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		Description

In a world where martial arts and magic intertwine, an extraordinary adventure awaits. A young orphan with no memory of his past discovers he carries the reborn soul of a legendary Dragonborn grand master. As memories from a forgotten life resurface, he must unravel the mysteries of his identity and embrace his true potential.
In the first season of "Dragon's Legacy: The Flame Reborn," thrilling battles, forbidden romance, and family secrets converge. The young man and his allies must confront their true selves and confront the darkness that lurks in the shadows. Will they rise above their limits and claim their rightful legacy, or will they succumb to the treacherous temptations that lie ahead?
Prepare for a gripping tale of courage, redemption, and the pursuit of power as "Dragon's Legacy" sets fire to the martial arts world.
So, yeah, a "new story"... well I say new, but, in reality, I've been working on it for years now (2 to be exact).
I will try my best to publish a chapter every week until it comes to an end (Unless something really bad or important get in the way)... mostly because I have already written the chapters, all I need to do is edit them and proof read them a little.
So, with nothing else to add, I hope you enjoy.
FEATURED AUGUST 2ND, 2023 THANK YOU!!!
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		Chapter 1: Cataclysm



High in the majestic peaks of the Tianlong Mountains, bathed in an eternal mist of shimmering jade, lay the celestial abode known to all as the Qinglong Sect. The very name stirred feelings of reverence among cultivators across the vast lands, its symbol an epitome of the loftiest power, a beacon for those treading the profound path of cultivation.
The Qinglong Sect, often likened to a dragon soaring in the heavens, symbolized the pinnacles of strength and wisdom. Founded thousands of years ago, its lofty status was carved not merely by its age but by the remarkable individuals it bore and nurtured. Legends of its inception revolved around enigmatic figures, the tales of their valor echoing through the annals of time. However, none shone brighter than the current master of the sect, a living legend among legends, the venerable Tong Xue.
His birth, as legend held it, was marked by the descent of a divine comet, its brilliant aura lighting up the star-studded night sky. Raised under the nurturing wing of the Qinglong Sect, Tong Xue's prodigious talent soon made itself evident. His rise was meteoric, his name spreading like wildfire throughout the world of cultivators.
Tong Xue was a beacon of virtue and power, a testament to the heights cultivators could aspire to reach. The 'Semi-Immortal' realm, a stage thought to exist solely in legends, was not only attained by him but had also been transcended. His strength was second only to the divine, his prowess revered by all under the heavens.
The Sect itself was a microcosm of the world, a vast and intricate labyrinth of courtyards, halls, and gardens interspersed with towering peaks and tranquil lakes. Deep within its territory, one could find the 'Hall of Secrets,' a place filled with an uncountable number of techniques, weapons, pill recipes, and weapon refining processes. Many of these were the work of Tong Xue himself, his brilliance elevating the Sect's stature to unprecedented heights.
The Sect's disciples, under the enlightened guidance of Tong Xue, were not mere practitioners but scholars, their lives devoted not only to cultivation but also to understanding the mysteries of the universe. The Qinglong Sect stood for the true essence of cultivation – the harmonious blend of power, wisdom, and virtue. It was not just a place for cultivating strength but for nurturing the spirit, refining the mind, and achieving enlightenment.
Despite the idyllic appearance, the Qinglong Sect was not devoid of conflicts. Rivalries with other sects, power struggles, and the perennial ambition of lesser beings to rise above their station, everything found its place within the microcosm that was the Qinglong Sect. However, it was during times of crisis that the Sect's true colors shone through, its unity unbroken, its resolve unshaken, under the steady leadership of its revered master, Tong Xue.
In the heart of the Sect, under the resplendent sun, Tong Xue stood, his eyes gazing at the distant horizon. An air of calm serenity enveloped him, but beneath the tranquility, a storm was brewing. Unseen to many, the undercurrents were stirring, a prelude to an era of upheaval. Unbeknownst to all, a cataclysm was approaching, one that would shake the world to its very core. But Tong Xue was prepared. As the master of the Qinglong Sect, as the world's protector, he was ready to confront whatever calamity loomed ahead. It was his duty, his destiny, and he would face it head-on.
Thus, as the sun dipped below the horizon, a new chapter in the epic saga of the Qinglong Sect was about to unfold, with Tong Xue, the Semi-Immortal cultivator, at its heart. As the saying went, "When the dragon soars, the world will gaze in awe." And the world was about to witness the ascent of a dragon, and the rise of Tong Xue, the paragon of cultivation.
Tong Xue, enjoyed having these peaceful moments to himself, even since he was young, he was never big on the whole idea of socializing, it wasn’t his strong fort, only carrying about cultivating his body and knowledge.
This caused him to be very enigmatic, and be described as a loner, naturally, Tong Xue, was never married, nor did he have children, always saying to himself “If my destiny was to be abandoned by my parents, then why should I keep an unwanted bloodline alive,”.
However, over the years, after becoming an elder, and then a grand master of the sect, Tong Xue welcomed many aspiring practitioners, many of them, looking up to him like a father figure, and Tong Xue played along with this, which he enjoyed dearly.
Many of those practitioners were now gone, and although it pained Tong Xue to outlive many of his “Children” he knew the old saying and respected it “Dust you are, and Dust you will become,”.
After years of pain-driven meditation, Tong Xue had finally been able to be at peace with himself and await for his candle to run out, being a Semi-Immortal practitioner sounded nice on paper, put, once you realized the sacrifice it meant, you’d realize it was no simple thing, there for why that rank was the highest of the highest, with only 0.01% of practitioners reaching it, and only half of them living past 5,000 years; as the saying says “Lonelyness kills,” but for Tong Xue, it was his destiny, and he knew it.
For years, Tong Xue had been able to train his practitioners safely and help the world be at peace, but tonight, there was an uneasy silence in the air, like the calm before a storm. The peaceful night sky, bathed in the luminescence of a thousand celestial bodies, was in stark contrast to the chaotic scene that unfolded beneath it.
Tong Xue, the revered Dragonborn and the master of the Shimmering Dragon Sect, was staring at an army amassed on the lush green plains below their mountainous abode. These men weren't here for peaceful negotiations; they were the disciples of Devil's Guard Sect, a group infamous for their ruthless and unholy methods of cultivation. Their leader, Do va, once a good friend of Tong Xue's, was now hell-bent on destruction and domination.
A sense of nostalgia washed over Tong Xue as he glanced at Do Va. Their childhood memories seemed like an illusion now; the simple days when they were not Dragonborn and Demon Lord but just Tong Xue and Do Va - two ambitious young boys, with no family but with shared dreams of reaching the pinnacle of cultivation and creating a utopia where every being would live in harmony. 
However, the world wasn't as black and white as their innocent minds had once thought. While Tong Xue learned to embrace the harmony and strive for the balance between man and nature through his holistic cultivation, Do Va was drawn towards the darker side. The demon cultivation offered him power, more than any normal method could, and the temptation was irresistible.
"Dova, why have you strayed so far my friend?" Tong Xue muttered to himself. "Power doesn't give you the right to trample on others' lives." As he stepped forward, the deafening silence was replaced by a symphony of clanging weapons, desperate war cries, and the magic-filled air crackling with intense energy. The once serene night had now been plunged into the abyss of war, the beautiful and peaceful night sky was now red and black from all the fires and smoke coming from the battlefields.
The battle began as a swift clash between the two factions. The Shimmering Dragon Sect disciples fought valiantly, their every move a testament to their years of hard work and their unwavering faith in their master. But the Devil's Guard Sect was a formidable adversary. Their demonic cultivation gave them unnatural strength and speed, their dark energy-infused attacks proving too much for the unprepared disciples.
It was a battle of ideologies. On one side was the Shimmering Dragon Sect, which respected all life and valued harmony and balance. On the other side was the Devil's Guard Sect, which thrived on chaos and saw power as the ultimate truth.
All of a sudden Tong Xue’s thoughts were interrupted by 2 of his disciples rushing in
“Grandmaster!” they both said as they vowed in reverence
“How is the situation?” he asked
“Replying to Grand Master… it is bad, they have breached the northern wall, and we have sustained severe casualties,” the male practitioner said
“There is no war where blood is not spilled… it is a shame, however, to see such devastation,” Tong Xue said
“Reporting to Grand Master, their forces have successfully killed Elders Moruang Xi, Li Mi, Han Xue Yan, and Fan He Mu,” the female practitioner said 
“My dear friends, I thank you for your sacrifice… what about the other members of your guard?” he asked
“Reporting to Grand Master, only the 2 of us remain,” said the male practitioner
“I see… Long Zhang, Jie Chang, I must ask you for a favor,” Tong Xue said
“Master just has to ask, even if it means giving up our lives, we will not fail you,” they both said while saluting Tong Xue
“Over the years, I have hidden various artifacts, and scrolls all over this land, however, I failed to do so with 2 of the most powerful ones, the 2 artifacts that Do Va needs and came for tonight… Jie Chang, take this staff and hid it, if necessary, take it to your people…” Tong Xue said giving Jie Chang the Staff of Sacanas.
Jie Chang took the staff and vowed “I will not let you done Grand Master!” she said as she summoned her wings and flew out of the sect as fast as she could.
“Long Zhang, this here is Crystal Heart, one of our greatest creations, I am entrusting it to you, for this, is the main artifact that would grant Do Va the strength he wants… take it, hide it, and guard it with your life,” Tong Xue said as he handed the Crystal Heart to Long Zhang
“I will not fail you, master,” Long Zhang vowing as he placed the heart in his spacial ring
“Long Zhang, tonight I will do something, that might change your perception of me, but, it must be done, even though it pains me to the core,” Tong Xue said
“Master, there is no need for you to feel that way, that man, is no longer my father, he stopped being it when he willfully joined the darkness,” said Long Zhang in spite
“Nevertheless, don’t forget to respect him, not only as your father but as a powerful practitioner… never forget… that before he back what he is, he was a good father to you,” said Tong Xue
“Student, will never forget master’s wise words and teachings,” Long Zhang said vowing
“Then get a move on, you 2 are this world's last hope,” said Tong Xue as Long Zhang vowed and flew out of the sect at full speed.
Tong Xue took a deep breath and walked out into the courtyard, the battle raging on around him.
Amidst the chaos, Tong Xue found his focus drawn towards Do Va, who was standing at the forefront of his army, a smug smile playing on his lips as he observed the devastation. 
Tong Xue could see his former friend's eyes gleaming in the moonlight - those eyes which once held dreams and curiosity were now filled with insanity and a thirst for power.
Enough was enough.
He took a deep breath, drawing energy from his surroundings and channeled it into his blade. The essence of the Shimmering Dragon Sect, the Azure Tempest, was a technique that allowed the user to harness the world's harmony and convert it into pure energy. It required a calm mind and absolute control over one's energy to execute it. With a swift movement, he drew a massive circle with his blade in the air, conjuring a whirlwind of energy. 
He let it fly towards Do Va, a clear declaration of war.
Do Va, however, merely smirked, drawing his weapon and infusing it with his dark energy. He retaliated with the Demonic Guillotine, an attack as deadly as it sounded. The black energy clashed with the azure whirlwind, creating a massive explosion that rocked the entire battlefield. But this was only the beginning of a long and gruesome duel.
Do Va quickly flew towards the center of the courtyard, sword in hand
“Well, hello Tong Xue, it has been a while hasn’t it… I must say, time has not been… kind, to you,” he said with a smirk
“Do Va, my old friend, what have you become?” asked Tong Xue
“The most powerful being in the world… even more than you… old friend,” Do Va said with a smirk
“We’ll see,” Tong Xue said as he lunged at Do Va
Their battle was a spectacle, a dance of destruction that held everyone's attention. With every clash, with every burst of energy, it was clear that these were not just two men fighting, but two powerful cultivators with diametrically opposite ideologies clashing in a struggle for dominance.
It was a gruesome dance of death. The Azure Dragon-Soaring Slash, the Spirit Serpent Dance, the Heaven Splitting Crescent - every move that Tong Xue made was met with an equally powerful counter from Dova. The Shadow Piercer, the Abyssal Requiem, the Bloodied Moon Eclipse – each of his moves was designed to kill and sow terror. Hours turned into moments, every second pulsating with raw energy.
“You’ve improved,” Tong Xue said as he parried another of Do Va’s attacks
“Sadly, I can’t say the same about you,” said Do Va as he kicked Tong Xue in the gut, sending him flying back, only for him to recover quickly and use his heavenly slash to send Do Va flying.
“You must stop this madness Do Va, I know there is still good in your heart,” said Tong Xue
“Stop trying to influence my emotions, my mind is set,” Do Va said
“World domination, I never pegged you for the kind,” said Tong Xue
“Look around Tong Xue, look at the world, practitioners don’t care about anyone else but themselves, the more powerful they become, the more sorrow and pain they cause, and you still defend them,” said Do Va
“We are not God, Do Va, we are no one to judge them, let me remind you, neither your hands nor mine are clean,” said Tong Xue
“DON’T SAY THOSE GRANDIOUS WORDS TO ME! You might think you are wise, but you are a FOOL!” said Do Va
“Not more than you, do you really think I don’t know why you are here? I know you want the Crystal Heart and the staff… because if you combine them they’ll turn you into…” Tong Xue started
“A God… then I can finally re-start this world, the way I see fit, no more power struggles, no more sadness, hunger, pain… no more magic…” Do Va
“Except for you,” said Tong Xue
“Damn Right,” said Do Va
“You will not succeed,” Tong Xue said 
“Oh, I will… ENOUGH TALK!... end of the road old friend,” Do Va said as he prepared his next move.
Tong Xue did the same
“SPEED DEMON SLASH!” Do Va screamed as he charged at Tong Xue
“SONIC SLASH!” Tong Xue said as he charged at Do Va
Within seconds, both their swords collided, the shock wave was so powerful that it killed everyone in a 10,000-meter radius, while also leveling the entire sect to pieces.
After a few more seconds of parring each other's attack, Do Va noticed that Tong Xue’s grip was slipping
“It ends, my old friend,” Do Va said with a smirk as he applied more strength
“Indeed it does,” said Tong Xue as he lunged forward.
Immediately, Do Va felt a sharp pain in his abdomen, as he and Tong Xue were sent flying to either side of what was left of the courtyard.
Do Va slowly got off the floor and knelt down, placing his hand on his abdomen, it quickly got covered in blood.
Do Va then looked at the other side and noticed Tong Xue’s left hand has a hidden blade in the sleeve.
“Curse… your left hand,” Do Va said as he spits out blood
“Master Yin always taught us, if you are at a disadvantage…” Tong Xue began
“...Set a trap… I know,” said Do Va
“He also taught us, that gave most of us two hands, and each hand can hold a weapon or be used as one… but you were good at using both your hands,” Tong Xue reminded Do Va
“Right…” Do Va said 
“It is over Do Va… I am saddened that it came to this,” said Tong Xue as he turned to leave
Suddenly, the air around Tong Xue began to distort, an ominous sign that the fight wasn’t over.
Tong Xue turned and his eyes bulged in horror. 
Do Va was once again on his feet, blood cascading down his abdomen and legs.
The air around him becoming more and more distorted, he was preparing for his ultimate move. The energy swirling around him became denser, a terrifying contrast to the serene night sky above them.
This was it. The moment that Tong Xue had been dreading.
The world around him fell silent as he saw his old friend-turned-enemy preparing his final move. 
Tong Xue felt a chill run down his spine as he realized what was coming. 
He had seen this before; Dova was preparing to use the Cataclysm, a technique so powerful that it could wipe out their entire world.
“DO VA, STOP!” Tong Xue yelled
“You can’t stop it… once it has begun…” Do Va said as the ball of dark energy got bigger and bigger by the second
“YOU WILL DESTROY EVERYTHING IF YOU KEEP GOING!” Tong Xue screamed
“IF I CAN’T HAVE THE POWER… THEN NO ONE ELSE SHALL!” Do Va said as he started to chant the spell, and all the drops of his blood began to be absorbed by the ball of energy.
There was no time to hesitate. Every second wasted would lead them closer to annihilation. Tong Xue's mind raced as he tried to come up with a counter-plan. But then, it hit him. 
It was too late.
Do Va raised his hands and said “Rest in pieces, Tong Xue,” as he liberated the ball of black energy and aimed at the earth below.
“NO!” Tong Xue screamed as he rushed toward the ball of energy and used all his magical power to stop it.
“You are wasting your time, Tong Xue, we both know that there is no stopping the inevitable,” Do Va said as he laughed manically.
Tong Xue was running out of magic and options, while he desperately thought of a way to save the entire world.
When all hope seemed to be lost, he remembered something his old master had taught him about that move.
“It can not be stopped, however, if there was a blood pact with the energy, you may cause it to explode before it reaches its true strength, by feeding it the body and soul of the caster, and sacrificing one’s soul and body to act as a counter to the negative energy,” his master’s voice said in his mind.
Tong Xue, let a silent tear escape his eyes, and then he turned to look at Do Va
He drew his Kyoketsu-Shoge, the chain weapon gleaming under the moonlight. With a determined look in his eyes, he launched it at Do Va making sure to lasso him with the weapon’s chain
“What the~?” Do Va said as the blade stabbed him in the gut again.
The final clash was a sight to behold. The world around them seemed to slow down, the air heavy with anticipation, and fear. Tong Xue’s Kyoketsu-Shoge wrapped itself around Dova, the impact echoing through the battlefield. He used the momentum to pull him closer.
The sight of the impending catastrophe made Do Va's smug smile waver for a second. But it was too late to retreat now. 
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?!” Do Va screamed
“What needs to be done,” Tong Xue said
With a final burst of energy, Tong Xue used his remaining strength to lift Do Va into the ball of black energy of his creation.
Do Va’s body began to disintegrate, as he let out a painful and defeated “NO~!” as his body disappears and his existence comes to an end
Time around Tong Xue begins to slow down as he looks around one last time and notices the sunrise in the distance.
“There is no sacrifice that comes without its rewards… so I tell you, as long as you believe that the sun will rise in the morning, the same will happen with yourself… for only believing in yourself and your abilities may you survive the darkness before the dawn…” Tong Xue’s master's words said as his body entered the ball of energy and began to disintegrate
“... and so it shall be,” were the last words Tong Xue said as his body was fully engulfed by the ball of light, and his existence ended.
Seconds later, the world around them exploded into a cacophony of light and energy. People around the world watched in horror at the display of energy and light that was happening above them.
The earth beneath them shocked with such power, many buildings cracked and fell, sending other practitioners into overdrive doing their best to save as many people as they could.
When suddenly they heard loud booms and looked up only to see the mountain range that once held the Sect and was a symbol of their presence, started to crumble and fall apart, creating a massive cloud of dust that covered the sky for a few minutes before wind practitioners purified the air again.
This loud explosion and subsequent disaster caught the attention of Long Zhang and Jie Chang, who disobeyed their master’s orders and turned back to go see what had happened.
The aftermath was devastating. Their once peaceful home was now nothing but a valley that spread as far as their eyes could see. Tears streamed down their faces as they mourned their loss.
But in their hearts, they knew that their master's sacrifice was not in vain. He had given them a chance, a ray of hope. It was now their responsibility to carry on his legacy and ensure that his dream of a harmonious world was realized. Their master may have fallen, but his spirit lived on in them.
In their hearts, Tong Xue would forever be their Dragonborn, their guide, and their hope... Their Master.
And so, amidst the wreckage of the world, the last 2 disciples of the Shimmering Dragon Sect pledged to continue their master's work, to uphold the ideals that their master had lived for. 
Their journey was far from over, but they knew that as long as they remembered their master's teachings, they would find the strength to face whatever came their way.
With one final goodbye, both practitioners turned toward the sky in different directions, never to be seen again by the rest of the world.
However, the era of peace was over, the era of turmoil had begun. The world had lost its Dragonborn, its protector, and now, all the other sects in the world began to fight for supremacy, to be considered the next “Protectors of the world”, battles broke out between different factions, all fighting for control over the Marital World.
Years passed and Kingdoms and countries were born, each with their own set of sects and powers.
There were times of peace, there were times of war, but, there was always a competition for who will be the next Wordly sect, and the fight was fierce.
The era of the Dragonborn might have ended, but the era of the Martial world had just begun.

	
		Chapter 2: New World



Liang Xuan woke with a start, his small frame shaking with the echoes of the chaos from his dream. He found himself in a familiar environment, a humble shelter nestled between the towering mountain range and an expansive forest. He sat up, his young eyes wide in the dim light filtering through the cracks in his hut's structure.
“What a strange dream,” he said 
With a sigh, he shuffled over to the still pool of water not far from his shelter. His reflection stared back at him, innocent and youthful, a stark contrast to the vivid images that had recently plagued his dreams. He was a boy of just five years, and yet, it felt as though he carried the weight of the world on his small shoulders.
Liang Xuan looked back at his “handmade” shelter, his safe zone when he felt sad or just wanted to be alone.
“I can’t believe I built this out of nothing… still I believe there is room for improvement,” he thought as he admired his work
A distant boom jolted him from his quiet contemplation, the sound echoing ominously through the desolate valley. 
With wide eyes, he realized the time. It was almost nightfall.
He had slept past his curfew and needed to return to town before the caretakers noticed his absence.
He set off at a quick pace, following a well-worn path through the dense forest. The once vibrant and lively woodland was now silent and gloomy, stripped of its former glory by the war. As he ventured deeper into the woods, the sounds of distant explosions became more frequent, like a deadly percussion keeping time in this tragic symphony of destruction.
Emerging from the forest, Liang Xuan found himself on the outskirts of a ghost town. Once a bustling city teeming with life, it was now but a shadow of its past. The buildings were empty shells, a painful reminder of the lives lost and the families displaced. Those who hadn't fled or been drafted into the conflict were few and far between, their spirits as broken as the city around them.
As Liang Xuan picked his way through the remains of the once-thriving city, his young heart throbbed with a desolation beyond his years. Each charred building, each scorched street was a mute testament to a world plunged into chaos, the crumbling ruins a stark reminder of the life he'd never known.
"What a world to be born into. Once, it was a place filled with laughter and life, now it's only despair and destruction. The merry chatters of the marketplace are replaced with the deafening booms of bombs falling, and the gleeful calls of playing children are drowned out by the wailing of those who've lost everything. The town, once bursting with energy and vibrancy, stands still and silent, like a ghost of its former self.”
“The streets, once crowded with vendors and teeming with life, now lie deserted, the joyous hustle and bustle replaced with an eerie, suffocating silence. The buildings, once a symbol of our city's strength and prosperity, now stand in ruins, hollow shells of their former selves, their skeletal frames reaching out to the smoke-choked sky in silent agony.”
“I pass by the old school, its playground desolate, the swings standing still, the once-cheerful slide now nothing but a twisted piece of metal. I think of the children who once played here, their laughter echoing in the air, their dreams as boundless as the sky. Where are they now? Are they safe? Do they still dare to dream?”
“I look around at this war-ravaged world and can't help but wonder if there's any hope left. It feels like the world is crumbling around me, brick by brick, hope by hope. I wonder if we can ever rebuild what's been lost if we can ever heal from the scars this war has left behind.”
“But amid the despair, I cling to the faint glimmers of hope. I see it in the brave souls who've chosen to stay behind, those who risk their lives every day to help others. I see it in the stubborn resilience of the buildings still standing, a defiance against the war that seeks to tear us apart.”
“This world may be broken, battered, and bruised, but it's still my world. And as long as I'm alive, as long as there's a single breath left in me, I'll fight. I'll fight for this city, for the people I care about, and for a future where children can be children again, where we can all live without fear. Because this war isn't just a battle between two forces, it's a battle for hope, for the spirit of humanity, and I refuse to let it be extinguished."
A handful of brave souls still clung to the ruins, most of them missionaries whose purpose was to aid the injured and lost. They moved like specters amongst the rubble, offering aid where they could, their presence a beacon of hope in an otherwise desolate landscape. Their mission didn't discriminate; they helped all who needed it, regardless of their allegiances.
Eventually, the dilapidated silhouette of the Happy Hills Orphanage came into view. The orphanage stood as a testament to resilience, the last bastion of hope amidst the chaos. As he crossed the threshold, he was met with the stern but relieved gazes of the caretakers. Chen Yuetian, known fondly as Twilight Velvet, was at the forefront, her relief evident as she ushered him inside.
“LIANG XUAN! WHERE HAVE YOU BEEN YOUNG MISTER!” she yelled when she saw him
“Oh boy,” Liang Xuan said he walked towards the caretakers
Despite the reprimand that awaited him, he was enveloped in the warmth and safety of the orphanage. The scolding was gentle, laced with concern more than anger. He was, after all, the last child left in their care.
“You had us worried, Liang Xuan, we thought the worse had happened,” Twilight Velvet said
In the wake of the ruin and desolation that surrounded them, the orphanage stood as a beacon of hope. Each day was a testament to the human spirit's resilience and tenacity. Even amidst the carnage and chaos, life found a way to thrive, holding on with a stubbornness that was nothing short of miraculous.
From the dimly lit room, Twilight Velvet gave Liang Xuan a stern yet relieved look. Her features softened as she noticed the haunted look in the young boy's eyes. Despite the harsh circumstances, he was only five years old, after all. The war had stolen his childhood, forcing him to grow up before his time.
Two other caretakers flanked Twilight Velvet, their eyes equally harsh yet worry-filled. The three were the only adult figures left at the orphanage, their responsibility towards the lone boy carrying a profound weight.
The second caretaker was a burly woman named Liu An. She was tall and robust, with a warm smile that somehow softened her harsh exterior. She was the cook and the housekeeper of the orphanage. Despite her daunting presence, her heart was as tender as the stew she cooked for the children.
The third and final caretaker was a small, skinny woman named Tzen Tzen. Known for her wisened age and vast knowledge, she was the children's teacher. Tzen Tzen was pretty, her body clothed in a beautiful robe that had seen better days. Despite her skinny appearance, her spirit was strong, her eyes filled with unyielding determination.
The silence in the room was broken by Twilight Velvet. She sighed and looked at Liang Xuan, a complicated emotion swirling in her eyes. 
"Liang Xuan, you must remember the curfew. The world outside isn't safe anymore." Her voice, usually cheerful, was laden with concern.
The tension in the room eased a bit as the young boy nodded, offering a small, apologetic smile. He knew he had worried them. 
The world outside the orphanage's walls was a cruel and harsh place, especially for a child his age. But the echoes of his dream still haunted him, and he had needed to be alone, even for just a little while.
With each passing day, the war raged on, the world around them falling apart piece by piece. But within the orphanage's walls, a semblance of normality still lingered. Liang Xuan could almost pretend that everything was okay, that he was merely a regular boy living in an ordinary world.
As he settled down for the night, the soft murmur of conversation between the caretakers reached his ears. Their words, though hushed, carried a note of desperation. The situation outside was worsening with each passing day, and the orphanage, their small beacon of hope, was struggling to keep the darkness at bay.
“What are we going to do? They have blocked all access points to the city!” said Liu An
“Can your husband do something about it?” asked Twilight Velvet
“Dear, he is a commander fighting in a God-forsaken war, heck, I should be there fighting next to him and my 2 older sons!” Liu An said
“From my calculations, we have enough provisions for a few more days, unless something very bad happens,” said Tzen Tzen
“Well, for now, our main mission is to protect Liang Xuan, and help any other person that requeirs it,” said Twilight Velvet
“I only wish to find Liang Xuan a home, so that he may grow up happily,” Liu An said
“You have a very soft side for kids, don’t you,” said Tzen Tzen
“Well what can you spect, I have 12 kids, all of them in my heart,” said Liu An
“Yeah, you and Mo Huang didn’t waste any time,” said Tzen Tzen
“Let me remind you, I am still 35, I can give him more children if he wants,” said Liu An
“Right,” said Tzen Tzen
“Speaking of which, when are you going to settle down, you are already in your late 20s and have no children or husband… or are you into women?” asked Liu An
“MY SEXUAL PREFERENCES ARE NONE OF YOUR BUSINESS!!” Tzen Tzen said angrily
“So you are?” asked Liu An
“Wha~ no, I… I have a boyfriend… he is a lieutenant in the Crystal Empire army,” Tzen Tzen said
“Oh~ that is so cute!” Liu An said
“Anyway, what about you Chen Yuetian?” asked Tzen Tzen
“Well, my husband said our kids are doing good, they miss me but, I think they understand why I am doing this,” said Twilight Velvet
“Oh, that is right, Shan Liang’s birthday is coming up, I can’t believe he is already 8,” said Liu An
“Yeah, and Zi Yue? How is she doing?” asked Tzen Tzen
“As curious as ever, like any 4-year-old,” Twilight Velvet said
“If that is the case now, we can imagine how she will be when she reaches adulthood,” Liu An said as all of the caretakers laughed.
This sound brought a smile to Liang Xuan’s face.
Amidst the harsh realities of war, Liang Xuan found a sense of tranquility within the orphanage. 
He was safe, cared for, and despite everything, hopeful. His heart held onto the belief that better days were on the horizon. 
He didn't know how or when, but deep down, he knew that they would see the dawn of a new day, a world free of the shackles of war.
The night deepened, and the orphanage fell into silence, each heartbeat a quiet prayer for peace. 
Liang Xuan's eyes fluttered close, his mind filled with dreams of a better tomorrow. Despite everything, life at the Happy Hills Orphanage carried on, each day a testament to human resilience.
With the break of dawn, the orphanage stirred to life, its residents brushing off the remnants of the night. 
A typical day in Happy Hills Orphanage started early, well before the sun could cast its first golden ray upon the war-ridden city. It was still dark outside, the gloom of the night gradually replaced by the early morning light.
Liang Xuan was among the first to rise. His eyes, heavy with sleep, opened to the quiet hum of the morning. 
He could hear Twilight Velvet stirring in the kitchen, the clatter of pots and pans indicating the start of another day. 
He took a moment, letting the silence of the morning wash over him. Despite the world's turmoil, within these walls, there was still peace to be found.
With a sigh, he hopped out of his small cot, his bare feet meeting the cold floor. He stretched, pushing away the remnants of a dream-filled sleep. 
His dreams had been chaotic, flashes of a life he did not recognize, yet it felt so familiar, so real.
He made his way to the washroom, his small fingers fumbling with the faucet. 
The cold water felt refreshing against his skin, chasing away the sleepiness. 
He looked at his reflection in the mirror, a solemn five-year-old staring back at him. Yet his eyes held a maturity far beyond his years, hardened by the harsh realities of a war-torn world.
After freshening up, he wandered into the dining hall, the delicious smell of porridge wafting through the air. 
Twilight Velvet was there, stirring a large pot over the stove, her forehead creased in concentration. 
The other caretakers, Liu An, and Tzen Tzen, were setting the table, their movements synchronized in a dance they had perfected over time.
"Good morning, Liang Xuan," Twilight Velvet greeted him, her face lighting up at his appearance. The others echoed her sentiments, their morning rituals incomplete without the young boy's presence.
"Morning," Liang Xuan replied, taking his usual spot at the dining table. 
The room was cozy, decorated with mismatched furniture and homemade artwork from past orphans. Despite its plainness, it held a comforting warmth that eased the discomfort of their grim reality.
As he ate his breakfast, Liang Xuan couldn't help but let his mind wander back to his dream. It had felt so real, so vivid. He was sure he had never lived it, yet every detail, every emotion was etched into his memory.
Liang Xuan was snapped out of his reverie by Tzen Tzen's voice. "Liang Xuan, after breakfast, we will resume your studies." The woman was still as enthusiastic about teaching as she was before the war. Despite their grim circumstances, she believed in the power of knowledge, and she was determined to provide Liang Xuan with the best education she could.
With the day's tasks outlined and breakfast consumed, Liang Xuan felt a renewed sense of purpose. 
The war might have stolen his parents and his home, but he refused to let it rob him of his will to survive and thrive.
As the sun rose higher in the sky, casting a golden hue over the dilapidated city, life inside the Happy Hills Orphanage moved on. 
They were a family, bound not by blood, but by shared experiences and a collective will to survive. 
In a world of despair, they had found a haven of hope and love. The walls of the orphanage had seen much sadness, but within them, there was also resilience, joy, and an unbreakable spirit.
With his morning chores completed and a hearty breakfast in his belly, Liang Xuan settled down for his lessons. 
Tzen Tzen, with her spectacles perched precariously on the bridge of her nose, unfolded a well-worn scroll, one of the few precious relics that had survived the invasion of their town. 
As Tzen Tzen's voice filled the room, Liang Xuan listened attentively, his sharp mind quickly absorbing the knowledge.
Tzen Tzen was an excellent teacher, her enthusiasm was infectious. Despite the scarcity of resources, she had managed to maintain a semblance of structured education, improvising where necessary. 
They used tree bark as makeshift paper, charcoal to write, and nature as their curriculum. 
Lessons were filled with stories of great warriors and philosophers, encouraging hope and bravery while providing a brief respite from their grim reality.
As the day wore on, Liang Xuan’s chores changed from study to more physical labor. 
He helped in the kitchen, gathered firewood, and assisted Liu An with repairing broken fixtures around the orphanage. Despite his young age, Liang Xuan was stronger than most children his age. 
His nimble fingers moved deftly, showing a level of precision that was unusual for a child of his age.
The war had hardened him, forcing him to grow up quicker than most children. But despite the harshness of his life, there was a spark in his eyes, a relentless determination that radiated hope. He was the orphanage's beacon of light, a symbol of resilience that kept them going.
The day ended as it had begun, in calm tranquility. As night fell, enveloping the world in its embrace, the orphanage nestled in its silence. The moon's soft glow filtered through the cracked windows, casting long shadows on the floor.
In the quiet solitude of his room, Liang Xuan sat on his bed, the day's exhaustion seeping into his small frame. His thoughts drifted back to the vivid dream, the details still fresh in his mind. He pondered over it, his mind weaving through the unknowns. Had it been just a dream, or had it been something more?
As sleep claimed him, the answers continued to elude him. But deep inside, he felt a stirring, a sense of familiarity that hinted at the truth. He was too young to fully understand it, but he instinctively knew that his life was about to change.
As Liang Xuan started to drift off into sleep, a sudden commotion stirred him from his slumber. It was a sound he was all too familiar with - the crunch of heavy boots against gravel and the distant wails of pain. The orphanage was being visited by soldiers, and that could only mean one thing: more casualties.
He silently slipped out of his bed and peered through the tiny crack in his door. The corridor was bathed in a dim, flickering light that came from a hastily lit lantern at the far end. Figures moved in and out of the gloom, their long shadows dancing across the walls.
At the center of it all was Chen Yuetian, directing the soldiers with an authority that belied her soft-spoken nature. The soldiers were from Dragonland, their red and gold uniforms a stark contrast against the drab surroundings of the orphanage. They carried injured fighters, laying them gently on the floor as if they were fragile glass.
The next figure to emerge from the gloom made Liang Xuan's heart sink - it was Liu An, her face pale as a sheet. In her arms, she held her eldest son.
He was semi-conscious, mostly due to the blow he got to the head, his face pale under the flickering lantern light, a stark contrast against the dried blood that stained his clothing.
“Mom, for the last time, I am fine,” said her son
“Hong Xuan, stop acting so brave, you took a canon ball to the head, the fact that you are alive is a miracle,” Liu An said
“Well, I told Dad that purchasing top-grade artifacts, weapons, and armor was a good investment,” he said as he passed out
Liu An’s quiet sob cut through the otherwise silent night, the soldiers immediately springing into action at her distress. They helped to gently lay her son down onto a clean patch of floor, moving with precision and care that was almost tender.
“He is going to be fine, Ma’am, we already gave him recovery pills,” said another soldier
“Yes, you know he is tough as nails mother, don’t worry,” a female warrior said as she placed a confronting hand on Liu An’s shoulder
“Ming Xi, how is my husband, and Lang Song?” she asked trying to calm down
“As headstrong and stubborn as ever… last I heard they are on their way here,” said Ming Xi
“Thank you for taking care of my son,” Liu An said
“Well, he is my husband, too, and he takes care of me, as well, it is my duty to do so,” Ming Xi said as she hugged her mother-in-law
The room was filled with tension as the caretakers set to work, the atmosphere thick with fear and hope. The sounds of hushed whispers and hurried movements filled the silence, punctuated only by the occasional groan of pain from the injured.
Liang Xuan watched all this, his heart pounding in his chest. The sight of these warriors lying motionless on the floor was a brutal reminder of the harsh reality of their world. 
But there was also a sense of hope, a testament to the resilience of their spirit. Despite the pain and heartache, they were surviving, fighting back against the atrocities of war.
As the hours wore on, the corridor quieted down, the flurry of activity replaced by an eerie silence. 
Liu An’s son was stable for now, but the night had taken its toll on them all. 
Liang Xuan crawled back into bed, his mind spinning with thoughts. His last thought before sleep claimed him was a promise, a vow to protect his newfound family from the horrors of war.

	
		Chapter 3: The sad truth



THE NEXT MORNING
“Sorry I worried all of you,” said Hong Xuan as he took a sip from his green tea
“I’m just glad you’re safe,” said Liu An as Ming Xi came into the living room with many more cups of tea and began to hand them out to everyone present.
“Why did you save us?” asked a practitioner from Tall Tale
“Because the only grudges we hold against each other are the result of this war,” said Ming Xi
The 5 Tall Tale practitioners then vowed and thanked the Dragonlands warriors that saved them, including the caretakers.
“So… what do we do now?” asked another Dragonlands practitioner
“I for one, don’t want to head back to the battlefield,” said Hong Xuan
“We just want to go home to our families,” said one of the Tall Tale practitioners
“Didn’t they say that Tall Tale practitioners are fearless?” asked another practitioner
“On paper, yes, but…” one of them said
“We weren’t full-fledged practitioners,” said another
“Really?” asked Twilight Velvet
“Yes ma’am, we all used to be guards, traders, and farm hands…” said another
“When Tall Tale started to receive heavy casualties, they began to do what we call “Paranoid conscriptions”...” said another
“...Every sect in Tall Tale started to recruit anyone and everyone who had even the slightest affinity of cultivation, even if you were trash, you were accepted into the sect and sent to the frontlines, we suffered such a fate,” said another
“But that is barbaric!” said Tzen Tzen
“And it is going to get worse,” said a tall muscular man as he entered the orphanage
“MO HUANG!” Liu An exclaimed at the apparition of her husband
“Father,” Both Ming Xi and Hong Xuan said vowing
“Sir!” all the other practitioners said as they got off the floor, even the Tall Tale practitioners got up
“No need to stand on ceremony,” said Mo Huang
“What brings you here?” asked Tzen Tzen
“I needed to make sure my son and daughter-in-law were alright, as well as make sure the rest of you were safe… don’t worry I left Lang Song in charge of the troops… I have to tell you, that kids’ strategies are out of this world,” Mo Huang said 
“Is something wrong?” asked Twilight Velvet
“I have been recommended to retreat,” said Mo Huang
“Then what about the city!?” asked Liu An
“I don’t know, for now, it is just a recommendation, but the Dragonlord said that he plans to send even stronger fighters to push Tall Tale back,” said Mo Huang
“How long do we have?” asked Twilight Velvet
“I couldn’t tell you, we don’t ourselves, so far it seems we are to keep on fighting until the situation gets out of hand, or we make progress,” said Mo Huang
“W-well, what do we do then?” asked one of the practitioners
“You are all now free to decide,” said Mo Huang
“All the practitioners looked at each other and they stood up and said 
“We would like to go back home, sir!” 
“Very well…” Mo Huang said as he pulled out several scrolls and wrote something on each and every one of them “... these are your honorable discharge certificates, your sacrifices and dedication will never be forgotten by this old warrior, the country, well, it may forget you at some point,” said Mo Huang with a somber tone
“We don’t care about the fame, we only protect our home, sir!” they all said
“Very well, then go home,” said Mo Huang as the practitioners vowed and left the orphanage
“What about you?” asked Mo Huang at the Tall Tale practitioners
“We just want to go home, sir,” said one of them
“Then I won’t hold you back, take the Ottoman Trail, it’s a long walk, but you’ll be safe and back to your families in 2 weeks, 1 if you use flying magic,” said Mo Huang
“Thank you, sir!” they all said as they left as well
“What about you, son?” asked Mo Huang
“I… I don’t…” Hong Xuan
“Son, go home, this battle is over, at least for us… you 2 better go back and help with the sect,” said Mo Huang
“If you say so,” said Hong Xuan as they both vowed and accepted their orders
“We’ll leave soon,” said Ming Xi
“What about the orphanage?” asked Twilight Velvet
“Well… there is only 1 kid left… either find him a home… or take him with you, I don’t care what you do, but when we give the order, if we get it, then you better leave,” said Mo Huang as he left.
They decided not to tell Liang Xuan about it.
Liang Xuan had always been a resourceful and inquisitive child, but the events of the previous night had kindled a new sense of urgency within him. The sight of his friend's battered body and his mother's anguished cries still echoed in his mind, a stark reminder of the reality of their situation.
The orphanage was his home, the only home he knew, but it was also a border town near a battlefield. It had become a makeshift shelter for the wounded and destitute, a refuge in the storm that was their reality. But resources were dwindling, and the caretakers were stretched thin, having to deal with the daily battles, the constant influx of injured, and looking after the kids.
One day, while fetching water, Liang Xuan stumbled upon a conversation that was never meant for his ears. Twilight Velvet was arguing with the other two caretakers. His heart pounded in his chest as he heard them discuss the prospect of leaving him behind.
"Look at the situation we're in!" one of the caretakers argued. "We don't have the resources to look after him, Chen Yuetian!"
"But he's just a child!" Twilight Velvet retorted. "We can't just abandon him!"
"You've got three of your own to think about! And what about all the wounded that need our care?"
Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest. He was used to the harsh realities of life, but the idea of being left behind was a whole new level of despair. But it also ignited a new sense of determination within him. He wasn't going to let his future be dictated by circumstances. If he wanted to survive, he had to find a way, and he had to find it soon.
He spent his days in deep thought, trying to come up with ideas and plans. He considered all possibilities, from trying to help out more around the orphanage to trying to find some way of earning money. He knew he was young, but he was also smart and resourceful.
His thoughts were consumed by plans and strategies. Every waking moment was spent trying to find a way to survive, either within the orphanage or outside it. Every night was spent praying for a miracle, for some kind of divine intervention that would make things better.
And throughout it all, there was one thing that kept him going, one constant that fueled his determination - the memory of his friend, lying motionless on the floor, his mother's sobs echoing in his ears. He would not let that be his fate. He was Liang Xuan, and he was going to survive, no matter what.
Days turned into weeks, and Liang Xuan's life took on a frenzied rhythm. Every waking moment was spent working, trying to prove his worth, to prove that he wasn't just a burden. He fetched water, cleaned wounds, cooked meals - anything that needed doing, he did. He ignored the fatigue, the hunger, the cold - survival was his sole focus, and he would not let anything deter him.
Twilight Velvet watched him with a mix of admiration and despair. She saw the fire in his eyes, the sheer determination that drove him. But she also saw the toll it was taking on him. His small frame had grown even thinner, and dark circles had formed under his eyes.
One day, she pulled him aside. "Liang Xuan," she said gently. "You don't have to do all this."
"But I do," he insisted. "I have to make myself useful. I can't let you leave me behind."
Her heart ached for him, for the child who had been forced to grow up too soon. But she didn't have the luxury of giving in to emotions. The reality of their situation was brutal, and there was no escaping it.
Days turned into weeks, and weeks into months. The war raged on, bringing with it more wounded, more suffering. 
And yet, the order to retreat never came.
The orphanage was pushed to its limits, resources were stretched thin. But through it all, Liang Xuan persisted. He worked tirelessly and pushed himself to the limit, and beyond. Even giving away his food to the injured.
One evening, while sitting alone in his small room, Liang Xuan found himself staring at the small piece of mirror he had salvaged from a broken carriage. He looked at his reflection, at the child that stared back at him. A child that was growing up too fast, a child that had been forced to become a man.
His heart clenched as he realized that this was his life now. But despite the hardship, despite the pain, he wouldn't give up. He was Liang Xuan, and he would survive. He would not let the world break him.
The days were hard, and the nights were harder. After a long day of work, Liang Xuan often found himself lying awake, his mind whirling with thoughts and worries. His bed felt too large, too empty, and the silence of the night was oppressive.
He missed the laughter and chatter of the other kids, the comforting hum of activity. But most of all, he missed the sense of belonging, the feeling of being part of a family. The orphanage, despite its hardships, had been his home. And now, it felt like he was on the verge of losing it.
One day, while scrubbing the floors, he overheard a conversation that froze his blood. The caretakers were talking in hushed tones, their faces somber.
"We can't keep him here," one of them said. "We barely have enough resources for ourselves, let alone a child."
"But he's just a boy," Twilight Velvet argued, her voice breaking. "We can't just abandon him."
But it was clear that the decision had already been made. The orphanage was not safe anymore, not with the war inching closer with each passing day. They had to leave, and they couldn't take Liang Xuan with them.
The knowledge felt like a punch to the gut. Liang Xuan's hands clenched around the scrubbing brush, his knuckles turning white. He felt a strange mix of emotions - anger, fear, desperation. But above all, he felt a fierce determination. He would not let them leave him behind. He would not let the world discard him like a broken toy.
In the days that followed, Liang Xuan threw himself into his tasks with a newfound intensity. He worked harder, faster, pushing himself to his limits and beyond. He was determined to prove his worth, to show them that he was not a burden. He was a survivor, and he would not be left behind.
Despite the odds stacked against him, Liang Xuan refused to give in to despair. He clung to his determination, his will to survive. He didn't know what the future held, but he knew one thing for certain - he would face it head-on, no matter what it took.
Liang Xuan found himself in the confines of his tiny, dim room, sitting cross-legged on the cold, hard floor. His small body was hunched over, fists clenched tight in his lap as he wrestled with his own thoughts, his brows furrowed deep in concentration. His mind was a whirlwind of emotions, thoughts, and plans. He felt as though he was being pushed off a cliff, with no safety net to break his fall.
As he sat there, he began to talk to himself, his voice barely above a whisper. "They say I'm a burden, that I can't pull my weight," he murmured, his eyes hard and focused. "But they're wrong. I am not helpless. I am not useless."
He began to think of all the ways he could prove himself. He could work harder, faster. He could learn new skills, and contribute in more ways. "I can cook, clean, fix things," he muttered, listing his abilities. "I'm small, but I'm quick. I can hide, sneak, get in and out without being seen."
But then doubt seeped in. What if it wasn't enough? What if they still decided to leave him behind? His heart clenched at the thought, but he pushed it aside. "No," he said aloud, shaking his head. "I won't let that happen. I won't let them leave me behind."
His gaze fell on a small, worn-out book on the corner of his bed. It was a collection of stories about legendary heroes and warriors, gifted with extraordinary powers and destined for greatness. He picked it up, flipping through the pages. "Maybe I can be like them," he thought. "Maybe I can become a hero."
The thought was absurd, he knew. He was no hero. He was just a small, helpless boy, lost in a cruel, unforgiving world. But he couldn't shake off the idea. It gave him hope, a faint glimmer of light in the darkness.
As he sat there, lost in his thoughts, he made a promise to himself. "I will prove them wrong," he whispered, his voice firm and resolute. "I will not be left behind. I will not be forgotten. I will survive. No matter what it takes."
With his newfound resolution firmly in place, Liang Xuan began his secret mission. Without the knowledge of the caretakers, he embarked on his dangerous journey every night, walking stealthily under the veil of darkness towards the nearby battlefield.
At first, the sight of the battlefield would send a shiver of terror down his spine. The field was littered with discarded weapons, ruined armor, and the grim reminders of fierce combat. But Liang Xuan knew he couldn't afford to be scared. If he was to prove his worth, he had to face this harsh reality.
One by one, he began to bring back injured practitioners from the battlefield, dragging them with all the strength his tiny body could muster. He would place them on a makeshift sled made of broken planks and torn fabric and haul them back to the orphanage. The journey was exhausting, every muscle in his body screaming in protest, but he pushed through, fueled by sheer determination.
Back at the orphanage, he would tend to the injured as best as he could. He cleaned their wounds, applied medicinal herbs, and did whatever he could to ease their pain. Despite the gruesome nature of the task, Liang Xuan's little hands never faltered. His mind was set on one goal - to save as many lives as he could.
Word soon spread among the injured about the little boy who appeared in the middle of the night, helping those left on the battlefield. They would watch in wonder as the small figure trudged back and forth, his tiny frame dwarfed by the vast expanse of the battlefield. Many of them couldn't believe their eyes, but they were grateful for his help nonetheless.
As the days turned into weeks, Liang Xuan's nightly endeavors began to bear fruit. The number of injured decreased, their conditions improved, and some even managed to get back on their feet. The atmosphere in the orphanage began to shift as well. The caretakers were puzzled at first, unable to figure out how so many injured were getting help.
However, Liang Xuan's secret didn't stay hidden for long. One fateful night, Twilight Velvet caught him in the act of returning from the battlefield. She was taken aback, a mix of shock and admiration etched on her face. Liang Xuan thought she would be angry, that she would scold him or worse, stop him. But she didn't. Instead, she merely watched him, her gaze softening with a newfound respect.
With his mission accomplished for the night, Liang Xuan was returning to the orphanage under the cover of darkness, his small figure almost blending with the shadows. His heart was pounding, adrenaline coursing through his veins from the night's dangerous activities. As he pushed open the door to the orphanage, he froze. There, in the dim candlelight, stood Twilight Velvet, her gaze piercing the gloom.
"What are you doing, Liang Xuan?" Her voice echoed through the silence of the night, bringing a sense of dread that clenched at Liang Xuan's heart.
He gulped down the fear and steeled himself. "Helping," he replied, his voice barely more than a whisper.
Twilight Velvet took a few steps closer, examining the injured practitioner that Liang Xuan had brought back. "By sneaking out and dragging back the wounded? Don't you realize how dangerous this is?"
"I do," Liang Xuan confessed. "But if I don't do it, who will? I can't just sit back and do nothing. I...I won't be left behind. I won't."
A tense silence filled the room as Twilight Velvet studied the young boy standing before her. She saw the determination in his eyes, the desperation. He was trying to prove his worth, not only to them but to himself as well. She could see his bravery, his strength, and his unwavering spirit.
Twilight Velvet sighed, breaking the silence. "Liang Xuan...," she began, her voice gentle, almost motherly. "I never wanted to leave you behind. It's just...this world...it's tough. But seeing what you've done...you're stronger than any of us gave you credit for."
Liang Xuan held his breath, waiting for what would come next.
Twilight Velvet gave him a soft smile. "If you promise to be careful, I won't stop you. We're all trying to survive in this world, each in our own way. Just promise me, Liang Xuan, promise you'll come back safe each night."
Liang Xuan nodded, a sense of relief washing over him. "I promise, Twilight Velvet. I promise."
And with that, Liang Xuan embarked on his dangerous mission with the blessings of Twilight Velvet, his resolve stronger than ever, determined to prove his worth and ensure his place at the orphanage.
From then on, Liang Xuan's nightly trips were no longer a secret, but his resolve remained unbroken. He continued to aid the injured, proving his worth in ways he never thought possible. He showed them that he wasn't a burden, but an asset. He showed them that he wouldn't be left behind. And most importantly, he showed them that even in the midst of a war-torn world, there was hope, and it came in the form of a small, determined boy named Liang Xuan.
A FEW DAYS LATER
The morning sun was barely peeking over the horizon when the caretakers gathered in the main hall of the orphanage. 
Their faces were etched with tension and fear, their eyes flickering with a hidden anxiety. Liang Xuan, who had been awake for quite a while, could feel the changes in the atmosphere. 
He watched them from a distance, a knot of unease coiling in his stomach.
Finally, Liu An stepped forward, her usually warm face pale and drawn. She cleared her throat, her eyes scanning the small group gathered before her. 
"We've received orders to retreat," she said, her voice trembling slightly. "We are to leave the city by tomorrow morning, the Dragonlord is sending it’s Demonic Warriors,"
Silence filled the room, punctuated only by the sharp intake of breath from the others. 
Liang Xuan felt his heart drop, a sinking feeling in his stomach. 
He had been fighting so hard, doing everything he could to prove his worth, to earn his place here, and now it all seemed to be in vain.
Liang Xuan watched as Twilight Velvet stepped forward, her voice filled with a desperation he had never heard before. 
"But what about Liang Xuan?" she asked, her eyes flickering to Liang Xuan's hidden corner.
Liu An didn't meet Twilight Velvet's gaze. "We don't have the resources to take him with us. He...he will have to stay."
Liang Xuan felt a chill run down his spine, his mind spinning. He had prepared himself for this, but hearing it out loud made it all too real, too imminent. He would be left behind, alone in this war-torn city, with no one to turn to.
But he couldn't, wouldn't give up. He had fought too hard, gone too far to back down now. As the caretakers discussed their plans, he quietly slipped away, his mind racing with plans. He would find a way to survive, to prove his worth. He had to, for his own sake, and for the orphanage that had become his home.
Leaving the orphanage behind, their home for many years, felt like a punch to the gut for the caretakers. They had watched many children grow up within these walls, had seen them laugh and cry, and had seen them find new families. They had shared countless meals, stories, and memories here. But, now they were leaving it all behind, and it felt like a part of them was being left behind as well.
Twilight Velvet was the most affected. She had been with the orphanage the longest, and Liang Xuan was particularly dear to her, she viewed him as something close to a son. 
The thought of leaving him behind tore at her heart. 
She found herself clenching her fists to hide her shaking hands, her throat closing up as she fought back tears. It felt wrong, all of it. But she knew there was little they could do.
Liu An, on the other hand, struggled with guilt. She was the one who had to break the news, who had to make the tough decisions. 
Leaving a child behind was against everything she believed in, yet she knew there was no other choice. 
They simply didn't have the resources to take care of everyone. Still, the guilt weighed heavily on her, making each decision, each step, even harder.
The rest of the caretakers shared similar sentiments, torn between their duty and their attachment to the orphanage. 
Some civilian volunteers that had arrived recently, tried to hide their emotions behind a facade of stoicism, but the sadness was evident in their eyes. 
Others openly wept, their sobs echoing in the otherwise silent room. It was a heartbreaking moment, a cruel testament to the harsh reality of their world.
But at the same time, a feeling of relief as they finally felt that the war was over for them, and they could finally go home.
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As the moon climbed its arc across the night sky, casting its silver glow over the orphanage, the silence was all-encompassing. 
The only sounds were the distant rumbling of unseen battles and the occasional stirring of the caretakers in their sleep. Among them, a young boy lay awake, his eyes wide open, staring into the darkness above him.
Liang Xuan was tucked into his makeshift bed, a corner in the storage room, far away from the office that held the caretakers’ secrets. 
His heart pounded in his chest, matching the rhythm of his racing thoughts. His mind swirled with worry, desperation, and an undercurrent of determination that refused to be subdued.
His thoughts turned to the orphanage files, specifically his file. He remembered the sight of Twilight Velvet going through them whenever a kid was adopted or when their biological parents came to reclaim them. He'd seen the joy, relief, and hope in their eyes. His heart yearned for the same.
Suddenly, an idea sparked in his mind, like a bolt of lightning splitting the dark sky. His file! The answer could be there. 
Perhaps his parents had left something for him, something that would help him now. Or, at the very least, it could give him information about his family. 
It was a slender thread of hope, but at that moment, it was all he had.
As the moon climbed its arc across the night sky, casting its silver glow over the orphanage, the silence was all-encompassing. 
The only sounds were the distant rumbling of unseen battles and the occasional stirring of the caretakers in their sleep. 
Among them, a young boy lay awake, his eyes wide open, staring into the darkness above him.
Liang Xuan was tucked into his makeshift bed, a corner in the storage room, far away from the office that held the caretakers’ secrets. 
His heart pounded in his chest, matching the rhythm of his racing thoughts. 
His mind swirled with worry, desperation, and an undercurrent of determination that refused to be subdued.
His thoughts turned to the orphanage files, specifically his file. He remembered the sight of Twilight Velvet going through them whenever a kid was adopted or when their biological parents came to reclaim them. He'd seen the joy, relief, and hope in their eyes. His heart yearned for the same.
Suddenly, an idea sparked in his mind, like a bolt of lightning splitting the dark sky. His file! The answer could be there. 
Perhaps his parents had left something for him, something that would help him now. Or, at the very least, it could give him information about his family. 
It was a slender thread of hope, but at that moment, it was all he had.
Barefoot and dressed in his worn-out clothes, he carefully crept out of his corner, avoiding the creaky floorboards. 
His heart pounded in his chest, fear and exhilaration coursing through his veins as he made his way to the office door. It was ajar, just a crack, enough for him to slip through silently.
As he opened the drawer containing the files, the faint moonlight filtering through the window illuminated the dust particles dancing in the air. 
He searched through the files with bated breath until he found the one marked with his name.
His hands trembled as he held his life's story, reduced to a few papers. As he scanned through the file, he discovered facts he hadn’t known. His father's death, his mother's unknown status, and his grandparents' existence. The truth hit him like a punch to the gut, yet he clung to it. In the cold, harsh reality of his world, the file gave him something invaluable – hope.
As he carefully read the file, looking for something that could help him, he realized the faint glimmer of dawn was beginning to break. 
His heart was heavy with the truth he had just uncovered, but also lighter, filled with newfound determination. A plan was forming in his mind, a plan that would hopefully lead him to a home, to a family.
The silence of the room was broken by the soft shuffle of feet and the rustling of the file in Liang Xuan’s hands. In the dim moonlight filtering through the cracks in the wall, his gaze met Twilight Velvet's. For a moment, the world seemed to stand still.
"Liang Xuan...what are you doing up so early?" she asked, her voice a mere whisper, breaking the heavy silence. But her eyes, soft yet sharp, revealed that she already knew the answer.
"I couldn't sleep," Liang Xuan replied, his voice barely audible. He hid the file behind his back, his heart pounding in his chest. The cat was out of the bag, but he wasn't ready to face the consequences just yet.
Twilight Velvet, however, was not easily fooled. She reached out to him, her hand gently wrapping around the file behind his back. As she pulled it forward, her eyes scanned the documents. The worry lines on her forehead deepened as she realized what Liang Xuan had discovered.
"This... you shouldn't have..." she started, her voice choked with emotion. But what could she say? 'You shouldn't have known about your past?' Or 'You shouldn't have known that you might be left alone?' She bit her lower lip, tears welling up in her eyes.
However, Liang Xuan did not flinch. Instead, he squared his shoulders and looked up at her, his eyes firm and resolute. "I need to know," he said, "I need to know my options."
Twilight Velvet sighed, her gaze softening. She understood. The harsh realities of the world had forced Liang Xuan to grow up faster than any child should. "Alright," she said finally, sitting down next to him on the floor, "let's talk."
"Liang Xuan," she began, her voice breaking the heavy silence. He looked up at her, fear mingling with a plea in his eyes that made her heartache. She sighed, gently closing the door behind her as she walked over and crouched next to the young boy.
The room was silent for a while, the only sounds being the distant echoes of warfare and their own ragged breaths. Liang Xuan broke the silence, his voice just above a whisper. "Why...why is there information missing? About my father? How did I end up here?"
Twilight Velvet met his eyes, a deep sadness reflected in her own. "I don't know, Liang Xuan," she said quietly. "I wish I had all the answers you're looking for, but I don't."
She reached out a hand, brushing a loose strand of hair from his face, her mind drifting back to the time she had first found him. 
"I found you amongst the rubble in Medalion, a city three days' hike from here. You were just a baby, crying in the wreckage. There was a man... injured, barely clinging to life. He had been taking care of you. Before he...he passed, he gave me your file and entrusted you to me."
Tears welled in her eyes, but she blinked them back, continuing, "Ever since then, you've been with us, Liang Xuan."
The young boy stared at her, the weight of her words sinking in. His hands clutched the file tighter as a myriad of emotions swirled within him, sadness and confusion being the most profound.
"Twilight Velvet..." Liang Xuan began, a determination in his voice that belied his age, "I want to find my family."
Twilight Velvet looked at him, seeing the fiery resolve in his eyes. She gave a solemn nod, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. "We'll figure this out, Liang Xuan," she said quietly, "Together."
Liang Xuan took a deep breath, the revelation about his parents still sending ripples of shock through him. He looked back at the open file, his gaze lingering on his father's name, then his grandparents.
"Twilight Velvet," Liang Xuan began, trying to keep his voice steady, "do you have any more information about my family?"
The woman sighed, looking down at the file. She hesitated for a moment, then spoke. 
"Your father... He died during the war. He was a brave man, but the war... it takes its toll." Her voice was soft, filled with regret. Liang Xuan's heart ached at the thought, a pang of longing filling him for a man he had never known.
"And my mother?" Liang Xuan pressed, hoping for some consolation. Twilight Velvet hesitated once more, her gaze distant. 
"The man who gave you to me, he did say a few things about your mother. He said she had... a background of sorts, though he didn't go into much detail. He was quite injured and... well, you know the rest."
Liang Xuan nodded, a lump forming in his throat. "And... my grandparents?"
Twilight Velvet exhaled slowly, shaking her head. "I'm sorry, Liang Xuan. The only information I have is about your paternal grandfather. He, too, is no longer with us. The circumstances... I don't know much. It's unclear."
A heavy silence fell over them, punctuated only by the rustling of the file's pages as Liang Xuan scanned them once more. 
The truth had stung more than he'd expected, but he also felt a strange sort of clarity. 
The fog of his past was beginning to lift, revealing a path that, while fraught with uncertainty, was his to follow.
"I see," Liang Xuan murmured, his eyes taking a determined glint. He slowly closed the file, feeling the worn paper under his fingertips. For a moment, he allowed himself to feel the grief that was washing over him. But he couldn't afford to lose himself to the sorrow, not when he had so much to do.
"Do you... Do you know anything about my grandmother?" He asked, raising his eyes to meet Twilight Velvet's gaze. "Is she... Is she alive?"
Twilight Velvet hesitated again, but this time, her expression brightened somewhat. "As far as I know, yes, she's alive. The last address in your file is Guilvons Village. It's quite a journey, Liang Xuan, a day and night away on foot, but..."
"But it's a lead," Liang Xuan finished for her, determination flashing in his eyes. "It's more than what I had a moment ago."
A silence fell over the room. Twilight Velvet looked at Liang Xuan, her gaze thoughtful. "Yes," she finally said, her voice soft. "It's a lead."
Liang Xuan couldn't stop a smile from forming on his lips. It wasn't a joyous smile, but it wasn't despairing either. It was a smile of determination, of resolution. He had a path to follow, a direction to move towards. He wasn't completely alone.
He left the room with a newfound determination, his mind whirling with plans. He had a lot to prepare, a lot to do. But he was ready. For the first time since he woke up, Liang Xuan felt hope blossoming in his chest.
He was going to find his family. He was going to find his place in this war-torn world.
A newfound fire ignited in Liang Xuan's heart. Even as he left Twilight Velvet's office and headed to his shared room in the orphanage, he was already concocting a plan in his mind. Guilvons Village was a day and night away on foot. He had never been out of this city, let alone travelled that distance by himself. But he was resolved. He would make the journey, find his grandmother, and hopefully, some answers about his past.
As Liang Xuan lay in bed, his body still but his mind running a mile a minute, he remembered the glimpses of maps he'd seen in the office. He remembered the route to Guilvons Village that was plotted on it. It was an arduous route through forest trails and desolate roads, with the constant risk of running into soldiers or bandits. But he had to take the risk. His survival depended on it.
The next day was a flurry of activity. Liang Xuan watched the caretakers go about their day, packing their belongings and preparing to leave the city. Despite the sense of impending farewell, they managed to keep their spirits high, trying to bring some semblance of normalcy to Liang Xuan. 
Liang Xuan tried to help where he could, all the while keeping his plan secret.
Twilight Velvet seemed to sense his determination. She'd watch him with a pensive look, her eyes seeming to pierce through his resolve. But she didn't question him, didn't try to dissuade him. Perhaps she understood his need to know, his need to find his place in this chaotic world.
The night before the caretakers were due to leave, Liang Xuan lay awake in bed, staring at the ceiling. The house was eerily quiet, the only sound being the distant rumble of explosions from the battlefield. The caretakers and the other children were fast asleep, unaware of the decision he'd made.
A part of him was afraid, terrified of what lay ahead. But he clung onto the hope that had ignited in his heart, letting it guide him. 
He was going to Guilvons Village. He was going to find his grandmother. He was going to survive.
With that thought in mind, Liang Xuan closed his eyes, allowing sleep to claim him. Tomorrow was the beginning of a new chapter in his life, and he was ready to face it head-on.
Morning came, bringing a sense of urgency that Liang Xuan had never experienced before. He watched as the caretakers bustled around, their faces reflecting the bittersweet anticipation of leaving their home. The other volunteers milled about, their eyes wide with fear and uncertainty, hoping they could finish everything before the “Demon Squad” arrived.
While helping the caretakers pack, Liang Xuan felt a strange mixture of anticipation and sorrow. 
This place had been his home, these people his family. The thought of leaving it all behind was daunting. Yet he knew he had no choice. His survival was dependent on this journey.
He took the opportunity to pack a small bag with essentials - some food, a few clothes, and a map of the area he had managed to steal from the office. He tucked it carefully under his bed, planning to leave after the caretakers had gone.
Twilight Velvet watched him, her gaze lingering on the small boy. 
She seemed to be wrestling with inner turmoil. Liang Xuan couldn't help but feel a pang of guilt. She had been like a mother to him, and he was about to leave her behind. But he knew he had to do this. For himself.
As the day progressed, the inevitability of their departure became more apparent. 
The house that was once filled with laughter and the pitter-patter of children's feet was now eerily quiet. 
The rooms were empty, the belongings packed. The home that once felt warm and inviting now felt cold and desolate.
Nightfall arrived, and with it came the moment of farewell. 
The caretakers gathered all their belongings from the living room, their faces a mask of forced cheer as they saw Liang Xuan.
There were hugs, promises of keeping in touch, and tears shed. 
Twilight Velvet held Liang Xuan a little longer, whispering words of encouragement in his ear. "Stay strong, little dragon," she said, her voice trembling with suppressed emotion.
As the caretakers finally left, their departure leaving a gaping hole in the orphanage, Liang Xuan felt an intense wave of loneliness. 
He looked around the empty house, his heart aching with loss. Yet, the determined spark in his eyes remained unquenched. 
He had a journey to embark on, a destination to reach. And he was not going to let anything stand in his way.
With that, he retrieved his bag from under the bed, slung it over his shoulders, and stepped out into the cool night. 
His journey to Guilvons Village had begun. As he walked down the deserted streets, he looked back one last time at the orphanage that had been his home. 
A soft smile crossed his lips as he whispered a silent goodbye. Then, turning around, he faced the road ahead, his spirit unbroken, his resolve unshaken.
Liang Xuan looked down at the map he held in his trembling hands. His route was traced with a wavering line, starting from the orphanage, snaking through a patch marked as 'Inferno Woods' and ending at Guilvons Village. It was a daunting task, even for someone twice his age and with far more experience. But it was a risk he was willing to take.
He traced his finger over the line, his mind whirring with the logistics of his journey. He would have to cross the Inferno Woods, a dense forest known for its deadly creatures and perilous terrain. It was a place that was shrouded in legends, and none of them were pleasant. Stories of people who ventured in and were never heard from again. Stories of eerie whispers that would lead you astray, never to find your way back.
Liang Xuan shook his head, dispelling the creeping fear that threatened to paralyze him. He reminded himself that he was different, stronger. He had a goal, a purpose. He wasn't going to let some age-old tales deter him from his path.
But getting past the Inferno Woods was just the first hurdle. His journey was far from over after that. There was still the matter of finding Guilvons Village and locating his grandmother, Wu Mei. For all he knew, she could have moved or, worse, passed away. He didn't even know if she would accept him, a grandson she had never met.
The weight of uncertainty bore down on Liang Xuan, the enormity of his task suddenly overwhelming. But he couldn't afford to lose heart. Not now. He thought back to the orphanage, the place that had once been his home. The caretakers. Twilight Velvet. He was doing this for them. For himself.
He looked up at the stars, a sense of resolve settling within him. He might be young, inexperienced, and utterly alone, but he wouldn't let that stop him. He was going to reach Guilvons Village. He was going to find his grandmother. He was going to survive.
With newfound determination, Liang Xuan packed up the map, adjusted his bag on his shoulders, and marched on. Ahead lay the Inferno Woods, the first of many trials on his path. But Liang Xuan was ready. He was ready to fight, ready to endure, ready to survive.
And so, under the quiet hush of the night and with the weight of his future resting on his small shoulders, Liang Xuan continued his journey, his heart resounding with a silent pledge: "I will not give up. I will not back down. I will survive."

	
		Chapter 5: Trials



Liang Xuan stepped outside the boundaries of the orphanage, a feeling of uncertainty rising in his chest. A tight knot formed in his belly. He wasn't just leaving the familiar confines of the only home he'd ever known; he was leaving his family. The caretakers, though not related by blood, were the closest thing to a family he had. The thought of never seeing them again stung sharply, but he pushed it aside. He needed to be strong, for himself, for them.
A rough map was clutched tightly in his hands. It was old, a relic from a thousand years ago that he had 'borrowed forever' from the orphanage's dusty archives. It was his only guide, his only source of direction in this vast, dangerous world. But the world had changed in the last millennium, and the map was grossly out of date.
His first destination was Guilvons, a village mentioned in his file, the last known location of his living grandmother. It was located to the west of the orphanage, beyond the deadly Inferno Woods. But what Liang Xuan had not taken into account were two crucial details.
Firstly, he didn't consider the geographical changes that had taken place over the last thousand years. The Inferno Woods had expanded and morphed, its boundaries shifting with the ebb and flow of nature and human interference. Secondly, he had no idea about the current state of the war. Where were the army encampments? What areas were safe to travel, and which ones were no-man's land? In his rush to leave the orphanage, he had overlooked the need to gather this vital information from the warriors he had previously aided.
Yet, in spite of the uncertainty and danger, there was a fire in Liang Xuan's eyes. He was on a mission. A mission to find his family and to prove his worth. A journey of survival and determination, a test of his will and courage.
With a deep breath, he took his first step, setting off towards Guilvons, completely oblivious to the reality of the challenging journey ahead. The route he thought was clear was actually filled with unknown obstacles, and Liang Xuan was walking into the unknown with nothing more than his courage and an outdated map.
The sun began to rise, casting an orange glow on the horizon. And with every step he took, the shadow of the orphanage grew longer and fainter until it was nothing more than a silhouette against the backdrop of the dawning day. The past was behind him, and ahead, the road was full of untold dangers and unexpected turns.
This was the beginning of his journey, the first chapter in the tale of Liang Xuan, the boy who would become the world's savior. The road was long and treacherous, but he was ready to face whatever it threw his way. There was no turning back now. He was alone, venturing into the wilderness with hope in his heart and a steely determination in his soul. It was a leap into the unknown, a journey into the heart of the world torn by war.
His heart pounded in his chest as he ventured deeper into the world beyond the orphanage. This was his reality now. This was his journey, his story. And this, this was only the beginning.
However, as Liang Xuan trudged onwards, he failed to realize one other glaring oversight in his hasty departure - the lack of knowledge about the flora and fauna of the Inferno Woods. He'd imagined the woods to be a simple forest trail, a mere natural obstacle on his path to Guilvons. In his mind, the magic beasts were creatures that lived deep within the forest, far from the trail he intended to follow. But in reality, the Inferno Woods were anything but 'simple'.
The Inferno Woods, named for its deadly inhabitants and perilous terrain, was a hub of magical creatures, some benign, but most dangerously hostile. Moreover, its flora was as diverse as its fauna, filled with medicinal herbs, poisonous plants, and carnivorous flora that were as deadly as the magic beasts themselves. And Liang Xuan, with his limited knowledge of survival in the wild, was heading straight into it.
His naïve assumptions about the Inferno Woods were born out of ignorance, and this ignorance could cost him dearly. But Liang Xuan, armed only with the outdated map, the clothes on his back, and the provisions that Twilight Velvet had prepared for him, had no way of knowing the impending dangers.
However, his courage did not falter, and he continued to move forward. The sun was high in the sky now, its rays filtering through the tree canopy above, casting a dappled light on the trail ahead. But the beauty of the scene was deceptive. The Inferno Woods were a paradise to the eyes, but a hell for the unprepared.
Every rustle of leaves, every caw of a crow, and every sudden movement in his peripheral vision made his heart pound in his chest. His senses were on high alert, his body tensed for danger. He didn't know what to expect, which made every step forward a risk, a leap of faith. But he continued, his determination undeterred.
Liang Xuan had embarked on a journey that was much more challenging than he'd anticipated. But despite the obstacles, he was ready to face them head-on. He had a destination to reach, a family to find, and he wasn't going to let anything stand in his way. His courage was his shield, his determination his sword, and with these, he ventured on, towards the Inferno Woods.
1 HOUR LATER
As Liang Xuan continued to weave his way through the trail leading to the Inferno Woods, he was met with an unexpected roadblock. The road forked ahead, but the signs indicating the direction were missing. 
“What the?... this isn’t on the map!” he said
The lines and ink of the map had faded in this area, providing him with no guidance. 
“God damn it, I just had to damage this part of the map!... oh, now what am I going to do?” he thought.
“Well, from what I remembered, towards the right of the path is headed towards the heart of the Dragonlands, and Guilvons is closer to the border… which means, I must go left… for some reason, this feels wrong… but the sun will be setting at some point, I don’t have time to lose,”
After a moment of consideration, he made the decision to turn left, straying off his intended path and unknowingly steering away from the Inferno Woods.
Two hours later, he noticed a town nestled in the distance. With his limited knowledge of geography, he thought he had arrived at Guilvons. He was puzzled and slightly irritated, thinking that Twilight Velvet must have miscalculated the distance or had given him incorrect information.
“WAIT A MINUTE!, didn’t Ms. Velvet tell me that it was a full day hike away from the orphanage, not to mention, I never went through any forest… oh well, anyone makes mistakes, no point in dwelling about it, I better head down there and find my grandmother,” Liang Xuan said with a smile
He was about to approach the town when his heart pounded against his chest as he witnessed energy bombs landing across the city. 
“WHAT THE FUCK!” he screamed as he covered his eyes momentarily to protect them from the brightness
The shockwaves radiated through the air, shaking the very ground beneath him. 
“OH NO! GRANDMA!” he screamed
Panic surged through his veins, thinking that his grandmother was somewhere in that town and that she was in immediate danger. 
Acting on impulse, Liang Xuan raced full speed towards the town, blind to any other danger that might be lurking.
In his rush to reach the town, he didn't notice the rumbling of the mountainside. The continuous bombing had triggered a rockslide, and he was directly in its path. Rocks, loosened by the shockwaves, began tumbling down the mountainside. His focus, solely on the town ahead, didn't register the impending danger until it was almost too late.
“What is that sound?... OH BOY!” he screamed as he noticed the rock slide
With the rockslide in progress, Liang Xuan was once again reminded of the harsh reality of his journey - the real world was not as simple as he had imagined it to be. As he darted towards the town, his life hanging by a thread, the shadow of the rockslide loomed closer and closer.
The rocks tumbling down the mountain picked up momentum, roaring towards him with a deafening noise that filled the valley. The fear-filled adrenaline that was fueling Liang Xuan's sprint to the town turned into pure terror. With the impending rockslide behind him, and the bombing ahead, his mind was overwhelmed, caught between the two dangers. The sound of the earth shifting behind him was a grim reminder that he was dancing on the edge of disaster.
With no time to think, he veered off his path, throwing himself into a thicket of bushes as he attempted to dodge the avalanche of stones. The rocks cascaded past, a wave of dust and debris that obscured his vision and choked the air. He huddled into a ball, covering his head with his arms as he waited for the rockslide to pass.
Once the rumbling ceased, and the dust began to settle, he peered out from his makeshift shelter. The landscape had drastically changed; the trail was now a mess of rocks and debris, and the town was partially hidden behind a newly formed mound of rocks.
“Well, that was close… better pay attention next time, now, I better head down there and find grandmother,” he said as he got up
Liang Xuan knew he was lucky to have escaped unscathed. But luck wouldn't be enough to get him to Guilvons. He would need to rely on his instincts and adaptability if he was to survive this journey. 
He dusted himself off and continued toward the town. The war was closer now; he could see flashes of energy clashes and hear the battle cries of the fighters, their voices barely carrying over the constant bombardment.
He approached the town cautiously, unsure of what he might find or who might find him. As he got closer, he believed he had reached Guilvons, but it was actually the town of Pumice, a village on the border of Dragonlands and Tall Tale territory, caught in the crossfire of the ongoing war.
He stared at the town, a mixture of relief and frustration washing over him. Relief that he was one step closer to finding his grandmother, but frustrated at what this war was doing with the villages that were unlucky enough to get caught in the crossfire.
With a heavy sigh, Liang Xuan marched forward, trying to find anything that might help him find his grandmother.
Once in Pumice, he noticed the destruction that the bombs had caused, but, when he went house to house looking for any clues, he was met with empty houses, nothing remained in them, not even corpses, it was as if everyone in town had disappeared.
Liang Xuan continued to walk around the town, until another magic bomb landed 2 blocks away from him, in a panic, Liang Xuan ran as fast as he could looking for cover. 
He ran for about 20 seconds when a another bomb's shock wave sent him flying through the door of what remained of a house.
Liang Xuan was out for a few seconds, but when he came back, he could still hear the fighting in the distance. He quickly looked around the rubble and that was when he noticed something, a few feet away from him, underneath a pilar, was a practitioner, he was pinned down, but by the looks of it, he was still pretty much alive. 
Liang Xuan quickly went over and tried to wake him up. 
“HEY! HEY! Can you hear me?!” he said 
After nudging him for a few seconds the practitioner came through, he was weak and disoriented, but alive. 
Liang Xuan then started to try and get the pilar off of him, but it was too heavy; the practitioner noticed this and used the last part of his strength to help Liang Xuan lift the pilar off, allowing him to breathe better. 
Liang Xuan immediately grabbed his bag and looked for some water and gave it to the practitioner who drank it slowly. 
After a few more sips, Liang Xuan found a cloth, wetted it, and applied it over one of the practitioner's wounds. 
It was here that he realized that this practitioner was not from the Dragonlands.
The man was tall and robust, he had green eyes and red hair and spoke with a southern accent. even in his battered state. 
His uniform was of a style that Liang Xuan had only seen in pictures of foreign troops, his armor covered in symbols that represented Appleoosa. 
The man groaned in pain as Liang Xuan tended to his wounds, barely conscious but still hanging onto life.
Confused, Liang Xuan asked him, "Why are you here? You're from Appleoosa, right? You're not with the Dragonlands or the Tall Tale, so why...?"
The man looked at Liang Xuan through half-lidded eyes, his breathing ragged but steady. "Peacekeepers," he grunted out, wincing as Liang Xuan applied the wet cloth to his injuries. "Appleoosa... we... we try to help, but... they declared war on us too… we allied ourselves… with the Dragonlands, that way… we can stop them… from invading our lands."
The bitterness in his voice was palpable. Liang Xuan could only imagine the man's frustration, coming to help only to find both sides unwilling to cease their relentless combat. 
The man's fingers gripped Liang Xuan's wrist as he took another gulp of water. "Child... why are you here?" he asked in anguish, just realizing his savior was a child, around the same age as his own.
Liang Xuan hesitated, unsure of how to answer. His own situation felt so insignificant compared to the war-torn reality around him. 
But he found himself answering anyway, recounting his story in simple, broken sentences. 
The man listened, his eyes barely open, but his grip on Liang Xuan's wrist firm.
As Liang Xuan spoke, a sense of resolve filled him. 
His story, his mission, was not insignificant. 
He was surviving, despite the odds, and that was worth fighting for. 
The man seemed to sense this determination, offering Liang Xuan a weak but genuine smile.
"Brave boy," he murmured, his grip on Liang Xuan's wrist loosening as he sank back into unconsciousness. "You... you remind me... of..."
His voice faded, but the smile remained on his face. 
Liang Xuan watched him for a moment longer before turning his attention back to his wounds. He didn't know if the man would survive, but he was determined to do everything he could. 
His journey to Guilvons would have to wait; right now, he had a life to save.
Sweat dotted Liang Xuan's brow as he carefully cleaned and bandaged the practitioner's wounds as best as he could, trying to remember what Twilight Velvet had taught him about basic first aid. She had said it was good for everyone to know, just in case. He had never imagined he would need to use this knowledge in such a dire situation. With each passing second, the weight of his decision pressed heavier on him. He had elected to stay and help, effectively halting his journey to Guilvons Village. But this man's life, this stranger who had tried to bring peace, was in his hands now.
He couldn't just leave him here.
The small house was demolished and without a doubt a target. He needed to move the unconscious man somewhere safer, but where? He looked around the demolished town, the silent homes and empty streets were haunting, but they held no answers. He looked at the Appleoosan man, his breathing was becoming more shallow and unstable. He needed to act fast.
It was then he remembered an underground well near the town’s center that he had seen on his old map. If the well had been left untouched by the ravages of war, it could be the perfect hideout. There would be water, and it would be a safe distance away from the bombing.
Gathering his resolve, Liang Xuan carefully hoisted the Appleoosan man on his shoulders. The man was heavy, his weight pressing down on Liang Xuan's small body, but he persisted. With each step he took, his determination hardened. He was doing the right thing.
The journey to the well was arduous. With the enemy close and the practitioner’s weight on his shoulders, Liang Xuan felt his energy slowly drain away. But each time he faltered, he thought of the man’s words: “Brave boy,” he had said. Those words were now his anchor, his strength.
After what seemed like an eternity, Liang Xuan saw the familiar shape of the well. The adrenaline and fear that had been keeping him moving started to wear off, replaced by a dull, throbbing exhaustion. He lowered the man as gently as he could onto the ground. His muscles screamed in protest but he ignored it. He had no time to waste.
Using the remnants of a broken ladder, Liang Xuan managed to transport the Appleoosan man into the well. It was a tight fit, but it was safe and shielded from the bombardment. He heaved a sigh of relief.
"Stay... Stay here. I'll... I'll get help… some how" Liang Xuan promised the unconscious man. There was no response but that didn’t deter him. As long as the man was breathing, there was hope.
He was about to leave the well when he lost his grip on the ladder and landed on the man’s lap, jolting him awake
“W-WHERE AM I?!” he asked as he looked around and saw Liang Xuan laying on his lap.
“Sorry, lost my grip… I was able to bring you to the well in the center of the town,” Liang Xuan said
“Wow, that is impressive… at your age, I could barely even light an encyclopedia… you really are a brave boy,” said the man.
“What happened here?” asked Liang Xuan
“The war,” said the man
“No, I mean, why are you HERE, in this town?” asked Liang Xuan
“Oh… my platoon and 2 others belonging to the Dragonlands came here to help people evacuate… we were just about done when we were ambushed and got pinned down in this town… last thing I remembered was hearing the horns symbolizing the arrival of reinforcements and BOOM… everything went dark… and then you appeared…” the man said
Just then, the man’s eyes widened open in shock as a realization hit him.
“THERE ARE MORE PEOPLE TRAPPED IN THE CITY!” he said as he grabbed Liang Xuan
The sudden movement startled Liang Xuan, but he quickly steadied himself, focusing his attention on the man's words. His eyebrows furrowed in confusion as he processed the information.
“Sorry,” he said
"Evacuate?" Liang Xuan questioned. "So there are no civilians left in Pumice?" he said as he helped the man
The man nodded weakly, a grimace twisting his features as he tried to move his injured body. 
"That's right, son. Like I said The town was abandoned a while ago. My platoon, along with the Dragonland soldiers, we were covering the evacuation. That's when the Tall Tale warriors ambushed us...I...I can't remember exactly when that was."
Despite the grim news, Liang Xuan felt a wave of relief. 
His grandmother wasn't in danger. But his heart still ached for the injured man before him and the others he mentioned might be trapped in the town. 
His decision became clearer then, he was going to help this man, and anyone else who was still trapped.
The man's next words struck a chord with him. "I used to be a farmer, and a miner too," the man said, his voice raspy but firm. "I know the earth. If we could get more hands, we can dig our way out and rendezvous with the rest of the platoons at the top of the mountain near the town."
Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest. 
He was just a child and a non-practitioner at that. But there was determination in the man's eyes and a plea for help. He nodded, taking a deep breath as he looked at the man.
"I'll help," he said firmly. "I'll find others and we'll get you out."
"Good boy," the man murmured, his eyes slipping closed once more. 
But there was a hint of a smile on his face, and his grip on Liang Xuan's hand was firm. 
It was a silent thank you, one that Liang Xuan would remember for the rest of his life.
Liang Xuan scrambled through the ruined town, his heart pounding in his ears. He searched house after house, finding nothing but destruction and the occasional signs of a hurried evacuation. No one else was in sight. Despair started to grip him, but he forced it back. He had made a promise. He was going to keep it.
Just when he was about to give up, he heard it - the unmistakable sounds of a fight. His heart leaped into his throat as he followed the noise. Rounding a corner, he peeked from behind a wall to see a woman - an Appleoosa practitioner - desperately fending off three Tall Tale practitioners.
Despite her commendable skills, she was clearly struggling against the onslaught. Her movements were growing sluggish, exhaustion etched on her face. He had to do something. He glanced around desperately, looking for anything he could use as a weapon. But before he could do anything, the woman was knocked to the ground.
“This little charade ends now,” one of them said
Fear constricted his heart as he saw the Tall Tale practitioners readying themselves to deliver the final blow. An idea flashed in his mind. It was suicidal, but it was the only thing he could think of.
Without thinking further, he jumped out from behind his hiding spot, catching the enemies' attention by hurling small debris towards them. 
“HEY! OVER HERE!” he screamed
They barely flinched, but the sudden distraction was enough to catch their attention. 
Their gazes focused on Liang Xuan, confusion evident on their faces. 
“Kill him!” one of them said.
Two of them decided to chase after him, while the third remained with the woman.
As soon as the men disappeared behind the wall chasing after him, the woman seized her chance. 
She grabbed her sword and with a swift motion, killed the practitioner pinning her down. 
She got to her feet as fast as her battered body allowed, and ran in the direction Liang Xuan and the others had gone, determined to save the brave child who had risked his life for her.
Liang Xuan's heart pounded like a drum as he sprinted through the war-torn streets, two Tall Tale practitioners hot on his heels. The world blurred around him, his only focus on escaping. But he was tiring, and his pursuers were gaining on him. He darted around corners, jumped over debris, and willed his legs to keep moving.
Behind him, he could hear their laughter, their taunting words. 
“Run, Run little piggy!” one of them said
“We’re gonna catch you!” said the other one
Fear and adrenaline surged within him, lending him speed. He rounded a corner and skidded to a halt, his heart dropping. A dead end. His back hit the wall as he turned around, his breaths coming in ragged gasps.
The Tall Tale practitioners rounded the corner, grins stretching across their faces. 
Liang Xuan gulped, his small hands balling into fists. He knew he didn't stand a chance against them, but he wasn't going down without a fight.
Just as they started advancing, a cry rang through the air. 
The woman from before, battered but not broken, appeared after running straight through a wall and rushed towards them, her sword glinting menacingly under the sun.
The Tall Tale practitioners spun around, their grins replaced by looks of surprise. She didn't give them a chance to recover, launching herself at them with a fearsome battle cry.
Liang Xuan could only watch in awe as she fought, her movements swift and precise, fueled by the desperation to survive. She was a one-woman storm, holding off the two practitioners with remarkable skill.
One of the Tall Tale practitioners lunged at her, but she spun away, and his sword met nothing but air. 
Seizing her chance, she slashed at him, catching him off guard and sending him sprawling to the ground, stabbing him in the chest in the process.
The other practitioner turned to Liang Xuan, rage burning in his eyes. 
He advanced, but before he could reach him, the woman tackled him, her sword piercing his chest. He let out a choked gasp and collapsed.
As the woman pulled herself off the fallen practitioner, she turned to Liang Xuan, who was still staring at her in awe. 
Her face was pale, but her eyes shone with determination.
Liang Xuan noticed that she was fairly young, probably around 20 or 21, she had green eyes and brownish hair.
He could see she was hurt, her body was struggling to stay upright. But she had saved him. Against two trained warriors, she had saved him.
"You...you're amazing!" Liang Xuan exclaimed, admiration lighting up his face.
The woman merely chuckled, coughing out a bit of blood. "I just...couldn't let them...hurt you," she said between gasps, a small, proud smile playing on her lips.
And at that moment, Liang Xuan felt a newfound surge of energy. 
He remembered he had a mission, he had a promise to keep. And he would not let anything or anyone stop him. Not even an entire army. He was not going to let anyone else suffer because of him. Not anymore.
"Are you ok?" he asked, meeting her gaze.
“Nothing a few minutes of cultivating won’t cure,” she said with a proud smile
“Glad to hear,” said Liang Xuan
“Ok, now for the important question… WHAT IN GOD’S NAME ARE YOU DOING IN THE MIDDLE OF A BATTLEFIELD?... and more importantly… NEVER, EVER, MAKE YOURSELF LIVE BAIT AGAIN!” she screamed as she hugged Liang Xuan
Liang Xuan explained everything to her.
“I see… oh dear… I never thought something that barbaric would happen… but that is war for you,” said the woman
“Yeah… so, once I am done here, I have to find my grandmother… where did you take the refugees?” asked Liang Xuan
“No idea kid… wait… Guilvons?... finish? What are you talking about?” asked the woman
“Well, I came to Guilvons to find my grandmother and…” Liang Xuan said
“This isn’t Guilvons, this is Pumice, Guilvons, is to the North-East of here, crossing the Inferno Woods,” said the woman
Her words rang through Liang Xuan’s head, as he slowly realized he had made a terrible mistake, once he did he just slapped his forehead in anger.
“And what did you even mean about “once I am finished here?” what else can you possibly do?” asked the woman
“Oh, you see, when I came here, I was caught in the crossfire and I was blown into a house, there I found another practitioner for Appleoosa, he was pinned underneath a pillar but we were able to get it off; after that, I decided it would be safer to head underground, so I carried him to the well, once he woke up he told me that there were more practitioners around here and if he got help, he could dig us a way out of here safely,” said Liang Xuan as his eyes widen with every word
“THE OTHER PRACTITIONER! I forgot about him, come on, we better go see if he is ok!” Liang Xuan said as he took off running.
The woman simply nodded, her eyes following him as she started to run after him.
After a few seconds, they arrived at the well and heard the sounds of someone groaning, trying to catch their breath.
They looked at each other before Liang Xuan jumped into the well.
He saw the man digging away at the walls, parts of the walls of the tunnel he had started were covered with blood stains, coming from his fingertips, as he continued to dig.
“You’re back kid! Any luck?” he asked
“Yes sir, I found someone else,” Liang Xuan said proudly
“Really, well, tell them to come down, we can’t give our position away,” the man said as the woman landed next to Liang Xuan
As soon as they saw each other their eyes widen
“Zhang Jing,” he said
“Chen Yu!” she said
“ZHANG JING!” he said as she tackled him into a bear hug
“Chen Yu! My dear husband, I thought… I thought you were dead,” she said
“Almost, but this kid saved me… by the way, what is your name, son?” asked Chen Yu
“Liang Xuan,” he answered
“Well, you have my eternal gratitude,” Chen Yu said
After this, Zhang Jing explained everything to her husband
“I see, so you managed to get the injured out safely, but returned for me, and then Liang Xuan saved you… well, thanks again, son,” said Chen Yu
“Yeah, by the way, once we get to the camp, we need to tell the commander to give Liang Xuan a few provisions for his trip,” Zhang Jing said
“That’ll be least he’d do… wait, what trip?” asked Chen Yu
Liang Xuan then explained his situation to him.
“Well… that is messed up, son… if it were up to us… we’d take you with us… if you wanted we could adopt you… I mean, Tong Bo and Ye Niang would love to have another brother…” he said making his wife blush “... or even escort you to Guilvons… but…” Chen Yu said losing color in his body by the breath
“You don’t look so well,” Liang Xuan said
“Yeah… I’m out of adrenaline… so, bloodloss is catching up with me,” Chen Yu said chuckling
Liang Xuan watched as Zhang Jing fed a pill to Chen Yu, her movements gentle yet swift. 
As soon as the pill was swallowed, a noticeable change occurred. Chen Yu's face regained some color, and the heavy gasps for breath became less frequent. 
Zhang Jing, although weakened, maintained a strong front. She tenderly helped her husband sit up, a small smile tugging at her lips.
Once Chen Yu was stable and Zhang Jing had cultivated enough to cure her injuries, they began their work. 
Using their remaining energy and magic, they dug into the rock and soil, creating a tunnel leading out of the city. 
Liang Xuan watched in awe as they worked, his heart pounding with anticipation and fear.
Minutes felt like hours as they dug, the only sounds in the otherwise silent cave being their grunts of effort and the scrape of rock against rock. 
Eventually, a faint light broke through the end of the tunnel, followed by the cool, fresh air of the outside.
The trio emerged at the base of a mountain range, the looming peaks casting long shadows over them. 
Behind them, the village of Pumice sat eerily quiet. 
But as they began to ascend the mountain trail, the sound of explosions filled the air. 
The bombardment had started, magic energy blasts lighting up the town like a gruesome fireworks display.
Chen Yu, steadied by Zhang Jing, led the way up the narrow mountain trail. 
Liang Xuan followed closely behind, his heart heavy as he glanced back at Pumice one last time. 
The town was being torn apart, but he knew it was empty. 
He hoped the Tall Tale practitioners would realize that soon and stop their assault.
As they trudged on, Liang Xuan couldn't help but marvel at the resilience of the two practitioners. Despite their injuries and exhaustion, they pushed on, driven by their duty to their comrades and the civilians they had evacuated.
"Remember this, Liang Xuan," Chen Yu panted out as they paused to catch their breath. "We may be practitioners with power beyond most, but our greatest strength lies in our will. The will to protect, to preserve, and to persevere. Never forget that."
“That is the Appleoosa way!... although I hear you guys have something similar,” Zhang Jing said with a smile
Liang Xuan nodded, his young face solemn in the dim light. As they resumed their journey, he couldn't help but feel a spark of hope. 
Despite everything, they had survived. And as long as they had the will to fight, they would keep on surviving.
They reached the camp amidst cheers and applause, the rough soldiers slapping Liang Xuan's back in celebration. Commander Su Bing, a tough and battle-hardened woman with fiery eyes, personally presented Liang Xuan with a small medallion, a symbol of bravery and valor. He could hardly believe it was all happening.
Chen Yu and Zhang Jing ensured that Liang Xuan was taken care of. They led him to the campfire where food was being cooked, handing him a bowl filled with stew. It was the most delicious meal Liang Xuan had ever had.
The festivities in the camp carried on well into the night, the men and women of Appleoosa raising their cups to Liang Xuan and sharing stories of their own bravery. Despite the hardships they had faced and the inevitable battle at dawn, the atmosphere was cheerful and jubilant. Liang Xuan was drawn into the camaraderie, losing himself in the tales of valor and brotherhood.
After he had eaten, Chen Yu and Zhang Jing took him aside, leading him to the periphery of the camp where Commander Su Bing was discussing battle strategies with her top lieutenants. They waited patiently for the meeting to conclude, taking the opportunity to explain to Liang Xuan about the importance of strategy and unity in war.
When the meeting finally ended, they introduced Liang Xuan to the Commander. Zhang Jing explained his journey so far and the events that led him to Pumice. She spoke of his courage and quick thinking that saved not only their lives but also potentially many others who could have been caught in the subsequent bombardment.
"I've heard stories of your courage, Liang Xuan," she said with a warm smile, "Your bravery is impressive. But I'm afraid I can't allow Chen Yu and Zhang Jing to escort you to Guilvons. We have an order to prepare for a counter-offensive at first light."
Liang Xuan understood. He was grateful for all the help he had received, but he couldn't ask them to risk their lives further. He nodded, accepting the decision.
As a token of their appreciation and goodwill, Commander Su Bing gave Liang Xuan a hunting knife and a map of the region. Chen Yu also added some provisions to his bag - dry fruits, smoked meat, and bread. They instructed him about the routes to avoid, places where he could find shelter, and landmarks that would guide him to Guilvons.
As dawn approached, the Appleoosa forces prepared for battle. Chen Yu and Zhang Jing said their final goodbyes, offering him words of wisdom and encouragement. They left him with a sense of hope and a promise of a future that was waiting for him in Guilvons.
"Remember, Liang Xuan, the world isn't just war and destruction," Chen Yu said, his voice thick with emotion. "There's kindness, love, and peace too. Never lose hope."
“Once this war is over, and we survive, if you are ever in Canterlot, come and look for us, remember, Sweet Apple Acres, that is our home,” Zhang Jing said  as she hugged Liang Xuan
Liang Xuan hugged her back, and then he hugged Chen Yu.
With their words of encouragement echoing in his ears, Liang Xuan set off on his journey once again, carrying the hopes and prayers of the Appleoosa forces with him.
Zhang Jing and Chen Yu waived at him as he walked away.
“So, dear husband… why don’t we have another child… once we get back of course,” Zhang said making Chen Yu blush.
“First, survive this battle, love birds, GET TO IT!” Su Bing said as they joined the charge
Liang Xuan chuckled, his young face solemn in the dim light. As he resumed his journey, he couldn't help but feel a spark of hope. 
Despite everything, they had survived. And as long as they had the will to fight, they would keep on surviving.

	
		Chapter 6: Inferno Woods



The Inferno Woods loomed before Liang Xuan, a dark and foreboding maze that was the last barrier on his journey to Guilvons. The towering trees, gnarled and twisted, seemed to reach out for him, their branches like skeletal fingers in the dim light. His heart pounded in his chest as he stepped onto the path, every rustle of leaves, every distant howl, sending chills down his spine. This was a place of legends, of magic and mystery, and he was walking right into its dark heart.
He moved cautiously, his eyes darting from shadow to shadow, half expecting a mythical creature to jump out at him. The silence of the forest was unnerving, only broken by the occasional rustle of leaves or distant bird call.
However, all thoughts of magical beasts were suddenly pushed aside when he heard a noise behind him, a sound that did not belong to the natural chorus of the forest. Footsteps. Many of them, growing louder and more distinct.
He turned, his eyes widening in terror as he saw a garrison of Tall Tale practitioners thundering up the path, swords drawn and faces set with determination. One of them spotted him, and his shout sent a bolt of panic through Liang Xuan's body.
"Catch him! He's a scout!"
Instinct took over, and Liang Xuan's legs moved on their own accord. He sprinted into the forest, branches whipping against his face, thorns scratching his arms, but he didn't feel any of it. All he could hear were the shouts of his pursuers, all he could feel was the cold dread that settled in his stomach.
He zigzagged through the woods, stumbling over roots, crashing through bushes, trying to put as much distance between him and them as possible. But the Tall Tale practitioners were relentless, their footsteps a constant drumbeat in his ears.
Liang Xuan's breath came in ragged gasps, his muscles ached, but he couldn't stop, he couldn't slow down. He knew that to be caught meant death.
In his blind panic, he found himself in front of a cave, a dark gaping mouth in the side of a hill. Without thinking, he darted inside, hoping to find an escape route or at least a place to hide.
But the cave was a dead end, no exit, no hiding places, just cold, dark walls. He was trapped.
Outside, he could hear the practitioners getting closer, their voices excited, their footsteps echoing in the still forest air. Desperation clawed at him as he looked around, trying to find something, anything, that could help him.
Time seemed to stretch and warp as he waited, his heart pounding so loudly he was sure they could hear it. The voices were right outside now, the footsteps so close he could almost feel the ground shaking beneath them.
He pressed himself against the wall, his mind racing, his body tensed for action. He knew that this was it, that there was no escape, but he wasn't ready to give up, not yet.
In the cave's darkness, with death waiting just outside, Liang Xuan prepared to face the enemy. The Inferno Woods had become a place of terror and danger, a wild chase that had led him to the edge. Now, he had to find a way to survive, to fight, to continue his journey to Guilvons.
Outside, the practitioners were closing in, their voices filled with anticipation. The hunt was almost over.
But for Liang Xuan, it was just the beginning.
The cave was filled with an eerie silence as Liang Xuan pressed himself against the cold, damp wall, his breath held in terror. The practitioners were now just outside the entrance, their voices a sinister murmur in the otherwise quiet forest. He could hear them discussing, plotting, their footsteps crunching on the forest floor as they moved around.
His mind raced, considering every possibility, every potential escape, but he knew that he was trapped. The cave offered no exit, no way out, just a cold, dark dead end. He was cornered like a wounded animal, and the hunters were closing in.
His hand closed around the hunting knife that he'd been given, the cold metal a small comfort in his palm. He knew that he was outnumbered, that the odds were against him, but he also knew that he couldn't give up, that he had to fight.
Outside, the voices grew louder, closer. They were right at the entrance now, their shadows looming large on the cave walls, their breath a ragged chorus in the cold air.
Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest, each beat a thunderous reminder of the danger he was in. Sweat trickled down his forehead, his hands trembling, his body a mass of nerves and fear.
And then, the footsteps stopped. A silence fell over the cave, a silence so thick and heavy it seemed to press down on him, to suffocate him. He could hear them breathing, could feel their presence just outside, could sense their eyes on the entrance, searching, waiting.
Time seemed to stand still, each second stretching into an eternity as he waited, trapped, cornered. The silence was a living thing, a malevolent force that seemed to taunt him, to mock him.
And then, a voice, cold and clear, broke the silence. "We know you're in there, scout. There's no way out. Surrender now, and we'll make it quick."
Liang Xuan's breath caught in his throat, the voice a chilling reminder of the reality of his situation. He was trapped, and they knew it. There was no way out, no escape, no hope.
But he knew that surrender was not an option, that to give in meant certain death. He had to fight, had to survive, had to continue his journey to Guilvons.
As the Tall Tale practitioners closed in, as the cave became a prison, a trap, a death sentence, Liang Xuan prepared himself for the battle of his life.
He was alone, he was scared, he was trapped. But he was not defeated.
Not yet.
Liang Xuan's mind raced, his body tense and ready to move. The practitioners were still outside, waiting, calculating. One of them, the leader by the sound of his voice, spoke again.
"We have you surrounded. It's five against one. You can't win," the leader called out, his voice dripping with confidence.
Liang Xuan's grip tightened around the knife, the cold steel grounding him, giving him strength. He knew that the man was right; the odds were stacked against him, but he couldn't just give in.
"Why do you want me?" he finally called out, his voice strong and steady. "I'm just a boy, not a scout!"
"You were seen near Pumice, running from the battle. What were you doing there?" the leader questioned, suspicion in his tone.
"I was lost!" Liang Xuan shouted back, desperation seeping into his voice. "I'm trying to find my family in Guilvons!"
A murmur of conversation broke out amongst the practitioners, their voices a low, unintelligible hum. Liang Xuan strained to hear, but their words were lost in the rustle of leaves and the distant calls of unseen creatures.
"You expect us to believe that?" the leader finally said, his voice filled with scorn. "You're a spy, and you'll be treated as one."
"I'm telling the truth!" Liang Xuan insisted, his voice rising in anger and frustration. "Please, just let me go!"
Silence settled over the cave once more, the tension thick and palpable. Liang Xuan could feel their eyes on him, could sense their indecision, their doubt.
"We can't let you go," the leader finally said, his voice firm and unyielding. "You know too much. You've seen too much."
"I won't tell anyone what I saw," Liang Xuan pleaded, desperation in his voice. "I just want to find my family!"
"Sorry, kid," the leader replied, his voice cold and emotionless. "You're not leaving this cave."
With those words, the Tall Tale practitioners moved in, their footsteps echoing ominously in the cavern. Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest, terror and adrenaline flooding his system. He knew that he was outmatched, that the odds were against him, but he also knew that he had no choice.
He had to fight. He had to survive.
As the first practitioner appeared at the entrance of the cave, his face twisted in a cruel smile, Liang Xuan lunged forward, knife in hand, knowing that his life depended on what happened next.
Liang Xuan's knife connected with the first practitioner's arm, sending a shock of pain through his opponent. The man howled in agony, but it didn't stop the others from advancing. The darkness of the cave was both a blessing and a curse. It hid Liang Xuan's movements, but also obscured his vision.
"Get him!" one of the practitioners shouted, enraged by the wound inflicted on his comrade.
Liang Xuan darted to the side, avoiding a blow aimed at his head. He knew he couldn't win a straight fight. He had to outmaneuver them, use the darkness, use his smaller size.
The Tall Tale practitioners were trained warriors, but Liang Xuan had something more powerful than training: desperation and the need to survive. He managed to dodge and weave through their attacks, using his agility to keep away from their grasps. Every so often, he would strike, wounding another one of his enemies, keeping them off balance.
But he knew he couldn't keep this up forever.
The sounds of the battle echoed through the cave, filling the air with the clash of metal and the grunts of effort. Sweat dripped down Liang Xuan's face, his muscles aching from exertion. His mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, fear and determination warring within him.
Then he saw it.
In his desperation to avoid the practitioners' blows, he'd moved deeper into the cave. And now, hidden in the shadows, he spotted a narrow crevice in the rock. A possible escape route.
"Where is he?" one of the practitioners yelled, his voice filled with frustration. "Find him!"
The practitioners were disoriented in the darkness, their frustration mounting. Liang Xuan knew this was his chance. With a quick glance to make sure they weren't watching, he moved towards the crevice, his heart pounding.
"He's here!" a voice shouted, and Liang Xuan realized he'd been spotted.
Without a second thought, he squeezed into the crevice, the rock scraping against his skin. He could hear the practitioners cursing and yelling, their footsteps growing closer.
He pushed himself further into the tight space, ignoring the pain, knowing that this was his only chance. The sounds of the practitioners grew fainter, and he realized he was moving away from them, deeper into the mountain.
He didn't know where this passage led, but it didn't matter. All that mattered was escaping, surviving.
He could still hear the faint echoes of the practitioners' voices, but they were growing fainter, more distant. They were giving up.
Liang Xuan allowed himself a moment of relief, then kept moving. The Inferno Woods were behind him now, but his journey was far from over.
The path to Guilvons was fraught with danger, and he knew that he had to be prepared for anything.
But for now, he was alive. And that was enough.
Liang Xuan continued to hike through the forest, sure that it’ll be all over soon.
“THERE HE IS! CATCH HIM!!!” came a voice
Liang Xuan turned around and saw the Tall Tale practitioner again.
The sudden reappearance of the Tall Tale practitioners sent a jolt of fear through Liang Xuan's heart. He had thought he'd lost them, but now they were back, their pursuit relentless. Panic bubbled up inside him as he sprinted deeper into the forest, the trees becoming denser, the light dimmer.
Liang Xuan's mind raced, thoughts tumbling over one another as he tried to find a way out of this predicament. His breath came in ragged gasps as he pushed himself harder, knowing that if he stopped, even for a moment, he would be caught.
The ground beneath his feet seemed to shift, and he stumbled, tripping over a concealed root. He fell heavily, his body slamming into the forest floor. Pain radiated through him, but he forced himself to his feet, stumbling towards a cave that yawned open before him.
He barely had time to register the strange markings around its entrance, symbols that seemed to pulse with an unseen energy, before he was inside, the darkness swallowing him.
The sounds of the Tall Tale practitioners grew louder, their voices filled with determination. They had seen him enter the cave, and they were close behind.
Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest as he ran deeper into the cave, his footsteps echoing eerily. The walls seemed to close in around him, the air growing thick and heavy. A chill ran down his spine, but he pushed it aside, focusing only on escape.
But something was wrong.
The cave twisted and turned, the path becoming more and more confusing. Shadows seemed to dance on the walls, shapes moving in the periphery of his vision. Whispers filled the air, voices that seemed to come from nowhere and everywhere at once.
Fear gripped Liang Xuan, a cold, unrelenting terror that settled in his bones. This was no ordinary cave. He could feel it in the very air he breathed, a darkness that was ancient and malevolent.
The Tall Tale practitioners were still behind him, their pursuit unwavering. But now, their voices were tinged with fear, their footsteps hesitant.
They, too, could sense that something was wrong.
The whispers grew louder, the shadows more pronounced. Liang Xuan's breath caught in his throat as he realized that the cave was alive, its very essence reaching out to him, pulling him deeper.
He wanted to turn back, to escape this nightmare, but it was too late. The cave had him in its grip, and there was no escape.
The curse had been awakened.
And it was hungry.
Liang Xuan's frantic dash through the winding tunnels of the haunted cave became a desperate struggle for survival. The shadows seemed to reach for him, the whispers growing more insistent, more demanding. The very walls of the cave seemed to pulse with a dark energy that clawed at his mind.
Behind him, the Tall Tale practitioners' pursuit had grown erratic, their voices tinged with terror. They, too, were being drawn into the cave's dark embrace, their bravado replaced with a dawning realization that they had stumbled into something far beyond their understanding.
Liang Xuan stumbled upon a cavern, the ceiling lost in darkness above him, stalactites like fangs threatening to descend. His breath caught in his throat as he took in the sight before him: a twisted maze of stone, paths branching off in every direction, each one promising only more darkness, more danger.
The whispers became a cacophony, the words unintelligible but filled with malice. The shadows writhed and twisted, forming shapes that were almost human, faces contorted in agony.
"Liang Xuan..." The voice was a hiss, a cold wind that seemed to come from the very depths of the cave. "You cannot escape."
His heart pounding, Liang Xuan chose a path, stumbling forward, the darkness closing in around him. The Tall Tale practitioners were no longer his primary concern; the cave itself had become his enemy, its hunger insatiable.
He could hear the practitioners behind him, their voices filled with confusion and fear. They were lost, their pursuit forgotten as they were drawn deeper into the cave's dark heart.
Liang Xuan's thoughts became fragmented, his vision blurring as the cave's power washed over him. Time seemed to lose all meaning, seconds stretching into eternity as he wandered the twisted paths, the whispers never ceasing, the shadows never relenting.
And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped.
Liang Xuan stumbled out of the darkness and into a chamber bathed in a ghostly light. The walls were lined with ancient runes, the floor a mosaic of symbols and sigils. At the center of the room stood a pedestal, upon which rested a single, glowing crystal.
He was drawn to it, his feet moving of their own accord. The whispers were gone, the shadows banished. All that remained was the crystal, its light beckoning him forward.
As he reached out to touch it, the cave seemed to breathe, a sigh that echoed through the chamber.
The curse had found its next victim.
And the Tall Tale practitioners, lost in the darkness behind him, were left to face the cave's wrath, their screams echoing through the tunnels as they were consumed.
Liang Xuan's journey had taken a dark and unexpected turn, the path to Guilvons fraught with danger and mystery. But he was not deterred; his determination unwavering as he pressed on, guided by the crystal's light, and driven by a need to uncover the truth about his family.
The Inferno Woods held many secrets, and Liang Xuan was only just beginning to scratch the surface. His adventure was far from over, and the road ahead promised only more challenges, more revelations, and more danger.
But he was ready. Whatever awaited him, he would face it head-on, his resolve unbreakable.
For he knew that the answers he sought lay just beyond the horizon, and he would stop at nothing to find them.
The crystal's glow guided Liang Xuan through the depths of the cursed cave, illuminating a hidden path that wound its way through the labyrinthine tunnels. The once-oppressive darkness now seemed to bend to his will, shadows fleeing before the radiance of the mysterious gem. Though the cave's whispers had gone silent, the memory of its insidious pull lingered in the back of his mind, a reminder of the unknown forces at play.
With each step, Liang Xuan could feel the weight of the cave's history pressing down on him. Its ancient halls bore witness to untold horrors and secrets long forgotten. And yet, amid the dread, he could sense a guiding force, leading him toward something vital to his quest.
The path began to ascend, and the air grew fresher as he neared the cave's exit. The ghostly light of the crystal began to wane, but in its place, a newfound confidence swelled within Liang Xuan. The cave had tested him, challenged him, but he had emerged stronger, more resolute.
At last, he stepped into the daylight, the forest of Inferno Woods stretching out before him. The cave's entrance seemed to vanish behind him, its dark maw hidden once again from the world.
As Liang Xuan gazed out at the forest, he knew that his journey was far from over. The path to Guilvons was fraught with danger and uncertainty, and the Inferno Woods would not give up its secrets easily.
But he was prepared. The crystal, now dim and lifeless, seemed to resonate with him, its power a part of him. He tucked it into his bag, a silent promise to unravel its mysteries.
With a determined stride, he plunged into the forest, leaving the haunted cave and its horrors behind. The tall trees loomed overhead, their branches intertwined like a twisted web, the underbrush thick and forbidding. The forest seemed to watch him, its silence a challenge, a taunt.
Liang Xuan refused to be cowed. He had faced the cave's curse and emerged unbroken. The forest's mysteries were just another obstacle, another puzzle to be solved.
Hours turned into days as he trekked through the woods, guided by the new map provided by the Appleoosa forces. His encounters with magical beasts were rare, and he managed to avoid any confrontations. The forest seemed to respect his determination, its denizens granting him passage.
But the peace was short-lived.
On the third day, Liang Xuan stumbled upon a clearing, the ground scarred and trampled, the air thick with tension. A battle had taken place here, the signs of struggle evident in the broken branches and churned earth.
As he investigated, his heart sank. Among the debris, he found the remnants of Tall Tale insignias, their dark magic still lingering. They were here, in the forest, hunting him.
And they were closing in.
A chill ran down his spine as he realized the gravity of his situation. The Tall Tale practitioners had not given up their pursuit. They were relentless, driven by a dark purpose that he could not fathom.
He knew that he could not face them alone. His only option was to press on, to reach Guilvons and uncover the secrets that lay at the heart of his quest.
With a newfound urgency, he set off once again, the shadows of the Tall Tale practitioners haunting his every step. The Inferno Woods had become a battlefield, a game of cat and mouse with the highest stakes.
And Liang Xuan was determined to win.
The forest's depths held more surprises, more challenges, but he was ready. The path to Guilvons was clear, his destination within reach.
But he knew that the true battle was only just beginning. The Tall Tale practitioners were but pawns in a greater game, their pursuit a symptom of a deeper conspiracy.
Liang Xuan's journey was far from over, and the road ahead promised only more danger, more intrigue, and more revelations.
The pieces were falling into place, the puzzle coming together.
And he would stop at nothing to uncover the truth.
As Liang Xuan continued through the clearing, his senses suddenly screamed in alarm. He froze, feeling the eyes of unseen enemies upon him. A cold breeze rustled the leaves, and the silence of the forest became oppressive, filled with malevolent intent.
Slowly, menacingly, figures emerged from the shadows of the trees, surrounding him. Five Tall Tale practitioners, their eyes gleaming with dark magic, encircled Liang Xuan, trapping him in the clearing. Each wore a sinister grin, confident in their impending victory.
Liang Xuan's heart pounded in his chest, but he refused to give in to fear. He glanced around, assessing his situation, searching for any means of escape. But the practitioners had chosen their ambush site well; he was trapped.
The leader of the Tall Tale practitioners, a man with cruel eyes and a twisted smile, stepped forward. "You've run far enough, boy," he sneered. "Did you really think you could escape us? We've been tracking you since Pumice. It's time to pay for your interference."
Liang Xuan's mind raced, his instincts screaming at him to fight, to flee, to do anything to escape this deadly trap. But he knew that he was outnumbered and outmatched. His hand tightened around the hunting knife given to him by the Appleoosa forces, a feeble weapon against the dark magic of his enemies.
The Tall Tale practitioners began to chant, their voices intertwining in a cacophony of dark magic. The air grew heavy, charged with malevolent energy, and Liang Xuan could feel the tendrils of their power reaching for him, seeking to ensnare him.
He looked into the eyes of his enemies, defiance burning in his gaze. "I will not bow to you," he spat, his voice steady despite the terror gnawing at his heart. "You may kill me, but you will never break me."
The leader's smile widened, his eyes filled with twisted delight. "Oh, we won't kill you, boy. We have other plans for you. You have something we want, something precious." His gaze flicked to Liang Xuan's bag, and realization dawned in Liang Xuan's mind. The crystal. They were after the crystal.
A new determination surged within him, and he knew that he could not let them have it. The crystal's power, its secrets, were his to protect.
With a sudden, reckless courage, Liang Xuan lunged forward, slashing at the leader with his hunting knife. The Tall Tale practitioner parried the attack with a burst of dark magic, sending Liang Xuan sprawling to the ground.
The other practitioners laughed, their voices a discordant symphony of malice. "Foolish boy," the leader sneered. "You cannot defeat us."
But Liang Xuan's desperate attack had created an opening, a brief moment of chaos in their formation. Seizing the opportunity, he scrambled to his feet and dashed for the trees, his only thought to escape, to survive.
The Tall Tale practitioners reacted quickly, their dark magic lashing out, seeking to ensnare him. But Liang Xuan was driven by sheer desperation, fueled by a determination to protect the crystal's secrets.
With a final burst of speed, he reached the trees, disappearing into the shadows of the Inferno Woods, the Tall Tale practitioners' furious shouts echoing behind him.
The chase was on again, the stakes higher than ever. But Liang Xuan knew that he could not falter, could not fail.
The crystal's secrets were his to protect, and he would stop at nothing to keep them safe.
Liang Xuan continued to run through the forest at full speed, for moments, he truly believed he had outrun his pursuers again.
Oh, but how wrong he was.
Liang Xuan reached another clearing, and just as he was deciding which way to turn, a ball of black energy landed next to him, sending him flying against the nearby trees.
Liang Xuan was losing consciousness, he did his best not to close his eyes and try to get to his feet, but his body failed him, it refused to move quickly enough.
“End of the line Kid,” said the leader as he appeared in the clearing followed by the other
Liang Xuan only grabbed his knife and pointed it at him
“Oh, look, he wants to be a hero!” the leader said as the other practitioners laugh maniacally
“Put the knife down kid, at least die showing you have brain cells,” said another practitioner
“He is a Dragonborn, of course, he doesn’t have any,” said another one as they all laugh
“Put the knife down, NOW!” said the leader as he took some steps toward Liang Xuan
“Put the knife down, or else,” the leader continued until they all heard something between the trees.
They all froze as they heard the sound get louder and louder
There was something coming towards them, a lot of something,
“What is that?” asked one practitioner
“I don’t know,” said another one
“Guards up guys!” said another
All of the practitioners formed a circle and looked around trying to find the responsible for the sound.
“I don’t see anything,” said another on
“Don’t get distracted, it might be… oh God!” said the leader as the sound got closer.

