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Chapter 1 - Arriving at the Capital
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Xue Wei looked around at the bustling city. They had left the camp a few weeks prior and traveled through the Yan continent before they arrived at the capital. 

The Yan Continent was different from Chang’an in the way that there were no different kingdoms or empires; the entire continent was combined into one large nation called the Yan Continent, and the city they had entered was the capital of this place. The capital was so big that it was actually at the size of a small kingdom by itself. 

From the moment they had entered the city, Xue Wei had been watching everything around him. The outskirts of the city were relatively poor, but it was not a place where criminals seemed to reside. Instead he saw many children running on the streets, playing with various tools and toys. 

The majority of the people at the outskirts of the city had two eyes, and only a handful of three-eyed children could be seen, but there were absolutely no three-eyed adults or youngsters. 

It was clear that these people were at the lowest tier in the hierarchy, but even so, they did not seem to have any problem with their lot in life. Each person that Xue Wei encountered seemed pleased and satisfied as they carried out their jobs. 

It was not that there was absolutely no poverty or criminality in the city but both were so scarce an occurrence that they were practically negligible. 

Even as they walked, Xue Wei noticed that there were barely any homeless people. This came as quite a surprise to him.

“Elder Sun,” he called out to the man walking by his side, to voice his newfound observation. He needed to know if the poor had been hidden away or if this continent had some sort of way to deal with poverty? 

“What can I help you with?” Elder Sun was incredibly polite after Lin Xiao tamed Da Jia and Xue Wei helped so many of his students break through to the Ordinary Knight rank.

“I wondered about all these people,” Xue Wei said as he spread out his hand. “Although the condition of their homes is not great, it seems as if you have very few homeless within the capital. Can this truly be the case? Such a major city yet so few homeless people or poverty-stricken people. How do you do it?”

“It is quite simple,” Elder Sun nodded his head. This was something that the emissaries from the Demon Phoenix Continent also found inconceivable when they first arrived, so he had expected Xue Wei to ask.

“We in Yan Dalu are not ungrateful people. The two-eyed people might not be able to become outstanding cultivators, but they can still do manual labour. Although we are not expecting much of them, our society needs people like them to do all the odd jobs that others do not do.”

“Houses in the city’s outskirts are free,” Elder Sun continued. “There are so many of them and all of them are free to take and live in, if they are empty. Even now, where there are so many families living in the outskirts, there are still many empty houses.”

“Since everyone can get a roof over their heads, they are easier able to settle, and since the city is as big as it is, there is always a need for working hands, either as maids and servants or as bakers or waiters. Even as cleaners or other jobs. There are many tasks for these people, and as a matter of fact, the city is always lacking hands to do these tasks.” 

Xue Wei was astounded when he heard that the houses were free to live in, but when he saw how everyone, although far from living a life of luxury, all had clean clothes of decent quality on their bodies and smiles on their faces, he felt that this truly was a great way to help their society. 

Still, Xue Wei could not help but frown. “If a house is free to live in, will there not be problems with people trying to use their strength to snatch the better houses?” he asked with confusion.

Elder Sun laughed when he heard this. “No, each family has to go to the property manager before they can occupy a house. If someone tries to forcibly snatch a home from another, they will be exiled from the capital, barred from ever entering again.”

Xue Wei curled his lips into a smile. It seemed that they truly had a good idea of what they were doing, and it seemed that this was quite a good way of keeping everyone in reins. 

“What about the poor and the old?” Xue Wei continued to ask with great interest. He was quite curious about how this city had managed to be so clean and neat even with so many inhabitants. There were close to ten million people in this city. This was not a small amount in any way.

“Should one fall sick, then one’s family must provide for them. If they are without relatives, we will step in and transfer them to a hospital or a hospice depending on how sick they are. The government will then pay their fees. The old are the same.”

Xue Wei was once again astounded. To think that the government went as far as to cater to the sick and elderly that were without family. This could only be done because it was a very rich and abundant continent. 

While they spoke, they walked past many buildings. Some were houses, others were made as big buildings with small lofts where one or two people could be sharing the same space. The further into the city they walked, the more resplendent the buildings became, and here more and more three-eyed experts appeared. There was even a four-eyed expert who walked by.

Still, the majority of the people they saw were two-eyed people, who did not cultivate at all but lived a life of a mortal. 

Xue Wei was astounded, but he still smiled as he saw this. Wherever they went, people would look at them with reverence, but also curiosity. 

The many students of the Garden of Shadows were wearing their uniforms. The uniforms were dark green robes, bordering on black with a small, sprouting seed embroidered on the chest. 

Elder Sun, who was an elder from the Garden of Shadows, had four seeds instead of just one on his. Everyone who saw them was filled with reverence as they knew who these people were, but with them were a group of two-eyed experts, and these experts were not wearing the uniform, yet they could still walk ahead of the others. 

What kind of concept was this? This was simply unimaginable. All the members of the Garden of Shadow were arrogant and the cream of the crop. To accept that a two-eyed expert walked in front of them, were they Primordial Beasts? 

A path was being opened on the road. Everyone who noticed the entourage from the Garden of Shadows would instinctively move to the side and look at them with a fervor while waiting for them to pass by.

Many girls would blush if the young men looked at them. Even if they only had two eyes. If they were lucky and their appearance drew attention from a three-eyed expert, then they might end up becoming his concubine. Although they could never be the main wife, a concubine to a cultivator was much better than the life of a mortal. 

Xue Wei looked around but saw that the only interest he and his friends gained was curiosity. They had assumed that Xue Wei and his friends were Primordial Beasts, and as it was impossible to breed between races, the girls quickly threw them out of their hearts. No matter how handsome they were, it was impossible. 

A snicker appeared on Xue Wei’s face, but he did not mind. Truth was that he was indeed somewhat of a beast, and so was Hei Gou. Lin Xiao was without a doubt human, but Bai Tianyi could not be considered human, he was some sort of aberration.

Also, the only one who was in Xue Wei’s heart was Wang Xiaoyun. Although she had left him for the time being, he did not mind it and knew that his heart would beat for her only. 

As they walked through town, they saw more and more magnificent sights in front of them. The architecture became more and more lavish, the wood carved in exquisite shapes. 

The buildings stretched into the sky above. Some were even up to seven stories tall, but none of them looked shabby. They seemed as if they were painted regularly and all in all well maintained.

Xue Wei understood that they had entered the area that belonged to the three-eyed cultivators and the richer two-eyed cultivators. Although they were looked down upon, some of them were capable merchants or had businesses that did well and thus they were able to live a much more luxurious life. 

“We will need to settle in an inn for the night. It will take us a full three days to walk through the capital and reach the Garden of Shadows, which is on the other side of the city,” Elder Sun explained patiently.

Xue Wei nodded his head. He had somewhat expected that it would take them a long time to get through the city. It was far from small, at the size of a small country, so it was natural that even getting somewhere inside it would take some time. 

During their travel through the city, they did not only find residential areas, they also came across streets filled with shops, many stalls, and even entire marketplaces that were littered with stalls that were sat up in the morning. 

Some of the marketplaces were filled with temporary stalls of people who came to sell from either outside of the city or someone who came from inside the city to peddle their own items but did not need a longstanding stall, while other marketplaces had more store-like stalls that seemed as if they could no longer be moved away from their position. 

But no one from the academy stopped to look at any of the various things up for sale. All of them had stoic and dignified expressions on their faces as they held their heads high.

Although these commoners were unaware of what exactly this group of students had done, they themselves knew and their hearts were swelling with pride at having protected innocent lives and at so little cost. 

At the same time, all of them felt an indescribable excitement because they had risen to the Ordinary Knight rank. 

They were stronger than the majority. They would never have to hold their heads down in the future. Many of the three-eyed experts could not help but feel that they had narrowed the gap between them and the four-eyed experts that were left at the academy. 

This rise in Qi level was enough to protect them in their time of needs. All of them were ecstatic, and all their eyes shone with an unbreaking will. Sometimes, they would gaze at Xue Wei with great gratitude, or towards Da Jia and Lin Xiao with curiosity.

Together they walked through one road after another. They walked down lanes, up slopes and eventually they reached an inn called The Black Lion. This inn seemed very big compared to most of the inns around and Elder Sun did not waste his time as he entered.

Xue Wei and the others followed inside. When they reached the counter, a polite servant greeted them before he accepted ten gold pieces from each and every student, including Xue Wei who paid for himself and his friends, and then led them all up the stairs to their many rooms.

“We have the upper three floors prepared for your academy’s students,” the servant said, as if he had been aware that they would be coming. 

Elder Sun nodded his head. “Thank you,” he said politely, neither humble nor arrogant in his response. 
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Chapter 2 - Imperial Capital
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Seeing that their inn was already prepared upon arrival, Xue Wei understood that they had somehow been informed in advance, and he was curious as to how they had done so. 

He had been walking next to Elder Sun the entire way, but he had not seen anything out of the ordinary, at least nothing to indicate that a message had been sent through a communication device or anything of the sort. 

Sensing Xue Wei’s curious glance, Elder Sun smiled. “I sent them a mind transmission earlier,” he explained. “Mind transmissions can be sent across ten thousand miles, but you need to have the mental brand of the person you try to contact.”

“That sounds quite practical,” Xue Wei said with shining eyes. If he had that, would it not be much easier to contact his friends if they had to work separately in the future? 

“I will let you learn it when we return to the Garden of Shadows,” Elder Sun promised. “It is not a difficult spell at all, more or less everyone knows it, and it is readily available at the first floor of the martial art halls.”

Xue Wei smiled and nodded his head. Hei Gou and the others also raised their eyebrows in surprise and wondered whether or not they’d be able to learn it as well. 

It would be no difficulty for Bai Tianyi to learn it, as his aptitude for spiritual energy was second to none, but since Lin Xiao and Hei Gou did not really cultivate spiritual energy, would they still be able to learn it? 

Sighing, they looked at their arms, where they had a communication bracelet. Even if they could not use the mental transmissions, they still had these toys to assist them.

It seemed that every continent was different. Their customs were different, the situation of the land was different, and also their methods were very different. 

But considering that they had been split up for ten thousand years, it was not all too unexpected. 

In the inn, five people were supposed to share a room, but since Xue Wei and his friends had tamed Da Jia, they were allowed a room to themselves. Although they were now students of the academy, they were still foreigners. It was better to let them have some space for themselves to gather their thoughts after having arrived in Yan Dalu for some time. 

Xue Wei was aware that the reason that they were receiving such treatment was mostly because of their performance and the skills they had shown so far. 

The reason for their treatment was largely due to the show of Lin Xiao taming Da Jia and Xue Wei’s concoction of pills which allowed for them to break through to the Ordinary Knight rank. Without these two episodes, it would be impossible for them to be treated as well as they were now.

The four friends sat still in the room, one on each bed, and looked at one another. Their faces displayed relaxed smiles. 

They knew they could speak of whatever they pleased. Da Jia was already tamed by Lin Xiao and was incapable of rebelling against him. His mind was not blank, but deep within was an ingrained slave contract that made it impossible for him to go against his tamer. Even if he later were to be handed over to another master, Lin Xiao would still hold the strongest authority over him. 

“So we are in the Imperial Capital now.” Bai Tianyi sighed as he took his boots off and sat cross-legged on the bed. 

“Yeah, we should arrive at the Garden of Shadows soon.” Xue Wei nodded his head. 

“I feel that things are not as simple as they are making them seem,” Lin Xiao suddenly mentioned with a frown. 

“Although we are foreigners and we have helped them, there is no real reason for them to be this courteous to us. It is as if they are expecting something from us.”

Xue Wei mused over the words for some time and shrugged his shoulders.

“They were quite pushy when they wanted us to join the academy, but they were also very fair, and joining the academy is without a doubt a benefit for us.”

“For now,” Hei Gou said with a low voice. Xue Wei just smiled. “The oath means that we can withdraw at any time we feel that we are being unjustly treated. It is not a bad idea.”

“I don’t understand them though,” Bai Tianyi added. “The students are okay. They were arrogant and opposed to us at the start, but we subdued them by showing them our power. But Elder Sun, who is supposed to be a noble figure, was so elated to see us. There is likely to be some hidden agenda.”

“Hmm.” Xue Wei considered what his friends said. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “There could be many reasons behind his behavior, but we lose nothing from keeping our guard up.”

Bai Tianyi, Lin Xiao and Hei Gou heaved a heavy sigh of relief when they heard Xue Wei agree. 

Although Xue Wei usually was quite vigilant, he seemed to trust these multi-eyed experts from Yan Dalu a little too easily, and it had caused the other three to be worried. 

Now that he had said what they wanted to hear, they felt much better. There was truly no harm in being cautious and they were not willing to risk anything just when they had escaped Chang’an.

“When we reach the school, we have to decide whether or not we wish to be low-key or if we wish to cause a ruckus,” Xue Wei suddenly said with a smile on his face, stunning the other three.

“Well, we have never been good at being low-key,” Hei Gou said while scratching his head embarrassedly. He remembered all the people who had chased them from one end of Chang’an to the other in an attempt to catch them, and how they ended up killing them all along the way.

Now they had finally found some peace and quiet, but it was too good to be true. It was likely that these people wanted something from them.

“You are right. It is not in our nature to be silent,” Xue Wei snickered. “So I suggest we cause a great change to the continent.”

“A great change to the continent?” Lin Xiao’s eyes widened in surprise when he heard this. He was unable to comprehend what Xue Wei wanted to accomplish with this.

Bai Tianyi was also slightly startled. “Why would we bother with this continent? It is just a stop on our way towards the Demon Phoenix Continent.”

“Do not forget that if we want to make it to the Demon Phoenix Continent, we need a lot of merit points. They are not easy to gather, but I do have an idea.”

Hearing Xue Wei’s words, the other three looked with a glint in their eyes as they leaned forward, ready to hear the next words spoken from Xue Wei’s mouth. 

Like this, the night passed. They ordered a few dishes after discussing their strategy and spent the rest of the night chatting and having a small party with just the four of them. 

The following morning everyone from the academy woke up early and gathered on the road outside the inn. They continued their advance deeper into the city, their speed neither too fast nor too slow. 

The city was getting more and more lavish the further in they came. It was like a country within a country, a kingdom dotted with proudly towering buildings everywhere. 

The further into the city they came, the cleaner it was. Guards were patrolling the streets; gardens, parks, and squares were everywhere, but the bustling atmosphere of the outskirts was not seen. 

There were still many people on the street, but you did not see kids running around playing. Instead, it was rich people hurrying from one place to another or servants on errands for their masters. 

But everyone was dressed in fine clothes. Even the servants had, albeit of very common make, clothes that were of good quality. 

There was a dignified air the further into the city they came. 

Soon, they saw a palace that was stretching towards the heavens. Xue Wei had to take a step back and almost bend his back and his neck as far back as they could go to see the top of the palace. 

It was made from some kind of white stone, and it was adorned with a lot of gold that shone in the sunlight. It was incredibly stunning, built in a style quite different from the palaces that could be found on Chang’an. 

It did not take long before Xue Wei realized that they were walking towards this palace and he could not help but frown. 

Were they not heading to the Garden of Shadows? Why were they going towards the palace? 

Even without thinking too much, it was obvious that this palace was the place where the royals lived. 

Was the Garden of Shadows attached to the royal palace, or was there some other reason? 

Xue Wei did not hide the frown that formed between his brows and Elder Sun instantly noticed it, smiling dejectedly and shook his head.

He could easily guess what was on Xue Wei’s mind and he was quick to assure him.

“Young Wei, do not mind. We need to announce your arrival to the King before we can return to the academy,” he explained quickly, his heart beating rapidly. He was worried about Xue Wei’s reaction.

Xue Wei’s face turned dark when he heard it. “Why so?” he asked rather curtly. 

“It is rare we get visitors from outside the continent. The King is very interested in these things, and thus I am afraid he will be very displeased if we do not go straight away.”

Xue Wei’s frown deepened. 

He was not sure what he felt about this. Was he willing to meet the King? He felt that it was likely that he would land himself and his friends in even more danger if he was exposed to the King, but after considering the plan they had made earlier, it might not be such a bad idea to meet the King first. 

As such he gestured for the tensed Hei Gou, Bai Tianyi, and Lin Xiao to relax, and he then nodded his head to Elder Sun.

“I only hope that the King will see kindly to us,” Xue Wei said to Elder Sun, who nodded his head vigorously.

“The King is a five-eyed genius. He is only a mere twenty years old, but he has already become a Heavenly Knight!”

Xue Wei raised an eyebrow in surprise. When he heard that they would be meeting a King, he had expected it to be an old man, but it seemed that the King was merely a young man, one not much older than he himself.

Thinking like this, he also calmed down a bit more. He did not belittle the King, but he imagined that, being a young man, what he found was curiosity towards the outside world rather than some old wily fox that was willing to get rid of all things that might pose as a threat to his continent.  

Lin Xiao’s face also turned slightly odd when he heard the age of the King, but he said nothing. 

Finally, the group arrived at the gates of the palace. A big row of guards adorned in golden armor was standing outside, all of them carrying long spears in their hands and swords by their waists. 

“Greetings Elder Sun!” they all called out in unison, once again showing that they were expecting Elder Sun to appear. 

Elder Sun cupped his hands and bowed to them before he turned around and looked at his students.

“Tu Long, take the students back to the academy,” he ordered, “I will personally lead the four experts to see the King.”

Having been given an order, the man called Tu Long cupped his hands and bowed deeply before he assumed the leading position and ordered the others to follow him in a stern voice. 
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Chapter 3 - The King
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Xue Wei was rather curious about this one person who was known as the King. If he was as young as they said, he was quite accomplished—even more so when he saw the entire continent that was neatly under control of the sovereign. He could not help but feel astounded.

Seeing the previously hesitant expression on Xue Wei’s face turn into a slightly excited smile, Elder Sun heaved a heavy sigh of relief. 

He was sure that the King would not cause problems for them. However, if they were too alert and hostile towards the King, it was hard to tell if he would feel insulted and as a result return the favor by locking them up in prison.

From behind the group of guards came a gaudily clad woman. Her voluptuous figure bounced with every step she took, causing many of the guards to swallow hard.

Although her body was incredibly alluring, Xue Wei only glanced down at it briefly before his eyes went to the face.

Although he had a hard time finding these experts with multiple eyes aesthetically pleasing, he had to admit that this woman was a rarely seen beauty. 

She had four eyes, and all of them were phoenix eyes, slanting upwards, the pupils and irides as dark as midnight. Her red lips were plump and when she saw the young men she could not help but lick her lips slightly, leaving them moist and shining. 

Her skin was pale like jade, her demeanor fiery. When looking at her, one could easily guess that this woman immense strength and authority. 

Xue Wei cupped his hands and bowed to the woman. His three friends behind him copied the gesture. Seeing this, all of the people present were surprised.

A pearl-like laughter erupted from the lips of the woman as she hid her mouth behind her hand. 

“Please, rise,” the woman said with a laugh, her eyes displaying mirth and her lips hooked up in a smile. 

“How can I accept the bow of such esteemed guests such as yourselves?” she continued on as she stepped forward. Xue Wei and the others rose as requested, and they looked at the woman in front of them. 

“I am but merely His Highness’ loyal subject who has been tasked with guiding you through the palace.”

Although the woman was downplaying her own ability, Xue Wei just smiled at her. Despite her alleged friendliness, he felt that she held great secrets and power. Upsetting her would be quite troublesome.

“Well then, follow me,” she said as she gestured for them to follow behind her. Without further ado, the rest of them followed behind her with a smile on their faces. 

When they were following behind the beauty, all of them spent the short trip marveling at the overwhelming luxury of the palace. It was much more lavish than what they had previously expected.

Not only was everything decorated with gemstones, gold, jade, and other rare materials, but the floor was also made from the same kind of marble as the walls, shining beautifully in the light that shone through the massive windows. 

As they entered the palace, they walked through halls, hallways, corridors, gardens, and even roads. And eventually, they reached the inner part of the palace where a large building was climbing high into the sky, the towers trying to stretch towards the heaven above. 

Xue Wei was astounded when he saw the building. This place had a completely different style of architecture from Chang’an, and it was extremely beautiful. 

It seemed that these multi-eyed experts truly valued beauty and luxury. 

“Please wait here while I go inform his Highness of your arrival,” the beauty said before she started swaggering into the palace herself. Elder Sun stood outside with a slightly embarrassed look on his face as he looked at her hips that swayed from one side to another. 

He knew Mu Bing’Er from long ago, and although she was rather old, her appearance was still quite young and her behavior only became more and more brazen as the years went by.

He remembered the time she was an innocent young woman who dreamt about doing great things for Yan Dalu, but in the blink of an eye she had grown up and grown accustomed to the scheming and planning that plagued the turbulent royal court. 

Sighing while thinking about the past, Elder Sun said nothing. He felt guilty towards Mu Bing’Er for bringing her to this kind of life, but as a four-eyed expert, there were really only two options open for them; one was to enter the royal court and the other was to become a teacher at the Garden of Shadows.

Although the Garden of Shadows was quite a renowned place, if someone truly wished to make a difference in the continent, it was obviously not as a teacher, and thus he had helped her enter the royal court. Unfortunately, he had also sent her to the wolves himself, and seen the once innocent and hopeful girl become black-bellied and frivolous. 

Xue Wei, Hei Gou, Bai Tianyi, and Lin Xiao were unaware of the internal sadness that Elder Sun was experiencing at that particular moment. All they knew was that they would soon meet the most revered expert in Yan Dalu. Although they were not ones to be easily nervous, they still felt a bit of apprehension alongside some excitement. 

Not long after her entrance, Mu Bing’Er came back outside with an alluring smile on her red lips.

“His Highness would love to see you,” she said with a giggle before gesturing for them to follow her. 

Seeing her enthusiasm, they also felt greatly relieved, and all of them followed her past the guards into a great entrance hall where a magnificent set of stairs on each side of a doorway were leading to the upper levels. 

The doorway was open, and leading into a great hall. In the hall, Xue Wei could vaguely see a massive throne, upon which sat a figure.

The closer they got to this person, the more Xue Wei had a hard time hiding the smile on his face. 

This person had to be their King, no? But if he was their king, why was it that no matter how he looked at this figure, it was a woman dressed in male clothing? There were even two lumps protruding on the chest. Clearly, this was a woman!

Xue Wei was not the only to notice this; Hei Gou, Lin Xiao, and Bai Tianyi all had odd expressions on their faces. 

Was the rest of Yan Dalu aware that their most revered King was actually a woman, or was this some sort of highly confidential national secret? 

Xue Wei cleared his throat as they arrived in front of the woman. Smiling wryly, he cupped his fists and bowed to her.

“Xue Wei greets His Highness,” he said with laughter in his voice, clearly finding it hilarious to call this woman ‘His Highness’. However, he was also sure that if he did not do so, there might be problems in the long run.

Seeing Xue Wei’s attitude, the three friends by his side quickly greeted the king, but they did so with dignity. They cupped their fists and bowed to her. “Greetings to His Highness!” they called out.

“Atrocious!” someone yelled from the side of the room. Xue Wei straightened his back and glanced to the side.

When he entered, he had already noticed that there were a thousand seats on each side of the walkway up to the King’s seat. At the moment, around hundred experts were currently sitting in some of them, most of them rather close to the throne. 

These experts were all four-eyed, and the one who called out was a fat man with four eyes, long black but greasy hair, and a very colorful robe on his body. 

Xue Wei raised an eyebrow when he heard the man’s yell, but he held up a hand to placate his friends from doing anything for the moment. He was curious as to what this man would say to him.

“You atrocious barbaric beast! You are in the presence of His Royal Highness and you only bow slightly? This is His Royal Highness. You have to get on your knees in worship!” he exclaimed. His words caused Xue Wei to frown. 

Xue Wei had never been on his knees for anyone in his whole life, and there were only a few people alive who he felt deserved such respect. This King, who he did not know, definitely did not. 

“You call me atrocious, but who are you to decide whether or not my greeting is correct? His Highness has yet to speak up, but you have started yelling in the presence of His Highness. Is this not already a great show of disrespect?” Xue Wei asked with a mild expression on his face as if the words said by the man did not bother him, but the truth was that he was rather annoyed with him.

When the words came out of his mouth, everyone within the hall had a shift of expressions on their faces. Although they had not expected much from Xue Wei, they still thought he would save some face for this official who had yelled at him, but as the official gave him no face, Xue Wei retaliated just as viciously.

“I am protecting the honor of His Majesty!” the man continued to shout, while Xue Wei stood completely unperturbed and looked at him as if he was watching a dancing clown. 

“The honor of His Majesty? This is a great saying. I already showed my sincerity to His Majesty, but you not only interrupted but also shouted in the face of His Highness. I wonder who it is that is currently disrespecting His Highness?” 

The more Xue Wei spoke, the darker the faces of many of the officials became. 

This young man came from across the sea, from a continent they had never even heard about before, and he was so ruthless towards their compatriot, not giving him a chance to save even a shred of his dignity. 

“Enough,” the melodious, clearly female, voice drifted out from the mouth of the King. Xue Wei, who had been sneering in his mind, quickly turned back to face the King, his face tranquil and showing no turmoil or traces of the verbal fight that just appeared. 

Seeing this calm exterior, the King was highly surprised. Had he not cared about this debate at all? 

While Xue Wei seemed completely dismissive of the previous matter, the official looked as though he had swallowed a fly. 

The last words had been spoken by Xue Wei, and now that His Highness had ordered them to stop, he had no way of refuting them. If these words were to spread throughout Yan Dalu, would he really have any face left? 

The King was contemplating for a short while before she looked at the man who had raised his voice in court and been swearing at Xue Wei.

“Elder Gao, these people are the guests of our Yan Dalu. Please refrain from losing your temper in the future while they are visiting us,” she said smoothly while leaning back against the back of her throne. 

Although she could see that the many officials in the courtroom looked ugly from the words she said, she did not care.

She was the King. What she said was the law. If they had a problem, they could always just replace her with another King and then hope that that King could serve as a puppet. She refused to be one.

Seeing her attitude and stance, Xue Wei was slightly surprised, but after a moment a genuine smile started spreading on his lips as he took an extra glance at the woman in front of him.

It seemed that this woman was not ordinary. He had a feeling that in the future, he and her would manage to become friends just fine.
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Chapter 4 - A Strange Existence
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An awkward silence descended over the hall. No one knew what to say, and only five people seemed completely unaffected. These people were Xue Wei, Hei Gou, Bai Tianyi, Lin Xiao, and the King. 

The King leaned forward and rested her elbows  on the table in front of her. She propped her chin up on the palms of her hands and narrowed her five eyes into a curious expression. 

Xue Wei was also curious about this woman whose title was a misnomer. 

He glanced at her before cupping his hands and once more bowing to the woman. “Thank you for straightening out the disagreement,” he said with a friendly voice and a smile. 

The King just waved her hand dismissively and smiled at Xue Wei. “I am quite curious about you foreigners,” she said as she leaned slightly forward, her half-lidded eyes sparkling with curiosity.

“I would be honored if you could tell us all about the continent you originated from,” she continued, and Xue Wei, who saw no reason not to comply, started describing Chang’an. 

“We come from a continent known as Chang’an,” he began. “Chang’an has humans and primordial beasts, but unlike here these two races are constantly at war against one another.

“Humans loathe the beasts, and the beasts loathe the humans.” 

“Then how come there are both beasts and humans in your group?” The King asked curiously. Xue Wei smiled wryly. “We happen to be the outcasts of both humans and beasts,” he said honestly. 

“Oh? How could this happen?” she asked curiously. At this point, within the court, many looked at Xue Wei with vigilance and disdain, but the King was still filled with curiosity and there was absolutely no hostility in her five eyes. 

Xue Wei pondered for some time to articulate an answer. “My background is rather sensitive,” he admitted eventually after much consideration. “I am afraid that I was doomed to be hunted by both humans and beasts at birth.

“These three friends of mine are comrades I have encountered throughout the years.” 

The King nodded her head and looked at them once more before she stood up. “All officials vacate the hall. I have something to inform this man in private.” 

Hearing their King say that she had something she needed to speak with him in private about caused many of the men present to feel very uncomfortable and also unhappy, but none of them dared to go against their King’s order. All of them slowly exited the hall while looking back with begrudging expressions on their faces.

As the final person exited the hall, the King stood up and walked down the stairs towards the lower levels of the hall where the four of them stood. 

“Let me hold your hand,” the King said sternly as she looked at Xue Wei, who gave a rascally smile in response and shook his head. “Sorry, Your Highness, I already have a sweetheart.”

Hearing his unexpected words, the King was slightly stunned. Then she started laughing out loud, her laughter clear like pearls and filled with mirth.

“Do not worry, you are not my type,” she assured him, causing Xue Wei to raise an eyebrow in surprise. 

“Too few eyes?” he could not help but ask, but the woman just shook her head without answering. 

Seeing that she was not going to let herself be teased, Xue Wei quickly offered his hand, and soon he felt the woman grasp it. Her fifth eye started to cloud over and her other four closed. 

It was a peculiar sight, nothing like what Xue Wei had ever seen before, but he knew that this woman was doing something right now so he did not retract his hand and just calmly waited for her to finish.

It took around the time it takes to brew a cup of tea before the King once again opened all five eyes. Her face knit with furrowed brows and she seemed to be seriously confused.

“Let me try something else,” she said and grasped his hand again, not asking for permission.

This time, the bottom pair of eyes were closed, the upper three open, and once more the mist covered her open eyes. This time it took as long as it takes to eat a meal before she regained her consciousness, and when she did she looked at Xue Wei with newfound reverence.

“To think that this world has something known as Sovereign Beasts!” she exclaimed excitedly while looking at Xue Wei with amazing eyes.

“I have to apologize,” she said quickly. “As you know, having more eyes determines our talent, but that is not all. We also have innate abilities that awaken throughout our lives.

“If you have four eyes, you will be able to see a bit of someone’s past; if you have five eyes, you can see a bit of their future.

“This is also why my kind have been regarded so highly. The ability to understand the future is something that everyone wants to have, but it is not as wonderful an ability as one might think.”

“You used these innate abilities on me?” Xue Wei asked with a raise of his brow, unsure of what to think of this woman’s brazen behavior. 

Seemingly understanding that he might not be approving of it, the King could only sigh. 

“I know you might be upset with me,” she admitted, “But I had a very good reason to do as I did.

“There is an existence within the Garden of Shadows that has caused problems recently. My predecessor once checked the future of this existence and came to the conclusion that these problems would be solved by someone from out of the continent.

“We have waited year in and year out for someone from outside of the continent to come to visit us, but it has never happened—not before now at least.”

Xue Wei’s raised eyebrow sunk down to a frown with the other. “What is this ‘existence,’ you speak of?” he asked, but the King just shrugged her shoulders.

“I do not know,” she said honestly. 

“The Garden of Shadows is the most mysterious place in the entire continent. They are guarding this information with their lives; even the previous King only managed to scratch the surface of this mystery.”

Xue Wei felt confused by something. Why would the Garden of Shadows harbor an existence that was a disaster to their nation, and why would they go to such lengths to prevent it from being seen by others? 

And even more, they expected outsiders to solve their problems for them? They were dealing with such a huge problem with such a lax attitude. 

“I understand your concern,” the King said with a sigh as she saw Xue Wei’s knitted eyebrows, “but we really have not been able to solve the situation ourselves despite many attempts.” 

“Can you give us some more details about what we can expect to encounter?” Xue Wei asked tentatively. He was not exactly sure what waited at the end of this road, so he was suddenly quite worried.

This also made him understand why Elder Sun had been so eager to recruit them into the Garden of Shadows when they first met. 

Xue Wei pondered for some time while waiting for the King to explain the situation, but she just shook her head dejectedly.

“I can’t explain it,” she said again. “You will have to experience it for yourself. If you manage to solve our problem, I will without a doubt grant you a spot in the delegation that is leaving for the Demon Phoenix Continent next time.”

Xue Wei had been wondering whether or not it would be worth it for him to actually do anything about this strange and unexplainable phenomenon of theirs, but his hesitation came to a swift end when he heard the King’s promise.

Merit points were a bother. Gathering them took too much time, and it was not easy to get enough to be admitted to the delegation. Not to mention that he was not alone. Every single one of them needed to reach the requisite threshold to qualify.

“If you can promise that the four of us will get a spot on the ship towards the Demon Phoenix Continent, then we will do anything in our power to solve this riddle and rid you of your worries,” Xue Wei promised. 

The King looked at the solemn expression on Xue Wei’s face and nodded her head. “I promise,” she said.

Although it was quite a lot to send all four of them to the Demon Phoenix Continent, if they could solve the longstanding prophecy related to the Garden of Shadows, then it was definitely worth it. 

The King went back to her throne and casually sat down before she waved her hand. The doors to the hall opened again, and the many officials who had been asked to leave earlier swarmed back into the hall. 

All of them looked at Xue Wei and his friends with hostility, but there was also a curiosity in their eyes. It was clear that all of them wanted to know what their conversation had been about. 

“I am very honored to have guests from outside of the continent visiting,” the King announced as the first thing, “and thus I am hereby awarding the four of you a free pass to always enter the Imperial Palace to look for me. 

“I hope that you will come often to tell me about your current achievements and thoughts of Yan Dalu—and at the same time, should you need something, do not be shy to ask for it.”

Hearing the voice of the King, many showed dissatisfaction, but no one dared to speak up about it. 

Truth was, these experts were all scheming against one another, from the beginning to the end of the day. They did not like that these four foreigners had suddenly appeared out of nowhere and actually gained the favor of the King.

Not only this, the King was actually going quite far to accommodate them and even gave them a free pass to enter the Imperial Palace!

They understood that these four people were from outside of the continent, but there was no denying that Xue Wei and the others were ‘normal’ people compared to themselves. They did not have their innate abilities, nor did they have their superior cultivation talent. What right did they have to actually gain their King’s favor? 

Xue Wei was used to running for his life, so he had never been involved in the political game before, but he was not oblivious so he quickly figured out what the reason behind the many glares he was getting was. 

It was truly difficult to be popular!

Together with the officials, Elder Sun also returned to the hall. His eyes were not filled with the same curiosity as the officials. It was clear that he knew what they had been talking about. 

Although his eyes did not gleam with the same curiosity as the officials, they still contained a hidden fear as he glanced at Xue Wei, unable to understand what the end of their conversation was.

In the end, would Xue Wei help them? He did not know, but he kept praying in his heart that he would. 

“Elder Sun, our guests must be tired. It is not suitable for them to stay any longer. They have been granted a free pass already, and should they ever want to see me, they can come whenever they want. For now, lead them back to the academy and look after them well.”

Hearing this, Elder Sun bowed deeply to the King in acknowledgment of the order before he gestured for Xue Wei and the others to follow him, his heart hammering rapidly. Was it maybe possible for this group of youngsters to solve their century-long problems? 

He did not know, but something about these kids gave him a good feeling. He just hoped that they could live up to his expectations.
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Chapter 5 - Headmaster
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A lane of trees was planted on the side of the road. These were all cherry trees, and they were in full bloom; beautiful pale pink petals were dropping from the trees like snow, glistening in the sunshine that was cascading down from high above.

The road had a few people going back and forth, but this was by no means a bustling atmosphere. There were only a few low conversations that were being drowned out by the sound of singing birds. 

Xue Wei was looking at this picturesque scene in front of him, and he could not help but smile. 

They had left the Imperial Palace and walked for half an hour before they reached this road of cherry blossoms, and this was the road leading to the Garden of Shadows. As a matter of fact, only the students and the teachers of the academy would traverse this path, which was why it was not overly crowded.

The vast majority of these people on the road had three eyes. There was also one with four eyes and another with two. 

All of the students bowed in greeting when they saw Elder Sun while looking inquisitively towards Xue Wei and his friends. 

Elder Sun gently nodded to the people, but not even coming across the other teachers made him stop to answer any questions they might have. 

The cherry trail was rather long, and it took them a full hour before they stood in front of a massive gate. There were ten guards, five on each side, in front of the gate, and there were also many guards on top of the walls that stretched far to each side. 

These guards all looked with reverence at Elder Sun when he appeared in front of them, and they quickly opened the doors with a deep bow. 

They could not help but look at Xue Wei and his friends with curiosity. After walking through the gate, Xue Wei noticed that they kept observing him and his group while sometimes glancing at one another. 

It was clear that they were communicating through a mental link, most likely discussing the identity of Xue Wei and the others. 

Although the amount of people on the road outside the academy had been scarce, it was an entirely different sight when they stepped inside of the Garden of Shadows itself. There were scores of students running back and forth in every direction, from building to building. 

Some were walking alone, others in groups, but all of them looked curiously at the entourage that arrived together with Elder Sun. 

Elder Sun smiled wryly due to the strange glances that were sent their way, but he said nothing and walked deeper and deeper into the academy itself.

There were many buildings in the academy. The entire east and north of the academy encompassed the residential area, while the center had the most important buildings at the academy, and the west and south comprised other buildings and facilities important to the academy such as classrooms, libraries, training fields and so on. 

“In the center of the academy, you will find the Soul Tower,” Elder Sun explained. “The Soul tower has a number of functions. Where we are going is the house right next to the center, the mansion you can see right there.” He pointed at a magnificent mansion that was built with spires and arches, looking like an old medieval mansion that was built from some sort of black stone. 

In fact, the entire Garden of Shadows was built from some sort of black stone that seemed much tougher than most metals. It also seemed to draw the ambient soul energy towards it, which one could refine into spiritual energy, which can then be absorbed by the surrounding experts.

“In Yan Dalu, many die every day, and as a result there is much soul energy in our surroundings.” Elder Sun could see Xue Wei’s curiosity pertaining to the density of the soul energy in this place and decided to explain it. It was no secret after all.

“When someone dies, the soul energy starts to dissipate rather fast, and if you do not absorb it just as fast, you will miss out.

“Fortunately, these Black Nebula Stones that we have used to build the Garden of Shadows is actually able to make the speed at which the soul energy dissipates much slower. In fact, they absorb the soul energy and anchor it to itself instead of allowing it to dissipate.”

“Black Nebula Stones are incredibly rare. They can be considered a treasure and someone who cultivates spiritual energy getting their hands on a fist-sized stone of it can be considered tremendously lucky,” Bai Tianyi said with a frown as he looked around them. “How was it possible for you to gather this much Black Nebula Stone?” 

Elder Sun looked at Bai Tianyi with some surprise. This young boy had not spoken much in their previous conversations. In fact, he had always had an amiable smile on his face and seemed rather aloof and carefree until now, but now his brows were furrowed and his question was incredibly sensible.

“I had not expected this young master to know about the Black Nebula Stone,” Elder Sun admitted readily, but then he grinned. “The Garden of Shadow is a place where the sun never shines. It is a garden filled with shadows and it has been like this for many thousands of years.”

“Black Nebula Stone is created in places such as this, and this place happened to have a giant vein of Black Nebula Stone which we used to create the academy from.”

“I see.” Bai Tianyi was quiet for a short while before he looked at the Soul Tower in front of him. “If I am not incorrect, you have fused the heart of the vein with the Soul Tower, making it a wondrous place to cultivate spiritual energy?” 

Although this was a question, it sounded more like a statement. Hearing it, Elder Sun raised an eyebrow in surprise and nodded his head. 

“It is indeed like this,” he answered, agreeing readily. Although it was not something that most students knew about, it was not some great secret either. They usually just did not talk about how the Soul Tower worked, but now it seemed as if Bai Tianyi understood it well on his own. 

Xue Wei pondered on the words Bai Tianyi had said. The heart of the vein had to be filled with soul energy and be much stronger than the stones themselves, making this Soul Tower a wonderful place to cultivate. 

“But even so, it should not be capable of producing too much of a difference in the soul power from the outside. Are there other secrets hidden within the Soul Tower?”

Hearing the question Elder Sun’s face turned awkward and slightly horrified. “I do not know,” he finally admitted with a sigh after a bit of time. 

After hearing these words, Xue Wei was slightly stunned but he also felt that this Soul Tower was quite important for him to explore if he wanted to solve the mystery of the academy.

If he had the chance, he definitely had to step inside this tower later on and see for himself just how wondrous its effects could be. 

With a glance at the towering Soul Tower that rose so high that one could not see the top, Xue Wei followed Elder Sun into the mansion on the side. 

The guards once again bowed deeply when Elder Sun entered, and the same curious eyes as before were glancing at Xue Wei and his friends. 

Elder Sun nodded in greeting and then led Xue Wei and his friends towards the stairs leading up to the upper levels of the mansion.

After reaching the upper levels, they walked straight down a large corridor towards a door at the end. 

When they knocked on the door, a hoarse voice came from within, “Come in,” and Elder Sun pushed the door open, gesturing for Xue Wei and the others to follow behind him. 

“Headmaster, these are the young experts I told you about,” Elder Sun said, and for the first time, Xue Wei saw the elder bow his body.

Seeing the greeting, Xue Wei also did a slight bow towards the man, before straightening himself and looking at the expert in front of him.

This man had five eyes! So far, the only five-eyed expert he had encountered was the King. Now he met the second, and this man seemed much older than the first. 

His hair was white from old age; his eyebrows large and unruly; and a long beard could be seen on his chin. 

“Welcome to the Garden of Shadows,” the slightly hoarse voice fell as the wizened man looked curiously at Xue Wei and the others.

“I imagine that you are not average experts since you managed to get here through a trans-dimensional tunnel,” he continued. “I look forward to your performance!” 

Xue Wei nodded his head, not completely sure how to answer. He had not been given any real information about what it was they wanted from him. All of them were just putting their hopes on him, and truthfully, although he did wish to help them in exchange for a spot for him and his friends on the boat to the Demon Phoenix Empire, he was still somewhat annoyed by the lack of information concerning the things he had to do.

“Headmaster, sir, could you please perhaps tell me what exactly it is you require from us?” he asked with a furrowed brow and a slight frown on his face.

“We cannot explain it to you.” The headmaster shook his head in apology. “You will have to notice it on your own while staying in the academy.

“In this academy the residential area is split up into districts for the outer students, inner students and core students.

“Since you have come to save us, we will grant you the token to be core students. We have lectures every morning for spiritual energy class, and every afternoon for Qi refinement class.

“You can attend them as you please.”

Having said this, the man waved his hand and four badges appeared on the table. “These are your lasting student identity cards. Keep them with you at all time, and do not lose them.”

Nodding their heads, Xue Wei and his friends took one each and waited for more to be said, but Elder Sun started leading them out of the room right away. They left the mansion and headed towards the core area of the northern district of the Garden of Shadows. 

The northern district was rather impressive. In the eastern district, the houses were all crammed together, but the further north they went, the bigger the residences became to even becoming pavilions. 

Every last thing was made from Black Nebula Stone and Xue Wei could feel the soul power rushing into his body, which his golden dragon ceaselessly refined into its own energy, becoming his spiritual energy.

“Although there are classes twice a day, there are no rules about attendance,” Elder Sun explained. “You can study exactly as you please.

“The Garden of Shadows is the only academy for spiritual energy students in the entire continent,” he continued. “Which is also why it is as massive as it is. Here you will meet many three, four and even a few five eyed experts. You will also encounter Primordial Beasts.”

“Oh right.” he looked at Da Jia, who had followed them all along but said absolutely nothing. He had not taken a token either. “What is your plan for this guy?” he asked curiously. Xue Wei looked at Da Jia while contemplating.

“You take him,” he said after considering for some time. “Send him to jail and give him a trial.”

“I can do that,” Elder Sun said with a nod, and then Lin Xiao traded the ownership of the boar to Elder Sun. 

“This will be your home in the future,” Elder Sun said as he pointed at a courtyard in front of him. It was big enough to house at least ten people, but it seemed that the only ones who were going to live within it was the four of them.

“I have already prepared servants to attend to your needs and everything should be ready for you to move into.

“I hope that you will be pleased with our preparations,” he continued. “Originally, I would have stayed longer, but I need to deal with this big bandit leader now, so please make yourselves at home. Should you have any problems, feel free to come find me at any time.”

Hearing this, Xue Wei did not forget to thank him and nodded his head before he turned around and looked at the courtyard in front of him.

“This will be our home for the next year at least,” he muttered before stepping over the threshold leading into the courtyard itself.
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Chapter 6 - Death
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As they stepped into the courtyard, they quickly found that there were two servant children and a chef in the house. 

The two children and the chef were all two-eyed experts. They did not have much cultivation talent—or perhaps they never tried too hard to cultivate—so their strength was barely passable. 

“Greetings to the masters,” the two children said in unison as they saw the four friends enter. Their faces showed curiosity and reverence. 

“Who are you?” Xue Wei asked with a friendly smile on his face. The two children were both boys. They seemed to be ten years of age at most. 

They were both wearing simple white clothes and their hair was tied up with a wooden hairpin. 

“We are the servants in this courtyard,” one of the boys introduced them while stepping forward. “I am Mo Yi, this is Mo Er.”

“Mo Yi, Mo Er, are you brothers?” Xue Wei asked with a smile on his face. 

“We are,” Mo Yi answered. Xue Wei nodded his head and then looked at the courtyard in front of him. 

The courtyard was rather large. There was a garden within the premises, and the building that towered behind the garden was rather magnificent. It was a full four floors high.

Xue Wei began advancing down the road towards the house, and the others followed behind. Mo Yi and Mo Er stayed behind, looking at one another with a strange glance before they once more caught up with the group, walking behind them in a respectful manner. 

Xue Wei kept an eye on these two children. There were still many things he was unaware of after coming to the Garden of Shadows, but he had already understood that there was a lot of scheming in the royal family, so it would most likely be no different here. 

These two children might seem harmless, but who knows whether or not they’d one day turn out to be two monsters that had hidden all along. 

Not to mention, they would be the perfect spies. Even if the Headmaster had only sent them without ulterior motives, it was still troublesome, and thus Xue Wei was keeping an eye on them to see what exactly their plans were.

However, although Xue Wei was keeping a keen eye on them, they behaved exactly as one would expect of a servant, and the two boys quickly led them to the kitchen to greet the chef, before they showed them to their rooms. 

“The fourth floor is the cultivation room,” Mo Yi explained. “It is the best place within the entire place to cultivate.

“The third and second floors consist of living rooms, one for each of you, and the first floor contains the kitchens and rooms for us servants.”

Xue Wei nodded his head and then went upstairs, followed by his four friends. All of them looked at Xue Wei curiously as it was clear that he was thinking about something, but he did not speak it out loud so they did not ask. 

Xue was not alone in glacing skeptically at the two Mo brothers; Bai Tianyi also gave them a passing glance, and both brothers also looked curiously at the white-haired young boy who seemed to be as old as them but was already a student despite being a two-eyed individual. 

In the end, Bai Tianyi and Lin Xiao ended up residing on the second floor and Xue Wei and Hei Gou took up residence on the third floor. 

Just as they were prepared to go out, Mo Yi and Mo Er arrived next to them. “Do you wish for us to draw a bath for you? Or perhaps you wish to use the hot spring bathhouse that is on the first floor?”

“The hot spring bathhouse?” Xue Wei was confused.

“On the first floor, leading out to the garden, there is a hot spring bath. It is rather large, definitely able to allow for all of you to swim in it at the same time,” Mo Yi explained. 

“It is a place to relax and gain strength. I can prepare it for you now if you wish.”

“No thank you,” Xue Wei answered with a smile. “We will take a bath when we return.”

Afterwards, Xue Wei, Hei Gou, Bai Tianyi and Lin Xiao all left the courtyard and started strolling around the residential area of the core students.

No matter where they went, all the courtyards looked the same. Four to six people lived in each courtyard, and they all had the same privileges. 

The people they passed by looked at them curiously, and Xue Wei and the other three returned the same glances at equal measure—or at least they would have if they each had more eyes. 

Although the majority had three eyes, there were also quite a few with four, but they did not come across anyone with five. 

“Guys, we have to be careful,” Xue Wei suddenly said to his friends. “Especially at home. I feel that Mo Yi and Mo Er are not as simple as they seem.”

“They are just two small kids,” Lin Xiao said with a frown. “How can they not be simple?” 

“I don’t know,” Xue Wei shook his head. “There is something about them that makes me feel uncomfortable.” 

None of the other three laughed at Xue Wei for saying that, and even Lin Xiao, who had defended the two boys, frowned. 

“If that is what you think, then we must be careful,” Hei Gou said solemnly. “But what is their aim by getting close to us? For what purpose would spies be sent to be servants of insignificant two-eyed cultivators?” 

“I do not know yet,” Xue Wei sighed. “I neither know what their purpose is nor do I know whether it’s beneficial or harmful to us, but I do know that we will know soon enough.

“I have a hunch that they are doing all in their power to build relationships with us so they can keep surveillance on us and give our information to a third party.”

Hei Gou’s face was unsightly, Lin Xiao’s showed some disbelief, and Bai Tianyi’s had not changed at all. 

Xue Wei was pondering. It seemed that their mission was fairly easy on the surface. They had to solve a mystery within the Garden of Shadows, but that was where the simplicity ended.

“We have no idea what exactly is expected of us. We do not know if someone is sick, or if someone has gone mad. We don’t even know if it is a person or a spirit. Heck, it could even be a tree considering the fact that we are in a place called ‘Garden of Shadows.’  

“We do not know the symptoms we need to solve. We do not know anything at all!” Xue Wei was frustrated. 

“To understand this issue, we have to slowly enter the rest of the academy and slowly gain an understanding of this place. That’s why I decided for us to start exploring it already.”

With that being said, they resumed their stroll through the area, their eyes observing everything around them with great interest. 

All the core students of the academy focused on spiritual energy, and all of them were at least three-eyed with the majority being four-eyed. There were no Primordial Beasts or two eyed cultivators, but the sudden appearance of Xue Wei and his team caused a great shock to spread among them. 

It was impossible to enter the core section of the residential area unless you possessed a core emblem, and since these people had appeared here, it was clear that they possessed one each. But this was the first time in history that two-eyed experts were allowed into the academy’s core section. It was simply unbelievable and while many held curiosity towards these people, there was also a group filled with contempt. 

Fortunately, no one stepped out to bother them or cause them any problems. All of the students just observed them. Even if they felt contempt towards them, they did not find any trouble for them, something that stunned Xue Wei.

Back in Chang’an, it would have been impossible to not be met with violence or confrontation from others in such a situation. 

“We have finished walking all the streets in the residential area for the core students, and I haven’t found anything amiss,” Bai Tianyi said with a frown. 

“Although the core students are looking at us as if we were monkeys in a cage, they have not caused us any problems, and nothing suspicious has happened either.”

“Let us go to the Soul Tower,” Xue Wei decided, his words stunning the others. “Xiao and Gou go back to the courtyard and cultivate. You will have no benefit from the Soul Tower at all, so Bai Tianyi and I will go check it out.”

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou hesitated for a moment before they nodded their heads and left, heading back to their courtyard. Before they left, Xue Wei warned them to be careful of the two Mo brothers and to withhold discussing delicate matters around them.

