnel away from Emberglow City.

Long Yi didn’t appear to be listening as he was busy studying the glowing fungus on the walls, so only Li Lang replied.

“If it’s info from the Gatherer’s guild, then what kind of materials can we expect to find there?”

“Umm, n-names that I’ve n-never heard of. They are n-native to this u-underground environment, but that’s t-to be expected since e-each expansive zone h-has its own e-ecological systems.”

Li Lang took the notes from Wei Ping and skimmed through them before handing them back. As Wei Ping had said, he didn’t recognize any of the names listed, which made him even more excited.

“You’ve memorized their characteristics and their harvesting method, right?”

“O-of course!”

Li Lang patted Wei Ping on the shoulder as they continued their journey.

He would have liked to investigate the information of the new materials as well, but his time was already stretched thin with alchemy and his training.

I will have to make do with the actual thing, then!

The tunnel they traveled down occasionally dimmed as the glowing mushrooms didn’t grow everywhere, but enough light was present for them to carry on. As they got closer to their destination, they soon heard some noise coming from the path up ahead.

The three exchanged a quick glance before continuing on their way, but with their hands tightly gripping their newly bought weapons.

Yesterday at the weapon store, they witnessed various artifacts for sale but ultimately decided on mundane weapons simply due to the issue of price. They couldn’t afford to spend hundreds or even thousands of Qi stones on one weapon.

Long Yi straightforwardly selected a sword that was most common among cultivators.

Wei Ping selected something slightly different, a dagger that matched his smaller build. He did so because he was still in the third stage of Energy Gathering, where unarmed combat was the norm. The dagger was mainly for miscellaneous purposes, like gathering materials and cooking.

Meanwhile, Li Lang immediately opted out of the traditional sword and decided on a spear instead. It was because he knew swords were the hardest to master among the weapons. Its versatility gave it a myriad of options, but increased the complexity at the same time. From the history books, he believed swords were more suitable as a symbol of status.

Throughout history, the spear was the mainstay in war, as it was much cheaper to produce and the reach advantage it gave to its users couldn’t be underestimated. It was also much easier to get started with, which made it the weapon of choice for most militaries. The time in which a conscript could be proficient with a spear was drastically faster than with a sword.

With their weapons ready at hand, they soon spotted a pair of people walking straight toward them. That couldn’t be helped, as there were only so many tunnels from Emberglow City to the surface. The expansive zone they were headed to was a distance away, since all the nearby zones were over-hunted or were too dangerous. 

The way the pair of strangers were walking on the ground reassured the three children that they were likely still in the Energy Gathering realm. Skyrunners were too bulky to be used in this particular tunnel, so few experts would choose this path.

As Wei Ping was the one who had gathered all the information about these details, the group decided he would be in charge of communicating with others as well.

The three of them continued at their current pace, following Wei Ping’s lead as the other party did the same.

The pair of strangers soon came close enough to be identified as a man and a woman. The two were dressed in coarse robes and were carrying a bag full of wood on their backs. They nodded at Wei Ping’s way before advancing past them.

“L-let’s go. It’s not l-likely anyone will try a-anything so close to the c-city,” Wei Ping reassured.

Due to the tension from their first encounter, the trio quickened their pace and soon found the path going up and down. After some time, they finally reached the surface, and the sun shone brightly down on them.

They found themselves deep in a ravine, sandwiched by two colossal cliffs that were bright orange.

The group had decided to leave their Skyrunner behind for this expedition to draw less attention. Despite the inferior model they had, it was still a valuable possession that would put a target on them. It wasn’t something they wanted to flaunt around in the wild as mere middle-stage Energy Gatherers.

That meant they had to trek across the ravine for a full two hours before they found the cave entrance similar to the one they came out of from Emberglow City.

The tunnel was lit by the same glowing mushrooms as before, and the incline was much steeper.

It didn’t take long for the ground to change from stone to dirt, and a tiny waterfall could be heard just outside the passage they came out of. If they didn’t know any better, they would have thought they had come across a forest somehow despite being underground.