	
		Chapter 7: Inferno Woods Chase (part 2)



The five Tall Tale practitioners, Li Wei, Teng Bao, Du Xien, Liu Kang, and Wu Xing, found themselves surrounded by a pack of Timberwolves, their eyes glowing with an unnatural malevolence. The wolves' feral snarls filled the air, and their sharp teeth were bared, ready to attack.
"Form a circle, brothers! Hold them off!" Li Wei, the leader, commanded.
"I've never seen so many Timberwolves working together like this! This is madness!" Teng Bao replied, his eyes wide with fear.
"There's no retreat! We fight as one!" Li Wei barked back.
The Timberwolves lunged, and the battle was joined. Du Xien found himself struggling with a particularly large wolf. "Li Wei, help me here!" he called.
Li Wei charged forward, his sword cutting through the air as he sliced at the Timberwolf, freeing Du Xien. "Thanks, brother. That was too close," Du Xien gasped, his face pale.
"We must stand together!" Li Wei urged, his eyes scanning the battleground.
Wu Xing, the youngest of the group, observed the wolves' behavior with growing alarm. "They're working together, just like us. They're not ordinary wolves!"
"What are we going to do?" Teng Bao cried, his voice breaking with panic.
"We find higher ground! They're swarming us!" Liu Kang suggested, his voice grim.
The practitioners battled towards a rocky ledge, the Timberwolves relentless in their pursuit. "Watch your back, Wu Xing!" Du Xien shouted, saving the young practitioner from a sneak attack.
"That was too close for comfort!" Wu Xing exclaimed, his eyes wide with terror.
"We climb! Now!" Li Wei ordered, pointing to a steep cliff face.
"We'll never make it! They'll follow us!" Teng Bao objected.
"We make our stand here or we die trying! Climb!" Li Wei commanded.
The practitioners began their desperate ascent, fighting off the Timberwolves as they climbed, their hands slipping on the rough rocks, their breath ragged with exertion.
"Don't look down, brothers! Keep climbing!" Du Xien encouraged, his voice filled with determination.
"Almost there! Hurry!" Liu Kang called, reaching the top first.
With one last push, they reached the top, but the Timberwolves were still coming, scaling the rocks with unnatural agility.
"We've come this far! We will not die here!" Li Wei yelled, his voice echoing through the forest.
"We'll hold them off! Together!" Liu Kang added, his face set with resolve.
The Timberwolves reached the top, and the battle raged on, each practitioner fighting with renewed vigor, their swords flashing in the dim forest light. The clash of steel rang out as they battled the Timberwolves, working as a unified team, calling out warnings, encouraging each other, and fighting with a desperate intensity.
"Stand firm, Wu Xing! I'm here with you!" Liu Kang shouted, helping the young practitioner fend off a particularly vicious attack.
"We can do this! Together!" Wu Xing cried, his face flushed with determination.
"Teng Bao, watch out!" Du Xien warned, his sword cutting through a Timberwolf that had lunged at Teng Bao.
"Thank you, brother! We will survive this!" Teng Bao replied, his voice filled with gratitude.
Wu Xing stumbled, nearly losing his footing as a Timberwolf lunged at him. "I've got you!" Du Xien yelled, cutting down the creature and pulling Wu Xing to safety.
"We can't keep this up forever!" Liu Kang said, his voice hoarse. "They just keep coming!"
"Stay focused!" Li Wei commanded. "Teng Bao, to your right!"
Teng Bao turned, slashing at a Timberwolf that had tried to ambush him. "Good catch!"
"Don't thank me yet," Li Wei grunted, struggling with another wolf.
Liu Kang's sword clashed with a Timberwolf's teeth, the sound of metal on bone echoing in the air. "These creatures are relentless!"
"We need a plan," Du Xien said, breathing heavily.
"What kind of plan can we have? There's nowhere to run!" Wu Xing replied, his face pale.
"We need to outsmart them!" Teng Bao said, an idea forming in his mind.
"How?" Li Wei asked, intrigued but skeptical.
"Force them towards the edge! Use the cliff to our advantage!" Teng Bao explained.
A light of understanding dawned in Li Wei's eyes. "Good thinking! Everyone, pull back towards the cliff, but stay tight!"
The practitioners began to shift their formation, driving the Timberwolves towards the cliff's edge, using their teamwork to control the battlefield.
"Stay close!" Du Xien urged. "We need to control their movements!"
"They're adapting to our tactics!" Wu Xing warned, his voice tinged with fear.
"Then we adapt faster!" Li Wei shouted. "Teng Bao, now!"
Teng Bao lunged forward, slashing at a Timberwolf and sending it tumbling over the edge. "One down!"
"Keep it up!" Liu Kang encouraged. "We can do this!"
The battle grew more intense, the Timberwolves becoming more ferocious and cunning, the practitioners more desperate and determined.
"Watch out, Li Wei!" Du Xien called, intercepting a Timberwolf that had aimed for their leader.
"Thank you, Du Xien! Wu Xing, behind you!" Li Wei replied, his voice filled with urgency.
Wu Xing spun around, his sword cutting through the air as he parried the attack.
"Liu Kang, to your left!" Teng Bao shouted, his eyes darting across the chaotic scene.
The battle raged on, the practitioners fighting with everything they had, their voices calling out in warning and encouragement, their swords flashing in the dim light, their breath ragged with exertion.
As the Timberwolves fell one by one, the remaining creatures became more aggressive and unpredictable. The practitioners were pushed to their limits, their movements becoming more fluid and precise, their teamwork more instinctive.
The Timberwolves seemed to sense the practitioners' strategy and began to fight even more ferociously, lunging and snapping with renewed vigor.
"We're almost there!" Li Wei shouted, his voice rising above the din. "Hold the line!"
Teng Bao's sword met a Timberwolf's jaws, the impact sending shockwaves down his arm. "I don't know how much longer we can hold them!"
"Just a little longer!" Chen Feng encouraged, his voice straining with effort.
"Watch your step!" Wu Xing warned as they neared the cliff's edge. "One misstep and we're done for!"
"We won't falter!" Liu Kang declared, his eyes steely. "We fight as one!"
They fought on, the Timberwolves becoming more desperate, their attacks more wild and uncontrolled.
"Now!" Li Wei commanded, seeing an opening.
The practitioners acted as one, their swords flashing as they drove the Timberwolves back, using their superior tactics to force the creatures over the edge of the cliff.
"Push them back!" Chen Feng yelled, his voice triumphant.
"We've got them!" Teng Bao added, his face alight with determination.
The Timberwolves fell one by one, their snarls turning to cries of terror as they tumbled into the abyss.
"Last one!" Liu Kang shouted, lunging at the final Timberwolf.
The creature tried to evade, but Wu Xing was there to cut off its escape, driving it over the edge with a well-placed strike.
The practitioners stood panting, their faces pale, their bodies drenched in sweat, the sounds of the battle still ringing in their ears.
"We did it," Li Wei said, his voice filled with relief and pride. "We held them off."
"We fought as one," Chen Feng agreed, smiling despite his exhaustion. "We were unbreakable."
They looked around, the forest now eerily silent, the danger finally past.
"We should move on," Wu Xing said, his voice still tinged with fear. "Before more come."
"You're right," Li Wei said, nodding. "Let's go."
They moved on, leaving the battlefield behind, their steps weary but determined, their bond stronger than ever, their victory hard-won but complete.
As they made their way through the forest, the sun began to set, casting a golden glow over the trees, the shadows lengthening, the world slowly returning to normal.
They knew that the battle was over, but the war was far from won. They would have to face more challenges, more dangers, more enemies.
But they were ready. They were united. They were strong.
They were Tall Tale practitioners, and they would face whatever came next, together.
"We did it," Li Wei said, his voice filled with relief and pride, looking at his fellow practitioners. "But it was close."
"That was too close," Chen Feng agreed, his eyes wide with the memory of the battle. "But we held our ground. We held them off."
Teng Bao wiped sweat from his brow, nodding. "We were a good team out there. I knew we could do it."
Wu Xing looked down at his sword, stained with the battle. "It was a desperate fight. I didn't think we'd all make it."
Liu Kang placed a reassuring hand on Wu Xing's shoulder. "We made it because we fought together. We trusted each other. We can't forget that."
Li Wei looked around, surveying the area. "We need to move quickly. This place won't be safe for long."
"You're right," Chen Feng said, his voice serious. "We've won the battle, but there's still a war to fight. We can't afford to rest now."
"What's our next move?" Wu Xing asked, looking to Li Wei for guidance.
"We'll head for the rendezvous point," Li Wei said, his voice determined. "The Tall Tale practitioners will regroup there. We need to join them."
"And then what?" Teng Bao asked, his face etched with concern.
"Then we fight on," Liu Kang said, his eyes filled with resolve. "We continue the fight until we've won."
The others nodded, their faces set, their minds focused on the task ahead.
"Let's go," Li Wei said, leading the way. "We have a long journey ahead of us."
They moved through the forest, the shadows deepening, the path ahead uncertain, but their determination unbreakable.
As they walked, Teng Bao turned to Wu Xing. "Do you think we'll ever see the end of this war?"
Wu Xing looked thoughtful. "I don't know. But I know that we'll keep fighting until we do."
"That's all we can do," Chen Feng added, his voice filled with conviction. "We fight on, no matter what."
"That's what makes us Tall Tale practitioners," Liu Kang said, smiling. "We never give up. We never back down."
“YEAH!” they all said
All of a sudden Wu Xing looked around and said
“Hey… where is the kid?” 
The second she said that they all looked around
"OVER THERE!!" Wu Xing exclaimed, his eyes widening as he spotted a fleeting glimpse of the boy in the distance. "He escaped!"
The Tall Tale practitioners stopped in their tracks, exchanging shocked glances.
"We can't let him get away," Chen Feng said, his voice firm. "He's seen too much. He knows too much."
"We have to catch him," Li Wei added, his face set with determination. "We can't afford to let him go."
The chase was on once again, the practitioners sprinting through the forest, the underbrush cracking and snapping beneath their feet, their eyes locked on the distant figure of Liang Xuan as he darted between the trees.
"Kid, please, stop!" Liu Kang called out, his voice filled with urgency. "We won't hurt you! We just want to talk!"
But Liang Xuan didn't stop, didn't slow, his fear driving him on, his mind filled with panic.
"He's headed for the cliffs!" Teng Bao shouted, his voice tinged with alarm. "We have to stop him before he reaches the edge!"
The practitioners pushed themselves harder, their muscles burning, their breath coming in ragged gasps, their determination unwavering.
"KID!" Wu Xing yelled, his voice filled with desperation. "Stop! Please, just stop!"
But Liang Xuan wouldn't stop, wouldn't listen, his terror propelling him forward, his mind focused only on escape.
The cliffs loomed closer, the edge growing nearer, the danger escalating with every passing second.
"We're running out of time!" Chen Feng said, his voice filled with panic. "We have to catch him now!"
The practitioners closed the distance, their hearts pounding, their minds racing, knowing that they were running out of time, knowing that they had to catch Liang Xuan before it was too late.
"Reach him!" Li Wei commanded, his voice filled with urgency. "Reach him now!"
They were almost there, almost close enough to grab him, almost close enough to stop him.
"KID STOP!!" Liu Kang screamed, his voice filled with desperation, his hand outstretched, reaching for the boy.
But Liang Xuan was too fast, too scared, too determined to escape.
And then, with a cry of terror, he was gone, disappearing over the edge of the cliff, leaving the Tall Tale practitioners standing at the precipice, their faces filled with shock, their hearts filled with fear.
"He's gone," Teng Bao whispered, his voice filled with disbelief. "He's gone."
“No one would’ve survived that,” said Li Wei
“He was just a kid,” Liu Kang said as he looked at Li Wei
“A kid scout,” said Li Wei
“CAN YOU, FOR ONCE IN YOUR FUCKING LIFE, STOP ACTING AS IF THIS IS NORMAL!” Teng Bao said as he shoved Li Wei
“We have a mission!” said Li Wei in a defensive tone
“Our mission… is to win the battle, not kill everyone we see,” said Teng Bao
“We do this for the good of people,” said Li Wei
“What if this kid was one of our people?” asked Liu Kang said
“It was wrong to chase him, to begin with,” Chen Feng said as he looked over the edge
“It’s a war, people die, nothing we can do about it,” said Li Wei
“What if we didn’t fight?” said Liu Kang
“Then you’ll be a push-over, remember, politics have failed… they always do,” Li Wei said as he started to walk away
The rest of the group just looked over the edge.
“You guys coming or not?” said Li Wei as he continued to walk away
One by one, the other members of the group started to walk away
“Rest in peace, kid,” Du Xien said as he walked away.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
“G-God… that… is a… a long… drop…” Luang Xian said as he continued to climb the other side of the cliff.
After a few more minutes of climbing, Liang Xuan finally made it to the top.
“Well… that was accelerating,” said Liang Xuan as he looked around and saw a town in the distance. 
“Guilvons… almost there… well… back to the walking…”

	
		Chapter 8: One life makes a difference.



Tucked in the embrace of the mountains, Guilvons was once the glittering jewel of the Dragonlands. An important trade stopover, its streets thrummed with the sounds of barter, laughter, and lively chatter. Winding cobbled pathways snaked through the heart of the town, their stones worn smooth by countless footsteps of travelers, traders, and townspeople.
Elegant wooden structures lined the streets, each house boasting balconies that dripped with vibrant bougainvillea and ivy. Rich mahogany doors, embossed with tales of old, stood testament to the artistry of the townspeople. The town square, with its ornate fountain depicting a majestic dragon, was once the site of grand celebrations, the water shimmering under the lanterns hung from nearby trees.
On the outskirts, fields of golden grain danced in the breeze, surrounding Guilvons like a protective barrier. The marketplace was a riot of colors. Stalls overflowed with fabrics from distant lands, spices that tickled the nose, and trinkets that shimmered under the gentle sun.
But the war cast a shadow over Guilvons, as it did over much of the Dragonlands. The vibrancy faded, the laughter died down, and the once-bustling streets bore an eerie silence. Many homes stood vacant, their windows staring emptily onto streets that were now overtaken by wildflowers and creeping vines. The fountain in the town square no longer sang with the gurgle of water; its dragon statue, though still majestic, seemed to mourn the loss of its people.
Yet, in the quiet corners, life persisted. The resilient few, mostly elderly and children, carried on, keeping the heartbeat of Guilvons alive. They traded stories of its golden days, hopeful that one day, the town would reclaim its lost glory and its streets would resonate with life once more.
The resilience of the remaining inhabitants was evident in the simple gestures they made to keep the town's spirit alive. Every morning, old Mr. Liu would sweep the square, ensuring the space was free of leaves and debris, while young Lifen would water the plants in the neighborhood, her giggles echoing through the silent lanes. Mrs. Zhang, an elderly woman with wisdom etched into her wrinkles, often sat outside her house, knitting colorful scarves and sharing tales of Guilvons' grandeur with the children, ensuring the next generation knew of their town's legacy.
Though many establishments were shuttered, the heart of the town - its local teahouse - remained open. Here, beneath the faded red lanterns, residents congregated to sip on traditional Dragonland tea and reminisce about the past. The steam from the tea mingled with their warm breaths and stories, weaving an atmosphere of nostalgia and longing.
In one quiet alley, the scent of freshly baked bread wafted through the air. The local bakery, operated by the Chen family for generations, refused to close its doors. Their determination to serve the town was palpable. Every loaf they baked was a testament to their hope and belief in better days.
However, it wasn't just the physical remnants of Guilvons that told its story. If one paused to listen, the gentle wind carried whispers of its rich past. From the soft rustle of the trees in the orchard, reminding passersby of the once-thriving fruit trade, to the distant call of a bird echoing memories of lively market days.
In the backdrop, the mountains stood tall, protective sentinels that had witnessed the rise and fall of Guilvons. Their peaks, often shrouded in mist, held secrets and stories of centuries gone by. They had seen traders cross their paths, wars that had raged, and lovers who had sworn eternal vows in their shadow. The mountains were the silent guardians, hoping and waiting for the day when Guilvons would once again rise from its slumber and echo with the laughter, life, and spirit it was once known for.
Nestled within the heart of Guilvons was an old emporium that bore the symbol of a phoenix – a sign of rebirth and transformation. This was the famed Liang Emporium, once the pride of Guilvons. Wu Mei, Liang Xuan's grandmother, and her husband’s families had established it decades ago. Its ornate wooden doors inlaid with intricate carvings of dragons and phoenixes in flight, had welcomed traders from far and wide.
Within its walls, the emporium was a treasure trove. From silken garments that whispered tales of ancient weavers to jars of rare medicinal herbs sourced from the most remote mountain terrains, Liang and Mei’s Emporium had it all. Traders and merchants would flock to the emporium, their eyes gleaming with excitement and wonder at the unique artifacts from different parts of the Dragonlands. The emporium's reputation was such that a visit to Guilvons was deemed incomplete without purchasing a trinket or two from the Liang establishment.
In the center of the store stood a grand counter, behind which Wu Mei often sat, her eyes sharp and discerning, yet always with a warm twinkle. She was known not just for her impeccable business acumen but also for her generous heart. Many a time, she'd slip an extra trinket into a child's hand or offer medicines at no cost to those in dire need.
However, with the war and the ensuing troubles, the emporium had seen its share of challenges. The once-crowded store was now often silent, with only the soft ticking of an antique clock to fill the void. Yet, the emporium stood as a testament to Wu Mei's indomitable spirit. Despite the dwindling footfall, she kept the doors open, tending to the few customers who wandered in, possibly drawn by the memories of better days.
Above the emporium was the living quarters where Wu Mei resided. The rooms were filled with memorabilia – photographs of her younger days, sketches drawn by her late son, and a grand portrait of her with her husband, both in their prime, standing proudly in front of their beloved establishment. As Guilvons faced its decline, Wu Mei too felt the weight of solitude and grief, particularly in the quiet of night when the memories of her lost loved ones felt almost palpable.
In the dim light of her room, the silence surrounding her, Wu Mei began to speak softly, almost as if she were afraid to disturb the memories she held dear.
"It's been years, hasn't it, Jian? Remember when we first opened the doors to our emporium, after my parents left it to me? How you insisted on the phoenix symbol, believing it would bring us good fortune? How we laughed when that first customer walked in, his shoes still muddy from the rains, and left with a smile and our finest silk robe. Oh, the days we spent, you, me, and our little Liang Dong, building our dreams one sale at a time."
She paused, her fingers tracing an old photograph on the nightstand. "Liang Dong's first steps were right here in the emporium. He'd waddle from one shelf to another, a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. He grew up right before our eyes, didn't he? Chasing the cats, helping the customers, and even once trying to sell that old vase for a ridiculously high price! Oh, how we laughed!"
A tear slid down her cheek. "But not every memory brings warmth, does it? The days the wars began... the nights we'd hear distant screams and rumbling cannons. How we'd huddle together, hoping and praying it wouldn't touch our Guilvons. Our sweet Liang Dong always wanted to be the brave one, to stand and fight for our home. The terror in your eyes, Jian, the day he decided to join the army. How you begged him to reconsider. And that fateful letter... The one that broke both our hearts. Our boy... gone."
She swallowed hard, trying to push past the pain. "You left soon after, Jian. Not in body, but in spirit. The spark in your eyes dimmed. The laughter, the joy, all faded. It felt as if the universe was taking everything from me. First our son, then you. The emporium, our shared dream, began to crumble, and with it, my will to continue."
She looked at the closed door, the weight of loneliness pressing down on her. "Some days I wonder if the phoenix will rise again. If the ashes of our past can give birth to a new beginning. But every morning, as I open those ornate doors, I'm reminded of the love we shared, the dreams we built. It's been so lonely, Jian. Some days, I wish to join you and Liang Dong. To leave this world of pain behind."
A choked sob escaped her lips. "But perhaps, just perhaps, there's still a glimmer of hope left. A reason to stay, to keep the memories alive." She clutched the photograph tighter, her monologue ending in a whisper, "For you, for Liang Dong, for our family."
Wu Mei took a deep breath, each exhale echoing the weight of her heart's sorrows. "Oh, Jian, do you recall the festivals? How Liang Dong would be so excited, running around with that paper dragon he loved so much? Those were the times when the streets of Guilvons would come alive, weren't they? The lanterns glowed like a thousand stars, our emporium shimmering in their light. I remember the warmth of your hand as we watched our son, the joy in our hearts palpable."
"Yet even in those joyous times, there were shadows. Like the day the moneylenders came, their cold eyes and colder intentions. We fought, didn’t we? Not just against them, but with each other, trying to protect our dream, our sanctuary. You worked day and night, even when sickness took you. The dedication, the unyielding spirit you showed, I've never forgotten."
She let out a wistful sigh, "There were nights when I'd watch you, crafting, mending, tending to the emporium even in your frail state, and I'd wonder how I became so lucky to share my life with someone so steadfast, so loving. But with all the good came the bitter truths. The world outside changing, the war coming closer, and Liang Dong's departure... It left scars, ones that have yet to heal."
Brushing away a tear, she murmured, "Sometimes, I'd sit by the window, watching the children play outside, their laughter echoing Liang Dong's. And I'd imagine a world where he returned, walking through the doors, your face lighting up with that rare, genuine smile."
"It's strange, isn't it? How memories can be both a salve and a torment. How they can bring warmth, yet chill you to the bone with their absence. Sometimes, I find solace in them; other times, they're a cruel reminder of what we've lost."
"And now, here I am, in this echoing emptiness, wondering if there’s any purpose left for me. The emporium, once our pride, stands as a testament to our love, our dreams. Yet, I can't help but feel it's also a symbol of my solitude, of the family I once had, of the life that once was."
"Jian, my love, if only you were here to guide me, to tell me there’s a tomorrow worth living for. In this silence, in this vastness, I yearn for a sign, for a whisper of hope, something to tether me to this world."
Wu Mei's voice trembled, barely a whisper now, but heavy with the weight of her heartache. "Each morning, Jian, I wake up and for a fleeting second, I forget. I expect to find you beside me, to hear Liang Dong's laughter from the next room. But reality crashes down quickly. It’s that sharp, cold stab of remembrance, a reminder of the gaping void that has settled where once my heart was full."
"Every corner of this town, every stone, every tree, carries an imprint of our past. It's like walking through a tapestry of memories that only serve to underscore the silence that surrounds me now. Sometimes, when the pain becomes unbearable, I venture to the places we never visited, trying to find an inch of space untouched by memories of us. But escape seems impossible."
"The emporium, our dream, it feels like a haunting now. The artifacts still gleam, and the silks still shimmer, but it’s all in a suspended state like time forgot to move forward within those walls. How many times have I thought of selling it, leaving it all behind, trying to outpace the memories? But where would I go? This place, our love, it's in my very bones."
"And every evening, as the sun dips below the horizon, casting long, melancholic shadows, I sit and wonder if there's anything left for me in this world. Any shred of purpose, any flicker of hope. At times, the thought of fading away, of letting go, becomes so enticing. Like a sweet release from this relentless pain. Every day, the struggle to find a reason, any reason, grows harder."
"Friends tell me to be strong, that time will heal. But what is strength when the very core of one's being feels hollowed out? How much time does one need to mend a heart that’s been shattered again and again? The future seems so bleak, and there are moments, many moments, Jian, when I wish I could just close my eyes and join you, wherever you are."
"I yearn for a sign, any sign. A reason to believe that there's more to my existence than this ceaseless grief. That perhaps, there's still some purpose left for me in this vast, echoing emptiness."

MEANWHILE AT THE OTHER SIDE OF TOWN
Liang Xuan's footsteps echoed through the near-empty streets of Guilvons, every turn a new hope and every alley a potential clue. The vast expanse of the town seemed to be both a maze and an open field – a paradox in its desolation. The few townsfolk he passed were too engrossed in their own affairs, with weary eyes and hunched shoulders, indicative of the weight of lives lived in constant uncertainty.
He approached a worn-out signpost, peeling paint barely revealing its original intent, hoping it would offer some guidance. But like much in the town, it was a relic of the past, no longer serving its original purpose.
Desperate for some sense of direction, he approached an elderly man who was seated outside a dilapidated teahouse, nursing a cup of tea that had long since cooled. The old man's gaze was distant, lost in memories, or perhaps just the fog of age.
“Excuse me, sir,” Liang Xuan began, trying to bridge the distance with a polite bow, “I'm looking for Wu Mei. She's my grandmother. Do you know where I might find her?”
The old man looked up, his eyes taking a moment to focus, then recognition dawned. “Wu Mei? The emporium owner's wife? Why are you looking for her?”
Liang Xuan hesitated for a moment, wondering how much to reveal. "She's my family. I’ve traveled far to find her.”
The elderly man stared at him for what seemed like an eternity, his gaze penetrating, searching for truth in the young man's eyes. “Follow this road,” he finally said, pointing with a shaky hand down a winding lane, “Take the third right. You’ll find the Wu Emporium there. But be cautious; she's been through much.”
The old man, sensing Liang Xuan's urgency, gestured for him to sit beside him for a moment. Though anxious, Liang Xuan obliged, sensing there was more to be said.
“You know, Wu Mei and her husband were once the heart of this town,” the elderly man began, his voice carrying a weight of nostalgia. “The emporium was more than just a shop. It was a gathering place for all, where stories were exchanged as often as goods. They brought life to Guilvons.”
He took a deep sigh, looking down at his wrinkled hands, clasping the teacup. “But the wars changed everything. They took her husband and son, and since then, Wu Mei has been a shadow of herself. She mostly keeps to herself these days, burdened by her memories.”
Liang Xuan's heart tightened as he listened, the weight of his grandmother's grief becoming palpable. The old man continued, “I remember how they celebrated the Spring Festival every year at the emporium. It was a sight to behold. Lanterns hanging from every corner, children laughing, music filling the air... But these days, it’s silent. She hasn't celebrated in years.”
He leaned closer, eyes filled with empathy, “You must be prepared, young man. The grief has consumed her, but your presence might be the light she needs. Tread gently and give her time.”
Liang Xuan swallowed hard, appreciating the depth of the old man's words. "Thank you," he murmured, his voice choked with emotion. "I will remember."
The old man patted him on the back, a comforting gesture that spoke volumes. "May the winds be in your favor, young traveler."
With renewed determination, Liang Xuan rose, heading towards the emporium, hoping to heal the wounds of the past and bring life back to both his grandmother and the town.
After a few minutes of walking Liang Xuan saw the sign the old man was talking about.
“Liang and Mei’s emporium,” he said as he jogged towards the front door of the now run-down and dilapidated emporium.
Just as he was about to knock on the door, a sense of panic took over him, and as if there was something within him telling him to run away, Liang Xuan, took a few steps back and began to walk up and down the street.
As Liang Xuan trudged through the now desolate streets of Guilvons, his heart weighed heavily with a torrent of emotions. The sun was setting, casting long shadows, and a soft amber glow permeated the surroundings, setting the backdrop for his internal battle.
"Is this really the right decision?" he pondered internally, feeling the grip of uncertainty tightens around him. "What if she doesn't recognize me? What if the trauma of losing her son, my father, has built walls too high for her to see past?"
"Perhaps she's moved on, found solace in the peace of solitude, and my sudden appearance would only serve as a reminder of the pain she’s tried so desperately to forget."
"Would she even believe me?" the young boy continued, grappling with his fears. "Would the parchment with my Liangeage suffice as evidence, or would it just come across as a cruel ruse to her already battered heart?"
Liang Xuan's steps grew hesitant. The idea of a loving reunion, something he'd clung to throughout his perilous journey, now seemed like a distant dream, replaced by a creeping fear of rejection. The stakes had never felt higher.
"She's the only family I have left," he whispered to himself. "But what if I'm just a ghost from the past to her, a painful reminder of a time she's been trying to escape?"
His mind raced, the weight of the impending reunion pressing on him. The houses, the trees, everything seemed to close in on him, echoing his own inner turmoil. Taking a deep breath, he steeled himself, reminding himself of the purpose of his journey. Whatever awaited him, he had to face it, not for his sake alone but for the family he hoped to reconnect with.
As he walked, the sounds of the village, once filled with the small, almost dead, bustle of trade and life, seemed strangely muffled to him, as if his own apprehension created a barrier between him and the world around him. The silhouette of children playing in the distance, though blurry through his teary eyes, reminded him of his younger days, days before the war, before the loss, before everything changed. He missed the simpler times when the hardest decision was which game to play.
"But what if she sees me as a burden?" he thought, his self-doubt returning, stronger than before. "After all, she's lived without me for years. Maybe she's found comfort in her loneliness, a solace I might disrupt."
He recalled the stories his father used to tell him about his grandmother, Wu Mei - tales of her resilience, her strength, and most of all, her boundless love for family. Would that love still encompass him, especially when she believed all was lost?
Liang Xuan stopped at a small fountain, its waters still flowing amidst the decay that surrounded it. He splashed some on his face, hoping the cold sensation would chase away his overwhelming emotions. "You've come this far," he muttered to himself, "You can't back out now. Not when you're this close."
He straightened up, taking another deep breath. The village's lanterns began to be light up, casting a warm glow upon the cobblestone paths, leading him onward. He couldn't help but feel that each light represented a beacon of hope, guiding him towards his destination.
With newfound determination, Liang Xuan pressed on. Whether his grandmother accepted him or not, he owed it to himself, and to his Liangeage, to face the culmination of his journey. The stories of his family, and the legacy of love and sacrifice, propelled him forward. Every step was a testament to their shared history, and he would see it through, come what may.

BACK AT THE EMPORIUM
As the shadows of the evening lengthened and merged with the dim light of her home, Wu Mei sat down, her hands trembling slightly as she clutched the worn-out picture frame holding the smiles of her lost family. The weight of her grief pressed down on her like a thousand stones.
"Why am I still here?" she wondered, "What purpose do I serve in this vast, indifferent universe when the two people I cherished the most were so brutally taken from me?"
The walls of her home, once filled with the echoing laughter of loved ones, now seemed to close in on her, each brick a testament to the loneliness and despair she felt. The silence was deafening, each tick of the old clock on her wall like a hammer striking her heart.
"So many years have passed," her thoughts wandered, "Each day, a mirror of the one before, an endless cycle of waking, existing, sleeping... for what? For whom?"
She remembered the days when her husband would pull her into a slow dance in the middle of their living room, both laughing like children and the nights when they would all sit under the stars, sharing stories of old legends and dreams of the future. A tear rolled down her cheek as the memory of her son's innocent laughter filled her ears, a haunting reminder of a happiness that seemed now so distant.
"Everywhere I look, I see them," she whispered to herself, her voice choked with emotion, "Their memories haunt my every waking moment, reminding me of all that I've lost. And the pain... it's too much to bear." as she looked around her room and an idea popped into her head.
She slowly stood up, making her way towards the door, grabbing her hunting equipment as she went. The weight of her sorrow seemed to anchor her to the ground, each step heavier than the last. Thoughts of ending the anguish once and for all consumed her mind. A world without them felt empty and bleak. Perhaps in another life, they would be together again.
"If there’s any mercy in this universe," she thought with despair, "Let it grant me the peace I so desperately seek."
As she reached out to the door handle, ready to step out and end her suffering, fate intervened in the most unexpected way. The door opened from the other side, revealing a young face, familiar yet different, a face that bore the legacy of love, hope, and perseverance. The past and the present collided in a moment of profound realization.
Wu Mei looked at the new presence with confusion for a few seconds, but before she could brush off the kid before her, thinking he was a customer, she heard the sentence that changed her life forever again.
“Hi Grandma, I’m home,” Liang Xuan said as he took the parchments of paper that showed his personal information.
Wu Mei, stood there, frozen, and confused, the kid’s words repeating themselves in her mind over and over again.
Her trance ended for a second and she noticed the kid holding some parchments.
Wu Mei slowly and carefully took the papers and began to read them.
Every line made her eyes widen and become teary until she reached the part that mentioned her name, confirming everything.
After finishing, she slowly looked down at Liang Xuan, who was starting to look concerned, thinking that she was not going to accept him.
Liang Xuan was about to open his mouth and say something, but before he could even start Wu Mei fell to her knees and hugged him tightly as tears began to escape her eyes.
“Welcome home, dear… welcome home,” she said as she started to cry and sob loudly as Liang Xuan hugged her back.
For once in his life, he felt what he had always wanted to feel… true family love.
For the first time, he felt and knew, that he truly belonged.

	
		Chapter 9: Rebuilding a Family Legacy



The house exuded an air of nostalgia, filled with relics from the past and heirlooms that whispered of stories long untold. Intricate paintings hung on the walls, depicting brave hunters and mythical creatures from old tales. Wooden beams overhead creaked softly with age, and the air was rich with the scent of aged wood and dried herbs.
"Please, sit," Wu Mei instructed as she led Liang Xuan to an antique dining table, its surface polished by countless years of use. She pulled out a chair for him, its legs scraping gently against the wooden floor.
With practiced ease, Wu Mei began preparing a meal in her traditional kitchen. The familiar sounds of chopping, sizzling, and boiling water harmonized, building a culinary symphony. Before long, she set a spread before Liang Xuan: a steaming bowl of rice, a pot of herbal soup, tender meat stew, and a plate of sautéed vegetables, the aroma filling the room.
Liang Xuan hesitated, taking in the feast before him. His stomach growled in response, but he was unsure where to begin.
"Go on, eat up," Wu Mei said with a smile, her eyes twinkling like stars in a clear night sky. 
“Liang Xuan, how did you make it here?”
He began hesitantly, taking a bite of the meat stew. The flavors exploded in his mouth—savory, with a hint of sweetness and a touch of spice. The comfort of the meal encouraged him, and he began to relay his tale.
"You see, Grandma," he started, using the rice to gather up bits of stew, "my life has been one of mystery and solitude. The orphanage was my home, a place of both happiness and sorrow." He recounted the playful days, the friends he had made, and the dreams that filled his nights.
"But today," he said, pausing to sip the herbal soup, which warmed him from the inside out, "everything shifted. I encountered the Tall Tale practitioners." His hands became animated as he described the heart-stopping chase through the Inferno Woods, how he had felt the piercing eyes of the practitioners on his back, the terrifying moments when he believed he had reached the end, and his surprising escape.
Wu Mei's gaze never wavered. She listened intently, absorbing every word, every emotion. She occasionally reached across the table, her hand patting Liang Xuan's, a silent promise of support and understanding.
He spoke of the encounter with the Timberwolves, their ferocious beauty, and the dire moments at the waterfall's edge, where hope had almost vanished.
By the time Liang Xuan had finished, the weight in the room was palpable. But as he looked up, he saw tears of pride in Wu Mei's eyes. "Liang Xuan," she murmured, "life has thrown you many challenges, but here you are. Home. And together, we'll face any trials ahead."
They shared a moment, the bond between them strengthening. The past's shadows seemed a little less dark, with hope lighting the way forward.
The two continued to dine in silence for a few minutes, each lost in their thoughts. The warmth of the meal seemed to seep into their very souls, fortifying them against the harsh memories they had shared. The flickering candlelight cast gentle shadows on the walls, its soft glow adding a cozy ambiance to the room.
Wu Mei refilled Liang Xuan's soup bowl, a thoughtful expression on her face. "Liang Xuan," she began softly, "all these challenges you've faced, the way you've handled them with such tenacity... It reminds me so much of your father."
He looked up, eyes searching hers for more, a thirst for understanding and connection evident. "Tell me about him," he whispered.
She smiled, sadness tinting the edges. "Your father, Liang Dong, was one of the bravest men I knew. Like you, he had an adventurous spirit. When he was just a little older than you are now, he would often accompany your grandfather and me into the Phosphorus Woods for hunts. We too sought out rare ingredients for our emporium."
Liang Xuan leaned forward, captivated. "Did he... Did he ever talk about my mother?"
Wu Mei hesitated, collecting her memories. "Only once. They had met during one of his travels when he went to the capital for a martial arts tournament. Your mother was mysterious, always careful and protective of her past. She gave him a pendant, something she said would keep him safe. And when he came back to Guilvons, he always wore it close to his heart."
Absorbed in the revelation, Liang Xuan's hand unconsciously moved to his neck, feeling the pendant that hung there, passed down to him after his father's demise. The intricate design seemed to pulse with life, a tangible link to his family's history.
Wu Mei continued, "I never got to know her name. She was like a fleeting shadow in Liang Dong's life, but her presence was profound. They had a love that was rare, but the war and its dark tentacles reached even them."
“H-how did my father die?” asked Liang Xuan
Wu Mei took a deep breath, the weight of the story she was about to share evident in her posture. She looked into Liang Xuan's eyes, gauging the depth of his desire to know, understanding the pain it might cause him.
The room was illuminated only by the soft glow of a single candle, its flame dancing gracefully in the quiet atmosphere. The aging wooden table between Wu Mei and Liang Xuan was scattered with remnants of their earlier meal—empty bowls and spoons, crumbs of bread. The sounds of Guilvons outside had settled into a gentle hum of nighttime activity.
Wu Mei took a deep breath, the weight of the story she was about to share evident in her posture. She looked into Liang Xuan's eyes, gauging the depth of his desire to know, understanding the pain it might cause him.
“Your father, Liang Dong, was a hero in every sense of the word,” she began, her voice trembling slightly with emotion. "But before I tell you about his end, you must know the kind of man he was."
She paused, memories flooding back. "Liang Dong was not just brave, but kind-hearted, always ready to help anyone in need. His reputation in Stonewood was that of a protector. People looked up to him, not just because of our family's legacy, but because of the man he had become."
Liang Xuan's gaze never wavered, his thirst for knowledge evident in his attentive posture.
"The day it happened," Wu Mei continued, "Stonewood was buzzing with activity. The town was hosting a festival, and people from neighboring villages had come to join the celebration. The streets were filled with laughter, music, and the scent of delicious food… to what I understand, he went there to meet with your mother, who had something to show him… I added the dots, and I believe that surprise… was you"
She paused, taking a shaky breath. "But as dusk approached, the merriment was shattered. The Tall Tale practitioners, believing there were spies in the village, launched a surprise attack."
Tears welled in her eyes as she continued. "Chaos erupted. Flames consumed homes. The laughter and music of the festival were replaced with screams of terror. But in the midst of this pandemonium, your father stood tall. He organized evacuation routes, led groups to safety, and even confronted some of the attackers, drawing their attention to give others a chance to escape."
She wiped a tear from her cheek, her voice breaking. "Liang Dong managed to save almost every single person in the town. But as the final group was making their escape, a practitioner recognized him and targeted him specifically. He faced the attacker head-on, allowing the last of the villagers to flee to safety. That was the last time anyone saw him alive."
Liang Xuan's eyes glistened with tears of his own, his heart heavy with the weight of his father's sacrifice. For a few moments, the room was silent, save for the gentle crackling of the candle flame.
Finally, Liang Xuan spoke, his voice thick with emotion. "He was a true hero. I only hope I can live up to his legacy."
Wu Mei reached across the table, taking Liang Xuan's hand in hers. "You already are, Liang Xuan. In your determination, your courage, and your heart, I see so much of him."
“What about Grandpa?” asked Liang Xuan
The sun had dipped below the horizon, casting the room in twilight shadows, with only the amber glow from the fireplace providing a semblance of warmth. Wu Mei settled herself in the old rocking chair, its creaks harmonizing with the gentle pop and crackle of the fire. She took a moment, gazing deeply into its flickering dance, as if finding the courage in its embers.
Liang Xuan sat opposite her, on a wooden stool, his posture tense in anticipation. The two had shared many stories tonight, but this one had been a long time coming. There was a palpable tension in the room, the weight of unspoken words and memories hanging thickly between them.
After what seemed like an eternity, Wu Mei began, her voice quivering with the ghosts of the past. "Your grandfather, Liang Jin, was a man of principles. Bold, astute, and not one to back down from what he believed was right. It was this very nature that eventually drew unwanted attention to him."
She continued, her eyes distant, lost in memories. "In those days, tensions were mounting. The Tall Tale practitioners were rising in power, and their distrust towards outsiders, particularly those with knowledge, was escalating. They believed that such individuals could be spies, saboteurs."
Drawing a shaky breath, she added, "One fateful day, Liang Jin was approached by a group of practitioners in the town square. They accused him of being a spy, citing his frequent travels and vast network of contacts. Your grandfather, ever the dignified man, neither confirmed nor denied these accusations. He simply stated that truth would always find its way."
Liang Xuan's grip tightened on the arms of his stool, his knuckles white.
Wu Mei's voice broke as she continued, "That evening, they came for him. I remember the knock on our door, the cold wind that swept in, bringing with it a group of shadowy figures. They took him away, and he... he never returned. Days later, we found out that he had been executed, labeled a traitor without a fair trial."
The silence that followed was suffocating. The gravity of Wu Mei's revelations pressed heavily on Liang Xuan's chest.
Finally, breaking the silence, Wu Mei whispered, "Your grandfather was no spy. He was a man of honor, of integrity. And he died holding onto those values. I want you to remember him for the man he was, not for the lies that took him from us."
Liang Xuan nodded slowly, tears glistening in his eyes. "I will, Grandma," he said, his voice choked with emotion. "I promise."
There was a somber pause as both took a moment to honor the memories of the departed.
Then, attempting to lighten the mood, Liang Xuan inquired, "What was the emporium like? Did you and Grandpa have any adventures?"
Wu Mei chuckled, the lines on her face crinkling with mirth. "Oh, the tales I could tell! Each item in our store had its story, and every hunt was an adventure. The Phosphorus Woods is no ordinary forest, however, I believe that is a story for another day, it’s late, and you must go to sleep, come, I’ll show you to your room,” said Wu Mei
LATER THAT NIGHT
Liang Xuan was nestled deeply within the folds of his blanket, the soft hum of the night outside creating a tranquil atmosphere. But just as he was teetering on the edge of a deep sleep, a faint murmur, almost a whisper, reached his ears. He frowned, trying to discern the source of the noise.
Slowly, carefully, he swung his legs off the side of the bed, letting the cool wooden floor touch his feet. The murmuring grew louder, clearer, and a sense of unease washed over him. Following the sound, he padded softly towards the door, taking care not to alert anyone of his movements.
The door was slightly ajar, allowing a sliver of soft light to spill out into the hallway. Curiosity piqued, Liang Xuan gently pushed the door further open and quietly walked down the hall.
As he tiptoed closer to the living room, the voice became more distinct. "Just these few coins... and a little jewelry. It won't last. It can't last..." The sound of metal coins clinking together punctuated the air.
In the dimly lit room, illuminated only by the gentle flicker of a single candle, sat Wu Mei. She was hunched over a table, a sea of papers spread out before her, her fingers nervously tapping a rhythm on the wood. Liang Xuan could see a worn-out leather chest opened beside her, its contents - a small pile of coins and a few bits of jewelry - pitifully meager.
"...only a few weeks left..." Wu Mei muttered, the strain evident in her voice, "I can't let him starve, not after everything. What was I thinking, closing the emporium? Giving away all our possessions?"
She sighed heavily, rubbing her temples, the weight of her worries evident in every line on her face.
Liang Xuan, hidden in the shadows, felt a pang of sympathy. He hadn't realized the gravity of the situation. He had been so engrossed in his own sorrows and revelations that he hadn't seen the strain his grandmother was under.
Before he could step forward and comfort her, Wu Mei continued, "How do I take care of a child with nothing left? I've failed him, just as I failed my son."
The tranquility of the Guilvons night was interrupted by a murmur, a whisper of words that seemed out of place in the silent house. Liang Xuan's eyes, heavy with sleep just moments ago, fluttered open as his ears strained to catch the sound. It was a soft, anxious voice, one that he recognized all too well.
Sliding off the bed, he pressed his feet against the cold wooden floor, shivering slightly from the sudden change in temperature. Moving stealthily, like a panther in the shadows, he approached his bedroom door, leaving it slightly ajar so as not to make any noise.
As he tiptoed closer to the living room, the voice became more distinct. "Just these few coins... and a little jewelry. It won't last. It can't last..." The sound of metal coins clinking together punctuated the air.
Peeking around the corner, Liang Xuan saw his grandmother, Wu Mei. The candlelight painted her face with an amber glow, highlighting the deep lines of worry that marred her once-smooth skin. She was poring over an old, worn ledger, her fingers brushing against numbers and calculations while her other hand clutched a tiny money chest, its contents scattered on the table.
"Closing the emporium... Why did I?" Wu Mei whispered to herself, a single tear escaping her eye and landing on the ledger, smudging the ink. "How can I provide for Liang Xuan? This... this isn't enough."
She looked around the room, her gaze settling on a portrait of a younger version of herself with a proud, smiling man by her side. "I'm sorry, dear," she murmured, her voice breaking. "I thought I was making the right choices, for our family... for our legacy."
Wu Mei looked around the room, pondering what to do next she felt something odd in the atmosphere around her
She then looked behind her and smiled
“I know you’re there Liang Xuan, come out… eavesdropping is not courteous,” Wu Mei said 
Liang Xuan felt a lump forming in his throat. The weight of his grandmother's sacrifices, her despair, and the daunting reality of their situation was becoming clearer by the moment.
Gathering courage, he stepped into the candlelight, "Grandmother?"
Wu Mei turned to face Liang Xuan and smiled, "Liang Xuan, You should be resting."
He moved closer, pulling out a chair and sitting opposite her. "I heard you," he confessed softly. "We're in this together, remember?"
A melancholic smile touched Wu Mei's lips, "Always trying to be the grown-up, just like your father."
Liang Xuan reached out, placing his hand over hers, "We'll figure it out. We always do." The unspoken promise hung in the air between them, binding the two generations together in their shared hope and determination.
“How did you know I was there?” asked Liang Xuan
“I am a huntress, I may not be able to use magic, but my perception of the world is different and my senses are heighten, mainly do to years of training and hunting in the forest,” said Wu Mei
“Cool,” said Liang Xuan
“Indeed… but that isn’t going to help us,” said Wu Mei
Liang Xuan gazed thoughtfully at the dim corners of the room.
The room itself bore silent testament to its former glory; shelves once filled with rare trinkets and artifacts now lay empty, and faded signs promoting unique finds from the Phosphorus Woods adorned the walls.
Suddenly, an idea began to take root. "Grandmother," he began hesitantly, "why don't we reopen the emporium?"
Wu Mei looked at him, startled. "Liang Xuan, the times have changed. The war has driven many out of Guilvons. The once busy streets now lie almost deserted. And with the war, come stricter rules, patrols, and inspections. Reopening the emporium now would be..."
"Dangerous, I know," he interrupted softly. "But think about it, with so many practitioners in need of supplies, especially those unique to Phosphorus Woods, there's an opportunity here. We have the knowledge, the location, and you have the experience."
Wu Mei sighed, rubbing her temples. "It's not just about the supplies, dear. With the war, people are scared, they aren't venturing out. Plus, the Tall Tale practitioners have eyes everywhere. They've grown more suspicious of neutral towns like ours."
Liang Xuan leaned forward, a fire in his eyes. "That's exactly why we should do it. The war has created a void, and we can fill it. We have connections in the neighboring towns, we can start with a delivery service. And, if the rumors are true, the war is turning. People are growing tired of the Tall Tales' tyrannical ways. There's a change in the air, grandmother, I can feel it."
Wu Mei thought about it for a second but then shook her head in disagreement.
“The delivery service would not work, we’ll have to go all the way to the capital to even get a license that allows us to operate a delivery service, not to mention, with the war as it is, there is great distrust… plus, there is no one in town who we can hire to take care of the deliveries,” she said
“There must be a way,” said Liang Xuan
“Also, to reopen the emporium will have to find many items, and the last time the emporium was open 70% of our sales came from selling items that your grandfather bought in other cities… the Phosphorous woods have a lot of important items and materials, but they have never been in high demand,” said Wu Mei
Liang Xuan got up and began to pace back and forth in the room, thinking, trying to remember everything he had learned in the orphanage and during his adventure.
Wu Mei looked at him with amazement, the way he paced, his expression, and his whole demeanor while thinking, removed any last drop of doubt in her heart that he might be lying.
“He looks just like his father… and his grandfather,” she thought as she looked at him
“THAT’S IT!” Liang Xuan said with a glimmer in his eyes
“What is?” asked Wu Mei
“What do practitioners look for the most nowadays?” he said
Wu Mei thought about it hard, it had been months since she last paid attention to the world around her to that degree
“Sorry, dear, it seems my old brain is faltering,” Wu Mei said with a small smile
“You’re in your late 30s, how is that old?” asked Liang Xuan
“I just don’t have an answer,” she said 
“They need materials!” Liang Xuan said
Wu Mei stared at him, trying to add the dots
“For weapon, and armor refinement, and they need ingredients for pill making… to add to this, they need weapons, armor, and pills in general,” Liang Xuan said 
Wu Mei started to nod her head in agreement as she thought about what he said
“And where is the best location to find materials in the Dragonlands?” Liang Xuan asked
“The Great Formida forest near Magmapolis,” said Wu Mei
“Ok, second best,” said Liang Xuan
“Magnesium lake and forest, near Obsidian peaks and Katastrophe,” said Wu Mei
“Third,” Liang Xuan said in a deadpan voice
“The Phosphorus Woods!” Wu Mei said as she jumped up from her seat
“That’s it, there are many medicinal plants, special woods, and even caves within those woods, not to mention all of the magical beasts that live within it,” Liang Xuan said
“That may work… but it means I’d have to leave for a month, maybe more, but that would only solve some problems…” Wu Mei said as she got up and found her old gear and her storage orbs.
“Which problems are left?” asked Liang Xuan
“... you mentioned that practitioners are looking for material, that part is easy, you go out and collect, but… they also need ready-made pills, weapons, and armor… but… I don’t know how to forge… nor do I possess the magical power or knowledge to make pills… plus… there is no safe way to let people in other towns know of the reopening of the emporium,” said Wu Mei
“Do you know anyone, in town with that ability?” asked Liang Xuan
“Well… Su Chen’s (Owner of the bakery) oldest sons are attending the Alchemy Academy in Dramora… if I’m not mistaken, Yao Chen should be back in town while he decides about his working future,” said Wu Mei
“That is a lead in the pill making… now we need a blacksmith… but not just any blacksmith, he or she must know how to refine weapons as well,” said Liang Xuan
“That means… they must be at least at the 2nd stage of Refinement understanding… and even then, that person would only be able to create low-level weapons… with a success rate of 15%...” Wu Mei said
“Does this town have a blacksmith?” asked Liang Xuan
“We used to, Bao Zhen… but, he died in the war… we’ve been without a blacksmith ever since,” Wu Mei said
“What about Bao Zhen’s family… anything?” asked Liang Xuan
“Well… after he died, I know that Tzu Mao left the town with her daughters… but his other wife Ling Hua stayed with their son… but, other than that, I don’t know,” Wu Mei said 
Liang Xuan walked over to the window thinking of a way around this conundrum, it was then that he noticed something.
“Say, grandma… this town has sentries, right?” asked Liang Xuan
“Yes… but they aren’t military trained, they’re just local teenagers and young men and women who volunteer to patrol the area… why?” asked Wu Mei
“Because they’ll need weapons right?” asked Liang Xuan
“I believe so,” Wu Mei
“Then, if this town doesn’t have a blacksmith… and the emporium is closed… and no merchant caravan has come in the last couple of months… where did they get the weapons from?” Liang Xuan asked as Wu Mei walked up to him and noticed the 2 sentries walking past the emporium with nice armor and battle-ready weapons.
“You’re right… Come to think of it, Zhen Tao is a member of the sentries… maybe he might be more than what he appears to be,” said Wu Mei
“You see, just like that, we’ve solved 2 more problems,” said Liang Xuan
“Don’t count your chickens just yet, we need to see if Zhen Tao even is a Blacksmith… and if the other variables fall into place and agree to help… we are talking business after all,” Wu Mei said
“But, it’s a start,” Liang Xuan said with a spark in his eyes
Wu Mei looked deep into his eyes, seeing the same determination that had once lived in her husband and son. "It's not just about the money, is it?"
Liang Xuan shook his head, "It's about legacy, our family's legacy. We can't let fear dictate our actions. If we do, then they've already won."
“There is another problem… I can’t leave you for a long period of time mere hours after you came into my life,” said Wu Mei
“Then… I’ll go with you,” said Liang Xuan
Wu Mei almost fell backward when Liang Xuan said this
“I AM NOT TAKING YOU WITH ME INTO THE WOODS! IT IS TO DANGEROUS!!!!” she exclaimed
“But, grandma, eventually I’ll have to learn how to do this job… better that I learn now, so, WHEN our emporium re-opens and becomes a success, we can take turns heading into the forest to restock,” said Liang Xuan with a determined smile
There was a long pause, filled with memories, dreams, and hopes for the future. Wu Mei finally spoke, her voice soft but determined, "Alright, but we tread carefully. And you," she pointed at Liang Xuan, "will not venture deeper into the woods without proper training… or my supervision… you stay close to me at all times, deal?"
Liang Xuan grinned, "Deal."
Wu Mei chuckled, shaking her head, "Always the negotiator. Very well, we begin preparations tomorrow." She looked around the room, the shadows of the past now holding a promise of a brighter future. "For our legacy."
“YEY!!!” Liang Xuan exclaimed
“Alright my little businessman, go to bed, we start at dawn,” Wu Mei said
As soon as she finished that sentence, Liang Xuan run off to bed
Wu Mei looked at him and thought to herself “Just like your father… he was around your age when he forced my husband to take him to the forest to learn as well… I just hope it isn’t as messy as his first trip,” as she went off to bed as well.
THE NEXT MORNING
The bell atop the door chimed as Liang Xuan and Wu Mei entered the cozy confines of the Chen Bakery. A warm, sweet aroma wafted from the oven, mingling with the scents of freshly baked bread, pastries, and the faint hint of tea. 
The bakery, unlike many other establishments in Guilvons, seemed to have weathered the war relatively unscathed. Wooden shelves lined the walls, piled high with a variety of baked goods, and a glass display showcased an assortment of tarts, pies, and cakes.
Behind the counter, a tall, stout man with a kind face and a flour-dusted apron was kneading dough, while a younger man, presumably his son, was arranging pastries on a tray. They both looked up as the door chime rang.
"Ah, Wu Mei! It's been so long!" Su Chen greeted warmly, his hands still working the dough. "And who might these young soul be?” he asked
“This is my grandson, Liang Xuan,” said Wu Mei
The second she said this, Su Chen dropped the dough he was kneading on the counter
“Your… grandson?” said Su Chen in surprise
“Yes… Liang Dong’s son… although I just found out of his existence a few hours ago,” Wu Mei said
Su Chen was not even able to continue his line of thought when his wife Zi Qiu came running out of the kitchen
“WU, YOU HAVE A GRANDSON?!!” Zi Qiu said as she hugged her old-time friend
“Yup, right here,” she said as she placed a hand around Liang Xuan
“Nice to meet you Liang Xuan… you can call me Aunty Zi,” Zi Qiu said as she hugged Liang Xuan
“Nice to meet you,” said Liang Xuan
Yao Chen, with a more serious demeanor than his father,  and mother nodded politely. "Greetings, Madam Wu, Liang Xuan."
Wu Mei smiled, "It's good to see you all. We're here to discuss something of mutual interest."
Su Chen's eyebrows furrowed slightly, a cautious look in his eyes. "What might that be?"
Liang Xuan stepped forward. "We're thinking of reopening the emporium. And we're hoping to get some help from the local businesses, especially those that have managed to stay afloat during these trying times."
Yao Chen exchanged a worried glance with his father before Su Chen cleared his throat. "That's a noble thought, but you know how things have been. Just last month, the Jia Butcher Shop was ransacked by the Tall Tale enforcers after they heard rumors of them supplying meat to rogue practitioners. And the week before that, the Li’s Textile Store was sealed off with accusations of them smuggling banned fabrics."
Yao added, "Two of our delivery boys were detained last week. They were released, but not before a thorough and terrifying interrogation. The Tall Tales are growing more paranoid and oppressive by the day."
Wu Mei sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly. "We understand the risks. But we're hoping that by banding together, by showing a united front, we can overcome these challenges. The town needs hope, Su Chen, and together, we can provide that."
Su Chen looked torn. "I admire your courage, Wu Mei. But I have a family to consider. The bakery is all we have. If something were to happen..."
Yao interjected, "What my father means to say is that we need assurances. We need to know that if we support this venture, there will be safety measures in place."
Liang Xuan then said "Actually… we’re to talk to you,”
“Me?” said Yao Chen
“You are an alchemist right?” said Liang Xuan
“I have the certificate… but…” Yao Chen started
“Great, we’re planning on selling pills at the emporium and we’d like to have you make them,” said Liang Xuan
“Pills… the thing that Tall Tale kills for,” said Yao Chen
“We know the risk… but… think of the bigger picture… if we are able to make any grade cleansing pills, grade 5 Blood Pills, grade 1 Holy pills, or even grade 2 Mardakan pills, they would benefit the sentinels protecting the city… and if words get out to Dragonland’s capital…” Liang Xuan said
“Any nearby platoon will rush all the way down here and use the city as a base or even protect it… the benefits to this would be immense, the sentinels would get proper training, the safety of the town will exponentially increase, and more importantly, commerce will re-start with a boom!” Su Chen said excitedly
“And so does the risk to the city… I can see that you have a plan, but… the risk…” said Yao Chen
“No risk, no reward,” said Liang Xuan, stating the old Chen household motto
Yao Chen looked around and then said
“Even if I wanted to help, my pill furnace is damaged, and the only way to fix it is for a master blacksmith to amended it, there are none here in town,” Yao Chen
“Let us worry about that… but, if we can fix your furnace…” Wu Mei said as she took the furnace and placed it into one of her pearls.
There was a moment of silence as Su Chen and Yao Chen exchanged glances, weighing the risks against the potential rewards. Finally, Yao Chen let out a deep breath, "Give me some time to think it over. It's not an easy decision."
Wu Mei nodded, placing a comforting hand on Yao Chen's arm. "Take all the time you need. We understand."
With that, Liang Xuan and Wu Mei left the bakery, the weight of their mission heavier than before, but with a glimmer of hope that they might just be able to rally the town together.
“Do you think he’ll say yes?” asked Liang Xuan
“Pill refiners are prideful, which usually makes them want to be refining pills 24/7… but, at the moment, refining pills in a town so close to the battlefield with little to no protection… it paints a massive target on your back,” Wu Mei said as they walked away.
The streets of Guilvons were now bathed in the orange and purple hues of the setting sun. The day had been eventful, and while the previous meeting hadn’t provided the immediate support they’d hoped for, Wu Mei and Liang Xuan remained steadfast. Their next contact was Zhen Tao, a young man known for his resourcefulness. Unfortunately, the duo couldn't locate him at his usual spots.
"We'll find him at the tea house," Wu Mei remarked, adjusting the shawl around her shoulders. "His mother, Ling Hua, owns it. If anyone knows where he is, it's her."
Upon entering the tea house, they were met with the fragrant aroma of brewed tea leaves and an atmosphere of serenity. Soft traditional music played in the background, and the patrons whispered to each other as they enjoyed their beverages.
Ling Hua, a slender, graceful woman with a crown of neatly braided hair, was attending to a customer. Recognizing Wu Mei, she approached with a warm smile. "Ah, Wu Mei! It's been ages. What brings you to my humble abode?"
Wu Mei gestured to Liang Xuan. "This is my grandson, Liang Xuan."
Ling Hua's eyebrows raised in surprise. "Liang Xuan? But... how?" Her gaze traveled from Wu Mei to Liang Xuan, searching for answers. "I didn’t even know you had a grandson.”
Clearing his throat, Liang Xuan nodded, "It's a long story, ma'am. But we're here looking for Zhen Tao. Have you seen him?"
Ling Hua's face shifted to one of mild concern. "I haven't since this morning. He left to patrol the borders. He's taken it upon himself to watch out for any signs of Tall Tale practitioners in the area."
Liang Xuan and Wu Mei exchanged worried glances. With the increasing activities of the Tall Tale practitioners, patrols were dangerous, even for someone as skilled as Zhen Tao.
"He usually comes back by evening," Ling Hua added, noticing their expressions. "But with everything going on, there's no telling when he'll be back."
Wu Mei sighed, "We had hoped to discuss something important with him."
Ling Hua's eyes narrowed, sensing the urgency. "If it's really important, I can try to send someone to locate him."
Liang Xuan shook his head, "We don't want to cause any unnecessary risks. We'll return in the morning. Hopefully, he'll be back by then."
The older woman nodded. "Very well. Do visit again. I'll ensure he gets the message."
Wu Mei gave her a grateful nod. "Thank you, Ling Hua. We'll be back."
As they left the tea house, the weight of their mission was palpable between them. Every hour that passed was crucial, but they were determined not to lose hope. They had to believe that, together, the community could rise against the looming threats and rebuild a legacy that had been disrupted by the war.
“Ok, this isn’t good, but it’s not bad either… but we are losing time,” Wu Mei said as she started to get concerned believing that the game was going to start migrating to avoid the war and to get a head start on winter.
“Everything is going to be alright,” Liang Xuan said as they both came to a stop in the town square
“Say, dear, are you hungry?” asked Wu Mei
“Yes, ma’am,” Liang Xuan said 
“Wait here, I’ll go get us something to eat,” Wu Mei said as she smelled her favorite noodle soup in the air.
“Damn it… so far we’ve only gotten a maybe from the other factors for the re-opening… and now, there is no sign of Zhen Tao… at this point, he could be anywhere, granted Guilvons isn’t exactly massive, but, it takes a couple of hours to walk from the East gate to the West Gate… what do we do now?” Liang Xuan said as he looked up and noticed a group of sentries re-entering the town square.
Liang Xuan was about to ask them if they knew where Zhen Tao was, but he thought about it, and they would more than likely say they hadn’t seen him… just as he was going to sit back down, he noticed their armors… they seemed new… brand new… and their weapons, they were well taken care of and sharpen… the job of a professional, something any of them was.
“Odd… where are they getting this armor? It is too new to be in the family for centuries, and according to grandmother, the blacksmith died 3 years ago… Zhen Tao must be behind this! He must have a secret forge somewhere… but where?” Liang Xuan thought as he looked back on his trip to Guilvons, and then a memory came into his mind “The Cave… it has to be there,” he said as Wu Mei returned with 2 bowls of noodles
“What has to be there?” asked Wu Mei as she handed the noodles to Liang Xuan
Liang Xuan then explained everything to Wu Mei
“Well… it is definitely a possibility… let's finish lunch first and let's go take a look, ok,” Wu Mei said earning a nod from Liang Xuan as they both ate the noodles happily while talking about what they were going to be selling in the emporium.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
Liang Xuan's brisk pace had Wu Mei working hard to keep up, her years not weighing her down as they might others, thanks to her rigorous life as a huntress. "Slow down, Xuan. Where are you leading us?”
He pointed to a faint path diverging from the main road. “The cave is somewhere around here"
Wu Mei squinted at the trail. Overgrown with weeds and foliage, it bore the evidence of disuse but also signs that someone had been trying to keep its existence a secret.
The pair carefully trod the path, the chirping of the crickets and the distant hoots of an owl being the only sounds breaking the silence. As they drew closer, the mouth of the cave began to take form in the dim light, shadows making it look more foreboding.
Liang Xuan hesitated at the entrance, his ears picking up the faint rhythmic sounds of hammering. It was faint, but it was definitely there. "There's someone inside," he whispered.
Wu Mei nodded, motioning for him to stay close and be cautious. As they ventured further in, the temperature dropped. The walls of the cave were lined with soot, and the further they went, the clearer the sound became.
Finally, they stumbled upon a vast underground chamber. It was aglow with the orange hues of multiple forges, revealing an impressive hidden smithy. Skilled artisans were engrossed in their work, crafting weapons and armor, while others were handling raw materials, fanning the flames, or cooling freshly made swords in water troughs.
Wu Mei's eyes widened in awe. "This is... incredible!"
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement, his earlier apprehension fading away. "It seems the town has been preparing in its own way for any potential threats."
Just then, a tall man covering his face and body with a cloak approached them, his eyes sharp and questioning. "Who are you and what brings you to our secret forge?"
"We're seeking your help," Wu Mei began, stepping forward. "The war has affected everyone, and we have an idea to help the town."
The man, sizing them up, seemed to recognize Wu Mei. "You're the huntress, aren't you? And this must be..."
"My grandson, Liang Xuan," Wu Mei replied, pulling Liang Xuan forward. "We believe that together, we can bring prosperity back to Guilvons."
Wu Mei then squinted her eyes and said
“Drop the act Zhen Tao, I know it is you,”
Zhen Tao's charade of mystery faded away, replaced with a sheepish smile. Wu Mei's keen eyes noticed the similar features in him that resembled Ling Hua, his mother.
"Zhen Tao, why the dramatic introduction? You had us thinking this was some secret rebel base," Wu Mei remarked, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
Zhen Tao scratched the back of his neck, a bit embarrassed. "Well, with the current state of things, we thought it best to keep the forge a secret. It's become Guilvons' hidden strength."
Liang Xuan, still processing the discovery, said, "This place... it's like an underground fortress."
"Indeed," Zhen Tao replied. "After the war started, some of the villagers foresaw the need for protection. But instead of running or hiding, they decided to prepare. This forge was born out of that foresight."
Wu Mei, observing the artisans at work, commented, "And you've been leading them?"
"In a way," Zhen Tao admitted. "My mother didn't want me joining the army, but she couldn't stop me from helping in my own way. I've been learning from some of the best blacksmiths who've taken refuge here. We've been producing weapons and armor, not only for Guilvons but also for nearby settlements."
Liang Xuan nodded, impressed. "This could be the very thing we need to bolster our plans for the emporium. With the right resources, especially with the ones from Phosphorus Woods, we could make equipment and artifacts that are unparalleled."
Wu Mei smiled, placing a hand on Liang Xuan's shoulder. "You've got a sharp mind, Xuan. And with Zhen Tao's expertise in forging, we might just turn the tides for Guilvons."
Zhen Tao, warmed by the acknowledgment, agreed. "We have the skills and the facility. What we need now are resources and a market."
The atmosphere in the hidden forge was thick with the smell of molten metal and the distant sound of hammers beating rhythmically. Wu Mei cleared her throat, capturing Zhen Tao's attention as he was instructing a junior smith.
"Zhen Tao," she began, her voice firm and clear, "we have a particular task in mind, something that's imperative to our cause."
He arched an eyebrow, intrigued. "What is it?"
"A pill furnace. It's been damaged and needs repair. It's crucial for our plans at the emporium," she explained.
Zhen Tao's eyes widened in recognition. "A pill furnace is not a simple piece of equipment. Its construction is intricate, and designed to handle very specific temperatures and pressures. Repairing one... it's complex… not to mention, making a new one takes forever,”
Wu Mei nodded, understanding the gravity of the task. "I know. But we don't have the luxury to procure a new one, especially not in these times."
Zhen Tao stroked his chin thoughtfully, "It's not impossible, though. We have some of the finest blacksmiths here, some who've had experience with delicate artifacts. Let me talk to them."
"You think one of them might have the expertise?" Liang Xuan chimed in, hope evident in his eyes.
"There's a chance," Zhen Tao replied, cautiously optimistic. "A couple of blacksmiths here used to work in the capital, crafting and repairing instruments for esteemed alchemists. If anyone can do it, they can."
Wu Mei smiled gratefully. "Thank you, Zhen Tao. This means a lot to us."
"Just give me some time," Zhen Tao said, waving them off as he moved deeper into the forge, shouting for two specific smiths by name.
Liang Xuan turned to his grandmother, "Do you think it'll work?"
Wu Mei looked at the bustling forge, filled with skilled artisans working diligently. "If there's any place in Guilvons that can bring our furnace back to life, it's here."
Zhen Tao wasn't gone for long. Within minutes, he returned, flanked by two burly blacksmiths. Both had streaks of soot on their faces, and the bright glow of the forge illuminated their serious expressions.
"Meet Lang Feng and Xi Bo," Zhen Tao gestured to the men on his left and right respectively. "They're among the best blacksmiths here, and both have had experience in repairing delicate instruments like pill furnaces."
Lang Feng, a taller man with a scar running down his left cheek, stepped forward. "Zhen Tao briefed us about your furnace. While it's been a while since I worked on one, with the right tools and materials, I believe we can fix it."
Xi Bo nodded in agreement. "It's a challenging task, but not impossible. Do you have the furnace with you?"
Wu Mei reached into her bag, carefully retrieving the pill furnace and placing it on a nearby table. The two blacksmiths approached, scrutinizing it, pointing out cracks, and discussing potential methods of repair.
After a few moments, Xi Bo looked up, "It's in better condition than I expected. Most of the damage seems external, which is good news… however, it seems someone tried to do a level 6 God pill in this… overcooked the inside as well"
“Can you fix it?” asked Wu Mei
Lang Feng chuckled, "With the right materials and a bit of time, we can get this up and running."
Zhen Tao smiled, turning to Wu Mei and Liang Xuan. "See? I told you coming here would be worth it."
Wu Mei's eyes twinkled with relief. "Thank you, Zhen Tao. And thank you, Lang Feng, and Xi Bo. This furnace is crucial for our plans."
Liang Xuan grinned, excitement bubbling up. "This is great news! How long do you think it will take?"
Lang Feng scratched his chin, "This is a very particular furnace, most of them are made out of metal and iron, with the once made out of copper or silver, being rare, but this one is made out of Gold, it is a treasure item… given the intricacies of the furnace and the materials required, I'd say about 3 months"
Xi Bo added, "We'll prioritize this. Considering the urgency, we'll work around the clock."
Zhen Tao clapped Liang Xuan on the back. "Things are looking up. With the furnace repaired, the emporium's reopening might just be a grand success."
Wu Mei smiled warmly. "It's a start and a good one at that."
“Let’s discuss payment,” said Liang Xuan
This caught all of them by surprise
“What do you suggest?” said Xi Bo
“Why don’t I give you a 50% off out of any purchase at the emporium for life?” said Wu Mei
“Deal,” Lang Feng said
“Really?” asked Wu Mei
“Yeah, I remember your emporium back in the day, the only reason I was so good of a blacksmith was because of the items that were bought at the emporium, We know that the Phosporos woods are one of the best for getting smithing equipment, so… it seems fair,” Lang Feng said
“Ok, then,” Wu Mei said as Xi Bo and Lang Feng took the furnace
“Thanks for your help Zhen Tao,” Wu mei said
“Don’t mention it, but I really hope you don’t forget to bring us some good material for better weapons,”  Zhen Tao said
Liang Xuan grinned. "You can consider it done,"
As the trio cemented their plans for the future, the fires of the forge seemed to burn even brighter, casting a golden hue on their hopeful faces.
The sun was beginning its descent, casting a golden hue over Guilvons. The previously bustling streets were now calming down, with most residents making their way home. Wu Mei and Liang Xuan made their way towards the bakery with the intent of sharing their good news, hoping to perhaps change the Chen family's perspective on their endeavor.
As they neared the bakery, Yao Chen, with his apron still on, was outside the storefront, setting up for the evening bread sale. His eyes lit up upon seeing them, but there was a hint of curiosity as he hadn't expected them back so soon.
"Wu Mei, Liang Xuan!" Yao Chen called out. "You two seem in brighter spirits. Good news, I presume?"
Wu Mei nodded, her face alight with excitement. "Indeed, Yao Chen. We've found someone who can fix the pill furnace. The best blacksmiths in town have taken up the challenge."
Yao Chen raised an eyebrow, visibly surprised. "There are blacksmiths in this town?"
“Yes, Zhen Tao has helped some blacksmith set up a secret forge near the town, where many displaced blacksmiths come to work and help the frontlines, among them, there were some that knew how to fix the furnace,” Wu Mei said
“And they agreed?” asked Yao Chen
Liang Xuan chimed in, "Not only did they agree, but they also promised to prioritize it. We might have the furnace ready in about 3 months, if not earlier."
Yao Chen looked thoughtful, "That's impressive. If the furnace is fixed, then the rare ingredients from the Phosphorus Woods will have immense value, especially during these times."
Wu Mei nodded, "Precisely. With the furnace, we can start producing the essential pills. It's a ray of hope, Yao Chen. We need all the help we can get to ensure its success."
There was a pause, the weight of the situation sinking in. Yao Chen sighed, "I've been thinking about our earlier conversation, and perhaps I was too hasty. My father and I can help with some of the initial resources. We can also spread the word once the emporium reopens."
Liang Xuan's eyes shone with gratitude. "That means a lot, Yao Chen. We're trying to rebuild something meaningful, not just for us but for Guilvons."
Yao Chen nodded, extending his hand. "Let's do this together. For the future of our town."
As hands clasped in agreement, the bond between old friends and new allies was further cemented, with the dream of reviving the town's legacy now within reach.
“Well, we better head out, and start collecting the materials and resources needed,” Wu Mei said 
“Well, we’ll be here ready to start as soon as you guys come back,” said Yao Chen
“Once again, thank you,” Wu Mei said as she and Liang Xuan walked away towards the Eastern gate, which connected with the Phosporus woods, a smile in their faces and determination in their hearts.
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THE NEXT MORNING
"Wake up," Wu Mei nudged Liang Xuan, who had dozed off against a tree trunk. 
“I’M AWAKE!” he said as he jumped up and saw his grandmother
"We have work to do." she said as she finished adding newly made arrows to her quiver
They had made a temporary camp the previous night. Liang Xuan looked around, taking in the beauty of the sunrise filtering through the canopy. But he noticed that his grandmother was already alert, bow in hand, dagger, neatly sharpened and perfectly polished, ready to start the day.
All of a sudden Wu Mei aimed her bow at Liang Xuan and fired the arrow, passing mere millimeters away from Liang Xuan’s head.
Liang Xuan dropped to the floor and turned around, as a loud thud was heard.
Once he did, he noticed a massive Caniksekseo (Picture a mix between a Boar and a Black Bear in one) fell lifeless about 10 feet away from their camp, the arrow sticking out, precisely from the center of his forehead.
Liang Xuan breathed in heavily, his skin paler.
"First lesson," Wu Mei began, "Never let your guard down, even when you're in awe of nature. Danger lurks when you least expect it." she said as she walked over to Caniksekseo and absorbed her with her beads.
Liang Xuan nodded, realizing this wasn't going to be a leisurely walk in the woods.
“Are these animals expensive?” asked Liang Xuan
“Caniksekseos… around here not so much, but in the big cities, their hide is worth at least 10 gold, not to mention their meat…” Wu Mei said
“Is it good?” asked Liang Xuan
“Is it good?! IT IS DELICIOUS! Especially when you BBQ it or add it to a nice hot pot… 5 star chefs are willing to pay anything for just an ounce of their meat… and then they turn it into the most delicious dishes you can think about!” Wu Mei said as she began to drool, only snapping out of it when she saw Liang Xuan grab a rock and throw it over her head.
Wu Mei quickly turned and saw another Caniksekseo holding it’s head, giving Wu Mei time to grab her dagger and cut the animal’s neck, killing it.
“Rule number 1,” Liang Xuan said
“Rule number 1,” Wu Mei said sheepishly
“Ok, what is next?” asked Liang Xuan getting full of excitement
“Hold your horses Liang Xuan,” Wu Mei said, claiming him down.
Liang Xuan could sense the depth of history and experience in his grandmother's eyes as they ventured deeper into the Phosphorus Woods. Wu Mei took a deep breath, the fragrant air seemingly bringing back memories.
"These woods," she began softly, her gaze fixed on the shimmering leaves, "are not like any other. You see the glow, don't you? The radiant plants and luminescent mosses? They are a sign of the vitality and magic that permeates this forest."
She knelt, touching the soil with reverence. "This ground holds the remnants of creatures and plants, ancient and young. It has seen epochs come and go. It's witnessed my childhood adventures and has watched over our ancestors."
Walking deeper, they passed enormous trees with trunks so wide they seemed unending. "These guardians," Wu Mei motioned, "have stood here for centuries. Their roots intertwine below, sharing stories and knowledge."
She plucked a vibrant, glowing flower. "The flora here is unique. Some plants can heal, some can harm, and some hold mysteries even I haven't unraveled. This…" she held the flower closer for Liang Xuan to see, "is a Starpetal. In the right hands, it can illuminate the darkest of nights or guide a lost soul home."
Releasing the flower, she continued, "But with all this wonder comes danger. Creatures that can beguile with their beauty or strike without warning reside here. You must always be alert."
“Just like what happened earlier,” said Liang Xuan
“Yes… but, Caniksekseos, are relatively tame, compared to other creatures that reside in these woods,” Wu Mei said as they continued walking
Liang Xuan gulped, trying to process the myriad of information. Wu Mei gently took his hand, leading him to a serene pond. "But most importantly," she whispered, her reflection merging with the glow of the water, "you must respect these woods. Take only what you need, tread lightly, and always give thanks. This forest is alive. It feels, it understands, and it remembers."
She tilted her head, listening to the soft whispers of the trees. "If you respect it, the woods will guide and protect you. But if you harm it, it will never forget."
Liang Xuan nodded, the weight of her words sinking in. He looked around with newfound reverence, promising himself to honor and cherish the Phosphorus Woods as his grandmother had taught him.
“Alright… let’s get to work… First things first… I have to teach you how to hunt,” Wu Mei said as she gave Liang Xuan a dagger.
The sun hung low in the sky, casting an orange-gold hue over the Phosphorus Woods. The serene ambiance of the forest was occasionally interrupted by distant bird calls and the rustling of unseen creatures. Wu Mei led Liang Xuan to a clearing where the soft light filtered through the canopy, revealing an area filled with tracks and signs of animal activity.
"Observe first, act later," Wu Mei began, her eyes scanning the surroundings. "To hunt is not just to chase and capture. It's to understand your prey, its habits, its fears. Only then can you approach without being detected."
Liang Xuan, eager to learn, listened intently. He watched as his grandmother crouched low, her fingers gently tracing a set of tracks on the ground. "See these? Deer tracks. Notice the depth and direction they're facing. It tells you the animal's size and its path."
She pointed towards a patch of disturbed leaves. "That's where it rested. Look for these signs. They tell a story."
She handed Liang Xuan a crafted bow, its body polished and string taut. "Your weapon is an extension of you. Care for it, and it'll never fail you." Her fingers delicately ran over the bowstring. "A good hunter is patient. Sometimes, you'll wait hours for the right moment. But when it comes, you must be swift and sure."
Taking a deep breath, Wu Mei drew the bowstring back, her eyes locked on a distant target. In one fluid motion, she released, the arrow piercing a tree trunk with a thud.
"Precision, not power, brings success. Aim for vital spots. A wounded animal can still escape, and it's our duty to ensure our prey doesn't suffer."
Liang Xuan practiced drawing the bow, trying to imitate his grandmother's graceful motion. After a few attempts, he managed a decent shot, the arrow embedding in a tree, albeit not as deeply.
Wu Mei smiled, "Not bad for your first time. Remember, it's not about strength, but technique."
They continued practicing, Wu Mei occasionally offering tips: "Keep your elbow aligned," "Focus on your breathing," "Listen to the world around you."
As dusk approached, Wu Mei signaled for a break. "Tomorrow, we'll try tracking and setting traps. Hunting is not just with a bow. The woods offer many tools if you know where to look."
Liang Xuan nodded, grateful for the day's lessons. The forest, once a place of mystery and danger, was slowly unveiling its secrets to him under his grandmother's guidance.
The night began to draw in, a chorus of crickets and frogs serenading the approaching darkness. The campfire crackled softly, painting the nearby trees with its dancing shadows. Wu Mei began to prepare a simple meal, while Liang Xuan sat deep in thought, trying to assimilate all the day's teachings.
"After dinner, we'll talk about traps," Wu Mei said, breaking the silence. "They're crucial for a hunter. Sometimes, direct confrontation isn’t the best approach."
Liang Xuan nodded, “I’ve always thought of hunting as being about the chase, but there’s so much more to it, isn't there?”
“Indeed,” Wu Mei replied, stirring the pot. “Many mistake the act of hunting with the thrill of the chase. True hunting is about balance and understanding. We take from the forest, but we must also give back, respect its rules.”
Liang Xuan, sitting by the fire and gobbling down his hot pot, looked up with a quizzical expression. "Grandmother, you've never mentioned it, but why don't you use magic to handle the more dangerous creatures? It would make things so much simpler, wouldn't it?"
Wu Mei paused, her face illuminated by the dancing flames. "Ah, magic. It's true that in this world, magic is a force that many cultivate and use to their advantage. But I... I never had the opportunity to cultivate it."
Liang Xuan blinked in surprise. "Really? But you're so knowledgeable and skilled."
She smiled wistfully, "Life doesn’t always give us every gift, my dear. When I was young, circumstances did not allow me the privilege to learn the arts of cultivation. Instead, I became one with nature and honed my skills in hunting and traditional martial arts."
"But surely, with magic, you'd have a better advantage over the animals, right?"
Wu Mei shook her head, her green hair shimmering in the firelight. "Magic, while powerful, doesn't necessarily make hunting easier. It might give you an edge in certain situations, but it's no replacement for understanding and respecting the creatures and the environment. True hunting requires patience, skill, and a deep connection with nature, and sometimes, just sometimes… a lot of luck,"
She leaned forward, her eyes intense. "Relying solely on magic can make one overconfident. In the wild, overconfidence can be fatal. It's essential to use all the tools at your disposal – intelligence, experience, physical skills, and yes, magic if you have it. But never think of magic as the only solution. The most potent tool you have is your mind… your creativity… or, as those fancy academies call it, your adaptability,"
Liang Xuan digested this information, watching the embers glow. "I never thought of it that way. Magic always seemed... invincible."
"Nothing is invincible," Wu Mei whispered, gazing into the distance. "Everything has its strengths and weaknesses. That's the balance of nature… of life itself,"
Liang Xuan nodded, a newfound respect for his grandmother's wisdom blossoming within him. The night deepened, and the lessons of the day settled in his heart, promising growth and understanding in the days to come.
After they ate, Wu Mei began outlining the basics of trap-making. She spoke of snares for smaller game, pitfall traps for larger animals, and how to use the environment to the hunter's advantage.
“You need to think like your prey,” she said, sketching out a basic snare on the ground with a stick. “Consider their habits, their paths, their needs. A well-placed trap is invisible, melding seamlessly with its surroundings.”
Liang Xuan tried his hand at setting a snare, under Wu Mei's watchful eye. After a few missteps, he managed to craft a decent one. "This is more complicated than I thought," he admitted, wiping sweat from his brow.
Wu Mei chuckled, “Hunting is both an art and a science. Tomorrow, we'll check your snares and see if you've made a catch. But for now, there's one last thing I want to teach you."
She motioned for Liang Xuan to follow her "In the wild, it's not just animals you must be wary of. Sometimes, you might encounter those with ill intentions. Being prepared is essential."
As dawn began to streak the sky with hues of pink and orange, Wu Mei led Liang Xuan to a small clearing. The soft, damp grass underfoot contrasted with the solidity of the aged trees that surrounded them. Birds sang in the canopy above, serenading the world awake.
"We'll start with the basics," Wu Mei began, standing at the center of the clearing. She beckoned Liang Xuan to stand opposite her. "First, a proper stance is crucial. Without a solid base, you'll easily be overpowered."
She moved into a stance reminiscent of a classic kung fu horse stance – feet shoulder-width apart, knees slightly bent, and body weight centered. "This is your foundation. From here, you can move fluidly and strike powerfully."
Liang Xuan tried to mimic her, feeling slightly awkward, losing his balance and falling flat on his butt.
He got up and tried again, and fell, again… and again… and again… and again, until he got so frustrated he punched the ground.
Wu Mei noticed his discomfort. "Relax," she instructed. "Feel the earth beneath your feet. Draw strength from it… don’t rush… practice makes perfect… while at the same time, teaches you one of the most fundamental keys to life… it doesn't matter how many times you fall, you must keep getting up, again, and again, and again, because only when we make mistakes, can we adapt, learn, and correct,”
Once he was adequately grounded, Wu Mei moved on. "In Kersuohn, we prioritize efficiency. It's about neutralizing threats quickly. While kung fu emphasizes flowing movements and self-expression, Kersuohn is more direct."
She demonstrated a straight punch, her fist shooting out with impressive speed. "In kung fu, a punch is not just a punch. It's a combination of breath, intent, and energy." She threw a punch with a flowing motion, looking like water streaming down a mountain.
"In Kersuohn, however, the focus is on targeting vital points. The throat, eyes, groin..." Her punches and kicks became sharper, targeting these areas on an imaginary opponent.
Liang Xuan practiced, trying to incorporate the essence of both styles. They moved on to blocking and countering techniques. Wu Mei would swing a slow, deliberate punch, and Liang Xuan would block and counter, using techniques from both disciplines.
However, he would always find himself on the ground, gasping for air after getting punched.
“Again,” Wu Mei said as she ordered Liang Xuan to get up
“Yes, grandmother,” Liang Xuan said as he got up, over and over again.
As the sun climbed higher, they shifted to grappling techniques. Wu Mei emphasized the importance of leverage and balance. "Size and strength matter, but technique can level the playing field."
She demonstrated a Kersuohn move where she used her opponent's momentum against them, redirecting it to throw them off balance. Then she showed a kung fu lock, where she immobilized her opponent's joint with a flowing, circular movement.
Through it all, Wu Mei emphasized the philosophy behind each move. "In kung fu, we seek harmony and balance. In Kersuohn, the goal is survival. But in both, respect for your opponent is crucial. Never underestimate anyone, and never overestimate your abilities."
Sweat poured down Liang Xuan's brow as they wrapped up the session. His muscles ached, but he felt alive, empowered by the new knowledge.
Wu Mei smiled approvingly. "Remember, martial arts are not just about fighting. They're about understanding yourself, your strengths, and your weaknesses. They're a path to self-discovery."
Liang Xuan nodded, his heart full of gratitude. He realized that this journey with his grandmother was not just about hunting or survival. It was also a journey of self-discovery and growth.
The sun was now high in the sky, its rays filtering through the trees, dappling the ground with shadows. Wu Mei led Liang Xuan to a nearby stream, its waters bubbling with life and singing a gentle song as it flowed past them.
Wu Mei sat down on a large rock by the stream, gesturing for Liang Xuan to sit beside her. "You've done well today, but remember, learning martial arts is a lifelong journey. It's not just about the moves but understanding the philosophy and ethics behind them."
Liang Xuan, catching his breath, listened intently. The calming sounds of the forest, combined with the wisdom his grandmother was imparting, had a profound effect on him.
"Now," Wu Mei continued, "let’s focus on using your surroundings to your advantage." She picked up a smooth stone from the bank and tossed it into the water, creating ripples. "Just as this stone disturbs the calm water, you can use your environment to unbalance your opponent."
She pointed towards a tree with low-hanging branches. "Imagine being chased. You could use these branches to swing yourself up and escape, or to set a trap."
Liang Xuan’s eyes widened, imagining the scenarios.
Wu Mei continued, "Always be aware of your environment. Loose rocks can be weapons. A steep slope can be a means to escape. Even this stream can be a barrier between you and a potential threat."
Liang Xuan took a deep breath, absorbing everything. The lesson was not just about physical combat but strategy, quick thinking, and adaptability.
After a brief rest, they resumed their training. This time, Wu Mei set up scenarios where Liang Xuan had to utilize his environment. He learned to climb trees swiftly, use vines as makeshift ropes, and even how to camouflage himself using mud and leaves.
As the afternoon shadows grew long, they wrapped up their session. Wu Mei looked at Liang Xuan, pride evident in her eyes. "You've shown great potential today. But remember, the most potent weapon you have is your mind. Always think ahead, plan your moves, and most importantly, know when to fight and when to walk away."
Liang Xuan nodded, taking her words to heart. The day had been physically exhausting, but mentally exhilarating. He felt a deep connection with his roots, his ancestors, and most of all, with his grandmother.
They made their way back to the emporium, their footsteps synchronized, two generations walking side by side, bridging the past with the present. As they reached the outskirts of the Phosphorus Woods, Liang Xuan took one last look back, feeling a profound respect for nature and the lessons it had taught him that day.
As they continued their walk back to their campsite, the sounds of the forest morning began to settle around them. The melodic chirping of birds and distant calls of animals created a soothing backdrop to their conversation.
Wu Mei, sensing that the day's lessons had taken a toll on Liang Xuan's energy but not his thirst for knowledge, decided to impart some wisdom about the human threats that might lurk in the shadows.
"You must understand," she began, her voice a shade more somber than before, "while the Phosphorus Woods is rich with nature's wonders, it's also a magnet for those with ill intent. Not all dangers come in the form of wild animals."
Liang Xuan listened attentively, his youthful enthusiasm tempered by the seriousness of his grandmother's tone.
"Marauders and bandits often see the forest as an opportunity for easy pickings. Travelers, merchants, or even unsuspecting villagers can fall prey to them. They rarely have much cultivation or skill but make up for it in numbers and unpredictability."
She paused, allowing the weight of her words to sink in before continuing, "Then there are the battle-addicted practitioners. These individuals have tasted the thrill of combat and yearn for it, constantly seeking out challenges to test their skills. Some might see a young man like you as an exciting adversary, especially if they sense any potential or power."
Liang Xuan felt a shiver run down his spine. He had heard tales of such individuals from the old stories but never imagined he might encounter one.
"And of course," Wu Mei said, "there are the evil sects. These groups operate in the shadows, often with agendas that serve their own interests, be it power, wealth, or dark arts. While not all members of these sects are inherently evil, their objectives can clash with those of regular townsfolk, leading to conflicts."
The path ahead seemed darker, the trees more foreboding as she spoke. "Lastly, we can't forget about soldiers. In times of war or political unrest, the forest can become a hideout or a strategic point. These men might be disciplined, but they are still a danger, especially if they see you as an enemy or an obstacle."
Liang Xuan swallowed hard, remembering all he went through to reach the safety of his grandmother's home setting in. "But grandma, how can I possibly defend against all these threats?"
Wu Mei smiled gently, placing a comforting hand on his shoulder. "You've already taken the first step by learning. Knowledge is power. The martial arts and survival skills I'm teaching you will give you a fighting chance. Remember, it's not always about defeating an opponent but surviving the encounter. Sometimes, evasion or diplomacy can be more effective than combat."
Liang Xuan nodded, realizing that every lesson, every piece of knowledge he gained, was a tool to help him navigate the complexities of life. The forest, with all its beauty and dangers, was a mirror of the world beyond, and he was determined to face it with courage and wisdom.
They found a quiet clearing, and Wu Mei began laying out various tools and items from her hunting bag on a large flat stone, arranging them meticulously.
"Alright," Wu Mei began, taking a deep breath, "to hunt efficiently, you must understand the nature and habits of each animal, categorizing them helps. So, let's classify them."
"Firstly, the easy prey," she began, holding up a small dart-like projectile. "These creatures are often smaller and less aggressive. Examples would be rabbits, squirrels, and pheasants. Their primary defense is speed and camouflage. For these, traps are the most effective. Quiet, no chasing, and energy conserving."
Liang Xuan nodded, recalling their trap-setting lesson.
"Next, we have moderate prey. These are larger and can pose a bit more of a challenge. Examples would be deer or wild boars. For these animals, stealth and patience are crucial. The key is to get close without alarming them. Using a bow or crossbow would be the best way to take them down."
Wu Mei showed Liang Xuan a compact crossbow and explained its mechanism. "A clean shot, preferably to the heart or neck, would ensure a swift and humane kill."
"The hard category includes predators," Wu Mei's tone grew grave. "Wolves, bears, and big cats like leopards. They have acute senses, strength, and agility. The risks are high, but so are the rewards. You'll need to be well-prepared, both in strategy and equipment. Traps, high vantage points, or even using certain scents to disguise or attract can be strategies. But remember, these creatures are at the top of their food chain for a reason."
Liang Xuan gulped, the thought of facing a bear was daunting. "And if they attack?"
Wu Mei looked him straight in the eyes. "You stand tall, make noise, and never, ever turn your back on them. But we'll get to defense strategies later."
Lastly, Wu Mei's expression darkened as she discussed the 'Avoid at all Costs' category. "Some creatures are simply not worth the risk, either because they're too dangerous or because they're sacred to the Phosphorus Woods. Prime examples would be the Phantom Serpent, a snake that has both venom and constriction abilities. Then there's the Silverhorn Elk, considered a guardian spirit of the woods. Not only is it formidable, but killing one would also bring bad luck upon the hunter. Respect the forest and its guardians."
Liang Xuan committed every word to memory, understanding the gravity of the lessons. The forest was both provider and protector, demanding respect and understanding from those who sought its bounty.
Wu Mei stood up, gathering her tools. "Tomorrow, we'll begin with moderate prey, putting to test everything you've learned so far."
Liang Xuan nodded, anticipation in his eyes.
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The next morning, before the sun painted the horizon, Wu Mei and Liang Xuan stood at the edge of Phosphorus Woods. The forest, still cloaked in the remnants of night, was waking up, with birds chirping and the distant rustle of creatures in the underbrush.
"Focus on your surroundings. Listen, smell, and feel," Wu Mei instructed, her eyes scanning the tree line.
They slowly ventured deeper into the forest. Wu Mei walked with an uncanny quietness, her every step calculated. Liang Xuan tried to mimic her, though every now and then he'd step on a twig, its snap echoing loudly in the stillness.
Wu Mei stopped abruptly, her hand gesturing for Liang Xuan to crouch. She pointed towards a small clearing ahead where a herd of deer grazed. Their tan coats blended seamlessly with the surroundings, making them almost invisible.
"Remember, patience," she whispered, handing him a crossbow. "Aim for the one grazing on the far left. It's isolated from the group, reducing the chance of alerting the others."
Liang Xuan nodded, took a deep breath, and tried to steady his shaking hands. He aimed carefully, focusing on his target and waited for the right moment. With a gentle pull, he released the arrow. It flew swiftly, hitting the deer on its flank.
Not a perfect shot, but it did the job. The injured deer tried to flee but didn't get far. The other deer, startled by the sudden commotion, ran off into the thicker parts of the forest.
Wu Mei swiftly approached the injured deer, uttering a quick prayer before ending its pain with a swift, merciful cut.
She turned to Liang Xuan, "It was a good shot, but remember, aiming for the neck or heart ensures they don't suffer. The forest provides for us, and in return, we must ensure that we take life respectfully and humanely."
Liang Xuan nodded somberly, absorbing the weight of his actions. This wasn't a game; it was a matter of survival and respect.
As they continued their journey, Wu Mei taught him how to recognize various herbs and how to differentiate between edible mushrooms and poisonous ones. They stopped by a stream, and Wu Mei demonstrated the art of fishing using simple traps.
When night approached, they set up camp. Wu Mei showed him how to start a fire without magic, using just flint and dry leaves. As the fire crackled, she began to share stories of her younger days, turning the lessons into tales of adventure.
And as the stars shone above, Liang Xuan fell asleep, filled with newfound respect for the forest, the life it harbored, and the grandmother who was turning out to be an endless reservoir of wisdom and knowledge.
Dawn's first light pierced through the canopy, revealing the dense and intricate maze of Phosphorus Woods. Wu Mei was already up, her senses attuned to the surroundings. She beckoned Liang Xuan to join her, pointing to a set of fresh tracks imprinted on the moist forest floor.
"These," she whispered, tracing her fingers over the three-toed footprints, "belong to the Shadowstripe Panther. It's a creature renowned not only for its agility and speed but also for its craftiness. To hunt one requires patience, skill, and a keen understanding of its behavior."
Liang Xuan, still rubbing sleep from his eyes, looked puzzled. "I've never heard of such a creature."
Wu Mei smirked, "That's because most who encounter it don't live to tell the tale. It's a nocturnal hunter, blending seamlessly with the night. By day, it rests in treetop nests, away from potential threats."
She paused, locking eyes with her grandson. "This is not an exercise, Liang Xuan. This is the real deal. The Shadowstripe Panther, if cornered, can be deadly. However, its pelt and fangs are highly valuable."
Drawing a long, sleek bow from her quiver, Wu Mei moved stealthily, signaling for Liang Xuan to follow. They made their way deeper into the woods, occasionally stopping to study the tracks and signs of the elusive panther's presence.
Hours seemed to pass. The forest's symphony of sounds, from the chirping of birds to the distant rustle of leaves, played continuously. Suddenly, Wu Mei halted, her eyes fixated on a large, camouflaged nest nestled between two massive branches above.
The panther, its dark stripes shimmering in the filtered sunlight, was sprawled out, eyes closed but ears twitching, indicating it wasn't in a deep sleep.
Drawing an arrow, Wu Mei whispered, "Watch and learn."
Liang Xuan watched in awe as Wu Mei inhaled deeply, her entire being becoming one with the bow. She released the arrow with a fluid motion, the projectile shooting straight and true. However, instead of hitting the panther, the arrow struck a branch just above the creature, causing a cascade of leaves and twigs to fall upon it.
The panther, startled, leapt from its perch, but instead of fleeing, it landed in a trap Wu Mei had laid earlier – a pit covered with foliage. The creature tried to leap out, but the sides were too steep and slippery.
Wu Mei approached cautiously, her eyes never leaving the panther. With a swift movement, she incapacitated the animal, ensuring it wouldn't suffer.
As she began the process of safely extracting the valuable parts of the panther, Wu Mei looked to Liang Xuan, her eyes serious but proud. "In hunting, as in life, it's not always about brute strength or magical prowess. Strategy, understanding, and patience often prevail."
Liang Xuan nodded, realizing that the forest and its creatures were profound teachers if one only took the time to listen and observe.
Night began to fall, the shadows lengthening and the forest's sounds shifting from the chirping of day creatures to the hoots and howls of nocturnal beings. Wu Mei decided to set up camp for the evening and saw it as another opportunity to instruct Liang Xuan in survival.
"First things first," Wu Mei started, gathering a collection of sturdy branches. "A proper shelter is essential. Not only does it protect you from the elements, but it also acts as a barrier against some of the creatures of the night."
Liang Xuan observed as she positioned the branches against a fallen log, angling them to ensure any rainfall would run off. She then covered it with large leaves and a few tufts of grass to provide insulation.
"Fire is crucial," she explained, collecting dry twigs and leaves. Using a piece of flint and steel, she struck them together, the spark catching the dry tinder and soon growing into a steady flame. "It gives warmth, cooks our food, and keeps many animals at bay. However, remember to always put it out properly before leaving or sleeping."
"Always know where to find fresh water," Wu Mei instructed, leading him to a babbling brook nearby. She explained the importance of flowing water over stagnant, how to purify it if needed, and techniques to collect morning dew using leaves.
"We won't always have the luxury of a successful hunt," Wu Mei said, plucking a berry from a bush and offering it to Liang Xuan. "It's essential to know which plants are edible and which are poisonous." She went on to show him various herbs, fruits, and roots that could sustain them.
"Never lose your way," Wu Mei murmured, pointing to the stars above. She taught him basic celestial navigation, explaining how the position of stars could guide them. "But remember, the woods have a way of confusing those within it. Always mark your path and trust your instincts."
She took out a small pouch from her bag. "This contains remedies for common injuries and ailments. A scratch can turn septic if not treated, a bite can become fatal." She showed him how to create a poultice from certain herbs, how to bandage wounds, and the signs of common forest venom.
"Always respect the woods," Wu Mei whispered, her eyes scanning the darkness around them. "Leave no trace behind, take only what you need, and always give thanks."
Liang Xuan listened attentively, absorbing every bit of information. He realized that survival wasn't just about being the strongest or fastest. It was about knowledge, respect for nature, and the wisdom to know when to act and when to remain still.
Listening into the sounds of the forest as he fell asleep.
As dawn's first light filtered through the trees, casting dappled patterns on the forest floor, Wu Mei decided it was time for the next lesson.
"Herbalism," she began, "is more than just understanding plants. It's a dance between nature and need. While hunting provides for our immediate sustenance, understanding the plants around us can ensure our prolonged survival and well-being."
She then brought Liang Xuan to a valley in the forest and began to tell Liang Xuan about all the plants and herbs they could find.
Wu Mei plucked a small, yellow plant from the ground. "This is Goldenroot. Excellent for boosting vitality. If you're feeling drained or fatigued, a tea made from this can revitalize you. In the market, a pouch of dried Goldenroot can fetch up to ten silver coins. When you are out in the forest and you eat something that wasn’t cooked properly, then just chew and swallow one of these plants and it will cure the food poisoning… however, it might still cause diarrhea"
She pointed towards a plant with bluish-green leaves. "This is Bluebell Fern, it's an antidote to most common poisons. If ingested immediately after being poisoned, it can save lives. But it's also popular among the city elites for its rejuvenating properties. A bundle can get you twenty silver coins. Now, if you find Blackbell Ferns, well, those will make you incredibly rich, they are used to treat many illness, and rumor has it, they can bring people back from the brink of death, making them incredibly valuable, especially if you want to craft level 7 pills or level 10 antidotes… some nobles even use the fern in dishes as it is said that it does wonders for your digestive system when turned into soup or added to stews"
A plant with tiny white flowers caught Liang Xuan's attention. Wu Mei smiled, "That's Marrow Mint. Crush its leaves and apply to cuts or wounds. It disinfects and promotes healing. Also, it's popular among chefs for its unique flavor. You can get five silver coins for a handful, and since they can be found just about anywhere, well, the market isn’t in any fear of running out."
"These tiny mushrooms, are called Sunshade caps" she pointed towards a cluster of golden mushrooms, "are beneficial when traveling in desert regions. They protect against sunstroke and dehydration, and even help recover stamina either for cultivating or for other more, ahem, carnal endeavours. Due to their rarity, a bag of these can earn you fifty silver coins."
Liang Xuan was shown a delicate flower that shimmered under the sunlight. "Starpetal is used in many magical concoctions. It's said to amplify the effects of any potion it's added to. Alchemists pay a hefty price for this, sometimes even a gold coin for a single blossom… Now, Pill makers, those guys and gals go nuts for these… why? It can help with magical foundations, either healing or strengthening them, if you ever have the luck of doing business with Refiners then, always mention that you have or can collect Starpetals, they won’t argue over the price, as long as you give them results,"
"This is Red Willow Bark,a natural pain reliever," Wu Mei explained, "Great for headaches or bodily pains. It's always in demand in the city, especially among the elderly. A sack can be sold for fifteen silver coins."
Finally, she pointed towards a vine with small black berries. "Avoid this at all costs. Nightlace is deadly if ingested. But," she added with a thoughtful expression, "if harvested and processed correctly, it can be used to make powerful sleeping potions. But its trade is risky; while it can make you rich, selling it without the right permits can land you in jail… but, if you have the right permits… well, 100 gold coins for per branch… even if it only has one berry,"
“Why is that Grandma?” asked Liang Xuan
“The Berries are the item all pill makers and apothecaries look for, however, if they can’t find them, the branch of a Nightlace possess a sap that has similar properties, it is a little less effective, but… it’ll do,” Wu Mei said as she added a few more branches
Liang Xuan realized the forest wasn't just a source of danger; it was also a vast treasury. The potential to not just survive but thrive was there for those who understood and respected its secrets.
Wu Mei, seeing his understanding, nodded, "Remember, the woods provide. But never take more than you need. Balance in everything is the key."
The 2 continued to walk through the forest collecting more herbs, and Wu Mei teaching Liang Xuan about the herbs they found.
“Now, deeper into the forest you start to find the “good stuff ". The herbs around here aren’t only rare, but also expensive in the market… there are entire families and sects can live comfortably out of harvesting and gathering these types of herbs,” Wu Mei said
The two continued to meander through the forest, with Wu Mei pointing out various plants, describing their properties, and explaining their worth. She wanted Liang Xuan to understand the relationship between supply, demand, and the medicinal value that contributed to an herb's market price.
:
A small flower, bright red in the center and fading to yellow at its edges, looked like a flame frozen in time. "This," Wu Mei whispered, "is Dragon's Breath. It's used to concoct high-energy potions, primarily consumed by warriors before battles. Due to its potency, and the danger in harvesting it, one flower can bring in two gold coins."
She gently caressed a soft silvery moss that gleamed under the moonlight. "At night, Moonlace Moss absorbs the moon's energy. By day, it can be used as a component in spells and potions that aid in visions or dream-walking. Highly sought after by seers and prophets, a small pouch can be worth as much as ten gold coins."
Tucked away under a rock was a radiant green fern with tiny gold-tipped leaves. "This is a rare find," Wu Mei murmured. "It's believed that wherever a Phoenix lands, these ferns sprout. It has rejuvenating properties and is rumored to add years to one's life, it can also help in regrowing limbs that have once been lost, Phoenix Feather Fern is considered a holy herb. Its rarity can fetch you upwards of five thousand gold coins for a bunch."
As they continued to walk Liang Xuan noticed a flower that seemed to be covered in tiny, shimmering droplets. Wu Mei smiled, "Those aren't dewdrops, they're part of the plant. This is Starlight Dewdrop. Each 'dewdrop' is a reservoir of concentrated magical energy. Pill makers and apothecaries seek it out to enhance their power. Each 'dewdrop' can sell for five gold coins."
As they continued to walk, they felt the ambience around them change, giving them goosebumps.
“You feel that? We are close to something big,” Wu Mei said as she picked up the pace
Deep within the forest, hidden in a dark grove, they found an ethereal, pale blue orchid that seemed to float above the ground. "Ghost Orchids," Wu Mei whispered, "are the most elusive. They're used in resurrection spells and potions. However, harvesting one means the plant won't grow in that spot again for a hundred years. Because of its incredible power and rarity, a single bloom can earn you a staggering 10 million gold coins. Bigger Chambers of Commerce will probably be able to keep functioning for decades with the sale of only 1 of these plants" Wu Mei said as she took the orchid and absorbed it with her bead.
Liang Xuan's eyes widened at the thought of the vast fortune that lay around him, waiting to be discovered. But Wu Mei's voice brought him back, "Remember, while these herbs have great value, they also come with great responsibility. Overharvesting can wipe them out, and illegal trade can have dire consequences. Always be respectful, thoughtful, and cautious."
Liang Xuan nodded, realizing that the world of herbalism was as vast and complex as the forest they were navigating… until a thought popped into his head
As the pair walked deeper into the forest, Liang Xuan's curiosity grew. "Grandmother," he began, glancing at the herbs they had collected, "I've heard tales of legendary pills that can boost a warrior's strength or help a mage concentrate their magic. How are they made?"
Wu Mei chuckled softly, "Ah, pill refining. That's an ancient art. The process of making a pill isn't just about mixing herbs. It's about understanding each herb's essence, its spirit, and then blending them harmoniously."
She paused and began to search around, her hands gently parting the foliage. "For pill refining most of the herbs I mentioned and we collected before can be used, however to make level 6 and higher pills, certain herbs are key. They are not only rare but extremely valuable."
She pointed to a four-leafed clover that sparkled with a fiery brilliance under the sunlight. "This is Sunfire Clover. It acts as a catalyst in many refining processes, intensifying the properties of other ingredients. It's flames can even meld metals. A single leaf can go for thirty thousand gold coins."
Digging a little into the ground, she pulled out a dark, scaly root. "This is Nightscale Root. Consumed raw, it's deadly, but when refined correctly, it becomes a primary ingredient for invisibility and shadow blending pills. It's worth around seventy thousand gold coins for a small root. They are mostly found near the Changeling domains, so just the fact that we found this one, is amazing"
A mint plant with starry patterns on its leaves was her next find. "This is used in Spirit-Clarity Pills, helping mages focus their mana. Celestial Mint is also a favorite for weapon refiners, as it can cleanse and empower a weapon's aura. One bunch? A hundred thousand gold coins."
She showed him a golden vine glowing softly amidst the dark underbrush. "This is the Elixir Vine. Its leaves are used to make basic Qi-replenishing pills, which are essential for cultivators. A single leaf can be worth fifteen thousand gold coins."
In a small pond, a lotus flower with petals that sparkled as if they were on fire caught Liang Xuan's eye. "That is the Starfire Lotus. When refined, it enhances the sharpness and durability of weapons. A single petal can sell for thirty thousand gold coins."
Wu Mei carefully dug out a silver root, with its fine particles shimmering like stardust. "This is Heaven's Dust Root. It's powdered and added to pills to increase one's sensitivity to the natural energies around them. Very useful for those trying to breakthrough cultivation levels. A small root can fetch up to fifty thousand gold coins."
She pointed at a tree bearing fruits that looked like glowing amber. "These are Mystic Ember Fruits it aids in refining ores and metals, making them suitable for crafting magical artifacts, but, they can also be added to pill to help cleanse the body, or even eaten as they are, they can help with weight loss, making someone who is obese become skinny and trimmed overnight, literally, however, the excess fat has to be expelled from the body so… you might spend a couple of days in the bathroom. One fruit can easily be worth seventy hundred gold coins. Now, I must warn you, in some regions, if you give an item like this as a gift or even for free, it may be taken as a marriage proposal, so be mindful of it," Wu Mei said
“Really, giving someone a fruit that can help them lose the extra pounds is a marriage proposal item… I thought it would be in “bad taste”,” Liang Xuan said
“Nope, if you give this to a woman who is overweight as a gift, it means you see promise in them, and in their true beauty… also, in some rare cases, the excess fat, is actually converted into magicka, meaning that a person can breakthrough or even jump various levels in cultivation,” Wu Mei said
“Noted,” Liang Xuan said as they continued to walk
Near the edge of a cliff, there was a flower made entirely of crystals. "This is the pinnacle of pill-making ingredients, the Soul Crystal Blossom. It can be refined into a pill that helps cultivators solidify their soul essence, allowing for a breakthrough in their spiritual journey. A single bloom can bring in an astonishing five hundred gold coins, the whole plant almost 10,000 gold coins."
Liang Xuan was in awe. The treasures of the forest were beyond his wildest dreams. "Grandma, with such valuable herbs, why haven't we used them to amass a fortune?"
Wu Mei chuckled, "It's not that simple. Pill-making is an intricate process. While the raw herbs have their value, a successfully refined pill can be worth ten times as much or even more. However, the refining process has a high failure rate, and a single mistake can turn precious ingredients into ash."
While plucking out some more herbs, Liang Xuan made, what so far, was the discovery of the trip.
“Hey Grandma, why are there ginseng here?” he asked
“There shouldn’t… unless…” Wu Mei said as she crawled over “... It can’t be!,” she exclaimed
“Is this good or bad?” asked Liang Xuan
“This is better than Amazingly Excellent, this is Dragon’s ginseng… it is the rarest of the rarest…” Wu Mei said as she was lost for words
“What does it do?!” asked Liang Xuan
“This ginseng is used to create the legendary “Powerhouse” pills, they were considered cheat pills as they could make anyone go from Warrior level 1 to Demi-God practitioner level 5 in months… they haven’t been seen since thousands of years ago,” Wu Mei said as she quickly added it to the beads.
“Good Job, grandson,” Wu Mei said as she hugged  Liang Xuan
“What’s the price?!” asked Liang Xuan
“Well, an item like this… couldn’t tell… ust know that… wars could start to get a small piece of a piece of it,” Wu Mei said “This will become a family heirloom,”
Liang Xuan nodded and then Wu Mei proceeded to explain that every region had different herbs that did different things and had different uses, however, her knowledge was rather scarce do to her not being much of a traveler.
Nonetheless, Liang Xuan’s mind began to imagine many more herbs and pills as they headed back to their camp.