Looking at the two guys who vanished into the distance, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi sighed. Those two were good friends, but they were quite dense and also rather naive. 

“I feel an oppressive aura around here,” Bai Tianyi said as they reached the Soul Tower. His brows furrowed into a deep frown. 

“The aura is different from the soul power and spiritual energy that we need. It is much more similar to my sword energy; so to say, what I can sense is in the family of the daos.”

Xue Wei also frowned when hearing this. The dao was something he was not completely unfamiliar with, but at the same time he had not personally come into contact with it. All he knew was from what Bai Tianyi and Lin Xiao had told him.

“There is a dao around here? Can you sense which dao it is?” he asked Bai Tianyi. Although Bai Tianyi only had the dao of sword now, it used to be different when he was a human. 

“If I am not mistaken, it is the dao of death,” Bai Tianyi’s face was grim, his eyes solemn. It was clear that something serious was happening within this Garden of Shadows since the dao of death had appeared.

“Is it coming from the Soul Tower, or is it coming from outside of the tower?” Xue Wei continued to ask. 
Bai Tianyi took a moment before he answered, “I think it comes from the top floor of the Soul Tower.” 

At that moment, it felt as if a mountain had been dropped on Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi’s shoulders. An invisible pressure wrapped around them like a blanket, pressuring them more than they had ever been pressured before.

Unable to handle the pressure, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi both quickly retreated a few steps, and the pressure quickly dissipated again. If it was not for the shock they saw in one another’s eyes, then they would never have believed it to be true.

“Do we enter?” Bai Tianyi hesitated as he looked at the gate to the Soul Tower. Many students were walking in and out in succession, none of them having sensed the heavy pressure that Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi had been subject to just moments before, and all of them were happily cultivating.

“We enter,” Xue Wei clenched his fists and made a decision. “If the owner of this power wanted us dead, then we would already be dead,” he said reasonably. 

Bai Tianyi hesitated for a moment, but feeling that Xue Wei was probably right, he nodded his head. “Let us see what makes this Soul Tower so famous then!” he exclaimed excitedly. Without further ado, he followed Xue Wei over to the entrance. 

There were no guards, there was just an open door, and anyone could enter and leave as they pleased. While everyone else seemed casual and carefree, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi both moved forward with caution. Soon, they had entered into the actual Soul Tower.
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Chapter 7 - Soul Tower


[image: image]


The moment he stepped into the Soul Tower, Xue Wei felt a heavy pressure once again bearing down upon him, but it was much different from what he had sensed earlier.

This pressure came from the sheer concentration of soul power inside the tower. It was dense energy that poured into his body like a flood through a broken dam. 

The steps Xue Wei took were heavy. His entire body felt as if it was being pressured downwards, as if the gravity within the tower had been amplified manifold compared to outside.

The first floor did not have that many students on it. Those that were on this floor were mainly students coming down from the second floor, those who had just finished cultivating, and those who were on their way to cultivate.

Xue Wei was astounded that the students were this used to the heavy pressure, but although it was heavy and making it hard for Xue Wei to move, it was not enough to crush him. With a glance at Bai Tianyi, who looked like a cat that had just caught a mouse, he shook his head and moved towards the stairs up to the second floor.

Xue Wei did not rush there like all the other students within the tower. He took his time to get used to the change in pressure. 

Bai Tianyi was walking easily as if the pressure was nonexistent. He flashed a great smile and he was happily glancing in every direction of the first floor in the hopes of understanding how they had managed to amass this much soul power.

One has to remember that soul power was the power of one’s soul. When one dies, the energy that is left in the soul will be released. If one died young from an accident or disease, the subsequent release of soul power is greater than what would be left behind from the death of an old man whose lifespan runs out. 

But one thing was certain: soul power came from the dead. To have generated this much soul power in one place, how many people had to have died to make it possible? Not to mention that the atmosphere outside of the tower was permeated with dense soul power because of the Black Nebula Stones.

How many people had to have died to make this happen? Xue Wei frowned. He felt that this Soul Tower, which was great for cultivation, was not as simple as it seemed. 

In fact, although the speed of cultivation was much faster here than outside, he could not help but feel that there was something wicked about it. 

He was not the only one who had this thought, as the thought also surfaced in Bai Tianyi’s mind, but the latter did not care. He had lost his humanity and alongside it his empathy. He did not care if the entire continent died as long as he and his friends were fine. 

Since this was the case and, exhilarated about all the soul power that was rushing into his body, Bai Tianyi was not polite and refined it into spiritual energy as fast as he was able.

Xue Wei pondered for some time. He looked around the area and found that there were many unrecognizable runes inscribed on the wall of the tower. 

They were clearly some sort of formation, but they were different from all the formations he had practiced in the past. Frowning, Xue Wei was unaware of what exactly he should think, but after considering it for a moment, he decided that it was time for him to head to the second floor. 

He would not be able to tell whether or not there was something wrong with this place unless he had experienced training here.

It was a risky move. In case some sort of conspiracy was afoot, then he would likely injure himself or his future accomplishments, but he would gain a great benefit if the opposite was true—at the cost of many dead experts.

Slowly walking towards the second floor, Xue Wei could feel that the pressure was getting heavier and heavier. Their walking speed became slower and slower, but they did not stop at any point. 

Finally, they reached the stairs and started ascending the steps, towards the second floor. 

Fortunately, it was not as if the pressure on the second floor hit them like a hammer. Instead it slowly increased with every passing step, and their movements became increasingly slow. 

Although they had not made it too far into the tower, they dared not rush to the second, third and fourth floor like the others did. 

Although the pressure was getting heavier and heavier, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi did not stop their steps. They continued moving upwards and upwards, further and further into the tower itself, and finally they reached the second floor.

Where the first floor was mainly a place where people went forth and back, the second floor had quite a number of experts sitting to the sides in the midst of cultivation. 

Although there were around twenty experts cultivating on the second floor, everyone was sitting at the sides, ensuring that they did not block the flow of the floor for those who were busy going towards the third floor or on their way back. 

Xue Wei looked at Bai Tianyi. Although Xue Wei felt the pressure, and his body was feeling exhausted, he did not stop but continued forward. Bai Tianyi, on the other hand, looked completely fine. He seemed as if there was no pressure on him at all, as if he was taking a stroll in his own garden.

This was the difference between a body made from flesh and blood, and one made from soul power. The soul body was simply like a black hole, drawing in as much soul power as it could at once and refining it at the fastest speed.

With Bai Tianyi’s current achievements, it would not take him long before he became an Earth Knight in terms of his spiritual energy levels. 

Xue Wei also felt that the golden dragon within his mind was growing at a rapid speed. It was gobbling up the soul power and refining strand after strand of spiritual energy, making him feel that a breakthrough was imminent. 

“I think that I at most can go to the third floor,” Xue Wei said after contemplating for some time. It has to be said; going to the third floor on one’s first visit to the Soul Tower was completely unheard of before, but comparing him to Bai Tianyi, who seemingly was capable of going through all nine floors, this achievement seemed like nothing. 

“Well, let us head up to the third floor. Find a suitable place for you to sit down and then I will give the upper floors a look. When I finish I will come back and inform you of what I’ve found,” Bai Tianyi said while nodding his head. He could see that the pressure was quite intense for normal experts with a flesh and blood body.

“Keep an eye out on how many experts there are on each level,” Xue Wei added, giving Bai Tianyi one more task. “I want to know how many are cultivating on the upper levels of the tower, if any. I imagine that the pressure will be so intense up there that a single mishap will cause one’s body to explode.”

“I will keep an eye out,” Bai Tianyi promised. While they were talking, they moved further and further into the second floor. 

Many experts looked at them curiously. They were experts with merely two eyes, but they were clearly within the Soul Tower, and this proved that they cultivated spiritual energy and not Qi. In fact, the likelihood of them being Primordial Beasts was quite low. 

Then how could they appear here? And for one of them it even seemed as if the pressure was nothing. On top of that, they seemed as if they were new faces in the academy.

Many were curious about them, but no one came forward to question them or talk with them. Although they were curious, there was still a bit of disdain within their eyes. These experts only had two eyes each. They could not be as amazing as the other experts, so why spend their valuable time figuring out who they were? 

Xue Wei was also happy that no one went forward to talk to him. Although he could easily answer the questions, he preferred to be underestimated rather than being looked at with expectations. 

Not to mention, if he truly were to figure out what was happening in the academy, it was much more beneficial for him to be overlooked. 

Although he was currently being underestimated and looked down upon, that was much better than drawing a crowd anywhere he went. 

Together, the two of them went to the next set of stairs and started ascending the steps one by one. The pressure was getting so intense that sweat started beading on Xue Wei’s forehead. He gritted his teeth as he slowly took one step after another in front of him, almost dragging his feet now.

While he was struggling, Bai Tianyi was looking at him with a bemused look. 

Xue Wei was always working hard. It was true that his cultivation was partly because of his talent as a Sovereign Beast, but one could not overlook the sheer amount of work he put into each and every part of his training. 

He was training every waking moment. He never idled. Even when he was learning formations and alchemy, his perseverance was unending. 

He had failed multiple times in the past, but even so, he never gave up and continued to work hard until he succeeded, and now he was considered a very talented individual in both formations, alchemy, and his cultivation base when it came to both spiritual energy and Qi. 

One has to remember that he was a Sovereign Beast, so it was not possible for him to begin cultivating at the same time as all the other humans around the age of ten, but he had already overtaken many of them. 

Bai Tianyi snickered when he looked at Xue Wei and he was increasingly pleased with the master he had taken on. Although Xue Wei had not been strong when their contract had been established, Bai Tianyi believed that Xue Wei would one day make his name resound throughout the entire world. That everyone would know his name, and that he would become a figure of great importance. 

One has to remember that although Xue Wei was still a teenager, he had a meticulous mind and was very vigilant and thought things through before ever acting. 

Xue Wei was working hard to withstand the pressure of the third floor while Bai Tianyi had taken the time to evaluate him. Finally, they found a corner on the third floor where Xue Wei sat down with crossed legs and closed his eyes. 

There were even more people on the third floor than there had been on the second, and fewer were moving up and down the stairs. 

Just as the floor beneath, there were many curious experts who looked at Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi, but once again, no one spoke. When Xue Wei sunk into his own cultivation, he did not care at all about what was happening around him. All that mattered to him was the soul power that was pouring into his mind palace, almost overwhelming the golden dragon. 

Seeing Xue Wei so focused on cultivating, Bai Tianyi smiled slightly before he moved towards the stairs leading up to the fourth floor. 

Seeing his light steps and casual expression, the faces of many of the experts on the third floor turned grim and disbelieving. How could this young child possibly withstand the pressure as easily as he did? How could he move as if there was no pressure at all? It was simply inconceivable. 
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Chapter 8 - Ninth Floor
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Bai Tianyi smiled wryly when he saw Xue Wei sitting like this, cultivating hard, but he said nothing more and turned around, ready to ascend to the fourth floor. 

As Bai Tianyi reached the stairs, he looked behind him and saw that many were still observing him with wide eyes as if they could not believe what they were seeing.

Noticing their glances, Bai Tianyi felt incredibly satisfied with himself and started swaggering up the stairs towards the next floor. 

Seeing him swaggering, everyone on the third floor had ugly expressions on their faces. They felt as if he had slapped them hard. His behavior not at all like a normal cultivator but so self-assured that they felt inferior to a small kid. 

Although Xue Wei had his eyes closed, a small smile appeared on his lips as this happened. He found it rather amusing to see Bai Tianyi act the way he did. 

After Bai Tianyi left to do what Xue Wei had asked him to do, Xue Wei directed his attention on improving his cultivation. Although many people had to have died to create this highly nourishing soul power environment, it would be a waste not to use it and Xue Wei would do just that. 

He was looking within himself and focusing on the dragon that was growing at a rate visible to the naked eye. 

The scales on it were growing bigger and bigger, shinier and shinier, and even the surrounding air within the mind palace was starting to shine with the same luster that came from the dragon. 

Xue Wei felt himself break through to the next level and he was excited. He had waited for a breakthrough for a long time. 

But the dragon did not stop here. It continued to absorb the energy in the Soul Tower, and soon it had consolidated the foundation of the new realm and was rushing towards another bottleneck. 

Time slowly ticked by within the Soul Tower. Xue Wei had gotten used to the energy pressure on the third level and slowly stood up to move up to the fourth level. There was no signs of Bai Tianyi’s return yet, but Xue Wei was not worried.

Bai Tianyi had not been able to cultivate for a long time on their way towards Yan Dalu in the transdimensional tunnel. Now that he had a chance, he was eager to consume all the energy in the tower, wanting to swallow it all like Taotie, the gluttonous monster of legends. 

Reaching the fourth floor, Xue Wei saw a lot of experts again sitting at the sides of the room. There were more experts on the fourth floor than on the third, but there was almost no one moving to the fifth, and even fewer coming down from the fifth floor. 

Xue Wei found a place to the side and sat down. Sweat once again started pouring from his forehead as he once more experienced the heavy pressure of the soul power that was pushing down upon him, but a smile appeared on Xue Wei’s face and he looked at his surroundings with narrowed eyes.

Few paid attention to him up here, but he could feel plenty of spiritual energy probes being sent towards him, and he shielded his body with his own spiritual energy. 

As soon as the probes arrived, they were bounced backward from the barrier Xue Wei had erected, and no one continued to probe, but many had surprised looks on their faces. To think that this two-eyed expert was capable of overthrowing so many probes in such a short while. 

Xue Wei saw that no one else seemed to have any intention of interrupting him and he once more started cultivating while quietly looking at the changes that happened to the golden dragon in his mind palace. 

While Xue Wei had moved to the fourth floor, Bai Tianyi was already at the eight. He had encountered three people on the seventh floor, but no one on the eight. The three on the seventh floor had looked at him as if they had seen a monster when they noticed his upright, unrestrained posture and casual steps. 

Even more shocked were they when they saw him step towards the stairs to the eighth floor, and when they saw him vanishing up the stairs, their hearts were stirred with horror. 

Bai Tianyi completely ignored these people, and when he vanished they all looked at one another with shock in their eyes.

One of them could not handle the pressure and the shock at once and even vomited out a mouthful of blood before he hurriedly stood up and descended down the stairs. 

The eighth floor was empty, but the pressure was so heavy that if Xue Wei were to enter without preparation he would without a doubt perish on the spot. The amount of energy that was present was enough to make Bai Tianyi happy. He could feel his breakthroughs appear in succession. 

Not only was the energy pouring into him naturally, but he was also becoming like a black hole, absorbing all the energy and swallowing it as if he was a bottomless abyss. 

His body was made from soul power and spiritual energy. Every time he absorbed the ambient energy, his body was getting stronger and his inner energy was also strengthened. 

Unlike Xue Wei, Bai Tianyi did not have a mind palace. His entire body was made from spiritual energy and soul power. It was obvious that the entire body contained his energy, and all of it was a container for him. 

He felt how his body was getting stronger and stronger. “It is a shame I made a child’s body,” he grumbled to himself as he looked down at his small size. “I did not have a lot of spiritual energy so I decided to make a body that was not too big back then, but I could store more energy right now had I made it bigger.

“Still, it will cost quite a bit of energy to remake my body and I am not willing to do so right now. I guess I will just have to absorb energy until my body has reached its limits, then refine it, and then repeat like this until my body slowly grows on its own.”

Contemplating for some time, Bai Tianyi decided to do it this way. It was not that his body could not grow and become an adult’s, it was just that the energy needed to do so was quite exorbitant, almost as much as creating a body from scratch. 

If he were to create a new body, he would lose all the energy he had stored within the one he had right now, and that would be quite the significant loss to him, so in the end he made the difficult choice.

“Wei is busy cultivating and he should take around a week to break into the Earth Warrior rank,” Bai Tianyi continued to mutter to himself while moving past the floor towards the stairs to the ninth floor. “I guess that means that I can stay on the ninth floor for a week and swallow up all this lovely soul power.”

Bai Tianyi’s face was filled with a great smile and he had high expectations for the floor above. The energy he was getting on the eighth floor was already so dense, so how would it be on the ninth floor? It had to be the most outstanding environment he could imagine; perhaps the air was so filled with energy that there was no space for anything else? 

With this in mind, his steps picked up their pace and he almost rushed to the stairs. However, he quickly noticed that something was amiss. 

Usually, the pressure would get worse the closer to the stairs one came, but here it was very steady throughout the entire floor. 

As he reached the stairs, he found that there was still no change, and when he placed a foot onto the first step his face turned grim. The energy was actually dissipating!

And it was not slowly either—it was dissipating at a very rapid pace for each step that he took on the stairs towards the upper floors.

“Did those crooks trick me?” Bai Tianyi could not help but wonder about this. “They have noticed my ability to devour and become cheap?” 

He stepped back down to the eighth floor, and here the energy was still as dense as before, but when he went up a few stairs again, the energy quickly vanished. 

“No? Then is there something special on the ninth floor?” Bai Tianyi could not comprehend what was happening and he kept muttering to himself as he decided that even if there was no energy, it would be worth it to go to the last floor to have a look. 

As he made it up into the ninth floor, Bai Tianyi found that there was absolutely no energy remaining. There was even less soul energy than there was outside, and he could not help but frown. What was the point of this floor if there was no energy? 

Bai Tianyi started exploring. He looked through every nook and cranny, but no matter how much he looked, it was obvious that there was absolutely nothing there. 

After looking around for the umptieth time, he finally realized that there was really nothing at all on this floor. Perhaps they just never expected that students would reach the ninth floor and thus they deactivated it? 

Having spent a full day on the ninth floor without absorbing any energy, Bai Tianyi’s mood was rather foul and he quickly descended to the eighth floor again where he sat down in the very middle of the room and started to absorb the energy at a speed so fast that everything around him became a blur. 

The soul power poured into him at such a speed that it seemed as if a mist had appeared around him. He was not capable of seeing it himself, but anyone who saw this sight would be stunned silly.

While Bai Tianyi was busy absorbing the energy, he was unaware that his actions had caused a stir in the rest of the academy.

Outside, there were certain lights on the tower that lit up when someone entered one of the floors and stayed alight while they were there. 

Many people had seen that the light of the ninth floor had been turned on and even worse, they had seen it being on for a full day before it finally descended to the eighth floor where it stayed. 

Everyone was filled with curiosity about what exactly the monster that had caused such a commotion looked like. 

But as the days ticked by, more and more were getting annoyed waiting, and only a few teachers and stubborn experts stayed behind to see this marvelous expert. 

While Bai Tianyi was causing a shock throughout the academy, Hei Gou and Lin Xiao were staying at home in the courtyard, both busy cultivating their Qi. 

Neither of them were shocked that it would take Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi a long time before they would return. Both of them had expected this, and thus they just focused on cultivating themselves, not stepping out of their rooms for even a moment. 

Xue Wei was the same. He was not worried about Bai Tianyi not returning. He knew that the sword spirit was likely to have been intoxicated with the energy that was coming from the Soul Tower and had forgotten all about the time that had passed, thus he also just focused on his own cultivation. 

After a week, Xue Wei once more saw the familiar figure of a small child appearing on the fifth floor where he was sitting now. 

Seeing that Xue Wei had moved to the fifth floor, Bai Tianyi could not help but raise an eyebrow in surprise. He had not expected that he could move up that fast. He did not have a spiritual body after all. 
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Chapter 9 - News Spreading Far and Wide
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The moment that Bai Tianyi reached the fifth floor, Xue Wei opened his eyes and the two of them exchanged glances before Xue Wei stood up. With this tacit understanding, the two of them descended the stairs and left the Soul Tower.

While being in the tower, neither Bai Tianyi nor Xue Wei discussed what they had discovered. Instead they walked shoulder to shoulder out of the tower, greeting a crowd that was looking at them with stunned expressions.
It was impossible to say exactly which one of them had been the one to step into the ninth floor. They only knew what they had seen from the lights on the tower, which did not divulge names, and thus they looked at them with the eyes of a hungry wolf, their questions in their throats ready to emerge, but neither Xue Wei nor Bai Tianyi paid them any attention.
After glancing at the crowd, both Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were aware of their purpose, but neither of them had any intention of telling them anything. They quickly departed from the area under the stunned expressions of the crowd.
One has to remember—they were both two-eyed experts. Although one of them was clearly a monster, they did not have a high position in society, and it was only natural if they had tried to integrate themselves with the higher ranking teachers and students. 
When they finally regained their senses, they found that Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi had already vanished into the distance, neither having turned around even once. 
When they were out of the crowd’s hearing range, Bai Tianyi started to tell what he had encountered. “There was nothing on the ninth floor,” he complained. “I was there, and there was not even any pressure nor a shred of soul power! I have a feeling that there might be some sort of secret there, but after spending a full day inside I found absolutely no clues.
”On the eighth floor, the pressure was so heavy that even I felt that it was heaven. I stayed there for the majority of the time, and I managed to break into the third layer of the Earth Knight rank.
”There was no one else on the floor, so it seems that it is very difficult to reach the eighth floor,” Bai Tianyi continued to explain. “But on the seventh floor, there were three young ones.
”One of them was clearly pushing himself beyond his limits to be there, and I think I in fact injured him seriously when I went to the eighth floor because of shock, while the other two were much more tranquil.
”On the sixth floor were eleven experts, and you saw the fifth floor yourself.
”What was your progress like in the Soul Tower?” Bai Tianyi asked curiously. He had gained a such a lot of energy that he had smashed through into the Earth Knight rank and then up another two layers, but Xue Wei had also gained quite a bit, managing to just break into the first layer of the Earth Knight rank.
It was clear that Bai Tianyi had gotten more benefits from visiting the Soul Tower than Xue Wei had; even though he’d wasted a day on the ninth floor, he’d still broken through as much even though his breakthroughs were much more difficult than Xue Wei’s, but he had also been on the eighth floor and swallowed so much soul power that it could be compared to a massacre of a thousand experts. 
Xue Wei had also absorbed a lot of energy, but while absorbing he had observed the Soul Tower. Even when they were quite a few amount of experts in the Soul Tower, the Soul Power never diminished, nor did it run out. The supply was at a steady, constant level all the time, and even when Bai Tianyi had been swallowing it up on the eighth floor like a whale swallows water, the energy had been replenished instantly. 
”I assume that the mystery we are supposed to sort out might have something to do with the Soul Tower,” Xue Wei muttered to himself in wonder. At least that was the most wondrous thing he had encountered since entering the Garden of Shadows. 
Bai Tianyi had heard the words Xue Wei said, but he did not comment. In his opinion, he quite hoped that the problem came from the Soul Tower, since that meant that they would spend even more time within the tower and his breakthroughs would be even faster than before. 
Having once stood at the apex of the world, Bai Tianyi had a hard time accepting that he was no longer able to wield even a fraction of this strength. 
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Although he was no longer weak, he was not considered strong yet, and this caused him to be endlessly frustrated. This was something he would never admit, but Xue Wei could feel it through their connection. 
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However, although Bai Tianyi wanted to break through into stronger and stronger boundaries, he was aware that cultivation was not something that was achieved overnight. It was something one obtained after traversing a long, arduous journey step by step. 
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Xue Wei had lived for years as a waste who could not cultivate, and although that had changed a few years ago, he still felt fortunate that his reality was different from what he had imagined it to be back then. 
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For him, it was a joy to walk down the path of cultivation, to feel his body strengthening bit by bit and his inner energies swell with time. He did not fully understand the longing that Bai Tianyi felt, but he was not dismissive towards it. 
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Together in silence, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi returned to their courtyard. The behavior of the core students was as peculiar as it was before, all of them looking at them with curiosity but none of them stepping forward to actually initiate conversation. 
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Although the multi-eyed experts were proud of their abilities and their amount of eyes, they were all gifted with quite some intelligence. They could easily guess that these people who had appeared with two eyes and managed to become core students could not be simple. 
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Returning to the courtyard, they quickly awakened Lin Xiao and Hei Gou from their cultivation and gathered in Bai Tianyi’s bedroom. They had not seen the shadows of Mo Yi or Mo Er since they returned, but none of them cared about it and quickly started to discuss what had happened in the last week they had been apart.

”Everything here was the same as one could expect,” Lin Xiao said with a shrug of his shoulders. “Many experts appeared to speak with us, but we had told Mo Yi not to let anyone disturb us, and thus no one was able to go further than to the entrance of the courtyard.”
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”We have been cultivating while waiting for you to return from the Soul Tower. Although there is a surplus of soul power within this area, there is also a decent amount of heaven and earth essence for us to absorb, so our cultivation speed has not been slow.
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”Although we have not broken through, that would also be too much to expect within a few days, but our foundations have been consolidated and we are almost at the bottleneck of our realms.
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”How were your gains in the Soul Tower?” Lin Xiao looked at Xue Wei curiously, and to his surprise, Xue Wei frowned in response.
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”The Soul Tower is a great place to cultivate one’s spiritual energy,” he began hesitatingly. “The soul power within is so dense that it can increase your cultivation speed by a lot, depending on how far up you go. On the second floor, you can get double the efficiency, on the third floor it’s three times the efficiency, and so on, all the way up to the eighth floor.”
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”What about the ninth floor, then?” Hei Gou did not know much about the Soul Tower, but he did know that it had nine floors, and he could not help but frown when Xue Wei only said to the eighth floor.
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”The ninth floor is a scam,” Bai Tianyi said with a grumbling voice. “There was absolutely no energy. All there was, was an empty room. I wonder what exactly the point is.”
––––––––
[image: image]

Xue Wei’s brows furrowed. “I want to get to the ninth floor and have a look for myself,” he said. It was not that he did not trust Bai Tianyi, but it was simply too strange that the top floor was completely empty.
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Bai Tianyi did not feel insulted by Xue Wei’s words and nodded his head. “You should,” he agreed. “I couldn’t find anything, but you might be able to. Who knows.”
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Lin Xiao and Hei Gou exchanged glances with one another, understanding that there might be something in the Soul Tower that they were looking for, but for now it was not possible to fully explore it. 
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”Since we cannot go to the Soul Tower, you guys have to deal with that. What do you want us to do while you investigate the Soul Tower?”
––––––––
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”That is quite easy,” Xue Wei smiled. “This place fortunately does not discriminate against Primordial Beasts, so Hei Gou, you and Lin Xiao are to socialize with the other experts within the academy and establish an intel network for us so we can tap the grapevine for the latest news and rumors.

”At the same time, I need you to really focus on information about people that have been ‘spirited away’, or mass disappearances of a lot of people, massacres or somehow. The Soul Tower has a lot of soul power, and soul power comes from the dead. To have that much soul power in one place, they have to have killed a whole lot of people or have some other way to gain access to soul power that we do not know of.” 
”I found it quite strange,” Bai Tianyi suddenly said. “The soul power was so dense that even if you were to kill people for it, you would have to constantly execute people to make the equivalent of the eighth floor possible; it is not a possibility at all through ordinary means, so they need to have some other way of gaining soul power.”
”But how else can you gain soul power?” Xue Wei asked with a frown. Bai Tianyi just shrugged his shoulders, indicating that he had no idea.
Silence descended over the small room, and the four friends could not help but sigh in unison, all of them quite unhappy with the elusive task they had been given. 
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There was simply too little information about their issues. They did not know exactly what was happening, and they were completely foreign to this location so figuring out what was out of place would take time.
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Fortunately, they had two years to solve the problem, but when one considered that the other inhabitants of Yan Dalu had actually tried to spend their entire lives trying to solve this problem, they could not help but feel slightly frustrated. 
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”Well, Xiao and I will start gathering information in that case,” Hei Gou finally said after their mutual moment of self-pitying and then picked up the task at hand. They would get nowhere by feeling sorry for themselves. They had to act. 
––––––––
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”Many have tried to come in contact with us over these last few days, so I am sure that we will be able to mingle with the rest of the core students quite well,” Lin Xiao added. 

Xue Wei nodded his head. He felt at ease knowing that those two would deal with that, but he was at the same time worried about his own task. 
Although he had managed to reach the fifth floor on his first venture up the Soul Tower, there was a massive difference between the fifth floor and the eighth floor. The pressure on the eighth floor was so much heavier by comparison that Xue Wei would be squashed like a fly if he were to enter it at his current level of strength. 
But Xue Wei wanted to enter the ninth floor. He had to figure out a way to get up there, and preferably a way that did not take too long. He only had two years!
––––––––
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As he contemplated these things, an idea suddenly appeared within his mind. 
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Chapter 10 - Restaurant
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Xue Wei was aware that his biggest trump card was his identity as a Sovereign Beast. His bloodline of the Azure Dragon was able to create miracles. 

In his mind palace was the golden dragon, and within his dantian was the azure dragon spirit. These dragon spirits were exclusive to the Azure Dragon race, and they made his cultivation speed in their respective fields much swifter than normal experts, eclipsing even a proud son of the heavens. 

Sovereign Beasts had not gotten their reputation because of their mild tempers but because of their overwhelming strength and natural talent. 

They truly had something that other races did not have. They had been the true overlords of the entire world many years in the past. 

The Azure Dragon blood that flowed in his veins made him quite different from experts of other races. He had two spirits within his body: one within his mind and one within his dantian, both assisting him in his breakthroughs. 

These dragons were exclusive to the Azure Dragon race, and their power was in no way inferior to any of the other sovereign beasts’ spirits. 

Although Xue Wei was originally only half an Azure Dragon, Lan providing him the blood essence back then had fully awakened his bloodline, and thus he now had as pure a bloodline as those who were full-blooded Azure Dragons. 

Xue Wei could not help but feel that it was necessary to take a risk. Although he did not know exactly what the dragon spirits within him were capable of, he knew that their capacity to absorb energy was enormous. 

If he relied on the spirit’s endurance, would he not be able to step up to a higher level in the soul tower under its protection? 

Seeing that Xue Wei was pondering something, no one interrupted him and all of them just sat quietly in their positions and looked at him as he frowned. 

It was not before Xue Wei stopped frowning and looked at them again that Bai Tianyi quietly said, “Don’t rush too much. You managed to get to the fifth floor in one day. We have two years. It’s impossible for you to not reach the ninth floor before that.”

“I know,” Xue Wei answered and released a sigh, “but that does not change the fact that I would like to solve the issues sooner rather than later. Not to mention that we have other things to do in these two years so I cannot stay at the Soul Tower for all the time.”

“Do you have any plans?” Hei Gou asked tentatively. It was not like Xue Wei to be rushed like this, but the time limit truly made them feel helpless. 

Although two years sounded like a lot of time, the opposite was true. To cultivators a single blink could mean the passage of two years if the moons aligned correctly, not to mention that they had to solve an issue that not even the citizens of this continent had been capable of solving for over a century if not more. 

There was a sense of urgency in the hearts of Xue Wei and the others. They absolutely had to travel with the next delegation to the Demon Phoenix Continent. They could not wait for the delegation that came later, because they would simply be wasting far too much time like that. 

Xue Wei sighed and shook his head. “I have a theory that might make it possible for me to enter the upper floors, but it involves me revealing my golden dragon spirit. I think that if I let it materialize out of my body, it will be like Bai Tianyi, just absorbing the soul power much like air.

“Then, under the cover of the spirit dragon, I would enter the ninth floor. However, the tower is filled with people every day. If I really did this, then they would all see the dragon spirit from my mind palace. I do not think this is a great idea.

“Although it is an inherited thing, there are no Sovereign Beasts on this continent, and they are likely to believe it is some kind of treasure, making me the target for everyone’s greed.

“That’s not an option we should use right now,” Bai Tianyi agreed, thinking it far too risky. “Although we only have two years, I assume that you will be able to reach the sixth floor within a week; a month later you should reach the seventh floor and after half a year you should be capable of reaching the eighth floor.

“When you make it to the eighth floor, you will be fine. As soon as you can get onto the floor, you will be okay. The pressure does not increase at all from the first step towards the stairs leading to the ninth floor in the same way as it does on the other floors, instead it is steady all over until you reach the stairs where it will slowly diminish.” 

Xue Wei contemplated. Although he was not willing to spend two years to get to the ninth floor, half a year did not seem to be too much of a loss and, currently, the Soul Tower was their best lead towards the mystery they were expected to solve. 

Hearing the words from Bai Tianyi and his estimated times for when he could reach the ninth floor, Xue Wei once more sank into deep thoughts. It was very risky for him to let the golden dragon spirit exit his mind palace and protect him as he climbed the tower, so if there was even the slightest possibility of getting to the ninth floor without relying on it, that would naturally be the best. 

However, was he really willing to wait half a year? Half a year was not long, but relative to their current time schedule, it was not a short amount of time either. 

“You know, it does not mean that it will absolutely take half a year,” Bai Tianyi could see the unwillingness in Xue Wei’s eyes, and he continued, “The seventh floor only had three experts last time I was there. They cannot be there all the time. As soon as we are the only ones on the floor, you can summon your spirit and then head straight up to the eighth floor.” 

Xue Wei’s eyes suddenly lit up and he seemed to understand that although it might not be easy to get to the ninth level, the half year estimate was the most conservative number. It was possible to get there even faster. 

“Let us do it like that then,” Xue Wei said and nodded his head. “Bai Tianyi and I will focus on the Soul Tower and the clues that might have been left within while Lin Xiao and Hei Gou will focus on gathering information from the rest of the students.”

“Remember, focus mainly on massacres, or people vanishing, either amongst the common folk or here in the academy itself.”

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou nodded their heads. They were not sure if they could get the results they needed, but they would without a doubt do their very best. 

“Well, we will start tomorrow.” Xue Wei stretched lazily. “For today, let us find some place to eat.” 

Although they no longer needed to eat food to sustain their bodies, they still enjoyed a meal from time to time, and it had felt like eons since they had had their last meal. 

The academy had a restaurant that specializes in spiritual food. The price for the food was calculated with merit points and a meal could easily cost a hundred merit points per person. Fortunately, Xue Wei and the others each had been awarded a bit more than ten thousand merit points from their hunts of the bandits. They stepped inside the restaurant after finding it. 

“Would you like a table or a room?” The waiter that was standing at the door saw the appearance of four experts with only two eyes and surprise flashed in his eyes. There was a trace of disdain as well, but he quickly hid it, and he was able to act respectfully even though he internally looked down upon them. 

“What do you guys prefer?” Xue Wei asked the others, and they just shrugged their shoulders. Looking back at the servant, Xue Wei smiled apologetically and made the decision himself. “We will want a room then.” 

Although there had not been anyone hating on them because of their two eyes, many sent them strange glances and they were often treated as monkeys in a zoo, like a show that others watched with excitement and curiosity. 

“I have to tell you that a room costs seventy-five merit points to rent,” the servant said as he looked at Xue Wei as if he was a beggar, “The meals in the rooms are also much more delicious and so their price is higher. You will need to pay at least a thousand merit points each to be in the room.”

Although this was a somewhat incorrect statement, it was not far off from the truth. Most people that rent a room end up spending around five hundred merit points on average, and merit points were difficult to gather, especially for someone with only two eyes. What were they even capable of doing? 

Xue Wei understood what the waiter meant. The man clearly implied they did not have the points to dine in a room, and in fact, he doubted whether or not they even had the points to dine on the ground floor of the restaurant. 

Xue Wei’s face turned ugly. He had been polite to everyone since arriving at the academy and he had not been treated unfairly in return, but he was not the type to take it lying down when someone slighted him. 

“Are you questioning whether or not I have enough merit points?” Xue Wei’s voice erupted coldly. The waiter had not expected Xue Wei to speak like this, and his eyes turned slightly haughty. 

“I am glad that you understand what I am trying to say. Now scram!” The waiter had not wanted to display his disdain towards Xue Wei and the others, but being called out like this made him go on the offensive, and his voice was raised causing many of the experts within the restaurant to look towards the entrance and the five people who seemed to be making a commotion. 

“You do not know how many merit points we have. How can you say that we do not have enough?” Xue Wei did not back down and retorted with a voice filled with ridicule. 

“You are obviously at the bottom of the academy! How can you possibly have enough merit points to eat in an establishment such as this restaurant?” The waiter did not back down and instead responded with an insult. 

“Bottom of the academy?” Xue Wei sneered before he flashed his core student identity medal. “You think that I am useless?” 

When Xue Wei flashed his core student identity medal, the other three behind him also took out their own medals of equal stature, and they looked at the waiter as if they had seen an idiot. 

“Core... core student?” the waiter was rather shocked when he saw these medals. His face, which had been extremely haughty, suddenly paled and his eyes widened like two bronze bells. 

“All four of you are core students?” The waiter did not believe it. “Impossible! How can you have core student medals? All of you are obviously waste experts! None of you have more than two eyes!” 

“So what?” Xue Wei asked arrogantly, and his words caused everyone present to be shocked. Indeed, so what? Although they only had two eyes, most of the experts with keen senses could feel a bit of a threat and danger from these four people in front of them; only people who were as clueless as the waiter assumed that they were wastes. 

“So what? Well, are you all primordial beasts?” The waiter could not accept what was happening in front of him and the only reason he could find to explain why these four were core students was that they were all primordial beasts with exceptional talent. 

“No,” Xue Wei replied and shook his head, and then a chilled glint flashed in his eyes, “but what we are, what does it have to do with you? 

“Take a look at our merit points and lead us to a room!”
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Chapter 11 - Training Field
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The waiter understood that he could do nothing more than approve Xue Wei’s request. Although he still looked down upon them, he could not go against a core student. 

If this core student were to tell his superiors about his behavior, it was clear that he would lose his job faster than he was able to explain the situation. 

Understanding this, he accepted the card in Xue Wei’s hand and swiped it over the scorecard. Seeing that he had ten thousand and six hundred seventy-nine merit points, he felt like biting his own tongue. 

This amount of merit points was not little at all. It was definitely enough to allow the entire group of four to eat in a room if they pleased, and as a result, his face turned from a shade of red to purple and then to green. 

“Follow me,” the mortified waiter said without any excessive politeness, but considering that he was willing to help them to the room, Xue Wei did not cause problems anymore. 

Although he was annoyed with the waiter, this man was simply not worth paying attention to. The waiter was someone who was doomed to be beneath him, both in strength and in status. To deal with such a person would only cause him to feel disgusted. 

Together they walked upstairs to the upper floor where there were rooms, each beautifully decorated and containing a table and some cushions to sit on. 

They arrived in front of one of the rooms, not one of the best rooms on the floor but a decent room nonetheless. 

Here they were led inside, and there was a waitress waiting for them inside. Seeing that the group contained four people with two eyes each, surprise flashed in her eyes, but she said nothing and smiled sweetly instead. 

The waiter who had led them over quickly left without as much as a word, and returned to the front of the restaurant, his face filled with unwillingness. 

Although he was unwilling to accept that these two-eyed experts were core students, he was not silly enough to think that Xue Wei had falsified the core student medal, and thus he was forced to treat them at least somewhat respectfully. 

Xue Wei ignored the waiter and sat down on one of the cushions. The others followed suit and soon they were looking at the menu, wondering which dishes they should eat.

There was a chef in their house, but that chef did not make food that increased their strength, and although it was edible, it was not as delicious as the food here. 

Xue Wei ordered a few random dishes from the menu and some fruit wine. These menus were then handed to the waitress in the room, and she quickly bowed before leaving the room to quickly pick up the things they had ordered. 

“That waiter was quite rude,” Lin Xiao said and sighed as he shook his head. “What was his problem?” 

“It is clear that he, as a three eyed expert, looks down upon us because we only have two eyes, and when he then realizes that we are way above him, he will become even more unwilling to admit it.” Xue Wei shrugged his shoulders. It really did not matter how the waiter behaved. In Xue Wei’s eyes, he was just a clown jumping around. 

Sensing the carelessness from Xue Wei, the others were rather surprised, but none of them said anything. They understood that it was not because Xue Wei was benevolent, but because he simply could not be bothered to take a shot at someone so far beneath his focus. 

Although it was clear that Xue Wei would not take a shot at the man, it did not mean that Hei Gou and the others were willing to swallow their anger. They were all contemplating how to make life difficult for this waiter. 

Although Xue Wei knew about it, he did not care. Everyone had their own principles and should follow them. Xue Wei was in no position to tell his friends how they should act. 

Although Hei Gou, Lin Xiao and Bai Tianyi were playing with the thoughts of how to punish the waiter, they quickly forgot about him when the dishes arrived.

These dishes were specialized half in essence of the heavens and the earth and half in soul power, so when consumed they would instantly make the body refine the energies and make it into Qi and spiritual energy. 

The density of energy from the food was as potent as that provided by the consumption of pills, but the absorption was much more gentle and it was clear that it did not require one to sit down and meditate to refine the energies; it slowly transformed itself while being digested. 

All four of them were greatly surprised when they noticed this. They had come here to experience something a bit different and also experience the benefits one could get from spiritual food, but when eating it they found that it was truly magnificent. 

The food filled with the essence of the heavens and the earth was many times cheaper than the dishes that contained soul power, and Xue Wei had purchased a surplus of those dishes because three of them could benefit from them while only two could benefit from the soul power dishes. 

While eating, the group made small talk about their current experiences in Yan Dalu. They had experienced many things since arriving here, and it seems they had been trapped in a web of mysteries, making it very hard for them to escape unless they solved the problem. 

“These people are all very friendly, but I do not know if they are friendly because of them needing us,” Bai Tianyi said and sighed after a bit of time. “We are being treated extremely well, and it seems that everyone within the entire continent is happy, but it is almost a utopia and I cannot believe that it is as wonderful as it seems.”

“I agree,” Lin Xiao nodded his head. “I might be a monk and I might have learned that friendliness and benevolence is the way to go, but human nature, even if you have multiple eyes, is not kind.

“I do not think they would be this friendly were it not because they would benefit from it.” 

Hei Gou contemplated for some time, before he nodded his head, showing his agreement. “I think that we are quite fortunate to be needed by them,” he said after hesitating a bit of time. “Although it is troublesome having to solve this problem for them, we are not in any danger.

“It feels great not having to flee for our lives all the time, and although many look at us with curiosity and interest, with some looking at us with disdain and disgust, no one has caused problems for us. Even that waiter was easily subdued.”

When hearing Hei Gou’s words, Lin Xiao and Bai Tianyi both nodded their heads. It was indeed good to be free from the worry of constant chases, but Xue Wei just sighed.

“It is true that we are lucky to be without pursuers,” he agreed, “but our cultivation was progressing by leaps and bounds while being under pressure.

“Fortunately, we have been forced to try and solve a mystery here in Yan Dalu, not allowing us to rest on our laurels. If we did, I fear our cultivation base would progress at a much slower rate.

“Although all of us are motivated to cultivate, we have to remember that pressure brings forth another aspect in cultivation. This is indeed something we need.”

After talking, they continued to eat their meals and drink their wine. From time to time they would joke with one another or talk about their previous experiences, even experiences from before they met each other was subjects of their conversation.

Although they did not speak much about the mystery they were tasked with solving, it was still something that was present within their minds. They could not completely put down the subject. 

Their future depended on them solving this mystery and now they finally had a plan on what to do and a lead towards their masked objective. 

They finished the meal in a carefree manner, paid the bill, and returned to the courtyard only to find that Mo Yi and Mo Er were waiting for them with great grins on their faces, looking like two mischievous children who had thought up some plans that would produce chaos. 

“We heard that the young masters had returned from the Soul Tower and have taken the time to prepare warm water for all of you. Take a relaxing bath with a herbal concoction local to Yan Dalu and calm your muscles before working hard with cultivation again,” Mo Yi said with a friendly smile on his face. 

Xue Wei gave him a glance before he nodded his head. “Thank you,” he said before he and the others entered their rooms and saw a big tub in front of them with steaming hot water within. 

They all enjoyed their baths; the slightly bitter scent of herbs could wafted through the entire courtyard and Xue Wei felt how it relaxed his soul and calmed his muscles. The herbal concoction was indeed special, and he could not help but wonder why they were given the privilege of this herbal bath. 

Mo Yi and Mo Er should not be capable of providing the herbs needed for the bath, and Xue Wei had not given them any currency to buy them with.

After finishing the bath, Xue Wei cultivated his Qi for one night, and the morning afterward he and Bai Tianyi once again set out to the Soul Tower. This time they would stay there for quite a long time, so they had spent a whole day and night beforehand to fully unwind and prepare their mind.

Spiritual power was closely related to the mind. If one was to overdo the cultivation, it could inflict severe damage to one’s mind and even turn one into a fool, but at the same time, if one had talent for spiritual energy, then they needed to cultivate it or they equally could turn into fools. It was about finding the golden middle ground.

While Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi went to the Soul Tower, Lin Xiao and Hei Gou exited the courtyard and headed towards the Academy’s training field. 

The training field was where most of the students that were not in the Soul Tower gathered. Here people could practice their skills, either alone or together, and there were also instructors walking around, helping out those students who had questions or difficulties with their training. 

Since Hei Gou and Lin Xiao were supposed to get information, they obviously went to the most crowded place of the entire academy—with the exception of the Soul Tower as they could not enter there. 

As they reached the training field, they saw that there was a large amount of students. They saw students with three eyes almost everywhere, and from time to time they also encountered students with four eyes and even a few with two. 

The ones with two eyes appeared to mainly cultivate Qi, and both Lin Xiao and Hei Gou could see that they were almost all Primordial Beasts. 

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou looked at one another before they were unsure of what exactly they should do. How to speak with these people? How to get into contact with them? 

“First, let us try and challenge a few people in the combat arena,” Lin Xiao looked around as he said. “Maybe we can become friends after exchanging blows.” 

Hei Gou was not able to think of any other way, and thus he just nodded his head. “Okay,” he replied, and together the two of them walked deeper into the crowded training field towards some stages that were placed at the far end where people were constantly challenging one another to test their skills.
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Chapter 12 - Information
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When Hei Gou and Lin Xiao made it to the challenger’s platforms, they found that almost everyone was looking at them with curiosity. 

The two of them were new people whom they had never seen before, and there was much curiosity towards them. Although the two-eyed experts were the most numerous in Yan Dalu, they were also the least talented and thus they would rarely make it into the Garden of Shadows. 

Seeing two new people with two eyes only meant one of two things; they were either Primordial Beasts or talented Qi cultivators. 

When the students in the crowd observed them using their spiritual energy, they were incapable of sensing the level their Qi had reached, but they could sense their spiritual energy was rather pitiful, and thus their curiosity was piqued. 

“Hello, I am Shen Longyue, a core student of the academy,” a young man stepped forward to greet them. “I think I have previously seen you and two other experts in the core area of the academy, and all of you seem to have only two eyes. Are all of you Primordial Beasts?” 

Everyone nearby listened in as Shen Longyue asked this. Some were pretending to do other stuff, while others completely ignored common etiquette and openly eavesdropped. 

Normally, it would be unpopular to eavesdrop, but Lin Xiao really needed to get attention from everyone; he needed them to be paying attention to them and to become friendly to gain information, and therefore he just smiled amiably and answered the question. 

“Amongst our group of four, only one is a Primordial Beast. That is my friend here, Hei Gou.”

Lin Xiao spoke casually, but everyone within range heard it and their hearts leapt with excitement. Only one Primordial Beast out of four new experts with only two eyes. Then if there was only one Primordial Beast, what were the other three? 

“Are you human?” Shen Longyue could not help but ask, his eyes narrowed as if he did not truly believe what Lin Xiao was insinuating. Lin Xiao just chuckled. “I am indeed a human,” he acknowledged readily. 

“How can this be? I thought humans were incapable of cultivating Qi above the Heavenly Warrior rank!” someone muttered in the crowd. 
But then a loud voice cut through the silence, “That’s not true, have you not heard about the seniors who came back from the bandit hunt? All of them were Ordinary Knights at their return, and they claimed to have been assisted in their breakthrough by a group of experts who just joined the academy!”

“I thought that was just a rumor?” someone else asked. 
The person who had argued before vehemently returned, “It is true! I have seen it myself—their strength really did break through!”

“Then do you think that their breakthroughs have something to do with this Lin Xiao?”

At this point, all of them looked at Lin Xiao with a bit of suppressed greed in their eyes. 

They knew that they prioritized in spiritual energy, but even though they did not cultivate their Qi as the main focus, they still wished for breakthroughs as they could assist them and even turn into a life-saving power at a later time. 

Xue Wei had since discovering their cultivation system suspected that there would be others who were eager to break into the Ordinary Knight rank, and he had concocted many pills to use in exchange for information or merit points. 

In their last full-party meeting, Xue Wei had handed these pills to Hei Gou and Lin Xiao to be used as bargaining chips when the two of them were out snooping for information. 

And now it was already possible to gain something without even having to pull the classic power move with a show of strength to impress and befriend them. They had already become the subject of everyone’s attention. 

“I can help you,” Lin Xiao spoke slowly, pronouncing each word clearly. He looked at the many people that were staring at him and noticed how they all lit up with glee. 

“My comrade Xue Wei is a dual cultivator of both Qi and spiritual energy. He is also a formation master and an alchemist. We come from outside of your continent, from a continent where the majority cultivates Qi, and thus we have many pills which can help you break through to the Ordinary Knight rank.

“Xue Wei already gave me a few of these pills, but I need you to do something for me in return.” 

The truth was that he actually had enough pills to supply the entire student body, but Lin Xiao had no intention of telling them this. By telling them all that he only had a few, they would definitely do their utmost to satisfy his demands. On the other hand, if he were to act generously, it was likely they would only do a halfhearted job. 

Just as he had expected, the moment the others heard his words, all of them were eagerly crowding around him.

“What do you need from us?” one of them asked curiously, lightly licking his lips while imagining himself becoming an Ordinary Knight. 

“Information!” Lin Xiao grinned. “We are very new to this academy, and even the continent. We know nothing about this place, so we would like to know all the information that you might have.”

“That is it?” Shen Longyue looked at him skeptically. “You will give us a pill that makes us break through into the Ordinary Knight rank as long as we can provide you with information that you deem useful?” 

“It’s true,” Lin Xiao replied and nodded his head seriously. “I will not lie. If you tell us something that is useful to us, then we will gift you a pill.”

The many experts looked at one another as if it was too good a deal to be true. No one wanted to be the first to speak because they were afraid of being tricked, but after some time went by, Shen Longyue stepped up to Lin Xiao and smiled. “What kind of information do you want?” he inquired.

“I am interested in anything, but I mainly want to know how there can be so much soul power around here.” 

Lin Xiao had wanted to add a question about missing people and massacres, but he stopped himself in time. If he had asked this question right after asking about the oversaturation of soul power in the air, then the implication behind the initial question would be obvious, and as students of the academy, they would without a doubt feel insulted.

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou were here to make friends, not to insult anyone, and as such he could only take it slowly and get some information one step at a time.

“We are interested in any kind of information you might have,” Hei Gou piped up for once. It was the first thing he had said since their appearance and the others looked at him with narrowed eyes, trying to decipher if he had any authority to come with such a comment. 

Lin Xiao continued to smile and nodded his head. “We are indeed interested in everything,” he said, making all of the others smile and relax.