“So this is the expansive zone where Qi beasts like those Red Serpents and Stonesnouts live?” Long Yi muttered as he took in the scenery before him.

“They’re the most common around here, but numerous other creatures exist too. It’s a fully developed ecological system down here. And that’s not counting on the fact that the Qi beasts from the neighboring expansive zones could roam here.”

The expansive zones were wide areas with high ceilings that existed underground. Most of them were connected to each other through small tunnels like the one Li Lang’s group had just traversed.

The three boys began walking into the forest as they each paid careful attention to their surroundings. While Wei Ping and Long Yi were alert for threats, Li Lang was busy studying the new florals and trees around them.

As a former biodefense researcher, he had seen numerous exotic plants from various planets. It was his job to protect humanity from the potential biological diseases of these exotic biomes. However, what he was curious about right now was their uses in alchemy.

He was so absorbed in it that he stood completely still as he felt up the exterior of the unknown tree before him.

“Hey Li Lang, what are you doing?! We almost left you behind!” Long Yi’s scream sounded out from the distance.

Li Lang quickly waved him over.

“Hey, give me your sword real quick.”

“...Umm sure,” Long Yi instantly did as told. “But why?”

The response he got was Li Lang winding up the sword before he swung out with all his might at the tree before them. A dull thud resounded around them as the sword embedded itself into the tree. Before Long Yi could complain, Li Lang did it again.

The sound of a piece of the bark fell on the ground and Long Yi could only stare on with wide eyes as he received his sword back.

“Thanks.” Li Lang politely said as he pretended to shove the piece of wood into his robes before having Ruby take it in.

“Why did you do that? My new sword’s already chipped!”

“Calm down and take a look. I properly enveloped my Qi into it. It shouldn’t be damaged from just that.”

As the two boys bantered with each other, they suddenly heard the crisp snap of something sharp ramming into a tree once more. It was followed by a shout from a familiar voice.

“G-guys! A little hand here?”

They turned to find Wei Ping running back toward them, and not far behind him was a large boar that was struggling to free its tusk from the tree it got stuck in. The tusk began to give off a soft glow before the boar violently tugged to the side, breaking itself free.

“T-that’s a Stonesnout. It should be equivalent t-to a fifth-stage Energy Gatherer in s-strength!”

While the Qi beast was stronger than each of the three kids individually, the difference in strength within the Energy Gathering realm wasn’t insurmountable. Combined with the fact that there were three of them against one, their chances were quite good, which was why they picked this expanse in the first place.

With the Qi beast now free, it immediately reoriented itself to its prey, Wei Ping. It didn’t hesitate to charge directly at him, causing the three boys to scatter in different directions.

“Do it like we planned. Don’t hold anything back, we’re not looking to capture any Qi beasts yet,” Li Lang shouted out.

With each cultivator knowing their role, Wei Ping began leading the boar on a route that would soon intercept his allies’ path.

The mindless Qi beast only charged straight ahead when it was suddenly sandwiched by two puny kids. The weapons in their hands managed to cleanly pierce through its hide, causing the beast to let out a squeal.

With the beast injured, they didn’t proceed to finish it off but instead retreated. They opted to give their companion some combat experience by fighting one-on-one against it.

“It’s all yours, Wei Ping. Don’t screw this up!”
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                With the Stonesnout injured, its movements quickly declined.

Wei Ping took this opportunity to stop running and charge back at the Qi beast.

Despite having two gaping holes on its flanks, the Stonesnout attempted to charge at the prey foolish enough to challenge it. However, it didn’t have the speed it thought it had, allowing Wei Ping to easily sidestep out of the way.

In return, Wei Ping was able to unleash the technique he had been training during his time in Emberglow City. He brought his arm up to his shoulder before throwing out a palm. The palm strike was something he had learned from the repository in Bloodwave Conclave’s bazaar and had a simple title of ‘Force Palm’.

No matter how simple it may be, it was an effective martial art that allowed its user to utilize their cultivation into an offensive attack. It was one of the most common techniques taught for a reason.

Wei Ping’s palm landed directly on the boar’s flank, right next to where its injury was. The force of the blow buckled the Qi beast’s knees, allowing Wei Ping to follow up with another attack. This started a downward spiral for the Stonesnout, as it couldn’t recover its balance.