2 MONTHS LATER
Two months had whizzed by, and the change in Liang Xuan was apparent. His once fragile frame had now become lean and toned, a testament to his rigorous training. His senses had sharpened, and his hand-eye coordination was impeccable.
One morning, as the sun's first rays painted the Phosphorous Woods in a warm golden hue, Wu Mei approached Liang Xuan with a new gleam in her eyes. "Today," she said, "we embark on a different kind of quest. Today, we delve into the earth."
The day's lesson was about mining and understanding metals - the very backbone of forging and weapon modifications
Wu Mei took Liang Xuan to a nearby cliffside where reddish rocks littered the surface. "This is iron ore," she explained, breaking open a rock to reveal its dark, metallic insides. "Basic, yet vital. Iron is used in almost all basic weapons and tools, blacksmiths will pay you 10 silver per pound,"
A little further, there were rocks with streaks of shining silver. "Silver, besides its monetary value, has magical properties. It's often infused in weapons to combat dark creatures; and as funny as it may sound, blacksmiths will pay you 1 gold per pound of silver… but, you can also keep the silver and use as a payment method… as long as you have a scale,"
In a concealed cave, they found rocks tinged with a faint blue hue. "This is blue copper, rarer than the usual kind. When refined, it is imbued with elemental properties, perfect for forging magical artifacts, particularly, weapons with an affinity to water magic, blacksmiths will give you 2 gold a pound,"
Wu Mei pointed to a glittering rock surface. "This isn't pure gold but a mix of sandstone and gold, known as Golden Sandstone. When smelted properly, it yields good quality gold which can be used in luxury items and high-level artifacts. Blacksmiths usually give you 10 gold per pound, however, back in the day, people tried to be sneaky, and they would cut the ore and turn them into coins, trying to pass them off as gold coins, of course the texture was different, but they just said they were old. To the untrained eye and finger it was easy to fool, however, when people realized this, many were prosecuted for this scam… and since then, deepening on the city, kingdom, empire, or even dynasty, it can get you killed, so don’t even think about trying to be sneaky,” Wu Mei said
“Noted,” Liang Xuan said as he observed Wu Mei mine the sandstone off the wall.
Deep within another cave, they found luminescent blue crystals growing in clusters. "Moonstone crystals absorb and store moonlight. They're vital in crafting items that aid night vision or harness lunar energy, and are the preferred forging material for demon clans, or changeling clans. That being said, Blacksmiths pay anywhere between 10 and 15 gold, depending on the market."
While on their way back, something caught Liang Xuan’s attention, it was a black rock with veins of shimmering steel. "Dragonsteel is said to be the remnant of fallen stars and is almost indestructible. A weapon made of this is unparalleled. However, only the nobility or high ranking nobles of, and only of, the Dragonlands are allowed to wield a weapon made from this… if you ever see someone who isn’t a dragonborn, wielding one, either he or she have a good explanation, or they took the weapon from the original owner by blood acts, be very careful when you deal with those people, am I clear?" Wu mei said
“Crystal,” Liang Xuan said
“Good… now, here, you try,” Wu Mei said giving Liang Xuan the pickaxe.
Liang Xuan, with the pickaxe in hand, tried his hand at mining. The rhythmic 'clink' of metal hitting rock echoed in the serene woods, a sound of man harnessing nature's treasures.
Wu Mei observed him, "Mining is as much about patience and understanding the rock as it is about strength. Each rock, each mineral has a rhythm, a heartbeat. Your job is to find it and work in tandem."
HOURS LATER
Liang Xuan, drenched in sweat but with a gleam in his eye, nodded. He felt the weight of the ores in his hand and the possibilities they held. The journey from raw metal to a refined weapon seemed like magic, and he was eager to unlock its secrets.
Wu Mei patted his back, "Today was just an introduction. The real art lies in refining and forging, turning these raw materials into tools, weapons, and artifacts. But for now, rest. Tomorrow, we will delve deeper."
THE NEXT MORNING
Wu Mei led Liang Xuan through a maze of winding tunnels and caverns, their torches casting long shadows on the walls. The glint of minerals in the torchlight hinted at the treasures that lay within these depths.
They came across a vein of translucent green stone, embedded within the walls of a hidden alcove. "Celestial Jade," Wu Mei whispered in reverence. "This is a treasure among treasures. Used in the creation of high-level spiritual artifacts, and sought after by nobles for jewelry. In the market, a chunk this size," she said, indicating a piece about the size of her fist, "could fetch up to 500 gold coins."
Deep in a sunlit cavern, they found a rock formation with a warm, fiery glow. "Sunfire Topaz," Wu Mei explained. "These stones store the energy of the sun. They can be used in crafting items that harness solar energy, specially if you have a fire or light affinity or simply as ornate decorations. Their rarity commands a price of 750 gold coins per piece, no matter how small."
In the darkest parts of the cave, where even the torchlight seemed dim, they discovered deep purple gemstones that seemed to absorb all surrounding light. "Nightshade Amethyst," said Wu Mei, "They're incredibly rare and are said to contain the essence of the night. Used mainly in dark magic rituals and artifacts, you can only use these gems if you have demon blood… although some nobles like to use smaller pieces as jewelry or dress accessories. On the open market, one of these could be bartered for 1,200 gold coins."
As they were coming near the center of the cave network, a shimmering, iridescent mineral caught Liang Xuan's eye. As he approached, the mineral's colors shifted and danced like a phoenix in flight. "Phoenix Feather Quartz," Wu Mei announced. "It's as rare as it is beautiful. Many believe it to be tears of the phoenix. Artisans, and master craftsmen seek it for its aesthetic appeal, but to blacksmiths, these gems are the greatest item to possess, as it can allow a practitioner to use fire magic, even if they do not have an affinity, or greatly increase the fire power and vitality of fire practitioners, as well as its spiritual properties. A sizable chunk could easily demand 2,000 gold coins."
Liang Xuan was in awe, not just of the sheer value of these minerals, but also their beauty and the power they held. He realized that the earth, in its depths, held stories and secrets, magic, and memories.
Wu Mei watched her grandson's wonder with a knowing smile. "Remember, Liang Xuan, these minerals, though valuable, come with responsibilities. They can bring both fortune and danger. Greed has led many men to their doom. We respect the earth, take only what we need, and always, always remember our place in the grand scheme of things."
Liang Xuan nodded, the weight of her words sinking in. Their journey in the caves was more than just a lesson in mining; it was an education in life, balance, and respect.
The center of the cave network was an immense cavern, its ceiling lost to darkness, and the ground covered in a mixture of stones, minerals, and crystal formations. Stalactites hung menacingly from above like nature's chandeliers, while their counterpart stalagmites erupted from the ground like a field of crystal spires. A serene underground pool reflected the shimmering colors of the various minerals, creating a surreal, ethereal ambiance.
Liang Xuan's eyes darted around the cavern, taking in the sheer majesty and awe of it. "It's... it's beautiful… Plus, I can feel an immense amount of magic, around me… odd, I was never able to feel that before," he whispered, almost afraid to break the delicate silence.
Wu Mei, however, seemed more focused, her eyes narrowing, sensing a disturbance. "Liang Xuan," she whispered, "we're not alone."
From the dark edges of the cavern, a low growl rumbled. The ground vibrated softly under their feet, and the waters of the pool began to ripple. Emerging from the shadows, a colossal creature, half reptile, half mammal, with scales glinting like polished steel and eyes that gleamed a fiery orange, bore down upon them.
Liang Xuan, gripping his staff, felt his heart rate quicken. The creature was like nothing he had ever seen or read about. Its thick tail thudded on the cave floor, making the stalactites shiver, and its razor-sharp claws clicked menacingly against the stone.
Wu Mei, ever calm, whispered, "Stay behind me." With a swift move, she pulled out her intricately carved bow, quickly knocking an arrow. "This is a Cave Guardian, a protector of these sacred caves. We've ventured too deep into its territory."
The Guardian lunged forward with a deafening roar, its mouth revealing rows of sharp teeth. Wu Mei released her arrow, which found its mark on the creature's shoulder. It didn't deter the beast, but it did slow its charge momentarily.
Liang Xuan seized the opportunity, using the techniques Wu Mei had taught him. He darted to the side, drawing the creature's attention. Remembering the principle of Krav Maga - 'use your opponent's strength against them' - he baited the Guardian, making it charge towards a sturdy stalagmite. At the last moment, he sidestepped, and with a deafening crash, the creature ran headfirst into the formation.
Wu Mei took this chance to jump onto the creature's back, trying to find a weak spot between its tough scales. The Cave Guardian bucked and writhed, trying to dislodge her, its growls echoing in the vastness of the cavern.
Liang Xuan could see that the direct confrontation was exhausting both his grandmother and the beast. Remembering the teachings on hunting and the importance of environment, he noticed the stalactites above. Using his staff's extended length, he knocked a particularly sharp stalactite from the ceiling, directing it towards the Guardian.
It landed near the creature, causing it to stumble and momentarily lose focus. Wu Mei, with her precise hunter's instinct, seized the moment. With a forceful thrust, she pinned the creature's leg to the ground with her arrow.
The Cave Guardian let out a pained roar but soon seemed to acknowledge its defeat, retreating to a corner of the cavern, its fierce eyes still locked onto the intruders.
Breathing heavily, Wu Mei approached Liang Xuan, placing a reassuring hand on his shoulder. "That was close," she admitted, "but you did well. Remember, respect for every creature, no matter how terrifying. We intruded into its home."
Liang Xuan nodded, his heart still racing. "I've learned more today than I ever imagined. Let's head back."
As they made their way out of the cavern, the knowledge that they had survived such a challenge only solidified their bond and determination.
Just as Wu Mei finished her sentence, the silence was shattered by a deafening roar echoing through the cavern. The ground trembled as the Cave Guardian, recovering faster than expected, lunged at them with renewed fury.
The beast's fiery eyes locked onto Liang Xuan, its target apparent. Wu Mei's reflexes kicked in, and she moved to intercept, but a blindingly fast swipe of the Guardian's tail sent her crashing into a pile of loose rocks.
Liang Xuan, seeing his grandmother temporarily incapacitated, felt a surge of fear and adrenaline. "Grandmother!" he shouted. But there was no time to check on her. The Cave Guardian, sensing an easy prey, focused its attention solely on him.
Drawing on the Krav Maga lessons, Liang Xuan understood the importance of staying mobile and not becoming an easy target. He began to circle the beast, his staff in hand, ducking under its snapping jaws and avoiding its slashing claws.
His agility frustrated the Guardian, but it was clear that the creature had the upper hand in strength. Liang Xuan remembered his grandmother's lessons about using the environment to his advantage. Spotting a cluster of stalactites above the beast, he threw a rock with all his might, causing several to come crashing down.
The Guardian roared in surprise and pain as it was struck, giving Wu Mei the time she needed to recover. "Liang Xuan!" she yelled, her voice echoing. "Draw it closer to the pool!"
Liang Xuan nodded, understanding her plan. He baited the creature, leading it towards the serene underground pool. As the beast neared the water's edge, Wu Mei, using her bow, shot an arrow that was tied to a heavy rock. The arrow pierced the Guardian's tail, and the weight of the rock pulled the creature off balance, causing it to fall into the pool.
The water around the beast began to bubble and hiss, steam rising. The Guardian struggled, its fiery eyes now filled with fear. Wu Mei, seizing the moment, drew another arrow, this one imbued with a tranquilizing herb she had shown Liang Xuan earlier. She released, and the arrow struck true, immediately calming the beast.
After ensuring that the Guardian was sedated but unharmed, Wu Mei approached her grandson, concern evident in her eyes. "That was too close," she whispered, embracing him tightly. "We need to be more careful."
As Wu Mei and Liang Xuan moved away from the now subdued Guardian, they heard a low rumble, steadily growing in intensity. The tranquilizer should have kept the creature out for hours, but instead, its fiery eyes snapped open once more, and an eerie, malevolent glow overtook them.
The Cave Guardian's movements changed. Previously, it was a wild animal, driven by instinct, but now it moved with a cold, deliberate purpose. Dark tendrils of smoke-like energy emerged from its eyes, mouth, and wounds, filling the cavern with an ominous aura.
"It's possessed!" Liang Xuan gasped, gripping his staff even tighter.
Wu Mei's eyes narrowed, her vast experience telling her that they were now dealing with a far more dangerous threat. "Evil spirits are drawn to powerful energy sources. This cavern, rich in spiritual energy, must have attracted one," she deduced.
The possessed Guardian, driven by the malicious spirit, attacked again with doubled ferocity. Wu Mei expertly dodged its strikes while drawing its attention, giving Liang Xuan a moment to prepare. "We need to force the spirit out!" Wu Mei shouted over the Guardian's roars.
But every attempt they made was thwarted. Arrows and strikes seemed ineffective, only aggravating the beast further. Liang Xuan tried using various herbs, hoping to weaken the possessing spirit, but to no avail.
Realizing that the spirit had entrenched itself too deeply within the Guardian, Wu Mei made a heart-wrenching decision. With a steely gaze, she met Liang Xuan's eyes. "We have no choice but to kill the creature. It's the only way to save it from its torment."
Drawing upon every ounce of her hunting prowess, Wu Mei circled the Guardian, looking for an opening. The possessed beast, sensing her intention, tried to corner her, but Liang Xuan acted as a distraction, using his staff to divert its focus.
Seizing her opportunity, Wu Mei, with a heavy heart, unleashed a devastating arrow, striking the Guardian's heart. The impact released a blinding explosion of light, forcing both Wu Mei and Liang Xuan to shield their eyes.
When they looked again, the Cave Guardian lay motionless, its once fierce eyes now serene and free of torment. The dark tendrils had dissipated, and the cavern felt cleansed.
Liang Xuan approached the fallen creature, sadness evident in his gaze. "Was there no other way?"
Wu Mei sighed deeply, her shoulders heavy with the weight of her decision. "Sometimes, the kindest thing you can do for a suffering creature is to end its pain. The spirit was too deeply ingrained. We couldn't save the Guardian without taking its life."
Silently, they paid their respects to the fallen beast, a reminder that even in the pursuit of knowledge and resources, nature could be unpredictable and sometimes demanded a heavy price.
“Let’ go home, there is nothing else I can teach you, and the beads are full, it’s time to reopen the Emporium,” Wu Mei said as she hugged Liang Xuan
“Yes Grandmother,” Liang Xuan said as the 2 began their trek back to their camp, and finally back home.

	
		Chapter 12: Reopening the emporium (Trouble in our horizon)



The town's bustling morning activity took on an increased fervor as Liang Xuan and his grandmother made their way through the streets, their arms laden with the spoils of their recent mountain and forest expedition. The townsfolk's curious eyes turned towards them, whispers of excitement echoing amongst the crowd.
The sun was high by the time they reached the site of their emporium. Wu Mei then decided to make a small detour as she approached a familiar-looking establishment, the local “Secret” blacksmith's forge, where the clang of hammers echoed and sparks flew with every strike. Inside, the muscular blacksmith, Zhen Tao, was hard at work. Seeing them, he stopped, wiping his sweat-beaded brow with a thick forearm.
"Ah, Wu Mei, Liang Xuan! It's done," he announced, and with a gesture to his apprentice, they carried forth a magnificently crafted sign. Intricately etched with shimmering gold letters against polished mahogany, it read: “Liang Family’s Rare Item Emporium”.
"It's perfect, Zhen Tao," Wu Mei admired, her voice filled with gratitude.
"You honor our family's tradition," Liang Xuan chimed in, awestruck by the intricacy and dedication that had gone into creating the sign.
“Alright, let us go install it… before the crowd gets too rowdy,” Zhen Tao said as he and 2 of his apprentices followed Wu Mei and Liang Xuan back to the emporium
A FEW MINUTES LATER!
“Alright, we’re done!” Zhen Tao said as they finished placing the sign
“Thank you so much, here, for your troubles,” said Wu Mei as she gave Zhen Tao some gold coins
“No, thank you for giving hope to our little village,” said Zhen Tao “By the way, we I have something else for y’all,”
He then proceeded to open his storage pouch and fish out Yao Chen’s furnace
“Amazing,” Liang Xuan said
“Yeah, we finished it a few days ago, it was easier than we expected,” said Zhen Tao full of pride
“How much do we owe you?” asked Liang Xuan
“It’s on the house, what you guys are doing is payment enough,” Zhen Tao said
Wu Mei nodded but then Liang Xuan grabbed one of the beads and started to look around it
After a few seconds, he finally pulled his hand out of it, with a few lingots of Sunfire Topaz.
Upon seeing the lingots, Zhen Tao’s jaw hit the floor.
“I believe this is a fair transaction,” Liang Xuan said as he handed the lingots to Zhen Tao
“T-this is…” Zhen Tao said
“Sunflower Topaz, yes,” Wu Mei said with a proud smile
“But, are you sure you want to give them to us?” asked Zhen Tao
“There is a war going on, and we are going to need as many weapons and armor we can create, plus, being Dragonborns, we have a natural fire affinity so…” Liang Xuan said
“It would give us a great advantage over the enemy if they decided to attack,” Wu Mei said
“With all these… we can make enough for a small army… Thank you so much, if you 2 ever need anything else, come look for us, if any of us ever dare to turn you away, may we be struck by lightning and perish!” Zhen Tao and his apprentices said as they bowed
“Don’t bow, it isn’t necessary,” Wu Mei said as she lifted their gazes
“I believe you guys should get going, I see a lot of jealous stares coming your way,” said Liang Xuan as he saw the line of people
“YES!” the 3 blacksmiths bowed again and ran as fast as they could back to the forge, followed by a small crowd of people wanting to buy the Topaz off of them, or wanting to by weapons or join their ranks.
With the sign now adorning the front of the emporium, they rushed to display their wares, setting out rows of unique herbs, shimmering crystals, and exquisitely crafted items. As everything fell into place, Liang Xuan took a deep breath, and with his grandmother by his side, opened the doors to the emporium.
The sight that greeted them was beyond what either could have anticipated. A vast sea of eager faces stretched forth, forming a line so extensive that it wound its way beyond the town's entrance. Gasping in disbelief, Liang Xuan exclaimed, "I knew our emporium was popular, but this..."
"It seems your networking has borne fruit," Wu Mei remarked with a proud smile.
As they began attending to their customers, a familiar face approached. The merchant, whose caravan Liang Xuan had approached weeks earlier, came forward with a broad grin.
"Word traveled far and wide just like these people to get here," he began, gesturing to the eager patrons. "Many of them even paid us handsomely to bring them to your doorstep. So, thank you."
He offered a deep bow, filled with respect. As he retreated, his words resonated with Liang Xuan. The realization of the journey ahead, filled with challenges and opportunities, weighed upon him. But standing tall beside his resilient grandmother, he felt invincible. The Liang Family’s Rare Item Emporium was back in business, and its legacy had just begun.
The sun shone brightly on the newly hung sign: "Liang Family’s Rare Item Emporium." As the wooden doors were pushed open, a warm light spilled out, illuminating the wares and goods meticulously arranged inside. The refurbished wooden floors gleamed, the shelves were dusted, and unique artifacts from various regions were displayed in all their glory. The sweet scent of rare herbs mixed with the aroma of polished wood, creating an inviting atmosphere.
There was a moment of silence, of anticipation, as the first customers timidly stepped inside. Their eyes widened as they took in the wide array of items — from ornate jade carvings to vials of mysterious liquids, and from bundles of exotic herbs to beautifully crafted jewelry.
Word had spread like wildfire, and soon, the stream of customers turned into a flood. The room was abuzz with whispers and exclamations. "Look at this! It's been ages since I've seen something like this," a middle-aged man said, examining a silver amulet. A young woman gasped in awe at a row of bottled elixirs, their colors shimmering in the ambient light.
Wu Mei gracefully maneuvered through the crowd, assisting customers and answering queries. Her years of experience in trade evident in her every move, her every word. On the other side, Liang Xuan was managing the transactions, his youthful energy evident as he darted from one customer to another, ensuring they found what they were looking for.
Amid the hustle and bustle, an elderly lady approached Wu Mei, her eyes fixed on a particular pendant. "Is this the Phoenix Wing Pendant? I remember seeing it years ago," she said, her voice filled with nostalgia.
Wu Mei nodded with a smile. "Indeed, it is. An artifact of great beauty and history."
As the transactions continued, a young cultivator approached Liang Xuan. "I've heard you have the rare Moonshade Herb," he whispered, trying not to draw attention. Liang Xuan, remembering the lesson on discretion from his grandmother, nodded and discreetly handed over a small packet in exchange for a pouch of gold coins.
By mid-afternoon, the emporium was still buzzing. The townsfolk weren't just buying; they were engrossed in tales of where each item came from, the legends associated with them, and their uses. It wasn't just an emporium; it was a place of stories, of history, and of marvels.
As the sun began to set, the crowd started to thin, leaving behind a considerably emptier emporium, but with the cash box full to the brim. Wu Mei and Liang Xuan exchanged tired but satisfied glances. They had achieved their goal for the day, and then some.
"Grandmother," Liang Xuan said, catching his breath, "I think we'll need more stock sooner than we thought."
Wu Mei laughed softly, "Indeed. A good problem to have."
“And I may have just the solution!” Liang Xuna said, earning a look from his grandmother.
THE NEXT DAY
Still riding the high of their grand reopening, Liang Xuan and Wu Mei decided to strike while the iron was hot. The duo made their way through the bustling town square towards the familiar Chen bakery. The delicious aroma of freshly baked bread and pastries led them straight to its entrance.
Pushing the door open, they found the place just as bustling as the square outside. The clang of pots and the chatter of customers filled the air. Yao Chen, with flour on his apron and sweat on his brow, looked up from kneading dough as the bell on the door jingled. His eyes widened in surprise when he saw them.
"Wu Mei, Liang Xuan! To what do I owe this unexpected visit?" he greeted, wiping his hands on his apron and coming forward.
"We come bearing gifts and a business proposal," Liang Xuan replied, unveiling the once-damaged furnace, now restored to its former glory. The deep black metal gleamed, the intricate carvings looking as though they had been freshly etched.
Yao Chen's eyes shimmered with unshed tears as he ran his fingers over the furnace. "My old friend," he murmured. "How...?"
"We promised we'd get it fixed," Wu Mei said with a small smile. "And now, about that business proposal..."
Liang Xuan cleared his throat, taking the lead. "With our emporium back in business and considering the wide range of herbs we've amassed, we were thinking of venturing into the world of pill refining. And who better to collaborate with than the finest alchemist in town?"
Yao Chen's expression was one of astonishment. "You want me to refine pills for the emporium?"
"Exactly," Wu Mei replied. "In return, not only will you receive a fair share of the profits, but we'll also provide you with a consistent supply of rare herbs and ingredients for your experiments."
Yao Chen hesitated for a moment, weighing the options. "I'm honored by your offer, truly. But the bakery..."
"We understand your obligations here," Liang Xuan interrupted. "That's why we've devised a system. You refine pills for us during your free hours, and in return, we'll help supply the bakery with some of our exotic ingredients, creating a unique line of pastries that no other bakery can match."
A slow grin spread across Yao Chen's face. "A partnership between the Chen Bakery and the Liang Family's Rare Item Emporium? It sounds like a match made in heaven."
The three of them shook hands, sealing their new venture. As Wu Mei and Liang Xuan exited the bakery, they knew they had just taken a significant step towards ensuring the emporium's lasting success. The future looked bright, and they were ready for whatever it held.
Back inside the bakery, amidst the warm aroma of freshly baked bread, Yao Chen's expression turned serious.
"Before we proceed," he began, "there's something you need to know. As grateful as I am for this opportunity, I must clarify a few things."
Wu Mei and Liang Xuan exchanged a glance, sensing the gravity in Yao Chen's voice.
Yao Chen took a deep breath. "While I have a certain level of expertise in alchemy, my capabilities are limited to refining Grade 1 to Grade 3 pills. I haven't had the resources or the master guidance to refine anything beyond that."
Liang Xuan frowned slightly, "But with the rare herbs we have..."
Yao Chen interrupted, "That's the other thing. Using such rare ingredients for pill refining during these turbulent times might not be the best strategy. Not only would it draw unwanted attention from forces loyal to the warring factions, but it would also make us a prime target for thieves and rogue cultivators. Such ingredients in the wrong hands can be devastating."
Wu Mei nodded in understanding. "Safety and discretion are paramount, especially now."
Yao Chen continued, "Besides, the majority of our potential customers at the emporium will be regular townsfolk and merchants. Grade 1 to 3 pills, if made properly, can serve their needs efficiently and still fetch a good price. They can be used for minor ailments, boost energy, or help in basic cultivation for budding practitioners."
Liang Xuan pondered for a moment and then said, "So, you're suggesting we focus on quantity over extreme quality?"
Yao Chen nodded, "Exactly. With the volume of ingredients you have, we can produce a significant batch of these pills. It'll be a sustainable and safe model for our business. And if the war situation eases, we can then think about venturing into refining higher-grade pills… Not to mention, the ingredients for grade 1 pills can be grown in anywhere, that being said, my father owns a plot of land just next to the southern gate, I’ll go and plant a few ingredients there, that should be enough for the time being,"
Wu Mei smiled, "Always the pragmatic one, Yao Chen. We trust your judgment. Let's focus on Grade 1 to 3 pills for now."
Yao Chen smiled in relief, "Thank you for understanding. With our combined resources and skills, I believe we can make this venture a great success."
With their plans set and strategies discussed, the trio began laying out the groundwork for their collaboration, ready to take on the challenges and opportunities that lay ahead.
THE NEXT DAY
The day's business was winding down, but for Wu Mei and Liang Xuan, the work was far from over. Seeking out Yao Chen, they found him in a quieter part of the emporium, examining a collection of rare herbs.
"Ah, young master Liang, Elder Wu," Yao Chen greeted them with a nod. "I trust the day has been profitable?"
"Beyond our wildest expectations," Wu Mei replied, a twinkle in her eyes. "However, with business booming, we also have to consider the future."
Liang Xuan placed the fixed furnace before Yao Chen. "Your furnace, good as new. As promised."
Yao Chen's eyes lit up in appreciation, and after a quick inspection, he nodded in approval. "Splendid work. Now, regarding our arrangement—"
"You mentioned you can only produce grade 1 to 3 pills?" Wu Mei inquired.
"That's right," Yao Chen affirmed. "Given the current circumstances, refining higher-grade pills would not only draw unnecessary attention but also might be deemed excessive in times of war."
"But even with these pills, our emporium will stand out," Liang Xuan pointed out.
Yao Chen looked thoughtful. "With increased business and attention, it might be wise to expand your network. Have you considered partnering with the local blacksmiths?"
Wu Mei raised an eyebrow. "For weapon and armor trade?"
"Yes," Yao Chen said. "It's clear that this economic surge you've triggered won't go unnoticed. The local lord may very well take an interest in this town, perhaps sending some forces to support and protect the growing trade hub. However, such prosperity can also attract the less savory kind—invaders, bandits, opportunists."
Liang Xuan's face darkened at the thought. "So, you're saying we should be prepared for both aid and attacks?"
"Exactly," Yao Chen confirmed. "By forging a business alliance with the blacksmiths, you can ensure a steady supply of quality weapons and armor. This can not only be a new source of income for the emporium but also provide the town's residents and any protective forces with the equipment they need. After all, in uncertain times, it's always best to be prepared."
Wu Mei nodded slowly, weighing the idea. "It's a wise suggestion, Yao Chen. We'll need to approach the blacksmiths with a proposal soon."
As the trio discussed the intricacies of their future plans, it was clear that the reopening of the Liang Family’s Rare Item Emporium was just the beginning of a new chapter for the town. And with these new ventures on the horizon, there was a mix of excitement and uncertainty in the air.
The next morning, the town square was already bustling with activity, merchants calling out their prices, customers haggling, and children laughing. But Liang Xuan and Wu Mei were not among the many trading at the emporium. Instead, they were heading towards the workshop district, where the clang of hammers and the warmth of forges marked the territory of the blacksmiths.
Walking with purpose, they soon arrived at the most prominent forge in the town. Its owner, Master Huo, was known to be the most skilled blacksmith in the region.
"Ah, Elder Wu, young master Liang," Master Huo greeted, wiping sweat from his brow. "To what do I owe this honor?"
Wu Mei stepped forward, "Master Huo, with the emporium’s resurgence, we've come with a proposition. Given the current political climate and the potential threats and opportunities it poses, we believe that forging an alliance would be beneficial for all involved."
Master Huo arched an eyebrow, intrigued. "Go on."
Liang Xuan spoke up, "We propose that your weapons and armors be showcased and sold at the emporium. With our wide-reaching clientele, your crafts will find buyers beyond this town, spreading the fame of your work."
Master Huo considered this for a moment. "And in return?"
"In return," Wu Mei responded, "we provide you with quality materials sourced from our travels and trade routes, ensuring that your work remains top-notch. Plus, a share of the profits from the sales."
There was a silence as Master Huo weighed the proposal. "With the possibility of threats, indeed, there will be a demand for weapons and armor. Moreover, your offer of materials does tempt me. But," he paused, "we must have an agreement in place. Contracts, terms, everything in black and white."
"Of course," Wu Mei nodded in agreement.
Just then, a young blacksmith apprentice ran up, panting. "Master Huo! The town's lookouts have spotted a party approaching from the east. They carry the banner of Lord Xian."
Everyone exchanged worried glances. As Yao Chen had predicted, their economic boom had attracted attention.
Master Huo sighed, "Looks like we have more pressing matters to attend to. But fear not, Elder Wu, young master Liang, we will discuss our partnership later."
As they walked back to the emporium, Liang Xuan's grip tightened on his satchel. The town was on the cusp of significant change, and he and his grandmother were right in the heart of it.
The streets which were buzzing with activity just moments ago took on an apprehensive hush as news of the approaching party spread like wildfire. Shopkeepers began pulling in their goods, mothers gathered their children closer, and the townsfolk exchanged wary glances. The threat of war had been on everyone's minds, and an unscheduled visit by Lord Xian's party was unexpected and concerning.
Liang Xuan and Wu Mei quickened their pace back to the emporium. The emporium was not just a business; it was their home, their legacy. They had to ensure its safety and the well-being of its staff.
As they approached, they saw that their employees had already begun to fortify the establishment. Shuttering windows, moving fragile items to the storeroom, and even setting up a few rudimentary barricades outside. The town, though mostly peaceful, had protocols for potential threats, and it seemed everyone was putting them into action.
Zhen Tao approached them, concern evident on his face. "Elder Wu, the town's militia is being assembled. They're not sure of Lord Xian's intentions. Do you think he knows about the treasures we've acquired?"
Wu Mei replied, her voice steady, "It's hard to say, but we need to be prepared for anything. Liang Xuan, gather the rarest items and move them to the hidden cellar. Zhen Tao, alert the townsfolk and tell them to remain indoors. We don't know what awaits us."
The sun was starting to dip below the horizon when the party from the east finally arrived at the town's gates. They were an intimidating sight. Rows of armored soldiers on horseback, each bearing Lord Xian's sigil - a silver phoenix rising from the flames, surrounded a large palanquin from which a majestic banner flowed.
The town's gates opened, and the delegation rode in, their presence causing unease amongst the onlookers. At the helm was a striking figure in ornate armor, a plumed helmet indicating high rank. This had to be General Lu, the right hand of Lord Xian.
He raised a hand, and the procession halted. "I seek the one in charge of the Liang Family’s Rare Item Emporium," he boomed.
Liang Xuan and Wu Mei stepped forward, trying to mask their anxiety. "We are the proprietors," Wu Mei announced. "To what do we owe this visit, General Lu?"
The General's piercing gaze scanned the emporium and then settled on Wu Mei. "Word has reached Lord Xian of your establishment's success. He has sent me to ensure that his region is safe and that businesses like yours continue to thrive under his protection."
The air was thick with tension. Liang Xuan tried to read the general's face, but it was inscrutable. The future of their emporium, and perhaps the town itself, hung in the balance.
The townsfolk's eyes widened in surprise as another delegation approached from the southern gate. This party was even grander, with double the soldiers bearing a different, yet oddly similar sigil: a golden phoenix surrounded by stars. A hush spread across the crowd. The palanquin in the center of this party was even more ornate than the first, and its curtains were drawn aside to reveal a figure of unmistakable authority: Lord Wu Xian.
General Lu's demeanor changed from confident to uncertain in a matter of seconds. The soldiers from the east shifted nervously, fingers inching closer to their weapon hilts.
Lord Wu Xian stepped down from his palanquin, his robes flowing gracefully behind him. "General Lu," he greeted coolly, "It seems you've ventured quite far from your designated territory. To what do I owe this unexpected visit?"
General Lu, momentarily taken aback, replied with an attempt at maintaining his authority, "My Lord, I am here on behalf of Lord Xian, to ensure the safety and prosperity of this region."
Lord Wu Xian raised an eyebrow, "This region is already under my protection and has been for generations. Your presence here is both unwarranted and suspicious."
A murmur spread through the crowd. It was no secret that Lord Wu Xian and Lord Xian were related - cousins, in fact. But they had historically ruled separate territories and were known to have disagreements over their borders and influence.
Wu Mei, sensing the gravity of the situation, stepped forward. "My Lord," she began, addressing Lord Wu Xian, "We welcome your presence and appreciate your protection. We did not anticipate being at the center of such a... dispute."
Lord Wu Xian glanced at the emporium and then back at Wu Mei. "It seems your success has drawn attention from more than just your customers. But fear not, Elder Wu, I shall ensure no harm comes to your establishment."
General Lu, realizing the precarious situation, chimed in, "There was no intention of harm. I was merely here to witness the renowned emporium's grand reopening and ensure its safety."
Lord Wu Xian looked skeptical. "Your words are diplomatic, General. But this town, and the emporium, lie within my domain. You would do well to remember that."
The air was thick with tension, the two parties locked in a silent standoff. The fate of the emporium, the town, and perhaps even the broader region seemed to hang in the balance as the two lords weighed their next moves.
From the midst of General Lu's entourage, another figure emerged, clothed in crimson and gold, his bearing both noble and menacing. It was Lord Liang Xian, the ruler from the eastern province, and the very heart of the dispute.
The two lords locked eyes, the history of their bloodline and rivalry palpable in the air between them.
"Liang Xian," Wu Xian began, his tone laced with a mix of disdain and familiarity, "Your audacity knows no bounds. Encroaching upon my lands was a mistake, but to come here in person? You tempt fate."
Liang Xian smiled, a thin, sardonic curl of his lips. "Wu Xian, cousin, always so dramatic. I came to congratulate the emporium on its success, nothing more. Yet here you are, casting suspicions and making a spectacle."
Lord Wu Xian's eyes narrowed, "Your general was here on your orders. Don't play coy with me."
Liang Xian laughed softly, "Oh, General Lu does have a tendency to be overzealous. But I assure you, our intentions were pure. Though, now that I'm here, I can't help but wonder: Why should the profits of this emporium not benefit both our provinces? After all, we are family."
The undertone of the proposal was clear. It was both a challenge and an offer. The crowd watched in anticipation, understanding that their futures could be shaped by the outcome of this conversation.
Wu Mei took a step forward, her voice clear and steady, "Lords, while we are honored by your attention, I must stress that this emporium has always operated under the jurisdiction of Lord Wu Xian. We have no intention to disrupt that balance."
Liang Xian, not taking his eyes off Wu Xian, responded, "Balance? There hasn't been balance between our lands for generations. Perhaps it's time for a change."
Wu Xian's voice deepened, "Your provocations will not go unanswered, Liang Xian. This is not the place to wage our battles."
Silence. A dangerous energy swirled around the two lords, and the entire town could feel the weight of centuries of animosity.
Then, as sudden as the confrontation began, Liang Xian chuckled, "Perhaps you're right, cousin. Today is a day of celebration, after all. But remember, the world is always changing. Boundaries shift. Alliances form and break."
As the tension between the two lords thickened, it was clear that neither side was willing to back down. The marketplace, just moments ago filled with the jubilant noise of commerce, fell silent save for the clinking of armor and the unsheathing of weapons. Soldiers from both sides started to form up, creating a blockade around the emporium.
Liang Xian, his voice dripping with disdain, declared, "Perhaps it's time we settled this once and for all, cousin."
Wu Xian, drawing his ornate blade which glittered in the midday sun, responded defiantly, "If it's a duel you seek, let's take it outside the city gates. Let's not harm the innocent."
Liang Xian smirked, "A noble gesture. Very well."
The two lords, with their respective entourages, proceeded to the southern gate. The town's residents watched in fearful anticipation, with many rushing to the rooftops and elevated positions to get a better view of the impending clash.
Outside the gates, on a vast plain with the mountains in the backdrop, Liang Xian and Wu Xian stood facing each other, a distance of twenty paces between them. The wind seemed to hold its breath, rustling the grass underfoot and whispering tales of ancient conflicts.
With a nod from both parties, the duel commenced. Liang Xian lunged forward aggressively, his blade aiming directly for Wu Xian's heart. Wu Xian parried adeptly, their swords clashing with a sound that echoed through the landscape. The two lords moved with a grace and speed that spoke of years of training and discipline.
Each strike, each dodge was not just a show of physical prowess but a dance of strategy, a test of wit. Every time their swords met, sparks flew, lighting up the sky like fireworks.
Minutes felt like hours as neither seemed to gain the upper hand. But as the duel progressed, a pattern emerged. Wu Xian's defense was impeccable; he parried and dodged each of Liang Xian's fierce strikes with ease. But he was not the aggressor.
Suddenly, with a swift movement, Wu Xian saw an opening. He swung his blade, aiming for Liang Xian's legs, hoping to disarm him. But Liang Xian anticipated the move and jumped, avoiding the blade. As he descended, he aimed his sword towards Wu Xian's head.
The crowd gasped, but Wu Xian, with lightning reflexes, tilted his head just enough to let the blade pass, missing him by mere inches. Using the momentum, he pushed Liang Xian back, making him stumble and drop his sword.
Both lords panted heavily, their chests heaving. Wu Xian, pointing his blade at Liang Xian, declared, "It's over."
As Wu Xian believed he had the upper hand, Liang Xian's eyes flashed with determination. In a swift, unexpected move, he drew a concealed dagger from his boot and lunged at Wu Xian, aiming for his throat. The abrupt change in dynamics caught Wu Xian off guard.
With milliseconds to react, Wu Xian sidestepped and blocked Liang Xian's arm. Their faces were mere inches apart, their breaths mingling in the cool air, both lords locked in a deadly embrace. Wu Xian's sword was too long to be useful at this close distance, and Liang Xian's dagger posed a dangerous threat.
Wu Xian's hand found Liang Xian's wrist, and with a sudden twist, he forced him to drop the dagger. However, Liang Xian used the momentum to throw Wu Xian off balance. Both lords tumbled to the ground, grappling and punching, neither willing to give an inch.
As the dust flew up around them, the clash turned brutal, moving from the refined elegance of a sword fight to the raw violence of hand-to-hand combat.
Wu Xian, using his weight, pinned Liang Xian to the ground, but not before receiving a sharp elbow to his face, causing blood to flow from his nose. Liang Xian, sensing a momentary lapse, pushed Wu Xian off and quickly scrambled to his feet.
Both men were battered and bruised, but neither showed any sign of relenting. They circled each other, gauging their opponent's weaknesses, looking for an opening.
Suddenly, Liang Xian launched forward with a powerful kick aimed at Wu Xian's chest. Wu Xian countered, catching Liang Xian's foot and twisting, bringing him crashing to the ground. As Liang Xian tried to rise, Wu Xian delivered a crushing blow, knocking him unconscious.
Wu Xian, panting heavily and wiping the blood from his face, looked down at his fallen cousin.
Wu Xian, standing over his fallen cousin, smirked and said, "It seems, dear cousin, that your training has been lacking. Perhaps I can recommend a few masters to help you with that."
Liang Xian, groaning as he sat up and rubbed his jaw, shot back with a smirk of his own, "Oh, please do. Though, next time, I might just use a trick you don’t see coming. But, truly, Wu Xian, you still punch like you're dancing at a ball."
Wu Xian chuckled, "It’s all about elegance, Liang Xian. You always were too rough around the edges. Though I must say, the concealed dagger was a nice touch. A bit desperate, though."
Liang Xian laughed, a rich sound that was echoed by Wu Xian's own hearty laughter. "Always expect the unexpected with me, cousin."
Wu Xian extended a hand to help Liang Xian to his feet. The two lords, still smiling, embraced each other warmly, patting each other on the back.
The sudden shift from intense combat to familial camaraderie left the spectators, especially Liang Xuan, in utter bewilderment.
Liang Xuan approached the two, his face a picture of confusion. "What... what just happened? Weren’t you two about to kill each other?"
Liang Xian, wiping some dirt from his face, laughed, "Ah, young kid, sometimes, family has odd ways of showing affection. Wu Xian and I, we have this... tradition. Whenever we meet after long periods of time, we test each other's strength."
Wu Xian nodded in agreement, "Indeed. It keeps us sharp, keeps us prepared. And it’s a reminder of our younger days when we were both more reckless and impulsive.”
Liang Xuan blinked, still trying to make sense of it all. "So... there's no actual feud?"
Wu Xian smiled, placing an arm around Liang Xuan's shoulder, "Oh, there are always disagreements in any family. But at the end of the day, blood is thicker than water. Our little duels are just a way of letting off steam."
Liang Xian nodded, "Besides, it’s good entertainment for the town, isn’t it?"
The two lords chuckled as the townsfolk slowly dispersed, talking animatedly about the duel they had just witnessed. It was clear that this would become yet another legendary tale of the two lords' many encounters.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
Inside the spacious hall of the Liang Family's Rare Item Emporium, the two lords, along with Wu Mei, Liang Xuan, and several influential figures of Guilvons, sat around a large table. The rich aroma of freshly brewed tea wafted through the room, casting a calming atmosphere over the gathering. The sound of bustling activity from outside the emporium served as a backdrop to the important discussion inside.
Lord Liang Xian cleared his throat and began, "You're probably wondering why both Wu Xian and I rushed here, especially after the...ahem...interesting greeting we had at the gates."
Wu Mei, with her usual sharp wit, retorted, "The entire town witnessed your 'greeting', but please do enlighten us about the rush."
Lord Wu Xian, taking a sip of his tea, leaned forward. "A few days ago, one of my scouts intercepted a letter from a reconnaissance unit of the northern invaders. That letter explicitly mentioned Guilvons. At first, I was puzzled as to why a town of this size would warrant attention from such a force. But then it hit me – the history and the geography of this place."
Liang Xuan's curiosity was piqued, "History? Geography? What's so special about Guilvons?"
Lord Liang Xian took over, "Long ago, Guilvons was the central trade hub of the Dragonlands. Every trade route, be it by land or river, converged here. But its importance goes beyond just trade. Strategically, it’s a choke point. Control Guilvons, and you control access to the southern and western provinces of the Dragonlands."
Lord Wu Xian added, "Moreover, the mountains around Guilvons are rich in minerals. The ores mined from here have been instrumental in forging some of the most potent weapons of the Dragonlands. A force wishing to control the region's resources would surely target Guilvons."
Wu Mei nodded in understanding, "So, the invaders are not just after conquest. They want to control the trade and resources of the Dragonlands."
Liang Xian said, "Precisely. But there's more. The letter also mentioned an 'ancient artifact' believed to be in Guilvons. We don't have specifics on what it is, but given their keen interest, it must be of significant power."
Wu Xian leaned back, "This is why both of us decided to come here. This town, your town, Liang Xuan, is the lynchpin in the defense of the Dragonlands. We need to be prepared. The north is mobilizing, and they will come with everything they have."
A weighty silence filled the room. The implications of what the lords had revealed were immense. Guilvons was not just another town; it was the heart of the Dragonlands, holding its rich history, resources, and now, apparently, an ancient artifact.
Liang Xuan finally spoke, determination evident in his voice, "Then we prepare. With the combined strength of our houses and the people of Guilvons, we will stand strong against any threat."
The two lords nodded in agreement, sealing the pact that would define the fate of the Dragonlands in the days to come.
“So, is our town that important?” asked Liang Xuan
Lord Wu Xian, adjusting himself in his seat, gestured towards a large map that hung on one of the emporium walls. It depicted the vast expanse of the Dragonlands, with its intricate network of rivers, mountains, trade routes, and territories.
"You see, Liang Xuan," Wu Xian began, pointing to the spot where Guilvons was marked, "Your town isn’t just historically significant. Its geographical importance cannot be overstated."
Liang Xian nodded, "Guilvons sits at the confluence of three distinct regions. To the south is my territory, a region of lush forests and rivers, a major hub for trade. The east, where the sun rises, is under my domain," he said, his chest puffing up with pride. "It’s a land of vast plains, farms, and bustling cities."
Then, he pointed towards the west. "And there, you have the border leading to Tall Tale, a vast kingdom with its unique resources and power dynamics."
Wu Mei remarked, "So, Guilvons acts as a gateway, a point of confluence."
"Exactly," Wu Xian continued. "This town is the only place in the entire Dragonlands that merges these three territories. Control Guilvons, and you effectively control the flow of goods, information, and troops between these regions."
Lord Liang Xian sighed, "And that’s why it's a prime target. The invaders know that if they can lay claim to Guilvons, they can choke the life out of the Dragonlands. They can disrupt trade, block reinforcements, and effectively pin us down."
Liang Xuan took a moment to absorb the information. The weight of responsibility on his shoulders seemed heavier than ever. "So, our defense is not just for Guilvons, but for the entire Dragonlands. We're essentially guarding this kingdom's heart."
Wu Xian nodded, "And it's not just about defense. Guilvons can also be our spearhead. A stronghold from which we can mount offensives and coordinate our defenses. Your emporium, the way you've started gathering resources, traders, and craftsmen, is a testament to this town's potential. You've already begun revitalizing its legacy, even if unintentionally."
Lord Liang Xian added, "We need to fortify this town, not just with walls and soldiers, but with alliances, trade agreements, and a network of informants. Every blacksmith forging a weapon, every trader bringing in goods, and every craftsman building defenses adds to our strength."
The room was thick with determination. The path ahead was fraught with challenges, but with the combined might and wisdom of all present, there was hope. The future of Guilvons, and in turn, the entire Dragonlands, was to be written in the days and battles to come.
“I still don’t get it, if out land was so important, why do you act now?” asked Liang Xuan
Lord Wu Xian took a deep breath, glancing once at the map before turning his gaze back to Liang Xuan. "Let's begin with my territory to the south. As I mentioned earlier, it is a region rich in forests and rivers. But that's not all. The rivers that flow through my domain feed into a vast majority of the Dragonlands. They are the primary source of water and irrigation, making them the lifeline for agriculture."
He paused, letting the weight of his words sink in. "If my territories were to fall, it's not just the loss of land we're talking about. The invaders could poison or dam the rivers, essentially starving a vast majority of the Dragonlands. The crops would fail, and famine would spread. With that, diseases would follow."
Lord Liang Xian then picked up from where his cousin left off. "To the east, my domain is the grain basket of the Dragonlands. The vast plains ensure we have harvests all year round. Furthermore, it's not just about food. The eastern territory is where we breed and train the finest Cherookes (Horse like creatures), essential for our cavalry units. If my territory were to be captured, the Dragonlands would not only face a food shortage but would also lose its mobility in warfare."
He added with a grim expression, "And don't even get me started on the mines. The eastern mines are rich in iron and precious gems. If those fall into enemy hands, they would be armed with our resources while we'd lose the primary source of our wealth and weaponry."
Wu Mei, having listened quietly until now, remarked, "And the west, the border with Tall Tale, what of it?"
Wu Xian responded, "Tall Tale is a double-edged sword. While they're a separate kingdom and our attackers, they're also our largest trade partner. The western route ensures the Dragonlands receive exotic goods, medicines, and sometimes even arcane knowledge. But, if they were to control the western border, they could form an alliance with factions within other nations that are not so friendly towards us. It would be a diplomatic catastrophe, not to mention, they’ll have the key to kills off, one by one,” 
Liang Xian nodded, "To put it simply, our individual territories are threads in the intricate tapestry that is the Dragonlands. Losing even one would unravel our strength and unity. Guilvons, right here," he pointed to the town's mark on the map, "is the knot that holds these threads together. It's pivotal. That's why we raced here when we got wind of potential threats."
Liang Xuan, absorbing the magnitude of it all, felt an overwhelming mix of pride and responsibility. The town he called home was far more significant than he had ever imagined. It wasn't just about protecting his home anymore; the very fate of the Dragonlands hinged on it.
The doors of the emporium swung open abruptly, and everyone turned to see a panting scout, his armor caked with dirt and dust, face flushed from exertion. He quickly saluted the two lords and said, "Lords Wu Xian and Liang Xian, a detachment of Tall Tale soldiers has been sighted. They are advancing rapidly, and by our best estimates, they'll be at our gates by sundown!"
The room became tense. The gentle clinking of tea cups and the distant noise of the bustling market outside seemed to fade as the weight of the news settled over everyone.
Lord Wu Xian's face tightened, the joviality from earlier gone, replaced by the stern visage of a seasoned warlord. "Numbers?" he demanded.
The scout replied, "Approximately five thousand, my lord. They march under the banners of the Blood Hawk, a notorious mercenary group known for their ruthlessness."
Wu Mei's hand tightened around her teacup. "The Blood Hawks? They're no mere mercenaries. They’re elite soldiers for hire, known for their tactical prowess and lack of scruples."
Liang Xian, while clearly disturbed, maintained his composure. "It's evident this isn't a random skirmish or a mere show of force. They're here for a proper siege."
Wu Xian nodded, "Which means they have provisions and likely siege weapons. They're not planning to leave anytime soon. We need to prepare."
Liang Xuan, feeling the weight of his role as the town's leader, stood up. "What can we do? We have the walls, and our own militia, but five thousand? And the Blood Hawks no less?"
Lord Liang Xian gave a reassuring smile, "Remember, cousin, it's not just your militia. You have the forces of two lords at your back."
Wu Xian agreed, "Indeed. And while the Blood Hawks are formidable, they're not invincible. We've faced greater odds and emerged victorious."
Liang Xuan took a deep breath. "Then let's prepare. We'll give them a welcome they won't forget."
The two lords nodded, and together with Wu Mei and Liang Xuan, they began devising a strategy to defend Guilvons from the impending siege, determined to protect the vital heart of the Dragonlands.
Guilvons transformed into a hive of activity as news of the approaching army spread. While panic gripped some of the townsfolk, most channeled their fear into action, preparing for the impending confrontation.
The market square, which just hours before had been bustling with trade, became a training ground. Soldiers from the domains of both lords drilled side by side with the local militia, rehearsing formations and tactics. Smiths, with their anvils glowing hot, worked tirelessly, tempering and sharpening weapons, mending armor, and crafting arrows by the thousands.
In a corner of the square, Yao Chen's establishment had turned into a makeshift alchemical workshop. Vapors of all colors emanated from his tent as he toiled away. Warriors queued, receiving small vials containing elixirs and pills – energy boosters, blood-clotters, and even a few that supposedly made one immune to pain for a short period. Simultaneously, he was guiding a group of apprentices in refining weapons, imbuing them with various elements to enhance their potency.
Liang Xuan walked the ramparts, surveying the town's defenses. He noticed the children filling leather pouches with rocks – ammunition for the town's slingers. The elderly, those who couldn't join the fight directly, were preparing vats of boiling oil and water. Even the wells of the town were being fortified, protected by squads of archers to prevent any sabotage attempts.
As he looked out over the town, he began to notice small details about Guilvons itself – the way the streets wound and interconnected, the elevated positions of some homes, the thick walls of the warehouses, the natural channels of the river flowing through parts of the town, and especially the groves of ancient trees that had once made Guilvons a revered sacred site. Ideas began to form in his mind, a strategy leveraging the unique geography and architecture of the town.
He hurriedly descended from the walls, seeking out his grandmother and the two lords. As he approached them, he began, "I think I might have a plan... The layout of Guilvons, it's unique, and if we use it to our advantage, we might just..."
But before he could finish, a horn sounded from the watchtowers – sharp, urgent, and chilling. The first scouts of the Blood Hawk detachment had been sighted on the horizon. The moment of confrontation was drawing near, much sooner than anyone had anticipated.
“How long?” asked Lord Wu Xian
“A couple of hours,” said a general Lu
“Alright kid, we’re all ears, what’s the plan?” asked lord Liang Xian as all eyes turned to Liang Xuan
The atmosphere in the town square shifted from one of diligent preparation to tense anticipation. All eyes turned toward the southern gate, waiting for what was to come. The fate of Guilvons hung in the balance.

	
		Chapter 13: The Defense of Guilvons



The strategy room was bustling with activity as commanders, militia leaders, and both Lords listened intently to Liang Xuan, who stood over a large wooden table that had a map of Guilvons spread across it. He used small figurines to represent troops, archers, and other defenses.
"Guilvons isn’t just a town; its layout is its strength," Liang Xuan began, pointing to the intertwining streets of Guilvons on the map. "The streets are like a maze. We can use that to our advantage."
He moved a set of figurines to the entrance of various streets. "We create multiple chokepoints. The enemy will be forced to break their formation, and their numbers won't be as overwhelming if they can't all rush in at once."
He then pointed to the river channels. "We use the water. Dams upstream can be released to flood specific channels. Not only would this halt their advance, but with the right timing, it could also trap their soldiers."
Lord Wu Xian nodded in agreement. "It's a good plan, but the Blood Hawk soldiers are known for their discipline. They'll adapt quickly."
"That's where the ancient groves come in," Liang Xuan continued, pointing to the thickly wooded areas. "These trees are old and sacred, but their roots are strong and have spread out beneath the town. We can use them as natural barricades. Combined with the sharpshooters we place atop them, we can create kill zones. They might adapt, but they'll pay a heavy price."
Wu Mei, who had been observing her grandson with pride, chimed in. "There's more to those trees than just barricades. Legends say that the spirits of ancient protectors reside in them. We can have our priests and priestesses conduct ceremonies to invoke their blessings and protection."
Liang Xuan then pointed to the elevated homes and warehouses. "Archers, especially from Lord Liang Xian's domain, need to be positioned here. They have the vantage point. Any enemy that gets past our maze and water defenses will be greeted with a hail of arrows."
He looked at both the Lords. "Lastly, our cavalry needs to be stationed outside. Once the Blood Hawk soldiers are trapped and confused inside, our cavalry can flank from behind, closing the trap."
Lord Liang Xian stood up, impressed. "It's a bold plan. A blend of old legends, the natural layout, and tactical warfare. We stand a fighting chance."
The room erupted in discussions as units were assigned their roles, priests began their rituals, and the townspeople were informed of their part in the defense. As the final preparations were underway, everyone in Guilvons knew that their survival depended on unity, strategy, and the ancient spirit of their town.
The room, once filled with tense discussions, settled down as Liang Xuan continued elaborating on the finer points of the plan.
"Supplies and Communications:" He said, pushing several small crates and runners on the map. "We have to make sure that our soldiers and citizens have a consistent supply of food, water, and weapons. Runners will be crucial. We need young, agile townsfolk to move between units, ensuring orders are passed swiftly."
He pointed to Yao Chen. "Yao, we'll need your elixirs and pills, but also some smoke signals. Colored smokes to signify different messages: red for immediate danger, green for an all-clear, blue for reinforcement needs, and yellow for any critical updates."
Yao Chen nodded, already listing down the ingredients in his mind.
"Traps and Ambush Points:" Liang Xuan continued. He placed a few figurines at certain alleyways. "We can dig pits and cover them up. Sharpshooters can target officers and commanders, while our ground forces can target the soldiers who fall into these traps."
Drawing attention to the rooftops, he added, "The rooftops aren't just for archers. We'll position vats of boiling oil and large boulders. When the enemy enters a choke point, we drench them."
Lord Wu Xian looked intrigued. "And the ancient tunnels below Guilvons?"
Liang Xuan smiled. "I was hoping you'd mention them. We use them for surprise attacks. A select unit can move beneath the enemy, emerging behind their lines, causing chaos and pulling their attention in multiple directions."
Lord Liang Xian laughed, "My cousin, it seems we've underestimated this town. There's more to Guilvons than meets the eye."
Wu Mei added, "And let’s not forget the citizens. Everyone can play a role, even if it’s just pouring hot water or throwing stones. It's their town, and they'll defend it with everything they've got."
Liang Xuan nodded, "Exactly. The Blood Hawk soldiers might outnumber us, but they don’t know the land, they don’t have our spirit, and they certainly don’t have our resolve."
Lord Wu Xian clapped his hands together, rallying the room. "Then it's settled. We prepare at dawn, and when they come, they'll realize they've walked into a lion's den. Guilvons will stand strong!"
With that declaration, the commanders and town's elite dispersed, each knowing their role and trusting in Liang Xuan's strategy to guide them through the impending storm.
“Wu Mei, are you sure this kid is only 5?” asked Wu Xian
“Yes, my lord,” Wu Mei said
“To think someone so young can be capable of amassing such knowledge at a young age,” Wu Xian said in awe
“Why are you surprised, cousin? Heroes appear at any age… we were lucky to have met a young one today,” said Liang Xian
“Indeed,” Wu Xian said 
Wu Mei just looked at Liang Xuan, her heart full of pride as memories of her son and husband came to mind when they used to talk about war strategies.
Dawn greeted Guilvons with an uneasy quiet, the stillness of a town girded for battle. The first rays of sunlight unveiled the silent Blood Hawk army poised just beyond the town's field of vision. Their organized ranks and the glint of their armor were intimidating, yet the townspeople were steeled by determination and meticulous planning.
Inside the town's walls, squads of soldiers and militia patrolled diligently, inspecting the barriers and ensuring that the traps were ready to be sprung. On the rooftops, sentinels with keen eyes watched every movement, communicating with flags and hand signals.
At the southern part of the town, where the land dipped into a shallow valley, Liang Xuan had devised a cunning trap. The depression was filled with water, forming a moat of sorts. In the water were hidden spikes, designed to halt any cavalry charge. Strategically placed trenches were set up around the town's perimeters, camouflaged with foliage and deceptive to any advancing force.
The town’s entrance was intentionally left slightly exposed, drawing the Blood Hawks into a bottleneck. This trap was layered; once a significant portion of the enemy troops advanced into the town, the rear would be flanked by the soldiers emerging from the underground tunnels. It was a daring strategy, but with the element of surprise, it could scatter and confuse the Blood Hawks, rendering their numerical advantage ineffective.
In the heart of the town, at the plaza, a medical station had been set up. Healers and herbalists were ready with poultices, bandages, and elixirs, thanks to Yao Chen's extensive preparation. Nearby, a rallying point was established, a place for reinforcements to gather or regroup if necessary.
As the sun climbed higher, the ominous drumbeats of the Blood Hawks grew louder, reverberating through the tense air. A horn's sharp call signaled the beginning of their march.
Liang Xuan stood with Wu Mei on the ramparts, looking at the advancing army. Their grim expressions mirrored the concern of every man, woman, and child within the town. But there was also hope, a shimmering belief that their strategies, combined with their unity and love for their homeland, would prevail against the odds.
The Blood Hawks began their assault, sending forth a barrage of arrows that darkened the sky. Archers from Guilvons retaliated, their fiery arrows setting alight the frontlines of the enemy, causing confusion and halting their advance temporarily. This was the cue for Guilvons' first wave of defense.
The town's large gates swung open, and a squadron of mounted warriors charged at the Blood Hawks. The attackers, expecting an easy breach, were caught off guard. As they tried to regroup, the defensive trenches and water traps claimed their first victims, slowing the Blood Hawks and giving the mounted warriors the chance to strike hard and retreat back to the town.
Back on the ramparts, a lookout signaled the presence of a second force approaching from the west. This wasn't anticipated. The Blood Hawks had reinforcements.
Lord Wu Xian shouted orders for a section of their defense to reposition and face this new threat. The intricate plan was now at risk, but the town's defenders adapted quickly, showcasing the flexibility embedded in Liang Xuan's strategy.
As the battle raged on and the sun reached its zenith, the true test for Guilvons had just begun. Would their unity, strategy, and determination be enough to stave off the might of the Blood Hawks and their unexpected reinforcements? The fate of the town hung in the balance.
Dawn greeted Guilvons with an uneasy quiet, the stillness of a town girded for battle. The first rays of sunlight unveiled the silent Blood Hawk army poised just beyond the town's field of vision. Their organized ranks and the glint of their armor were intimidating, yet the townspeople were steeled by determination and meticulous planning.
Inside the town's walls, squads of soldiers and militia patrolled diligently, inspecting the barriers and ensuring that the traps were ready to be sprung. On the rooftops, sentinels with keen eyes watched every movement, communicating with flags and hand signals.
At the southern part of the town, where the land dipped into a shallow valley, Liang Xuan had devised a cunning trap. The depression was filled with water, forming a moat of sorts. In the water were hidden spikes, designed to halt any cavalry charge. Strategically placed trenches were set up around the town's perimeters, camouflaged with foliage and deceptive to any advancing force.
The town’s entrance was intentionally left slightly exposed, drawing the Blood Hawks into a bottleneck. This trap was layered; once a significant portion of the enemy troops advanced into the town, the rear would be flanked by the soldiers emerging from the underground tunnels. It was a daring strategy, but with the element of surprise, it could scatter and confuse the Blood Hawks, rendering their numerical advantage ineffective.
In the heart of the town, at the plaza, a medical station had been set up. Healers and herbalists were ready with poultices, bandages, and elixirs, thanks to Yao Chen's extensive preparation. Nearby, a rallying point was established, a place for reinforcements to gather or regroup if necessary.
As the sun climbed higher, the ominous drumbeats of the Blood Hawks grew louder, reverberating through the tense air. A horn's sharp call signaled the beginning of their march.
Liang Xuan stood with Wu Mei on the ramparts, looking at the advancing army. Their grim expressions mirrored the concern of every man, woman, and child within the town. But there was also hope, a shimmering belief that their strategies, combined with their unity and love for their homeland, would prevail against the odds.
The Blood Hawks began their assault, sending forth a barrage of arrows that darkened the sky. Archers from Guilvons retaliated, their fiery arrows setting alight the frontlines of the enemy, causing confusion and halting their advance temporarily. This was the cue for Guilvons' first wave of defense.
The town's large gates swung open, and a squadron of mounted warriors charged at the Blood Hawks. The attackers, expecting an easy breach, were caught off guard. As they tried to regroup, the defensive trenches and water traps claimed their first victims, slowing the Blood Hawks and giving the mounted warriors the chance to strike hard and retreat back to the town.
Back on the ramparts, a lookout signaled the presence of a second force approaching from the west. This wasn't anticipated. The Blood Hawks had reinforcements.
Lord Wu Xian shouted orders for a section of their defense to reposition and face this new threat. The intricate plan was now at risk, but the town's defenders adapted quickly, showcasing the flexibility embedded in Liang Xuan's strategy.
As the battle raged on and the sun reached its zenith, the true test for Guilvons had just begun. Would their unity, strategy, and determination be enough to stave off the might of the Blood Hawks and their unexpected reinforcements? The fate of the town hung in the balance.
As the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the battlefield, the situation grew more desperate for the defenders of Guilvons. The Blood Hawks, realizing that the element of surprise was lost, started to regroup and strategize, launching coordinated assaults on the town's defenses.
From the south, a large catapult emerged, flinging huge boulders that crashed into the walls and buildings. The thuds echoed, and parts of the once-sturdy walls began to crumble. Behind the catapult, the Blood Hawks' infantry prepared for another push, using the distraction as cover.
In the east, a fresh battalion of Blood Hawk archers arrived, setting up their longbows and releasing a volley of flaming arrows into the town. Buildings caught fire, and the bright orange flames contrasted starkly with the approaching darkness, painting a scene of chaos and destruction.
Lord Wu Xian, seeing the devastation from the east, sent a contingent of his elite archers to counter the threat. Their synchronized volleys matched the Blood Hawks', their arrows finding marks with deadly precision. A group of Guilvons militia, inspired by this retaliation, made a daring sortie and set the Blood Hawks' siege equipment ablaze.
Meanwhile, at the breached northern wall, the combat was close-quarter and fierce. Lord Liang Xian, seeing the importance of this choke point, directed his forces to form a shield wall, using long spears to keep the invading forces at bay. Yao Chen, in the midst of battle, went beyond his role as an alchemist. He distributed specially prepared elixirs to the defending soldiers, rejuvenating their stamina and healing minor wounds, giving them a much-needed boost.
Liang Xuan, learning from the day's skirmishes, employed a guerrilla tactic. Using the town's underground tunnels, he and a team of defenders surfaced behind the Blood Hawks' lines, launching surprise attacks and sowing confusion among their ranks. This daring move turned the tide in several skirmishes, as the Blood Hawks found themselves attacked from both front and rear.
As night began to envelop the battlefield, a deep horn sounded from the west. Reinforcements! But from which side? The exhausted defenders held their breath. Emerging from the treeline was a battalion of cavalry, their banners unfamiliar. However, their charge was directed straight at the Blood Hawks' flank!
It was the allied force of a neighboring lord, Lord Zu Tang, who had heard of the impending attack and raced to Guilvons' aid. His arrival couldn't have been timelier. The combined force of Guilvons' defenders and Zhen Tao's cavalry overwhelmed the already tired Blood Hawks.
Realizing the situation was turning dire, the Blood Hawks' commanders called for a retreat. Their forces, which had begun the day with such promise of victory, now retreated in disarray, chased by the triumphant defenders of Guilvons.
By dawn, the battered but unbroken town of Guilvons stood victorious. The price was high, with many defenders wounded or lost, but their spirit and determination had shone through the darkest hours, forging legends that would be told for generations.
“THEY THINK THEY CAN JUST RUN AFTER THIS!” Wu Xian screamed
“AFTER THEM!” Liang Xian ordered
“Alright men, give’em hell!” Zu Tang said as they all chased the fleeing soldiers
As the first rays of dawn illuminated the battlefield, Lords Wu Xian, Liang Xian, and Zhen Tao, knowing that a retreating enemy can regroup and return, decided to ensure the Blood Hawks wouldn’t threaten Guilvons or the surrounding regions again soon. With the combined forces of their respective territories, the lords planned a swift pursuit.
Lord Wu Xian, atop his majestic steed, led the vanguard, a cavalry force known for their speed and agility, while Lord Zhen Tao's heavy cavalry kept pressure from the rear, ensuring the fleeing Blood Hawks felt the weight of their chase. Lord Liang Xian took to the skies, riding a rare wind beast that could provide aerial reconnaissance and direct the forces below.
The retreating Blood Hawks, though numerous, were disorganized and fatigued. Their commanders, realizing the desperate situation, tried to regroup, creating defensive barriers using carts, dead beasts, and any available resources. But with the lords hot on their trail, their efforts proved futile.
The aerial advantage provided by Lord Liang Xian's wind beast proved pivotal. From above, he could see pockets of Blood Hawk soldiers attempting to hide or regroup and directed his allies to those locations. Before long, many of the Blood Hawks were cornered. While some chose to fight to the death, many, seeing the hopelessness of their situation, surrender.
Lord Zu Tang, with his reputation for fairness and justice, ensured that the captured soldiers were treated humanely. They were bound and taken as prisoners, but were given food, water, and medical attention. In the days that followed, these prisoners would be crucial in extracting information about the Blood Hawks' main force, their strategies, and any other allies they might have.
As the sun set on the following day, the triumphant trio of lords, their combined forces, and their prisoners returned to Guilvons. The town, still nursing its wounds from the siege, erupted in joyous celebration at the sight of their returning heroes and the defeated Blood Hawks.
The victory was not just a testament to the bravery and strategy of the town's defenders, but also to the unity and strength of the three lords and their territories. The bonds forged on the battlefield would ensure a lasting alliance, one that promised peace and prosperity for Guilvons and the Dragonlands.
In the grand hall of Guilvons' town center, a massive wooden table was covered with maps, scrolls, and various markers that depicted troop movements and positions. The room was bustling with the town's leadership, militia heads, and the lords along with their chief advisors. The chandeliers, lit with radiant crystals, cast a gentle hue over everyone, adding gravity to the atmosphere.
Wu Mei and Liang Xuan, given their roles in the defense and the respect they commanded, were present, listening keenly. Yao Chen, ever the strategist, was busy taking notes and muttering calculations about the resources expended and those that would be required for rebuilding.
Lord Wu Xian stood up, clearing his throat. "The battle of Guilvons will be remembered not just as a victory, but as a symbol of our combined strength, resilience, and unity."
Liang Xian nodded. "Indeed, but let's focus on the details. What are our losses?"
A militia leader, Captain Bai, stepped forward. "We only lost around 6 members of our militias. The Blood Hawks' initial surprise attack was what got them. We also have another tenth severely injured, but thanks to Yao Chen's pills and elixirs, we believe most will recover."
Yao Chen nodded. "We've used a considerable amount of resources for the elixirs. We need to restock soon."
Zu Tang chimed in, "Of my forces, we lost roughly 10%. My heavy cavalry sustained damages during the chase, but it was a necessary sacrifice."
Lord Liang Xian sighed, "My aerial scouts suffered too. Three of our wind beasts were killed. These creatures take time to train and are not easily replaced."
Wu Mei then spoke, "The town itself has suffered damage, but it's repairable. The markets and some homes on the eastern side took the brunt of it. We need resources – both manpower and materials."
Liang Xuan, ever the keen observer, noted, "The captured soldiers can assist in the rebuilding. It'll shorten their sentences and hasten our recovery."
Zhen Tao agreed, "A wise suggestion. Put them to work under strict supervision."
Lord Wu Xian then addressed the main concern, "What of the Blood Hawks? How many did we capture? And what can we learn?"
Captain Bai responded, "Close to 300 captured, my lord. Initial interrogations indicate they're mercenaries. The question remains – who hired them?"
Liang Xian's gaze sharpened, "We need to find out. If it's a ploy by some ambitious lord or another kingdom, we need to be prepared."
Wu Mei added, "Their equipment and strategy were too organized for mere mercenaries. Someone with deep pockets and a strategic mind is behind this."
The room was filled with murmurs of agreement.
"We've defended Guilvons today," Wu Xian declared, "But the real challenge starts now. We need to rebuild, restock, and more importantly, find out who's behind this and prepare for what's next."
The hall echoed with determination. Everyone knew that while they had won the battle, the war was far from over.
The heavy doors of the grand hall opened with a resonant thud, and in walked Commander Lu, flanked by two elite guards. Between them was a man in chains, his armor torn and bloodied, but his eyes retained a defiant glint. The leader of the Blood Hawks.
Everyone in the room turned their attention to the newcomer, sensing the importance of the moment. Wu Mei's gaze was particularly piercing, as she evaluated the captive for any signs of hidden intent.
Liang Xuan recognized him. He had seen this man on the battlefield, directing troops and issuing orders. He was clearly a seasoned fighter, but now he looked cornered and defeated.
Commander Lu announced, "My lords, militia leaders, and citizens of Guilvons, I present to you the leader of the Blood Hawks, General Fang Zhou."
A murmur ran through the hall. Some had heard of this infamous mercenary leader, known not just for his brutality but also for his cunning strategies.
Lord Liang Xian stepped forward. "General Fang Zhou, I've heard of you. What brought the likes of you to our doorstep?"
Fang Zhou smirked, "Gold and glory, what else? I am a mercenary, after all."
Wu Xian interjected, "But who paid you? That's what we want to know."
Fang Zhou seemed to contemplate for a moment before responding, "Ah, that would be telling, wouldn't it? However, given the circumstances," he glanced around the room, noting the array of powerful individuals present, "I suppose a bit of... cooperation might be in order."
Wu Mei's voice was ice-cold, "Speak quickly, or you'll find your cooperation won't save you."
General Fang Zhou chuckled, "Always straight to the point, aren't we?" He sighed, "Very well. My troops were hired by emissaries claiming to represent a consortium of merchants from the western cities. They paid half upfront, in gold, and promised double upon completion."
Yao Chen frowned, "Merchants? Why would they target Guilvons?"
Liang Xuan theorized, "With Guilvons rapidly becoming a trading nexus, they probably hoped to destabilize the region and redirect the trade routes to their benefit."
Fang Zhou laughed, "The young one's sharp. Yes, they spoke of a future where Guilvons would fall, and trade would divert to the west."
Lord Wu Xian slammed his fist on the table, "So this is economic warfare! They dare use mercenaries to further their ambitions!"
Fang Zhou raised an eyebrow, "In our line of work, causes matter less than coins. But yes, this was more than a simple raid."
Commander Lu chimed in, "We should send scouts and spies to these western cities, try to root out the culprits."
Liang Xian nodded, "Agreed. And we need to fortify Guilvons even more. If they've tried once, they'll try again."
The room buzzed with renewed energy. The revelation had added another layer of complexity to the situation, but Guilvons had faced challenges before. United, they would face this one too.
The room was still echoing with the sharpness of Wu Mei's blade when Liang Xuan's keen eyes caught a pair of restrained figures at the far end, flanked by guards. Their once proud Blood Hawk uniforms were now stained and torn. A man and a woman, their gazes shifted between the corpse of Fang Zhou and the array of leaders, clearly terrified.
Liang Xuan gestured for the guards to bring the two forward. "You two! Come here."
The guards pushed them forward, where they stumbled and nearly fell before the table of leaders.
Wu Xian, recovering from his near-death experience, eyed them suspiciously. "More of Fang Zhou's ilk?"
The woman, her voice shaky, replied immediately, "No, my Lord, we were never true followers of Fang Zhou. Please, hear us out!"
The man nodded vehemently in agreement. "Everything Fang Zhou said was a lie, just a cover story to hide the real plot!"
Liang Xuan leaned forward, intrigued but cautious. "Speak then. What is this 'real plot' you speak of?"
The man gulped and began, "It's the Emperor of Tall Tale. He's the one orchestrating all of this. The Blood Hawks, once a proud mercenary group, were crippled in recent wars. But the Emperor offered them wealth and power. In exchange, they had to lead this assault on Guilvons."
The woman continued, her voice gaining a bit more confidence as she went on. "And it wasn't just the Blood Hawks. The Emperor has been forcefully conscripting peasants, slaves, anyone he can find. They're promised freedom if they serve in this war."
Liang Xian's face darkened. "Using the desperate and the downtrodden as fodder for his wars? This is the lowest form of strategy."
Yao Chen interjected, "That explains the ragtag nature of the enemy's formation and tactics. It wasn't a disciplined army, but a horde."
Liang Xuan looked deep into the eyes of the two captives. "And what do you two want now? Freedom?"
The woman hesitated, then nodded. "We just want to live, young master. We were dragged into this mess against our will. We don’t wish to serve any lord or emperor who sees us as mere expendables."
The man added, "We can provide information, maps, strategies. Anything you need to defend Guilvons and perhaps even push back against the Tall Tale Empire."
Wu Xian pondered their words. "Their information could be invaluable. But can we trust them?"
Liang Xuan responded, "We'll have to tread carefully. But if their information saves even one life, it will be worth it."
Liang Xuan took a deep breath, thinking through the possibilities. "There's a potential solution that could benefit us all," he began, causing everyone in the room to turn their full attention to him. "We have hundreds of captured Blood Hawk members. Instead of treating them all as enemies or prisoners, why not offer them a choice?"
He continued, gesturing towards the man and woman. "Like these two, many might have been dragged into this war against their will. For those who wish to turn over a new leaf, we can offer them refuge. They can stay in Guilvons or within the Dragonlands. They can help with reconstruction, contribute to our defenses, or share their knowledge about the Tall Tale Empire's tactics."
Lord Wu Xian raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "So you're suggesting we turn our enemies into allies? It's a risky proposition."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "Yes, it is. But it's also an opportunity. If even half of the captured choose this path, that's hundreds of new hands to rebuild the town and fortify our defenses. And in the process, they earn their freedom and a new start."
Liang Xian leaned back in his chair, musing over the idea. "It's an interesting approach, but we must be careful. While many might genuinely want to start over, there could be those among them still loyal to the Tall Tale Empire, waiting for a chance to strike from within."
Yao Chen added, "It would be essential to have them under strict watch initially. But in time, trust can be earned."
The woman captive spoke up, her voice filled with hope, "Most of us just want peace, a place to call home. Give them the choice, and you'll see."
Lord Zu Tang, who had been silent throughout the discussion, nodded. "It's a bold move. But these are desperate times. Such times call for innovative solutions."
Liang Xuan's face was resolute. "We'll set up a camp for them outside Guilvons, where they can decide their fate. Those who wish to stay will be integrated slowly, under watchful eyes. And those who wish to leave will be sent on their way, without harm."
Wu Mei looked at her grandson with pride. "Liang Xuan, you continue to impress with your forward-thinking. I support this plan."
As the leaders in the room discussed the logistics of implementing such a plan, Liang Xuan felt the weight of his decision. It was a gamble, but one that could change the course of the impending war and the future of Guilvons and the Dragonlands.
Liang Xuan turned his attention to the trembling duo, their chains rattling slightly with every movement. He approached them cautiously, trying to reassure them with his voice. "There's no need to fear any longer," he began, his voice gentle. "You're safe now. What are your names?"
The man took a deep breath, exhaling slowly as he tried to calm his nerves. "I am Feng Tse," he said, his voice raspy from the stress and exhaustion. He placed a protective arm around the woman next to him, "And this is Su Ming, my wife."
Liang Xuan nodded, his face softening. "It's unfortunate the circumstances that brought you here, but I promise, you'll be treated fairly. We want to help those who were unwillingly dragged into this."
Su Ming glanced up, her eyes shimmering with tears. "We only joined this war to secure a future for our children. The Tall Tale Empire threatened to conscript our sons if we didn’t comply. They're just little boys..."
Liang Xuan's heart ached at the thought. "I understand," he said softly. "It's a cruel world sometimes. But we'll do everything in our power to ensure your children are safe."
Feng Tse, hearing this promise, seemed to come to a decision. Taking a deep breath, he spoke up, "My Lord, I have information. Vital intelligence about the Tall Tale army's movements and intentions."
The room fell silent. Even Lord Wu Xian and Lord Liang Xian turned their attention to Feng Tse. The air was thick with anticipation.
"I was one of the few forced recruits trusted with some crucial tasks because of my past as a merchant. They believed I had no love for the Dragonlands due to some trading disputes, but they were wrong," Feng Tse began. "In a week's time, the Tall Tale Empire plans to initiate a massive assault, not just here but on two other critical points along the Dragonlands border. Their intention is to stretch your defenses thin, making it easier for their main force to penetrate deeper into the Dragonlands."
Liang Xian frowned. "That's an aggressive move. They must be confident."
Feng Tse nodded. "They've been rallying their forces for months, recruiting mercenaries, and forming alliances with some treacherous lords within the Dragonlands. I also overheard that they've secured a secret pact with the Shadow Clan, known for their guerrilla tactics."
Lord Wu Xian's face darkened. "The Shadow Clan? They've been quiet for years. This alliance will indeed be a problem."
Liang Xuan felt the weight of the situation pressing on him. "We must alert the other border towns and fortresses immediately. We can't let them be caught off-guard."
As the room buzzed with activity, Feng Tse and Su Ming felt a surge of relief. They had done their part, and now it was up to the lords of the Dragonlands to defend their homes.
Lord Wu Xian, leaning forward, scrutinized Feng Tse intently, "Where are they planning these simultaneous assaults? Do you know the specific targets?"
Feng Tse hesitated for a moment, as if gauging how much he should reveal, then finally nodded, "Yes, my Lord. The main force is targeting the very heart of the Dragonlands – Magmapolis. Their strategy is to capture the capital and cripple our morale."
Wu Xian's face turned ashen, the revelation weighing heavily on him. "Magmapolis is heavily fortified, but if they manage to divert enough of our forces elsewhere, even the capital could be at risk."
Liang Xuan interjected, "And the other targets?"
Feng Tse continued, "Ariorora is one of them. Due to its unique position as a border town, capturing it would provide a significant advantage for any invader. Not only does it guard one of the major routes into the Dragonlands, but it also serves as a hub for trade, communication, and transportation."
Liang Xian's face darkened further. Ariorora was not just a strategically crucial point; it was also his hometown and held immense sentimental value. "Ariorora won't fall easily. The walls have stood for centuries, and its people are fierce defenders of their home."
Su Ming added softly, "From what I heard among the troops, there's another town, but I couldn't gather its name. However, they spoke of it as if it was just as important as Ariorora."
Commander Lu pondered aloud, "If they're attempting to stretch our defenses, it would make sense to attack another significant border point. We need to gather intelligence swiftly to ascertain the third target."
Wu Mei, who had remained silent until now, spoke up, "We should also send word to the other sects and clans within the Dragonlands. The more allies we rally, the better."
Liang Xuan nodded, "We have little time, and every moment counts. While we prepare our defenses here in Guilvons, we must warn the others. This is not just an attack on a few towns; it's an assault on the very heart and spirit of the Dragonlands."
Lord Wu Xian stood up, his eyes burning with determination, "Then let us waste no more time. The Dragonlands will stand united against any threat. We've weathered storms before, and we'll weather this one. Together."
Wu Mei, after listening quietly to the discussions, spoke up, "There is another city, bordering the far eastern edge of the Dragonlands. What of Pradena?"
At the mention of Pradena, Su Ming's eyes widened in realization, and she nodded vigorously, "Yes, that's the one! They often whispered its name when they thought we weren't within earshot. Pradena is the third target."
The room grew silent, the weight of the information sinking in. Pradena was more than just a city. It was the fortress that stood between the wild east and the Dragonlands, a place of powerful enchantments and great historical importance. It was said that the walls of Pradena were made not just of brick and stone, but of the very will of its inhabitants and the protective spirits that resided there.
Lord Liang Xian finally broke the silence, "To think that they'd dare to target Pradena... Their strategy is not just brazen, it's audacious! They are aiming to destabilize our core while stretching our defenses to their limits."
Commander Lu looked troubled, "If they capture Pradena, they'll have a gateway to the Dragonlands' heartlands. And with it being on the eastern front, it would take significant time for reinforcements from the west or central territories to arrive."
Wu Mei added, "Pradena is not just a strategic location; it's symbolic. Its fall would be a massive blow to the morale of our people."
Lord Wu Xian clenched his fist, "We must not let that happen. We need to send word to Pradena immediately, ensuring they bolster their defenses and are prepared for an impending assault."
Liang Xuan, taking a moment to process everything, asked, "How soon do you believe this assault will take place?"
Feng Tse responded, "From what I've gathered, the plan is in motion. Their forces are already on the move. It might be mere days before they reach the city walls of Pradena."
The atmosphere in the room grew heavier, the stakes now evident to everyone present. Decisive action was required, and the leaders present knew that they were now in a race against time to protect the very essence of the Dragonlands.
Lord Wu Xian stood up, his robe billowing with a sense of urgency. "We cannot delay any further. We must ride to Magmapolis and alert the Dragon Lord. Time is of the essence."
Lord Liang Xian nodded in agreement. "I'll muster my fastest riders. We'll leave at first light."
Commander Lu added, "We should send out messenger hawks as well. Some may get intercepted, but if even one reaches its destination, we can begin preparing."
Liang Xuan, reflecting upon the gravity of the situation, looked towards Feng Tse and Su Ming. "You both have done a great service by providing us with this intelligence. If you choose to stay here, we will ensure your safety. But if you wish to accompany us, you can offer invaluable guidance with your firsthand knowledge."
Feng Tse bowed deeply, gratitude evident in his eyes. "Young Master Liang, your mercy saved us. We owe you our lives. We wish to repay this debt. We will accompany you and provide whatever assistance we can."
Su Ming, holding Feng Tse's hand, echoed his sentiments. "Where he goes, I go. We are in this together. We want to ensure a brighter future for our children, and if our knowledge can help, then we are at your service."
Lord Wu Xian smiled appreciatively. "Your valor is commendable. We will gladly accept your assistance."
With dawn approaching, preparations for the journey were made swiftly. Supplies were gathered, horses were readied, and a band of the most experienced riders and warriors were assembled.
As the first light of day broke over the horizon, Liang Xuan, with a heavy heart, approached Feng Tse and Su Ming. "Your bravery will not be forgotten. My only wish is for both of you to be reunited with your children someday."
Su Ming's eyes filled with tears, "Your kindness has given us hope, young master. Thank you."
Feng Tse, with determination in his eyes, nodded, "With your help, we will find our way back to them."
And with that, the group, bolstered by a sense of duty and urgency, galloped away from Guilvons, the weight of the Dragonlands' fate resting on their shoulders.
Two weeks had passed since the battle that shook the very foundations of Guilvons. The once bustling town, which had been on the brink of destruction, now echoed with the sounds of construction, laughter, and life. Everywhere one looked, there were signs of a town rejuvenated and reimagined.
The new districts rose quickly, designed to accommodate the influx of the new settlers. New homes, markets, and recreational areas were constructed, all characterized by a harmonious blend of local Guilvons architecture and the styles from the various regions of the captured soldiers. It was a melting pot of cultures, and the town thrived in this newfound diversity.
Children ran in the streets, playing games and singing songs from different corners of the land. The people of Guilvons, both old and new, worked side by side to ensure that their future would be brighter than their past.
In the heart of this new Guilvons, at the town's square, a grand celebration was being organized. Flags from different territories flew side by side, symbolizing the unity of the people. Vendors set up stalls, musicians tuned their instruments, and chefs prepared for a grand feast.
Amidst this bustle, a horn sounded from the town's northern entrance. A lone rider, cloaked in the royal colors of the Dragonlands, made his way to the square. The townspeople, recognizing the emblem of the royal messenger, gathered around with bated breath.
The messenger, dismounting swiftly, approached Yao Chen, who was overseeing the preparations for the grand feast. Bowing slightly, he said, "Master Yao, I bear news from the capital."
Yao Chen motioned for him to continue, and the crowd fell silent, hanging on to every word.
"The war is over," the messenger began, pausing for the gasps and whispers to subside. "The forces of Tall Tale were repelled, and our brave armies, led by Lords Wu Xian and Liang Xian, played a significant role in this victory. Furthermore, our allies in Canterlot have overthrown the oppressive Bronco dynasty in Tall Tale. Peace is now upon the land."
“In 1 month’s time free commerce is to restart, as the trade routes will re-open with other kingdoms,” the messenger said 
A cheer erupted from the crowd, the weight of worry and tension lifting. Children danced, men and women hugged, and the musicians began a jubilant tune.
Yao Chen, tears in his eyes, raised a toast. "To new beginnings, and to the unity of Guilvons. May our town forever stand as a symbol of hope and resilience!"
As the celebrations continued into the night, the heart of Guilvons pulsed with joy and hope, promising a future of unity and prosperity.
The hall of Guilvons City Council was abuzz with animated discussions. Although the war was over and the town was thriving, the future was uncertain. How would the town sustain itself? With the influx of settlers, Guilvons had grown more diverse and complex.
Councillor Jun Li, an elder with a penchant for caution, voiced the concerns of many. "Guilvons has seen rapid growth, and while the unity amongst our citizens is commendable, we need a plan for sustainability. We can't merely rely on external factors. We need internal stability and progression."
Other council members murmured in agreement, discussing potential challenges like food supply, job allocation, housing, and trade routes.
Wu Mei, ever the calm voice in a storm, raised her hand, and the council gave her the floor. "We may have different backgrounds, races, and cultures, but this diversity is our strength," she began. "Every group that has come to Guilvons brings with them unique skills, knowledge, and traditions. We can utilize these to make Guilvons an epicenter of commerce and culture."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement, adding, "For example, the Dragonborn are skilled blacksmiths and metalworkers. Their forged goods are unparalleled. The Equestrians are blessed with agricultural wisdom, and with their connection to nature, they can enhance our farming techniques. Yaks, with their robust physical strength, can aid in construction and heavy labor. Pegasi, with their ability to fly, can establish rapid courier routes, while our other winged friends can help patrol our skies. Every group has something unique to offer."
Councillor Bai Feng chimed in, "I've witnessed the art created by these different groups. Their crafts, music, and dances can turn Guilvons into a cultural hub, attracting visitors from all over. This would also bolster our economy."
Councillor Rui Lan added, "We can also establish schools where knowledge from different lands is shared, making Guilvons a beacon of learning."
The atmosphere in the hall shifted from apprehension to optimism. Ideas flowed, and a blueprint for Guilvons' future began to take shape. They discussed setting up specific districts dedicated to different crafts, opening markets for unique products, establishing trade routes, and organizing cultural events.
As the meeting drew to a close, the council members left with a renewed sense of purpose. The challenges ahead were vast, but with the diverse tapestry of its people, Guilvons was poised to emerge as a shining example of unity in diversity.
“Time to bring this town back to life, I’m I right?” said Yao Chen
“It’s going to be a long month,” said Wu Mei as they all headed back to their business to begin preparing for the coming flood of tourist and merchants.