“Well, in that case, let me go first,” Shen Longyue started without hesitation. “The Black Nebula Stone is the reason there is so much soul power in our surroundings. There is a spiritual vein under us, and the heart of the vein is in the Soul Tower, which gathers the soul power inside the floors for us to absorb as we want.

“The rest of the academy is fueled by the Black Nebula Stones. They attract soul power from the surrounding air and concentrate it in one spot. 

“These stones and the vein are the reason for the dense soul power that is present within the Academy,” Shen Longyue smiled as if this was all there was to it, but Lin Xiao had already heard Bai Tianyi say that it was impossible for the vein and the Black Nebula Stones to produce as much soul power as was evident here. 

Unfortunately, it seemed that these students knew nothing more about it. All of them seemed to be of the impression that these stones and the vein were all that maintained the high levels of soul power. 

Noting that the students were unaware of anything behind the soul power, or even questioning it, Lin Xiao still smiled amiably and waved his hand, taking out a pill from his storage treasure and passed it to Shen Longyue. 

“Thank you for your information,” he said with a grin. “This is a pill specialized for Qi cultivators. It allows you to absorb the heaven and earth essence much faster and refine it at a higher rate than normal. Although it does not sound like much, it is exactly what you need to break through into the Ordinary Knight rank when you consider the fact that you have never taken Qi medication before.”

Shen Longyue accepted the pill with shaking hands. His face had a massive grin spread across it, and he was all giddy as he rushed back from the training field back to his residence with excitement in his eyes. 

Seeing that Shen Longyue received one of those pills, the others’ eyes shone brightly. While they were apprehensive to share before, all of them rushed forward now. 

“I can tell you about the teachers of the academy,” one of them said, but before he had the time to begin, another cut in, claiming their story about a hidden expert in the academy was better.

“No one wants to listen to the story about the hidden expert. It is just a legend, why not listen to my rumors about who is dating who?” 

“No, I think it is better to tell them concrete information like the Cloud Monument and the rankings of the students!” 

Like this everyone suddenly started yelling over each other and both Lin Xiao and Hei Gou were overwhelmed. 

“Okay, one at a time,” Lin Xiao laughed. “Queue up and tell us the stories one after another.”

Although the experts were not eager to do so, they knew that Lin Xiao was the one who set the rules. He was the owner of the pills they desired, so all of them ended up doing exactly as he said. 

The first person who appeared told them about the teachers and elders of the academy. Although it was good to know about the elders and the teachers, Lin Xiao found no useful information in his story, but he still gifted him a medicinal pill. 

The next expert talked about the different factions in the academy, the main families who had created groups within the academy and about whom were neutral of the stronger experts. Although this did not help with the mystery, it was useful information nonetheless, so Lin Xiao gladly gifted him a pill. 

After him came a young expert who told them about the different places within the academy. There was the training field they were on already, but there were also the school buildings, the skill buildings for spiritual energy, and a desolate place for Qi techniques. There was the Cloud Monument, a place where one could see the ranking of all the students in the academy, and there were other places mentioned in the explanation, including the forbidden area that was placed in the east side of the academy.

Lin Xiao was suddenly interested. He quickly gave him a pill and asked a few questions about the forbidden area, but the student knew nothing about it other than it being forbidden and that no one went there.

Then came another expert, and his eyes were shining brightly. “I know about the forbidden area,” he grinned. 

Lin Xiao was immediately hooked. “What do you know?” he asked curiously. The young man looked around before he began telling them about the story of a legendary hidden expert. 
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Chapter 13 - Legend
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“Long ago, when the continents were one great and unbroken land, there was an expert at the apex of strength in the world.

“No one knew where this expert came from, nor what her agenda was. She just appeared one day as if she had sprouted from the soil itself, and then she entered the Yan Tribe.

“Back before the continents were separated, the Yan tribe was a tribe which contained all the multi-eyed experts, and their need for soul power was immense. 

“Her emergence was a mystery and remained unnoticed as she then managed to excavate the Black Nebula Stone mine and informed everyone about the use of the Black Nebula Stones and the heart of the mine that could produce soul power, while the stones themselves could attract and store soul power too.

“This expert single-handedly built the Garden of Shadows and named the place. She also somehow made it possible for everyone to cultivate at a speed far surpassing the rate which they were accustomed to before.

“From then on, the Garden of Shadows was almost as important as the King’s palace; it was a holy place where all the most renowned experts of the Yan Tribe would go to cultivate like never before. 

“Only those who went to the Garden of Shadows would have rapid improvements in their cultivation, and thus only the students of the Garden of Shadows would become prominent figures in society.

“Suddenly, when the continents started to shift and the world began to shake, massive sword strikes and the dao of sword appeared everywhere, viciously tearing apart the entire world into multiple continents. The wind was furious and the oceans’ waves were so enormous and devastating—they sucked or swept away each broken piece of land far apart, leaving them to become their own continents. 

“As to what exactly was the reason behind the appearance of this sudden sword storm and the destruction of the continents, we never found out. Still, the sword-storm was the most destructive thing we’d ever seen, and some of the slashes landed devastatingly close to our tribe. Were it not for this expert then we would never have survived.

“This is also why you can see the sea right next to our capital. The capital is the location of the original Yan tribe, but right next to it was the cut that separated this continent from the rest.

“When we were separated, the esteemed expert managed to unite the entire continent under the rule of the Yan Tribe, and named it the ‘Yan Dalu.’  

“We owe this expert so much for what she did for us, but at one point she simply vanished. It is said that she began using her powers excessively, that she was growing tired and dissatisfied. As a result, she locked herself in isolated cultivation in what we now call the forbidden area.

“Because she locked herself indoor and requested nobody disturb her cultivation, the area became a forbidden area. No one wished to interrupt her; no one wanted to cause her problems, so everyone stayed away.

“This was thousands of years ago, none of us knows whether or not she survived all this time, if she secretly left as she had arrived or if she died. Only the Headmaster and a few of the highest ranked elders enter the forbidden area from time to time, but they never say anything, and we do not know if they go to pay their respects in front of the esteemed expert’s door, or if they just go to clean the area.” 

“I see.” Lin Xiao was in deep thought when he smiled at the man and handed him a pill. “That legend was quite informative,” he grinned. 

“It is just a legend,” one of the other experts said with indignance. If he had been just a bit faster, he would have been able to tell this legend—everyone within Yan Dalu knew this legend—but he lost the chance to get a pill because he did not think that someone would find this information useful.

“Don’t worry.” Hei Gou understood his thoughts, and he spoke up again, something he had not done a lot, “we are still interested in plenty more things, so anyone who has something interesting to tell us should stay and exchange their information for pills.”

Although they had gotten some interesting information about this forbidden area, and both of them felt that this legend had some curious implications, they could not let go of their source of information, nor could they let go of a chance to suddenly get more knowledge of this place. 

“I can tell you about missing people!” someone suddenly called out. Mentioning just the kind of information they sought most, both Lin Xiao and Hei Gou swung their heads around to look at the speaker, their eyes glistened, but their expressions remained the same as before. 

“Oh? People go missing?” Lin Xiao asked with feigned surprise and intrigue in his voice, “That can’t be good.” 

“It is not a big secret,” the person responded. He was slightly embarrassed because this was also known to all, but he was using it to exchange for a pill, so he gritted his teeth and muscled through. 

“Every day around ten people will vanish on the continent. There is no limit to who vanishes, it can be commoners with two eyes each, or it can even be experts with three or four eyes. The only ones who have never vanished are the five-eyed experts.

“We don’t know where these ten experts vanish to, we have tried many different ways to examine this sudden disappearance but there are never any signs of fights, nor is there any messages left behind. They all seem to vanish into thin air, and they vanish from anywhere on the continent, so it is hard to say who is behind it.”

Lin Xiao’s brows furrowed. If it was that the ten people vanished from the same place every day, or followed some sort of pattern by vanishing in certain locations on certain days, then it would not be so difficult to track, but if they vanished from anywhere and every day, then it could not be just one person behind it. 

If it was a big group of people who were behind the supposed kidnapping, then it could be explained, but then it was also extremely dangerous considering how many people had gone missing. The government definitely would have an idea as to what was happening, but it seemed as if they did not, or at least they did not share this information. 

Hei Gou was also deep in thought when he heard this. What made him most confused was the lack of fighting. One thing was that they vanished all over the continent, but the fact that they vanished without a trace was truly difficult to accomplish. 

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou both found this information quite useful, so they gave a pill to the person who had shared it. 

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou glanced at one another. They felt that their heads were almost exploding with information and were unsure of what exactly they should do now. 

They wanted to find Xue Wei right away and tell him about what they had heard, but the truth was that Xue Wei had entered the Soul Tower not long ago, and it was likely that he would stay there for a long time. 

“Let us record what we gained today on a few jade slips,” Hei Gou said, “in case we get a lot more information and forget something later, or mix it up. We really do not know how long it will take before they come back from the Soul Tower.” 

Lin Xiao nodded his head slightly. Although they were cultivators meaning they could expand their memories beyond normal and would rarely forget anything they wished to remember, they were not willing to even risk it. This was far too important. 

They had already heard an outstanding amount of gossip that day, but they did not rush back to the courtyard to record the useful information before they had finished listening to everyone. 

The rest of the people had mostly rumors and hearsay to share; their information was not very informative, nor as useful. Still, they generously gave out the pills and rushed back to the courtyard as soon as they were done. 

Like this, the days went by. Rumors about the two strangers exchanging pills for other rumors and stories quickly spread throughout the entire academy, and Hei Gou and Lin Xiao both kept trading pills as their knowledge grew. They soon stretched the information requested from being only about the Garden of Shadows to everything within the capital. 

They got rumors about the palace, about the different factions within the royal court, the strong families within the city and everything that was happening to them.

When they no longer had any students left who were interested in the pills that could help them break into the Ordinary Knight rank, Lin Xiao suddenly pulled out something else that made another big stir. He had pulled out some Flameward Formations. 

Flameward Formations were plain and simple for Xue Wei to create, and he had spent a long time practicing them and made plenty of them in the hope of exchanging them for resources back in Chang’an when he was using the alias of Ye Xiao. 

Unfortunately, circumstances had given him no more chances to exchange the formations and instead he’d had to flee. Now, however, was most likely the perfect time to bring them forth.

Although formations within Yan Dalu were much more widespread than within Chang’an, they were still considered rare. It was not that they did not have the spiritual energy needed to create formations but because the teachers guarded their methods with their lives. Formation masters had always been noble people, and back before Bai Tianyi had split the continents, the majority of the formation masters and their secrets were gathered within the City of Formations. After the world was split, many formations and their knowledge were lost throughout the continents, leaving only a select few even in Yan Dalu. 

Seeing that Lin Xiao had shown a formation, everyone was once more filled with excitement and disbelief. How could these two people gather so many treasures and even gift them to others in exchange for information? 

Still, Lin Xiao was more selective about the news he gained from formations. He had many pills, but not as many formations, and thus everyone did everything in their power to find information that was worthy of being exchanged for a formation. 

These Formations were not for their own use, many wanted them to sell them to the more prominent families or the royal family within the capital, or to send it back to their own families—depending on the family’s individual power. 

Like this, Lin Xiao and Hei Gou managed to acquire their desired information quite easily. They also managed to build a good reputation so that no one wished to insult them. Everyone wanted to be friendly with them and find out where they had obtained all these treasures. 

Although many people sent invitations to Lin Xiao and Hei Gou, the two friends did not accept any of them, they just declined them under the excuse that their partners were both inside the Soul Tower and that they could not make any decisions on their own. 

Hearing this response, the smarter people started to understand what was happening. To be this kind of alchemist and to make such formations, one needed powerful spiritual energy, so for these two Qi cultivators who had such weak spiritual ranks, to have these meant there was definitely someone else behind them.

Hearing that they would not accept invitations before their partners from within the Soul Tower emerged, they could understand that the man or woman behind them was also a student at the academy. 

Although many wished to become friendly with Lin Xiao and Hei Gou, their aim was to know who was behind them as they wanted to learn the art of inscription and the many pill formulas that they had in their hands, rather than their distributors. 

Human greed was the same all over, although Xue Wei was now in Yan Dalu, the many wonderful treasures he had displayed had caused greed to appear in the eyes of many, but they dared not act on it. 

Xue Wei was protected by the Garden of Shadows. No one within Yan Dalu dared to make an enemy out of this academy as it was the base of the entire continent. 

Not to mention that the King was not likely to allow these famous families to act on their own. If they were making too many problems throughout the capital, then she would definitely step in. 
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Chapter 14 - Recount of Rumors
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Days turned to weeks and weeks turned to a month, time went by like flowing water, and everyone was eagerly expecting what Lin Xiao and Hei Gou would bring forth next. 

Eventually, Xue Wei had emerged from the Soul tower together with Bai Tianyi. As they both were returning to the courtyard, they found that a horde of people had gathered outside—all of them waiting for Lin Xiao and Hei Gou to exit. 

“It seems they were successful in creating a name for themselves at the academy,” Bai Tianyi said dryly as he saw the huge group of people standing in front of them. 

“Excuse us, can we get through?” Xue Wei asked the crowd, ignoring Bai Tianyi. Unexpectedly, the people who were standing in front completely ignored him, causing his brows to furrow slightly. 

“Excuse me!” he called a bit higher, causing the people to get annoyed turn towards, eying him with disdain. 

“We were here first,” one of them said curtly, his face showing impatience.

“I live in this courtyard,” Xue Wei argued back, but the man just snorted. 
“What nonsense,” he retorted, clearly not believing a word Xue Wei was saying.

“This is annoying,” Bai Tianyi mumbled.
Xue Wei just sighed and then infused Qi into his voice before calling out, “Xiao, Gou, get your butts out here and clear the way, I can’t get inside like this!” 

The voice was commanding and filled with irritation. The crowd of people in front of Xue Wei frowned when they heard it and turned around, unsure if Xue Wei was really a friend of these two geniuses, or if they were complete lunatics. 

But when Lin Xiao and Hei Gou heard the voice, both of them rushed down the stairs and out the courtyard, big smiles plastered on their faces and excitement in their eyes. 

“Wei, Tianyi, you are back!” they exclaimed, forcing the people who previously refused to make space to do so. 

“We’re back,” Bai Tianyi snickered at them. From their expressions of pure joy, it was clear that they were bursting to share a lot of information they’d gathered, and since they had also had a full month to gather it, there was no doubt that they had amassed quite a lot of information. 

During this month, Bai Tianyi had raised his rank to the fifth layer of the Earth Knight rank by being on the eighth floor for a month, and at the same time, Xue Wei had reached the second layer of the Earth Knight rank in spiritual energy. 

Their advance was incredibly fast, but this was mainly because of the Soul Tower, it was truly a holy place for spiritual energy cultivators. 

Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi walked into the courtyard under the curious gaze of the other students. Many had no idea about their identity, but when they sensed the spiritual energy within their bodies, they quickly realized that the one behind the pills and the formations were one of these two people. Alarmingly, however, they were both only two-eyed experts, how could they possibly be so accomplished?

As to where these four two-eyed experts came from, no one knew. Many had already tried to understand the background of Lin Xiao and Hei Gou when they were providing many great items up for rumors, but they had gleaned absolutely no information as the pair had decided not to share their origins, nor had the elders who were aware gossiped uncouthly. 

Xue Wei did not care about the many gazes that were sent their way, neither did he care about the thoughts of these people, all he wanted was to solve the mystery he has been tasked with, and he hoped that his two friends had managed to find out something helpful. 

Under the watchful eyes of all the present experts outside the courtyard, Xue Wei, Lin Xiao, Hei Gou, and Bai Tianyi all retreated into the house. 

As they entered the house, Xue Wei looked around only to find that there was no sign of either Mo Yi nor Mo Er. 

Although it was good that the brothers were not around when they discussed important things, it was still weird that they were not present, and Xue Wei could not help but mind it. Why would they leave when their task was to look after the house and courtyard? 

“Not important for now,” Xue Wei muttered to himself and returned his focus to Lin Xiao and Hei Gou. These two had been working hard finding information while Xue Wei had been cultivating. 

After arriving in the first spacious room, they all sat down together and prepared to discuss their progress. 

Xue Wei was the first to open his mouth, “We managed to reach the sixth floor, almost the seventh,” he said honestly. “It was going much faster than expected.”

“That’s good,” Lin Xiao nodded his head, “we managed to catch a lot of rumors and information about the different factions, powers, and legends that go around in the capital and the Garden of Shadows.” 

“Do share,” Bai Tianyi grinned, slightly curious about this Yan Dalu where they’d been stranded on. 

“First of all, let us tell you about the different powers within the academy before we move on to the powers within the capital.” Hei Gou started. “In the academy, there are different associations,” he began, “the associations are split into three categories: the heavenly, the earthly, and the mortal associations. There are currently four heavenly associations, twenty-three earthly and countless mortal ones.

“The strongest amongst the heavenly associations is known as the ‘Scarlet Blood Association,’ which requires of you to be born in or to have pledged yourself to one of the major families within the capital.

“Second-ranked is the ‘Rising Sun Association.’ This association is smaller than the Scarlet Blood Association, but the prestige is actually higher as it is the one that is controlled by the Royal family. This one has the least members amongst all the associations, not counting a few mortal ones. 

“Then comes the ‘Savage Beast Association,’ this one is not large either, but it still holds a lot of power, and it is the only association that only accepts Primordial Beasts.

“Finally is the Snow Lotus Association. This association is rather weird. It does not try to participate in any of the different power struggles, so it is also neutral towards all the people joining. The only thing they advocate is complete loyalty towards the academy.

“The earthly and mortal associations do not matter, all of them are beneath our notice. Only the heavenly associations are of interest to us, and all core students are expected to join one of the heavenly associations.

“Now onto the capital; there are three major families: the Gu family, the Baili family, and the Yuan family. 

“These three major families are known as the protectors of the continent. The Prime Minister comes from the Gu family while the Baili and the Yuan families each contain one of the Heavenly Generals of the continent.

“Whenever troubles arise, these generals will deal with all the physical problems with their immense power, while the prime minister will orchestrate the logistics and organization of it from behind. They are known as protectors because they do a great deal to protect the continent.

“Their descendants are all officials in court, and although they seem to be the best of friends on the outside, they are not as friendly as they might seem. Only when a foreign enemy appears will they actually work together.

“In the palace, there are seven factions, but there are three that are more important and stronger, as they are each supported by a major family.

“These seven factions each are controlled by one five-eyed expert. The King is not supported by any of the three major families, but she is the most talented of all the five-eyed experts, and thus she became the King. However, the three families are putting pressure on her to abdicate.”

“It seems that the continent is not as calm as they make it seem,” Xue Wei said contemplating. “But all of this has nothing to do with us. We will not join any of the powers, all we will do is solve this mystery and then leave for the Demon Phoenix Continent.”

“You don’t think that they might go back on their words if the King gets replaced?” Hei Gou was worried about this, but Xue Wei just shook his head. 

“I have realized one thing from what you’ve said. There are many factions and powers within the capital and the royal court, but there is one power which none of them can afford to offend.” 

“Who?” Lin Xiao was confused, but when he saw the snicker on Xue Wei’s face, he understood. “Right,” he nodded his head, “none of them can afford to offend the Garden of Shadows.

“As long as we assist the Garden of Shadows, then we will have our ticket to the Demon Phoenix Continent.”

“What if they renege on their promise?” Hei Gou could not help but ask, causing Xue Wei to sigh. 
“Currently we have no option other than to hope for them to keep their promise.” Xue Wei continued, “if they really do not keep it, then we will just have to sneak on board the ship, and if even that is impossible, then we’ll have no choice but to leave on our own and hope to reach some other continent eventually.”

“I really hope that they keep their word,” Hei Gou sighed. It was not that he wished to be a pessimist, but he had a hard time trusting people after experiencing the constant threat they had lived under back in Chang’an. 

Xue Wei sighed and nodded his head, “I hope so too; I have a feeling that it will work out. Still, to be allowed on board the ship that goes to the Demon Phoenix Continent, we need to make sure that we have solved this stupid mystery.

“What else have you found other than the factions?” Xue Wei asked with another sigh. Lin Xiao and Hei Gou told him everything they had heard, including the ten missing people a day, and the legend of the expert. 

Xue Wei listened to all of it with interest; he even listened to the gossip about who was dating who with interest, about the information of the teachers, and the locations of the different buildings. 

When they finished sharing everything they had learned over the past month, Xue Wei was quiet for a long time as he muddled over all the information. 

He closed his eyes and tried to coalesce the turbulent thoughts that were now swirling within his mind. When he opened the eyes again, it felt like a ray of light shone within and a smile spread across his face.

“We should actually consider visiting this forbidden area,” Xue Wei said with a snicker on his lips, “There has to be some sort of clue in the forbidden area, and even if there is no clue, then I still want to visit it just because it is forbidden.”

“How are we going to go about doing so?” Lin Xiao asked with a frown which just caused Xue Wei to smile. 
“First we will ask the headmaster to allow us to go,” he responded. “But the likelihood of him allowing us to go is very small, so we will sneak in one night when the rest of the academy is asleep.”

“I have walked past the forbidden area and there are no guards,” Lin Xiao said casually, “I knew you were likely to be curious about it so I went past it a few times to take a look, but I never saw anything special about it.”

“I see,” Xue Wei pondered for some time for continuing, “by the way, why are so many people gathered outside? What have you done to them to make them so interested in you?”

“We baited them with treasure,” Lin Xiao said softly, as if he was sharing a secret. “First we offered pills, then we offered formations, and now we’re offering some other pills. They were eager to get their hands on it, so now everyone is ready to jump at us whenever we walk outside.” 

“Serves you right,” Bai Tianyi laughed, clearly taking joy in their self-made misfortune.
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Chapter 15 - The Gu Lady and Yuan Young Master
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The group of four had been inside the house for around an hour talking about their experiences, the information they had gathered and just joked with one another before they finally emerged to greet the crowd once again. 

Outside the courtyard were still a large number of experts waiting patiently for them, showing distinct curiosity towards the two apparent newcomers. Could they perhaps be the ones behind the pills and the formations? 

As they exited, many glittering sets of eyes shone with excitement as they landed on Bai Tianyi. 

Although Bai Tianyi had the appearance of a child, his spiritual energy was the strongest amongst the group. Many simply surmised that he had some sort of constitution that made aging difficult, and that he was actually older than the others, thus explaining why his strength was higher. 

Sensing all these gazes being thrown at him, Bai Tianyi smiled wryly. Although he could make formations, it was not him that had made the formations being exchanged by Lin Xiao and Hei Gou, and he knew nothing about pill making at all—if he knew about it, then he would not have coerced Xue Wei into becoming an alchemist. 

The one who was being overlooked the most was Xue Wei. His Qi levels were not the highest; his spiritual energy was surpassed as well. He still only had two eyes and he didn’t even seem to be the tallest amongst them. 

In every way that one looked at it, he just appeared average, and in fact, they felt he should be proud of even being a part of this group. 

It was not before they noticed that he was walking in front of the three others that they frowned and became slightly confused. 

What follower would walk in front of their masters? That made no sense whatsoever. 

Some of the more intelligent ones present started to look at Xue Wei with another kind of gaze, one with a shining light. 

Xue Wei noticed a few of the people starting to cast their gazes towards him, and he decided that these people, the ones who could figure out so much from such little information, were the ones he would be willing to work with. 

Xue Wei preferred working with intelligent people. They knew how to behave while the less intelligent ones could cause problems or be blinded by their greed or the misguided way others tell them to behave, which end up with them sacrificing long-lasting benefits for the sake of a quick rise in power or favor with the wrong person. 

From the crowd of slightly more astute people, Xue Wei took an interest in a woman dressed in purple as well as a young man dressed in blue not too far from  her. Both of them had four eyes each; their bearing was rather outstanding, their temperaments and aura pleasant and cool. Their appearances were also amongst the cream of the crop; they were definitely no ordinary people. 

“Young Master, Young Miss, please, if you are interested, then we would like to welcome you inside,” Xue Wei said, looking directly at the two figures, and gesturing for them to enter inside. 

Hearing Xue Wei’s words, both of them were at first rather stunned, but they recomposed themselves and with a smile on their faces, accepted the invitation heartily.

“All of you stay outside,” both of them ordered the people who had come with them, while they themselves went inside. 

Both of them were core students, so they were incredibly familiar with the residence that belonged to the core students. When they stepped inside, they quickly walked with Xue Wei towards the guest room, located on the first floor where one would welcome their guests. 

Xue Wei began to brew some tea using his spiritual energy to form a flame that heated up the water, and some spiritual tea leaves he had gotten long ago while buying herbs. 

This kind of spiritual tea was a luxury back in Chang’an, but Xue Wei had never had much of a use of it, he had just purchased it at random, but now he admired his past decisions as he had a perfect reason to use it. 

A pleasant fragrance wafted throughout the room, the tea so fragrant that nobody could help but feel eager to try it out. Even Xue Wei, who was not usually into drinking tea very much, could feel how the spiritual energy within his body was starting to rotate at a faster speed than before. 

After finding some teacups, Xue Wei poured a cup of tea for each of them and sat down. While he had been brewing tea, everyone had remained silent, all of them had instead been observing him, curious as to what his purpose for inviting them in was.

As he sat down he took a sip of the fragrant tea, he felt his spiritual energy being replenished, he even had a sense that it was being saturated and even to some extent, expanded. If he had known how good and useful the tea was earlier, then he would have purchased much more spiritual tea back when he had the chance. 

Xue Wei saw how the others reacted as they also tasted the tea. Neither Lin Xiao nor Hei Gou cultivated their spiritual energy, but a big, relaxing smile spread across their face after drinking it—their souls were being nourished by the tea. 

The quartet of eyes on both the woman and the man turned focused while they tasted their tea, displaying a small amount of shock as they felt the surprisingly strong changes it did to their bodies. 

“I am Xue Wei,” Xue Wei introduced himself. “These are my brothers, Bai Tianyi, Hei Gou, and Lin Xiao,” he continued, gesturing to each of them as he announced their names.

“We have come to Yan Dalu from outside of this continent. We come from a continent called Chang’an. Chang’an is a continent where Qi cultivators are superior in numbers to spiritual cultivators, and they are also the strongest experts.

“Because of this, we have many pills and other things which are capable of aiding a cultivator who wishes to cultivate their Qi,” Xue Wei was speaking calmly, neither slow nor hurried. The pace at which he spoke was measured and tranquil, with each word he said being carefully thought out. 

“Here in Yan Dalu, everyone cultivates spiritual energy, however, this is not the only way to cultivate. I know that if you were to cultivate both Qi and spiritual energy at the same time, then the speed with which you cultivate your spiritual energy would surely decrease, however, my experience tells me that this is a worthy trade-off.

“Spiritual energy users have many benefits in a fight, and as long as one is at a range they can even be seen as invincible, however, if someone were to get close, they are as strong as a paper tiger.

“By cultivating both Qi and spiritual energy, one is capable of eliminating the disadvantages yet gaining the advantages of both. You have spiritual energy to take care of ranged attacks and Qi to deal with anything that gets close.

“However, this continent has no good martial arts for Qi cultivation, nor does it have techniques to refine heaven-and-earth essence into Qi beyond the Heavenly Warrior rank.

“Therefore, this is where we could be quite useful.” Xue Wei smiled. He had not even asked the name of these two people, neither whether they were interested in a business deal with them; he had just begun speaking, but as he spoke he could see the eagerness in all eight eyes of the young man and woman. 

“We have pills, we have formations, we have techniques: we have anything that might be useful to create Qi cultivators again,” he smiled. 

“Now tell me, are you interested?” This was his pitch. He had said what he wanted to say and now the ball was in their court. 

“My name is Gu Bing’Er,” the woman introduced herself. “I am the youngest miss of the Gu family. I am very interested in these things you can offer,” she did not hide her interest at all, her eyes shining brightly. “Apart from the Gu family, I am also a part of the Rising Sun Association. Let me know, is it the Rising Sun Association or the Gu family you wish to strike a deal with?” 

The young man was silent while the woman introduced herself, but when he saw her finishing, he quickly found an opportunity to introduce himself as well, “I am Yuan Bailong. I am similarly a member of the Rising Sun Association but also a member of the powerful Yuan family.”

“Both of you are from the Rising Sun Association?” Xue Wei raised an eyebrow in surprise. When they had been standing outside, while they were near to each other, they did not seem as if they were part of the same group. 

“Well, the Rising Sun Association is mainly controlled by three forces; the Gu family, the Baili family, and the Yuan family. Although it is one association, it has three branches, and we do not work together unless there are some outside factors that force us to band together.

“Although our families seem equal, the fact is that the Baili family is the strongest amongst the three families and it is using its powers to suppress the other two branches, both within the academy but also within the Capital itself.”

It was Yuan Bailong who told Xue Wei about this. This information was something that not many were privy to, as you had to have intimate knowledge about the actual situation and only members of the families did so, everything else was just rumors.

“I see. Well, I would be happy to do business with both of your families, and also your branches of the association. However, should we make a deal with your association, I am only doing business with your respective branches, I must speak to the leader of the Baili family before I know whether or not I wish to work with them. I do not work with stupid people.”

Although this sounded extremely arrogant, both Yuan Bailong and Gu Bing’Er felt that he had the capital to be arrogant. 

“So what would our business transaction actually involve from you and require from us?” Yuan Bailong was mostly concerned about this. 

“Well, the first thing we need to do is purify the Qi within your followers and family members,” Xue Wei said with a sigh. “It is not difficult to raise their rank to Ordinary Knights, but if you want to be able to advance in rank any further, then you need to have purified your Qi to a reasonable level. With your current techniques, it will never be pure enough to advance in rank.

“All the Qi you guys have refined has come from passively absorbing the heaven-and-earth essence. It is not the actual result of cultivation, and if we wish for you to be able to cultivate later, then we need to do something about the purity.

“Fortunately enough, I have a recipe for a Qi Purity Pill, a very simple pill that can be taken in batches and helps purify the Qi. It is also used when one consumes too many low ranked pills and get pill impurities building up in their bodies, then these Qi Purity Pills can get rid of the waste.

“Right now I have around two hundred of these pills, but I will need to refine a couple of thousands if not tens of thousands to be of any real use to you guys since there is so many of you.” Xue Wei sighed. “Fortunately, each batch produces around fifteen pills, so it should not take too long.”

“After that, I will hand you some Qi cultivation techniques that allow you to absorb and refine the heaven-and-earth essence properly. Finally, I will teach you martial art techniques and then provide you with the pills that will help increase your strength.”

Listening to Xue Wei, the eyes of Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong were filled with astonishment. They had never expected that Xue Wei had planned so far ahead and had all the things they were lacking. They just thought he would throw them some pills or formations and that was it, but it seemed as if he had truly thought it through and was willing to assist them significantly. 

“What do you want from us in return?” Gu Bing’Er asked tentatively, she was worried that Xue Wei was going to ask for something impossible, but Xue Wei just snickered. “We will need some herbs, some gold coins, and your support. We also need some help deciphering some information and locating where some rumors might have originated from,” he said slowly so that they could hear every single word he said. 
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Chapter 16 - Striking a Deal
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“We would be happy to provide any herbs we have,” Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong both promised. “Gold is also no problem as we can provide you with a handsome amount of wealth. We’d be happy to give you our support too; we are grateful for this deal after all.

“But these are something that our families can provide, not something from our Rising Sun Association, so what should our association provide you with in return?” 

“Merits,” Xue Wei grinned. “Here, merit points are everything, so we have a great need for many merits;  naturally, we will need to get our hands on as many as we can.”

“Merits are not impossible,” Yuan Bailong affirmed with a nod. “I am sure that the entire Yuan branch is willing to trade all their merit points to become much stronger. Those who do not wish to use their merits don’t need to, but they should not expect to get a piece of the pie then.”

Hearing his decisive answer, Xue Wei was initially surprised, but he soon smiled and felt much better. He had been worried about how he should get his hands on the merit points to provide for himself and the others, but now it seemed that it was more than possible. 

“Well then, go home and discuss with your families,” Xue Wei smiled at them. He was aware that the families would not go against the wishes of these two young people, but he also understood that they could not make the final decision as they did not have the authority to speak for the entire family. 

They nodded their heads in response and finished the last of their tea. “We will return to our families right away and hand over your proposal. We will return tomorrow morning with an answer.”

Although they were not in the same families, the relationship between the Yuan and the Gu family appeared to be good, and their families worked similarly, so they were naturally in agreement with the other’s response. 

Xue Wei nodded his head and led the two guests out the door. There were still many waiting outside, and when they saw them exit the house, they exploded into a huge uproar.

Many could piece together that they had managed to come to some sort of agreement, and they were all curious to know exactly what kind of agreement it was. However, neither Gu Bing’Er nor Yuan Bailong said anything, both of them instead gathered the men and women they had left outside the courtyard and exited right away, aiming to return to their families as soon as possible. 

It did not take long before the rumors about Xue Wei meeting those two spread, and everyone started to wonder what the deal they could have made might be. 

But while the rumors started circulating, Xue Wei was busy in the pill refinement room, refining batch after batch of Qi Purity Pills. 

They were not difficult to create, and the herbs needed to make them were plentiful in his storage treasure. Unfortunately, because they were not difficult, he did not gain much benefit from refining them either, his spiritual energy level not rising by anything noteworthy. 

Still, it did not make him any less focused while refining pills. His eyes never left the cauldron, and his movements were fluid and smooth; clearly, he was now much more experienced with the refinement process and was capable of creating quite a few pills rather quickly. 

He concocted pills for the entire day and night, not stopping until the sun had started to rise. 

Although the difficulty of refining the Qi Purity Pill was rather low, it still required spiritual energy to control and use the flames, so by the end, he had consumed all the spiritual energy within his mind palace, it was now completely empty. 

Returning to the room, he found some pills that replenished spiritual energy and sat down to cultivate while circulating the medicinal energy in his body, slowly feeling how his drained out mind was slowly becoming alive again. 

His Golden Dragon had lost much of its luster when he had used all his spiritual energy, but it was quickly returning to its dazzling shade of gold that it usually had, making him feel refreshed and renewed within a few hours.

The morning came and together with it was Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong. Both of them were there early, yet not too early, as they feared that they would trouble Xue Wei and the others. 

When they arrived, it was around the time for breakfast to have finished, and they quickly entered the house with excited expressions on their faces. 

As soon as they entered the guest room, both of them began recounting what happened after they had left the previous day. 

“When we left, we went straight for our families’ homes in the courtyard,” Yuan Bailong said with a smile on his face. “I requested a meeting with the grand elder and the patriarch, and after telling both of them about the situation, they were eager to know more about you.

“When they heard that we could potentially become a more prominent family due to the advantages you described about becoming more powerful Qi cultivators, they were especially eager to try it out. Not long after, they called all the elders to a meeting to decide whether or not we should accept this offer or let it go.

“There were a few elders who do not believe that humans should bother with Qi cultivation, and a few who were worried that splitting our attention would cause us to become weaker.” 
Yan Bailong had started to appear concerned as he was recounting, but he could not help his lips curling into a smile as he finished, “but even so, the majority were eager to try it out, and in the end, we received permission to continue this business deal with you.”

“The same happened in my family,” Gu Bing’Er said as a smile also appeared on her lips. “We have not had the time to talk with the people from our Association yet, but I plan on speaking with them later on today. I will do as Yuan Bailong said yesterday too, and let people decide on their own whether or not they wish to join this endeavor. If they do not wish to join, then they will not be forced.”

Hearing this, Xue Wei nodded his head in approval of their way of handling things. Forcing someone would never be a good idea, but who wouldn’t be willing to increase their strength? 

Xue Wei smiled when he heard their words, and then he waved his hand, causing dozens of jade bottles to appear on the table in the middle of the room.

Within each of these jade bottles was twenty pills, so quite a lot of pills had appeared. Xue Wei looked towards Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong and began, “these pills are the first batch of Qi Purity Pills. A person should take around three to four of these pills and then their Qi should be cleansed.

“I did not have time to refine more than this today, so at the start, you have to be selective with who you are giving the pills to.” 

Both Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong nodded their heads and were filled with reverence towards Xue Wei as they took half of the bottles each. 

“Here,” each of them handing over a different emblem to Xue Wei, “these emblems allow you to enter our families’ establishments as you please. Also, you must make a list of the herbs you will need and send it to us as soon as possible so that we can help you with finding them.”

“Thank you,” Xue Wei smiled at them and saw them off before returning to the guest room where his other three friends still were waiting for him.

“What do you need these rare herbs for?” Hei Gou asked curiously. Usually, if Xue Wei wanted herbs he could just buy them, why did he need these families to help? 

“I am going to try concocting one-colored Rainbow Pills,” Xue Wei grinned. “They are the most challenging pills I will have ever created so far, and I have most of the things needed—including the rare minerals and gems—but I need some rare herbs.” 

When Xue Wei said that he was going to make a Rainbow Pill, everyone had been staring at him with excitement. These pills were legendary back in Chang’an, they could do so much for the consumer, and they were one of the things that everyone sought. 

“Thing is, if I go out and look for these herbs myself, someone might realize that I am actually planning on crafting a Rainbow Pill, and then we might be in danger. Rainbow Pills are very rare and wonderful, and if someone wants them then we might not be able to fight back.” 

The others nodded their heads. The reason he had chosen these intelligent people was because he trusted that even if they figured out that he was able to concoct Rainbow Pills, then they would not harm him in an attempt to steal the pills, but would instead curry favor with him in an attempt to get some pills in a proper way. 

“I need to rest a bit more, then I will concoct some more pills,” Xue Wei said while yawning. “I will make as many pills as I can so we can return to the Soul Tower without making them impatient. Then when we return from the Soul Tower next, we will head to the forbidden area, so get as much information about the place as you can while I’m busy.”

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou nodded their heads with serious expressions on their faces. They understood that this was quite important and that it was likely they would have to sneak in, should the headmaster not let them go in normally. 

Although there was a chance that they would be allowed to enter, the likelihood was probably quite small, and thus they had to prepare for if they were declined. 

Like this, a few days went by where Xue Wei was in the pill refinement room all the time, refining thousands of Qi Purity Pills. He left all the pills with Lin Xiao and Hei Gou, together with some techniques and skills. 

Although Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were not around, they still needed to adhere to their part of the deal with the Gu and Yuan families, and therefore they left distribution to Lin Xiao and Hei Gou once again. 

Having spoken with Gu Bing’Er and Yuan Bailong a final time and informing them that Lin Xiao and Hei Gou would deal with the things they needed, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi quickly returned to the tower. 

This time, Xue Wei managed to get to the sixth floor in no time. The pressure was still heavy, but he felt as if it was not so heavy that he could not move so then he tried to test himself as he went towards the staircase leading to the seventh floor. 

Bai Tianyi had not rushed to the eighth floor as usual, he had instead stayed with Xue Wei to see whether or not he could successfully advance to the next floor, and together they took one step at a time up the staircase. 

It took Xue Wei a full hour to advance from the stairs to the seventh floor, and as soon as he reached the seventh floor, he sat down, not daring to head towards the eighth floor. 

“I’ll be back later,” Bai Tianyi said as he drifted effortlessly like a breeze to the eighth floor, where he then sat down and let the clustered energy enter his body at a rapid pace, absorbing it and refining it. 

Xue Wei closed his eyes and saw how the golden dragon spirit within his mind was growing stronger at a speed visible to the naked eye. 

The Soul Tower was truly magical. The speed of cultivation was so fast inside that it was incomparable to his speed ever before, but this was still further helped by his Azure Dragon blood. Even the extremely talented experts from Yan Dalu were not as fast at advancing as Xue Wei was, within the Soul Tower. 
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Chapter 17 - Sky Knight Pill
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Time went by like water flows down a river. While Xue Wei was busy cultivating within the Soul Tower, the Gu and Yuan families were strengthening their Qi. None of them were making a fuss about it and made sure to keep everything about their deal under wraps, so that news never spread. 

Many still tried to socialize with Lin Xiao and Hei Gou for the sake of getting information or maybe some pills or formations—they would do everything within their power to start a relationship with them. 

Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong often came to visit them, bringing with them news about their families’ strength and the differences they had experienced since they began their Qi cultivation. 

Both Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong were filled with excitement as they saw the family elders grow in strength, their fathers and mothers as well. 

It has to be said that, although they were advancing in strength, the majority of them were only first or second layer of the Ordinary Knight rank—a rank similar to the people from the academy who had gotten a pill from Lin Xiao and Hei Gou earlier. But if one were to look at their combat strength, the academy students would be completely eclipsed by the ones from the Gu and Yuan families because of their purified Q. 

There was a major difference between Qi that one had purified and refined attentively and Qi that had been purified naturally while one was busy doing other things. 

Although the people of Yan Dalu looked down upon Qi cultivation, they were now starting to find it interesting and novel. They had long since known about the strength of the Primordial Beasts who cultivated Qi seriously, and that they were not in any way inferior to those that cultivated spiritual energy. 

And therefore they also understood that if they could wield both this overwhelmingly strong Qi and at the same time the spiritual energy of the mind, then they would be able to increase their strength tremendously. 

And even better was that if this advancement was reserved solely for a few families, then although the Gu and Yuan families would not be able to shake the other royal families, they would be second only to the Royals themselves. 

Currently, they were ranked the second and third strongest of the three major families within the capital and the continent—not counting the royal family— but it was impossible for them to defeat the Baili family without more strength. 

The Baili family has been the strongest family within the capital for thousands of years; no one has had the chance to challenge them. It was not that the Gu and the Yuan families had not wanted to do so, they simply did not have the power, even if they ganged up together. 

Now things were changing. The Baili family were still as proud and arrogant as before, but there was now a light at the end of the tunnel for the Gu and the Yuan families. They saw a way to reverse their situation. 

Xue Wei knew nothing about this power struggle, neither did he care about the fact that the two figures he had picked out of all the people present might cause a storm to appear within the capital. All that mattered to him was that he was getting everything he requested and that the people he worked with were smart. 

This time, Xue Wei stayed within the Soul Tower for a full month and a half, during which he had managed to reach the stairs leading to the eighth floor.

Unfortunately, he had never been alone on the seventh floor, so he had been incapable of summoning out the golden dragon spirit to advance under its protection. 

In the time Xue Wei had spent cultivating his spiritual energy on the seventh floor, he had successfully broken through to the third layer of the Earth Knight rank, maintaining his rather rapid rate of advancement. 

Xue Wei was feeling quite satisfied with his performance when he saw Bai Tianyi come down from the eighth floor staircase and revealed a wry smile on his face as he shook his head. Bai Tianyi had already advanced to the seventh layer of the Earth Knight rank, a speed so rapid that no one could compare.

It was not only Xue Wei who was reacting upon seeing Bai Tianyi; the other two experts within the seventh floor looked at him too, unable to withdraw the astonishment in their faces. 

The experts had started to pay quite a bit of attention towards Bai Tianyi ever since they witnessed his feat of entering the ninth floor, and they had also started taking notice of his cultivation base too.

Seeing the lights that showed Bai Tianyi had mainly spent his time on the eighth floor, everyone had expected that it was because the pressure on the ninth floor was simply too dreadful for him to manage consistently, but his speed of advancing in rank was just as horrifying as the fact that he had entered the ninth floor. 

They had already been stunned silly by Xue Wei’s speed of advance, yet comparing the two of them was like comparing the heavens to the earth. 

The experts within the seventh floor felt floored, in fact, they even felt incredibly embarrassed. They were seen as the peerless geniuses of the Garden of Shadows, but the truth was that they could not even compare to a ten-year-old child who had joined the academy for less than half a year. 

Even Xue Wei was considered a genius amongst geniuses with his advancement speed, but compared to Bai Tianyi, he was still barely worth mentioning. 

Xue Wei did not mind though. He understood that Bai Tianyi was using a shortcut. His entire body was made from soul power and spiritual energy. He had no such thing as ‘bottlenecks’ in his cultivation, nor did he have any problems storing energy within his body. 

Bai Tianyi was also quite eager to absorb as much energy as possible. He wanted to age, he was simply tired of being a ten-year-old child, no one would take him seriously with this body—or they just thought he was some kind of freaky ancient expert.

They were, of course, not completely wrong— he was a freaky ancient expert—but he had taken the shape of a child out of necessity to escape his sword form as soon as possible. Now he wanted to be a suave young man with a handsome appearance and elegant bearing. He wanted to be who he truly was, not some child. 

Xue Wei smiled as he saw Bai Tianyi’s annoyance expressed on his face but said nothing about it, instead he stood up, and the two exited the tower together. 

Returning to the courtyard, they found Mo Yi and Mo Er chatting with one another in a corner of the front courtyard, next to the lake. 

Their heads were close together, with their brows furrowed as they seemed to be discussing something very serious, but when they saw Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi arrive, their eyes widened in surprise before they quickly grew a smile on their faces and walked towards the returning pair. 

Once again, Xue Wei felt as if there was something wrong with the Mo brothers so he could not help but ask, “what made you look so worried just before?”

“Oh we just wondered if we should put some carps into the pond,” Mo Yi said with a smile, but while Mo Yi seemed completely calm, Xue Wei noticed that Mo Er’s eyes flickered from side to side. 

Seeing this suspicious movement, one of Xue Wei’s eyebrows rose in surprise, but he said nothing. He just gave Mo Yi and Mo Er a long glance once more, before he returned to the house. 

“Why are you so distrusting of those two?” Bai Tianyi could not help but ask. It was not Xue Wei’s natural personality to be distrusting towards others, so there had to be some reason behind it. 

“A feeling,” Xue Wei frowned. “I am not sure as to what exactly is the problem,” he admitted. “I just feel as if there is an issue with the two of them, something is telling me that they have a hidden agenda here.”

“I see.” Bai Tianyi had not paid much attention to them because they were both rather weak so even if they had planned something, it was limited in what they could actually do to them. But when listening to Xue Wei’s words, he also glanced at the two children that were in the distance, once again bowing their heads together and muttering words that no one could hear. 

This in itself was quite strange as a spiritual energy cultivator should be capable of hearing what they were saying from this distance, but Bai Tianyi could not hear a word. Within his heart, he started to understand what Xue Wei meant when he said that something was not as simple as it seemed. 

When Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi reached the house, they found that both Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong were also there. All four waiting were pleasantly surprised the moment they saw Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi walk in through the door. 

“We just came to announce the current progress of our families,” Yuan Bailong said with a smile towards Xue Wei, “Who would have thought we would run into you at the same time.”

“To be honest, we really have to thank you for your help,” Gu Bing’er said with a flush on her face, “not only have you helped us and our families find a way to get stronger:You have also worked as a matchmaker between the two of us.”

It seemed that Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong had gotten rather close to one another in the time they had been working together, whenever one of them came to talk with them, the other would always follow. 

Even on the academy grounds, the two were often seen together, and it seemed as if the two families had even started talking with one another about a marriage proposal. 

Many were following this curiously. They never expected that the Yuan and the Gu family would truly stand side-by-side as they were now, they hadn’t even expected that they would dare to do so. 

“We have to request that you start the next batch of pills,” Yuan Bailong said slightly awkwardly. “We have already purified the Qi of all members of our families who we are completely sure of their loyalty, but we are still not strong enough to take on the Baili family.

“Although I expect you do not wish to join the battle between the Baili family and our families, I am afraid the Baili family will already have assumed that you have sided with us. They are rather arrogant, and they refuse to let any threat live.

“Before we were safe because our two families did not interact much, but after Bing’er and I have gotten together, they have started moving against us. They will not let us unite.”

Xue Wei pondered for some time, but then he nodded his head. “It is no problem for me to begin the next couple of pills,” he admitted. 

“I can also make some new pills you might want. They are called the ‘Sky Knight Pill.’ It will instantly raise a user’s Qi levels to the ninth layer of the Sky Knight rank. It is not an unstable foundation either, however, after consuming it, you will never again be able to advance your Qi levels.

“In case you have some members of your family who have a poor aptitude for Qi cultivation, they might want these pills. Just make sure that everyone is aware of what it entails to consume a Sky Knight Pill. No one is to be forced.”

Both Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong’s numerous eyes shone with excitement. It was indeed true that, amongst the people they had, some of them were incapable of ever reaching the Sky Knight rank in Qi levels without this pill because they simply did not have the talent. Thus, being offered some Sky Knight Pills filled them both with excitement.

“How many people do you have with a subpar talent for Qi cultivation?” Xue Wei asked to measure how many pills he needed to create. Before they had time to think about an answer, he shook his head, “go back and count. In the meanwhile, I will make some Qi Gathering Pills to distribute to those who do not wish to use the Sky Knight Pill.”
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It wasn’t long before Xue Wei began to concoct pills. He had received a large number of herbs from the deal, particularly all the ones he needed to make many Sky Knight Pills.
The Sky Knight Pill was something he would never consume of course, but others were not as talented; thus they would benefit greatly from this pill. 
Since this was the case, Xue Wei expected that each family would have quite a few experts who would be willing to consume the Sky Knight Pill—some of them might not even have bad talent but would be blinded by the tremendous rise in strength.
All of these experts were from Yan Dalu, they had previously been incapable of breaking through to the Knight rank in Qi cultivation, and to suddenly be given the choice of an instant rise to the Sky Knight Rank, it was obvious that they would be willing to take the sudden, but limiting rise in strength as it was just a secondary energy to them.

Xue Wei felt that it was a shame to give up future prospects for a momentary gain but he was not in a position to argue about the decision made by the two families, especially as their current decision suited his interests. They had a pleasant agreement right now, so Xue Wei didn’t find it necessary to hold their hands and make decisions for them.

This was also why he was only interested in working with intelligent people—the ones he would not have to guide. 

The Sky Knight Pill was not easy to concoct, but it was not overly complicated either. Each batch produced five to eight pills, and these pills were all of the best quality, ready to be given to the Gu and Yuan families. 

Xue Wei concocted for a full night; by the time he finished, he had filled many jade bottles with batch after batch of pills. 

When dawn broke through, Xue Wei finally stopped his pill-concocting spree and rubbed his eyes. Although he was no longer a normal mortal in need of sleep, he still felt exhausted after producing that many pills. 

“Take a rest for now,” Lin Xiao said as he saw the dark circles around Xue Wei’s eyes, “we will find Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong when you have rested enough. Even if they are eager to get the pills, they should accept waiting a bit.”

In fact, neither Gu bing’er nor Yuan Bailong has expected that the pills would be ready already. Both of them had expected that it would take Xue Wei at least a few weeks to create enough pills for their entire families—they had forgotten or were just unaware that each concoction of pills produced more than one pill each, making it much quicker to create the pills needed.

When Xue Wei heard Lin Xiao’s words, he nodded his head and went to his room. Kicking off his shoes, he did not even remove his outer robes but allowed himself to collapse on the bed. Practically the moment his head landed on the pillow, his eyes were closed, and he had quickly drifted off into a restless, troubled slumber.

Xue Wei started having a strange dream as he slept through the daylight. In the dream, he was standing on a massive battlefield but was all alone as there was no one else alive.