The boar soon succumbed to the barrage of palm strikes and fell on its sides.

“T-that wasn’t e-enough to stir me up. Maybe only o-one of you should injure t-the next one,” Wei Ping announced, as soon as he confirmed the Qi beast was no longer a threat.

“Sure, but first, let’s skin this thing. It should be worth something, right?” Li Lang muttered as his gaze landed on Wei Ping. “Come on, you bought that dagger for a reason.”

While Li Lang wanted to take some of it into Ruby’s artifact space, he believed this wouldn’t be the last Stonesnout they would face. 

The group took some time dissecting their prey, skinning it, and butchering the edible parts. They then packed up all the perishable parts before they began moving again. Due to the fact that their activities had spilled a lot of blood. They didn’t wait long before they found another Qi beast heading their way.

Like before, they repeated the same strategy, where they would use their numbers and the mindlessness of the Qi beasts against them. Once their target was injured, they allowed Wei Ping to fight it, so he could gain combat experience and hopefully inspiration to break through from the third stage.

Human beings were adaptable. It only took them three hunts before they got into their groove. Each time, Li Lang would discreetly let Ruby take away a portion of the prey as he stowed some of the spoils. It would be part of the hide, a tusk, and little by little, Ruby’s database would gain more details about the new Qi beast they had encountered. 

On their seventh hunt, they found yet another Stonesnout.

“Same thing, let’s go!” Li Lang cried out.

The three boys split off in three directions at the oncoming Stonesnout. They knew this Qi beast, in particular, targeted the weakest prey it could find.

However, as the boys ran, they quickly found something strange. The boar was slower than all the previous ones they fought. It was already limping.

“It’s…already injured. Wei Ping, go ahead!”

The fight played out in a similar fashion to the previous bouts. Before long, they found another corpse of a Stonesnout in front of them.

However, before they could begin to skin it, they heard heavy footsteps coming in the direction where the Qi beast had charged out from.

The three quickly huddled together, placing their backs against each other.

“Is that its friend?” Long Yi muttered.

“No, it was injured. Maybe another Qi beast it was fighting with?”

“T-the wound didn’t l-look like it w-was from a beast. I t-think it’s from o-other humans.”

At Wei Ping’s words, they were instantly alarmed. Still, they didn’t have the time to escape as several figures came into view. They stilled when they spotted Li Lang’s group, but they then boldly strode over in indignation.

“You boys! Are you stealing my prey?” The teenager at the forefront of the group charged over without hesitation.

“Young Master Bai, please calm down.”

“Yes, Young Master, please have some water first.”

His companions tried to calm him down and pull him back but to no avail. Based on their clothing, the people trying to calm him were his fellow disciples. There was also a quiet middle-aged man in the back with bulging muscles.

It was upon spotting that man that Li Lang’s group was instantly taken aback.

“That guy should at least be at the peak of Energy Gathering if not past that, right…?” Long Yi whispered.

Neither Li Lang nor Wei Ping bothered to respond because, if that were true, he could easily hear them, despite whispering. They wordlessly stood there as the young master reached them.

The young master pointed a finger at Wei Ping’s chest as he began to berate him.

“You, what do you think you’re doing with that little knife? Trying to steal my prey, is it?”

“N-no, I d-didn’t know it was y-yours. It c-came charging at us o-out of nowhere.”

“Are you courting death?” Young Master Bai clicked his tongue. “Didn’t you see my arrow wrapped around in red cloth to mark my prey? You ruined my hunt!”

It was only then that Wei Ping and his friends spotted an arrow sticking out at the rear end of the Stonesnout. Previously, they had been too busy dealing with the monster to spot the injury.

“I-I’m sorry.” Wei Ping quickly bowed.

However, the young master didn’t seem to care and raised his arm, ready to slap the young boy. Before Li Lang could spring into action, the middle-aged man finally spoke.

“Bai Yuchen, calm down. They already apologized.” The man’s authoritative voice instantly froze the young master. 