	
		Chapter 14: Guilvons Rising



The transformation was nothing short of miraculous. The town of Guilvons had evolved into the bustling City of Guilvons. As dawn broke, the city's newly installed gates gleamed under the morning sun, symbolic of the resilience and unity of its inhabitants. At the city's entrance, a large, intricately designed archway bore the words, "City of Guilvons - Unity in Diversity."
A trumpet sounded, signaling the official reopening of the city gates. Almost immediately, a stream of travelers, merchants, and adventurers poured in. Families seeking a new life, traders eager to make deals with the city's newfound artistry, and scholars wanting to visit the new institutions of learning all flocked to Guilvons.
The roads, once muddied and trampled, were now paved with cobblestones. New districts had sprung up, each with its unique flavor. The Dragonborn District echoed with the rhythmic hammering from the blacksmiths, while the Equestrian Quarter was alive with colorful markets and lively music. Pegasi flew overhead, carrying messages and goods, while the city's central plaza became a hub of art, culture, and entertainment.
As the day progressed, a loud fanfare announced the arrival of Lords Xian. Riding majestically on horseback, flanked by their guards, they made their way to the city's heart. Both Wu Xian and Liang Xian were visibly impressed by the city's metamorphosis.
They were received by Liang Xuan, Wu Mei, and the city's council members. After the formal greetings, Liang Xuan took them on a tour, showcasing the various districts, the improved defense mechanisms, and the new marketplace.
Liang Xian, with a glint of pride in his eyes, remarked, "This isn't just a city; it's a symbol of hope. Guilvons' tale will be narrated for generations."
Wu Xian, always the more analytical of the two, nodded in agreement, "The strategic importance of this city is evident. But more than that, its spirit, its unity, is what sets it apart."
The day culminated in a grand feast held in the city's central square. Dance troupes from different cultures performed, and a rich spread of dishes, each representing a community, was laid out.
As the celebrations went on into the night, Liang Xuan stood on a balcony overlooking the city. The luminous glow of lanterns, the sounds of laughter, and the mingling of different languages painted a beautiful mosaic of unity.
The City of Guilvons was not just reborn; it was reimagined. And as the heart of the Dragonlands, it stood as a beacon of hope, unity, and resilience.
The festivities continued throughout the night. Everywhere you looked, stories were being exchanged. Tales of adventures in distant lands, ancestral legends, and recent heroics filled the air.
Lord Wu Xian, amidst the celebrations, pulled Liang Xuan aside, "This city... it holds great promise. Not just as a trade hub or strategic point, but as a symbol of unity. And the Dragonlands will always be grateful to you for fostering this spirit."
Liang Xuan smiled, "It wasn't just me, Lord Xian. It was the will of the people, their resilience, and their belief in a shared dream."
Wu Mei, joining the conversation, added, "Indeed. Many here have lost much, but in building Guilvons anew, they have found purpose and belonging."
As they spoke, a group of children from various races approached them, holding a large scroll. A little dragonborn girl stepped forward, "On behalf of the children of Guilvons, we wish to present this to the city's leaders."
The scroll was unrolled, revealing a beautiful tapestry depicting the old town of Guilvons, its devastation, and its rebirth as a city. It was a piece of art that spoke of perseverance, unity, and hope.
Touched by the gesture, Liang Xuan kneeled to the little girl's level, "This is beautiful. It tells our story."
The girl, with twinkling eyes, replied, "And it's a story that will continue. We'll keep adding to it as Guilvons grows."
The city council decided to place the tapestry in the town hall, a reminder of their journey and the spirit of Guilvons.
As dawn approached, the Lords Xian prepared to leave. With heartfelt goodbyes and promises to return, they departed, leaving behind a city brimming with life, promise, and potential.
And so, as the sun's first rays touched the City of Guilvons, it shone not just on a place, but on a testament to the indomitable spirit of its people.
THE NEXT MORNING
Amid the bustling markets and laughter-filled streets, the emporium had become the center of attention, welcoming visitors and travelers alike. Business was booming, a bit too much for Wu Mei and Liang Xuan's expectations.
Late one evening, as the final customers of the day were leaving, Wu Mei approached Liang Xuan with a worried expression. "Liang Xuan, while the footfall is truly heartening, our reserves are depleting at a pace I hadn't anticipated. At this rate, we will be out of stocks within a week."
Liang Xuan frowned, running a hand through his hair. "We need to find a way to replenish our stocks while still maintaining the quality and uniqueness that draws people here."
It was then that Lord Liang Xian, overhearing the conversation, approached them. "Why not employ the refugees? Many of them are skilled artisans from Tall Tale and other parts of the Dragonlands. Their craftsmanship could add to the uniqueness of your emporium."
Lord Wu Xian nodded in agreement, "Besides, this would provide them with a livelihood and help integrate them into Guilvons. A win-win situation."
Liang Xuan’s eyes lit up. "It's a fantastic idea! We can have different sections in the emporium dedicated to the unique crafts of each region. This diversity could become our unique selling proposition."
Wu Mei's worried lines smoothed out, replaced with excitement. "We could also start workshops, where these artisans teach their crafts. It would not only be a source of income but would also act as a way of preserving and passing down their unique skills."
The following week was a whirlwind of activity. Notices were put up around the city, inviting artisans to join the emporium. Soon, a multitude of craftsmen – potters from the western Dragonlands, weavers from the northern reaches of Tall Tale, and jewelers from the southern coasts – came forward, eager to showcase their work.
As the emporium expanded, a new section was created, named the "Artisans' Alley." Here, one could find the rich tapestry of the Dragonlands, from handwoven carpets depicting ancient legends to intricately designed jewelry that told tales of love and loss.
The workshops also began, with locals and visitors alike signing up to learn from the master craftsmen. The emporium was no longer just a marketplace; it had transformed into a living museum, a place of learning and cultural exchange.
With the influx of new products and the integration of the workshops, the emporium's reserves issue was resolved. It didn't just sustain; it thrived. And in doing so, it became a symbol of Guilvons' resilience and unity.
ONE WEEK LATER
“The numbers are good, however, we are down to the bare minimum of our stoke,” Wu Mei said as she turned to face the Xian lords and Yao Chen.
Yao Chen leaned back, allowing his gaze to drift towards the now bustling streets of Guilvons. "You know, with the increase in population and the expansion of our cultural horizons, relying solely on local sources would be insufficient. We need to think broader."
Liang Xian nodded in agreement, "Yes, and the Phosphorous woods, though abundant, should not be overexploited. We need its balance to ensure the longevity of our city."
Yao Chen pointed out, "Exactly. So, how about we initiate trade relationships with the caravans? They journey through realms and nations we can't easily reach. With them, we'd have a never-ending stream of diverse products, from spices of the Far East to the magical artifacts of the West. Moreover, it would relieve the pressure on our local resources."
Wu Mei's eyes widened, "Trade partnerships? That would definitely secure the supply chain for the emporium. And it’s sustainable! But what about the unique items we get from the Phosphorous woods?"
Yao Chen replied, "That's where 'Contractual Requests' come in. Instead of haphazardly gathering, we could set up a system. Let’s say a noble or a collector wants a rare artifact or herb that's only available in the woods. They can place a request, offering a reward. Local adventurers or gatherers can then fulfill these requests. This way, we only take from the woods what is explicitly needed, ensuring its preservation."
Lord Liang Xian added, "And as for 'Extreme Necessity', it refers to situations where the city or its inhabitants are in dire need of something, like a medicinal herb to combat an epidemic. Only in such circumstances would we allow unsolicited gathering from the woods. This ensures the woods' sanctity while still providing us a lifeline in emergencies."
Liang Xuan looked impressed. "This is a brilliant model, Yao Chen. It's structured, sustainable, and ensures the well-being of both the emporium and the Phosphorous woods."
Yao Chen chuckled, "Well, sustainability is the only way forward. If we wish for Guilvons to be not just a momentary marvel but a lasting legacy, we must think long-term."
The conversation continued, with more strategies and ideas being tossed around. The future of Guilvons looked promising, and its leaders were ready to guide it towards prosperity. The essence of the city was transforming; from a mere trading point, it was becoming a symbol of resilience, sustainability, and innovation.
Yao Chen rubbed his temples, his expression growing more serious, "The 'Extreme Necessity' situation poses a significant challenge. While we've laid out a system to gather necessary materials from the Phosphorous woods, there's an even bigger problem. Most times, these materials are required for making life-saving pills and elixirs. But, truth be told, even though I'm capable, there are limitations to my skills."
Lord Wu Xian frowned, "Are you saying that the pills you make might not be potent enough for critical situations?"
Yao Chen nodded, "I, along with the other two refiners in the city, have not received official licenses or the advanced training needed to craft high-grade pills. While we can manage the usual range, for life-threatening situations, the caliber of our concoctions might not suffice."
Before anyone could chime in, the entrance of the emporium chimed as a man stepped in, his demeanor serene and composed. He was adorned in a peculiar robe with intricate designs showcasing various medicinal herbs and a distinct emblem that depicted a pill surrounded by dragon scales. Yao Chen's eyes widened in recognition, "You... You're the one who came to buy the rare herbs last month!"
The man nodded with a humble bow, "Indeed, it is an honor to be remembered. My name is Zhu Lin. I represent the esteemed Dragonlands Pill Pavilion. We've been keeping a close eye on the developments of Guilvons and are truly impressed by its rapid growth and potential. As such, the Pill Pavilion has decided to open a branch here."
A wave of relief washed over Yao Chen. The Pill Pavilion was one of the most respected institutions in the Dragonlands, known for its top-tier pill refiners and their vast knowledge. "This is fantastic news! With the Pavilion here, the city will have access to the best pills and elixirs. Your timing couldn't have been better."
Zhu Lin smiled, "The universe has a way of aligning things. The Pavilion always seeks locations that have both a need and the potential for mutual growth. Guilvons fits the bill perfectly. With our collaboration, we can ensure that the city's medical and alchemical needs are met efficiently."
Liang Xuan, sensing the weight of the moment, extended his hand, "Then let us officially welcome the Dragonlands Pill Pavilion to Guilvons. May our partnership be prosperous and long-lasting."
The atmosphere in the emporium was charged with hope and anticipation. This unexpected alliance was set to elevate Guilvons' stature even more in the region. The path ahead was promising, and the city's future seemed brighter than ever.
Liang Xuan, having grown up far from the central affairs of the Dragonlands, was not fully aware of the stature and significance of the Pill Pavilion. He looked around, noting the barely concealed excitement on many of the faces present. Turning to Zhu Lin, he asked with genuine curiosity, "Master Zhu, I understand that the Dragonlands Pill Pavilion is a respected institution, but could you enlighten me further on its importance? Why does its presence bring such joy and relief to the people?"
Zhu Lin's face broke into a gentle smile, taking in the genuine curiosity of the young kid. He gracefully took a seat, and gesturing for Liang Xuan to do the same, he began, "Very well, allow me to explain."
"Imagine the human body as a vast, intricate universe," Zhu Lin began, his tone reminiscent of a seasoned professor. "Every injury, ailment, or disease is like a star going supernova. In the absence of the right intervention, the damage could be irreversible, leading to the loss of that universe. Pills and elixirs, crafted meticulously, act as the celestial forces that can prevent these supernovas or even reverse them."
Liang Xuan nodded, absorbing the analogy. Zhu Lin continued, "The Dragonlands Pill Pavilion is not just a mere place where pills are crafted. It is an institution that upholds the ancient traditions of alchemical arts, dating back thousands of years. We preserve the sacred texts, formulas, and methodologies that have been passed down through generations."
He leaned forward, his eyes gleaming, "But it's not just about the past. The Pavilion is also at the forefront of innovation. Our refiners continuously experiment, researching new herbs, concoctions, and techniques. We have, over the years, found cures for ailments that were once deemed incurable."
Zhu Lin's gaze swept the room, ensuring he had everyone's attention. "Furthermore, the Pill Pavilion is not merely a commercial entity. We are educators, guides, and healers. Our disciples spread out across the lands, providing care, spreading knowledge, and ensuring that the alchemical arts never fade away. To have a branch of the Pill Pavilion in a city is to ensure that its residents have access to the pinnacle of medicinal expertise."
He finished with a sincere note in his voice, "So, young one, it's not just about the pills. It's about the preservation and dissemination of a culture, a tradition, and most importantly, the promise of healing and hope."
Liang Xuan was deeply moved by the gravity of Zhu Lin's words. He now fully grasped why the arrival of the Pill Pavilion was such a monumental moment for Guilvons. It wasn't just about commerce or growth; it was about a legacy and the well-being of its people.
Zhu Lin took a moment to sip from his tea, allowing the weight of his words to settle in the room. Everyone present was deeply engaged in his revelations about the Pill Pavilion and the rich tapestry of tradition, education, and healing it represented. Seeing he had everyone’s attention, he continued.
“Our intentions in Guilvons are twofold. Firstly, the establishment of the branch is to bring the best of our knowledge, products, and services to this thriving city. However, there’s another strategic purpose. As you all are well aware, the Phosphorous woods are an unparalleled treasure trove of herbs and resources, many of which are scarcely found elsewhere,” Zhu Lin began, leaning forward slightly.
He spread out a map on the table, pointing towards a sizable plot to the south of the city, nestled against the woods, “We intend to procure this land. Not for logging or for aggressive expansion, but to cultivate it as an herb farm. With the unique environmental attributes this region provides, some of our most precious and rare herbs can be cultivated right here, on a much larger scale than currently possible.”
Seeing some nodding heads and intrigued expressions, he continued, “Local inhabitants will be integral to this operation. Not only will it provide employment to many, but we also plan on collaborating with local botanists and cultivators. This allows us to combine our ancestral knowledge with local expertise.”
Zhu Lin’s eyes then turned towards Wu Mei, “However, this doesn’t mean we will completely cease the procurement of herbs from the deeper regions of the Phosphorous woods. The emporium, with its skilled hunters and gatherers, will be our go-to for some of the more potent and rare materials. This collaboration ensures that while we have a steady supply from our herb farms, we also maintain the flow of rarer items.”
Yao Chen nodded appreciatively, “A perfect cycle. You cultivate the commonly used herbs, ensuring consistency, and rely on the emporium for the specialized ones. This not only takes off some of the pressure from the woods but also intertwines our economies and interests.”
Zhu Lin smiled, “Exactly. We create a synergy. The Pavilion provides the city with knowledge, jobs, and medicine. In return, we gain access to the unique resources of Guilvons and collaborate with its enterprising individuals. It’s a mutual relationship, where everyone stands to benefit.”
Liang Xuan looked around the room, sensing the unanimous approval and anticipation. This partnership with the Pill Pavilion was shaping up to be one of the most pivotal alliances for the city's future growth and prosperity.
As the ink dried on the contract and handshakes were exchanged, the atmosphere in the emporium was one of joyous achievement. They had sealed a deal that would influence the fate of Guilvons for generations to come. Yet, as with all stories, just as one chapter concluded, another one opened its pages.
The heavy wooden doors of the emporium creaked open, drawing the attention of all those present. A rough-looking man, clearly a caravan captain from his attire and the dust of the road clinging to him, stepped in. Tucked under his arm was a delicate hand of a little girl, her wide eyes darting nervously around the room. Despite her clear unease, there was an unmistakable spark of curiosity in her gaze.
“Apologies for the interruption,” the captain began, his voice gruff yet respectful. “I was tasked with a rather unusual delivery this time.” He gently nudged the girl forward, who clutched a sealed envelope in her small hand.
Wu Mei’s brow furrowed as she approached the duo. She took the letter from the girl and carefully broke the seal. As she read, her eyes widened in surprise, and a mix of emotions danced on her face: confusion, pain, and a dawning realization.
The room was silent, awaiting her words.
“This young lady,” Wu Mei began, her voice tender, “is Chen Wei, my grand-niece. My sister’s granddaughter.”
There were a few murmurs of surprise. Most in the room hadn't known about Wu Mei’s extended family, given that she rarely spoke about her personal life.
Chen Wei hesitated for a moment before giving a small, nervous curtsy. “It’s an honor to meet you all,” she whispered, her voice soft but determined.
Wu Mei continued reading the letter, her face becoming a mask to keep her emotions in check. “It appears,” she finally said, her voice barely concealing her anger, “that my family thought it best to send her here, to ‘be of some use’ at the emporium.”
The captain shifted uncomfortably, “That’s what I was told, ma’am. She's to learn and help however she can.”
Wu Mei knelt to be at eye level with Chen Wei, her gaze gentle. “Do not worry, little one,” she whispered, offering a comforting smile. “You are family, and here, family takes care of each other.”
Chen Wei's eyes filled with tears, but she nodded, wrapping her arms around Wu Mei in a heartfelt embrace.
While the circumstances of her arrival were less than ideal, one thing was clear: in Guilvons, Chen Wei had found a new home, and in the emporium, she would find a new family.
The emporium buzzed with conversations as the day proceeded. Zhu Lin, the envoy from the Pill Pavilion, conversed with Yao Chen about rare herbs and pill recipes, trading notes and insights like two scholars discussing a favorite topic. The Xian Lords and Liang Xuan poured over maps, discussing potential trade routes and key points of interest that would attract merchants from various parts of the Dragonlands.
Amidst all this, Chen Wei found herself overwhelmed. She looked around, taking in the grandeur of the emporium, the variety of products on display, and the colorful tapestry of cultures blending seamlessly. The gentle clink of tea cups, the distant chatter of customers, and the rich aroma of incense wafting in the air made her feel like she was in a dream.
However, Wu Mei kept a protective eye on her, guiding her gently into the world of the emporium. Occasionally, she would introduce Chen Wei to regular patrons, craftsmen, or even some travelers from distant lands. Each introduction was met with a small bow from Chen Wei and kind words from the patrons, making her feel welcome.
As the afternoon sun filtered through the windows, casting a warm golden hue over the emporium, Wu Mei led Chen Wei to a small balcony overlooking a lush courtyard garden. The garden, filled with blooming flowers, chirping birds, and a tranquil pond, seemed like an oasis of peace in the midst of the bustling city.
"This," Wu Mei began softly, "was my favorite spot when I first arrived in Guilvons. Whenever the weight of the world felt too much, I would come here to find solace."
Chen Wei's eyes roamed over the garden, taking in its beauty. "It's breathtaking," she whispered.
Wu Mei smiled, "This garden, Chen Wei, is a symbol of Guilvons. Each plant here represents a culture, a tradition, or a story from some corner of the world. And just like these plants, we too find our place here, growing and thriving together."
Chen Wei looked up at her great-aunt, her eyes reflecting gratitude and admiration. "I hope I can find my place here too," she mumbled, her voice filled with hope.
Wu Mei wrapped an arm around her, "You already have, dear one."
The day wound down with the sun setting, painting the sky with hues of orange and pink. As merchants and patrons left the emporium, exchanging farewells and promises to return, Chen Wei felt a sense of belonging she hadn't felt in a long time.
That night, as the city of Guilvons twinkled under the blanket of stars, a new chapter began for the emporium and for the young girl who had found her way into its heart.
"Great Aunt Mei," Chen Wei began hesitantly, as the night deepened and the sounds of the emporium quietened, "I want to be of use here, just like Cousin Xuan. I want to learn and contribute to the emporium."
Wu Mei looked at the earnest face of her grand-niece. "Chen Wei, every member of this emporium contributes in their unique way. What do you wish to learn?"
Chen Wei thought for a moment, "I've always had an interest in herbs and their uses. Back in our village, I would help the local healer with sorting and drying. Maybe I could learn more here?"
Wu Mei's eyes twinkled with delight. "That's wonderful to hear. With the Pill Pavilion setting up in town and Yao Chen being an expert, you have the best resources at your disposal."
Chen Wei looked excited but then hesitated, "But I am still so young and inexperienced. Would they even entertain teaching someone like me?"
Liang Xuan, having overheard the conversation, chimed in with a reassuring smile, "Chen Wei, I arrived in Guilvons with no knowledge of trade, negotiation, or how to run an emporium. But with determination and the guidance of those around me, I found my place. You have the passion, and that's the first step. The rest will follow."
Wu Mei nodded in agreement, "Indeed. And remember, everyone here started somewhere. Yao Chen, despite his expertise now, was once a beginner too. Tomorrow, I'll introduce you to him, and you can begin your journey."
The prospect of learning and becoming a part of the emporium's success story filled Chen Wei with hope and excitement. She felt grateful for the support and the chance to make a difference.
The following day, under the gentle morning sun, Wu Mei introduced Chen Wei to Yao Chen in the courtyard. The master refiner looked at the young girl with keen interest.
"So, you wish to learn about herbs and their properties?" Yao Chen inquired, his voice gentle.
Chen Wei nodded, her eyes filled with determination. "Yes, Master Yao. I want to understand them, their uses, and how we can benefit from them at the emporium."
Yao Chen smiled, appreciating her enthusiasm. "Very well. Let's begin."
Thus, under the guidance of Yao Chen and with the support of the emporium family, Chen Wei embarked on her journey, adding another layer to the rich tapestry of stories that the City of Guilvons held within its walls.
LATER THAT NIGHT
Chen Wei had learned everything regarding the town of Guilvons, but she felt it wasn't enough, she saw Liang Xuan, being at the forefront of the business, and making her feel weird
Wu Mei noticed this, and walked up to her
“Something on your mind, dear one?” she asked
“I want to be the same as big brother Liang, he knows so much, and has so much confidence,” Chen Wei said
“Well, most of what he knows, I taught him, and now, I will teach you,” Wu Mei said with a smile
“Really Great Aunt?” asked Chen Wei
“Yes, now, go rest, we leave at dawn,” Wu Mei said
Chen Wei immediately ran to her new room and went to sleep, expectant of her adventure tomorrow.
“Liang Xuan, I’ll be taking Chen Wei to the forest for training, you and Yao Chen are incharge of the place until we return, you think you can handle it?” asked Wu Mei
“I can, I won’t let you down grandma,” Liang Xuan said with a smile.

	
		Chapter 15: The Royal Request



TEN YEARS LATER!
The morning sun shone through the grand windows of the emporium, and Liang Xuan, or as most now called him, Spike, lounged on an ornate chair, one leg crossed over the other. His green hair cascaded down his shoulders, the vibrant color glinting in the sunlight. An older merchant was busily explaining the value of a new set of products, but Spike's attention was focused on the ledger in front of him.
"Why you stressin' on this, man? We got this," Spike remarked with a smirk, pushing the ledger away.
The merchant, not sure how to react to Spike's carefree attitude, shifted uneasily. "Well, sir, I just wanted to make sure-"
Before he could finish, the door swung open, and a young woman with striking purple hair and an attitude to match strutted in. Her eyes immediately found Spike.
"Hey, Spike!" Chen Wei, or as she was now fondly called, Maar, called out. "You won't believe what I've just heard. Something massive's coming our way!"
Spike raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. "Do tell, Maar."
She held up a sealed envelope with a majestic dragon insignia – the symbol of the Dragonlord himself. Breaking the seal, Maar quickly skimmed the letter and whistled. "Yo, Spike. You remember those Tepseons we once joked about catching?"
His interest was visibly piqued, "The ones that sprint like the wind? Sure. Why?"
Maar smirked, tossing the letter to Spike. "Read and weep."
Spike scanned the document and let out a low whistle. "One billion bits? That's like five years' worth without the annoying taxes."
"It's crazy, right?" Maar laughed. "They want us to catch four of these critters? Those things are legends! Myths! I've never even seen one!"
Leaning back in his chair, Spike's smirk grew wider. "You think we can't do it?"
Maar crossed her arms, her playful demeanor shifting to one of challenge. "I think it would be the thrill of a lifetime."
The two shared a look, a mix of excitement and determination. The emporium had provided them with a comfortable life, but this... this was an adventure.
"They want the blood, fur, meat, and bones, huh?" Spike mused aloud, still reading the details.
Maar nodded, "For some royal ritual or something. Point is, it's mega important to them."
The room buzzed with excitement and a hint of trepidation. It was clear that this contract was more than just about money. It was a challenge, a test of their abilities and skills, and possibly a chance to put the emporium on the map like never before.
Spike finally stood up, stretching his tall frame. "Well, Maar, looks like we've got a job to do."
Maar grinned, her purple hair shimmering in the sunlight, "Let's go bag ourselves some Tepseons, Spike."
The duo, fueled by their youthful confidence and the allure of the challenge, set their sights on the quest that lay ahead, not knowing that it would be an adventure that would redefine their lives.
The excitement in the air was palpable as Spike and Maar began gathering their gear. Maar had her favorite bow, crafted from a special wood that made it both lightweight and powerful, while Spike pulled out a unique spear that he had personally designed for quick throws and retrievals. They were in the final stages of their preparation, already discussing strategies and routes, when the heavy doors of the emporium were pushed open, revealing Yao Chen and his formidable wife, Nia Ping.
"And where do you think you’re going?" Yao Chen asked, contempt evident in his voice.
Spike raised an eyebrow, still adjusting his spear's strap, "What's up, old man? Got some last-minute advice for us?"
Yao Chen, ever the voice of reason, frowned in anger. "I am only 10 years older than you, and that’s not even the point. While Wu Mei is in Apex for the auction, someone needs to ensure that things run smoothly here."
"And that's what we have you for," Maar chimed in, playfully nudging Yao Chen.
Nia Ping, looking stern, stepped forward. "Hunting a legendary creature is no child's play. Going about it recklessly is foolish. Form a team, gather more intel, and then set out."
Spike smirked, "I appreciate the concern, Nia, but I'm more than capable. Besides, it's just a deer... sort of."
Nia Ping's gaze hardened, "This is not just about the hunt. You are the face of this emporium, and if something were to happen to you..."
Yao Chen nodded, "She's right, Spike. It's not just about your skills, but also about safety in numbers."
Spike sighed, rolling his eyes, "Fine, I'll go, Maar stays. I've always had the better nose for tracking anyway."
Maar scowled, "Oh, please. You just don't want me showing you up."
Spike winked, "Guess we'll never know."
Yao Chen interjected, "What part of “Numbers” went over your head?... anyway… If you're set on going, Spike, at least take some guards with you. Nia can spare a few from the security team."
Spike looked like he was about to protest but was silenced by Nia Ping's intense glare. "Alright, alright, I'll take a couple of guards. Happy now?"
Nia Ping nodded, satisfied. "Just come back safely. That's all we ask."
“He’s going to ditch the guards, right,” Yao Chen matter-of-factly
“More than likely, but come one, my guys are former members of the Blood Hawks, it’s not going to be that easy,” Nia Ping said proudly, oh, how wrong she was.
The cool breeze rustled the leaves as Spike stepped out of the emporium's heavy doors. He took a deep breath, feeling the freedom and excitement of the adventure ahead. The idea of hunting the elusive Tepseon had always intrigued him. Spike, being the independent spirit that he was, decided against taking the guards. In his heart, he believed this was his battle to fight, his challenge to overcome.
Before leaving, he scribbled a quick note and left it on Yao Chen's desk. The parchment was crisply folded, sealed with a makeshift wax emblem. The letter read:
Hey there,
I've decided to take on this hunt alone. I know, I know, probably not my best idea, but you know how I am. I've left some instructions for the guards. Just have them join the border patrols for the time being. If, by some miracle, they do spot a Tepseon, they should take it down on sight. This might be my recklessness talking, but I feel like this is a test for me - one I need to face head-on. Don't worry too much. I promise to come back in one piece.
Stay safe and take care of the emporium. See you soon!
Spike
He made his way into the dense forests surrounding Guilvons, following the tracks and signs left behind by the elusive Tepseons. His training and experiences at the emporium had honed his skills, making him a formidable hunter. But he was also aware that the Tepseons were no ordinary prey. They were quick, intelligent, and masters of camouflage.
Meanwhile, back at the emporium, Maar had discovered the note. Her face turned from worry to anger in a heartbeat. "That stubborn, overconfident...!" she exclaimed, slamming her hand on the desk.
Yao Chen tried to calm her down. "He'll be okay, Maar. Spike knows these forests better than anyone."
Nia Ping wasn't so optimistic. "It's not just about knowing the forest, Yao. Those creatures are dangerous. We should have stopped him."
Maar, fighting back her emotions, said, "It's done now. All we can do is hope and wait for his safe return."
But deep inside, she was battling a mix of anger and concern. She knew Spike was capable, but she also understood the dangers of the Tepseons. The waiting game had begun, and all they could do was hope for the best.
As the sun reached its peak and began its descent, Spike made his way further into the forest. The lush greenery seemed to swallow him whole, the dense canopy allowing only streaks of sunlight to filter through. Birds and other creatures went about their routines, and the forest seemed almost alive, with a rhythmic pulse.
The first Tepseon hadn’t been too difficult to catch. Its antlers had gotten caught in a trap he had set up, and a swift arrow ended its suffering. Spike was confident, maybe a tad too much. He had three more to go, and the billion-bit prize clouded his judgment.
Despite the familiarity he had with the outskirts of the forest, the deeper he ventured, the less recognizable it became. The trees seemed darker, taller, and the underbrush grew thicker, making his passage slower. The air felt heavy, almost suffocating, with an odd scent he couldn't quite place.
As he treaded carefully, he began to hear faint whispers that seemed to float with the breeze. Dismissing it as his imagination, Spike continued forward. The whispers grew louder, more distinct, and Spike realized they were not just products of his mind. They seemed to be old chants or songs in a language he did not understand.
The forest started to feel different, mystical and eerie. The stories and legends his grandmother had told him about the deep forest began to resurface in his mind. This was the domain of ancient spirits, forgotten creatures, and many who ventured too deep never returned.
Suddenly, a sharp sound pierced the air, and Spike felt an immense pain on his left arm. An arrow had grazed him. Looking in the direction it came from, he spotted a figure shrouded in the shadows of the trees. It was not a Tepseon. It was something – or someone – else. His instincts kicked in. He sprinted, zigzagging through the forest, avoiding another volley of arrows.
Eventually, he stumbled upon a clearing where an old shrine stood. Carvings of creatures, some familiar and some entirely foreign, decorated the structure. In front of the shrine sat an elderly figure, cloaked and masked, chanting in a deep, resonating tone.
Spike, catching his breath, approached cautiously. "Who are you? Why were those arrows shot at me?"
The figure stopped chanting and turned its gaze to him. The eyes behind the mask seemed ancient, filled with wisdom and a hint of mischief. "Young hunter, you have ventured where few dare to tread. This is the sacred grove, protected by the spirits of the forest."
Spike swallowed, remembering the warnings of his grandmother. "I apologize. I was... distracted by the hunt. I meant no disrespect."
The elder nodded slowly. "You seek the Tepseons, but the greed of the outside world must not disrupt the balance here. Leave now, and take heed never to return to these depths."
Feeling chastened and realizing the magnitude of his error, Spike bowed deeply. "Thank you for sparing me, wise one. I shall heed your words."
As he made his way back, the forest's aura seemed to change. The heaviness lifted, the whispers faded, and the forest returned to its lively self. Spike realized he had been granted a second chance, a rare gift. With a newfound respect for the boundaries set by nature and the spirits that protected it, he decided to focus on the outskirts for the remainder of the Tepseons and hoped the reward would still be worthwhile even if he couldn't meet the full request.
As Spike turned to leave, the eerie atmosphere intensified. He felt a sudden rush of wind and the haunting chants picked up once more. Before he could react, a streak of green light shot towards him from the old figure's hand. Instinctively, Spike rolled away, narrowly avoiding it. The peaceful clearing had turned into a battleground.
"Young intruder, for the crimes of trespassing and arrogance, the forest demands retribution!" The masked figure’s voice echoed throughout the grove, resonating with an eerie supernatural quality.
Spike quickly unsheathed his weapon, adopting a defensive stance. He had never seen magic like this before. The figure moved with an agility that belied its age, darting around with bursts of speed, making it hard for Spike to predict his next move. Green flames flickered around the elder's fingers, shooting towards Spike at unpredictable intervals.
Spike tried to recall the training and tactics he had learned over the years. Using the shrine as cover, he tried to close the distance between them. If he could get close, his physical prowess would give him an advantage.
The old man wasn't making it easy. With a sharp cry, he summoned tree roots from the ground, trying to entangle Spike's legs. Spike slashed at them, but they kept regenerating, forcing him to continuously retreat and defend.
Spike's mind raced, looking for an opening, a weakness. He remembered the legends his grandmother spoke of: the forest spirits and their protectors. They drew power from the grove itself. And then it struck him. The shrine.
Distracting the elder with a barrage of arrows, Spike sprinted towards the shrine. Using all his strength, he pushed one of the stone pillars, causing it to wobble. The elder, noticing this, shouted in alarm and attempted to rush towards him, but Spike was faster. With a great shout, he knocked over the pillar, causing the shrine's structure to become unstable.
The elder's connection to the grove wavered, his powers flickering. Seizing this momentary lapse, Spike lunged, aiming straight for the mask. The two clashed fiercely, but without the support of his magic, the elder was at a disadvantage. With a well-placed strike, Spike disarmed him and pinned him to the ground.
But instead of begging for mercy, the elder simply chuckled. "The grove's balance... disrupted by the folly of youth. The forest will remember this day."
Ignoring his cryptic words, Spike took a deep breath and, with a swift motion, silenced the elder for good.
He stood there, panting, taking a moment to comprehend what had just transpired. The weight of his actions pressing heavily upon him. He had just killed the guardian of this sacred grove. How would this impact the forest? The creatures? And what did the old guardian's last words mean?
All these thoughts swirled in Spike's mind as he made his way out of the forest, deciding to return to Guilvons and seek the wisdom of those who might understand the consequences of his actions.
Bending down to get a closer look at the fallen "guardian," Spike noticed a peculiar emblem embroidered onto the robe. It depicted a thick forest canopy with a large anaconda slithering through it. Spike's eyes narrowed as he recognized the symbol; it was the emblem of a group of rogue earth practitioners from Amazonia, a far-off land that he had only heard of in tales. Amazonia was a vast and uncharted rainforest, home to tribes and practitioners who possessed unique mystical abilities tied to nature.
"Why is an Amazonian here?" Spike mumbled to himself, trying to piece together the puzzle.
He then began to search the man's belongings, hoping to find some clues. Among the various trinkets and potions, he found a worn-out journal. Flipping through the pages, Spike tried to decipher the scribbled handwriting. Most of it was ramblings about the man's journey and his disdain for the modern world's disrespect for nature. Still, one entry caught Spike's eye:
"Day 417: I have finally found it. The grove that the legends spoke of. With its power, I shall restore Amazonia to its former glory and punish those who dared to taint its purity. They will rue the day they allowed the mechanized world to encroach upon our sacred land."
A cold fury bubbled up within Spike. This man, under the guise of being a protector, had trespassed upon a sacred grove in Guilvons. He had intended to harness the grove's power, not to protect it, but for his vendetta against his homeland's defilers.
He set his sights on hunting down the remaining Tepseons, his determination fueling his every step. However, the events in the grove served as a constant reminder that things weren't always as they seemed. And in a world filled with magic and intrigue, one could never be too cautious.
Never had those thoughts reached someone at such a late time, as now Spike, had no idea what was waiting for him deeper within the forest.
As Spike continued his hunt, he spotted another Tepseon drinking at a small pond, its majestic antlers catching the glints of sunlight filtering through the trees. Relying on his hunting expertise, Spike stealthily approached the creature from downwind, careful not to alert it to his presence.
Suddenly, a small pebble cracked under Spike's foot. The Tepseon's head jerked up, its large ears rotating, trying to pinpoint the source of the sound. But Spike was quicker. He let out a soft whistle, a technique he had mastered over the years, which momentarily distracted the creature, freezing it in place. Using this brief window, he launched his net, successfully trapping the Tepseon.
His confidence surged. "Two down," he muttered to himself, a cocky grin spreading across his face, "just two more to go."
But as Spike tied the creature up and prepared to continue his hunt, he glanced up at the sky. The sun was dipping low on the horizon, casting long shadows across the forest floor. The once vivid blue sky now painted with streaks of orange and red signaled the onset of twilight.
"Damn, I lost track of time," Spike thought. He knew it wasn’t wise to hunt Tepseons at night. Not only were they nocturnal and more active during the dark hours, making them harder to capture, but other, more dangerous creatures would come out of hiding.
He made the tough decision to set up camp and continue the hunt at dawn. Using his environment to his advantage, Spike created a makeshift shelter using fallen branches and large leaves. Building a small fire, he settled down, roasting some fruits and edible roots he had gathered earlier.
The chirping of the night crickets and the distant howls of nocturnal creatures were the only sounds that broke the silence. As Spike stared into the flames, his mind wandered to the rogue earth practitioner from Amazonia. He wondered what kind of place Amazonia was and why someone from there would travel so far. Pushing those thoughts aside for now, Spike drifted off to sleep, ready to continue his hunt with the first light of dawn.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
Spike jumped up, after feeling the land beneath him shake.
Earthquakes were not uncommon in the Dragonlands, much less Guilvons, but this one felt… weird.
Then Trees began to fall a few meters away, putting him on edge.
It was here, when he finally realized the culprit of such destruction, a Gunarak (Orc-like creature, the weakest ones are in the demi-God realm,).
Spike remembered his training, and the only thing he could do at that moment, "if you ever run into one of those motherfuckers... RUN FOR YOUR LIFE!"
Spike's heart raced as he quickly snuffed out his campfire and slung his pack over his shoulder. The ground trembled with each step the Gunarak took, its enormous size causing the very earth beneath it to shake.
The massive creature towered over the trees, with coarse green skin, large yellow tusks jutting from its lower jaw, and small, beady red eyes that seemed to glow in the dark. It wore minimal armor, a testament to its confidence in its own formidable strength.
Seeing the petite figure of Spike fleeing, the Gunarak let out a bellowing laugh, a deep and resonant sound that echoed through the forest. It roared, clearly considering this chase as nothing more than a playful hunt.
Desperate, Spike zigzagged through the dense forest, hoping to lose the behemoth by maneuvering through tighter spaces the Gunarak couldn't access. He dashed through narrow gaps between trees, jumped over brooks, and even scaled a short cliff. But every time he glanced back, the monstrous figure of the Gunarak was not far behind, plowing through obstacles with brute strength.
As Spike's stamina began to wane, he remembered a nearby ravine he had spotted earlier in his hunt. If he could make it there and cross to the other side, he might be able to use the terrain to his advantage.
Pushing himself harder, Spike made a beeline for the ravine. The gap was wide, with jagged rocks below, making it lethal for anyone or anything that misjudged their leap. Gathering every ounce of strength, Spike sprinted and launched himself into the air, barely making it to the other side. He quickly scampered up and hid behind a rock formation.
As Spike caught his breath on the other side of the ravine, he expected to hear the frustrated roars of the Gunarak, realizing it had been outsmarted. But to his horror, a deep growl emanated from behind him. Turning slowly, Spike saw the colossal creature on the same side of the ravine as him. The Gunarak had made the jump.
Gunarak stared straight into Spike’s eyes, before letting out a blood-curling roar, a smirk evident in its brutish features. Its red eyes fixed on Spike, it began its pursuit once more.
With adrenaline surging through him, Spike dashed off again, darting in and out of the dense trees, praying to find some kind of refuge or a plan to evade this relentless predator. The forest became a blur as Spike focused solely on escaping the behemoth chasing him. Every so often, the creature's hand would swipe at him, missing by mere inches, and tearing through trees as if they were made of paper.
In his flight, Spike noticed a series of caves up ahead. If he could slip into one without the Gunarak noticing, he might have a chance. As he neared the caves, he took a calculated risk. Grabbing a handful of leaves and brush, he threw them into the farthest cave while diving into another.
The Gunarak, guided by the noise and slight movement, rushed towards the cave Spike had thrown the brush into. Thinking its prey was cornered, the Gunarak roared with triumph. Meanwhile, Spike lay as still as he could in the adjacent cave, his heart pounding loudly in his chest. He held his breath, praying the creature wouldn’t sense his presence.
After what felt like an eternity, the frustrated roars of the Gunarak echoed throughout the forest once more. It had realized it was tricked and was growing increasingly angry. However, instead of searching the other caves, the beast, perhaps feeling it had wasted enough time on one prey, decided to move on, its heavy footsteps gradually fading into the distance.
Spike thought he had finally outsmarted the Gunarak, he slowly made his way out of the Cave system and began running back to town.
However, as he was making his way back to town, he started to hear loud footsteps behind him.
Spike stopped and looked back, only to see the Gunarak rushing towards him toppling trees as he grew closer.
It had used Spike’s strategy and confidence against him, it had lured him out of the caves by pretending to leave, only to use the canopy, trees and darkness to hide and wait for him to come out again.
Spike immediately started to run as fast as he could, however, the darkness had disoriented him completely, and he had no idea where he was or where he was going.
Which became evident when he came to an abrupt stop just before a cliff.
With nowhere left to run and the thundering footsteps of the Gunarak growing closer, Spike's mind raced as he scanned the environment for any potential escape routes. The cliff was steep, and below, the roaring waters of a tumultuous river promised certain death. He was trapped.
However, Spike then noticed a series of vines hanging from some of the overhanging trees. An idea formed in his mind. As the Gunarak drew closer, Spike clenched his fists, trying to muster up the courage for his plan. He was going to use the momentum of the Gunarak against it.
Waiting until the very last second, Spike leaped to his left, grabbing one of the vines. The Gunarak, unable to stop its charge in time, attempted to grab Spike but only managed to snatch thin air. Its momentum carried it forward, closer to the cliff's edge. Spike, swinging on the vine, kicked the Gunarak squarely in the chest, using all his might.
The Gunarak, taken by surprise and already off-balance, teetered dangerously close to the edge of the cliff. It flailed its arms, trying to regain its balance, but it was too late. With a final, deafening roar, the colossal creature plummeted off the cliff, disappearing into the roaring waters below.
Spike collapsed onto the ground, panting heavily. The weight of what he had just accomplished and the sheer danger he had been in began to settle in. He took a moment to collect himself, letting the adrenaline wane. "Well," he muttered to himself, pushing himself to his feet, "that's definitely one for the stories."
Making a mental note to be more cautious in the future, Spike began his journey back to Guilvons. He had quite a tale to tell and two more Tepseons to capture.
Spike's momentary respite was violently interrupted by the thunderous impact of the tree trunk colliding with the cliff's edge. 
The Gunarak was not going to go down on his own, as he threw his weapon at Spike.
The ground shattered beneath him, causing large chunks of rock and soil to plunge into the waters below. Spike tried to scramble away, but the disintegrating ground beneath him left him with no footing. As he fell, the world around him seemed to move in slow motion.
The cold, raging waters engulfed him in an instant, and the force of the impact drove the air from his lungs. Disoriented and struggling against the currents that sought to drag him deeper, he made a desperate attempt to reach the surface, seeking a desperate gasp of air. But darkness started to encroach on the edges of his vision, and his strength waned.
Just as Spike was going to break to the surface of the water, he collided with a massive bolder, which made him start to lose consciousness.
The last thing Spike remembered before succumbing to unconsciousness was the haunting echo of the Gunarak's roar, melding with the roaring waters, creating an eerie symphony of nature's raw power.
SOMETIME LATER.
Spike, came too, breathing heavily as he threw up the water he had swallowed,
“Wh-where am I?” he asked as he looked around, noticing he was in a cave of sorts
“How did I survive the trip?” Spike asked as he looked around not seeing any entrance to the cave; it made Spike wonder if maybe the river had gone underground, bringing him here.
Just as Spike began to look around, a ray of light caught his attention.
“What’s that?... maybe a way out of here!” Spike said as he began to run in the direction of the light.
After a few seconds of running Spike began to notice that the light was getting further away, which confused and concerned him.
“Is this the famous tunnel you see when you die?!” Spike said as he stopped to ponder this and wonder if he was dead.
Just as he was about to look up again, the light engulfed him, temporarily blinding him.
When his vision came to, he noticed he was in a room of sorts.
The room was vast, with an ornate design. Intricate patterns danced across the walls, ceiling, and floor, illuminated in a soft, ethereal glow. The ceiling was a tapestry of swirling constellations that seemed to move on their own. The walls were adorned with shimmering mosaics of what appeared to be stories or myths, and the floor was a pristine mirror of gleaming jade, reflecting everything perfectly.
A sense of wonder and awe overcame Spike as he tried to process his surroundings. Was he in another dimension? Or was this a dream? The sheer beauty and serenity of the place made him doubt its reality.
As he walked forward, he noticed a large pedestal at the center of the room. Resting on the pedestal was a clear crystal orb, swirling with vibrant colors from within. Curiosity getting the better of him, Spike approached it.
As he neared the orb, a voice echoed throughout the chamber. It was neither distinctly male nor female, but soft, commanding, and otherworldly.
"Welcome, Liang Xuan," the voice resonated, making Spike startled.
The orb's internal dance of vibrant colors began to form an image, a silhouette of a man standing against a backdrop of a grand and bustling city. The man was adorned in fine robes, with long flowing hair, and an aura of undeniable authority. Spike felt a strange sense of familiarity, though he was sure he had never seen this person before.
As the image grew clearer, the man's features became more discernible, and Spike felt a pang of shock. The man looked almost identical to him but older, more mature, with a hardened edge of experience. The city backdrop changed, showing the man practicing martial arts, leading troops into battle, and sharing intimate moments with people Spike didn't recognize.
"This is Tong Xue," the voice of the Guardian echoed. "Your past life. The memories, experiences, and knowledge you once possessed but chose to seal away when you reincarnated into the world you now know."
Spike took a step back, his mind reeling. "Reincarnation? But why don't I remember any of this?"
The Guardian replied, "The soul's journey through various lifetimes is complex. Sometimes, to embark on a new life without the burdens of the past, memories are sealed. However, there are moments in time, like now, when these memories must be awakened to fulfill a greater destiny."
Spike looked at the images of Tong Xue, feeling the weight of centuries pressing on him. "Why now? Why show me this?"
The Guardian’s voice took on a grave tone, "Because the world is at a crossroads. The challenges you face now are intricately linked to the decisions Tong Xue made. To navigate the trials ahead, you must merge with your past, understand it, and draw strength from it."
The room's illumination intensified for a moment, and Spike felt a rush of emotions and fragmented memories. Glimpses of battles won and lost, loves cherished and lost, and decisions that shaped the destiny of an entire nation. As quickly as it began, the onslaught ceased, leaving Spike panting and trying to process the flood of emotions.

	
		Chapter 16: Reconnecting with the past.



Liang Xuan's head throbbed with pain, but as the last echo of agony receded, he found himself standing in a vast room. The dim light came from candles scattered about, each illuminating a seemingly endless collection of scrolls, manuscripts, and books piled on shelves and desks. Weapons, ranging from intricate swords to ancient-looking staffs, were mounted on walls, each radiating an aura of power. The smell of old parchment and incense filled the air.
However, it was the mirror that caught his attention. Standing in front of it, Liang Xuan was compelled to look at his reflection, but the person staring back was not just him – it was him with a depth of countless lifetimes in his eyes.
His attention was diverted when he noticed the titles on the manuscripts:
"Lunar Blades Technique – Dance of the Silver Moon"
"Chronicles of the Elemental War – The Rise of the Phoenix"
"Soul Resonance – Merging with the Cosmos"
"Five Streams Elixirs – Potions of Power and Peril"
"Astral Projection – Walking Between Worlds"
"Tidal Wave Fist – Harnessing the Power of the Oceans"
"Script of Shadows – Summoning and Binding"
The list went on, and as Liang Xuan skimmed through the titles, fragments of memories from his past life as Tong Xue surfaced. He could remember practicing the "Lunar Blades Technique" atop moonlit cliffs, mastering the "Tidal Wave Fist" in turbulent seas, and experimenting with the dangerous "Script of Shadows."
Spike felt a magnetic pull towards the mirror once more. The vast collection of books, manuscripts, and weapons paled in comparison to the allure of the mirror, whose surface now shimmered like liquid gold. It beckoned him.
As he took a step closer, a beam of light, radiant and intense, erupted from the mirror. Before Spike could react or shield himself, the beam found its target, hitting him square on his forehead. The room around him seemed to fade into the background as waves of memories, skills, knowledge, and emotions from Tong Xue's life surged into him.
Spike saw battles and serene moments, love and heartbreak, triumphs and failures. He experienced years of training, the mastery of skills and techniques that seemed otherworldly. There were moments of profound wisdom and introspection, and others of mischief and youthful exuberance.
Yet, as these memories flowed, there wasn’t a violent takeover. Instead, it felt like two rivers merging into a grander and mightier one. Spike’s own memories, his personality, his experiences – everything that made him unique – started to blend seamlessly with Tong Xue’s. It wasn’t a replacement; it was a fusion. Two lifetimes, two souls, two sets of memories becoming one.
The light eventually dimmed, and Spike, now a synthesis of both his current self and Tong Xue, stumbled back a step, catching his breath. The depth of countless lifetimes now shone in his eyes. The boy who had been Spike was still there, but he was more – he was also Tong Xue. The fusion had not only provided him with the memories and skills of his past life but also allowed the wisdom and maturity of Tong Xue to guide the youthful vigor and energy of Spike.
Taking a moment to absorb his surroundings, Spike recognized the intricate details of the room. The "Mental Room" was a construct, a place of solace and reflection he had designed in his past life. It was a library of all the wisdom, knowledge, and experiences of Tong Xue. The sense of nostalgia and the emotions that coursed through him were palpable.
Yet, as his consciousness roamed the room, examining the vast volumes of knowledge, Spike's gaze was inadvertently drawn to a reflection of himself. The sight stopped him in his tracks. While his spirit had merged with the grandeur of Tong Xue, his physique was still that of Spike, untouched by the rigors and benefits of cultivation.
He mused, speaking to himself in a tone that perfectly blended the enthusiasm of Spike with the gravitas of Tong Xue, "The vessel I occupy now, though strong and resilient in its own right, has yet to taste the profound wonders of true cultivation. It remains untouched by the celestial energies that once coursed through my veins."
He flexed his fingers, feeling the raw potential in his hands, untapped and untrained. There was a deep yearning in his heart, a desire to reclaim the peak of prowess he once held. "This body has lived a life devoid of the celestial dance of energies, of Qi. It's like having a pristine canvas, untouched by the artist's brush."
With determination shining in his eyes, Spike said, "I may have been away from the path of cultivation, but now, with the wisdom of lifetimes, I shall embark on this journey anew. And this time, nothing shall stand in my way."
After saying this, Spike began to recover his consciousness, as the Mental Room began to fade
With a start, Spike found himself splayed across the sandy shores of an unfamiliar lake, the gentle lap of water against his face rousing him to wakefulness. He instinctively tried to push himself up, but his muscles screamed in protest. His entire body felt like it had been run over by a boulder. The cool mist of the lake and the chirping of distant birds provided a sharp contrast to the weight pressing down on him.
Forcing himself into a sitting position, Spike took a deep breath, allowing the crisp air of the woods to fill his lungs. He could see the silhouettes of towering trees, their branches rustling in the wind, casting dappled shadows on the forest floor.
"I've returned to the mortal coil," Spike whispered, his voice strained. The merger of memories had been mentally taxing, but he hadn't realized just how physically drained he had become until this moment.
Attempting to stand, his legs wobbled like a newborn deer's, barely able to support his weight. The realization hit him like a splash of cold water. "This body... it's as fragile as porcelain," he murmured. The limitations of his current physique became painfully apparent. In his previous life, as Tong Xue, he'd traversed mountains and rivers with ease, danced with the wind, and flown amongst the stars. Now, merely standing felt like a herculean task.
Spike chuckled, a sound filled with both amusement and frustration, "It seems the journey to reclaiming my peak won't be as simple as I thought. But adversity has always been a dear friend."
He spent a few moments gathering his energy, drawing upon the deep wells of resilience that he had cultivated over lifetimes. Slowly, with determined effort, he pulled himself up and began walking, each step a testament to his indomitable spirit.
"It's time to rebuild," Spike declared to the world, setting forth on a journey that promised trials, tribulations, and the opportunity to rise above them all.
Spike, though frustrated with the limitations of his current body, knew the importance of the ancient art of cultivation. With memories from his past life now coursing through his mind, he was well aware of the paths to power. He found a smooth boulder nearby, dusted off its surface, and sat down cross-legged, beginning his attempts to cultivate.
Drawing a deep breath, Spike tried to focus on the ambient energy of the world around him. He could sense the tiny wisps of qi present in the atmosphere but found it extremely challenging to draw it into himself. The pathways that should naturally siphon and circulate the qi within his body seemed to be blocked or underdeveloped.
He recalled the early stages of his cultivation journey as Tong Xue, the difficulties, the failures, and the eureka moments. Using these memories as a guide, Spike adjusted his posture and breathing technique. Hours seemed to pass like minutes, each attempt to cultivate met with disappointment.
Frustration built within Spike, but he forced himself to remain calm. Instead of giving into despair, he started to meditate, harmonizing his heart and mind, delving deep into the reservoir of knowledge from his past life. Finally, after what felt like an eternity, there was a breakthrough.
A tiny strand of qi, fragile but pure, began to circulate within his meridians. It was an almost negligible amount, but the significance of this moment wasn’t lost on Spike. He had taken his first step on the road to cultivation in this life.
Grinning with satisfaction, Spike spoke to himself, "A small step for now, but with perseverance, I will stride across the heavens once more."
He knew the road ahead would be fraught with difficulties, but with the wisdom of Tong Xue and the resilience of Spike, he was ready to embrace the challenge.
The fresh surge of success and newfound abilities began to wane slightly as Spike remembered the pressing reason he was deep within the forest in the first place. The weight of the Royal contract and the promise he had made to his family weighed heavily on him. Though a billion bits was an enticing sum, for Spike, his word and reputation were worth much more.
For a moment, he felt trapped between the boundless horizons of his past and the constraints of the present. After losing his belongings when plummeting down the cliff, the task of hunting down the elusive Tepseons seemed insurmountable. Yet, amid his frustrations, a glimmer of hope appeared.
With a thought, he reached into his mental space and recalled the storage ring which he had inherited from his past self. It was a treasure trove of tools, weapons, and rare artifacts, all preserved within. Spike remembered how he had stored various items that might help in times of need.
Focusing on the ring, he activated its internal mechanisms and a display of items appeared before his eyes, as if hovering in thin air. Among them were weapons imbued with powerful qi, scrolls detailing intricate techniques, and even a few vials containing what seemed to be elixirs.
Spike picked up one of the scrolls, sensing the aura emanating from it. The scroll detailed a method for tracking and capturing elusive prey using the power of qi. With a nod, Spike began studying the technique, quickly absorbing the contents.
Rejuvenated with newfound confidence and equipped with the tools and knowledge of his former self, Spike felt prepared. "Tepseons," he mused, a confident smirk returning to his face, "You won't elude me for long."
Recharged and determined, Spike set out once more, this time more formidable than ever, ready to meet any challenge the world threw at him.
Equipped with the knowledge from the scroll, Spike found himself seeing the Phosphorous Woods in a different light. The scroll had provided insight into understanding the movements, behaviors, and habits of elusive creatures.
With every step, he became more in sync with the rhythm of the forest. The rustle of leaves, the chirping of birds, the distant sounds of running water - everything acted as a hint, guiding him to his prey.
Within hours, Spike had successfully tracked down his second Tepseon. Using the qi techniques he had just learned, he was able to predict the creature's movements, cornering it skillfully and capturing it without causing harm.
The third Tepseon proved a bit more challenging, hiding within the dense undergrowth. But with patience and precision, Spike utilized a simple qi technique to create a subtle disturbance in the surroundings, causing the creature to reveal its position. He approached stealthily and captured it, marveling at its beauty before safely storing it.
By the time he found the fourth Tepseon, dusk had set in, casting an orange hue over the forest. This one was larger, its antlers glistening in the fading sunlight. Remembering the descriptions in the scroll, Spike realized this was a mature, Alpha Tepseon, known for its wisdom and cunning. He had to be extra cautious.
Positioning himself downwind, Spike approached silently. The Tepseon, sensing something amiss, tried to dart away. But Spike was ready. Channeling his qi into his legs for a burst of speed, he intercepted the creature's path and with a gentle but firm touch, subdued the majestic animal.
As he gazed upon the captured Tepseons, Spike couldn’t help but be in awe of these marvelous creatures. With the Royal contract almost fulfilled, a profound sense of achievement filled him. The combination of his past self's knowledge and his present skills had proven to be an unparalleled asset.
Determined to return and fulfill his obligation, Spike made his way back to the emporium, the forest's challenges now seeming like mere child's play to him. He couldn’t wait to share his success and the tales of his adventure with Maar and the others.
Spike's journey back to Guilvons was smooth at first, as the woods resonated with the soothing hum of nocturnal creatures. However, the sight of the massive Gunarak corpse brought back memories of his harrowing escape. Curiosity piqued, he cautiously approached the creature.
Upon closer examination, Spike noticed several deep scars on the Gunarak's skin – signs of past battles with formidable adversaries. On the creature’s belt, Spike found a pouch containing rare gemstones – Starfire Opals known to store vast amounts of energy, potentially usable for qi cultivation.
As he continued to investigate, Spike discovered a bundle strapped to the Gunarak's back. Unwrapping the thick leather, he revealed a collection of scrolls and manuscripts. The embossing on one of the scrolls caught his eye – it was the emblem of the Lost Desert Sect, a powerful and ancient school of cultivation. How a Gunarak had come to possess such treasures was a mystery to Spike.
He took a moment to scan the contents of one of the scrolls, finding it to be a guide on advanced cultivation techniques. Another one detailed the art of refining and infusing qi into weapons, making them incredibly powerful. There was also a peculiar map with arcane symbols and several locations marked on it.
While the scrolls were a significant find, what intrigued Spike most was a small, palm-sized jade amulet. It pulsed with a gentle, serene energy. When he held it, the amulet resonated with his qi, indicating that it wasn’t just an ordinary trinket. This required further investigation.
Storing all the items in his storage ring, Spike decided to leave the Gunarak's body undisturbed. Paying his respects to the fallen creature – a powerful opponent that had nearly been his end – Spike continued on his way.
Spike walked with a brisk pace, the rustling of the leaves under his feet the only indication of his movement. The weight of his newfound knowledge sat heavily on his mind. It was one thing to have the memories and skills of a great cultivator, but without the qi and physical prowess to back it up, he was limited.
He began to converse with himself, thinking aloud to hear his thoughts. "Alright, first things first, I've got to rebuild my cultivation base. But given the situation, I can't wait decades or centuries to regain my old power. I need a shortcut."
His fingers traced the jade amulet he had found, feeling the gentle pulse of energy emanating from it. "This amulet holds some qi, but it's not enough. Those Starfire Opals, though... if I can harness their energy properly, they might expedite the process." He pondered, drawing from Tong Xue's memories. "But raw energy isn’t enough. I need a proper method."
"The scrolls from the Gunarak," Spike mused, his face lighting up with an idea. "If I combine their techniques with my previous knowledge, I might be able to devise an accelerated cultivation method. First, I'll use the Starfire Opals as a base, infusing their energy into my meridians. Next, the techniques from the scrolls can help me refine and solidify that qi.”
"But it won’t be easy," he continued, slowing his pace as he thought through the process. "Merging external qi into oneself is risky. The slightest mistake can cause qi deviation. Not to mention the possible conflicts between the different cultivation methods."
He clenched his fists, determination in his eyes. "Still, it's a risk I must take. The emporium, Maar, and everyone else depend on me. And besides, the thrill of pioneering a new cultivation path? That's hard to resist."
Spike's eyes widened as a glimmer of hope dawned upon him. He recalled the ancient formula for a pill he had created in his past life – The Nirvana Rebirth Pills. These pills were potent enough to jumpstart a cultivator's qi, even if it had been entirely depleted. In essence, it was like a booster shot, a revitalization to one's cultivation.
"The Nirvana Rebirth Pills!" Spike whispered to himself with enthusiasm. "They could be the key to getting a significant leap in my cultivation. With them, I might not need to rely solely on the Starfire Opals or the scrolls. However..." his face darkened with realization, "the process of refining such a pill is exceptionally intricate. Not to mention the rare ingredients required, all above the 4th level. Given my current state, it's simply impossible."
His steps became slightly hesitant, weighing the odds. But another thought struck him. "Yao Chen!" Spike exclaimed. He remembered the masterful techniques Yao Chen had displayed in refining some lower-level pills back at the emporium. If there was anyone in Guilvons capable of aiding him in the complex refinement process, it was Yao Chen.
"However, even if Yao lends his skills," Spike reasoned with himself, "there's still the matter of obtaining those high-level ingredients. They aren't something easily found in Guilvons."
But then an idea took root. "If Yao Chen assists me by providing the extra strength and qi during the refinement process, I might be able to focus solely on controlling the concoction. His strength combined with my knowledge could be the perfect balance to successfully refine the Nirvana Rebirth Pills." Spike thought as he continued to walk towards Guilvons
By nightfall, the twinkling lights of Guilvons came into view. Spike quickened his pace, and as he approached the gates of the city, the guards on duty recognized him and saluted.
"Sir Liang Xuan!" one of them called out, "We've been keeping an eye out for you. It's good to see you return unharmed."
Spike nodded in acknowledgment and continued into the city. He hadn't realized how much he had missed the familiar streets of Guilvons until now. As he approached the emporium, he could hear soft murmurs and whispers, indicating the ongoing activities inside.
The door creaked open, and Spike was instantly surrounded by a relieved crowd. The emporium employees, local friends, and townspeople had all gathered, having heard about the audacious mission Spike had taken upon himself.
Amidst the throng, Maar rushed forward, her purple hair swishing behind her. Her eyes scanned him from top to bottom before a smirk formed on her lips. "Look who's back! Thought ya went on a long vacation or somethin', Spike," she teased.
Before he could respond, she continued, her tone shifting to playful mocking, "And what's with the old man tongue? Who ya tryin' to impress? You sound like you picked up a couple of scrolls in a library and suddenly think you're all that."
Some people chuckled, sensing the playful banter between the two.
Spike raised an eyebrow, adjusting to the familiar banter. "I find it essential to evolve and grow, Maar," he replied, using his new dignified tone. "Some things from my journey have provided perspective."
Maar snorted, her amusement evident. "Yeah, perspective of soundin' like you're ninety or somethin'. Jeez, Spike, did you eat some 'act old' mushrooms in that forest of yours?"
Spike chuckled, realizing that no matter how much he changed, the bond he shared with Maar would remain unaltered. "I'll fill you in later," he promised, his eyes hinting at the adventures and discoveries he had made.
She rolled her eyes but nodded, her concern for him still evident behind her teasing demeanor. "Better. Now let's get inside. Everyone's been worried sick, especially gramps and that tough woman Nia."
Spike felt a warmth spread in his heart, realizing how deeply he was cared for. As he stepped inside the emporium, he knew that sharing his experiences and revelations with his Guilvons family was the next immediate task.
Inside the emporium, the atmosphere was thick with tension. Whispers filled the room as everyone speculated on Spike's mission. Had he succeeded? Or had he barely made it back alive?
Spike, sensing the need to break the silence, reached into his storage ring and, with a flourish, laid out the four Tepseons on the counter. Their sleek, shimmering fur glistened under the room's light, and the air around them hummed with their residual energy.
The room fell silent, every eye fixated on the creatures laid before them. Even Maar, who usually had a retort for everything, stood gaping.
Finally breaking the silence, Spike straightened up and looked around the room with an air of nonchalance. "Child's play," he remarked, the corner of his lips tugging into a slight smirk.
The room erupted in disbelief. Yao Chen stepped forward, his eyes inspecting the Tepseons closely. "By the heavens, Spike," he murmured, "These are genuine Tepseons! And to think you managed to get not one but four of them!"
Nia Ping, who stood next to Yao Chen, nodded in agreement, her usually stern face showing signs of astonishment. "I have to admit, I didn't think it was possible," she said, her voice carrying a hint of admiration.
The crowd began to murmur among themselves, words like 'incredible' and 'unbelievable' being passed around. Maar, recovering from her initial shock, smirked and nudged Spike playfully. "Child's play, huh? Seems like old man tongue is accompanied by an old man ego too."
Spike laughed, the sound echoing throughout the emporium. "Perhaps," he conceded, winking at her, "but results speak for themselves."
Maar rolled her eyes but couldn't hide her grin. "Alright, show-off. Just remember who was here backing you up while you were out there playing hunter."
The atmosphere lightened as Spike's success became the talk of the night. His achievement was not just a testament to his abilities but also a testament to the name and reputation of the emporium. As the night wore on, Spike knew that this was just the beginning of his journey. But for now, he was content to bask in the warmth and camaraderie of his Guilvons family.
As the celebrations died down and the crowd began to thin, Spike found himself in a quiet corner of the emporium with Yao Chen. He sipped from a glass of aged wine, letting the smooth, rich flavor linger on his tongue. Yao Chen looked at him, a knowing glint in his eyes. "So, Spike," he began, "What's next for you? You've achieved what many thought was impossible."
Spike took another sip, contemplating for a moment. "Actually, there's something I wanted to discuss with you. Hypothetically, if someone were to create a pill to accelerate cultivation, what would you think of that idea?"
Yao Chen raised an eyebrow, clearly intrigued. "A pill to accelerate cultivation? That's a bold idea. The concept isn't new, but the execution is extremely challenging. The balance between the ingredients, the refinement process, and the user's body all have to align perfectly. Otherwise, it could be disastrous."
"I understand that," Spike nodded. "But let's say I have a formula. What I lack, however, is the strength and expertise to refine it. I need someone with higher cultivation and knowledge."
Yao Chen leaned back, processing the information. "Spike, you're talking about diving into the profound realms of pill crafting. For such an endeavor, you'd need to be at least a certified Alchemist."
Spike's face remained impassive. "And how would one achieve such a certification?"
Yao Chen looked thoughtful. "Well, first, you'd need to cultivate to the Martial Level of 'Warrior 3'. After that, you could attempt the Alchemist exam at the Pill Division. But reaching Warrior 3, especially from your current level, would take considerable time. A year, at the very least."
Spike's eyes hardened with determination. "Then I best get started," he replied.
Yao Chen, seeing the fire in Spike's eyes, smiled. "With your drive and the experiences you've gained so far, I have no doubt you'll get there. But remember, Spike, pill crafting is a delicate art. Rushing it can lead to dire consequences."
Spike nodded in acknowledgment. "I understand the risks. But sometimes, taking a leap of faith is the only way to move forward."
Yao Chen clapped Spike on the back. "Then I look forward to seeing what you'll achieve. If anyone can do it, it's you."
Spike smiled, the weight of his decision pressing on his shoulders. But with the guidance of Yao Chen and the memories of Tong Xue, he felt more equipped than ever to face the challenges ahead.
With the prospect of crafting the "Nirvana Rebirth Pills" still a ways away, Spike contemplated his current limitations. His conversations with Yao Chen and the memories from his past life had given him a renewed sense of purpose, but he needed a more immediate solution. The items and knowledge he'd taken from the Gunarak offered a glimmer of hope.
Late that night, Spike secluded himself in a private chamber within the emporium. The room was surrounded by inscriptions that neutralized any noise or energy fluctuations from the outside. With a deep breath, he spread the Gunarak's items before him – a rare essence crystal, a vial of pure elemental water, and an ancient scroll detailing the "Flawless Body Recreation" technique.
The essence crystal emitted a calming glow, symbolizing its purity. The elemental water shimmered with potential. The scroll, while weathered, held the ancient knowledge that Spike needed. With Tong Xue's memories guiding him, Spike began to decipher the meticulous process required to perform the "Flawless Body Recreation".
The technique, as the name suggested, was a way to purify and recreate the physical body, clearing away impurities and making the meridians more receptive to cultivation. While it wouldn't grant him immediate strength, it would pave the way for rapid growth in the future.
Taking a seated position, Spike began to meditate, focusing on his breathing and centering his thoughts. Following the instructions on the scroll, he infused the essence crystal with a burst of his qi, causing it to shine even brighter. He then drank the vial of elemental water, letting its refreshing properties flow through him.
The final step was the hardest. Spike had to visualize the flow of energy in his body, tracing the paths of his meridians and pinpointing areas of blockage or impurity. With Tong Xue's experience, he saw a detailed map of his internal structure, identifying knots of impure qi and weak points in his meridians.
Drawing energy from the essence crystal, Spike began the process of cleansing. He felt a warming sensation, like a gentle fire coursing through his veins. It was painful, it felt as his body was being torn to shreds and burnt over and over again but also invigorating. Impurities were burned away, leaving only pure energy behind.
Hours seemed to pass, and when Spike finally opened his eyes, he felt lighter, cleaner. It was as if years of grime had been washed away, leaving him renewed. The essence crystal had dimmed, its energy transferred to Spike.
Breathing heavily, Spike could feel the difference in his body. His meridians felt clear and open, and even his skin seemed to glow with health.
"A successful start," Spike whispered to himself, feeling a surge of excitement. With his body primed and ready, the path to becoming an Alchemist, and his subsequent plans, seemed more achievable than ever. He just needed time, effort, and unwavering dedication.
Though his body felt rejuvenated, Spike wasn't content to rest on his laurels. He had an arsenal of knowledge at his disposal, and he was eager to make up for lost time. The "Defiant Qi Reconstruction" technique was a high-risk, high-reward skill. Traditionally, this method could cause irreparable harm if not executed perfectly. But with the aid of the orbs from the Gunarak, the risk was significantly reduced.
Spike carefully unwrapped the orbs, each emitting a faint, enticing glow. They pulsed with latent energy, ready to be harnessed. Holding one in his hand, Spike once again centered himself, drawing deep breaths and clearing his mind of all distractions.
Initiating the "Defiant Qi Reconstruction," Spike mentally coaxed his body's energy channels to open wide, allowing them to greedily drink in the Qi from the orb. The sensation was intense. It felt like a whirlwind within him, a maelstrom of power threatening to overwhelm his senses. But Spike's determination and focus remained unyielding.
Each orb held the equivalent energy of years of diligent cultivation. As Spike drew upon their power, he could feel his strength growing at an unprecedented rate. With every passing moment, barriers that once seemed insurmountable began to shatter. One by one, the levels that denoted a practitioner's rank were bypassed.
Sweat dripped down Spike's brow as the orbs dimmed. The intensity of the process took a toll on him, and even with his renewed body, he felt on the verge of exhaustion. But as the last orb's light faded, a profound transformation had occurred.
From a fledgling, Spike had ascended to the rank of a Warrior 2 practitioner. Such a rapid rise was unheard of in the realms of cultivation, and Spike knew he had gambled well.
Laying back, Spike allowed himself a moment of satisfaction. This newfound power was a testament to his resolve. He had tapped into the legacy of his past and combined it with the resources of the present. But he also knew that the journey ahead was long, and there would be many challenges to face.
With a newfound vigor and determination, Spike remained in his meditative stance, tapping into the boundless Qi that coursed through the world around him. He wasn't just content to achieve the Warrior 2 rank. His prior life's memories had provided him with the knowledge of the grandeur and might that lay ahead. He wanted to touch the pinnacle of power, and now was the time to push forward.
Hours slipped by, unnoticed. The emporium around him was silent, with only the soft chirping of crickets and the distant howl of a night creature accompanying his journey. The ambient energy of the night was tranquil, allowing Spike to focus more intently.
As dawn's first light began to streak the sky, Spike's Qi pool, which had already expanded remarkably after using the orbs, grew even deeper and more profound. His meridians, already rebuilt and purified, acted like mighty rivers, channeling the Qi through his body with efficiency and strength. Each cycle of cultivation strengthened him, molded him, and pushed him to a new pinnacle.
The sun had already taken its place in the sky when Spike finally emerged from his deep cultivation trance. He felt different—transformed. His senses were sharper, his body lighter, and his connection to the world around him more profound. The sensation was intoxicating.
Stretching his limbs, Spike took a moment to assess himself. He had pushed well beyond Warrior 2. In just a single night, with his relentless cultivation, he had been able to cultivate properly, however, at some point during the night, he lost track of his cultivation, however, Spike knew that he was at least at the threshold of Warrior 3, which was enough for the moment. Such rapid progression was unprecedented, a testament to both his past self's knowledge and his present self's determination.
He could feel the raw power coursing through him, waiting to be honed and mastered. But Spike also realized that with power came responsibility. While the prospect of refining the Nirvana Rebirth Pills was exciting, it wasn't his end goal. His true journey had only just begun.
Taking a deep breath, Spike looked towards the horizon. A new day had dawned, and with it, a plethora of opportunities and challenges awaited.
Just then, his stomach growled and cramped.
“OH!!, yup, I should really eat something, I mean, I haven’t eaten anything in 2 days… to the kitchen it is!” Spike said as he went to the kitchen.

	
		Chapter 17: Alchemical Genius



The kitchen was lively, filled with the aroma of breakfast delicacies. Maar, deep in concentration, flipped a golden-brown pancake in the air. Nia Ping was arranging fresh fruits on a plate, and Yao Chen, with a cup of tea in hand, was looking out the window, lost in thought.
"Morning, everyone," Spike greeted with a nod as he entered the kitchen.
Maar smirked, catching the pancake with panache. "Well, look who decided to finally show up. Sleep well, old man?" She teased, her gal-like tone dripping with sarcasm.
Nia Ping looked up and gave Spike a welcoming smile. "Glad to see you're in one piece," she quipped, referencing Spike's recent adventures.
But before Spike could reply, Yao Chen, having just taken a sip of his tea, suddenly spat it out in surprise. The tea sprayed onto the table, causing Nia Ping to jump back in shock. Yao Chen's eyes widened, and he stared at Spike with disbelief. "By the heavens... your Qi!" he exclaimed, looking flabbergasted.
Maar's eyebrows raised, her teasing demeanor quickly shifting to one of concern. "What's wrong, Yao?"
Spike, however, was quite calm, having expected reactions like this. "I've had quite a night," he said cryptically, a playful smirk on his lips.
Yao Chen, still in disbelief, tried to get a handle on himself. "Your cultivation... It's... How did you manage to make such a leap? It's unheard of!" The astonishment in his voice was palpable.
Spike just chuckled, not giving much away. "Let's just say, I've unlocked a few old memories and stumbled upon some treasures along the way."
Nia Ping looked intrigued. "It's not just the increase in your cultivation level, Spike. It's the depth and maturity of your Qi. It's as if you've cultivated for a hundred years."
Maar, though initially stunned, was quick to jump back into her cheeky self. "Alright, alright. Before you guys start a whole saga on cultivation," she interrupted, flipping another pancake onto Yao Chen's plate, "Can we eat first? Talking on an empty stomach is bad for health."
The room filled with light laughter at Maar's words. Spike took a seat, pouring himself some tea. There was much to discuss, but for now, the group reveled in the familiarity of the morning's peace, with Spike's newfound power silently lingering in the background like the promise of many adventures to come.
As they began their breakfast, the tantalizing aroma of freshly-cooked food filled the air. The delightful spread of steaming buns, grilled meats, and pickled vegetables looked mouthwatering. However, amidst the delicious chaos, there was a palpable tension in the room, evident in Yao Chen's darting eyes. He kept stealing glances at Spike, itching to know the secret behind the sudden transformation.
After a few minutes of silence, Yao Chen finally broke it. "Spike, you've always been a man of mystery," he began cautiously, "but this... going from Warrior 1 to Warrior 3 in a single night? That's beyond miraculous. Most practitioners would take years, if not decades, to achieve what you've done. How? Is it some ancient technique? A treasure?"
Spike, who was busy enjoying his tea, looked up. His eyes twinkled with mischief. "It's not something that can be easily explained over breakfast, Yao Chen. Some things are better left a mystery."
Maar, her mouth full of a steamed bun, raised an eyebrow in Spike's direction. "Hiding secrets from us now, old man?" she mumbled, half teasingly.
Nia Ping chuckled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. "Come now, Maar. Let the man have his secrets. Besides, Spike's always been one for dramatics."
Spike smirked, taking another sip from his cup. "Let's just say, last night was eventful."
Yao Chen, though visibly intrigued, let out a sigh of resignation. "Alright, alright, I won't press further. But know this," he pointed his chopsticks at Spike, "I've got my eyes on you."
The group shared a light-hearted laugh, the tension dissipating as quickly as it had come. The morning wore on with the usual chatter and banter, but Spike's unprecedented advancement in cultivation would remain a hot topic in Guilvons for days to come.
Yao Chen leaned back, dabbing the corners of his mouth with a cloth napkin. The delightful spread was almost finished, and the atmosphere had returned to its usual joviality. As Maar and Nia Ping engaged in a playful argument over the last piece of grilled meat, Spike seized the opportunity to inquire about something that had been on his mind.
"Yao Chen," Spike began, his voice dripping with curiosity, "I have a rather specific question for you."
Yao Chen raised an eyebrow, meeting Spike's gaze. "Oh? Shoot."
"I wish to become an alchemist. How does one go about doing that?"
Yao Chen blinked, slightly taken aback by the unexpected query. "An alchemist, you say? That's an intriguing choice. Alchemy isn't just about mixing herbs and producing pills. It's an intricate art that demands deep understanding and patience. But given your recent... advancements," he said with a smirk, "I reckon you have what it takes."
Spike nodded, undeterred. "I'm aware of the challenges. But I need to learn it."
Yao Chen nodded slowly. "Alright then. Here in Guilvons, the most renowned place for aspiring alchemists is the Pill Pavilion. They hold an Alchemist test periodically to screen and recruit potential talents."
Spike leaned forward, eager to know more. "Tell me about this test."
Yao Chen sipped his tea, gathering his thoughts. "The Alchemist test is divided into three parts. First, the theoretical examination where your knowledge about herbs, elixirs, and ancient recipes is tested. Then there's the practical examination, where you'll be given a set of ingredients and a furnace. You have to produce a pill, any pill, but it should be of acceptable quality. And finally, there's the creativity test. Here, you're tasked with concocting something new, something the Pavilion hasn't seen before."
Maar, now intrigued, piped in, "Sounds tough. But Spike here has a penchant for surprising us, doesn't he?"
Spike's lips curled into a confident smile. "Thank you for the information, Yao Chen. It’s about time for me to head to the Pill Pavillion,” Spike said
“It’s not that simple, you’ll need an apprentice batch, and those are only given by Alchemy masters, so…” Yao Chen said
Spike stopped as a memory came to mind, then he looked back at Yao Chen and said “Not exactly,” before leaving
Yao Chen raised his cup in salute. "To new beginnings, then."
Nia Ping smiled warmly, "And to the unforeseen paths they lead us on." as she also raised her cup with some tea.
She was about to take a zip of the tea when Spike walked back in and said
“I wouldn’t drink that tea if I were you… it’s not the best choice for the baby… congratulations by the way,” Spike said before leaving
Everyone looked at the door frame where Spike was standing before looking at Nia’s belly, before Nia dropped her tea cup as tears began to fall from her eyes as Yao Chen came over to hug her.
Maar just looked at the 2 with a smile.

AT THE PILL PAVILION
As Spike approached the grand entrance of the Pill Pavilion, its white marble columns and jade-decorated roof were hard to miss. The area was bustling with cultivators of various levels, each engaging in their own business. Merchants peddled their rare herbs, practitioners discussed the latest pill recipes, and rookies like Spike came with aspirations of becoming licensed alchemists.
Yet amidst the typical hustle and bustle, a particular scene caught Spike's attention. A lean man, dressed in dark robes, was animatedly discussing something with one of the Pavilion's managers. A tray of luminescent pills sat between them, their aura seemingly signaling a high grade.
"...These are Grade 4 Rejuvenation Pills. A rare find, I assure you. They will sell like hotcakes in this Pavilion," the shady man claimed, his voice dripping with insincerity.
The manager, an elderly man with gray hair tied into a bun, squinted at the pills, clearly skeptical but enticed by the potential profit. "Grade 4, you say? Such pills are indeed rare. However, the authenticity..."
Spike, driven by a mix of curiosity and concern, approached the duo. "Excuse me," he interjected politely, "I couldn't help but overhear your conversation. These are Grade 4 Rejuvenation Pills?"
The shady man eyed Spike warily but nodded. "Indeed, young man."
"Well," Spike began, feigning genuine interest, "I've been trying to refine a Grade 4 pill myself. Could you perhaps enlighten me on the primary herb you used in the third step of the refinement process?"
The shady merchant hesitated. "Well, it's the Silver-veined Lotus."
Spike raised an eyebrow. "Interesting, because as far as I'm aware, the Silver-veined Lotus is used in the fifth step, not the third. Perhaps you meant the Glowing Moonflower?"
The merchant's face went a shade paler. "Ah, yes, of course. My mistake."
Spike smirked slightly, "And during the cooling phase, did you use the Northern Breeze Technique or the Three-Phase Settling Method?"
The shady merchant stuttered, "I, uh, used... the Three-Phase... No, the Northern Breeze!"
The manager's eyes narrowed, catching on to Spike's line of questioning. "Young man, are you suggesting these pills are fake?"
Spike shrugged nonchalantly. "I merely asked a question. But it's worth noting that anyone genuinely familiar with the process of refining Grade 4 Rejuvenation Pills would not hesitate nor contradict themselves."
The manager turned his sharp gaze to the merchant. "Explain yourself."
The shady merchant, realizing his ploy was uncovered, made a break for it. He dashed towards the exit, but Nia Ping, who had followed Spike from a distance, easily caught him with a flick of her wrist, ensnaring him with a binding technique.
The manager bowed slightly to Spike. "Thank you, young man. The Pill Pavilion does not tolerate deceit. We will handle this from here."
Spike nodded. "I'm just here to take the Alchemist exam. Deception, especially in the field of alchemy, can cost lives."
With a newfound respect in his eyes, the manager gestured Spike forward. "Then let us proceed with that. You've already shown your acumen. I'm eager to see what else you bring to the table."
As Spike was about to proceed further into the Pill Pavilion, he noticed Nia standing a little distance away, an array of emotions flitting across her face. Grateful for her assistance in capturing the shady merchant, he approached her, "Nia, what brings you to the Pill Pavilion?"
She hesitated, her gaze flitting around nervously, "Actually... I came here to get a pregnancy test."
Spike raised an eyebrow, "Based on my earlier remark?"
She nodded, biting her lower lip. "I just... I needed to be sure."
He took a moment, focusing his senses on her, and then confidently stated, "You are indeed pregnant."
Nia's eyes widened in surprise, "How can you be so sure?"
Spike's expression softened, "The subtle qi movements emanating from you are unique. I can feel the distinct rhythms created by the babies' qi."
"Babies? As in more than one?" Nia's voice wavered with astonishment.
Spike nodded, "Yes, twins. Their qi resonates harmoniously, hinting at their twin connection."
Nia's legs seemed to give out, and she swayed. Luckily, Yao Chen, who had been tailing her discreetly, lunged forward and caught her in his arms just in time. "You have to be more careful, Nia!" he scolded gently, concern evident in his eyes.
Spike turned to Yao Chen, "You followed her?"
Yao Chen scratched the back of his neck, a bit sheepishly, "I was worried about her after the conversation we had earlier. Plus, she's been acting strange. Seems I was right to be concerned."
Nia took a deep breath, steadying herself, "Twins... I wasn't expecting that." She then looked up at both men, her face radiating a mix of shock, joy, and anxiety. "Thank you both."
Spike gave a courteous nod, while Yao Chen just smiled warmly, his arm still protectively around Nia. The three of them then continued their individual pursuits in the Pavilion, each preoccupied with their own thoughts and discoveries.
Spike approached the counter of the Pill Pavilion, his steps full of confidence. He was eager to begin the alchemist test, to solidify his knowledge, and move a step closer to regaining his former power.
"I'd like to register for the alchemist test," Spike announced, his voice carrying a refined tone that bore no room for nonsense.
The clerk, a middle-aged man with spectacles, looked him over, "Your Apprentice badge, please."
Spike frowned slightly, "I do not have one."
The clerk's eyes widened, "Then I'm afraid you can't participate. You need an Apprentice badge to prove that you have undergone the necessary training."
Spike's eyes narrowed, "Then I invoke the Dhuram Law."
The clerk's face paled. The Dhuram Law was an ancient decree, but one rarely invoked due to its controversial nature. The mere mention of it had nearby attendees whispering and glancing over.
The commotion reached the ears of a distinguished-looking elder seated at the far end of the hall. He stood up, his robes billowing, revealing intricate designs of celestial patterns. His presence was overwhelming, causing the crowd to part, making way for him. Spike recognized him at once. Elder Yin Yang, one of the prominent figures in the Pill Pavilion.
"Ah, young Spike," Yin Yang greeted, his voice deep yet friendly, "It's been a long time."
Spike bowed slightly, "Elder Yin Yang."
Elder Yin Yang's gaze landed on the flustered clerk. "What seems to be the issue?"
Spike cleared his throat, "I wished to join the alchemist test. However, I was informed that without an Apprentice badge, I cannot participate. Thus, I invoked the Dhuram Law."
Elder Yin Yang sighed, "Ah, the Dhuram Law. It was indeed a law that permitted any person to participate. But it was abolished years ago. Nobles began exploiting it, depriving actual apprentices of their rightful spots."
Spike felt a tinge of disappointment but remained calm.
Elder Yin Yang continued, "However, considering your history and the immense contributions to the Emporium, we can make an exception."
Spike's eyes shone with gratitude, "Thank you, Elder Yin Yang."
Yin Yang waved it off, "It's the least we can do for an old friend. Now, get prepared, young Spike, and show us your prowess in alchemy."
Spike, adorned in his simple attire, took his designated seat amongst rows of bright-eyed apprentices. The weight of his presence was palpable, yet whispers filled the hall as the crowd tried to understand who the outsider was. Many shot him disapproving glances, sizing him up, already dismissing him as an unworthy competitor. Amongst a sea of elaborate robes adorned with embroidered badges and insignias denoting years of study, Spike's plain outfit made him stick out like a sore thumb.
He felt the weight of hundreds of eyes on him, all radiating doubt and suspicion. But Spike had faced greater challenges in his past lives, and this did not shake him. He took the time to inspect the room and its occupants, trying to understand his competition better. Many seemed young, their faces fresh, yet their eyes held the arrogance of those who believed their destiny was already set.
As murmurs threatened to turn into a cacophony, a sharp voice rang out, "Silence!"
The room fell quiet immediately. An instructor, tall and imposing, walked to the center of the room. His stern face surveyed the candidates, his gaze sharp, causing some of the younger participants to fidget nervously.
"Hear me well," he began, his voice echoing across the grand hall. "You are here to prove your knowledge in the art of alchemy, not to chatter mindlessly. Those found talking during the test will be disqualified immediately."
Two assistants began distributing scrolls among the participants. Spike patiently waited, observing the meticulous care with which the scrolls were handed out.
"The test before you consists of 10 questions," the instructor continued. "Eight of them are knowledge-based questions. You might be asked about the uses, reactions, or properties of a specific herb, mineral, or fruit. Answer them accurately and concisely."
Spike opened the scroll, its surface filled with intricate, delicate characters. He began reading the questions, mentally preparing his answers.
"The last two questions," the instructor continued, "are field questions. These will challenge your situational judgment, and you'll be expected to detail the best course of action in each given scenario. Remember, your answers must not only show your knowledge but also your wisdom."
Spike felt a jolt of excitement. The challenge presented was a refreshing one, a chance to blend the knowledge of his past with the challenges of the present.
The room remained hushed, with only the sound of quills scratching on parchment filling the silence. Spike immersed himself in the test, his mind working like a well-oiled machine, pulling from memories and knowledge that spanned lifetimes.
Spike's eyes danced over the first question, which asked about the properties of the Vermillion Sunflower, a rare herb known for its healing properties. Without hesitation, he penned down its multiple uses, its regions of growth, and the specific stages of its bloom when its potency was at its peak.
The second question delved into the harmonization of the Moonlit Moss with other herbs. This was a relatively simple one for Spike; he knew the moss's luminescent properties made it ideal for use in nocturnal elixirs and potions when combined correctly.
The subsequent questions continued in a similar vein, quizzing about various combinations, properties, and specific usages of numerous ingredients, some rarer than others. Spike tackled each one with precision and clarity, his answers detailed and knowledgeable, yet concise.
Question six was about the Golden Serpent Root's reaction when exposed to extreme cold. Spike recalled a time when he had experimented with it in his previous life, resulting in a potent antidote against frostbite.
As he reached the final knowledge-based question, he couldn't help but smile. It was about the Whispering Lotus, a plant he was particularly fond of. Its petals, when crushed and mixed with a few other ingredients, could produce a concoction that allowed the drinker to hear even the faintest of sounds for a limited period.
Spike finished answering the eight knowledge questions in what felt like no time at all. He felt confident about his answers, knowing that his vast experience and knowledge had not failed him. The real test, however, would be the field questions, which would challenge not just his knowledge but his adaptability and wisdom.
The first field question read:
"You're in the Qian Lai Desert, and you come across a severely wounded traveler who has ingested a mixture of Shadow Venom and Crimson Sand Dust, which causes his body to simultaneously freeze and burn. With limited resources at hand, including a Dewfruit, a half-dried Tearfern, and three leaves of a Desert Sunbloom, describe in detail how you would concoct a potion to stabilize his condition until further help can be acquired."
Spike's eyebrows rose, and a flash of recognition crossed his eyes. This wasn't just any hypothetical situation; it was eerily similar to a situation he had faced in his previous life, in the very same Qian Lai Desert. He remembered that day vividly – the blistering sun overhead, the winds carrying with them particles of hot sand, and a man, half-buried, gasping for life.
The memory played out in his mind as he began to write his answer:
"First, I would grind the Dewfruit into a fine pulp. The Dewfruit, known for its hydrating properties, would serve as the base of the elixir, providing immediate relief to the dehydrated body. The Tearfern, while mostly dry, still contains traces of moisture that carry a unique neutralizing agent for most toxins. By placing it in the mouth of the wounded and instructing them to chew slowly, it would provide a direct counteracting effect to the Shadow Venom. However, to amplify its potency and ensure it circulates rapidly, I'd extract the liquid from the chewed Tearfern and mix it into the Dewfruit pulp.
Lastly, the Desert Sunbloom, a plant that thrives in the desert's extreme conditions, has leaves which when crushed and mixed with the pulp, can bring down the feverish burning caused by the Crimson Sand Dust. Two leaves would suffice for the potion. The remaining leaf, I'd place on the traveler's forehead, leveraging its natural coolness to counteract the fever externally.
After administering the potion and ensuring the traveler chews the Tearfern, he should show signs of stabilization within moments. This would buy enough time to seek proper medical attention."
As Spike wrote, he felt a mix of nostalgia and sadness. The man he had saved that day had later become a trusted ally and a dear friend. This question, although unexpected, reaffirmed his faith in the journey he had embarked upon. All of his past experiences, even the painful ones, were shaping the person he was becoming.
The second field question presented a conundrum that seemed even more perplexing:
"You are in the dense Nightshade Forest where the perpetual darkness restricts your vision. You stumble upon a fractured artifact, split into three shards, each tainted by a different curse: Shard of Shadows, Shard of Flames, and Shard of Desolation. Using only a Silver Moon Root, a Flaming Phoenix Feather, and a Tear of the Nymph, detail the process to cleanse and rebind the artifact."
Whispers and murmurs of anxiety echoed in the room. Many knew of the dual methods to handle this, each with its risks and benefits. But Spike, with his wealth of past knowledge and experience, contemplated a third approach, which was uncharted territory.
Method One: Conventional Method
"First, you'd use the Silver Moon Root to cleanse the Shard of Shadows. The luminescent properties of the root would dispel the pervasive darkness in the shard. Subsequently, the Flaming Phoenix Feather would be waved over the Shard of Flames, its innate power countering and neutralizing the fiery curse. Lastly, a single drop of the Tear of the Nymph would be placed on the Shard of Desolation, soothing its deep-seated melancholy. Once cleansed, the shards would be pieced together and bound using the residual essence of all three items."
Method Two: Risky Alchemical Fusion
"In this method, all three items would be ground together to form a luminous elixir. The artifact shards would be submerged in this mixture. The combined potency of the Silver Moon Root, Flaming Phoenix Feather, and Tear of the Nymph would simultaneously cleanse and merge the shards. However, this method is risky as there's a chance the curses might merge before being cleansed, making the situation worse."
Method Three: Spike's Unconventional Technique
"Contrary to both methods, I'd use the Tear of the Nymph not on the Shard of Desolation, but on the Shard of Flames. The tear would not just counteract the curse but transform the shard's curse into a passionate, warm energy. The Flaming Phoenix Feather, known to many for its fiery attributes, also has the hidden property of absorbing desolation when burnt. Thus, I'd burn the feather and let its smoke envelop the Shard of Desolation. Finally, the Silver Moon Root's juice would be applied to the Shard of Shadows, but not before chanting an ancient mantra, known to few, that amplifies the root's light-dispelling qualities. Post the cleansing, the shards would naturally gravitate towards each other, reforming the artifact without external binding. This method not only cleanses the artifact but enhances its inherent qualities."
Spike folded his scroll neatly, signaling that he was finished. His action caused quite the stir in the examination hall. The instructors exchanged surprised glances. One instructor, a middle-aged man with a thin mustache, sneered.
"Seems the young man either couldn't answer a single question or has simply given up," he remarked sarcastically.
Another instructor, an older woman with her silver hair tied into a tight bun, nodded in agreement. "Or perhaps he thinks he's too good for this exam."
Whispers broke out among the other exam takers, echoing the instructors' sentiments. They murmured about Spike's audacity to finish so early, with most assuming he hadn't written a thing of value.
The helper, a young woman with an earnest face, gingerly approached Spike and collected his scroll. She could feel the weight of the room's eyes on her as she walked over to the instructors' table, and placed the scroll in front of them.
The sneering instructor snatched the scroll immediately, almost eager to see what Spike had written. As he unrolled it, his confident smirk faded, replaced by a look of growing surprise.
His colleague, the silver-haired woman, leaned over to get a glimpse. "What is it? Did he scribble nonsense?" she asked impatiently.
The man was silent for a moment, clearly taken aback. "No," he finally said, "He answered all the questions. And... and if I'm not mistaken, his answers are not just correct but are provided with an astounding depth of knowledge."
The room was silent. Spike, maintaining his calm and confident demeanor, merely looked back at the instructors, waiting for them to continue.
The silver-haired woman cleared her throat, her previous arrogance now replaced with a tone of respect. "Well then, let us proceed with evaluating the rest of the exams."
Spike's early finish and the instructors' reaction became the talk of the examination hall. While many were still skeptical, others were now looking at Spike with newfound respect and curiosity.
Once the hall had emptied and the echoes of footsteps had faded, the instructors spread out all the scrolls on a large table, with Spike’s placed prominently at the center. They began evaluating each one meticulously, ticking and crossing as they went. However, their primary attention kept getting drawn back to Spike's answers.
For the knowledge-based questions, Spike’s answers were immaculate. Detailed, accurate, and showcasing a depth of understanding that was rare even among experienced alchemists. However, the instructors, trying to maintain their earlier stance, chose to underplay his achievement.
"Remembering the uses of herbs and fruits is just memorization," the silver-haired woman said dismissively. "Any student with a decent memory can achieve full marks on this section."
The thin-mustached instructor nodded. "Indeed. The true test of an alchemist lies in their ability to think, adapt, and innovate in the field. Let’s see how our young friend did there."
As they started reading Spike’s answers for the field questions, their faces began contorting with disbelief. The once silent room was now filled with hushed whispers and the rustling of paper as they re-read his answers multiple times.
"This... this is preposterous!" the man exclaimed, his voice rising in anger.
The woman, trying to maintain her calm, responded, "It’s as if he has reimagined the entire basis of alchemy! These methods are unheard of!"
Both instructors stared at Spike's answers for the field questions. While the first was a situation Spike had faced in his previous life and his response reflected his unique and practical experience, the second was something truly groundbreaking. He had proposed not just one, but three distinct methods to address the situation. One was traditional, another was an innovative approach using rare ingredients, but the third was something completely out of the box, merging techniques from different cultivation disciplines.
"This third method... it combines elemental manipulation with alchemical properties! This is madness!" the man hissed.
"And look here," the woman added, pointing at a section of the scroll, "He suggests using a phased approach to manage the cauldron temperature, instead of a steady flame. This goes against centuries of established practice!"
The two looked at each other, their decision clear. Despite his perfect score in the knowledge section, they deemed Spike's unconventional field answers too radical. This was not the way of the established alchemical schools.
Scrawling a large "Failed" across Spike's scroll, the man said with a tone of finality, "He may have vast knowledge, but his thinking is too unorthodox for our traditions. He cannot pass."
Little did they know that they were dismissing ideas that could revolutionize the world of alchemy.
The elegant room, with its high ceilings and intricate carvings, echoed the soft footsteps of the First Elder as she entered. The woman, with an ageless beauty and an aura of authority, was Elder Min Xiu. Despite her youthful appearance, she was one of the most knowledgeable and respected figures within the Pill Pavilion. Her eyes, sharp and piercing, quickly scanned the room, taking in the expressions of the two instructors.
"How did the examination go?" she inquired calmly.
The silver-haired instructor quickly replied, "The batch was average, Elder. A few hopefuls, but mostly the usual."
Elder Min Xiu began to peruse through the scrolls, her experienced eyes quickly catching errors in the answers of many participants. She frowned upon seeing the nonsensical scribbles on two of the scrolls. "Such disrespect! These are not even attempts; they are jests!" she exclaimed.
She then noticed Spike's examination paper. As she began to read his answers, her eyes widened in shock and awe. She read and re-read, each time her expression growing more intense.
The thin-mustached instructor, sensing an opportunity to explain, said, "Elder, we too were taken aback by the audacity of his answers. They defy the traditional methods."
The silver-haired instructor added, "Indeed, Elder. Such radical thoughts can be detrimental to the sanctity of our teachings."
Elder Min Xiu's gaze shifted from the scroll to the two instructors. "You... you found these answers incorrect?" she said, her voice a deadly calm.
The man nodded. "Yes, Elder. We believed that these methods were far too unorthodox."
Elder Min Xiu looked back at the scroll, her fingers gently tracing Spike's writings. "These answers are not just correct, they are exceptional. I have seen many exams, but never have I come across such a fresh perspective, an understanding so deep. Who is this participant?"
The woman stuttered, "His name is Liang Xuan, but... we deemed him unfit, and he has likely left the Pavilion."
Elder Min Xiu's face turned a shade darker. "You dismissed him?" she hissed. The room seemed to grow colder. "You dismissed perhaps the brightest alchemical talent in a generation?"
The instructors could only lower their heads in shame. Elder Min Xiu’s rage was palpable. "Find him! If he has left this Pavilion, I swear you will regret your ignorance."
The gravity of their mistake began to sink in as the instructors scrambled to rectify it.
The room was abuzz with anxious murmurs, punctuated by sighs of relief and groans of disappointment as the helper began reading the final marks. One by one, the names were called, and with each passing second, Spike's anticipation grew.
"Zhen Le... 92%."
"Chu Xia... 91%."
The names went on, but Spike's was conspicuously absent. After the tenth name was read, the atmosphere in the room turned heavy, and whispers filled the air. Spike's relaxed demeanor surprised some, given the omission of his name.
His amusement was evident as he made to leave, but before he could slip out of the room, a friendly hand landed on his shoulder. He turned to see a tall man with wavy blue hair that cascaded down his shoulders. The man's round face held an easygoing smile, and his azure eyes sparkled with kindness.
"Don't let it get you down," the man said with a reassuring pat. "80% on your first try is nothing to scoff at. With that score, you're already among the elite. You'll ace it next year, for sure."
Spike chuckled, appreciating the comforting words, "Thanks for that. I'll keep it in mind."
As the man left to join the qualified participants, the entrance door was practically thrown open, revealing the three frantic elders. The First Elder, Min Xiu, scanned the room, her piercing eyes searching for Liang Xuan. But Spike, using the commotion as cover, slipped through the side entrance, blending effortlessly with the retreating crowd.
As he walked away, he couldn't help but muse about the unexpected turns the day had taken. Still, he couldn't shake off the feeling that this was only the beginning.
The three elders exchanged panicked glances, their reputations on the line. If the prodigious talent of Liang Xuan left the Pavilion due to their oversight, it would be a blight on their honor. The pavilion was abuzz with whispers, but no one seemed to know Liang Xuan's whereabouts.
Just as hope seemed to be slipping away, Instructor Lan's eyes locked onto a familiar figure nearing the grand ornate door at the pavilion's entrance. "There he is!" he exclaimed, pointing in Spike's direction.
Without a moment's hesitation, the elders and Instructor Lan dashed towards Spike. The sudden movement and urgency in their actions drew the attention of everyone in the room, adding to the confusion and the building tension.
Spike was only a few steps away from the exit when Instructor Lan caught up to him, hastily extending a hand, "Young Master Liang Xuan! Wait!"
Surprised by the sudden call out, Spike paused, raising an eyebrow. As he turned, he saw not only Instructor Lan panting from the short sprint but also the two elders making their way to him. And then, to everyone's shock, especially Spike's, Elder Min Xiu approached him, bowed her head deeply, and saluted him with the utmost reverence.
The murmurs grew louder, turning into astonished gasps. Min Xiu, known for her unyielding demeanor and iron will, was showing such respect to a mere applicant! Even the most esteemed visitors, not even her own children, accomplished practitioners and Alchemists had never received such a gesture from her. It was unprecedented.
Elder Min Xiu spoke in a voice filled with regret and urgency, "Young Master Xuan, I deeply apologize for the oversight. Your prowess in alchemy is unparalleled, and your answers have not only met but far exceeded our expectations. I beseech you to grant us another opportunity to rectify this error."
Spike, maintaining his composed demeanor, glanced at her and then to the gathered crowd, the weight of the situation evident. The ball was now in his court, and everyone awaited his response.
Min Xiu hesitated, her eyes darting between the stern face of Liang Xuan and the contrite expressions of the instructors. It was a difficult situation, to say the least. Just as she was about to respond, a commanding yet soothing voice interjected from the entrance of the hall.
"What seems to be the issue here, dear?" Mo Zhang's voice boomed, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.
His tall and regal presence was instantly recognizable. With flowing white robes and a silvered beard, Mo Zhang was a picture of wisdom and authority. As he moved forward, his eyes settled on Liang Xuan, and his stern expression lightened a bit. "Ah! Young Master Xuan! I see you've come to grace our Pavilion with your presence." He chuckled, nodding amicably towards Liang Xuan, clearly remembering their previous interactions at the Emporium.
Seeing her husband, Min Xiu's tension visibly lessened, though she shot him a quick glare, which he missed entirely, being engrossed in conversation with Liang Xuan. With a quick gesture for silence, Min Xiu took a deep breath and filled her husband in on the situation, not missing any detail.
Mo Zhang's brows furrowed in clear disapproval as he listened. Once she had finished, he let out a low sigh. "Such a shame," he murmured. Turning to face the crowd, he continued, "Young Master Xuan, while it's true that the removal of a Pavilion member is under the purview of the Hall Master, please allow me and Min Xiu to personally oversee the remainder of your examination. We will ensure a fair assessment of your abilities."
Spike nodded, clearly appeased. "I appreciate the gesture, Elder Mo Zhang. I trust your judgment and expertise in this matter."
Mo Zhang bowed slightly, "Thank you for your understanding, Young Master Xuan. Let's proceed without any further delay."
With that, the room buzzed back into action, the previous tension dissipating under the combined authority and calm of the Elders. The instructors, meanwhile, looked both relieved and anxious, realizing that they had been spared, but also knowing that they had lost face in front of many. It was a lesson they were unlikely to forget anytime soon.
Mo Zhang led the group to a vast hall that was immaculately designed with inscriptions and rune symbols adorning the walls. A series of intricate pill furnaces, made of various materials and at various stages of refinement, were neatly arrayed on several long tables.
All of the students gazed in awe at the display, knowing that the task ahead of them was no mere child's play. The act of refining a pill furnace was an important and fundamental skill for every aspiring alchemist.
Clearing his throat, Mo Zhang began his explanation. "To refine a pill furnace is to understand the very essence of alchemy. The furnace is not just a tool but an extension of the alchemist, a bridge between the material and the ethereal."
He continued, "The pill furnace requires three major components: the main body, the inscriptions, and the elemental core. The main body of the furnace can be crafted from various materials such as jade, spirit stone, or even dragon bone. It's essential to choose a material that resonates with your own Qi."
"Next are the inscriptions. They form the basis of the furnace's control over the elemental forces. They must be meticulously inscribed, ensuring the flow of Qi is unhindered and precise."
"Lastly, the elemental core. This is the heart of the furnace. A genuine elemental essence, usually extracted from a spirit beast or rare mineral, is embedded within the furnace. This essence not only powers the furnace but also amplifies its capabilities."
Mo Zhang looked at the students seriously, "Refining a furnace is not just about crafting; it's about understanding, resonance, and harmony. The furnace should be an extension of yourself, resonating with your Qi and intentions. This is why it's an essential test for any alchemist. For if you can master the subtleties of refining a furnace, crafting weapons and other artifacts will indeed be 'child's play' in comparison."
"Now," he continued, "each of you will choose the materials provided and begin your refinement process. We will be observing your methods, your focus, and, most importantly, your understanding of alchemy."
The students exchanged anxious glances before rushing to the tables, eager to showcase their skills. Spike took a deep breath, grounding himself. He approached the materials thoughtfully, remembering his past experiences and intertwining them with his newfound knowledge. The challenge was on.
Spike's observant gaze studied each of his fellow applicants. Some were eagerly inscribing runes, while others focused intently on embedding the elemental core into their furnaces. As time passed, the hall filled with the buzzing sounds of focused Qi manipulation, occasionally interrupted by a sharp crack or a dull thud.
It wasn't long before the first furnace exploded in a burst of smoke and sparks, taking its owner by surprise and causing the surrounding students to jump back in shock. More explosions followed, the results of misaligned Qi, poorly chosen materials, or incompatible elemental cores. With each failure, the atmosphere grew tenser.
Spike shook his head in quiet exasperation. Mo Zhang's method was indeed rooted in traditions passed down through generations of alchemists. While it wasn't inherently flawed, it lacked the adaptability and precision required for the modern era. What's more, to Spike, the method was too rigid and didn't allow the alchemist to truly connect with their furnace.
Drawing upon his vast knowledge and past experiences, Spike decided on an innovative approach. Instead of starting with the main body of the furnace, he began with the elemental core. By understanding and attuning to the core's resonance first, he believed he could then choose materials and inscriptions that would naturally harmonize with it.
With deep focus, Spike infused a portion of his own Qi into the elemental core, allowing him to 'communicate' with it. In his mind's eye, he perceived the vibrant dance of energy within the core, adjusting and realigning it to match his Qi signature.
Next, he selected a spirit stone, its natural luster already hinting at its compatibility with the elemental core he had chosen. With delicate, precise movements, Spike inscribed runes not just on the surface, but deep within the stone, ensuring a seamless Qi flow.
As the hours passed, while others struggled, Spike's furnace began to take shape. Its glow was soft, yet steady, indicative of a strong and stable Qi flow. No hasty movements, no shortcuts; every step was deliberate and calculated.
The hall's elders, including Mo Zhang and Min Xiu, couldn't help but watch Spike in admiration. While Mo Zhang's teaching might have been traditional, he wasn't blind to innovation. Spike's method was unorthodox, yet it resonated with a truth deeper than tradition: the essence of alchemy lay in understanding, connection, and harmony.
Zhen Luo eyed Spike with disdain. "Your cultivation is weak, Liang Xuan. You may have surprised everyone with your test answers, but theory is different from practice. Your cultivation will limit your refining capabilities, no matter what you've memorized."
A few chuckles echoed around the hall, further emboldening Zhen Luo. "You really think you can outdo me? The prodigy of the unicorn clan? I’d love to see you try."
Spike merely nodded, accepting the challenge without a hint of distress. He placed his hands around the furnace and began to pour in his Qi. Then, something unexpected happened. Instead of using the traditional refining methods taught by the elders, Spike adopted a series of intricate gestures and movements that were foreign to everyone present.
His fingers danced around the furnace, tracing glowing symbols in the air that shimmered and vanished almost immediately. The furnace hummed and resonated with the movements, glowing brighter and brighter. Spike's voice rose above the hum as he began to explain. "Refining isn't just about pouring Qi into an object. It's about understanding the object, communicating with it, and making it a part of yourself."
The room was silent save for the humming of Spike's furnace and his calm voice. "Traditional methods force the furnace into submission. My method... asks the furnace to work with me. A balanced partnership of respect."
As minutes passed – minutes that felt like mere seconds – the furnace in front of Spike began to radiate an ethereal glow, a sign of a perfectly refined object. When the light finally dimmed, Spike stepped back, revealing a furnace that pulsed with energy, its surface smooth and flawless, shimmering with an inner light.
The entire hall was stunned into silence. Students, instructors, even elders were all gaping at the marvel that stood before them. It wasn't just that Spike had refined his furnace to perfection; he'd done it in record time, with a method none had seen before.
Zhen Luo's face contorted in disbelief. "That's impossible! That method... I've never seen or heard of it!"
Spike turned to him, a calm smile on his face. "Perhaps it's because you were too busy proclaiming your own perfection to notice that there's always something new to learn."
Mo Zhang stepped forward, clearing his throat to break the heavy silence. "Liang Xuan, that was... extraordinary. May I ask where you learned such a technique?"
“I… read it somewhere, it seems to work,” said Spike deflecting the question.
Spike's performance had silenced the entire hall, creating an atmosphere of sheer anticipation. As the dust settled, Mo Zhang, with a curious glint in his eyes, took steady steps forward to inspect the furnace closely.
"It's pulsating with energy," he murmured, tracing a finger gently over its smooth surface. The furnace responded with a soft hum, as if resonating with his touch. He looked up at Spike, genuinely impressed. "Liang Xuan, this technique... it’s unlike anything I’ve ever encountered. Would you be willing to share the basics with me?"
Spike hesitated for a moment, considering. Then, he nodded. "Of course, Elder. It would be an honor to teach a willing learner."
Mo Zhang gestured for a furnace to be brought to him. He readied himself, mirroring Spike’s stance, his gaze fixed intently on Spike, ready to absorb every detail.
Spike started to explain, "The traditional method forces the furnace to adapt to the Qi we pour into it. My method is about making the Qi and the furnace work together in harmony. It’s like a dance, where both partners need to be perfectly synchronized."
He demonstrated once again, his movements fluid and deliberate. Mo Zhang followed, doing his best to mimic Spike’s technique. After a few minutes, the elder's furnace began to glow and hum in the same unique way that Spike’s had.
Others in the room took note. Their initial shock and disbelief had given way to awe and a hunger to learn. One by one, they tried to replicate the method, watching Spike and Mo Zhang closely. Spike, noticing their enthusiasm, started offering pointers and corrections, ensuring that everyone could benefit from his teachings.
The energy in the room shifted dramatically. Where there had once been doubt and skepticism, there was now a sense of unity and camaraderie. Students who had been on the brink of giving up, their furnaces close to explosion, now found a renewed sense of purpose and direction. With Spike's guidance, the success rate soared.
Zhen Luo watched the proceedings with a complicated expression. He might have perfected his furnace with the traditional method, but seeing others replicate Spike’s results using the new technique made him feel left out and even a bit envious.
As the refining session came to a close, a newfound respect for Spike permeated the room. Even the most hard-headed of students had to admit: Liang Xuan had not only mastered an unheard-of method but was also generous enough to share his wisdom with others. The Pill Pavilion would never forget this day.
Min Xue approached Spike with an air of curiosity. Her earlier frustrations had been washed away by the recent demonstration, replaced by an admiration for the young man before her. "Liang Xuan, your method is revolutionary. What do you call this technique?"
Liang Xuan paused, taking a moment to ponder. In his previous life, this technique was known by a different name, one that held too many memories for him. He needed a fresh start, a new identity for the technique that would reflect its nature and his journey.
"Harmony of Elements," he finally said. His voice was soft yet determined.
Min Xue tilted her head, pondering the name. "Harmony of Elements?"
"Yes," Liang Xuan nodded. "In the process, we don't force the Qi or the material. We let them find their harmony, their rhythm. Just like elements of nature, they need to coexist in perfect equilibrium. Hence, Harmony of Elements."
Min Xue smiled, her eyes gleaming with appreciation. "It's an apt name, Liang Xuan. It speaks volumes about the essence of the method."
The hall was abuzz with discussions about the 'Harmony of Elements'. The students were eager to dive deep into this new technique, to master it and make it a part of their alchemical journey. But most of all, they were eager to learn from Liang Xuan, the prodigy who had brought a new dawn to the world of alchemy.
One of the instructors even wrote down what Spike had just said, to added it to the library of knowledge that was within the Pill Division, only for Mo Zhang to confiscate the scroll before the instructor left the room.
Min Xiu took a deep breath, casting a careful eye over the remaining participants. "For the final stage of this examination, you are tasked with a simple pill refinement. You can either refine a known pill of a grade 3 or higher, or craft a brand-new pill of at least grade 2 quality. Make your choice wisely."
Most of the applicants, recognizing the inherent challenge in inventing a new pill, decided to go with the first option. Their tables began to fill up with well-known herbs, their hands meticulously preparing and measuring the ingredients.
All but Spike.
Spike's actions drew the attention of the entire room. Unlike the rest, he walked over to the herb collection, and with unerring precision, selected specific herbs that few recognized. Without hesitating, he brought them to his furnace, not bothering to cut or balance them in any traditional sense.
In the corner, Zhen Luo sneered. "He's gone mad," he whispered to the person next to him. "Watch as his furnace erupts. This is what happens when someone tries to be a show-off without the skills to back it up."
However, Mo Zhang's and Min Xiu's expressions remained inscrutable. They shared a glance, a silent understanding that they were witnessing something extraordinary.
The room was tense with anticipation. The other applicants kept glancing at Spike, trying to guess his plan, but his method was so far removed from traditional techniques that they couldn't even fathom his endgame.
In what seemed like mere moments, the atmosphere around Spike's furnace began to change. Vibrant colors danced inside, accompanied by a soothing aroma that seemed to calm the senses of everyone present. There was a momentary hush, a sense of serenity, before the furnace opened on its own, revealing a glowing pill.
It was unlike any pill anyone had seen before. It pulsed with energy, its surface clear and smooth, emanating a gentle warmth. The glow it emitted wasn't blinding but comforting.
Zhen Luo's smirk vanished, replaced by a look of disbelief. The other applicants, too, stared in astonishment.
Min Xiu approached Spike's table, curiosity evident on her face. She carefully picked up the pill, inspecting it. "What... what have you crafted, Liang Xuan?"
Spike looked up, his face calm, eyes twinkling with a hint of mischief. "A brand-new Grade 3 pill," he said. "I call it the 'Serenity Core'. It calms the mind and sharpens the senses. Ideal for cultivators seeking a moment of peace amidst chaos, it also greatly enhances the cultivator’s mental power, allowing for faster cultivation,"
The hall erupted in whispers. Not only had Spike crafted a new pill, but he had also achieved Grade 3 quality. It was unprecedented.
Mo Zhang clapped, his face beaming with pride. "Bravo, Liang Xuan! Bravo!"
And as the applause rang out, Zhen Luo could only watch in silence, his earlier confidence shattered by the genius before him.
The applicants continued with their own attempts at refining, their focus even more intense after Spike's unexpected success. The room was filled with a mix of tension and excitement, each participant aiming for their own moment of brilliance.
However, as the minutes passed, not all attempts were successful. One by one, many of the furnaces either yielded subpar pills or failed catastrophically. Ashen faces, disappointed sighs, and the occasional explosion filled the room.
Zhen Luo, after seeing Spike's unexpected triumph, swallowed his pride and attempted to emulate Spike's technique. His face was a mask of concentration as he selected his herbs, trying to remember the exact sequence he had seen Spike use. He was determined to outshine Spike and reclaim his lost pride.
But as the saying goes, pride comes before a fall.
Zhen Luo's overconfidence and his imperfect understanding of Spike's method proved to be his downfall. The furnace before him began to shudder violently, its insides glowing a dangerous red. And then, with a deafening bang, it exploded, sending a cloud of smoke into the air.
When the smoke cleared, Zhen Luo's appearance drew gasps from everyone present. His once well-coiffed hair was singed, his eyebrows had disappeared, and his face was smeared with ash. The haughty look was gone, replaced by one of utter disbelief and embarrassment.
Two other practitioners, however, managed to produce successful pills. Their methods were traditional and their results weren't as astonishing as Spike's, but their skills were undeniable. One produced a Grade 2 pill known for boosting stamina, while the other managed a Grade 3 pill that aided in cultivating the soul. Their results were commendable, and both received respectful nods from Mo Zhang and Min Xiu.
By the end of the session, only three applicants, including Spike, had successfully passed the final part of the test. They stood together, the contrast between Spike's calm composure, the steady confidence of the second practitioner, and the quiet pride of the third making for a striking tableau.
Min Xiu addressed them, "Congratulations to the three of you. Your skills in alchemy are commendable. But remember, this is just the beginning. The path to becoming a master alchemist is long and arduous. You've taken your first steps today."
As the words settled, the room broke into applause, but many eyes remained on Spike, the young prodigy who had surprised them all.
Mo Zhang, lost in thought, suddenly perked up with an enthusiastic glint in his eyes. "Min, I have an idea!"
Min Xiu, taken aback by his sudden excitement, raised an eyebrow. "Oh?"
"How about Liang Xuan marries into our family?"
Min Xiu's eyes widened, her expression unreadable. "You know I detest political marriages, Mo," she began, her tone icy. "Marriage should be about love and understanding, not political maneuvering or benefiting the sect."
Mo Zhang raised a hand, signaling her to let him explain. "I know, I know, but just think about it for a moment. Having someone like Liang Xuan join our family wouldn't just be a boon for us. Imagine the potential advancements in alchemy, the research that our sect could lead with him at the helm. Our bloodline, the Pill Pavilion, and even the world at large could benefit immensely. It's not just for our own gain, but for the greater good."
Min Xiu sighed, brushing a strand of hair behind her ear. "All our daughters are already settled and are much older than him. And most of our grandchildren are boys..."
"But we do have one granddaughter," Mo Zhang said, a mischievous smirk on his face.
Min Xiu caught on instantly, "You're thinking of Lian Mu?"
"Exactly!" Mo Zhang said. "She's considered a prodigy at the Canterlot Academy. Not to mention she's quite the beauty."
Min Xiu laughed softly. "Well, you're not wrong about that. Our Lian has always been the gem of the family. And with Liang Xuan's unparalleled knowledge in alchemy, the combination would be... formidable."
"Imagine the potential of their offspring!" Mo Zhang's eyes sparkled with enthusiasm. "A blend of our family's innate alchemical prowess, combined with Liang Xuan's genius. It would be the dawn of a new era! The start of the Kirin spirit era for our sect!"
Min Xiu placed her hand on her husband's, her expression softening. "It's a tempting idea, Mo. But it's not just our decision to make. Both Liang Xuan and Lian must have a say in this. And remember, love can't be forced."
Mo Zhang nodded, "Of course. I'm just speculating on the possibilities. But we can always... introduce them?"
Min Xiu chuckled, "Alright, but no pressure. Let nature take its course."
They both nodded in agreement, their minds already racing with the endless possibilities that the future held, Mo Zhang getting ready to go to Canterlot and talk with his son and daughter-in-law about this development, come first light, on the other hand, Min Xiu started to imagine how her great-grandchildren would look, and the knowledge and power they’d wild, it gave her goosebumps.
However, they were unaware that the world was about to put a massive block on their plans.