The ground was littered with corpses as far as he could see, both the corpses of humans and beasts alike. Blood was flowing like muddy rivers through the trampled ground, and rain was dripping from the grey skies.

Xue Wei was the only living creature within the dream, and he stood above all others. His body was restless; bloodlust was invading his body, and the roar of a dragon was reverberating through his mind, though not only the roar of a dragon resounded there, there was also the sound of an intimidating and unfamiliar bird screech. 

His body was beyond his control; it was constantly changing from his human shape to the azure dragon shape and back to his human form. Sometimes it was as if it was changing to another shape as well—a gigantic bird, but he was unable to make heads nor tails out of this strange shape and even though his body tried to take on this form, it never fully succeeded, as if it was sealed by something.

Xue Wei felt pain within his body. It was as if something was being torn, but he was unable to determine what exactly was going on. 

When he finally could no longer bear the pain, his body jolted, and he awoke with a shock. Sweat had beaded on his forehead, and his hand was trembling. 

He stroked his chin, unsure of what could have happened to him. Usually, when he slept, he did not dream, but this time he had a strange dream that he could not control and that even shook him to the core. 

He exited the room and found Mo Yi going past at the right time, “please draw a bath for me,” he requested, and Mo Yi quickly nodded his head in acceptance. 

It was quite a coincidence that Mo Yi was outside at the exact time that he needed him, but he did not think too much of it. 

His clothes were drenched in cold sweat, and his mind was in disarray. He could not help but feel that something was off about the dream he had earlier.

He could understand his transformation to the azure dragon but what was happening with the bird shadow that he had seen?

Frowning, Xue Wei considered all his clues, but there were really too few; he could not determine what was right and what was wrong anymore.

In the end, he sighed and shook his head. He would not forget the dream, but now was not the time to begin pondering the meaning of a dream, he had a lot of things he needed to do so that he could get to the Demon Phoenix continent.

The sleep had not caused him to feel rested as he wished but the warm bath relaxed his taut nerves, and he finally managed to unwind and recover some energy. 

After the bath, he quickly changed into another set of red robes before he exited the house and headed towards the courtyards of Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong.

Gu Bing’er’s house was the closest, and when he arrived, he found that she was living together with other members of the Gu family. All of these members were descendants of the elders or were, in some way, of great talent within the family, so when they saw Xue Wei, they quickly went to fetch Gu Bing’er. None of them dared to treat Xue Wei with the tiniest bit of arrogance.

In fact, all of them knew of the Sky Knight Pill he’d promised and even though they, personally, had all decided not to consume it, they all still felt greatly tempted to try it out. 

They also knew that these pills would make their entire family change in a great way, so Xue Wei was considered their benefactor, and thus he was treated with great reverence, similarly as if he was their grandfather.

Gu Bing’er was not present when Xue Wei arrived, but he was not in a rush, so he waited for her to return. The other Gu family members who were present in the house had already sent someone out to fetch her so she could make his acquaintance as soon as possible.

At this point the other people in the house had brewed some tea for Xue Wei, and they were doing their best to be accommodating but unfortunately, no one knew what to speak about, and thus the room descended into an uncomfortable silence with the only sound coming from the teacup as Xue Wei lifted and sipped from it from time to time.

Xue Wei felt helpless. He knew these people were all looking at him with reverence, none of them daring to speak out of fear of angering him in some way, but Xue Wei really wasn’t such a scary person. 

Fortunately, he was saved when Gu Bing’er arrived. Her face was slightly red making her seem adorable and flustered.Clearly, she had rushed back to the house as fast as she could. 

“What brings you to our humble abode?” she asked politely, her eyes shining with excitement as she saw Xue Wei waving his hand and a few jade bottles appearing, with the scent of medicines spreading through the room. 

The hearts of all present started beating rapidly. This could only be the Sky Knight Pills they had been hearing about, however, was it not too soon to have produced these pills? They had only been told about them the day before.

Noticing the surprise in their eyes, Xue Wei explained, “I had the herbs needed, so I made a few hundred pills for each family. Take these and bring them back to your elders, but be sure not to get robbed on the way.” 

Having said this, Xue Wei got to his feet, bowed in thanks to his hosts for his tea, and swiftly made his way out of the courtyard, heading straight towards the one belonging to Yuan Bailong. 

Here, the same scene played out. Yuan Bailong was not immediately present, and the ones who were quickly tried to please him while they impatiently prayed in their hearts that Yuan Bailong would arrive soon so that they did not have to be so scared for what Xue Wei might request of them.

It was not that these people had no idea to strengthen their relationship with him, they just feared that they might insult him instead, and considering he was already working with their families, they would be seen as traitors if they inadvertently messed up this transaction.

After delivering the pills to Yuan Bailong, Xue Wei also warned him about not allowing the pills to be stolen, and then he exited their courtyard and returned home. 

“Tianyi, we are returning to the Soul Tower,” he said as he entered the room and found all three of his friends waiting inside.

“We are going to enter the ninth floor as soon as possible. I am currently able to enter the seventh floor, and we will use the golden dragon spirit to enter the eighth floor.” 

“Sure,” Bai Tianyi nodded his head casually and stretched his body. Looking towards Lin Xiao and Hei Gou, he told them, “if Gu Bing’er or Yuan Bailong comes looking for him, then tell them we will be back in a month at the latest. They should not encounter too many issues within a month anyway.”

Having said this, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi walked through the academy heading for the Soul Tower. When they arrived at the academy, many were originally looking at them because it was rare to see that many two-eyed experts there, especially one so young, but now it was moreso because everyone knew of Bai Tianyi’s achievement. He had reached the ninth floor!

Every major faction had wanted to reel him into their own group, but ever since he had exited the Soul Tower, he had been in their courtyard and thus they had no opportunity to speak with him. Now things were different though, and as soon as he was seen, many rushed back to tell their superiors. 

Some even rushed to the Soul Tower to rouse the people who were in charge of their factions and associations as they were cultivating—no one willing to lag behind. 

“You seem to have become a celebrity,” Xue Wei said with a smile on his face, causing Bai Tianyi to change his own expression into a grimace of disdain. 

“I am no celebrity, I am just stronger than them, and they want to abuse me for their own personal benefits.” 

Xue Wei shrugged his shoulders. The group had no interest in joining any of the factions, in fact, they were not interested in having anything to do with this continent’s politics; they just wanted to move on, and to do so they had to solve the mystery. They did not want to have any ties to the continent when they left, as they would likely never return again. 

“They are like a starving wolf seeing a juicy steak,” Xue Wei could not help but laugh as he saw how many people were rushing towards them from all corners of the roads, all of them having their many eyes locked on the face of Bai Tianyi. Their expressions were trying to appear aloof, but greed flashed across many of their eyes.
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Bai Tianyi and Xue Wei smiled amiably and seemed very friendly towards the many people who were rushing towards them. However, neither of them said anything, nor did they answer questions when they were bombarded by the group of late arrivals. 

“Will you be willing to dine with me? Such an outstanding genius should be treated to the best of the best!” 

“Don’t listen to him, come with me to my home and my wife will cook you food that cannot be compared to anything at all!”

“He is a genius; food is not what he needs! Listen, young man, come with me, and I will offer you some resources that can make your cultivation base increase rapidly, come have a talk with me, and my uncle will give you a lot of these cultivation resources, okay?”

“You idiot, those cultivation methods will ruin his foundations! There is no such thing as a free lunch in the world.Fast advances bring with them dangers!” 

Like this, they were all arguing over the top of each other, roaring their offers to Bai Tianyi like a herd of wild beasts, all of them pretending to speak to a child, and making Xue Wei snicker slightly as he saw how Bai Tianyi’s face was turning black with anger. 

“I am busy.” Bai Tianyi’s cold voice suddenly cut through the many offers that were being sent forward towards him. He then looked at Xue Wei and gestured for him to continue forward towards the Soul Tower. 

Xue Wei just shrugged his shoulders. He knew that Bai Tianyi would never join any of the factions here, so he casually followed behind the annoyed young-looking boy. 

No one dared to be too pushy towards them as they did not want to have the opposite effect that pushes them towards their opponents, but a few of the more powerful groups had malice flashing within their eyes when they saw how Bai Tianyi had snubbed them this day.

They would use some more ruthless methods next time and seeing how Bai Tianyi was treating Xue Wei; perhaps they could use him as a way to get what they wanted. 

But before they dared to act, they had to get some more information. Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were not average people. Both of them had only two eyes each, but the talent they had displayed was so outstanding that they did not lose out to four or perhaps even five-eyed experts. 

Since this was the case, they had to have some sort of outstanding background or identity, so they needed to tread carefully.

Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were unaware of what these groups were thinking, but even if they knew, they would just sneer in annoyance and not really care. 

If they were so easily dealt with, they would not have been able to escape unscathed as many times as they had back on Chang’an. They had quite some faith in their own survivability. 

As they reached the Soul Tower, many were looking at them curiously. Although the people here today had not seen them before, all of them knew about Bai Tianyi and his features. He was the only one who had reached the ninth floor, so he was a legend amongst the academy already.

Xue Wei was also somewhat famous as he had displayed some outstanding talent whilst only having two eyes. Many had the impression of him being some special primordial beast who was talented in spiritual energy, and only a few knew that the group that came from another continent included these two small monsters.

The visitors from the other continent were shrouded in mystery. The only ones that could be identified were Lin Xiao and Hei Gou. The other two were so mysterious that no one seemed to have any idea what they looked like—and seeing as these two had such weak spiritual cultivation bases—there was no one who would connect the two monsters from the Soul Tower to the two visitors. 

As they entered the Soul Tower, Xue Wei felt the great pressure bearing down on his soul as usual, but it was not as overwhelming as he remembered it. Together with Bai Tianyi, they started ascending the tower once again. 

He was slightly nervous. He knew that if he wished to reach the ninth floor, he would have to rely on the protection of the golden dragon spirit to shroud him on the eighth floor but to be able to summon the golden dragon spirit, he needed to ensure that no one saw it. He prayed that there were no people on the seventh floor and that it would be possible for him to quickly reach the ninth floor. 

When they reached the sixth floor, Xue Wei finally felt the pressure of the soul power grow rather dense, and as he reached the seventh floor, his steps were slow, and his feet dragged behind him. Sweat was starting to bead on his forehead, and his breathing became shallow. 

As he stepped onto the seventh floor, he found that there was only one expert present. Xue Wei had seen this expert before on this level, and it was hard to doubt that he was one of the most talented experts in the entire academy. 

When he sensed Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi enter the room, the expert opened one eye slightly, leaving the other three closed, and after glancing at the two of them, he closed the eye again to continue focusing wholly on cultivating. 

“Stay here and wait for him to leave,” Bai Tianyi muttered before he continued upwards to the eighth floor. 

Xue Wei nodded his head and sat down. Although he was slightly impatient, he quickly emptied his mind of all thoughts and began to focus fully on cultivating. 

Every now and then, Xue Wei would open his eyes to observe whether or not he was alone on the floor. But instead of seeing the person leave, unfortunately, another one arrived.

His expression remained calm, but he could not help but feel slightly annoyed. He was on a tight schedule, he needed to figure out the problem behind the mystery within a specific time frame, but now he was forced to waste even more time. 

The only benefit with this waiting was that he could cultivate at the same time; if he were not gaining extra strength while doing this, then he would have lost his patience long ago. 

After a few days had passed waiting for an opening, Xue Wei sighed as he stood up and stretched his stiff body, but still, the level was not emptied out, and in fact, now they were four people on the floor. 

His frustration beginning to outweigh his patience, Xue Wei contemplated what to do, and then he had an idea. He began to wander the floor, further and further towards the stairs leading towards the eighth floor. Every step was like a war against himself. 

He felt the heavy pressure weighing down upon him; he felt the soul power crashing into his mind and even with the golden dragon refining it as fast as it possibly could, it still felt like trying to run while wading through a deep lake. 

His legs began to tremble, and the sweat dripped like rain from his forehead, but he was not giving up. From time to time, he would look behind him to see whether or not anyone was observing him, but after numerous glances, he realized that they were not paying any attention to him at all, and a smile broke out on his lips.

He continued forward until he could go no further, where he halted, checking behind him one last time before just taking the risk and summoning the golden dragon. 

The moment the golden dragon spirit appeared, it wrapped itself around Xue Wei’s body, and he felt the pressure on him lifting like magic. 

Not wasting even a second and without another glance behind, he rushed upstairs the moment he felt the pressure lifting. The longer he waited, the more likely he was to be discovered, after all. 

As he reached the eighth floor, he found that Bai Tianyi was sitting in the middle of the lonely room, looking exceptionally bored. 

He did not need to do anything special to cultivate, he did not need to do anything else than just sit still, and his body would naturally change it to spiritual energy. 

He did not seem at all like a ten year old child.He seemed like a carefree and casual person who had the world in his hands. 

“Oh, they left?” He asked when he saw Xue Wei appearing with a golden dragon spirit wrapped around his body.
Xue Wei shook his head and sighed, “I was not patient at all,” he admitted. 

“Did they see?” Bai Tianyi frowned slightly. It was a risk to summon the golden dragon spirit when others were nearby, but he trusted Xue Wei and would never go against his wishes. 

Xue Wei shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t think so,” he said, “but I cannot say for sure. The moment I summoned the spirit, I rushed upstairs, so they might have seen a bit of it, but they probably haven’t—at least not all of it .” 

Bai Tianyi shook his head. For once Xue Wei had been impulsive, but he understood the impatience Xue Wei felt. They were on a tight schedule; the sooner they got clues, the better.

“Well we will gain nothing from brooding over the issue anymore,” Xue Wei sighed, knowing he had been slightly out of character and impatient, “let’s go to the ninth floor.”

Bai Tianyi was also aware that there was no way they would be able to change anything that had already happened, so instead of harping on about it, he stood up, and the two of them moved towards the stairs. 

After Xue Wei summoned the golden dragon spirit, he was incapable of feeling the pressure. He could simply no longer sense it.The dragon just absorbed the energy as fast as it could, gulping down the soul power like a bottomless hole, seemingly unable to become full. 

The golden dragon spirit was similar to Bai Tianyi’s body; both of them were made out of pure energy and could absorb spiritual energy with inherent proficiency. 

As long as the golden dragon spirit was out, his cultivation would rise at a speed completely unlike before. At the same time, he could now enter the ninth floor. 

Although he was tempted to stay on the eighth floor for some time and cultivate with the golden dragon spirit, Xue Wei decided to wait with this until he had solved the mystery of the ninth floor. 

The walk towards the ninth floor was casual and carefree; the pressure was not at all capable of controlling him anymore. As they reached the ninth floor, they found that the pressure was still nowhere present as Bai Tianyi had observed previously, so Xue Wei retrieved the golden dragon spirit and began walking around the floor, looking at everything around him. 

As he looked around, he found nothing special on the floor, it was just as bare as Bai Tianyi had told him, but something kept telling him that there was more to this floor than meets the eye. 

After a bit of time pacing around the room, he found that there were some red marks on the walls all around. At first, he thought it was a decoration, though the longer he looked, the more he frowned. 

The red marks came in different shades.Some even seemed to be freshly painted, while others seemed to be old and almost black with age. Upon closer inspection, accompanied by the colored marks were small indentations resembling scratch marks all over the walls too. When one looked at it all casually, it looked like a decoration, but when examining it, Xue Wei found that all the walls were filled with scratch marks and both new and old traces of—there was no denying it—blood. 

Although there was blood painted on the walls, there was no scent of blood in the air, and both the floor and the ceiling was completely white, with no signs of blood or scratches at all. 

Looking at this, Xue Wei frowned. What was the reason behind these bloodied marks? Was the ninth floor perhaps not meant to be traversed but a place where people were being sacrificed to feed the soul tower with soul power? Xue Wei was unsure, but he understood they had to leave as soon as possible. 
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The blood was clearly something that had appeared over a long period of time. Some of it was fresh, some was very old, but all of it seemed grim under the light that illuminated the Soul Tower.

Bai Tianyi was frowning just as Xue Wei was, neither of them felt comfortable about what they were seeing. It seemed that something unspeakable was happening at the top of the Soul Tower, but if something like that was happening here, why was the floor not forbidden to access? 

And even more puzzling, how did the people who had left the bloodied marks even manage to get there? It seemed that this made no sense, and both of them could not make any head nor tail of what they saw.

Apart from the bloody scratches on the walls, there were no other signs of terror on the entire floor, in fact, there was nothing else at all on the entire floor, it was completely bare. 

“Let us leave,” Xue Wei said with a low voice, resummoning the Golden dragon spirit and then descending down the stairs. Neither of them spoke, both were uncomfortable with what they had seen on the ninth floor, and neither of them could get the thought of the ten missing people a day out of their mind. 

As the two reached the seventh floor, Xue Wei made the golden dragon vanish back inside again. He instantly felt the pressure bearing down upon him, and he felt as if all blood in his body started flowing in reverse. A metallic taste appeared in his throat. 

Suppressing the blood at the back of his throat, Xue Wei struggled towards the stairs leading down to the sixth floor, then slowly walked to the fifth and finally was able to exit the tower at a brisk pace.

Once again, their ascending to the ninth floor had caused panic and astonishment in the entire academy, but this time, the pair had not stayed for a long time, so all that had noticed were still rushing to inform others, and not all the people they had called for had appeared yet. Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi made use of the chaos to vanish from the Soul Tower and rush back to their courtyard. 

While walking, none of them said a word. When they arrived in the house, they sat down in the middle of Xue Wei’s room and looked at one another.

“Every day, ten people go missing in Yan Dalu,” Xue Wei muttered. 

“The Soul Tower needs a large supply of soul power to be able to continue providing that power to all the people who are inside,” Bai Tianyi added.

“We cannot assume that there is some sort of connection between these two things,” Xue Wei said, “but at the same time, we cannot say that there is no connection.”

“Right now, the best thing would be if we could figure out what exactly is the source of the soul power within the Soul Tower,” Bai Tianyi said, furrowing his brows.

“If they really kill ten people each day, then there would be a massive amount of corpses,” Xue Wei said. “Also, there should be some other sort of traces other than those scratch marks. The floor was white, with not even the slightest trace of blood upon it; all the blood was only on the walls.”

“It is quite strange that the room is publicly accessible when there is that much blood on the walls,” Bai Tianyi could not help but say, “it is as if they never expected anyone to enter the ninth floor. I think we are going to be in danger from now on.”

Xue Wei’s face was dark as he nodded his head. “Right,” he agreed, “because we have witnessed the ninth floor’s secret, those that are behind the bloody scratch marks will definitely not let us wander freely. They will try to shut us up, but this could also prove to be a fortunate encounter for us.”

“You mean we will lure the tiger out of its den?” Bai Tianyi said, raising an eyebrow.
Xue Wei snickered and generously admitted, “yes.” 

“So when they are out to track us, we will track them instead and find their base of operations, solve the mystery that we still don’t know anything about, and live happily ever after until it is time for us to go to the Demon Phoenix Continent.”

“You understand me well,” Xue Wei grinned. Although he was slightly unsettled by the bloody scratches he had seen on the ninth floor, he had seen and done many gruesome things before. It could make him uncomfortable, but considering how many he himself had personally killed, he was not so squeamish anymore. 

The thing that really annoyed him with the bloody scratches was his inability to figure out what exactly had happened. He was curious about what was behind the scratches, and he had to admit that he was starting to feel slightly curious about this mystery that was shrouding the entire Garden of Shadows too. 

Even the usual carefree Bai Tianyi was curious about the source of the scratches, but he could not keep a dark gleam out of his eyes. Although Xue Wei made it sound like they had a plan, he was aware that the risk they were taking was immense. 

Not only was the risk immense, the likelihood of things going as they wanted was also very low; the other party was likely very cunning and prepared. 

Not to mention, Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were out in the open while their enemy was shrouded in the dark, hiding in the shadow, possibly ready to strike at any time, and they could do nothing in return. 

Xue Wei and Bai Tianyi were deep in thought while they were wondering how to move forward with their investigation. 

After a few hours, Lin Xiao and Hei Gou returned to the courtyard followed by an entourage of people who were more than eager to win their attention in the hopes of getting something good in return. 

When the pair saw that Xue Wei and Bia Tianyi were both there, big smiles appeared on their lips and their moods immediately lifted. Hopefully, they were now closer to the solution of the mystery they were trying to solve, but when they saw the contemplating expressions on their two companions’ faces, they understood that things were not as simple as they’d hoped. 

“What happened?” Lin Xiao was the first to ask about what had happened when he saw their puzzling and concentrated expressions. Xue Wei quickly briefed them on their discovery of the marks on the ninth floor’s walls. 

“Do you think it has something to do with the ten missing people a day?” Hei Gou asked. It made sense that they had something to do with one another, but it was not something they could prove unless they managed to get their hands on some evidence.

Silence descended upon the room. All of them were deep in thought, pondering what to do with their next step.

“I think we have to enter the forbidden area,” Bai Tianyi finally said, breaking the silence. “Who knows, the forbidden area might be one big mass grave for the people who are sacrificed in the Soul Tower.”

This was Bai Tianyi’s wish. If they could find out that the daily ten missing people were sacrificed for or at the Soul Tower, and that the dead bodies were dumped at the academy, they could quickly announce their findings and finish the detective work that had been dropped onto their laps like a hot potato. If it proved to not be a mass grave filled with corpses sacrificed for the Soul Tower, then Bai Tianyi would truly start to get scared.

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou had not personally witnessed the scratch marks on the ninth floor, so they did not know how bad it truly was, but both Bai Tianyi and Xue Wei were aware that whoever had been up there had been extremely desperate, their actions completely disregarding their wellbeing. The scratches were deep, and the blood wasn’t a light pattering but rather large trails. 

After contemplating for a bit, Xue Wei considered Bai Tianyi’s suggestion and nodded his head. “We should. If the people who go missing every day truly have something to do with the Soul Tower, then the corpses have to be dumped somewhere.” 

“Since they have to be dumped somewhere, the easiest explanation would be in the forbidden area as everywhere else would be far too risky.”

Lin Xiao and Hei Gou were both fine with the suggestion. They looked at one another and shrugged their shoulders. They had spent every day together and had turned into very good friends during this period of time.

They found that their thought process was actually quite similar, so they could get along quite well. As one of the traits of their personality, they both wished to be in the center of the hurricane, they wanted to experience the storm together with their friends, and they wanted to find out what exactly could be hidden in the forbidden area too.

They had previously tried to find out more about it, but everything they had tried had been for naught so far, the only thing they knew were the rumors of the legendary figure that had built the Garden of Shadows. But even if the forbidden area had been for her, it should be impossible for her to still be alive, and thus the forbidden area was likely to have been turned into something else entirely. 

“When do we set out?” Hei Gou questioned, as he straightened his back and looked at the rest of them with eagerness in his eyes. He had, indeed, been bored recently, and needed something exciting to keep his reflexes sharp. 

“We will go tonight,” Xue Wei decided as he looked out the window. The sun was starting to set, but although it was turning night, that did not mean that the academy would quieten down.

These people were all cultivators, and thus almost never really needed to sleep—only if they felt completely mentally exhausted. This meant that no one wanted to waste time and thus they continued to rush back and forth through their residences and the training facilities at the academy throughout the night. 

Although the night was almost as busy as day-time, it was still easier to move around without being noticed as the darkness was a great cover from prying eyes.

With the plan in mind, Xue Wei and the others rested up for a few hours until it was soon approaching midnight, where they then settled together inside Xue Wei’s room once more. 

“We will be leaving shortly,” Xue Wei reminded them. “We cannot be noticed sneaking into the forbidden area. Although we were told to solve this mystery, they will not approve of us solving the case this way so easily.” 

A different voice suddenly came from the door, “The mystery is not the worst problem in Yan Dalu. In fact, the biggest problem is the intrigues, schemes and so on. You are likely to be in deep trouble now that you are here.”, The voice was much less masculine than that of any of the four young men who were seated in the room,  it was clearly the voice of a woman, and Xue Wei frowned as he looked at the door.

Shockingly enough, it was the King who stood outside the door. Her eyes were focused on Xue Wei, her lips drawn into the beautiful arc of a smile as she leaned against the doorframe. 

“Oh, the King is so free that she is capable of escaping to the Garden of Shadows?” Xue Wei asked with a slight smile on his lips as he got up to clear a chair for her.

“I was so busy that my head was about to explode,” the King said before laughing slightly, “I never liked working much, but it is, unfortunately, necessary if one wishes to be a King. Truth be told, I never really wanted to be the King though, I always had ambitions about becoming a pirate.” 

Xue Wei’s eyebrow rose, and he could not help but chuckle when he heard the King’s words. Being a King was not good enough; she wanted to be a pirate instead? 
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“Well, putting aside my dream of becoming a pirate, it seems that the lot of you have a very interesting plan to enter the forbidden area of the Garden of Shadows?” The King smirked as she spoke, her eyes glistening with excitement as she leaned against the doorframe with her arms crossed over her chest.

Xue Wei frowned when he heard her question. He had not expected that she was eavesdropping on their previous conversation; however with her current attitude, it did not seem like she had any intention of stopping them.

“That is right,” Xue Wei admitted with a nod of his head. “We went to the ninth floor of the Soul Tower today and saw some rather unsettling things.” He continued, “these things gave us an idea of what might be hidden within the forbidden area, and we would like to enter it to make sure whether or not we are correct.”

“Ah, you saw the creepy blood marks and scratches.” The King nodded her head as she heard Xue Wei’s words. “As a matter of fact, I have been to the ninth floor once too and saw the walls being filled with bloody scratches while I was there, it was definitely a gruesome sight.”

“I too had an idea that perhaps the daily ten missing people had something to do with the Soul Tower, but every time I tried to investigate it, I was stopped. I had also wanted to enter the forbidden area, but they were quite alert around me, and I never got the chance to enter before the old King died and I was forced to drop out of the academy and take over his job.”

Xue Wei pondered on her words for a moment, and then he made a decision. “Do you want to come with us?” he asked as he looked at the King with a hesitant expression on his face.

Truth was that he was not trusting a lot of people here at Yan Dalu. As the King had said, it was hard to determine who was actually interested in fixing this mystery that was shrouding the continent, and who was involved in it. 

But when he looked at the King, he had a sense of kinship. It felt as if the King was just like him—curious about what was going on. She seemed to be the same kind of person as him too; a kind of person who dreamt of one thing but was forced to become something she did not wish for because of outer influences. 

Xue Wei did not feel any kind of romantic attachment towards her, but he innately felt as if they were friends who had known each other for many years already.

The King was surprised when she heard the offer Xue Wei came out with, and her eyes shone with happiness and excitement. 

She looked behind her at the darkness outside the house, contemplating the pros and cons of the offer. 

“I have a few hours before they notice that I left the palace,” the King muttered to herself. “A few hours should be enough to deal with the forbidden area! Let us go!” 

Having agreed, the group of five were already prepared so they started moving out from the courtyard, and towards the forbidden area immediately.

Although the academy was rather bustling at all hours of the day, the space around the forbidden area was usually empty as there was nothing here nor was it on the path towards much else. 

A few people would come here out of curiosity every now and then, or couples would walk past while being intimate, but when they arrived, no one appeared to be there. 

Looking around, Xue Wei noticed that the forbidden area was behind a large wall. There was also a massive closed gate blocking their entrance.

There were no guards around the walls nor the gate—which appeared to be quite securely locked too. Surveying the obstruction, Xue Wei considered that since everyone within the academy were cultivators of primarily Spiritual Energy, their physical strength would be quite limited, so they simply would not have the power to jump above the wall usually, thus making an effective deterrent. 

Things were different for the group of friends, however. All of them, excluding Bai Tianyi and the King, were cultivating Qi, making it a simple feat for them to jump to the top of the walls and drop down on the other side. 

Hei Gou had the highest rank and strength among them, so he quickly grasped the King around her waist. “Pardon me,” he said casually before his legs crouched and moments after, a great force was propelling them both upwards, soaring through the air before landing surprisingly gracefully on the top of the wall.

Seeing Hei Gou taking action, the others did not waste time either. Lin Xiao grasped Bai Tianyi’s collar and jumped to the top of the wall, closely followed by Xue Wei. 

As they landed on the top of the wall, they quickly glanced around themselves, only to notice the silence and tranquility was the same as it usually was. No one seemed to have noticed anything, so they quickly jumped down on the opposite side of the wall before anyone had a chance to see them so exposed. 

There were no formations to protect the Forbidden Area; neither were there guards or traps. Everything seemed far too easy. 

As they quietly landed on the ground, Xue Wei once more looked around, surveying the courtyard. He sniffed the air to see whether or not he could smell any blood or the scent of death, but the only scent that wafted into his nose was the scent of peach blossoms. 

The entire side of the road they had landed on had a breathtaking row of peach trees, all of them blossoming, their beautiful petals elegantly fluttering to the floor, looking very much like snow descending from the skies above.

The scenery was beautiful, with the silver moonlight lighting up the road in front of them, and the slightly cold rays of light shining against the petals carpeting the ground.

Many petals had been left on the ground, all of them seemingly untouched by humanity. There were no signs of any kind of human activity within the forbidden area, even the houses that were hidden behind the peach trees seemed as if they had been left to their own devices for many many years already, most of them even appeared to be crumbling to ruins. 

Looking around, Xue Wei frowned. He had his spiritual energy spread wide to try and keep an eye on every movement around him, but it was as if an invisible power was blocking his own. 

It was impossible to sense anything around him. Even his sight was capable of reaching further than his spiritual energy, causing him to feel slightly uncomfortable and apprehensive. 

Although it was hard to see or sense anything immediately wrong with the Forbidden Area, there was definitely something going on within this area to be able to block his spiritual energy like this. 

Looking at the others, he saw that the King and Bai Tianyi both were frowning. 

“Seems like it is not only me who has their spiritual energy blocked,” Xue Wei muttered, and both of them nodded their heads in confirmation.

Bai Tianyi was the one who had it the worst. His entire body was composed from soul and spiritual power. Every step he took felt as if he had been wrapped with large chains, and his entire body was so weak that he could not help but tremble, even just standing up proved to be challenging. 

Xue Wei watched him silently, just waiting for Bai Tianyi’s own decision. 

After a few minutes of conflicting emotions, Bai Tianyi finally gave up and sighed. “I can’t do it,” he said firmly. “My body is being suppressed here; the energy is trying to rip my body apart. In fact, it feels as if chains are holding me down, but at the same time it also feels as if something is draining the energy that this body is created from.”

He frowned, “If I stay here, I am likely to lose my body.”

“Lin Xiao, help him back over the wall,” Xue Wei said with a nod of his head. He had not asked Bai Tianyi anything before, and he had not wanted to make a decision for the other man. Although Bai Tianyi seemed to be a kid in the eyes of others, his companions knew that he was an ancient old monster. He understood his own situation much better than any of them.

Hearing Xue Wei’s order, Lin Xiao once more hoisted Bai Tianyi up in the collar of his robes and leaped on top of the wall. 

He did not jump down with him. Instead he pushed him, casually tossing him down the wall seemingly without any care for whether or not he was capable of surviving such a long fall. 

It might have seemed ruthless, but Lin Xiao was aware that Bai Tianyi’s body was not human. It was made from energy, so even if it crashed heavily onto the ground, it would be impossible for him to die from it. He might feel pain but death was impossible, and it might be quite amusing to see the usually carefree but composed kid in an undignified flail as he fell.

Lin Xiao was grinning when he saw the annoyed expression on Bai Tianyi’s face at the bottom, but neither of them said anything else before they went their own ways, Bai Tianyi going back to their own courtyard and Lin Xiao back to Xue Wei and the others.

As Lin Xiao returned to Xue Wei’s side, he noticed that Xue Wei had not paid attention to him throwing Bai Tianyi down from the tall wall, instead his eyes were focused on a building that was placed a bit away from the others.

His eyes were dark, a dangerous air was around him, and the temperature felt as if it was dropping drastically. Xue Wei’s lips slowly curled into a grin, but this grin was not a friendly one but one that was filled with malice.

Lin Xiao was confused. What could have happened during the short time he had jumped to the top of the wall and down again? 

The others were also looking at Xue Wei with rapt curiosity, but Xue Wei slowly started walking purposefully towards the house. He was not trying to be sneaky, nor was he being loud. He just walked normally, his back straight, his head held high, and the chilling smile plastered on his face, with his dark and dangerous eyes focused fully on the door leading into the house. 

The others were perplexed at first, but when Xue Wei started moving, they did not hesitate to follow him. It was impossible to sense anything with spiritual energy, so the only thing that might have caused this sudden change in Xue Wei’s expression is if he had seen something, yet the house seemed similar to the other ruins, with no trace of inhabitants or movement to be seen from the outside. 

Still, they were advancing slowly towards the house and were getting closer by the second. As they got nearer, they suddenly started hearing some weird sounds from within the house. They sounded like slow, scratching or scraping sounds as if someone was dragging a chair over the floor. 

The sounds were eerie in the middle of the otherwise silent night. Although they were faint, no one was able to ignore them, it was obvious that there was someone within the house, but who could it be and what were they doing? 

The forbidden area had supposedly been closed off to the outside world for seven thousand years. No one seemed to know what was within the forbidden area, not even the principal and his elders were entitled to enter the forbidden area. 

Although there was no real protection, no one would dare enter the forbidden area. This was a taboo that was simply impossible to see someone break. Yet here they were, a group of four had entered, only to find that there was at least one living being within a ruined house. 

They had arrived in front of the house. Hei Gou, Lin Xiao, and the King were all looking at Xue Wei, wondering what he would do next. Would he try to force entry? Yell for the person inside to come out? Cause a scene? 

Contrary to their expectations, Xue Wei calmly lifted his hand, clenched his fist and knocked on the door.

“Excuse me, we are wondering if you wouldn’t mind some guests?” His voice drifted through the air. Although his expression had been one of malice moments before, he suddenly looked like a gentleman as he stood outside the door. His face held an amiable smile on his lips, his eyes serene. 

All his companions were shocked silly upon seeing him behave like this.  
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Chapter 22 - Family
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The speed with which Xue Wei’s expression switched from malice to one of amiability was simply too fast for his companions to follow.

Even the King had an expression of great confusion when she saw it, all five of her eyes widened and then she laughed, her laughter resounding in the surroundings.

The door into the small house opened slowly, creaking slightly as it did.
A small, five-year-old-looking girl stood in the doorway, looking towards the four experts standing outside, with two wide eyes.

Her body seemed frail and thin, with the clothes that were draped over her tiny frame looking like rags that seemed as if they had never been changed or washed in a very long period of time. 

“Who are you?” the little girl asked with an immature and cute voice that contained a childishness which made everyone’s parental instincts flair up and want to protect her, but at the same time, there was exhaustion in her voice which did not seem to fit the age of the little child. 

“We are just passing guests,” Xue Wei said while flashing a smile, slightly perplexed. Was this really an innocent little girl, or was she an old monster? He had no way of telling either way yet, so it left him in a confused state as to how exactly he should converse with her. 

“This place never has guests,” the girl said suspiciously while leering at them with doubtful eyes, causing all of them to scratch their heads in embarrassment. 

“How long have you been here?” Xue Wei asked, inquisitively. The little girl paused while pouting her lips slightly as if in deep thought. “It has been many years,” she said with her immature and cute voice, “at least a couple of thousand.”

Hearing this, Xue Wei was instantly aware that this young child was, in fact, an old monster, and was likely to be very important to him and his future resolution of the mystery. But at the same time, he also realized that although this kid seemed to be an old monster, her mind seemed to be the same age as a child’s. 

Xue Wei squatted down so that his head was level to hers, and then he flashed his most genuine and friendly smile. 

“What are you doing here all alone in this area?” he asked slowly, hoping to coax some information out of the mysterious girl. At first, he did not have much of a hope to get any information out of her, but the moment he looked at the child’s face, he found that her face was flushed red with excitement and her eyes shone. 

“Those old fogeys left me here,” she said with a bit of a whine, filled with a sense of having been wronged. 

“Which old fogeys?” Xue Wei asked with a patient voice, as he was coaxing the child into telling him the things he wanted.

“Those old Elders from when the Academy was being built.” The girl adorably pouted her lips, “they used me, and abused my powers and then they left me here. It has been so boring over the years.”

“Has no one been here to visit you throughout all this time?” Xue Wei asked incredulously, he could not imagine that this little girl had been within the forbidden area for so long, neither could he imagine that the forbidden area had never been broken into before, considering how easy it was to gain access.

“No one enters the forbidden area,” the girl said with a sigh of disappointment. Her eyes were brimming with the onset of tears; it was clear that she had suffered over the years where she had been all alone. 

“So does no one ever visit you?” Xue Wei asked again, to make absolutely sure that this child had been alone all along. The girl nodded her head. 

“No one visits me anymore. In the beginning, the old Fogeys would come regularly, but then they died. Their descendants came a few times a year, but as time went by, they came less often, and eventually, they just left me to rot all alone.” Her voice, although immature, was somewhat fierce, and the words were much too severe for someone of her appearance. 

Xue Wei could see that this girl had suffered a great deal, and he sighed deeply. “Do you want to leave the forbidden area with us?” he suddenly asked, not caring about the shocked expressions of his companions, nor their widened eyes and clear display of disapproval. 

They knew nothing about this young girl apart from the fact that her mind and body was that of a child, and that her real age was however much older than all of them added together multiple times.

“Leave... leave here?” The kid’s eyes suddenly turned wide open like bronze bells, her voice quivering with discomfort but also slight excitement and disbelief. 

“Is that even possible?” she muttered, more to herself than to anyone else. 

“I tried before,” she continued. “But the walls are so tall. I cannot climb them, I do not know how to get over them, and as a result, I am captured.”

“We can take you with us,” Xue Wei offered generously when he saw the excitement in the kid’s face, his eyes warming up and his behavior becoming much more gentle. No one deserved to be held captive like this, not to mention she was likely a huge lead in solving this annoying mystery. 

The girl hesitated, and her eyes darted back and forth from one of them to the other, apparently unsure of what to do and what to say. 

Xue Wei did not rush her as he knew that this was a massive decision. Even if she was basically trapped and locked in the forbidden area, it had now been so many years that it had most likely turned into her safe haven and a home. Leaving would open up a whole new world, but it would also bring with it frightening experiences and things she was unfamiliar with. 

If she chose to stay in the forbidden area, Xue Wei would not pressure her to leave either; instead, he would come to visit her often to see what kind of information he could get from her, but it would make everything much easier should she decide to leave with them. 

The girl was hesitant, but after looking at the genuinely friendly looking Xue Wei, her worries faded slightly. Although she was a monster who had lived for thousands of years, the truth was that she currently had the mentality of a child. Being treated with such friendliness after thousands of years of imprisonment, it was clear that she felt an instant connection to him.

The King, Lin Xiao, and Hei Gou were all looking at Xue Wei as if they saw the greatest con man alive. Before knocking on the door, his appearance had been utterly ferocious and bloodthirsty, yet now he seemed so gentle and kind. It was clear that he could change his mood at the drop of a hat, and that he was capable of playing tricks on a small child. 

“Come inside first,” the girl said after contemplating for a bit. Xue Wei quickly accepted the invitation and entered into the ruined house that belonged to the small girl. 

The house was just one room. There was no kitchen, neither were there any signs of food or drinks, all there was was a table and chair alongside a bed. 

She had no books, no papers, nothing at all was present within the tiny house, making Xue Wei frown. 

“Little Girl, how have you spent your time all these years?” Xue Wei asked in confusion, “you do not seem to eat or drink, neither do you seem to read or write, there are no signs of you trying to master formations, alchemy or other professions either. Have you not been bored?”

The girl looked at Xue Wei with slightly depressed eyes as she sat down on the chair. “I sit here,” she said. “Then I look at the ceiling or look out at the skies. When it gets dark, I go to sleep and rest.

“Every day is the same. It is just a different weather, a different sleep. Nothing much happens.”

Xue Wei frowned when he heard this. To be able to live this long without food, obviously, this girl was much more powerful than he had expected, but she seemed so small, and at the same time he could feel no power coming from her body.

“Since your life is so bland, is it not better to go with Big Brother and see the world outside. We will take you to eat delicious food, and you can play with us and our friends and experience a bustling environment?”

The girl was hesitant again. “I really want to,” she said, her voice displaying the longing she felt for the outside world. “But I am afraid,” she admitted. 

“The outside world is not as simple as this prison. I am not used to having people around me, and I am not used to anything that has to do with other people. Will I embarrass myself, will I hurt myself? I do not know. Here, I am safe; here, I have a home. Leaving here will be dangerous.”

Xue Wei pondered on her words for a moment, and then he nodded his head. “I understand,” he said amiably, “but you have to keep in mind, if I were to take you away from here, then I would be your older brother.” Xue Wei continued, “as your older brother, I would protect you. If you go somewhere, I would go with you and protect you. My friends will also help me protect you so that no harm will ever befall you.

“Although you are strong, you might not be able to manage amongst other people yet, but as your older brother, I would never leave you alone with other people.”

The girl looked at Xue Wei with big watery eyes, she seemed like a small porcelain doll that could easily be broken, but at the same time, Xue Wei felt that she was much stronger than any of them. He felt that if she wished, then none of them would ever leave this place alive. 

Still, he understood her insecurity. She was not willing to use her power to force people to submit to her, she wanted to be treated like a living being, but she just feared that she could not live a normal life after all those years of isolation. 

Xue Wei could sense that she was being swayed by his persuasive words, and he reached out his hand, taking the kid’s hand into his and started walking towards the wall.

“Look at this wall,” he said as he looked up at the wall in front of him, “it is holding you back, it is capturing you and not letting you go. Are you sure you wish for this to be the rest of your life? Locked in here all alone and never seeing another living being again?”

Hearing this, the girl’s pupils constricted, her teeth began gnawing on her lower lip and her hands fidgeting as she tried to make a decision. She did not want to be alone again. After seeing these people that offered her something after so much nothing, was she really willing to go back to her life of staring at the sky? But could she really do it, could she really step out from the cage that had trapped her for thousands of years but had kept her safe?

“It all depends on you,” Xue Wei affirmed gently. “In the end, it is your life.” He was coaxing her with a friendly voice and words that the child could understand. “We will help you if you want to leave, we will protect you and look after you. We will be your family and your friends if you wish, but if you do not wish to leave this house, this prison of loneliness, then we will never force you to do so.” 

Hearing this, the girl no longer had any hesitation in her mind. Knowing that they would be her family, all her doubts evaporated into the wind, and her eyes once more turned watery and misty. 
She had always wished for a family. 
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Chapter 23 - Brat
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Seeing the girl’s happy expression, Xue Wei smiled as well, reaching out a hand and offering it the girl who hesitatingly placed her small palm in his.

“Big Brother, where are we going?” She asked with a timid voice, her words causing Xue Wei to smile slightly, and feel that this girl who was calling him ‘Big Brother,’ was rather cute. 

Even if she was an old monster, her mind was still a child’s, and thus she had cast all her hope, reliance and dependence on Xue Wei in the belief that he would look after her.

“We are leaving this place,” Xue Wei smiled as he turned around and started walking out the house and towards the tall wall once more.

Xue Wei had single-handedly made all the decisions about what they were to do. He had decided to bring the girl with them out; he had also decided that they would be her family— everything that had happened this night was decided by him. 

Although the others felt rather confused and slightly unsure of why Xue Wei had made this decision, no one was against it. Even the King, who was supposed to be in control of the continent, had no opinion about this strange man abducting this small child out of the forbidden area. 

In fact, her eyes were shining with excitement. She could not help but feel that something exciting was finally happening, and she also felt as if Xue Wei was much more humane than she had first thought. 

As they reached the wall, Xue Wei took the girl into his arms and sprung high into the air, jumping to the top of the wall and quickly down again. 

Quickly, the others followed after him, all jumping up the wall and down again before anyone was able to notice them.

It was still the middle of the night. The moon was hidden behind the clouds in the sky, and the stars could not be seen. Although the roads were illuminated by street lamps, there was mist all around in the still night’s air, and thus the visibility was rather low. 

Although a few students were walking around the academy grounds, no one was close to the Forbidden area to arouse any suspicion. As they landed on the ground, Xue Wei put down the child-sized person, but he continued to hold her hand as they walked hand-in-hand like a pair of siblings. A smile soon sprouted on her face that she could no longer hide. 

She felt warmth in her heart, a warmth that she had no place to hide; she was feeling so happy and relaxed after leaving the forbidden area, and even a bit giddy. She could not believe she had actually left, it was like a dream come true, but at the same time, she was also still slightly scared. 

Scared of the unknown that was all around her, scared of being left alone in this world so foreign to her, and scared of suddenly being abandoned by the one person who was treating her as their family. 

As a result, her palm was starting to turn sweaty, and she gripped Xue Wei’s hand tightly, fearing that he would let her go.

Sensing her unease, Xue Wei once more scooped her up and let her rest on his arm. She was a small child, and so he treated her exactly like he would a child. It felt exactly like having a smaller sibling, and from the moment that she had called him ‘Big Brother,’ it was cemented that he would treat her like his little sister, a girl that he would protect with all his heart. 

Being lifted up and feeling the warmth from Xue Wei, the girl felt much more at ease, and she started to curiously examine her surroundings. She saw many students coming and going, but their clothes were all different from what she was used to, and their faces appeared filled with questions when they looked at Xue Wei and his group. 

The houses were another style of architecture than she was familiar with too. The houses had been rebuilt since the last time she had left the forbidden area, and now everything was much more advanced than it was before.

As they walked, Xue Wei checked behind him, only to see that the King had vanished at some point along the way. She was nowhere to be seen, but he was not too surprised or worried by this. If she was noticed by the common students, things would become quite troublesome, not only for her and the academy but also for Xue Wei. 

They went straight back to their courtyard, where Bai Tianyi was awaiting them. He had not returned into the house itself but was standing in the front yard, leaning against a tree and looking at the entrance as he was waiting for them to return. 

His eyes widened when he saw the small girl in Xue Wei’s arms, and his pupils contracted when he felt a very familiar scent envelop him.

“Where’d you kidnap this kid?” He asked curiously as he looked at Xue Wei, whose face turned rather black when he heard those words.

“I did not kidnap her,” he defended himself, “I saved her from the forbidden area.”

“She was in the forbidden area?” Bai Tianyi was rather shocked when he heard that a small girl was all alone in the middle of the area that no one had entered, and when he saw Xue Wei nodding his head, he displayed an expression of surprise. 

“Then you did a good deed,” he continued. “Also, she smells like the most delicious meal. Do you think I can eat her soul?” 

“No.” Xue Wei answered immediately, and it was clear from the sternness in his words that there was no place for negotiation. 

Sensing this, Bai Tianyi just shrugged his shoulders. It was just a question; after all, he had not harbored much hope of success.

“Big Brother, who is that brat?” the girl asked as she looked at Bai Tianyi with a condescending gaze.

“Brat?!” Bai Tianyi was insulted and instantly lost all composure. “You call me brat once more; and I’ll beat you so badly that not even your mother will recognize you!” 

“Brat, you can’t beat me,” the girl giggled as she continued to taunt Bai Tianyi. Her timid image of a shy, apprehensive young girl was completely forgotten; instead, she was mischievous and cocky, and it was definitely enough to infuriate anyone who listened to her venomous tongue. 

“Kids should behave,” Lin Xiao finally said to the two of them as he strode into the front yard of the courtyard, knowing full well that neither of them were truly kids. 

“Both of you are going to be family from now on, you will both be friendly and should not argue,” he continued with a smile as he tried to placate the two old monsters who appeared to be children.

Xue Wei felt a headache coming his way. The two oldest in the entire group were Bai Tianyi and this small girl. Both of them were monsters who had lived for thousands of years, but at the same time, they were also the most childish amongst them—and not just in appearance, it seemed. Seeing them behaving even more immaturely than the relative babies they were, at a tiny fraction of their age, caused Xue Wei to feel rather amused.

“Enough,” he said with the hint of a smile on his face, “it is time for us to get some rest. We have to find some more information tomorrow,” he said and headed into the courtyard. 

He made Mo Er prepare a room for the girl, and after settling her inside, Xue Wei returned to his own room to contemplate the new development that had occurred this night. 

He had a nagging feeling that things were about to get serious, and that something big had happened, now that they had taken the girl out of the forbidden area, but as to what exactly would happen, he would have to wait and see. 

The girl was clearly a very old entity, so she could not be a normal cultivator. She had somehow reverted to a child, and it was likely that she had sustained serious injuries, which had caused her body to revert into a child’s shape and her mind into the consciousness of a child. 

This reminded him of Bai Tianyi. “He has a body created from spiritual energy and soul power.” Xue Wei mused to himself, “when he gains too much injury, he will slowly become younger and younger. The younger the body, the less energy is needed to sustain it. As a result, he now looks like a kid.

“Could it be that this girl is the same? A body made from spiritual energy and soul power? A body that was slowly becoming much more childlike as it gets wounded?

“If she was really a five-year-old child, then she would not have been able to live for thousands of years. Neither would she have been able to sustain herself within the forbidden area without food and water for so long.

“So what I need to figure out is why and how she got injured I guess.” Xue Wei was contemplating what to do, and what leads he had. 

The sky was slowly brightening while he was busy contemplating, but suddenly he heard a lot of noise from the outside. It was clear that something major had happened at the academy, loud bells were ringing, telling all students to gather at the central square of the academy.

Xue Wei was not dumb. Last night he had taken the small girl with him from the forbidden area, and now bells were calling all to gather. It was obvious that something had happened because of it.

Had they noticed that she had gone away, or had their interference caused something to happen at another part of the academy when they removed her from the forbidden area? 

There was no way to know without going to the square, but Xue Wei was unsure if he should bring the girl with him.

After taking a moment to think it through, he decided to bring her. No one had visited her for so many years in the forbidden area, so knowing what she looked like should be impossible. 

It was not only Xue Wei who had heard the ringing of the bells; everyone within the courtyard had washed their faces and freshened up before they exited their rooms and gathered in the front yard.

Some of them looked rather nervous, but Xue Wei was as carefree and casual as always, his entire being radiating a calm and collected aura that made the others calm down instantly as well.

“Let us go join the fun,” Xue Wei said with a snicker, his words catching them all by surprise.

“All of us?” Hei Gou could not help but ask as he looked at the young girl they had picked up last night. The moment she had stepped out of the house and saw Xue Wei, she had run to his side and held his hand intimately like a scared child would with their family.

“Of course,” Xue Wei smiled as he reached down and picked her up. This child was so adorable that he really felt as if he was doting on a smaller sibling. 

“No one has seen her for so many years, do you really think she will be recognized?” Xue Wei asked curiously, and after hearing the question, the others felt much more at ease. 

It was correct, no one knew exactly what she looked like and had probably even forgotten anyone was living there at all, so they should be safe. As such, they headed towards the academy’s central square to find out what the commotion was. 

Xue Wei was walking at the front with the small girl on his arm. “I am so happy that I have a family now,” the girl said with a great smile on her face, she looked adorable with two small dimples as she laughed, and Xue Wei could not help but ruffle her hair in a doting manner. It was a good feeling to look after this cute little child. 