He stood frozen for a brief moment before turning around and clasping his fist at the man.

“I apologize, Master Lei. Please forgive my immatureness.”

“Good. If there is any dissatisfaction, you must express it in the proper way.”

Hearing the man’s words, Bai Yuchen took a deep breath before turning to face Wei Ping once more.

“I feel deeply disrespected at having my prey stolen. My last name wouldn’t be Bai anymore if I didn’t address this grievance. Therefore, I challenge you to a duel!”

“What? Here and now?” Long Yi cried out even faster than the person being challenged.

“My friend here is right. This isn’t an appropriate place to have a duel, not to even talk about the fact the difference in cultivation level between the two of you.” Li Lang added.

It was after these words that the burly man finally faced the three kids before him for the first time since their encounter.

“Do not worry. I will stand guard while they duel.”

The middle-aged man’s aura was suddenly unleashed, covering the entire area around them.

“Then it’s decided. Let us begin right anyway. Unless you don’t dare. In that case, I might be willing to let you go if you just crawl between my legs and call me your grandfather.” Bai Yuchen took his protector’s words as tacit support, instantly flaming his enthusiasm for the duel.

While Li Lang and Long Yi both wanted to reject this duel somehow, the other party didn’t seem receptive to taking no for an answer. With an expert who was at least in the Foundation Establishment realm on the other side, they couldn’t act recklessly.

LI Lang had one hand in his sleeves, prepared to unleash his trump card at any moment.

Seeing how the two of his friends were troubled, Wei Ping stepped up behind them and slapped them both in the back.

“Don’t worry. I accept the duel. I feel like this is a good opportunity.”

With the consent of both parties involved in the duel, the deal was sealed.

Both Li Lang and Long Yi wore an ugly expression seeing how things progressed. They weren’t optimistic about how this duel would end. On their side was someone who had only started cultivating seriously recently, while the other party was a demonic cultivator of unknown origins. Even if Wei Ping gained the upper hand, they were unsure if the expert would intervene.

I’ll have to be prepared to use the talismans to get us out of here if anything goes wrong...

While the two were fretting about their situation, the participants of the duel didn’t delay the start of their fight. They stood several feet away from each other, with the burly expert at the center.

“The fight will be done unarmed and will go on until someone gives up or one party can no longer resist. While I would like to declare the start of the match immediately, you’ll have to give me one moment.”

The man suddenly drew the sword on his hips and ascended into the air. He unleashed a wide slash that sent a wave of Qi rushing down into the treeline. The attack easily sliced through the obstacles, resulting in several trees crashing down with a thud. Once the dust settled, they all drew their eyes to the bright red color that stood out from the scene. It was a neatly bissected body of a Red Serpent.

The burly man took one last glance around before descending back down to his original position.

“Thank you for the wait. You may begin the duel now.”

Will I be able to react in time to use my talismans…? Good luck, Wei Ping. Hopefully, these people don’t mean us harm, and I won’t have to use our trump cards.
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                Right after the burly expert declared the start of the duel, Bai Yuchen immediately rushed forward eagerly.

In contrast, Wei Ping moved to the side, attempting to circle around.

Bai Yuchen only smirked at the pathetic attempt to delay the inevitable and adjusted his course. His entire body began glowing as a layer of Qi enveloped him. Just as everyone thought he would take advantage of his ability to cloak himself in Qi and finish closing the distance, he suddenly punched out.

His fist hit only air, but a blast of Qi was instantly launched straight at the retreating Wei Ping. The short boy could only cross his arms to defend himself, as the attack had come too abruptly.

The Qi attack sent Wei Ping flying, landing on his back several feet away from the point of contact.

“You can still kowtow and call me grandfather if you prefer. Otherwise, prepare for some pain.” Bai Yuchen taunted as he closed in to finish the fight.

Wei Ping’s two friends debated stepping in and admitting defeat on behalf of their companion, but before they could speak up, the middle-aged man directed a pointed stare their way.

This gave Bai Yuchen the time to close the distance and complete his attack.

As his fist punched downward toward the struggling Wei Ping, the impact kicked up a cloud of dust.