	
		Chapter 18: Conflict in the Martial World



The Emporium was abuzz with activity. Exotic herbs, rare minerals, and alchemical artifacts adorned every shelf. However, at the center of it all stood Liang Xuan, who was now radiating a different aura altogether – one of power, knowledge, and mastery.
Chen Wei looked up from her work and her eyes widened when she saw him. "Spike!" she exclaimed, rushing to greet him. "You took your sweet time. Did you get lost on your way back or something?" She teased, her eyes sparkling with mischief.
Liang Xuan smiled, his eyes crinkling with amusement. "Let's just say there was a bit of drama at the pavilion. Some lessons were taught, some egoes were hurt." He shrugged nonchalantly.
Chen Wei's interest was piqued. "Oh? Do tell."
Before Spike could reply, Chen Wei's gaze landed on the gleaming gold pin attached to his robe. She gasped. "Is that… a Gold Alchemist pin? You're at the fourth level already? That places you right alongside the instructors!"
Liang Xuan nodded, his grin widening. "Yes, and apparently, higher than some."
Chen Wei chuckled, "Well, you always did have a flair for the dramatic. Though I must say, I'm impressed. It's not every day someone from the Emporium reaches such heights."
He took a deep breath, his expression turning more serious. "The martial world is not as straightforward as it seems. While the Alchemy Pavilion is a place of knowledge and learning, it's also rife with internal politics and power struggles."
Chen Wei sighed, shaking her head, "It's always been that way. Skill and talent often take a back seat to ego and politics. But enough about that. How did you fare? And what about the 'drama' you mentioned?"
Liang Xuan chuckled, "Let's just say that not everyone was pleased with my unconventional methods. And well, there's a certain Zhen Luo who's probably regretting some of his choices right about now."
Chen Wei raised an eyebrow, intrigued. "Zhen Luo, you say? The same Zhen Luo who's always been at the top of his class? Who's considered a prodigy in the world of alchemy?"
"The very same," Liang Xuan confirmed.
Chen Wei leaned back, a smirk forming on her lips. "Well, it seems like you've made quite the impression on your first day. Do tell me everything."
And as the sun began to set, casting a warm orange glow over the Emporium, the two friends settled down with a pot of fragrant tea, as Liang Xuan recounted the day's events, laughter, and shared wisdom filling the room. The world of martial arts and alchemy was indeed vast and intricate, and Liang Xuan was only just beginning his journey.
Amidst their shared tales and laughter, Liang Xuan's gaze sharpened. He activated an ability he seldom used unless crucial - the "God's Eyes." A gentle silver aura enveloped his irises as he peered intently at Chen Wei. The atmosphere in the room shifted suddenly, the joviality replaced by an air of tension.
"Chen Wei," he began, his voice solemn, "I see something in you. A deviation in your cultivation path."
Chen Wei stiffened, her laughter dying on her lips. She had always known there was a reason she couldn't cultivate as efficiently as the others, a flaw she had always tried to hide.
Liang Xuan continued, "You have 13 meridians, one less than the average practitioner. That's why you've always faced obstacles in your cultivation."
Tears welled up in Chen Wei's eyes. "So it's true," she whispered, her voice choked with emotion. "All the things my family told me... they were right. I'm defective."
Liang Xuan immediately reached out and held her hand, squeezing it gently for reassurance. "No, you're not. You're unique, and there might be a way to help you."
Chen Wei looked up, her eyes searching his for hope. "How?"
Liang Xuan took a deep breath, "From my past experiences and knowledge, I've come across a method that could potentially rebuild or replace damaged or missing meridians. But I'll need certain ingredients to create that pill."
Chen Wei wiped her tears, determination replacing her earlier despair. "Tell me, what do you need?"
Liang Xuan listed out the ingredients, "I'll need ten stalks of Azure Moonflower, a pinch of Stardust Pollen, five Crimson Spirit leaves, and three drops of Celestial Dew."
Chen Wei nodded, committing them to memory. "Azure Moonflower and Crimson Spirit leaves, I can procure them easily. But Stardust Pollen is exceedingly rare, and I don't think I've ever come across Celestial Dew."
Liang Xuan smiled reassuringly, "Don't worry about those. I have my ways of obtaining them. What's important is that you believe in this process and trust me."
Chen Wei smiled, her optimism returning. "Always have, always will."
Liang Xuan grinned, "Then let's get to work. The pill I'll create for you will be known as the 'Meridian Genesis Pill.' It will be the key to unlocking your true potential."
Chen Wei nodded, her spirit renewed. Together, they would overcome her limitations and soar to new heights. The world of martial arts was vast, but with friends like Liang Xuan by her side, no obstacle was insurmountable.
In the confines of his mental room, Spike, sifted through pages of notes and memories. A specific one caught his attention, a detailed diagram of the 'Meridian Genesis Pill' and its effects. An involuntary shiver ran down his spine as he recalled the first time he had ever made use of this pill.
Jie Chang, a bright-eyed girl with an indomitable spirit, had been one of his closest companions in his past life. She, like Chen Wei, had faced similar meridian anomalies that barred her from reaching her full potential. Despite her cheerful demeanor, the weight of her limitations had always haunted the depths of her eyes. Seeing her struggle had been heartbreaking, but Liang Xuan had been there to aid her.
The pill had worked wonders for Jie Chang, effectively restoring her meridians, but not without a price. The process had been excruciating, like a thousand needles piercing through every fiber of her being. Jie Chang had borne the pain with a courage that had left even Spike in awe.
Snapping back to the present, Spike could feel the weight of responsibility bearing down on him. The potential agony this pill could cause Maar was something he was unwilling to subject her to without a warning.
Taking a deep breath, he said, "Chen Wei, there's something you need to know about the Meridian Genesis Pill."
She looked at him with expectant eyes, sensing the gravity in his voice.
"The process will be painful. Extremely so. Once you consume the pill, it will begin mending and forging new pathways, which can be agonizing," Spike said, his voice heavy with the weight of past memories.
Chen Wei's face turned pale, but determination still shone in her eyes. "I can endure it. If this is the price for true power and breaking my limitations, I'll bear any pain."
Spike smiled, his heart swelling with pride. "That's the spirit. Just remember, I'll be by your side through it all."
As the fumes from the cauldron subsided, a single, radiant pill sat nestled in its depths. The Meridian Genesis Pill, with a pulsating golden hue, looked almost innocuous, but Spike and Chen Wei both knew of the fierce power it held within.
Holding the pill delicately between his fingers, Spike turned to Maar. "This," he began, "is the solution to your predicament. But I must reiterate the gravity of the experience you're about to undergo."
Maar nodded, her face a mix of anticipation and fear. "I know. You mentioned the pain. But how bad can it be?"
Spike searched for the right words, choosing them with caution. "Imagine the agony of giving birth," he began, "but not to one child. Picture it as giving birth to quintuplets, all at the same moment. The pain is not just physical but will extend to the very core of your soul. It is an all-encompassing torment that will challenge the very essence of your endurance."
Maar gulped audibly, her face paling further, but her resolve remained unbroken. "I have lived my life shackled by a limitation that was not of my making. If enduring this pain will free me, then I welcome it."
Seeing her determination, Spike felt a mix of pride and concern. "Once you ingest this pill, the transformation will commence immediately. Your meridians will begin to reform, reshape, and grow. It's essential you remain as calm as possible. Any resistance can cause complications."
Maar took a deep breath, bracing herself. "I'm ready," she whispered, extending her hand to take the pill.
Spike placed it gently on her palm. "I'll be right here, with you, every step of the way," he assured her.
With a final nod, Maar swallowed the pill. Almost instantly, she felt a blazing heat coursing through her veins, as if her very blood was on fire. Her face contorted in pain, her fingers digging into the wooden floor beneath her. Spike sat by her side, offering soothing words of comfort and occasionally channeling his own energy to help ease her suffering.
Hours felt like days, and the emporium echoed with Maar's cries of pain. But as dawn began to break, the intensity of her agony began to wane. Her breathing, which had been ragged, began to even out. The transformation was nearing its completion.
As the first rays of the sun filtered through the windows, Maar's eyes fluttered open. There was a newfound clarity and power in them. She could feel the energy coursing through her newly formed meridians, strong and unbroken.
Spike, exhausted from the night-long vigil, smiled weakly at her. "You did it," he whispered.
Maar, still processing the newfound sensations in her body, managed a weak smile. "Thanks to you."
Their journey had only just begun, but this was a significant milestone, a testament to their combined strength and determination. The martial world had better watch out.
“WHAT THE FUCK!!!!” Spike screamed
“What?” asked Maar
“Dude, when I gave you the pill, it was only supposed to rebuild your meridian… but…” Spike said
“But?” asked Maar
“By the looks of it, you already broke through Warrior level 9, you will be reaching Martial Warrior level 1 in a few days, maybe hours,” Spike said
Maar just stared at Spike for a few seconds, as the information sank in, once it did, her face contorted into a wide, toothie grin.
“That means I am more powerful than you!” she said 
“For now, yes… however, as you know, for us 15/16 year olds, the average is to be Martial Warriors Level 4 or 5, so…” Spike said
“You’re still more of a disappointment?” Maar said
“Yes, NO!... well, for now yeah… here, this is a proper way to cultivate, it will be best for you to learn how to do it now, since I can tell that whatever they taught you back home, was pure BS,” Spike said as he made a knowledge transfer with Maar.
As soon as Maar received the new knowledge, she ast down and began to cultivate, and just as Spike had said, a mere 2 minutes after she began, she had broken through to Martial Warrior Level 1, and she was still going.
As Maar began to adjust to her newfound energy, Spike set his sights on another project. He began gathering an array of ingredients, some rare, some common but all vital. With a practiced hand, he mixed and manipulated these elements, beginning the complex process of creating another pill. Hours went by, and the emporium was once again filled with the fragrance of rare herbs mingling and transforming.
Finally, a brilliant red pill, glowing with an internal fire, emerged: the Phoenix Overdrive. This was a pill that could push any practitioner past their current limits, enhancing their strength and endurance beyond what they thought possible. It was a pill of legends, a recipe lost to the sands of time. But not to Spike.
The door to the emporium creaked open, breaking the stillness. Yao Chen stepped inside, his eyes widening in shock at the sight of Maar. "By the Heavens! Maar? How did you..." His voice trailed off, the surprise evident in his tone.
She smiled, flourishing with her newfound energy, "Spike helped me."
But before Yao Chen could respond, his eyes caught the glowing Phoenix Overdrive pill in Spike's hand. "Is that…? No, it can't be."
Spike held the pill up, the corners of his mouth lifting in a sly smile. "The Phoenix Overdrive. Recognize it?"
Yao Chen staggered back, clutching his chest dramatically. "You're trying to give an old man a heart attack! That pill... It's just a myth, a legend! How did you make it?"
Spike winked, "Let's just say I have my ways. The martial world is vast, and its secrets are many. Not everything that's lost remains so."
Yao Chen looked from the pill to Maar and back again, struggling to take it all in. "In just one day, you've managed to create two miracles right in front of my eyes."
Chen Wei stepped forward, her voice filled with pride. "Spike is not ordinary. The world hasn’t seen his true potential yet."
Spike chuckled, "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. There's still much to do and many challenges ahead."
Yao Chen nodded slowly, "With what you're bringing to the table, Spike, the martial world is about to be shaken to its core."
“Now, no matter what you see and hear, do not come near me, do not try to stop it… there is always a price to pay,” Spike said
The moment Spike swallowed the Phoenix Overdrive, his entire body went rigid. Every muscle tightened, every nerve felt aflame. His eyes glowed a brilliant crimson, echoing the color of the pill. Steam began to emanate from his body, as if he were a kettle reaching its boiling point.
Chen Wei, who was standing closest, cried out, "Spike!" She rushed towards him, but Yao Chen's arm shot out, blocking her path.
"No! He warned us not to interfere. We have to trust him," Yao Chen said, his voice filled with both authority and concern.
The entire room was filled with Spike's agonized screams. It sounded as if he was being torn apart from the inside out. The Phoenix Overdrive was pushing him beyond his limits, forcibly elevating his power, burning and reconstructing every cell in his body. The pain was indescribable.
Minutes felt like hours. Maar, who was recovering from her own transformation, looked on with tears in her eyes. She knew pain, she had just experienced it, but what Spike was undergoing seemed tenfold.
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, the screams subsided, and the steam began to wane. Spike's body went limp, falling silent on the cold wooden floor. The room was heavy with tension, the air thick with the scent of burnt herbs and sweat.
Slowly, agonizingly slowly, Spike's fingers twitched. His eyes fluttered open, revealing not the fiery red from before but a deep, calm azure. With immense effort, he pushed himself into a sitting position, taking deep, labored breaths.
Yao Chen exhaled a breath he didn't realize he was holding. "Are you... okay?"
Spike managed a weak smile, "Define 'okay'. But yes, I believe I've succeeded."
Maar, still regaining her strength, inched closer to Spike, concern evident in her eyes. "You took a great risk. Was it worth it?"
Spike looked at his hands, clenching and unclenching them, feeling the newfound power coursing through him. "Only time will tell. But I believe I'm stronger, more refined. The Phoenix Overdrive wasn’t just about power but also clarity."
Yao Chen nodded slowly, "The martial world has ancient methods, old wisdom. But you, Liang Xuan, you're rewriting the rulebook."
Spike laughed softly, "Just updating it, Elder Yao. Just updating it."
Spike, gathered his energies, allowing it to spiral within him. His focus was sharp, and when he willed it to manifest, the sheer force of his newfound strength radiated outwards. The room trembled, the ancient timbers of the house creaking ominously. Objects on shelves rattled, and the precious herbs momentarily levitated from the shockwave.
Both Yao Chen and Maar were caught in the maelstrom of Spike's strength. Yao Chen steadied himself, his wide eyes tracing the contours of the energy wave. When it subsided, he took a moment to find his bearings and then gazed at Spike in awe.
"By the heavens... Spike, do you even realize...?" Yao Chen's voice trailed off, disbelief evident in his eyes.
Spike looked quizzically at the elder, "Realize what, Elder?"
Yao Chen exhaled deeply, trying to keep his composure. "You've not just progressed... You've leapfrogged. From Warrior 3 to Martial Warrior 3. Such growth in such a short span... It's unheard of!"
Spike blinked, somewhat taken aback by his own advancement. "The Phoenix Overdrive pill... Its potency was beyond even my expectations."
Maar, witnessing the entire episode, felt a renewed determination take root in her heart. Not wanting to be left behind, she quickly seated herself, closing her eyes and channeling her energies. Her previously weakened state was now fueled with ambition and the will to rise. The memory of her recent growth, combined with the inspiration from Spike's ascent, drove her to focus even more on her cultivation.
Spike smiled, noting Maar's competitive spirit. "She's got fire in her," he murmured to himself.
Yao Chen nodded, his eyes still on Maar. "Yes, she does. And combined with your guidance, she'll surely achieve great heights."
Both men watched Maar in silence, each deep in their thoughts. The winds outside began to pick up, singing a song of change, of growth, and of the incredible journey that lay ahead for all of them.
Wu Mei, the revered master of the Emporium, had witnessed numerous incredible events in her long life, but nothing prepared her for the sight that greeted her upon her return. Chen Wei, who had always been unable to cultivate, sat in deep meditation, her aura rippling with energy, displaying the early signs of a Martial Warrior.
She froze in the doorway, her mouth slightly agape. "Chen Wei?" she whispered, disbelieving her eyes. She had known Chen Wei since she was a child and was well aware of her limitations. This was nothing short of a miracle.
Liang Xuan, observing the scene from a distance, approached Wu Mei with a knowing smile. Before he could even greet her, she demanded, "What happened here? How is this possible?"
His grin widened. "It's a bit of a secret."
She frowned at him, clearly not pleased with such a vague answer. But she then sighed, choosing to let her curiosity wait for the moment. "Regardless of the hows and whys, it's truly a blessing to see Chen Wei like this."
Liang Xuan nodded. "She has shown remarkable progress in just a short time. It's truly incredible."
Wu Mei studied Liang Xuan's aura. "And you... You've grown stronger too, haven't you?"
He shrugged, trying to play it down. "A bit."
She chuckled, sensing his evasiveness. "You really are full of surprises, aren't you?"
Liang Xuan smiled, not denying her statement. "Every day is a new opportunity to learn and grow."
Wu Mei's eyes softened as she looked back at Chen Wei. The gentle glow around her seemed to light up the entire room. "I've seen her face so many hardships because of her inability to cultivate. She faced ridicule and pity, and it hurt her more than she ever let on. Seeing her like this now... It feels like a weight has been lifted off my heart."
Liang Xuan agreed, "It was a long time coming. She deserves all the happiness and success."
Wu Mei placed a hand on Liang Xuan's shoulder, a silent gesture of gratitude. "You've done a great deed, Liang Xuan. And whether you admit it or not, I have a feeling you played a major role in this transformation."
He merely smiled, the satisfaction of aiding Chen Wei's journey evident in his eyes. The night deepened, but within the Emporium, it felt as if dawn was breaking, heralding a new chapter of hope and triumph.
Wu Mei led them to a private room in the Emporium, away from prying ears. The dim candlelight flickered, casting elongated shadows on the walls. She beckoned for them to sit.
Wu Mei began, her tone heavy with the weight of her words, "The world is shifting, and not for the better. The martial sects have always been at odds with one another, but recent developments have heightened these tensions. The winds of war are beginning to stir."
Liang Xuan and Chen Wei exchanged glances, sensing the gravity of the situation.
Wu Mei continued, "The Crimson Phoenix Sect's decision to recruit new disciples isn't just an ordinary event. Given their stature and influence, it has underlying implications that can't be ignored."
Liang Xuan frowned, "Are they preparing for a conflict?"
Wu Mei nodded, "It's possible. They wouldn't make such a move without reason. The sect has remained dormant for years, content with maintaining their position. But now, they're mobilizing."
Chen Wei interjected, "Why is the Crimson Phoenix Sect so influential? I've heard tales, but I never understood their actual power."
Wu Mei took a deep breath. "The Crimson Phoenix Sect is led by the Dragonlord, and they have the backing of the Royal family of the Dragonlands. Their martial techniques are said to be peerless, drawing upon ancient practices passed down through generations. Their disciples, once trained, are unmatched in skill. They are a force to be reckoned with."
Liang Xuan’s eyes sharpened. "Why are you suggesting we join them?"
Wu Mei met his gaze steadily. "Because the world is changing. Our village, as secluded and peaceful as it is, will not remain untouched by these changes. By having disciples from our village within the Crimson Phoenix Sect, we will have a shield. They respect their own."
Chen Wei was hesitant, "But we'd be embroiling ourselves in the politics of the martial world. Is it worth the risk?"
Liang Xuan pondered, understanding the depth of the decision before them. "It's a calculated risk. But if it ensures the safety of our people, I think it's worth considering."
Wu Mei added, "Besides, your talents, especially after the recent developments, will not go unnoticed. The Crimson Phoenix Sect will be an excellent platform for both of you to hone your skills."
Liang Xuan sighed, "Alright. We'll head to Dragon City and take the entrance exam. But we'll be careful."
Wu Mei smiled, relief evident on her face. "That's all I ask. Be wary, but also seize this chance. The path to greatness awaits you both."
The room fell into a contemplative silence, the weight of the decision and the potential future it held heavy in the air.
Chen Wei's brows furrowed with worry, her tone hesitant. "We're heading into the viper's nest, but we don't even have fangs to protect ourselves. I barely started cultivating a few hours ago."
Wu Mei nodded gravely, her gaze drifting toward the far end of the room. "You're right. I hadn't forgotten." Rising gracefully from her seat, she approached a seemingly inconspicuous wall and, without any hesitation, landed a firm punch. Dust cascaded as a small hidden compartment was revealed. From within, she retrieved two ancient-looking manuscripts, their edges frayed but the content within, pristine.
Returning to the table, she held them tenderly, the weight of memories evident in her eyes. "These belonged to my husband," she began, her voice tinged with emotion. "He found them on a fortuitous day while hunting. They're powerful martial arts techniques, but we could never master them... they weren’t meant for us. However, our son, your father Liang Xuan, was different. He was attuned to these techniques, grasping them with an ease that left us in awe."
Gently placing them on the table, she continued, "They're yours now. I held onto them, thinking that someday, someone from our lineage would need them."
Chen Wei picked up the manuscript titled '1000 Soul-Crushing Punches', her eyes scanning the intricate diagrams and detailed instructions. The technique, as she read, seemed to focus on delivering powerful punches that could target and exploit an opponent's weak points, causing not just physical, but also spiritual damage.
Liang Xuan, on the other hand, took the 'Burning Spirit Sword'. The manuscript detailed a unique sword technique that was said to harness the user's inner flame, channeling it through their blade. When mastered, it was said the blade could burn with such intensity that it could cut through any defense.
Both of them were visibly in awe. These were no ordinary techniques. Their potential was enormous, and the fact that their father had learned them meant they too could possibly master them.
"We'll train," Liang Xuan declared, determination burning in his eyes. "We won't head to Dragon City unprepared."
Chen Wei nodded, "Thank you, Grand aunt. We promise to do these manuscripts justice."
Wu Mei smiled, her face reflecting pride and hope. "I believe in you both. Harness their power and remember: knowledge is your shield, but wisdom is your sword."
And with those parting words, the two young cultivators began their journey of mastering the ancient techniques, preparing themselves for the trials ahead.
As Liang Xuan leafed through the pages of the "Burning Spirit Sword", he felt something amiss. The technique was powerful, no doubt, but it felt... incomplete. The energy flow and the sequences were all there, but they weren't merging coherently. There was a missing bridge that was crucial to unlocking the manuscript's true potential.
He then examined Chen Wei's manuscript, "1000 Soul-Crushing Punches", and noted some discrepancies. "It's not the Dragon's Fist, but it'll do," he mumbled, recalling a similar technique he had seen in his past life. "Chen Wei's, on the other hand, needs some tweaking. I can't make these changes in front of grandmother, though..."
As night descended, the only sound in the house was the rhythmic breathing of Chen Wei in deep cultivation. Having recently accessed her cultivation pathways, she was eager to make rapid progress. Liang Xuan, in his own intense cultivation, managed to break through to Martial Warrior 5. The growth was quick, undoubtedly aided by the Phoenix Overdrive pill's effects.
Taking a moment to regain his composure post-breakthrough, Liang Xuan beckoned Chen Wei. The glow from the lantern painted their faces in soft golden hues as they sat across from each other.
"Give me your manuscript," Liang Xuan said softly.
Chen Wei's brows furrowed in confusion. They were a gift from their grandmother, and she felt protective of the ancient text. But trusting Liang Xuan, she handed it over. With swift strokes, Liang Xuan began modifying certain sequences, and he added clarifying notes in the margins. He was simplifying the complicated maneuvers, making them more intuitive and effective.
Chen Wei watched in amazement. "How do you know what you're doing?" she asked, her voice carrying a hint of incredulity.
Liang Xuan paused, locking eyes with her. "You wouldn't believe me if I told you," he replied, his tone carrying a hint of mystery.
Chen Wei leaned in, curiosity piqued. But Liang Xuan just chuckled and handed back the modified manuscript. "Trust me. Try it now. You'll feel the difference."
Skepticism gave way to intrigue. Chen Wei began practicing the modified punches, and almost instantly, she felt a more fluid connection between her inner energy and the physical techniques.
The night deepened, but in Liang Xuan's room, the two of them continued to train, perfecting their newly acquired martial arts. The challenges of Dragon City awaited them, but with newfound techniques in their arsenal, they were more ready than ever.
The day of departure dawned clear and bright. A gentle breeze rustled the leaves, as if nature itself was bidding them farewell. The village square, which was usually abuzz with the sounds of daily life, bore a different air today. A crowd had gathered, all in anticipation of Liang Xuan's and Chen Wei's departure.
As Spike and Maar stepped out of their home, Yao Chen and several villagers approached them with bundles of supplies for their journey. From fresh food to medicinal herbs and even talismans for protection, the villagers made sure the duo was well-prepared.
"Always knew you were destined for greatness, Spike," said Old Man Huang, the village herbalist. "But remember, no matter how high you soar, this will always be your nest."
Chen Wei's eyes were misty as she replied, "Thank you, Elder Huang. We will remember and honor the teachings and love of our village."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement, "This village has given me a second chance at life. I will not forget."
Children ran up to them, handing Maar and Spike little trinkets and drawings, tokens of love and remembrance. Some of the youngsters looked up at the pair with clear admiration, their eyes shining with dreams of their own adventures in the future.
The village chief, a stout man with a hearty laugh, clapped Spike on the back, nearly making him stumble. "Make us proud, lad. And remember, the world out there is vast and different. Trust in your skills, but more importantly, trust in each other."
A trumpet's call signaled that it was time to depart. Taking one last look at their village, the place that had given them so much, Spike and Maar climbed onto their horses. The hooves beat a rhythmic pattern on the ground, echoing the bittersweet pangs of their hearts.
As they rode away, the villagers waved, their figures growing smaller until they were mere specks in the distance. But the voices of their well-wishers, the laughter of the children, and the warmth of their home would remain etched in their hearts, guiding them as they embarked on this new journey.

	
		Chapter 19: Dragon City



Dragon City was a marvel of architecture and bustling life. Towering pagodas painted in gold and crimson touched the sky, while intricate carvings of dragons and phoenixes adorned the walls and roofs of buildings. The streets were filled with people, merchants calling out their wares, children laughing and playing, and scholars deep in debate.
As Liang Xuan and Chen Wei wandered the city, they took in the sights and sounds with wonder. From food stalls offering exotic delicacies to performers showcasing their talents in public squares, every corner of the city had something new and fascinating.
After a morning of exploration, they stumbled upon the Chamber of Commerce. Recognizing the emblem of a golden phoenix wrapped around a jade dragon, they knew this was the place for traders and merchants, where rare and valuable items were often auctioned.
Curiosity piqued, they decided to enter. The chamber was vast, with high ceilings and ornate chandeliers. Rows of seats led down to a central stage where a gavel rested, waiting for the next auction.
Chen Wei whispered, "Look at the crowd, Spike. These are the elite of Dragon City. Many are here to either buy rare treasures or just to see and be seen."
Liang Xuan nodded, scanning the crowd. He noticed representatives from various sects, wealthy merchants, and even some nobility. This was a place of power, and the energy was palpable.
The auction began with a flourish. Items ranging from rare elixirs to ancient manuscripts and even mystic beasts were displayed and bid upon. The atmosphere was electric, with bidders trying to outdo each other, sometimes even resulting in verbal spats.
During a short break, Maar leaned over to Spike, "There's a rare Spirit-Enhancing Elixir coming up next. It can boost cultivation by clearing meridians. Do you think we should bid on it?"
Spike, after some contemplation, responded, "Let's see how the bidding goes. If it's within our range, we'll try. It could be useful for our future training."
When the elixir was displayed, the room's temperature seemed to rise. Bidding started fiercely, with numbers escalating rapidly. Spike and Maar held back, waiting for the right moment.
However, just as they were about to place their bid, a young man with an arrogant air and dressed in robes indicating he was from the Crimson Phoenix sect shouted a price that silenced the room. The bid was astronomically high, out of reach for most present.
Liang Xuan sighed, "Well, so much for that."
Chen Wei, however, had a determined gleam in her eyes. "It's alright, Spike. The actual test is yet to come. Let's prepare ourselves for the entrance exam. The elixir would have been a bonus, but our true strength comes from within."
The furnace was a work of art, made of a deep blue obsidian, with intricate carvings of phoenixes and dragons dancing in an eternal chase. Its body shimmered in the auction lights, revealing hidden patterns that moved as if alive. But what caught everyone's attention was the aura it emanated, a serene yet powerful presence that resonated with profound energy.
"Presenting the 'Azure Serenity Furnace'," the auctioneer began, his voice echoing in the silent hall. "This is no ordinary furnace. It is said to have been crafted by the legendary alchemist, Fu Lian, using the heart of a fallen star. Perfect for refining even the most complex of elixirs and forging the rarest of pills."
Whispers filled the room. The name Fu Lian was well-known in the alchemy world, and any item associated with him was bound to be of high value.
Liang Xuan's fingers tightened around the armrest. The furnace wasn't just crafted by Fu Lian; it had once belonged to him in his previous life. It was where he had refined countless pills, and where many of his greatest achievements had come to life. The memories attached to it were immeasurable.
Chen Wei leaned in, "Spike, you seem more than just interested in that furnace."
Trying to keep his composure, Liang Xuan whispered, "It's a long story, Maar. Let's just say that furnace and I go way back."
As the bidding started, Liang Xuan prepared himself. He knew the value of the furnace better than anyone in the room, but he also knew he couldn't compete with the heavy wallets of the city's elite. However, he had to try.
The price quickly soared, leaving many bidders behind. Liang Xuan entered the fray, increasing the bid incrementally. Every time he thought he had secured it, another bid would come from a shadowed corner of the room, pushing the price higher.
Chen Wei, seeing the determination in Liang Xuan's eyes, whispered, "Let me help." And she joined in, cleverly strategizing and trying to outbid their mysterious competitor.
Then, all of a sudden a voice said “2 million gold coins!”
The room was as silent as the grave. The number seemed astronomical to many, as evidenced by the collective gasps. Even the auctioneer was trying hard to hide his surprise. "We have a bid of two million from the gentleman over there," he said, pointing towards the pegasus. "Going once, going twice..."
Liang Xuan pondered. He was sure that the furnace's value, especially with its history and capabilities, far exceeded the current bid. But two million was a vast sum. He hesitated, glancing at Chen Wei, who looked back, her eyes urging him to decide.
With a deep breath, Liang Xuan stood up. "2.5 million," he declared, surprising everyone including himself.
The room was in an uproar. Whispers echoed all around, and eyes darted between Liang Xuan and the pegasus man, their expressions a mix of shock and curiosity.
The pegasus man's face contorted with anger, but nonetheless, he smiled at Liang Xuan, welcoming the competition
However, Liang Xuan noticed something, the way the man looked, he seemed desperate, like if his life depended on acquiring the furnace.
The pegasus man gritted his teeth. "3 million," he barked.
Chen Wei whispered to Liang Xuan, "We shouldn’t announce our wealth like this, what if we catch unwanted attention?"
Liang Xuan smirked, "Let's push our luck." Raising his hand, he announced, "3.5 million."
“4 million,” said the man
Liang Xuan felt awful for doing this, but he then bid $5 million for the furnace.
A gasp went through the room as Liang Xuan's bid rang out. The atmosphere was thick with tension, and the pegasus man's eyes were wide with shock. But it was Liang Xuan's calm demeanor and the respectful bow that followed that stunned the audience even more. He wasn't gloating, but rather signaling a sense of respect towards his bidding opponent.
The pegasus man returned the salute, his eyes betraying a mixture of respect, desperation, and disappointment. The vastness of the bid and the intensity of the competition hinted at more than just the tangible value of the furnace.
Liang Xuan could see the man's discomfort. He was caught between the need for the furnace and the limited resources at his disposal. When the man hesitated but added a mere $10,000 to the bid, the entire auction house held its breath, anticipating Liang Xuan's next move.
With a decisive nod, Liang Xuan announced, "7 million."
The room went silent, save for a few murmurs of astonishment. The pegasus man sighed heavily, recognizing defeat, and sat down, his shoulders slumped.
The auctioneer, taking advantage of the silence, quickly brought down the hammer. "Sold to the gentleman for 7 million!"
Chen Wei leaned over, her eyes wide. "Spike... That was... intense. But why did you bid so high?"
Liang Xuan looked at her, a serious expression on his face. "That furnace is more than just an item. It's a valuable addition to any practitioner, Plus, I believe in treating competitors with respect."
Chen Wei nodded slowly, taking in his words. As they left the auction house, the weight of the furnace in Liang Xuan's hands felt more like a symbol of his past and future combined rather than a simple tool of alchemy.
But Liang Xuan couldn’t take his eyes off of the man, so, after receiving the furnace, he and Chen Wei walked up to the guy who was deep in thought 
“Damn it, that was my last chance to save my son… now all I can do is go to the Pill Pavillion and beg for help from the Alchemy Masters to make the pills and treat my son… but they don’t come cheap, especially with the furnace rent costs, what am I gonna do?” the man thought 
“I hope “uncle” will not hold this against me,” Liang Xuan said as he and Chen Wei walked up to him. 
This caught the man by surprise, but, although he was not happy seeing the kid that defeated him, he was polite and nice to salute them 
“Of course not, auctions are a game of strategy and deep pockets… mine weren’t deep enough,” he said 
“Mind me asking “Uncle” but why were you so desperate to obtain the furnace?” Chen Wei asked 
The man looked at her and said “My son… his dream is to join Wonderbolts, there is a tryout happening in 2 months from now, so, we’ve been training like crazy… unfortunately, one day my son, pushed himself to much and damaged his meridians, to make matters worse, he was practicing his “speed flying” so when he lost control he slammed hard into the ground… he survived only by the grace of God, but his body was severely damaged, the doctors were able to heal his body enough for him not to be in pain, but… he has been bedridden ever since… then I found out about a pill that could cure him and I went to the Pill Pavillion to try and buy it, but they told me that, that pill, in particular, could only be made in the Dragonlands, so I came here but was blown away by the price of the ingredients and the treatment, one of the receptionist told me that the price goes down if I had my own furnace, but that I needed a grade 5 furnace or higher for the pill to be created and then wait for the Alchemy masters to make it. So I came here and tried to buy the best Furnace they had,” the man explained
“He tried to buy a level 10 furnace just like that… people are willing to kill for these, even if they are broken,” Spike thought as he looked at the man “Is your son here in the Dragonlands?” asked Spike
The man said yes 
“Can I see him?” asked Spike, the man was taken aback by the request but showed Liang Xuan and Chen Wei the way. 
After a few minutes, they all made it to a hotel in the town centre and followed the man to the room he was renting. When they entered they saw a boy, around the same age as them, lying in bed, his body covered with bandages, as an older woman, also in her 30s, tended to him 
“Husband! Was there any luck?” the woman asked 
“No, I lost the bid… to them,” the man said as he pointed at Liang Xuan and Chen Wei “Oh… w-would you like some tea?” asked the woman 
“Yes please, Chen Wei said 
“I’ll pass,” Liang Xuan said as he walked over to the guy on the bed. 
“Young sir, this is my son Shen MuTian”, the man said. 
At the mention of his name, the boy opened his eyes and saw Spike.
“Hello,” he said weakly. 
“Hello,” Liang Xuan answered back as he hovered a hand over his body. 
“What is he doing?” asked the woman as she came back into the room with some tea, but Chen Wei motioned for them to be silent. 
After a few seconds, Liang Xuan sat back and sighed 
“Your accident… was no accident. You were poisoned,” Liang Xuan said this shocked everyone. 
“Poisoned?! HOW?!” asked the man “They used Fire lily sap, which is known to make people weak and tire faster, whoever did this, knew that you would think you were just out of shape and force your body even further causing harm to your meridians… The crash landing was all on you though,” Liang Xuan said
“Young master, is there something we can do?” asked the woman 
“Yes, Maar, go to the market and buy these needles, here is the money…” Spike said as he gave Chen Wei the list and money and she jumped out the window 
“Sir, ma’am, you go to the botanist and market and get these ingredients,” Liang Xuan said as he passed them the list 
“A-all these are common ingredients, sir, are you sure they will work?” asked the woman 
“If he is telling us to buy them we go buy them, woman!” the man said as they both flew out of the room. 
“Can you really save me?” asked Mu Tian 
“I can heal you, recovering your power depends on you,”. 
30 MINUTES LATER
everyone was back and Spike started to work on Mu Tian.
He started to mix the ingredients together to create the same pill he had given Chen Wei 2 months ago, just far stronger than hers. 
As soon as the pill was ready he gave it to Shen Mu Tian
“This pill will help you rebuild your meridians, it will be very painful…” Liang Xuan said as he gave it to Shen MuTian
“What’s a little more?” Shen Mu Tian said as he swallowed the pill
“Ok, now the next part,” Liang Xuan said and then he started to place the needles where his meridians should be. 
This gave Mu Tian a lot of pain, but he fought through it. 
Liang Xuan then proceeded to apply fire magic on the needles, and after a few seconds Mu Tian’s body began to glow with a golden light. 
The light was so bright, everyone had to cover their eyes, but also, it could be seen from the mountain range 25 miles away from town, luckily it was still early morning.
10 seconds later, there was a massive BOOM! And everyone, including Spike, was sent flying across the room, Chen Wei even flew out the door of the room. 
When the dust settled, they saw Shen Mu Tian hovering over his bed, his wings now had golden details to them, as soon as they saw this, Mu Tian's parents jumped for joy and went to hug their son, and then thank Liang Xuan for saving him. 
Liang Xuan then said “It seems you have fully recovered, however, there is a side effect I forgot to mention…” this made everyone worry “... the thing is, when I rebuilt your meridians, I accidentally forced your body to jump 5 levels… so now… following the cultivation path you’d be a…” Liang Xuan started 
“I am a Martial Master level 2,” Mu Tian said
“Yup, now you can be considered a genius, also, your cultivation will be a little faster, but I do recommend you cultivate nonstop for the next couple of days so that your body gets used to the new power,” Liang Xuan said.
After hearing this, Shen Mu Tian and his parents kneeled and bowed at Spike, something he immediately stopped, 
“Stop, There was no need to thank me, I only gave Mu Tian the tools to win, the rest was done on his own,” Spike said as he helped them all up
After this Liang Xuan and Chen Wei left. 
Shen Mu Tian’s dad started to think “The Dragonlands has such a powerful practitioner, we are forever indebted to him… under no circumstance should we let go of his mercy. But first, I have to find out who poisoned my son, if I don’t, that person may find out and come after the Young Master to settle scores.

WITH SPIKE AND MAAR
As night fell over Dragon City, the once bustling streets began to quieten. Inside a cozy inn, Maar and Spike were ensconced within their private quarters. The warm glow of the lantern illuminated the room as Maar observed Spike, carefully examining the furnace he had purchased earlier.
She took a moment to gather her thoughts before finally asking, "Spike, I noticed how you were so insistent on helping Shen Mu Tian and his family. We've never met them before, so why go to such lengths for complete strangers?"
Spike looked up from the furnace and met Maar's inquisitive gaze. His face bore a thoughtful expression as he began, "Knowledge, Maar, is like a candle in the darkness. Once lit, it should be used to dispel ignorance, regardless of the circumstances. As a cultivator and alchemist, it's our duty to use our abilities to assist others."
Maar frowned slightly, not entirely convinced. "But you also bid an exorbitant amount for this furnace. Why go to such extremes for them?"
Spike let out a soft sigh. "Yes, the furnace is special to me, but it wasn’t just about that. I felt a strong sense of empathy for that man from Cloudsdale. His desperation in obtaining the furnace seemed more than just a mere wish to own an item. It spoke of deeper needs, perhaps a promise or a commitment he couldn't fulfill."
Maar looked down, contemplating Spike's words. "So, you're saying that you didn't just do it for the furnace, but because you felt bad for him?"
Spike nodded. "In our journey, we'll come across countless individuals, each with their own stories, dreams, and burdens. If we're in a position to alleviate some of their struggles, even if just a little, shouldn't we?"
Maar was silent for a moment, absorbing the profound lesson Spike was imparting. "I understand," she whispered, her respect for him deepening.
Spike smiled gently, placing a comforting hand on Maar's shoulder. "It's a vast world out there, Maar. And in our own small way, we can make it better. Now, time to go to sleep, we still have some more prepping to do before the entrance exam,”
The duo then settled into a companionable silence, the weight of the day's events drawing them closer in their shared journey.

IN CLOUDSDALE (A FEW DAYS LATER)
Shen Zhihao, the patriarch of the esteemed Shen family and father to Shen Mu Tian, sat in the dimly lit chamber of his residence. An ornate wooden table, holding a meticulously crafted jade teacup, separated him from an elder, whose white beard reached his waist.
A soft aroma filled the room – the scent of a rare and calming tea. However, despite the serene ambiance, Shen Zhihao's eyes were like turbulent oceans, filled with depth and stormy emotions.
"Zifeng," he began, addressing the elder opposite him, "it's been a day since Mu Tian's recovery. He's stronger, healthier, and more radiant than before. That young man, Liang Xuan, not only saved our future heir but also augmented his capabilities."
The elder, known as Shen Zifeng, nodded in agreement, his old eyes flashing with wisdom. "Indeed, Patriarch. Young Master Mu Tian's sudden affliction was a mystery. The poison was not just meant to cripple but erase any traces of its presence posthumously. A truly malevolent concoction."
Shen Zhihao clenched his fists, veins protruding. "I've ruled out the possibility of an outside sect orchestrating this. Our Shen family, despite its vast influence and power, has always maintained diplomatic ties with others. No sect would dare touch our bloodline directly."
"Could it be an internal strife?" Shen Zifeng questioned, furrowing his brows. "A power play within our ranks?"
The patriarch sighed deeply, leaning back in his chair. "It's a possibility I dread to consider. If there's a traitor within our walls, it spells greater danger than any external foe."
The elder continued, "The timing is especially crucial. With the Wonderbolts' recruitment around the corner, having Mu Tian at his peak is a blessing. But if someone within our walls wanted him gone, it suggests a deeper conspiracy."
Shen Zhihao's eyes narrowed. "We must tread carefully, Zifeng. A snake hidden in the grass is more dangerous than a dragon in the skies. We'll conduct a discreet investigation. No stone will be left unturned."
Shen Zifeng nodded, sensing the gravity of the situation. "Agreed. For now, we must keep Young Master Mu Tian safe. The sect's examination will be a trial in itself."
"Yes," Shen Zhihao murmured. "I fear that Mu Tian's true trials have only just begun."

	
		Chapter: 20 Entrance Exam (Part 1)



The sun had barely begun its ascent, casting a golden hue across Dragon City. Despite the early hour, the entrance grounds of the Crimson Phoenix sect were already bustling with aspirants from all corners of the land. The atmosphere was a mixture of anticipation, excitement, and a palpable tension.
As Spike and Maar stepped onto the vast expanse of the grounds, they couldn't help but be swept up in the energy. All around them, practitioners were demonstrating their skills, trying to make an early impression even before the exam began.
Spike's eyes darted around, taking in the spectacle. To their left, a young man sent a barrage of fireballs into the sky, each merging into the other to form a fiery phoenix, much to the astonishment of the onlookers. To their right, a woman gracefully moved through a dance, her every step causing the earth beneath her to ripple and wave, showcasing her profound connection with the element.
But what caught Maar's attention was a serene figure seated some distance away. Surrounded by a crowd, the practitioner appeared to be in deep meditation. Yet, as Maar focused, she realized the air around him was charged with an electric tension. As she watched, the man stood up, drawing his blade. With a single, fluid stroke, he split the air, releasing a palpable sword-intent that sent a shockwave throughout the vicinity. The crowd gasped in awe and whispers spread like wildfire.
"That's the legendary Sword-Intention Technique!" Maar whispered to Spike, her eyes wide with admiration.
Spike nodded in agreement, equally impressed. "It's said that only those with a profound understanding of the blade can even hope to manifest such an intent. That practitioner must be exceptionally skilled."
As the duo continued their observations, they also took note of other remarkable techniques. There was a young woman manipulating water into intricate shapes and forms, a burly man whose roars seemed to shake the very heavens, and twins who moved in perfect synchronization, their combined might creating powerful wind vortexes.
After a while, a loud gong resonated through the grounds, signaling the start of the entrance exam. The mass of aspirants quickly formed orderly lines, and one by one, they began to showcase their abilities in front of the Crimson Phoenix sect's elders.
As Spike and Maar waited for their turn, they exchanged glances. Both were aware of the competition but felt ready to showcase their skills. They were not just here to join the sect; they were here to make their mark.
And as they stepped forward, the next chapter in their journey was set to begin.
As the examination progressed, many practitioners took to sparring in mock battles, hoping to catch the attention of the Crimson Phoenix sect's elders. The grounds turned into an arena of techniques and skills, each contender trying to outshine the others.
Amidst the thunderous clashes and dazzling displays of martial prowess, a particular battle caught Spike's attention. Two young men, both of seemingly equal strength, were engaged in an intense face-off. One wielded a spear that left a trail of frost wherever it went, while the other controlled chains that moved as if they had a life of their own.
The chain wielder would ensnare the spear, attempting to yank it away, but the frosty grip of the spear user would prevent that, freezing the chains momentarily. It was a dance of control and counter-control, both combatants pushing each other to their limits.
Maar, on the other hand, was intrigued by a group of four individuals who seemed to be moving in a coordinated formation. Each person represented an element - fire, water, earth, and wind. They took turns defending and attacking, their coordination perfect. It was clear they had practiced this routine multiple times. The synergy between them was so fluid, it appeared as if they were one entity.
"There's so much to learn," Maar whispered, her eyes never leaving the elemental group.
Spike nodded, "Yes, and every practitioner here has their unique strength and technique. We can gain insights just by observing."
Further away, a young lady was drawing a significant crowd. She stood still, her fingers dancing in the air, manipulating threads that were so thin they were almost invisible. With her delicate movements, she weaved patterns, entrapping anyone who tried to get close within her threads. It was a subtle but highly effective technique, emphasizing finesse over brute strength.
Amidst all the battles and demonstrations, the elders of the Crimson Phoenix sect watched intently. They occasionally exchanged words, making notes, their expressions unreadable. It was evident that while many sought to impress with flashy moves, the elders were looking for depth, potential, and a genuine connection to one's martial path.
As the day wore on, the sparring grew more intense. Some contenders were clearly exhausting their limits, pushing themselves in hopes of securing a spot within the prestigious sect. Spike and Maar, realizing the long day ahead, decided to find a quiet spot to meditate and prepare for their turn.
While the grounds continued to resonate with the sounds of battles and the murmurs of the crowd, the duo sank into a deep concentration, drawing strength from within, ready to show the Crimson Phoenix sect what they were truly made of.
Just as Spike and Maar prepared to find a quiet corner to cultivate, their path was blocked by the daunting figure of Long Wei and his entourage. The looming presence of Huang Da was impossible to ignore, and Wang Feng, though less physically imposing than his counterpart, radiated an aura of cold calculation.
Long Wei's icy blue eyes settled on Spike, a sly grin playing on his lips. "Well, well, what do we have here? Another would-be disciple hoping to get into the Crimson Phoenix sect? Do you even know what you're up against?"
His tone was mocking, and Spike could feel the eyes of nearby contenders settling on them. The tension was palpable.
Before Spike could respond, Maar, sensing the brewing confrontation, stepped forward. "And who might you be?" she asked, her voice dripping with feigned sweetness.
Long Wei's arrogant demeanor faltered for a moment, clearly taken aback by Maar's beauty. Trying to regain his composure, he straightened up and cleared his throat, "I am Long Wei, perhaps you've heard of me? The genius of the Tempered Body?"
Maar's eyebrows rose in mock surprise. "Oh, really? No, I haven't. But it's always lovely to meet new people." Her tone was light, but the sarcasm wasn't lost on Long Wei.
Seeming to sense an opportunity, Long Wei shifted his approach, and in a tone that he probably thought was smooth, said, "Well then, it's a pleasure. And if you stick with me, I can guarantee you a spot in the sect. What do you say?"
Huang Da chuckled, flexing his arms, "Boss has never been turned down." Wang Feng just smirked, clearly enjoying the scene unfolding before him.
Maar tilted her head slightly, biting back a smile. "Oh, that's such a kind offer. But I'm here with my friend," she gestured toward Spike, "and we prefer to earn our way."
Long Wei's eyes darted between Maar and Spike, trying to gauge their relationship. "Are you sure about that? Perhaps I can offer you something more… enticing?" He winked, making a show of flexing his arm, mirroring Huang Da's earlier action.
The surrounding crowd burst into muffled laughter. Spike rolled his eyes, trying to hide his amusement. Maar, feigning shock, said, "Oh my! Such... impressive muscles! However, I must decline."
With a flick of her hair, she moved past Long Wei, pulling Spike along with her. Wang Feng's chuckles grew louder as they walked away, but Huang Da looked like he was about to explode with suppressed laughter.
Spike leaned over, whispering to Maar, "Thanks for that. He's going to be trouble later."
She smirked, "Let him come. We'll be ready."
As Spike and Maar continued their trek through the testing grounds, suddenly a deep voice echoed, cutting through the chatter and commotion, "Next up, Liang Xuan!"
Spike paused and turned towards the source. An elder of the sect, Elder Lin, stood on a raised platform with a list in his hand. His silver hair cascaded down his back, and his piercing eyes were scanning the crowd for Spike.
"That's you," Maar nudged him gently, pushing him forward.
Taking a deep breath, Spike stepped up, making his way to the makeshift arena. A formidable opponent awaited him there, a man slightly taller than him, with broad shoulders and a heavily muscular build. He cracked his knuckles, a smirk playing on his lips, clearly underestimating Spike based on his appearance.
As the match commenced, Spike's opponent lunged at him, attempting to overpower him with sheer brute force. But Spike, using his agility, dodged the strikes and landed a series of fast punches on the man's midsection. The sound of ribs creaking was audible, and the crowd gasped.
Spike's opponent grunted, staggered back, and then charged again. This time, he attempted to grapple Spike, intending to pin him down. Spike tried to sidestep, but a powerful fist connected with his side, sending him crashing to the ground.
Rolling away, Spike rose swiftly, taking a deep breath. Pain flared from his side, but he couldn’t afford to show weakness. Recalling the "Burning spirit sword" technique from the manuscript, he summoned his inner energy and channeled it through his hand, forming a blade of pure energy.
His opponent, seeing the transformation, hesitated for a split second. Seizing the opportunity, Spike dashed forward, weaving through the air with grace. He slashed once, twice, three times in quick succession. Each time the energy blade connected, it left a sizzling trail on his opponent's body.
With a final, powerful strike, Spike's energy blade aimed straight for his opponent's chest, halting just a millimeter away, demonstrating the potential killing blow without actually harming the man. The sheer force of the attack sent his opponent crashing onto the ground, winded and defeated.
The crowd went silent, then erupted in cheers and applause. Even some of the elders nodded appreciatively at Spike's display of skill.
Elder Lin, watching the whole display, simply nodded and made a note on his list.
Maar beamed with pride from the sidelines, and Spike allowed himself a small smile, walking out of the arena, knowing he made a mark today.
As the sun dipped slightly lower, casting a reddish hue across the skies, Maar’s name echoed from the voice of Elder Lin. "Chen Wei!"
Taking a deep breath, Maar stepped forward, her posture confident. The arena, bathed in the warm sunlight, seemed to shimmer and come alive. Her opponent was already in the ring, a female practitioner with striking red hair and a fiery temperament to match.
Without wasting time, the referee signaled the start. The red-haired woman, known as Liu Mei, took the initiative, launching a volley of rapid strikes at Maar. Each movement seemed like a dance, a sequence of fluid motions meant to trap and pin the opponent.
However, Maar was no easy target. Using her nimbleness, she weaved around the attacks, retaliating with her own combination of kicks and punches. The two danced around the ring, each strike and counterstrike eliciting gasps from the crowd.
Then, with a swift movement, Liu Mei unleashed a flurry of spinning kicks. Maar, caught off-guard, took a hard hit to the ribs. The pain was sharp, but she used the momentum of the kick to roll backward, creating some distance between them.
Knowing that she couldn’t let the match drag on, Maar recalled the "1000 soul-crushing punches" technique from her manuscript. Closing her eyes momentarily, she visualized the moves and channeled her inner energy. Her fists glowed with a soft blue hue, and as she launched forward, each punch was a blur, echoing the very essence of the technique's name.
Liu Mei tried to parry, but the onslaught was relentless. She began to falter under the sheer power and speed of Maar's attacks. With one final, concentrated punch, Maar sent her opponent crashing to the ground, momentarily winded but unharmed.
The audience erupted in amazement. Conversations bubbled up, speculating about the origin of the technique and Maar's potential in the sect. Elders exchanged glances, silently communicating their approval.
As Maar walked out of the arena, Spike greeted her with a broad smile, both having displayed their prowess and made a lasting impression. The day's events slowly came to a close, but the stories of their exploits had just begun to circulate through the grounds of the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
Elder Liu, clad in his jade green robes, stood tall at the center of the arena, raising a hand to signal the crowd. The murmurs slowly faded into silence, and all the sparring matches halted as every eye turned to face him. The very atmosphere seemed to be charged with anticipation.
"Esteemed guests, practitioners, young aspirants, and honorable elders," Elder Liu began, his voice carrying effortlessly across the vast grounds. "I must express my profound gratitude to each and every one of you. Your passion, determination, and exceptional skills have illuminated the grounds of the Crimson Phoenix Sect today."
A brief pause ensued, giving weight to his words, "Every year, our sect hosts this entrance exam to find the potential future leaders, warriors, and guardians of our traditions. This year, the talent exhibited has been nothing short of remarkable. And, as per tradition, it is now time to introduce the beacon that has guided us through dark storms and into days of brilliance."
The crowd leaned forward, the atmosphere thick with anticipation. Elder Liu's eyes shimmered with deep respect as he continued, "Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you the Grand Master of the Crimson Phoenix Sect, the keeper of our legacy and the protector of the Dragonlands, Dragonlord Huo Xan."
As the name echoed, the massive gates at the end of the stage opened, revealing a colossal silhouette. A man, his height and stature awe-inspiring, slowly stepped onto the stage. Every step he took seemed deliberate and weighed with years of experience and wisdom.
His long, greyish-white hair flowed down his back like an ancient waterfall, complementing his deep-set eyes which sparkled with a knowledge beyond years. His piercing gaze scanned the crowd, and even those with the strongest wills felt a shiver down their spine. His aura was oppressive, filled with an ancient power that seemed to pull everyone into his presence.
But beyond the might and power, there was a serenity in his demeanor, a calmness that spoke of numerous battles fought, both within and outside. His presence on the stage was akin to a majestic mountain, unyielding and eternal.
The entire grounds were silent, the air thick with respect. Everyone, from the youngest practitioner to the oldest elder, bowed their heads in deep reverence. The appearance of Dragonlord Huo Xan had marked a moment of significance in the entrance exams, a moment that would be etched in the memories of all who were present.
As the silence persisted, the Dragonlord took a moment, allowing every person in attendance to feel his presence. He didn't need to shout to be heard; his voice, deep and resonant, effortlessly commanded attention.
"Disciples and aspirants of the martial way," Dragonlord Huo Xan began, "It is not by mere chance that you stand upon these sacred grounds today. Every decision, every hardship, every sacrifice has led you to this moment. Know this: to join the Crimson Phoenix Sect is to embrace an honor that few in this world will ever know. It is to become a beacon of hope in an age where shadows threaten to engulf us."
He paused, letting his words sink in. "Our world stands on the precipice of change. The winds of war, long dormant, begin to stir again. We feel it in the very air we breathe, in the uneasy whispers that pass between villages and cities, in the tension that grips the very core of our lands."
"But why then, one might ask, should we aspire to join a sect, even one as renowned as the Crimson Phoenix? It is because, in times of impending chaos, unity is our strongest weapon. Alone, even the mightiest warrior can be overwhelmed. But together, under a shared banner, a shared belief, we become an unyielding force."
He took a deep breath, and his gaze intensified, sweeping across the crowd, ensuring that each individual felt addressed. "In this age, every single one of you is necessary. Every strike, every stance, every ounce of energy you pour into your art is a line of defense against the encroaching storm. By joining the Crimson Phoenix Sect, you do not just gain skills or techniques. You gain a family, a purpose, and a responsibility to protect our world."
"Each of you," he continued, "possesses a flame within. A potential that can either be snuffed out in these testing times or be stoked into a raging inferno that stands against the darkness. Today, I ask not just for disciples but for torchbearers. For individuals who will shoulder this immense responsibility and carry forth the legacy of the Crimson Phoenix."
The Dragonlord paused once more, his voice softening slightly, "In your heart of hearts, you must ask yourself: Will you be that beacon? Will you rise, not for glory or personal gain, but for the world that we all hold dear?"
The air was thick with emotion. Every practitioner, young or old, felt the weight and significance of the Dragonlord's words. They were not just being invited into a sect. They were being beckoned to join a cause, a movement, a destiny that was much larger than any one individual.
The Dragonlord took a deep breath and continued. "In the eyes of many outsiders, our sect is perceived simply as a collective of martial arts prodigies. And while it is true that martial prowess is a fundamental aspect of the Crimson Phoenix Sect, it is not its entirety."
He stretched out his hand, pointing towards different directions of the vast sect grounds. "Beyond these sparring rings and training grounds lies the heart and soul of our sect. We pride ourselves in embracing every aspect of cultivation, ensuring that we nurture the full spectrum of skills that will make us invincible, both in battle and in strategy."
"Firstly, our Martial Arts Branch: This is the backbone of our sect, where we hone our skills and techniques to perfection, ensuring that each disciple embodies the spirit of the Crimson Phoenix in combat."
He then turned slightly, "Over there, you will find the Alchemy Branch. It is divided into two distinct divisions. One specializes in pill making, perfecting the ancient art of melding herbs and precious materials into life-saving or strength-enhancing pills. The other, the Elixir Division, focuses on crafting elixirs that can augment one's abilities temporarily or heal grievous injuries. Never underestimate the power of a well-timed pill or elixir in the heat of battle."
Continuing his tour with words, his gaze moved again. "And then, the Formations and Weapon Refining Division. In a world where raw strength often dominates, knowledge of formations can turn the tide of any battle. An adept formation master can defend a city or lay waste to an army. Alongside them, the Weapon Refiners ensure that our arms are not just tools but extensions of ourselves, perfectly balanced and imbued with unique attributes to amplify our strengths."
The Dragonlord's voice was unwavering, filled with a deep sense of pride for each division he described. "Each branch, each division, they are all gears in a grand machine. And much like any machine, if one part fails, the entire mechanism suffers. We must respect and honor every discipline, every craft. For in unity, in understanding the worth of every division, we find our strength."
He took a moment to let his words resonate with the crowd. "Many of you might be attracted to the glory of being a martial artist. But I urge you to look deeper, to discover the other aspects of our sect that resonate with your inner self. Be it wielding a sword, crafting a pill, setting a formation, or refining a weapon, find where your true passion lies. For in passion, you'll find purpose, and with purpose, you will truly embody the spirit of the Crimson Phoenix."
With that, the Dragonlord gave a respectful bow to the crowd, a sign of his deep respect for every aspirant present. The atmosphere was thick with reverence, inspiration, and a renewed sense of purpose among the participants. They were not just here to fight; they were here to find their true calling within the vast and glorious expanse of the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
The Dragonlord cleared his throat, then with an expansive gesture towards the back of the stage, he said, "Now, to further introduce our esteemed branches, let me present the High-Elders who head each one. These venerable individuals are among the best in their fields and represent the pinnacle of achievement within our sect."
From the shadows behind, three figures slowly emerged, each radiating a unique and imposing aura. They all wore robes that represented their respective divisions, adorned with specific symbols that showcased their esteemed positions within the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
"From our Martial Arts Branch, we have High-Elder Zhen Wu," the Dragonlord began, nodding towards a tall man with piercing eyes and a physique that spoke of countless battles. His robe was decorated with a crimson phoenix in flight, its talons outstretched, ready for combat.
Zhen Wu stepped forward, giving a respectful bow to the aspirants. "Martial prowess is not just about strength, but the spirit with which you fight. If you wish to train under our division, bring not just your skill but your indomitable will and burning passion. We await the next champions of the Crimson Phoenix."
The Dragonlord then motioned to the next figure, a graceful woman with flowing hair like the midnight sky, "High-Elder Bai Lian, head of our Alchemy Branch." Her robe bore a phoenix that was elegantly poised, surrounded by an array of mythical herbs and flames.
Bai Lian smiled gently, "Alchemy is the art of patience, precision, and endless curiosity. To those who have a keen sense for detail and a passion to discover the secrets hidden within nature, our branch offers endless possibilities. We are in search of those who can turn the mundane into the miraculous."
Lastly, the Dragonlord gestured to the final elder, an older man with a beard that reached his waist and eyes that seemed to contain the mysteries of the universe. "High-Elder Tao Ming of the Formations and Weapon Refining Division." His robe depicted a phoenix encased in a complex pattern, representing formations, with its wings shaped like the sharpest blades.
Tao Ming's voice was deep and resonated with wisdom, "Formations and weapon refining are the arts that require both creativity and logic. Here, we sculpt the unseen forces of the world and forge unparalleled weapons. For those with a visionary mind and a meticulous hand, our division is your canvas."
After the introductions, the Dragonlord spoke again, "You stand before the titans of our sect. They embody the spirit of the Crimson Phoenix in their respective disciplines. Choose wisely, for your decision today will shape your path for years to come."
The mood was electric as the young aspirants whispered among themselves, weighing their options and aspirations. The future of the Crimson Phoenix Sect was bright, and these young souls were its beacon.
As the elders retreated into the background, Maar turned to Spike, her eyes alight with excitement. "Can you believe it, Spike? All these opportunities right before us! Which division are you leaning towards?"
Spike's face shone with a similar enthusiasm, "Honestly, all of them sound amazing. But the Alchemy Branch really caught my interest. Imagine the possibilities with those elixirs!" He paused for a moment, a crease forming between his brows, "Although... I can't shake the feeling that I've forgotten something really important."
Before Maar could reply, a hush fell over the crowd as the Dragonlord raised his hand for silence. "Before we proceed with the rest of the examination, I would like to introduce a very distinguished guest. It is an honor for our sect to welcome the President of the Bloodland Holy Land..."
The atmosphere grew dense with anticipation. Spike's heart rate picked up as an unsettling realization settled within him. When the Dragonlord finally announced, "President Zhuo Yun," Spike could only mutter a subdued "shit" under his breath.
Maar turned her head sharply towards Spike, her eyes wide. "You know him?" she whispered.
Spike shook his head slightly with a “no”, his gaze fixed on the figure now joining the Dragonlord on the stage. President Zhuo Yun, with his regal demeanor and commanding presence, was not someone Spike had hoped to encounter so soon.
The implications of this unexpected turn of events weighed heavily on Spike's mind as he prepared himself for whatever was to come next.
"Why the sudden unease? Who is President Zhuo Yun to you?" Maar whispered, her voice filled with concern.
Spike took a deep breath, trying to calm the anxiety building up in him. "It's not the president, Maar. It's the ritual I've forgotten about. The Bloodline Examination."
Maar looked even more confused. "The what now?"
Spike glanced at her quickly, realizing that she, being from a smaller village, might not be familiar with the Bloodland Holy Land traditions. "Every year, when the Bloodland Holy Land visits a sect for recruitment, they conduct a Bloodline Examination. It's a way to identify individuals with rare or unique bloodlines. Those identified are then offered a chance to train under the Holy Land, given that they possess a lineage deemed valuable or powerful."
Maar blinked, still not entirely understanding Spike's distress. "But that's a good thing, right? A chance to be recognized and train in such a prestigious place?"
Spike hesitated, his gaze darting to the stage where President Zhuo Yun was now addressing the crowd. "It's an honor, yes. But the examination is binding. Once you're recognized, you cannot decline their invitation. Our...ancestry," he chose his words carefully, "is complex. We never went to the holy land to check out bloodlines, we don’t know if we have good, average, shit, or non-existent bloodlines,"
Maar's eyes widened in realization, her grip tightening on Spike's arm. The weight of Spike's words settling in, she whispered, "What do we do? Can they kick us out?”
Spike looked back at the stage, his expression grim. "We hope for the best, even with a shit bloodline, if we prove that we can pull our weight or more, then we should be fine,”
The weight of the situation settled heavily between them as the Bloodline Examination commenced, and one by one, participants were called to the stage. Spike's heart raced with every name, praying he wouldn't be recognized for what lay hidden within him.
President Zhuo Yun stepped forward, his eyes sweeping the sea of young hopefuls before him. His presence was immense, carrying an indescribable aura that commanded the attention of all present. The crowd hushed instantly, their anticipation palpable.
"The Bloodline Examination," he began, his voice echoing through the grounds, "is not merely a tradition. It is a testament to one's potential in the world of martial arts. Many of you might wonder, why is one's bloodline so important? To answer that, you must understand that in our world, one's bloodline determines the innate strength they possess, and the spiritual beasts they can commune with and tame to aid in their cultivation."
He paused, letting his words sink in before continuing, "Your bloodline is a reflection of the legacy passed down through generations. It is the silent whisper of your ancestors guiding your path."
"But," he raised a finger for emphasis, "never make the mistake of equating one's background with the strength of their bloodline. In the vast world of martial arts, background is but a speck of dust. It is the potential that truly matters."
He looked around, meeting the eyes of several young practitioners, "There have been countless tales of nobles born with weak bloodlines, while peasants, with no status or wealth, surprise us with bloodlines of divine caliber."
President Zhuo Yun's eyes sparkled with intensity, "The Bloodland Holy Land does not see status, wealth, or titles. We only recognize potential. We honor strength, dedication, and the will to rise above challenges. If you possess a powerful bloodline, it is an affirmation of your destiny in the martial world. But if you don't, do not be disheartened. Your journey, your determination, your sweat, and blood are what will carve your legend."
The crowd was silent, hanging on to every word he said. The intensity of his speech left many inspired, while others pondered the meaning behind his words.
"The examination will now begin," President Zhuo Yun declared, "Remember, whatever the outcome, it is but a fraction of what you can achieve with dedication and hard work."
As he stepped back, letting the process of the examination begin, Spike couldn't help but feel a mixture of awe and anxiety. The significance of the Bloodline Examination weighed heavily on him, but President Zhuo Yun's words reminded him that one's destiny was not solely defined by their bloodline. It was a sentiment that he would hold onto as the examination unfolded.
Dragonlord Huo Xan stepped forward, casting an assuring look upon the sea of faces that stared up at him. "I understand the rumors that have been swirling around regarding the involvement of the Bloodland Holy Land in our entrance examination," he began in his deep, resounding voice.
Spike and Maar exchanged a glance. They had heard whispers too, of practitioners being 'stolen away' by powerful sects if their bloodlines were exceptionally unique.
The Dragonlord continued, "Let me put those fears to rest right now. The Bloodland Holy Land is here solely to assist the Crimson Phoenix Sect in identifying potential geniuses. They are our honored guests, and they are not here to recruit or take away any of our potential disciples to other sects."
A wave of relief washed over the gathered crowd. The tension in the air eased considerably, and murmurs of relief could be heard.
The Dragonlord then added, "While the Bloodland Holy Land's examination will reveal the depth and potential of your bloodline, the results of this examination will be disclosed solely to the elders and me. However, if a practitioner wishes to share this information with the wider sect or use it as a badge of honor, they may do so. But remember, no one, I repeat, no one will be forced to disclose their bloodline strength against their will."
Maar looked impressed. "That's a fair policy," she whispered to Spike.
He nodded, appreciating the Dragonlord's wisdom. Transparency was important, but so was an individual's right to privacy.
The Dragonlord gave a final nod to President Zhuo Yun, a gesture of gratitude and respect, before stepping back. The Bloodline Examination was about to begin, and the air once again grew thick with anticipation. But this time, it was mixed with a sense of relief and newfound trust in the leadership of the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
Dragonlord Huo Xan raised his hand, silencing the murmurs and drawing all eyes back to him. "Before we begin," he began, his eyes surveying the sea of hopefuls, "there's one more thing I'd like to emphasize."
The crowd was all ears, hanging onto every word that emanated from the Dragonlord's powerful voice.
"In the Crimson Phoenix Sect," he continued, "your bloodline might be a tool, an advantage, or even a mark of distinction, but it will not be the sole determiner of your worth or position. In our sect, although possessing a formidable bloodline might earn you recognition or opportunities, respect and merit are earned through actions, not lineage."
Spike and Maar exchanged knowing glances. The Dragonlord's words resonated deeply with them.
"Do not be seduced into believing that a strong bloodline is your ticket to greatness," Dragonlord Huo Xan said, his voice echoing powerfully in the vast gathering space. "It might give you a head start, but only your perseverance, your integrity, and your dedication will determine how high you soar."
He paused, letting his words sink in. "A sect is built on the collective strength of its members. The Crimson Phoenix Sect values each practitioner, not just for their inborn talents, but for the contributions they make, the bonds they form, and the honor they bring."
"Never rest on your laurels or become complacent due to a privileged bloodline. And conversely, never feel inferior if your bloodline isn’t among the elite. In this sect, we value heart, commitment, and character. Rise through your actions, not grandiose words or inflated egos."
Maar felt a surge of pride. This was exactly the type of environment she wanted to be part of – one where hard work and integrity mattered more than mere birthright.
Spike nodded in agreement. The Dragonlord’s words were not just a reflection of the sect's philosophy but also a guiding light for every practitioner in their journey to martial greatness.
The crowd erupted in applause, their spirits uplifted, and their determination renewed. With Dragonlord Huo Xan's words still ringing in their ears, the Bloodline Examination commenced, promising a new chapter in the lives of many young martial artists.
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The vast assembly area was filled with a tense energy, the air thick with anticipation. Dragonlord Huo Xan and the High-elders stood at the forefront, orchestrating the entire proceeding. With a wave of his hand, Dragonlord signaled for the Bloodline Examination to commence.
"Eager aspirants!" boomed Elder Xian, his voice deep and resonating. "Form orderly lines as you make your way to the designated rooms. Each room will be overseen by the representatives from the Bloodland Holy Land. They will guide you through the procedure."
Whispers filled the room as young practitioners began forming lines. Some wore expressions of hope, some of anxiety, and some of confidence. The importance of the Bloodline Examination was not lost on them. While the words of Dragonlord Huo Xan had inspired them, they still knew that a powerful bloodline could open many doors.
As Spike and Maar queued up, she turned to him, her face etched with concern. "Spike," she began, "I'm unsure. What if my bloodline is... ordinary? What if it's remarkable? What should I say? What should I do?"
Spike glanced at her, his eyes calm. "Listen, Maar," he started, his voice gentle, "If your bloodline ranges from good to weak, keep it a secret. It's better for your growth, and you won’t attract undue attention. But, if it's outstanding to godly, proclaim it with pride. Especially for you, it'll grant you more opportunities."
Maar nodded, taking in his words. "But, Spike," she hesitated, "What if people become envious?"
He chuckled softly. "They will, regardless of your bloodline. But it's about how you handle it. Stand tall, stay true to yourself, and always remember: your bloodline is just one aspect of you. Your strength, character, and dedication are what truly matter."
Maar smiled, feeling reassured. "Thank you, Spike."
A voice echoed across the hall. "All right, young practitioners!" It was one of the representatives of the Bloodland Holy Land, a tall, slender woman with an air of authority. "The rooms are ready! Step in, one by one, and let's discover the potential that flows within your veins!"
With that, the first set of doors swung open, and the Bloodline Examination officially began. The fate of many was about to be determined, and the path of their martial journey set.
The immense hall reverberated with a blend of murmurs, sighs, and occasional exclamations. Each practitioner waited in suspense, curiously eyeing the entrance of the rooms. The representative of the Bloodland Holy Land, monitoring the process, occasionally called out the names of the practitioners, revealing the nature of their bloodline if they had given permission.
The real excitement began an hour into the process when Wang Feng emerged from one of the chambers. There was a hush, and then an eruption of whispers. The Bloodland representative announced, "Wang Feng, Great Bloodline – Silvertooth Blood Dragon." The significance was palpable; a blood dragon was revered and known for its immense power. Its presence in one's bloodline meant tremendous innate potential. Wang Feng looked visibly pleased, a hint of pride evident in his gait as he moved away from the chamber.
However, the hall's atmosphere took a more electrifying turn when Long Wei stepped out. His confident smirk made it evident before the announcement was even made. The Bloodland representative, even sounding a tad more respectful, proclaimed, "Long Wei, Godly Bloodline – Golden Fire Dragon Soul."
The hall exploded into a frenzy of chatter. A godly bloodline was a rarity, and the Golden Fire Dragon was the stuff of legends, tales told to young practitioners at bedtime about unmatched prowess and unyielding power.
Long Wei reveled in the attention, strutting proudly with his chest puffed out. Fellow practitioners, especially those who once looked down upon him or considered him a rival, approached with congratulatory pats and wide smiles, masking their envy. The allure of his newfound status was apparent as a gaggle of female practitioners coyly tried to engage him in conversation, fluttering their eyelashes and laughing at even his most mundane remarks.
Maar glanced at Spike, an eyebrow raised, "Looks like someone’s popularity just skyrocketed."
Spike chuckled, "Indeed. But remember, while bloodlines provide a head start, it's the journey that truly defines a practitioner." He paused, then added with a playful glint in his eyes, "Now, let's see what the fuss is about when it's our turn, shall we?"
Two hours flew by in a dizzying blur of names and bloodlines. The hall had seen its fair share of modest to impressive revelations, but nothing that quite compared to Long Wei's announcement. The murmurs and conversations had quieted down somewhat, replaced by a hum of anticipation and a touch of fatigue.
Spike observed from his position that Maar's line was moving at a brisk pace. By the time he'd barely taken a few steps forward, Maar had already reached the entrance of the testing chambers. The massive doors closed behind her, and a silence filled the room.
Minutes seemed to stretch endlessly, making Spike feel a hint of unease. But then, the door swung open, revealing Maar with a serene smile playing on her lips. The Bloodland representative, looking slightly taken aback, cleared his throat before making the announcement.
"Chen Wei of the Dragonborn clan," he began, his voice carrying a note of deep respect, "Godly Bloodline – Blood Hellhound Kirin Soul."
A collective gasp echoed through the hall. The combination of a Hellhound and Kirin was unheard of, especially in a Dragonborn. It was an enigma, a tantalizing blend of ferocity and elegance. Kirins were legendary creatures, symbols of purity, grace, and immense power. The juxtaposition of the two entities within one bloodline was mind-boggling.
The entire hall erupted into animated conversations, many with a hint of reverence. Even those who had been mildly disinterested until now were drawn into the buzz. Long Wei's earlier announcement, though significant, seemed to have been overshadowed.
At the elevated platform, the Dragonlord leaned over, whispering to the High-elders. There was a certain urgency in their hushed conversation, their eyes repeatedly darting towards Maar. It was evident that her revelation had not only intrigued but also deeply concerned the higher echelons of the sect.
As Maar made her way through the crowd, Spike caught up with her, a proud grin on his face. "Hellhound and Kirin, huh? That's an unexpected twist."
Maar chuckled, "You could say that again. I can't believe it myself. But hey, it’s your turn next. Let's see if you can outshine me."
With a playful smirk, Spike replied, "Challenge accepted."
The line in front of Spike dwindled rapidly as many impatient practitioners chose to switch to Chen Wei's seemingly faster line. The crowd's shuffling and mumbling became distant, as Spike's gaze turned distant and introspective.
“I remember my past life clearly, he mused, his mind casting back. The Silver Bluejay bloodline… While not particularly powerful or respected, it was mine. It was a sign of my heritage and my lineage. An embodiment of my spirit, nimble and free. It wasn’t particularly special in the grand scheme of things, but I took pride in it.”
A heavy sigh escaped him. In this new life, his connection to his bloodline felt obscured, like a foggy windowpane that he couldn't see through. He tried to reach deep within himself, to tap into that innate essence, but it felt elusive, a phantom slipping through his fingers.
“In this body, everything feels so unfamiliar, Spike pondered, his heart heavy with uncertainty. Can I even claim a connection to any bloodline? And if I do, will it be a reflection of my past or something entirely new? Is it even possible for me to possess the same Silver Blue Jay lineage in this reincarnation?”
His fingers unconsciously traced the pattern of a blue jay's feather on his palm, a habit he'd acquired in his past life whenever he felt lost or troubled.
“I've trained so hard, come so far,” he continued, a touch of desperation creeping into his thoughts. “But this bloodline revelation... It’s vital. If I don't have a powerful or at least a decent one, my journey here in the sect might become a lot more challenging. It's not just about power, but about identity. About who I am, and who I will become.”
The line slowly moved, but Spike barely noticed, still lost deep within his own contemplations. His past and present seemed to be colliding, leaving him in a whirlwind of emotion. The upcoming bloodline test wasn't just an exam for him; it was a defining moment, one that would shape his future in the Crimson Phoenix sect and the world beyond.
Spike's dazed expression was broken by a gentle voice, "Young man, are you alright?"
Lifting his head, Spike's eyes met with the gentle gaze of the bloodline representative, a woman of refined appearance with intricate patterns of silver and gold adorning her robe. Spike blinked, coming back to reality, and realized that all the eyes in the hall were trained on him. Whispers and murmurings buzzed around him.
"Oh! I'm sorry," Spike chuckled, his face flushing slightly. "I guess I was lost in thought. Didn't realize it took so long."
The representative offered him a gentle smile. "No need to apologize, young practitioner. Please, come in and let us proceed with the bloodline examination."
As Spike started to move towards the chamber, Long Wei's mocking laughter echoed through the hall. "Look at that idiot! Daydreaming during such an important event. I bet he doesn't even have a bloodline worth mentioning! Probably scared of what he might find." He glanced confidently at the practitioners around him, expecting them to join in his mockery. Some chuckled, while others just observed silently.
However, as Spike walked past him, he didn't retaliate or acknowledge Long Wei. He just had a calm demeanor, not letting the external noise affect his internal thoughts.
As Spike moved on, Dragonlord Huo Xan, who had been observing from a distance, narrowed his piercing eyes. "That boy... he looks so familiar," he whispered to himself, trying to search his memory for any past acquaintances that Spike might resemble. "But who?"
The Dragonlord's gaze remained fixed on Spike, an intense curiosity shining in his eyes. Whatever the results of this examination were, Spike had already made an impression on one of the most influential figures in the sect.
Inside the chamber, the scene was indeed chaotic. Two elders, both appearing to be in their seventies, with long beards that almost reached the floor, were fervently discussing something while pointing at a contraption in the center of the room. The device itself was unlike anything Spike had seen before; it was a pedestal surrounded by intricate patterns glowing softly, with a gem-like orb sitting atop. The orb was dim, seemingly inactive.
"You old fool! I told you it was the clockwise sequence!" one of the elders exclaimed, his face red with frustration.
"And I've told you a hundred times, Bai, that it's counterclockwise! The manual clearly states-"
"What manual? That thing hasn't come with a manual for over a century!" the first elder, Bai, shot back.
Spike watched the scene unfold with bemusement, chuckling softly. "Elders, is there something wrong with the bloodline testing equipment?"
Both elders turned to look at Spike, their expressions shifting from frustration to embarrassment. The second elder cleared his throat, "Ah, young man, our apologies. We've been having some... technical difficulties with the apparatus. It seems to be malfunctioning."
Elder Bai grumbled, "If only you hadn't spilled that tea on it last week, Zheng!"
Elder Zheng rolled his eyes. "For the last time, that was an accident! And besides, it's ancient! It should be able to handle a little tea."
Spike approached the device, curiosity piqued. "May I take a look?"
Both elders exchanged glances. While they were experts in determining bloodlines, the technical aspects of the device weren't their forte. "By all means, young man," Elder Bai responded.
Inspecting the pedestal, Spike noticed a pattern out of alignment. Using his knowledge from his previous life, he gently adjusted the pattern and infused a bit of his qi into the gem-like orb. To the astonishment of the two elders, the orb began to glow vibrantly, its luminescence filling the room.
Elder Zheng's eyes widened. "By the heavens! How did you...?"
Spike just smiled. "Just a small adjustment. Sometimes, the oldest devices require the simplest of fixes." 
The immediate bowing from the elders took Spike by surprise. The act was a deep display of respect, one that was typically reserved for those of significant status or achievement. It was unusual, given the fact that all Spike did was fix a piece of equipment.
"Rise, Elders," Spike said, helping them up. "It was nothing significant. I merely aligned some patterns and infused some qi."
Elder Bai, brushing his robes, spoke, "Young Master, in all our years, neither of us could fully understand the complexities of this ancient device. To see someone as young as you effortlessly rectify its issues is... astounding."
Elder Zheng nodded in agreement. "Indeed. I have to admit, while our expertise lies in determining bloodlines, the intricacies of this mechanism have always been a bit beyond our grasp. Would you be kind enough to share your knowledge?"
Spike chuckled, "Very well. Let's begin."
He gestured for them to come closer. "This device is ancient, and its design is quite unique. While the outer pattern might seem merely decorative, it's actually a series of conduits that channel qi. When properly aligned, these channels amplify the energy from the practitioner, allowing the orb to determine the bloodline."
He pointed at a series of lines that spiraled towards the orb. "These spiral patterns are not just for show. They represent the flow of energy. Always ensure they remain in a clockwise direction. If they're misaligned, the flow is disrupted."
Elder Bai looked in awe, "So simple, yet so profound."
Spike nodded, "Indeed. And this," pointing to the base of the pedestal, "is the grounding mechanism. It ensures that the energy does not overflow and harm the practitioner. It needs to be cleaned regularly, and any build-up removed."
Elder Zheng took mental notes, nodding in understanding, "And the orb itself?"
Spike smiled, "The orb is where the magic happens, so to speak. It's crafted from a rare crystalline substance found only in the Mystic Peaks. It resonates with a practitioner's qi. However, it's sensitive. Any external disturbances, even something as benign as spilled tea," he glanced teasingly at Elder Zheng, "can disrupt its function. Ensure it's kept clean and away from unnecessary disturbances."
Both elders looked at each other, realization evident on their faces. They had always focused on the mystical aspect, ignoring the practical and maintenance side of the apparatus.
"Thank you, Young Master," Elder Bai said, bowing again, albeit slightly. "Your wisdom has enlightened us."
Elder Zheng added, "We'll ensure to take better care of this precious device, thanks to your guidance."
Spike nodded, "It's always a pleasure to share knowledge. Now, shall we proceed with the bloodline test?"
The elders nodded enthusiastically, eager to see what lay in store for this clearly extraordinary young man.
Inside the machine, Spike took a deep breath and closed his eyes, feeling the weight of the moment pressing upon him. As he exhaled, he channeled his qi into the orb in front of him. Almost instantly, the machine whirred and crackled, its lights brightening and pulsating erratically. The room became a cacophony of colors and sounds. A force unseen seemed to push and pull at Spike, and he fought to maintain his focus.
Outside, the elders exchanged worried glances. The violent display was unprecedented. They had witnessed the machine react strongly before, but nothing like this. It was as if the device was struggling to comprehend the sheer power and complexity of Spike's bloodline.
Then, as suddenly as it started, the commotion ceased. The machine returned to its regular hum, the swirling colors inside the orb settled, and the room was bathed in a serene golden light.
Elder Bai, the first to look inside the orb, paled instantly. His breath caught in his throat, and he fell backward, fainting. Elder Zheng, alarmed, turned his gaze to the crystal. His reaction was no less dramatic; his legs buckled, and he had to clutch the machine's pedestal for support. His face became a shade of ashen white, and his eyes widened in disbelief.
The room was silent, save for Elder Bai's labored breathing. Spike, alarmed by the elders' reactions, approached the crystal with trepidation. What he saw made his heart race.
Two majestic creatures danced within the orb. One was a massive, regal creature, its body a combination of a tiger and a dragon, with razor-sharp fangs and deep crimson eyes that burned with intensity. It was the Demonfang Tiger Dragon, a bloodline Spike had only heard of in ancient tales.
But what truly took his breath away was the other figure. A beautiful, ethereal bird, its feathers shimmering in all colors imaginable, glowing with a light that seemed to come from within. Its eyes, deep and wise, held millennia of knowledge. The Celestial Phoenix, a legend that many believed to be a mere myth.
For Spike, the weight of this revelation was immense. It was not just the rarity of these bloodlines but also their potential when cultivated. The Demonfang Tiger Dragon bloodline was revered for its immense strength and combat capabilities. On the other hand, the Celestial Phoenix was believed to hold the key to unparalleled spiritual and healing abilities.
The moment was broken by Elder Zheng, who, regaining his composure, threw a cup of steaming tea onto Elder Bai's face, eliciting a yelp from the latter.
After ensuring his colleague was alright, Elder Zheng turned to Spike, "Young Master, your bloodline is...beyond extraordinary. In our years of service, never have we come across such a profound lineage."
Elder Bai, recovering from the shock, nodded vigorously, "Indeed. Your potential is boundless."
Spike, still processing the information, simply nodded. He knew that with great power came great responsibility. He was now a beacon of hope, not just for himself but for the entire sect and perhaps even the realm.
Outside, murmurs of curiosity grew as practitioners waited anxiously to hear of Spike's results. Little did they know that history was being written inside that room.
Spike fixed the elders with a stern gaze, his voice low but demanding. "My bloodline information must remain a secret. No one can know of this."
The elders, initially taken aback, began to protest, "But Young Master—"
Spike cut them off, "Do you understand the ramifications of this information becoming public? The internal strife, the political maneuverings, and the greed it would awaken? Our sect could be thrown into chaos. Outsiders would target me, not for my abilities or my character, but for the potential power my blood carries."
The two elders looked at each other, the weight of the situation sinking in. Elder Bai whispered, "He's right, the wars, the kidnappings..."
Elder Zheng added with a gulp, thinking of all the unscrupulous practitioners who would do anything for power, "And other things too."
Spike nodded, "Exactly. We cannot afford such distractions now, especially with war on the horizon."
Both elders exchanged solemn nods, seeing the wisdom in Spike's words. They had been in the cultivation world for a long time and understood the depth of human greed and ambition.
Emerging from the chamber, the crowd outside was restless, eager for news. The whispers and speculation had reached a fever pitch. Long Wei, especially, looked smug, certain that Spike's results couldn't possibly outshine his own.
Elder Zheng stepped forward, raising his hand for silence. The murmurs died down instantly. "Upon Young Master Spike's request, the specifics of his bloodline shall remain confidential. However, all I am authorized to say is... its grade is high. Exceptionally high."
The crowd was stunned into silence. The very fact that Spike had chosen to keep his results secret, combined with the elders' reactions, spoke volumes. The atmosphere was thick with tension and curiosity.
Maar approached Spike, her eyes wide with intrigue and concern. "Spike, what happened in there?"
Spike gave a wry smile, leaning close to her ear. "I'll tell you later. For now, let's just focus on what's next."
Long Wei's smirk faded, replaced by a scowl. He couldn't fathom what could possibly be so special about Spike's bloodline that it needed to remain a secret. But deep down, a nagging feeling told him that Spike had once again upstaged him.
After the commotion at the bloodline chamber subsided, Elder Wu, the head of the Formation Division, directed the practitioners. "All disciples, please head to the Formation and Weapon Refining Training Grounds. Your aptitude tests in these areas will commence shortly."
As the crowd of practitioners moved toward the grounds, discussions about the hidden mysteries of Spike's bloodline were still buzzing among them. Maar and Spike followed along, lost in their own thoughts, wondering what the next test would entail.
Meanwhile, the Dragonlord approached the elders from the bloodline holy land, a curious gleam in his eyes. "What about the results for Liang Xuan? I've had a vested interest in that lad."
Both elders hesitated for a split second, exchanging glances. Elder Bai took a deep breath and whispered into the Dragonlord’s ear the results of Liang Xuan's bloodline.
The Dragonlord's eyes widened, and he bellowed in disbelief, "HE WHAT?!"
Suddenly, a strong force smacked him at the back of his head. Turning, he found his head wife, High-Elder Bai Lian, glaring at him with an admonishing expression.
"Do you want the whole sect to hear?!" she hissed. Bai Lian was known for her no-nonsense demeanor and swift actions. Even the mighty Dragonlord wasn't exempt from her reprimands.
Rubbing the back of his head, the Dragonlord gave her an apologetic look. "Sorry, my love, it's just that the results are... extraordinary."
Bai Lian raised an eyebrow, clearly demanding an explanation.
The Dragonlord sighed, turning back to Elder Bai. "I need to know more about this Liang Xuan. Investigate his background, his story. There has to be something that explains this."
Elder Bai nodded, realizing the gravity of the situation. "Understood, Dragonlord. We will get to the bottom of this."
The Dragonlord took one last glance at the retreating back of the young practitioners, wondering about the latent powers and secrets some of them held, waiting to be unlocked.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
At the Formation and Weapon Refining Exam site, the landscape was vastly different from the previous testing grounds. Huge stone slabs with intricate symbols and circles were spread out over a vast field. Several weapon forging anvils and furnaces were set up on one side, with stacks of raw metals and materials beside them. The atmosphere was filled with a palpable tension and excitement, as young practitioners whispered to each other, exchanging ideas and speculations.
Elder Feng, the chief of the Formations Division, stepped forward. He was a slender man, with flowing white robes and a silver beard that reached down to his chest. A golden formation disk dangled from his waist, signifying his stature and mastery in formations.
"Formations," he began, his voice carrying effortlessly across the expanse, "are the underlying structure of our martial world. They control, support, and enhance our abilities. To master formations is to understand the very fabric of our universe."
He paused for a moment, letting the weight of his words sink in. "While martial prowess is important, it is equally crucial to understand the art and science behind formations. A well-laid formation can turn the tide of any battle, protect the weak, and even harness the power of the heavens."
Elder Feng motioned to the stone slabs. "For today's test, each of you will be tasked with creating a battle formation. This formation must be at least of Level 2 or higher. I understand that this is challenging, especially for those unfamiliar with formations. However, this is a test of not just your knowledge, but your creativity and adaptability."
Whispers filled the air as students exchanged nervous glances. Level 2 formations were indeed complex, and many practitioners spent years mastering just the basics.
Elder Feng continued, "You will be given three hours. Utilize the resources around you. Those who pass will have displayed the potential to become true masters of formations. Begin!"
As the command was given, the area became a hive of activity. Spike looked around, assessing the resources available. He recalled the teachings from his past life, searching for an inspiration. Maar, on the other hand, was deep in thought, her eyes scanning a piece of parchment with various symbols.
The challenge had begun, and each practitioner was determined to show their worth. The day was only beginning, and there were still many challenges ahead.
The air was thick with tension as practitioners struggled to lay down their formations. Many stared dejectedly at their stone slabs, their formations either incomplete or failing to materialize altogether. Elder Feng watched silently, a hint of sadness in his eyes. "Remember, young ones," he called out gently, "do not be disheartened. Even if you fail in this task, there remains another opportunity."
It was then that a triumphant shout echoed across the field. All eyes turned to see Wang Feng standing proudly beside his stone slab. A dazzling array of symbols and glyphs glowed brightly, moving in a harmonious dance. The formation was unmistakably of Level 4, a remarkable achievement given the constraints.
Wang Feng smirked, his confidence oozing from every pore. "Heh, looks like I got this on lock, doesn't it?" He drawled, flipping his hair back.
He walked around his formation, pointing at various points. "You see this? This is the core. The heart. Without this, your formation's as good as trash. And these symbols here? They direct the flow, guiding the energy where it's needed most. Without direction, you're just pouring qi into the abyss."
His gaze swept the crowd, a mocking glint in his eyes. "When do you use this? When you wanna crush those weaker than you, of course. Show 'em who's boss. And the true purpose of a formation? It's simple – power. Raw, unmatched power. If you're not in it for the power, then what's the point?"
Despite his arrogant demeanor and casual words, there was a certain charisma about Wang Feng. Many practitioners nodded in agreement, silently absorbing his words.
Long Wei, who had been observing silently, snorted. "Brute strength isn't everything, Wang Feng. Without strategy, even the mightiest of formations can crumble."
Wang Feng shot him a venomous glare. "That's why I've got both, pretty boy."
The exam site was abuzz with discussions and debates, Wang Feng's formation becoming the focal point for many. Spike looked at the formation thoughtfully, noting the intricacies and the sheer audacity of it. He wondered how Maar was faring and glanced over to find her engrossed in her own formation.
The day was far from over, and the exam had only just begun.
As the dust settled and the air was filled with renewed determination, a new wave of success seemed to sweep through the field. The practitioners who had previously struggled began to find their rhythm, their symbols and glyphs coming together to form formidable formations.
Long Wei's formation, named "Dance of the Azure Moon", stood out with its elegance and precision, the patterns interweaving in a dance that was reminiscent of a moonlit night. Huang Da, not one to be left behind, created the "Roaring Thunder Fortress". His formation buzzed with energy, the patterns forming walls and ramparts of pure qi, defending and attacking simultaneously.
Elder Feng walked over to Wang Feng, nodding in appreciation at the young man's formation, which he had named "Death's Labyrinth". "Young man," the elder began, "Your formation is truly a work of art. Its intricacies and power are commendable. I must ask, where did you learn such advanced techniques?"
Wang Feng grinned, "I am the son of Master Zhou, the famed Formation Master of the Northern Peaks."
Elder Feng's eyes widened in recognition, "Ah, that explains much. Your father's talent clearly runs in your veins."
While many succeeded, others like Maar faced challenges. Her symbols seemed disjointed, and her glyphs lacked harmony. Discouraged, she stared at her flawed formation, her shoulders slumping in defeat.
Spike, noticing her dejection, walked over and crouched beside her. "Don't let it get to you," he whispered gently. "Look here," he pointed at a cluster of symbols, "these should be closer together. And this main glyph? Rotate it slightly. It'll change the flow of energy."
Maar blinked, taking a deep breath as she looked at her formation through Spike's perspective. "I... I see it now. Thank you, Spike," she murmured, her spirits lifting.
Spike smiled, squeezing her shoulder reassuringly, "Formations are like puzzles, Maar. Sometimes, all you need is a fresh perspective."
With newfound determination, Maar went back to work, this time with a clearer vision in mind. The day's challenges were tough, but they were a reminder that the path of cultivation was filled with highs and lows. And while some moments were triumphant, others were lessons in persistence and resilience.
With renewed spirit and Spike's guidance, Maar focused intently, drawing and re-drawing symbols. After a few minutes, the formation under her started to shimmer. It was simpler than the others, but it held a quiet, steady energy. It was the "Harmony Veil" – a basic Level 2 defense formation.
Elder Feng, noticing the change, walked over. "Ah, not bad. Bouncing back after an initial setback is commendable."
Maar, with a radiant smile, said, "All thanks to Spike. He gave me a fresh perspective."
Elder Feng, with a raised eyebrow, turned to look at Spike. "You seem to have a knack for formations. Tell me, what's the primary objective of the 'Threefold Spiral' formation?"
Spike smirked. "There's the answer most would expect: that it's to channel and concentrate Qi energy in a spiraling manner to enhance offensive capabilities. But, in my view, it's a bit more than that."
The elder nodded, urging him to go on.
Spike continued, "You see, the 'Threefold Spiral' is essentially mimicking the natural movement of the universe – spirals. Every vortex, galaxy, or even the way water goes down a drain, it all spirals. It's the universe's way of saying this is the most efficient movement. So, when you create the 'Threefold Spiral', you're not just channeling Qi; you're aligning with the universe's natural flow, amplifying not just power but also efficiency."
The elder stared at Spike, stunned for a moment. "I've taught formations for decades, but never have I heard such a perspective. Show me."
Without hesitation, Spike walked to a massive rock formation in the center of the grounds. He began to draw, his fingers moving fluidly, carving intricate patterns. As he infused his Qi, the rock's surface shimmered and glowed, spirals of energy emitting from it. The very air around seemed to hum in resonance. The rock's energy radiated outwards, a powerful shield against any intrusion.
Elder Feng gasped, "This... this is a 'Celestial Spiral Shield', a Level 7 formation! I've only heard of it in ancient texts."
Spike, with a nonchalant grin, responded, "Sometimes, all it takes is a fresh perspective."
Around them, the grounds were filled with murmurs and whispers. Spike's reputation had just grown tenfold.
Wang Feng took Spike’s words and teaching to heart, creating a new formation, where he stood, catching Spike’s attention.
Long Wei, not one to be overshadowed, scoffed at Spike's achievement. "So you modified an old formation. Big deal. It doesn't prove you're any better than the rest of us."
Spike, ever calm, simply raised an eyebrow at Long Wei's challenge. "Alright then. Would you mind showing us your formation?"
Long Wei smirked, confident that his formation would shut Spike down. But Spike wasn't interested. Instead, he turned to Wang Feng. "May I?"
Wang Feng was curious, his interest piqued. He handed over the formation stones of his 'Netherfang Ambush', which had already gained him so much praise.
Spike began to inspect Wang Feng's work, nodding appreciatively. "Your insight is impressive. The way you've combined offensive and defensive strategies within a single formation shows deep understanding. However..."
He paused, gauging Wang Feng's reaction. The latter nodded, urging him to continue.
Spike started to move the stones around, making minute adjustments. "If I were you, I would have approached it like this." He manipulated the formation's flow, fine-tuning its energy paths and optimizing its efficiency. The formation's glow grew brighter and more intense. The air around it thickened, and a powerful force emanated from it, creating a palpable tension.
"This," Spike announced, "is the 'Netherfang Vortex'. By adjusting the flow of Qi and repositioning certain stones, the formation is supercharged. It doesn't just trap or defend; it ensnares and decimates."
Elder Feng approached, his eyes scanning the formation. "Incredible. You've elevated it to a Level 6 formation."
The practitioners were in awe, their murmurs filling the air. Long Wei's face was a mix of frustration and disbelief. Wang Feng, on the other hand, was contemplative, his eyes never leaving the 'Netherfang Vortex'. The day had just taken an unexpected turn, and Spike's prowess in formations was now undeniable.
The exam site buzzed with excited chatter and awed whispers as practitioners discussed the incredible events that had just transpired. But Elder Feng's voice easily cut through the noise. "Time's up, everyone. Head into the forge for the next test."
Spike made his way to Wang Feng, returning the formation stones with a respectful nod. Wang Feng, in turn, clasped his hands in a polite bow. "I am grateful for the insight you provided, Spike. It's not every day that one comes across a new perspective that shakes the foundation of what they know."
Spike simply bowed back, a small smile playing on his lips. "Knowledge knows no bounds. We must always be open to new perspectives. Keep honing your skills, Wang Feng."
With that, he walked towards the entrance of the forge, his silhouette illuminated by the glowing furnace inside.
Long Wei, never one to let things go easily, sneered at Wang Feng. "You're really bowing to him now? Get your head on straight."
Wang Feng's eyes hardened, fixing Long Wei with a stern gaze. "It's not about bowing to someone, Wei. It's about recognizing and appreciating knowledge, regardless of where it comes from. I'm not blinded by pride or hatred. My goal is to become the best, and if that means learning from my best friend or worst enemy, so be it."
The sternness in Wang Feng's voice silenced Long Wei. The practitioners around them felt the tension but quickly made their way into the forge, not wanting to get caught in the crossfire of their exchange.
Inside the vast hall of the forge, the air was hot and heavy. A gentle hum echoed throughout, a combination of fiery furnaces, rhythmic hammering, and the soft whispers of practitioners watching in awe. Rows of anvils, tongs, hammers, and various materials were arranged neatly, waiting for the next master blacksmith to work their magic.
Elder Zhen, a muscular figure with a silver beard and arms covered in various burns and scars, stood at the center of the forge. His hands gripped a raw piece of metal, its potential untapped. "To forge and refine," he began, his voice echoing throughout the hall, "is to give birth to a weapon, to imbue it with soul and essence."
With practiced ease, he placed the metal into the furnace. The flames roared in response, dancing around the piece, turning it a bright red. Once it was heated to the right temperature, Elder Zhen retrieved it, placing it onto the anvil. With every strike of his hammer, the metal bent to his will. The sharp sound of metal on metal filled the hall, almost like a song.
"Forging is an art," he continued, never missing a beat. "You mold the metal, shape it, make it an extension of your very soul. But refining... refining is where the real magic happens."
With the blade taking form, Elder Zhen fetched a chisel. He began to engrave intricate patterns onto the blade – each stroke, each curve, each detail was filled with purpose. "These engravings," he said, "are not mere decorations. They harness the qi of the universe, infusing your weapon with power."
After what seemed like hours but was merely minutes, a beautifully crafted sword lay on the anvil. Its blade shimmered in the forge's light, and its engravings seemed to pulse with life.
Elder Zhen held up the sword for everyone to see. "Your assignment is to create and refine a weapon, either a sword or a dagger, with a potential of level 2. While shaping the weapon is crucial, the real challenge lies in the engravings. Your engraving will determine the weapon's potential."
Murmurs of excitement and anxiety filled the room. Some practitioners were confident in their forging skills but nervous about the engravings, while others were the exact opposite.
Elder Zhen smiled, his eyes gleaming with anticipation. "Now, let the crafting begin!"
Long Wei's smirk was as arrogant as ever, a mix of malice and smugness. "Why don't you go first, Liang Xuan? Since you seem to be quite the 'smart guy' today," he taunted, emphasizing the last two words mockingly.
Spike simply smiled, his eyes not showing any sign of irritation. He confidently walked to the array of metals, his eyes skimming over the options before settling on a lustrous piece of Mithril ore. Murmurs filled the hall. Mithril was one of the toughest metals to forge, especially for novices. It demanded precision, patience, and a deep understanding of its essence.
The two forging elders, Elder Zhen and Elder Mu and even Elder Leng, exchanged glances, their eyes wide in shock. Was this boy being overly ambitious or did he genuinely possess the skills to work with Mithril?
Spike, seemingly undeterred by the murmurs and surprised looks, he then eyed the ore for a few seconds as if to inspect it.
What he did next, surprised all.
Eyes widened and hushed whispers reverberated throughout the room as Spike's hands lit up with ethereal flames, shifting colors like an aurora borealis—orange, then green, and finally, a mesmerizing shade of deep purple. The flames illuminated the hall, painting surreal shadows on the walls, causing some of the spectators to shield their eyes due to its brightness.
Elder Zhen and Elder Mu choked on their tea, completely taken aback. Elder Zhen, trying to maintain his composure, stepped forward, "What on earth are you doing, young man?" he asked, both in astonishment and curiosity.
Spike looked up, his eyes reflecting the hue of his purple flames, "This," he began, motioning to the flame, "is my personal technique of forging. Traditional furnaces are good, but sometimes direct contact and understanding with the material can provide a depth that machinery cannot."
He continued, "Each flame color represents a different temperature and energy type, allowing for precise control over the melting point, purification, and formation of the ore." He then focused on the Mithril, allowing the flames to dance around it. Within moments, the tough metal began to liquify under the intense yet delicate heat.
Elder Mu stepped closer, intrigued, "I've seen many methods in my time, but this... this is something entirely different." There was admiration in his eyes. "Using your own energy to forge a weapon creates a bond, an affinity between the weapon and the user."
Long Wei watched in begrudging awe, his previous smugness nowhere to be found. Even he couldn't deny the spectacle unfolding before him.
The hall was filled with an intense yet harmonious energy as Spike meticulously shaped the liquefied Mithril. The relationship between the element and the craftsman, raw and profound, was palpable.
Soon, it was clear: Spike wasn't just forging a weapon; he was crafting a piece of art.
With the Mithril in its liquid state, Spike pulled out a small formation stone from his pocket. The stone bore a complex design that seemed to be in constant motion, swirling and shifting as if alive. The crowd leaned forward, their interest piqued.
With a whispered chant, Spike activated the formation. Instantaneously, the liquid metal began to rise and twist, seemingly moving with a life of its own. Before the eyes of the astounded onlookers, the Mithril began to form into the shape of a blade, with intricate patterns and carvings manifesting along its surface.
Elder Feng, a renowned master of formations in the sect, recognized the formation Spike was using. His eyes widened in disbelief, and he exclaimed, "That's the Celestial Hammer Formation! But it's only a myth; it's supposed to be lost to history!" This particular formation was known to replicate the exact pounding and crafting techniques of celestial blacksmiths, legendary figures said to craft weapons for the gods themselves.
Before he could say more, Elder Feng's eyes rolled back, and he fainted from the sheer shock and excitement. Wang Feng, with his quick reflexes, caught the elder in his arms, lowering him gently to the ground. He shot a look of surprise and newfound respect towards Spike.
Even Long Wei was left speechless. The ambient arrogance that he wore like a cloak had disappeared. Spike's unique technique not only showcased his understanding of forging but also his deep knowledge of formations, an area where even seasoned elders had their limitations.
With the formation's work complete, Spike held up the newly forged blade. The light from the forges reflected off its surface, revealing the intricate patterns and designs. It looked ethereal, as though it belonged in the hands of a deity.
The room was filled with a hushed reverence. It wasn't just about passing the test anymore; Spike had demonstrated a masterclass in forging and had set a new standard for all present.
Spike turned the blade in his hand, admiring its sleek form and the celestial gleam of the Mithril. With a deft motion, he aligned it with a tang he had prepared earlier and fused the two together. The sword was now complete in its physical form, but the real artistry of weapon crafting was in its refinement.
As if on cue, Long Wei's voice rang out, dripping with disdain. "Sure, you've forged a blade, but haven't you forgotten something, Liang Xuan? Refining is part of the task too. Or did your little act exhaust all your talent?"
A chorus of murmurs rippled through the crowd, but Spike merely smacked his forehead dramatically, looking sheepish. "Oh, how could I forget? Thank you, Long Wei, for reminding me."
Maar tried to stifle a smile; she could clearly see through Spike's act. He was putting on a show, and a very entertaining one at that.
Without missing a beat, Spike began his next step. His fingers danced over the blade in a mesmerizing ballet. With every touch, radiant lines began to form, intricate and delicate, connecting and interweaving like the threads of destiny itself.
Elder Feng, groggily waking from his first fainting spell, blinked hard, focusing on what Spike was doing. His voice cracked with disbelief, "That's... the Ethereal Threads Technique!" And with that declaration, he promptly slumped to the ground, unconscious for the second time in less than an hour. This particular technique was said to be a lost art, a method of weapon refining so advanced and intricate that it harnessed the ethereal energies of the universe itself, binding them to the weapon.
The rest of the practitioners and elders watched in awe, for they were witnessing history. Spike's blade pulsated with an ethereal glow, signifying the successful integration of the refining technique.
With a satisfied nod, Spike held the fully-forged and refined blade aloft. The atmosphere was thick with astonishment, admiration, and in Long Wei's case, barely concealed envy. Spike's prowess had firmly established him as a force to be reckoned with in the sect.
Elder Zhen, recovering from the shock faster than his counterpart, stepped closer, eyes fixed on the blade that was gleaming with an otherworldly radiance. "Liang Xuan," he began, his voice carrying the weight of genuine curiosity, "what kind of enchantment have you laid upon this blade?"
Spike, placing the blade gently on the nearby anvil, responded, "It's a Level 3 Fire's Embrace engraving, Elder Zhen. While it might not be the most advanced engraving out there, its effects are rather... explosive." He punctuated his statement with a mischievous glint in his eyes.
"And what might those effects be?" Elder Zhen asked, though from the way his eyes were locked onto the blade, it was clear he already had an inkling.
"Let me demonstrate," Spike replied. Taking the blade, he approached a practice dummy. With a graceful, fluid motion, he slashed at it. The cut was clean and deep, but what happened next left everyone gaping.
A heartbeat later, flames started dancing around the cut, licking the dummy's straw innards. In mere seconds, what was once a harmless practice dummy was now an inferno, burning fiercely from within and outside.
Spike turned back to face the audience, the fiery glow from the dummy casting a dramatic shadow on his face. "As you can see, any damage dealt by the blade is immediately followed by an eruption of intense flames, incinerating the target from both the surface and within. It's not just the physical slash that wounds, but the scorching aftermath that truly devastates."
There was a collective gasp. Weapons with elemental damage were not unheard of, but to witness a blade not only causing physical damage but also imbuing its target with a volatile flame was truly a spectacle.
Long Wei's face was an intricate play of emotions - disbelief, anger, envy, but mostly, begrudging respect. For all his pride and arrogance, even he couldn't deny the genius before him.
Elder Zhen, meanwhile, was clearly impressed. "Remarkable, Liang Xuan. Not only have you showcased your unparalleled prowess in formations, but your skill in weapon refinement is equally astounding."
Spike merely nodded, his focus already on the next challenge. For him, this was only the beginning.
Elder Zhen's eyes bore into Spike's, as if attempting to unravel the layers of mystery that surrounded him. "Liang Xuan, where did you come to acquire such knowledge? Formations, weapon refinement, elemental enchantments – these are not simple crafts."
Spike hesitated for a moment, carefully choosing his words. "I chanced upon a tome, Elder, in an old marketplace. It was filled with theories and practices on such enchantments. I...well, I just tried to recreate them based on what I understood."
Elder Zhen raised an eyebrow, clearly not buying the story entirely. "The meticulous art of weapon refinement you displayed, the precision in the elemental enchantment, these are not feats one can simply 'wing' based on a random tome."
Spike's lips curled into a slight smile, his eyes reflecting a depth of knowledge. "Elder, I believe that with a strong enough bloodline and a deep understanding of fire magic, a lot can be achieved. The tome served as an inspiration, a guide, but it was my own elemental affinity and my intuitive grasp of the principles that allowed me to bring the theories to life."
As he spoke, Spike extended his hand, revealing a formation stone. "This," he began, "is the foundation of my work. It’s a unique formation stone, one that I utilized in my crafting today." Beside it, he placed a small scroll, inked with detailed notes. "And this, is a record of my understanding from the tome."
Elder Zhen's fingers twitched with interest as he took the items. "Is this...?"
"A gift," Spike finished for him, "for the sect. Consider it a token of my appreciation for the opportunities you've given me today."
The Elder looked from the stone to the scroll and then back to Spike. His face was inscrutable, but his eyes held a glimmer of newfound respect. "Thank you, Liang Xuan. The sect will greatly benefit from your generosity."
Spike simply nodded, though Maar could sense a tension in his demeanor. It was clear that Spike had reasons to keep certain truths hidden, and Maar couldn't help but wonder what those were.
Long Wei folded his arms, begrudgingly eyeing Spike's masterpiece. "As much as I despise admitting it, your sword is... extraordinary. But," he smirked, "its potential can only be unlocked by someone with a fire affinity. It's highly specialized."
Elder Zhen, intrigued by Long Wei's assertion, gave a nod of agreement. "True. A weapon that channels fire magic would be most effective when wielded by a fire mage. Combining conflicting elements can result in catastrophic outcomes."
Spike, seemingly unperturbed, gestured to a practitioner standing nearby. "Xia Ling, come here."
The girl, known to have a water affinity, stepped forward with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation. Her blue robes seemed to ripple and shimmer as she walked, echoing her elemental alignment.
Spike handed her the sword, its blade gleaming ominously. "Give it a swing. Go crazy."
Elder Zhen's eyes widened, and he hastily began to step forward, alarm evident in his voice. "Wait! You can't possibly—"
Before he could complete his warning, Xia Ling, with a determined look, slashed at another training dummy. The air seemed to pause, all eyes on the dummy, awaiting the anticipated violent reaction. Yet, to everyone's astonishment, the dummy suffered the same fiery fate as before. It was engulfed in flames, burning intensely, while Xia Ling stood unharmed, the sword's handle cool to her touch.
A stunned silence enveloped the forge. Long Wei's eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed, searching for words. Maar's eyes sparkled with pride and admiration for Spike, while Elder Zhen seemed to be reevaluating everything he thought he knew about weapon enchantments.
Spike, breaking the silence, said, "It's not about the affinity of the wielder, but the balance and harmony of the weapon's enchantment. My creation does not discriminate against its user; instead, it channels their innate energy, amplifying its own power."
Elder Zhen slowly clapped, the sound echoing in the cavernous room. "Truly impressive, Liang Xuan. Your sword defies conventional wisdom, and today, you have shown us all a new path in weapon refinement."
Long Wei, swallowing his pride, muttered begrudgingly, "It appears I have much to learn."
Spike just smiled, "We all do, Long Wei. We all do."
As the forge's atmosphere gradually settled, a graceful figure emerged from the main entrance, capturing everyone's attention. It was High-Elder Liu Xin, a well-respected figure within the sect and the second in command to Bai Lian, the Dragonlord's head wife.
"Enough dawdling!" she announced, her voice sharp but melodic. "It's time to proceed to the Pill Refinement Academy for the next stage of your training. I trust you've all learned valuable lessons today."
Many of the practitioners nodded, casting one last glance at the now famous blade Spike had crafted.
As they started to leave, Elder Zhen, still in awe of Spike's prowess, approached him, bowing deeply. "Liang Xuan, you possess an unparalleled talent in both formations and forging. I humbly request you to consider taking a position as an instructor here."
Before Spike could respond, Elder Feng suddenly leapt up from his slumber, his face flushed. "You dare, Zhen! He should be in my department!"
“And why should he?” Zhen shot back
“I can teach him much more, make him my prime disciple!” Feng said
“Of what, how to pass out every 30 seconds, you weak old fool!” Zhen said
“You are older than me, you pig-headed muscle brain!” Feng shot back
The two elders began to bicker, their voices rising with each exchange. This humorous rivalry between them was well-known among sect members and always provided a touch of levity.
During this commotion, Spike approached another elder responsible for weapon management, handing over his sword. "Consider this a token of gratitude for today's lesson," Spike whispered, his tone sincere.
The elder, recognizing the gravity of Spike's gesture, nodded. "Such a precious gift... Thank you, young master."
As Spike moved to join the departing practitioners, Elder Zhen caught wind of the exchange. "Hold on! That blade... it should be placed in the Vault of Treasures," he declared, his voice carrying authority. "It's a masterpiece, and not even the Dragonlord should lay a finger on it."
Elder Feng, pausing in his argument, nodded in agreement. "For once, Zhen, I agree with you. That sword is a testament to Liang Xuan's genius."
The two elders watched Spike depart, their argument forgotten, replaced by mutual admiration for the young prodigy they had just witnessed in action.