“Give me a name,” she suddenly requested as she looked at Xue Wei with her big eyes glistening with anticipation. “I forgot my name so long ago, I want a new one now,” she demanded.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 24 - Xue Luoluo


[image: image]


“A name, huh?” Xue Wei contemplated for some time while rubbing the child’s head. He felt tender affection towards this kid as if he was looking at his own younger self, someone who was being looked down upon and isolated from the crowd. Had it not been for Shen Mu and Xiao Lei, then he too would have been all alone.

The small girl looked at Xue Wei with a great expectation in her eyes. It was clear that she really wanted a name, and Xue Wei could not help but smile in agreement.

“Then we will give you a name.” Xue Wei could not help but feel his heart soften, and he did not want to disappoint her. Unfortunately, he was rather bad at coming up with names.

“How about ‘Xiaoxiao?’ She is so tiny after all,” Lin Xiao said, his eyes looking at the child with curiosity, but when she heard the name, she wrinkled her nose and shook her head.

“I think we should name her ‘The Other Brat’,” Hei Gou said while looking at Bai Tianyi, indicating that the first brat was indeed him.

Fortunately, Bai Tianyi had not noticed the glance, and instead, he stared at the child, deep in thought.

“I want Big Brother to give me a name!” The girl exclaimed after a bit of time, not patient enough to listen to more suggestions.

“Then what about Luoluo?” Xue Wei asked gently. “You can have my last name. I am your big brother after all,” he continued, and smiled at the child who then nodded her head adorably. She was pleased with the name that her big brother had specially chosen for her.

Xue Wei looked at the kid and put her down on the ground before he took her hand into his and led her back into their house, having ultimately decided against going to the central square where the rest of the academy was meeting.

“Are you hungry?” he asked her gently. The girl nodded her head at first before she then changed her mind and shook it. “I am not hungry as such,” she explained, “but I have not eaten anything in many many many years. I want to eat something delicious!” 

Xue Wei could not help but chuckle when seeing this ancient-turned-child show off her childish side, and he quickly ordered Mo Er to go fetch some food at the restaurant for them. 

It was already early morning, and the sun was starting to rise in the sky. Usually, those who went to the restaurant at this time would be ordering breakfast, but Mo Er was told to order a wide range of dishes that he then brought back with him. 

Points had previously been an issue for them, however after working with the Gu and Yuan families, points were no longer a rarity for them, and thus they could easily exchange their points for some amazing food to feed their new comrade. 

Mo Er rushed back to the courtyard, where he found that the small girl had taken a bath and changed her clothes. She now looked like a small doll; her features were adorable, with a set of dimples on her cheeks and her eyes sparkling with excitement. 

Her hair had been messy and dirty before, but now it was black and smooth like silk, her eyes reminded him of a doe, so adorable but also filled with life. 

She was clothed in a small red dress that made her seem as if she was a noble-born daughter and someone who was favoured by the gods. The dress had been provided by Lin Xiao. The guy had everything hidden in his storage treasure, including children’s clothes, women’s clothes, masks that allowed one to become female and so on. Anything for escaping and masking oneself seemed to be hidden within his storage ring. 

The soul was ancient, but her mind and body were still only that of a five-year-old child. She was so proud when she walked out of the bathroom, having bathed herself and dressed, and when she saw the satisfied expression on Xue Wei’s face, she became even more proud. 

This was the feeling of having a family. There were no impure or uncomfortable thoughts; this was the purest kind of family love she could remember, a kind of love that Luoluo had lacked for a crushingly large number of years. Now that she finally had it, she delighted in greedily absorbing all the care that Xue Wei was pouring on her and making the most of it. 

“Let us go and eat,” Xue Wei said, but Luoluo was not willing to walk. She stood in front of Xue Wei and spread her arms out to him, gesturing for him to pick her up. 

Powerless against her adorable but needy behavior, Xue Wei chuckled and bent over, picked her up, and carried her to the dining room where the others were waiting for them.

When Mo Er arrived with the dishes, everyone was eagerly waiting for him. He had purchased so much food that there was no way that they could ever finish it, but no one told him off for it; instead, they praised him. 

After not eating for so many years, they all wanted to spoil Luoluo by allowing her to eat exactly what she fancied. Having bought such a huge variety of different dishes, it truly allowed her to savor whatever she pleased. 

Her big eyes widened even further when she saw the food. She flared her nostrils when she caught the intoxicating scent, so she could smell more of the delicious food, and her mouth gaped slightly, drool starting to form at the corner of her lips, threatening to fall. 

Her eyes were focused on the wide array of dishes, from spring rolls filled with fresh and colorful local herbs to a huge bowl of magnificently bronzed sweet-and-sour Scorch Boar, and even some valuable Spirit Fruits as they had the points to indulge now; it was a truly overwhelming sight that caused her eyes to cloud with a mixture of emotions. In one way, she wished to devour it all until her stomach threatened to explode, but at the same time, she was worried and scared. What if this kindness and warmth she was feeling now suddenly vanished? What was she going to do then? 

Xue Wei seemed to sense what was going on in her mind so looked towards her with a gentle expression on his face, and disarmingly told the worried kid, “We are family,” opening his arms out and gesturing towards his trusted companions as well. “We will not abandon you even if we have to do something dangerous. But you have to listen to Big Brother when Big Brother says things,” Xue Wei continued, before placing a fragrant plate of fat Wontons between them. She quickly nodded her head like a chicken pecking rice and swiped the first Wonton off the plate, greedily sinking her teeth into it and having the subtle yet calming flavor of the Ice Lotus Shrimp filling flood her hungry mouth with serenity and happiness.

Having her fears calmed, Luoluo did not waste any more time as she dug into the next of many dishes; the Mapo Tofu, unluckily, being the closest within devouring range but making her yelp in surprise at the sudden spiciness that invaded her mouth. The others also merrily began to dig into the feast too, enjoying the local flavors and their spiritual-energy-enhancing capabilities, as well as giggling whenever Luoluo made comments about how delicious or strange something she tried was.
Before long, Xue Luoluo has sampled everything and devoured plenty, taking particular delight in the most delicious dishes such as the Riluo roasted duck and the chow mein, while the others enjoyed the more power-imbuing foods such as the Spiritual Fruits more. It wasn’t long before every scrap of the food on every plate had been devoured, despite them initially thinking it was too much. All of it was now digesting in their bloated stomachs, and even small Luoluo was rubbing her stomach contentedly, delighted about trying so much delicious food after so long.

As they finished eating, Xue Wei was planning on returning to his room to cultivate and rest to help process all the new energy, when Yuan Bailong appeared at the door. 

His face was slightly pale, and his eyes shone with panicked disbelief. Seeing him like this, Xue Wei frowned and instantly invited him inside.

“What has happened that has caused you to become so shocked?” Xue Wei asked tentatively, starting to worry whether or not he should have gone to the square after all.

“There has been a disaster last night.” Yuan Bailong went straight to the problem. “Just before sunrise, the entire academy’s abundant soul power suddenly vanished. Not to mention that the Soul Tower has been without any soul power since. It does not matter how far you head up into the tower. There is no energy at all.”

“No soul power?” Xue Wei frowned. Last night, he had been busy with saving Luoluo, but it seemed that something else had also happened to the academy, something big. Was this a coincidence or did it have something to do with each other? 

Xue Wei looked at Luoluo who was happily sitting on her chair and caressing her bloated stomach with happiness, a feeling of contentedness that they had never seen before all over her face. 

Xue Wei looked at Yuan Bailong, contemplating his next move. “Luoluo I am going out, do you want to come with me?” he called behind him, and the small girl rushed towards him with a happy face and spread her arms, gesturing for him to pick her up. 

Xue Wei chuckled and bent down to carry her. When she settled on his arm, she looked around with shining eyes, her sudden appearance stunning Yuan Bailong. He had not seen this child around them before, where had it come from? 

“This is my little sister, Xue Luoluo,” Xue Wei introduced, not worrying about any confusion it might bring. “She has been with us for some time but has been hidden; now there is no reason for her to hide anymore.”

Yuan Bailong was surprised, but he still nodded his head in confusion and then started moving towards the Soul Tower. Although this sudden appearance of a small girl had taken him by surprise, the truth was that there were much more important issues at hand. 

Bai Tianyi, Lin Xiao, and Hei Gou were also surprised to find out that the Soul Tower had suddenly lost all power, though they were not inclined to accompany the trio. 
It was clear that there was something behind this—something major, but no one knew what exactly it could be. Surely all this couldn’t be because of a small child?

“Has anything like this happened before?” Xue Wei tried asking Yuan Bailong as they walked, but the other man just shook his head. 
“If the Soul Tower was unable to work, then it would be an issue all would know about,” he said dejectedly. “The Soul Tower is very important to the entire Yan Dalu. The entire continent is specialized in spiritual energy, and our rapid advancement is definitely because of the support from the Garden of Shadows and the Soul Tower.

“If the Soul Tower has suddenly stopped working, then it is clear that the entire continent will be slowed down when it comes to the speed of cultivation. This will be a tremendous danger for the entire continent, and we might even be invaded by other continents if we are not careful enough.”

Yuan Bailong was truly worried, but Xue Wei just looked around curiously. He had trained hard from beginning to end; although he understood the benefits of the Soul Tower, he also looked at it as a hindrance to the multi-eyed experts if Yuan Bailong’s words were true.

They were so dependant on the tower to enhance their strength that they were not aware of how much they could achieve with their own hard work. They were so used to gaining so much every time they cultivated that they had neglected to work on their cultivation skills. 

In fact, Xue Wei could not help but feel that it was indeed important for them to learn how to rely on themselves. “You should be happy,” Xue Wei suddenly said with a shrug, causing Yuan Bailong to halt in surprise.
“Happy?!” he asked, his face full of confusion.

Without stopping to confront him, Xue Wei responded, “If the Soul Tower does not work, that means that every person has to rely on themselves in the future. Since they have to rely on themselves, it also means that Qi cultivation is as viable as spiritual energy, but this is a path only open to you and the Gu family.”

Even thinking about it, Yuan Bailong was still dumbfounded. He had never thought about it like this, but he couldn’t help but be moved when he considered it. If their speed of spiritual energy cultivation had truly slowed down, wouldn’t that mean they were at a great advantage, compared to the rest of the cultivators now? 

With this newfound idea, the horrible feeling of dread about not knowing what was happening slowly subsided, and Yuan Bailong continued onwards. However, he no longer ran to the Soul Tower; instead, he walked casually, a faint smile growing on his lips. He was not the one with the most to lose. 
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Xue Wei took a long glance at Yuan Bailong as he caught up, and a smile spread across his lips. Xue Wei understood the other man’s thoughts, and he understood that the other man had suddenly had an epiphany. 

There was no doubt about it.. This was a disaster for the entire academy; in fact, it was a disaster for the entire continent, but it was also an opportunity for those who had improved their Qi levels, such as the Yuan and Gu families, to rise above the masses.

With this new opportunity at the forefront of his mind, Yuan Bailong was able to remain calm despite this worrying situation. He was curious about what had happened to the Soul Tower, but it was no longer a necessity to do all in his power to fix it. 

It was not only him who thought like this. While Yuan Bailong had needed Xue Wei to make him realize it, the majority of the Yuan and the Gu family had already understood this part, and they were all looking exceptionally laid back amongst those in front of the Soul Tower.

“Are you okay?” Xue Wei worriedly asked the small girl in his arms. The closer he got to the Soul Tower, the more uncomfortable she became, visibly starting to squirm in his arms and beginning to look spooked as they got closer. 

“There is something there that I do not like,” the girl whined in his arms. “It is calling for me, but it is also scaring me,” she continued, as Xue Wei nodded his head. It seemed that the Soul Tower’s issues actually had something to do with Luoluo.

But what about the bloodied marks then? Xue Wei was still confused. “During these years you have never left the forbidden area?” he asked Luoluo gently. 

“Never,” she answered straightforwardly and with determination. 

Xue Wei nodded his head but considered it was possible for her to have encountered the Soul Tower before she was locked up within the forbidden area. 

Currently, the Soul Tower was closed. No one could enter it apart from elders of the academy, who were all busy trying to figure out what was happening with the tower and its lack of soul power. 

Xue Wei, Xue Luoluo and Yuan Bailong stood next to each other at the edge of the square, right in front of the Soul Tower. The entire square was filled with anguished people who were brimming with worry and despair. 

The Soul Tower was the reason behind the high cultivation base within Yan Dalu. Although they still had the great support of their bloodline, without the aid of the Soul Tower, their cultivation base would not be able to advance nearly as rapidly as it had previously. 

If they no longer had the support of the Soul Tower, their spiritual energy cultivators would no longer be able to dominate the continent. In fact, many Primordial Beasts would be able to challenge them due to their Qi cultivation—even some normal humans who had a talent for Qi cultivation would be equal to the spiritual energy cultivators. 

Xue Wei glanced at the petrified students and could not help but chuckle slightly. He always believed that, although there were methods and external aids to help increase one’s cultivation, it was not a good thing to become too reliant on them. Being too dependant on such outside factors meant that one could easily fall into despair when they were no longer available. 

Nothing can last forever; the only thing that one could fully trust was one’s strength that was gained through one’s own hard work. Although the Soul Tower was able to assist them, it had become a crutch in the end, one that became a major pillar for their entire society. Only those experts that went to the Garden of Shadow, and therefore had access to the Soul Tower, were capable of becoming something in Yan Dalu’s society. 

It seemed that Yuan Bailong also understood this at the current point in time, and he patted his chest, feeling much more at ease with himself, content in the knowledge that if this pillar had truly crumbled, his family wouldn’t fall with it. 

Xue Wei stayed for some time at the square and observed everything around him. He saw how the other experts either turned lifeless or got so worked up that they could barely stand still. 

“What is everyone waiting for?” Xue Wei asked a person by his side. 
The one who was standing there gave a small glance at Xue Wei before answering curtly, “The principal is inside the Soul Tower right now. We are waiting for him to give us an answer regarding what is happening.” 

Xue Wei nodded his head and began contemplating what the answer might be. He turned to look at Luoluo in his arms, seeing she was still feeling rather uncomfortable, restlessly moving around in his arms, and clearly not at all happy with the current situation.

Looking at her anguished little face, Xue Wei did not need to spend much longer to consider what to do. Since he had welcomed her as his little sister, there was no doubt she would become his family in the future, so when she was uncomfortable, he did not need to waste more time thinking. He just had to get them out of here so that she could calm down, and he could always return later when he was alone. 

With his mind made up, Xue Wei returned to their courtyard, an ever-present smile adorning his lips as he carried the small child away in his embrace. 

He just could not help but feel that she was adorable, like a small figure who depended on him to protect her. Although he was unsure of what she was really like, her mind was currently that of a child, and in her mental state, she needed someone to protect her, to cherish her, and to keep her company.

In a way, it did not feel as if he had just picked up any small child, or even gained a little sister figure; it was more like he had gotten himself a daughter. 

When he was a child, Xue Wei had always felt loved. He had been deeply cherished and looked after by his father in the years before his death. After losing his memories, Xue Wei had been cared for by Xiao Lei, and although many looked down upon him and hated him due to his inability to cultivate, he had never felt unloved by those close to him.

Now that he saw this small child—even smaller than he had been when he was persecuted as trash— all alone in the world, neglected, and with no one to care about her, he felt his heart clench. Although he was not a soft person, he still felt that such a poor child deserved to be given the warmth of a family and the caring of friends. 

Since he was more than capable of caring for this child, then why not do it? 

He could not help but repeatedly shake his head; feeling so incredibly sentimental and out of character for him. This little girl certainly had some secrets that might be intriguing once they were revealed, but there was still something more, something special about her that made him want to dote on her. 

In fact, she was more than capable of looking after herself. Her strength was in no way inferior to Bai Tianyi—it might even be even greater, but her current maturity was far from his. 

Returning to the courtyard, Xue Wei fussed about Luoluo for some time to ensure that she was no longer in discomfort after being close to the Soul Tower, and then he went to find Lin Xiao.

“Look after Luoluo,” Xue Wei told Lin Xiao. “I need to go out and check something,” he continued. Lin Xiao, who had absolutely no idea as to how one would look after a kid, could only stare with wide open eyes as Xue Wei left the courtyard as quickly as he had returned, leaving all the possible troubles that might arise to him instead.  

The moment Xue Wei stepped foot outside of the courtyard, he instantly felt someone trailing him. Frowning, he wondered who this was and what their purpose might be. 

If he could sense them, then it was obvious that their strength was not as profound as his; however, he noticed that there were actually quite a few people, so it could become troublesome to deal with them, in case they had some evil intentions for following him as so many had had before. 

“I can always transform if things go wrong,” Xue Wei muttered to himself as he started searching for an abandoned alleyway to confront the pursuers. He was used to being chased and leaving no witnesses was always the best way to solve issues.

Unfortunately, the entire academy was filled with people—especially now that panic was spreading around because of the Soul Tower. People were abustle,  rushing to try to gain any information. 

With that in mind, Xue Wei could only really consider one place suitable to confront his pursuers, and that place was right in front of the forbidden area. Although it was not completely deserted, it was rare for people to go there unless they had some explicit purpose to be there, and right now everyone would prefer to be at the Soul Tower. 

As he reached the forbidden area, he stopped in his tracks and turned around. “Since you have followed me this far, why not show yourselves?” he asked with a smirk on his face. As expected: there was no one else here, Xue Wei confirmed after looking around. The wide open, square-shaped space in front of the forbidden area was the ideal place to deal with these people. 

“To think that young master Xue is so alert,” a voice dawdled just before a young man and his entourage appeared next to Xue Wei. This young man was not at all foreign to Xue Wei. He was precisely the young master of the Baili family. 

“Are you here to get some information, or perhaps you already have the information you need?” Xue Wei did not need to think long before knowing that the young master was here because he wanted the knowledge he had about Qi cultivation. 

“The Baili family is quite fast,” he continued before the young Baili master could say anything, “to come looking for me just as the Soul Tower has broken down, it makes me feel that I am quite valuable in their eyes.”

“You are,” the young master did not deny it. “Before, we didn’t care too much about the Yuan and Gu families when they started branching out into the Qi realm. But now that there is a chance that Qi will become as influential as spiritual energy here in Yan Dalu, they undoubtedly have an advantage—something we are rather unhappy about,” he continued explaining.

“What does that have to do with me?” Xue Wei asked with a smile on his face, yet one that did not reach his eyes. 

“We are not completely unaware that their rapid development of quite a few Qi cultivators is due to your assistance.” Young master Baili was straight forward when he spoke, “I require the same assistance you gave them for the Baili family, I also request that you terminate your current dealings with the Yuan and the Gu families.

“I am quite sure that you have much more at your disposal than what you have used so far,” he said, self-righteously, and as if the decision had already been made and that Xue Wei had no choice but to comply. “Give us the best of the best and our family will not treat you badly.”

Xue Wei started chuckling when he heard this, and then he shook his head. 

“I am afraid that is impossible,” he said with a faux-apologetical expression on his face. “I already decided for whom to work with, and I am not going to change it halfway through.”

Young master Baili’s face turned ugly upon hearing this, his eyes narrowed, and his brows furrowed. 

“Are you sure that you wish to go against the Baili family for the sake of the Gu and Yuan families? Be aware that—although there are three major families in Yan Dalu, and even if they are two while we are only one—both of them combined cannot amount to as much as the Baili family does.”

Xue Wei laughed out loud after hearing this, “That might have been so in the past,” he readily agreed, “but now the Yuan and Gu families have me supporting them, so they are not likely to be easily overthrown anymore.”

There was a strange confidence in Xue Wei’s voice as he uttered those words. Although he was not considered a strong expert in Yan Dalu, he did indeed have many tricks up his sleeves, so no one should take him lightly. 
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Xue Wei was aware that a fight was going to break out after declining the young master of the Baili family, but he was not too worried about it. 

The worst case scenario was that he would have to transform, but he was no longer in Chang’an. Beasts were not frowned upon here. Although they were considered inferior to the multi-eyed experts, they were not hated.

At the same time, he had not heard anything about Sovereign Beasts while being here, so it was likely that they were unaware of their existence. Since they did not know about them, Xue Wei felt no fear about being captured; instead, he would just be categorized as a stronger Primordial Beast. 

Sensing Xue Wei’s calmness, young master Baili felt uncomfortable, but after considering the amount of people he had on his side, he quickly regained his confidence again. 

Sneering, young master Baili gestured for his men to surround Xue Wei, his face was menacing, and he was looking anything but pleased.

“Don’t refuse the toast only to be forced to drink a forfeit!” he said, his voice remaining calm and collected despite its raised volume, while his eyes were filled with malice. 

“Do you have what it takes to threaten me?” Xue Wei asked with a slight smile on his face as he looked at the young man, mockingly. He could not help but feel that the experts in Yan Dalu were rather confusing. 

All of the people surrounding him were Earth or Sky Knights, but they were all spiritual energy cultivators, and thus their physical strength was severely lacking. 

Still, they had spread out and prepared to attack him, the spiritual energy beginning to materialize in the air around them, but Xue Wei stayed as calm as before. 

Within his body, both the golden and the azure dragon spirits were on alert. They were pouring spiritual energy and Qi through his meridians, getting ready to burst out at any moment. 

Although his spiritual energy was only at the third layer of the Earth Knight rank, thus quite a bit beneath the Sky Knight rank, he was still not to be belittled. He had the golden dragon and the blood of the Azure Dragon flowing through his veins. He was more than capable of jumping across realms to fight those stronger than him. 

Still, if he wanted to fight this group of experts, then he had to fight in his original form. It was simply the only way for him to confidently overpower the number of experts that were surrounding him.

Having reached this conclusion, Xue Wei quickly allowed for the azure dragon spirit within his core to spread the energy throughout his body. His figure started to expand, and azure scales erupted from his skin and claws appeared on his hands and feet. 

Xue Wei was not hesitant at all and decided to fully take on the form of an azure dragon. 

His body was so massive that it could hardly fit in the square anymore. His transformation happened in mere moments, and it shocked the spiritual energy users that had thought that beating Xue Wei would be as easy as taking a walk in the park. 

Spiritual energy had some advantages in a fight where there was a distance between the two parties, but now that he was this massive, it was impossible for them to back away. And, since none of them had strengthened their bodies or focused on Qi, they would be squashed as easily as flies. 

Xue Wei was not actually interested in the intrigues of the capital within Yan Dalu or the struggle between the three major families, but he hated being threatened. 

“So tell me, were you planning on killing me or just beating me up?” Xue Wei asked with a mocking tone. His body coiled around itself, and he observed the ones who had previously surrounded him now turning pale from fear.

“W-we... we... we wanted to convince you to work... w-work with us... We did not... d-did not want to beat you...” one of them managed to splutter out, trembling with fear. The one who had finally spoken was one of the followers, but he was not dumb and understood that if he said that they wanted to beat him up or to kill him, they would be done for. They would get a beating if they were lucky, but if their luck ran out, their lives would be forfeited. 

A gleam appeared in Xue Wei’s eyes. “Usually I would kill anyone who saw me in this shape,” he said with a drawl in his voice, dragging out the words and scaring the life out of the people present. 

“But I am no longer in Chang’an, so I guess that things could change.” He seemed as if he was mulling over their fates, and the ones surrounding him quickly agreed to his words out of fear.

“Great dragon, please do not be insulted by our behavior.”

“Great dragon, this lowly one could not see how important your esteemed self was, please be magnanimous and let us off.” 

“Great dragon, please be the bigger man... o-or dragon... and let us free, we have eyes, but failed to see Mount Tai.”

Just like this, all of them kept calling out, but the killing intent within Xue Wei was still growing. He did not believe for one second that they would leave him alone, but he had to take other things into consideration. 

If he killed them, then the Baili family would come after him. However, the more he thought about it, the more he realized that beating them would also make the Baili family come after him, as thrashing them would invoke their ire and be a slap in their faces. 

Since killing or beating them would make him at odds with the Baili family, then he had two options. One was to kill them and just get it over with, and the other was to just let them go. 

Actually, there was only one option. Having been threatened, there was no way that he was just going to let them go, and thus he had already chosen to act. 

Being in dragon form, he could still use the martial art skills that he had been given by Xiao Lei, a benefit of being a half-breed, and he did not hesitate at all. 

Forbidden Rush!

Xue Wei activated the movement technique and coiled around the first person that he could. 

With a slash of his magnificent claws, the head was severed clean from the body. He then released him, letting the body collapse to the floor, and painting a pool of red underneath him.

Azure Light Finger!

A beam of energy erupted from his clawed hands and shot into the forehead of the young Baili master.

The speed of his attacks were so fast that no one had any time to react to this sudden eruption of violence. The one who had his head severed never even noticed what had happened to him, and the young Baili master died with his eyes wide open, still filled with shock. 

He had just barely witnessed his follower getting beheaded by the time his own head was suddenly hit by a beam of energy, his mind previously filled with utter disbelief, but now enjoyed a peaceful existence splattered over the ground.

The rest of the people who had been surrounding Xue Wei were now petrified with fear. They no longer had any intention to attack him. Instead, they wanted to flee for their lives. But how could they—who had not cultivated their bodies at all—really be faster than this Xue Wei, who was in the shape of an azure dragon, and who was further enhanced by his usage of some blindingly fast movement technique? 

Flashing around like a fish through water, Xue Wei executed one person after another. Anguished wails could be heard throughout the square, but no one was silly enough to come closer. 

Although others heard these cries for help, they did not want to be involved, and thus stayed away. It was not until the entire place had turned silent that they dared venture towards the square in front of the forbidden area. 

What they saw shocked them. There, in the midsts of a square that was dyed red with blood, stood Xue Wei. His eyes glistened with an azure light, and his face belied nothing but indifference, as he lifted his hand to examine the blood that was streaked all over his body.

He was once more in the shape of a human being, and he was now wearing his red clothes. Anyone who saw him felt their scalps turn numb. 

Lifting his head, Xue Wei looked at the many people who were on their way towards him, and he flashed a smile that was not really a smile. The group of people who had appeared was filled with fear, fearing that they would be the next people blooming like roses on the ground, blood running from their bodies and turning into rivers. 

Xue Wei remained casual and indifferent. He did not mind being noticed killing these students as he knew that the Baili family would know it was him either way, so he just flashed a smile before he stepped through the blood and left the square, every step he took leaving a bloody footprint on the ground. 

“The people of this land are quite easy to deal with,” he muttered to himself as he remembered how easily he had handled a Sky Knight spiritual energy user. 

He held quite a strong advantage since he had Qi and physical strength on his side, alongside speed that was unrivaled in the entire continent. 

He could catch up to the spiritual energy users while they were still gathering their energy, and make quick work of them before they could even notice it. 

This was also the reason why spiritual energy was seen just as being beneficial on the other continents, but not the focused energy. Qi was, after all, the universally acknowledged energy that experts cultivated. 

The reason that it was not so acknowledged in Yan Dalu was due to the fact that all Qi martial art techniques, scriptures, and other things had long since been lost. Now that Xue Wei was here, however, as he started sharing his collection, things were starting to change. 

While Xue Wei was busy thinking about the changes the Qi would make to Yan Dalu, he returned to his courtyard and quickly entered his own room, not wanting to let the others see him covered in blood. 

He was completely indifferent to the ruminations of what had happened earlier; the killing was nothing much to him, and while he was cleaning up, he paid no more attention to it. Unfortunately, Yan Dalu had been too calm for many years, murder was highly frowned upon, and it was something that happened extremely rarely. 

In this case, it was especially so, since the dead person was a young master of the Baili family. Although he was not the heir, he was still quite an important figure of the younger generation and a direct descendant of the family’s head. 

When rumors about the murder started spreading, everyone went cold fearing what might happen. What would the Baili family do to retaliate, and who would come out on top in such a fight? 

The elders of the academy caught wind of the rumors quite fast, and although they were quite shocked, they quickly put it behind them. They had such a massive problem with the dysfunctionality of the Soul Tower that they simply did not have the time to deal with a murder at the current point in time.

Not to mention the conflict of interests, since they also wanted Xue Wei to solve an issue for them. However, the issue seemed to be growing more and more troublesome, and thus they soon gave up all hope of him being able to help them. 

Xue Wei finished his bath and returned downstairs just as casually as he usually did, only to find that Bai Tianyi, Lin Xiao, Hei Gou, and Xue Luoluo were all sitting in the lounge looking at him with queer expressions on their faces. 

“He definitely did it on purpose,” Bai Tianyi said with a sigh as he saw the carefree face of Xue Wei. 

“I think he got bored of not being chased,” Hei Gou continued with a nod of his head.

“He is not thinking about consequences at all,” Lin Xiao agreed. 

“You bullies, my older brother is always right!” Luoluo said with her cheeks puffed up in an adorable way as if she was scolding the three other men. 

“How’d you know?” Xue Wei asked, still not displaying any signs of regret or annoyance. He was just surprised that they knew about it already.

“The entire academy knows,” a voice came from the entrance. Yuan Bailong came in through the door and looked at him with a helpless laugh. 
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Xue Wei did not know whether to cry or to laugh when he saw that even Yuan Bailong had appeared on his doorstep, a smile beaming on his face as if he had gained something substantial from Xue Wei’s killing of the young master of the Baili family. 

But, he felt that he had picked the right person to work with, as the moment the man heard these troubling rumors, he had rushed to meet Xue Wei instead of speculating about him. 

Right after Yuan Bailing had appeared, another wave of people arrived in their courtyard; this time, it was the people from the Gu family. 

“Now is not the time to smile,” Gu Bing’er said as she arrived with a stern expression on her face, and after seeing how casual and laid back the people within the courtyard were.

“Will the academy not protect Xue Wei?” Yuan Bailong asked curiously upon seeing Gu Bing’er’s panicked expression, and not completely understanding why she was so scared about what was going on. 

“Usually, they would investigate when a murder happens on their grounds and then give a fair response to the people who are involved, but right now they do not have the time to actually do anything like that.

“Did you forget that the Soul Tower has stopped functioning? The elders really do not care about anything other than fixing the tower right now. Since they have no time to deal with this problem, they are going to let the Baili family get their own vengeance this time.

“But even if they were not busy, it is quite likely that they would have sided with the Baili family anyway, even if they had to sacrifice you.

“This continent might be different to yours, although everyone is living life easily, the hierarchy is not to be questioned. One’s number of eyes determines how bright your future is, and even then, it is important to pledge your allegiance to a family.

“The families pretend to be gentle and friendly on the surface, but the truth is that the capital is filled with corruption and schemes. Every official is hired or bribed by the families; even here at the academy, it is the same. The elders and teachers are all bribed or hired to assist the upcoming youngsters within the families.

“I came here late because I was having a conversation with the elders of our Gu family,” Gu Bing’er continued, her face solemn and serious. “We have decided to support you. We were supposed to go against the Baili family eventually, and considering that you have made it possible, we will just have to make it happen faster than expected.”

Yuan Bailong paused and then nodded his head. “I will go contact the Yuan family elders immediately,” he said and sat down in a corner of the lounge area, closing his eyes as he got ready to contact them through his mental connection.

Not long after, Yuan Bailong appeared next to Xue Wei and the others again, his face conflicted with mixed emotions. 

“Some of the elders felt that you being in trouble did not have anything to do with our family,” he said hesitantly, his facial expression ugly. “But after convincing the old badgers, they understood that you are our only chance of going against the Baili family.

“Since they understood this now, they agreed to assist you, in case we start an all-out war against the Baili family—but we want to avoid that if at all possible.”

Xue Wei knew that currently, he did not have the strength to go against the entire Baili family on his own, but he had still acted against the young master regardless. 

There were some decisions that had to be made, no matter what. Xue Wei understood that he had to stay true to himself, as if he stepped back even just once, it was likely to become a habit. If he became accustomed to stepping back, he would lose sight of who he was, and it would become difficult to advance his cultivation. 

No one asked him whether or not it was an option to take a step back; everyone just understood Xue Wei’s personality and knew that doing so would be detrimental to his cultivation. 

Still, Gu Bing’er was awash with emotion and sighed. She had never expected that things would evolve to the stage it was at currently.

“Well one good thing has come from this,” Xue Wei smiled gently, as he looked at the many people surrounding him. “If the academy truly washes their hands of us, then the oath we took when we joined the academy is invalid. If they betray us, we will no longer be restricted by the oath to be loyal to the academy either.”

“Do you plan on doing something to the academy?” Yuan Bailong asked with a frown on his face. Although he understood that it was good not to be restrained by an oath, he still valued the academy highly as it was the birthplace of every influential person within his country. 

“The academy promised us many things when we agreed to join,” Xue Wei said slowly. “They promised us we could either join the spiritual energy class or the Qi class, but the truth is that no one has helped us join either side. In fact, we have been left all alone, and they haven’t told us anything about this problem we’re supposed to solve. Everything we have gained, apart from the assistance we got from the Soul Tower, we have gained from our very own efforts.

“We have no actual plans on harming the academy,” Xue Wei finally relented when he saw the worry in Yuan Bailong’s expression. “If we do, we will become the sworn enemy of the entire continent.

“However, not being limited by the oath will make things much easier for us. We will be able to move unnoticed and do things that might border on being unacceptable.”

“I see,” Yuan Bailong nodded his head, but he remained worried. Had Xue Wei just relented because he did not want him to worry, or was it the truth?

Gu Bing’er was rather quiet. She said nothing after declaring that the Gu family would support them, but she had been listening intently to the conversation.

No emotions could be discerned from her face. Her hands were crossed above her chest, but her fists were not tightened nor were her muscles tense—there was nothing to hint that she was uncomfortable or in disarray about what Xue Wei would do with the academy.

It was at this point that Xue Wei realized, that amongst Yuan Bailong and Gu Bing’er, Gu Bing’er was the superior one. She was calm no matter what situation she encountered, her face would never betray her emotions, and her ability to keep her thoughts hidden was impressive. 

“Fortunately, she is our ally,” Xue Wei muttered to himself, as he took a respectful glance at Gu Bing’er. 

“Big Brother, Big Brother!” a childish voice suddenly sounded in the room. as a small child came running towards Xue Wei on unsteady legs, her arms spread wide and gesturing to be carried.

Xue Wei smiled gently and bent down to carry her without a second thought, his face suddenly softening to a warm and doting expression. 

Seeing the change in expression, Yuan Bailong’s eyebrows rose dramatically in shock. He scrutinized the small girl that was now adorned in a beautiful purple dress, her hair was tied on top of her head in a bun, but a few stray hairs had fallen down to frame her face.

She seemed to be about five-years-old—not very mature, but she was adorable, and it was impossible to not take a liking to her almost instantly. She seemed so gentle that Yuan Bailong could not help but smile at her, but Luoluo did not return the favor; instead, she stuck out her tongue and grimaced at him.

“Luoluo, be nice,” Xue Wei lovingly scolded. Although he was scolding her, his voice was tender and gentle. “Yuan Bailong is our comrade, our ally. We cannot be rude to him,” he finished, and Luoluo tentatively nodded her head while glancing at the other man. 

Gu Bing’er’s brows were furrowed when she saw that Xue Wei suddenly had a child in his custody, a child she had not seen before. She had noticed the child earlier when she entered the room, but she had not realized that she had such close ties to Xue Wei. 

Another thing that made Gu Bing’er rather wary was the fact that, although she could see Luoluo right in front of her, she could not sense her. If she did not look at her directly, then she would be incapable of sensing her presence. Was this really normal for a five-year-old child? 

After looking deeply at Luoluo, Gu Bing’er turned her gaze towards Bai Tianyi. He was another one that caused her some confusion. She had heard about his feat of reaching the ninth floor on the Soul Tower, so his strength was simply outrageous for a ten-year-old child. Was he also in possession of some secrets? 

Gu Bing’er felt that the more she was with Xue Wei, the less she understood him and his friends. They were like a bottomless abyss of mystery that constantly spewed out new and exciting things for them to observe. 

Although she was very curious about all the mysteries that were present around Xue Wei, she did not try to pry into his business. She understood that, as long as they were partners, then it was better to not know so that no one could judge their limits.

In fact, the Gu family had been much like the Yuan family, originally. They had not wanted to enter into the fight between Xue Wei and the Baili family; it was only under Gu Bing’er’s continued persistence that they finally saw the benefits of working with Xue Wei. 

Unfortunately, Yuan Bailong was not as diligent as Gu Bing’er, and he had not been capable of fully convincing his family of the benefits. Although they had agreed to stand by Xue Wei, they had done so hesitantly and were only willing to step forward if it became the entire Baili family that went against Xue Wei. 

“I need to figure out a way to make them motivated to step up before it gets too bad,” Gu Bing’er muttered to herself as she looked around in the room. Xue Wei was busy fussing over the child. Bai Tianyi was observing the child being fussed over with a rather hostile expression. Hei Gou and Lin Xiao were joking with one another, and Yuan Bailong was harboring a rather entertaining expression on his face as he observed the previously hell-bent Xue Wei become an overprotective parent. 

Yuan Bailong—that was where the solution lay! Gu Bing’er smirked as she realized that he could become a rather useful chess piece in the current war against the Baili family—even, later on, he could prove to be very useful to her. 

“Bailong,” she called out, stumping Yuan Bailong with the way she called him. He turned around and looked at her, his eyes filled with puzzlement.

“I have an idea,” Gu Bing’er said with a quiet voice as Yuan Bailong appeared next to her, her eyes glistening with a cheekiness that caused Yuan Bailong to fill with worry. 

“An idea for what?” he asked hesitantly, wondering if he really wanted to know what she was talking about. 

“Well, our families are not united right now. We are allies, but nothing more than that. Why don’t we connect our families completely?” She gently clasped her hands together. 

“Connect them?” Yuan Bailong responded, not understanding what she meant. Connecting families was not something that was done easily, as the two families found it difficult to trust one another. 

Usually, the most common way of merging families would be through marriage, but the Yuan family had many sons, and who would be the heir was still undecided. They did not have many females either; for some reason, most of their children were sons.

The Gu family was in a similar situation. They only had one young miss—Gu Bing’er, and she was not in the running to be the heir of the family. Only sons could become the new head of the family.
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Chapter 28 - Rainbow Pill
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Still not completely understanding what Gu Bing’er was getting at, Yuan Bailong listened to her with curiosity, but also a bit of apprehension. 

“I am asking to marry you,” she said straightforwardly. “If we marry, our families will be connected through marriage, and will become much closer to one another.” 

“Wait, what?” Yuan Bailong was even more stumped when he heard the words. Was he just proposed to? Realizing this, his face suddenly turned crimson, his ears so red that they seemed as if they could drip blood. 

“It is very simple.” Gu Bing’er thought nothing of it, “I will at some point be used in a political marriage anyway,” she explained. “But right now, the best partner would, without doubt, be the Yuan family. You and I know each other well, as we have had quite a few dealings with one another, and marrying me will bring you closer to the position as an heir due to your connection with the Gu family.”

“I am not sure I want to marry you for that purpose,” Yuan Bailong frowned. “I know political marriages are what we nobles can look forward to, but I do not want to just use you to raise my own position.” 

“By raising your position, you will be very useful to me too,” Gu Bing’er said with a calm and collected voice as if she was completely fine with the fact that she was trying to marry herself off for political gain. 

While the two were speaking, everyone else in the room had quietened down and were looking expectantly, at the two speaking friends, curious as to whether or not this would turn into a marriage.

“Well, let’s say that I agree to marry you, how will you convince your family to allow their only miss to marry me? Although I am in the running to become the next heir to the Yuan family, I am not the smartest of the candidates, so my chance of success is not very high.”

“That is why you need me,” Gu Bing’er smiled sweetly. “You are indeed a bit simple-minded, but then you will have me to take care of all our scheming for you.”

Yuan Bailong had not really considered this possibility, but the more he considered it, the more plausible it sounded. He would benefit greatly if he married Gu Bing’er, but was she really okay with him? 

He was not so gullible as to think that she had fallen in love with him—she was far too apathetic when facing him, but why should this mean they could not marry? 

Love was a luxury that commoners could pursue; they were nobles, and for them, it was about marrying for family connections and benefits. Still, it was not like they hadn’t grown somewhat fond of each other after spending so much time together; it certainly made it more bearable for both of them, instead of the chance that they would be matched with someone they didn’t get along with at all.

Finally reaching a conclusion, Yuan Bailong looked at Gu Bing’er with shining eyes, “How are we to make them approve of us though?” he asked curiously. 

Although the wedding would increase his standing in the Yuan family even further than his current performance with Xue Wei’s deal, he was not sure that the Gu family would approve of him as their son-in-law. 

“That’s simple,” Gu Bing’er smiled, now that she realized that Yuan Bailong was accepting her proposal. “I will tell my brothers that I have fallen deeply in love with you and that you are equally enamored with me. My brothers spoil me silly since I am the only sister they have, so they will definitely help me convince my family elders, and I believe we will succeed.”

Yuan Bailong nodded his head; it sounded like a plan. Then he turned around and noticed that the whole room was silent. All of the people within the room were either leisurely seated in chairs or leaning against something, looking at Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong with rapt attention and a knowing smile on their lips. 

“Big Brother, what is marriage?” Luoluo suddenly asked, “can it be eaten?” 

Xue Wei smirked when he heard the small child’s question, but he answered honestly, “It is when two people promise to be together all their lives.”

“Then can I marry Big Brother?” Luoluo asked with sparkling eyes, making Xue Wei laugh out loud. 
He shook his head, “No,” he said. “We are family, and family cannot marry one another. And I already have a wife waiting for me to return to the Chang’an continent.”

“So family is more important than marriage?” Luoluo would not let go, and Xue Wei gently rubbed her head. 
“It is different but just as important,” he promised her. “I will never leave you alone, but one day, when you’re grown up, you will also find someone who makes your heart warm, and you’ll want to spend your entire future with them.”

Luoluo thought about it before she nodded her head solemnly, “I cannot marry Big Brother, because you are my big brother.” 

Xue Wei smiled when he saw that the child had understood. He then turned to Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong and smirked at them too, “I wish to congratulate you on your engagement,” he said teasingly, and while Gu Bing’er was completely unaffected, Yuan Bailong was turning crimson as he realized that everyone in the room had been listening to their conversation. 

“Thank you,” Gu Bing’er did not see anything wrong with accepting Xue Wei’s congratulations, neither did she feel uncomfortable about it. She was, in fact, very pleased that she had managed to convince Yuan Bailong to marry her. 

She had interacted with him quite a few times recently. They had met each other often at the academy, not to mention they had gotten to know each other quite well from their deals with Xue Wei about the Qi cultivation—it was not like they got along poorly. 

When push came to shove, she was quite pleased with her decision. She quite liked the naive but friendly Yuan Bailong, and she was sure that he would treat her well in the future. He was an honorable man who—although slightly naive and simple-minded—would do anything in his power to do the right thing. Such a person was hard to find, and Gu Bing’er was sure that if they were given enough time, then they would learn to treasure one another as well.

“Well then, we will have to appear in love to the rest of the world, so I am relying on your acting ability,” Gu Bing’er said as she looked at Yuan Bailong with a contemplative look. Was he going to be able to act it out? 

Seeing his embarrassed expression when, instead of maintaining eye contact with her, he desperately looked anywhere else, all while a deep red hue spread out over his face, Gu Bing’er could not help but let go of her worries. He clearly looked like someone suffering from puppy love!

Satisfied with this, Gu Bing’er nodded to Xue Wei, “I have conveyed the information I needed to convey. Stay safe, as our future business depends on it—and don’t hesitate to request our help. I will go to sort out my marriage. Bailong, do nothing, for now. We will come to the Yuan family to formally request the marriage soon.”

Unless the woman was gifted as a concubine, it was usually men were the ones who went to request marriages, but it seemed that Gu Bing’er did not care about these common customs of Yan Dalu. Not only had she proposed to Yuan Bailong, but she had also said that they would be the ones to propose the marriage. 

When Gu Bing’er left, Yuan Bailong also left, his expression rather amused, as if he still had not determined what to think about the whole situation. However, he had already accepted the proposal, and as a man, he was not going to go back on his word. 

When he left, Xue Wei made Lin Xiao and Hei Gou look after Luoluo, while he locked himself in the pill room to concoct pills. 

He had many pill formulas with him, and amongst these pill formulas were the rainbow pills. 

Rainbow pill formulas were not that rare, but the pills themselves were incredibly rare as they had a very low success rate when being refined, and the materials needed to be used were also quite rare. 

Xue Wei had not concocted pills since he made the Sky Knight Pills some time ago, so he started by created some Spring Powder Pills again—the very common healing and minor cultivation boosting pill that works for Ordinary Knight-ranked experts. Fortunately, he quickly found the right state of mind, and all of them came out at a high purity. 

Although he had just succeeded in creating a good batch of Spring Healing Pills, he was not satisfied. He tried the more challenging Sand Dust Pill, a pill that was meant to be activated rather than consumed, creating a large sandstorm in its wake.

Any pills that were not designed for consumption were always the most difficult ones to concoct, due to their volatility—with the exception of the rainbow pills. 

The first pill was refined properly, but it had a low purity, which was something that Xue Wei did not create that often. It quickly showed him how difficult it was to successfully concoct these pills. 

But Xue Wei did not give up. He kept at it, and eventually, he ended up concocting ten more Sand Dust Pills, out of which were eight high, one middle and another low purity pill. 

Feeling confident after his successful concoctions, he was ready to try his hand at a Rainbow Pill. First, he found the materials needed to make this specific One-colored Rainbow Pill. There were many different formulas to make rainbow pills, but they all had one thing in common—the materials needed were more than just herbs, and the difficulty of the refinement was through the roof.

Xue Wei took a deep breath as he organized the metals, precious stones and herbs that he had bought with merit points and prepared for these pills. 

The various hunks of metal were first sent into the cauldron, then the precious stones, and finally the herbs. 

All of it was being melted down by the spiritual energy flame that he was using. As the ingredients began to merge, a red light started to appear in the cauldron—the light that was a trademark characteristic for a One-colored Rainbow Pill. 

At the start, the red light was faint, but as the materials merged together, it grew brighter and denser in color. As the pill was being formed, the intensity of the light became so overwhelming that Xue Wei had to squint his eyes to be able to see what was going on within his cauldron. 

Finally, after two hours that felt more like an eternity, the flame within the cauldron died down, and a single red pill was lying within the steaming-hot cauldron. 

Xue Wei reached out and picked up the pill, and gave it a thorough examination. It was definitely a red pill, and it seemed to be intact, with no signs of cracking. Rainbow pills were only capable of being profound purity pills, and anything beneath a profound purity pill would have cracked and been made incapable of releasing any of its medicinal properties. If one were to consume a cracked one, it would be like consuming an overpriced, tasteless candy.

Fortunately, it seemed that the first pill that he attempted had been a success. He had not encountered any big problems when refining it, so now that he was done with it, he felt that something had to be amiss.

Xue Wei did not have the materials to make more than three of the One-colored Rainbow Pills right now, so he considered how he might divide them amongst his group. He got up and quickly went to the front room, but upon seeing Lin Xiao and Luoluo playing together, he decided not to disturb them and quickly withdrew again. Returning to the room, he sat down on the bed, crossed his legs and steadied his breathing. 

He looked at the pill once more, before he closed his eyes and popped it into his mouth. As always, when one consumed a Rainbow Pill, one would not know which energy would be enhanced. When the pill started to turn into energy as it slid down his throat, it became evident to Xue Wei that it was his Qi cultivation that was being enhanced.

It had been a long time since Xue Wei last focused on cultivating his Qi, but now he felt how the Azure Dragon spirit in his dantian was floating with happiness and excitement. It was like a man stranded in a desert who finally managed to find an oasis and had a great thirst for every last drop. 
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Chapter 29 - Sparring with Hei Gou
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Xue Wei felt all the air surrounding him turn into an energy-filled storm. The heaven-and-earth-essence rushed into his body at a speed unlike any he had ever experienced before. 

Despite the rush of energy, his body felt comfortable; the energy cascaded through his meridians, and into every pore of his body. He felt the bottleneck he had been fighting since before he even arrived on Yan Dalu finally loosening up, and the Qi within his dantian rushed to improve his cultivation base. 

After breaking through the bottleneck, there was nothing stopping his explosive advancement. It was like an endless stream that flowed into his body, and soon he felt another breakthrough rapidly approaching. 

While cultivating, Xue Wei completely forgot about everything else; the outside world was but a fleeting dream to him, and all he could focus on was his body and the energy that was constantly being refined in it. 

Another five hours went by as he cultivated, churning and refining more Qi than he had ever had to before, before Xue Wei finally finished his cultivation. At this point, he’d had multiple breakthroughs, bursting through into the Earth Knight rank and then even another two layers after that. His Qi level had now settled on the third layer of the Earth Knight rank—a tremendous increase, especially considering how he had completely neglected his Qi cultivation after arriving in Yan Dalu.

Now his cultivation base was more-or-less equal in both spiritual energy and Qi, and he was capable of fighting with much more proficiency than before. 

Xue Wei stretched his body as he felt that the wanton absorption and refinement of the heaven-and-earth essence had finally slowed down to a more regular rate, and he left the room, only to find that the rest of the house was silent. 

Looking out the window, he saw that the sun had already set and the moon had risen in the sky, blanketing the entire courtyard in a silvery light. Stars were also shining brightly, illuminating the otherwise dark night. 

Taking a moment to explore the house and spread out his spiritual energy, he could sense that everyone had returned to their own rooms, with Luoluo having already fallen into a deep sleep while the others were immersed in their cultivation. 

Xue Wei felt rejuvenated after his explosive cultivation with the aid of the Rainbow Pill. His body felt lighter than ever before, he could feel strength pulsating in every muscle of his body, and he pondered on what to do next. 

Should he head to the training grounds and hope that there was someone to spar against, or should he return to cultivating on his own in the room? 

Having reached a conclusion, Xue Wei wrote a message that he slipped under the door into Lin Xiao’s room before he made his way to Hei Gou’s room. 

Arriving, he knocked on the door, “Hey, Gou,” he called out. After a short while, a rather disgruntled looking Hei Gou opened the door. Being interrupted when one was cultivating was not very comfortable, but he understood that Xue Wei would not interrupt him without purpose. 

“What is it?” he asked while leaning against the door frame. His posture made his entire being ooze arrogance, making the corner of Xue Wei’s lips twitch as he tried hard not to laugh at the handsome young dog’s pretentiousness—especially since he needed his assistance now. 

“I just had a few breakthroughs,” Xue Wei explained. “I need someone to spar with, so I can get used to my new strength, but here, it is quite difficult to find someone who is capable of withstanding my attacks. So, I thought of you. Are you interested in a sparring match with me?” 

Although Hei Gou had been cultivating, a better way to get results with one’s cultivation was to spar with a worthy opponent. Not only would it improve the speed with which one would absorb the heaven-and-earth essence, but it also helped one improve their combat ability—not to mention a better comprehension of their abilities. 