“What?!” Bai Yuchen’s surprised voice could be heard, followed by a cry of pain.

Wei Ping had managed to evade the attack at the last second, allowing the punch to land on the ground. Taking advantage of his opponent’s assurance of his victory, Wei Ping executed a move he had once heard about.

He swiftly got up beside his assailant and unleashed a kick with all his might, aimed right between the legs of Bai Yuchen.

When the dust settled, the arrogant demonic cultivator was on the ground with both hands on his family jewels.

Seeing the scene, the spectators had different reactions.

Li Lang simply chuckled at having seen his friend replicate his own feat. Long Yi was struggling to contain his laughter. The burly expert simply shook his head in disappointment while the other disciples simply cried out in shock.

“The duel is over.” The burly man declared. “Young Master Bai, I hope you have learned a valuable lesson from this. We elders always tell you to keep up your defenses for a reason. Underestimating your opponent is the height of foolishness.”

The three boys nervously watched on as the expert went to pick up Bai Yuchen, who was still grasping for air. Thankfully, the older man didn’t spare them a glance as they began to walk away and was soon followed by the other disciples.

“Encounters like these were why I didn’t want to leave the city in the first place…” Long Yi muttered. “We were at that demonic cultivator’s mercy when we came out unprepared like this.”

“Running f-forever isn’t a s-solution. We n-need to take r-risks sometimes. Besides, b-boss had prepared s-some talismans in c-case of emergencies.” Wei Ping retorted.

“...You both have a point. While I’m more inclined to agree with the safer approach, there’s a limit to how safe we play it. Hopefully, we don’t have any more of these encounters, and if we do, then hope that the token that identifies us as part of The Orchid Covenant is enough to deter any malicious parties.” Li Lang added.

He had been right in that their tokens were what made the cultivators they had come across not take things too far. What they didn’t know was the exact reason. The tokens these organizations handed out could be tracked by senior members using secret techniques. This deterred many parties from scuffles when there wasn’t anything important at stake.

“But I got to say, you did pretty well. That attack was amazing!” Long Yi slapped Wei Ping’s back without restraint.

“I…I l-learned it from b-boss.”

Seeing the gaze from Long Yi, Li Lang shrugged as he kept moving.

“Whatever works, works.”

“Still, we need to train a lot harder to come up with other methods of fighting if we want to go far enough in the tournament to earn a spot in the pocket realm. As effective as that…attack is, I don’t think it’ll work after others have seen it being used. And not all cultivators are as careless as that last brat, directing all his Qi to attack.”

“Directing all his Qi…While that may be foolish in the eyes of someone with talent like you, that actually might be something we should work on.” Li Lang said with a thoughtful look. “Wei Ping and I can’t output as much Qi quickly enough with our lower aptitude. I think it’s because of our lower amount of spiritual roots, but that’s a discussion for another time.”

“That may be true if you’re simply fighting your foes head-on without any techniques. There’s a reason why we’ve been studying various techniques. They’re better ways to break through an opponent’s defenses rather than just focusing all your Qi.”

If only I could test out all the different Qi arts and martial arts like I do with the pills and materials…Maybe I should try out some other measures of defense.

The conversation between the three boys was quickly cut short as they encountered another Stonesnout. They were still out in the open of an expanse area, so they couldn’t afford to let their guard down.

They didn’t hunt for that many more Qi beasts after the duel, as they wanted to ensure they were back in the city before night descended.

The trio soon settled into a routine where they would venture out once every week while they spent all the other time in the city to tend to their training and other matters.

Time flew by once they found their rhythm and soon, six months passed by quickly.

During this time, Li Lang continued to monitor their continuous use of the Cleansing Drug. As he had hoped, they were incurring fewer and fewer toxins when they cultivated for the same duration. It made him feel confident that his hypothesis of their spiritual roots strengthened with extended use to be correct! The only caveat was that the increase was slow, but it added up.

Besides the Cleansing Drug, Li Lang had also made use of the unique resources he found in his new place of residence. As Emberglow City was located underground, many types of minerals were available.