	
		Chapter 22: Etrance Exam Part 3 [The Alchemy God]



The main hall of the Dragonlord's palace was adorned with majestic dragons, phoenixes, and other mythical creatures. Exquisite tapestries hung from the walls, showcasing the sect's glorious history. The massive round table in the center was surrounded by the sect's most influential figures. The Dragonlord, his head wife Bai Lian, and the elders were deeply engrossed in the reports laid out before them.
Elder Jing, the sect's chief investigator, cleared his throat. "Regarding the young man, Liang Xuan, he hails from the humble village of Guilvons. It appears he was raised by his grandmother after his parents' untimely demise. Even as a child, he displayed an uncanny wisdom, grasping the complex ways of the world with an ease that astounded the village elders."
The Dragonlord leaned back, stroking his beard. "An orphan with such incredible talents... He certainly doesn't fit the mold of our typical initiates."
Bai Lian nodded, her sharp eyes scanning the report. "There's a purity to his skills, untainted by the politics and dogmas of the sects. It's refreshing."
Elder Xi then interjected, "As for the young maiden, Chen Wei, her lineage is impressive. She's the direct descendant of the Chen Family in Roaratoria, a city renowned for its martial prowess. Both her parents are high-masters in their clan, well respected for their combat and strategic skills."
Elder Ming, known for his vast network of informants, added, "The Chen Family has always been allies with our sect. Having Chen Wei among our ranks would strengthen this bond."
The Dragonlord's gaze shifted to the large window overlooking the Pill Refinement Academy. "While their backgrounds provide context, it's their skills and character that will determine their place here. Let's see how they fare in the next exam."
Bai Lian sipped her tea thoughtfully. "Indeed. Alchemy and pill refinement will be the true test. Not only of their skills but also of their patience, creativity, and adaptability."
Elder Jun, the sect's Alchemy master, smirked. "Well, they're in for a treat. For today, they shall meet the Alchemy God."
The room buzzed with anticipation. The Alchemy God was a title given to the sect's most gifted alchemist, a mysterious figure whose identity was known only to a select few. The entrance exam would certainly be one to remember.
The Dragonlord leaned forward, his brow furrowing with curiosity. "Elder Jing, you've mentioned the untimely demise of Liang Xuan's parents. What more do we know of them? Particularly his father?"
Elder Jing carefully flipped through a few parchment sheets before replying, "According to the records, his father was a valiant warrior who fell during the defensive maneuver at Graganta. The man was said to be a force to be reckoned with on the battlefield, displaying courage and skill few could match. As for his mother, the trails grow cold. No records, no testimonies. It's as if she vanished from existence."
The Dragonlord's expression deepened into contemplation. "There's something about that boy, Liang Xuan. Every time I set my eyes upon him, a sense of familiarity tugs at me. It feels like I've seen his face somewhere before."
Bai Lian, ever the keen observer, tilted her head slightly, her inquisitive eyes studying her husband. "My Lord, is there a particular reason for this heightened interest? It's unlike you to be this engrossed in the background of a single practitioner."
The Dragonlord paused, exhaling slowly, his eyes distant. "That's just it, Lian. When I look at him, I'm reminded of someone from my past, someone I held in high regard. His features, his bearing, it all seems... reminiscent."
Elder Hui, who had been silent until now, spoke up, "Could it be mere coincidence, Dragonlord? The world is vast, and many faces might resemble one another."
The Dragonlord nodded. "Perhaps, but the heart knows what the eyes sometimes miss. We shall see."
Bai Lian took her husband's hand, offering a comforting squeeze. "Time will reveal all. For now, let's see how young Liang Xuan fares in the realm of alchemy."
The towering entrance to the Alchemy Pavilion stood proud and ancient, shimmering in the light of the setting sun. A symphony of water trickled from fountains that adorned the courtyard, and the soft scent of fragrant herbs permeated the air. The entire atmosphere exuded an aura of tranquility, a perfect environment for the delicate craft of alchemy.
All the entrants were gathered, looking around in wonder, some of them having never been exposed to such an intricate display of architecture dedicated to the art of pill and potion creation.
High-Elder Bai Lian, with her radiant presence, stepped forward, sweeping her gaze across the group of young practitioners. "Welcome," she began with a voice as melodic as a songbird, "to the Alchemy Pavilion of the Azure Dragon Sect."
Her gaze fixed on Maar, Spike, Long Wei, and the rest, observing their reactions. "Alchemy is not just the art of refining pills or concoctions. It's a sacred dance between man, nature, and the cosmos. Here, in these hallowed halls, you will begin to understand the true essence of creation and transformation."
She motioned behind her where rows of tables lined with cauldrons, ancient tomes, and neatly arranged vials of ingredients awaited. "For today's trial, you'll be tasked with a challenge that will test your foundational knowledge of alchemy. While many of you might not have prior experience, fear not. Alchemy, at its core, is about intuition, patience, and understanding."
Bai Lian signaled to a group of robed alchemists behind her. "These are some of our senior disciples and alchemy masters. They will oversee your trial today."
Maar felt a nervous flutter in her stomach. She had always been more martially inclined, and alchemy was a realm she'd barely ventured into. Spike, sensing her anxiety, leaned over and whispered reassuringly, "Remember, it's about understanding and intuition. Trust yourself."
Bai Lian continued, "Your task is to refine a basic Qi-invigorating pill using the ingredients provided. Remember, it's not just about the final product, but the process. Your methods, attentiveness, and precision will all be observed. Begin!"
As the participants started their preparations, the pavilion was filled with a sense of purpose and determination. For many, this was their first dance with alchemy, and they were eager to prove their worth.
The vast expanse of the Alchemy Pavilion was filled with the muted sounds of cauldrons bubbling, soft murmurs of concentration, and the occasional gasp of awe or frustration. The aroma in the air became thick with various scents - some herbal, some woody, and some completely indescribable.
As most of the practitioners, including Long Wei, began their pill-making process, they tried to harness their Qi, channeling it into the cauldrons. The importance of achieving a Level 2 pill was evident in their eyes, their every movement echoing that ambition.
Spike, however, took his time, observing rather than diving right into the task. He wandered from table to table, inspecting others' work discreetly but intently. Every so often, a look of mild amusement or contemplation would cross his face.
Long Wei, who was beside Maar, noticed Spike's lack of participation and sneered. "Look at Liang Xuan, acting as if he's an expert in alchemy. Maybe he's too scared to fail in front of everyone."
Maar shot him a disdainful look, choosing to ignore his comment. Spike, on the other hand, seemed oblivious to Long Wei's words, deeply engrossed in his observations.
Wang Feng, who was engrossed in refining his pill, lifted his head upon hearing Spike's footsteps nearing his workstation. He hesitated, as if anticipating some kind of criticism.
Spike looked into Wang Feng's cauldron, nodding appreciatively. "You're on the right path," he commented before moving on.
Walking a bit further, Spike paused at another table where a young practitioner's cauldron was spewing out black smoke. "Ah, another low-grade 'bust'. Those are just going to nourish the body like any food would," he mused aloud, an amused smirk playing on his lips. "It's like cooking a meal, not refining a pill."
As murmurs of agreement and surprise rippled through the pavilion, Spike's words served as a reality check. Many practitioners began reassessing their processes, striving for more than just basic results.
With Spike's candid observation hanging in the air, the scene faded, leaving the practitioners deep in their alchemical endeavors.
The atmosphere in the Alchemy Pavilion took an abrupt shift as the grand doors at the end of the hall swung open with an authoritative thud. Every gaze was immediately drawn to the entrance.
Standing there was a man in his 50s, his presence dominating the room. His garments were simplistic yet exuded opulence, embroidered with intricate silver dragons that seemed to dance and twirl with every movement he made. His eyes held a deep wisdom, and his expression was serene, untouched by time and the weight of his reputation. The slight tinge of silver in his hair and beard only added to his regal and distinguished aura.
As Bai Lian gracefully descended from her elevated position, she bowed deeply, her voice filled with immense respect, "Welcome, Pill God of the Dragonlands."
Whispers quickly spread throughout the pavilion. The title 'Pill God' wasn't one bestowed lightly. It represented a mastery over alchemy that few in the Dragonlands had ever achieved. For many in the room, it was their first time witnessing such a legendary figure.
Some of the practitioners, especially the younger ones, stared wide-eyed, having only heard tales of the Pill God's unparalleled skills and the miracles he'd performed with his concoctions. Others, like Long Wei and Wang Feng, tried to maintain their composure, but the glint in their eyes betrayed their awe.
Pill God stepped forward, his gaze sweeping over the room, assessing and evaluating. "I heard there were some intriguing talents emerging in this batch," his deep voice echoed, "I thought it best to see for myself."
Bai Lian responded, "It is our utmost honor to have you grace us with your presence, Pill God."
Ignoring the reverent gazes fixated on him, the Pill God's eyes settled on Spike, a flicker of curiosity evident. "And who might this be?" he inquired.
Before Bai Lian could respond, Spike, with his typical confidence, stepped forward, giving a nod of respect, "Liang Xuan, but most here seem to call me Spike."
The Pill God's lips curved into a slight smile, sensing an unusual energy from this young man. The chapter left the atmosphere thick with anticipation, wondering what the interaction between the legendary Pill God and the enigmatic Spike would lead to.
The Pill God, sensing the curiosity and awe of the practitioners around him, took a moment to address the room. The atmosphere became so quiet that one could almost hear a pin drop.
“To be a ‘Pill God’," he began, pausing briefly, letting the weight of his title sink in, "is not just a recognition of skill or knowledge. It's an acknowledgment of understanding. Understanding the very essence of the universe, the balance of nature, and the dance of energies."
He continued, "Every herb, every mineral, every droplet of water carries within it a fragment of this universe's energy. In alchemy, we tap into this energy, molding and reshaping it to our will. To create a pill isn't merely about combining ingredients; it's about understanding these energies and guiding them to form harmonious unions.”
Bai Lian, standing beside him, nodded in agreement, her eyes reflecting the depth of her own understanding.
Pill God's gaze then turned introspective. "Many years ago, I was but a humble alchemist, much like all of you. The journey to mastery is riddled with failures, experiments, and endless nights. But each setback, each explosion in the furnace, each bitter pill, brought me a step closer to understanding.”
He continued with a reminiscent tone, "When I reached a certain pinnacle in my craft, I was invited to the Holy Pill Pavilion on the central continent. This pavilion is a sacred place, where the finest alchemists gather, challenge each other, share knowledge, and seek to push the boundaries of what's possible in alchemy."
A few practitioners exchanged glances, having heard tales of the pavilion but never from someone who had actually been there.
"At the pavilion, after a series of challenges and tests that pushed me beyond my limits," the Pill God explained, "I was bestowed the title of ‘Pill God’. It's not just a title. It’s a responsibility. It signifies that I carry the legacy of the alchemists before me and the hope of those who will come after."
He looked around the room, locking eyes with several young practitioners. "Many of you have the potential to walk the path I did. To seek the deeper truths of alchemy and to one day stand in the Holy Pill Pavilion, representing the Dragonlands."
His gaze once again settled on Spike. "Especially you, Liang Xuan."
The room was thick with a mix of awe, ambition, and respect. The presence of the Pill God had reinvigorated the spirit of every practitioner in the room, making them yearn to delve deeper into the mysteries of alchemy.
“And so, I’d like to give you all a new challenge… surprise me,” he said with a confident smile
The seemingly simple words of the Pill God, "Surprise me," ignited the hall like a wildfire. Every practitioner scrambled to think of the most complex, unusual, or innovative pill concoction they could. They were all too aware of the rare opportunity that lay in front of them: the chance to impress the Pill God himself.
Pots bubbled, fires flared, and various mystical herbs and elements merged into concoctions under the watchful eyes of these young talents. Auras of different colors, each representing a different stage of concoction or a different type of pill, filled the room.
In the midst of the frenzied activity, Bai Lian gracefully approached the Pill God, curiosity evident in her eyes. "Brother," she began cautiously, "your interest in Liang Xuan is unlike any I've seen you show towards a practitioner. Why is he so captivating to you?"
The Pill God watched as Spike, with an ease and precision that belied his age, meticulously crushed a rare herb. His voice was thoughtful as he replied, "I overheard the conversations about him and saw the way he dominated at the forge. His understanding and approach to various arts is... unique. It's as if he's combining knowledge from diverse sources and creating something entirely new."
Bai Lian nodded, her gaze too settling on Spike. "His prowess is undeniable."
The Pill God sighed slightly, "There's more to it, Bai Lian. Whenever I look at him, a sense of familiarity grips me. I can't place it, but it's as if I've seen those eyes, that stance, somewhere before. It's like a memory, just out of reach."
Bai Lian's eyes widened slightly. She had felt a similar sensation but didn't give it much thought earlier. "Could he be related to someone we know?"
The Pill God shrugged, "It's possible. But unless he chooses to reveal more about his past, we might never know."
They continued observing Spike and the others, waiting to see who would indeed surprise the Pill God that day. And while everyone was focused on their concoctions, Spike felt the weight of the Pill God's gaze and a sensation of being connected to a vast tapestry of history and destiny.
Pill making, as any skilled alchemist would know, was not just about mixing ingredients. It was a blend of precise calculation, intuition, and a profound understanding of the energies that every herb or ingredient held within. And of course, the patience and perseverance to keep experimenting.
As practitioners worked fervently, their hands moving swiftly, combining rare herbs, and focusing their energies, an array of auras emanated from the various furnaces. Many practitioners had successfully made pills, but they were mostly grade 1 or 2. Though these weren't extraordinary, for many newcomers, they were significant achievements.
The Pill God observed with a gentle smile, his eyes twinkling. He could see their passion and determination. Every now and then, he'd chuckle, commenting lightly on a particular combination or praising a novice's attempt. "The journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. Keep at it," he'd encourage.
In the midst of the fervent concocting, a distinct, deep blue hue emerged from Huang Da's furnace. The aura was serene but powerful, pulsating gently, drawing everyone's attention. Even the Pill God's eyes sharpened, his posture straightened slightly, clearly intrigued.
As the hue settled, Huang Da, with cautious hands, opened his furnace. Within lay a gleaming pill, radiating a cool blue light.
"Level 3 Foundation Forming Pill!" someone whispered in awe.
Huang Da looked equally surprised, and perhaps a touch overwhelmed. The Pill God approached, taking the pill gently between his fingers and inspecting it.
"Incredible," he murmured. "Such a refined pill is not easy to make, especially for someone of your experience, Huang Da."
Huang Da bowed deeply, "Thank you, Master. I combined some techniques I learned from my hometown with the teachings here."
The Pill God smiled, "This is what I love to see — innovation and fusion of techniques. Always remember, the world of alchemy is vast, and there's always something new to discover."
The hall buzzed with excitement. It was evident that this entrance exam had unveiled some truly promising talents. The Pill God's presence and his occasional insights were a source of inspiration for all. Everyone was eager to see who would impress him next.
The atmosphere in the hall was thick with excitement. Wang Feng walked over to Huang Da, giving him a hearty pat on the back, his smile broad and genuine. "Well done, Huang Da!"
While the hall echoed with praises for Huang Da, Long Wei, the perennial competitor, stood at the back, his face twisted in a mixture of envy and determination. He wasn't one to be overshadowed, especially not by Huang Da, whom he always considered inferior in the realm of intellect.
"If that musclehead can accomplish this," Long Wei muttered, casting a disparaging look in Huang Da's direction, "then surely I can outshine him."
With a surge of determination and a hint of recklessness, Long Wei increased the qi flow into his furnace, directing it with an intense concentration. Within moments, the entire hall was bathed in a dazzling golden light emanating from Long Wei's station. Whispers filled the air, and everyone's attention was now fixed on the source of the magnificent light.
As the luminance receded, a pill, shining with a pristine golden sheen, rested inside the furnace. A "Tier 5 Holy Pulse Pill", a rarity even among experienced alchemists. This pill was renowned for not only replenishing the qi within one's body but also enhancing the connection between the body's meridians, allowing for smoother qi flow. Many believed that taking it would elevate one's cultivation by leaps and bounds.
The Pill God approached Long Wei, his eyebrows raised in genuine surprise. "Impressive, young man. The Holy Pulse Pill is a treasure amongst pills. I didn't expect to see one today, especially not from a novice."
Flushing with pride, Long Wei responded, "Thank you, Master. It's all about understanding the balance and flow of qi."
As the hall buzzed with admiration, Long Wei's gaze settled on Chen Wei. Seizing the moment, he sauntered over, trying to appear nonchalant. "Impressed?" he smirked, his tone dripping with overconfidence.
Chen Wei looked at him, her expression unchanging, and replied coolly, "Your skills are commendable, but arrogance diminishes the beauty of any achievement."
Without waiting for a response, she turned her attention back to her furnace, leaving a slightly embarrassed Long Wei amidst the hum of murmured conversations and the gentle sizzle of concocting pills.
The air in the alchemy pavilion was thick with tension as furnace after furnace failed to produce any pill. Some practitioners faced minor explosions, causing billows of colored smoke, while others simply found their furnaces dimming out. The room was filled with the sounds of sighs and muttered frustrations.
In the midst of this, Chen Wei calmly infused her qi into her furnace, meticulously controlling the temperature and flow. When the furnace emitted a soft pink glow, she opened it, revealing a pill that shimmered like a pearl, but with a hint of iridescence that indicated its unique properties.
The Pill God, who had been moving about the room, offering encouragement here and advice there, paused at Chen Wei's station, studying the pill she had produced. "Ah, a Tier 3 'Luminous Mind Pill'. Excellent work, young lady. This pill is known to not only strengthen the mental faculties of the user but also to clear their mind, enhancing concentration and insight. Very few alchemists have managed to successfully concoct it, especially at such a young age."
Chen Wei bowed her head slightly in appreciation. "Thank you, Master. I've always believed that a strong mind is as important as a strong body."
Just then, Long Wei, still riding high on his earlier success, strolled over, his chest puffed out. "Well, it seems like we're the stars today," he remarked with a smirk.
Chen Wei rolled her eyes but remained polite. "Congratulations on your pill, Long Wei."
He leaned in closer, flashing a confident grin. "You know, maybe we make a good pair, both in alchemy and otherwise."
Without missing a beat, Chen Wei responded, "Maybe you should start consuming some of these Luminous Mind Pills, Long Wei. Then perhaps your brain would function as impressively as your alchemy skills."
Laughter rippled through the hall at Chen Wei's retort. Even the Pill God struggled to suppress a smile.
Undeterred, Long Wei leaned in with a cheeky wink, "If you made them especially for me, I'd consume them without a second thought."
This left Chen Wei momentarily taken aback, her cheeks flushing a hint of pink, not so much from flattery but from the audacity of his words. Trying to hide her embarrassment, she turned back to her workstation, hoping to end the exchange. The hall resonated with light-hearted banter, leaving an atmosphere of camaraderie among the practitioners.
Long Wei, his ego inflated by the day's achievements, turned his attention to Spike, who appeared unusually passive. Spike's workstation lay pristine, untouched.
"So, Liang Xuan," Long Wei drawled, using Spike's formal name and casting a sideways glance, "Have the forge and alchemy proven too challenging for you today? Or are you just here to spectate?"
Spike looked up, his eyes calm and composed. "I'm not here to compete, Long Wei," he replied, his voice measured. "But if it's a challenge you're looking for, then so be it."
With purposeful steps, Spike made his way to the repository of herbs and ingredients, meticulously selecting several items. As his hand hovered and picked, the Pill God's voice echoed throughout the room, naming each ingredient with a mix of surprise and curiosity.
"Starlight Grass? Silver Fern Root? Dragon's Heart Petal?" The Pill God's brows furrowed deeper with each name, trying to comprehend the combination Spike was assembling.
As Spike walked back to his workstation, he did something that left everyone, especially the Pill God, in shock. Without any measurements or preliminary preparations, he placed each ingredient directly into his furnace. The ingredients, known for their individual potency, were now combined in their rawest form, making it an unpredictable concoction.
Whispers filled the room, practitioners exchanging glances and murmurs of speculation. Long Wei's mocking grin faltered, replaced by a look of genuine curiosity. The Pill God's eyes remained locked onto Spike's furnace, trying to fathom what mysterious concoction the young man was attempting.
The tension was palpable, and the room brimmed with anticipation.
Long Wei's smirk widened, finding an opportunity to ridicule Spike further. "Oh, Liang Xuan," he laughed, "It's a waste to see such rare ingredients go to ruin. A true pill master knows the importance of precision and understanding. You can't just throw things together and hope for the best!"
He then turned towards the Pill God, attempting to rally him to his side. "Master, don't you agree? Such wasteful behavior shouldn't be tolerated in this esteemed pavilion."
Before the Pill God could respond, Chen Wei stepped forward, her voice dripping with pride and mischief. "Actually, Long Wei," she began with a grin, "Liang Xuan is recognized as a Level 2 Alchemical Master from the famed Guilvons Pill Division. The chief elders there even respectfully address him as 'Grand Master'. Do you think they would bestow such a title without reason?"
The room filled with collective gasps. The murmurs of surprise resonated from every corner. Bai Lian's eyes widened in astonishment, while the Pill God's face bore an expression of mixed shock and curiosity.
Just as everyone was trying to process this revelation, a spectacular change began to transpire at Spike's workstation. The furnace began to glow with a mesmerizing rainbow hue, illuminating the room with brilliant colors. The swirling light seemed almost hypnotic. As it started to dim, within the furnace lay a radiant, rainbow-colored pill, shimmering with intricate patterns and designs.
Everyone stared, captivated by its beauty. Its mere presence seemed to radiate power, but its name and purpose remained an enigma. The room was silent, with every eye locked onto the mysterious creation, each mind trying to comprehend the miracle they had just witnessed.
The Pill God, still trying to process what he had witnessed, stepped forward, his authoritative voice breaking the mesmerized silence. "Liang Xuan," he began, "what marvel have you brought forth?"
Spike glanced at the gleaming rainbow pill and said with pride, "I call it the 'Astral Regenesis Pill'. This Tier 8 concoction is designed to rejuvenate every cell, every fiber of the user's being. It can cleanse the meridians, revitalize damaged organs, reinforce bone structure, and even restore the most grievously damaged internal pathways. In essence, it grants the user a rebirth from within."
Long Wei, refusing to believe what he had just heard, scoffed audibly. "Preposterous! No pill can achieve such a feat. It's just a shiny gimmick!"
Spike turned to face him, his eyes cold. "If I made it, then it is no fake," he stated, his voice resolute.
But the Pill God intervened, bringing the focus back to the pill. "Liang Xuan, for the sake of the Pill Pavilion's honor and your claim, would you please select a practitioner here to test its effects?"
Spike's eyes roved over the crowd. Amidst the sea of eager faces, one stood out — a young girl, possibly in her mid-teens. She seemed to struggle with even the most basic of movements, each step wobbly, each motion clearly pained. Spike's discerning eye didn't miss the frailty that marred her frame. Her meridians were shattered, akin to broken glass. Her organs bore signs of chronic damage and her bones looked brittle, like they could crumble at the slightest touch. She was a living testament to extreme bodily trauma.
Moved by her condition, Spike approached her. "This pill," he began softly, looking into her hopeful eyes, "will give you a chance at a new life, free from pain and frailty." He gently placed the Astral Regenesis Pill in her trembling hand.
Every eye in the room watched intently, the air thick with anticipation.
The air in the room seemed to stand still, each moment stretching as the girl swallowed the pill. Within seconds, her body was enveloped by a radiant, rainbow-colored aura, beautiful yet intense. Then, without warning, she began to convulse violently, each spasm accompanied by heart-wrenching screams of pain. The luminous aura around her intensified, almost blinding everyone present.
Long Wei, seeing an opportunity to discredit Spike, roared in fury, "You monster! You've poisoned her! You've subjected an innocent to your cruel experiments! She’s just a cleaner!" His voice was thick with accusation.
But before the Pill God or anyone else could respond, the room fell silent. The blinding light had receded, revealing the girl's transformed figure. Gone was the skeletal frailty that had once defined her. Now, her body showcased strength, resilience, and a healthy vibrancy. Her once hunched back was now erect, and she stood tall, her newfound strength evident in her posture. Her once pallid complexion now glowed with health. The transformation was nothing short of miraculous.
But Spike wasn’t done. With a serious look, he approached her, saying, "Now, cultivate."
The girl, clearly overwhelmed, responded hesitantly, "But... I don't know how to..."
Without a word, Spike placed his hand gently on her forehead. The room watched in awe as knowledge seemed to flow from him into her. The girl’s eyes widened momentarily in realization, and then, as if instinctively, she started the cultivation process.
Around her, the very air began to pulsate with energy. With every few breaths she took, her aura exploded outwards in a burst of power, each stronger than the last, marking rapid advancements in her cultivation levels. Whispered murmurs filled the hall as onlookers tried to comprehend what they were witnessing. The speed at which she was progressing was unheard of!
Finally, after what felt like an eternity, her aura settled, leaving her in a serene state. She opened her eyes, and there was a depth to them that wasn’t there before — the mark of a seasoned cultivator.
Bai Lian, sensing the change, used her discerning eye to gauge her cultivation level. "By the heavens!" she gasped. "She's reached Martial Warrior stage 6!"
The room erupted into a mix of gasps, chatter, and disbelief. Despite being the youngest in the room and having had no prior experience with cultivation, the girl had now surpassed the majority of the practitioners present.
Long Wei's face had turned several shades of purple, his earlier bravado replaced with shock and disbelief. Chen Wei smirked, casting a knowing glance at Spike. The Pill God, meanwhile, was speechless, taking a moment to regain his composure before finally acknowledging, "Liang Xuan, today you've shown us the impossible."
The room was filled with a heavy silence, its weight pressing down on everyone present. The Pill God, after recovering from his initial astonishment, took a deep breath and approached Spike.
"Liang Xuan," he began in a tone filled with deep respect and earnestness, "that pill you crafted is beyond any I've seen in my years. The knowledge you possess is invaluable. Might you consider sharing the recipe with our academy?"
Spike met the Pill God's gaze evenly, his eyes reflecting wisdom far beyond his years. "Forgive me, esteemed Pill God, but that recipe contains certain secrets that could be catastrophic if they fell into the wrong hands. The Dragonlands is vast, and its politics complex. Such a pill could easily become a tool of manipulation or power, rather than healing."
The Pill God sighed, understanding the depth of Spike's concerns. Before he could continue the conversation, however, a figure clad in grand martial robes made a grand entrance, signifying the presence of a High-Elder from the Martial Arts Academy.
"Practitioners," the High-Elder's voice boomed, echoing through the hall, "Follow me for the martial arts tests."
The room quickly emptied out, the practitioners eager to prove themselves in another realm of expertise. Only Bai Lian and the Pill God remained, the weight of the recent events evident in their expressions.
"Luo Ming," Bai Lian addressed the Pill God by his given name, a hint of worry in her voice. "What do we do now?"
Luo Ming's gaze followed the retreating figure of the Dragonlord, who had been watching from the shadows. "Your husband, our Dragonlord, will undoubtedly try to entice Liang Xuan to join the Martial Arts Academy. The Formation and Weapon Refining elders too will make their moves, hoping to attract such a prodigy to their ranks."
Bai Lian nodded, her face grave. "But our Pill Academy..."
Luo Ming turned to look at her, his voice dropping to a whisper, laden with a heavy realization. "Bai Lian, we have to do the impossible. The knowledge Liang Xuan possesses far exceeds mine. It’s not a mere difference in levels; it's like comparing a mountain to a pebble. If he so desired, he could easily become the next Pill God of the Dragonlands before his twentieth year."
Bai Lian took a deep breath, steadying herself. The future of the Pill Academy, and perhaps even the Dragonlands itself, hinged on their next moves. Whatever they decided, one thing was clear: they needed Liang Xuan on their side.
Bai Lian, her eyes reflecting deep contemplation, spoke up, "What of the girl he saved? Hua Mina. Could it have been an act, a prearranged show?"
Luo Ming shook his head, the very idea seeming absurd to him. "It’s impossible. Hua Mina is the daughter of Elder Hua Zhen from our very own Pill Academy. I’ve known of her condition since her birth. The entire academy knows of her misfortune. Born with damaged meridians, weak bones, shattered internal organs... It was a wonder she even lived to this age. No act, no matter how well-conceived, could've changed her state so drastically in such a short span. What Liang Xuan did was genuine."
Just as Luo Ming finished speaking, the hall’s entrance doors swung open with a bang. Elder Hua Zhen and his wife, Lianhua, burst into the room, their faces a mix of hope and disbelief. They quickly spotted Hua Mina, standing tall, her body now radiating the aura of a Martial Warrior Stage 6 cultivator.
"Mina!" Lianhua cried, rushing to embrace her daughter, tears flowing freely.
Elder Hua Zhen, usually a stoic figure, was visibly shaken. He approached Luo Ming, his voice quivering with emotion. "Pill God, is this truly my daughter? Has she truly been cured?"
Luo Ming nodded. "Yes, Elder Hua. Thanks to Liang Xuan’s pill, she has been completely healed. It's nothing short of a miracle."
Elder Hua Zhen looked towards his daughter, a complex mix of joy and sorrow evident in his eyes. "Mina, never forget this day. Our family owes an immense debt to Liang Xuan, one that might never be repaid in its entirety."
Bai Lian, always quick-witted, seized the opportunity. "You know, Elder Hua," she began with a sly grin, "Mina will be of age to join the sect next year. During her time here, she could... try to persuade Liang Xuan to favor our Pill Division."
Hua Zhen looked at Bai Lian “You want me to force my daughter to seduce her savior?”
“Yes,” Bai Lian said plainly
The Pill God looked at Bai Lian, surprise evident in his eyes. "That's... an unconventional approach."
Bai Lian chuckled softly. "Luo Ming, if my youngest daughter were still single, and not betrothed, I assure you, both the Dragonlord and I would consider the same tactic. In these turbulent times, sometimes unconventional methods yield the best results." she said as she left to see the martial arts test.
“Thank God my wife blessed me with boys… all 10 of them,” Luo Ming thought as he returned to his office.
After Bai Lian and Luo Ming departed, the hall regained its peaceful ambiance. Elder Hua Zhen, with a complicated expression, gazed at his daughter, who seemed to be deep in thought. Lianhua, clutching Mina's hand, whispered, "Mina, what Bai Lian said was just a jest, you don't need to take it seriously."
But Mina's bright eyes gleamed with determination. "Mother, if there's even a slim chance that I can win over Liang Xuan, be it as a main wife or even just as a concubine, it would be a tremendous blessing for both our family and the Pill Academy."
Elder Hua Zhen's brow furrowed. "Mina, we are indebted to him, but you shouldn't be forced into doing something you don't wish to."
Mina gently shook her head, her voice firm. "Father, this isn't about debt anymore. Look at me, I'm standing here, healthy and brimming with Qi, all thanks to him. In a world where power and potential rule, Liang Xuan is a rising star, and aligning with him could ensure our family's prominence for generations."
Lianhua caressed Mina's cheek. "My dear, I want you to be happy. If this path is what you choose, I'll support you, but I don't want you to feel obligated."
Mina's smile was gentle but filled with resolution. "Mother, the world is full of obligations and choices. In the grand scheme of things, if I can secure our family's position and also be with a prodigy like Liang Xuan, wouldn't that be killing two birds with one stone?"
Both her parents exchanged glances, sensing the maturity and resolution in their daughter's voice. They knew that Mina's path was set, and all they could do was support and guide her through it.

	
		Chapter 23: Entrance Exam Part 4 [Blood and aliances "the fighters' strongest will"]



The open ground seemed to stretch endlessly, framed by verdant trees that bore witness to countless battles. Strategically placed torches around the ground illuminated the night, casting long, dancing shadows as practitioners prepared mentally for the impending martial arts exam.
Chen Wei approached Spike, her steps light and graceful. Her usually radiant face wore a veil of seriousness as she said, "Liang Xuan, that pill you made... it's unlike anything I've ever seen. Not even in ancient texts or from the stories of grandmasters from my family."
Spike glanced sideways at her, a subtle shadow crossing his face. "It's not something I intend to share, and I'd advise you not to probe too much into it."
She bit her lower lip, her brow furrowed with worry. "But Spike, you're delving into realms that even great practitioners dare not touch. You could be..."
He interrupted her gently, "In danger? Chen Wei, I've been in danger my entire life. What you witnessed today is just a fraction of what I've learned and experienced."
Chen Wei hesitated, a flurry of emotions flashing across her face. "But why? Why take such risks?"
He smiled faintly. "In this world, only with great risk can one achieve great reward. Besides," Spike looked around at the sea of potential competitors and allies, "knowledge is the only tool that ensures survival."
Sensing his wish to end the topic, Chen Wei sighed. "Alright, but promise me one thing. If ever you're in a situation you can't handle, let me help."
Spike chuckled softly, "You'd rush to the aid of someone you've known for such a short time?"
She smirked. "Who wouldn't want to be on the good side of a potential Pill God?"
Just then, a sonorous gong sounded, signalling the start of the martial arts test. The participants took their positions, awaiting instructions.
Spike whispered, more to himself than to Chen Wei, "Let's see what this academy values in its fighters."
The two readied themselves, knowing that the trials ahead would not only test their strength but also the bonds they had begun to forge.
The bustling crowd fell silent as the Grand-Elder of the Martial Arts division stepped onto the main platform. He was a tall and imposing figure, with deep-set eyes that held the weight of numerous battles and decades of cultivation. His aura was so powerful that it seemed almost palpable, pressing down on the practitioners like a heavy blanket. Even those who were unfamiliar with him could sense the overwhelming might and authority that he wielded.
He raised his hand, signaling for complete silence. "Young practitioners," his voice boomed, echoing across the vast ground, "Today, you stand on this sacred battleground to prove your worth to the Dragonlord Sect. To show that you have the mettle, the strength, and the determination to be considered among the elite."
He paused for a moment, allowing his words to sink in. "The rules of this test are simple. It will be a classic tournament style, with one-on-one duels. Each match will continue until one contestant yields or is unable to continue. However, I must emphasize this - there will be no killing or crippling. We are here to gauge your skill and potential, not to witness a bloodbath."
A murmur of agreement passed through the crowd. The Grand-Elder continued, "Those who violate this rule will not only be disqualified but will also face severe consequences. Remember, the true mark of a warrior is not just in their power but in their restraint and honor."
He waved his hand, and a massive, intricately detailed bracket appeared in the air behind him, shimmering with a mystical blue glow. Names of the participants were written on it. "Your opponents have been decided at random. Once your name is called, step into the ring. The last one standing will not only gain immense honor but also special privileges within the sect."
He concluded, "Fight with honor. Show us your spirit. And may the most worthy prevail."
As the Grand-Elder's words resonated in the hearts of the participants, the first set of names lit up on the bracket. The atmosphere was thick with tension and anticipation as the first pair of competitors made their way to the center of the battleground, ready to showcase their martial prowess.
Maar was buzzing with energy, her eyes darting to the arena, eager to prove herself. But as she was about to head into the crowd, Spike grabbed her arm, pulling her back. She looked at him, surprised.
"Air on the side of caution," Spike warned, his tone serious. "Don't let your excitement get the best of you."
Maar frowned, pulling her arm free. "I know how to handle myself, Spike."
Before Spike could retort, two figures approached them. One had bright blond hair, standing tall with a radiant smile, while the other was slightly shorter with raven-black hair, blue eyes observing them quietly.
"Hey there!" the blonde one greeted enthusiastically, extending his hand to Spike. "I'm Zhang Yuan, and this is my older twin brother, Zhang Jie."
Spike, although wary, shook Zhang Yuan's hand, his eyes glancing over to the quieter brother, who just nodded in acknowledgment.
"You know," Zhang Yuan continued, "Your alchemy skills were impressive back at the pavilion. That pill... Never seen anything like it."
Spike offered a polite nod, his guard still up. "Thank you."
Zhang Jie, though silent for the most part, chimed in with a calm tone, "Your abilities are commendable."
Spike couldn't shake off his unease. He knew the twins were Changeling-born, a fact that set him on edge due to his past experiences. The Changeling clans, in his previous life, had an unsettling alliance with the Demon clans, and it was hard for Spike to trust them wholly.
Zhang Yuan seemed to pick up on Spike's hesitation. "Hey, I know our kind might have a... complicated history, but we're not all the same. Just give us a chance, yeah?"
Spike considered Zhang Yuan's words, realizing he might be generalizing based on his past experiences. "It's not you," Spike finally admitted, "it's just the history."
Zhang Jie, for the first time showing emotion, flashed a hint of a smile, "History is written by the winners, but future is decided by those who are willing to change."
Maar watched the interaction curiously. She hadn't had much exposure to the Changeling clans and was interested to see how things would unfold. She whispered to Spike, "They seem genuine. Maybe it's time to let go of old grudges?"
Spike just nodded, still contemplating Zhang Jie's words. Maybe this new world was offering him a chance for new beginnings and friendships.
Zhang Yuan chuckled, revealing a playful grin. "You know, if you find our names too formal, you can call me Thorax." He motioned to his quieter twin, who was already shooting him a warning glance. "And him? Pharynx."
Spike raised an eyebrow, amused, "Thorax and Pharynx? Those are... unique choices for nicknames."
Maar, trying to contain her laughter, added, "I mean, aren't those parts of insects and throats?"
Thorax laughed, "Exactly! It's a funny story actually. When we were kids, we used to be quite the daredevils. The nicknames are from our first significant injuries. I had a nasty collision and hurt my thoracic region," he pointed to his chest, "and thus, Thorax."
Spike and Maar turned their attention to Pharynx, who looked more irritated by the second.
"Go on, tell them," Thorax nudged his brother, his eyes dancing with mischief.
Pharynx sighed deeply, running his fingers through his raven-black hair. "Fine. I choked on a beetle when I was two," he admitted reluctantly, his voice dripping with embarrassment.
Thorax burst out laughing, clapping his hands. "Every time! It never gets old!"
Pharynx glared at his brother, but there was no real heat behind it. "I told you it was a warrior's beetle! It was practicing for future battles."
Maar couldn't help herself, she laughed, covering her mouth with her hand. "A warrior's beetle? That's a new one."
Spike, chuckling, offered, "Well, Spike and Maar aren't exactly the most common names either. We've all got our quirks."
Thorax nodded, his grin returning. "Exactly! Life's too short to have a boring name or story, right?"
Spike smiled, feeling more at ease with the twins. Maybe, just maybe, they could be trusted after all.
Thorax leaned in closer, sharing a somewhat secretive smile, "Believe it or not, we're here not just for the test. We're 'good-will ambassadors' from the Phantom Changeling Sect. And there's more to it."
Spike's ears perked up at the mention of the Phantom Changeling Sect, his eyes wary. But Maar was the one to voice her surprise first, "Ambassadors? Here?"
Thorax nodded, and then with a smirk, dropped the bombshell, "Yes, and it's official now. Our sect has recently become allies with the Crimson Phoenix Sect. And how, you ask? Through marriage. My marriage to be exact."
Maar's eyebrows shot up. "Marriage? To whom?"
Thorax grinned, "Huo Yan, the Dragonlord's fourth-youngest daughter."
Maar gasped, "Ember?!"
Spike, unfamiliar with the internal relationships and dynamics, looked between Maar and Thorax for context.
Maar shook her head in disbelief, "But Ember... I mean, Huo Yan, is anything but the marital type. We grew up together, and I know for a fact that she's more inclined to punch someone than to marry them."
Thorax chuckled, "That's exactly how we met. At a combat meet between our sects. She tried to punch me, and well, I responded in kind."
"You... beat Ember in a fight?" Maar looked at him incredulously. Everyone knew Huo Yan's fierce reputation.
Pharynx, who had remained silent all this while, smirked, "It was quite the spectacle."
Thorax rubbed the back of his head sheepishly, "It took her by surprise too. But from that fight, respect was born. And from respect, well, feelings blossomed. It's a bit cliche, I admit, but true."
Maar was still in a state of shock, "Ember... married... because of a fight."
Thorax laughed, "In a way, yes. Love has a funny way of showing up, doesn't it?"
“I still can’t believe it,” Maar said
“Well, it is true that there is more to it, but, after you left, I realized that, if I was ever going to marry someone, that person had to be far stronger than me... and well... Thorax meets the criteria," Ember said as she walked up to them.
As Maar and Ember continued their light-hearted banter, a sudden realization dawned upon Maar, causing her to squint her eyes and analyze the two before her. "Hey, wait a second," she blurted out, pointing first at Spike and then at Ember, "You two... You look... similar!"
Ember, caught off guard, took a step closer to Spike, examining his features with a mix of confusion and curiosity. "Now that you mention it," she murmured, tilting her head. Spike's eyes met Ember's, and as if looking into a mirror, he noticed the undeniable similarities - the distinctive curve of their noses, the unique arch of their brow bones, and the striking resemblance of their cheekbones.
Spike, as equally surprised, ran his fingers over his facial features and then gestured to Ember, "This is... unexpected."
Ember blinked, trying to process the revelation. "Did we just discover a long-lost relative at the sect's entrance exam?" she said half-jokingly.
Maar giggled, "Who would've thought! But, look at you two! It's like you were separated at birth."
The surrounding practitioners, catching onto Maar's observation, began whispering among themselves. The sudden resemblance between two contestants, one from the renowned Crimson Phoenix Sect and the other, a mysterious newcomer with exceptional pill-making abilities, became the new hot topic of discussion.
Spike raised an eyebrow, "I've never heard of any family ties in the Dragonlands. My grandmother never mentioned anything either."
Ember shook her head, "Same here. But I must admit, this is both intriguing and... weird."
Thorax, joining the conversation, joked, "Well, if you two ever plan to swap places for a day to play tricks on people, let me know in advance."
The light-hearted comment broke the tension and the group laughed. But deep down, both Spike and Ember were curious about this newfound connection, wondering if fate had more in store for them than they initially thought.
Thorax's quip had elicited chuckles from the group, but Spike, ever the witty one, smirked and retorted, "Well, Thorax, while our faces might be similar, I'm at least a foot taller than Ember. Plus, I don't exactly have her... ahem... generous chest."
The surrounding laughter grew louder, but it was cut short by Ember's fiery eyes locking onto Spike's mischievous ones. Without a moment's hesitation, she threw a solid punch towards Spike's gut, expecting him to double over in pain.
The onlookers gasped, awaiting Spike's reaction. To their astonishment, while Spike did kneel from the unexpected force of the punch, Ember was the one who seemed to be in more distress. She groaned, shaking her now aching hand, as her knuckles throbbed with pain. "Damn it, Spike!" she cried, "What did you do? Forge your abs from iron?"
Spike, catching his breath but clearly less affected than one might expect, chuckled, "Should've warned you, Ember. Not just a pretty face, you know."
Maar, trying to stifle her laughter, chimed in, "Well, looks like we've discovered another thing today, apart from your uncanny resemblance: Never punch Spike in the stomach."
Zhang Jie, usually the quiet one, grinned, "Note taken."
As the group laughed and the playful tension eased, it was clear that this entrance exam was turning into an eventful day, filled with unexpected revelations and newfound friendships.
The group's jovial mood was suddenly shattered by a high-pitched scream, immediately followed by a heavy thud. Everyone swiftly turned their attention to the source of the commotion. They saw a young practitioner sprawled out on the ground, clutching his leg, his face contorted in agony. A few paces away stood a tall, imposing figure, radiating a dominant aura.
With his arms crossed and an air of arrogance, Huang Da smirked, looking down at the fallen practitioner. The latter's breathing was ragged, and he was clearly in severe pain. It seemed Huang Da had displayed no mercy despite the rules explicitly forbidding grievous harm.
The elder of the Martial Academy, a seasoned warrior with silver hair and a stern expression, stepped forward, his voice echoing across the grounds, "Huang Da wins and advances to the next round!"
There was a momentary silence as everyone processed what had just occurred. It was broken by Maar's hushed whisper, "Isn't Huang Da from the Iron Talon Sect? They're known to be ruthless. That poor guy didn't stand a chance."
Zhang Jie nodded, "The Iron Talon Sect's reputation precedes them. We should be wary of them during this test."
Ember clenched her fists, anger evident in her eyes. "This is supposed to be a fair competition! Using such tactics is dishonorable!"
Spike, ever observant, added, "This is more than just a test of skill. It's also a test of character, and it seems Huang Da just showed his true colors."
Thorax sighed, "We should all be on our guard. With competitors like Huang Da, this entrance exam is going to be as much about strategy and alliances as it is about martial prowess."
The group nodded in agreement, mentally preparing themselves for the challenges ahead. Each of them knew that this test would not be straightforward. Allies would be as important as personal skill, and they had to be ready for anything and anyone.
Spike swiftly maneuvered through the crowd, reaching the fallen practitioner. He knelt down beside him, concern evident in his eyes. Extracting a small pill from his pocket, he offered it to the young man, "Here, take this. It'll help."
The practitioner looked skeptically at the pill for a moment but, recognizing Spike as the boy who had produced the miraculous pill earlier, he gratefully accepted it, swallowing it down. Almost instantly, the color returned to his face, and the pain that had previously contorted his features disappeared. With Spike's assistance, he gingerly got to his feet, testing his weight on his previously injured leg. Astonished, he looked at Spike with wide eyes, "What was that?"
"Just a basic healing pill," Spike responded modestly. "Now, tell me, what exactly happened up there?"
The practitioner took a deep breath, "I lunged at Huang Da with a basic strike, but then he countered with this odd, twisting move. It felt like he was pulling the air around me, and the next thing I knew, I was airborne, flying across the stage. By the time I realized what was happening, I had already crashed to the ground."
Spike raised an eyebrow, deep in thought. "From your description, it sounds like the 'Whirlwind Reversal' technique. It's a counter move, redirecting the opponent's force and using it against them. But if you were sent flying that far, it means Huang Da hasn't mastered it. The technique is meant to redirect, not repel with such force. He clearly didn't control his power output."
The practitioner nodded, "That makes sense. But, I've never heard of the 'Whirlwind Reversal' technique."
"It's a high-tier martial technique, not something commonly taught to beginners. Huang Da must have had some elite training or access to rare manuscripts," Spike speculated.
"Thank you for helping me," the practitioner said gratefully, extending a hand to Spike. "I'm Li Feng."
Spike shook the offered hand, "Liang Xuan. Just be more cautious in your next matches, and always expect the unexpected."
Li Feng smiled, nodding, "I'll remember that. And thanks again."
As Spike returned to his group, he couldn't help but feel a growing sense of unease. The competition was revealing not just the martial skills of the participants, but also their character, intentions, and the depths they would go to claim victory.
The High Elder's commanding voice echoed throughout the arena, drawing everyone's attention. "Zhang Yuan! Step forward!"
Thorax, his blond hair catching the sun's rays, moved confidently towards the stage, drawing murmurs from the crowd. His opponent was a burly young man named Lei Tian, known for his brute strength and ferocity in combat. He wore heavy gauntlets, signifying his preference for close combat.
The two combatants met eyes for a brief second, acknowledging each other's presence and the challenge ahead. The tension was palpable, the audience's anticipation building with each passing second.
"Begin!" The High Elder's shout was the only push they needed.
Lei Tian, in line with his reputation, lunged first. He moved like a bull, charging forward, aiming to use his weight and momentum to overpower Thorax. But Thorax stood his ground, showing no sign of fear or hesitation. Instead, his fingers lightly caressed the hilt of the sword by his side.
Dancing to the side, Thorax evaded the head-on collision, letting Lei Tian crash into the barrier behind. Taking advantage of Lei Tian's momentary disorientation, Thorax drew his sword in one smooth motion, the blade gleaming under the sun.
Lei Tian, realizing his folly, quickly turned around, his gauntlets glowing with a faint aura, indicating he was about to use a martial technique. However, Thorax was already two steps ahead. With the agility of a cat, he sprung forward, his sword leaving a trail of light in its wake.
And then, in a swift, powerful move, Thorax executed a circular slash, aiming for Lei Tian's legs. While it was not a deadly strike, it was precise enough to cut through the aura around Lei Tian's gauntlets, causing him to lose his footing and topple to the ground.
The entire arena fell silent for a second, taking in the unexpected outcome. Here was Thorax, a changeling, having defeated one of the academy's more formidable students using not just power, but precision and strategy.
The High Elder nodded in approval. "Zhang Yuan is the victor!"
Thorax, sheathing his sword, extended a hand to help Lei Tian up, demonstrating sportsmanship. Lei Tian, though slightly embarrassed, accepted the hand and stood up, acknowledging his defeat gracefully.
As Thorax returned to his group, Spike clapped him on the back. "Impressive swordplay there."
Thorax grinned, "Thanks, Spike. It's all about waiting for the right moment."
The matches continued, but the buzz among the crowd was undeniable. Everyone was talking about the surprise of the day - the skill and elegance of a changeling named Thorax.
“Well done my love,” Ember said as she kissed Thorax
The group, still buzzing from Thorax's win, immediately moved to congratulate him. Chen Wei (Maar) was smiling, though she still looked slightly taken aback by the show of public affection between Thorax and Ember.
As Ember pulled away from a celebratory kiss, Maar shook her head, muttering, "I'm still trying to get used to all of this." The dynamic between the fiery Ember and the calm Thorax was something everyone was still adjusting to.
As if on cue, the High Elder's voice boomed again, "Zhang Jie! Step forward!"
All eyes turned towards Zhang Jie, who, unlike his more flamboyant twin, moved with quiet dignity. His raven-black hair swayed gently, and his piercing blue eyes were focused solely on his opponent, a tall, lanky practitioner named Qiu Feng, known for his speed and agility.
As the signal was given, Qiu Feng immediately dashed forward, aiming to strike Zhang Jie with a swift palm strike. However, in what seemed like a mere blink of an eye, Zhang Jie moved. It wasn’t a simple dodge or parry. Instead, it was a fluid motion, merging defense with offense.
Zhang Jie executed a move that left most of the spectators, even seasoned ones, gaping. He sidestepped the attack while simultaneously twisting his opponent's arm, drawing him in, and then released a burst of energy right into Qiu Feng’s midsection.
Qiu Feng was sent flying, landing several feet away, clearly winded and unable to continue.
The High Elder, impressed, declared, "Zhang Jie is the victor!"
The entire audience was whispering among themselves, trying to identify the technique Zhang Jie had used. It was Thorax who finally spoke up, his voice filled with pride. "That was the 'Phantom Serpent Strike', a legendary changeling technique. It was believed to be lost to time, but my brother managed to not only rediscover it but also perfect it."
Spike, clearly impressed, said, "That was... incredible."
Zhang Jie, ever the man of few words, merely nodded in acknowledgment, while Thorax beamed, clearly proud of his twin's accomplishment.
The arena was abuzz with the prowess of the changeling brothers. Their reputation in the sect was surely going to skyrocket after today.
As Zhang Jie returned from the arena, Spike stepped forward, extending a hand in congratulations. "Impressive move, Pharynx," he commented with genuine admiration.
Pharynx, nodding, took Spike's hand in a firm grip. "Thank you, Spike," he replied, his usually cold demeanor softening just a touch.
While the group chatted and celebrated the twins' victories, Spike's mind wandered inwards. He knew better than most about the benefits of forming strong alliances, especially with those who possessed unique skills. The Zhang twins' ability to not only recreate but also master any martial art technique they observed was nothing short of astounding. Their shapeshifting skills, inherited from their Changeling ancestry, only added another layer of intrigue.
With allies like these, Spike mused internally, not only will I have powerful backup in any physical confrontation, but the myriad of opportunities the changelings could provide in information gathering and espionage is vast. Their shapeshifting would be invaluable in intelligence operations.
Spike also considered the other side of the coin. If, for some reason, the Zhang twins were to become adversaries, their combined knowledge and skills would make them formidable enemies. Spike wasn't afraid of challenges, but he was strategic enough to know that some battles were best avoided altogether.
Better to have the twins as allies than adversaries. Not just for their combat prowess, but for the vast knowledge they bring, Spike concluded.
Coming out of his introspection, Spike caught Ember's mischievous grin as she teased Maar about a childhood memory. It was moments like these that solidified his decision. Friends, alliances, shared memories, and trust would make them an unbeatable team.
Taking a deep breath, Spike made a mental note to spend more time with the Zhang twins and get to know them better. The future of their relationships seemed promising, and Spike intended to nurture it.
The sun was beginning its descent, casting the entire martial arts ground in a golden hue. Most practitioners had already demonstrated their abilities, with each match more intense and thrilling than the last. Long Wei and his group, in particular, displayed skills that were nothing short of extraordinary. Huang Da was the standout, showing off a level of martial arts that made even some of the older practitioners whistle in admiration.
Now, the name everyone had been waiting for resounded throughout the arena. "Chen Wei, step forward!"
Maar's heart raced as she stepped onto the stage. This was her first real battle, and the nerves were apparent. Sweat glistened on her forehead, and her fingers twitched at her side. She could feel the eyes of everyone upon her, but she focused on Spike. He was her anchor in this overwhelming sea of tension.
Spike caught her gaze and nodded subtly towards her, reminding her of the martial arts technique they'd practiced from the ancient scroll. It was a move that required precision, speed, and utmost confidence. But if executed correctly, it was unbeatable.
Chen Wei stepped onto the platform. Her opponent, Qian Min, was known for her nimble footwork and quick strikes. As the two faced off, the tension was palpable. Spike could see the nerves in Maar's posture, the slight trembling in her hands, the rapid rise and fall of her chest.
The signal to begin was given, and almost instantly, Qian Min was on the offensive, darting forward with a series of rapid jabs and kicks. Maar, caught off guard, barely managed to deflect the blows. Each dodge, each parry, seemed to take Maar closer to the edge of the platform. The audience watched in suspense, whispers of doubt spreading among them.
Maar tried to find an opening, tried to get her bearings, but Qian Min's relentless assault left her with little room to breathe. It was clear that the latter had more experience and had been in many fights before.
Spike clenched his fists, feeling helpless. He wanted to shout, to give Maar guidance, but he knew she had to find her own way through this. In the midst of the chaos, Maar's eyes locked onto Spike's for a split second, and he motioned subtly to the scroll they'd studied together.
Gritting her teeth, Maar managed to parry one of Qian Min's punches, using the momentum to distance herself briefly. This gave her a momentary reprieve, a second to catch her breath and refocus. She remembered the move from the scroll, a technique that involved using the opponent's strength against them. It was a risky move, especially against an opponent as swift as Qian Min, but it was all Maar had.
As Qian Min lunged forward, Maar sidestepped, redirecting Qian Min's momentum and using a sweeping leg move to destabilize her. As Qian Min stumbled, Maar swiftly moved behind her, locking one arm around Qian Min's neck and using the other to pin her dominant hand.
The move was executed flawlessly. The momentum shift was so sudden that the audience was left in awe. Qian Min struggled, but Maar's grip was ironclad. After a few tense moments, Qian Min tapped Maar's arm, signaling her surrender.
The High Elder announced, "Winner, Chen Wei!"
The audience erupted in applause, and Maar, panting heavily, made her way off the stage, relief evident in her eyes. Spike rushed to her side, enveloping her in a proud hug.
"You did it," he whispered, his voice filled with pride. "You remembered the move."
Maar nodded, her eyes shining with tears of relief. "Thanks to you, Spike."
The two shared a moment, basking in the triumph of the battle, knowing that the trials ahead would be even more challenging. But for now, they had this victory to cherish.
As the sun cast its last orange and purple hues across the horizon, the name that had been on everyone's lips was finally called out. "Liang Xuan, step forward!"
A hushed silence settled over the crowd. The intrigue surrounding Spike's earlier display of profound knowledge in pill-making had spread like wildfire. Now, every elder, disciple, and spectator wanted to see if his martial prowess matched his medicinal skill.
His opponent was a strong, broad-shouldered young man named Luo Feng, a practitioner known for his brute strength and no-nonsense approach to combat. The man exuded confidence, his eyes set with determination as he sized up Spike.
But Spike seemed unfazed. Clad in his flowing robes, his posture relaxed, he stepped onto the stage, unsheathing the sword he had been gifted. It gleamed in the dying light, and the intricate engravings shimmered mysteriously.
The battle commenced.
Luo Feng launched himself forward, using his weight to gain momentum in a powerful lunge. But Spike seemed to predict his movements. With an almost casual elegance, he sidestepped, letting Luo Feng's momentum carry him past.
Twisting his body, Spike unleashed the sword technique he'd practiced. It was a beautiful dance of blade and body, a symphony of flowing movements that seemed almost choreographed. To the untrained eye, Spike seemed to be merely swaying with the sword. But every twist, every turn was a masterstroke, parrying and countering Luo Feng's every move.
It was the epitome of grace versus brute force.
In one particularly impressive sequence, Spike, using just the flat of his blade, redirected Luo Feng's punch so that it only grazed him. And in the same motion, his sword traced an arc in the air, lightly tapping Luo Feng on his shoulder, indicating a clear hit.
The entire duel lasted no more than a couple of minutes, but to those watching, it felt like an eternity of martial brilliance.
The final move saw Spike elegantly dodging a sweep from Luo Feng, twisting his sword in a circular motion, and lightly tapping the back of Luo Feng's knee. This caused Luo Feng to lose his balance and stumble forward, effectively ending the match.
The audience was in awe. A chorus of applause, cheers, and gasps echoed around the arena. The elders nodded appreciatively, clearly impressed with Spike's mastery over the sword technique.
Luo Feng, although defeated, offered Spike a respectful nod. He had been bested by a superior opponent and acknowledged it gracefully.
As Spike sheathed his sword and stepped off the stage, the crowd's admiration was palpable. But for Spike, it wasn't about the applause or recognition; it was about demonstrating his growth, prowess, and, above all, the endless potential of the martial way.
As the final clash of the day concluded, the High Elder of the Martial Arts Division, a grizzled man with a long white beard, stood up, his voice commanding attention. "We've witnessed commendable fights today. All participants and audience are to leave now and return tomorrow for the final bouts. Rest well, for tomorrow will test the very limits of your skills!"
The vast crowd started to disperse, the sounds of discussion about the day's events filling the air. Zhang Yuan as he had come to be known, approached Spike, Maar, and Ember with a beaming smile. "Today was extraordinary! How about we celebrate with some food? There's this amazing restaurant downtown I'd love for you all to try."
Maar, raised an eyebrow. "If it’s the one you keep talking about that serves the fiery crab soup, then count me in!"
Ember chuckled, "Anything to cool down after today's heated matches."
Spike, feeling the adrenaline slowly fading away from his system, nodded. "Sounds like a plan."
As the new group of friends made their way out, their laughter and light-hearted banter a stark contrast to the intense battles of the day, a separate discussion was taking place in the grandstand.
The elders had congregated around a figure who radiated power and authority - the Dragonlord. They whispered among themselves, throwing surreptitious glances at Spike's retreating figure.
Elder Bai Lian, her brows knitted in thought, broke the silence, "What Liang Xuan demonstrated today was not just skill, but a profound understanding of martial arts that we've not seen in any disciple for decades."
Elder Qian, a thin man with sharp eyes, added, "His knowledge of pills, now this... he's a rare gem."
The Dragonlord, having listened to the whispers and praises, gazed thoughtfully at the horizon. After a long pause, he spoke, his voice deep and resonant, "I've seen countless talents rise and fall in my lifetime. Liang Xuan... he's different. I believe he's just started to unveil his potential. This is going to be interesting."
The weight of his words hung in the air as the elders exchanged knowing glances. Whatever the future held for Liang Xuan, one thing was certain – he was destined for greatness.
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The sun dawned brightly on the expansive grounds of the martial arts arena. From early morning, the atmosphere was palpably different. Today was not just another day of the entrance exam—it was the finals. Participants from the previous day mingled with excited onlookers, discussing strategies and predictions. Word of Spike’s impressive performance had spread like wildfire, and a large crowd had gathered just to witness the prodigious talent in action.
As the participants started warming up, Spike, Maar, Ember, Thorax, and Pharynx stood together. Their camaraderie evident, they looked more like a close-knit group of friends than competitors.
"Ready for the big showdown?" Ember asked, a twinkle of mischief in her eyes.
Maar rolled her eyes. "Just hoping I don’t embarrass myself."
Thorax laughed. "After yesterday? I think you'll be just fine."
Before Spike could say anything, a loud gong echoed through the air, signaling the start of the final battles. The High Elder took the center of the arena, his voice echoing, "Remember, while we value skill and technique, honor and discipline are equally crucial. No underhanded tactics will be tolerated. Fight well and make your mark!"
The first match pitted Zhang Jie (Pharynx) against a burly practitioner named Luo Feng. The arena was electric with tension. In a dazzling display of skill, Pharynx used his agility and changeling techniques to dodge Luo Feng's heavy blows, finally delivering a powerful palm strike to Luo Feng's chest, sending him sprawling. The crowd erupted in applause.
The sun was already high up in the sky as Zhang Jie, known as Pharynx, stepped off the arena. His opponent, sprawled on the ground, was swiftly carried away by attendants, leaving a clear stage for the next competitors. The atmosphere was thick with tension, and murmurs filled the air, each person in the audience eagerly awaiting the next match.
Huang Da, a tall figure with well-defined muscles and an aura of calm determination, stepped into the spotlight. His reputation as a rising star had grown quickly over the last day, and all eyes were on him now. Across the arena stood his opponent, a wiry and agile young man named Jun Mo, known for his quick reflexes and cunning strategy.
The elder officiating the match raised his hand, "Begin!"
Jun Mo wasted no time and darted forward, a blur of movement as he unleashed a rapid flurry of strikes aimed at Huang Da's vital points. But Huang Da, rather than evading or using any kind of Qi to shield himself, simply used his raw strength to block each strike, his body moving like a flowing river, redirecting Jun Mo's force.
The crowd gasped in astonishment as Huang Da grabbed one of Jun Mo's extended arms and effortlessly threw him into the air. Jun Mo twisted, attempting to land safely, but Huang Da was already there, sending a powerful punch to his midsection.
Jun Mo crumpled, gasping for air, as he crashed into the arena's boundary. The impact resonated through the grounds, sending a dust cloud into the air. The audience was in an uproar, whispers and exclamations of disbelief echoing from every corner. No one had anticipated that Huang Da would defeat his opponent using pure, unbridled strength, without invoking a hint of Qi or any magical technique.
Spike, watched with wide eyes, genuinely impressed “Even for him, who had seen countless battles in his past life, Huang Da's sheer physical prowess was astonishing. He turned to Maar, whispering, "That's raw power, untouched and unrefined. Incredible!"
Maar nodded in agreement, her gaze locked onto the arena. "I've never seen anything quite like it."
As the dust settled, the elder announced, "Winner, Huang Da!"
The crowd erupted into applause, some in admiration, others in shock, but all recognizing the sheer talent displayed. The finals were proving to be more extraordinary than anyone had anticipated. As Huang Da made his exit, the next contestants readied themselves, and the day’s events rolled on. But Huang Da's performance would undoubtedly be one of the highlights, a testament to the raw potential waiting to be honed within the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
Ember, or Huo Yan, took her position in the center of the arena. Her blue twin ponytails swayed lightly in the breeze, and her piercing red eyes zeroed in on her opponent: a tall, lean fighter named Xie Feng. Xie Feng, known for his Wind-Whisper Fist technique, had a reputation for being almost ethereal in his movements, striking from unexpected angles and slipping away before his opponents could retaliate.
The elder raised his hand, "Begin!"
Ember, without waiting, charged towards Xie Feng with unmatched ferocity. Xie Feng responded in kind, launching himself into the air and using his signature move, the "Whirling Wind Kick". But as his foot came down in a blinding arc, Ember executed the "Blazing Phoenix Spin", twirling in place and creating a vortex of fire around her. Xie Feng's kick met the flaming barrier, and he quickly withdrew, his foot slightly singed.
Recovering swiftly, Xie Feng initiated his "Silent Gale Punches", a series of rapid, almost invisible punches aimed at Ember. But she was ready. Using her "Inferno Guard" stance, she parried and blocked each of his strikes, her hands enveloped in controlled flames which threatened to burn Xie Feng if he got too close.
Seeing his attacks getting nullified, Xie Feng jumped back and began to chant, preparing his most potent technique, the "Tornado Wrath". A swirling gust of wind started to form around him, lifting dust and debris. But Ember wasn't going to wait. She unleashed her "Meteoric Blaze Strike", sprinting forward with such speed that she seemed to be a comet, her whole being wrapped in fierce flames.
Before Xie Feng could unleash his technique, Ember's fist, enveloped in the blazing aura, connected with his chest, knocking the wind out of him and sending him crashing to the arena's boundary.
The entire confrontation had taken less than a minute, but the intensity had the audience on the edge of their seats. As the smoke cleared, Xie Feng lay on the ground, defeated, while Ember stood tall, her breathing even, ready for the next challenge.
The elder, visibly impressed, announced, "Victory to Huo Yan!"
Ember gave a vow of acknowledgement to the elder and her defeated opponent before leaving the stage, her reputation further solidified as a formidable fighter. The crowd erupted in admiration, discussing the masterful techniques showcased by both fighters.
Spike, watching from the sidelines, couldn't help but think, "The Crimson Phoenix Sect is truly a place of legends. These battles are just the beginning."
Liu Mei stepped onto the arena, her fiery red hair reflecting the sunlight, giving her a surreal, almost ethereal glow. Her white robe was spotless, giving off a stark contrast to her hair. She had a reputation that preceded her, known for her technique "Crimson Dragon Dance", which was a blend of offensive strikes and fluid defense.
Maar, on the other hand, was visibly nervous. She took a deep breath, reminding herself of the techniques she had learned, especially the one from the scroll Spike had given her. She clenched her fists, took her stance, and awaited the elder's signal.
The battle began with Liu Mei launching a series of quick jabs, testing Maar's reflexes. Maar managed to parry them using her "Moonlit Mirage" technique, a defensive move that relied on quick footwork to evade attacks. Every time Liu Mei lunged, Maar seemed to shimmer and disappear, reappearing a few steps away.
Taking note of Maar's evasive tactics, Liu Mei decided to switch her approach. She began using her "Crimson Whirlwind" technique, spinning in place and delivering a rapid series of kicks. Maar, caught off guard, used her "Lunar Shield" technique to deflect the brunt of the blows.
For a while, it seemed like the two were evenly matched. Maar, taking the offensive for the first time, initiated her "Nightfall Strike", aiming a powerful punch at Liu Mei's chest. However, Liu Mei, using her renowned agility, performed the "Red Serpent's Evasion", slipping past Maar's attack and striking her in the ribs.
Staggering from the impact, Maar, in a last-ditch effort, employed the move Spike had taught her: the "Stellar Pulse Wave". Gathering her energy, she released a powerful shockwave, aiming to destabilize Liu Mei. And for a moment, it seemed to work. Liu Mei was pushed back, struggling to regain her footing.
But Liu Mei wasn't renowned without reason. Regaining her balance, she unleashed her signature move: the "Crimson Dragon Dance". It was a sight to behold. She became a whirlwind of motion, striking from all angles, her movements fluid and seamless, like a dance. Maar tried to defend herself, but the onslaught was relentless. With a final, powerful kick, Liu Mei sent Maar crashing to the ground.
The elder, seeing the conclusion, immediately announced, "Victory to Liu Mei!"
The crowd erupted into cheers, praising the techniques displayed by both fighters. Maar, although defeated, had shown promise and potential, having stood her ground against a renowned fighter like Liu Mei.
Spike rushed to Maar's side, offering a hand to help her up. "You did well," he whispered, pride evident in his eyes. Liu Mei gave Maar a nod of respect before exiting the arena, her reputation further solidified.
Thorax, or Zhang Yuan, confidently stepped onto the battleground, an air of self-assurance surrounding him. Opposite him stood Wu Jian, a tall, imposing figure with deep-set eyes and a chiseled physique. Wu Jian, from the Azure Eagle Sect, was known for his "Eagle's Talon" technique, which was a deadly combination of swift kicks and lethal punches.
The match began with a signal from the elder, and Thorax immediately closed the distance between him and Wu Jian. Using his "Changeling Mirage" technique, Thorax seemingly split into multiple after-images, confusing Wu Jian as to where the actual target was. This allowed Thorax to land a few quick hits on his opponent, catching him off guard.
However, Wu Jian quickly adjusted. Employing his "Eagle's Eye Perception", he was able to discern the real Thorax amidst the illusions. With a battle cry, he lunged forward with the "Eagle's Dive", a technique where he aimed a powerful aerial strike downward at Thorax.
Thorax, showcasing his agility, deftly evaded the attack using his "Lunar Drift" technique, a move that allowed him to flow like water, moving around his opponent in a circle. Seizing the opportunity, Thorax then utilized "Changeling's Grasp", aiming to immobilize Wu Jian by targeting his pressure points.
Wu Jian, sensing danger, released his inner energy to shake off Thorax’s attempts to restrain him. With a swift motion, he executed the "Eagle's Talon", a move in which he aimed a fast, straight punch at Thorax's chest. But Thorax had anticipated this. Using "Phantom Evade", he sidestepped the punch by a hair's breadth and landed a counterattack with his "Changeling Blade Strike", a sword move that involved a rapid succession of slashes.
The battle raged on, with both fighters exchanging blows, showcasing their mastery of martial techniques. The crowd was on the edge of their seats, not sure who would emerge as the victor. But as the minutes passed, it became apparent that Thorax's adaptability and fluidity were beginning to wear down Wu Jian.
Seizing his moment, Thorax unleashed his ultimate move: "Changeling Vortex". Creating a whirlwind around him, he trapped Wu Jian within, disorienting him with rapid strikes from all angles. With a final powerful kick, Thorax sent Wu Jian sprawling out of the designated fight area.
The elder, noting the conclusion of the bout, declared, "Victory to Zhang Jian!"
The crowd erupted in applause, with many impressed by the display of martial prowess from both fighters. Thorax gave a respectful bow to his opponent, who, despite his defeat, had shown immense skill and determination.
Wang Feng, unlike the previous competitors, did not possess an imposing figure or a daunting presence. However, amongst those who understood the profound mysteries of the martial world, he was a legend. His reputation was not built on brute strength or agility, but on the complex, intricate art of formations.
His opponent was Han Li, a practitioner known for his "Whirling Gale Punch" and "Mountain Splitter Kick". As Han Li stepped onto the battleground, he eyed Wang Feng with a mixture of intrigue and caution.
Without any preamble, Han Li charged forward, initiating his "Whirling Gale Punch", hoping to finish the fight quickly. But just as his fist was about to make contact, Wang Feng calmly placed a jade token on the ground. Instantaneously, a "Mystic Barrier Formation" sprang up, deflecting Han Li's attack.
Han Li, slightly taken aback, tried his "Mountain Splitter Kick", targeting the ground in an attempt to destabilize the formation. As his foot made contact, the formation glowed even brighter, absorbing the impact and redirecting the energy back at Han Li, sending him off balance.
Wang Feng then deployed another token, summoning the "Searing Blaze Formation". Flames danced around Han Li, trapping him in a circle. However, they didn’t burn him; instead, they created an intense heat, making it hard for him to breathe or focus.
Han Li, realizing the dangerous situation he was in, gathered his Qi and employed his "Cyclone Evasion" technique, creating a whirlwind around himself to dispel the flames. But Wang Feng was always two steps ahead. With a swift motion, he activated the "Lunar Chill Formation", encasing the ground beneath Han Li in ice. Han Li’s movements became sluggish as the cold seeped into his bones.
Wang Feng's expertise was evident. Every time Han Li made a move, Wang Feng countered with a perfectly chosen formation. It was like watching a grandmaster play a game of chess, always predicting and countering his opponent’s every move.
Han Li, realizing that direct attacks were futile, attempted a feint. Using his "Shadow Mirage", he created multiple images of himself, trying to confuse Wang Feng. But Wang Feng simply smiled and dropped another jade token. The "Mirror Reflection Formation" activated, reflecting the true Han Li amongst the illusions.
Cornered and outmaneuvered, Han Li was forced to admit defeat.
The audience was in awe. They had witnessed a unique battle, one that relied not on physical prowess, but on the intellect and mastery of formations. Wang Feng had demonstrated that in the world of martial arts, brains could triumph over brawn.
Long Wei, with his impeccable golden robes and a confident smirk that seldom left his face, stepped onto the battleground. His presence alone exuded an aura of arrogance and superiority. The disciples whispered among themselves; some admired his undeniable talent, while others loathed his insufferable arrogance.
His opponent was Lin Yu, a humble practitioner known for his "Silent Serpent Strike" and "Celestial Cloud Drift". Lin Yu's calm demeanor contrasted sharply with Long Wei's flamboyant entrance.
Without waiting for the traditional salute, Long Wei initiated his "Golden Phoenix Dive", shooting towards Lin Yu like a comet. Lin Yu narrowly evaded the move with his "Celestial Cloud Drift", creating distance between them. But Long Wei taunted, "Was that too fast for you? Should I slow down?"
Not letting the words get to him, Lin Yu focused and executed his "Silent Serpent Strike", aiming to land a precise blow on Long Wei. But with a dismissive wave, Long Wei activated his "Lunar Eclipse Shield", effortlessly deflecting Lin Yu's best move.
Dancing around his opponent, Long Wei utilized his "Heavenly Dragon's Roar", creating a sonorous blast meant to disorient. Lin Yu, momentarily stunned, found himself on the defensive as Long Wei relentlessly unleashed a barrage of moves like "Crimson Crane Flight" and "Emerald Tiger Pounce".
With each move Long Wei made, he taunted Lin Yu further. "Is this the best the so-called prodigy can do? I expected more," he mocked, laughing.
Lin Yu, gasping for breath, tried to mount a counter-attack using his "Thunderclap Palm", generating a booming sound as his palm thrust forward. Long Wei, however, countered with his "Silent Void Grasp", nullifying the sound and rendering the attack useless.
Seeing Lin Yu's diminishing stamina, Long Wei decided to end the show. He executed his famed "Imperial Sunflare Kick", a move so fast and powerful it seemed as if the sun itself was descending upon Lin Yu. Unable to defend against this ultimate move, Lin Yu was sent flying off the stage, crashing into the barriers.
Long Wei stood victorious, not even out of breath. "Perhaps next time they'll provide me with a worthy opponent," he declared haughtily, flicking his sleeves dismissively as he exited the stage.
The audience was torn. There was no denying Long Wei's immense talent and skill, but his arrogance left a sour taste in many mouths. Conversations buzzed about his technique, but many hoped that someone would eventually teach the self-absorbed prodigy a lesson in humility.
Liang Xuan, or Spike as many had come to know him, approached the battleground with a serene confidence. His previous battles had earned him respect among the disciples, and his uncanny resemblance to Ember caused a ripple of hushed whispers throughout the audience.
His opponent was Qian Lan, a seasoned fighter known for his "Celestial Chain Technique" and "Whirling Tempest Fist." Qian Lan, with his silver hair tied into a neat ponytail, stood with an air of quiet determination.
As the signal to begin was given, Qian Lan started with his signature "Whirling Tempest Fist." His arms moved in fluid, rapid circles, generating a visible gust of wind, attempting to trap Liang Xuan within its grasp. Spike, however, responded with his "Crimson Wave Dash," moving like a shimmering mirage, evading the cyclonic attack.
Qian Lan, surprised by Spike's agility, swiftly changed his strategy and deployed the "Celestial Chain Technique." Chains made of pure energy shot out from his palms, snaking their way towards Spike, attempting to bind him in place.
Liang Xuan countered with "Phantom Blade Waltz", a mesmerizing sword dance where his blade seemed to be at multiple places simultaneously, deflecting the chains and breaking Qian Lan's concentration.
Seeing an opening, Spike lunged forward with his "Dragon's Breath Strike", aiming straight for Qian Lan's chest. But Qian Lan, in a last-minute move, summoned his "Lunar Reflection Barrier", absorbing most of the impact.
The two combatants, mere feet from each other, now engaged in a series of rapid exchanges. Qian Lan executed his "Silver Comet Kick", while Spike retaliated with "Azure Sky Piercer." The crowd was at the edge of their seats, each move faster and more intricate than the last.
Sensing that the battle could not continue in this manner for much longer, Spike decided to play his trump card. Taking a deep breath, he invoked the "Emerald Serpent Spiral." Green ethereal serpents manifested from his aura, wrapping themselves around his arms and legs. Channeling their energy, Spike delivered a series of strikes that seemed to come from all directions.
Qian Lan, despite his best efforts to defend using his "Stellar Guardian Stance", was gradually overwhelmed by the onslaught. One final strike from Spike's "Verdant Vortex Sweep" sent Qian Lan spiraling to the edge of the arena, signaling the end of the match.
Liang Xuan stood calm and composed, offering a hand to help Qian Lan up. The audience erupted in applause, impressed by the remarkable skills displayed by both fighters. It was evident that Spike was not only a master alchemist but a formidable martial artist as well.
The high elder, an aged figure with an aura of majesty that commanded the arena, slowly rose from his elevated seat. The crowd, sensing the gravity of the moment, hushed, their attention riveted on the wise old man.
With a deep voice that resonated through the vast expanse of the grounds, the high elder began, "To the exemplary young warriors before me, I congratulate each of you for surpassing the challenges of the elimination rounds. You have demonstrated not only your martial prowess but also the heart of a true Crimson Phoenix Sect disciple."
He then began to list the names of the qualifiers, ensuring each received their due acknowledgment.
"Liang Xuan, with a harmonious blend of intelligence and strength, you have shown us a commendable performance."
"Zhang Yuan, or Thorax, your display of swordsmanship was a sight to behold, and your efforts today shall not be forgotten."
"Huang Da, a raw embodiment of strength and discipline. Your talent stands as a testament to your hard work."
"Huo Yan, or Ember, your fiery spirit and unyielding determination have clearly left a mark on this arena."
"Zhang Jie, Pharynx, you have revived legendary techniques from your clan and added to the lore of this competition."
"Liu Mei, your grace and strength have shown us the dance of combat in its most elegant form."
"Wang Feng, with your uncanny ability to use formations instead of direct martial prowess, you have given us all a lesson in strategy and wit."
"Long Wei, although your demeanor may need tempering, none can deny the skill and power you brought to the battlefield."
He paused for a moment, letting his words sink in. The audience erupted in applause, acknowledging the prowess of the young fighters who stood before them.
"The final stage of the tournament shall test not just your fighting ability but also your mental strength, strategy, and adaptability. It is the culmination of all you have learned and a reflection of your innermost spirit. Prepare well, for tomorrow, you will face challenges unlike any you have faced before. Dismissed."
With a final nod, the high elder turned and retreated from the arena, leaving the remaining practitioners with a mix of excitement, determination, and trepidation for what was to come.
The high elder had barely stepped off the stage when Long Wei strode up to him, confidence dripping from every step. His demeanor, so self-assured that it teetered on the edge of arrogance, drew the attention of everyone present.
"Elder," he began, voice filled with thinly veiled disdain, "My last match was...child's play. I did not train and hone my skills for years to be paired with such mediocre opponents."
The high elder turned to him slowly, his eyes never betraying any emotion. Long Wei continued, "I request a worthy opponent. I want a challenge."
For a moment, there was silence. The arena was thick with tension, every spectator, participant, and official hanging on the elder's next words. Finally, the elder's lips curled into a slight smile. "Very well. As you wish."
With a sweep of his hand, he pointed to the center of the arena. "Liang Xuan, step forward."
Spike, ever so calm, stepped onto the stage. Their gazes met, one filled with arrogance and the other with an unyielding spirit. The atmosphere was thick with anticipation. The two fighters, each remarkable in his own right, were about to collide.
Long Wei smirked, "Finally, someone worth my time."
Spike simply nodded, his stance relaxed yet alert. “To bad I can’t say the same thing about you,” he said plainly
The battle began with a rush. Long Wei, using the "Dancing Crane Technique", tried to overpower Spike with a barrage of swift kicks and punches. Each move was precise and powerful, displaying a mastery of his art.
But Spike was no pushover. He responded with the "Serpentine Shadow Step," a technique that allowed him to dodge and weave effortlessly around Long Wei's attacks, creating afterimages that confounded his opponent.
Long Wei, growing frustrated with being unable to land a direct hit, switched to the "Roaring Lion's Roar," a powerful palm strike technique aimed at breaking defenses and pushing the opponent back. The arena echoed with the powerful roars accompanying each strike.
Spike, recognizing the danger, shifted to a defensive posture, employing the "Silent Moon Blockade." This technique used the opponent's strength against them, deflecting attacks and creating openings for counter-strikes.
As the fight continued, both warriors unleashed a series of advanced techniques. Spike introduced the "Dragon's Breath Swordplay," where his blade moved like a whirling wind, forcing Long Wei on the defensive. Long Wei retaliated with "Golden Phoenix Dive," a move where he launched himself in the air, aiming to strike from above with lethal precision.
The arena became a symphony of moves, parries, and counterattacks, with both fighters evenly matched.
Finally, Long Wei, with a glint in his eyes, prepared his signature move, the "Imperial Dragon's Wrath." He gathered his energy, intending to end the fight with this single, powerful strike. Spike, sensing the impending danger, steadied himself, preparing his own counter.
The clash that followed was monumental, a burst of light and energy that had everyone shielding their eyes. When the dust settled, both fighters were still standing, each looking at the other with newfound respect.
The elder's voice echoed through the arena, "Enough!"
The fight was over. But the question of who had truly won was left unanswered, and the atmosphere was thick with anticipation for the next bout.
The high elder, sensing the rising tide of energy between the two fighters, warned, "Both of you, tone it down! This is an examination, not a battle to the death!"
But his words fell on deaf ears. Long Wei, a glint of madness in his eyes, let out a feral roar, and the very air around him began to shift and contort. It was as if an ancient beast was awakening. "Behold! The power of the Golden Fire Dragon!" he thundered.
From his back, ethereal red scales began to appear, glistening and shimmering in the arena's light. His pupils turned into elongated slits, and a pressure that could only be attributed to a powerful bloodline suppressed everyone in the vicinity.
Not one to be outdone, Spike closed his eyes for a moment, and when he reopened them, they gleamed crimson and green. The ground beneath him cracked, and a mighty aura enveloped him. "You're not the only one with a revered bloodline," he responded calmly. As he spoke, the air around him began to resonate with a celestial hum. "Demonfang Tiger Dragon bloodline!"
Golden feathers, ethereal and radiant, emerged from his back. A halo of golden light surrounded him, and an aura of a majestic bird could be felt emanating from him. The arena was filled with two mighty presences, the dragon and the phoenix, symbols of power and balance in their world.
Both bloodlines resonated against each other, creating a whirlwind of energies that threatened to tear the very foundation of the arena.
Long Wei initiated the first move with "Azure Dragon's Abyssal Claw," where his hands turned into dragon claws, aiming for Spike's heart. Spike, countering with the grace of his bloodline, executed the "Phoenix's Heavenly Dance," evading and deflecting Long Wei's attacks with elegance.
Seeing his initial attack thwarted, Long Wei channeled his bloodline's power for his next move. "Dragon's Oceanic Roar!" he bellowed. A powerful wave of energy surged from his mouth, intending to sweep Spike off his feet.
But Spike was prepared. Channeling the fiery essence of the Phoenix, he retaliated with the "Golden Blaze Barrier," which not only absorbed the energy of Long Wei's roar but also sent a counter wave of golden flames towards him.
The battle between dragon and phoenix was awe-inspiring. The crowd watched with bated breath as the two young warriors, embodiments of ancient, revered bloodlines, clashed in a display of unparalleled might.
As minutes felt like hours, a turning point emerged. Spike, sensing a momentary lapse in Long Wei's defense, executed the "Phoenix's Piercing Talon," a rapid dash followed by a precise strike aimed at Long Wei's core.
Long Wei, caught off guard, tried to counter but was too late. The strike connected, and he staggered back, the Azure Dragon's aura dimming. Spike's Phoenix, however, continued to shine brightly.
Realizing the power and potential of Spike's bloodline, Long Wei, for the first time, felt a flicker of doubt. Taking a deep breath, he deactivated his bloodline and conceded, "You are truly formidable, Liang Xuan."
The arena erupted in whispers and murmurs. The confrontation between the two titans had come to an unexpected end. The high elder, though initially stern, nodded in approval. Today, they had all witnessed a battle that would be etched in the annals of the sect's history.
Ember stepped onto the platform, her long blue hair, styled in two ponytails, swayed with each confident stride. Across her, stood Yan Qiao, a renowned fighter known for his control over the ethereal shadows. His obsidian eyes locked onto Ember's piercing red ones, setting the stage for the next intense showdown.
Without wasting a moment, Yan Qiao initiated the battle with "Shadows Embrace", causing shadows to dart from the ground aiming to trap Ember's feet. But Ember, quick as the wind, jumped up, her feet barely grazing the tendrils of darkness. From mid-air, she retaliated with a move from her clan's heritage, "Dragon's Breath Torrent". A powerful gush of wind imbued with fiery energy surged towards Yan Qiao.
Taken by surprise, Yan Qiao barely had time to erect his "Darkness Veil" which shielded him from the worst of the attack. However, the sheer heat from Ember's move made the veil waver.
Ember, seeing her opponent momentarily on the defensive, continued her onslaught. "Molten Lancer Strike!" she yelled. The very air around her seemed to ignite, as she darted towards Yan Qiao, her fist glowing hot like molten lava, aiming for his chest.
Yan Qiao, trying to fend off the incoming strike, quickly performed the "Shadow’s Descent" – melting into the ground and appearing behind Ember. But Ember, anticipating this move, turned swiftly and countered with "Dragon's Tail Sweep", a low powerful kick aiming to knock him off his feet.
Staggering but not defeated, Yan Qiao retaliated with one of his signature moves. "Eclipsing Shadows!" he bellowed. The arena darkened momentarily, as shadows multiplied, weaving and winding their way around Ember, trying to trap her.
However, Ember, with her acute senses, felt the warmth of the ambient light from above and unleashed "Dragon's Ascension". A spiraling vortex of fiery energy surrounded her, dispelling the shadows and shooting her upwards. From her vantage point, she took a deep breath, gathering energy for her next strike.
"Draconic Meteor Fall!" she announced. Infusing her energy with the pull of gravity, she descended rapidly towards Yan Qiao, her figure glowing bright like a falling star.
Yan Qiao tried to dodge, but the sheer speed and magnitude of Ember's move were overwhelming. The impact sent shockwaves throughout the arena, leaving a smoky silhouette where the two had clashed.
When the dust settled, Yan Qiao was on his knees, defeated but unharmed, and Ember stood tall, victorious.
The crowd erupted in applause and admiration. The combination of Ember's agility, adaptability, and powerful Draconic techniques had won the day. It was a battle that showcased not just brute strength but also strategy and foresight, making it one of the highlights of the day's events.
The atmosphere of the arena intensified as the two brothers, Thorax and Pharynx, stepped onto the platform. Everyone knew of the bond between them, and while it was common for siblings to compete in these tournaments, their close connection was palpable, making this match one of the most anticipated. Whispers ran through the crowd. How would two people, who share such a bond, truly battle one another?
With a nod of acknowledgment to each other, they took their stances. Thorax, with his poised elegance, contrasted by Pharynx's raw and aggressive posture.
Pharynx made the first move, charging forward with "Tempest Strike", a barrage of rapid punches imbued with a whirlwind's force. But Thorax, having trained with his brother and knowing his moves inside-out, gracefully sidestepped each blow, using "Gale's Embrace", a technique that turned his body as elusive as the wind.
Seeing the inefficacy of his initial onslaught, Pharynx shifted gears. He leaped back, summoning the power of "Twilight Mirage", where he created multiple shadowy duplicates of himself that rushed towards Thorax from all directions.
Thorax, however, was undeterred. With a serene expression, he performed "Lunar Reflection", a technique that used the light to reveal the real amongst the fakes. As the illusory copies vanished upon touching Thorax's shimmering barrier, the real Pharynx lunged from above, trying to catch him off guard with "Dusk's Descent".
Thorax looked up just in time, and their eyes met. In that split second, there was a mutual understanding. Thorax channeled his energy and performed "Celestial Grasp", summoning ethereal hands from the ground that caught Pharynx mid-air, momentarily halting his descent.
With Pharynx immobilized, Thorax took this opportunity to strike. Using "Solar Flare Pulse", he shot a concentrated beam of energy towards his brother. While not intended to harm, the sheer force of the move pushed Pharynx out of the arena's boundary.
As the dust settled, Thorax stood in the middle of the arena, the victor, while Pharynx was seen just outside the boundary line, smiling wryly at his brother.
The spectators erupted into applause, not just for the spectacle of their skills but for the underlying respect and understanding that permeated throughout the match.
The two brothers approached each other, Pharynx patting Thorax's back, "Good move," he whispered, to which Thorax replied with a humble nod, "You were formidable as always."
Their bond, rather than being a hindrance, had elevated their match into an exquisite dance of skills and strategy.
The crowd’s excitement didn’t dwindle after the electrifying match between the siblings. If anything, it heightened as Huang Da, the raw powerhouse, was about to face Wang Feng, the genius of formations.
Wang Feng began the battle by swiftly etching out intricate patterns on the ground using his "Mystic Glyph Array". Every stroke was methodical and precise, conjuring protective barriers and offensive traps that occupied the stage. The atmosphere tensed with anticipation as a web of interlocking arrays glowed brightly.
Huang Da, however, didn’t let this deter him. His raw physical strength, having been his most significant asset, was what he relied on. With a bellowing roar, he executed "Titan's Stomp", causing a mini-quake that disrupted the foundation of Wang Feng's carefully laid formations, making a few of them flicker and weaken.
However, Wang Feng had anticipated this. Using "Lunar Loop Dance", a formation technique, ethereal silver hoops materialized, aiming to bind Huang Da in place. Just as they were about to ensnare him, Huang Da channeled his energy and released "Dragon's Breath", a furious gust of wind from his mouth that scattered the hoops away.
Wang Feng, realizing that direct confrontation wasn't advantageous, initiated "Starfall Illusion". The sky above the arena darkened, and shimmering specters of meteors began descending, making it difficult for Huang Da to distinguish real threats from illusions.
But Huang Da wasn’t one to be easily fooled. Closing his eyes, he relied on his "Earth's Whisper", a technique allowing him to feel the true vibrations of the land and discern the real meteor strikes from the illusions. Expertly dodging the genuine threats, he navigated through the rain of meteors.
Wang Feng, seeing his opponent's adaptability, decided on a more direct approach. Using "Elemental Convergence", he melded the powers of wind, fire, and water into a singular condensed sphere and hurled it towards Huang Da.
However, Huang Da had been waiting for this. With a thunderous yell, he unleashed "Heaven's Splitter", an overhead punch filled with all his might and energy. It collided with the elemental sphere, causing a spectacular explosion of light and color. When the brightness dimmed, Wang Feng was seen outside the boundary of the arena, having been blown away by the force of the impact.
The crowd was in awe. Huang Da, panting but standing tall, had defeated a formidable opponent through sheer determination, strength, and wit. The two combatants bowed to each other in mutual respect, showcasing the spirit of true martial artists.
Liu Mei, with her flowing red hair and pristine white fighting robe, took her position on the stage. Her opponent, a muscular man named Lei Feng, stood confidently across from her. Lei Feng, known for his brute force and agility, was a favorite among the spectators.
The match began with Lei Feng charging forward, his move named "Thundering Bull Rush". It was a straight-forward but mighty move that had brought down many before Liu Mei. As he charged, the ground underneath him cracked and quaked with his might.
Liu Mei, however, remained calm and composed. Using her "Scarlet Mirage" technique, she seemed to multiply, creating multiple illusory copies of herself. Lei Feng, caught in her illusion, struck one, only to realize it was a mere mirage.
Utilizing the momentary confusion, Liu Mei initiated "Crimson Crescent Blades", where she conjured ethereal crescent-shaped energy projectiles, sending them flying towards Lei Feng. He managed to dodge a majority but was nicked by a few, causing shallow cuts that stung and hampered his mobility.
Lei Feng, growling in frustration, tapped into his internal energy and released "Roaring Tempest", creating a cyclonic aura around him that aimed to suck Liu Mei into his grasp. But Liu Mei was prepared. Using "Lunar Lotus Stance", she gracefully danced around the outskirts of the cyclone, evading its pull, making her seem like a petal drifting just out of reach.
Wanting to end it, Liu Mei employed "Phoenix Dive", a high-risk, high-reward move. She launched herself into the air, gathering energy, and dived down towards Lei Feng, fists enveloped in a fiery aura resembling a phoenix.
Lei Feng, seeing the incoming attack, tried countering with "Titan's Grasp", attempting to catch Liu Mei mid-dive. However, Liu Mei's speed and momentum were too much. With a resounding impact, she landed her blow squarely on Lei Feng's chest, causing him to stumble back, gasping for air and conceding defeat.
The spectators, awed by Liu Mei's prowess, erupted in applause. The display of skill, precision, and strategy had once again shown that brute force wasn't the only path to victory in martial arts. The grace of Liu Mei’s techniques combined with her flawless execution had many in the audience whispering about the rise of a new martial prodigy.
“Alright, all remaining participants, get ready for the semi-finals!” Dragonlord Torch roared in excitement
The stage was set for the first semi-final. The audience's excitement was palpable as they anticipated a thrilling bout between two of the most formidable fighters: Huang Da, the embodiment of raw strength,  Liang Xuan, known for his elegant and intricate swordsmanship and Zhang Yuan, known for his masterful battle strategy, however, to everyone’s shook, Zhang Yuan raised his hands and said “I am not a the level to fight either of you, I concede defeat,” and got off the stage.
Long Wei was expecting Zhang Yuan to be mocked for it, however, he was applauded by everyone there, practitioners, elders, and even the Dragonlord himself.
They all recognized the level of humbleness and courage needed to be aware of one’s limitations.
As the match began, Huang Da took the initiative, charging towards Liang Xuan with his signature "Boulder Breaker" stance. Each step he took resonated with sheer power, making the ground tremble beneath him.
Liang Xuan, calm as always, invoked "Sapphire Current", creating ripples of energy around him that looked like water currents. As Huang Da neared, Liang Xuan deftly stepped aside, allowing the current to catch and divert Huang Da's charge, causing him to crash into the energy waves.
But Huang Da was relentless. Regaining his posture quickly, he launched a series of punches, each named "Iron Comet Fist". The air around his fists warped with power as they soared towards Liang Xuan.
To counter, Liang Xuan unsheathed his blade and initiated "Silver Crescent Moon". With a swift movement, he sliced the air, sending out arc-shaped energy waves, which met and neutralized Huang Da's powerful punches.
However, instead of pressing the advantage, Liang Xuan took a step back, employing "Whispering Wind Stance", which allowed him to observe and react at a much faster pace, predicting Huang Da’s next moves.
Huang Da, realizing he couldn't overpower Liang Xuan with brute force alone, switched tactics. He began using "Granite Step", a technique where he rooted himself to the ground, drawing energy from the earth, enhancing his defensive capabilities.
Liang Xuan circled Huang Da, his blade humming with the technique "Azure Dragon's Serenade", a continuous flow of energy that readied him for a flurry of strikes. Suddenly, with incredible speed, Liang Xuan lunged, delivering a series of quick slashes.
Huang Da, rooted in place, defended using "Stone Wall Guard", where his arms moved at astonishing speeds to block and deflect each of Liang Xuan's strikes.
The two seemed evenly matched, but Liang Xuan had a plan. Using "Echoing Mirage", he created multiple after-images of himself, each lunging from a different direction. Huang Da, overwhelmed by the sudden onslaught, tried to defend against the real Liang Xuan, but the feints made it almost impossible.
Seizing the momentary confusion, Liang Xuan executed "Starlight Piercer", a concentrated thrust aimed right at Huang Da's exposed side. The move connected, and although it wasn’t a deep wound, the impact and the sheer surprise of it forced Huang Da to step back, conceding the match.
The crowd erupted in cheers. The match had showcased a beautiful dance of strength and strategy. Liang Xuan's combination of precise swordplay and well-timed feints had proved superior to Huang Da’s incredible strength, securing him a place in the finals.
The atmosphere grew even more electric as the second semi-final matchup was announced. Huo Yan, a fierce warrior with a fiery spirit, was to face off against Liu Mei, the elegant combatant known for her fluid movements and strong defense. The stakes were higher than ever, and the crowd was on the edge of their seats in anticipation.
Liu Mei began with the "Flowing Silk Dance", moving gracefully across the stage, leaving behind a trail of faint luminescent energy that resembled silken threads. These threads, though beautiful, were deceptive; they served as tripwires for her opponents. The more Huo Yan advanced, the more she'd risk getting ensnared.
Huo Yan, confident in her abilities, invoked the "Blazing Sun Fist". Each punch she threw radiated a searing heat, melting away Liu Mei's silk threads. The stage became a canvas of their contrasting powers: the delicate shine of silk against the fierce glow of fire.
Liu Mei responded with "Moonlit Reflection", summoning mirror-like barriers around her. As Huo Yan's punches landed on these barriers, they reflected a portion of the power back towards her, causing brief moments of disorientation.
But Huo Yan was not to be outdone. Adopting the "Phoenix Flight", she soared into the air, her body radiating flames, resembling the mythical bird. From this vantage point, she sent down a rain of fiery projectiles, aptly named "Meteoric Descent".
Liu Mei countered with "Tidal Surge", conjuring waves of energy to extinguish the flames and deflect the fiery projectiles. The stage was awash with steam and mist, creating an ethereal battlefield.
In the midst of this mist, Liu Mei initiated "Mistress of Shadows", allowing her to move undetected. Suddenly, Huo Yan felt strikes coming from unpredictable angles, pushing her on the defensive.
However, Huo Yan had a technique reserved for such situations: "Inferno's Heartbeat". She focused, and the very ground beneath them began to pulsate with warmth. Each pulse grew hotter, dissipating the mist and revealing Liu Mei's position.
Seeing her advantage wane, Liu Mei transitioned into "Dewdrop Balance", leaping from one airborne droplet to another, making it difficult for Huo Yan to track her movements. From this position, she unleashed "Celestial Rainfall", a series of energy-infused droplets aimed at Huo Yan.
But Huo Yan was prepared. With a roar, she executed "Solar Eruption", a powerful upward thrust of her fiery aura. This technique not only deflected the droplets but also destabilized Liu Mei's airborne stance, causing her to fall.
Before Liu Mei could regain her balance, Huo Yan seized the opportunity and channeled her energy into one decisive move, the "Blaze Dragon's Roar". A majestic dragon made of flames surged forward, encircling Liu Mei and cutting off her movements. Though it didn’t harm her, it effectively trapped her, forcing her to concede the match.
The crowd erupted in jubilation, praising both fighters for their prowess. In the midst of this, the Dragonlord couldn't contain his pride, standing up and shouting, "That is my daughter!" His booming voice was met with some laughter, cheers, and a swift slap to the back of his head from his wife, who was shaking her head but had a proud smile on her face.
The stage was set. Huo Yan, the fiery prodigy, and Liang Xuan, the martial genius, took their positions, each ready to give their all. But before the battle could begin, murmurs started to spread through the crowd, carried forward by the observations of the elders. Their comments, though made in hushed tones, were impossible to ignore.
"They look so similar..."
"Their stances, their eyes. Could it be?"
"Is this the Dragonlord's legacy on display?"
The Dragonlord caught wind of these whispers and felt a twinge of pride. But his focus was on the battle that was about to unfold.
Both fighters locked eyes, and the tension was palpable. They moved with a synchronicity that was almost eerie, every strike and counter mirroring the other.
Huo Yan was the first to act, initiating the "Crimson Eclipse", sending out red energy arcs that rapidly spun around Liang Xuan, attempting to trap him. In response, Liang Xuan summoned the "Astral Wind Blades", neutralizing the arcs and creating a gust that pushed Huo Yan back.
Seeing the opening, Huo Yan quickly transitioned into the "Solar Flare Rush", charging forward with flames enveloping her fists. However, Liang Xuan was prepared and performed the "Lunar Reflection", creating a barrier that absorbed and redirected the heat away.
The two clashed in the center, their energies creating a brilliant display of lights - fiery reds clashing with calm blues. Liang Xuan then unleashed the "Celestial Comet", darting around Huo Yan, making it seem as if multiple versions of him were attacking from all angles.
But Huo Yan wasn't to be outdone. With a deep breath, she executed the "Blazing Phoenix Ascension". Fire and wind swirled around her, creating a protective vortex. From within this vortex, she launched "Meteoric Fireballs", which rained down on Liang Xuan.
The battle raged on, with neither showing signs of fatigue. Liang Xuan employed the "Starlight Grasp", attempting to immobilize Huo Yan with chains made of pure energy. In retaliation, Huo Yan invoked "Infernal Rupture", breaking the chains and sending shockwaves toward Liang Xuan.
But the tide turned when Liang Xuan, with immense concentration, unleashed the "Galactic Void Collapse", creating a vacuum around Huo Yan, sapping her energy and weakening her defenses. Sensing the shift, Liang Xuan pressed on with "Stellar Pulse Strikes", a series of rapid attacks that left Huo Yan disoriented.
With one final move, the "Cosmic Tide Surge", Liang Xuan managed to overpower Huo Yan, causing her to yield.
“You’re good,” Ember said
“You fought well,” Spike smiled as he helped her up
The audience erupted in cheers. It was a battle that would be spoken of for generations. The Dragonlord approached the stage, pride evident in his stride, congratulating both fighters. He then leaned in close to his wives, his voice a whisper but with an undeniable seriousness, "Prepare yourselves. The internal recruitment battle for Liang Xuan is about to begin. Every pavilion will want him." The significance of his words weighed heavily on them all, hinting at the challenges and politics that awaited beyond the arena.