Hei Gou had been eager for someone to spar with, as after his blood awakening on the way to Yan Dalu, he had not had any other choice other than to spar with Lin Xiao. And by now, the two of them knew each other so well that they no longer benefitted from sparring with one another.

It was different to spar with Xue Wei. Xue Wei was half a Sovereign Beast. He could use martial art techniques that were made for humans, but he could also use powerful innate abilities that belonged to the Azure Dragons. 

He has become quite good at switching between his Qi and spiritual energy attacks with one another so that the opponent never knew what was coming for him—it could be anything, making it all the more difficult to counter. 

This excitement made Xue Wei an interesting opponent, and even after having known him for as long as Hei Gou had, he still had not grasped a full scope of Xue Wei’s battle form. Throughout their travels Xue Wei’s mental state had changed, his personality was also heavily affected by his transformation from a trash human into a revered Sovereign Beast. 

Xue Wei could easily guess what Hei Gou was thinking when he saw the excitement shining within the handsome dog’s eyes. 

Shaking his head in amusement, Xue Wei just turned around and began walking out of the house. “Let’s go then,” he laughed. 

The note that Xue Wei had left to Lin Xiao stated that he had gone to the training grounds with Hei Gou to spar and that if they were not back before the time that Luoluo woke up, then he should bring her to them so that they could get breakfast together.

Xue Wei practically came to see Lin Xiao as a nanny. He was the most responsible, and capable of almost anything, so looking after a child should not prove to be too problematic for him. Bai Tianyi, on the other hand, would be completely incapable of looking after a child, so Xue Wei did not even consider him. It was fortunate that he hadn’t already attempted to kill her to consume her soul power yet.

As they walked through the academy, Xue Wei noticed that the previously bustling roads were now deserted. Even the facilities that had often been occupied by students now stood empty. 

Many of the students of the more prominent families had already gone back home. It was as if the academy lost most of its worth, now that the Soul Tower was broken. 

As they reached the training grounds, they found that only a handful of experts were present, and all of these were Qi cultivators—Primordial Beasts. 

Although the majority of important people within Yan Dalu cultivated spiritual energy, there were still quite a few Primordial Beasts that cultivated Qi, and they were not to be belittled. 

Xue Wei and Hei Gou looked around, quickly finding a sparring arena that was unoccupied. They casually went towards it, chatting with one another as if the perilous situation they were actually in had no effect on their mental state. 

The Baili family must be planning their revenge on Xue Wei and could strike at any given time. At the same time, the Soul Tower becoming nonfunctional meant that not only was the entire continent worried, but the elders within the Garden of Shadows were far too preoccupied to give them any assistance. Nonetheless, they were completely carefree as they joked around. 

Noticing their carefree behavior, the other students were stumped for words. Were these two delusional, or were they being overconfident? 

The Baili family were not to be denigrated, and everyone knew that Xue Wei had killed a young master Baili already. Everyone had heard about the academy’s response, and the Baili family’s manhunt was scheduled to begin shortly. 

Was this really the time for them to be coming to the training grounds and spar with one another in such a carefree manner? 

Xue Wei took a stance in front of Hei Gou. He quickly activated the Qi within his body, causing it to pour out of his hand, and taking on the shape of a longsword. 

Swinging the sword to test its ephemeral weightlessness in his hand, Xue Wei released a wicked grin on his face. It had been too long since he’d last experienced a proper fight. Although it was against his brother, Hei Gou, he knew that he could go all out. Even if they ended up getting injured, they would never blame one another, they would just laugh it off, as they knew they would never hurt each other on purpose.

Xue Wei wielded the shining sword with a flourish, reminding Hei Gou not to underestimate the power behind its razor sharp edge. 

Without hesitation, he swiftly placed his claws on his hands, took a defensive stance and got ready to defend himself.

Forbidden Rush!

Windwolf Sword Slash!

Xue Wei did not go easy on Hei Gou; he rushed towards him so fast that all that the spectating Primordial Beasts could see was a blur of motion. 

Suddenly, Hei Gou’s pupils constricted, and he retreated three steps while lifting the claws above his head—just in time to block the Qi sword that Xue Wei was pressing down on him. 

Although Xue Wei was now at the third layer of the Earth Knight rank in Qi levels, Hei Gou was at the fourth layer; however, it turned out that their strength was equally matched. 

The grins on the sparring duo’s faces deepened more profoundly than they had been before; their blood was boiling in excitement. 

It was a long time since they had been able to fight without caring for their surroundings, and using their inner energies to clash. 

Xue Wei had retreated slightly after a clash with Hei Gou, but when a big enough distance had opened between them, Xue Wei unleashed a fierce Azure Light Finger, before he immediately rushed beside the hurtling azure energy, and simultaneously landed a Shattering Mountain Palm as it hit. 

Hei Gou was hard-pressed to defend himself against the synchronized attacks. 

He lifted his claw to deflect the Azure Light Finger, as he was acutely aware that this attack—being inspired by an innate skill of the Azure Dragons—was the most lethal one of the two attacks, and in turn, couldn’t prevent the palm attack landing solidly on his chest. 

The moment the attack landed on his chest, he felt as if his blood was starting to flow in reverse; the Qi in his body turned sluggish, and his body shot backward like a kite being cut from its string. 

Digging his claws into the ground, he managed to slow down the speed with which he was sent scurrying back. Blood leaked from the corner of his lip, but there were no signs of displeasure on his face. 

Xue Wei did not rush to follow up this time. It was, after all a sparring match, and he did not want his friend’s life. 

Hei Gou snickered and wiped the blood from his lips with a smile, before he withdrew a vial from his storage treasure, and poured out some Returning Spring Healing Pills he’d bought back in Chang’an and saved up for an occasion like this. They landed into his hand,  and he then popped them straight into his mouth, chewed with audible crunching sounds and swallowed loudly.

The wounds he had sustained were quickly healed under the consumption of the pills, and he snickered. “My turn this time!” he exclaimed, jumping high into the air while a set of beautiful black wings sprouted from his back. 

With these black wings, his speed increased tremendously. He was much more dangerous than before, and even while relying on his Forbidden Rush, Xue Wei still felt hard-pressed to keep up with the cuts from Hei Gou’s lightning-fast claws, as they came from all directions. 

“Transformation is not allowed!” Xue Wei yelled out with laughter, stepping back. “But damn, you can transform partially?! This is so awesome!” he exclaimed, and Hei Gou just laughed out loud.

“This is not a transformation but an innate ability!” he argued back, punctuating it with a few flaps of his wings that sent him speeding once more. 

“So unfair!” Xue Wei muttered while his eyes focused. Hei Gou was almost too fast for him to keep up with, he had to really strain all his senses to protect himself against the incoming onslaught of attacks. 
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Chapter 30 - Trouble Comes Knocking
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Their blood was boiling in their veins, as the sparring match they were engaged in took away their breath. 

Their entire focus was locked on one another, constantly advancing,  retreating, lashing out or defending with their weapons. 

They were so engrossed in their fight that they did not even notice that the few people at the sparring field had stopped their own training to stand and observe the epic battle between Xue Wei and Hei Gou. 

The Primordial Beasts were all eager to see a thrilling battle; they wanted to expand their own horizons by seeing how others battled, and they were all stunned by what they saw. 

The battle was one of speed. Hei Gou was using some innate ability that relied on his black wings, and Xue Wei was utilizing his Forbidden Rush movement technique to its max. 

Wounds and cuts had appeared all over Xue Wei and Hei Gou, turning their clothes into rags. 

Xue Wei was wearing his red Primordial Beast silks, masking the blood that had seeped into it, while Hei Gou was in his black robes, masking a similar amount. 

The glaring cuts were not even visible under their blood-soaked skin, the blood just making their bodies seem dark red or even black under the moonlit skies. 

Xue Wei and Hei Gou were wounding one another, but as soon as one had received any serious injury, they would pause the battle to allow for the injured person to take a Returning Spring Healing Pill, addressing the more serious injury, but at the same time, also closing the various cuts on their bodies. 

Even the more serious wounds were not something that they would consider an issue. If it was a real battle, they would easily be able to continue fighting, but since it was a simple spar, they stopped from time to time to make sure they didn’t lose anything vital.

The surrounding Primordial Beasts almost had their eyes popping out of their skulls. They saw these two people flashing here and there and fighting at such a rapid speed that it was almost impossible to watch with the naked eye, yet momentarily stopping sometimes to eat some pills as if they were candies. 

The moon started to retire as the sun rose in the sky, and yet still a winner had not been declared in Hei Gou and Xue Wei’s battle. Hours had gone by, but they had not even been drained of Qi; their battle had just gotten more and more intense instead. 

More and more people had gathered to watch them spar, and now it was not only Primordial Beasts but also spiritual energy cultivators who had casually walked past, and been caught up in what a real battle between Qi cultivators could look like. 

They did not stop before a childish voice sounded in the audience, “Big Brother is awesome; he is beating the bad doggie!” 

Hearing this, Hei Gou lost his focus, and Xue Wei took the opportunity to quickly maneuver and position his sword at his friend’s throat, a triumphant smile on his face. 

“You cheated. You used Luoluo to distract me!” Hei Gou begrudgingly said, but, although he was complaining, a smile was on his face as he looked at the child who had called out. 

Xue Wei snickered, “You would have lost either way; this way, it just happened faster.” 

“It was obviously me who would have won,” Hei Gou retorted. “I am so handsome; it is impossible for me to lose to someone who is half a head shorter than me!” 

Xue Wei was left speechless after hearing Hei Gou’s excuse, and then he started laughing out loud. 

“I am afraid you don’t win based on your appearance,” he grinned. “If you want to win, then you have to back up your words with strength, but you clearly did not have as much strength as me, so you were starting to lag behind.”

“Want to go at it again?!” Hei Gou asked as he puffed up his chest like an angry pigeon. Both Hei Gou’s and Xue Wei’s robes had long since been shredded, and when they looked at themselves, they could not help but smile and shake their heads at their ragged appearances. 

“Not now,” Xue Wei waved his hand in exhaustion. “We already went at it for hours, and although we had healing pills to assist us, we ought to stop for now.” 

Having finished the bout, Xue Wei took out a fresh set of clothes from his storage treasure. He whipped the destroyed robe off, leaving him standing only in his undergarments, wiped as much blood as he could off with the tattered fabric, and swiftly draped the undamaged robes around himself. 

When he was fully dressed once more, Luoluo ran towards him and stretched out her arms, “Big Brother, Big Brother, you promised me lots of food!” she exclaimed as she waited for him to pick her up. 

Suddenly bearing a doting smile, Xue Wei bent down and carried Luoluo in his arms. He gently bumped her nose with a finger, and a giddy expression appeared on his face. 

“Change your clothes, Gou,” Xue Wei said as he threw a glance at his friend who was still raring to continue their battle. “We have to go and eat breakfast; I promised little Luoluo.”

Luoluo grinned happily when she heard that, and Hei Gou smiled too, giving up on the battle he had wished to continue. He took out a replacement black robe and wrapped it around himself, before tying the belt, and then joining Xue Wei and the others.

Bai Tianyi was standing behind Lin Xiao, his eyes slightly narrowed as he gave Luoluo a contemplative stare. 

Xue Wei noticed this gaze, and wondered if Bai Tianyi had understood something that he had not—Bai Tianyi was, after all, a much more experienced being than he, so maybe he had sensed something that he did not? 

Noticing that Xue Wei had seen his gaze, Bai Tianyi slowly shook his head to indicate that they could not talk about it right now, but a gleam of light shone in his eyes as if he had encountered a treasure. 

“Let us get going,” Xue Wei said and started walking towards the area of the academy where the restaurants were located. 

Leaving the training grounds, Xue Wei and his friends began chatting with one another. “So you just left little Luoluo to me? What kind of adult are you to just drop that responsibility on me?” Lin Xiao grumbled, making Luoluo look back at Lin Xiao with a cheeky smile on her face.

“Luoluo can’t marry big brother, so Luoluo will marry Uncle Lin Xiao instead,” she said with a grin and a giggle, her words stunning Lin Xiao and making his eyes wide.

“I say, little girl, can you not say such a terrifying thing?!” he exclaimed in shock, but Luoluo just pursed her lips and snorted. 
“I am marrying Uncle Lin Xiao since I cannot marry Big Brother. The black doggie is annoying, and the kid is scary.”

All four people were surprised hearing Luoluo’s proclamation, but after a moment, Xue Wei began laughing. 

Luoluo’s reasoning was flawless; it could not be argued against. She had picked Lin Xiao only because she could not marry Xue Wei, and the two others were quickly dismissed because of her first-hand impressions of them. 

Suddenly, as they were walking on the streets, Xue Wei saw a group of experts moving towards them—one containing experts from the Baili family.

“Are you Xue Wei?” the person who was walking in front of the group asked with obvious malice in his voice. 

He was not even trying to hide his displeasure and the fact that he was here to cause problems. 

Xue Wei glanced at him and his followers. They were eleven people, and amongst these eleven people, all of them were spiritual energy cultivators at the Earth Knight level. 

It was obvious that they had investigated Xue Wei and his friends’ current strength, and knowing that all of them were Earth Knights, they felt no need to dispatch a Sky Knight to deal with them. 

They had the benefit of being superior in numbers, and they also held the arrogance of the Baili family. Being a family of noble blood, they were all able to confront experts of higher rank than themselves anyway, so dealing with Xue Wei and his friends should be a simple task.

Unfortunately, these experts knew too little about Xue Wei and his friends. They were like butterflies raised in a greenhouse, never before had they seen challenges or experienced true hardship. These people had never even killed someone before, as Yan Dalu was an incredibly peaceful area. 

When fighting with your life on the line, these experts had no experience whatsoever, and in the end, it would show when the fight was unfolding. 

Xue Wei and his friends, on the other hand, had fought many battles; they had been chased across an entire continent, been the subject of hatred and envy, and had killed multiple people. 

They would show no remorse killing even more, should they be threatened, and considering their current relationship with the Baili family, they felt no need to show mercy if this encounter ended in a battle. It was hard to say who would be in the toughest position considering how Xue Wei and the others were bloodthirsty mass murderers, and they were naive and spoiled young masters.

“Hey! I am talking to you!” the man who had asked if he was Xue Wei called out, unhappy with how Xue Wei was ignoring him, and looking at him as if he was an idiot. 

“Well, you talk to me and then I have to answer?” Xue Wei asked mockingly. “What kind of world is this, are you my master? Am I your servant? Why must I follow your orders?”

Hearing what Xue Wei said, the man’s face turned pale and livid in anger. He had never experienced anyone this disrespectful before, and he was unsure of what exactly he should say now. 

His imposing demeanor was completely deflated after Xue Wei’s taunts. He had expected much more from their arrival. They would use their numbers to intimidate Xue Wei; they would make it possible for their group to break their spirits before bringing them back to the Baili family.

In fact, it never occurred to this group of experts that they would actually have to fight and risk the chance their targets might kill them instead of being captured.

Xue Wei just snickered when he saw the expression on their faces, and he shook his head. 

Suddenly he felt excited. He had just been in a battle with Hei Gou, and although he enjoyed the thrill of battle, it had not been possible to let go of his bloodlust—to release his urge to kill completely. 

Seeing that these small lambs had served themselves up for slaughter, Xue Wei felt the blood in his body boil. After he had become one with the Azure Dragon blood, he had felt more and more ruthless. He had also started to enjoy the feeling of killing someone, and if he was not careful, he would surely succumb to such feelings of pleasure and become addicted to killing. 

But Xue Wei retained a semblance of humanity and knew that some things could not be allowed. If he truly became a cold-blooded killer who killed for pleasure, then he would no longer be himself. 

Still, if anyone threw themselves at him, he was not going to be mindlessly polite. 

The group of friends was generally rather ruthless. Bai Tianyi had given up his humanity for the sake of immortality and became a sword spirit; this meant that humans and beasts were nothing more than walking bags of soul power to him. 

If not for Xue Wei’s serious warnings to him, he would have run around killing people to harvest their soul power with no qualms. 

Hei Gou was also rather disinterested in human and beastly lives. All that mattered to him was his friends, and anyone else was completely ignored. Killing them would even be a waste of time unless they troubled him.

Amongst all of them, the one who had the most pity and empathy towards other creatures was Lin Xiao, and even he was somewhat the same; he too, had hands soaked in blood.
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Sensing that the group of experts was not being intimidated by their sheer numbers, the Baili experts steeled themselves for battle. 

Xue Wei had been waiting for this. His lips curled into a grin, and his eyes shone with light. Bai Tianyi, Hei Gou, and Lin Xiao were also rather eager to battle as none of them had had a real fight since the time they had encountered the bandits before they arrived at the academy. Now they finally had an excuse to start stretching their legs. 

The only one who was unsure of what was happening was Luoluo. She was, after all, a child in mentality, and Xue Wei wanted her to grow up as a free spirit. He wanted to protect her naivety, but at the same time, he also knew that it was highly unlikely that she had no blood on her hands, considering her real age was similar to the old monster, Bai Tianyi. 

Inner Might: Qi Sword!

Wasting no time, Xue Wei instantly used his skill to create a sword out of Qi, which he then started flourishing in his hand, the grin on his face widening in anticipation. 

Hei Gou readied a similar stance, the claws having already been withdrawn from his storage treasure and placed on his hands. Bai Tianyi had started circulating the spiritual energy within his body while Lin Xiao had found his staff, ready to attack the group that was coming towards them. 

“What... what are you guys doing?!” the leader of the Baili team asked when he saw that these people had not an ounce of fright, but instead seemed to be preparing—or even seemed eager—to fight!

“What are we doing?” Xue Wei pretended to ponder for a moment, and then he flashed a brilliant, toothy smile and answered, “We are obviously doing you!”

The leader turned pale, but he did not withdraw. He had faith in his team, and worst case scenario—they would be badly bruised. Although he was aware of Xue Wei having already completely annihilated the previous group he came across, he had completely forgotten about this point. 

Forbidden Rush!

Arcane Fist!

Windwolf Sword Slash!

Xue Wei did not hesitate at all. After speaking, he rushed forward with the Forbidden Rush movement technique, and at the same time, he launched two attacks simultaneously. 

One was the fist attack, Arcane Fist, which created an illusion of thousands of fist imprints in the air, all of which were created with Qi, and all of them raining down on the body of the expert he had targeted.

At the same time, he unleashed a Windwolf Sword Slash with the Qi sword. The slash was fast, precise and sharp. Both the fist attack and the sword attack came raining down on the same person; a person who was rather weak amongst the opponents as he was merely a third layer Earth Warrior—a rank equal to Xue Wei, so there was no way he would be able to protect himself. 

First, the fist attack landed, sending him reeling backward, blood flowing from his mouth. Afterward, the sword slash landed on his chest, slicing open his garments and gouging a deep wound in his chest, which immediately started spewing blood. 

“Aren’t you being too violent?!” the person in charge of the Baili group yelled, as his eyes widened in surprise and horror upon seeing Xue Wei’s unbridled attack. It was as if they did not care about the consequences at all!

“Use your brain,” Xue Wei snickered as he ran forward and released another Windwolf Sword Slash, beheading the person who he had injured before. “We are already like oil and water with the Baili family. Why allow them even more people to chase us?” 

Hearing Xue Wei speak so casually while killing a person sent shivers down the back of everyone present. 

Yan Dalu was a calm continent. It was a place where, although ten people vanished a day, there were very rarely any murder, bandits, or blood spilled. Even when there were schemes against the different families, they rarely resorted to killing one another, even when they devolved into fights. 

Yet now they had seen someone being killed right in front of them, and so casually as well. It was as if life was completely meaningless in Xue Wei’s eyes. Even as he killed, he did not blink; blood sprayed from the executed man’s severed neck, yet Xue Wei still held a grin on his face. 

Not only the Baili family but everyone present suddenly felt a cold shiver run down their spine, and their eyes widened in horror. 

The display of callousness was something they had never seen before, and the majority of the students had not even seen someone being killed; only those who had been out on missions like the bandit attack knew what it would be like to kill someone, or see someone being killed in front of them. 

These Baili family minions had no idea of what it meant to kill. They had never truly thought about it, but now when they stood in a fight that was either kill or be killed, they suddenly felt their knees grow weak and horror filling their hearts. 

“You cannot kill us!” the leader exclaimed, his voice rising a few octaves and breaking as his horror and disbelief got the better of him. He failed to sound very authoritative when his voice remained high as he continued to plead, “We are from the Baili family! Killing us is a crime against humanity; we are the protectors of Yan Dalu!”

“We are foreigners,” Xue Wei reminded him. “No one has taught us what it means to be a protector of Yan Dalu, and is there really a law that states that you cannot kill someone when it comes to legal self-defense? Look how many you are; look how few we are. It is logical that we are frightened silly, and that we have no other option than to retaliate.” 

The man was tongue-tied. He had never expected that Xue Wei would give a reasonable response while being shrouded in such a dense murderous aura. 

There was, in fact, a law that stated that you could not kill in Yan Dalu. However, the law did not count if the act was in self-defense. 

Right now it could be argued, if one was very thick-skinned, that the Baili family had brought a mob to cause problems, making it so the attack was in self-defense, yet everyone who was watching the scene felt that this was not self-defense at all, instead, it was clearly murder. 

Xue Wei was not the only one being brutal; the others had also acted similarly. Bai Tianyi had not been holding back at all. He had formed thousands of swords around him from his spiritual energy and thrust them relentlessly towards his foes. Many of them were easily blocked, but the sheer number was enough to overwhelm multiple experts at once.

Lin Xiao was also facing against two at the same time. “I am sorry, I am a monk, and I should not be beating people,” he said with a sigh as if to excuse himself. “But then again, I am no longer much of a monk, and you guys are seriously an eyesore, so saving everyone else from having to look at you could also be considered a good deed,” he mused to himself. His words caused his opponents to feel so livid with anger that they almost coughed up more blood than they already had after being beaten black and blue by his staff.

On the other hand, Hei Gou was not speaking a word to his foes. He felt that these people were not worthy of his words, and instead, he had transformed his black wings and used them to swoop like a breeze through the experts, the claws never resting as they cut through one after the other. 

In less than a minute, the entire group had fallen into a perilous situation, and they were all feeling dread towards Xue Wei and his friends, causing them to start panicking.

More and more of them were being killed; they dropped to the ground as soon as the pressure got to them, and they no longer had the chance to protect themselves. 

In fact, although this was a life and death battle, Xue Wei and the others were not taking it too seriously. None of them had fully transformed, nor they had not used their strongest abilities either; they were more like a bunch of cats toying with a handful of mice. 

They purposefully avoided the leader, leaving him unscathed. He was rushing forth and back in an attempt to attack in a pair with some of the others, and then tried to launch sneak attacks in an attempt to disrupt the group of people who were now bathed in blood, but he met with no success. 

The only thing he noticed was that his heart was growing more and more uncomfortable. He was fearing for his own life, but he was unwilling to leave his comrades. He understood that the Baili family had looked after him, and if he betrayed them, he would be worse than a dog. 

Since this was the case, his only option was to fight it out. In the beginning, he had arrived with great hopes of capturing Xue Wei and his friends. Afterward, he had been hoping that they could kill Xue Wei and his friends. Then he had hoped that they could just kill one of Xue Wei’s entourage, but by now, he was just hoping to draw a drop of blood so that their death would not be totally in vain.

“You are quite loyal,” Xue Wei said with admiration as he set his sights on the leader, who by now, was the only man standing. He lifted his head and looked at Xue Wei with hatred burning in his eyes. 

“The Baili family will get what they want,” he said with determination. “Even if you have the backing of the Gu and Yuan families, even if you have the abilities of fearsome Qi cultivators, none of it matters,” he began laughing hysterically. 

“The Baili family has always been superior, not just because of their family’s overwhelming power, but also because they have recruited many geniuses.

“The Baili family is not as simple as you might think!” The leader was proud to be a member of the Baili family, despite feeling that Xue Wei was looking down upon them. If he could trade his life for respect, then it would be worth it. 

“So you're telling me that the Baili family not only consists of the Baili family but that they also have hired hidden experts? That is great information, thank you,” Xue Wei grinned. 

He knew a bit about the Baili family, but all his information came from the Gu and Yuan families, so hearing about them straight from the horse’s mouth was much more informative. 

“Well, you are actually the kind of person I respect,” Xue Wei said as he looked at the person in front of him before continuing, “but you came to capture me, perhaps even kill me, so I cannot let you go. Why don’t I allow you to commit suicide to correct your wrongs?” 

The man was stumped when he heard Xue Wei’s words. At first, he had a growing hope that he might survive, but when he heard his only alternative, he could not help but laugh helplessly. 

“I do not have the courage,” the man said honestly. “Death is a scary thing to me, and I have never encountered someone as ruthless as you or who can kill as easily as you do.

“In fact, I doubt that creatures like you even exist here on Yan Dalu. Bloodthirsty fiends, who kill without blinking. It would be best if you never appeared on our peaceful continent.”

“Don’t be too sure,” Xue Wei answered, not taking his words too seriously. “Where do you think the ten missing people go?” he asked, “they don’t just leave the continent, so someone is as murderous as I am—in fact much more, as I might kill, but I don’t go after innocent citizens. I only aim for those that cross my path.”
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The leader of the Baili group sighed. He understood what Xue Wei meant, but he had a hard time accepting it as the truth. 

“Well, that’s that,” the man resided, smiling sadly. When he had awoken this morning, he would never have expected that today would be his final day of life, and even less would he have expected this task to end like this. 

Now, however, it seemed that it was his final moments, and although he felt some sour feelings in his heart, he was able to accept this ending. 

He was proud of his life as a member of the Baili family. He had not let anyone down and even in death; he believed that he would be a ghost of the Baili family. 

Such a person was impossible to hate, and he was someone who deserved respect. However, Xue Wei also understood that a person like this would be too dangerous to be left alive.

He simply could not afford to let the man go, and thus he lifted the Qi sword and gave it a firm swing, beheading the leader and giving him a quick, painless death. 

There was no bloodlust or murderous aura at this moment; all that was left was a group of experts saying their final goodbye to a man that had garnered some respect. 

Even Bai Tianyi took a pause before absorbing the soul power that was released after his death. 

After killing the last of them, Xue Wei did not even glance at the corpses that were littered in the streets of the academy; instead, they just continued towards the restaurant. 

“Were you scared?” Xue Wei asked Luoluo as he, once more, took her into his arms and carried her.

“Not scared,” Luoluo shook her head with a sweet smile on her face. “Big Brother and Uncle Lin Xiao will protect Luoluo, Luoluo is not at all scared when Big Brother and Uncle Lin Xiao are around.”

Xue Wei laughed when he noticed how she completely ignored ‘doggie’ Hei Gou and ‘brat’ Bai Tianyi. 

On the other hand, the two ignored experts did not have any wish to draw attention to themselves. 

Bai Tianyi was in a relatively great mood. He had just consumed the soul power of the entire group, and he could already feel how it was increasing his cultivation base slowly but surely. 

Hei Gou was also quite happy after having sparred against Xue Wei in the morning, and now having fought a battle against a group of experts, even if it was more one-sided. 

He had felt thrilled and excited, so he did not mind forgiving Luoluo for once. After all, Xue Wei really doted on the child, so even if he found her annoying, he had to cope with it. 

The spectators were completely silent before a person suddenly started vomiting. 

It was clear that these students had never before seen such a macabre scene as the one in front of them. Seeing these people with decapitated heads, amputated limbs, disemboweled intestines—everything they saw was just so gruesome that the sight of the bloodbathed corpses and fresh scent of death saturating the air was simply too much for some of them to stomach. 

Rumors were spread through the academy within moments. They used their telepathy to converse with their friends and tell them everything they had just witnessed before their friends spread the news on further. Soon, a few turned to many, many quickly turned to hundreds, and hundreds spread to thousands within the city. 

The Baili family were also amongst the first to be informed about the loss of their minions, and the domineering actions of Xue Wei’s group.

Inside the Baili family mansion, the elders gathered together. 

“Do you think that this Xue Wei is so much stronger than others at the same rank, or is it true that spiritual energy cultivators are weak compared to the Qi cultivators?” one of the elders asked with a pondering expression on his face.

“I do not believe that Qi cultivators are more powerful in battle,” another said with disdain in his voice. “If they were, would the Primordial Beasts not be much more prominent and dangerous in a fight?” 

“So this Xue Wei and his friends are special?” the first person asked with unconcealed uncertainty in his voice. 

“They managed to wipe out eleven experts while only being four. It shows that their battle prowess is outstanding, and their ruthlessness cannot be matched by anyone in Yan Dalu.”

“They are too cocky,” an aged voice suddenly sounded. “They killed our men in front of so many witnesses—it is showing contempt for Yan Dalu’s law, and we can charge them with the crime of murdering citizens of our continent.”

“That will not work.” The speaker who responded was also an old man but who was seated in the most prominent position within the hall, and when he spoke, the rest listened with reverence. 

“The witnesses saw that the Baili men were the ones who were aggressive and looking for trouble. If we truly drag them to court, we will not win as they will be seen as fighting in the name of self-defense.”

“We can bribe the jury and the judges.” The man who had spoken before was not willing to give up, and he tried to convince them that it was a possibility.

“No, we cannot allow for him to be taken away,” a fourth elder suddenly spoke up. “He comes from another continent, and he is filled with treasures. Just look how strong he has made the Yuan and the Gu families in such a short amount of time. We need to capture him and force out his secrets, make him submit to our family, and work for us.”

“Can we control him though?” The elder who wanted to put him behind bars was still not convinced, “He has already killed so many of our men and even a direct descendant of our Baili family! This is unacceptable!” 

“Well, we will obviously have to punish him for what he did, but he will be a great benefit to our family if we capture him. Our family needs to remain the strongest amongst them all.”

“How are we going to capture him, now that it is proven that we cannot use students of the Earth rank? We need to at least use Sky Knight-ranked experts to deal with them,” the elder whom they all respected spoke up.

One of the elders who had been silent so far finally had something to add, “My son, Baili Guan is a brilliant young man. He has reached the second layer of the Sky Knight rank and should be capable of leading a group to bring the criminal back to our family so that we can slowly convince him that working with us is much better than working with the Gu and Yuan families.”

While the Baili family were busy discussing how best to apprehend and capture Xue Wei, the man in question was at the restaurant eating happily with his friends. 

“Eat slower, it isn’t going anywhere,” Xue Wei laughed when he saw how Luoluo was gobbling up the food on her plate so fast as if she feared that it would spontaneously vanish at any moment. 

“It tastes so good!” Luoluo grinned and stuffed another piece of braised Mirror Boar meat into her mouth, and immediately following it up by reaching and grabbing her favorite—the Ice Lotus Shrimp wontons. 

Xue Wei smiled as he saw how messy she was when eating, reminding him of his own childhood from before his father died. He too had been a very active and positive child until the day he realized that he could not cultivate. 

He found a napkin and gently wiped her mouth, but it only took a short while before the mouth was caked in grease again, and he could only shake his head in defeat. 

As they finished eating—although, in Luoluo’s case, it was better described as a ruthless oral assault with no survivors—they returned to their house. On the way, they found that the area where they had fought earlier was closed off, and a lot of academy staff were going around cleaning the ground and disposing of the bodies. 

“They will not give up just like that,” Xue Wei suddenly said as they regrouped at home, and once more waited for Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong to arrive.

As they arrived, the look on their faces were grim, they clearly knew about Xue Wei having killed the Baili family’s men, and the fact that they killed with no hesitation made both of the two citizens of Yan Dalu uncomfortable. 

Fortunately, Xue Wei was a comrade of theirs, but they could not help but wonder what would have happened if they had been on the opposing side of Xue Wei and his friends. Would they have been mercilessly slaughtered too? 

Gu Bing’er was the first to realize that they would have been fine as long as they had not caused problems for him. Xue Wei had not been antagonistic towards the Baili family before they started to try and force him to fight against the Gu and Yuan families, and side with the Baili family. 

So since this was the case, then she could accept it. As long as he did not kill for pleasure and forget his humanity, she was able to understand and admonish actions. 

Gu Bing’er was also much calmer than Yuan Bailong. She was also much more mature and ruthless when it came to scheming, so she understood things like this, which Yuan Bailong had a hard time accepting.

Yet after listening to his fiancé explaining her thoughts telepathically, Yuan Bailong was also feeling better, and his face softened, regaining a bit of its color. 

Xue Wei could guess their thoughts from reading their expressions. Killing was something he too, had frowned upon back when he began his journey, but now that he had grown accustomed to it as time went by, he had learned that either he killed his enemies or his enemies killed him.

“So the Baili family are not likely to let us go. Before, they would probably not have left us be, and now they’re definitely coming for us,” Xue Wei began talking with unusual solemnity. 

“Since they won’t let us be, why not let them capture me?” Xue Wei asked suddenly. “I will not be killed instantly as I don’t have much they’d want if I’m dead, and if they have me without another fight, they will let the rest of you go.

“I will make some formations and some pills, and after accepting these, you will go to to the Gu and Yuan families and prepare to overthrow the Baili family when you have advanced sufficiently.

“I can make a few Rainbow Pills if I get the materials needed,” Xue Wei continued, and while the expressions of his friends changed when they heard him say that he could make Rainbow Pills, the other two were just confused. 

“Rainbow Pills?” they asked with uncertainty. The Rainbow Pills were the most outstanding pill on Chang’an, but it was not that well known on Yan Dalu. 

“They are outstanding magical pills which either increase your Qi, your spiritual energy or enhance your physical strength,” Bai Tianyi said. “They will increase one of those three at random, but it will be a massive increase; at least one breakthrough should happen, if not two or three.”

“Such a wondrous thing exists?” Gu Bing’er was shocked when she heard it, but she quickly regained enough composure to accept a note from Xue Wei which contained the ingredients needed. 

Looking at the ingredients, she frowned. She had always thought that pills only required herbs to be crafted, but these pills also required precious gems and ores. 

Still, if one was able to achieve at least one breakthrough with each pill, then the excessive materials were worth it.

“We will have enough materials to make ten at least, and twenty at most,” she said. Xue Wei nodded his head; it was not likely for him to make much more than that, as it not only took a long time to make these pills but unlike other pills where he could make a batch at a time, he could only concoct one Rainbow Pill at a time. 
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“Ten-to-twenty Rainbow Pills will also be quite a big treasure,” Xue Wei said proudly “They can provide a rather outstanding benefit to the people consuming them, and I believe that the Gu and Yuan families will be capable of outmatching the Baili family when the last of the Sky Knight Pills and Rainbow Pills have been consumed.

“I think I will be able to stay in their dungeons for a week, maybe two, but more than that and even I will start to have trouble hanging on to my sanity,” Xue Wei said cautiously. “So within two weeks, you will have to bolster your strength and get ready to fight back.”

“Big Brother, are you going to leave Luoluo?” Luoluo looked at Xue Wei with big eyes filled with worry, but Xue Wei just squatted in front of her and rustled her hair. 

“Big Brother needs to go on a trip for some time. In the meanwhile, Uncle Xiao will look after you. If anything, you can always complain to Big Brother about him when I come back, and then I will scold him, okay?” 

The girl had unshed tears in her eyes that she had tried hard to keep in check, but it eventually won, and a single tear fell down her cheek. 

She did not understand what torture meant, nor did she understand what exactly was going on; all she knew was that Xue Wei needed to leave for a short while and that she would be without him—something that made her deeply upset. 

“Big Brother promises to come back?” Luoluo asked with a pitifully small voice.

Xue Wei smiled as he gently wiped away her tear and rubbed her head, “I promise.”

“This is important?” she continued bravely, and Xue Wei smiled as he nodded his head. “Uncle Xiao will look after me and make sure that nothing bad happens?” she added, looking more confident.

Xue Wei once more said yes as he gave a glance towards Lin Xiao, who looked appalled by the thought of having to look after the kid for so long, but when taking a moment to consider alternatives, he understood this was the best solution.

“Is it safe though?” Bai Tianyi finally asked cautiously. “You already killed quite a few of their people. What if you are mistaken and they won’t try to gain your knowledge, but directly try to kill you in vengeance, then what?”

“They are the most influential noble family within Yan Dalu. Do you really think they will kill off someone who is of such value to them?” 

“If you had killed my son, then I would tear you apart, no matter how valuable you are,” Lin Xiao agreed, with Hei Gou nodding as well and both of them looking quite worried.

Hearing their argument, Gu Bing’er could not help but snort. “You guys come from another continent, you do not understand anything about how the fights are here, in the noble families.

“Although he has killed a direct descendant of the Baili bloodline, there are many direct descendants, and there’s also a power struggle between them for the higher positions within the family. 

“They will consider the fact that Xue Wei can elevate their family to greater heights, and they will feel that the weak Baili son died for the sake of the benefit of the family.”

Hearing Gu Bing’er’s understanding of the situation placated the others somewhat, and Xue Wei felt that was essentially the same kind of reasoning he had come to. 

Yuan Bailong was not comfortable with the way things were going, but he could do nothing else than to fight by his fiancé and Xue Wei’s side. 

Hearing him say that he would allow himself to be caught by the Baili family was something that he had never expected. He had not thought that Xue Wei would accept this way of handling them. 

It was obvious that he would be mistreated in the Baili family, did he not fear torture? One has to remember that this was Yan Dalu, a place filled with spiritual energy and the torture methods usually focused on the soul and invading the mind.

Wounds to the soul were many times more serious than an injury to one’s body. A soul injury required some rare herbs and pills, or to consume a rather substantial amount of soul power to be healed. 

Would anyone volunteer to enter a tiger’s den? Yuan Bailong had never seen anyone who would willingly do so before, but looking at Xue Wei, it seemed as if he was rather serious about this suggestion. 

Sensing that he was serious, Yuan Bailong said nothing more. So after all the voices of disagreement were killed, they started forming a proper plan on what they had to do to free him once they were ready.

“This is a very risky plan,” Xue Wei summarized after they had finished discussing it. “And I am not sure how long I can handle, so the most conservative estimate is two weeks. I doubt they will kill me, but they might wear my mind down and turn me into a mindless doll.”

Xue Wei was speaking as if it was not himself that was going to be in this perilous position. 

“It will be fine,” Bai Tianyi finally reaffirmed, “your kind have some defenses protecting their mind and soul. Don’t forget that your species is not something a weak human can compare to.”

Hearing this, the two from Yan Dalu were left flabbergasted. Was Xue Wei not a human? But he could not be a Primordial Beast either, as they were not that superior to humans, so what was he? 

There were multiple races in this world—so many that it was impossible to say how many there actually were. 

There were many different species of beasts. Then there were humans, and there were spirits, ghosts, demons, merfolk, centaurs, and chimeras. 

While some of these species like spirits and ghost appeared naturally, the others are related to beasts and humans. It was the same in Yan Dalu as Chang’an. 

“I cannot help but wonder where all these different races come from,” Yuan Bailong could not help but mutter, causing Bai Tianyi to turn to him, as he could tell what the puzzled man was confused about. 

“Ghosts are those who have unfinished business in the world,” Bai Tianyi began. “When they die, their soul power does not vanish and instead lingers. It then starts absorbing heaven-and-earth essence until it can make a spirit body, and that is how they are formed.

“Spirits are different. They can be rivers, mountains, trees, herbs—even pills could become spirits. Anything that suddenly gained enlightenment, or was located somewhere with dense heaven-and-earth essence for thousands of years, and then gained sentience.

“Then the rest are actually made from the union of beasts and humans. When I began cultivating, these races were known as ‘halfbreeds.’ Back then, when all continents were still connected, humans and beasts could mate with one another. They lived in harmony with each other, and love between them flourished.

“Then one day, like a switch had been flipped, all children born between the two races would die. It became impossible to successfully mate with someone not from your own race all of a sudden, and as to why no one knows.

“As time went by, the halfbreeds became new races; some became demons, others merpeople. Some became centaurs, and others became multi-eyed citizens like yourself. 

“It is hard to say what happened back then, but I saw how the races emerged. I imagine that something changed in the very lifeblood of the world. Even someone as strong as I was incapable of doing such a thing, so it must have been something that came from beyond our world.

“The four species of beasts, humans, spirits, and ghosts were the only original races in our continents.

“It is also why demons, for example, look like a mixture of a beast and a human. They have human bodies with beastly features such as horns, paws or hooves. They are different from Primordial Beasts as they cannot change between the shape of a human or a beast; they are stuck being a mix of them both.

“The same happened to centaurs. They are not able to change their figures; they are neither beast nor humans, and thus they are considered their own race.

“However, these races exist on different continents. Back before the land was split into many smaller continents, they decided to live in their own areas. They grouped up with their own kind, and thus they have been sequestered away from the rest of the races when the big split happened.

“That is why only humans and beasts live in Chang’an. Here in Yan Dalu, all the multi-eyed experts reside. On other continents, other races live. But it seems that you know a lot about the other races?” Bai Tianyi looked at Yuan Bailong who had been listening with rapt attention.

“No,” he admitted. “I have met a demon before. There was one with the latest delegation from the Demon Phoenix Continent. I did not think there were this many species of creatures in this world, but it makes sense when you say that they were halfbreeds before.”

Xue Wei was also listening with curiosity. He did not know much about many other races than beasts and humans, so he had never expected that once upon a time, mixed breeds were this common, while now they were nearly impossible. 

After having talked for a few hours overall, Xue Wei finally returned to his pill room where he began concocting the pills for the Yuan and Gu families. 

Although Xue Wei knew that he had to be fast in concocting the pills, he was also aware that it was a process that could not be rushed. If he tried rushing, then they would definitely be flawed or low purity. 

He needed to give the concocting his full attention, especially when making the Rainbow Pills. They had to be profound grade, or they would fail, and the materials needed to make just one Rainbow Pill were so much that it would hurt his heart if just one failed.

Not long after, Xue Wei had made a few batches of Sky Knight Pills, Spring Powder Pills, Jade Flow Pills, and Star Sand Pills. 

The Jade Flow Pills were made with a Jade Flow Flower as the main ingredient, and it has the medicinal properties of boosting one’s soul power absorption. It attracts all soul power in the air and allows for one to easier cultivate spiritual energy.

Star Sand Pills were a strange type of pill with a risky trade-off. To make them, they required Star Sand, a small, crystalline type of sand that sparkled like the stars. This type of pill would boost one’s battle strength threefold for the duration of an hour; however, once the hour was over, their strength would be incredibly weak for a full day afterward. 

Originally he had not planned on making any Star Sand Pills, but after considering that they would go into battle, the pills could easily save their lives, so he decided to produce a few batches just in case. 

Xue Wei spent the whole night working on these four kinds of pills, constantly improving his alchemical proficiency as he completed the batches. 

When the next day arrived, Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong arrived once more, this time bringing with them the materials for the Rainbow Pills. Xue Wei exchanged the other pills he had concocted with them, after ensuring that he had also kept a few for his own friends. 

After that with ingredients in hand, he once more locked himself up within the pill room, where he put his full attention towards creating Rainbow Pills. The Gu family had brought materials for seventeen pills while the Yuan family only had the materials for fourteen, a slightly higher amount than they’d originally anticipated, as the families had scrambled to get as much as they could after hearing how powerful the pills were. 

He failed three times in total, so after handing fifteen pills to Gu Bing’er and thirteen to Yuan Bailong, Xue Wei got ready to begin the next step of his plan. 

However, before he had the time to go, he was reminded that he was no longer caring for just himself and thus he spent a day accompanying Luoluo, playing games with her and telling her stories, before putting her to sleep for the night. 

Only after spending the day with his new little sister did he leave the house, a knowing smile plastered on his face. 
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Chapter 34 - Capture
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As soon as Xue Wei left the house, he felt his senses tingling. He spread out his perception and sensed that a rather substantial number of experts were trailing him.

Looking around, Xue Wei found that there were a lot of people walking on the streets again, yet none of them dared to get close to him. All of them looked at him with fear evident in their many eyes.

It was clear that everyone knew that Xue Wei had killed the Baili members without even showing the slightest hint of mercy. This was frightening and something that they could not accept with their views on murder.

Those who previously had looked down upon him, or bad-mouthed him and his friends for being show-offs from another continent did not even dare to look him in the eye.

“This is troublesome,” Xue Wei sighed. “They will not come out and drag me away in front of all these people.” As he mused to himself, Xue Wei was starting to walk towards the forbidden area again.

The forbidden area was the best place to fight without being noticed. Not many went there, and it was quiet; it was the ideal place for a confrontation. 

From what Xue Wei had sensed when spreading out his perception, he could tell the experts were all stronger than him, though most likely it was only a batch of Sky Knights that had been sent out. 

Even if Xue Wei were capable of killing one Sky Knight that specialized in spiritual energy, it would become difficult when there were multiple present. Even though he believed in his ability to escape them all on his own, he also understood that if the Baili family failed in capturing him, then they would change their tactics. There was even a possibility of them moving on Luoluo and his friends, and this thought alone was enough to make him feel bloodlust rise from within. 

No one should touch his friends or family. They were his reverse scale, the one thing that could make him lose all his rationality. 

As he reached the area in front of the Forbidden Area, Xue Wei stopped in his tracks and turned around, “Come out and play, wherever you are,” he called out in a whimsical tone. Not long after, the people who had followed behind him suddenly appeared out of the shadows, one after another.

So far, the people that had tried to deal with Xue Wei were all students at the academy, and their ages were not too dissimilar from Xue Wei’s, being youngsters beneath the age of twenty.

But now things were different, the people who appeared were clearly at least a decade older.

The leader of this group was different from the previous leader too. Although he walked with the same arrogant confidence as the previous leader had when they first arrived, there was a cold gleam in his eyes. This made Xue Wei understand that this man was not as naive as the other, nor did he doubt that this man would kill if need be; in fact, he had the aura of someone who had killed before.

Sensing the actual killing intent that the man exuded, Xue Wei was rather intrigued. On a continent like Yan Dalu, where murder was as frowned upon as it was, how was it that this Baili person had managed to kill before? 

“Mister Xue, we have tried inviting you plenty of times, but it seems that our sincere and gracious offers have been belittled by you and even caused us to suffer some significant losses,” the leader began talking, his voice cold like ice and his eyes not showing any sincerity at all—instead a fierce expression flashed within. 

“I see, I am sorry, but I did not sense such gracious sincerity earlier, perhaps you sent the wrong person to negotiate with me,” Xue Wei said mockingly. Although he planned to go with them, he was not intending to work with them, so there was no reason to try and save face.

“I do apologize for their rude behavior, but Mister Xue, you could also have been more forgiving. To directly kill the people we sent was not a very polite gesture.” The man did not lose his cool when he heard Xue Wei’s antagonistic answer; instead, he continued to speak and even turned it around so that Xue Wei was the one at fault. 

Sensing that this man was in a completely different league than his previous opponents, Xue Wei felt the urge to battle boiling in his blood, but he pushed it down and forced himself to remain calm. Now was not the time to confront him. 

“We are both smart people,” Xue Wei answered. “If they had not pressured me, I would not have done something so final to them either, but it seems that currently the Baili family and I are doomed to wander on opposite paths.”

“That is not certain,” the leader cut in, a smile on his face, yet a smile that did not reach his eyes which remained as icy cold as before. “Why don’t you follow me back to the Baili family to discuss the possibilities of working together? If you say no, then we have no other option than to invite your friends. I heard a little bird sing about you having a cute younger sister that would surely have a pleasant time with us.”

Hearing this man actually threatening him with Luoluo, Xue Wei’s eyes turned black with anger, and he snickered, quietly swearing that when he had reached his goal, then he would personally send this man to meet King Yama. 

The man felt how the surrounding atmosphere turned colder, the temperature was dropping drastically and he was shocked. 

He had killed a fair number of people before, and because of this, he had been picked for the job of fetching Xue Wei, as he would not become petrified with fear when it came to a situation where one had to kill or be killed.

But this man had clearly killed a lot fewer people than Xue Wei. Xue Wei’s killing intent, when released, was so terrifying that even the surrounding air turned colder, and many of the other Sky Knights felt as if a hand had grasped their hearts and started squeezing. 

Xue Wei had to admit that he was close to giving up on his plan just to show these people that they should not threaten his family or friends, but if he did, no one knew how the Baili family would react. And if they could not handle it well, then things would become much more difficult. Xue Wei did not have the power to face the noble family on his own just yet, and he needed them to put down their guard, while also buying enough time for the Gu and Yuan families to strengthen themselves and prepare.

Taking in a deep breath, Xue Wei glanced at the leader, and even the leader felt a lingering fear after that glance, yet moments after he calmed down. He was unaware of Xue Wei’s original shape and his overwhelming benefit from being a Sovereign Beast as well as underestimating the value of him being a dual cultivator of Qi and spiritual energy, causing him to relax a lot. 

In the multitudinous eyes of the Baili family’s team, there was simply no way for Xue Wei to put up any resistance against them, so although they felt the most primal feeling of fear as if it was an instinct, they did not act on this fear, and they quickly calmed down too. 

Xue Wei also kept his temper in check. He could not afford to change the plan as it was now, so he had stopped the killing intent from spreading out. However, it kept roaming in his body, increasing in intensity and making him want nothing more than to chop the leader up into bits. 

“So, I just have to follow you back to the Baili family, and in return, you will not touch any of my friends or family?” Xue Wei asked as if he was just now enlightened to the idea. 

“Yes, follow us, and we will leave your friends and family alone. We will not even find faults with the Yuan or Gu families.” The leader was promising whatever Xue Wei wanted to hear so that they could avoid fighting. 

Although the leader was capable of putting up a proper fight, the others were not as lucky. It was a very limited few who had killed others before, so for the sake of his men, the leader felt that it was better to compromise and promise that his friends and family would be safe. 

“I see, in that case, let me take a trip to the Baili family with you,” Xue Wei half-growled through gritted teeth. Although things were going according to plan, he was in a foul mood and still wished for nothing more than to transform and obliterate them with everything he had. 

The leader released a breath of foul air. He had been on tenterhooks all the while, but listening to Xue Wei confessing that he would follow them made him feel much better. 

The others also let go of their bated breaths, and then they suddenly noticed that their hands were cold but clammy after the sudden drop in temperature. 

The group surrounded Xue Wei, making a human barrier around him, in an attempt to stop him from escaping. 

These experts were unaware that Xue Wei’s Qi cultivation rank was as high as an Earth Knight, and someone who could walk effortlessly on air and fly through the sky.

Qi cultivators could fly through air when they became Sky Warriors. Although their speed was rather limited and the distance they could fly was small, it was a skill that became more and more refined the higher one’s rank became.

These spiritual energy experts were capable of hovering in the air for a very short amount of time as their body had reached the Heavenly Warrior rank, but they could never catch up with an Earth Knight. 

To fly effortlessly through the air as spiritual energy experts, they had to be Saints first, and thus the method of flying was not used much in Yan Dalu. This familiarity had caused them to forget that Xue Wei was different from them.

Xue Wei could only shake his head. They were being rather inconsistent with their actions. They had threatened him so that he would be forced to follow them, so why would he run away? And if he did want to run away, would they really be capable of stopping him? 