One particular material he found made him perform a quick experiment on its effectiveness in this world. From the floral samples he had taken in expansive zones, he found a few that were rich in sulfur compounds. Combined with sulfur in the markets, he was able to produce some hydrogen sulfide.

However, when he tested out the dangerous gas against Qi beasts, he found that they would instinctively protect themselves with a layer of Qi. He even attempted to test the hydrogen sulfide on himself and found he could flush it out of his systems by just coursing Qi through his body.

After several more experiments, he found that Qi protected against many mundane poisons and quickly shelved the idea for later. He believed he would need materials imbued with Qi in order to bypass this defense.

Directing his attention back to his cultivation and various techniques for the past half a year, it was finally time to show their results in the annual tournament held by The Orchid Covenant!

This organization owned a stadium just for this purpose. They sold out the tickets to this event very quickly and many businesses began setting up their stalls in and out of the premises as if it was a festival.

It was such a big event because it was one of the few that allowed anyone to spectate! While other official organizations would hold competitions for their disciples to keep them motivated, they wouldn’t allow outsiders to watch. It was the norm, as it would allow others to study their techniques and leak too much to potential nefarious parties.

The main reason The Orchid Covenant allowed this was because they didn’t have a set of cultivation techniques they needed to keep secret. Each faction or clique within the organization practiced its own techniques, sharing nothing in common. Combined with the fact their tournament only allowed for cultivators in the Energy Gathering realm, they turned the tournament into a public spectacle!

There were real benefits in doing so, as they also hosted the biggest gambling ring for the tournament. Not only did normal people bet on the event, but various members of every cultivator organization would often be seen betting as well.

As large crowds of people gathered at the stadium, Li Lang and his friends had just arrived in the waiting room for contestants. There weren’t only members of The Orchid Covenant here as the tournament was open to all. Normally, few members of other official cultivators attended, but numerous independent cultivators did.

However, this year, The Orchid Covenant had the opportunity to enter the famed pocket realm, The Great Trial of Water Crest as a prize. Many junior members of other organizations who weren’t confident in getting a quota in their own group even quit to join the event! This ballooned the number of independent cultivators participating.

Besides former members of other organizations, the other independent cultivators were all a threat as well. Many didn’t join organizations not because they were weak, but because they practiced strange techniques. They were unwilling to reveal their secret or simply had strange temperaments.

Thankfully, Li Lang’s group was participating in the youth section for people under the age of fifteen. The more eccentric cultivators were all older, and even if they had disciples, they wouldn’t be likely to have inherited their strange quirks.

“The first round of the annual Orchid tournament will be beginning. Please, all line up at the entrance and be prepared to have your bone age examined.” A loud voice declared as if it came from a loudspeaker.

“It’s starting…I’m getting a little nervous when there are this many people,” Long Yi muttered.

Wei Ping calmed and placed a hand on Long Yi’s shoulder.

“They s-should thin out a-after the first r-round.”

“How do you know?”

“Running a t-tournament with t-this many people isn’t e-easy. They’d w-would want to e-eliminate as m-many as they c-can in the f-first round.”

“Either way, we’ll all be aiming for the top sixteen. Let’s go,” Li Lang urged forth.

They soon made it onto a flat field in the middle of the stadium. It was much larger than anything Li Lang had seen in his previous life. The spectators’ stands were so tall and at such a sharp angle that it almost appeared to defy physics. However, Li Lang knew better than to believe in the rules of his old world with the wonders of cultivation present in this one. He knew that skilled Formation Masters were master architects who could easily create structures like these.

“First round, all of you will enter into the artifact space of Grand Elder Meng’s famed Ethereal Cauldron!”

Artifact space? …Just like Ruby?!

            

    
        Chapter 64: Inside the Artifact

    
    
    
    
                “Did they say Grand Elder Meng’s artifact? Isn’t that a peak Saint-grade artifact? I can’t believe The Orchid Covenant is willing to use such a treasure just to host the first round of the tournament!”

“It truly is unbelievable! A Saint-grade artifact isn’t something every Violet Core cultivator would own, not to talk about one at the peak of the grade!”