	
		Chapter 25: "The time to chose has come"



The arena quieted down as the Dragonlord rose from his high seat, his commanding voice cutting through the murmurs of the crowd, "The time to choose has come."
With those words, the atmosphere turned serious. The finality of the tournament had come to a close, but a new chapter was beginning for the successful practitioners. The eyes of all the young warriors were filled with a mix of excitement and anxiety as they awaited their fate.
The elders of the pavilions, revered masters of their respective arts and skills, stepped forward one by one. Each carried the aura of power and wisdom, earned through years of dedication to their craft.
First was Elder Jian, representing the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword. Clad in armor that gleamed like the moon, he spoke of a legacy carved with the blade, training that honed the mind as sharp as the sword's edge. "Here, you will learn the way of the sword that has defended our kingdom for generations. We offer mastery over countless sword techniques and the mental fortitude to match."
Next, Elder Hua from the Pavilion of the Blossoming Lotus approached. Garbed in flowing robes embroidered with petals and vines, she described their focus on healing, alchemy, and support magic. "In the heart of chaos, a single petal can bring peace. We cultivate the art of life, teaching you to heal wounds, create life-giving elixirs, and harness the power of nature to support your comrades in battle."
Elder Ming of the Pavilion of the Raging Inferno stepped forth, his presence as intense as the flames embroidered on his robe. "To command the fire is to command the battlefield," he declared, detailing a curriculum of pyromancy and explosive combat techniques, promising power that could raze enemies to ashes.
Then came Elder Lan of the Pavilion of the Eternal Ice. With a serene demeanor, she spoke, "The chill of the ice preserves and endures. We teach control over the biting frost, the power to halt your foes in their tracks, and the relentless endurance to withstand any storm."
Elder Shen of the Pavilion of the Thundering Tempest rose with a crackle of energy. "The storm is the heart of battle," he boomed, offering mastery over lightning and wind, emphasizing speed, unpredictability, and overwhelming force.
Elder Wu of the Pavilion of the Earthen Core stood solid as a rock, his deep voice resonating. "Strength and protection are our mantras. We will forge you into unbreakable warriors, able to wield the very ground you walk on as a weapon and shield."
Elder Xi of the Pavilion of the Mystic Shadows glided silently forward, her words a mere whisper but carrying a heavy presence. "Stealth, subtlety, and misdirection are arts we perfect. Our ways are of the shadow, teaching you to strike unseen and manipulate the battlefield from where eyes don't pry."
Elder Li of the Pavilion of the Celestial Scribes adjusted his elegant spectacles, a scholarly air about him. "Knowledge is the supreme weapon. We offer the wisdom of the ancients, the study of runes, ancient languages, and the crafting of artifacts of great power."
Finally, Elder Fang from the Pavilion of the Divine Beast spoke with a roar, the imagery of mythical creatures adorning his attire. "The spirit of the beast lies within us all. We awaken the primal instincts, and bond with legendary creatures to fight by our side."
Each elder presented their pavilion with such vivid detail, painting a picture of the paths the practitioners could walk. The opportunities were vast, and the decisions to be made would shape their destinies. The young warriors listened intently, each pitch igniting their imaginations and ambitions, as they pondered where they would best fit and flourish. The Dragonlord watched over the proceedings, a knowing smile playing on his lips as the future of his domain took shape before his eyes.
As the elders finished their elaborate and passionate discourses about their respective pavilions, a tense yet vibrant energy filled the arena. The young practitioners began to shuffle and murmur among themselves, exchanging hurried whispers and glances that spoke of decisions forming in real-time.
The Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword drew many who had been mesmerized by the grace and honor of the sword. They were eager to align themselves with the legacy of the blade, imagining the shimmering steel in their hands as they executed flawless cuts through the air.
The Pavilion of the Blossoming Lotus attracted those of a gentler disposition, who felt a call to mend and nurture. The promise of learning alchemy and the healing arts resonated deeply with those who wished to preserve life as much as they were prepared to defend it.
The Pavilion of the Raging Inferno was a beacon for those with a fiery spirit. Practitioners with a passion for power and a desire to dominate the battlefield with explosive force made their way towards Elder Ming, their eyes alight with the reflection of imagined flames.
Elder Lan’s Pavilion of the Eternal Ice appealed to the tacticians and defenders among the ranks, individuals who prided themselves on their strategic minds and resilience. They were drawn to the concept of outlasting and outwitting their opponents with the relentless power of ice.
The Pavilion of the Thundering Tempest was soon surrounded by those who valued swiftness and ferocity. Prospective students zipped to Elder Shen, electrified by the idea of harnessing the tempest's might and becoming as unpredictable as a storm.
Stalwart and unmovable, the recruits for the Pavilion of the Earthen Core seemed to embody the very traits they were drawn to. They gravitated towards Elder Wu, ready to learn how to become the unyielding backbone of any formation.
Elder Xi’s Pavilion of the Mystic Shadows was a magnet for the elusive and the cunning. Those who fancied the arts of stealth and subterfuge glided towards her, eager to embrace the ways of the shadow and the strategic advantages it provided.
The Pavilion of the Celestial Scribes was soon thronged by the intellectually curious and the seekers of arcane knowledge. Elder Li found himself amid a group of wide-eyed aspirants, hungry for the wisdom and arcane mysteries he promised to unveil.
Finally, the Pavilion of the Divine Beast was chosen by those with a kinship for the wild and a desire to tap into primal powers. The imagery of mythical beasts called out to them, promising a bond with the majestic creatures and a path to untamed strength.
As the crowd of new disciples began to disperse with their chosen mentors, there remained a notable few who stood apart. Spike and his friends, Long Wei and his entourage, Mokthi, and the other finalists were motionless, their decisions yet unmade, eyes filled with thoughts unspoken. They were the outliers, the ones whose choices would carry a different weight, not just for themselves, but perhaps for the entire realm. The arena held its breath, waiting for the next move in this intricate dance of destiny.
As the last of the new recruits exchanged bows and pleasantries with their new mentors, a tangible silence began to spread through the arena. The High Elders, wise and observant, soon recognized the absence of motion around the finalists. Their experienced eyes darted between one another; they were aware of the potential each young fighter held and the significance of swaying such talents to their pavilions.
Just as the elders were gearing up for another round of persuasion, an authoritative voice echoed across the field. The Dragonlord rose from his seat, the fabrics of his ornate robe cascading around him like the flow of an imperial dragon descending from the heavens.
"Esteemed colleagues," he began, his voice carrying a subtle but unmistakable note of command, "Let us not overwhelm our champions with haste."
The elders paused, some with a step already directed toward the exceptional youths. Their expressions varied from understanding to thinly veiled frustration. The Dragonlord was a figure of immense respect, but the situation was equally tempting — these were no ordinary prospects.
Elder Ming, the fiery spirit among them, was the first to voice the shared concern. "Noble Dragonlord, surely you cannot expect us to stand by and watch potential greatness slip through our fingers. These finalists represent the future of our academy!"
Others nodded in agreement, the murmur of accord rising around the arena. Elder Lan, always the voice of balance, added, "The Dragonlord surely understands that each of these young warriors has a path that may align best with one of our teachings."
From the shadows, Elder Xi spoke, her voice as smooth as the silk of the night, "Perhaps our honored Dragonlord forgets that the choice lies with the finalists. We simply wish to enlighten their paths."
The Dragonlord regarded them with a look of serene confidence, the air around him seemed to thrum with a power only those of his stature could wield. "I forget nothing of our ways, my friends. But consider this: have we ever before seen such a gathering of talent? They deserve the freedom to choose without the weight of our expectations on their young shoulders."
The air was charged with tension, a standoff between titans of the academy. Then, the tension broke — not with a clash, but with the sound of laughter. The Dragonlord's chuckle resonated warmly as he continued, "Besides, do you truly believe I need to hoard talent? Our academy will flourish when these young ones find their true calling, not when we herd them to our desires."
The elders exchanged glances, the wisdom in the Dragonlord's words sinking in. It was true, after all. The strength of the Martial Academy had always been in its diversity and the ability to allow each practitioner to find their own way. Gradually, the stiff postures relaxed, and nods of reluctant agreement bobbed among the group.
With the tension defused, the Dragonlord's gaze shifted to the young practitioners, who remained the silent eye of the storm, observing the exchange of their elders. It was clear now — they would be given the time and space to choose their destinies, and in doing so, they would indeed become the cream of the crop, not by assignment, but by their own accord.
The pavilion elders, each a paragon of their respective arts, now turned their focus towards Wang Feng, the young genius whose name had become synonymous with the mastery of formations. The air was ripe with anticipation as they approached him, their steps measured, their expressions set with intent.
Elder Ming, with her characteristic zeal, was the first to approach Wang Feng, her eyes alight with the fires of passion for combat. "Wang Feng," she said, her voice a captivating blend of fervor and sincerity, "under my tutelage, your strategic acumen would be sharpened like a blade in the flames. Your formations would not just be defenses but weapons of war."
Yet, before Wang Feng could respond, Elder Lan interjected with a serene, confident tone. "While offense is an art in itself, balance is the key to longevity. In my pavilion, you would learn to weave your formations with the grace of the wind and the steadiness of the earth."
Elder Xi, who had been observing quietly, now stepped forward. "Think beyond the battlefield, young Feng," she urged, her voice a whisper that somehow reached only his ears amidst the clamor of the arena. "Your formations could transcend combat, becoming constructs of magnificent utility. With me, you would explore possibilities you've yet to imagine."
One by one, other elders made their offers, each more tantalizing than the last. They spoke of exclusive resources, personalized guidance, even the coveted position of Main Disciple, a title that came with immense privilege and responsibility.
The buzz of discussion among the crowd grew as each elder pitched their vision to Wang Feng, who listened intently, his eyes betraying none of his thoughts. The offers were generous, almost too grand to refuse, yet an undercurrent of anticipation flowed through the crowd; all sensed that Wang Feng's heart lay elsewhere.
As the last elder presented their case, Wang Feng finally rose to his feet, his demeanor calm as he surveyed the expectant faces around him. "I am honored beyond words," he began, his voice steady and clear. "To receive such generous offers from the masters of our academy is more than I could have ever hoped for."
A hush fell over the arena as he paused, choosing his next words with care. "However," he continued, "I believe my path lies with the mastery of formations at their purest essence. Thus, I choose to join the Formations Academy Pavilion."
A collective breath was released as he made his declaration. The elders, despite their efforts, nodded in understanding. It was clear that Wang Feng's passion for formations was a flame that could only be fanned in the pavilion dedicated entirely to that craft.
Elder Jia, the head of the Formations Academy Pavilion, stepped forward with a smile of quiet pride. "We welcome you, Wang Feng. Together, we will delve into the ancient mysteries and modern innovations of formations. As a Main Disciple, you will have access to all the knowledge and training we have to offer."
The crowd erupted into applause, not just for Wang Feng's decision, but for the honor and integrity displayed by all the finalists and elders alike. It was a testament to the academy's spirit, where the journey of mastery was not just about acquiring skill but also about finding one's true calling amidst the echoes of destiny.
The pavilion elders, having witnessed Chen Wei’s prowess in the arena, knew that she held the potential to ascend to the highest echelons of martial prowess. Each elder, a master of their domain, was keen on adding her to their ranks, aware that her talents would greatly enhance the reputation and strength of their respective pavilions.
Elder Jia, still basking in the recent success of securing Wang Feng, approached Chen Wei with a confident stride. "Chen Wei," he said, "the precision and control you exhibit in your moves are traits that are highly treasured in the realm of formations. Imagine your martial skills augmented by the strategic power of formations."
However, Elder Shen of the Elemental Pavilion interjected with a wave of his hand, sparks of elemental energy crackling between his fingers. "True power lies in the command of the elements. Under my guidance, you will not just strike with your fists but with the very forces of nature."
Elder Ming could not be outdone. "Chen Wei," she called out with her fiery temperament on full display, "I’ve seen your spirit in combat. It burns brightly. With me, that flame will roar into an inferno. You will not just fight; you will overwhelm."
As each elder presented their visions, weaving tales of glory and growth, Chen Wei listened, her expression one of quiet contemplation. They spoke of personal mentors, access to secret techniques, and cultivation resources that would be the envy of any practitioner.
Elder Lan stepped forward, her voice a calm contrast to the others. "In my pavilion, the art of balance will teach you to dance between your strikes, to find the harmony in each movement. With us, your martial path will be as fluid as the rivers and as powerful as the crashing waves."
Chen Wei's eyes flicked between each elder, the offers tempting, each promising a future filled with greatness. Yet, the eagerness in the elders' eyes was met with a measured gaze, for she knew her path was not one of elemental fury, nor of strategic constructs.
Finally, she stood, her voice cutting through the tension like a knife. "Masters, your words have moved mountains and stirred the heavens in my heart. But my dedication lies in the perfection of my fists and feet."
Turning to Elder Shen of the Earthen Core Pavilion, she bowed slightly. "Elder Shen, I wish to walk the path of the ancient masters, to strike with purity and simplicity. I believe it is with you that I can best forge my spirit and skills."
A murmur of surprise and admiration rippled through the crowd. Elder Shen, a stoic figure whose pavilion honored the primal essence of martial combat, stepped forward. His smile was rare, a gesture that spoke volumes to those who knew him. "Chen Wei, your spirit has chosen well. Our pavilion will be your sanctuary, your crucible, and your stage. Together, we will refine your prowess until your hands and feet are like the elements themselves—fundamental forces of nature."
The competition for Chen Wei’s allegiance had been as intense as any battle in the arena, but in the end, it was the purity and depth of martial arts that won her over. The crowd erupted into cheers, not just for her decision, but for the display of unity and respect among the pavilions—a reminder that in their academy, the journey of each practitioner was celebrated, and every path was honored.
The pavilion elders, each a titan in their respective fields, now turned their focus towards Long Wei, the prodigy whose martial prowess and formidable bloodline had caught the eye of everyone at the tournament. The competition to secure his allegiance was fierce, with each elder showcasing the unique allure of their pavilion.
Elder Xun of the Blade Mastery Pavilion stepped forward first, his presence as sharp as the swords he championed. "Long Wei, with your talent and our training, you could become the greatest sword master this sect has ever seen. The Blade Mastery Pavilion will hone your skills to a level where your sword will be an extension of your very soul."
Not to be outdone, Elder Li from the Beast Taming Pavilion beckoned towards Long Wei. "Your strength is undeniable, but imagine it amplified with a mighty beast at your side. Our pavilion can teach you to harness and bond with creatures that will elevate your combat capabilities beyond imagination."
Elder Feng of the Elemental Combat Pavilion swirled his hands, conjuring a miniature storm above his palm. "Why limit yourself to mere physical prowess? Join us, and master the elements themselves. Your bloodline, combined with elemental power, will make you unstoppable."
Long Wei’s eyes gleamed with ambition as he listened to each offer. The respect and eagerness in the elders’ voices were like music to his ears, fueling his already substantial self-confidence.
Elder Ruan from the Qi Cultivation Pavilion joined the fray with a calm yet persuasive tone. "True power lies within. Our pavilion will help you tap into the depths of your qi, refining and expanding your internal energy to levels you’ve never dreamed possible."
As the elders vied for his attention, offering him everything from rare cultivation resources to personal mentorship, Long Wei soaked in the attention, his ego swelling with each proposition. It was clear he was enjoying the moment, his gaze drifting from one elder to the other, weighing his options.
Finally, with a smug grin, Long Wei turned to the Dragon Arts Pavilion, where Elder Zhao stood watching quietly. "Elder Zhao," Long Wei began, "your pavilion's reputation in harnessing the raw power of the dragon arts is unmatched. I believe that under your guidance, I can ascend to heights even the heavens will envy."
Elder Zhao, a master known for his stoic demeanor, couldn’t hide a small smile. "Long Wei, your choice honors us. The path of the dragon is arduous, but with your talent and determination, I have no doubt you will soar."
As Long Wei accepted Elder Zhao’s offer, the crowd erupted into cheers and applause. The Dragon Arts Pavilion was renowned for producing some of the most formidable warriors in the sect, and the addition of a practitioner like Long Wei was a significant coup.
The competition for Long Wei's allegiance had been a spectacle, with each pavilion pulling out all stops to attract the young prodigy. His decision to join the Dragon Arts Pavilion was a testament to his ambition and his desire to align with the mightiest forces in the martial world. The elders, while disappointed, respected his choice, knowing that the path he had chosen would shape him into a warrior of legend.
The pavilion elders, having witnessed the raw power and unyielding strength of Huang Da, now focused their collective attention on him. Each elder was keenly aware of the potential that lay within this towering figure, and they were determined to have him as a part of their respective divisions.
Elder Ming of the Body Refinement Pavilion stepped forward, his muscular frame a testament to the techniques he taught. "Huang Da, your physical strength is unparalleled. With our pavilion’s specialized training, we can make you invincible, your body as tough as the hardest diamond."
Next came Elder Yan from the Defensive Strategies Pavilion, known for his tactical brilliance. "Strength is not just about offense. Join us, and learn the art of impenetrable defense. With your power, you could become the ultimate shield, unbreakable by any foe."
Elder Wu of the Inner Energy Pavilion, a master of internal force, approached with a serene confidence. "Your external strength is evident, but true mastery comes from within. We can teach you to harness your inner energy, augmenting your might to a level beyond the physical realm."
Huang Da listened intently to each proposal, his expression thoughtful. He seemed to be carefully considering the unique benefits each pavilion could offer, weighing his options in earnest.
Elder Jia from the Weapon Mastery Pavilion made an impressive offer. "Your strength, combined with mastery of weapons, would make you an unstoppable force. We can train you in the use of all weapons, making you a versatile and fearsome warrior."
As the elders made their pitches, Huang Da’s gaze kept drifting towards where Chen Wei stood, a thoughtful look on his face. Finally, as the elders awaited his decision, Huang Da spoke, his voice steady and sure. "I am grateful for all your offers. Each pavilion holds great promise, but I have made my decision. I will join the Hand-to-Hand Combat Pavilion within the Martial Arts Academy."
A murmur of surprise and approval rippled through the crowd. Elder Lin of the Hand-to-Hand Combat Pavilion stepped forward, a broad smile on his face. "Huang Da, your decision honors us greatly. Your natural talent, combined with our training, will forge you into a warrior of unmatched prowess."
As Huang Da walked over to join Chen Wei at the Hand-to-Hand Combat Pavilion, the other elders nodded in respect, acknowledging his choice. It was a significant moment, as Huang Da’s choice to focus on refining his already formidable strength in close combat promised to shape him into one of the most fearsome practitioners of the sect.
The competition for Huang Da’s allegiance had been a display of the high regard in which he was held by the pavilion elders. His choice to join the Hand-to-Hand Combat Pavilion was a clear statement of his commitment to becoming a more versatile and rounded warrior, a decision that was met with excitement and anticipation by all who witnessed it.
As the pavilion elders continued their persuasive efforts, they turned their attention to Zhang Jie, also known as Pharynx. Among the finalists, his talents were distinctively notable, especially in the realms of stealth and dagger combat. Each elder recognized the immense potential in him and vied to guide his future development within their respective pavilions.
Elder Li, representing the Stealth and Reconnaissance Pavilion, approached first with a proposition that seemed tailored for Pharynx's skills. "Your mastery of stealth and agility is unparalleled, Pharynx. In our pavilion, we refine such skills to perfection, teaching the art of becoming virtually invisible and undetectable."
Elder Zhao of the Dagger Mastery Pavilion was quick to follow. "Your dagger skills are impressive, but imagine how much further they could be honed. Under our tutelage, your blades would strike with unmatched precision and lethality."
However, it was Elder Xi from the Mystic Shadow Pavilion who ultimately captured Pharynx's attention. Known for integrating shadow manipulation with combat techniques, Elder Xi's pavilion offered a unique blend of stealth, dagger mastery, and mystical abilities.
"Pharynx, your talents are a rare blend of physical prowess and subtlety," Elder Xi spoke with a serene confidence. "In the Mystic Shadow Pavilion, we focus on harnessing the shadows themselves as allies. We can teach you to meld shadow and blade, to move unseen and strike unanticipated."
After carefully considering each offer, Pharynx's decision was made with a calm yet resolute demeanor. "I am grateful for all your generous offers. My choice is the Mystic Shadow Pavilion. Elder Xi's teachings align closely with my aspirations and style."
Elder Xi's face lit up with a quiet satisfaction upon hearing Pharynx's decision. "Welcome to the Mystic Shadow Pavilion, Zhang Jie. Your unique skill set will be a valuable addition to our ranks, and we are eager to see how far you will soar with our teachings."
As Pharynx made his way to join Elder Xi, the group looked on with a mixture of admiration and anticipation. His decision to embrace the mystique and versatility of the Mystic Shadow Pavilion spoke volumes about his aspirations to evolve beyond the conventional realms of dagger combat into a more enigmatic and multifaceted warrior. Under Elder Xi's guidance, Pharynx was set to embark on a path that would not only enhance his physical and combat skills but also unlock new dimensions of his martial prowess, steeped in the art of shadows and mysticism.
The pavilion elders, having successfully recruited several talented finalists, now shifted their focus to Zhang Yuan, known affectionately as Thorax. His performance during the exams had caught the eye of many, and now the elders from different pavilions were eager to bring him into their fold.
Elder Jian, from the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, stepped forward with a keen interest in Thorax. He was known for nurturing some of the finest sword practitioners in the sect, and Thorax's sword skills had not gone unnoticed.
"Thorax, your swordsmanship has a unique blend of grace and power," Elder Jian began, his voice carrying a tone of respect. "In the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, we refine such skills to an art form. We can offer you advanced techniques and training that will take your swordplay to new heights."
Elder Huo from the Fire Element Pavilion interjected, emphasizing their specialized training in elemental sword techniques. "Imagine combining your sword skills with the mastery of fire. In our pavilion, we can teach you to wield your sword with flames that can incinerate even the toughest foes."
Thorax listened attentively, his expression thoughtful. Each offer was tempting in its own right, presenting a path to enhance his already impressive abilities. Yet, it was the prospect of perfecting his swordsmanship in its purest form that ultimately swayed his decision.
"I am honored by your offers," Thorax replied, bowing slightly in gratitude. "But my heart resonates with the way of the sword in its most traditional and refined state. I choose to join Elder Jian's Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword."
Elder Jian's eyes sparkled with satisfaction as he welcomed Thorax. "Your decision honors us. In the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, we will ensure that your blade becomes an extension of your will, sharp and unyielding."
As Thorax made his way to join Elder Jian, there was a sense of excitement and anticipation among the onlookers. His choice to delve deeper into the art of swordsmanship, under the guidance of one of the sect's most revered sword masters, promised a future where his name would be synonymous with the might and elegance of the blade. In Elder Jian's Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, Thorax was poised to become a swordsman of legendary status, his blade singing songs of valor and precision.
The pavilion elders, having successfully recruited several of the most promising finalists, now turned their attention to Liu Mei. Her agility and skill had been the talk of the tournament, and each elder saw in her a potential to excel in their respective pavilions.
Elder Shen, from the Pavilion of Thundering Tempest, was particularly keen on recruiting her. Known for cultivating disciples with a balance of speed, agility, and raw power, Elder Shen saw Liu Mei as a perfect fit for his pavilion.
"Liu Mei," Elder Shen began, his voice resonating with an energy that matched his pavilion's ethos. "Your agility and swift strikes are reminiscent of the very tempests we harness in our training. Under our guidance, you can learn to channel that agility into devastating power, becoming a force as unpredictable and potent as a thunderstorm."
Elder Lian from the Pavilion of Flowing Water countered with a different approach, emphasizing grace and fluidity. "Your movements are like water, Liu Mei. In our pavilion, we can refine your skills to a level where your attacks flow with an unstoppable momentum, and your defense becomes as impenetrable as the deepest ocean."
As each elder presented their case, Liu Mei listened intently, weighing her options carefully. While the offers were alluring, her heart seemed to resonate more with the balance of agility and raw power that the Pavilion of Thundering Tempest promised.
"I am deeply honored by all your proposals," Liu Mei said, her voice reflecting a quiet strength. "But I believe my path lies with the Pavilion of Thundering Tempest. The idea of harnessing my speed and agility into a force as powerful as a storm is a challenge I am eager to undertake."
Elder Shen's face lit up with a triumphant smile as he welcomed her to his pavilion. "You have made a wise choice, Liu Mei. In the Pavilion of Thundering Tempest, your talents will be honed to perfection. You will become a warrior whose name is whispered with awe in the winds of every storm."
Liu Mei's decision was met with nods of approval and anticipation. In the Pavilion of Thundering Tempest, her journey was bound to be as electrifying as the tempests themselves, her name becoming synonymous with the ferocious elegance of a storm. With Elder Shen's guidance, Liu Mei was set to embark on a path that would see her become a force to be reckoned with, her legacy echoing with the roar of thunder and the brilliance of lightning.
The attention of the pavilion elders now shifted to Huo Yan, the Dragonlord's daughter. Her performance in the tournament had already demonstrated her formidable skills, and her royal lineage made her an even more coveted recruit. Each elder vied to have her in their pavilion, knowing well that securing the Dragonlord's daughter could mean gaining favor and prestige.
Elder Ming of the Pavilion of the Raging Inferno was particularly determined. His pavilion, known for its intense and fiery combat techniques, seemed a natural fit for Huo Yan's bold and powerful fighting style.
"Huo Yan," Elder Ming began with a respectful bow, his voice echoing with the fiery passion of his pavilion. "Your skills in battle are as fierce and commanding as the flames we wield. In our pavilion, you can master the art of turning your fiery spirit into a blaze that no enemy can withstand."
Elder Jian of the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword offered a contrasting approach, focusing on precision and technique. "Your strength and agility are undeniable, Huo Yan. In our pavilion, you could refine these traits to master the way of the sword, turning your attacks into precise, lethal strikes that cut through any defense."
As Huo Yan considered her options, other elders chimed in, each highlighting the unique strengths of their pavilions and how they could complement and enhance her abilities. However, it was the promise of mastering control over fiery combat techniques that resonated most with her temperament and style.
"I am honored by your offers," Huo Yan said confidently, her decision clear in her mind. "My path, I believe, lies with the Pavilion of the Raging Inferno. The prospect of honing my skills and channeling my strength into mastering the fiery arts aligns with my aspirations."
Elder Ming's face beamed with triumph as he welcomed Huo Yan to his pavilion. "You have chosen a path that will see you rise in power and mastery. The Pavilion of the Raging Inferno will be your forge, and from it, you will emerge as a warrior whose might and fury are as awe-inspiring as the inferno itself."
Huo Yan's choice was met with nods of respect and a palpable sense of excitement. In the Pavilion of the Raging Inferno, she was destined to grow into a warrior as formidable as the fiercest blaze, her legacy intertwined with the flames that roared in her spirit. Under Elder Ming's tutelage, she would not only uphold her family's honor but also carve her own path of fiery brilliance.
The Dragonlord's head wife, High-Elder Bai Lian, raised an eyebrow at her husband's comment. "Drama, you say?" she asked, her voice laced with a mixture of skepticism and curiosity. "I thought the excitement had peaked with Huo Yan's choice."
The Dragonlord, Huo Xan, chuckled softly, his eyes fixed on Liang Xuan, who stood calmly amidst the commotion of the pavilions' recruiting frenzy. "You see, my dear," he began, his voice low but filled with a sense of foreboding excitement, "all this while, we have merely witnessed the prelude. The true spectacle is about to unfold with him," he gestured subtly towards Spike.
Bai Lian followed his gaze to Spike, observing him with renewed interest. "What makes you so sure he'll be the center of this 'real drama'?" she queried, her tone a blend of doubt and intrigue.
Huo Xan leaned closer, his voice almost a whisper, yet carrying a weight of certainty. "Because, dear wife, while each recruit here is a gem in their own right, Liang Xuan... he is a diamond among them. His talents, his mysterious bloodline, and the aura he carries - he's like a magnet drawing the sects towards him."
The pavilion elders, now aware of the Dragonlord's interest in Spike, intensified their efforts. Elder Ming, still basking in the glory of securing Huo Yan, approached Spike with a confident stride.
"Spike," Elder Ming began, his voice echoing his earlier fervor, "you have shown remarkable skill and knowledge beyond your years. Our Pavilion of the Raging Inferno would be honored to have a talent like yours."
Elder Jian, not to be outdone, stepped forward. "Your swordsmanship, Liang Xuan, hints at a deeper understanding of the martial arts. In the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, we can refine your skills to perfection."
One by one, other elders pitched their pavilions, each promising Spike training and opportunities that would make him a force to be reckoned with in the martial world. The intensity of their offers reflected not just their desire to have Spike but also an unspoken recognition of his potential to influence the power dynamics within the sect.
Spike listened to each offer with a calm, unreadable expression. The attention was flattering, but he could sense the underlying currents of expectation and ambition. His decision would not just shape his path but also ripple through the sect's future.
As the pavilion elders awaited his response, Spike finally spoke, his voice steady and confident. "I am honored by your offers and the paths you lay before me." He paused, his gaze sweeping across the elders. "However, I must choose the path that aligns with my own goals and aspirations."
The elders leaned in, the anticipation palpable. Spike's next words would not only reveal his choice but also mark the beginning of a new chapter in his journey - one that would inevitably intertwine with the destiny of the Crimson Phoenix sect and the martial world at large.
The atmosphere around Liang Xuan, now the epicenter of attention, thickened with the collective anticipation of the elders. Each one, having extolled the virtues and opportunities of their respective pavilions, now waited eagerly, almost aggressively, for his decision. The air was charged with a mix of eagerness and impatience.
Elder Ming, still riding the high of securing Huo Yan, leaned in closer. "Liang Xuan, the skills you've displayed are exactly what we nurture in the Pavilion of the Raging Inferno. Imagine the heights you could reach with us."
Elder Jian, with a calm but firm tone, interjected, "But it's not just about reaching heights. In the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword, we focus on refining and perfecting one's art. Your swordsmanship would be unparalleled."
One after another, the elders chimed in, each making a compelling case for their pavilion. The pressure on Spike was immense, akin to a lone ship being tossed about in a stormy sea of persuasion and promises.
However, Spike remained unfazed, his expression calm, almost stoic. It was clear that he was not going to be swayed easily by grand promises or aggressive recruitment tactics. He was looking for something more, something that resonated with his own aspirations and goals.
As the elders continued their fervent pitches, Spike finally raised a hand, signaling for silence. The area around him quieted down, the elders and onlookers holding their breath, waiting for his words.
"I am honored by your interest and the opportunities each of your pavilions offers," Spike began, his voice steady and commanding attention. "However, my decision cannot be rushed or influenced by pressure. I seek a path that aligns not just with my abilities but also with my personal journey and growth."
He paused, allowing his words to sink in among the elders. "I will take tonight to contemplate my decision. Tomorrow, I will announce which pavilion I choose to join. Until then, I thank you all for your generous offers."
The elders, though visibly disappointed by the lack of an immediate decision, nodded in understanding. They knew the value of having someone like Liang Xuan in their ranks was worth the wait.
As Spike walked away, the elders exchanged looks, each lost in thought about what they could offer to tip the scales in their favor. The Dragonlord watched the scene with a knowing smile, aware that Spike's decision, whatever it might be, would bring a significant shift to the dynamics within the sect.
As Liang Xuan disappeared from view, leaving a trail of speculation and intrigue in his wake, the atmosphere among the elders shifted dramatically. The cordiality that had previously marked their interactions gave way to a more contentious and competitive spirit.
Elder Ming, his face flushed with the excitement of potential victory, turned towards Elder Jian. "Come now, Jian, you must know your Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword doesn't stand a chance against the might and resources of the Raging Inferno."
Elder Jian's eyes narrowed, his voice laced with a mixture of amusement and challenge. "Might and resources? Are we talking about cultivating warriors or pampered princes? The true essence of the sword is what we offer, something your 'fiery' pavilion could never understand."
The exchange quickly escalated as other elders joined in. Elder Xi, always a proponent of stealth and subtlety, scoffed at their loud boasts. "This is exactly why he should join the Mystic Shadow. We value skill and strategy over brute force and loud words."
Elder Feng, rubbing his temples as if nursing a headache, interjected with a weary voice. "You all seem to forget the finesse of crafting. The Forge and Refinement Pavilion offers something none of you can – the art of creating, not just destroying."
The squabbling grew louder, each elder vehemently defending their pavilion while disparaging the others. Accusations and boasts flew like arrows in a battlefield, their words becoming more heated and less guarded.
From a distance, the Dragonlord watched the spectacle, a wry smile playing on his lips. Beside him, his wife, High-Elder Bai Lian, shook her head in mild exasperation. "Look at them, like children fighting over a new toy. Do they not realize how this looks to the disciples?"
The Dragonlord's smile widened. "Let them be. This is a good lesson in passion and ambition, albeit a bit unruly. It's not every day a disciple like Liang Xuan comes along. He has them showing their true colors."
As the elders' debate threatened to devolve into a full-blown altercation, with some elders standing and pointing fingers while others scoffed and crossed their arms in defiance, the Dragonlord finally decided to intervene. He cleared his throat loudly, his powerful voice cutting through the noise like a blade.
"Enough!" he bellowed, his commanding presence instantly silencing the group. "We are leaders and guides, not brawlers in a tavern. Remember, the choice lies with Liang Xuan, and it is his alone to make. Let us not lose our dignity in the process of trying to sway it."
Chastened, the elders slowly regained their composure, though the air remained thick with unspoken rivalries and bruised egos. As they dispersed, the underlying current of competition remained, each elder deep in thought about how to win over the most coveted disciple the Crimson Phoenix Sect had seen in years.
Liang Xuan was about to leave the area, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts and decisions, when the Dragonlord approached him. The sect leader's expression was one of calm authority, his presence alone commanding respect and attention.
"Liang Xuan," the Dragonlord began, his voice carrying a weight that seemed to quiet the surrounding air, "I have been observing the... enthusiasm with which our elders have been trying to recruit you. It's clear that you possess talents and potential that are exceptionally rare."
Liang Xuan nodded, his expression neutral, yet attentive. The Dragonlord's intervention had piqued his curiosity.
"I understand that such attention can be overwhelming and, frankly, quite a burden," the Dragonlord continued. "So, I propose a solution that I believe is in everyone's best interest, especially yours."
He paused for a moment, ensuring he had Liang Xuan's full attention. "I offer you the position of a Core Disciple within our sect. This is a rare honor, granted to only a handful of students in each generation. As a Core Disciple, you will have the unique privilege to train under any pavilion you wish, at any time. You will not be bound to one path but will have the freedom to explore all that our sect has to offer."
The Dragonlord's proposal hung in the air, its significance not lost on Liang Xuan. The title of Core Disciple was not just a position; it was a symbol of immense trust and expectation. It would provide him unparalleled access to knowledge and training, a thought that intrigued him deeply.
Liang Xuan's eyes reflected a thoughtful glimmer. "That is a generous offer, Dragonlord. It would give me the freedom to pursue my interests without the limitations of a single path."
The Dragonlord nodded, a hint of satisfaction in his gaze. "Indeed. It's a decision that benefits us all. You get to explore your vast potential without constraints, and the sect gains a disciple who could excel in multiple fields. A win-win, if you ask me."
There was a brief pause as Liang Xuan considered the offer. The idea of being tied down to one pavilion had been a daunting prospect, but this... this was an opportunity of a lifetime.
"I accept your offer, Dragonlord," Liang Xuan finally said, a decisive tone in his voice. "I am honored to be a Core Disciple of the Crimson Phoenix Sect."
The Dragonlord's face broke into a rare, genuine smile. "Excellent! Welcome to the heart of our sect, Liang Xuan. I have no doubt you will bring greatness to our name."
As they shook hands, the elders, who had been watching the exchange from a distance, let out a collective sigh of relief. The tension that had been building seemed to dissipate, replaced by a sense of anticipation for what this unique disciple would achieve in the future.
And so, Liang Xuan stepped into a new chapter of his life, one that promised growth, challenges, and the freedom to carve his own path in the vast world of martial cultivation.

	
		Chapter 26: Core Disciple



Liang Xuan blinked in surprise as he was roused from his sleep by Hua Mina, the girl he had helped with his miraculous pill. Her presence in his quarters was unexpected, to say the least.
"Good morning, Liang Xuan," Mina greeted him with a bright smile. "I thought you might need some assistance in getting acquainted with your new status as a Core Disciple."
Liang Xuan sat up, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. "That's very thoughtful of you, Mina, but you didn't have to—"
"It's my duty," she interrupted, a hint of something more than mere obligation in her tone. She then muttered something under her breath that sounded suspiciously like "As your future wife," but Liang Xuan chose to ignore it, attributing it to his half-awake state.
After a quick breakfast, another knock sounded at his door. Standing there was a young man with an air of confidence and strength. He had sharp features and his eyes held a piercing quality.
"Good morning. You must be Liang Xuan. I'm Hsu Feng, one of the senior Core Disciples here," the young man introduced himself with a friendly smile. "I've been assigned to give you a tour of our sect and help you get settled in."
Liang Xuan nodded, impressed by Hsu Feng's aura. "That would be great. I have to admit, I'm a bit overwhelmed by the size of this place."
Hsu Feng chuckled. "Don't worry, you'll get used to it soon enough. Follow me, I'll show you around."
As they walked through the sect, Hsu Feng pointed out various important locations: the training grounds, the libraries, the dining hall, and the various pavilions. The sect was indeed vast, almost like a small town in itself, with disciples bustling about, engaged in various activities.
"You'll find that being a Core Disciple gives you a lot of freedom, but also a lot of responsibility," Hsu Feng explained as they walked. "You're expected to train hard and contribute to the sect in your own unique way."
Liang Xuan nodded, absorbing the information. "I understand. I'm ready to do my best."
Hsu Feng led him to a large, open field where several disciples were practicing. "This is one of the main training areas. You're welcome to join any group or train solo. As a Core Disciple, you have access to all the resources of the sect, including personal guidance from any of our masters."
The tour continued, with Hsu Feng showing Liang Xuan the more secluded areas of the sect, known for their tranquility and natural beauty - perfect for meditation and reflection.
"As a Core Disciple, you'll also be involved in various missions and tasks for the sect," Hsu Feng added. "It's a way to gain real-world experience and contribute to the sect's standing in the martial world."
By the end of the tour, Liang Xuan had a much clearer idea of what his new role entailed. He was excited by the opportunities and challenges that lay ahead.
"Thank you for the tour, Hsu Feng. I appreciate it," Liang Xuan said as they concluded their walk.
Hsu Feng smiled. "It's my pleasure. Remember, as Core Disciples, we're here to support each other. If you ever need anything or have questions, don't hesitate to ask."
With a new sense of purpose, Liang Xuan watched as Hsu Feng departed, leaving him to ponder his next steps in this vast and intricate world of martial cultivation. The path ahead was filled with endless possibilities, and Liang Xuan felt ready to embrace whatever came his way.
After the initial tour, Hsu Feng led Liang Xuan to a quieter part of the sect, where they could speak without interruption. They sat down on a stone bench overlooking a serene garden.
"Now that you've seen the physical layout of our sect," Hsu Feng began, "it's important to understand what being a Core Disciple truly means. It's not just a title; it's a role that comes with expectations and opportunities."
Liang Xuan listened intently, eager to learn.
"First and foremost," Hsu Feng continued, "as a Core Disciple, you represent the elite of our sect. You're expected to uphold the highest standards in both your training and conduct. The way you behave reflects on the sect as a whole."
Liang Xuan nodded, understanding the weight of the responsibility.
"Secondly, you have access to resources that regular disciples can only dream of. This includes advanced training areas, unique cultivation methods, rare scriptures, and even personal mentorship from the high elders and the Dragonlord himself on occasion."
Hsu Feng's eyes sparkled with a mix of pride and excitement as he spoke about these privileges.
"However, with these privileges come duties. Core Disciples are often called upon to undertake challenging missions for the sect. These missions range from diplomatic endeavors to covert operations and even direct confrontations with hostile forces. Success in these missions not only brings honor to you but strengthens the sect's position in the martial world."
Liang Xuan felt a surge of excitement at the prospect of undertaking such missions.
"Moreover, Core Disciples are also expected to participate in various sect events and competitions. These events are platforms for showcasing our sect's strength and for individual disciples to gain fame and recognition."
Hsu Feng then leaned closer, his tone taking on a more serious note. "But remember, Liang Xuan, being a Core Disciple also means you're a target. Rival sects and practitioners will see you as a trophy, a means to elevate their own status if they can defeat you. Always be vigilant."
Liang Xuan absorbed this information, aware that his journey in the martial world was about to get more intense.
"Lastly," Hsu Feng concluded, "as a Core Disciple, you have a say in the sect's affairs. Your opinions and suggestions can influence decisions at the highest level. Use this power wisely."
Liang Xuan felt a deep sense of gratitude. "Thank you, Hsu Feng, for explaining all this to me. I understand what's expected of me now, and I'm ready to take on these responsibilities."
Hsu Feng smiled, pleased with Liang Xuan's response. "I'm sure you'll do great, Liang Xuan. Remember, we're all here to support each other. Welcome to the life of a Core Disciple."
As they were about to continue, they heard shouting nearby.
Hsu Feng and Liang Xuan rushed toward the commotion, their steps hastening as the sounds of a fierce battle echoed through the air. The Life and Death Arena, a massive structure made of dark stone, loomed before them, surrounded by a crowd of excited onlookers. The air was thick with tension and anticipation.
"This is the Life and Death Arena," Hsu Feng explained, his voice barely audible over the roar of the crowd. "It's where disciples challenge each other to resolve disputes or to prove their strength. Battles here are serious and can sometimes be... well, as the name suggests."
Liang Xuan's eyes widened as he took in the scene. Two disciples in the center of the arena were locked in intense combat, their movements a blur of speed and precision. Every strike and counterstrike was met with cheers and gasps from the audience.
"Challenges in the Life and Death Arena are not taken lightly," Hsu Feng continued. "Once you step into this arena, it's about honor and survival. The sect allows these duels as they believe it helps maintain discipline and gives disciples a chance to test their mettle against one another."
Liang Xuan observed the fighters, noting their techniques and the flow of their qi. He could see the determination in their eyes, the sheer will to emerge victorious. It was a raw display of martial prowess and spirit.
Suddenly, the fight took a dramatic turn. One of the combatants, leveraging an opening, executed a stunning move that sent his opponent crashing to the ground. The victor let out a triumphant roar as the defeated disciple lay there, motionless but still breathing. The crowd erupted in a mix of cheers and sighs.
Medics rushed into the arena to attend to the fallen disciple, ensuring no fatal harm had been done. The victor was escorted out amidst the adulation of his peers, his chest heaving with exertion and pride.
"Such battles are common?" Liang Xuan asked, still fixed on the scene unfolding before him.
Hsu Feng nodded. "Yes, they are. But remember, Liang Xuan, participating in a Life and Death battle is a serious decision. It's not just about physical strength; it's a test of character, strategy, and resilience. Many disciples use these battles to gain recognition or settle scores, but one must always weigh the consequences."
Liang Xuan absorbed this new information, understanding the importance of the Life and Death Arena within the sect. It was a place where reputations could be made or destroyed, where the spirit of martial arts was both celebrated and feared.
As Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng prepared to leave, a sudden commotion erupted within the Life and Death Arena. The victor of the recent duel, still catching his breath from his triumph, was suddenly ambushed by a group of other disciples. This unexpected turn of events violated the sacred rules of the arena, which dictated that battles were to be fought one-on-one, with no outside interference.
The atmosphere shifted instantly from celebration to chaos. Shouts and cries echoed through the air as the sect members watching the fight leaped into action, some trying to intervene and others merely adding to the confusion.
Hsu Feng's expression turned grave. "This is not supposed to happen," he murmured, his eyes scanning the escalating situation. "The arena is a place of honor and discipline. Such behavior is strictly forbidden and punishable."
Liang Xuan watched intently, analyzing the dynamics of the skirmish. The group attacking the victor seemed coordinated, as if this ambush was premeditated. The victim, though taken by surprise, was defending himself valiantly, but the odds were quickly turning against him.
Without a moment's hesitation, Hsu Feng dashed toward the scene, his demeanor shifting from a guide to a disciplinarian. "Stay here, Liang Xuan," he called over his shoulder. "This is a matter for the sect elders to handle."
But Liang Xuan was not one to stand idly by in the face of injustice. Following his instincts, he trailed behind Hsu Feng, ready to lend support if necessary. As they approached the melee, several sect elders had already begun to intervene, their powerful auras and commanding voices attempting to restore order.
The arena, once a place of controlled combat, had turned into a scene of tumultuous uproar. Disciples who had overstepped the bounds of respect and honor were being apprehended by the elders, their faces a mix of fear and defiance.
Amid the chaos, Liang Xuan noticed a figure trying to slip away unnoticed – a disciple who seemed to be orchestrating the attack. With a swift decision, he maneuvered through the crowd and confronted the figure.
"Where do you think you're going?" Liang Xuan demanded, his presence commanding and authoritative.
The disciple, caught off guard, stammered for a response. It was clear from his demeanor that he was part of the plot that disrupted the sanctity of the Life and Death Arena.
Liang Xuan's intervention caught the attention of Hsu Feng and the elders. With the instigator apprehended, the situation quickly deescalated. The elders, now in full control, began to address the crowd, their voices stern and unyielding.
"This behavior will not be tolerated within the Crimson Phoenix Sect," one of the elders announced. "Those involved will face severe disciplinary actions. The Life and Death Arena is a symbol of our values – values that have clearly been forgotten today."
As order was restored, Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng resumed their tour, but the incident had left an indelible mark on Liang Xuan's perception of the sect. It was a vivid reminder that beneath the surface of discipline and honor, there were undercurrents of rivalry and discontent that could surface at any moment.
For Liang Xuan, this was not just a tour of the sect's physical grounds, but an insight into the complexities and challenges that lay within its walls. He knew that navigating this world would require not just martial prowess, but also the wisdom to understand the deeper currents that ran through the sect. His journey as a Core Disciple was shaping up to be more intriguing and demanding than he had ever anticipated.
High Elder Lam's expression hardened as he faced the unexpected interruption. The new arrival was Elder Rong, known for his direct and often brusque manner. Elder Rong was a high-ranking member of the Disciplinary Pavilion, a faction within the sect responsible for maintaining order and enforcing the rules.
"This is a matter of sect discipline, Elder Rong," Elder Lam stated firmly, his voice resonating with authority. "It concerns the entire sect, not just your pavilion."
Elder Rong scoffed, his gaze sweeping over the apprehended disciples. "Discipline is our domain, Lam. You've done your part by stopping the fight. Now let us handle the consequences."
The tension between the two elders was palpable, and the surrounding disciples watched in uneasy silence. Liang Xuan observed the exchange with a discerning eye. It was clear that there were layers of politics and power at play within the sect, and disputes like this were probably more common than he had initially thought.
Elder Lam, maintaining his composure, nodded curtly. "Very well, Elder Rong. But remember, the integrity of the Crimson Phoenix Sect is at stake. We cannot allow such flagrant disregard for our rules."
Elder Rong waved a dismissive hand, already turning his attention to the culprits. "Rest assured, we know how to deal with rule-breakers."
With that, Elder Rong and his subordinates from the Disciplinary Pavilion took over, escorting the offending disciples away for punishment. Elder Lam lingered for a moment, his gaze meeting Liang Xuan's. There was a brief nod of acknowledgment before he too departed, leaving Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng alone once again.
Hsu Feng let out a low whistle. "That was intense. You don't often see Elders Lam and Rong in a standoff like that. They represent different aspects of our sect's governance."
Liang Xuan nodded thoughtfully. "It seems the sect is like a complex organism, with many parts working together – and sometimes at odds."
"Exactly," Hsu Feng agreed. "And as a Core Disciple, you'll have the unique opportunity to navigate these complexities. You'll interact with all pavilions, see their strengths and weaknesses, and perhaps even play a part in resolving conflicts like these."
The incident at the Life and Death Arena had given Liang Xuan a deeper insight into the inner workings of the Crimson Phoenix Sect. It was a place of learning and growth, but also a microcosm of martial society, with its own challenges and power struggles.
High Elder Lam turned to Liang Xuan, his face a picture of concern. "Did you witness the start of this altercation, Liang Xuan? It's important for us to gather accurate information."
Just as Liang Xuan was about to respond, Elder Rong's voice cut through the air, firm and commanding. "Elder Lam, I believe I made it clear that this is now a matter for the Disciplinary Pavilion."
Liang Xuan noticed Elder Rong's stern gaze, but something else caught his attention. He glanced at the group of rowdy practitioners being led away and then back at Elder Rong. Each of them bore a small but distinct insignia on their robes – a symbol that Liang Xuan now realized was identical to the one on Elder Rong's attire.
"Elder Lam," Liang Xuan began cautiously, choosing his words carefully. "I didn't see the beginning of the fight, but I've noticed something peculiar. The practitioners involved in the incident share the same insignia as Elder Rong. It seems they might be from his pavilion."
Elder Lam's eyebrows furrowed in thought, and he gave Elder Rong a scrutinizing look. The revelation brought a new layer of complexity to the situation.
Elder Rong, catching on to the direction of their conversation, replied with a hint of defensiveness in his tone. "Yes, they are disciples under my guidance. But that does not mean I condone their actions. They will be dealt with according to our sect's laws, without bias."
Despite Elder Rong's assurance, a subtle tension hung in the air. It was clear to Liang Xuan that the dynamics within the sect were intricate, with alliances and loyalties influencing decisions and actions.
However, Elder Lam's expression still reflects concern. “Elder Rong. I do hope your words are truthful, and this practitioners will be dealt with accordingly… unlike last time,”
Elder Rong looked at Elder Lam and said “I am the head Elder of the Disciplinary pavilion, I am always impartial in my rulings,” 
“Were you impartial when Huang Tzu was turned into a cripple by Man Huan?” Elder Lam said
Elder Rong’s face turned red with fury as he said “What happened that day was tragic, for everyone, however, do not forget, Huang Tzu was not innocent in the matter,” Elder Rong said
“Neither were the 4 members of your Disciplinary pavilion that tried to rape and kill his sister,” Elder Lam said
“Murder is murder, he knew the rules,” said Elder Rong
“And your pavilion members, do they?” asked Lam
“Of course,” said Elder Rong
“Then I expect them to be put to death, by sundown,” elder Lam said sternly
“Huo Lam, your killing intent is to high, give me some face, many of the people involved have committed their first transgression, and at the same time, Ye Zhang is a known trouble maker, there must be more to it,” Elder Rong said red in anger
“Then I suggest you do a through investigation, do not forget, you and every member in your pavilion, who is alive, are on extremely thin ice with the Dragonlord and the sect,” Elder Lam said
Elder Rong gave a curt nod, though his expression remained angered. "Of course, Elder Lam. Now, if you'll excuse us, we have disciplinary matters to attend to."
As Elder Rong and his group left the scene, Elder Lam turned back to Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng. "I apologize for this unpleasantness on your first day, Liang Xuan. The Crimson Phoenix Sect values honor and discipline. Incidents like this are not the norm."
Liang Xuan nodded, understanding the gravity of the situation. "I appreciate your handling of the matter, Elder Lam. It's clear that maintaining order in such a large sect is a challenging task."
With the incident at the Life and Death Arena concluded, at least for the moment, Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng continued their tour. The complexities of the sect's internal dynamics were becoming increasingly apparent to Liang Xuan, and he knew navigating them would be a crucial part of his journey here. His role as a Core Disciple was not just about personal advancement; it was also about understanding and, perhaps in time, influencing the intricate tapestry of power within the Crimson Phoenix Sect.
Elder Lam watched Elder Rong and his entourage depart, the air still tense from their confrontation. As the figures of the Disciplinary pavilion elders disappeared into the distance, Elder Lam turned to Liang Xuan with a somber expression.
“You must be cautious, young Liang Xuan,” Elder Lam advised. “The Martial World is not just about strength and skill. It is also a place of complex allegiances and hidden agendas. What you witnessed today is just the tip of the iceberg.”
Liang Xuan nodded, absorbing the gravity of Elder Lam’s words. “I understand, Elder Lam. Thank you for your guidance.”
“Remember, strength is important, but wisdom is paramount. Always keep your eyes open and trust your instincts,” Elder Lam imparted, placing a reassuring hand on Liang Xuan's shoulder before departing.
Left standing with Hsu Feng, Liang Xuan felt the weight of the responsibilities and challenges that lay ahead of him in the sect. Hsu Feng, noticing Liang Xuan’s contemplative state, decided to break the silence.
“Don’t let it get to you too much,” Hsu Feng said, attempting to lighten the mood. “Every sect has its politics and dark corners. But remember, it’s also a place where you can forge your path and make lifelong allies. Let’s continue the tour, shall we?”
Liang Xuan gave a small smile, grateful for Hsu Feng’s attempt to cheer him up. “Yes, let’s continue.”
As they walked away from the Life and Death Arena, Liang Xuan’s mind was abuzz with thoughts. The conflict between Elder Lam and Elder Rong had opened his eyes to the deeper complexities of the sect. He realized that navigating these turbulent waters would require not just martial prowess but also strategic thinking and emotional intelligence.
The tour resumed, but now Liang Xuan observed everything with a keener sense of awareness, knowing that every corner of the sect held potential lessons and challenges vital for his growth as a practitioner.
Hsu Feng led Liang Xuan away from the arena, his expression somber as he began to explain the history that plagued the Disciplinary Pavilion. "About fifteen years ago," Hsu Feng started, "things began to change within the pavilion. The Elder at that time, Guo Tem, was different. He wasn't like the elders we respected. He was corrupt, power-hungry, and his influence was... toxic."
Liang Xuan listened intently, sensing the gravity of Hsu Feng's words.
"Guo Tem came into power after defeating the previous elder in a duel. Many say the duel was rigged, but no one could prove it. Since then, the pavilion, which was once a beacon of justice in our sect, has become... different," Hsu Feng continued, a hint of disdain in his voice.
He paused, looking around to ensure no unwanted ears were listening. "The Disciplinary Pavilion started favoring practitioners from powerful and wealthy families, regardless of their character. Many of these practitioners, shielded by their family's influence, have committed acts that go against everything our sect stands for."
Liang Xuan's brow furrowed in concern. "And nothing has been done about this?"
Hsu Feng shook his head. "It's complicated. The sect values strength and victory, and Guo Tem, despite his flaws, is a formidable practitioner. Challenging him openly could lead to more strife within the sect. Plus, his connections... they run deep."
"The sect needs reform," Liang Xuan stated, more to himself than to Hsu Feng. "Justice should not be swayed by power or wealth."
Hsu Feng nodded in agreement. "Many of us feel the same way, but change is slow, and it must be approached carefully. As a core disciple now, your voice will have weight. Use it wisely."
As they continued their walk, Liang Xuan pondered over the situation. He turned to Hsu Feng, "What about Elder Guo Tem? Where is he now?"
Hsu Feng's expression darkened. "Three years ago, Guo Tem attempted a coup within the sect. He was power-hungry and wanted to control more than just the Disciplinary Pavilion. His ambition led him to his downfall."
Liang Xuan's interest piqued. "A coup? In the sect?"
"Yes," Hsu Feng nodded. "He underestimated the strength and loyalty of the sect members to the Dragonlord and his family. The coup was quickly quashed, but not without its share of chaos."
"So, what happened to Guo Tem?" Liang Xuan pressed.
"He was killed by the Dragonlord's younger sister, Chen Ying. She's a formidable practitioner, known for her unwavering sense of justice and her incredible prowess in battle." Hsu Feng's tone held a mixture of respect and awe. "Her intervention was decisive. She confronted Guo Tem directly and, in a fierce battle, ended his tyranny."
Liang Xuan mulled over this new information. "I see. The sect has undergone quite some turmoil."
"It has," Hsu Feng agreed. "But it's recovering. The Disciplinary Pavilion is still struggling with its reputation, but with Guo Tem gone, there's hope for change."
Liang Xuan nodded, contemplating the dynamics of power within the sect. The story of Chen Ying's bravery and the sect's resilience resonated with him. He realized that his journey here wouldn't just be about cultivation and learning; it would also involve understanding the intricate web of politics and power within the sect.
Liang Xuan, troubled by the earlier incident, turned to Hsu Feng. "What about Huang Tzu? The one who was crippled by one of Elder Rong's men?"
Hsu Feng sighed, a shadow passing over his face. "Huang Tzu... he and his younger sister Huang Ji were once the brightest stars of our sect. Huang Ji's beauty was unparalleled, and her talents in cultivation were extraordinary. Her brother, Huang Tzu, was equally formidable."
Liang Xuan listened intently, sensing a tragic tale unfolding.
"One day," Hsu Feng continued, "four members from the Discipline Pavilion, Ling Po, Jang Zhen, Nangong Wu, and Prince He Zhang, became obsessed with Huang Ji. Their infatuation turned dark, leading them to corner and attempt to... to assault her."
Liang Xuan's fists clenched at the description.
"Huang Ji fought valiantly. She managed to escape, albeit injured, and she told her brother everything." Hsu Feng's voice was low. "Huang Tzu, fueled by rage and protectiveness, hunted down those four and killed them in broad daylight. It was a brutal act of vengeance."
"What happened to Huang Tzu after that?" Liang Xuan asked, a sense of injustice building within him.
"The Discipline Pavilion, especially Man Huan, retaliated. He sneak-attacked Huang Tzu, destroying his cultivation base and reducing him to... well, to what we in the cultivation world call 'trash'. Man Huan was never punished for his crime. Instead, he roamed free, until Chen Ying intervened."
"Chen Ying?" Liang Xuan's interest was piqued again.
"Yes," Hsu Feng nodded. "Chen Ying, the Dragonlord's sister, took matters into her own hands. She executed Man Huan in front of Elder Rong, sending a clear message. If Elder Rong ever shielded a criminal again, she would not hesitate to end him too."
Liang Xuan absorbed this history, his mind racing with thoughts of the sect's complex dynamics. "This sect... it's not just about cultivation and martial arts, is it?"
Hsu Feng shook his head. "It's about justice, power, and sometimes, the harsh realities of our world. It's a balance, a constant struggle between right and wrong."
As they continued their tour, Liang Xuan pondered over the stories of Huang Tzu and Huang Ji, the failure of the Discipline Pavilion, and the decisive actions of Chen Ying. It was clear that his time in the sect would be filled with challenges far beyond cultivation.
Upon hearing about the fates of the Huang siblings, Liang Xuan's expression turned solemn. "And what of Huang Ji and Huang Tzu now? Where are they?"
Hsu Feng's reply carried a tone of regret. "Huang Ji's cultivation suffered severely from the trauma. She's been stuck at Martial Venerable Warrior, level 4, for the past two years. She's a core disciple at the Pavilion of the Eternal Ice, still respected for her skills and past achievements."
"And Huang Tzu?" Liang Xuan prodded further, sensing more to the story.
"As for Huang Tzu, after the incident, there were loud calls for his expulsion," Hsu Feng explained. "But Chen Ying intervened, ensuring he stayed. However, his status... it's nothing like it used to be. He's now essentially a live-in helper at the sect."
"A live-in helper?" Liang Xuan echoed, his brows furrowing.
"Yes," Hsu Feng nodded gravely. "You'll often find him doing the most menial and laborious tasks. He collects raw metals near the mine, harvests in the Ying Yang Forest, and even scrubs the stairs to the sect by hand. His life now is a far cry from the glory he once held as a top disciple."
Liang Xuan processed this information, his thoughts a whirlwind. The injustice and tragedy that had befallen the siblings seemed to weigh heavily on the atmosphere around them. It was a stark reminder that in the world of cultivation, the line between respect and ruin could be perilously thin.
"As cruel as this world can be," Liang Xuan muttered under his breath, "justice and compassion seem like rare commodities."
Hsu Feng nodded in agreement. "The cultivation world is complex, filled with trials that test not just strength, but character and resilience."
As they continued their tour, Liang Xuan couldn't help but think of Huang Tzu's broken figure and Huang Ji's halted progress. It was a reminder that in this world, power and status were everything, and without them, even the most talented could find themselves in despair.
As Hsu Feng was wrapping up his comprehensive tour of the sect, a sudden commotion caught their attention. In the distance, they could see a group of core disciples surrounding an older man, their attitudes aggressive and demeaning. Liang Xuan's gaze narrowed as he observed the scene, recognizing the telltale signs of bullying.
Without a moment's hesitation, Hsu Feng marched towards the group, his expression stern and unwavering. Liang Xuan followed closely, his curiosity piqued. As they approached, the details of the scene became clearer. The older man, seemingly frail and defenseless, was trying to maintain his dignity under the taunts and jeers of the disciples.
With a commanding presence, Hsu Feng intervened. "Enough!" he bellowed, his voice carrying the authority of a senior disciple. The core disciples, taken aback by his sudden appearance, immediately ceased their antics. A few exchanged nervous glances before scampering away, their bravado dissolving under Hsu Feng's disapproving gaze.
The older man, now relieved from his tormentors, looked up with gratitude. His face, etched with the lines of age and experience, was familiar to those who knew the history of the sect.
"That's Mo Yang Ping," Hsu Feng whispered to Liang Xuan, a hint of respect in his tone. "He was the elder in charge of the Disciplinary Pavilion before Guo Tem took over."
Liang Xuan looked at the former elder, his mind racing with questions. "What happened to him?" he asked, unable to hide his curiosity.
Hsu Feng sighed, his expression turning somber. "After Guo Tem's rise to power, Elder Mo was stripped of his position and faced numerous false accusations. His fall from grace was... abrupt and unjust. Since then, he's been living a life of obscurity within the sect, often facing the scorn of those who once respected him."
The injustice of it all weighed heavily in the air. Liang Xuan felt a surge of empathy for the former elder, understanding all too well how fickle and cruel the world of cultivation could be. He approached Mo Yang Ping, offering a hand to help him up.
"Thank you, young man," Mo Yang Ping said, his voice tinged with a mix of surprise and appreciation.
"It's an honor, Elder Mo," Liang Xuan replied respectfully. "Your contributions to the sect have not been forgotten."
Mo Yang Ping's eyes gleamed with a hint of moisture, touched by the kindness of a young disciple he had just met. In that moment, Liang Xuan realized the profound impact that respect and compassion could have, especially for those who had been unjustly wronged.
As they parted ways with Elder Mo, Liang Xuan turned to Hsu Feng. "This sect... it's more complicated than I thought."
Hsu Feng nodded, a thoughtful expression on his face. "The path of cultivation is never straightforward. It tests us in ways we can never anticipate."
Liang Xuan pondered over these words as they resumed their tour. The sect was a microcosm of the larger cultivation world, filled with its own dynamics of power, honor, and struggle. And in this complex tapestry, every individual had their own story to tell.
As Hsu Feng and Liang Xuan resumed their tour, the serenity of their walk was abruptly interrupted. A group of core disciples, swaggering with an air of superiority, crossed their path. Their leader, a tall, muscular youth with a sneer permanently etched on his face, locked eyes with Liang Xuan.
"Well, well, if it isn't the sect's newest darling," the leader jeered, his voice dripping with disdain. "The 'Core Disciple' who thinks he's above us all."
The others in his group chuckled, their laughter echoing mockingly. Liang Xuan's expression remained calm, but his eyes narrowed slightly. Hsu Feng stepped forward, ready to intervene, but Liang Xuan raised a hand, signaling him to hold back.
"I don't recall claiming to be above anyone," Liang Xuan replied, his voice steady. "The sect made its decision based on its criteria, not my whims."
The leader snorted. "Oh, please. We all know how these things work. A little show here, a little spectacle there, and suddenly you're the sect's precious gem. But let's see how long you can keep up this charade."
Another disciple, a wiry youth with a mocking grin, stepped forward. "Yeah, let's see if you're really as good as they say, or just another overhyped fraud."
Hsu Feng's fists clenched, but Liang Xuan's calm demeanor held him back. There was a wisdom in Liang Xuan's eyes, a depth that spoke of experience beyond his years.
"I have nothing to prove to you," Liang Xuan said evenly. "My actions will speak for themselves in due time."
The group laughed, their taunts growing more aggressive. But before the situation could escalate further, a powerful voice boomed across the courtyard.
"Enough!"
The group turned to see Elder Jian, one of the sect's most respected martial arts instructors, approaching with a stern expression.
"Is this how core disciples of our sect behave? Mocking and belittling each other?" Elder Jian's gaze was sharp, cutting through the bravado of the group.
The leader of the group bowed his head, his earlier confidence deflating under Elder Jian's scrutiny. "Apologies, Elder Jian. We were just..."
"Enough," Elder Jian cut him off. "The strength of our sect lies in unity, not division. Remember that."
With a final glare, Elder Jian dismissed the group, who quickly scattered, their heads bowed in shame. He then turned to Liang Xuan and Hsu Feng, nodding in acknowledgment.
"Liang Xuan, isn't it?" Elder Jian said. "I've heard much about you. Keep focused on your path. Do not let the petty squabbles of others deter you."
"Thank you, Elder Jian," Liang Xuan replied, bowing respectfully.
As Elder Jian departed, Hsu Feng let out a sigh of relief. "That was intense. You handled that well, Liang Xuan."
Liang Xuan smiled slightly. "In the world of cultivation, strength and reputation often attract envy and hostility. It's just another trial to overcome."
With that, they continued their tour, the incident leaving a lingering thought in Liang Xuan's mind. In this intricate world of cultivation, navigating through envy, rivalry, and the expectations of others would be as challenging as any physical or mental battle.
The tour concluded under the shade of an ancient willow, its leaves whispering secrets of the past. Hsu Feng turned to Liang Xuan, his expression earnest.
"I know what those practitioners said might've stung, but don't let it get to you. Jealousy and doubt are as common as the clouds in the sky here," Hsu Feng advised, his gaze steady.
Liang Xuan nodded, his eyes reflecting a calm understanding. "I expected as much. But tell me, Hsu Feng, do you share their views?"
Hsu Feng paused, considering his words carefully. "Honestly, there was a part of me that questioned it too," he admitted. "But unlike them, I value genuine strength and merit. I've seen enough of the sect's workings to know that nepotism can't get you everywhere. Your accomplishments at the entrance exams... they were your own."
Liang Xuan smiled slightly. "I appreciate your honesty. It's refreshing."
Hsu Feng's expression softened. "In this sect, you'll find all kinds. The envious, the sycophants, the truly dedicated... It's a melting pot. But remember, it's your path, your journey. Stay true to that, and you'll find your place here."
Liang Xuan's eyes held a glimmer of gratitude. "Thank you, Hsu Feng. I'll remember that."
As they walked back towards the heart of the sect, the setting sun cast a golden hue over the sprawling grounds. The conversation with Hsu Feng had given Liang Xuan much to ponder. He knew his journey in the sect would be fraught with challenges, but he also sensed an opportunity - an opportunity to grow, to learn, and perhaps to change some of the longstanding perceptions within these ancient walls.
The path ahead was uncertain, filled with potential allies and hidden rivals. Yet, Liang Xuan felt a quiet confidence. He had faced adversity before and thrived. This new chapter of his life in the sect would be no different.

AT THE DISCIPLINARY PAVILION
Elder Rong's presence commanded the room, his aura heavy with authority and a hint of unspoken threats. The practitioners who had caused the chaos in the Arena of Life and Death shifted uncomfortably, their faces a mix of fear and defiance.
“Idiots… every single one of you,” Elder Rong said 
“We didn’t start the fight,”
As the leader of the disruptive group tried to voice a protest, Elder Rong's expression hardened. Without a word, he swiftly executed the young man, his movements precise and deadly. A hushed silence fell over the room, the severity of the situation sinking in.
"You all have brought shame not only upon yourselves but upon the entire sect with your actions," Elder Rong declared, his voice cold and unyielding. "Your recklessness has drawn unwanted attention. Such behavior cannot go unpunished."
The practitioners swallowed hard, their earlier bravado evaporating under Elder Rong's steely gaze.
"As punishment," Elder Rong continued, "your allowance will be withheld for the next two months. You will cultivate without the aid of magic stones, pills, or jade liquid. Let this be a lesson in humility and discipline."
Murmurs of disbelief and quiet resentment rippled through the group. The loss of these resources was a significant setback, one that would undoubtedly slow their cultivation progress.
Elder Rong scanned the room, his eyes lingering on each practitioner. "Let this serve as a reminder," he added sternly. "The Crimson Phoenix Sect values honor and discipline above all. Do not forget the principles upon which our sect is built."
With that final admonishment, Elder Rong turned and left the room, leaving behind a heavy silence. The practitioners exchanged uneasy glances, the reality of their situation settling in. The punishment was harsh, but it was a clear message from the sect's leadership: chaos and disobedience would not be tolerated.
Elder Rong's office, buried in the depths of the Disciplinary Pavilion, was dimly lit and lined with ancient tomes and scrolls. He sat at his desk, his features etched with lines of thought and concern. He reached into a locked drawer and carefully extracted a black scroll, its surface etched with symbols that seemed to shift and dance in the low light.
As he unfurled the scroll, a cloud of dark, swirling smoke erupted from it, coalescing into a formless shape in the air before him. A deep, resonant voice emanated from the smoke, demanding, "Speak!"
Elder Rong recounted the day's events in a measured tone, detailing the chaos at the Arena of Life and Death, his intervention, and the punitive measures he had imposed. His report was factual, devoid of emotion or personal judgment.
Once he finished, the voice from the smoke ruminated for a moment before responding. "Do not act rashly, Elder Rong. The time we have long awaited is nearing. Patience and subtlety are our allies."
Elder Rong bowed his head slightly, a sign of respect and acknowledgment. "I follow the path the shadows have laid before me," he intoned solemnly.
The smoke began to dissipate, and the voice added, "Continue to observe and report. We must not falter now when our goal is so close."
As the last wisps of smoke vanished, Elder Rong rolled up the scroll and returned it to its hidden drawer, locking it securely. He leaned back in his chair, his mind racing with thoughts and plans. The conversation had reaffirmed his purpose and the crucial role he played in the larger scheme orchestrated by this mysterious entity.
Elder Rong knew the stakes were high and the risks even higher. Whatever was being planned, it was clear that it would have significant ramifications for the Crimson Phoenix Sect and perhaps the entire Martial World. For now, he would watch, wait, and prepare for the moment when he would be called upon to act.
The shadows, it seemed, were on the move, and Elder Rong was their willing servant.

	
		Ch. 27 A storm is brewing



As the sun rose over the Crimson Phoenix Sect, casting a golden hue on the sprawling complex of pagodas and training grounds, Liang Xuan made his way to the Sword Arts training class at the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword. The morning air was crisp, filled with the distant clatter of wooden swords and the muted chants of practitioners in meditation.
Upon his arrival, Liang Xuan found himself immediately besieged by a throng of fellow practitioners. The males in the group jostled for position, each vying to proclaim their worthiness as his potential "refiner" – a term they used to imply a mix of bodyguard, right-hand man, and unwavering ally. Their eagerness was palpable, each trying to outdo the other with tales of their prowess or lineage.
"Brother Liang, I am from the ancient Lin family, known for our unbreakable defense!"
"Liang Xuan, allow me to serve you! My speed in battle is unmatched!"
As the males vied for attention, a bevy of female practitioners swarmed around Liang Xuan, each more flirtatious than the last. Their advances ranged from coy glances to brazen propositions, creating an almost comical tableau of seduction.
"Hey, handsome. They say you’re a Core Disciple now. How about you show me some... special moves?"
"Liang Xuan, they say a sword master knows how to handle his... blade. Care to give me a private lesson?"
Before the situation could escalate further, Mi Na swooped in like a guardian falcon. Her expression was fierce, almost demonic, as she shooed away the lovestruck girls with a combination of sharp words and sharper glares.
"Back off, vixens! He's not interested in your shallow affections!"
"But Mi Na, we just want to get to know him better!" one of the girls protested, only to be silenced by Mi Na's withering stare.
With a protective arm around Liang Xuan, she ushered him through the crowd, which parted reluctantly, still buzzing with excitement and curiosity.
As they walked towards the training area, Liang Xuan couldn't help but chuckle at the absurdity of the situation. It seemed that his status as a Core Disciple had not only granted him access to all areas of learning within the sect but also made him an unexpected celebrity among his peers.
"Thanks, Mi Na. I wasn't expecting such a... warm welcome," Liang Xuan remarked with a wry smile.
Mi Na huffed, still keeping a vigilant eye on the lingering admirers. "Just remember, they may not all have pure intentions. Stay sharp, Spike."
With Mi Na's warning ringing in his ears, Liang Xuan prepared himself for the day's training, wondering what other surprises his new status would bring.
As Liang Xuan settled into a somewhat quiet spot, the room's atmosphere shifted noticeably with the entrance of Elder Mo Yang Ping. Murmurs and whispers snaked through the crowd like a subtle wind, some tinged with disdain, others with curiosity.
"What is this trash doing here?" a voice hissed from the back.
"Where is Instructor Mu?" another queried, confusion lacing their words.
Elder Mo Yang Ping, seemingly unfazed by the undercurrent of hostility and confusion, walked with a dignified poise to the front of the class. His eyes, deep and experienced, swept across the sea of young faces, each one a mix of respect, disdain, or neutrality.
"Good morning, students," he began, his voice steady and resonant. "I am Elder Mo Yang Ping, and I will be leading today's Sword Arts class. Instructor Mu has been called away on urgent sect business."
A wave of murmurs rippled through the room, and Elder Mo Yang Ping raised a hand, beckoning for silence.
"I am aware that my presence here might be...unexpected," he continued, choosing his words with care. "However, I assure you, my knowledge and experience in the Sword Arts are at your disposal. Today, we will focus on the fundamentals of swordplay and the refinement of your individual techniques."
As he spoke, Elder Mo Yang Ping's gaze landed on Liang Xuan, a flicker of recognition crossing his features. The elder's eyes lingered there for a moment longer than necessary before he continued.
"The way of the sword is not just about strength and agility; it's about understanding your weapon as an extension of your own body and spirit. Let us begin."
With a graceful motion, Elder Mo Yang Ping unsheathed a sword that seemed to gleam with an inner light. It was a simple gesture, yet it carried the weight of years of mastery.
The class, now captivated by the elder's presence and the promise of learning from such an experienced practitioner, quickly organized themselves. Liang Xuan found himself both curious and cautious about Elder Mo Yang Ping's teachings, considering the mixed reactions his appearance had elicited.
As the class progressed, Elder Mo Yang Ping demonstrated various techniques, each movement fluid and precise. Liang Xuan practiced diligently, trying to absorb as much as he could from the elder's instructions.
Occasionally, Elder Mo Yang Ping would pause to offer personal guidance to a student, and when he finally reached Liang Xuan, his words were insightful.
"Your form is excellent, Liang Xuan, but don't forget the importance of intuition. A swordmaster must not only think but also feel the flow of the battle," he advised, his voice low so only Liang Xuan could hear.
The class ended with a sparring session, where students were encouraged to put their learnings to the test. As Liang Xuan engaged in his bouts, he found Elder Mo Yang Ping's advice resonating within him, guiding his movements and decisions.
By the end of the session, many students had gained a newfound respect for Elder Mo Yang Ping, and the initial whispers of dissent had transformed into discussions of his skilled teachings.
As they exited the training hall, Liang Xuan couldn't help but feel that there was more to Elder Mo Yang Ping than met the eye. His teachings had depth, and his calm demeanor held a story that Liang Xuan was curious to uncover.
As Liang Xuan and Mi Na made their way down the hallway, the discordant sounds of a heated argument grew louder. Rounding a corner, they came upon a scene that made Liang Xuan's brow furrow in displeasure.
Elder Mo Yang Ping stood surrounded by a group of Core Disciples. Their postures were haughty, their expressions filled with derision. One of the disciples, a tall young man with a sneer etched on his face, was particularly vocal.
"And what can you teach us, Elder Mo? How to be a doormat?" he jeered, his voice dripping with contempt. The others laughed mockingly, their disdain for the elder clear.
Elder Mo Yang Ping, however, remained composed. His eyes, though tinged with sadness, held a quiet strength.
"A true practitioner of the martial arts understands respect and humility," he replied calmly. "It's not just about physical strength, but strength of character."
"Strength of character? Look where that got you!" another disciple chimed in, eliciting more laughter from the group.
Mi Na bristled beside Liang Xuan, her hand unconsciously moving towards the hilt of her sword. Liang Xuan placed a gentle hand on her shoulder, signaling her to stay calm.
Stepping forward, Liang Xuan's presence seemed to alter the atmosphere. The Core Disciples turned their attention to him, their expressions shifting from amusement to curiosity.
"Elder Mo Yang Ping has more honor and skill in his little finger than you display in your entire being," Liang Xuan stated, his voice firm yet devoid of anger. "Mocking an elder does not make you strong; it reveals your weaknesses."
The Core Disciples looked taken aback, not expecting such a retort. The tall young man who had been the most vocal sneered at Liang Xuan.
"And who are you to lecture us?" he challenged.
"Liang Xuan, a Core Disciple, like yourselves," Liang Xuan replied evenly. "But more importantly, someone who respects the journey and wisdom of our elders."
A tense silence fell over the group. Some of the disciples looked uncomfortable, perhaps recognizing the truth in Liang Xuan's words. The tall young man, however, seemed unrepentant.
"Well, if you're so fond of the elder, why don't you become his disciple?" he spat out, his words intended as a mockery.
Liang Xuan looked at Elder Mo Yang Ping, seeing the wealth of experience and knowledge behind those eyes. "Perhaps I will," he replied seriously, turning the intended insult into a statement of respect.
The group of Core Disciples, unsure of how to respond, eventually dispersed, murmuring amongst themselves. Elder Mo Yang Ping, visibly moved, nodded at Liang Xuan in gratitude.
"Thank you, Liang Xuan. Your defense of my honor... it means a great deal," Elder Mo Yang Ping said softly.
Liang Xuan smiled. "Your teachings today spoke volumes, Elder. I would be honored to learn more from you."
As they parted ways, Mi Na, who had been quietly observing, leaned in closer to Liang Xuan. "That was really brave of you," she commented, a hint of admiration in her voice.
Liang Xuan shrugged modestly. "Sometimes, the right thing to do is also the hardest. But it's always worth it."
Elder Mo Yang Ping led Liang Xuan and Mi Na to a quieter part of the sect, a small garden that seemed to be forgotten by time. They sat on a weathered bench, the elder's eyes gazing into the distance, lost in memories.
"I remember a time when respect was earned through deeds, not birthright," Elder Mo began, his voice tinged with a melancholy that seemed to seep into the very air around them. "The day I was crippled by Guo Tem was the day I lost more than my physical strength. I lost the respect I had spent a lifetime earning."
Mi Na listened intently, her usual fiery demeanor softened by the elder's words. Liang Xuan's expression was one of contemplation, his eyes never leaving the elder.
Elder Mo sighed deeply, "These 'Pure' Core Disciples, as they call themselves, believe their lineage and wealth place them above others. They forget the true essence of our teachings. Not all of them, mind you. There are those who understand the value of humility and hard work."
His gaze then shifted to Liang Xuan and Mi Na, a faint glimmer of hope in his eyes. "But you, Liang Xuan, and you, Mi Na... you give me hope. Hope that not all is lost in the younger generation. That the true spirit of our sect will continue."
Mi Na nodded solemnly, moved by the elder's words. Liang Xuan placed a reassuring hand on the elder's shoulder.
"Elder Mo, your experiences and teachings are invaluable. I believe there's much we can learn from you, much more than just martial arts," Liang Xuan said earnestly.
Elder Mo looked at Liang Xuan, a faint smile playing on his lips. "Thank you, Liang Xuan. In these troubled times, it's comforting to meet young souls like you and Mi Na. I may be a mere shadow of what I once was, but perhaps there's still some wisdom I can impart."
As they left the garden, Mi Na whispered to Liang Xuan, "We should do something. It's not right, how they treat him."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "We will, Mi Na. We'll find a way to restore Elder Mo's honor. It's not just about him; it's about preserving the true values of our sect."
As they walked back to the main grounds, Liang Xuan's mind was already formulating plans, not just for Elder Mo Yang Ping, but for the greater good of the sect, a place that was quickly becoming more than just a training ground for him.

LATER
Liang Xuan tossed and turned on his bed, his mind racing with different ideas on who to restore Elder Mo’s honor, but, everytime one idea came it was hit by a road block.
This went on and on all through the night, leaving Liang Xuan without a wink of sleep.
“I need to find a way, but how?” he asked himself as he raised from bed “Well, walking always helps” he said as he got dressed and headed out for a morning walk.

SOMETIME LATER
Liang Xuan found himself deep in thought as walked around the boundaries of the sect, the cool breeze and the morning sun seemed to be doing wonders for his brain as more and more ideas with even better possibilities popped in and out of his brain.
Just as he was about to settle on a way to help elder Mo, something caught his attention, it was a loud slap, followed by a moan.
He immediately rushed in the direction of the sound.
The sight that greeted Liang Xuan was a grim one. In the dim morning light, Huang Tzu was on his knees, surrounded by a group of sneering Core Disciples. Each punch they delivered was met with grunts of pain from Huang Tzu, yet he bore them with a stoicism that spoke of deep, resigned suffering.
Liang Xuan's fists clenched as anger boiled within him. He stepped forward, his presence immediately drawing the attention of the group.
"What's going on here?" Liang Xuan's voice was calm, but it carried an unmistakable edge.
The group turned, their smirks fading slightly at the sight of Liang Xuan. The leader, a tall, haughty young man with a scar running down his cheek, sneered, "Nothing that concerns you, 'Core Disciple'. We're just teaching this slave some manners."
Huang Tzu's eyes met Liang Xuan's for a fleeting moment. There was no plea for help in them, only a deep, burning shame.
Liang Xuan stepped closer, his voice cold as steel. "He's a member of this sect, not a punching bag for your amusement. Leave. Now."
The leader laughed, "Or what? You'll report us? Go ahead. We're 'Pure' Core Disciples. Nothing will happen to us."
But Liang Xuan wasn't deterred. "I won't report you. I'll handle this myself."
Before the leader could react, Liang Xuan moved. His movements were a blur, a precise and controlled display of martial prowess. Within moments, the group found themselves on the ground, groaning in pain.
Liang Xuan offered a hand to Huang Tzu, helping him to his feet. "Are you okay?"
Huang Tzu nodded, a mixture of gratitude and surprise in his eyes. "Thank you. I... didn't expect anyone to help."
Liang Xuan's gaze was firm. "No one deserves to be treated like this. I'll make sure it doesn't happen again."
As Liang Xuan walked Huang Tzu back to the living quarters, his mind was racing. This incident had solidified something within him. The sect was in dire need of change, and perhaps, he could be the catalyst.
Moments later, Liang Xuan arrived at Huang Tzu’s shack, which seemed to be in its last leg, even a simple breeze could bring it down.
He quickly laid Huang Tzu on his bed and started to treat his wounds.
As Liang Xuan finished applying a soothing salve to Huang Tzu's wounds, the door to the shack burst open, revealing a woman whose aura was both commanding and fierce. She was Song Wu, a High Core Disciple, known for her formidable strength and her unyielding spirit. Her eyes, sharp as razors, darted between Huang Tzu and Liang Xuan.
"What happened here?" Song Wu demanded, her voice a mix of concern and barely-contained fury.
Huang Tzu started to speak, but Liang Xuan raised a hand, signaling for him to remain silent. He met Song Wu's gaze evenly. "Huang Tzu was attacked by a group of Core Disciples. I intervened."
Song Wu's eyes narrowed. "And why would they attack my husband?"
Liang Xuan sighed, choosing his words carefully. "It seems to be a matter of deep-rooted prejudice within the sect. I believe it's tied to the dishonor that was unjustly thrust upon him."
Her fists clenched, Song Wu's anger was palpable. "This sect... these so-called 'Pure' Core Disciples... they have no honor."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "I've noticed the same. There's a rot within the sect that needs to be addressed."
Song Wu looked at Huang Tzu, her expression softening. "And you, Tzu, why do you endure this? Why not leave?"
Huang Tzu's voice was low, but resolute. "Because this is our home, Wu. Leaving would mean letting them win. I stay for you, for our future, and for the hope that one day justice will prevail in this sect."
Song Wu's eyes glistened with unshed tears as she embraced her husband. "You're a stronger man than they'll ever be."
Turning to Liang Xuan, she added, "And you, Liang Xuan, you've shown more spine than most in this sect. If there's ever a way I can repay your kindness, you need only ask."
Liang Xuan smiled, a plan forming in his mind. "Actually, there might be something. I think it's time we brought some change to this sect. And I have a feeling you two will be crucial in making that happen."
Liang Xuan studied Huang Tzu with a critical eye. "What exactly are your injuries, Tzu?"
Song Wu, standing protectively beside her husband, answered with a heavy heart. "His meridians are damaged beyond repair, a cruel act that has left him crippled."
Liang Xuan, however, sensed there was more to it. Using his refined senses, he delved deeper into Huang Tzu's condition and realized the true extent of the damage. "It's not just the meridians," he said quietly. "His Qi ocean... it's been destroyed."
Song Wu gasped, her worst fears confirmed. Huang Tzu's expression was one of resignation, a man who had long come to terms with his fate.
Huang Tzu looked at Liang Xuan, a trace of hope flickering in his eyes. "Is there anything that can be done, Liang Xuan? Is there any way to heal these wounds?"
Liang Xuan pondered for a moment. The situation was dire, but not entirely hopeless. "There might be a way," he said slowly. "But it will require resources, time, and a great deal of effort. And even then, success isn't guaranteed."
Song Wu stepped forward, determination etched on her face. "Tell us what needs to be done. We'll do whatever it takes."
Liang Xuan explained his plan. "We need rare medicinal herbs, some of which are almost legendary. And we'll need to refine a specific pill – a Meridian Genesis Pill – capable of regenerating meridians from scratch. It's a long shot, but it's the only shot we have."
Huang Tzu's eyes lit up with a renewed spark of determination. "Then let's get started. No matter how long it takes, no matter how hard it is, we'll do it."
As they discussed the plan further, Liang Xuan realized this was more than just a mission to heal Huang Tzu. It was the beginning of a deeper bond, a union of like-minded individuals who sought justice and honor in a sect riddled with corruption and prejudice.
As Liang Xuan strode through the misty morning, his mind was a whirlwind of plans and strategies. He was so deep in thought that he almost collided with Elder Mo Yang Ping, who was shuffling along with a stooped back, a shadow of his former self.
Liang Xuan steadied the elder and then paused, using his Celestial Eyes to peer deeper into the elder's condition. To his surprise, he discovered that Elder Mo's cultivation wasn't gone, merely dormant, suppressed deep within his body. This revelation sparked a memory, a technique he had once mastered, a method of Niddle Forging that could awaken dormant cultivation.
Elder Mo noticed the intense gaze. "Is there something on my face, young man?" he asked with a wry smile.
"No, Elder Mo," Liang Xuan replied thoughtfully. "Just thinking about something. Please excuse me, I have to attend to an important matter."
Without waiting for a reply, Liang Xuan hastened away, his steps quickening with purpose. He needed to access his Celestial Room and retrieve the Niddle Forging recipe. This ancient technique was a delicate and intricate process that could potentially rekindle the dormant cultivation in both Elder Mo and Huang Tzu. It was a risky endeavor, but if successful, it could restore their former glory and more.
Navigating through the pathways of the sect, Liang Xuan found a secluded spot and sat down to meditate. As he delved into his inner self, he was transported to his Celestial Room, a space where knowledge and memory converged. The room was filled with scrolls, manuscripts, and ancient texts, each holding a piece of his past and the keys to many potent techniques.
Liang Xuan moved with practiced ease, scanning through the shelves until his hands settled on a scroll with intricate markings – the needle Forging recipe. Unrolling the scroll, he studied the detailed instructions, his mind racing with the possibilities this could bring. It would be a complex and arduous task, requiring precision and immense control, but he was ready for the challenge.
Rolling the scroll back up, Liang Xuan emerged from his meditation, his eyes burning with a newfound resolve. It was time to gather the herbs and begin the process of Needle Forging. The journey ahead would be fraught with difficulty, but the rewards could change the lives of Elder Mo and Huang Tzu forever.
LATER THAT DAY
“Hey, Liang Xuan, I brought them as you requested,” Mi Na said as she entered his room followed by the new guests.
In the dimly lit room, Liang Xuan stood before Elder Mo Yang Ping, Huang Tzu, Song Wu, and Mi Na. The air was thick with anticipation as they waited for him to speak.
"Elder Mo, Huang Tzu," Liang Xuan began, his voice steady and confident. "I've analyzed your conditions and there's hope for both of you. Despite the years that have passed and the damage done, your cultivation is not beyond recovery."
Elder Mo's wrinkled face twisted in skepticism. "Young man, I appreciate your optimism, but my cultivation was crippled fifteen years ago. It's a fool's hope to think it can be restored."
Liang Xuan's eyes sparkled with certainty. "That's where you're mistaken, Elder Mo. The body continues to cultivate in a state of 'Natural Existence,' absorbing and storing qi, albeit at a slower pace compared to focused Martial Cultivation."
Huang Tzu and Song Wu exchanged glances, hope flickering in their eyes, while Elder Mo snorted in disbelief. "Natural Existence? That's a fanciful theory with no basis in reality."
Liang Xuan reached into his robe and pulled out a scroll, aged and worn but meticulously preserved. "This is not mere theory, Elder. This scroll details the principles of Natural Existence. I believe it will confirm your own research."
Elder Mo took the scroll with trembling hands, unrolling it slowly. His eyes scanned the ancient text, widening with every line he read. The room fell silent, save for the rustling of the parchment. Suddenly, Elder Mo's breath hitched; his eyes shot up to meet Liang Xuan's, filled with a mixture of shock and excitement.
"This... This is it! The missing piece of my research!" he gasped, his voice quivering with emotion. "It's all here, the evidence of Natural Existence, the potential for cultivation despite being crippled!"
The revelation was too much for the elder, and he stumbled backward, clutching his chest. His breathing became rapid, and then, with a thud, Elder Mo collapsed onto the floor, unconscious but with a faint smile on his lips.
Song Wu and Huang Tzu rushed to his side, concern etched on their faces. Mi Na, too, stepped forward, but Liang Xuan held up a hand to stop them.
"Give him a moment. This shock is overwhelming, but it's a positive one. He's just fainted," Liang Xuan reassured them, his gaze returning to the scroll in his hand. "With this knowledge and the Needle Forging technique I plan to use, we can not only restore Elder Mo's cultivation but also awaken the dormant power in Huang Tzu."
The room filled with a renewed sense of hope and determination. Elder Mo's discovery, long ridiculed and dismissed, was about to change their lives forever. Liang Xuan's confidence and the ancient wisdom in his possession were their new beacons in the darkness that had shrouded their paths for too long.
Huang Tzu leaned forward, his curiosity piqued. "Master Liang, what do we need for the pill and needles? How can we assist?"
Liang Xuan's gaze was contemplative as he listed the requirements. "For the needles, we need metals that are not just rare but also possess unique properties. We need Sky Iron from the highest peaks of the Kunlun Mountains, Moon Silver extracted during the night of a full moon, and the rarely seen Star Gold, known to fall from the heavens in meteor showers."
Song Wu nodded, her mind racing with the logistics of acquiring such rare materials. But before she could formulate a plan, Elder Mo, now awake, interjected with a tone of urgency.
"And for the pill," Liang Xuan continued, "the ingredients are equally rare. We need the Lotus of Everlasting Youth, which blooms once every century in the Forbidden Valley, the Essence of Sunfire, extracted from the heart of an active volcano, and the Tears of the Phoenix, known to be shed by a phoenix only during the rebirth cycle."
Elder Mo sat up, his eyes reflecting deep knowledge. "However, three of these ingredients and one of the metals you mentioned are beyond the reach of our sect. The Lotus of Everlasting Youth is guarded by the Forbidden Valley's ancient protectors, the Essence of Sunfire is located in the perilous Inferno Crater, and the Tears of the Phoenix... they are a legend, seldom seen and even less often obtained. As for the Star Gold, it’s a cosmic rarity that even our sect’s resources cannot guarantee."
The room fell into a thoughtful silence, each person processing the enormity of the task ahead. Liang Xuan's expression remained unfazed, a testament to his resolve.
Huang Tzu finally broke the silence, determination in his voice. "Then it's clear what we must do. We'll seek these ingredients and metals outside the sect's boundaries. It's a daunting task, but not an impossible one."
Song Wu nodded in agreement, her warrior spirit ignited by the challenge. "We'll need to plan carefully. The Forbidden Valley and Inferno Crater are not places one ventures into lightly. And as for the Tears of the Phoenix... we must tread lightly on the path of legend."
Liang Xuan stood up, his presence commanding the room. "We embark on a journey that will test us in ways we've never imagined. But in our quest lies the key to restoring what was lost and awakening what has been dormant. Let's prepare for the journey ahead."
A spark of realization flashed in Liang Xuan's eyes. "Wait, the Phoenix Tears! My grandmother's emporium in Guilvons has a stash of them. They've worked closely with the Pill Pavilion there. We might be able to acquire what we need from there."
A sense of relief washed over the group, one hurdle seemingly easier to overcome than expected.
Elder Mo stroked his beard thoughtfully. "And for the Lotus of Everlasting Youth, the Mystic Shadow Pavilion and the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword are organizing an expedition to the Forbidden Valley. You, Liang Xuan, could join them along with Thorax and Pharynx. It’s an opportunity to explore the valley and possibly obtain the Lotus."
Liang Xuan nodded, mentally preparing himself for the challenges that lay ahead in the treacherous Forbidden Valley.
Huang Tzu and Song Wu exchanged a determined look. "We will handle the acquisition of the remaining materials," Huang Tzu declared with confidence. "The Sky Iron, Moon Silver, and Star Gold. It won't be easy, but we will find a way."
Song Wu added, "We’ll utilize every contact and resource at our disposal. These materials are rare, but not entirely unobtainable for those who know where to look."
The group, now with a clear plan of action, felt a renewed sense of purpose. They were about to embark on a journey filled with danger and discovery, but also one that held the promise of miraculous healing and restoration.
As they prepared to leave, Liang Xuan turned to them, his eyes resolute. "This won't be an easy journey. We’ll face unknown dangers and possibly even life-threatening situations. But I believe that together, we can overcome any obstacle. Let's make the necessary preparations and set out as soon as possible."
With that, the group dispersed, each person setting out to play their part in this grand quest. Liang Xuan spent the rest of the day preparing for the journey to the Forbidden Valley, while Huang Tzu and Song Wu began their search for the rare metals. Elder Mo, feeling a sense of purpose he hadn’t felt in years, started to make inquiries about the upcoming expedition.
The path ahead was uncertain, but their resolve was unwavering. They were ready to face whatever the future held.
“That went well” Mi Na said
Mi Na's comment hung in the air, its optimism contrasting sharply with the weight of Liang Xuan's thoughts. He turned to her, a pensive expression etching his features. "It's a step forward, Mi Na, but the journey is far from over. The true challenge lies ahead."
Mi Na, sensing the gravity in his voice, tilted her head curiously. "What do you mean?"
Liang Xuan sighed, the complexities of the task at hand clouding his mind. "The Needle forging technique we need to use... it's not just rare; it's almost mythical. Most blacksmiths and weapon refiners have either forgotten it or consider it a mere legend. Convincing someone to undertake such a task... it's going to be a monumental challenge."
Mi Na's eyes widened in realization. The gravity of the situation was beginning to dawn on her. "So, finding the materials is just one part of the puzzle. We also need to find someone skilled enough, and willing, to forge these needles?"
"Exactly," Liang Xuan confirmed. "And that's not even considering the precision and expertise required to forge needles capable of reactivating dormant cultivation. It’s a delicate and intricate process, one wrong move and the entire effort could be for naught."
Mi Na's expression turned serious. "Then we need to start looking for such a person immediately. Time is not on our side."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "I'll reach out to my contacts in Guilvons and see if they know of any master blacksmiths or refiners who might be up to the task. We need someone who's not only highly skilled but also open-minded enough to believe in the existence of this technique."
"And what can I do to help?" Mi Na asked, eager to contribute.
Liang Xuan pondered for a moment. "Spread the word discreetly among the sect. See if any of the elders or senior disciples know of a blacksmith or weapon refiner who might have the skills we need. But remember, we must be cautious. We don't want to attract the wrong kind of attention."
Mi Na nodded, understanding the delicacy of the situation. "I’ll be discreet. Let's hope the stars align in our favor."
With a plan of action set, Liang Xuan and Mi Na set about their respective tasks. The road ahead was uncertain, fraught with challenges and obstacles. But with determination and a bit of luck, they hoped to overcome them and restore what was lost.
The sun was setting, casting a warm, golden hue over the sect when Elder Mo Yang Ping approached Liang Xuan. His face held an expression of cautious optimism. "I have spoken with Mi Na," he began. "You're planning to restore my cultivation, and for that, you need a master blacksmith. I believe I can help you."
Liang Xuan's eyes lit up with a glimmer of hope. "You can?"
Elder Mo nodded. "My older brother is the High Elder of the Forging Pavilion. He's one of the few who might be able to help us, though convincing him won't be easy."
With determination set in their hearts, they made their way to the Forging Pavilion. The pavilion, bathed in the last light of the day, stood tall and imposing. Inside, High Elder Mo waited, his expression a mix of curiosity and skepticism.
Liang Xuan wasted no time in explaining the situation, detailing the precise nature of the needles he needed and the lost technique required to forge them. As he spoke, High Elder Mo's skepticism seemed to deepen.
"You expect me to believe in a mythical technique? This sounds like a fanciful tale," High Elder Mo scoffed.
In response, Liang Xuan reached into his robe and presented the scroll containing the forging technique. The High Elder's eyes narrowed as he unrolled the ancient parchment, scanning its contents.
Moments later, his eyes widened in disbelief, and his breath quickened. The room watched in silence as realization dawned on him, the profound knowledge contained within the scroll overwhelming him. It was all too much, and with a stagger and a gasp, High Elder Mo collapsed to the floor, unconscious.
Elder Mo Yang Ping rushed to his brother's side, concern etched across his face. "He'll be fine," Liang Xuan assured him. "He just needs time to process what he's learned. This technique... it's more than just forging. It's a bridge to a lost era of cultivation."
As they waited for the High Elder to regain consciousness, the weight of what they were attempting to achieve settled upon them. They were on the cusp of reviving a lost art, one that could change the face of cultivation as they knew it. But with such great potential came great risks. They were treading on uncharted waters, and only time would tell what secrets those waters held.
As the last sliver of sunlight disappeared beyond the horizon, High Elder Mo stirred, slowly regaining consciousness. His eyes fluttered open, revealing a gaze filled with a mix of awe and newfound respect. Slowly, he got to his feet, steadied by his brother, Elder Mo Yang Ping.
Without a word, High Elder Mo approached Liang Xuan and embraced him. It was a gesture that spoke volumes, conveying gratitude and acknowledgment that transcended words. As they parted, there was a newfound warmth in the High Elder's eyes.
"I... I never imagined," High Elder Mo began, his voice laced with wonder. "This technique, it's revolutionary. It could change everything we know about forging."
He turned to Elder Mo Yang Ping. "Yang Ping, we must begin at once. This knowledge cannot be wasted." Then, turning back to Liang Xuan, he added, "I'll need help. My son, Tian Mo, and your nephew, they must learn this as well."
Elder Mo nodded in agreement, and with a wave of his hand, he dispatched a disciple to fetch Tian Mo and his own son.
Moments later, the young men arrived, both showing visible signs of curiosity and excitement. Tian Mo, a tall and sturdy youth with a keen eye, mirrored his father's seriousness. In contrast, Elder Mo's son, a bright-eyed and eager young man, carried an air of enthusiasm that seemed to light up the room.
High Elder Mo wasted no time. He unfurled the scroll on a large table, gesturing for everyone to gather around. "This," he said, pointing to the intricate diagrams and writings, "is not just a forging technique. It's a bridge to our past, a connection to a forgotten era of craftsmanship and power. We are going to revive it, and you two," he looked at Tian Mo and Elder Mo's son, "will be among the first to learn it."
As they leaned in, studying the scroll, Liang Xuan observed a transformation taking place. The skepticism that once clouded the room had evaporated, replaced by an atmosphere of eager learning and discovery. The High Elder, with his vast experience, guided the young men through the complex knowledge, explaining each symbol and instruction with care.
For hours they delved into the ancient technique, with High Elder Mo demonstrating each step with the precision and skill of a master. Tian Mo and Elder Mo's son absorbed the knowledge like sponges, their eyes alight with the thrill of learning something so profound and transformative.
Liang Xuan watched, a sense of accomplishment filling him. He had not only unearthed a lost art but had also sparked a flame of passion and purpose in these individuals. This night marked the beginning of a new chapter, not just for Elder Mo Yang Ping and his family, but for the entire world of cultivation. A chapter where the old merged with the new, where forgotten wisdom found its place in the present.
The dawn of a new era was at hand, and it had begun here, in the Forging Pavilion of the Crimson Phoenix Sect.