Shaking his head, Xue Wei just followed amongst them, a small smile played on his lips but this was not a gentle smile—it was a rather ruthless one. 

Although Yuan Bailong was against entering the tiger’s den, he had not considered that this might be different. Inviting a snake home for dinner was in no way a clever idea either.

As they walked through the academy, many observed Xue Wei being surrounded by the experts from the Baili family, and soon the rumors about his surrender had spread through the entire academy. 

Only Yuan Bailong, Gu Bing’er, and Xue Wei’s friends knew about the truth behind it all. Even the rest of the Gu and Yuan families were currently unaware of the plan that had caused this reaction of panic amongst the other students.

Sensing that the rumors would spread to the rest of the city soon, Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong rushed to their respective homes to begin pacifying them by informing them of the next steps they were to make, alongside delivering all the pills that Xue Wei had created the last few days. 

Xue Wei was actually taking quite a bit of a gamble. By providing the Yuan and Gu families with such a large number of outstanding pills up front, there was a chance that they would wash their hands of him, having already benefited so much and refuse to repay the kindness received. 

Although he trusted in Yuan Bailong and Gu Bing’er, it was hard to say how their families would react—and the elders were the ones that wielded the most power within their families. If they could not be swayed, it would become problematic.

Thinking like this, Xue Wei’s brows furrowed slightly, but he was not too worried. If he was not saved after the time limit was up, then he would transform and force his way out of the prison anyway. When it came down to it, they were unaware of his Azure Dragon shape, and it should be able to crush any prison to pieces. 
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Chapter 35 - Baili Family’s Elders
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The big entourage made their way through the entire academy and subsequently through the city, the experts from the Baili family remaining on high alert as they feared that Xue Wei would attempt an escape. 

But everything went quite perfectly. Xue Wei restrained his killing intent and quelled his urge to do battle, and soon, they had arrived in front of the Baili family’s mansion. 

Guards were standing outside, and when they saw the leader return, they all craned their necks to try to see if Xue Wei was amongst them. Seeing the youngster, one of the guards seemed elated while another seemed disappointed, and moments after a few pills were handed from the disappointed guard to the other. Clearly, they’d had bet on whether or not it would be a successful capture.

This sight was not only displayed at the front gate of the Baili family; everywhere they stepped, people would also be stretching their necks to see if Xue Wei was there before they started sulking at one another, and handed over the bets they had lost. 

When they entered the gate, Xue Wei found that the family compound was not just one building but consisted of quite a few buildings deceptively hidden, as the main one was the only one that could be seen from the outside. 

It was precisely this building they were moving towards, the main mansion of the Baili family. The place where all the important things would be discussed, and where the family leader lived with his wife and children.

There were another set of guards at the entrance to this building, but upon seeing who was coming by, instead of stopping them, they immediately opened the doors so that the leader of the group could lead Xue Wei inside. 

Xue Wei looked curiously at the surroundings. It would be beneficial for him to know the layout of the place, as he would have to escape at some point when his friends came for him. 

As they entered the building, Xue Wei felt the breath of twenty-seven strong experts. These experts were clearly much stronger than Xue Wei; their breath enough to put a lot of unseen pressure on him, as they tried their best to bring him to his knees with their aura alone. 

As soon as some of the unseen pressure was released on Xue Wei, the two dragon spirits within his body took the chance to send wave after wave of energy through his body. The Azure Dragon spirit sent azure dragon strands of Qi around his meridians to make it possible for his body to better withstand the pressure that would otherwise make his body tremble. 

The golden dragon spirit within his mind also started sending out rays of light that lessened the pressure on his soul. 

Although it still wasn’t wholly negated, it was no longer almost impossible to breathe, and his legs did not tremble as he took a step forward.

All this pressure was focused on Xue Wei, but the others—the Baili team that had been tasked with fetching him—were all so close to Xue Wei that they too felt the pressure bearing down upon them. 

Their legs were trembling, their bodies oozed with sweat, and all of them were looking at Xue Wei with dumbstruck expressions. One has to remember that these experts were all Sky Knights, and while they were trembling and suffering, Xue Wei was merely an Earth Knight,  yet he was looking much more casual, with barely a hint that this pressure even affected him. 

The reason was quite simple; it was because of his two dragon spirits working in tandem to protect Xue Wei from the pressure, the spirits were unique to the Azure Dragons.

The defense of an Azure Dragon was not something a mere human could compare to, neither was it something that these halfbreeds—as he now knew they were called—of Yan Dalu could intimidate. 

Although they were much stronger than Xue Wei, the truth was that pressure alone was something invisible and theirs was incapable of producing much trouble for Xue Wei.

Sensing that the weakest amongst them had the least problems with the pressure, the rest of the group’s eyes started gleaming in thought and greed. Did he have some particular technique or treasure that allowed for him to dismiss the pressure of a stronger cultivator? 

If he did, this was something they needed to gain for themselves. It was something that would be able to put them even further apart from the masses. 

The Baili family had wild ambitions. Right now, they understood that they had no chance of controlling the continent because of the King—a five-eyed expert, and the entire court of officials who wished to keep the structure of the continent as it had always been. 

However, they were not giving up. Throughout the last few decades, they had bribed, threatened and murdered their way into a favorable position within the court. Although the noble families were meant to be the protectors of the citizens, the Baili family had a lot of shady business going on. 

While the Gu and Yuan families were eying their possibilities to attack the Baili family, the Baili family was trying even harder to overthrow the throne and take over the throne in Yan Dalu.

This was also why they put so much importance on capturing Xue Wei. They understood that if they could get ahold of all the secrets he held, then they would be able to increase their strength tremendously, and if they could do so, they would be poised to claim the power they desired. 

But only a limited few knew about these facts; it was something that not many were allowed to be told. The leader of the Baili team that had been sent to apprehend Xue Wei was one of the few people who knew about it.

He had been trained from a young age to be one of their assassins. He would never question his orders, and he would work hard to make sure that these orders were performed well. 

When they arrived in the main hall, they saw the many experts seated in balconies high above the ground, looking down upon them with cold and calculating eyes. 

“You are Xue Wei?” one of the elders asked impolitely, his voice so cold that Xue Wei could instantly guess that he had some close ties to one of the ones he had killed. 

Xue Wei did not answer this rude greeting. Instead, he held a mocking smile on his lips as he placed his hands at his waist and looked at the experts high above, waiting to see their reaction. 

“Did you not hear the seventeenth elder asking you a question?” one of the men from the team that had brought him back sneered. He had felt slightly fearful towards Xue Wei before, but now that all the elders were here, he was fearless.

Xue Wei looked at him as if he was looking at a dancing monkey, and he snickered but said nothing. 

The answer was already in front of them, and they still asked. How pointless. The man who had spoken up was filled with embarrassment, his eyes turning slightly red and his cheeks paling. 

The aforementioned seventeenth elder was also very uncomfortable. He was already livid with anger, his breathing heavy. 

“Atrocious little brat, you killed our men, and now that you have been brought back, you show no manners within our mansion, you are so preposterous!” the seventeenth elder lashed out, filled with anger, his words harsh and impossible to ignore. 

This was what Xue Wei had hoped for. Someone who could not hold back their temper and erupted in front of all of them would cause the cooperation between them to be impossible from the get-go. 

The other elders felt annoyed when they heard the seventeenth elder’s outburst. He was not amongst the strongest in the family, and he had already caused the diplomatic talks to become strained almost instantly. 

“Young man, although the seventeenth elder has taken it a bit too far, he does have a point,” another elder spoke up. This elder was higher ranked, and his words represented the many elders present. 

Hearing him speak, all the others quietened down, and Xue Wei noticed that the people who had brought him here all straightened their backs as he spoke, their behavior indicating that he was a significant figure within the Baili family. 

Xue Wei had not wanted to answer the seventeenth elder, but this man had to be answered, so Xue Wei opened his mouth and began in a provocative voice, “The Baili family sure is big, trying to force me to cooperate so many times, and when I defend myself, they send out stronger and stronger experts to capture me. What happened to free will within Yan Dalu?

“It is clear to me that everything you want is to benefit yourself. Even when I killed your men, you did not consider killing me in retaliation. Instead, you continued to scheme about how to gain the knowledge I have in my mind instead of seeking justice for your slain young masters.

“Is this the unbreaking bond between family? Well sorry, but the Baili family has tried to force me to work with them, and if there is one thing I cannot accept, it is someone trying to force me to do something.

“Not to mention threatening my dear ones. I agreed to come here, but that does not mean that I will accept your offer willingly. I am here not to work with you, but to see you bring your worst. Let me know how you will keep your name as the first noble family of Yan Dalu at the same time as you force me to reveal my secrets.”

Xue Wei was grinning as he spoke, his words were direct and honest, but also rude and undoubtedly killed off all chances that were there for peaceful cooperation between them. 

The elder who had been speaking before felt slightly annoyed. They had all thought that there would be some leverage to cooperate now that Xue Wei had followed their men here, but it now seemed that the only reason he was here was that he had been threatened. 

They could not change the way they had interacted with Xue Wei in the past, and this elder had become aware of Xue Wei’s personality after seeing him just once, so now that Xue Wei had decided against working with them, he could tell that Xue Wei would not change his mind. 

Since the peaceful approach was out of the question, there was only one other way to get knowledge out of his mind, and that was through force. 

“Lock him in the dungeons,” the elder sighed. He had hoped to get an easy comrade, but it seemed as if Xue Wei was a tougher nut to crack than he had expected. 

The group who had brought him there all tightened their surveillance of him and started leading him towards the dungeons. 

Xue Wei was walking with a carefree attitude in his steps; he acted casual and did not seem like someone who had just been sent to the dungeons at all. He did not attempt to flee; instead, a simple smile hung on his lips, and his eyes were radiating with the splendor of the Baili family compound as he observed everything on the way.

The dungeons were located underground, and on the surface, the only way in or out was a guard house. This was the place where the family’s guards relaxed when their shift was over but also had plenty of guards on duty too. 

When Xue Wei arrived here, he saw guards everywhere. Many of these guards in the family were either from the branch families or were hired experts that the Baili family had taken in and were provided with resources in return for an unbreakable oath of loyalty. 

These experts all showed great respect towards the leader of the team, their eyes displaying their honest reverence as he walked by, while many of them looked at Xue Wei with hatred-tinged curiosity. 

The bulk of the first group that Xue Wei had killed—the ones following behind the Baili young master, were all guards. They might not have been too prominent in the family just yet, but they still had friends and family. Seeing the culprit behind their death, many of these guards had no other wish than to kill this foreigner to avenge them.
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Chapter 36 - It Begins
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It didn’t feel like that long but time had flowed by like a spring stream, and suddenly three days had passed in the darkness that was the Baili family’s dungeons. 

During this time, no one had visited him. There were people surrounding him he knew—as he could sense them with his perception, but none of them had engaged in conversation or tried to give him any food or drink.

Spiritual energy cultivators needed to eat and drink to sustain their bodies if their Qi levels had not reached a high enough realm, but Xue Wei was an Earth Knight, and he could be supported entirely on the heaven-and-earth essence. 

So apart from being slightly bored, Xue Wei felt no discomfort. He even spent the time cultivating his Qi and spiritual energy, alternating between the two. He did not want to neglect one or the other, now that they were about equal.

It was on the fourth day that the Baili family finally started to act. In the silence of the dimly lit dungeon, Xue Wei was cultivating heartily and feeling rather pleased that the Baili family was taking this long to do anything.

Unfortunately, this quiet period would not last forever. The elders in the Baili family had bickered about which route to take with Xue Wei, and in the end, the brutal and violent method had won. 

The biggest argument was about Xue Wei’s personality. He was not someone who would succumb to the Baili family’s coaxing, so coercion was the only way to go. 

The low thudding of steps echoed through the dungeon and Xue Wei, who had been cultivating, slowly opened his eyes as he heard them getting close. An azure gleam flashed past his pupils as he observed the hallway outside his cell. 

Not long after, an elderly man appeared in front of the cell door. It was the same elder who had spoken up the time that Xue Wei had stood in front of all the other elders of the Baili family—the one that all the others respectfully listened to. 

“I am the Grand Elder of the Baili family,” the man introduced himself. “I am here to give you one last chance,” he continued as he looked at Xue Wei with greedy eyes, like a poor man eyeing a mountain of treasures. 

“Work together with us, teach us and train us in your Qi techniques and any other valuable methods you have from your native continent, and you will be treated as an honorable guest. If you stay stubborn like this, there will be no other chances after this, and we will have to begin with harsher methods to extract the secrets out of you.”

“What’s to say that I won’t just tell you fake pill formulas or give you flawed methods?” Xue Wei asked with a smile on his face, his words making the expression of the Elder harden and his eyes glisten with coldness.

“You would have to treat us with sincerity,” the Elder said. “And of course, we would have you take an oath of loyalty to trust you.”

“You talk about sincerity and an oath of loyalty in the same sentence—that’s quite an eyeopener about the Baili family,” Xue Wei mocked. “But forget it. I would rather you try your best to force me into revealing the information than take an oath of loyalty. There is no way I would ever swear another oath of loyalty.”

“Don’t forget this is the choice you made!” the grand elder said with a sneer on his face and his body trembling with anger. He was used to being one of the most respected creatures on the entire continent, but now he was being looked down upon by a youngster. This was a first for him, and he was livid. 

Originally, Xue Wei had not needed to be captured by the Baili family. He could have run away and been on the run together with his friends for a while like he was used to, but doing so would have been bringing with it quite some downsides.

Usually, Xue Wei would have just run away and gone somewhere else, but now, he had to get to the Demon Phoenix Continent as he had made a promise to Lan. Xue Wei was the kind of person that, when he made a promise to someone that deserved it, he would give his life to keep it, and thus why he did not make a lot of promises. 

As a result, if they ran away, how would he be capable of solving the mystery of the academy? Without resolving this unexplained mystery, Xue Wei would not be getting a lift to the next continent, and thus he had to stay at the academy.

Alongside this, he had initially gotten close to the Yuan and Gu families just to obtain materials for the Rainbow Pills and other resources that would make life easier on Yan Dalu, but after interacting with Gu Bing’er and Yuan Bailong, he had become friends with them. 

If he ran away, it was likely that the Baili family would turn to them in an attempt to extract the secrets from them, and they were not yet ready for a fight like this. They still needed to prepare to strike if they wanted a chance of success.

So in the end, to buy time for the Yuan and Gu families—and to ensure that he could later solve the mystery that he still really knew nothing about, he had decided to allow himself to be captured. Even if it meant that he would be subject to torture and other methods to gain knowledge of the techniques and methods he held, he would endure.

Xue Wei had made his decision, and he was going to be sticking to it no matter what the Baili family decided to do to him. He was even slightly curious as to the healing rate of the Azure Dragon race. Could he regrow severed limbs like a salamander? 

Of course, he would prefer to have his limbs remain firmly attached, but if it should happen, then he could not do much about it. 

Unfortunately, Xue Wei had also forgotten something important. It was true that experts who cultivated Qi would see the physical body as the most important treasure to torture. However, this was Yan Dalu. Even if you were physically crippled, you could still be an expert in spiritual energy, and thus when they worked, they would instead torture the mind and soul. 

This was something Xue Wei noticed when the elder left. As he went, he made a gesture to the people who had been stealthily surrounding the cell, and they stepped forward, all of them bearing sinister expressions on their faces.

“So it begins,” Xue Wei muttered to himself, and a wry smile was on his lips as he stood up, looking at the people coming towards him with vigilance. 

But what happened next surprised him. They did not even unlock the cell and enter as he had expected. Instead, three men sat down in front of the cell, looking at him as if they could not wait to tear him apart. 

At first, Xue Wei had been very alert because he thought the three of them would enter and beat him up, but then he remembered—these people could not beat him up. They were at most Heavenly Warriors; their physical strength would be unable to harm him in the slightest. 

So how were they going to convince him to let go of his information? Xue Wei was puzzled but also curious. His biggest worry was that they would have made him into a cripple, but after realizing that even their strongest expert would be incapable of injuring him physically, he relaxed.

The reason he dared to relax was not that he was overconfident, but because he also had the golden dragon spirit within his mind. This spirit was capable of protecting him from mental attacks to a certain extent, and now it was time to see just how much protection it could offer.

The three men on the ground had their eyes closed and their hands in their laps. Spiritual energy started erupting from their minds, and energy waves came crashing towards Xue Wei. 

Xue Wei was almost swept off his feet, the spiritual energy was powerful and dense, and it came at him like a tidal wave, crashing against his body and invading his mind.

The energy that surged through him penetrated his body like sparkling rays of light going deep into his skin and started wreaking havoc through his meridians, with all of them converging towards his mind palace. 

Xue Wei felt himself stiffen as the foreign energy entered through every pore in his body, leaving him incapable of moving. 

He expected to experience excruciating pain, but this pain never arrived. As the golden rays of light entered his mind palace, the golden dragon lazily opened its previously closed eyes and simply gulped it down. 

The moment it entered the mouth of the golden dragon spirit, the body of the spirit started to shine very faintly, but the more it consumed, the brighter the light became. Soon, much purer and refined rays of golden light were burped out from the well-fed dragon spirit, and mingled with the sea of golden energy in his mind palace, increasing his own cultivation instead.

Xue Wei was astounded. What kind of ability was this? The golden dragon spirit was simply heaven-defying. To be able to easily consume the spiritual energy of what appeared to be Sky Knights and transform it into his own energy was a heaven-sent opportunity, and Xue Wei forced his rather stiff body to sit down.

The three experts were unaware that the energy they had sent out had been consumed, so seeing Xue Wei’s awkward movements alongside the fact that he was forced down, they assumed that their attack had worked. 

His body was showing all the signs of having been hit by the crushing power of their spiritual energy attack, and then him sitting down, what other reasoning could be behind it other than his soul feeling the pain that lingered after being injured? 

Truth was that Xue Wei’s eyes were glistening with excitement. Who would have thought that being tortured would be the reason that his cultivation base was rising? 

The three men saw that Xue Wei was still holding on, however, so they continued to send increasingly powerful waves of energy, one after another towards the youngster, the waves going from being somewhat dense and heavy to what felt like rolling tidal waves at him. 

They were spooked and shocked by Xue Wei’s ability to withstand their onslaught. They were, after all, Sky Knights, and when they saw Xue Wei sitting still like this, with closed eyes and a rosy complexion, they started to suspect that something was wrong. 

Unrelenting from their attacks, an hour had passed like this, and Xue Wei’s cultivation had encountered a bottleneck. Just a little bit more and he would break into the fourth layer of the Earth Knight rank with his spiritual energy, but for some reason, it was as if his dragon was now incapable of producing more spiritual energy from the beams of light that it devoured. 

Although more and more energy was still being poured into his body, and the dragon kept up its consumption of it, less and less was being delivered to Xue Wei, yet the dragon spirit was growing in speed. 

Now, the dragon spirit was suddenly starting to shine with a radiant golden luster, the scales were much more prominent and visible than before, and the dragon seemed overflowing with vigor. 

Xue Wei could sense how he was growing stronger by the minute, but he was not satisfied without managing to break into the fourth layer of the Earth Knight rank, and thus he opened an eye. He could not help but stare at the three sweating experts on the other side of the cell door.

“Is this really all that three such experts can handle?” he mocked them with a snicker on his lips, and the three men, who were on the verge of collapsing became filled with anger.

“Brat, you’ll regret this!” one of them yelled, and suddenly the group of three all summoned their remaining spiritual energy to blast it towards Xue Wei, hoping to cripple him for good. 
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Chapter 37 - Golden Dragon Spirit
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Xue Wei snickered when he felt a distortion in the air ripples appearing around him and the three experts, and crackling sounds reverberating around the room. 

Although he was eager to see whether or not the golden dragon was capable of consuming this much energy, he was also slightly apprehensive when he saw just how overwhelming it was. 

Well, he had aggravated the guards, so there was no turning back now. Instead of being nervous, he felt it was much better to be filled with self-confidence and trust in his golden dragon spirit. 

Xue Wei felt the big wave crashing down upon him, and its energy pouring into his entire body. It made him feel as if his meridians were being ripped apart. 

Although the golden dragon spirit was capable of absorbing an enormous amount of energy, there was a limit to how much energy it could absorb at once, and now the rest of the attack was wreaking havoc in his body.

Xue Wei grit his teeth as he felt the energy surging through every pore and cell, bringing with it a destructive force. Fortunately, this energy was aimed at his soul, and thus his body—which had reached the rank of an Earth Knight in Qi levels—was more or less unharmed but still left behind a scorching pain. 

When the energy entered his body, Xue Wei had considered the option of forcing it out with his Qi dragons, but he felt that it would be a waste of energy—the energy that had been so kindly gifted to him. 

The golden dragon spirit was eager to consume all the energy that was pulsating through his body, and although its speed of absorption was rather slow compared to the previous times, he could feel that the refinement had picked up. 

The bottleneck towards the fourth layer of the Earth Knight rank was becoming looser and looser, so much so that he could feel it trembling. Then suddenly, Xue Wei felt as though something within his body had broken free, and as if a stone on his shoulder had been removed, he could breathe freely. 

He had finally broken through to the fourth layer of the Earth Knight rank for his spiritual energy. The boundless energy was now pulsating through his body with a much more pleasant effect, and it made him curious about just how much difference there was between his current and past abilities. 

Unfortunately, there was no place for him to test his breakthrough. Although he had three experts in front of him, all of them were Sky Knights, and a mere fourth layered Earth Knight would not even begin to match up to them. 

Xue Wei’s advantage over these experts existed in his Azure Dragon spirit, his golden dragon spirit, and his high Qi levels.

Noticing that his scrunched up expression had eased a lot, the three experts became very uncomfortable. They had exhausted all the spiritual energy within their soul palace; they were at the current point rather useless as they would not be able even to kill a chicken. 

Even worse was when they sensed that Xue Wei had a breakthrough in the midst of the chaotic energy that they had summoned forth. This sudden discovery left them with a mental scar for life; their minds were reeling in shock. 

Who would be able to change the situation like this? Instead of being crippled, he had advanced, what kind of absurdity was this? 

Xue Wei could see the sudden despair in the guards’ many eyes, and he could not help but chuckle slightly.

“Thank you for your assistance,” he said cheekily. “I could not have had such a rapid breakthrough if it was not for your assistance, make sure to send some more people my way later.”

The more he spoke, the more infuriated and confused the guards became. Their eyes were filled with bewilderment, and their bodies trembled; one of them even coughed up blood in agitation. 

They were already incredibly weak due to having used up their entire body’s reservoir of spiritual energy and being angered like this, it was natural that their bodies were incapable of handling it. 

Although Xue Wei was rather rude and did what he could to agitate the guards, he also remained alert. The last attack had made him realize that, although he had the protection of the golden dragon spirit, there was still a limit to how much it could protect him against. 

When the three experts made an all-out attack, they had indeed caused him pain, so he reckoned that if there was a Heavenly Knight, then he would be incapable of withstanding the combined attack. 

Fortunately, Heavenly Knights were relatively rare; only a few could be found amongst the guards, while every single elder of the Baili family were Heavenly Knights, and the Grand Elder was an Earth Saint. 

Saint-ranked experts were incredibly rare on Yan Dalu. Spiritual energy became more and more difficult to cultivate, the stronger one became, and one needed lucky chances to have breakthroughs. 

Because of this, the continent was somewhat weak compared to other continents, but even so, a few crouching tigers and hidden dragons existed in the continent—with the Grand Elder being one of them. 

Xue Wei had gained much information about Yan Dalu and its citizens from the exchange that Lin Xiao and Hei Gou had initiated some time ago. He knew that the strongest expert in the entire continent was the Royal Tutor, a higher layered Earth Saint who was at a rather old age already.

The Royal Tutor and the Baili grand elder were the only Earth Saint on the entire continent. All the others were Ordinary Saints and below—even the principal of the Garden of Shadows was not an Earth Saint. 

Knowing that there was an Earth Saint in the Baili family, Xue Wei was incapable of fully relaxing. He had already acknowledged that he would be incapable of withstanding a Heavenly Knight, so an Earth Saint was a heaven-defying threat. 

Figuring that the guards were incapable of handling him, Xue Wei was betting on the fact that the Grand Elder would not lower himself to deal with him, but it was obvious that a Heavenly Knight would be sent his way soon, so he had to find a way to increase his cultivation base rapidly.

At least the trick today had made him rise a layer, not to mention that he had bought some time and drained three Sky Knights—which was no small feat for an Earth Knight. 

Realizing that they been left with a scar in their minds from Xue Wei, he could not help but snicker. They deserved it. 

Another two days went by as the three guards went to report the information to the higher-ups and waited for them to find another person to take charge of the ‘convincing’ of Xue Wei. 

Xue Wei was correct. The next person that appeared was a Heavenly Knight. Unlike the previous three guards, this man was not arrogant, neither was he looking down on Xue Wei. 

The guard did not belittle him. He looked at him with a grave expression on his face, as if he was threatened by the existence of this creature known as Xue Wei. 

Knowing that this person could be a serious danger, Xue Wei furrowed his brows. He was slightly worried that things would not go as easily as he had hoped, his eyes never once leaving the man.

Like the three previous guards, this man also sat down in front of the cell, but he did not instantly close his eyes; instead, he continued to observe Xue Wei. 

After contemplating, Xue Wei also sat down, placing his hands in his lap and looked back at the man on the other side of the door. 

The two looked into the eyes of one another, and mutual respect began to grow between them. It was clear that the person each of them faced was not to be underestimated. 

While the Heavenly Knight was certain that Xue Wei was a monster after what he’d been told before entering, he was shocked to see that it was, in fact, a mere youngster. His eyes were clear, bright, and filled with intelligence, and a smile hung on his lips, making him seem carefree, even when facing a Heavenly Knight. 

Xue Wei was pleasantly surprised with this man as well. He was calm, collected, and his bearing was neither hurried nor slow when moving. He’d sat down with an elegance you rarely found amongst servants, but he was clearly someone bound to the Baili family by an oath of loyalty. 

The two were quiet for a long time, before the Heavenly Knight finally opened his mouth, “I am sorry for what I am about to do,” he uttered with a deep voice, devoid of all emotions. 

“I am bound to the Baili family. Any order they give me, I am to succeed to the best of my ability, or I will lose my life,” he continued to explain. 

“I do not wish to harm you, so I suggest that you pledge your allegiance to the Baili family. Although they are rather pushy and do things in questionable ways, they are not too bad.” 

“They threatened my dear ones,” Xue Wei answered, coldly. “They have been trying to use coercion to force me into working with them. The more they do this, the more I will fight back.”

“It seems that we will be incapable of reaching an agreement,” the Heavenly Knight resigned with a sigh, small needle-like shapes appearing in the air at the same moment. 

These needles were made purely out of spiritual energy, and they were fluctuating with a power that Xue Wei had not experienced before. His eyes turned solemn, and his smile slowly vanished. 

When he had met the guards earlier, they had been assaulting him with all their might, but the only way they could send out their energy was in waves that came crashing down upon him and were spread over his entire body. 

This Heavenly Knight was clearly in a higher position of wealth or power than the Sky Knights. He had some techniques and methods that others did not, and they were clearly able to cause some severe injury to Xue Wei, should these needle-like threads of energy hit him. 

Xue Wei was uncomfortable, but he was the one who had decided to follow the Baili family and fight them head-on rather than run and hide as he usually did. 

Since he had made this decision, then he was to stick to it till the end. Xue Wei was the kind of person who would never regret a decision he made, and he would forever be loyal to his choices. 

Since he had made this decision, he would not change course, and he would meet every hardship straight on. 

There was respect in the eyes of the Heavenly Knight, alongside a bit of pity. He too had experienced the pain of being impaled by a soul needle, and he knew that it could leave a lasting impact on one’s soul. 

Still, he had been given his orders, so there was nothing to do other than follow those orders, and thus he unleashed a torrent of soul needles that rained down upon Xue Wei.

Xue Wei closed his eyes the moment he felt the needles approaching him, and he urged the golden dragon to leave his soul palace to face them head-on.

A golden light shrouded Xue Wei as the dragon materialized outside of his body as it had done back in the Soul Tower. It grew in size and shrouded him from the needles, but the moment they came into contact with the golden scales on the body, the needles melted into puddles of energy that the dragon quickly absorbed.

A loud screech reverberated through the entire dungeon. It spread through the building on top of the dungeons, and even the elders in the main building heard the screech that made the very soul of each member of the Baili family tremble in fright. 

The golden dragon spirit was not active for long; in fact, it was only a second from materializing until it vanished again, but during this second, the Heavenly Knight felt a pressure unlike anything he had ever experienced before, and he swore that he had seen a golden dragon shrouding the youngster protectively within. 
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Chapter 38 - Kill Him or Keep Him?
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The moment the shining light vanished, the Heavenly Knight narrowed his eyes. Xue Wei was standing as intact as before, but the cell was a different story. Fissures had appeared all over it, and even the metal of the cell door was warped from the sheer amount of pressure that had been released earlier.

The cells were not made to keep Qi cultivators at bay. In fact, Xue Wei was easily able to destroy the door and leave if he wished to do so, however, there was only one way to leave the dungeons, and that was through the building on top of the dungeons—the building where all the Baili family’s guards resided. 

Although Xue Wei was rather arrogant and had great faith in his own abilities, he did not think he could take on a few Heavenly Knights alongside dozens of Sky Knights. He did have the golden dragon spirit protecting him, but there was a limit to this protection.

Even now, when he had relied on the golden dragon spirit, he had sensed that he could no longer call it out. It was so filled with energy from those soul needles that it was about to burst. 

It was currently lying in his mind palace with closed eyes and a pained expression on its face, trying to consume the overwhelming energy that it had absorbed just moments before.

Fortunately, the Heavenly Knight knew nothing about this. He was unaware of what Xue Wei had done, about which tricks he had up his sleeve and about his real species. 

He had thought he was a mere human, but now he was starting to seriously doubt himself. Was that dragon a Primordial Beast that followed him around? But if it was a Primordial Beast, how could it have appeared out of nowhere and then completely vanished without a trace.

Spiritual energy cultivators had the best perception of all cultivators. It was near-impossible to sneak up on a spiritual energy cultivator, and even harder to hide under their noses, yet this beast had appeared and vanished just like that. 

Since it could vanish, was this just a technique? A Qi technique that he had never heard about before? But it had obviously drawn in the energy that the soul needles consisted of. How could Qi consume spiritual energy? 

The Heavenly Knight was getting more and more perplexed and confused, but he did not have a lot of time to consider it, as the screeching roar of the dragon had alerted every guard in the entire family—not to mention the elders. 

It did not even take the time it takes to brew a cup of tea before the entire dungeon was filled with high ranking guards and elders from the Baili family. All of them were looking at Xue Wei with hesitation and doubt evident in their eyes.

No one spoke though, all of them were just filled with uncertainty and slight apprehension. The roar had shaken the entire family compound, the sheer force from it was so powerful that it was impossible to ignore. 

Finally, the grand elder made an appearance. He gazed at Xue Wei with solemn eyes and then gestured for everyone else within the hall to leave. 

Although the roar had sounded powerful, there was no way that the roaring beast would be capable of dealing with the grand elder, so all of them proceeded to withdraw, taking a glance at Xue Wei without hiding the curiosity in their assortment of eyes.

Once only Xue Wei and the grand elder remained in the dungeon, the grand elder finally spoke, “It seems that we have underestimated you.” 

“I am not sure if you underestimated me, or if you knew nothing about me from the start,” Xue Wei said with a shrug of his shoulders. “What did you actually realize about me? I am new to this continent, so many of my secrets are very well guarded, and it is not like I am going to spill them just because you have locked me up in a dungeon.”

Hearing Xue Wei’s words, the grand elder’s face turned rather ugly. He too had to admit that all their attempts at coercion had been a failure so far, but he was not worried. 

Unlike Xue Wei—who was doing all in his power to make time pass by as fast as possible so that he could give the Gu and Yuan families as much time as possible to prepare—the Baili family were taking everything very slowly.

They were unaware of what exactly Xue Wei had gifted the other families, so they did not know that they were currently planning to usurp the position of number one family in Yan Dalu, nor would they suspect the two families would be a legitimate threat anyway. 

To the Baili family, time was nothing more than a number. Xue Wei was in their clutches, and it was clear that one way or another, he would submit to them. It was inevitable—they just had to find the right method first.

“So you are a beast?” the grand elder could not help but ask as he looked at Xue Wei. “The roar was rather magnificent; it felt as if there was an earthquake. In fact, I bet that even someone outside of the family compound will have heard it.”

The light in the grand elder’s eyes shone with greed; he was looking at Xue Wei as if the young man was a priceless treasure. “We do not have a tendency of taming beasts here on our continent,” he continued. 

“I heard about your friend’s amazing power of enslaving Primordial Beasts. This is a rather useful ability. Of course, our Baili family has no enmity towards beasts, and see no reason to tame the Primordial ones. However, Fierce beasts are not so intelligent. To make an army of Fierce Beasts could prove to be rather useful.”

The more the grand elder spoke, the more annoyed Xue Wei became. When he had come here, they had threatened him with his friends, and he had been close to forgetting the bigger picture and had just wanted to kill them all. 

Now once again, they were threatening to harm his friends and family, and he once more had an urge to kill them off, but he stopped himself when he remembered that he was not any match for this man. 

Since he could not hope to match his power, then why not try to use his wits? 

“The Baili family sure is noble,” Xue Wei mocked. “When I was forced to pay a visit, the young master leading the others used the same method as you are now.

“He was not content about talking with me concerning my abilities, methods, and formulas, he wanted more, so he started threatening my dear ones.

“I promised to come here on the condition that my friends and family were left safe and sound, that no one would threaten them or force them to do anything.

“Yet here we are, you have realized the benefits of my friend’s abilities, and now you want to abuse this power—even force me into agreeing if I want him to be safe, is this really how the Baili family conducts themselves? 

“You first guarantee that they will be safe and unharmed, not forced into anything, but after realizing you can get more benefits, you go back on your promise? 

“Do you really think that I am a defenseless animal? That I am just going to sit here and let the Baili family walk all over me? We had an agreement; if you do not abide by it, then don’t blame me for causing havoc!”

As Xue Wei spoke, an invisible force could be felt building in the air. Although the grand elder would never be threatened by Xue Wei, he could feel that this young man was getting increasingly difficult to control. 

Although this man would be a great addition to the Baili family, the grand elder was starting to wonder, for the first time, if it was even possible to control him.

If he had been willing to join them, then he would have been a great strength for their family, but when he refused, there was a chance that he would end up being a negative influence on their family, if not even a threat.

Xue Wei clearly had a lot of potential, his strength was growing rapidly, and he was still young. Even amongst the youngsters in the Baili family at his age, there was only one who could rival him in his cultivation base of spiritual energy—even when all the experts from the Baili family had had the support of the Soul Tower since they were young. 

Xue Wei only came to the continent recently; he was not a person who had grown up entering the Soul Tower, and thus his advance in spiritual energy should be slower than others, yet he was still at an unparalleled level for his age. 

Not to mention, he did not only focus on spiritual energy, but he was also a strong Qi cultivator. He was a true monster.

A hostile gleam appeared in the grand elder’s eyes. It was clear that the elder was currently in a battle between his greed and his logic. 

Greed told him that Xue Wei had so many wonderful secrets that could assist their family. That, if Xue Wei was fully tamed and made loyal to their family, then they would be unstoppable—even for the king.

Logic and reasoning were telling him that although he had a lot of undiscovered potential and information, this young man was simply too dangerous. He was a threat from the moment he had opposed the Baili family, and he also knew that they would lose some things for executing him, but would they really lose a lot? 

In the end, he had to decide; was it worth it to risk their family for something they had no guarantees would succeed? He was leaning more and more towards killing Xue Wei, ending the problem and ensuring that he would not end up bringing disaster upon them. 

Just as the grand elder had finally reached a decision, he reached out his arm, dense spiritual energy gathering in his palm, ready to erupt at any moment—when the sound of a horn rang through the entire compound, interrupting his train of thought and making the grand elder furrow his brows.

The spiritual energy on his palm stayed for a moment before the horn rang again, and the grand elder withdrew his hand, glancing at Xue Wei with a worry clouding his eyes, and quickly rushed out of the dungeon.

“Seems like they heard my roar,” Xue Wei muttered to himself when he heard the horn. He did not need to ask to know that this was the call to arms for the Baili family. 

And only one thing could make the Baili family group up like this, and that was if an attack on their family was coming. Right now, the only ones likely to attack the Baili family were the Yuan and Gu families.

“Let the show begin,” Xue Wei grinned as he stood up and reached out his arm. The door that had been keeping him imprisoned for the last few days was wrenched off its hinges, the useless metal bars clanging on the ground. Although it was strong enough to keep a spiritual energy cultivator with a Qi level of Heavenly Warrior rank inside, Xue Wei was an Earth Knight.  

A Knight and a Warrior were in completely different categories. What could hold back a warrior was nothing against a knight. 

Being released from the cell, Xue Wei casually strolled through the dungeons, peering at the other cells, but finding that they were all empty. 

When he reached the staircase, he found that there was not a guard to be found, just like when he reached the top of the stairs—the building where all the guards should be present was completely empty. All the guards must have rushed towards the sound of the horn. 

Smiling slightly, Xue Wei walked through the Baili family compound, a luxurious place that was usually bustling with life all over, but right now, there was no one as all of them had gathered at the front gate where a cacophonous uproar could be heard. 
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Chapter 39 - Family Feud
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The noise that Xue Wei could hear was the sound of screaming voices, and the air was starting to ripple from the spiritual energy that was being released at the gate. 

The accumulation of energy was getting more and more violent the closer to the gates he came, and the screams were also getting more and more urgent. 

Accompanying these screams and ripples of energy was a smell of blood and clashing of weapons. 

The sound of clashing weapons was new here in Yan Dalu, as everyone previously would focus on their spiritual energy cultivation and thus used mental attacks to end battles, but now a group of experts were rushing into the compound with brandished swords and staves. 

Even Primordial Beasts would rarely use weapons, as they would be using their physical shapes when fighting against their opponents. Not many would fight in their human shapes as they would be incapable of withstanding the danger posed by the spiritual energy cultivators. 

Experts who cultivated spiritual energy were cultivating faster than the Qi cultivating Primordial Beasts because of the Soul Tower, and thus the Qi cultivators had always been inferior. 

Now the opposite was happening right in front of everyone. The Qi cultivators were pressuring the rest of the experts, they were using brute strength to overpower their opponents, and none of them were showing any mercy. 

The Baili family’s guards and members were all in disarray; they had been caught off-guard, but now they had no other option than to fight back with relentless ferocity. 

Blood was flowing on the ground as more and more wounds were opened up on the two sides that were engaged in battle. As one of the Baili guards was injured, another would step forward and take over their position in the formation. The people who were coming towards the defenders were like a tidal wave, never retreating, only advancing, flooding the family’s compound with people that brutalized them with raw strength. 

Xue Wei stood not far from the family gates. He was casually leaning against a tree, and a smile flitted across his lips as he saw the blood running in rivers, and the people fighting for their lives.

These Gu and Yuan family members were here to save him, but he was calm and collected as if it had nothing to do with him. 

In fact, this battle would have happened sooner or later, no matter whether or not Xue Wei had appeared on the continent. The Baili family were never satisfied with their lot in life. Although they were the most powerful and influential family in the entire continent, there were still some people above them.

The King was an unshakeable person, and the officials also had the power to go against the Baili family—something that had forced them to submit for a long time. 

Things had changed when the previous king abdicated and gave his position to the current king; this king was not as strong as the others before her, and she was only capable of sitting on the throne because of the backup she had in court, alongside the innate potential from her five eyes. 

Having understood the Baili family’s aim, Xue Wei was looking at the battle with renewed focus. Although he felt that the Gu and Yuan families should deal with the Baili family on their own, he was ready to jump in at any moment in time. 

As he looked around, he noticed that the grand elder was like him, standing at the sidelines observing the battle, but where a small smile hung on Xue Wei’s lips, a grave expression marked the grand elder’s face. 

The spiritual energy cultivators were being completely overpowered. Spiritual energy was not to be belittled, but one has to remember that these experts all had cultivated spiritual energy since they were young and thus had a natural defense against it. 

On the other hand, the members of the Baili family were all just Heavenly Warriors or beneath in their Qi levels, so while they were generally slightly stronger in spiritual energy levels, the Baili family were much further behind in Qi levels. 

As a result, the Yuan and Gu families were steamrolling over the Baili family’s guards and masters. The more they fought, the more their bloodlust was unleashed; the Yuan and Gu families had been oppressed for many many years, and now they had a chance to vent those frustrations. 

While killing was not something that happened much throughout Yan Dalu, some people had still used their background to throw their weight around, bullying others, even going as far as to cripple them. 

Some were crippled physically while others had their soul or mind irreparably broken so that they would not be able to think straight ever again. The more talented members of the oppressed families had particularly been the victims of such hardships. 

The family members of these people were filled with a thirst for revenge, and a thirst for justice. 

Xue Wei glanced at the two sides that were battling once again. At the start, the Yuan and Gu families held the advantage because of their surprise attack and their strong momentum, but as the Baili family soon realized that their weakness was that most Qi attacks were fairly short range, it turned into a big chase. The Baili family continued to retreat while the Gu and Yuan families advanced. 

It was not until the two families had flooded into the compound that the grand elder started to move. 

This was what Xue Wei had been the most worried about. The Gu and Yuan families were easily capable of blocking the rest of the guards and members, but as soon as it came to the grand elder, they would be at a disadvantage. 

The grand elder was, after all, an Ordinary Saint. His strength was not something that anyone could look down upon, and although his body was his biggest weakness, he just needed to surround himself in a layer of spiritual energy, and then no one would be able to break through. 

At the same time, if he started sniping them with his attacks, no one would be able to fight back against it, their minds would be broken, and their souls might even be ripped apart from the very powerful energy that would tear through them. 

Xue Wei sensed that the soul power in the surrounding air was becoming more and more dense as more people started to die; their souls were being ripped apart by the grand elder. 

He frowned. He knew that he was no match for the grand elder, but perhaps he could still fight him. If the grand elder was interested in his secrets, he would not kill him, but if he had lost all hope in Xue Wei, stepping up would be the same as asking to be killed.

Still, Xue Wei was willing to gamble. He was the kind of person who would not step back from any challenge, not to mention that these people had come to save him. Even though he had been uninvolved in the fight so far, watching them die one after another was in no way something he enjoyed.

The Gu and Yuan families were also enraged by how their members were being picked off, and they too fought with increased ferocity against the normal members, slaying them without holding back. 

Xue Wei sighed and started cracking his neck. He was going to intervene. 

He felt the energy within his body being released, his body rapidly undergoing some changes as the body itself started transforming into that of a dragon, and azure scales protruded from his skin. Another set of his clothes were ripped apart, and horns grew from his forehead.

The body was massive, a full fifty meters long, and he coiled up in the square. A few warriors of the Baili family were squashed beneath his enormous body, causing anguished wails to resound throughout the area. 

Those who had been fighting were stumped when they saw the sheer size of this beast that suddenly appeared, their eyes widened in shock, and everyone retreated in fear. No one knew where this beast came from nor who it was fighting for, so they were all hesitant and alert. 

Seeing the huge beast, Xue Wei’s friends grinned. Hei Gou suddenly growled, and his body also enlarged as he appeared in his mutated Celestial Dog shape. 

Lin Xiao was averse to killing humans, but he had hardened his heart and was flashing his staff here and there, bashing anyone who came close to him. Even now, while the other people were stunned, he ran through their most clustered area and simply slammed the staff on their heads, knocking them unconscious with a single hit. 

Bai Tianyi was grinning when he saw the massive beast, summoning spiritual energy around himself and coalescing it into the shape of swords which shot outwards and pierced the souls of all the people close to him. 

Xue Wei knew they had expected this sight, so he was not too shocked, but when he saw a bundle stuck on Lin Xiao’s back, a gleam of anger appeared in his eyes. Who allowed this dumb monk to bring his cute little sister to such a dangerous place?!

Since Luoluo was here, Xue Wei was even more eager to end the battle as soon as possible. He had to stop or at least delay the grand elder for long enough that they could wipe out the other guards and members, and then they could overwhelm him with sheer numbers.

From the attacks he had seen earlier, Xue Wei could determine that the grand elder specialized in precise but deadly attacks, that pierced through only one person at a time. If he had attacks that could deal with multiple people at once, he would have used it long ago. 

Xue Wei’s body moved like waves, roiling towards the grand elder, who was also shocked by the sudden appearance of a beast he had never seen before. 

Primordial Beasts were not that rare in Yan Dalu, but for one to have such an overwhelming aura, that was rare—even rarer was it to see one with such strength and momentum. 

The grand elder looked at Xue Wei with a shrewd expression in his eyes, before his gaze moved towards Lin Xiao, who was running around knocking out person after person with a smile on his face and constantly blurting out words of apology, and that the victims would praise him later.

The grand elder’s greed was getting the better of him, and he raised his voice, “Capture the staff-wielding monk fast!” he yelled out, and all the Baili members returned to their senses. They did not understand the reason for the order given by their grand elder, but an order from him was unquestionable, so they rushed towards Lin Xiao as he was engaged within a horde of experts.

“Oh no!” Lin Xiao, who had been deep behind enemy lines, felt that something was wrong, and he quickly turned tail and ran. While he had previously moved unfettered and effortlessly through the enemies, he was now being chased by a group of maddened men. 

“I am doing it for your own good!” Lin Xiao called out while running. “I will only knock you out; the others want to kill you! Show some love towards a poor monk!” 

Bai Tianyi couldn’t help but burst into laughter seeing Lin Xiao and his desperate pleas, he was even laughing so much that he forgot that he should fight, but Hei Gou quickly jumped next to Lin Xiao to assist him in his escape. 

“Thank you! I knew you were a good brother!” Lin Xiao said as he looked at Hei Gou with gratitude. 

“Wei will kill you if something happens to Luoluo,” the big dog snorted, as if the only reason he had jumped in was for the sake of the child.

Xue Wei had instantly guessed the thoughts of the grand elder when he heard that they were to capture Lin Xiao and his draconic eyebrows knitted together. He was especially concerned when he saw the sleeping girl on his back, bouncing up and down with every hastened step he took. 

“I better help them,” he muttered to himself and raised his head high into the sky.

Azure Dragon Roar!

A roar tore through the skies, the ground trembled, space almost collapsed, and everyone fell to the ground in shock as their minds went buzzing, their eyes blackened. Anyone who heard the roar was filled with reverence, and any beasts present could not help but kneel by instinct. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 40 - Battle of Giants


[image: image]


The roar had the intended effect, as the ones who had been chasing Lin Xiao all faltered. Some collapsed, others kneeled and yet some—the stronger ones—were just stunned momentarily, but this moment was enough for the monk to retreat safely. 
Seeing that Hei Gou, Lin Xiao, and Luoluo had reconnected with the army from the Gu and Yuan families, Xue Wei was feeling much more placated, so he got ready to face the grand elder. 
Truth was that before this, he had not had much faith in his ability to survive. He knew that the grand elder had made the decision within the dungeons to kill him, but now it seemed that his luck had turned.
After seeing Xue Wei taking on the beastly shape and connecting it with the rumors about Lin Xiao’s ability to tame beasts, it was as if he had rekindled his notion of getting the information out of Xue Wei. 
After all, if they could tame him, he would be at their beck and call, doing their bidding without any rebellion. He had just forgotten that Lin Xiao was on Xue Wei’s side. Would he really work together with someone else to enslave his friend? 
Not to mention, Xue Wei was not a Primordial Beast. He was half a Sovereign Beast, a beast that could not be tamed anyway. So even if Lin Xiao did attempt it, he would fail. Unfortunately, the grand elder had never before heard about a Sovereign Beast. 
Xue Wei was moving rapidly towards the grand elder. His body was flashing everywhere, leaving a trail of afterimages in the air. Although the body was massive, it was not difficult to move, neither was he slow or clumsy. 
The grand elder dared not directly attack his soul as he feared that the soul would be destroyed. He was after all an Ordinary Saint, and if he accidentally killed Xue Wei, would he not lose this unique opportunity? 
Instead, he materialized the spiritual energy in the air and made it take on the shape of swords. Fighting someone was different from sparring. Usually, when in a real fight, one would go for dispatching their opponent as fast as possible, which usually meant to aim for the soul. If they were sparring, they would aim for their opponent’s bodies instead. 
Right now, the grand elder was treating the confrontation with Xue Wei as a sparring match. He was not being serious about fighting him; neither was the elder eager to kill him. All he wanted was to injure him enough to make him incapable of fighting back so that the taming would happen smoothly. 
Xue Wei was relieved with this result. He felt a wave of thousands of blade come crashing down like a tidal wave towards him, threatening to drown him, but with a flick of his body, Xue Wei vanished from his location and appeared again twenty meters to the side, managing to avoid the majority of the spiritual energy blades. 
Still, it was not enough to avoid them all. Blood started flowing from the scales that had been punctured, and the flesh beneath was showing ghastly gashes from the swords. The moment they came into contact with the flesh, they had detonated like small bombs, causing some serious injury to Xue Wei’s body. 
He was surprised; he had not expected that a Saint was this powerful. It was clear his opponent was not using the full extent of his abilities, but even so, his attacks were devastatingly lethal. Although he had no intention of killing Xue Wei, if those swords had all landed on his body, then his body would have been completely torn apart. 
Xue Wei felt a cold chill run down his draconic spine. He might have overestimated himself, but when he glanced behind, he saw that the two grand elders of the Gu and Yuan families had finally made an appearance. 
From the look of them, it seemed they had also broken through to the Earth Saint rank; although it was clearly at a lower layer than the Baili grand elder as he had been at the rank for much longer and had better control over his strength.
The Baili grand elder had not noticed that the two other grand elders had appeared. All his mind could think about was pacifying Xue Wei, to get him tamed, and to claim all his strengthening methods for himself. 
A manic smile appeared on the lips of the Baili grand elder, and he began laughing hysterically as if he had just imagined something glorious. 
Xue Wei felt a shiver run down his spine as he saw this maddened expression, but he hardened his heart and advanced forward. He had various innate abilities that he had never tried before, and now was not the time to hold back.
So far, when in his dragon shape, he had mainly relied on the Azure Dragon Roar, an attack that reached a large number of people at once and caused them to be pressured by the Sovereign Beast’s aura. 
Now he realized that this attack had its limits. Those with a strong soul were not as harshly affected as he wished. Back in Chang’an, he had seen people explode from the pressure, yet here in Yan Dalu, they had at most collapsed—and those who did collapse were all weaker than him. The rest had become disorientated but nothing more than that. 
Azure Dragon Claws!
Xue Wei launched an attack that utilized his long and razor sharp claws to cut and slice at the Baili grand elder, but the attack was blocked by a protective layer of spiritual energy that the elder had formed in front of himself. It became clear that he would not even be able to puncture the elder’s protections. Xue Wei’s face darkened. 
The Baili grand elder was not just a realm above him—Xue Wei was an Earth Knight while the Baili grand elder was an Earth Saint—it was akin to the difference between the Heavens and the Earth; it was simply not possible for him to retaliate. 
Realizing this, Xue Wei changed his tactics. Since there was no use attacking back, he would just catch the Baili grand elder’s attention and try to distract him to buy time for his more capable allies to wound him. Unfortunately, if he could not touch the Baili grand elder even with his beast form, then his old plan of having them overwhelm him with sheer numbers was suicidal—his only hope now relied on the Gu and Yuan grand elders. Those two elderly men would be the only ones capable of matching up to the Baili grand elder. 
Sensing his plans, the two elderly men also started moving towards the Baili grand elder. Their faces were solemn, and all their focus was aimed towards the man they hated from the bottom of their hearts. 
Although killing was frowned upon in Yan Dalu, this man had been responsible for the crippling of many of their genius descendants. It had gotten to the point where the Gu family’s most talented genius in the younger generation was a woman, and the Yuan family’s most talented youngster was a naive young boy—two figures that the Baili family never expected to cause them problems later on as their personality or gender was in the way. 
Ripples of energy were starting to pick up in the area where the grand elders were converging, so Xue Wei started retreating to the side. Although he was rather confident in himself, he was also realistic. Now, he understood the difference between himself and an Earth Saint; he would be squashed into a meat paste if he stayed in the middle of their fight. 
Since he was no assistance in the fight between giants, Xue Wei’s body flashed like a snake in water as he rushed towards the constantly dwindling numbers of lesser Baili family members. 
Everywhere he passed, blood flowed in rivers, bodies collapsed, and anguished cries sounded out. With the help of him and his friends, every one of the weaker Baili family members were soon dead or knocked unconscious. 