“It has been worth it to travel all the way to Emberglow City to experience this famed artifact firsthand!”

The crowd’s chattering quickly died down as the announcer spoke out once more.

“For those who don’t know, everything within the Ethereal Cauldron’s artifact space is under the control of our Grand Elder Meng. He will be kindly monitoring the situation within and relaying it to us, the spectators. If someone dies within the artifact space or if the Grand Elder has judged you can no longer continue, they will be simply transported outside, so fight to your heart’s content, contestants!”

“Let’s try to stick together. We have too much riding on this to drop out in the first round.” Li Lang muttered to his companions.

It wasn’t only because they valued winning the tournament that he made such a comment. It was because they had also placed bets on themselves prior to entering the competition! Li Lang’s funds had barely increased throughout his stay in Emberglow, which was why he bet over half his remaining fortune on the three of them passing the first round.

The Cleansing Drug they took every day to aid in cultivation balanced out all the income Li Lang had earned from refining pills. While what they already had was considered a decent sum for a mortal to retire on, it was meager if they wanted to procure powerful artifacts or purchase cultivation resources of a higher grade.

Money made the world go round, and few people ever complained they had too much of it. 

“Of course. You two stick close to me. I’ll take on anyone who dares challenge us.” Long Yi said as he thumped his chest.

Over the six months, they had each grown by leaps and bounds, especially Long Yi’s figure. Perhaps because of the fast progress he made in cultivation or simply because he had an early growth spurt, the young boy was now over six feet!

It made Li Lang and Wei Ping’s growth pale in comparison, but if they could compare to their past selves, they would surely notice the difference. Li Lang in particular looked a little more normal, as his body caught up slightly with the size of his head. While Wei Ping was still considered small for his age, he was no longer as skinny as before.

The trio soon moved through the orderly line and the Grand Elder’s cauldron soon came into view. It towered over everyone and could easily fit dozens of people within it, but under the control of the Grand Elder, anyone who drew near it vanished into thin air. 

Seeing the scene, Li Lang adjusted his hat that had Ruby sewn into it.

“Ruby, is it okay for you to be with me as we enter into another artifact’s space?”

“I…think so, master. I feel as if this cauldron is much weaker than me, but my instincts are telling me it’s fine.”

“What? This cauldron is a Saint-grade artifact! If it’s much weaker than you…”

“Of course, master. While I don’t have most of my memories, I still know that I have existed for eons. No average artifact could accomplish that!” The childish voice proudly declared.

One didn’t need to physically see Ruby to tell they had a smug look on their face.

Seeing how it was okay to enter, Li Lang no longer hesitated. The line moved fast. With hundreds of people already having entered the cauldron’s artifact space, Li Lang’s group soon followed.

The trio made sure to be holding onto each other’s sleeves as they entered, but it proved to be unnecessary. They arrived inside a grand hall where all the other competitors gathered. The entire hall was made of golden material, including the pillars. The scene dazzled many of the young competitors.

However, what stood out the most were the giant stone tablets that surrounded the room. On the tablet was the word ‘Wait’ inscribed on it.

Most of the participants took that as the instruction, but some had other ideas.

They believed the tournament had already begun and opted to launch a sneak attack on their competitors. However, when they attempted to do so, their body would suddenly glow brightly before they began to float into the air against their will.

They would hover helplessly, which became a reminder to everyone in the room not to act hastily. This only lasted until the last participants entered into the artifact space.

As soon as that happened, all the people who had been floating were dropped, and the words on the tablets all changed in unison. The word for wait disappeared, replaced with several lines of text. 

“Hunt the Qi beasts outside these halls for their seals. Return them to this hall to score points. The top half will proceed to the next round.”

Having read the tablet, several quick-witted participants quickly left the grand hall. As the rest noticed, the entire room soon descended into a struggle to get out.

However, Li Lang’s group was still unmoved.

“Come on, what are we waiting here for?” Long Yi complained.

“There’s no time limit declared, and the announcer outside said to survive. I don’t think a minute or two would cost us much. Let’s wait and see how others act first.” Li Lang replied as he put a hand on his chin.

“I a-agree.”