	
		Chapter 28: The Forbidden Valley Expedition [Part 1]



Liang Xuan arrived at the central pagoda, where the air buzzed with anticipation. Two groups, each consisting of about ten practitioners, gathered around their respective leaders. The central pagoda, a towering structure of ancient design, stood as a silent witness to the countless expeditions it had overseen throughout the ages.
The High Elder of the Mystic Shadow Pavilion, a stern-faced man with a gaze as sharp as the swords his pavilion mastered, stepped forward. His voice, though calm, carried a weight that demanded attention.
"Today, we embark on a journey that is as much about discovery as it is about proving oneself," he began, surveying the practitioners before him. "The Forbidden Valley is not merely a place of danger; it offers knowledge, treasures, and tests that will shape you into true warriors of the Mystic Shadow Pavilion."
His words stirred a sense of pride and determination among the gathered. Each practitioner stood a bit taller, their eyes gleaming with the promise of adventure and the thrill of the unknown.
Next to speak was the High Elder of the Pavilion of the Heavenly Sword. He was an older man, his hair like silver threads, but his presence was no less commanding.
"This expedition is more than a quest for resources; it's a journey of self-discovery and growth. The Forbidden Valley will challenge you, test your limits, and in some cases, redefine them," he said, his voice resonating with wisdom. "Remember, the strength of the sword lies not just in its sharpness but in the skill and spirit of the one who wields it."
The practitioners of the Heavenly Sword Pavilion nodded in agreement, their faces set in expressions of resolve and eagerness.
Liang Xuan, standing among his peers, felt a surge of excitement. This was not just any mission; it was an opportunity to explore, to grow, and perhaps to uncover secrets long hidden within the depths of the Forbidden Valley.
As the speeches concluded, the two groups merged, forming a single, unified team. They were a blend of skills and talents, each individual bringing their unique strengths to the table.
The High Elders gave their final instructions, emphasizing teamwork, vigilance, and the importance of returning safely. As they spoke, Liang Xuan couldn't help but feel a sense of responsibility. He knew that his actions could make a significant difference in the success of this expedition.
With the final words of encouragement, the group set off. The central pagoda faded into the background as they ventured towards the outskirts of the sect, where the entrance to the Forbidden Valley awaited.
This was the beginning of something new, a chapter yet to be written in the annals of the Crimson Phoenix Sect. And for Liang Xuan, it was a step into a larger world, one filled with danger, mystery, and the potential for unimaginable discoveries.
As the practitioners prepared to mount the majestic Celestial Storks, the High Elders' eyes fell upon Liang Xuan. Their expressions shifted from surprise to curiosity as they approached him.
"Elder Li, Elder Zhao," Liang Xuan greeted, bowing respectfully to the High Elders of the Mystic Shadow and Heavenly Sword Pavilions.
Elder Li, a man whose eyes seemed to hold an ocean of wisdom, raised an eyebrow. "Liang Xuan, isn't it? A core disciple of our esteemed sect. What brings you to join this perilous expedition?"
Elder Zhao, his beard as white as the feathers of the Celestial Storks, looked at Liang Xuan with a mix of interest and scrutiny.
Liang Xuan met their gazes with a calm confidence. "Elders, I believe that true knowledge and skill are honed in the crucible of experience. This expedition to the Forbidden Valley is not just a journey for resources but a path to personal growth and understanding."
His words resonated with a sincerity that seemed to impress the High Elders. Elder Zhao nodded slowly, a small smile playing on his lips. "A commendable attitude, young disciple. The challenges of the Forbidden Valley are many, but they are indeed the forge in which the steel of a practitioner's resolve is tested."
Elder Li's gaze softened slightly, and he placed a firm hand on Liang Xuan's shoulder. "Your courage and thirst for knowledge honor the Crimson Phoenix Sect. Be vigilant, Liang Xuan. The Forbidden Valley is a place of ancient mysteries and dangers. Let this journey shape you, but also be wary of the shadows that lurk within."
Liang Xuan bowed again, absorbing their words. "Thank you, Elders. I will heed your advice and remain cautious."
With the conversation concluded, Liang Xuan joined the others as they mounted the Celestial Storks. The magnificent creatures spread their wings wide, catching the morning breeze, ready to soar towards their destination.
As the expedition took to the skies, the High Elders watched them go, a sense of anticipation and concern in their eyes. They both knew the Forbidden Valley held secrets that had challenged many practitioners before. This journey would be a defining moment for many, especially for a core disciple like Liang Xuan, whose potential seemed as vast as the skies they now traversed.
The Celestial Storks ascended higher, their shadows fleeting over the sect below. Ahead lay the Forbidden Valley, a land shrouded in mystery and legend. For Liang Xuan and his companions, the adventure was just beginning.
A few minutes into the trip Liang Xuan turned to see Zhang Yuan, also known as Thorax, and Zhang Jie, Pharynx, taking their seats beside him on the majestic Celestial Stork. The twins, each with their unique personality and appearance, nodded at Liang Xuan with a mixture of respect and camaraderie.
"Long journey ahead, huh?" Thorax remarked with a light chuckle. "I've packed enough snacks to last us a month!"
Pharynx, the quieter of the two, gave Liang Xuan a solemn nod. "Your presence on this journey is reassuring. We've heard about your feats in the sect."
Before Liang Xuan could respond, Elder Li's voice resonated through the group, capturing everyone's attention. "There will be enough time to catch up later on. For now, I suggest you all cultivate. The Forbidden Valley is a two-month trip, so the best-prepared you are, the better."
The words of Elder Li, filled with wisdom and experience, brought a solemn air to the group. The adventurers settled into their seats, each finding their own method of passing the time. Some closed their eyes, focusing on internal cultivation, while others reviewed scrolls or quietly discussed strategies.
Liang Xuan chose to close his eyes, focusing on his breathing. The gentle sway of the Celestial Stork, coupled with the whispering wind, provided a serene environment for cultivation. His mind delved into the depths of his consciousness, visualizing the intricate patterns of his qi flow.
Thorax and Pharynx, following Liang Xuan's lead, also closed their eyes, delving into their own cultivation practices. The brothers, despite their contrasting personalities, shared a deep bond and understanding of their roles as practitioners and representatives of their clan.
As the storks soared through the sky, crossing vast landscapes and piercing clouds, time seemed to meld into the journey. The expedition members, each absorbed in their own world of cultivation, barely noticed the passing days.
Unknown to them, the Forbidden Valley loomed in the distance, a land veiled in ancient secrets and perils. This journey, undoubtedly, was going to test their limits, forge new bonds, and uncover truths long hidden in the shadows of the martial world.
But for now, they cultivated, strengthening themselves for the challenges that lay ahead.
As the Celestial Storks glided gracefully through the sky, the serene atmosphere was occasionally punctuated by the subtle aura fluctuations of breakthroughs. The journey, seemingly dull, became a catalyst for growth among the young practitioners.
Two hours into their meditation, a wave of breakthroughs swept through the group. The air buzzed with the energy of advancement, as one disciple after another transcended their current realms. Whispers and murmurs of encouragement and awe filled the space.
The most notable breakthrough came from a young disciple seated towards the front, a diligent practitioner who had been on the cusp of a major advancement. With a sudden surge of energy, his aura expanded, his face contorted in concentration. A moment later, a wave of calm washed over him. He had successfully transitioned from the Martial Master to the Martial King stage 1, a feat that didn't go unnoticed.
Elder Li, observing from his position, nodded in approval. "Excellent," he remarked in a voice that carried a mix of surprise and admiration. "To achieve such a breakthrough during a journey, commendable indeed!"
The other disciples, inspired by their peer's success, doubled their efforts in cultivation. The air was thick with the energy of determination and focus. Each practitioner, in their own way, was pushing their limits, eager to make the most out of the journey to the Forbidden Valley.
Liang Xuan, opening his eyes momentarily to witness the breakthrough, couldn't help but smile. 'The journey itself is a test and a boon,' he thought. The environment, devoid of distractions, was perfect for inner reflection and growth. He closed his eyes again, delving deeper into his cultivation, aware that the challenges awaiting them would require him at his best.
Thorax and Pharynx, too, seemed invigorated by the breakthroughs happening around them. They exchanged a glance that spoke volumes of their shared determination to not fall behind in such a conducive environment for growth.
As the day turned into night, the Celestial Storks continued their unwavering flight. The stars shone brightly above, guiding their path to the enigmatic Forbidden Valley. Each disciple, in their own world of cultivation, was unaware of the eyes watching them from the shadows, eyes that followed their progress with keen interest.
The morning sun spilled its golden rays over the Celestial Storks, bathing the disciples in a warm, comforting light. Liang Xuan, roused from his deep meditative state, stretched languidly, only to be met with the disenchanted gazes of Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie.
"What's with the long faces?" Liang Xuan inquired, noting their evident disappointment.
Zhang Yuan sighed, a mix of frustration and envy in his tone. "Throughout the night, despite our intensive cultivation, we've only managed a single breakthrough. I've reached Martial Warrior Level 6, and so has Pharynx," he explained, gesturing towards his brother.
Liang Xuan’s brow furrowed in contemplation. "Only one level up?" he murmured. His friends' lack of progress seemed disproportionate to the effort they had put in, especially in such a conducive environment for cultivation.
"Yeah," Zhang Jie, usually the quieter one, chimed in. "We pushed ourselves hard, but it feels like hitting a wall. It's frustrating to see others leap ahead while we're stuck."
Liang Xuan pondered their situation, feeling a wave of empathy wash over him. He knew all too well the trials and tribulations of cultivation - the struggle to break through, the dedication it required, and the occasional stagnation that could test one's spirit.
"Don't be too disheartened," Liang Xuan reassured them gently. "Cultivation is a journey, unique to each individual. Sometimes, progress isn’t just about breaking through levels. It’s also about deepening your understanding and refining your techniques."
Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie exchanged a glance, finding solace in Liang Xuan's words. They knew he was right, yet the reality of their slow progress was hard to shake off.
"Perhaps," Liang Xuan continued thoughtfully, "you need to shift your focus. It’s not just about accumulating Qi. How you harness and direct it is equally important. Let's use the rest of this journey to explore other aspects of your cultivation, beyond mere level advancement."
The brothers nodded, a newfound determination igniting within them. They realized that Liang Xuan, despite his nonchalant demeanor, possessed a deep wisdom about the martial path - a wisdom they could learn from.
The rest of the journey passed with the trio engaging in profound discussions about martial theories, techniques, and strategies. Liang Xuan shared insights from his vast knowledge, aiding his friends in addressing the subtleties of cultivation they had overlooked.
As the Celestial Storks soared closer to the Forbidden Valley, the disciples, including Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie, felt a renewed sense of purpose and excitement. They were not just heading towards a dangerous and mysterious destination; they were journeying towards a deeper understanding of their martial path.
Later that day, after speaking with Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie all day about cultivations, made Liang Xuan think to himself.
In his past life, he had a Changeling disciple, Jie Chang, and she had trouble cultivating for a long time, this caused her to be kicked out of her sect and wander aimlessly through the world until he found her and turned her into a legendary practitioner.
With this memory fresh in his brain, Liang Xuan decided to enter his Mental Room again to try and find the answers to this situation.
Liang Xuan delved into the depths of his Mental Room, a place that held the vast repository of his knowledge and past life experiences. As he navigated through the shelves lined with ancient scrolls and tomes, his eyes caught a particularly old, dust-covered scroll. It was a treatise on the nature of cultivation across different soul types – a subject he found intriguing yet complex.
Unrolling the scroll delicately, Liang Xuan immersed himself in its contents. The script, faded with age, spoke of the unique paths of cultivation for various soul types. Earthling souls followed the standard cultivation path, their progression steady and balanced. Unicorn Souls, on the other hand, boasted a more potent concentration of Qi, allowing practitioners to accumulate spiritual energy at a significantly faster rate.
Pegasi souls, as per the scroll, found their cultivation greatly enhanced at high altitudes where the Qi of the heavens was richer and more vibrant. This was a fascinating revelation, suggesting a harmony between their inherent nature and the environment.
For Dragonborns like himself, the scroll revealed an interesting facet – their robust physical constitution allowed them to endure greater strains during cultivation, effectively meaning they had virtually no limits to the stress they could endure in their quest for power.
The most intriguing part of the scroll, however, was about the Changelings. Their cultivation could be strengthened in two distinct ways: either by cultivating in dark, Qi-rich environments like Qi caves, which was a more traditional method, or by harnessing the soul to assimilate the advantages of all existing soul types. This latter method, though complex, offered a profound insight into the limitless potential of Changeling cultivation.
Liang Xuan pondered over this information, realizing the vast possibilities that lay in the realm of cultivation. Each soul type had its unique path, and understanding these could unlock unprecedented levels of power and mastery.
Closing the scroll, Liang Xuan carefully placed it back on the shelf. The knowledge he had just unearthed opened new avenues of thought and strategy, not just for himself but for his friends as well. He realized that guiding them in cultivation was not just about pushing them to accumulate Qi but also about helping them harmonize their soul's nature with their cultivation path.
As he exited his Mental Room, Liang Xuan felt a renewed sense of purpose. He knew the journey ahead in the Forbidden Valley would be challenging, but armed with this new understanding, he felt more prepared to face whatever lay ahead.
As Liang Xuan emerged from his meditative trance, his eyes opened to a scene of celebration and achievement. Around him, ten more practitioners were reveling in their recent breakthroughs, having ascended to the esteemed Martial King stage. The atmosphere was thick with a sense of accomplishment and the distinct, rich Qi that accompanied such advancements.
Sitting beside him, Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie watched the festivities with a mix of admiration and a tinge of despondency. Despite their efforts, their cultivation progress seemed painfully slow compared to their peers. The knowledge of their unique cultivation path, while comforting, did not immediately resolve the challenges they faced.
Sensing their disheartenment, Liang Xuan turned to them with a determined look. “It’s time to harness the true potential of your Changeling souls,” he said decisively.
The twins' eyes lit up with a spark of hope, their attention entirely focused on Liang Xuan. Utilizing the "Knowledge Transfer Skill," a rare and ancient technique, Liang Xuan began to impart the intricate details of the Changeling cultivation method directly into their consciousness. This method, deeply rooted in the essence of their being, would enable them to tap into the unique strengths of their soul type, assimilating the advantages of various other souls and thus exponentially enhancing their cultivation efficiency.
The process was intense, a direct melding of minds and spirits. For Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie, it was an overwhelming experience; torrents of information, insights, and understandings flooded their minds, reshaping their perception of cultivation.
As the transfer concluded, the twins sat in stunned silence, absorbing and integrating the wealth of knowledge they had just received. Their eyes, once filled with uncertainty, now sparkled with renewed vigor and determination.
“We understand now,” Zhang Yuan finally spoke, his voice carrying a newfound confidence. “Our path is unique, not slower or weaker, just different.”
Zhang Jie nodded in agreement, his usual quiet demeanor giving way to a subtle but unmistakable sense of excitement. “With this knowledge, we can truly begin to explore the depths of our potential.”
Liang Xuan smiled, pleased to see the positive change in their spirits. “Remember, the path of cultivation is as much about understanding yourself as it is about accumulating Qi. Your journey has just taken a significant turn – embrace it.”
The rest of the journey to the Forbidden Valley was marked by intense cultivation sessions. The twins, now armed with a deeper understanding of their unique path, made noticeable progress, their Qi growing denser and more vibrant with each passing day. Liang Xuan, satisfied with their progress, focused on his cultivation, preparing for the challenges that awaited them in the mysterious and treacherous Forbidden Valley.
A week had swiftly passed since Liang Xuan imparted the changeling-specific cultivation knowledge to Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie. The Celestial Storks continued their steady flight towards the Forbidden Valley, gliding across expansive landscapes that seemed to stretch infinitely.
As Liang Xuan awoke from another session of deep cultivation, he was greeted by a scene of jubilation. Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie, the Changeling brothers, were at the center of it all, basking in the admiration and respect of their fellow disciples. They had achieved a monumental breakthrough, both reaching the Martial King level.
The elders, observing from a distance, nodded in approval and respect. The transformation in the twins' cultivation journey had been remarkable, and their achievement was a testament to the power of tailored cultivation methods. It was a rare sight to witness practitioners breaking through to the Martial King level during an expedition, and the elders understood the significance of this moment.
Zhang Yuan's eyes sparkled with excitement as he recounted his experience. "The knowledge you shared, Liang Xuan, it was like a key unlocking doors we didn't even know existed. Our cultivation has taken on a new life," he said, his voice filled with gratitude.
Zhang Jie, usually reserved, couldn't hide his sense of accomplishment. "We've broken barriers that seemed insurmountable before," he added, his usual quiet tone replaced with one of quiet confidence.
As the day progressed, the group continued their journey, now with a renewed sense of purpose and camaraderie. The breakthrough of the twins had uplifted the spirits of everyone on the expedition. Discussions about cultivation techniques, strategies for navigating the Forbidden Valley, and shared excitement about potential discoveries filled the air.
Liang Xuan, observing the twins and their peers, felt a sense of satisfaction. Helping Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie had not only aided them but had also fostered a stronger bond among the group. He knew that the challenges ahead in the Forbidden Valley would require unity and mutual support, and this development was a step in the right direction.
As the Celestial Storks finally began their descent, the imposing and mysterious landscape of the Forbidden Valley came into view. The adventurers' hearts pounded with anticipation and a hint of anxiety. The Forbidden Valley was notorious for its dangers, but also for the treasures and ancient secrets it held.
Elder Li addressed the group as they prepared to disembark. "Remember, the Forbidden Valley is a place of great danger, but also of great opportunity. Stay vigilant, support each other, and let's uncover its secrets together."
The group nodded in agreement, their eyes fixed on the dense, foreboding forests and jagged peaks that lay before them. The Forbidden Valley adventure was about to begin.
One Month Later
The expedition within the Forbidden Valley had progressed with remarkable success. The challenging environment, rich in natural qi and latent energies, had accelerated the cultivation of the group. One after another, practitioners achieved breakthroughs, ascending to the Martial King stage and some even to the Martial Venerable realm. Yet, amidst this collective success, Liang Xuan's progress appeared stagnant, still at Martial Warrior stage 7. His lack of advancement became a topic of much discussion among the group.
One practitioner, in particular, took an interest in Liang Xuan's situation. He was Lei Feng, a young man who had been the first in the group to break through to the Martial Venerable realm. His talent and rapid progression had earned him the respect and admiration of his peers, but it also fostered a certain arrogance.
One day, as the group took a break from their expedition, Lei Feng approached Liang Xuan, his tone laced with condescension. "Liang Xuan, everyone's moving forward, yet you seem to be stuck. Is the legendary core disciple not as formidable as we thought?"
The surrounding practitioners fell silent, their attention now fixed on the interaction.
Liang Xuan, unfazed by the taunt, replied calmly, "If I wished, Lei Feng, I could surpass everyone here in one go. Cultivation isn't a race for me."
Lei Feng scoffed, "Big words, Liang Xuan. Prove it, if you can."
A murmur of anticipation spread among the group. They were aware of Liang Xuan's reputation but had yet to see any proof of his prowess.
Without another word, Liang Xuan closed his eyes and began to cultivate. The atmosphere around him started to change subtly. The natural qi in the vicinity seemed to be drawn towards him, swirling in an invisible vortex. The practitioners watched in amazement as the energy around Liang Xuan intensified.
Minutes passed, and the energy around Liang Xuan reached a crescendo. Suddenly, there was a visible burst of qi from his body. When he opened his eyes, they held a depth and intensity that wasn't there before.
Liang Xuan had not only broken through to the Martial King stage but had catapulted directly to Martial Venerable stage 1. The sudden leap in cultivation left everyone, including Lei Feng, in stunned silence.
Elder Li, who had been observing from a distance, approached the group. His expression was one of approval and pride. "This is the true essence of cultivation - understanding one's path and progressing at one's pace. Liang Xuan's approach is a lesson for us all."
The practitioners murmured in agreement, their respect for Liang Xuan growing manifold. Lei Feng, now humbled, nodded in acknowledgment of Liang Xuan's strength.
Liang Xuan's breakthrough was a pivotal moment in the expedition. It not only demonstrated his extraordinary cultivation talent but also reinforced the importance of patience and self-awareness in the journey of cultivation.
The group resumed their expedition, now with a newfound sense of unity and respect for each other's paths. The Forbidden Valley continued to present its challenges, but the practitioners faced them together, stronger and wiser.
The Hidden Valley, shrouded in mystique and ancient secrets, now lay before the expedition team. Its vastness, filled with lush vegetation and a palpable concentration of qi, was the perfect location for their resource-gathering mission. Under the towering ancient trees, the team set up their temporary camp, establishing a base for their exploratory forays into the deeper parts of the valley.
In the newfound camaraderie fostered by his breakthrough, Liang Xuan found himself surrounded by practitioners seeking guidance. His insights into cultivation, once doubted, were now highly sought after. With a nod of approval from the elders, he began sharing his knowledge, offering tips and personalized advice to help his fellow practitioners refine their techniques and better harness the ambient qi.
However, not everyone shared this newfound respect for Liang Xuan. Lei Feng, along with two of his closest followers, watched from a distance, their faces twisted in resentment. The trio, unable to accept Liang Xuan's sudden rise in status and strength, whispered among themselves, their words laced with envy and malice.
Lei Feng, his pride wounded by Liang Xuan's display of power, was particularly bitter. "He makes it look so easy, as if he's toying with us," he muttered darkly.
His closest lackey, a burly practitioner named Huo Kang, grunted in agreement. "He's made us look like fools. We need to put him in his place."
The third of the group, a sly and wiry young man named Yan Luo, nodded, his eyes glinting with mischief. "I have a plan," he whispered, leaning in closer. "The deeper parts of the Hidden Valley are treacherous. Accidents happen all the time..."
As the trio schemed, unbeknownst to them, their words were overheard by a nearby practitioner loyal to Liang Xuan. The loyalist quietly slipped away from the scene, intent on warning Liang Xuan of the impending danger.
Meanwhile, Liang Xuan, oblivious to the brewing storm, continued his teachings, his words and guidance enlightening many who had struggled with their cultivation. The atmosphere in the camp was one of unity and growth, a stark contrast to the dark intentions festering in the hearts of Lei Feng and his followers.
As night fell on the Hidden Valley, the camp settled into a peaceful rhythm, unaware of the sinister plot being hatched in its shadows. The loyal practitioner who had overheard Lei Feng's conversation made his way through the camp, determined to reach Liang Xuan before it was too late.
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In the heart of the Forbidden Forest, a place where nature's qi danced through the air like a tangible mist, a sense of foreboding loomed over the expedition team's camp. The tranquil beauty of their surroundings stood in stark contrast to the undercurrents of envy and malice brewing among some of its members.
Liang Xuan, having become a pillar of knowledge and guidance for many, was approached by a fellow practitioner, his expression a mix of concern and urgency. "Brother Liang," he said with a respectful nod, "I overheard something troubling. You need to hear this."
The practitioner introduced himself as Fan Zhang, but quickly added with a half-smile, "My friends, well, my mother really, she calls me Fizzle. It's a long story."
As Fan Zhang relayed the details of Lei Feng's conversation, the seriousness of the situation dawned on Liang Xuan. He exchanged a glance with Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie, the gravity of the moment reflected in their eyes.
"Thanks for the heads up, Fizzle," Liang Xuan said, clapping Fan Zhang on the shoulder. "Looks like we need to be more cautious going forward."
Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie nodded in agreement, their usual cheerful demeanor replaced by a more somber tone. "This expedition is turning out to be more than just gathering resources," Zhang Yuan remarked, his voice tinged with unease.
"Indeed," Liang Xuan replied. "But we won't let their schemes derail our mission or our spirit. We stand together."
The newly formed quartet, now bonded by the looming threat, agreed to keep a watchful eye on each other. They realized the importance of unity in the face of adversity, especially in an environment as unpredictable and potentially perilous as the Forbidden Forest.
As night enshrouded the forest, casting long shadows among the ancient trees, the camp settled into a deceptive calm. The celestial storks, their majestic plumage blending seamlessly with the starlit sky, rested peacefully, unaware of the human intrigues unfolding below.
The four friends, Liang Xuan, Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang, sat together, their conversation a blend of strategy and camaraderie. They spoke of the forest's mysteries, the potential dangers lurking within, and the importance of staying vigilant.
"Remember, the Forbidden Forest is not just a test of our skills in resource gathering," Liang Xuan said, his voice low but firm. "It's a test of character, of our ability to face unexpected challenges. Let's not forget why we're here."
As they talked, the rest of the camp slept, oblivious to the brewing storm. But in the shadows, unseen eyes watched, their gaze fixed on Liang Xuan and his newfound allies. The stage was set for a confrontation that could change the dynamics of the entire expedition.
The next morning, as the first rays of dawn filtered through the dense canopy, the elders of the expedition gathered the practitioners for a briefing. The air was thick with anticipation and a hint of anxiety as the elders began to unravel the mysteries of the Forbidden Forest.
Elder Li, a seasoned veteran of such expeditions, stepped forward, his voice echoing through the clearing. "The Forbidden Forest," he began, "is not just a place of danger and mystery, but a treasure trove of rare and invaluable resources. The qi here is dense and vibrant, nurturing extraordinary flora and fauna."
His gaze swept over the assembled practitioners. "Within these woods, you may find Dragon's Breath Flowers, known to enhance one's inner fire; or the elusive Moonshadow Berries, capable of increasing one's agility and stealth. But remember, such treasures are guarded by equally formidable creatures."
Elder Jian, a master of the Heavenly Sword Pavilion, added, "The resources here are not only for cultivation. The metals and minerals in this forest have unique properties. Star Iron, for instance, is as light as a feather but as hard as dragon scales. Perfect for forging weapons of exceptional quality."
A murmur of excitement rippled through the group at the mention of these legendary materials. Liang Xuan and his friends exchanged looks of intrigue and determination.
Elder Rong, the controversial head of the Disciplinary Pavilion, spoke next, his tone stern. "However, let us not forget the dangers that lurk in the shadows. The Forbidden Forest is home to creatures like the Phantom Panthers, beasts that blend into the night, and the Silverback Thunder Apes, known for their immense strength and temper."
"The key to survival and success in this forest," Elder Li resumed, "is not just strength or skill, but wisdom and caution. Do not let greed blind you to the risks. Work together, and remember, the forest is always watching."
As the elders concluded their briefing, a sense of solemnity settled over the group. The Forbidden Forest was a place of wonders and perils, a true test of their abilities and resolve.
The practitioners, now armed with knowledge and warnings, prepared to venture deeper into the forest. Liang Xuan, Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang stayed close, their minds focused on the challenges ahead. They knew that the Forbidden Forest would be a crucible, forging their destinies in its mysterious depths.
SOME TIME LATER
In the verdant heart of the Forbidden Forest, Liang Xuan led his newly-formed group towards a secluded valley. The air was thick with the scent of a thousand herbs, and the vibrant greenery stretched as far as the eye could see. It was a hidden gem, untouched and brimming with potential.
Zhang Yuan's eyes widened in awe. "I can't believe such a place exists! It's like stepping into an ancient herbalist's dream."
Fan Zhang, or Fizzle as he preferred, nodded in agreement, his eyes scanning the abundant flora. "It's almost too good to be true."
Liang Xuan, with an experienced eye, began to carefully select and pluck herbs, his hands moving with practiced ease. He chose not the flashiest or largest plants but those unassuming, almost mundane in appearance.
Zhang Jie, the quieter of the Changeling twins, watched skeptically. "Aren't we wasting our time with these?" he asked, doubt lacing his voice. "These look like common weeds. The elders surely expect more impressive finds than this."
Liang Xuan paused, holding up a humble-looking leaf between his fingers. "Looks can be deceiving," he said, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "These 'weeds,' as you call them, are actually quite rare and powerful. This one, for instance," he gestured to the leaf, "is a Silent Moon Herb. It's known for its ability to enhance mental clarity and focus. Very useful for meditation and intricate qi manipulation."
The revelation sparked a flurry of activity as the others began to eagerly gather the herbs, now viewing the valley with newfound respect and excitement.
Zhang Yuan chuckled, shaking his head. "We nearly overlooked a treasure trove because of our ignorance. Good thing you're here, Liang Xuan."
Fan Zhang, his arms already full of various herbs, added, "And to think, the elders might have never discovered this place. We'll definitely make a mark with this haul."
As they continued their foraging, Liang Xuan couldn't help but feel a sense of satisfaction. This valley, hidden and underestimated, mirrored his own journey in many ways. Just as these herbs held hidden potential, so did he, and he was determined to prove it to everyone who doubted him.
The group worked diligently, filling their satchels with the valuable herbs. They were united in purpose, each member bringing their own strengths to the task. Liang Xuan's knowledge, Zhang Yuan's enthusiasm, Zhang Jie's meticulousness, and Fan Zhang's keen eye for detail combined to make them an effective team.
As the sun began to dip below the treetops, casting long shadows over the valley, they knew they had made a significant discovery. One that would not only benefit their mission but also strengthen their bond as a team.
With their satchels bulging with the forest's hidden treasures, they made their way back to the camp, ready to share their findings and perhaps, earn the respect and recognition they deserved.
As Liang Xuan and his companions returned to the camp, they noticed a palpable excitement in the air. Practitioners were huddled around the elders, their faces alight with curiosity and awe. In the center of the gathering stood Lei Feng, holding an ancient, tattered map with pride.
Elder Li, his eyes twinkling with a blend of nostalgia and anticipation, addressed the crowd. "This map," he began, gesturing towards the parchment in Lei Feng's hands, "allegedly leads to a lost palace deep within the Forbidden Forest. A place of legend and mystery."
The practitioners murmured among themselves, their excitement growing. Liang Xuan, his interest piqued, moved closer to listen.
"The palace," continued Elder Li, "once belonged to the Azure Dragon Sect, renowned for their profound knowledge of dragon-based martial arts and alchemy. But one night, centuries ago, they vanished without a trace. The palace was left deserted, a silent guardian of the sect's secrets and treasures."
Zhang Yuan leaned towards Liang Xuan, whispering, "Can you imagine what might be hidden within those walls? Ancient techniques, forgotten potions, relics of unimaginable power..."
Elder Li nodded solemnly. "Indeed. The last known report of someone entering the palace spoke of signs of a fierce battle, yet no bodies were found. Since then, the palace has slipped into the realm of myth. But today," he paused, glancing at the map, "we may be on the brink of rediscovering history."
Liang Xuan's gaze settled on the map, a sense of intrigue washing over him. The thought of exploring a place shrouded in such mystery and history was enticing.
Elder Li's voice brought him back to the present. "Tomorrow, we shall venture towards the palace. But be warned, the Forbidden Forest is treacherous, and the palace, if it exists, may hold dangers unknown. We must proceed with caution and unity."
The practitioners dispersed, discussions of the potential expedition buzzing through the camp. Liang Xuan, Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang huddled together, their minds racing with possibilities and questions.
"What secrets does the palace hold? Why did the Azure Dragon Sect disappear? Could there be a connection to the legends of the Forbidden Forest?" The questions were endless, the answers waiting to be uncovered in the depths of the forest.
As night fell over the camp, Liang Xuan lay in his tent, his mind replaying Elder Li's words. The lost palace of the Azure Dragon Sect was more than a mere destination; it was a gateway to the past, a puzzle to be solved. And he was determined to uncover its secrets.
The morning sun rose lazily over the Forbidden Forest, casting dappled shadows on the campsite. The air was filled with a mix of excitement and apprehension. Today, they would embark on a journey to the fabled lost palace of the Azure Dragon Sect.
Lei Feng, with a smirk barely concealed, stepped forward. "Elders, if I may," he began, his voice laced with feigned concern, "I believe Liang Xuan and his team are best suited for the initial exploration. They have shown remarkable resilience and resourcefulness."
The elders, without much deliberation, nodded in agreement. "Very well, Lei Feng. Your suggestion is logical. Liang Xuan, Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang, you will scout ahead and report back on the path to the palace."
Liang Xuan exchanged a quick, knowing glance with his friends. Lei Feng's eagerness to volunteer them didn't sit right, but they accepted the task with a nod. There was a challenge in Lei Feng's eyes, a silent dare that Liang Xuan couldn't resist.
Unbeknownst to them, Lei Feng had meticulously drawn the map himself. A concoction of folklore and his own cunning had led to its creation. He knew that the path he had charted was a ruse, a wild goose chase that would lead them astray, deep into the perilous heart of the Forbidden Forest.
Lei Feng's plan was sinister yet simple. The forest was treacherous and unforgiving. A few days lost in its depths, and the sect would have no choice but to declare Liang Xuan and his group dead, as per the strict rules of the sect.
As Liang Xuan and his group prepared for their journey, the air of conspiracy thickened. Lei Feng watched them with a smug satisfaction, confident in the success of his ploy. But the forest was an unpredictable entity, and the lost palace, if it truly existed, was a mystery that had withstood the test of time.
What Lei Feng hadn't accounted for was the resilience and determination of Liang Xuan and his companions. They were not the kind to be easily thwarted by deceit or danger. As they ventured into the dense foliage of the Forbidden Forest, their spirits were high, their resolve unshaken.
The journey to the lost palace was about to begin, and with it, a new chapter in the annals of the sect's history. The path might be fraught with peril, but for Liang Xuan and his friends, it was a path worth taking, a challenge worth accepting.
Two days had passed since Liang Xuan and his group began their trek through the dense and treacherous Forbidden Forest, guided by Lei Feng's dubious map. The air was thick with the musty scent of ancient trees and earth untouched by time. The forest seemed to whisper its secrets, but none that led them to their desired destination.
As they trudged through the underbrush, frustration simmered within the group. Liang Xuan, his brow furrowed in concentration, finally came to a halt. He scrutinized the map once more, his instincts screaming at him. "This map... it's a farce," he declared, his voice laced with anger and betrayal. "We've been walking in circles."
At his words, a palpable tension fell over the group. Zhang Jie, his patience worn thin, clenched his fists. In a sudden outburst of fury, he swung his arm, his fist connecting with the trunk of a nearby tree. The impact reverberated through the forest, the sound echoing like a thunderclap.
The ground beneath them trembled violently, and a portion of the land gave way, creating a gaping ravine. The group stumbled backward, narrowly escaping the collapsing earth. Dust and debris filled the air, and for a moment, the world was a blur of chaos and confusion.
As the dust settled, a remarkable sight unfolded before their eyes. Through the clearing mist and foliage, the silhouette of a tall, ancient pagoda emerged. It stood solemnly, a testament to an era long forgotten, its presence both awe-inspiring and eerie.
The group exchanged looks of astonishment and relief. Despite the deception and the treachery of their path, fate had steered them right. The hidden pagoda of the Azure Dragon Sect was no longer a myth shrouded in the annals of legend. It stood before them, tangible and imposing.
Their hearts pounded with a mix of excitement and apprehension as they approached the ancient structure. The air around the pagoda was thick with the aura of history and mystery, each step they took resonating with the echoes of a past long buried.
Zhang Jie's impulsive act had unwittingly unveiled the gateway to their quest. The lost palace was within their grasp, and with it, the secrets it had harbored for centuries.
As they stood at the foot of the pagoda, gazing up at its towering form, a sense of purpose renewed their spirits. The journey had taken an unexpected turn, but they were ready to face whatever lay within the walls of the enigmatic structure.
The adventure within the Forbidden Forest had truly begun, and for Liang Xuan and his companions, the hidden pagoda was just the beginning.
The ancient garden of the Azure Dragon Sect lay before them, a testament to a time when powerful cultivators walked these grounds, their footsteps resonating with the echoes of a glorious past. Nature had reclaimed much of the once meticulously maintained garden, but its grandeur was undeniable, even in its state of elegant decay.
Fan Zhang's eyes sparkled with uncontained excitement, his historian's heart racing at the sight of the legendary sect's remains. He roamed around the garden, his gaze flitting from one ancient artifact to another, each with its own story etched into the annals of time.
Zhang Yuan, ever pragmatic, turned to Liang Xuan. "This place is incredible, Spike. What's our next move?" he inquired, his voice tinged with a mix of awe and curiosity.
Liang Xuan surveyed the surroundings, his mind calculating their next steps. "Let's set up camp here for tonight," he suggested, gesturing towards a relatively clear area in the garden. "We'll explore the sect in the light of day. There might be hidden dangers or traps left behind. We need to be cautious."
The group nodded in agreement, and they set to work, clearing a space amidst the overgrowth. The twilight sky cast a serene glow over the ancient garden, and as they worked, a sense of peace settled around them. The stories and secrets of the Azure Dragon Sect seemed to whisper in the gentle evening breeze, beckoning them to uncover its mysteries.
As night fell, they gathered around a small fire, its warm glow a comfort in the midst of the ancient ruins. They shared a simple meal, their conversation a mix of excitement for the day's discovery and speculation about what the next day would bring.
Their camp was a small island of light in the shadow of the sect's towering structures, a reminder of the passage of time and the fleeting nature of power and glory.
Zhang Jie, usually the quiet one, spoke up, his voice thoughtful. "This place... it's like it's been waiting for us, hiding its secrets for the right moment to reveal them."
Liang Xuan nodded, his eyes reflecting the flickering flames. "Tomorrow, we'll start exploring the main halls and the archives, if they still exist. Who knows what knowledge or treasures the Azure Dragon Sect left behind."
The group settled into their makeshift camp, the stars above a silent witness to their journey. They drifted into sleep, their dreams a tapestry woven from the mysteries of the ancient sect, each eager to unravel the secrets that awaited them with the new dawn.
The morning sun filtered through the dense canopy of the Forbidden Forest, casting dappled light onto the ancient stones of the Azure Dragon Sect. As the group gathered for a light breakfast, Liang Xuan turned to Fan Zhang, his curiosity piqued about the enigmatic history of the sect they were about to explore.
"Fan Zhang, could you give us more details about the Azure Dragon Sect? Anything that might help us understand what happened here?" Liang Xuan asked, his eyes scanning the majestic ruins that stood silent around them.
Fan Zhang adjusted his glasses, his historian's mind eager to share the knowledge he possessed. "Well, from what I recall, the Azure Dragon Sect existed for about 400 years, spanning four generations," he began, his voice tinged with a mix of reverence and mystery. "They were once regarded as the pinnacle of the martial world, known for their profound cultivation techniques and their mastery of the Azure Dragon Sword Art."
He paused, his gaze drifting over the remnants of the sect. "However, one night, they simply vanished. It was as if they were wiped from existence. And what's intriguing is that there's almost no record of them after that. It's as if someone deliberately erased their legacy from history."
Liang Xuan nodded thoughtfully, absorbing the information. "What about the former members of the sect? Surely, they must have had families or disciples who continued their teachings elsewhere?"
"That's the peculiar part," Fan Zhang continued. "Many former members did indeed marry into other sects or formed alliances, but they remained unusually tight-lipped about their time in the Azure Dragon Sect. It's as if they made a collective decision to never speak of it again. And all attempts to document their history or techniques were met with silence or outright destruction."
The group fell into a thoughtful silence, the weight of the mystery deepening with each revelation. The Azure Dragon Sect, once a beacon of martial prowess, had become a ghostly legend, its secrets locked away in the shadows of time.
"There's a feeling of... intentional obscurity about this whole affair," Zhang Jie murmured, his usual quiet demeanor giving way to a hint of unease.
Liang Xuan's eyes narrowed slightly. "It seems we're not just exploring ruins; we're stepping into a forgotten chapter of the martial world. And something tells me the answers we're looking for are hidden within these walls."
With their curiosity piqued and the sense of mystery deepening, the group finished their meal and prepared to delve deeper into the heart of the Azure Dragon Sect. As they packed their gear, the silent ruins seemed to beckon them, promising revelations that could unravel the enigma of a once-great sect lost to the annals of time.
As the group delved further into the eerie silence of the Azure Dragon Sect's ruins, their search yielded no significant discoveries. The walls, though grand, were bereft of the secrets they sought, and the air hung heavy with the scent of forgotten history.
Liang Xuan, leading the group, scanned the area with a discerning eye. "Keep looking," he urged, "there must be something here that explains the mystery of this sect."
After about thirty minutes of fruitless exploration, a deep, resonant growl echoed through the abandoned halls. Zhang Yuan, always ready with a joke, turned to his brother with a comical scowl. "Really, Zhang Jie? Hungry already? We just ate less than an hour ago."
Zhang Jie's face twisted into a mix of confusion and irritation, his hand half-raised to deliver a customary retort, but Liang Xuan's sharp interjection cut through the tension. "That was not him," he stated, his voice carrying a gravity that instantly hushed the group.
The growl resounded again, this time closer and unmistakably menacing. The group instinctively huddled together, their eyes darting around in search of the source.
Suddenly, with a thunderous crash, a massive creature burst through the wall of the palace across from them. Its appearance was a grotesque amalgamation of lion, goat, and dragon, with fiery eyes that burned with primal ferocity. The sight of the beast sent a jolt of fear through the group, and Liang Xuan's voice cut through the shock.
"A Chimera!... a whole group of them!"
Before anyone could react, the monstrous creature let out a deafening roar, its echo resonating through the ruins. The ground trembled under its weight as it advanced towards them, its intentions clear and deadly.
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In the midst of the dilapidated grandeur of the Azure Dragon Sect's ruins, Liang Xuan's group found themselves facing an ancient and deadly menace: a pack of chimeras. The creatures, with their grotesque and intimidating appearance, growled menacingly, their eyes fixed on the intruders.
"Nobody move," Liang Xuan whispered, his voice tense but controlled. "Sudden movements will provoke them."
The group froze, holding their breaths, trying to blend into the backdrop of broken stones and overgrown vegetation. The chimeras, sensing the presence of unfamiliar beings, circled closer, their every step causing the earth to shudder.
Just as the situation seemed to reach a critical point, an ill-timed burp escaped Zhang Yuan's lips, shattering the tense silence. The sound, trivial yet startling in the quiet of the ruins, was like a trigger. In an instant, the pack of chimeras lunged towards them with terrifying speed.
"RUN FOR YOUR LIVES!" Liang Xuan yelled, his voice laced with urgency.
Without a second thought, the group turned on their heels and sprinted away from the advancing beasts. Their hearts pounded in their chests as they navigated through the labyrinthine ruins, the roars of the chimeras echoing behind them.
Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang followed closely behind Liang Xuan, who led the desperate escape. The adrenaline coursed through their veins as they dodged fallen pillars, leaped over crumbling walls, and skirted around dense thickets.
The chimeras, relentless in their pursuit, continued to chase the group, their roars growing louder and more ferocious. Liang Xuan's mind raced for a solution, knowing full well that a direct confrontation with the beasts was not an option.
As they ran, the eerie beauty of the ruins blurred past them – a haunting reminder of a once-mighty sect now reduced to a den for wild, mythical creatures.
The chase was relentless. Liang Xuan and his group darted through the maze of ruins, their breaths ragged, and their hearts racing against the thunderous roars of the chimeras. In their frenzied escape, Zhang Yuan and Zhang Jie, in a stroke of misfortune or perhaps fate, stumbled upon a hidden booby trap. The ground beneath their feet gave way, sending the entire group tumbling down into the darkness.
They landed with a series of thuds and groans in what appeared to be an underground dungeon, hidden beneath the layers of the Azure Dragon Sect's ruins. Dust swirled around them as they gathered their senses, the echoes of their fall reverberating off the ancient stone walls.
"Is everyone okay?" Liang Xuan asked, his voice echoing in the dimly lit chamber.
One by one, they confirmed they were mostly unharmed, aside from a few scrapes and bruises. The fall, though unexpected, had effectively shielded them from the chimeras above. The snarling and roaring had ceased, replaced by an oppressive silence that weighed heavily in the air.
They found themselves in a large, cavernous room, the air stale and heavy. The flickering light from the small torches that some of them had managed to keep ahold of cast eerie shadows on the walls, revealing faded murals and cryptic inscriptions that hinted at forgotten secrets.
"This place..." Fan Zhang murmured, his eyes wide as he took in their surroundings. "It's like a piece of history frozen in time."
Despite their precarious situation, a sense of awe overtook them as they gazed upon the relics and artifacts that adorned the dungeon. It was as if they had stumbled into a hidden treasure trove, a tangible connection to the sect's glorious past.
But the moment of wonder was short-lived. The reality of their situation quickly set in – they were trapped in an unknown dungeon, with no immediate way out and potentially surrounded by dangers as lethal as the chimeras they had just escaped from.
Liang Xuan took charge, his voice steady. "We need to find a way out. Let's stick together and be on the lookout for any more traps... or anything else that might be lurking down here."
The group nodded in agreement, gathering their wits and what little supplies they had. They ventured deeper into the dungeon, their torches casting a feeble light in the suffocating darkness, each step taking them further into the unknown.
The dungeon's oppressive atmosphere seemed to thicken with each step they took, as if the very air was laden with the weight of centuries. Fan Zhang, with a steady hand and focused demeanor, unraveled a black piece of paper. He began to etch a map with his calligraphy brush, each stroke capturing the twists and turns they had taken through the labyrinthine dungeon. His meticulous work provided a glimmer of hope – a way to navigate back to the treasure vault and, ultimately, to their safety.
Hours slipped by, marked only by the soft scuffing of their footsteps and the occasional drip of water from the dungeon's ceiling. The dim light of their torches barely pierced the darkness, casting long, dancing shadows against the ancient walls.
Then, amidst the silence, a sound pricked their ears. A low, guttural groan echoed through the corridors, unmistakably that of a chimera. The group froze, their hearts pounding in unison. The sound was followed by another, and another – a chorus of growls that seemed to surround them.
Liang Xuan signaled for quiet, his eyes scanning the darkness. "We need to be cautious. They're close."
As they proceeded with heightened alertness, the dungeon began to reveal its secrets. Faded murals told stories of legendary battles, of heroes and beasts, and of a sect that once stood as a beacon of martial prowess. The air seemed charged with the echoes of the past, each relic and inscription a testament to a long-forgotten glory.
Eventually, their path led them to a set of stone steps ascending into darkness. Liang Xuan peered up the staircase, the flickering torchlight unable to reveal what lay beyond. He knew that ascending those steps would bring them face to face with the chimeras once more.
"We can't stay down here forever," Liang Xuan said, his voice resolute. "We need to face whatever awaits us up there."
The group nodded, understanding the risks. They gathered their courage, readying themselves for the challenge ahead. Fan Zhang tucked away his map, Zhang Yuan tightened his grip on his sword, and Zhang Jie whispered a silent prayer.
Together, they began their ascent, each step bringing them closer to the unknown dangers that lurked above. The growls of the chimeras grew louder, more menacing, as if sensing their approach.
As they reached the top of the steps, the group braced themselves. Liang Xuan led the way, his torch held high, illuminating the path before them. The exit was within reach, but so were the chimeras.
Liang Xuan's hand shot up, signaling an abrupt halt. The group, mere steps away from emerging from the dungeon, froze in unison. He turned, a grave expression etched on his face, and motioned them to retreat back down the stone steps they had just ascended. The flickering torchlight cast an eerie glow on his determined features as they retraced their steps into the depths of the dungeon.
Once they were safely back at the bottom, away from the immediate danger, Liang Xuan addressed the group. His voice was steady, but the urgency in his tone was unmistakable.
"We can't face them head-on," he began, meeting each of their eyes in turn. "Three of the four chimeras out there are beyond our current martial realm. Engaging them now would be nothing short of suicide."
Zhang Yuan's expression was a mix of frustration and concern. "So, what do we do? We can't stay down here forever."
Liang Xuan paced a small circle, his mind racing. "We need a strategy. These creatures are powerful, but they're not invincible. There must be a way to outsmart them or use the environment to our advantage."
Zhang Jie, usually the quieter of the two brothers, chimed in, "Is there anything in the dungeon that we can use as a weapon or a trap?"
Fan Zhang unrolled the map he had been meticulously drawing. "We've covered most of this dungeon, but there are a few areas we haven't explored yet. There could be something useful there."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "Let's split up and search these unexplored areas. But be cautious; we don't know what else might be lurking in these shadows. Meet back here in two hours."
With a renewed sense of purpose, the group dispersed, each taking a different direction into the uncharted areas of the dungeon. The air was heavy with the scent of damp earth and ancient stone. As they moved through the corridors, the echoes of their footsteps were a constant reminder of the danger that awaited them above.
The atmosphere grew thick with tension as the group gathered once again at their designated meeting spot. Each member of the team arrived empty-handed, their expressions a blend of frustration and disappointment. The dungeon, while rich in treasures like diamonds and gold, had yielded nothing that could aid them in their current predicament.
Liang Xuan surveyed the disheartened faces of his companions. "Did anyone find a pill furnace?" he asked, a tinge of hope in his voice.
One by one, they shook their heads. Zhang Jie finally broke the silence, "What about yours? You always have your furnace with you."
A moment of awkward silence followed before Liang Xuan sheepishly admitted, "I... forgot to get it back from Mi Na before we left."
His confession was met with a mix of disbelief and irritation. Fan Zhang threw his hands up in exasperation. "You're always so prepared, Spike! How could you forget something as vital as a pill furnace?"
Zhang Yuan chimed in, his usual jovial tone edged with frustration, "A pill furnace is a cultivator's lifeline, especially in a place like this!"
The conversation quickly escalated into a small argument, with each member expressing their annoyance over the oversight. Liang Xuan's reputation for being meticulously prepared had led them to rely on his foresight, and this unexpected lapse had caught them all off guard.
As the group bickered among themselves, the gravity of their situation hung over them like a dark cloud. Trapped in the depths of a dungeon, beneath the ruins of the Azure Dragon Sect, and without a crucial tool for their survival, the path ahead seemed more daunting than ever.
The air of frustration gradually dissipated, replaced by a somber realization of the gravity of their situation. Liang Xuan, taking a deep breath, addressed his companions, "There's a pill that can boost our martial realm temporarily, it’s called “Marital Gate pill” It would give us an edge against the Chimeras."
The team's interest piqued, but it was Fan Zhang's next revelation that changed the course of their plan. "I have an Alchemy kit," he said, somewhat hesitantly.
Liang Xuan's reaction was a mix of relief and anger. "Why didn't you mention this before?" he asked sharply. Seeing the confused looks on their faces, he elaborated, "The pill's effects are temporary and relatively safe. But using an Alchemy elixir… that means a permanent boost... it's not only painful but considered cheating in the martial world. I despise using such methods, but it seems we have no choice."
The revelation hung heavily in the air. A silent consensus was reached amongst the group. Despite the risks and the moral dilemma it presented, they agreed to proceed with Liang Xuan's plan. They understood the necessity of taking drastic measures to survive in the Forbidden Forest and overcome the deadly threat of the Chimeras.
Fan Zhang, with newfound determination, unpacked his Alchemy kit. The group huddled together, ready to face the pain and consequences of their decision. Liang Xuan, with a steady hand, began preparing the potent elixir, his mind focused on the task at hand.
As they braced themselves for the impending transformation, the weight of their decision was palpable. They were about to cross a line that couldn't be uncrossed, but survival in the Forbidden Forest left them with few options.
In a solemn moment of camaraderie and resolve, Liang Xuan initiated a blood oath, a sacred and ancient pact among warriors. His dagger glinted briefly before slicing into his palm, crimson blood welling up and dripping solemnly to the ground.
"This is not a decision to be made lightly," Liang Xuan declared, his voice resolute. "Before we proceed, we bind ourselves to an oath. We vow not to advance our Qi cultivation until those around us have reached a comparable realm, or unless it's a dire emergency. This is our penance for the path we're about to take."
Fan Zhang and Zhang Jie didn't hesitate, each taking the dagger and replicating Liang Xuan's gesture. Their blood mingled with his, symbolizing their united front and shared responsibility.
Zhang Yuan hesitated, the gravity of the oath weighing heavily on him. "And what of our progression?" he asked, a hint of uncertainty in his voice.
"We focus on strengthening our minds, mastering our weapons, and honing our physical prowess," Liang Xuan answered, his eyes steady. "We must find other ways to grow. Taking this shortcut with the elixir... it brings us shame, but it's necessary for survival. Our oath will be our redemption."
Nodding solemnly, Zhang Yuan sliced his palm, adding his blood to the pact. The four stood there for a moment, their bloodied hands together, understanding the weight of the promise they had made. It was a pledge of integrity and discipline, a commitment to maintain balance in their cultivation journey.
The oath sealed, Liang Xuan turned his attention back to the Alchemy kit. With a heavy heart, he began the meticulous process of preparing the elixir. Each ingredient was added with precision and care, his mind focused on the task, but his thoughts clouded with the moral implications of their decision.
As the elixir took form, the atmosphere was thick with a mix of anticipation and apprehension. They were about to cross a threshold from which there was no return. 
Liang Xuan's movements were methodical and precise as he began the delicate process of crafting the potent elixir. The ancient Alchemy kit, a rare collection of tools and instruments, lay sprawled before him, each piece vital for the task at hand. The air was thick with anticipation, the group watching intently as he transformed raw ingredients into a potentially life-altering concoction.
He started by carefully laying out each herb they had collected – a vibrant tapestry of medicinal flora. Among them were the Azure Snow Grass, known for its ability to fortify one's inner Qi, and the Crimson Sun Blossom, which when processed correctly, could amplify one's physical strength manifold.
Liang Xuan first took the Azure Snow Grass, its leaves shimmering with a faint bluish hue. With a practiced hand, he sliced each leaf at a precise angle, ensuring that the essential oils were preserved. These slices were then placed in a silver mortar, where he gently ground them into a fine, sparkling powder.
Next, he turned his attention to the Crimson Sun Blossoms. Their petals were delicate, requiring a deft touch. He separated each petal, laying them out on a piece of silk. With a small brush made from phoenix feathers, he anointed each petal with a drop of morning dew – a vital step to activate their latent properties. The petals emitted a soft, golden glow, signifying their readiness.
The ground Azure Snow Grass and the glowing Crimson Sun Blossoms were then carefully combined in the alchemical crucible. Liang Xuan adjusted the flame beneath the crucible, a flame that had to be kept steady and consistent. Too hot, and the mixture would burn; too cool, and it wouldn't catalyze properly.
As the mixture began to simmer, he added a few drops of Dragon's Breath – a rare liquid that was said to be collected from the exhalations of a sleeping dragon. It was a potent catalyst, known to bind the properties of the herbs together while imbuing the concoction with a surge of raw energy.
The mixture's color began to shift, from a deep blue to a radiant gold, then to a mesmerizing emerald green. Liang Xuan stirred the concoction with a rod made of Starwood, a material known to imbue its own subtle magic into alchemical brews.
After several hours, the elixir was finally complete. It had taken on a luminous, silver sheen, and emitted a soft, pulsating glow. Liang Xuan carefully decanted the elixir into small vials, each sealed with a wax stamp embossed with the symbol of the Azure Dragon.
"Remember, the effects of this elixir are profound but also perilous," Liang Xuan cautioned his companions. "It will elevate your martial prowess, but the path of natural cultivation must not be forsaken."
With a mix of trepidation and resolve, the group prepared themselves to partake in the elixir, aware of the immense power it would grant them, and the solemn oath they had pledged to uphold.
The atmosphere was heavy with an ominous foreboding as the group braced themselves to ingest the elixir. Liang Xuan, Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang each held a vial of the shimmering, silver liquid, its glow faintly illuminating their determined faces.
With a collective nod, they brought the vials to their lips, downing the elixir in a single, resolute gulp. The taste was abhorrent, an unholy amalgam of bitterness and acridity that assaulted their senses. It was a necessary evil, a fleeting discomfort for a surge in power they desperately needed.
Almost instantly, a searing heat ignited within them, spreading like wildfire through their veins. Their bodies convulsed uncontrollably as they dropped to their knees, each cry of pain echoing hauntingly through the dense forest. The sounds of their agony intermingled with the eerie whispers of the night, creating a symphony of suffering that reverberated far and wide.
Back at the sect's campsite, the distant screams reached the ears of a group of practitioners huddled around a flickering campfire, sharing ghost stories. At first, the chilling sounds seemed to be just another eerie addition to their tales, but as the reality set in, wide-eyed glances were exchanged, and a shiver of genuine fear rippled through the group.
“Did you hear that?” one practitioner whispered, his voice quivering. “It sounded like... like someone was being tortured by a thousand demons.”
Another, trying to mask his fear with humor, joked, “Or maybe it's the ghost of an ancient sect seeking vengeance. Who knew our ghost stories would come to life tonight?”
Their laughter was nervous, forced, a thin veneer over the growing unease. The echoes of pain from the distance lingered, a haunting reminder that the Forbidden Forest held more than just legends and myths.
Meanwhile, in the heart of the forest, the convulsions slowly subsided, leaving Zhang Yuan, Zhang Jie, and Fan Zhang sprawled on the ground, gasping for air. As they regained their senses, a profound realization dawned upon them – they had ascended to the Martial Venerable Master stage 1. The pain, as excruciating as it was, had served its purpose.
Liang Xuan stood over them, a look of concern etched on his face. He had endured the pain with a stoic resolve, his experience as a cultivator providing him with the mental fortitude to withstand the elixir's brutal effects.
They looked at each other, a newfound respect and understanding passing between them. They had crossed a threshold together, a journey that had forged an unspoken bond. They were no longer just fellow disciples – they were brothers in arms, ready to face whatever the Forbidden Forest had in store for them.
The towering doors of the courtyard loomed before Liang Xuan and his companions, a formidable barrier between them and the beasts that awaited outside. With their newfound power coursing through their veins, they exchanged determined glances and pushed the massive doors open, stepping into the open air of the courtyard.
The scene that greeted them was one straight out of a nightmare. The chimeras, grotesque amalgamations of various beasts, prowled menacingly, their eyes glinting with a primal hunger. Without a moment's hesitation, the friends sprang into action, their survival instincts taking over.
Liang Xuan and Zhang Yuan brandished their swords, the blades singing through the air as they met the thick hide of the chimeras. Each strike was a dance of death, precise and lethal. Liang Xuan moved with a grace that belied the ferocity of his attacks, his sword a silver flash in the dappled sunlight.
Zhang Jie, on the other hand, chose to rely on the brute force of his bare fists. He charged headlong into the fray, his punches landing with the force of a sledgehammer. Each blow he dealt sent shockwaves through the ranks of the chimeras, his raw strength a testament to the power of the elixir.
Fan Zhang wielded a giant calligraphy brush, an unconventional but surprisingly effective weapon. With each sweep of his brush, he inscribed runes in the air, each glyph pulsating with energy. The runes exploded upon contact with the chimeras, sending them reeling back in pain and confusion.
The battle raged on, a maelstrom of flashing blades, crushing fists, and arcane symbols. The friends fought back-to-back, a seamless unit of destruction against the relentless onslaught of the chimeras. Each beast that fell was quickly replaced by another, the courtyard soon turning into a battlefield strewn with the fallen.
As the sun began its descent, casting long shadows across the courtyard, the tide of the battle started to turn in their favor. Exhausted but unyielding, Liang Xuan and his companions pressed their advantage, their attacks growing more ferocious with each passing second.
Finally, with a last, desperate effort, they managed to defeat the final chimera, its massive body collapsing with a thunderous crash. The courtyard fell silent, save for the heavy breathing of the four warriors, their bodies slick with sweat and the blood of their foes.
They stood amidst the carnage, their eyes meeting in silent acknowledgment of their victory. They had faced the impossible and emerged triumphant. As they sheathed their weapons, the setting sun cast long, triumphant shadows behind them, a fitting backdrop to their hard-won victory.
The courtyard, now eerily silent, was bathed in the golden hues of the setting sun. The four friends, exhausted but victorious, shared a heartfelt embrace, a moment of camaraderie in the aftermath of their harrowing battle. They had faced death and emerged stronger, their bond solidified in the crucible of combat.
Liang Xuan, ever the pragmatist, broke the embrace and turned his attention to the fallen chimeras. The creatures, though fearsome in life, were valuable in death. He knelt beside the nearest one, a grim determination set upon his features.
With skilled hands, he began the meticulous process of butchering the beasts. The hide of the chimeras, tough and resilient, was a prized material, known for its protective qualities when used in armor. Liang Xuan carefully sliced through the thick skin, peeling it away to reveal the valuable hyde beneath.
Next, he sought out the cores of the chimeras. These magical essences were potent sources of energy, highly sought after by alchemists and cultivators alike. He located them within the carcasses, glowing orbs that pulsed with a faint light. Handling them with care, he extracted each core, placing them gently into a pouch.
The venom of the chimeras was another prize. Dangerous yet valuable, it had numerous applications, from potent poisons to rare medicinal concoctions. Liang Xuan cautiously harvested the venom from the glands, ensuring not a drop was wasted.
Lastly, he turned his attention to the fangs. Razor-sharp and as hard as steel, they were trophies in their own right, symbols of their victory over the formidable beasts. He removed them with reverence, acknowledging the power and danger they represented.
As the sun dipped below the horizon, casting long shadows across the landscape, Liang Xuan stood up, his task complete. The hyde, cores, venom, and fangs of the chimeras were now in their possession, tangible rewards for their bravery and skill.
The group gathered their spoils and prepared to make camp for the night. Around a small fire, they sat in quiet contemplation, each lost in their thoughts about the day's events and the challenges that still lay ahead.
In the flickering firelight, their faces glowed with a mix of fatigue and satisfaction. They had survived the chimeras, but the mysteries of the Azure Dragon Sect still awaited them. As the stars began to twinkle in the night sky, they knew that their journey was far from over.
The morning light filtered through the dense canopy of the Forbidden Forest, casting a serene glow over the treasure room of the Azure Dragon Sect. Liang Xuan and his companions stood amidst the remnants of a bygone era, surrounded by untold wealth and ancient knowledge. The task at hand was simple yet monumental – to sift through centuries of accumulation and discern the valuable from the mundane.
As Liang Xuan directed his friends to gather the last of the treasures, the room soon transformed into a veritable Aladdin's cave. Piles of gold coins shimmered like miniature suns, while scrolls, weapons, and armor lay in neatly organized stacks. The air was thick with the sense of history and the thrill of discovery.
Methodically, Liang Xuan divided the gold into four substantial piles, ensuring an equal share for each member of the group. He then turned his attention to the scrolls, his eyes scanning each one with the expertise of a seasoned scholar. With practiced discernment, he separated them into two piles: those of value and those without.
Fan Zhang watched in awe, his eyes wide with wonder. "Aren't we going to leave anything for the rest?" he asked, his voice tinged with concern.
Liang Xuan glanced at him, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "We did the hard part; we deserve a treat. Let them keep the weapons and some of the valuables and scrolls. You guys take the good stuff. Keep it or give it to those you consider worthy," he replied, his tone firm yet fair.
As they used their storage rings to secure their share, a particular scroll caught Liang Xuan's eye. It was an ownership scroll, old and frayed, yet the words written on it were clear and resonant. "If you found this, it means you defeated the chimeras and are worthy to inherit the riches and land of my sect. Just, do not commit the same mistake I made," it read, signed by Lu Kan, the last patriarch of the Azure Dragon Sect.
A solemn silence fell over the group as they digested the gravity of the scroll's words. Liang Xuan held the scroll out to his friends, suggesting they each write their name on it. To his surprise, they unanimously refused.
"You did the most, Liang Xuan. The palace is yours," they said, their voices echoing a deep respect and admiration.
The weight of their decision settled on Liang Xuan's shoulders like a mantle. He realized that with this scroll, he wasn't just claiming treasures; he was inheriting a legacy, one that came with its burdens and responsibilities. As he penned his name onto the ancient parchment, he felt a profound connection to the past and an unwavering resolve for the future.
The group left the treasure room, their spirits high and their bonds stronger than ever. As they emerged from the shadows of the Azure Dragon Sect, they stepped into the light, ready to face whatever the future held with courage, unity, and the wisdom of the ancients guiding their path.
LATER THAT DAY
The return of Liang Xuan and his companions to the sect's campsite was marked by a mixture of astonishment and reverence. Their sudden rise in cultivation levels left the onlookers, including the elders, in a state of disbelief. Lei Feng watched from a distance, his expression a mix of envy and disdain.
As the elders regained their composure, they eagerly listened to the group's recount of their daring adventure in the Forbidden Forest and the discovery of the Azure Dragon Sect. Liang Xuan, with his usual modesty, narrated their encounter with the chimeras and the subsequent discovery of the sect's treasure trove, tactfully omitting the part about the division of wealth.
The elders were visibly impressed. The excitement in their voices was palpable as they agreed that Liang Xuan should inherit the palace and the legacy of the Azure Dragon Sect. His bravery and leadership had not only brought glory to the expedition but had also resurrected a piece of forgotten history.
Days later, the campsite buzzed with anticipation as the Dragonlord himself arrived. His towering presence commanded respect and admiration. Accompanied by his entourage, he made his way towards Liang Xuan and his friends, his eyes reflecting pride and approval.
"Liang Xuan, your courage and wisdom have brought great honor to our sect. The discovery of the Azure Dragon Sect is a significant contribution to our history," the Dragonlord began, his deep voice resonating through the air.
Liang Xuan bowed respectfully. "Thank you, Dragonlord. It was a team effort, and I am grateful for the support of my friends and the elders," he replied humbly.
The Dragonlord nodded, acknowledging the group's collective effort. "I have heard of your decision to inherit the Azure Dragon Sect. If you wish, the Phoenix Sect is willing to assist you in managing the land and preserving its legacy."
Liang Xuan exchanged glances with his friends, who nodded in agreement. "I would be honored, Dragonlord. With the support of the Phoenix Sect, we can ensure that the Azure Dragon Sect's legacy continues to thrive."
The Dragonlord's expression softened into a smile. "Very well. Consider the Azure Dragon Sect annexed to the Phoenix Sect. We will work together to restore its former glory."
Cheers erupted from the surrounding practitioners, their voices echoing a sense of unity and celebration. The ceremony that followed was a grand affair, with the Dragonlord officially declaring the annexation and appointing Liang Xuan as the guardian of the Azure Dragon Sect's legacy.
As the day turned to night, the campsite was illuminated by lanterns and filled with music and laughter. The sense of camaraderie was palpable, with practitioners from various pavilions mingling and sharing tales of bravery and adventure.
Liang Xuan stood amidst it all, his heart filled with a sense of accomplishment and responsibility. He knew that the path ahead would be challenging, but with the support of his friends and the Phoenix Sect, he was ready to embrace his destiny and carry forward the legacy of the Azure Dragon Sect.
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ONE MONTH LATER
Liang Xuan's return to the sect was marked by an unexpected but heartwarming reunion. As he stepped through the front gates, a familiar figure caught his eye, bringing an instant smile to his face. His grandmother, Wu Mei, stood there, her eyes sparkling with joy and pride.
"Grandmother!" Liang Xuan exclaimed, rushing towards her. They embraced warmly, a moment of pure familial love and connection.
"I couldn't miss the chance to see my grandson's triumphant return," Wu Mei said, her voice filled with emotion. "And besides, I came bearing the Phoenix Tears you requested in your letter."
Liang Xuan's eyes lit up with gratitude. "Thank you, Grandmother. Your support means the world to me."
Wu Mei smiled and then shared more exciting news. "When I arrived, the Pill Pavilion here expressed interest in establishing a business relationship with us. It seems your exploits have not only brought you fame but also opened new doors for our emporium."
Liang Xuan's heart swelled with a mix of pride and humility. "That's wonderful news! Our emporium could greatly benefit from such an alliance."
As they walked through the sect, many practitioners and elders greeted Liang Xuan with respect and admiration, whispering about his courage and achievements. He greeted each one politely, his grandmother beaming beside him.
Their walk led them to a serene garden within the sect, where they sat down for a more private conversation. Wu Mei listened intently as Liang Xuan recounted his adventure in the Forbidden Forest, the discovery of the Azure Dragon Sect, and the intense battle with the chimeras.
"You have grown so much, Liang Xuan. Not just in strength, but in wisdom and character," Wu Mei said, her eyes reflecting a mix of pride and a hint of nostalgia.
Liang Xuan took her hand, a gesture of affection and gratitude. "I couldn't have done it without your teachings, Grandmother. You have always been my guiding star."
The conversation then shifted to the future. Wu Mei spoke of her plans to expand the emporium and her excitement about the new partnership with the Pill Pavilion. Liang Xuan shared his vision for the Azure Dragon Sect and his role as its guardian under the Phoenix Sect's guidance.
As the sun began to set, casting a golden hue over the garden, Liang Xuan and Wu Mei stood up, ready to head back. "There's so much to do, Grandmother. But together, I believe we can achieve great things."
Wu Mei nodded, her expression determined yet filled with affection. "Together, indeed. Let's make our family and the sect proud."
In the quiet of the evening, as the last rays of sunlight danced upon the serene garden, Wu Mei prepared to share her parting words with Liang Xuan. She had responsibilities waiting back in Guilvons and her time at the sect was drawing to a close.
"Liang Xuan, I must return to Guilvons to finalize our arrangements with the Pill Pavilion and oversee the expansion of our emporium," Wu Mei explained, her tone carrying both excitement for the future and a hint of reluctance at their parting.
Liang Xuan nodded understandingly. "I know, Grandmother. Your work is crucial for our family's prosperity."
Just then, he remembered something of great importance. Reaching into his robe, he pulled out a carefully rolled scroll – the Azure Dragon Sect ownership scroll. It was a testament to his recent journey and achievements, a symbol of new beginnings and responsibilities.
"Grandmother, I'd like you to have this," Liang Xuan said, offering her the scroll. "It belongs in our family safe. It's not just a document; it's a piece of our legacy now."
Wu Mei accepted the scroll, her eyes reflecting a mix of pride and surprise. "Liang Xuan, this is a significant responsibility. But I trust you've made the right decision. This scroll, along with your achievements, will be a source of inspiration for our family for generations to come."
They shared a moment of understanding, their eyes locking in mutual respect and affirmation of their shared values and goals.
"I'll safeguard it with my life," Wu Mei promised solemnly. "And I'll ensure our family's legacy continues to grow, just as you continue to make your mark in the world."
With a final embrace, they parted ways, Wu Mei heading back to Guilvons and Liang Xuan returning to his duties within the sect.
THE NEXT MORNING
The morning sun was bright and warm, painting a serene picture across the sect. Liang Xuan, enjoying the tranquility, was strolling through the grounds when he spotted a familiar scene unfolding. Chen Wei, seemed to be in a bit of a predicament.
Long Wei, known for his arrogance and persistence, was badgering Chen Wei, clearly making her uncomfortable. Liang Xuan’s instincts urged him to intervene, but just then, an unexpected turn of events unfolded. Liu Mei and Huo Yan, two formidable disciples of the sect, approached the scene with determined strides.
“Long Wei, I think it’s time you take a hint and leave her alone,” Huo Yan said firmly, her voice carrying the weight of authority.
Liu Mei stood beside her, her gaze equally stern. “Your advances are neither wanted nor appreciated. I suggest you find another way to spend your time.”
Defeated and clearly outmatched, Long Wei scoffed before retreating, his pride wounded but wisely choosing not to escalate the situation further.
Curious about the dynamics of this newfound alliance, Liang Xuan made his way over to the trio. “What was all that about?” he asked, though he had a fair idea about Long Wei’s intentions.
Chen Wei sighed, a mix of frustration and relief in her voice. “Long Wei has been relentless, trying to convince me to be with him. But Liu Mei and Huo Yan have been really supportive. It’s like we’ve formed our own sisterhood here,” she said with a smile, glancing fondly at her two new friends.
Liang Xuan couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride and gratitude. “I’m glad you have each other’s backs. It’s important to have friends you can rely on in a place like this,” he remarked, genuinely pleased to see Chen Wei in good company.
The conversation shifted to lighter topics, with laughter and stories being shared among the four. It was clear that a strong bond had been formed – not just between Chen Wei, Liu Mei, and Huo Yan, but among all four of them. This newfound camaraderie within the sect was a source of strength and comfort, a reminder that they were not alone in their journey.
As they parted ways to attend to their respective duties, Liang Xuan felt a sense of contentment. The sect was not just a place of training and discipline, but also a home where bonds of friendship and brotherhood were forged and nurtured.
Liang Xuan continued his walk around the sect when he was approached by Mi Na
“Morning love…LY day!” Mi Na said as she walked up to Liang Xuan
“Good morning to you too Mi Na, what can I do for you?” asked Liang Xuan
“I love you so much…” Mi Na said in her head ignoring Liang Xuan’s comment
“Mi Na?! Everything ok?” he asked
“Wha? Oh Yeah! We have the materials, they’re all ready!” Mi Na said
“Excellent, gather everyone… including Hsu Feng,” Liang Xuan
“Hsu Feng too?... wonder why?” she said
Mi Na nodded, understanding the gravity of Liang Xuan's request. "I'll gather them right away. See you at Huang Tzu's hut," she said before hurrying off to complete her task.
Liang Xuan turned his steps towards the Forging Pavilion. The path there was a familiar one, but today it felt different. He walked with a purpose, a clear goal in mind, knowing that what he was about to embark on could change the course of several lives.
Arriving at the Forging Pavilion, he was greeted by the sound of hammers striking anvils and the sight of sparks flying, a symphony of creation that never failed to inspire him. He found High Elder Mo deeply engrossed in his work, surrounded by a myriad of tools and metals.
"Elder Mo," Liang Xuan called out, his voice cutting through the clanging of metal.
The High Elder looked up, a glint of recognition in his eyes. "Ah, Liang Xuan. I've been expecting you. Your special item, it's ready," he said, moving towards a covered object in the corner of the room.
Unveiling it, Liang Xuan saw a beautifully crafted container, its surface etched with intricate symbols and runes. It was more than just a container; it was a masterpiece, a testament to High Elder Mo's skill and dedication.
"Thank you, Elder Mo. This will play a crucial role in what's to come… come on, it’s time to make the impossible possible," Liang Xuan expressed his gratitude, his eyes reflecting the seriousness of their upcoming endeavor.
With the container securely in his possession, Liang Xuan and High Elder Mo made their way to Huang Tzu's hut. The wasteland area of the sect, often overlooked and neglected, was quiet, a stark contrast to the bustling energy of the rest of the sect.
As he approached the hut, he saw that Mi Na had successfully gathered Elder Mo Yang Ping, Huang Tzu, Song Wu, and surprisingly, Hsu Feng. They all wore expressions of anticipation mixed with uncertainty, aware that they were on the cusp of something significant.
"Thank you all for coming," Liang Xuan began, addressing the group. "What we're about to do here could alter your paths significantly. But it's not without its risks," he warned, his tone grave.
He carefully placed the container on a makeshift table, its presence somehow making the whole scene more solemn. "With the ingredients we have and this container crafted by High Elder Mo, we have a chance to restore what was lost and heal what was broken. But I need you to trust me and follow my instructions to the letter," Liang Xuan instructed, his gaze meeting each of theirs in turn.
There was a collective nod of agreement from the group, a silent pact formed at that moment. They were ready to trust Liang Xuan, to put their hopes and futures in his hands.
The stage was set, and Liang Xuan began to outline his plan, the air around them charged with a mix of hope and determination.
Liang Xuan gathered the group around, his expression a mix of determination and solemnity. The Golden and Silver needles, shimmering in the light, lay before them, a testament to High Elder Mo's unparalleled skill.
"These," Liang Xuan began, pointing to the needles, "are not just tools; they're the key to a process that could change everything for you. But first, you need to understand the pill I'm about to make."
He carefully laid out the ingredients he had gathered, each rare and potent in its own right. "This pill, once ingested, will initiate a process of deep healing and restoration. It's designed to repair damaged meridians, reignite dormant Qi, and in some cases, even rebuild a broken Qi ocean," he explained, his gaze lingering on Huang Tzu and Elder Mo Yang Ping.
"But, it's not without its price. The process is excruciatingly painful. The body will feel as if it's being torn apart and remade. It's a trial by fire, a test of will as much as a healing process," Liang Xuan warned, his voice heavy with the gravity of his words.
Elder Mo Yang Ping nodded solemnly, understanding the stakes. "We're ready," he said, speaking for himself and Huang Tzu. "After years of living as shadows of our former selves, this pain... it's a small price to pay."
Liang Xuan then turned to the Golden and Silver needles. "These are not ordinary acupuncture needles. High Elder Mo has imbued them with specific qualities that will aid in the healing process. They will channel the effects of the pill directly to where it's needed most."
High Elder Mo, about to delve into the intricacies of his creation, was cut off by Hsu Feng's confused interjection. "But why am I here? I don't need healing."
Liang Xuan smiled enigmatically. "Hsu Feng, your presence here will become clear in due time. Sometimes, witnessing a miracle is part of a larger journey."
With that, Liang Xuan began the meticulous process of crafting the pill. The air grew thick with anticipation as each ingredient was carefully measured, ground, and mixed. The group watched in awe, aware they were witnessing something extraordinary.
Finally, the pill was ready. It glowed with an inner light, pulsing as if alive. Liang Xuan turned to Elder Mo and Huang Tzu. "Are you ready?" he asked.
They nodded, a mixture of fear and hope in their eyes. Taking a deep breath, they each swallowed a pill and braced themselves for what was to come.
Liang Xuan then carefully inserted the Golden and Silver needles at specific meridian points, his hands steady and sure. Almost immediately, Elder Mo and Huang Tzu's bodies began to convulse, their faces contorting in agony. Yet, amidst their cries, there was a sense of something incredible happening, a sense of old wounds being healed and lost strength returning.
Hsu Feng watched, wide-eyed, as the impossible unfolded before him. The realization began to dawn on him why he was there – to bear witness to the power and potential of true healing, and perhaps, to learn something deeper about the nature of cultivation and resilience.
As the sun began to set, painting the sky with hues of orange and purple, a profound sense of change hung in the air. This moment, painful yet full of promise, marked a new beginning for those gathered there. It was a testament to the wonders that dedication, knowledge, and sheer will could achieve in the world of cultivation.
The air around Elder Mo Yang Ping and Huang Tzu vibrated with an intensity that bordered on the tangible. As their screams reached a crescendo, their bodies, wracked with pain, began to float off the ground, enveloped in a shimmering aura of Qi. Song Wu, Huang Tzu's wife, watched with a mix of fear and awe, her hands clasped tightly in anxious anticipation.
Liang Xuan, his eyes focused and unwavering, urged them through gritted teeth, "Cultivate! Push through!"
In response to his command, the pair, amidst their agony, began to draw in Qi from their surroundings, channeling it through their meridians with newfound ferocity. The Golden and Silver needles inserted into their bodies glowed brighter, almost blinding, as they facilitated the flow of Qi.
The energy around them coalesced into a whirlwind, spinning faster and growing denser with each passing second. Then, in a moment of profound release, Elder Mo and Huang Tzu unleashed twin shockwaves of Qi so powerful they rippled through the sect, shaking the ground and rattling windows.
Far away, in his chamber, the Dragonlord, feeling the surge of energy, looked out his window, expecting to see plumes of smoke or signs of destruction. Instead, he saw nothing but the calm night sky. He furrowed his brow in confusion, then shrugged it off, turning back to his scrolls. The phenomenon was unusual, but not alarming enough to warrant immediate investigation.
Back at Huang Tzu's hut, the aftermath was a scene of chaos. The hut lay in disarray, its contents thrown about by the force of the Qi explosion. Yet, at the center of this maelstrom of energy, Elder Mo and Huang Tzu slowly descended to the ground, their faces etched with a mixture of pain, exhaustion, and undeniable triumph.
As they touched down, they opened their eyes, revealing a new depth and vitality within. Elder Mo, once crippled and reduced to a shadow of his former self, now radiated with the strength and presence of a seasoned cultivator. Huang Tzu, too, had undergone a transformation; the aura of defeat that once clung to him had been replaced by a dignified resolve.
Song Wu rushed to her husband's side, tears of joy and relief streaming down her face. She embraced him tightly, her heart swelling with a love that had weathered years of hardship and despair.
Hsu Feng, who had been quietly observing from a corner, stepped forward, his eyes wide with respect and a touch of envy. "That... that was incredible," he muttered, his voice barely above a whisper.
Liang Xuan, his face showing signs of fatigue from the ordeal, simply nodded. "The journey back to strength is never easy, but it's always worth the struggle," he said, his gaze lingering on the two men who had just reclaimed their lives.
As the group began to clean up the aftermath, there was a sense of unity and accomplishment among them. They had witnessed a miracle, a testament to the resilience of the human spirit and the boundless possibilities of cultivation. It was a moment that would be etched in their memories forever, a reminder of the wonders that lay hidden in the depths of the martial world.
“That was amazing!” Mi Na said as she hugged Liang Xuan
“Thanks,” Liang Xuan said as he patted her on the head before breaking the hug
At this point, Liang Xuan noticed something about the two of them, he's old alchemist "blessing in disguise" was still active.
"Damn, it happened again," he said
“What happened again?!” Song Wu asked nervously
Liang Xuan said "For whatever reason every time I do something like this, I always seem to make my pills force a breakthrough out of someone, and it did not fail this time either, I mean, Elder Mo, you were a you were a Martial Venerable Master, but now you are at the Martial Venerable king realm, level 7... and Huang Tzu, your cultivation has also increased, you used to be a Martial Venerable Warrior level 4, now you are a Martial Venerable King level 1... that makes you even more powerful than the Dragonlord himself, even if it is by half a level,"
Liang Xuan's revelation hung in the air, heavy with implications. Elder Mo Yang Ping and Huang Tzu exchanged glances, their expressions a mix of disbelief and dawning realization.
"For years, I believed my peak had passed," Elder Mo murmured, his voice tinged with wonder. "To think I would not only regain my former strength but surpass it... It's beyond anything I dared hope for."
Huang Tzu, still absorbing the magnitude of his transformation, clenched and unclenched his fists, feeling the surge of power coursing through his veins. "I was resigned to a life of obscurity, a shadow in the Sect's periphery. And now... this," he said, his voice trailing off in awe.
Song Wu, her eyes wide, looked at Liang Xuan. "But how? How is such a leap in cultivation even possible?"
Liang Xuan sighed, a mixture of satisfaction and concern etched on his face. "The alchemy I practice has always had... unexpected results. It seems to unlock hidden potentials, pushing the boundaries of what's considered possible in cultivation. But it's unpredictable. And sometimes, it's more a curse than a blessing."
He paused, his gaze settling on Elder Mo and Huang Tzu. "You both have been granted an extraordinary gift. But with great power comes great responsibility. The Sect, and perhaps even the wider Martial World, will notice this change. You must be prepared for what follows."
Elder Mo nodded solemnly. "I understand the weight of this power. I've lived long enough to know its perils. This second chance won't be wasted."
Huang Tzu's expression hardened with resolve. "I've been given a new lease on life. I won't squander it. I owe that much to my sister, to Song Wu... and to you, Liang Xuan."
Hsu Feng, who had been silently observing, stepped forward. "Liang Xuan, what you've done here today... it's nothing short of miraculous. But are you sure about the implications of your actions?"
Liang Xuan met Hsu Feng's gaze. "I've always known my path in the martial world wouldn't be a conventional one. My methods and their outcomes... they're part of who I am as a cultivator. I can't shy away from that, even if it means stepping into uncharted territory."
The group stood in a contemplative silence, each lost in their own thoughts about the future and the new possibilities that lay ahead.
The air around them seemed to buzz with a newfound energy, a testament to the extraordinary events that had just unfolded. In the heart of the Sect, a new chapter was beginning, one that promised to reshape the landscape of power and influence.
Elder Mo and Huang Tzu, once figures resigned to the fringes, were now poised to become pivotal players in the unfolding drama of the martial world. And at the center of it all was Liang Xuan, the architect of miracles, a cultivator whose name would soon be whispered in awe and wonder across the lands.
“We have another issue,” Liang Xuan said
“What is it,” asked Huang Tzu
“You,” said Liang Xuan
“Me?” asked Huang Tzu
“Yes, you just went from Trash to God-tier genius level,” Liang Xuan
Liang Xuan's suggestion resonated with a sense of urgency as he handed the pair of vambracers, specialized cultivation concealment artifacts, to Huang Tzu. The air was thick with the gravity of their situation.
"These will mask your true cultivation level," Liang Xuan explained. "In the eyes of others, you'll appear much weaker than you actually are. It's crucial to keep a low profile for now."
Huang Tzu accepted the vambraces, his fingers tracing over the intricate designs etched into the metal. "I understand," he said, his voice steady but his eyes reflecting the turmoil of emotions within. "After years of being seen as less than nothing, it's strange to think that now I must hide my strength."
Elder Mo nodded in agreement. "In the Martial World, such a drastic change in power is bound to attract unwanted attention, envy, and possibly even hostility. Discretion is our best ally."
Song Wu looked at Liang Xuan, her expression a mix of gratitude and concern. "Your foresight is commendable, Liang Xuan. But aren't you worried about drawing attention to yourself? After all, you're the one behind this miracle."
Liang Xuan gave a wry smile. "I've never been one to shy away from the spotlight. But in this case, I'm more concerned about the safety and well-being of you all. My actions today could have repercussions, and I'm prepared to face them. For now, though, let's focus on ensuring your smooth transition into your new roles."
Hsu Feng, who had been silently observing, finally spoke up. "Liang Xuan, your actions today have changed the course of their lives. But I can't help but feel that this is just the beginning. There's a larger game at play, and we're all part of it now."
Liang Xuan's eyes held a distant look, as if he were gazing into an unseen future. "Indeed, Hsu Feng. We've set things in motion that can't be undone. But no matter what challenges lie ahead, we'll face them together."
The group shared a moment of silent understanding. They were at a crossroads, and the path they had chosen was fraught with danger and uncertainty. But there was also a sense of hope, a belief that they were on the brink of something truly extraordinary.
As the sun began to set, casting long shadows over the Sect, Liang Xuan and his companions knew that the coming days would test their resolve, their loyalty, and their courage. But they were ready. Ready to step into the unknown, to forge a new destiny, and to make their mark on the Martial World.
In the fading light, Liang Xuan turned his gaze upon Hsu Feng, a glint of purpose in his eyes. Without a word, he summoned his qi, manipulating the needles with precision and embedding them into Hsu Feng's acupuncture points. Hsu Feng's eyes widened in surprise, a mixture of confusion and anticipation etched on his face.
"What are you doing, Liang Xuan?" Hsu Feng asked, his voice tinged with a blend of apprehension and curiosity.
"Just watch," Liang Xuan replied, his focus unwavering as he controlled the flow of qi with the agility of a seasoned master.
As moments passed, a visible change began to manifest in Hsu Feng. His body started to emanate a faint, golden glow, the air around him vibrating with the burgeoning power of his cultivation. A look of realization dawned on Hsu Feng's face as he felt an overwhelming surge of energy coursing through his veins.
"This is... impossible," Hsu Feng murmured, his voice barely above a whisper. The intensity of the energy was unlike anything he had ever experienced. It was raw, potent, and transformative.
High Elder Mo, Elder Mo Yang Ping, Huang Tzu, and Song Wu watched in awe as Hsu Feng's cultivation level skyrocketed. The needles glowed brighter, pulsating in harmony with his newfound power. Then, with a sudden burst of energy that rippled through the air, Hsu Feng achieved a breakthrough, ascending to the Martial Venerable Master level 8.
The group was momentarily stunned by the sheer magnitude of the transformation. Hsu Feng stood there, a mix of disbelief and euphoria on his face as he absorbed the reality of his ascension.
"How did you do this, Liang Xuan?" Hsu Feng asked, his voice trembling with excitement. "This level of breakthrough... it's unheard of without years of painstaking cultivation."
Liang Xuan gave a modest shrug, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. "Sometimes, the right push can lead to extraordinary results. Consider this my way of thanking you for your guidance and friendship."
The revelation of Liang Xuan's capabilities had a profound impact on everyone present. They were acutely aware that they were witnessing the emergence of a truly remarkable cultivator, one who not only possessed immense power but also the wisdom and generosity to uplift those around him.
As they stood there, basking in the aftermath of Hsu Feng's breakthrough, they knew that the Sect, and perhaps even the Martial World, would never be the same again. Liang Xuan had introduced a new paradigm, a testament to the boundless potential that lay within the art of cultivation.
Liang Xuan's gaze shifted from the stunned faces of his friends to the horizon, where the first stars of the evening were beginning to twinkle. He exhaled slowly, a sense of purpose resonating in his tone as he addressed the group.
"This was more than just aiding Hsu Feng," Liang Xuan began, his eyes reflecting the deepening twilight. "It's a preparation, a necessary step for what's to come. We have one more person to aid, someone whose plight is intertwined deeply with the fate of another here."
The group's attention was rapt, their expressions a mixture of curiosity and intrigue. Elder Mo and Song Wu exchanged glances, a silent understanding passing between them.
"Huang Ji," Liang Xuan continued, the name resonating with a solemn gravity. "Huang Tzu's twin sister. Her situation is complex and delicate. What we've achieved here today with Elder Mo and Hsu Feng... it's a precursor to the challenge that lies ahead in healing her."
Huang Tzu's expression was a tapestry of hope and apprehension. The mention of his sister, a person he held dear above all, stirred a tumult of emotions within him.
"Her condition is not merely physical," Liang Xuan added, his voice carrying a weight of seriousness. "It's a labyrinth of spiritual and mental barriers, woven intricately over years of trauma and pain. The breakthrough we've witnessed today, it's a testament to the potential of what we can achieve with Huang Ji. But it won't be easy. It will test the limits of our abilities and our resolve."
The group absorbed Liang Xuan's words, the air thick with a potent mix of anticipation and resolve. Huang Tzu stepped forward, his eyes glistening with unshed tears but also a fierce determination.
"Anything," he said, his voice firm. "I'll do anything it takes. She's not just my sister; she's my other half. Her pain is my pain."
Liang Xuan nodded, placing a reassuring hand on Huang Tzu's shoulder. "I know, and that's why we're going to succeed. Your sister's healing will be a journey we undertake together. It's not just about mending a broken body or soothing a scarred mind. It's about restoring a life, a spirit that has been held captive by suffering for far too long."
As the night enveloped them, a newfound resolve settled in the hearts of those present. They were united not just by their martial paths but by a shared vision of hope and healing. The journey ahead would be fraught with challenges, but in the company of comrades bonded by purpose and compassion, even the impossible seemed within reach.
“That’s nice and all, however, you won’t be able to reach her that easily,” Elder Mo Yang said
“Why?” asked Liang Xuan
“Well, she is a priced disciple, and added to her trauma she doesn’t come out at all, she stays in the Ice Caves, cultivating day and night… at least that is what we think, in the last 3 years, i’ve only ever seen her once…” Elder Mo Yang said as his face lit up with understanding as he noticed Liang Xuan’s smirk
“At the Sect wide Martial Arts tournament!” Both Elder Mo Yang and Huang Tzu said in unison
“Exactly… we have around a month before we can get to her,” said Liang Xuan
“And how are we going to do that?” asked Mi Na
“I’ll leave that to you, “big brother”,” Liang Xuan said as he looked at Huang Tzu who nodded and smiled in agreement.

	
		Chapter 32: Turbulence and Shadows



The morning air at the Crimson Phoenix Sect was crisp, tinged with the scent of fresh pine and morning dew. As Liang Xuan made his way towards his class, the voices of Liu Mei and her fiancé, Huang Da, rose in a heated argument, piercing the serene atmosphere.
"I just can't believe you're defending him!" Liu Mei's voice was laced with frustration, her eyes flashing with indignation.
Huang Da, a formidable figure with a stoic demeanor, replied with a calm yet firm tone, "It's not about defending him, Mei. It's about understanding that I can't control Long Wei's actions or his attitude towards Chen Wei."
Their argument ceased abruptly as they noticed Liang Xuan approaching. There was a moment of awkward silence before Liu Mei spoke, her voice now tempered with respect, "Good morning, Liang Xuan."
Liang Xuan nodded, his expression contemplative. "Good morning to both of you," he replied, then, to their surprise, he added, "I agree with Huang Da on this. Long Wei is responsible for his own actions. Interfering too much in such matters can sometimes do more harm than good."
Liu Mei looked taken aback, clearly not expecting this stance from Liang Xuan. "But isn't it our duty to correct wrong behavior? Especially when it concerns someone like Long Wei harassing Chen Wei?" she asked, her tone a mix of inquiry and challenge.
Liang Xuan sighed, a thoughtful look crossing his features. "There's a difference between guidance and imposition. We can advise, we can express our concerns, but ultimately, each individual must choose their path and face the consequences of their actions. And as for Chen Wei, she's more than capable of handling Long Wei herself."
Huang Da nodded in agreement, a subtle smile of appreciation for Liang Xuan's wisdom playing on his lips.
The trio's conversation shifted to lighter topics as they continued their walk to class. However, the discussion left a lingering thought in Liang Xuan's mind. 'Interpersonal dynamics in the sect are as complex and volatile as the martial arts we practice,' he mused.
The day's lessons were intense, with the instructors pushing the disciples to their limits. Liang Xuan, despite his recent advancements, found himself deeply engrossed in mastering the intricate techniques and strategies being taught. It was during these moments of deep concentration that he found a kind of peace, a respite from the ongoing dramas and conflicts of the sect.
As the day drew to a close, Liang Xuan reflected on the events and conversations that had transpired. He realized that his journey at the Crimson Phoenix Sect was not just about martial prowess or cultivating qi. It was also about understanding the human heart, with all its complexities, and learning to navigate the turbulent waters of relationships and emotions.
In the quiet of his room that evening, Liang Xuan sat in meditation, contemplating the lessons of the day. The flickering candlelight cast shadows on the walls, mirroring the flickering thoughts that danced through his mind. He knew that the path ahead was fraught with challenges, but he also knew that each challenge was an opportunity for growth, not just as a martial artist, but as a human being.
'In the end, the greatest battles we face are often within ourselves,' he thought, a sense of resolve settling within him.
LATER THAT NIGHT
In the stillness of his meditation, Liang Xuan's senses were heightened, attuned to the subtlest shifts in the environment. The sudden, almost imperceptible change in the atmosphere was enough to alert him. His instincts screamed danger.
Without a moment's hesitation, Liang Xuan's body moved almost on its own accord, a blend of fluid grace and trained reflexes. He slipped out of the window and concealed himself behind the wall just as the door to his room burst open, revealing a group of masked figures moving with lethal intent.
Peering cautiously, Liang Xuan observed them from his hiding spot. They were searching for him, their movements precise and coordinated, the hallmark of seasoned fighters. They spoke in hushed tones, their conversation chilling. They were discussing an assassination order – his assassination.
“He’s gone!” one of them said
“Are you sure he was here?”
“Of course, I followed him here, and I haven’t taken my eyes away from his room,”
“What are we going to tell the elder?”
As they deliberated over what to report back to their leader, a sudden eruption of violence shattered the tense silence.
The assailants inside Spike's room turned to look at the door as another of their members came flying through the door hitting a pillar head first, dying instantly.
The group of masked man readied their weapons, waiting for Spike to march in and fight, but who they saw shocked them all
“Huang Tzu?!” one of them said in surprise
“This trash just killed Tao Min!” said another
“And you are about to join him,” Huang Tzu said as released his fire element and lunged at the assailants who lunged back.
It was a close one, Huang Tzu threw punches left and right, sometimes hitting one of them, sometimes missing all together, while at the same time evading the attackers blades by mere inches.
“How the hell can he keep up with us?!” one of them asked
“His cultivation is back!!!!!” screamed another
“No, It has far surpassed my previous cultivation!” Huang Tzu said as he did a few hand gestures and released even more power
This shocked the attackers who stepped back in fear and awe
Sensing this, Huang Tzu smirked and said “What? Did you really think that was my full strength? It is but a mere 10% of what I am capable of… let me show you what I can do at 15%!” with murder in his eyes.
“K-Kill him, KILL HIM NOW!” the leader said as they all lunged at him, however, Huang Tzu’s eyes then turned bright red and a pair of swords appeared before him.
“Ah, my old friends, how I missed you… INFERNO CYCLONE!!!” Huang Tzu roared as he mimicked a cyclone with his swords, and seconds later, a cyclone of pure energy and fire appeared, hitting the attackers head on, killing them.
“Good riddance… oh no!, where is Liang Xuan?!, did they get to him before I arrived?!” he panicked
“Impressive” Liang Xuan re-entered the room cautiously, his eyes surveying the grim scene. Huang Tzu stood amidst the fallen, his breathing steady, his expression one of apology and concern.
"I'm sorry I was late," Huang Tzu said, his voice firm yet carrying an undercurrent of worry. "Are you alright, Liang Xuan?"
Liang Xuan nodded, his mind racing. "I'm fine, thanks to you. But we need to find out who they are."
Together, they began to unmask the fallen attackers. A cold realization dawned upon them as they recognized the faces – they were all Core Disciples of the Disciplinary Pavilion.
“Wu Tem… Bojing Zhu… Wui-Qui Len… I don’t like this,” said Liang Xuan
“Are you thinking the same thing I’m thinking?” said Huang Tzu
“I’m afraid so…” said Liang Xuan
The implications were grave and clear. Someone in the Disciplinary Pavilion wanted Liang Xuan dead, and they were willing to use their own disciples as pawns in their deadly game. The sect, a place where martial prowess and honor were supposed to reign supreme, was also a breeding ground for dark conspiracies and hidden agendas.
Huang Tzu's gaze met Liang Xuan's, a silent understanding passing between them. "We need to report this," Huang Tzu stated. "But we must be careful about whom we trust."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement, his mind already formulating plans and contingencies. This assassination attempt was not just an attack on him, but a challenge to the very principles the Crimson Phoenix Sect stood for. And he was determined to uncover the truth behind it.
As night deepened, the two of them set out to initiate an investigation that would delve into the darkest corners of the sect. It was a path fraught with danger and deception, but Liang Xuan was resolute. The shadows of the night had tried to claim him, but he would emerge into the light, bringing the truth with him.
A FEW MINUTES LATER
In the dimly lit chamber, Elder Mo Yang Ping and Elder Lam listened intently as Liang Xuan recounted the night's events. The air was thick with tension, the gravity of the situation weighing heavily upon them all.
"The attackers were Core Disciples from the Disciplinary Pavilion," Liang Xuan said, his voice steady despite the turmoil of thoughts swirling in his mind. "This wasn't just a random act of violence. It was an orchestrated assassination attempt."
Elder Mo's face was etched with concern. "This is a serious accusation, Liang Xuan. Are you certain of their identities?"
Before Liang Xuan could respond, the room's door flew open, and a disheveled figure stumbled in. It was Ye Zhang, his eyes wide with a mix of fear and urgency.
"They tried to kill me too, last night," Ye Zhang blurted out, his breathing ragged. "But my attackers... they weren't from the Disciplinary Pavilion."
A heavy silence fell over the room. Elder Lam stepped forward, his gaze piercing. "Explain yourself, Ye Zhang. Who were these attackers?"
Ye Zhang swallowed hard, his eyes darting between the elders and Liang Xuan. "I don't know their identities. But they were skilled, lethal. And they mentioned something about 'cleaning up loose ends.'"
Elder Mo's expression hardened. "This is more than just an internal power struggle. It seems like a covert operation is being carried out within our sect."
Liang Xuan's mind raced. If Ye Zhang's attackers were different, it meant that there were multiple factions at play, each with their own deadly agendas. The Crimson Phoenix Sect was a battlefield in the shadows, and they were caught in the crossfire.
Elder Lam's voice cut through his thoughts. "We must act swiftly. This cannot be allowed to continue. The sect's very foundation is at stake."
Huang Tzu stepped forward. "What do you propose we do, elders?"
Elder Mo Yang Ping exchanged a look with Elder Lam, a silent communication passing between them. "We need to investigate this discreetly. Any rash actions might tip off those behind these attacks."
Liang Xuan nodded in agreement. "We need to gather more information. Find out who these factions are and their motives."
Ye Zhang looked between them, a newfound determination in his eyes. "I want to help. Whoever they are, they've made it personal now."
Elder Lam placed a hand on Ye Zhang's shoulder. "Your courage is commendable. But remember, we are treading on dangerous ground. We must be cautious."
As the group formulated a plan, a sense of unity formed amongst them. They were no longer just individuals within the sect; they were allies bound by a common cause – to unearth the sinister forces lurking within the Crimson Phoenix Sect and restore order to its hallowed halls.
Liang Xuan's gaze fell intently on Ye Zhang, a flicker of insight dancing in his eyes. The room held its breath as he focused his discerning eye, a rare ability that revealed truths often hidden from the naked eye.
After a moment, Liang Xuan broke the silence. "Ye Zhang, your cultivation method... it's not just unique, it's a treasure among cultivators."
Ye Zhang, looking puzzled, nodded slowly. "Yes, it's a family secret, passed down for generations."
Elder Mo Yang Ping leaned in, his interest piqued. "And what exactly is special about this method?"
Liang Xuan's expression was grave. "It's not just the method itself. It's the way Ye Zhang's body has adapted to it. His core is... extraordinary. If he continues to cultivate without hindrance, his potential is limitless."
Ye Zhang's eyes widened in realization, a mix of fear and awe in his gaze. "You mean... that's why they're after me?"
Liang Xuan nodded solemnly. "Yes. In the world of cultivation, unique abilities and methods can be both a blessing and a curse. In your case, it has painted a target on your back."
Elder Lam stepped forward, his brow furrowed in thought. "This is troubling news. Such a rare gift should be nurtured, not hunted."
Elder Mo added, "We must protect Ye Zhang at all costs. His potential is not just valuable to him, but to the entire sect."
Liang Xuan turned to Ye Zhang. "You'll need to be extremely cautious, Ye Zhang. Whoever is behind this, they won't stop until they have what they want."
Ye Zhang nodded, a determined fire kindling in his eyes. "I understand. And I'll do whatever it takes to protect myself and contribute to the sect."
The group exchanged resolute looks, understanding the gravity of the situation. A rare talent like Ye Zhang's was a double-edged sword, capable of both great power and great danger.
Elder Lam's brows furrowed in deep thought as he turned to Liang Xuan. "But why would someone target you, Liang Xuan? You've only been in the sect for a short time."
Liang Xuan exchanged a knowing glance with Elder Mo Yang Ping before responding. "It's precisely because of what I've achieved since arriving here," he began. "I've been involved in some... let's say, extraordinary events."
Elder Mo interjected, "Not just extraordinary, Elder Lam. Miraculous, I'd say. Liang Xuan has done things that many of us thought were impossible."
Liang Xuan nodded, continuing, "I was able to help Elder Mo regain his lost cultivation, elevate Huang Tzu's status from being considered 'trash' to a Martial Venerable King, and even help Hsu Feng breakthrough his limits."
Elder Lam's eyes widened in disbelief. "That's incredible! But it also paints a rather large target on your back. Such abilities could be seen as a threat by those who covet power."
Elder Mo added, "And let's not forget the successful expedition to the Forbidden Forest and the revival of the Azure Dragon Sect. Liang Xuan's actions have significantly shifted the balance of power within the sect."
Liang Xuan let out a sigh, "I never intended to draw this much attention. I only wanted to help those who needed it and learn along the way."
Elder Lam placed a reassuring hand on Liang Xuan's shoulder. "Your intentions are noble, but in a place like this, power and envy walk hand in hand. We must be vigilant. Your actions have not only earned you admirers but also enemies lurking in the shadows."
The room fell into a thoughtful silence as they all pondered the implications. Liang Xuan's achievements, while awe-inspiring, had inadvertently made him a figure of interest in the complex political landscape of the sect.
Elder Mo Yang Ping finally broke the silence, "We must take precautions. Liang Xuan, you must be careful. We can't afford to lose a talent like you."
Liang Xuan nodded, a determined look in his eyes. "I understand. I'll be more cautious. But I won't stop doing what I think is right."
With mention of the Azure Dragon Sect, Huang Tzu's eyes flickered with a realization: "The body of Gods scroll! It was said that it was one of the Azure Dragon Sect's biggest secrets, and there was this whole theory that whoever masters the scroll will be able to break through to God-tier level 3! That's what they want, they think you have it!" Huang Tzu said in a panic.
"But I already know what it says, I wrote it after all... and I gave it to... Fan Zhang!" Liang Xuan thought
Huang Tzu's revelation sent a ripple of tension through the room. "The Body of Gods Scroll from the Azure Dragon Sect? That's a legend!" Elder Lam exclaimed, his voice tinged with disbelief.
Liang Xuan, maintaining his composure, replied, "Yes, it's one of the most coveted secrets, believed to grant immense power. But the truth is, I don't have it with me."
Huang Tzu, still looking worried, pressed on, "But they don't know that. They might think you're hiding it, or worse, they might target Fan Zhang if they believe he has it."
Liang Xuan's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. "Fan Zhang... I did pass on some knowledge to him, but not the entire scroll. It's ancient knowledge, too dangerous to be handed out lightly."
Elder Mo Yang Ping interjected, "This is a serious matter. If word spreads that you're connected to the Azure Dragon Sect's lost arts, it won't just be the sect members after you. Outsiders will come seeking that power too."
Elder Lam nodded in agreement. "We need to keep this quiet. The less people know about your connection to the Azure Dragon Sect and its secrets, the better."
Liang Xuan sighed, "I understand the risks. But I can't just sit back and let others be endangered because of me. We need to find a way to protect Fan Zhang and dispel these rumors."
Elder Lam looked at Liang Xuan with a mix of respect and concern. "Your sense of responsibility is commendable, Liang Xuan. We'll do what we can to support you. But remember, discretion is key here."
The group nodded in agreement, understanding the gravity of the situation. Liang Xuan had inadvertently stirred a hornet's nest, and now they had to navigate the dangers that came with it. The meeting concluded with a sense of urgency, as they all recognized that the path ahead was fraught with peril.
As they dispersed, Liang Xuan couldn't help but think about the Body of Gods Scroll and its implications. He knew the power it held, and the responsibility that came with such knowledge. The road ahead was uncertain, but one thing was clear: he needed to be prepared for whatever came next.
“So, what now?” asked Huang Tzu
“We need to go and find Fan Zhang and warn him,” said Liang Xuan as they both headed off towards the dorms near the study district of the sect.
To get there, they had to go through the Serenity Forest, and this is where our 2 heroes where at.
“There is a short cut through here,” Huang Tzu said as he used his knowledge of the sect to guide Liang Xuan through the woods.
As they were walking they heard shouts and the clanging of metal in the distance.
“What is that?” asked Huang Tzu
“A fight!” said Liang Xuan
Huang Tzu and Liang Xuan rushed towards the commotion, weaving through the dense woods. As they emerged into a clearing, the sight that greeted them was alarming.
Wang Feng and Huang Da were standing amidst the wreckage of what appeared to be Warrior Puppets, their clothes torn and faces streaked with blood and dirt. They looked exhausted, but their eyes burned with a fierce determination.
"Da, Feng! What happened here?" Liang Xuan called out as they approached the pair.
Huang Da, panting heavily, managed to say, "We were... ambushed. These puppets... they were rigged to attack us."
Wang Feng, leaning against a broken tree trunk, added, "Someone set a trap. These weren't ordinary training puppets. They were modified to kill."
Liang Xuan's expression hardened. "Modified? That's a serious violation of sect rules. Do you have any idea who could be behind this?"
Before they could answer, a rustling sound caught their attention. Turning sharply, they saw Fan Zhang emerge from the bushes, his face a mask of worry.
"Fan Zhang, what are you doing here?" Liang Xuan asked, suspicion tinting his tone.
"I... I heard the commotion and came to see if I could help," Fan Zhang explained, his voice tinged with anxiety. "But I see you've handled it."
Liang Xuan eyed him thoughtfully. "We were actually on our way to see you. We need to talk about the Body of Gods Scroll."
Fan Zhang's eyes widened in surprise. "The scroll? But why? I thought it was just a myth."
Huang Tzu interjected, "It's more than a myth, and it's putting Liang Xuan in danger. We suspect someone might come after you, thinking you have it."
The color drained from Fan Zhang's face. "What? But I don't have anything like that. Liang Xuan, what's going on?"
Liang Xuan sighed, "It's a long story. For now, we need to ensure your safety and figure out who's targeting members of our sect."
Turning to Wang Feng and Huang Da, Liang Xuan added, "You two should get yourselves checked by the medics. We'll need to report this incident to the Elders."
As they all nodded in agreement, Liang Xuan couldn't shake off the feeling that the sect was no longer a safe haven. Someone within was playing a dangerous game, and it was only a matter of time before things escalated further. They needed to act fast, and with caution.
As the group prepared to part ways, a sudden rustling from the surrounding woods halted them in their tracks. In an instant, they found themselves encircled by a new wave of Warrior Puppets, their eyes glowing ominously in the dim forest light.
From amidst the mechanical assailants, a cloaked figure emerged, shrouded in mystery. With a chillingly calm voice, the figure commanded, "Kill them!" The puppets, as if animated by some dark will, lunged forward in unison.
Liang Xuan reacted instantly, drawing his sword with a swift, fluid motion. "Form a circle! Back to back!" he shouted to his companions.
Huang Da and Wang Feng, though still bruised from their earlier skirmish, prepared themselves for combat, positioning themselves back to back with Liang Xuan, Huang Tzu and Fan Zhang. The group formed a small fortress of defense as the puppets closed in.
The battle that ensued was a whirlwind of steel and magic. Liang Xuan's sword danced through the air, its blade singing a deadly song as it sliced through the mechanical bodies of the puppets. Each strike was precise and lethal, designed to incapacitate with maximum efficiency.
Beside him, Huang Da's raw strength was a sight to behold. With each powerful swing of his fists, puppets were sent flying, their parts scattering in the underbrush. His martial prowess, combined with his newfound cultivation level, made him an unstoppable force.
Wang Feng, meanwhile, employed a mix of cunning tactics and formation techniques. His hands moved rapidly, tracing intricate patterns in the air that materialized into barriers and traps, ensnaring the puppets in a web of magical constructs.
Fan Zhang, though less experienced in combat, held his own admirably. Wielding his giant calligraphy brush like a staff, he painted runes in the air that burst into blinding light upon contact with the puppets, disrupting their movements and giving his companions openings to strike.
And Huang Tzu using his new strength and resilience, acted as a human shield to help Huang Da and Wang Feng fight off the waves of puppets
The cloaked figure watched in silence, the puppets seemingly endless. Despite their valiant efforts, the group found themselves being slowly pushed back, their energy reserves dwindling under the relentless assault.
In a desperate move, Liang Xuan yelled, "Focus on the cloaked one! It's controlling the puppets!"
As if sensing the shift in their strategy, the cloaked figure began to retreat, skillfully maneuvering through the puppets. But Liang Xuan was quick to pursue, weaving through the mechanical horde with agile grace.
The air was thick with the sounds of combat, the clash of metal, and the crackle of magical energy. The forest itself seemed to hold its breath, watching the deadly dance unfold within its heart.
As Liang Xuan closed in on the cloaked figure, a sense of foreboding filled him. This was no ordinary foe; the air around the figure crackled with a dark energy that sent shivers down his spine. The true battle was just beginning.
The battle intensified as Huang Tzu, his eyes blazing with a fierce determination, entered what could only be described as a "rampage mode." With a sudden burst of extraordinary power, he lunged at the horde of Warrior Puppets, his movements a blur of unstoppable force.
Each strike from Huang Tzu was like a thunderbolt, crushing the mechanical assailants with such ferocity that they were reduced to mere scraps of metal and wires. The puppets, which moments ago had seemed like an insurmountable threat, were now being torn apart like paper dolls in the hands of a giant. His transformation was awe-inspiring, filling his companions with a mix of fear and admiration.
Even the cloaked figure, who had been observing the battle with cold detachment, couldn't hide a flicker of surprise at Huang Tzu's sudden display of might. For a moment, the tide of battle seemed to turn in their favor, the relentless onslaught of the puppets slowing under Huang Tzu's relentless assault.
Seizing the opportunity, Liang Xuan charged towards the cloaked figure, his sword ready to strike. But just as he was about to reach his elusive adversary, the figure deftly dropped a smoke bomb at its feet. A thick, choking cloud instantly enveloped the area, obscuring everything in a veil of darkness.
Liang Xuan lunged forward, swinging his sword through the smoke, but it was too late. When the smoke cleared moments later, the cloaked figure was gone, leaving no trace behind. The remaining puppets, now leaderless, became erratic, their movements uncoordinated and aimless.
Panting heavily, Liang Xuan scanned the area, his senses on high alert. "Gone..." he muttered, a mix of frustration and relief in his voice. The immediate threat was over, but the mystery of their assailant and the purpose behind the attack remained unsolved.
Huang Tzu, reverting back to his normal state, looked around at the carnage he had wrought. His hands were still shaking from the adrenaline, his breath coming in heavy gasps. "I... I didn't know I had that in me," he said, a hint of disbelief in his voice.
Wang Feng and Fan Zhang approached, their expressions a mix of astonishment and concern. "That was incredible, Huang Tzu," Wang Feng said, clapping him on the shoulder. "But who was that figure, and why did they attack us?"
Liang Xuan sheathed his sword, his mind racing with questions. "I don't know," he admitted. "But this was no random assault. They came prepared and with a purpose. We need to be vigilant."
As the group gathered their composure, the weight of the encounter hung heavily in the air. They had survived, but the shadow of an unseen enemy loomed over them, a reminder that their journey in the martial world was fraught with dangers, both seen and unseen.
“W-what now?” asked Fan Zhang
Liang Xuan then turned and helped Huang Da to his feet and placed his arm around him.
“We’re getting them to the medic,” Liang Xuan said as Huang Tzu helped Wang Feng and they all soared into the sky, with Fan Zhang feeling extremely uneasy about everything that just happened.
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