The members of the Gu and Yuan families gathered in the middle of the blood tainted square with Xue Wei and, looking at the battle in front of them where the Earth Saints were fighting.
“We gave all the Rainbow Pills to our grand elders,” Gu Bing’er said when she saw how Xue Wei’s eyes were focused on the battle, but it was near impossible to follow what was happening. 
“Both our grand elders have been on the verge of breaking through to the Earth Saint levels for a long time, but they never had the final breakthrough—the bottleneck was simply too overwhelming.
“When they used the Rainbow Pills, some of the pills increased their Qi levels, and a single one increased their bodily condition, cleansed the marrow and clearing his meridians, but the rest increased their spiritual energy. These Rainbow Pills truly are wondrous.
“With the help of the Rainbow Pills, they managed to break into the Earth Saint rank. At the same time, they managed to solidify their cultivation base, so even though they are only at the second layer while the Baili grand elder is at the fourth layer, our Elders are working together, and causing a problem for the Baili grand elder.”
Having explained how the Gu and Yuan grand elders had gained such a rapid increase in strength, Gu Bing’er turned around and looked at the men and women she had brought with her. 
“Gather the Baili men in one corner of the courtyard and our men and women in another. We deserve to give them a proper burial!
“Those Baili men and guards who have been knocked unconscious, kill them all!” 
Gu Bing’er understood the idea of uprooting the weed before it could sprout new problems. If they allowed someone to survive, was it not the same as asking for trouble later on? If they did not later seek revenge, then that was fortunate—but it was smarter to assume the worst. 
Sensing the hesitation of her men and women, Gu Bing’er’s eyes turned cold. “They wanted to kill us all. If you let them live, who is to say they will not try again later? Re-releasing a captured tiger into the mountain will only hurt yourself in the future!” 
After considering her words, the men and women started acting as they had been told. They cut off the heads of every single person before tossing them in a corner of the courtyard, bodies in one stack, with heads in another. 
The battle was more or less over, but no one could relax. If the Baili grand elder won the last battle, then the Yuan and Gu members would without a doubt be slaughtered;  as a result, they were all tense as they went about their grisly work. 
Fortunately, it seemed as if the winner was going to be the Gu and Yuan elders. They held the upper hand as they pressed the Baili grand elder more and more. 
Seeing this, Xue Wei quickly returned to his human shape and took out his final set of intact clothes. With a sigh, he quickly dressed in his trademark red robes that matched the bloodstained tiles beneath his feet. 
As he stood there with his red clothes, he looked like a demon who had just ascended from the hells beneath. Rivers of blood smeared his boots, but since they too were red, no one could see it. Instead, his clothes gave the illusion of him being a devil, with a handsome smile hanging on his lips as he inhaled the heavy metallic-scented air with vigor. 
Xue Wei did not have the time to consider the thoughts of everyone else; his eyes remained focused on the battle in front of him. Watching as the Baili grand elder was becoming more and more desperate, he could not help but become alert. A cornered animal was often the most dangerous one. 
As expected, the moment he could no longer hold on, a malicious gleam appeared in the eyes of the Baili grand elder. He suddenly switched directions and rushed directly towards Xue Wei, his speed so fast that one would not believe that he was not a Qi cultivator.
“If I can’t have the secrets, no one can!” he exclaimed as he hurtled towards Xue Wei with blinding speed.
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The Baili grand elder started moving so fast that even the two Gu and Yuan grand elders were incapable of catching up. He had been just too fast, and their eyes widened in shock and despair. They had not been able to predict this move, and if something happened to Xue Wei now, they would become ungrateful people who could not even protect their benefactor—something that’d leave a scar in their hearts.
However, before the Baili grand elder had the time to act, a shadow suddenly appeared in front of Xue Wei. 
The shadow was very small, and the speed with which it moved was so swift that neither Xue Wei nor anyone else in the group could react to it—it moved even faster than they could see!
The figure was rather small, so small that it only reached Xue Wei’s waist, but suddenly a power erupted from this small figure, a power so frightening that everyone who cultivated spiritual energy felt their soul palaces tremble. 
Even the golden dragon spirit within his mind opened its eyes, with a panicked expression on its face. 
Spiritual energy began to leave the body of every spiritual energy cultivator nearby; it gathered and shrouded the small figure in front of Xue Wei, making it impossible to see anything other than distorted space. 
Then, a small child-like hand reached out from within the cocoon of spiritual energy before all of it shot out like an arrow towards the advancing Baili grand elder.
This all took place in less than the time it takes for one breath, and the Baili grand elder had too much momentum behind him to be able to withdraw again, so he had no other choice than to meet the spiritual energy arrow head on. 
As he collided with the spiritual energy arrow, his advancement was suddenly halted. At first, an angry howl resounded from his mouth, but soon this howl turned to a pitiful whimper as he felt his soul being ripped apart from the spiritual energy attack that had pierced him. 
He felt as if his soul had no ability to fight back. Even when he had been fighting the other two grand elders from the Yuan and Gu families, he had not felt this hopeless, but right now, he felt like an ant in front of an elephant. What was the strength of this small figure? It was so dreadful!
Time passed, but Xue Wei was no longer looking at the dying Baili grand elder. Instead, his attention was directed at the figure in front of him. Then, as recognition of who the figure was dawned upon him, his pupils contracted, shock filling his face.
There, right in front of him, was Luoluo. Her adorable little face was stern, and her eyes flashed with killing intent—something very unnatural to see in a child like her. 
It took almost no time before the whimpers of the Baili grand elder died out, and his body slumped on the ground. 
“Hurry!” The Gu grand elder was not wasting time. He rushed to the body, took a sword from one of the Gu family members, and severed the head in a clean stroke. It was clear that he feared that this man would return to life and cause more problems. 
When the head was severed, everyone could finally breathe a heavy sigh of relief. This was the end of their battle, and they had won. Suddenly they realized that their backs were soaked in a cold sweat, and their bodies trembled from exhaustion. The adrenaline was leaving their bodies, and they finally began to feel fear.
“Luoluo, don’t you have something to say to me?” Xue Wei asked as he scooped the child into his arms, but when he looked at her, he frowned. Her little face was pale, and it seemed as if she had grown even younger than before. 
Her doe-like eyes were drooping with tiredness as she snuggled up against Xue Wei’s body. “Bad guy bullying big brother,” Luoluo said with a yawn, “bad guy deserves to die!” 
“How strong are you?” Xue Wei asked curiously, but he was unsure if the kid was capable of answering this question—rightfully so, she looked at him with a puzzled expression on her face.
“Strong? Luoluo isn’t strong,” she muttered before yawning again and resting her head peacefully on Xue Wei’s chest, instantly falling asleep. 
“She is not using the same strength levels as us,” Bai Tianyi said with a low voice that only Xue Wei could hear, his eyes were glistening, but there was a solemnity to him that was rarely there.
“This is not the place to talk about it,” he continued, and Xue Wei gave a short nod of his head to show he had heard it. 
“Miss Gu, I will leave the clean up to you guys,” Xue Wei said with a smile. “All the lands, businesses and whatever the Baili family owned will be given to you to manage, but if you find materials for Rainbow Pills, then I would like fifty percent of them.”
“Great.” Gu Bing’er nodded her head. She was very satisfied with this deal. 
“I will trade the One-Colored Rainbow Pill recipe I have for more materials,” he smirked with a wink of his eye. 
Gu Bing’er grinned. “Profiteer,” she said, but she did not mean it. 
Xue Wei had done much more for her and her family than anyone could hope for. He had changed the entire structure of Yan Dalu by introducing his Qi cultivation methods for humans as well. 
He had given a stack of techniques, formulas, and scriptures to them so that they could use the Qi they had cultivated. This was truly a new stage for all people in Yan Dalu, and something that could make things very different from how they had been before.
While Xue Wei was chatting with Gu Bing’er, a few guards came running with frantic expressions on their faces. 
“Miss! Miss!” they called out, completely ignoring that she was conversing with someone else, their faces pale and showing complete and utter disbelief. 
“What is it?” Gu Bing’er did not get upset by being interrupted and asked calmly. She could see that it was something rather upsetting that had occurred. 
“We were looking for survivors when we came across an underground dungeon,” one of the guards said, his body suddenly trembling. “We were of the impression that this underground dungeon was the same as the one where Master Xue was held captive, but when we entered, we found that it was different.”
“How so?” Xue Wei was the one asking now, his eyes sparkling with interest. 
“There was one large cell, another room with a strange inscription on the ground, and blood everywhere. It is a gruesome sight! And there are ten living beings within the cell, but all of them are sleeping!” 
“Ten people?” Xue Wei was reminded of the problem with ten people disappearing each day. Could this have something to do with the Baili family? But if it was the Baili family, then what about the Soul Tower? What about the bloody scratches on the walls? 
Xue Wei was unsure of what was going on, but knowing that it could help him understand what exactly was going on in Yan Dalu, he immediately ordered the guards to lead him to the room.
Luoluo was sleeping in his embrace, but the rest of his friends were alert as they followed behind him. All of them were quite curious as to what was going on, and what they might find out. 
When they entered, they found that things were exactly as they had been described. As soon as they went down the stairs, they found a large cell where ten people of varying ages and varying backgrounds were laying in a line. 
Some seemed rich, and others seemed poor. Some were young, while others were older. There was no children and no very old people—they all seemed to be between fifteen and fifty years old. 
Xue Wei went over and examined them. They were all breathing but as to why they were sleeping, he at first did not know, but after a short while, his nose picked up a scent he was familiar with. 
This was the scent of Night Vine, a herb that induced a coma-like state. 
“They have been fed Night Vine,” he said as he observed them a little closer. “They should wake up on their own in a day or two at the latest if they were fed today. If it was before, then they should wake up even sooner.”
Having determined that they were not in any danger, Xue Wei left the cell and walked towards the room that had been described as having an inscription on the floor and blood splattered everywhere. 
As he entered, he saw the description wasn’t wrong. The floor had a massive round inscription which he had never seen before, and half of it was impossible to see as dried blood had covered the lines. The walls were also painted with crusty, dried up old blood, and the smell was beyond foul. 
It was a gruesome scene. It was clear that people had died in here, but as to what the inscription did, Xue Wei had no idea. 
”This is a Soul Coagulating Inscription,” Bai Tianyi’s apathetic voice sounded next to Xue Wei. “It is an inscription which not only takes one’s soul power away, it also steals your spiritual energy cultivation base and moves it into another person.
“I think we have an answer as to what happens with the daily ten missing people, and also an answer as to why the Baili family managed to do as well as they did. Their direct descendants were likely boosted by this Soul Coagulating Inscription.”
Xue Wei pondered on what Bai Tianyi had said and nodded his head, “Well that was one question solved,” he said with a sigh as he looked around and then went out. He did not want the rotten bloody smell to wake up Luoluo.
”But why does it feel like every time we solve one problem, a new one crops up?” he could not help but complain as he thought about how there were now even more mysterious things at the academy waiting for them.
“I think we need to return to the forbidden area and get some understanding of what exactly is happening at the academy. Since we got no answers at the Soul Tower, that would be where the best guess for finding answers is.”
As Xue Wei and the others returned to their courtyard at the academy, rumors about the battle rapidly spread through the entire capital and soon to the whole continent. 
At first many were condemning the Gu and Yuan families for taking up arms against the Baili family and murdering them, but Gu Bing’er would not stand idly by. 
She quickly released the news about the fates of all the missing people, and all the misdeeds that the Baili family had done throughout the years, rightfully painting herself, her family and the Yuan family as the heroes who fought for justice. 
The people were easily swayed when they saw the evidence, and soon every member of the Baili family who had not been home at that point were hunted like wild dogs. 
Xue Wei did not care about the rumors that were running wild outside; all he cared about was his trip back to the forbidden area. He had to find some answers soon—not just more questions and uncertainties. 
When they returned, Xue Wei looked at Luoluo worriedly as he placed her in her bed. From the moment she had fallen asleep, she had not opened her eyes at all, and he was worried that she had overexerted herself.
Bai Tianyi had come into the room silently, and when he saw the worried expression on Xue Wei’s face, he spoke up, “Don’t worry. 
“She is not like us,” he continued, “Although she looks human, she is actually not. She is a spirit.” 
“A spirit?” Xue Wei was confused. What were spirits? He felt that he vaguely had heard about them before in myths when he was a child, but he could not remember it at all.
Bai Tianyi answered, “Yes, she is a spirit, a being that is not so different from me, to be honest, but while I am an artificial spirit, she is a natural one.”
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Xue Wei was slightly stunned as he glanced at Luoluo. She was not human? In fact, this should not come as a shock to him—he himself was not human either, and she had already lived for a very long time while having the body and mind of a child. This was not like humans at all. 

But spirits were the rarest amongst all species, so rare that not even every continent had them. “Tell me about spirits,” Xue Wei asked Bai Tianyi. The only thing he knew about spirits were from the sword spirit himself, but just before, he had said that while he was an artificial spirit, Luoluo was the genuine article. 

Bai Tianyi nodded his head and gestured for them to leave the room. They would have to talk a lot, and neither of them wanted to interrupt Luoluo’s rest. Although she was a spirit, she had just executed an Earth Saint. It could not have been an easy task, even if she made it seem effortless. 

As they left the room, they both slowly went towards the lounge area where they sat down and faced one another. Bai Tianyi did not speak at once, and he hesitated slightly before he sighed and shook his head. 

It was obvious that he was also rather affected by the realization that Luoluo was a spirit. 

“Spirits are different from other species. Other species came from a union between humans and beasts long ago, which has given them the special traits that they are known for.

“Spirits are not born by other spirits; in fact, they are incapable of reproducing at all. Spirits are created by nature itself. 

“They can be anything; they can be people or man-made objects, or even a tree, a mountain, a river or something else.

“It can happen when something has been located in a place where the heaven-and-earth essence or soul power is incredibly dense and stayed that way for a long time. 

“When the spirit’s original shape has been shrouded in this energy for so long that the energy has penetrated to the very core of the original shape, it awakens its own consciousness. 

“While it does become conscious, it is not capable of moving, but as long as the energy is present in the same location, then it will be able to cultivate. After cultivating to a specific level, it will be able to create a spiritual body like I did, and then leave the original host, and become a being that is formed purely from energy.

“She is one of these spirits that has cultivated to a high rank. She has become a wonderful spirit, however, something clearly has gone wrong in her life.

“Unlike humans, beasts, and all the other races, spirits do not have dantians. Their entire body is the container for their energy, and this is also the reason for her to appear and act like a child. 

“She has used too much of her energy; she has been drained so much that not only her body but also her consciousness has been impaired.”

“Is there a way to solve this problem?” Xue Wei cut in, his brows furrowed and his heart clenched at the thought of Luoluo never maturing. Although he would forever be her older brother and look after her, he was worried.

Even more so when he saw that Luoluo had shrunk even further after the fight against the Baili grand elder. In fact, it looked like she had lost almost a whole year of age, both physically and mentally. 

“Of course there is a way for her to mature again,” Bai Tianyi consoled him. “It is just that she needs to cultivate again. Although we artificial spirits are different from the genuine ones, both of us have to cultivate.

“There are some differences in being an artificial spirit than a genuine spirit. Genuine spirit’s bodies will grow naturally as they get stronger, or shrink as they get weaker.

“Their mind and body go hand in hand. The smaller they are, the younger their mental state, and the larger their bodies, the older their mental state. 

“We artificial spirits are both fortunate and unfortunate to not be the same. Our bodies can not grow on their own. No matter how strong we become, we are stuck with the body we created unless we create another spiritual body and change our host. Our only other way is to temporarily change our body structure with a constant use of Spiritual Energy.

“On the other hand, our mental state will never regress or advance from the time we became a spirit. I will never become like a child.”

Xue Wei pondered on Bai Tianyi’s explanation, and he felt much calmer now than before. Hearing that Luoluo would be fine and mature normally if she just cultivated made him feel much more relaxed. 

At the same time, he also swore to himself that he would never let Luoluo use her power unless absolutely necessary. When he fought, he was only emptying his dantian, and he would be capable of restoring it after a short rest. 

If Luoluo were to fight, she would end up losing some of her age and mental stability. 

Now that he understood what a spirit was, Xue Wei was not too shocked. Instead, he felt it explained a lot of things, and at the same time, he also felt even more sympathetic towards his newfound little sister. 

She had no parents or kin close to her; she had never had anyone close to her. From the moment she had gained consciousness, she had been alone, cultivating on her own until she could create her own body to enter the world. 

Although Xue Wei did not know what had happened to her when she was wandering the continent, he understood that Luoluo had somehow encountered danger which had caused her to be a young child for many years. 

This helped Xue Wei understand Luoluo’s unique situation, but there was still something bothering him, causing him to frown. “You said that she would have healed and matured after cultivating for some time, but looking at Luoluo, it seems more like she just keeps shrinking.”

“This is something I do not understand either,” Bai Tianyi said as he furrowed his brows. “If anything, then I think the forbidden area would have something to do with it. She was locked in the forbidden area for millennia, and even I was incapable of entering when I tried last time. There is likely something hidden there.”

Xue Wei was reminded about how Bai Tianyi had felt weak and was forced to stay outside when they entered the forbidden area the first time and nodded his head. His eyes flared with coldness as he thought about how the Garden of Shadows might have harmed someone he now considered dear to him. 

“I will stay and wait for Luoluo to awaken,” he decided after a bit of contemplation. “After having fought such a battle and even shrunken in age and size, I can imagine that she will feel very depressed and maybe perhaps even scared if she wakes up all alone.” 

Bai Tainyi looked at Xue Wei with a bit of an impatient expression on his face. Although Luoluo was a young child, she was not unreasonable. If just anyone stayed back, then that would be fine. There was no reason for Xue Wei to stay back, but considering that the Sovereign Beast had become a mother hen, Bai Tainyi said nothing and just snorted in reply.

Like this, the days went by. Xue Wei was worried as Luoluo did not show any signs of awakening at all. He stayed holed up in the pill room concocting pills, or the bedroom cultivating, but Luoluo showed no signs of awakening. 

The King had tried to visit them a few times, but Xue Wei was never in the mood to entertain, so she left rather quickly. 

The rest of Yan Dalu should have been in chaos after the death of the Baili family, but because Gu Bing’er had released information which shed light on their misdeeds, everyone was happy to see them extinguished. 

As the ruckus died down, the smarter people started looking towards the Yuan and the Gu families. Although they had worked together to eradicate the Baili family, now they were against one another to take the open position as the most influential family on the continent. 

Everyone with a bit of brain expected that another battle would break out, but contrary to everyone’s expectations, this did not happen. Instead, news about an engagement that would unite the families started circulating in the capital.

The Gu and Yuan families were about to become in-laws. One of the candidates to become the new heir to the Yuan family, Yuan Bailong, was getting engaged to Gu Bing’er, a direct descendant of the Gu family. 

This showed that the two families had no intention of fighting one another, that they would stay on friendly terms, and that they were willing to support one another so that they would remain standing side by side as equals instead of rivals. 

Another thing that they started speculating about was how long it would take for Yuan Bailong to be named as the new heir to the Yuan family. 

Although he had never had much of a chance before, he was now the link that united the Yuan and Gu families together. Soon, the news about their link to Xue Wei was also sneakily announced, making it common knowledge that it was Yuan Bailong who was responsible for the Yuan family’s newfound rise to their current strength and status. 

It was naturally Gu Bing’er who wisely shared the information to further solidify their position. She was a great schemer who could use the public’s opinion in her favor, and while it was a help to the couple, the rest of the Yuan family’s heirs were all pulling out their hair in despair. 

They had still thought they had a chance even though Yuan Bailong had been the one to establish the connection between the Yuan family and Xue Wei, but now they felt completely helpless due to Gu Bing’er’s engagement and her clever scheming to put him ahead. 

The engagement news soon cooled down after the date of the engagement party was set, and although everyone started looking forward to it, the main subject on everyone’s lips had suddenly changed.

The Gu and Yuan families had begun acting charitable and started donating specific Qi cultivation scriptures to the royal treasury. From their deals with Xue Wei, they also donated some of the weaker martial art techniques, and formulas for some Qi increasing pills. 

Once more, this brought out a massive stir in the continent. The King was similarly rather magnanimous about it, but for different reasons—and made the officials make all methods and formulas public so that everyone would be able to cultivate.

The King was aware that things had changed. Although the Baili family was gone, this was actually no benefit for the royal family and the court of officials. 

Now that the Yuan and Gu families held onto the best resources for Qi cultivators, anyone who was incapable of cultivating their spiritual energy, or simply preferred to cultivate Qi now that it was a comparable option would flock to these families to pledge their allegiance in return for better resources.

The Gu and Yuan families would become the true rulers of the continent, and they would be impossible to overthrow as Xue Wei had given them all the best he had. 

While this was a big issue for the court—who had been eagerly discussing it day in and day out, the King often sat casually on the throne, leaning slightly to one side with a bored expression on her face as she observed her pale and frightened officials. 

It was truly an example of ‘the emperor is not worried, but his eunuchs are worried to death.’ They did not know what they should do, but the King remained calm and unphased by the issue. 

Finally, after three weeks of waiting, Luoluo awoke from her slumber. Her clear eyes were slightly dazed as she looked at the ceiling above her, her mind was slightly fuzzy, and she felt a splitting headache. 

Tears welled up in her eyes, as she heard a gentle and magnetic voice sounding right by her side with a hint of urgency, “Luoluo, you’re awake!” 
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Chapter 43 - Hubby
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“Big Brother!” Luoluo’s childish voice sounded hoarse and dry after having just woken up. 

Xue Wei smiled gently as he leaned forward and gently patted the girl’s head; her tears finally spilling from her eyes as she started crying out loud. 

“It was so scary,” she cried, her voice trembling. “The darkness was everywhere, and I couldn’t wake up. I was so scared!” 

Hearing her pitiful cries, saddened Xue Wei, and he quickly scooped her up from the bed and placed her in his embrace. “Don’t think about it anymore,” he said soothingly as he held her tight like he would a great treasure. “You are awake now, and all your dear ones are right here next to you. You are not alone, and the darkness is not going to swallow you. Big Brother will never let you be alone.”

Hearing this did not stop Luoluo from crying, but she let all her frustrations and fears free by burying her face in his shoulder and crying her heart out. 

Xue Wei smiled slightly when he saw how clingy the child was to him, it was obvious that she had been alone for so long, but how had she managed all this time alone? 

As a small child, she must have felt bored, depressed, and sad every single day sitting in her worn out home and staring at nothing more than the fleeting clouds. 

Xue Wei’s heart ached when he pictured the hollow shell of a life she’d lived for so many years, never being allowed to mature. As a child, one should have a childhood filled with happiness, learning, and love, but she experienced nothing but isolation and monotony instead.

Although he had been betrayed, hunted, and hated by many, at least his childhood had been good. When he lived with his father, he had been loved unconditionally, and even Xiao Lei had cared deeply for him. 

He understood how important such feelings were to every person, and thus, he wanted to do whatever he could to make Luoluo feel loved. Although he had no children or real siblings, he truly felt as if this young girl had become family—someone whom he must protect and care for until the day she was mature enough to spread her own wings and make her own decisions. 

Luoluo cried on Xue Wei’s shoulder for a long time, and only when she had no more tears left to shed did she finally stop. Her head was bobbing up and down, and her eyes were closing involuntarily as she had exhausted herself after crying as much as she had.

Xue Wei was rather eager to enter the forbidden area and get this mystery over with once and for all, but he also knew what was more important right now. 

Luoluo was currently weakened and panicked. Leaving her now would harm her, so instead, he waited by her side until she woke up a second time. 

Her mentality had regressed further than before; it seemed that the attack she had unleashed against the Baili grand elder had made her deteriorate to the state of a four-year-old. 

When she woke up again, Xue Wei doted on her and had some food prepared for her. Although she was younger, food still cheered her up immensely. Her confused expression was replaced with happiness the moment she saw the dishes that were being placed in front of her. 

She clapped her small hands with glee, and Xue Wei smiled with indulgence as he took his chopsticks and started by placing an assortment of fresh, aromatic and mouth-watering appetizers from their shared plates into Luoluo’s bowl. 

After some time, the meal was over, and Luoluo sighed with contentedness. It was time for Xue Wei to leave the satisfied young spirit.

Meeting with his companions in the main room, he announced, “I will be going to the forbidden area, but I will not take Xiao, Tianyi, nor Luoluo with me.”

“Why not?” Lin Xiao could not help but ask with slight frustration, and Xue Wei looked at him with a helpless expression on his face. 

“Tianyi felt uncomfortable when he went last time, so having him go would be impossible.

“You know Luoluo can’t go, that place is terrible for her. Not to mention, the Soul Tower stopped working the moment she left, so if she is to enter again, we will definitely alert them to our presence.

“I don’t dare leave Luoluo to Tianyi, he does not like kids, and I wouldn’t be surprised if he had consumed her like a delicious meal by the time we return, so Xiao will have to stay back and make sure that the two spirits behave.”

Lin Xiao, who had just been demoted to the babysitter once again, could only shake his head in defeat. He had to agree with Xue Wei that leaving Bai Tianyi and Luoluo together would be the same as leaving a cat with a ravenous dog. 

Although Bai Tianyi would, of course, refrain from consuming the spiritual energy of Luoluo because Xue Wei cared for her, looking after her was maybe a little too much to ask for, considering the careless behavior of Bai Tianyi.

“Will hubby stay with me?” Luoluo asked with sparkling eyes as she looked at Lin Xiao, her words making Xue Wei feel as if he just fell from high above, and his mouth twitched as he tried to stifle a laugh. 

“Hu... Hubby?” Lin Xiao repeated with disbelief on his face. Had he just been called hubby by a four-year-old child? Was this not too disturbing? 

“Little Luoluo...” Xue Wei began. He also felt that something was wrong with this scene, but he did not want to break his little sister’s heart. He pondered on how best to break it to her gently and make her understand that she and Lin Xiao were not a couple.

“Yes, Big Brother?” Luoluo looked at Xue Wei with big doe-like eyes and a trusting, happy smile on her face that melted his heart, and he did not have it in him to scold her, so instead, he changed tactic.

“Do you know what hubby means?” he asked curiously. She had the mentality of a child, how could she even know what a hubby was?!

“It is my husband! Someone who will be with me all my life! I wanted to marry Big Brother, but since we are family, and a family cannot marry, so I am okay with Lin Xiao instead.”

His lips twitched even more when hearing this. So she knew the word ‘hubby,’ but she did not really understand its full meaning—she just thought it meant staying with someone forever. Since that was her idea of a hubby, then it wasn’t so disturbing. 

Still, Xue Wei shot a glance at Lin Xiao, and the monk could not help but return a look of despair as if he could cry, but no tears would come. 

“My dear friend, I did nothing,” Lin Xiao said as he looked at Xue Wei and Luoluo. “Don’t look at me as if I have been seducing your family!” 

Xue Wei knew he was overly sensitive and protective, but he also felt that Luoluo should be staying at home for a while longer, and not be so busy looking for a husband, so he looked at her and smiled as he reached out and scooped her up in his arms.

“Little Luoluo, don’t think too much about getting married,” he suggested to her, “we are family, don’t you want to stay by Big Brother’s side for a bit longer?” 

“Big Brother, be good,” Luoluo scolded as she raised her childlike hand and patted Xue Wei’s head. “Luoluo will always be your cute little sister, but Luoluo wants to marry Uncle Xiao.”

Xue Wei was speechless, but instead of continuing the subject, he shook his head. 

“Xiao, I am leaving Tianyi and Luoluo to you. Keep them safe,” he said as he smiled and placed Luoluo on the floor before he stood up and straightened his clothes. 

Having handed Luoluo over to Lin Xiao and thrown a quick glance at Bai Tianyi, Xue Wei and Hei Gou left the house and headed towards the forbidden area. 

“Let me come with you,” a feminine voice suddenly sounded from the darkness of the night as Xue Wei exited the house, and he almost jumped in surprise. He was not used to being sneaked up on, so it caught him by surprise. 

Seeing that it was the King, he immediately felt much more relieved and smiled at her, gesturing for her to follow. 

“It would be our honor to have you with us,” Xue Wei said with a grin. “There are some things I might need a spiritual energy expert to help me with.”

“It would be my pleasure to help,” the King said with a smile on her face. Together, the three of them moved swiftly through the darkness towards the forbidden area. 

Unfortunately, everything was not as they had expected. When they reached the square that was in front of the forbidden area, the three of them were stopped in their tracks. 

It was a dark night; the moon was hidden beneath the clouds, a dense fog covered everything, and even the stars were hidden from sight. Despite the thick shroud, the three of them heard distinct voices in front of them, all of which sounded rather frustrated. 

“Seriously, the Soul Tower has been malfunctioning for a long time now, why are we still forced to guard this place?” a voice sounded, with boredom and slight aggravation clearly evident.

“Even worse, there have been no movements here since the tower stopped working, so why would anyone appear now?” another voice responded, filled with indignation and annoyance.

“Be quiet, we never know what could have happened. But I have an idea, don’t you find it strange? The moment this young man Xue Wei appears with his Qi methods, the Soul Tower—which makes these Qi methods desolate suddenly stops working. Don’t you think he had a hand in it?”

“Oh right, this is something I never thought about before,” a newly enlightened voice responded as they listened to the explanation. “But why are the leaders of the academy so sure that something will happen here around the forbidden area?” 

“Don’t you think that something could have been inside the forbidden area and he stole it?” someone mused, and the others became quiet when they listened to his words.

“But what about those bloody scratches in the Soul Tower? There is no explanation for those; unless, do you think that this Xue Wei and that child friend of his have done something to the tower up there? After all, those two are the only ones who managed to reach the ninth floor before it stopped working.”

Xue Wei, Hei Gou, and the King were all standing still in the fog, looking at one another unsure of what exactly they should do. 

They needed to enter the forbidden area, but it seemed that at least five guards were guarding the entrance, and it was likely that even more were stationed further down the road. 

Xue Wei looked in his storage treasure and picked a few pills from within. These pills he produced made people fall asleep after breathing in the medicinal herbs that had been mixed within. 

Not wasting any time, Xue Wei snuck closer. He knew that these people had a weak body; at most they were Ordinary Knights, but the majority would be Heavenly Warriors, so when breathing in the herbs, they would be knocked out instantly. 

Xue Wei held his breath as he crushed the pills in his hands, and then he blew the medicinal herb dust towards the guards. 

“What is this aroma?” someone asked, but the only answer was the sound of clattering armor as they all collapsed to the ground. 

Xue Wei dusted his hands off and returned to the King and Hei Gou. He looked around, and then he smiled, “We should wait for a few minutes for the scent to dissipate, and then we will move towards the gate.” 

“You really have a bit of everything with you, huh?” The King was very surprised. She knew that Xue Wei had many things and that many were things she had never heard about before. She became quite curious about it. 

After waiting for a moment, the group started moving towards the gate. Hei Gou grabbed the King by the collar and jumped up to the top of the gate followed by Xue Wei, and together the three of them dropped down into the forbidden area.
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Chapter 44 - The Soul Reaping Formation
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The forbidden area was much like it had been the previous time they had entered. 

It was dark and filled with old houses that were so worn out that many of them had collapsed long ago. 

The place was ages old and had been left to the mercy of the passage of time without anyone to maintain or repair it—it was like entering a decrepit time capsule. 

At first glance, there was nothing special about these worn-out houses, but upon closer inspection, Xue Wei noticed that they were all placed in weirdly precise geometric pattern relative to one another. 

They were formed in a star shape, with a building at each of the five points of the star, and the house that Luoluo had resided in situated at the center of them all. 

“The soul power is incredibly dense here,” the King mumbled as she looked around. The closer they got to the house that had belonged to Luoluo, the denser the energy became. It became so dense that every breath they took poured soul power into their bodies at a speed so rapid that their refinement could not even keep up. 

“This is like being on the eighth floor of the Soul Tower, but without having any pressure,” Xue Wei observed. “The eighth floor had a heavy pressure as the soul power was being poured into my body, but even then, that amount of energy did not feel as overwhelming as this does.” 

“Something is gathering all the soul power from the surrounding area, and it is not Nebula Stones,” the King remarked, quite surprised from the events happening here. It was quite different from how it had been when they last visited. 

“It seems that the center of this heavy soul power is in the house that belonged to Luoluo,” Xue Wei said with narrowed eyes. His mind was clearer than it had ever been before as it was being bombarded with dense amounts of soul power, but he felt a sudden sense of danger as he walked forward.

“Don’t go any further,” Xue Wei suddenly called out, alarmingly. “It feels as if something is wrong. Although the dense soul power is pouring into my mind, it is as if something is wrong with our surroundings. Could this be a trap?”

Hei Gou and the King both stopped in their tracks as they heard Xue Wei’s warning, and their expressions turning solemn and grave. 

“Let us look at the surrounding houses first.” The King was not sure if Xue Wei was correct when he assumed that it was a trap, but the fact that he wished for them to be careful was reasonable enough. 

The forbidden area had always been out of bounds for everyone—even the academy leaders did not enter the place, so no one had any real understanding of what could have happened within. 

“Could it be that all the energy that was usually sent to the Soul Tower has gathered here instead?” Hei Gou voiced his concerns and theory, but Xue Wei just frowned. Something told him that it was not that simple. 

“Let us see what we can find in the other houses,” Xue Wei said, neither agreeing nor disagreeing with Hei Gou’s hypothesis. It could be that he was just overthinking the situation they had landed themselves in. 

They continued forward towards a house that had long since collapsed. The roof had once upon a time been made from straw, but nothing was left apart from rotten beams that would have held the straw in position. 

Most of the beams had cracked and fallen into the house itself. Similarly, the brick wall had crumbled in many places due to the passage of time. 

Entering the house was rather difficult as it had mostly collapsed, and it contained some danger to enter as no one knew when any remnants would collapse as well, but none of them considered this danger at the moment as they climbed over the rubble and entered what, once upon a time, had been a living area with a small kitchen to the side. 

Looking at the house, Xue Wei frowned. His frown was not only because of the fact that it had become a ruin but also because there was no furniture. 

Although the house looked as if it had been built for the purpose of having someone inhabit it like most houses, there were no marks, no signs of wear or use underneath the thick layer of dust and rubble in the living area. 

The kitchen also looked old and broken down, but it did not look as if it had ever been used either. What was the point of building a house but never letting anyone live within it? 

Xue Wei continued to the second house of the outer houses that made up the star pattern, finding the same thing. This continued in each building. 

Not only were they old and in shambles, but there were no signs that anyone had ever lived within them. 

“This is somewhat wrong. Even though Luoluo’s home was old and worn out, at least it was worn out from being used. These houses seem as if they were never needed in the first place,” Xue Wei mused. He could not help but feel perplexed and confused; he had spent quite a long time examining the houses, and all he had realized was that they were useless.

“Maybe they were placed there to hide something,” Hei Gou muttered with a quiet voice, but since there was no other sound in the forbidden area, both Xue Wei and the King could still hear it, and they looked at one another. 

“Underneath them!” the both of them exclaimed at the same time, and then rushed towards the closest building. 

“What do you mean, underneath them?” Hei Gou asked curiously, but neither Xue Wei nor the King responded. Both of them just began to move the bricks and rubble away and stack it in a pile on the side. 

Hei Gou shook his head resignedly before he too began helping. They broke up the floor and the walls, and everything was moved out of the way as quietly as they could. Fortunately, it was done rather fast with their strength, as it was much higher than what moving some stones and wooden boards required.

Soon the house was nothing more than a massive pile of rubble and trash, baring the ground underneath the house that it had been built on. When they were finally able to see the exposed ground, the expression in their eyes became severe. 

The ground underneath the house was one massive rock, but the rock was clearly unnatural. All over the rock were carvings of what looked to be runes that belonged to a formation. 

The runes kept on for as far as the rock was visible above the cleared floor, and seemed to continue even underneath the grass and soil that was between the houses. 

“Let us try and empty every house to see if it is the same underneath them all. Let us unmask the entire formation; I would like to see how big it is, and hopefully we will recognize some of the runes,” Hei Gou said, but when he saw that Xue Wei was staring intently at the formation with furrowed brows and an expression of recognition on his face, he quieted down. 

“These runes.” Xue Wei pointed at a few of the carvings, “I saw them in the Soul Tower before.” 

The King was a specialist in formations as well, and she had attended the Garden of Shadows before she was crowned, so she looked at the runes that Xue Wei pointed at, all five of her eyes widening in surprise.

“It is indeed the same runes,” she agreed. “Let us do as Hei Gou suggested and strip the entire place so we can see the rest of the formation, maybe we will understand more about what it does.”

As Hei Gou suggested, the group began uprooting the entire forbidden area. They pulled out the earth, the roads, and the houses and tossed everything in a massive pile of waste materials and soil. 

The more they excavated, the bigger they found the formation. It stretched as far as all the houses that were located around Luoluo’s house, and the closer one came to the center, the more rune carvings were crammed together in the rock. 

It was obvious that it had intentionally been hidden beneath the vegetation, the roads, and the house. 

Now that it was revealed for all to see, they could easily tell that all the runes were heading towards Luoluo’s small house, the place with the densest soul energy throughout the entire forbidden area. 

“I feel like I have seen this formation before,” the King said tentatively, her brows twisted together as if she was seeing something she could almost remember but not quite. 

“It resembles the Soul Power Gathering Formation, but there has been made some slight adjustments to the outer formation. In the middle, the one that is underneath Luoluo’s house seems very different too,” Xue Wei said as he looked at the formations in front of him. 

“This is a forbidden formation,” the King said with a grave and slightly chilling voice. “The formation drags all soul power out of a living being little by little. It is known as the Soul Reaping Formation, and it was forbidden many many years ago.

“The Soul Reaping Formation would explain why Luoluo is so young, both physically and mentally,” the King continued. “I saw a Soul Power Transfer Formation as well. It seems that this massive formation is a combination of many formations together, and all of them have various purposes.”

“First is the Soul Reaping Formation which slowly but surely removes all the soul power from little Luoluo, then the Soul Power Transfer Formation moves the absorbed soul power she was formed of towards the Soul Tower, and finally the Soul Power Gathering Formation gathers energy towards her house, to try and nurse her a little back to life.

“The reason that we did not feel the dense soul power before was that Luoluo was absorbing it all, but now that she has been missing for some time, all the energy has just gathered and hasn’t been consumed by anyone.

“As I said, it explains it all. Luoluo has slowly been drained every single day of her soul power to fuel the Soul Tower. She is a Spirit, so she is a dense cluster of soul power, but even so, she has a limited supply of energy within her.

“She had already regressed to a five-year-old child when we found her, so it was obvious that she could not continue to have her energy dragged out of her indefinitely, and that she would die sooner or later.”

The King looked disgusted as she thought about how the Garden of Shadows had used a living being as a prisoner and forced her to hand over her own life force for the sake of increased cultivation bases for others.

The Garden of Shadows prided itself with being a fair and just place, but everything they had was built on a lie. 

The King looked at Xue Wei and saw his expression had darkened drastically. After listening to the King, he also now understood what it was that had caused Luoluo to have the mentality and body of a child. 

He then looked at the King with eyes that were trying to look through her. 

“I want all of Yan Dalu to know about this,” he said sternly. “I know it will change how the continent looks on the Garden of Shadows, but to ensure this never happens again, I want everyone to know what has fueled the Soul Tower.” 

“Don’t you fear that some greedy people will come after Luoluo?” The King was not against his decision; she just had to make sure that he would not regret it. 

“I already assisted the strongest people in the continent with getting Qi cultivation techniques. I am quite sure that the Yuan and Gu families will let her be, and those others who dare to touch her, I will deal with them.”

The King nodded her head solemnly and gave a last glance at the Soul Reaping Formation on the ground. 

“Let us destroy the formation before we return,” she said, prompting Xue Wei to take action. He summoned all his Qi into a massive Qi sword which he then used to repeatedly pierce and smash up the rock that had been the medium for the formation.
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Having destroyed the formation, Xue Wei felt a lot better, but it was impossible for him to be forgiving towards the academy which had used his little sister as a soul power conduit to fuel their Soul Tower. 

“Let us leave,” he said after having successfully obliterating the formations, and the others nodded their heads affirmatively. Their expressions were solemn as even they could feel the rage burning in Xue Wei’s chest. 

When they landed on the top of the wall surrounding the forbidden area, they were surprised to see that not only were the guards present at the gate, but the academy’s principals and many officials from the court were there as well, all of them observing the wall, and hence the three of them. 

They had been caught red-handed, trying to leave the forbidden area, but none of them panicked, all of them remained extremely calm. 

“Come down from up there and let us talk about you illegally breaking and entering into the forbidden area,” the principal uttered in a friendly manner, daring not to speak too impolitely when he saw that the King was amongst the three of them, but within his eyes was a burning anger. 

Looking at him calmly, Xue Wei said nothing, but his eyes showed his dislike towards the people of the academy.

Standing on top of the wall, he looked down upon the masses like an immortal descended from the heavens above, his entire being emitted a strong sense of disdain towards the world. He was like a prince that could not be sullied, or an emperor glancing at his subjects. 

Everyone felt uncomfortable as they met his eyes. No one could help but shiver slightly and look away, and even the stronger experts were somewhat intimidated. 

It was not because he was too strong on his own, but he had the strongest backing in the entire continent, not to mention he was cunning and able to turn a bad situation into one that favored him. 

The principal saw that Xue Wei had no intention of answering him, flaring his temper up, but after looking at the King by the foreigner’s side, also looking quite aloof, he could only restrain the smoldering anger in his chest. 

Seeing that they had already been discovered, they jumped from the wall and down on the ground. 

The moment they landed, all the officials gathered around the King, fussing and looking her over as if they feared that she had suffered some grievances, or was seriously injured. 

Only when they noticed that her clothes were somewhat dirty but all intact—and that her face had a healthy, rosy tint to it—did they breathe a heavy sigh of relief. 

They scowled accusingly at Xue Wei and Hei Gou, clearly blaming these two outsiders for bringing their King on a mission that was completely inappropriate, but no one dared say anything out loud, out of fear of insulting the King. 

The principal was unhappy. If it was just Hei Gou and Xue Wei, then he could have unleashed his fury, but after seeing the King present, he knew that it was impossible to say something in anger. He had to pretend that he was not upset.

“You should know that the forbidden area is forbidden. It is a place where you are not allowed to go, so why are you returning from there?” he asked while keeping his expression as neutral as he could manage despite his boiling emotions. 

Xue Wei glanced at him, and then looked at the rest of the people present, all of them looking right back at him, curious about his excuse. 

“If no one enters the forbidden area, then no one will know about the dark secrets of the academy,” Xue Wei stated casually, but his words were like dropping a stone into a lake, ripples erupting right away.

The principal was stunned at first before then his expression became unsightly.

“What are you talking about? Don’t just slander our academy because you feel mad at us for not standing up for you when you were being chased!” he said, trying to make it seem as if Xue Wei was slandering them. However, what Xue Wei said next was enough to cause a cold chill to run down the spines of everyone present. 

“You say that I am slandering you, then why did I just have to destroy a Soul Reaping Formation in there? The person who was locked inside the forbidden area for thousands of years almost gave up her entire life for the sake of others’ improved cultivation. 

“Is this how the Garden of Shadows is going to be treating its benefactors? The spirit that founded the academy had been locked up and used as a battery to fuel your Soul Tower.

“She worked to create an academy, and in return, the academy imprisoned and tried to kill her. She did her best to help, but the thank you she got was being locked within the forbidden area, never to leave, forever left to dwindle into nothingness.”

The principal was as shocked as everyone else when they heard the words of Xue Wei. They had never imagined that what fueled the Soul Tower was a living being—the person who had created the academy in the first place. What kind of ungrateful monsters were they? 

The principal’s face alternated between red and white. Exasperatedly, he asked Xue Wei, “What did you say?”  because he truly did not understand how his predecessors could do so. He knew nothing of this; he was only aware that the source for the Soul Tower’s power was within the forbidden area, but never had he imagined that the source was a spirit and was even the spirit that had created Garden of Shadows. 

Everyone present was muttering to one another. They all felt shocked when they heard Xue Wei’s words, but no one doubted that he spoke with sincerity. 

The King was standing next to Xue Wei and had not said anything to contradict him, silently approving of everything the youngster said, and thus shocking everyone present into believing him unquestioningly. 

Xue Wei did not wait for the academy’s principal to say anything more. He and Hei Gou strode out from within the crowd and went to the courtyard where he found Luoluo, Bai Tianyi, and Lin Xiao awaiting their return. 

“We are leaving,” he said coldly. “We are not going to stay within the academy for even a moment more.” 

The others did not ask about what was going on; instead, all of them entered their rooms and started packing up their items as they were instructed. 

Not long after, the group met up in front of the house, their things all packed in their storage treasures, and together they set out from the academy. 

While they had been packing, the secret Xue Wei uncovered spread like wildfire in the academy and the capital. 

Yan Dalu prided itself in being a fair and reasonable place. A place where everyone was treated well, even if they had different capabilities or a different number of eyes. No one would be left to rot, and everyone could live a fulfilling life. 

This Yan Dalu also prided themselves in the Garden of Shadows, the frontrunner in their youth’s education on how to behave and how to cultivate—the cornerstone of their entire society. 

Now the new rumors said that this academy had kept its founder captive for many many years, using her as a battery to fuel the Soul Tower. 

Many were filled with disgust and indignation. The ones they had thought were so noble were, in fact, the worst scum of society. 

Those who had previously looked forward to the reopening of the Soul Tower were now against it, claiming that it was immoral and a grievous affront to its founder. 

Most of the students left the Garden of Shadows, one by one, never to return. 

Seeing this trend, the Gu and Yuan families came together to discuss their options. 

“The Garden of Shadows has lost its fame,” the grand elder of the Gu family said with a slight smile on his face, “If we are smart, then we will be able to reap the benefits.

“Right now, everyone is curious about the Qi methods that we have at hand. Knowing that spiritual energy is powerful is good, but being aware that coupled with Qi cultivation, one can become almost invincible makes the youngsters dream about studying our techniques.

“Why don’t we open our own academy? Let us buy out the Garden of Shadow’s facilities. Right now it is a sinking ship, and they can’t wait to leave it. 

“We can keep the teachers who teach spiritual energy and everything that is made for spiritual energy, but at the same time add some teachers from our families to teach Qi methods and techniques.

“There is a facility for Qi methods already at the Garden of Shadows, but it is neglected. If we improve it, we can earn a lot of merits, but also gain riches from all the school fees, not to mention the point system. 

“Think it through, if we take over the Garden of Shadows, we can begin a new era.” 

The Yuan family elders were stunned when they listened to the grand elder of the Gu family speak. 

In the beginning, they had listened out of politeness, but after a bit of time, listening to his persuasive words, they went from tentative to interested, and soon from interested to convinced.

Like this, the Gu and Yuan families started talking business with the principal of the Garden of Shadows. 

The principal was incredibly embarrassed and felt awful about the horrible truth of the academy’s success. He felt he had lost all face, and had lost any urge to continue trying to go against the current to save the academy’s destroyed reputation. He knew that what had been done this time was simply unforgivable. 

And thus he agreed to the offer brought to him by the Gu and Yuan families. The academy, which previously had been known as the Garden of Shadows, was now renamed to the Snowfall Academy. 

While all this was happening, Xue Wei was spending his time in the capital, leisurely living life to the fullest. 

He had already solved the mystery of the academy, but there was one mystery that kept gnawing at him from the back of his mind, and that was the bloody scratches on the ninth floor of the Soul Tower. 

There was still a year and a half until the next delegation from the Demon Phoenix Continent arrived, and this meant that for the next year and a half, he had nothing to do other than wait. 

This was the first time in his life that he could leisurely enjoy life without having to focus on something other than cultivating. No one bullied him. No one hunted him. No one pressured him to solve their problems. It was the first time he had been truly free to do as he pleased since he was a young child.

The calm life was different than what he had expected. He would go out with Luoluo frequently, browsing the stalls in the marketplaces, buying her snacks and other things.

He would stock up on clothes and other necessities that he might need when he entered the Demon Phoenix Continent. 

He had been given many gold pieces, valuable treasures, and gems, and he had been showered with rare herbs and ores. Every time the Gu and Yuan families came across something they thought was useful to Xue Wei, they would hand it over to him with gratitude. 

One day he would be cultivating, another he would be shopping. Some days he would create pills and another he would write formations. He even had time to master the new techniques from his Heritage Ring that he had not had an opportunity to practice since arriving at the continent. 

Time went by slowly, and during this year and a half, things were changing over all of Yan Dalu. 

More and more Qi cultivators appeared around the continent. Even the old monsters who focused on spiritual energy would consume a Sky Knight Pill—purchased at a tremendous price—and reach the rank of Sky Knight within a short span of time. 

The Snowfall Academy became a great success, with more and more students applying to study there. Now eyes were no longer the only measurement for cultivation, Qi talent was also considered, and the academy accepted many students based on these talents. 

The prophecy that had stated that the continent’s problems would be solved when the foreigners arrived had held true. Yan Dalu had changed for the better, and the winds of change would be blowing for many years to come, making it flourish and prosper.
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