“If you guys think so…But if there turns out to be a hidden time limit, we’ll be behind everyone else!”

“Calm down. Even if there was a time limit, it shouldn’t be short enough that a minute or two will matter. With the organizers also hosting the gambling rings, they’d want to give a show to the spectators, so they can set the odds and appeal to the gamblers.”

“...I didn’t think about that.”

“Knowing people’s motivation helps with everything in life, whether it is coming to an understanding with others or wanting to defeat your opponent in a fight.”

“You’re starting to sound like an old man again.” Long Yi quipped.

Li Lang shook his head as he surveyed the halls to see if anyone else was sitting back like they were. It turned out he had expected too much from a group of such young people when he found no one else. That was until he suddenly heard the sound of snoring.

He turned to the corner of the room and found a young man with silver hair napping away on the ground.

“There…seems to be someone taking this easier than us…” Li Lang muttered as he shook his head.

When Long Yi caught sight of the same person, he instantly burst into laughter.

“Now, let’s not get too relaxed. Come on, the exiting is clearing up.”

He then sauntered over to the exit, where the struggle to get out was coming to an end.

The three soon exited the grand golden hall to come out into a luscious forest on a sunny day. It appeared normal except for the fact that all the greenery wasn’t green but blue. The grand hall they exited out of was also enclosed within a yellow barrier, encompassing the stretch of open land around it.

They could immediately hear the sounds of fighting from every direction as the other disciples hunted the Qi beasts on the other side of the barrier in the forest. However, if one listened closely, one could hear that the ones on the winning side were the Qi beasts more often than not.

Li Lang’s party quickly ran to the nearest fight to take a look. The trio quickly found a lone boy locked in a struggle with some type of bear-type Qi beast. While the boy was on the losing end, it didn’t seem the fight would be settled any time soon.

The trio didn’t stop there, as there were still numerous disciples in the midst of fighting. They observed the others and passed by them one by one.

Like this, they came across a dozen different encounters.

“Seems like all the overeager contestants challenged the Qi beasts alone and are being eliminated or bogged down into long fights.” Li Lang voiced his conclusion.

“The ones who were smart enough to distance themselves from the main pack are grouping together as well.”

“W-we should s-strike those who are s-struggling with their battles.”

“That…is quite bold of you, Wei Ping, but I agree. It isn’t against any rules mentioned and is the best course of action. We’ll have to do it somewhere others won’t see, though. We don’t want others meddling in our plans or cause pandemonium when all the contestants begin to fight amongst ourselves, after seeing our idea,” Li Lang replied.

With their course of action settled, the three swiftly made their way to the nearest fight, which happened to be the one furthest away from others among the contestants they had witnessed.

The trio silently sneaked up to the fight where two boys wearing similar white robes were battling a Qi beast by the name of Gale Ursula. One of them was desperately trying to hold the Qi beast’s attention while the other occasionally unleashed attacks from its flanks.

Just as the flanker managed to slip through another opening to stab out with a thrust, a strong gust of wind pushed him back as the bear stood on its hind legs and roared.

The trio waited patiently for the fight to further progress. They didn’t have to wait long as the duo began to get impatient and started to prepare for a decisive attack.

“Brother Diao, give me ten seconds!” The flanker announced.

He then ran behind a tree and stood still as he gathered his Qi. Just as he foretold, after ten seconds, he unleashed a slash with all his might. As a result, a wave of fire rapidly closed the distance towards the Qi beast. The bear noticed it immediately and let out another roar, but the wave of fire managed to bypass the wind pressure, landing a direct hit on the beast’s head.

The flame continued burning the face of the Qi beast and the bear began to yell out in pain. However, the cultivator responsible for the attack appeared haggard after using his attack.

It was at this moment that Li Lang’s party decided to act.

They swiftly split off, with Wei Ping going to attack the exhausted cultivator, while Long Yi headed straight for the Qi beast. This left Li Lang to deal with the man who had been distracting the Gale Ursula.

He instantly jumped out from behind the cover of the tree line and unleashed his well-practiced Skysoar Kick from directly behind the clueless cultivator!
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